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Chapter One
No one told me that the reason my brand-new pair of Christian Louboutins are called killer is because they are actually going to kill me before the day is over.
Oh, I know what you’re thinking. What else should I expect from a pair of five-inch ruby-red stilettos? Even ones that come with the promise of comfort? After all, every woman knows that after a few hours and a few miles, even the most comfortable heels become instruments of torture.
Even I know that, and that’s saying something considering I spend most of my life in old jeans and older T-shirts. And ballet flats. I’m a big fan of ballet flats. Right now I’d pretty much sell my soul for a pair of them.
Which is why I’d planned to wear a totally sensible pair of shoes today. Navy open-toed pumps with a two-inch heel that perfectly match the five-hundred-dollar suit I’m wearing. It’s the same suit I scrimped and saved for for the better part of last semester, and it’s the same suit that helped get me the position I started this morning. My dream job. Technically, I suppose it isn’t actually a job, as I’m not getting paid for it—a salary is the defining quality of being employed, after all—but it is an internship. In the intellectual property department of the most innovative and fastest-growing biomedical corporation in the country. The world, even. If that isn’t a job and a damn good one, I don’t know what is.
But when I laid the whole outfit out on my bed last night, checking the individual pieces for any stains or tears or wrinkles or scuffs—anything that might give me away as the poor college student I am instead of the ambitious and hardworking future lawyer I intend to be—my best friend and roommate was horrified by my choice of footwear. She’d insisted that a suit as kick-ass as this one deserved shoes just as kick-ass. That’s when she’d pulled out the Loubies with a drumroll and a flourish, her gift to me on the first day of the rest of my life.
I couldn’t say no, not when Tori had gone through so much trouble to make this day special for me. And not when she’d insisted on me crashing in her guest room, rent free, for the summer just so I could actually afford to take this internship. Just so I could start the journey that would turn my dreams into reality.


So now here I am, tottering around on these skyscraper heels and doing my best not to look like my blisters are growing blisters. And it’s only lunchtime. I still have five more hours of this torture to endure.
Things probably wouldn’t have been so bad if I’d been able to stay at my desk, or even on the two floors that were devoted to intellectual property law at Frost Industries’s main headquarters. But since it was my first day on the job, my mentor—another intern who seems really nice and who’s been here awhile—had thought it’d be a great idea to show me around the property. A property that includes five main buildings and a number of smaller labs and encompasses several acres of prime beachfront realty here in sunny La Jolla, California. It had been a great tour of a great company, and I probably would have had to pinch myself if my shoes hadn’t been doing it for me.
But the tour is finally over, I remind myself as I walk into the huge cafeteria that overlooks one of the prettiest beaches in San Diego. There’s nothing on the agenda for this afternoon except lunch and a four-hour-long meeting with the other interns, all of whom have been here a lot longer than I. They’re supposed to bring me up to speed on the various patents and contracts we’ll be doing research on this summer. I know that probably sounds wicked boring to most people, but I can’t wait. This is the only thing I’ve wanted to do since I found out being the Pink Power Ranger was not actually a viable career choice.
Doing my best not to limp, I try not to look as overwhelmed as I feel in this huge, cavernous room with its 842 seats (that number came directly from my mentor, who is as proud of this place as Ethan Frost himself probably is—maybe more).
Like Google before it, Frost Industries is known for its state-of-the-art cafeteria. With two gourmet chefs and twelve different food stations that change their type of cuisine served on a weekly basis—not to mention the salad, juice, and dessert bars—it boasts something for everyone. And they do mean everyone. It doesn’t matter if you’re a janitor or an executive VP; as long as you have your employee badge, you eat free. Breakfast, lunch, dinner, afternoon snack. They’re all on the house for Frost Industries employees—another reason I’ve been able to take this internship. With no rent and no food bills to speak of, my meager savings should get me through until my scholarship and work study come in to offset the cost of my senior year.


Though it’s one o’clock, I’m still not very hungry—residual nervousness from my first day still has my stomach flipping a little—so I head over to the juice bar. A smoothie sounds about right for lunch today. It’s not too heavy, but it is substantial enough to get me through until dinner. Besides, the juice bar is the closest thing to me, and at this point, every step counts.
When I get there, there’s no line—everyone seems to be hanging at the pizza and Indian food stations today. There are two guys behind the counter, neither of whom seems in that big a rush to take my order. Which is fine, since I don’t know what I want yet anyway.
The menu’s not that extensive—eight different smoothies, and six different juices, including wheatgrass and beet, neither of which is high on my list of things to try—so it doesn’t take me long to make up my mind. And still neither guy tries to wait on me. I’m more intrigued than annoyed, though, especially since it looks like I’m not the only one who is new today. One of the guys is definitely instructing the other on the fine art of smoothie making, and he’s being very particular, talking about things like the proper juice-to-fruit ratio and how important it is to make sure that the frozen yogurt is just the right temperature. He even goes so far as to instruct him on exactly how many blueberries should go into the smoothie he’s making. It turns out thirty-eight is the right number. Not thirty-seven. Not thirty-nine. But thirty-eight.
Coming from another guy, the whole speech probably would have sounded jerky. But this guy is so passionate about smoothie making, so determined that it be exactly right, that he doesn’t sound jerky at all. Instead, he comes off like the Dalai Lama of blended-drink making. Patient, wise, omnipotent.


And the guy he’s talking to is hanging on his every syllable, like the words that fall from his lips are actually directions on how to reach nirvana. I’m amused despite myself, and am almost sorry to see the lesson end when the smoothie finally gets poured into two cups. Or I would be if the minutes of my lunch hour weren’t ticking rapidly away.
“Excuse me,” I say when it eventually becomes obvious that they’re both more than happy to stand around staring at the reddish blue smoothie in front of them for many moons to come. It’s like they’re both completely entranced by the drink, and I can’t help thinking that maybe Frost Industries doesn’t take their no-illegal-substance policy all that seriously. Because these guys have to be high on something, right? Otherwise a simple smoothie just wouldn’t be all that interesting. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m ready to order now.”
The trainer looks up at the sound of my voice, his dark blue eyes immediately zeroing in on mine. That’s when I realize he wasn’t as oblivious to my presence as I’d thought. He’d been testing me as surely as he’d been testing the other employee, waiting to see how each of us would handle the situation.
The knowledge gets my back up. It’s just a stupid drink, just a stupid little power play, but I don’t enjoy being manipulated. Even over something as ridiculous as a drink.
“No need to order,” he says, pressing a lid down onto one of the cups before sliding it across the counter at me. “You can have this one. It’s the Ethan Special.”
“No, thank you.” I don’t even glance at the cup. “I’d prefer a Hawaiian Sunrise.”
“How do you know that’s what you’d prefer? You don’t even know what’s in the Ethan Special.”
Judging from his behavior, I’m thinking grass of the non-wheat variety. And since this is my first day, I’m not exactly prepared to risk it, no matter how hot he is. “I don’t have to know what’s in it to know that I’m in the mood for” —I glance back at the menu— “A refreshing blend of strawberries, bananas, pineapple juice, and orange sherbet. None of which appear to be in the drink you just made.”


“This drink has strawberries in it. Seven, to be exact.”
Thirty-eight blueberries and seven strawberries. Is this guy for real? There’s a part of me that’s intrigued despite myself, but I’m not about to let him see that. So I just look down my nose at him and answer, “One out of four ingredients is not what I would call a perfect match.”
“Is that important to you?” he asks, one dark eyebrow raised. “That things match up perfectly?”
Absolutely. I’m obsessive about it, really, making sure things fit exactly where they’re supposed to. Making sure the i’s are all dotted and the t’s are all crossed and the rules have all been followed. Tori calls me OCD, but it’s not like that. It’s not the routine of doing something a certain way that appeals to me. It’s the order of the end result that I crave, the knowledge that things are exactly as they should be.
And while I’m aware that sounds a little crazy, it’s actually what’s kept me sane the last six years. Ever since Brandon—
I slam that door shut before the memories leak out from where I’ve buried them. No way am I going to think about him again ever, let alone on what is the best day I’ve had in a very long time. No, I’m going to focus on keeping things simple. Orderly. Easy. After all, I’m not one to rock the boat just to see what falls out.
I don’t tell any of this to him, of course. Instead, I raise one of my own brows and say, “You’re the one who counts the blueberries in his drink. All I’m trying to do is get what I ordered sometime before the dinner rush. Which, incidentally, starts in”—I make a show of glancing at my watch—“approximately four hours.”
“So, we’ve got plenty of time then. Why don’t you pull up a bar stool and we’ll get to know each other a little? I don’t have anywhere I need to be.”


The guy next to him—the trainee—makes a choked little sound in the back of his throat. But he doesn’t say anything, just takes a drink from the second Ethan Special cup, so I don’t bother looking over at him. Especially since every instinct I have is screaming at me to keep my eyes on the guy in front of me. That looking away would be akin to admitting a defeat I am suddenly hell-bent on avoiding.
“Well, that makes one of us. I, however, have a meeting in fifteen minutes that I can’t be late for.”
“Hmm. That certainly puts you at a disadvantage then, doesn’t it?”
“Why? Because I have a job that actually requires me to perform the duties that are in my job description?”
This time the noise the trainee makes sounds somewhere between a cat hacking up a furball and a hyena in its death throes. “Are you okay?” I finally demand, still not taking my eyes off his trainer. “Because, frankly, I’m getting concerned.”
He makes the sound again, then slaps his chest hard before taking another long sip from his drink. “I’m good, thanks.”
“Glad to hear it. I was beginning to think he’d poisoned you.”
“I never poison anyone on the first day. The second day, however, is an entirely different story.”
“I wouldn’t go around admitting that to anyone. It makes you—and Frost Industries—culpable if anyone ever suffers so much as a mild case of food poisoning.”
He steps back then, looks me over from top to toes. “God. You’re one of the lawyers, aren’t you?”
I might have been excited that it was that obvious, except he definitely doesn’t make it sound like a compliment. Which, I admit, gets my hackles up even more. “Is that a problem?”
Before he can answer, someone comes up behind me and orders a Hawaiian Sunrise. The trainer chats easily with him even as he begins scooping ingredients into a blender. Less than ninety seconds later, he puts a beautiful, pinkish orange smoothie on the counter. The guy runs his badge through the scanner, grabs his drink, and then heads off with a wave.


I watch the whole thing go down, then turn to him in disbelief. “Are you kidding me? Are. You. Freaking. Kidding. Me?”
He does an admirable job of looking confused. “Is something wrong?”
“You just gave him my drink!”
“No. I just gave him his drink.” He taps the cup in front of me. “That’s your drink.”
I’m not even sure what I’m feeling at this point. Annoyance, definitely. Shock, probably. Amusement? Strangely enough, I think there’s some of that going on, too. This guy is so brash, so bold, so in-my-face that I can’t help being impressed. Even as I’m determined to put him in his place.
“Are you always this insufferable?” I demand.
“Only when I’m right.”
“I thought the customer was always right.”
He cocks his head to the side, pretends to think for a second. Then says, “Nope. Not always. But hey, how about this? I’ll make your drink right now if you give the Ethan Special a try.” He pushes the smoothie a little closer to me. “Come on. Just one sip.”
“I didn’t realize this was a negotiation.”
“Life is a negotiation.”
“No. It’s a cereal.” I eye the smoothie. “What if I don’t like it?”
“What if you do?”
“It’s an unnecessary risk.”
“Almost everything is an unnecessary risk. Sometimes the risk is worth the reward.” He’s smiling now, but the look in his eyes is intense. Interested. Interesting. It tugs at something deep inside me, makes me wonder, when I never wonder. Makes me want, when I never want.
That’s when I take a step back and look at him, really look at him. Except for his dark hair, he’s the quintessential California surf bum. Bright blue Hurley T-shirt. Quiksilver board shorts with wide, color-blocked stripes in red, orange, yellow, and blue. Tan leather flip-flops. Gorgeous face. Dark stubble on his chin. Too-long hair flopping in his eyes. Even the hint of a tattoo peeking out from under the rolled-up sleeve of his shirt. Totally not the kind of guy I would normally go for.


And yet there’s something familiar about him. And also something that intrigues me. That makes me want to yield to him when I don’t normally yield to anyone. For a moment, just a moment, I think about picking up that stupid purple shake and drinking it. I’m running out of time, after all, and the afternoon will drag by if I don’t eat something.
I could just walk away, grab a sandwich and some fruit from one of the coolers, and eat it on my way back to Building Three. But that feels too much like retreat, something that I suddenly realize would disappoint us both.
Which means we’re at a stalemate. Him insisting I try something new. Me insisting I’m fine with the tried and true. It’s a stupid fight to have, especially with a stranger, but the look in his eyes can’t be denied. We both know there’s more going on here than a battle over a stupid drink
I can’t believe I’m going to do it, can’t believe that after all this fuss I’m going to take a sip of that damn smoothie, but I am. I reach for it, am compelled to reach for it by the look in his eyes and the sudden tension in his body. But as my hand closes around the cup, my stomach growls. Loudly.
It breaks the spell and I flush in embarrassment. So much for first-day nerves. A tangle with the juice-bar guy and suddenly my appetite is back with a vengeance.
“You’re hungry,” he says. His voice is colored with a sudden regret I don’t understand.
“It’s lunchtime. That’s my lunch.”
The next thing I know, he’s back at the blender, loading it with cut-up bananas and an extra-large serving of strawberries—definitely more than seven. He adds a large scoop of protein powder, then sherbet and juice.
Moments later, an extra-large Hawaiian Sunrise smoothie appears in front of me.
I’m confused. Uncertain, suddenly, though I don’t know why. I like to win. It’s kind of an obsession with me, so I should be happy that he backed down so unexpectedly. Except I’m not, because winning like this feels strangely like losing.


Under his watchful gaze, I reach for my smoothie. But at the last second—don’t ask me why because I don’t have a clue—I grab his instead. Take a long sip. Then place the cup back down on the counter.
Then I gather up my smoothie and turn away without glancing at him again. I can’t. I’m too unsettled by what just happened. By what I just did and why I did it.
I’ve only gone a few steps, though, when he calls after me. “Hey!”
I turn back, even though I tell myself not to. “Yes?”
“What did you think? Of the Ethan Special?”
“Exactly what I thought I would. It’s disgusting.”
He rears back in surprise. “Disgusting? Really?”
“Really. I hate blueberries.”
He doesn’t say another word, but then again, neither do I. Still, the question hangs between us. If I really hate blueberries so much, why did I drink his smoothie when he’d already given me what I ordered?
I don’t know the answer to that question, but as I walk away, I can feel his eyes on me. And somehow I’m certain that until I do know, until I understand, things will never be the same for me again.



Chapter Two
“Hey, Chloe.” My roommate greets me without looking up from where she’s painting her toenails the ugliest cyanide green I’ve ever seen. “A package came for you about an hour ago. I put it on your bed.”
“A package?” The first thing I do after I close our apartment door behind me is to kick the ruby-red torture devices I’ve been wearing all day off my feet and halfway across the apartment. I watch with a demented kind of satisfaction as they bounce off the breakfast nook’s walls. It’s no way to treat a thousand-dollar pair of Christian Louboutins, but to be honest, at this point I don’t really give a damn. Never again will I wear those things to work. Never. Again. “I didn’t order anything.”
“The return address says Frost Industries. It’s pretty heavy, so maybe it’s a bunch of HR paperwork. You know, employee codes of conduct, stuff like that.”
“Maybe, but they emailed me all those things last week, made me sign a confidentiality agreement and a bunch of other stuff before they ever let me out of the HR offices.” I drop my purse on the table near the door, then gratefully shrug out of my jacket. I love this suit, I really do. But all I really want right now is to get the thing off of me. It’s definitely a yoga pants kind of night. “I doubt they’d send physical copies of the documents, too. Especially via UPS or FedEx. Not when they could have just given them to me when I was at work today.”
“How was work? Did you take the world of biomedical engineering by storm on your first day?”
“Not quite. But I managed to not humiliate myself, so that’s something.”
“I say it’s a definite win. And you know what that means—champagne for dinner!”
I glance at her, amused. “Don’t you mean with dinner?”
“Only if you want to be a party pooper.”
If those nine words don’t sum up my relationship with Tori, than I don’t know what does. She’s six months older than I, and ever since we were put together as roommates our freshman year at UCSD, she’s pretty much considered it her job in life to corrupt me—a position she has only grown more firm on since she turned twenty-one a few months ago.


For the sake of our friendship, some days I even let her think it’s working.
Curious about this strange and unexpected package, I head down the hall toward my bedroom. Having finally finished her last toe, Tori gets up to follow me. But since she’s worried about smudging the polish, she kind of waddles on her heels, toes in the air. With her hair dyed race-car yellow and cut short and spiky, she looks a little like a top-heavy duck. One that stuck its wing in an electric socket.
She’s actually a really pretty girl, with beautifully delicate features and the most haunting green eyes I’ve ever seen. But she’s got major issues with her looks, so she messes with herself all the time, changing her hair, her makeup, her clothes. She has multiple piercings, a few tattoos, has even experimented with scarification and branding on occasion. She says she’s just being young, trying to figure out who she really is. But I’m pretty sure it’s the opposite. For as long as I’ve known her, she’s been trying to forget who she is. To bury deep the sad little rich girl she still sees every time she looks in a mirror.
I’ve tried to talk to her about it on a few occasions—that’s what best friends are for—but every time I broach the subject, she shuts me down, hard. Maybe I should push it, but she’s fragile—a lot more fragile than she’d ever admit—and I’m terrified of breaking her with a careless word or too-vehement protest. So most days I just keep my mouth shut. That doesn’t mean I don’t worry, though.
“Well, open it,” she orders from my bedroom doorway, when I just stand there looking at what is, indeed, a very large box. It covers about a quarter of my double bed, and when I go to pick it up, I find that Tori didn’t exaggerate. It really is heavy. It’s also marked FRAGILE, with arrows pointing to the words THIS END UP.
Now I’m as curious as she is. Reaching into my nightstand, I pull out a pair of manicure scissors and start hacking at the tape on the box. It takes a couple minutes more than if I’d gone and gotten a knife from the kitchen, but eventually I get the box open. Once I do, though, I’m as confused as I was before I opened it. Because there are no HR manuals in the box. No new employee information. Just a four-hundred-dollar gourmet blender and a dozen pints of strawberries.


Immediately I think of him. Juice Guy. I know he’s the one who sent this to me—it’s the only thing that makes sense. But how did he get my address? And how does a guy who works in a juice bar afford to throw around this kind of cash? And even if he could afford it, why would he throw it toward me?
My heart is beating a little too fast, and while I try to convince myself it’s because I’m creeped out—it smacks of online stalkerdom that he managed to get my address so quickly—I know that it’s more than that.
He’s flitted through my mind all day, along with my very odd reaction to him. No matter how he did it, it’s nice to think that he’s been thinking of me, too. Provided, of course, he’s not a serial killer who wants to put my head in a box. Because I totally wouldn’t be okay with that. Strawberries and a blender I’m strangely fine with, despite their cost. My head in a box, not so much.
When I don’t do anything but stand there, peering at his gifts and contemplating what all this means, Tori creeps up behind me. Stares over my shoulder. “Strawberries? Who would send you strawberries?”
I don’t know where to begin, so in the end I don’t say anything. Just keep staring at the perfect red berries. The pint baskets they come in are stamped with the name of an organic strawberry farm about twenty miles up the freeway, which means he went to a lot of trouble to get this gift here so quickly.
The only question is why.
Tori takes my silence as ignorance and starts poking around in the box. “Is there a card?”
“I don’t see one.”


But when I reach in and pick up one of the baskets of strawberries, I notice the ivory business card that had slipped between the pints. It’s embossed, with Frost Industries name and logo on the front. But the name listed directly below the logo is all wrong. Not that I know Juice Guy’s name, but I’m pretty damn sure that the surf bum I met today isn’t Ethan Frost. Except when I turn the card over, there’s a phone number scrawled on the back in bold black writing.
“Ethan fucking Frost is sending you strawberries?” Tori demands incredulously. “How is that possible? He’s a legend. Not to mention the most eligible bachelor under thirty on the entire West Coast.”
“He’s not. Of course he’s not. They’re from…”
“Who?” She eyes me suspiciously.
“Some guy I met today. Not Ethan Frost.”
“You certain about that?” She grabs the basket out of my hands and whirls away. “Because it sure looks to me like he’s the one who sent these babies.”
“Hey!” Still confused, I follow her. “Where are you going with those?”
“Haven’t you ever seen Pretty Woman? Strawberries go awesome with champagne.”
“We can’t eat them!”
She looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “Why not?”
“Because we don’t know where they came from!”
Tori snatches the card out of my hand, waves it in my face. “They came from Ethan fucking Frost. That’s good enough for me.”
“Well, it’s not good enough for me. If these even came from him—”
“Oh, they came from him. See the watermarks on this business card? Plus the embossing? That’s a lot of money to shell out for a fake card.”
“But why?” I ask again, appalled by the whininess that has taken over my normally cool tone. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
It makes perfect sense, a little voice inside me whispers. If I put the puzzle pieces together, if I let myself go there, I know exactly what this all means.
“Well, the guy’s not known for being crazy. Brilliant? Yes. A little different? Sometimes. But out-and-out crazy? Not even close. Which means one of two things.” She uses a finger to tick off the first reason. “Either this is the same welcome-to-the-company gift he sends to everyone who comes to work for him…”


For a moment my world levels back out as I think about the viability of that option. He’s a generous guy, so maybe—
But before I can get any further than basic supposition, Tori continues, “But I’m pretty sure we both know that’s a bunch of bull. The other option—and personally, it’s the one I’m leaning toward,” she says while shooting me her version of the evil eye, “is that a lot more happened at work today than you told me about. If that’s the case, then you’re a bitch. And the only way I’ll be persuaded to forgive you is if you sit down right now with me—and these really delectable strawberries—and tell me everything.”
I know I don’t have much of a choice, not with the way she’s looking at me. So I do what she asks, starting with the moment I met Juice Guy and not stopping until I get to the part where he actually makes me my smoothie. I leave out the rest—about how I drank that noxious blueberry thing—because I still don’t know why I did it. Nor do I know how I feel about the fact that I did it.
Tori’s spellbound by my every word—but then she grew up in the most elite circles the West Coast has to offer, and as such is privy to all the inside gossip I don’t have a clue about. My family entered the world of the rich and notorious late, very late, and they did it in Boston, where it’s a whole different game. And since the only family member I bother talking to anymore is my brother, it’s not like I’m up on the gossip about the East Coast elite, either. Which is exactly how I like it.
“You know it was him, right?” Tori says as she pours herself a third glass of champagne. She tops mine off as well, but I’m still nursing my first glass and the look of disapproval she sends me tells me she’s noticed that fact. “It had to be.”
I hope not. God, I really hope not. Because if Juice Guy really is Ethan Frost…If he really is, then I’d spent my first day sparring with my boss’s boss’s boss’s boss. And none too politely. The thought boggles my mind—and yet it makes sense. I’d known there was something familiar about him, but I’d put it down to the fact that he looked like half the surfers in California. It had never occurred to me that it was because I had Googled him months ago when I’d applied for the internship, had seen pictures of him then.


Except Juice Guy looks nothing like the Ethan Frost I remember seeing in those photos. I mean, yes, he has blue eyes and dark hair, but…oh, shit. It really could be him.
“There’s one way to find out for sure.” Tori, who seems determined to make me lose it, picks up her tablet from the coffee table where she abandoned it earlier.
Two minutes later I’m staring at an array of Google images, nearly all of which are paparazzi shots of Ethan Frost. Who is very definitely also Juice Guy. Only he looks nothing like the surf bum I met earlier today. In most of the pictures he’s dressed in expensive suits or tuxedos, his black hair neatly styled and his tattoo completely covered. In others he looks more casual—dress pants and an open-collared shirt, or designer jeans and sweaters with rugged, expensive boots.
It’s obviously him, though. Same intense indigo eyes. Same sculpted cheekbones and chiseled jaw. Same broad shoulders and narrow hips. Even the crazy long eyelashes are the same.
And still I don’t want to believe it. Because if it is him, then I am totally, utterly screwed.
I spend the next hour searching through dozens of pages, thousands of images—some of them show him with beautiful models and Hollywood starlets, while others show him giving speeches or getting awards—before I find what I’m looking for. A picture of him at the beach in board shorts, carrying a surfboard under one arm. He’s bare-chested, his chiseled abs (can anyone say eight-pack?) dripping with seawater, the blue-and-black shoulder tattoo of tribal waves I only saw hints of earlier on glorious display. His hair is messed up, his too-long bangs covering his forehead and part of his face—and he’s smiling. A real smile, not like the one he wears in so many of the pap pictures. It’s the same smile I saw from him today when he was messing with me, wide and happy-looking with his eyes crinkled up at the corners, and it convinces me that my suspicions aren’t wrong.


Juice Guy, this surf bum, and the visionary CEO of Frost Industries are all the same guy. My boss’s boss’s boss’s boss. Awesome. No wonder the other guy working the juice bar had nearly swallowed his tongue. I’d feel bad for bringing him so close to cardiac arrest, except it would have been nice if he’d actually said something. He didn’t have to do a lot. He could have just called him by name and I would have gotten the hint instead of continuing to stand there and humiliate myself.
“What’s wrong?” Tori asks when she finally looks up from the screen and sees my face.
“What’s wrong? Are you kidding me? It’s a miracle he didn’t fire me this afternoon!”
“Fire you? For what?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Insubordination, maybe.” On the brink of hyperventilating—or at least freaking out—I rest my head on the arm of the sofa and try to figure out what I’m supposed to do. Do I make an appointment so I can apologize for being a bitch? Or do I just pretend it never happened? I could send him an apology letter, maybe. Or—
My roommate interrupts my frantic musing with a snort. “Give me a break. It wasn’t insubordination if you didn’t know who he was—which, clearly, you didn’t. Besides, he obviously wasn’t angry with you or you would have gotten a letter canceling your internship instead of that awesome blender. And these strawberries.” She pops another one into her mouth, chews enthusiastically.
Just the thought of my internship being canceled makes me freak out more. I need this internship. I have to have it. It’ll help me get into law school, help me get a scholarship, give me the references I need to put the next phase of my life plan into action.
And, most important, it will keep me from having to ask my parents for anything. They offer—through my brother, through emails that I don’t answer, in phone messages that I don’t return—but I don’t want their guilt money. I don’t want anything from them. And this internship is one of the stepping-stones, one of the keys, that will ensure I never have to take anything from them again.


God, I really am going to hyperventilate. I lean forward and put my forehead on my knees. Concentrate on taking deep breaths as the room around me threatens to go dark.
“Jesus, Chloe.” Tori leans over, smacks the back of my head. “Don’t do that. None of this is your fault.”
It feels like my fault. Why didn’t I spend more time looking at pictures of Ethan Frost instead of just poring over journal articles about his methodologies, his accomplishments, his brain? If I had, I would have recognized him and all this could have been avoided. I still wouldn’t have taken more than a sip of that stupid smoothie, but I could have bowed out a lot more gracefully than I did.
“Seriously, Chloe, you need to chill!” Tori grabs me by the shoulders, shakes me a little. “These aren’t the actions of an angry man. He’s intrigued by you, not annoyed.”
I want to dispute her words, but for a moment—just a moment—I can see the look on his face when he realized I was hungry. The expression in his eyes when he put the Hawaiian Sunrise smoothie in front of me. The way he held himself when I took a sip of his stupid Ethan Special, the name of which suddenly makes a lot more sense to me. And I wonder if Tori isn’t right.
“He gave you his number,” she continues. “He wants to date you, not fire you.” She claps her hands. “This is awesome! You’re being chased by Ethan Frost!”
She’s so wrapped up in her own excitement that she doesn’t notice my lack of enthusiasm. I don’t want to burst her bubble, but if this is true, it’s even worse for me than if he was angry at me. Because I don’t want to date Ethan Frost. I want to work for him.


It’s not that I have anything against him per se. It’s just that I don’t want to date anyone.
Oh, Tori’s been after me for years to go out more. To meet some nice guy and do the fun hanging-out thing. She’s even set me up on numerous blind dates—without my permission—then not told me what she’d done until it was too late for me to get out of them. But she doesn’t get it. She doesn’t know that I don’t want to go out with a guy. I don’t want to casually date. And I sure as hell don’t want a relationship.
Just the thought makes me shudder. My own parents’ relationship is a walking advertisement for what not to do, and my own past—the past Tori knows very little about—makes the very idea unfeasible.
The last thing I want to do is deal with being pursued by a man like Ethan Frost. All that money, all that power, all that privilege…just the thought makes my stomach pitch and roll.
She reaches for the card, which has been resting—discarded—on the table for the past hour. “You should totally call him.”
I look at her like she’s insane. Which I’m becoming more and more convinced she is. “I’m not going to call him.”
“But you have to. You should at least thank him for his very generous gift.”
I should, but I don’t want to. Truth be told, I want nothing from him but the internship provided me by his company. Not the blender. Not the strawberries, which I admit are a charming gift. Not his attention. And definitely, absolutely, not the unsettled feeling I got when I was around him earlier. The butterflies in my tummy that were somehow both more and less than simple nervousness, as they came with an awareness of him—and myself in relation to him—that continues to be beyond nerve-racking.
“I’ll drop him an email.”
“But there’s no email addy on the card.”
“Then I’ll write him a letter. It’s not like I don’t know where he works.”
“A letter?” She looks at me like I’m insane.
“Yes. A letter.” I’m warming to the idea. “I can return the blender at the same time. No fuss, no muss.”


“No fuss, no muss? Are you ninety?” Tori looks thoroughly disgruntled. “No offense, but trying not to make a fuss is not the way you keep the attention of a guy like Ethan Frost. Neither is returning his gifts.”
Exactly. My plan is sounding better by the second. “I don’t want Ethan Frost’s attention. I’m not interested in him.”
My roommate lets out an exaggerated sigh as she throws herself into a supine position on the couch. “You do realize that you are the only woman in the history of the world to utter those words. Ever.”
“Surely not. Think of all the lesbians out there.”
She rolls her eyes. “Fine, then. The only straight woman.”
“And yet, somehow, I’m okay with that.”
“All right, all right.” Grabbing her champagne flute, she waves it under my nose. “If I’m supposed to watch you throw away a golden opportunity like this, then the least you can do is keep me well-liquored. Fill ’er up.”
I laugh, because she expects me to. I even pour her more champagne, though part of me thinks she’s had more than enough. But in my head I’m already composing the letter to Juice Guy. Ethan. Mr. Frost.
Yes. “Mr. Frost” will do quite nicely.



Chapter Three
Dear Mr. Frost,

While I am quite touched by the thoughtfulness of your gift, I am unable to accept it. A fine blender such as this—

Dear Mr. Frost,

While I appreciate the thoughtfulness of this lovely welcome gift, I feel it would be inappropriate to accept it. As an intern, I am not to receive any sort of payment—

Dear Mr. Frost,

Thank you for your very thoughtful gift. However, I believe it would be inappropriate for me to accept it. I apologize for any problems this might cause, and appreciate your understanding in this manner.

It was lovely meeting you yesterday. Thank you for going out of your way to make me feel welcome.

Sincerely,

Chloe Girard

Crazy as it sounds, it took me half the night to write the stupid letter to Juice Guy. Ethan. Mr. Frost. Whoever the hell he is. Seeing as how I’m going on about two and a half hours of sleep right now, I don’t particularly care what he wants to be called. Not when I feel like a cast member of The Walking Dead.


Twenty-seven drafts. That’s how many versions of the stupid letter I wrote. Somewhere around number sixteen, I almost gave up. Almost said to hell with the whole thing. That’s when Tori threw in the towel and went to bed and I almost did the same thing. But I couldn’t see myself dropping the blender off at his office this morning without at least a small note attached, so I persevered. Five sentences in six hours. It has to be some kind of world record—of the ridiculously awful variety.
Needless to say, I’m skipping my morning workout today. As tired as I am, I’d probably fall asleep on the stupid treadmill and end up killing myself.
I plan to arrive at work thirty minutes early. I figure that will give me time to get to Building One, where the CEO’s office is, deliver the package, and make it to the second floor of Building Three, where my office is, with plenty of time to spare. But it turns out all the extra half hour I gave myself did for me was strand me in traffic. So by the time I get to work, I have only ten minutes to deliver my package.
It could wait for lunchtime, but I’m determined to get it out of my car and my mind. Then I can move on with the day and I won’t have to think about Juice Guy—Mr. Frost—anymore. His office is on the top floor of the building, which means waiting forever for the elevator since I don’t use stairwells by myself. Ever. Normally, elevators don’t bother me, but with only eight minutes to spare, I know waiting for one will mean I’m cutting it even closer.
So I try to take the stairs, even open the door and start to go in. But even that has me breaking out in a sweat, all the bad memories from years ago at boarding school swamping me. Nope, can’t do it. It’s definitely the elevator for me.
When I finally emerge onto the fifth floor, I walk straight off the elevator into a lush—dare I say opulent—waiting room. I don’t have to read the sign on the wall to know I’ve found the CEO’s office. Overstuffed couches, thick carpeting, expensive art—all done in rich autumnal golds and reds and browns. Even the coffee and side tables are dark, heavy wood instead of the glass and chrome you find in most offices these days. I have to admit I find it interesting that one of the foremost tech guys in the world has an outer office filled with antique furniture.


Not that it matters, except it’s another contradiction. Surf bum versus tech genius. Juice Guy versus CEO. Antiques collector versus visionary. Against my will, I’m fascinated. The part of me that’s determined to understand how things fit together wants to scatter all the different pieces of him out in front of me, then watch closely as I put them back together so I can see—really see—how they all line up. How they all work together.
Not that I’ll ever get the chance. After all, I’m here to return a blender. Anything else is completely out of the question.
The reception area is manned by an attractive older woman, one whose stern look says she could take on the devil and win—and probably already has. As I approach, she looks down her nose at me, no mean feat considering she’s sitting down and I’m almost five-nine. It’s a good look, one that I vow to practice until I can successfully imitate it. I’m sure at some point in my career as an intellectual property attorney a look like that will come in handy.
“Do you have an appointment?” she asks when I stop directly in front of her desk. Not once does she look at the large box in my arms, which I think shows admirable restraint considering it’s not every day people carry giant blenders into the CEO’s office with them. Then again, what do I know? Maybe Ethan Frost really does send Vitamixes to all his employees—in which case, I look even more stupid trying to return it than I already think I do.
“I don’t have an appointment. But—”
“Mr. Frost doesn’t see anyone without an appointment.”
“I understand that. But all I want—”
“You’re free to leave a message with your name, number, and what business you’d like to see him about. I will pass the message on. If he’s willing to see you, you’ll receive a call in twenty-four to forty-eight hours to set up the appointment.”


She delivers the whole speech in a perfectly polite tone, but it manages to get my back up anyway. Maybe it’s because of the way she’s looking at me—like I’m just a bug buzzing around the esteemed Mr. Frost—or maybe it’s because she assumes she knows what I’m going to say before I say it. I get that she’s the first line of defense between the public and one of the most revered CEOs on the planet, but really, he’s just not that special.
Liar. The little voice inside me is back, but this time I’m flatout refusing to listen to it. Especially since last time all it did was get me into trouble. So I wait for the receptionist to pick up her pen and message pad and then say, “I don’t need an appointment with Mr. Frost.”
She sighs heavily. “Everyone needs an appointment if they want to see—”
Completely fed up by this point, not to mention very aware of the minutes ticking away, I cut her off by dropping the blender on her desk with a resounding thump. “I just want to return this to him. There’s a note attached, but I’m sure he’ll know who it’s from. Thank you.”
I turn and walk away before she can say anything else. As I wait for the elevator, I’m conscious of her eyes on me and I try not to fidget as precious seconds and minutes slip away.
By the time eight o’clock rolls around and I am officially late for work, I’ve had it with waiting for the elevator. Though I’m sick to my stomach at the thought of taking the stairs, I’m even sicker at the thought of showing up any later to work. This is so not how I planned to impress my new boss.
The fear of making an ass of myself and somehow losing the internship is what finally gets me moving toward the stairwell. It’s broad daylight in one of the most reputable companies in the country. There’s no place safer for me to take the stairs, so I need to stop being a baby and just do it.
I’ve made it down one flight of steps—a task which is much easier today in my sensible navy pumps than it would have been yesterday in those ridiculous Louboutins, thank God—when I hear the stairwell door above me slam open. Though I know it’s ridiculous, know I’m completely safe, ice skates down my spine anyway. Freezes me in place for what feels like endless seconds.


Panic twists up inside me, makes my breathing quicken and my heart beat faster. It’s what I need—I start moving again, jogging down the stairs as fast as I can without looking like an utter lunatic.
But whoever is in here with me is moving even faster than I am. I can hear his shoes slapping on the concrete steps, know he’s gaining on me. He’s getting closer and closer and the fight-or-flight response goes into full effect inside me now. As images of the past bombard me, every instinct I have is telling me to run, to forget dignity and get the hell out of here as fast as I possibly can.
I listen, start running full-out now, my purse dangling from numb fingertips as I race for the ground floor. Maybe I’d do better exiting onto the second floor, but it’s early still, the back halls nearly deserted. The lobby is my best bet. If I can just get there—
My heel catches on the edge of one of the steps and I trip, go flying. I’m about six or seven steps from the bottom of the staircase and I know if I go down, it’s going to hurt. Not to mention give whoever’s chasing me the chance he’s been looking for.
Desperate to stop the fall, I claw at the railing, try to catch myself. I miss, the cool railing slipping through my fingers. I feel a bump, followed by a sharp pain in my hip. But I’m too busy trying to avoid injury to pay much attention. By now I know I’m going to fall, so I attempt to brace myself. Hunch my shoulders and try to tuck myself into a ball, like my self-defense instructors taught me.
But before I can hit the ground, a strong hand grabs my arm, stops my descent in midair. It’s the guy who’s been chasing me. I just know it. And while logic insists that I have nothing to fear from the man who just stopped my fall, the specter of my past is all around me. Clawing at me. Choking me. Destroying the peace of mind I’ve worked so hard for.
I’m frantic now, so crazed with fear that everything but instinct goes straight out the window. I lash out, try to kick him even as I’m still dangling over the stairs.
He blocks my kick, then yanks me toward him with his other hand. He keeps pulling until my feet are back on the step—and I’m wrapped in his arms, my back to his front.


I’m surrounded by him on all sides now, the hardness of his chest and stomach and thighs pressing against me even as his scent works itself into my consciousness. He smells like the ocean on a wild, storm-tossed day. Like moonlight on the open water. Like rain falling through leaves. All that with an underlying, barely discernible, hint of blueberries.
Suddenly I know who’s holding me, even before he growls, “Damn it, Chloe. Stop fighting me. I’ve got you.”
Juice Guy. Mr. Frost. Ethan.
Suddenly I’m furious, so furious that it overshadows the fear of being held so intimately. Of course it’s him. Why wouldn’t it be? The universe seems to have decided that if I’m going to make a fool of myself, he’s going to be there to watch it.
Then again, if it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have been in any of these stupid situations to begin with. I sure as hell wouldn’t be in this damn stairwell right now, after having nearly plummeted to certain injury. It also means I wouldn’t be standing here, my body pressed intimately against a virtual stranger’s while every nerve I have stands at attention and my heart nearly beats out of my chest.
“Can you let me go, please?” I jerk against his hold, try to wrench my elbow from his grasp. Again, not the smartest move, but I need him to let me go. When he touches me I feel all kinds of things, things I don’t have a clue how to deal with.
But Ethan’s having no part of my bid for freedom. He holds me firmly, painlessly, as he guides me down the last six steps until we’re on the landing that opens to the lobby. Only then does he relinquish his hold and step away.
For long seconds he doesn’t say anything, and neither do I. I know he’s waiting for me to look at him, know he’ll wait all day if he has to. But I don’t have that luxury, so finally—reluctantly—I turn to him. “Thank you for catching me,” I say.
I also want to tell him it’s his fault I was falling in the first place, but I think I’ve done enough to alienate the man in the last twenty-four hours. No need to actually beg him to fire me. Besides, now that I know who was pursuing me on the stairs, my whole headlong flight makes me look a little too much like a basket case for comfort—even without explaining where my phobia comes from.


But then he says it for me. “It seemed the least I could do, since I was the one who made you fall.” He eyes me critically, looking for I don’t know what. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.”
“Are you sure? It looked like you banged your hip against the railing when you started to tumble.”
“I don’t think so.” But now that he mentions it, I do feel an ache in my right hip that wasn’t there before. Wonderful.
I push at the sore spot a little, bite my lip to keep from whimpering when pain radiates out from under my fingers. So much for those self-defense classes I’ve invested so much time and money in over the last couple of years. What do I do the first time I’m in a sketchy situation? Panic and forget nearly everything they taught me.
Ethan’s watching me closely, so closely that I know he sees me flinch. His eyes darken to near black and he growls, “Let’s get you some ice.” For the first time I see the CEO and not the surf bum, and it has nothing to do with the expensive Italian suit he’s wearing.
Then his hand is back, only this time it’s not grabbing my arm. It’s resting in the center of my lower back as he gently propels me forward. I’m uncomfortable with him so close, with the heat that radiates through him and into me and with the sudden possessiveness of his hold. As a rule, I don’t let men touch me there. It’s too personal, too intimate. Ethan should be no exception.
Except he is, because I don’t step away. Don’t shrug him off. Instead, I let him guide me to the stairwell door, even wait pliantly while he opens it.
I’m limping a little, and he must notice, because he stops. Eyes me sharply. “Can you walk or do you need me to carry you?”


“Seriously?” I roll my eyes at him. “It’s a bruise. I think I can handle it.”
He doesn’t answer, just waits for me to pass through the doorway ahead of him. When we get to the lobby, I start to head for the front door—a glance at my watch says I’m already five minutes late reporting for work—but he stops me with a look. “You need ice.”
“What I need is to get to my office.”
“I’m sure the legal contracts department will survive without you for ten minutes.” He guides me across the lobby to the front desk, where two security guards are supervising the scanning of employee badges as people arrive for their workday. “Jose, Ms. Girard injured herself in the stairwell. Could you please get her a bag of ice?”
The bald security guard all but leaps to his feet. “Sure thing, Mr. Frost.” He turns to me. “Are you all right, Ms. Girard?”
“I’m fi—”
“She tripped, banged against the railway. Nearly fell down the stairs.” Ethan speaks over me, and it gets my back up all over again. I spent most of my life being ignored by my family. No way am I going to put up with it from him, too. He might be my boss three times removed, but the vibes rolling off him today don’t feel like employer-employee to me, any more than the ones yesterday did.
They must not feel that way to Jose, either, because in the course of twenty minutes he’s gone from teasingly calling me “new girl” to calling me “Ms. Girard” in the same formal tone he uses when he speaks to Ethan.
The difference sets my teeth on edge, so much so that when he asks, “Should I call for a doctor?” I all but shout at him.
“No, I don’t need a doctor! I have a bruise. It’s no big deal.” I make a show of glancing at my watch. “I also have a meeting that starts in ten minutes that I do not want to be late for.”
My mentor had explained to me that Tuesday mornings are when the new assignments get divvied up to the interns. If you want a good one, you need to be there early, ready to present your case. Unfortunately, at the rate these two are moving, I’ll probably end up researching the most boring, nastiest contract in the bunch. So not what I had planned for my first week at my dream job.


“Jose.” That’s all Ethan says, but the security guard immediately turns and heads toward the cafeteria at a jog.
Tired of biting my tongue, I turn toward Ethan with an exasperated sigh. “Really! Are you serious with this?”
“I’m very serious. The health of my employees is important to me.”
Once again he rests his hand on my lower back and propels me forward. This time it’s into the small room to the side of the security desk. Inside is one security guard and a ton of monitors that show different areas of the property. “Give us a minute, will you, Danny?”
“Sure, Mr. Frost.” He gets up right away but eyes me curiously as he heads for the door.
At the rate things are going, I can’t begin to imagine what gossip will be circulating about me by lunchtime. Just the thought makes me crazy. I came all the way to California for school three years ago to get away from the gossip about me and another rich guy. The last thing I want is to go through all that again.
I close my eyes, shake my head. I can’t believe this. I just can’t believe it. I wanted so badly to fit in here, to find a place for myself. I’d even hoped that maybe I could return here once I’d graduated, to continue interning while I worked my way through law school. Because of my family—my brother—intellectual property law in the tech world is a subject that’s very important to me. And I know that if I keep my grades up and do as well in law school as I plan to, I’ll be able to find a job at any number of places. But, again, Frost Industries is one of the most exciting companies to work for in the world. Being here is a dream come true, and I cannot believe Ethan Frost himself is screwing that up for me.
Determined to get him to stop this thing—whatever it is—before it gets even more out of hand, I clear my throat. Prepare my arguments. When I finally feel like I’m ready to speak, I say, “Mr. Frost.”
He just looks at me, strokes his fingers over the back of my hand. I shiver despite myself. His touch is light, delicate even—as if he’s afraid he might break me. But there’s a heat that comes with his touch, too. One that confuses me, makes me stumble over my own thoughts. “Call me Ethan.”


“Mr. Frost, I—”
“Ethan.”
I don’t know why this is so important to him, but it is. Obviously. Still, I know if I give in—if I call him by his given name—it will shift things between us. Hand him some kind of power over me, some kind of right to what I say or do, and I’m not okay with that. I think back to the cafeteria yesterday, to that damn blueberry smoothie, and I promise myself that this time I won’t do as he asks.
“Mr. Frost, I really need to get to work. I appreciate your concern, but it’s unnecessary. And, frankly, it’s embarrassing.”
At first he looks like he’s going to argue with the fact that I still haven’t used his given name, but then he gets distracted by what I’ve said. “My attention embarrasses you?”
“Well, yeah. Obviously.” I gesture to the empty room around us. “Unless commandeering security booths so that you can talk to your female employees is something you do every day—”
“It’s not.”
“Then this is extremely embarrassing. Everyone in that lobby was staring at me because you were with me. You were touching me.”
He raises a brow. “A hand at your back is simple courtesy.”
“No,” I correct him, because I’m not crazy and I won’t let him make me feel that I am. “Offering your arm is simple courtesy. Your hand on my lower back is something else entirely.”
“Really?” He smiles at me, just a subtle turning up of his lips that shouldn’t raise my blood pressure or send shivers down my spine. Somehow it does both. “What is it, then?”
“What is…what?” I stumble over the words a little as I try to get my brain cells back in working order.
“My hand on your back. If it isn’t courtesy, what is it?”


Intimacy. The word is right there on my lips, and I nearly say it. Nearly blurt it out. But I can’t, because it’s crazy to think such a thing, let alone say it. Crazier still to want it. Which I don’t, I assure myself. I never have.
Except I feel strangely bereft now that he has let go of my hand. It’s an odd feeling, and one I don’t like. I take a step back, two, and I can tell from the way he narrows his eyes that he’s not happy with my sudden retreat. But before he can say anything, the door slams open. Jose stands there, a grin on his face and a large bag of ice in his hand.
Ethan walks over to take the ice from him, and I shudder in relief. I feel like a prisoner who’s just been granted a stay of execution—relieved but still unsteady, because I know it can be taken away at any moment.
Sure enough, Ethan waits for Jose to back out of the room before closing the door behind him. I watch as he locks it this time, and any relief I felt slowly drains away. Because he’s stalking toward me, a long, lean panther of a man whose intentions are clearly written on his face. Intentions that are a long way from honorable.
“Where does it hurt?” he asks after he stops in front of me.
“Hurt?” My mouth is so dry I can barely get the word out.
“Your hip. Where’s the bruise?”
“Oh, right.” I yank my eyes away from his too-pretty face, gesture awkwardly to the top of my hip. “Here.”
I try to take the ice pack from him, but he brushes my hand away. Then slowly, gently, presses it to my hip.
His fingers are big and warm where they rest against my waist, a direct contrast to the cold of the ice pack. For long seconds, I don’t move. Don’t breathe. I can’t. Not when he’s so close that I can feel the brush of his hair against my cheek as he tilts his head down to watch what he’s doing.
“Is this the spot?”
“Yes.” My breath breaks on the single syllable.
His head jerks up then, his gaze locking onto mine. I’ve never seen eyes so intensely blue—or so turbulent, like the storm-tossed Pacific as it beats against the shore.


The way he’s looking at me is overwhelming. Terrifying. Mesmerizing. Like he wants to devour me and at the same time shelter me. I stand frozen—nothing so much as prey to his predator—while I wait to see which instinct will win out.
He lifts his hand to my face, runs his fingers down the line of my jaw. His touch is soft, so soft, and I can’t help myself. I lean into it, press my cheek into the palm of his hand until he’s cupping my face.
The hand on my hip tightens convulsively but then he closes his eyes, takes a few deep breaths. His hand relaxes again, and when he opens his eyes they are filled with unspeakable tenderness.
“Chloe.” My name sounds almost reverent on his lips.
“Yes?”
“Have dinner with me.”
“Dinner?”
“Tonight.” His thumb whispers across my lips. “I want to take you out.”
I’m so lost in his touch, in the feel of his skin against mine, that I can barely focus on his words. Or on my answer. There’s a part of me that knows that this is a bad idea. That it won’t work out the way he wants it to. It can’t, not when I’m involved. It’s why I always say no when a man asks me out or when Tori tries to discuss setting me up with someone.
But standing here, wrapped up in Ethan—drowning in him—I want to say yes. I want to go out with him, want to see if he’ll touch me this sweetly, this tenderly, when we’re on a date together. Want to find out if my instincts, which are telling me that I can trust him, are right.
For a moment, just a moment, I turn my face into his hand. Let my lips brush against his surprisingly callused palm. He stiffens—in surprise or arousal or something else entirely, I can’t tell. But before he can say or do anything else, I pull away. And give him the only answer I can.
“No.”
After all, my instincts may want to trust him, but the rest of me isn’t nearly as easy to impress…or fool.



Chapter Four
Ethan actually jolts a little in surprise at my answer, his brows raising nearly to his hairline. “No?”
It’s like he’s never heard the word before, but I know for a fact that isn’t true. I said it to him myself, just yesterday. Right before I did exactly what he wanted me to.
Color rushes into my cheeks at the thought, even though I know that this time is going to be different. This time I’m not giving in to him. I can’t. No matter how much I ache to do just that.
“No,” I repeat. “I’m sorry, but it’s just not a good idea.”
At first I think he’s going to argue. He tilts his head to the side, stares at me for long seconds like he’s building an argument in his head. But in the end, all he asks is, “Why?”
“Because! This internship means a lot to me. I busted my butt to get it, turned down other internships at other places just for the chance to work here. There’s no way I’m going to compromise everything I worked for just to go on a date with you.”
“Just to go on a date with me, huh?” He sounds more amused than offended, but still I feel the need to clarify.
“You know what I mean! I—”
“It’s okay, Chloe. But I want you to know that no matter what happens with us—or doesn’t happen—your internship is secure. You earned that spot and no one is going to take it away from you for dating me, or for not dating me. The two things have nothing to do with each other.”
And my friends all think I’m naive? I don’t know how Ethan can stand there and tell me so convincingly that my dating him will have no impact on my internship. Maybe he really believes it, maybe he’s just trying to placate me, but the truth is, it’s a completely absurd assumption. Already people are looking at me differently, and I’m pretty sure in the fifteen minutes we’ve been in here, gossip has begun to run rampant. After all, Ethan told me himself that he isn’t in the habit of closeting himself in the company’s security headquarters with all that many female employees.


“Maybe not, but I can’t take that risk. I’m sorry, Ethan.”
He studies me for a moment, as if assessing the strength of my conviction. But then the calculation slips out of his eyes as quickly as it entered. “Well, at least I got you to call me Ethan instead of Mr. Frost like in that ridiculous letter,” he tells me with a grin. “That’s something, I suppose.”
I blanch as I realize I’ve done just that when I’ve been working so hard to keep things professional between us. When did I start thinking of him as Ethan? And how could I be so stupid as to call him by his first name? The last thing I need is to encourage him—or to slip up and refer to him as Ethan when I’m with someone from the company.
My chagrin must show on my face, because he takes a step back. “I’m just messing with you, Chloe. I do know how to take no for an answer.” He lifts the ice pack away from my hip. “How’s that bruise feeling?”
The abrupt change in subject throws me off balance, as does his switch from teasingly intimate to remotely impersonal. His smile is gone, as are the warm little crinkles by his eyes. In their place is the poker face of a top executive, one who knows how to keep his thoughts well hidden.
I feel an immediate sense of loss. Which is stupid—he’s giving me exactly what I want. Treating me like any other employee. And yet as he steps away from me, I immediately miss his heat. His closeness. His concern.
“It’s fine. I told you before. It’s just a little bruise.”
“Still, it doesn’t hurt to be careful.” He extends the ice pack to me. “Ice it again in fifteen minutes. It will keep the bruising from getting too bad.”
“I don’t need—”
“Chloe.” It’s the firmest I’ve heard his voice in two days, and it snaps me to attention. Speaks to something deep inside me that I still don’t understand. “Can you do what I ask without arguing? Just this once. Please? I promise not to let it go to my head.”
I find myself nodding and taking the ice pack. I don’t know why it’s so important to him, but it won’t hurt—and will probably help—me to do what he wants. “I have to go now.”


He glances at the Tag Heuer watch on his wrist. “What time was your meeting?”
“Eight-fifteen.”
“You’re late.”
“Like I don’t know that?” Just that easily I’m annoyed again. He says it so brusquely, like my extended tardiness is my fault instead of his. “You’re the one who insisted I put ice on the stupid bruise.”
“It’s not stupid. You need to take care of yourself.”
“I do take care of myself. I’ve managed to get myself to twenty in one piece, after all.”
“Twenty.” He draws the word out like he’s contemplating it…or savoring it. Savoring me. “You sound like that’s a huge accomplishment.”
I think automatically of Brandon, of my parents. “It’s a bigger accomplishment than you might think.”
The words pop out before I know I’m going to say them. Which is a mistake. I regret them as soon as they’ve left my mouth, and I glance up at Ethan, struggle to say something funny to defuse their meaning.
But it’s too late. His lips are tight, his shoulders tense, and his eyes have gone dark and stormy again. For a second it looks like he’s going to push for more information, and in my head I start scrambling for an explanation. For something, anything, I can tell him other than the truth.
But in the end, it isn’t necessary. Though I can see the questions in his eyes, on his lips, he chooses to back off. At least for now.
“Come on. I’ll walk you down to Building Three.”
“You don’t need to do that.”
“Sure I do. You’re twenty minutes late to your meeting. Definitely not a great sign on your second day on the job.”
“I know that.” Already my stomach is tight with dread at the idea of facing my boss. What am I going to tell her? I doubt she’ll believe the truth. Besides, the last thing I want to admit is that I freaked out and nearly fell down half a flight of stairs. I’d really prefer not to be labeled a basket case, or a klutz, during my first week.


“So I’ll talk to Maryanne, tell her I detained you.” He opens the door, ushers me through—this time without his hand on my back. I miss it, even as I’m grateful that he’s taking my decision seriously. God, the man is turning me into a crazy person, one who can’t make up her mind from one second to the next.
“You don’t need to do that.”
“It’s not a problem.”
“I’m not a child. I can fight my own battles.”
He turns to look at me then. “I am well aware you’re not a child. You are a bright young woman with an even brighter future. I don’t want to see you start out your time here with undue strikes against you. Not because I’m interested in you, not because I think you’re beautiful, but because, after looking at your personnel records yesterday, I have a feeling that you are going to be a real asset to Frost Industries in the future.
“Mentioning my role in making you late is something I would do for any employee of mine, Chloe. Not just you. Okay?”
I struggle to find my voice in the rush of pleasure that hits me at the truth—and the approval—I hear in his voice. “Okay.”
“Good.” He smiles easily as we pass the security guards. “Thanks, Jose. Thanks, Danny.”
“Is Ms. Girard all right?” Jose asks solicitously.
“I’m fine,” I tell him, unwilling to be spoken about like I’m not here. I’ve spent too much of my life as a commodity, worked too hard to make myself more than that, to slip back into the role so easily. Another reason I should avoid Ethan Frost like the plague. It’s disturbing how easy it is for me to do what he wants me to do instead of what I think I should do.
Jose flushes a little guiltily. Nods at me. “I’m glad to hear that. Take care of yourself, Ms. Girard.”
Immediately I feel churlish. But I get the sense that Ethan is amused as he pauses so that I can precede him out the front door. “You have Jose wrapped around your finger and it’s only the beginning of your second day.”


“I think you’ve got him wrapped around your finger. He was completely normal when he checked me in to work this morning. And since the only thing that’s changed is you…”
We’re walking down the sidewalk at a fast clip now—but not too fast, as if Ethan is aware of just the right speed to go so as not to put undue pressure on my injured hip. Every few steps someone calls out a greeting or waves at him, and he returns each acknowledgment, nearly always calling the person by name. I don’t know how he does it. He’s the CEO of a large corporation, one that’s growing larger every day. And yet he knows all his employees’ names. Even hangs in the cafeteria and makes smoothies for them.
I think of the guy yesterday—not the trainee, but the one who came up and ordered a smoothie while I was there. He was friendly to Ethan, definitely seemed to know who he was. And yet didn’t find it odd at all that the CEO of Frost Industries was the one making him a smoothie.
I don’t understand. He’s a conundrum, a puzzle whose pieces don’t quite fit together, and the not knowing is going to drive me insane. I need to let it go, need to just put Ethan’s odd ways out of my head and go on with my life, but I’m afraid doing so is going to be much harder than it sounds. Especially when I want so desperately to figure him out.
“Why were you behind the juice bar counter yesterday, making that smoothie?” The words come out before I know I’m going to say them. “And why were you dressed like a surfer?”
“I am a surfer.”
“I know. But you’re also a CEO and this is your workplace. Board shorts seem inappropriate.”
He laughs. “You’ve obviously never seen the guys from R&D. Half the time I count myself lucky if they remember to wear clothes.”
If the R&D guys look anything like what I imagine they do, that’s an image I can definitely do without. “You didn’t answer my question.”
“You’re right, I didn’t.” For a minute I’m convinced he isn’t going to, either. But then he shakes his head ruefully. “It’s embarrassing, to be honest. The Frost Foundation gives a lot of money to ocean-centric charities, and the PR people thought it’d be a good idea to have some pictures of me surfing. Swore it would help draw more attention, and raise more money. Yesterday was the photo shoot.”


Of course. Ethan Frost the philanthropist is almost as famous as Ethan Frost the visionary. But since I can tell he really is embarrassed, I don’t comment on what he’s told me. Instead I ask, “And the smoothie making?”
“I’m very particular about my smoothies.” He looks dead serious now, which I find hilarious. I actually have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing when he continues, “Rodrigo was doing it wrong.”
“There’s really a wrong way to make a smoothie?”
His eyes gleam wickedly. “Chloe, sweetheart, there’s a wrong way to do just about everything.”
I’m almost sorry I asked. Almost.
* * *
It only takes us six or seven minutes to go between Buildings One and Three. And yet by the time we’re getting off the elevator at my floor, I’m a nervous wreck. Partly because I don’t want to face my boss and partly because everyone keeps staring at us. Yes, they’re acknowledging Ethan, calling out greetings to him, but they’re staring at me, too. Enough so that I know Ethan escorting a new employee around the premises, especially one with a bright green intern’s badge, is an unusual sight.
Too late I realize that he could have just as easily emailed my boss or had his secretary make the call. The fact that he’s hand-delivering me to the second-floor conference room makes all this feel like more than it is. More than I can let it be.
When we get to the conference room, he once again opens the door and gestures for me to precede him. He’s such a gentleman, even when I wish he wouldn’t be. It sounds cowardly, and I pride myself on facing up to my fears, but just this once, I wish he’d go in first. I can see my boss at the head of the conference table, the other seven interns I met yesterday sitting at attention on either side of her, hanging raptly on every word that she says. I’m certain none of them was even a minute late for the meeting.


Maryanne looks up the second the door opens. She doesn’t see Ethan right away because the way he’s holding the door open puts him to the left of her sightline. Which is fine—I don’t want him fighting my battles for me anyway—but the first step I take into the room feels like my first step on death row. Like I’m a dead woman walking her way straight to Frost Industries’s own version of the guillotine. Or the electric chair.
“Ms. Girard, thank you for joining us.” Maryanne’s voice rings through the room, sounding snippy and more than a little put out. “But the meeting started almost half an hour ago—”
“I kept her, Maryanne.” Ethan’s voice was charming, the look he shot my boss even more so. I don’t know what else he says to her because he crosses to where she’s sitting and speaks to her in a voice so low it becomes nothing but an indistinguishable murmur to the rest of us.
The other interns are all staring at me, some with curiosity and some with blatant hostility. I cross to one of the empty seats at the table and slide into it. My injured hip protests a little, but I ignore it. The last thing I want to do is show any weakness now.
I know that Ethan thinks he’s doing me a favor—and maybe he is, with my boss. But with the other interns all his appearance here is going to do is cause me grief. I can feel it in the assessing way the male interns are looking at me, as if they know exactly what Ethan and I were talking about earlier. The female interns aren’t as blatant—especially not Chrissy, who was my mentor yesterday, and the most welcoming of the group—but I can tell they, too, are putting the pieces together and coming up with a picture I really would rather they didn’t.
At the front of the room, Maryanne nods and smiles. Ethan steps back, says a few words to the room as a whole. Even stops to talk to a couple of the interns who are on the side closest to the door. They preen under his attention, and I know what he’s doing—he’s trying to protect me, trying to make things as easy for me as he possibly can. If him coming here with me ends up giving the other interns a chance to shine, then maybe I won’t get as much grief.


The knowledge warms me, even as I doubt that what he’s doing will have much of an effect. I’ve been the pariah before, I know how it works. And a few benign words from on high rarely gets the job done.
Sure enough, once Ethan leaves, most of the room goes back to staring at me. I concentrate on pulling my tablet out of my briefcase and preparing to take notes on whatever shit assignment my tardiness has left me with.
Maryanne makes no move to give me my assignment, though. Instead she dives right back into what they were doing when I got here, which is talking through the main points and areas of interest in each case that is being assigned this week. While different people are in charge of the research and grunt work for different contracts, Chrissy explained to me yesterday that Maryanne likes to go over the main points of all of them with the group so that we all learn the ins and outs of different types of contracts and research. And so we can take over for each other with as little disruption to the actual attorneys as possible if something goes wrong.
It’s actually an extremely valuable learning tool and I’m grateful to be included in the process, even if I don’t know what research I’m going to be working on. By the time the meeting breaks up at ten-fifteen, I have page upon page of notes and a much better idea of some of the main cases deciding intellectual property law in the tech industry today.
The others file out, but I wait behind for my chance to talk to Maryanne. I still don’t have any research assigned to me, but I didn’t want to bring that up during the meeting. I’ve already been the object of enough speculation and interest today to last me for the rest of the summer.
Chrissy hangs at the door for a minute until she snags my attention. Then she mouths for me to come find her when I’m done.
Some of the knots in my stomach slowly untwist themselves. Maybe I’m being too sensitive. Maybe everything will be all right after all.
But then Maryanne finishes the conversation she’s having with Rick, one of the interns who has been here the longest. He doesn’t look happy when he turns away from her, but he keeps a professional demeanor—at least until his back is to Maryanne and his eyes meet mine. Then he glares at me and mouths the word “slut” before walking to the conference room door with a calmness that belies the hatred I saw in his gaze.


So much for everything being all right.
“Thank you for staying behind, Ms. Girard,” Maryanne says as she walks over to me. “I wanted to speak with you about your work for the next few weeks.”
“I’m so sorry I was late.” I know Ethan cleared it, but I feel the need to apologize anyway. “It won’t happen again.”
“Don’t be silly,” she trills. “I understand completely. If Ethan had wanted to talk to me this morning, I probably would have blown off the meeting, too.”
Shit. It’s worse than I thought. Though she’s not admitting to it, my boss is angry. Really angry—hence the passive-aggressive wording of that last statement.
“I fell in the stairwell and hit my hip pretty hard.” I show her the now melted ice pack. “Mr. Frost was courteous enough to help me and ensure I got some ice.”
“So he told me. Are you feeling okay now?”
“Yes. I’m fine.”
“Good, because with the project you’re being assigned, you’ll have a lot of work to do.”
“The project?”
“Yes.” She eyes me coolly. “Whatever you and Ethan spoke about must have impressed him quite a bit. He’s requested that we put you on the research for the Trifecta merger. Have you heard of it?”
I feel my eyes widen and my heart rate increase even as I nod. I don’t know a lot about the Trifecta merger—no one does, as it’s been pretty hush-hush in the business papers—but I know it’s a huge deal. One that stands to make Frost Industries a lot of money, not to mention help them expand into another area of the biotech field.


I tell Maryanne what I’ve read about the merger, which, again, isn’t a lot, but she seems slightly mollified. “I just emailed you what you need to know about the research, along with an outline and timeline that Rick put together on what the lawyers need and when they expect to have it. Please follow the timeline—any deviations will need to be cleared by me.”
“Of course.”
“Do you have any questions?”
I’m sure I do, but until I look at the information she’s sent me, I won’t have a clue what to ask or where to start. So I settle for a simple “Not at this time.”
She must be a mind reader, though—or she understands just how out of my depth I am—because she says, “You will. When you do, start with Rick for answers. If he isn’t helpful, feel free to come to me.”
“I will.”
“Good.” She nods toward the door, her face nowhere near as welcoming as it was when I arrived here yesterday. “I suggest you get started.”
“I will.” Gathering up my tablet and purse, I head for the door as fast as my injured hip will let me.
Right before I get there, Maryanne calls, “And Ms. Girard?”
I turn back to face her. “Yes?”
“This is a big deal. The lawyers you’ll be researching for are extremely demanding. Don’t mess up.”
“I won’t,” I promise her.
She doesn’t say anything, just stares at me until I turn and leave. It’s more than a bit daunting.
As is the fact that I am now one of the key researchers for the Trifecta merger. Though I know the important stuff is done by the lawyers and the engineers and the VPs—not to mention Ethan himself—I’m still pretty sure the task I have in front of me is Herculean, especially for a first-week intern who barely knows which research databases to use.
I should be terrified, and a part of me is, but I’m not going to show it. Not to Maryanne, not to Rick, whose intense reaction in the conference room suddenly makes sense, not to any of the other interns who are staring at me like I’ve turned rabid—or traitor. I can do this. I have to do this. Because as I walk into the small area of cubbies assigned to the interns, I realize just how much things have changed in the course of one morning. Not only because of my new assignment but because yesterday Maryanne—like everyone else—addressed me as Chloe. Today I’m suddenly Ms. Girard.


With Jose it was a sign of politeness, of deference. Something tells me that with my new boss, it’s the exact opposite.



Chapter Five
I can’t do this. I just can’t. I’m in the women’s bathroom on the second floor of Building Three and I’m using every ounce of willpower I have to not cry. It’s stupid, I know. After all, I’ve been through much worse than this before. I’ve had people say nastier things to me, do nastier things to me.
But that was a long time ago, when I was expecting it. Hardened to it. Here, in this job that I was so excited about, at this place where I so desperately wanted to work and learn and contribute, it’s a million times worse than it ever was when I was younger.
To say the day has not gone well would be an understatement. Rick is a total asshole, a sanctimonious bully of the worst kind. He’s been the ringleader of the crusade against me—big surprise—and he’s done everything he can to make my day as miserable as possible. It all started when he stopped by my desk to “talk” about the Trifecta merger and “accidentally” spilled his hot coffee all over me. Since then, he’s bumped into me three different times, the last of which sent me slamming into a wall, injured hip first. I barely kept the tears out of my eyes then, but painful or not, I’ll be damned if I give that bastard the satisfaction of knowing he’s rattled me.
Of course, he is very much king of the intern castle, the one who sets the tone for the whole group and the one whose behavior they take their cues from, since he’s been here longest. Which means I’ve spent the day dodging everything from passive-aggressive comments to out-and-out confrontations. One of the women, I think her name is Beth, actually stuck her foot out and tripped me. Of course, she played it just the way Rick did, like it was all an accident and I was the clumsy one, but I’m not overly clumsy and I know her foot hadn’t been in my path until she very deliberately stuck it there.
I almost came out swinging from that one—I’ve learned that being passive is the worst thing I can do in situations like this—but when I looked up and found Chrissy laughing at me along with the rest of them, my mind went blank. No sarcastic comeback, no witty joke at my tormentors’ expense. All I could do was pick up the binder I’d dropped and all the papers that had scattered in the fall and go back to my desk.


Which is where I was, putting the papers back into some semblance of order, when Rick sidled up like the snake he is. This time instead of messing with me physically, he made some comment about me and my wide-open legs, and all I could think about was plowing my fist into his face. Or my knee into his dick.
But that isn’t done—at least not in an office building where all seven of my co-workers would swear that I’m the one at fault. That I started the fight.
So I walked it off instead, and here I am now, cowering in the bathroom, impotent tears burning in my eyes. But I won’t let them fall. Not now, not ever again. Besides, it’s not that I can’t take their insults and their bullshit; I can. But I want to fight back—I need to fight back. After I escaped my parents and that school, not to mention the untenable situation with Brandon, I swore to myself that I would never be a victim again. That I would fight my own battles and to hell with what the rest of the world said.
It’s worked during the three years I’ve spent at UCSD so far, but to be honest, I haven’t exactly had a lot of opposition. Nothing like what I went through before. And nothing like what I’m experiencing today.
So why didn’t I fight back? Why didn’t I tell Rick exactly what I would do to his balls if he insinuated one more time that I slept my way to the spot he’s spent two years working toward? Why didn’t I tell that bitch off for tripping me? Why didn’t I do anything?
Because this isn’t a schoolyard. This is a workplace and I can’t exactly plow my fist into someone’s face and call it self-defense. Especially if I’m the one striking first.
Bending over the sink, I splash some cold water on my too-red cheeks. Let it cool the red down, and cool my humiliation right along with it. Because while I’m angry and annoyed and, yes, even hurt by how quickly and easily my fellow interns turned on me, it’s not really them I’m angry at. After all, they’re just acting like the hyenas they are, circling and waiting to pounce until my strength gives out.


No, I’m angry at Ethan for putting me in this position. For sending me that stupidly inappropriate blender. For following me into the stairwell and making me freak out. For insisting I put ice on my damn hip. And for handing me this plum assignment that’s really more of a nightmare, for no other reason than because he wants to take me out.
And to be honest, that’s the real reason I haven’t fought back today. That’s the real reason I’ve taken all the abuse they can heap on me. Because while I am definitely not sleeping my way to a better position—the thought has never crossed my mind to do so—Rick and the others aren’t wrong when they imply that I only got to do the Trifecta merger research because Ethan likes me. Because he wants me.
I have no problem fighting back against bullies, but I do have problems telling them they’re full of shit when they aren’t. Rick has every right to be upset at being pulled off the project for someone with one day’s worth of experience—we’re all fighting for the best projects to pad our résumés and the best chance to show off our stuff so that we can actually get a job here at Frost Industries or somewhere like it.
Frustrated, annoyed, and more hurt than I want to admit, even to myself, I turn the tap off. Dry my face. Then run the towel under my eyes to catch the remnants of mascara that pooled there when I washed my face. Which obviously wasn’t such a great idea now that I think about it. I learned to use makeup as a shield years ago, to hide my emotions as surely as my bruises. Standing here without it now, I feel vulnerable. Defenseless.
It’s a feeling I like even less than being bullied.
I reach into my purse, pull out the pot of rose-tinted lip balm that I go through like water. I switched purses for my new job yesterday and in my urgency to get out the door and be on time, I forgot to drop in my usual makeup kit. I’d meant to add it last night, but then the great strawberry debacle had distracted me. And when I left the house this morning I was too exhausted to remember my own name let alone anything else.


Which, I realize, is just another thing I can blame Ethan for.
Since I can’t do anything about the makeup, I spend the last five minutes of my break doing the next best thing—trying to tame my mile of red curls into some kind of bun. In the end, I twist it up, securing it with two rubber bands and three pencils that I use like Chinese chopsticks. It’s not the most glamorous style in the world, but I’m not going for glamour. I’m going for control. And since there’s not a hair out of place, I think I’ve actually managed it.
I ride out the rest of the afternoon at my desk, speaking to no one and asking no questions—though I have about a billion on the best way to utilize the legal databases. Instead I blunder around a little, figuring things out on my own as I dig into the first case on the research list, one that doesn’t have anything to do with biomedical technology per se, but that does deal with issues of similar tech patents upon the merging of two companies.
It’s a huge case with thousands of pages of documentation, and the attorneys have prepared a list of thirty-five questions they want answered from this case alone. And while I manage to answer three questions in the two hours I have left in the workday, I know I have to learn to work the search engines better or I’m going to end up drowning in the crazy workload. I don’t mind that, but I don’t want to fall behind and look like a total idiot. Which is why, when I find an interesting interpretation of the case I’m working on, I add it to the pre-notes I’m making for myself and keep going. I don’t want to forget it—the case has some fascinating nuances about who owns what during a merger—but it doesn’t deal specifically with any of the questions on my list, so I don’t want to waste time on it right now, either. Not when there’s so much else to do.
Five o’clock comes and goes, but I keep working for about an hour after the other interns leave. I’m in the legal department, so I have plenty of company—the attorneys in a number of the offices around me are working late as well. But sometime around six-thirty my stomach starts to growl and I decide to call it a day. If I’m lucky, Tori will be up for making her famous strawberry margaritas tonight. God knows I could use about three of them after the day I’ve had.


But as I’m walking to my car I pass the main building—the one with Ethan’s office—and my indignation comes back all over again. Before I can change my mind, I walk straight into the building, check in with evening security, who I’m pretty sure think I’m going to the cafeteria to catch dinner, and then grab an elevator to the fifth floor. No more stairwells for me.
Ethan’s probably not even in, but I’ll spend all night dwelling on my complete and total pissed-offness if I don’t at least try to confront him.
When the elevator finally opens on the fifth floor, I expect to find the reception area dark and empty. Instead, the dragon receptionist is still there, working on her computer. She looks as surprised to see me as I am to see her, and I grind my teeth together in annoyance. It never occurred to me that she would still be here, working, so I haven’t bothered to come up with an excuse. I obviously should have.
I brace myself for an argument with her, because if Ethan is here, I am not leaving without seeing him. But unlike when she barked at me this morning, this time she’s all sweetness and light when I approach her. Which only makes me angrier.
“Good evening, Ms. Girard. Just let me call ahead and let him know you’re here and then you can go right in.”
“I thought I needed an appointment.”
“Most people do,” she says with a benign smile. “But Mr. Frost was very clear on the fact that you’re to be allowed access to him whenever you need it.”
Unaware that I am now fuming, she picks up the phone and dials two numbers. Seconds later, I can hear Ethan’s voice over the telephone. Then she’s pointing me in the direction of his office with a smile.
“Have a good evening, Ms. Girard.”
“Thank you, Mrs.”—I glance down at her nameplate, which holds a position of honor in the center of her pristine desk—“Lawrence.”
“Call me Dorothy, dear. Everyone else does.”
I’m not sure my heart can handle the shock of calling the dragon lady by her first name, no matter how charming she is right now. So instead of answering, I just nod weakly and then head to where she’d directed me to go.


I end up walking through another reception area, with another desk that obviously belongs to Ethan’s personal assistant, at least judging by the nameplate on the desk. Though he’s nowhere around—he must have left at five o’clock like a normal person—his desk is about a million times messier than Mrs. Lawrence’s.
Right past the reception area is the door to a huge office, one whose lush furnishings make both reception areas look tiny and ill-styled. Certain that this is Ethan’s office, I push the half-closed door open without bothering to knock. After all, it’s not like he isn’t expecting me.
Except once I get in there, I realize he’s in the middle of a business call. Though he’s leaning against the front of his desk instead of sitting behind it, his conversation makes it very obvious that I’ve interrupted some major deal brokering. On Trifecta, I wonder, or something else entirely?
Either way, I start to step back out—an intern has no business being in on any of these calls. But he stops me with a wave and a smile, gestures for me to sit anywhere I’d like. I know he expects me to pick one of the chairs immediately opposite his desk, but both are a little close to his long, Armani-clad legs for my comfort.
So I choose the indigo couch that’s toward the back of the room, grouped with a couple of chairs into a relaxing sitting area. As I settle onto the cushions, it occurs to me that I probably should have taken one of the chairs, since it sends a different message.
It’s too late now, though, so I stay where I am. I don’t settle back, though. No need to look like I’m getting comfortable in here. Not that there’s any chance of that, to be honest. This office, while incredibly appealing in its own way, is designed to intimidate much more than to welcome. Even the colors—cool blues and grays—while soothing in some small way, scream power and privilege and unemotional calculation.
I’m prepared for a long wait. Though I’m doing my best not to eavesdrop, it’s hard not to hear some of the discussion, and it sounds very important. In my opinion, it’s definitely got something to do with the merger I’ve been assigned to research. I think about leaving and coming back tomorrow, after I’ve had time to plot out my words better and he’s no longer on the phone, lounging against his desk looking like a cover model for the Armani summer fashion campaign.


But to my surprise, he wraps his conversation up within a couple of minutes, telling whoever is on the line that “something’s come up.”
Then he’s striding over to me, a smile on his face and a wicked gleam in those Pacific Ocean eyes of his. I stiffen, expecting him to sit next to me on the couch, but instead he takes the chair to my right. Despite the small distance, there’s an unmistakable intimacy in the air between us, one that makes me squirm even as it makes the hair on the back of my neck stand straight up.
“Chloe.” His voice is as warm and familiar as the smile on his face. “How was your day?”
It’s an innocent question, but it triggers all the anger and discomfort I’ve been feeling since the moment he walked into that conference room and spoke to my boss. I tell myself to chill, to temper my response, but the second I open my mouth everything just comes pouring out.
“How was my day? How was my day? How the hell do you think my day was when you deliberately sabotaged me?”
The smile disappears from his face, is replaced by a wariness that tells me he’s as intelligent as all the business and tech blogs give him credit for. He doesn’t make excuses, doesn’t blow me off. Instead, in a voice that says he’s taking me, and my words, very seriously, he says, “Explain.”
“What’s there to explain? You basically painted a target on my back and gave them carte blanche to fire at will.”
“Who?”
“What do you mean, who? Everyone. I’m a brand-new intern who’s just finished her second day with the company. It was bad enough that you walked into that meeting with me, but to take the most coveted research assignment away from the guy who’s been there the longest and give it to me for no reason—”


“There was a reason.”
“Yeah, well, wanting to sleep with me isn’t actually a valid reason. Trust me, if I hadn’t known that already, it would have been hammered home today.”
“What did they do?” The question is deceptively quiet, his face maintaining its placid lines. But there’s a fire in his eyes that tells me there’s a lot more going on under the surface than he wants me to know about.
“What they did isn’t the point. The point—”
“It’s the point to me.” He leans forward, brushes one of my wayward curls out of my eyes. For the past few minutes they’ve been escaping the stranglehold I put them in earlier. Like the rest of my body, they have a tendency to spring out of my control whenever Ethan Frost gets a little too close.
But I refuse to be shaken by his touch or swayed from what I want to say. Not this time. “No, the point is you can’t just go around showing blatant favoritism. Especially when I’ve given you no encouragement.”
“It’s not favoritism. I read your file yesterday, cover to cover.”
“Why?”
“Because your skill at getting your point across impressed me in the cafeteria.” He smiles at my disbelieving look. “What can I say? I like a woman who knows how to argue.”
“What is it with you?” I’m completely exasperated at this point and don’t even attempt to hide it. I’ll treat him like my boss when he starts acting like it. Until then, he’s just another guy annoying the hell out of me. “Don’t you know getting involved with an intern is never a good idea? That’s got to be on the first page of CEOs for Dummies.”
He laughs, not some polite little chuckle but a full-out belly laugh, and the sound is so sexy that it shoots right through me, making my knees tremble and putting the rest of me on alert despite my anger. And that isn’t even taking into account how the laugh changes the sharp and reserved planes of his face, warming everything up until he looks a million times more approachable.


It’s a good look for him, and one that my instinct tells me not many people get to see. Which is ridiculous when I think of how I’ve seen him interact with people over the last two days—the easy way he speaks to everyone from cafeteria workers and security guards to Maryanne, who is an executive in the legal department.
“I think you have CEOs for Dummies confused with Politics for Dummies.”
“Is there a difference?”
“Politicians are the married idiots who keep getting in trouble for sleeping with the interns when they should be running the country. I’m not married and I don’t want to run anything but Frost Industries.”
“Tell that to someone who believes it. You put me on the Trifecta merger, the biggest merger in this company’s history. You want to run a lot more than just Frost Industries.”
“Touché. But when they’re absorbed by us, they’ll become part of my company and I will have spoken nothing but the truth.”
“That’s a nice loophole. You sure you haven’t been reading Politics for Dummies in your spare time?”
He laughs again. “I like you.”
“Well, that’s a shame, since I can’t stand you.”
He leans in even closer, and I have to fight not to swallow my tongue. Which, I know, is anatomically impossible, and yet feels like a totally reasonable description of what happens when he comes within centimeters of brushing against me.
“You sure about that?”
No. “Pretty sure.”
“I don’t think you are.”
I fake boredom that I’m far from feeling at this point. “Oh, yeah? What makes you say that?”
He reaches over, runs his fingers lightly over the hollow of my throat. “I can see your pulse right here. It’s beating fast. That’s a big sign that someone isn’t telling the truth.”


“Don’t get too excited.” I force the words past a suddenly tight throat. His hand on my skin is strangely soothing and also incredibly exciting. I want to lean into him, to arch my neck and press against that hand in encouragement. Not that I have any intention of letting him know what he does to me. “I’m just nervous.”
It’s the wrong thing to say. I know it as soon as the words slip past my lips. His eyes take on a wicked gleam that only makes my pulse beat faster.
“Do I make you nervous, Chloe?”
“You’re my boss. Of course talking to you makes me nervous.”
Ethan doesn’t like that. I can see it in his eyes and in the way his jaw clenches. He doesn’t take his hand away, but his fingers stop their gentle, rhythmic stroking. I miss it immediately, feel bereft, though I don’t know why.
“Why do you always have to do that?” he demands.
“Do what?” If he doesn’t take his hand away soon, I’m not going to be responsible for my actions. Like leaping on him and demanding that he touch me all over. Only the knowledge that I would regret it—greatly—keeps me seated with my legs primly crossed.
Well, that and the fact that I’ll probably freeze up the second he touches me, really touches me. I’m not that woman, the one who can throw caution to the wind and just enjoy wherever the ride takes her. Not when it means giving up control. And certainly not when it means yielding to a man who could hurt me as easily as pleasure me. I did that once and look what it got me.
“Why do you have to bring everything back to the fact that I’m your employer?”
“Because you are. The power dynamics at work here are a pretty big issue whether you want to admit it or not.”
He drops his hand, sits back abruptly. Which is exactly what I want him to do. So why do I suddenly feel even more lost than usual?



Chapter Six
“Have I misunderstood?” he asks after a moment, a truly horrified look on his face. “Am I overstepping my boundaries?”
“Well, duh. I thought I made that clear earlier.”
For a second he looks a little sick, very different from the confident man I’ve seen up until this point. But then his face closes up and all I get is blankness when he says, “I’m sorry. I thought I made it clear earlier that your internship is completely safe. No matter what happens or doesn’t happen between us, you’ll never have anything to worry about on that front.”
“Jesus, Ethan, I didn’t say I thought you were sexually harassing me. I said that you’d overstepped your bounds when you went to my boss and gave me the best assignment. I don’t need your favors. Especially when they end up causing me nothing but grief.”
Though his face doesn’t change and he’s no longer touching me, I can feel the tension slowly leak from him. “You’re wrong about why you got that assignment, you know.”
“Oh, really? So you’re saying I got it on my merits?”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” He meets my disbelieving gaze levelly. “I told you, I read your file last night. I was incredibly impressed, not just with your grades but with the paper you submitted with your application. On intellectual property.”
“I know the one.” Suddenly my heart is beating hard for a whole different reason.
“I was fascinated. The argument you made was original, well researched, and well thought out, and also happens to be exactly what I believe about those cases and that particular issue.”
I stare at him. “It’s not a popular stand. In fact, I nearly didn’t submit that paper at all because I was afraid it would work against me.”
“But you did submit it. And while your opinion varies even from that of my chief counsel, it dovetails nicely with my own. If I hadn’t met you, I might not have given you the Trifecta merger based solely on the merits of that paper, but I would have seriously considered it. Having met you and been impressed by both your intellect and your spirit, it was a no-brainer. I’d decided to request that you do the research for the merger even before I saw you this morning.”


I stare at him, trying to judge his level of sincerity. He certainly looks like he’s telling the truth, but that doesn’t really mean anything in the grand scheme of things. CEOs for Dummies and all that—I’m sure he’s an expert liar when he wants to be.
But I want to believe him, so badly that it’s a burning in my gut. Because if what he’s saying is true, if he believes in me because of my brain and not just because of how I look, then I don’t want to give up this project. I want to grab on to it with both hands and show him—show everyone—just what I can do. Maybe that’s arrogant, but I don’t give a damn.
I’ve done my research, hours and days and months of research, on intellectual property laws. I know I have more to learn—of course I do—but I would put my knowledge base up against Rick’s any day.
Suddenly the need to take this new position out for a spin is a driving urgency inside of me. One that makes all the shit from earlier seem not so bad. Because as long as I know the truth, as long as I believe I got the position because of what I’ve done and not because the boss wants to date me, then the rest doesn’t matter.
“Do you mean it?” I finally ask Ethan. “You think I’m good enough to do this project?”
“My company wouldn’t be as successful as it is if I was in the habit of putting incompetent people into positions that matter, Chloe. I don’t know how many other ways to say it.”
He’s right. I need to either believe him or not, but I can’t keep asking him the same thing over and over again. Deciding that the sincerity on his face is real, as are his reassurances that any attraction he has for me is separate from my work, I relax for the first time since I opened that box last night.
“Thank you for giving me the shot,” I tell him.


He grins. “You look like you swallowed the sun.”
“I feel like I did. I promise I’ll do a good job on the project.”
“I have no doubt.” His smile fades. “But what’s going on over there? You said you’re having problems with the other interns?”
I think of Rick’s smarmy face, of Chrissy’s total lack of friendliness after she realized what project I was assigned. None of it seems so bad now, not when I know that I got the job because Ethan believes in me. “It’s no big deal. I can handle it.”
He doesn’t look pleased. “What exactly do you have to handle?”
“Nothing you need to worry about.”
“You sure about that?”
“Positive.” I push to my feet. “Thank you for your time. I won’t keep you.”
He reaches out, snags my elbow. “What if I want to keep you?”
The question hangs in the air between us, and it occurs to me that he’s talking about a lot more than just this moment. A lot more than I’m prepared to even consider.
It’s there in the air between us. In the look on his face and the conviction in his voice.
In the way his thumb brushes against my inner elbow with whisper-soft strokes.
In the way he angles his body so that he’s on the outside, shielding me, protecting me from I don’t know what.
And it’s there in the butterflies in my stomach, the electric sparks racing from one nerve ending to the other.
I’m shocked by how much I want to say yes. Yes to dinner, yes to a walk on the beach, yes to what comes after. But nothing’s changed between when I came charging up here and now. Nothing but my perceptions. The rest of the world is exactly the same. I’m exactly the same. As damaged—as ruined—as ever.
I don’t want Ethan to see it, to see me. If he does, he’ll know just how broken I am, and I’ve spent too many years trying to keep my past private to simply roll over and expose the underbelly of my secrets now. Even if there is something about him that makes me want to.


“I need to go.”
His eyes narrow at the huskiness of my voice, and he stands up. Steps closer to me. Watches me with an intensity that says he notices everything. Sees everything.
It’s what I’m most afraid of, and contrarily what I most want. Someone who really sees me, who takes the time to look beyond the surface and the lies and the No Trespassing signs I wear like my own personal armor. That Ethan can do it so easily cripples my defenses, and I find myself clinging to him, my fingers tangled in the soft silk of his dress shirt. He reaches up to stroke my hair back from my face and even my curls hold on for dear life, wrapping themselves around his fingers in a desperate attempt to keep him close.
His hand tightens on my elbow, not enough to hurt, but enough to let me know that he’s there. Enough to make me feel him, really feel him. And then slowly, inexorably, he pulls me closer until I can feel the powerful beat of his heart against my chest. The hard ridge of his erection against my hip.
I wait for the panic, for the fear. For the inevitable freak-out that has followed every time a man invades my personal space.
This time it doesn’t come. I don’t know why, not when Ethan is as close to me—closer—than I’ve let anyone get in a very long time. It’s not because I’m not nervous, because I am. My heart is nearly beating out of my chest while drops of sweat work their way slowly down my spine.
And yet I don’t feel threatened. Don’t feel like he’ll take any more than I want to give. Maybe it’s a pipe dream. Maybe I’m just as foolish as every other girl caught in the throes of sexual attraction for a powerful man.
I shake my head, look away. There’s no maybe about it. Ethan wouldn’t have built the company he has if he was willing to settle for crumbs and half measures. He wouldn’t be where he is if he couldn’t look below the surface to what lies underneath and figure out how to get it. If he can do that in business, what makes me think for a second that he won’t also be able to do the same with me?


I don’t. Standing here, looking into those cerulean eyes, I come to understand the truth. That Ethan Frost is a man who will accept everything I have to give and demand more. Demand everything. And then keep searching for whatever lies beyond even that.
Just the thought should terrify me. And maybe it would—maybe it does. But not enough to send me running from this room, running from him. Because along with the need, along with the demands, I can also see the tenderness. Ethan may want everything from me, but he won’t take more than either of us is willing to give.
I don’t know how I know that, but I do. And still I hold back. Still I refuse to yield. How can I not when everything inside me screams that this—whatever this is—can’t end any way but badly?
“Where’d you go?” he murmurs softly, his mouth centimeters from my ear. My cheek.
My breath catches in my throat. How can it not? There’s an electricity between us, a knowledge and a need that throbs in the very oxygen we breathe. It’s there when I suck in a gulp of air, sizzling its way down my windpipe and into my desperate lungs. It’s there when I try to look away, stopping my head from turning, keeping my eyes pinned to Ethan’s. And it’s there working its way inside me with every second that passes until I don’t—I can’t—remember what I felt like without it.
“I’m still here.” I shouldn’t be, but I am.
“I want you, Chloe.” His mouth skims across my cheek, down my jaw. “And I think you want me, too.”
I shake my head, but it’s more acknowledgment than denial, and we both know it. “Ethan—”
He pulls back, smiles, and it’s the happiest look I’ve seen from him yet. “You said my name again. That’s progress.”
Progress? Was it only just this morning that I insisted on calling him Mr. Frost? It seems so strange, when he’s been Ethan to me all along. Well, Juice Guy and then Ethan. Only when I was determined to defy him was he ever Mr. Frost.


“Most guys wouldn’t consider that progress.”
“I’m not most guys.”
I raise my eyebrows at him. “Yeah, right. I’ve heard that before.” I’m teasing him, actually teasing him. It’s kind of hard to imagine.
He laughs. “That didn’t sound nearly as clichéd in my head.”
“Really?”
“Or maybe I just didn’t think it through well enough.”
“Yeah, maybe not.”
“Since we’re on the subject of clichés, we could try another one.” This time he’s the one who lifts a brow questioningly.
“I have to admit, I’m a little jealous. I’ve always wanted to know how to do that.”
“What?” He looks baffled.
I reach out and touch the eyebrow he just raised, smooth my fingers over it. He grows still. Serious. But I keep talking, not wanting to let this moment go. Not the sweetness nor the easiness of it. In my life, there’s been too little of both. “That whole one-eyebrow thing. It’s a lot harder than it looks.”
“Oh, yeah? Maybe I’ll teach you someday.”
“I’d like that.”
We’re close now, even closer than we were just a minute ago, and I didn’t think that was possible. But with each sentence, each word we exchange, we move inexorably closer. Like magnets, drawn together by a natural chemistry over which we have no control.
Again, it occurs to me that I should be frightened—that I am frightened—but not enough for me to stop this. Not enough for me to walk away. Not enough for me to do anything but stand here and wait for Ethan to close the final few millimeters between us.
He does, slowly. Oh so slowly. Until I’m nearly insane with nervousness and anticipation and need. Oh, God. The need. It’s overwhelming.
He’s so close that I can see the little crinkles by the corners of his eyes, can feel the heat rolling off him in waves. I can hear the hitch in his breathing, smell the sweet spearmint of his breath. And still it’s not enough. I want to taste him. Need to taste him.


And then he’s there, his lips whisper-soft against my own. Once, twice, then again and again. Little glancing kisses that do nothing but fan my desire, nothing but make me want more. I kiss him back, part my lips to encourage firmer, deeper contact, but he doesn’t take the bait. Instead, he continues with the tiny kisses—on my cheek, my jaw, the corner of my mouth, my upper lip, my lower lip, the other corner of my mouth.
Frustrated, I slide my hands up his muscular biceps, let my fingers rub at his tense shoulders before walking them slowly up his neck. He groans a little, and this time when he takes my mouth, it’s no light, glancing thing. It’s a full-fledged kiss, one that weakens my knees and makes my head spin even as it grounds me firmly in the here. The now.
Ethan nips at my lower lip, and it’s my turn to open my mouth, my turn to moan. He takes instant advantage, his tongue stealing inside to explore. Now that he’s got me, I expect an invasion, an annexation. In my experience, that’s how most guys kiss. Like they’re claiming your mouth for the motherland or something. Like you’re some prize they’ve won and have to mark or risk losing.
But Ethan’s been different all along, and in this, he continues to be. He doesn’t thrust his tongue inside me, doesn’t try to conquer by enthusiastic force. Instead, he coaxes. He charms. He seduces. And against that, I have no defense.
The tip of his tongue slides gently along my own, circling slowly, slowly, slowly. Licking along the top of my tongue, then the bottom before moving on to the inside of my cheek, the roof of my mouth. He plays with the frenulum between my upper lip and my gum, and I shudder a little—no one’s ever done that before and it’s shocking how good it feels.
His hands come up to cup my face, to tilt my head this way and that so he can delve deeper. So I can welcome him wholly inside me. And I do. For these few, stolen moments out of time, I welcome everything he can give me.
He tastes like spearmint and lemonade. And blueberries. Always blueberries. On him, they taste delicious. Sweet and tart and oh so addicting.


Need, powerful and unexpected, blossoms inside me, and the fingers I still have tangled in his hair tighten as I pull him more tightly against me. I’m the aggressor now, the one on fire. The one who craves, who wants to conquer. And if there’s a part of me that’s shaking with nerves, with fear, then I ignore it. Shove it deep inside me to the place where everything I don’t want to deal with goes, and concentrate on the now.
Concentrate on Ethan.
I press my mouth more firmly against his, relish the groan he makes no effort to hide. Relish even more the feel of his body, hard and hot and aroused, against my own. In that moment, I swear if I could have pulled him inside me, I would have.
Instead, I stroke my tongue along the edge of his bottom lip, then do the same to his top one. I pay special attention to the corners of his mouth—God, I love how he tastes—and the perfect bow at the center of his upper lip. Then, when I can’t take it anymore, I pull his lower lip between my teeth and nip softly. Once, and then again.
It must be the sign he’s been waiting for, the permission I didn’t know he wanted. Because suddenly I’m up against the wall, one leg wrapped around his hip as his mouth plunders mine.
His hand is on my thigh, his fingers stroking the sensitive flesh on the inside of my knee as he kisses me and kisses me and kisses me.
I shudder, clutch at him, arch into him. He groans, low in his throat, his fingers tightening in my hair and on my thigh. Not enough to hurt, but definitely enough to ground me. To let me know that he’s no more ready to let go of me than I am to be released.
My own hands come up to tangle in the cool, ebony silk of his hair. To tug and pull and claim. And still the kiss goes on, until my lips feel hot and swollen and achy from the pressure. Until my breasts and my sex feel exactly the same way.
In that one, perfect moment, I want more. I want everything. Everything I’ve denied myself since I was fifteen years old. Everything I’ve told myself I don’t want and shouldn’t have.


Ethan’s hand slides up, up, up my thigh, sneaks under my skirt, and skates along the edge of my panties. I freeze at the unexpected caress—and everything comes rushing back. The reason I’m here, what I wanted to accomplish with this visit, the promise I made myself just minutes ago about not giving in to this thing between us, whatever it is. And the fear that I’m working so hard to pretend it doesn’t exist.
But it does exist, and as it rises up inside me, I don’t know how to deal with it. How to keep it at bay. Not now, when the rigid control I keep on myself seems as nebulous as the security it brings me.
“Ethan.” I drag my mouth from his, use every ounce of willpower I have to stay calm. To stay here with him instead of drifting back to a time and place I’ve done my best to forget.
“It’s okay. I’ve got you, Chloe.” He whispers the words in my ear, his breath hot against my cheek. “I’ve got you. Let me make you feel good. Nothing else. Just that.”
He hesitates, doesn’t move as he waits for an answer I don’t have. I ache with wanting him to touch me, with the need to feel the agony and the ecstasy that comes with being loved by him. But at the same time I’m afraid I’ll freak out and ruin everything. It’s what I’m good at, after all. Ruining things.
Again, I try to separate what is from what was. Who I am from who I used to be. I don’t know if it works, only that I want Ethan to touch me.
I burrow closer, bury my head against his chest. He relaxes, tension I didn’t even know was there slowly leaving his body as he once again strokes his fingers along my sex.
Every bone in my body goes weak and I lean my head back, rest it against the wall as I allow Ethan an intimacy I’ve never granted anyone before.
I gasp, arch against him as his finger strokes its way inside my panties and down to the very heart of me. He leans forward, murmurs soothingly in my ear once more. But this time it’s all nonsense to me. He might be making sense, might be perfectly coherent, but I can’t understand him. Can’t focus on anything other than his fingers as they slowly—oh so slowly—press into my sex.


I’m wet, so wet. And trembly. And needy. And just a little scared. I’ve never let a man do this before, never opened myself up so completely. After what happened when I was younger, I’ve never wanted to let a man close enough to hurt me.
I’m terrified that Ethan can do just that. Oh, as gentle as he is with me, I’m not afraid of him hurting me physically. But emotionally? This is Ethan Frost, one of the most sought-after bachelors in the world. Genius. Visionary. Charmer. Since I can’t even figure out what he’s doing with me, how can I believe that he wants anything more than this? Just this?
I should grab his hand, push it away, tell him I don’t want him to touch me. Not that he would believe me—I don’t believe myself. How can I when my body is on fire, every nerve ending lit up by his touch? His thumb presses against my clit, circles, and I know I’m not going to do anything of the sort. I’m not going to do anything at all unless it involves this man touching me, wanting me.
“God, Chloe, you feel so good,” he tells me, his voice as dark and smooth and seductive as the chocolate bar I keep at the bottom of my purse in case of emergencies.
“You too,” I manage to gasp out.
He slips one finger, then two, all the way inside of me. I gasp, try to hold still so I can feel every pleasurable thing he does to me. But the truth is, my hips are moving of their own volition now, as beyond my control as the pleasure spiraling through me. I’m riding his hand, chasing the wicked pleasure that I can’t get away from now that he’s shown it to me.
The pressure is building alongside the pleasure, the fear going hand in hand with the ecstasy, until I feel like any wrong move will have me shattering—but not in a good way. Not in the way I so desperately crave.
And then Ethan’s dropping to his knees in front of me. Shoving my skirt up to my waist and pushing my panties aside. Before I can even imagine what he’s going to do, let alone give my permission, his mouth is on me. His tongue delving inside me even as his hands move to rest on the line where my thigh connects to my body. He lifts my leg—the same one that was wrapped around his waist a short time ago—and drapes it over his shoulder.


I’m totally open to him now, totally vulnerable. My cheeks flame, and I squirm—no one has ever done anything this intimate to my body before, and I’m traumatized even as I love it. Even as I crave more. Crave everything, including the release that has been just out of reach.
I whimper, moan, beg, and plead, words falling out of my mouth with no conscious thought or organization on my part. All I know is that I need. For this one moment, the fear has disappeared. The worry, the pain, the memories. Everything is gone and my whole body, my whole consciousness and existence, has shrunk to this one moment out of time. To the pleasure, and release, that I am chasing as relentlessly as any junkie has ever chased a high.
Ethan quiets me with a low growl, and then his tongue is there—right there—at the epicenter of my pleasure. He circles my clit, flicks at it, before sucking for one second, two. Combined with the rubbing, twisting motion of his fingers inside me, that’s all it takes. With a shudder and a shout, I tumble over the edge and into an orgasm so intense, so pleasurable that I forget everything. Who he is. Who I am. Who I was. Why we shouldn’t be doing this. Why I care.
In those moments, all I know is him. All I feel is him. And the warmth, the pleasure, the tenderness—absolute and indescribable—that he’s given me.



Chapter Seven
But nothing lasts forever—no matter how much I might wish it would. As the shudders finally stop and thought returns, so do all those things I’d banished in the moments before release.
Ethan is still kneeling on the floor in front of me, his fingers inside me and his mouth brushing glancing kisses across my hip and abdomen. There’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to stay here, right here, in this moment. To let him pet and touch and cuddle me until his heart is content…or mine is.
But it’ll take a lot more than a few gentle kisses and an out-of-this-world orgasm to make me forget the darkness that yawns inside of me. I was able to bury it earlier, to ignore it, but right now—as the world creeps in—it’s just there, waiting to swallow me whole.
I’m too raw, too open. My defenses have been shattered by the pleasure Ethan brought me—and the care he’s showing me even now. Tears bloom in my eyes, and I close my eyes, look away, before he can see them. It’s an odd feeling, having a man dress me. Having this man dress me. It smacks of gentleness, of care and concern, and isn’t at all what I expected of him.
Then again, I don’t know why I’m surprised. Nothing about this meeting is turning out as I expected. Why should Ethan’s actions be any different? Unexpected tears clog my throat, but I’m not going to cry.
Not here, not now. And certainly not in front of Ethan.
But somehow he sees. The hand on my hip slides up to my lower back, rubs soothingly. “You okay?” he asks softly, standing up so his face is close to mine.
I can smell myself on his lips, and for one wild second I think about leaning forward and kissing him. Finding out not what I taste like but what we taste like, together. But just the idea is so strange, so appalling, so embarrassing that I take a step back.
Those bright blue eyes of his darken and I know he’s not happy. He doesn’t like the distance I’ve just put between us. But how can I not distance myself when the whole house of cards I’ve spent the last five years constructing threatens to crash down around me at any second?


“That was…” I break off. What’s the appropriate adjective to use here? Mind-blowing? Body-numbing? Amazing? “Nice.”
As soon as the word leaves my tongue, I want to grab it back. Nice? A hot bath is nice. A warm chocolate chip cookie. A pedicure. What just happened between us was a lot of things, but nice is not one of them.
Ethan stiffens, and I’m afraid I’ve offended him. Not that I blame him—he gives me an earth-shattering orgasm and I call it nice? But he looks more amused than insulted. “Nice?” he asks, lifting that one damn eyebrow of his again. It gets to me, has me aching all over again. Which—judging from the gleam in his eyes—is exactly what he intended.
“You know what I mean.” I reach down, grab my briefcase from where I put it next to the couch. I don’t drop my gaze from him as I do, because at this moment he looks far too much like a predator for me to ever be so stupid.
“Actually, I do.” He brings his hand to his mouth, runs his fingers—the same fingers that were just inside me—directly under his nose. As he breathes me in, my knees go loose and shaky. I lock them to make sure I don’t end up tumbling to the ground.
“Thank you,” he tells me, his voice deep and drugged with arousal. “For letting me touch you.”
“I think I should be the one thanking you. I’m the one who…” I trail off. It’s one thing to think the word, but it’s another thing entirely to say it, even to the man who made it happen.
He grins. “You don’t ever need to thank me for giving you pleasure, Chloe.”
The way he says it makes me think he plans on this happening again. Which it can’t. No matter how much I’m aching for it to.
“I should go.”
“Why?” He steps closer, and all the oxygen in the room seems to disappear again. “Let me take you to dinner.”


“I can’t. I already have dinner plans.”
For the first time, I see a flash of displeasure cross his face. “Break them.”
My spine stiffens at the autocratic bent in his tone. “No.”
“You’re really going to go out with another man? After what we just did together?”
“One experience”—I still shy away from using the word orgasm in conversation with him—“doesn’t give you any rights over me. Or vice versa.”
“What if I want rights over you?” His voice is still soft, but there’s a menacing edge that provides a definite warning.
Fear blooms in the pit of my stomach, makes me sweat. Makes me shake. I clench my fists, refusing to give him the satisfaction of knowing just how easily he can intimidate me. “Tough luck. No man will ever have the right to tell me what to do.”
“You don’t think so?”
“I know so. I’ll never give a man that much power over me.” Not ever again.
“What about this date you have tonight? He doesn’t get to claim any rights over you?”
For a moment, just a moment, I think about letting him go on thinking that I have a date. And that I plan to keep it, even after what we just did together. Or, more accurately, what he just did to me. If he thinks I’m the kind of woman who dates one guy while getting off with another, I’m pretty sure he’ll lose interest. Ethan’s obviously the possessive type, and I doubt that possessiveness lends itself to sharing.
And that’s what I want. For him to lose interest. Not just because of the work thing, but because I can’t handle the intimacy of what we just did together. Already I feel broken. Cracked open. The pain I work so hard not to acknowledge seeping back into the surface of my consciousness.
Yet I can’t ignore the way he’s looking at me. The hold he’s exerting over me with little more than a narrowed gaze.
“It’s my roommate.” I blurt out the words before I have a clue I’m going to say them. “We’re doing a girls’ night tonight. Dinner and a couple rom-coms. We have standing Tuesday-night plans.”


The tension is gone as quickly as it came, and I feel my shoulders slump in relief. But just as quickly I’m exasperated again—with myself more than him. Yes, Ethan is pushy, but he wouldn’t be in the position he’s in if he wasn’t. Head of one of the fastest-growing—and most lucrative—biomed companies in the country. A forerunner in research that saves the lives of soldiers in combat theaters. A self-made almost-billionaire who’s used his brains and business savvy to go from being the orphaned kid of a U.S. Special Forces soldier to a world-renowned CEO.
No, it’s not his pushiness I’m upset with. It’s the way I constantly want to yield to him. The way I cave to his wishes even when I have no intention of doing so. I haven’t been that girl in years, don’t want to be her ever again. The fact that Ethan can so easily bend me to his will is disconcerting. Worse, it’s alarming.
“Let me walk you to your car, then.” He takes my briefcase from me, slings the strap over his shoulder. Grabs his own. Then, taking a firm—but not too firm—grip on my elbow, he guides me out of his office and through the two reception areas to the bank of elevators.
“Good night, Dot,” he calls to the dragon lady, who is still manning her post. Except when she looks at him, she looks much more like a doting mother than a dragon guarding the entrance to a cave.
“Good night, Ethan. I’ll see you in the morning.”
The elevator comes before he can say anything else, so he simply shoots her a smile and a little wave. We step on, mere seconds after he called it, and I can’t help being disgruntled. It seems like I’ve done nothing but wait for elevators all day, but the second Ethan presses the button, one magically appears. Almost as if it knows who’s waiting on the other end and wouldn’t dare let the CEO of Frost Industries wait for anything.
As he walks me to my car, Ethan asks me how my summer is going. What my favorite class was last semester. If my roommate and I liked the strawberries he sent.


The last question throws me off my game. I’m good at small talk—I like the organized, predictable rhythm of it—and his gift so doesn’t qualify as small talk. Not when you consider everything that has happened today because of that damn gift.
I start to tell him so, that I don’t appreciate the strawberries any more than I did the four-hundred-dollar blender. But again, it’s like he has some kind of magic hold over me that makes me tell the truth, because what comes out is, “I would have returned them, too, but my roommate’s already eaten half of them. It seemed churlish to return only the uneaten half. Kind of like, ‘I’m going to give this back to you, but only after I take everything I want from it.’ So not okay.”
Much to my surprise, Ethan laughs at my explanation. “I’m okay with you giving the strawberries back—especially if it gives me another chance to get yelled at by you.”
I glance at him from under my lashes. “Like getting yelled at, do you?”
“I don’t, actually. At all. You seem to be the singular exception to that rule.”
I’m not sure how I feel about that—or how I’m supposed to respond. Thank God I don’t have to. We’ve made it to my car. “Well,” I say, stopping in front of the Mini Cooper I bought used when I got to UCSD three years ago. I call her Phoebe, after Lisa Kudrow’s character in Friends, because she’s fun and cute and loaded with eccentricities. Unlike the real Phoebe, however, not all of my Phoebe’s oddities are endearing. Like her propensity to break down at the least convenient moment. Or the way her air-conditioning only works in the winter. I’m a pretty decent mechanic and have managed to fix a bunch of her problems myself, but some of them refuse to be fixed. She’s stubborn that way.
Tori is after me to get a new car, but I love Phoebe. She’s the first thing I’ve owned that’s really mine. Bought with my own money and with my name only on the registration papers. It was an important step for me, helped me create the distance from my parents that I so desperately needed when I was eighteen. And the fact that my father can’t just take her from me—when he needs the money, when he’s in a mood, when he wants to punish me for some real or imagined slight—means even more.


Plus, she’s already paid for, which is very important to me. With tuition at UCSD as expensive as it is, plus living expenses, making ends meet is always a challenge. Doing it in the summer, when all I’ve got is a nonpaying internship, is even worse. Like the free rent I’m getting at Tori’s, no car payment makes this current dream job of mine possible.
“This is me,” I say, popping the trunk and loading my briefcase into it.
Ethan doesn’t look impressed. He doesn’t say anything, though, which is all that matters. After the day I’ve had, I’m not really in the mood for another argument. And we would have one, because I always defend Phoebe from the naysayers. Always.
“Go out with me tomorrow,” he says after I close the trunk and walk around to the driver’s-side door.
Shit. Why did I think he wasn’t going to push this? Just because he took tonight’s plans gracefully—once he realized I was planning on hanging with Tori—doesn’t mean that he’s willing to back off. But that’s what I need him to do. What I want him to do. My stomach clenches sickly, and to be honest, I don’t know whether it’s because I think he’ll take my refusal well…or because I think he won’t. Either way, I’m not going out with him.
“I can’t,” I tell him after a long, uncomfortable silence—at least on my part. I make sure I’m not looking him in the eye when I speak to him, afraid he’ll do his Jedi mind trick on me again and have me agreeing to something I have no intention of doing.
I pull open my car door, try to get in. But Ethan isn’t going to let me off the hook that easily. He takes my hand in his, bumps the car door shut with his hip—he’s way too tall to use his shoulder. At six foot four, he looks like a giant standing next to my little car, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t find his size intimidating. Sexy, too, but mostly intimidating. At least until I think of how perfectly he fit between my legs earlier. Then it’s just plain hot.
“More plans with the roommate?” he asks.
“No.” Why, oh why, can’t I lie to this man? In self-defense, I’ve spent the past five years lying about nearly everything important, yet now, when I need the ability most, it’s totally deserted me.


“Plans with someone else?”
“No.”
I can feel his eyes on me, know he’s willing me to look at him. But this time I refuse to give in. I can’t. Not if I have any hope of maintaining my distance, my sanity, and my ability to say no.
I’m stubborn, more than strong-willed enough that I can usually outlast the best of them—it’s how I made it through high school with my sanity intact—but Ethan has me beat. While I’m struggling with a way to fill the sudden awkwardness between us, one that doesn’t involve looking at him, he just leans against the door of my car.
And waits.
And waits.
And waits.
Silence stretches between us, taut as a violin string. I tell myself not to say anything, not to babble uncontrollably, but with each second that passes it grows harder and harder.
The words well up on my tongue, all the excuses I don’t want to give but feel compelled to. Desperate to hold out, I bite the inside of my cheek so hard that I taste the metallic tang of my own blood.
And just like that, the standoff is over. Like yesterday, when my stomach growled, the moment Ethan realizes I’m suffering, he puts a stop to it. He rests his hand lightly on my cheek, uses his thumb to tug my cheek out from between my teeth. “Don’t,” he tells me.
“I can’t date you, Ethan.”
“You won’t date me, Chloe. That’s not the same thing.”
No, it isn’t, but my refusal is more than that, more than a simple no just because I don’t want to date the boss. This goes deeper, much deeper, but I don’t know how to tell him that. Not without revealing all my secrets…and all my wounds.
“I need to go.” I turn back to my car, tug on my door. I know I don’t stand a chance of opening it if he doesn’t move, but I’m hoping that he won’t push this. Not now, when the crack inside me is growing larger with each passing second.


For long moments I don’t think he’s going to move. Instead, his thumb coasts down my cheek to my chin. He tilts my head up, forces me to meet his gaze. I think I’ll see anger there, or disgust. Annoyance, at the very least. Instead, there’s something else, an emotion so unexpected and undeserved that I can barely wrap my head around it.
Mixed with the same desire and need that are even now bouncing around inside me is a sweetness, a tenderness, that he doesn’t try to hide. It’s the first time anyone has ever looked at me like that, the first time a man has taken the time to look into me instead of just at me. The first time a man has ever really seen me.
It melts my resistance, makes me question all the reasons I’ve told myself this is a bad idea. Which, of course, is only proof of how turned around and inside out Ethan has gotten me. Panic sets in, takes me over, and for a minute I feel like a wolf in a trap, willing to chew my own foot off for the chance to get away.
Just when I think I’m going to lose it completely, Ethan steps back—and opens my car door for me. I clamber in before he can change his mind, but then I can’t help staring up at him, wondering why. I was about to break, about to give him anything he wanted if it meant I could pull back from the emotional chaos swirling around me. Around us.
He stopped me from shattering, his simple actions giving me back the strength that had slowly leached from me during our battle of wills. I don’t understand, don’t know why a man who is so intent on winning would step back right before he claimed victory. All I know is that I’m grateful. And confused. But mostly grateful.
“Drive carefully,” he tells me, his voice dark and gruff.
“Ethan—”
“It’s okay. I can wait.”
“Wait for what?”


He smiles at me. “For you, Chloe. I can wait for you.” Then he grimaces. “Not, however, if you continue to sit there and stare at me with that adorably befuddled look on your face.”
I don’t move, don’t look away, don’t so much as blink. I’m confused, feeling vulnerable, and terrified that all of it shows on my face. My poker face seems to have gone the same way as my resolve when it comes to Ethan, and I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do about that.
“Go!” he orders suddenly, then closes the door firmly between us.
I stick the key into the ignition, start to roll down the window, but he just shakes his head. Takes a couple big steps away from the car. Points at the exit from the parking lot.
There’s nothing for me to do but follow his directions. So I do, putting the car in gear and driving toward the exit he gestured to. But as I drive away, I have a terrible time not looking back. Not going back.
And the part of me that’s been hurt before, that’s been torn apart and put back together like a bunch of mismatched puzzle pieces, can’t help but wonder if that’s exactly what Ethan intended.



Chapter Eight
By the time I get home, I’ve stopped shaking. I’m no less confused, mind you, but at least I can hide it better. Which is important, because when it comes to emotional drama, Tori has a nose like a bloodhound. It’s one of the many reasons I don’t date—if I keep the drama to a minimum, she doesn’t know how much is under the surface, just waiting for her to dig it up.
At least that’s my theory and I’m sticking to it. I only hope the fact that Ethan just gave me an earth-shattering orgasm isn’t written all over my face. God knows it feels like it’s written all over my soul.
“Hey, perfect timing! The pizza just got here.” She gestures to the box and two plates sitting on the coffee table.
I peel off my jacket, toss it onto the small entryway bench where my suit jacket from yesterday still rests. “What do you want to drink?” I ask, heading for the kitchen—and something alcoholic. After the day I’ve had, I’m about ready to start mainlining 180-proof liquor. Anything to stop the nerves—and everything else—currently rattling around just under my skin.
“I opened a bottle of Chianti. Grab that and bring it in.”
It wasn’t tequila, but it would do. And it would probably go better with pizza, anyway.
“Your mom called while you were at work. When I told her you weren’t here, she wanted your new cell number.”
I nearly drop the bottle of wine. “Did you give it to her?”
“What do you think?” Tori’s voice is much closer now, and I turn around to find her standing in the doorway to the kitchen.
“You didn’t.”
“Of course I didn’t.” She grabs the wine, pours both of us some. Watches without saying a word as I drain mine, then hold the glass out for seconds. “One of these days, you’re going to tell me what went down between you and your family.”


I nod, even as I think the opposite. That there’s no way in hell I will ever tell her, ever tell anyone, why my relationship with my family is so distant.
“What did she want?” I’ve calmed down enough that I can sound almost unconcerned when I ask the question. I take a small sip of my second glass of wine, wish I could chug it down the same way I did the first. But then Tori’s questions would get more insistent, and after the day I’ve had, I’m just not up for it.
“She asked me to have you call her. She didn’t say it was important. Only that she wanted to talk to you.”
I relax a little more. That means she wants something from me. I can handle that—after all, my whole life has been about giving my parents what they want. “Did she mention Miles?”
“She just asked me to let you know that your brother’s doing fine. He’s working on some new project that he’s very excited about.”
“That sounds about right.” I smile, let the last of the tension go. My older brother, Miles, is a tech genius who never quite learned how to function in the real world. From the time we were little, he’s always been more wrapped up in imagining things and figuring out how to make them a reality than he’s ever been about mundane things like eating or making a living or protecting his ideas.
If it were up to him, he’d share his inventions with the whole world for free and we’d all survive on gumdrops and lollipops and live happily ever after. But not everyone is as nice—or naive—as he is, and he’s had ideas stolen more than once. It’s why I’m so interested in intellectual property law. My brother might not care about protecting himself, but I sure as hell care about protecting him.
Crisis averted and wineglass in hand, I wander back into the living room. As far as I’m concerned, my mother can wait until hell freezes over for me to call her back.
“So, what are we watching tonight?” I ask as we settle down on the sofa. “Something that won’t make me cry, I hope.” Between Ethan and that orgasm and now my mother, I feel so vulnerable that I’m afraid if I start to cry tonight, I’ll never stop. After all, I have a lot of tears saved up. Five years’ worth, to be exact.


“Actually, I’m going to have to skip the movie. Maybe we can do it tomorrow? Lisa got tickets for Imagine Dragons tonight. Her boyfriend had to cancel because of work, so she asked me to go.” Tori shoots me an apologetic look. “Do you mind?”
“No, of course not! That’s amazing. You love them.”
“I really do! I didn’t even know their tour was stopping here, and then Lisa came into work with the tickets this morning.”
“That’s awesome. What time are you leaving?”
“I’m picking up Lisa at eight-thirty.”
“Cool. So you have time for pizza.”
“There’s always time for pizza.”
Tori takes a big bite of one of her slices of pizza. I say “her slices” because we have two very distinct sides to the pizzas we order from the gourmet Italian place down the street. Her side is loaded with every kind of meat available, plus pineapple and black olives. My side has grilled vegetables on it.
“Who’s opening for them?” I keep my voice upbeat, even though the last thing I want is to be stuck in this apartment alone tonight. It’s selfish of me, I know, but I don’t want her to go. Not tonight. Not when so much of my well-ordered life is already disintegrating around me.
Tuesday-night movies are one of those things Tori and I don’t normally mess with. Plans on any other night of the week are subject to change, but since we first started rooming together at the beginning of our freshman year of college, Tuesday night has been our catch-up night. The night where we sit around, drink a little—or a lot, depending on how things are going—read gossip mags, watch movies, eat too much, and generally tell each other everything that’s happened over the last week.
And while I don’t know if I was really planning to tell Tori about what happened in Ethan’s office today—I can barely wrap my head around it myself, let alone expect her to—it still would have been nice to have had that option. To maybe drop it into the conversation after we’d each had a couple of glasses of wine and had chilled out some. Maybe even ask her advice about what to do. Now I won’t have the chance.


“Some band I never heard of. That’s why we’re blowing them off,” she tells me when she finishes chewing. Then she looks at me, really looks at me. I shift uncomfortably under her scrutiny, even before she asks, “Hey, are you okay? You look upset.”
“I’m good. It’s just been a long day.”
“I bet. How did Ethan take the return of his blender?”
“Better than I expected.” In fact, now that I think about it, he never even mentioned it. Of course, that could be because he was too busy giving me an orgasm to think about fruit smoothies, but no need to tell Tori that.
“Really?” She sounds a little disappointed. “I expected him to get pissed off about it. Or at least to argue with you about it.”
Me too, actually. And maybe he’d planned on doing just that when he chased after me this morning, only to be distracted when I nearly plummeted down half a flight of stairs to certain bone breakage. Now I guess I’ll never know.
The thought is oddly depressing. But then, everything is this evening. I decide to chalk it up to girls’ night being canceled. On the best of days I’m not great with routine changes. After a day like today, it’s no wonder that I’m feeling a little discombobulated. Keeping my life ordered, routine, is the only thing that helps me deal with the chaos of my past. The puzzle pieces that I just can’t make fit together, no matter how hard I try.
Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall. Humpty Dumpty had a great fall. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty Dumpty together again.
The old nursery rhyme runs through my head as I dish up my own piece of pizza and sit back to listen to how Tori’s day was at the advertising agency where she’s been working this summer. Most days I can fool myself, pretend that everything’s fine. That everything’s normal. But today isn’t most days. From the moment Ethan kissed me, I’ve felt my brokenness keenly. Felt the cracks in the placid calm of my surface.


Maybe it’s good Tori isn’t going to be home tonight. After she leaves, I can have another glass of wine, watch some TV, then have an early night. And while I do all those things, I can work on shoring up my defenses. On getting rid of the cracks, or at least burying them so deeply that it will be another five years before they resurface. Maybe even longer.
Tori takes off about eight-fifteen to pick up Lisa before heading downtown to the concert. She invites me to go with her, tells me she’ll buy a ticket and let me have the free one, but the last thing I’m up for tonight is loud music and a crowded venue where I can’t even hear myself think. Besides, she’s already doing so much for me. There’s no way I’m going to take her free ticket and make her buy another one. And since I can’t afford to buy one on my own—not with how much they cost and how broke I currently am—I’m going to just sit this one out. Let her have some fun. God knows she deserves it.
But Tori’s been gone only a few minutes when the front doorbell rings. Figuring it’s one of our neighbors stopping by to hang for a while—Tori’s an extrovert who has somehow managed to make friends with half the building in the year she’s lived here—I almost ignore it. The last thing I’m in the mood for is having to entertain someone who really only stopped by because they wanted to hang with my best friend.
Still, I go to the door. Check the peephole. Just in case it’s Marta from down the hall. When she stops by for girls’ night, it’s usually with some fabulous creation from the bakery where she works. And since a big slab of sugar and fat sounds incredibly appealing tonight, I’m almost hoping it is her. If nothing else, an hour listening to the latest stories about Marta’s messed-up love life will keep me from brooding.
But it’s not Marta at the door. Instead, it’s a delivery man, carrying a medium-sized box and an electronic clipboard. I’m suspicious—less of the delivery man than of the package—and I almost let him walk away with it. If this is another present from Ethan, it would be better for both of us if I just refused to accept it.


There’s no guarantee the package is from him, though. Tori is always ordering things online—the delivery could just as easily be for her. It’s a galvanizing thought, one that has me opening the door, despite my misgivings, just as the delivery man is turning away.
“Can I help you?” I ask.
He turns back to me. “Package for Ms. Chloe Girard.”
So much for the online-ordering theory. I take the box gingerly, glance at the return address. Sure enough, it’s from Frost Industries. And it’s heavy.
Despite my best intentions, a hum of excitement works its way through me. Ethan sent me another present. Ethan is thinking of me. Quite a bit, if the speed of this delivery counts for anything. I only left him a little over an hour ago.
I sign the clipboard before carrying the box into the apartment. I set it on the dining room table and then just stand there staring at it for long seconds, trying to decide if I want to open it or if I want to leave it exactly as is.
I know it sounds crazy, but in my experience, sometimes not knowing is better than knowing. Not knowing is filled with possibilities, questions, suppositions. But once you take that final step to find out the truth, then the suppositions fall to the wayside. You lose the chance at what could be, get caught in what is. And in my experience, what is is rarely as glamorous or fun or exciting or real as what could have been.
In the end, though, curiosity gets the better of me. I head into the kitchen for a knife—something that will make it easier to open the box than damn manicure scissors. As I cut through the tape I think of everything that happened today. Everything that passed between us despite my best efforts to keep our interaction purely businesslike, and try to figure out what this gift might be.
Yesterday proved that Ethan doesn’t give gifts just to give them. There’s a reason behind what he does, a method to what he chooses.
Knowing that, I shouldn’t be surprised when I open the box, but I am anyway. How can I not be when sitting there in front of me is the blender I so inauspiciously returned to him this morning? In place of the note I taped to the top of the blender sits a large envelope of the palest, purest blue.


For long seconds I just stare at the damn Vitamix, which is quickly becoming the bane of my existence. Then, because I don’t know what else to do, I throw my head back and laugh. And laugh. And laugh.
No wonder he didn’t mention the blender to me this afternoon. He’d had no intention of taking it back, no intention of letting me win this round of our power struggle. Oh, I’d read that about him when I researched him—that Ethan Frost doesn’t take defeat lightly, that he always likes to win—but I’d thought that was in the business world. I hadn’t realized it extended to things as minor as an unwanted present.
In retrospect, I probably should have. His personality is so large, so in-your-face, so determined. Why wouldn’t that spill over to every aspect of his life instead of just those that deal with business?
Either way, I’m left with a problem. I obviously can’t carry this thing back into his office tomorrow morning—today certainly bore out what a disastrous plan that had been. But I can’t keep it, either. And not for the same reasons I was determined to return it yesterday. Yes, it’s expensive. Yes, it’s too much. But that’s not the real reason I have to give it back.
No, I have to return it because this isn’t just about a blender anymore. It isn’t just about a silly meeting in the cafeteria or him giving me a gift. No, with this new delivery, Ethan has turned this present into a battle of wills, one I can’t afford to lose. Not when that blender is beginning to feel suspiciously like a collar.
Returning it a second time might actually get across the message that I’m not interested. God knows I tried to do that today. Several times. And it might actually have worked if I hadn’t let him go down on me in his office this evening.
I still can’t believe I let that happen, can’t believe he so easily got around my fears and my objections. My knees weaken at the memory of him kneeling in front of me, his hands on my thighs, his tongue deep inside my sex. My body flushes. My panties grow wet all over again. I’ve never felt anything like what I did during those moments with Ethan, never imagined I could feel such brain-numbing pleasure.


I want to feel it again.
It’s addicting, overwhelming, and there’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to surrender. To give Ethan what he wants so that I can feel like that again. And again. And again.
I want his mouth on me. Want his fingers deep inside me. Even more surprisingly, I want to do the same to him. I want to kneel in front of him and take him deep into my mouth. To taste and explore him. To bring him the same kind of pleasure that he has brought me.
The idea arouses me even more, has me pressing my thighs together to stop the incessant ache. But at the same time, nervousness skitters down my spine, a precursor to the fear I know is coming. Because it always does.
Refusing to go there, I focus on the damn blender and try to figure out what I’m supposed to do. I think about keeping it, about taking it into the kitchen right now and using it to whip up a strawberry smoothie. But are those thoughts really mine, or are they the fantasies of this other side of me? The side that Ethan breathes life into, that has me wanting to do his bidding simply because it will make him happy? Can I do that? Can I just blindly do his bidding and trust him to catch me if I fall?
I think about the stairs today, about that strong hand reaching out and grabbing me. Pulling me against him so that I could feel the too-fast beat of his heart against my own. He did catch me. But can I count on him to do it again?
It’s the million-dollar question, and the fact that I’m even thinking about it makes me cringe a little deep inside. I push the blender away, promise myself that I’m not going to go down this path again.
I’m not the same girl I was at fifteen, won’t ever be her again. Not for Ethan. Not for my parents. Not for anyone. Not anymore.
I spent years being the good girl, doing whatever my parents asked of me even when what they asked was wrong or dangerous or just plain bad for me. Even when what they asked broke me into a million pieces.
It took me years to get away from them, to stand on my own two feet, to put myself back together into the mismatched mess I am today. I’ll be damned if I just give that all away again. If I just turn it over to Ethan with his gentle hands and domineering ways. Because I may still be working on putting myself back together again, but I’m doing it, one painful piece at a time. And I will not turn control of my life—of me—over to someone else ever again.


I turn to walk away, to put as much distance between the blender and myself as I can. But as I do, my eyes once again fall on the blue envelope resting on top of the blender. It’s large and bumpy and obviously holds something other than just a letter.
I want to know what’s in it. Which is why, even as I tell myself that curiosity killed the cat, I’m reaching for it. I can no more leave it there than I could fly to the moon under my own power.
As I touch the envelope for the first time, it hits me yet again how different our lives are. I gave Ethan a typed-up note on flimsy computer paper in a standard envelope. He sends me an envelope of the most exquisite stationery, thick and soft and obviously expensive.
Did he do it on purpose, to highlight the difference in our circumstances? To show me that he’s rich and eventually he’ll get whatever he wants, even if what he wants is me? It’s a terrible way to think about a man who has been nothing but kind to me, but I know how rich men are. How they take what they want and to hell with whoever gets in their way.
It’s why I’m here in San Diego, in fact. Because it’s as far away from Boston—from my family and everything that happened there—as I can get and still be in the contiguous United States.
So many reasons for me to put the envelope back into the box and walk away.
So many reasons for me to not even think about Ethan, let alone stand here like a lovesick fool wondering about the words he wrote.
I spent hours on the letter I sent him, brief and impersonal though it was. I know he spent not a fraction of the same amount of time on this, a metaphor if ever I’ve lived one. And yet…and yet I want to know what he has to say.


Being careful to not rip the envelope, I slowly ease the flap back, then reach in to pull out what turns out not to be a card at all, but a collection of mismatched items.
Two herbal tea bags.
A long, thick green satin ribbon the exact shade of my eyes.
A seashell that still has sand on it, like he picked it up from the beach only hours ago.
A sexy black-and-white vintage-looking postcard. The picture is of a woman with pin-up curves stretched across the bed. She’s on her stomach, her legs kicked up and crossed at the ankles behind her while her chin rests on her hands. She’s dressed in nothing but a corset, panties, stockings, and high heels. Oh, and gloves. Long, black gloves that reach her elbows and somehow manage to be the most elegant—and the naughtiest—thing about the whole picture.
I blush a little because I can’t help wondering if Ethan was thinking of me dressed like this when he selected it. If he imagined me waiting for him as this woman is obviously waiting for her lover. Is it wrong that I want him to have done just that?
Or that, if I close my eyes, I can imagine—just for a moment—that it is me? That I can be like her, smile like her, instead of being the messed-up, terrified control freak that I am?
What would that be like? To just be normal? To be able to accept a guy’s attention? More, to want it? To anticipate it? It’s been so long since I’ve felt that way that I can’t even remember what it was like. Everything is colored by Brandon, by what he did to me and by what came after.
I put the postcard on the table next to the other presents he sent me, and just stare at them for long seconds. I reach for one of the tea bags with its pretty wrapping, bring it to my nose. It smells like strawberries. I smile despite my confusion. And my pain.
I pick up the ribbon next. It’s soft and silky and cool as I run it through my fingers. It’s also long—too long to be worn in my hair or around my neck—and I wonder what it’s meant for. Why Ethan sent it to me, other than the color.


For a moment, just a moment, I have a flash of it wrapped around my wrists, binding them together. Binding me, for Ethan’s pleasure. A stab of desire works through me at the image, followed closely by discomfort. By fear.
I drop the ribbon like it’s burned me. Nearly walk away from the table and everything laid out there. But the shell is calling to me. It’s a brown-and-white torticone, small and tightly furled, with an inside of the softest, palest gold. Sand crumbles onto my fingers as I rub it, and I can’t resist the urge to bring it to my nose. Sure enough, I can smell the wild salt of the ocean on it.
I love that it came right off the beach. That Ethan didn’t bother to wash it or polish it before he sent it to me. That he gave it to me just as he found it. I can almost picture him walking on the beach in those board shorts of his, surfboard under his arm as he heads back to his house.
I don’t know for sure, but something tells me that the man lives in one of those huge houses off Prospect that let out right onto the beach. Did he step on the shell, hurt himself with it? Is that how he found it? Or did he see just a glint of it from where it was buried in the sand? Did he bend down and dig for it, his strong fingers burrowing through the sand in search of a prize?
After I’ve examined all of my treasures—and they are treasures, for all that they cost nearly nothing—I drop down into a kitchen chair and just stare at them.
What am I going to do?
What am I going to do?
I’ll return the blender, of course I will, but these things he gave me—these little pieces of his soul that have somehow become pieces of mine—they aren’t going anywhere. They’re mine now. They’re me, as I think Ethan always knew they would be.
I reach for the envelope, pull out the last thing inside of it. A thick, cream-colored piece of paper that’s been folded in half.
My heart in my throat, I open it. Read the two short lines he has written on it.


Then, as emotion—full-bodied, tempestuous, overwhelming—moves through me, I put my head down on the edge of the table. And try desperately not to cry.



Chapter Nine
By the time morning comes, I’ve recovered my equilibrium, if not my good sense. Once again I skip my morning run—something I know I’m going to pay for later this week when I finally get back to it—in lieu of getting dressed and heading out early.
I choose a yellow sundress today, one that I picked up for twenty bucks at the end of last summer. It’s a little too feminine for work, in my opinion, but I’ve only got two suits and I’ve already worn both of them this week, so this will have to do. The fact that it looks really good with my skin and hair is of no consequence—at least, that’s what I tell myself when I’m getting dressed.
Before I leave the house, I pack the blender back into the box, along with a “thank you, but no thank you” note. And then I do something really stupid, something I’m already regretting even as I do it.
I take an envelope of my own—a plain manila one, as I don’t have any interesting ones lying around—and put inside it a bead of pure lapis lazuli that I bought years ago on a whim. I’ve hung on to it as a kind of good-luck charm all this time, never paying much attention to it but never losing track of it, either.
When I went to put the ribbon in my jewelry box last night, the bead was just there, like it was waiting for me to remember it. To figure out why I’d really bought it. Richly, deeply blue, it matches Ethan’s eyes the way that ribbon matches mine. I can’t not give it to him.
To it, I add a handwritten copy of a Pablo Neruda poem, “Leaning into the Afternoons.” It’s one of my favorites, and from the moment I met Ethan, the first line has run through my head again and again and again: “Leaning into the afternoons I cast my sad nets / towards your oceanic eyes.”
And finally I add a vintage Armani silk pocket square that I picked up at one of the used-clothing stores in Hollywood a couple of years ago. At the time, I bought it to go in a jacket I wore regularly. I threw the jacket away a few months ago, after wearing it nearly to death, but kept the handkerchief. It matches perfectly the suit Ethan was wearing yesterday. I can’t resist spritzing it with the strawberry spray I wear on a daily basis—a direct reference to the fact that he keeps sending me strawberries of one sort or another.


And then I sit down on my bed and try desperately not to shake. I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’m flying blind, by the seat of my pants. Scared to death, yet unable to not answer the tenderness implicit in Ethan’s gift.
It would be smarter, more logical, better for me to just ignore the words he wrote, the lovely things he sent me. But I’m not strong enough to do that. I never was. And so here I am, casting my nets onto a course that will only lead to disaster. To pain. To heartbreak. And I’m doing it with my eyes wide open.
I only hope I don’t drown.
After I finish with my total what-the-fuck moment, I seal up the envelope, drop it into the box with the blender, and then seal the box. I change the recipient information and carry it out to my car. At lunch, if I haven’t lost my nerve, I’ll run to the UPS place on the corner and send it to Ethan overnight.
I actually make it to work early today, much to my relief and—I think—Maryanne’s annoyance. Which only makes me more determined to do everything right. Ethan’s words still echo in my head, his belief that I really am the best person to head this research. I don’t think there’s any reason for him to lie, not about this, so I’ve decided I’m going to believe him. I’m going to do my job and do it well and not let anything else get to me.
For most of the morning I make a good run of it. I finish up the loose ends on the case I was working late on last night, then blow through questions about three more cases. It’s interesting stuff, too—at least to me. I love researching, love the hunt for the answers and all the new things I learn when I’m looking for those answers. And what I love most of all is the guarantee that the answers are out there. The fact that all I have to do is look hard and long enough and I’ll find out what I need to know.
I wish life were like that. More orderly. More assured. I think about all the things I’d like answers to—not just guesses or hopes or best estimates, but guaranteed, quantifiable answers. Like whether or not I should mail that stupid box to Ethan. Or if getting involved with him is a bad idea.


I work through my break, and when lunch comes around I try to ignore the fact that all the interns head down to the cafeteria together—and that they very definitely exclude me. I tell myself not to let it get to me, that the best thing I can do is just do my job well and not worry about anything else. But it’s one of those things that’s easy to say and not so easy to do.
Still, it isn’t like I could go with them anyway. I have that damn box to send. Which I do, with my fingers and toes crossed that I’m making the right decision. But the whole box-sending thing only takes ten minutes, which means I have fifty minutes to kill. And since I’m hungry—and broke—I decide it’s the cafeteria for me again. Even if it means dealing with the shade Rick and the other interns will throw at me.
I can’t help glancing over at the juice bar when I walk in, but of course Ethan’s not there today. I think of how he was dressed yesterday, in his full-on Armani suit, and wonder for the millionth time what he was doing working the juice bar on my first day. I can’t help wondering if it was fate, or some darker force at work. Either way, I’m afraid that that one meeting is going to change my life in ways I never expected.
As soon as the thought occurs to me, I feel completely melodramatic. Yes, I’m attracted to him. Yes, he’s obviously attracted to me. And yes, today I did something about that attraction. Where this thing is going to end up, I don’t have a clue. But thinking that it might actually change my life is absurd.
Isn’t it?
Deciding against a smoothie, because it just won’t be the same if Ethan’s not there making sure they add exactly seven strawberries to the blender, I grab a sandwich and some fruit. I think about taking it back up to my desk, but the sad fact of the matter is that I don’t want to give the other interns the satisfaction of thinking they made me turn tail and run. They’re sitting a few tables away from me and I know they’ve noticed me. I can feel Rick’s eyes raking down my back as I look for an empty table.


As we’re in the middle of the lunch hour rush, there aren’t any completely empty tables, so I grab an open seat at the first one I come to. Not until after I put down my tray do I realize I’ve sat down in the middle of a table of guys not much older than I am.
As the three closest ones turn to look at me, I do my best to control the blush creeping up my cheeks. “I’m sorry. Is this seat taken?”
“Not at all,” the blond one tells me. He’s got a British accent and a cheeky grin that I can’t help responding to. “We’re just not used to beautiful women plopping themselves down in the middle of our conversation without any warning.”
“I can leave,” I tell him. “Try to give you a little more warning the second time around.”
“That won’t be necessary,” one of his dark-haired friends assures me as he extends his hand. “I’m Zayn.”
“I’m Chloe.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Chloe.” Zayn grins at me.
“I’m Austin,” the blond one says.
“And I’m Ro,” the third one adds. They’re all good-looking, but he’s definitely the best-looking of the bunch. With his chiseled cheekbones, shaggy black hair, and dark, soulful eyes, he’d look as much at home on the cover of a magazine as he does here. Maybe even more so.
“Ro?” I ask, wanting to make sure I get his name right.
He sighs while the other two guys cackle. “His mama named him Romeo,” Austin tells me in his very proper English. “But he refuses to let anyone call him that.”
I raise my brows at him, but he just shrugs. “It’s a lot of name to live up to.”
“Or down to,” I say. “He was a spoiled fourteen-year-old brat way too used to getting his own way.”
“See!” Ro slaps the table hard. “That’s what I’ve been telling these guys for the past two weeks, but they insist on calling me Romeo. It’s obnoxious.”


“Are you kidding? It totally gives you a great opening with the ladies,” Austin protests. “Your name has swagger, dude. You should embrace it.”
“If by swagger you mean it invites women to think of me as an adolescent douche bag with a death wish. One who’ll ask them to commit suicide before the week is out.”
“Hey, I hear whiny-ass adolescents are very big right now,” Zayn says with another huge smile. I grin back at him—I can’t help it. The guy’s personality is totally infectious. “Justin Bieber certainly doesn’t seem to be having any trouble getting women.”
Ro glares at him through narrowed eyes. “You did not just compare me to Justin Bieber.”
“I’m sorry.” Zayn holds his hands up in mock surrender. “I know the similarities are a sore spot. I’ll lay off until you’re in better mental health.”
“I’ll be in better mental health if I can shove my fist down your throat.”
“Temper, temper,” Austin tsks. “Didn’t you read the new-employee package? Frost Industries frowns on violence.”
“That wouldn’t be violence,” Ro argues. “It’d be doing society a favor.”
I’m full-on laughing at their ridiculousness now. I can’t help it. It’s like watching the Three Stooges in action, minus the eye gouging and face slapping. When I finally get myself under control, it’s to find all three of them staring at me, huge grins on their own faces.
“What?” I ask, my hand going instinctively to my face. “Do I have mustard on my nose or something?”
“You have freckles on your nose,” Austin comments. “Do they count?”
“No.”
“Well then, you’re good.”
“So why are you all smiling at me like you know a secret?”
“You’ve got a great laugh,” Zayn says. “We like it better than the frown you were wearing when you sat down.”
“Oh. Sorry.” I look away, tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “It’s been a rough first week.”
“First weeks usually are,” Austin commiserates. “I got lost like twenty times my first couple of days—and was late almost that many times because of it.”


“I was late to a meeting yesterday,” I admit. “It totally sucked.”
Ro reaches toward my hip, and I startle and start to shove him away. But it turns out he just wants a closer look at my badge. I flush a little, embarrassed at overreacting. He doesn’t seem to notice, or if he does, he’s nice enough not to say anything.
“So, you’re an intern, too,” he comments.
“I am.”
“What kind?” Zayn looks interested.
“Intellectual property. How about you guys?”
“We’re over in the labs. It’s mostly research, but I’m hoping to get some hands-on stuff once I prove myself.”
“I’m doing research, too. But then, I want to be an attorney, so I need to get used to that.”
“Right?” Zayn says something else, but I don’t hear it. A shiver runs up my spine, and I know, without looking, that Ethan has entered the cafeteria. My body has never responded to anyone else in quite the same way.
I grit my teeth, try to focus on my new acquaintances and just ignore it. But it’s impossible. I can feel the weight of his stare, know that he’s watching me.
I’m not sure what it says about me that I like having his attention. I don’t want to, but I do.
In the end, Ro unknowingly solves my dilemma. He gives a long, low whistle and then says, “Look who just walked in.”
Of course, Austin, who is sitting next to me, immediately turns to look. “Holy crap, that’s Ethan Frost. And he’s staring at us!”
“Yeah, he is.” Zayn looks at me questioningly. “What did you do?”
“Why do you automatically assume I did anything?”
He snorts. “In the time I’ve been here, I’ve seen him four times—and all but one of those times he was a lot closer to me than he is now. And never has he done more than nod a quick hello. I know it’s the same for Ro and Austin. Which means, Chloe, that the only thing that’s changed in this equation is you.”


I can’t help it. I sneak a quick glance over my shoulder, then nearly jump when my gaze collides with Ethan’s. He doesn’t look upset, but there’s an intensity about him that’s undeniable. And it’s focused 100 percent on me.
Even the two men he’s with—executives, by the way they’re dressed—seem to notice, at least judging by the furtive glances they’re sending in my direction. I look away. I know I made the decision to respond to Ethan last night, but that was when I was alone in my apartment with nothing but that damn envelope. And his seashell.
Here, now, it’s a different story. I’m overwhelmed and a little frightened. Not of him, but of all the crazy things he makes me feel. I don’t know how to deal with these emotions, don’t know how to deal with what he does to me.
“It’s no big deal,” I say when I realize Zayn is still waiting for an answer from me. “We had a disagreement a couple days ago.”
“Over what?” Ro asks, wide-eyed.
Austin elbows him, and I don’t know why. At least not until Ethan’s dark, rich voice slips into the conversation. “Over a smoothie.”
I freeze. He’s so close that I can hear him breathing, can feel the heat of his body as it soaks into mine. Then his words sink in. A smoothie? Is that really what he thinks we fought about? Or is he just trying to get to me?
Before I can decide, he’s putting a hand on my shoulder as he leans across the table to shake hands with Austin and Zayn. For a moment, I’m transfixed by the sight. And the memory of what those hands were doing the last time I saw them. It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to squirm as he says, “Hi, guys. Nice to see you again.”
They practically trip over their tongues. “Nice to see you, too,” Zayn finally manages to get out.
Ethan shakes Ro’s hand as well, then turns to me. “Hi, Chloe.”
“Hi, Mr. Frost.” I clear my throat, try to get a little of the hoarseness out.
“How has your third day been? Better than your second?”


I reach for my water, take a big sip. “Yes. It’s been good, thanks.”
“I’m glad to hear that.” He smiles his blinding Ethan smile and I’m dazzled despite myself. Damn it. “How’s your hip?”
“It’s fine.” Black and blue, not to mention very tender, but I have no intention of telling him that.
“Good. Make sure you let HR know if you need to see a doctor. There’s worker’s comp for stuff like that.”
By this time, my face is so hot I’m afraid I’m going to burn up completely. Ro, Austin, and Zayn are staring at me like I’ve grown an extra head, and I can all but feel the interest from others in the cafeteria. I’m sure Rick and the other interns in my department are falling all over themselves to hear our conversation.
The thought makes me physically ill. I’ve been the object of that kind of vicious focus and conversation before, and it’s not fun. Dealing with the interns is one thing. But half the company is in the cafeteria right now. My fears from yesterday, about being the object of discussion around the water cooler, seem all too real.
I try to hide my upset, but I can tell the moment it registers on Ethan. His smile fades and for a second those brilliant blue eyes of his burn even more brightly, before the intensity fades to a polite disinterest. The hand on my shoulder disappears and he takes a step backward, two.
“Well, I just wanted to check and make sure you were doing okay. That fall yesterday was a little unnerving.”
His sudden distance might have upset another woman, but I see it for what it is. An attempt to protect me. And another small piece of my defenses crumbles on the spot. No one has ever tried to protect me before. Not my parents. Not my brother. No one. Just Ethan.
“I’m good,” I tell him, my own smile in place for the first time since he walked over to me. “Thank you for checking on me.”
“No problem.” He gives a half wave to Ro, Austin, and Zayn, then heads back across the cafeteria without another word. Within seconds, I can feel all the tension leak out of the air, almost as if the entire cafeteria took a collective breath.


“You didn’t tell me your bad day yesterday involved a fall!” Ro scolded me.
I decide to take the out Ethan provided us. “It was awful. My heel caught on the stairs and I would have fallen down the whole flight if Mr. Frost hadn’t caught me. As it is, I banged my hip pretty badly.”
“So that’s why he came over. To check on you?”
“More likely to make sure you weren’t planning on suing Frost Industries,” Austin says. “You wouldn’t be the first employee injured at work to bring a lawsuit against the company.”
“Yes, well, that’s not going to happen. I’m just happy to have escaped with my life.”
The explanation Ethan provided seems to satisfy the three guys, and there’s no more talk about Ethan’s unusual interest in me. Which is exactly how I want it.
The rest of lunch passes uneventfully, and when I get up to leave—with ten minutes to spare, so I’m not late getting back to my desk—Ro asks, “Hey. You planning on meeting us here for lunch tomorrow?”
I can’t help smiling. The intellectual property interns may not like me, but these guys do. It feels nice to make a few friends. “You bet. And if you’re nice, I’ll even buy you lunch.”
He rolls his eyes at my lame joke. “We’ll see you then.”
“See you then,” I echo, turning to head for the doors of the cafeteria. As I do, I see two things. One, Ethan Frost is sitting with the two executives at a small table near the window. He’s studiously not looking at me, but I can tell by the shift in his body—yes, at this point I am that attuned to him—that he is aware I’m leaving.
And two, Rick the intern is looking at me. And the expression on his face chills me to the bone.



Chapter Ten
“Come on, Chloe! Let’s go out!” Tori’s whining is driving me crazy, just as she intends. “We haven’t been dancing in forever.”
“Because the last time we went clubbing, I got groped on the dance floor. You know how I feel about that.”
“That’s what dance floors are for!” She flops back onto the sofa. “I swear, hanging with you is like hanging with my ninety-year-old grandma. Only without the interesting stories.”
I don’t take offense. Partly because I know she’s poking at me, hoping to get a rise, and partly because I know she’s right. I’m a pretty boring person. During the school year, I’m too busy to party because of my heavy class load and the job that helps pay for my tuition. Now that it’s summer, I’m busy with my internship. Honestly, it’s a wonder she hasn’t traded me in for a better friend yet.
“Why don’t you go?” I tell her. “I’m perfectly okay just hanging out here.”
She rolls her eyes. “I bailed on you yesterday. I’m not going to do it two days in a row.”
“You’re not bailing on me. It’s not like we had plans for tonight.”
“It was implied when I took off yesterday.” She sighs heavily. “Fine. No club. What movie do you want to watch?” She sounds so put-upon and so resigned that I can’t help laughing. And try to compromise.
“There’s a bonfire down at the beach tonight. One of the Save Our Oceans groups organized it. They got the fire department involved and everything, so it’s legal. There’s a five-dollar donation to hang out, and they’ll have street tacos. Beer. Margaritas. We could try that.”
“Yay! Let’s go change.” She bounces to her feet, throws her arms around my neck. “Thank you for going out with me.”
I laugh. “Well, it’s not any fun staying home watching movies if you’re not into it. Besides, I like bonfires.”
“Me too. You know what else I like?” she asks, licking her lips.


“Street tacos?” I tease.
She throws a pillow at me and we both laugh as it hits me in the face. “I was thinking more along the lines of the guys who eat them.”
Tori already has her shirt off and she hasn’t even left the living room yet. But that’s my roommate for you, no modesty whatsoever. Which makes me worry about her a little, especially when I think about what she considers appropriate public attire. And yes, I know that makes me sound like I really am ninety—but that’s only because you haven’t gone out in public with her when she’s dressed in a see-through shirt with nothing underneath.
I change quickly, into a pair of jean shorts and a white off-the-shoulder peasant blouse. It’s not my usual style—way too relaxed—but Tori bought it for me and I know she’ll love to see me wearing it. Besides, if I can’t relax at a beach bonfire, then I figure there’s no hope for me.
Fifteen minutes after I make the suggestion, we’re walking up Prospect toward La Jolla Shores. One of the best things about living with Tori is the fact that her apartment is only about a mile walk from one of the most beautiful beaches in the country—which is awesome considering the disaster that is parking around here.
The beach is already crowded when we get there—or I suppose I should say still crowded. It’s a beautiful day and the tourists have obviously come out in droves, but Save Our Oceans has set up a pretty large bonfire on the north end of the beach. They’ve also got a bunch of food trucks set up, selling everything from street tacos and margaritas to gourmet cheesecake. Normally San Diego has an ordinance that prohibits drinking on the beach, but SOO has a large area around the bonfire roped off—people inside the ropes can drink, as long as they purchase the alcohol from one of the vendors at the fund-raiser and don’t take it beyond the ropes.
It’ll be at least an hour before the sun sets and a little longer than that before they light the bonfire, so Tori and I pay our entrance fee and then head for the sand castle contest going on down by the shore.
Imperial Beach in South San Diego has one of the most elaborate sand-castle-building competitions in the nation, with people coming from all over to participate or watch the amazing creations the artists come up with. I’ve gone down for it every year that I’ve lived in San Diego, and every year I’m in awe of what people come up with.


I can’t say the same about the castles we’re walking by tonight. Most of them are tiny and ill-formed, slanting sideways, or just plain disastrous. Still, it’s fun to see them, and when Tori grabs a bucket, plops herself down in the middle of a pile of sand, and calls, “Come on, Chloe! Let’s make one,” I can’t resist the invitation.
The only problem is that neither one of us has ever made a sand castle before. Within minutes I’ve got a whole new respect for the small, sad-looking dwellings popping up all around us, because all we’ve managed to do is build a round-looking hill. And it’s not even much of a hill.
I keep packing the bucket with wet sand and then turning it over to dump it out, just like everyone around us. But instead of coming out in the shape of the bucket, our sand just plops out in a crumbly mess. Over and over and over again.
“I’m getting hungry,” Tori says after we’ve tried—and failed—for about the twentieth time.
“We’re not quitting,” I tell her through gritted teeth. “There must be a secret to this.”
“If there is, we don’t know it.”
“Well, we’re going to figure it out.” I nod toward a boy of nine or ten who has managed to build a towering castle, complete with turret and drawbridge. “If he can do that, surely we can build a one room hovel.”
She looks at my latest disaster with raised brows. “Somehow I’m not so sure.”
“I am.” I scoop up more sand, determined to make the hill bigger if nothing else. At this point I’d be happy if it ends up looking like a fire-ant mound. After all, then at least it’d be home to something.
Tori watches me with an indulgent smile for a couple more minutes, but after I’ve tried—and failed—numerous times to add on to the hill, she stands up and brushes off her legs. “I’m ready for a beer.”


“Are you kidding me? This was your idea to begin with.”
“Yeah, because I thought it’d be fun. And it was. But now it’s not anymore, so…time for food. The smell of those carne asada tacos has had my mouth watering for the past fifteen minutes.”
Mine too. Still, I glare at our pathetic excuse for a castle. I hate the thought that a pile of sand has somehow gotten the better of me. “You go ahead,” I tell her. “I’m going to try this a couple more times.”
She rolls her eyes but doesn’t argue with me. She knows me too well. “Fine. I’ll go grab some tacos and find seats. When I text you, I expect you to stop tilting at windmills and come eat with me.”
“Ooh, a Don Quixote reference. I am so impressed.”
“And well you should be.” She sticks her tongue out at me. “I didn’t sleep through my entire Spanish lit class last semester. No matter how tempting it was.”
“You’re a better woman than I.”
She snorts. “I wish.”
There’s something in her voice that has me glancing up. “You okay?” I start to get up. Making a damn sand castle may have turned into a ridiculous quest, but she’s still my best friend. If something’s wrong, she comes first.
But she just waves for me to sit back down. “I’m fine. Finish your beach shack and then get your ass back over to the bonfire so we can gossip about your ridiculously hot boss some more.”
With that parting shot, she turns and walks away, completely oblivious to what her mention of Ethan has done to me. I shift a little, trying to ignore the need that twinges at the very heart of me. It doesn’t work—but then again, when has it? Whether I’ve wanted him there or not, Ethan has been on my mind almost continuously since I met him Monday.
After what happened in his office last night, I expected him to try to contact me today. Something beyond that brief, and weird, meeting in the cafeteria during lunch, I mean. But he hasn’t. No phone call, no delivery, not even a quick text message to say hi. Nothing that might give me the idea that he’s been thinking about me at all.


And while I tell myself I’m being an idiot, that he’s the owner and CEO of one of the fastest-growing companies in the country, I know I still have my panties in a twist over it. Why do guys act like they’re interested and pursue you until they wear down your resistance, only to lose interest right about the time you start thinking they might be interesting? I’ve seen it happen to Tori over and over again, and it drives me nuts every time. This is the first time it’s happened to me, but that’s only because I don’t put myself out there. Or at least I haven’t in a very long time. And I’m rethinking whether I want to now or not.
Then again, it’s not like I really have anything to say to him if he does call. But still. I expected him to. More, I wanted him to. That thought only makes me more annoyed with him. I was fine before he sent that stupid envelope, completely good with the superficial knowledge I had of him. Then he had to go and show me more. He had to make me want. And that only makes me more annoyed—with him, with myself, with the entire situation.
I slam the bucket down on top of my hill a little harder than I intend, and watch in frustration as a crack works its way straight down the middle of all my hard work. Damn it. I guess it’s a good thing I’m pre-law instead of an architecture major.
“I like your sepulcher. It’s a very…what’s the word I’m looking for here?”
“Uninterested.” I don’t bother looking up. I don’t have to see him to know I’ve got no interest in some guy trying his luck on the beach. Even if the sudden prickling of my nerve endings says otherwise.
“And here I was going to say it was interesting.” He leans down a little, puts his mouth closer to my ear so I can hear the tenor of his voice now, even over the din of the crowd. Realization sinks in and I stiffen, even before he says, “Hi, Chloe.”
The damn chills are back double time, although how I can feel both hot and cold at the same time—without having the flu—is a mystery to me. “Ethan.” I turn to look at him. I can’t help it. His presence is like a magnet I have no defense against. I want to see him. “What are you doing here?”


“Building community. Saving the oceans. You know, the usual.”
“Frost Industries is sponsoring this event.” It’s not a question. Only now do I remember reading about Ethan’s philanthropic interests. For obvious reasons, he spends a lot of time and money doing stuff for veterans, but the environment—and the oceans, in particular—is another big interest of his. I think back to the day I met him, to the board shorts and flip-flops. The Save Our Oceans stuff actually makes perfect sense.
“It’s a good event,” I tell him a little grudgingly. I guess I’m more upset about him not calling than I thought.
“I’m glad you approve.” He sits down on the other side of the sand castle, gently extricates the bucket from my sudden death grip, and starts to pack it with sand. “So, are you really building a sand tomb?”
I look at the mess in front of me. “It’s supposed to be a sand castle.”
He laughs. “I guess it’s a good thing you’re pre-law then, hmm?”
His words so perfectly echo my own thoughts from a few minutes ago that I can’t help but stare at him. It feels weird to think the same things as him.
When he sees my expression, his smile fades. “You know I’m just kidding, right?”
I force myself out of my Ethan-induced stupor. “Maybe, but you’re totally right. It’s a disaster.”
“Not a disaster. It just needs—” He breaks off when he sees my face. My lips are pursed, my brows raised, and I know I look as skeptical as I feel. “Okay, yeah. It’s a disaster. But I can fix it.”
“What if I don’t want you to fix it?”
He pauses in his sand-packing activities, his indigo eyes suddenly as deep and fathomless as the Pacific licking at my toes. “Then I should probably walk away now. I’m not very good at sitting by and doing nothing when I know there’s a problem—and how to fix it.”
Suddenly, I’m having a hard time swallowing—or breathing. My throat is tight, my hands shaky. He’s talking about a lot more than the stupid sand castle, and we both know it.


“I’m not broken.” The words come out sounding harsh and jagged.
“Oh, baby.” He reaches for my hand, rubs his thumb gently over my knuckles. “I know that. I just wasn’t sure you did.”
I rip my eyes from his. I don’t know what to say to that—don’t know if there’s anything to say—but it doesn’t seem to bother him. He goes back to calmly filling the bucket and I…I go back to watching Ethan.
He looks good. Really good. He’s dressed casually tonight, in a pair of worn jeans and a Kings of Leon T-shirt that I can’t help coveting a little. They’ve been my favorite band for pretty much ever, though I’ve never gotten the chance to see them in person. Tickets cost too much, and besides, I’m not sure I could handle that many people crowded around me. I tend to freak out in big groups.
Another phobia that started when I was fifteen.
Another phobia that I can lay at Brandon’s door.
I cut off that train of thought before it can go any further down the tracks—and before it can derail me completely. I’m here on this beautiful beach with my best friend and a very attractive man, who just happens to be looking at me like he wants to lick me all over. My present is good. No reason to dwell on a past I can’t change.
As he turns the bucket over and the sand slides out effortlessly—into what I’m sure is to be the first turret of our sand castle—I think about his present yesterday. About the tea bags and the other stuff. It seems churlish not to mention it, especially when he won’t get my response until tomorrow.
“Thank you for the seashell,” I tell him, even as I follow his lead and start patting at the sand turret, making sure it is so tightly packed that it won’t collapse this time. Then again, it probably wouldn’t dare. Not with CEO, genius, and all-around Renaissance man Ethan Frost watching it like a hawk.
He freezes in place. It’s just for a second, but I’m watching him so closely that I can’t help but notice it. His eyes jerk back up to mine, and they’re burning hot, the amusement and control I’m so used to seeing there is suddenly gone.


“You liked it?”
“I loved it. Loved everything, really.”
He relaxes then. “Even the blender?”
I think about the package he’s going to get tomorrow and can’t help but smile. Nothing to do now but dodge the question. “You seem oddly attached to that blender.”
“A good blender is an important tool for any kitchen.”
I laugh. “Now you sound like Martha Stewart.”
“You sound like Melissa Etheridge.” This time when he touches me, it’s to stroke one gentle finger down the front of my throat. “I love your voice. All jagged edges and rock and roll. It’s sexy as hell.”
I don’t answer him this time. I can’t. I’ve completely forgotten how to breathe. If I duck my chin just a little, my lips will be against his hand and I’ll be kissing him. It’s all the invitation he needs, and for a moment I’m tempted. Really tempted.
I want to kiss him again, want to taste him and touch him and let him do the same to me.
I crave him on his knees in front of me, crave that wicked tongue of his once again taking me over the edge of orgasm.
I need to do the same to him, need to take him in my mouth, in my body, and give him the same pleasure he gave me.
Except I don’t know how to do that. How to do any of that. Not without inviting the memories back. Not without freezing up completely.
I break eye contact, pull away. Concentrate on the sand castle with a vengeance. Ethan doesn’t say anything, just goes back to building the second turret. But for a moment—just a moment—his fingers brush against, tangle with, hold my own, and it feels better than it has any right to.
This whole thing feels better than it has any right to, and I know I’m getting in over my head. Not like that’s a surprise. When I put that envelope together for Ethan this morning, I knew things would get complicated quickly. But now that it’s starting, now that he’s here and he’s interested and I’m interested despite the warning bells clanging in my head, it’s all just a little overwhelming. Like I’m walking a circus high wire without a net and any small miscalculation will send me hurtling toward utter disaster. Utter ruin.


Except I’m already there, and I have been for five long, interminable years. I’ve spent those years just trying to survive, and I have. It’s been no small feat, not when some days it takes every ounce of energy I have just to get out of bed, go to class, build some semblance of a life for myself.
For the first time in a long time, I’m starting to wonder if that’s enough. Or if maybe I should want more.
I look down at the sand castle Ethan has helped me build, at our fingers that keep tangling together, sliding against one another. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to pull back. To stand up and walk away before I get in over my head.
But it’s too late. It’s been too late from the moment he slid that smoothie across the juice bar to me, only I’ve been too stupid to realize it.
I look up, find him staring at me with an intensity that belies his casual clothes and surfer-boy demeanor, his charming smile and smooth moves. It’s an intensity that reaches to the very heart of me—into my soul, into my sex—and for the first time I realize the true enigma that is Ethan Frost.
“Let me take you out tomorrow night.”
It’s more a statement than a question, more an order than a request, and normally it would rub me very wrong. But in those moments, caught in Ethan’s eyes and his spell, I can do nothing but nod. Do nothing but surrender and hope the ride is worth the inevitable fall.



Chapter Eleven
Ethan builds me a sand castle worthy of an architect—or a genius. It’s not the biggest on the beach, but it is the most elegant. The best-made. And he does it with nothing more than a bucket and his hands.
When it’s finally done, when my six-turret palace complete with drawbridge and moat is standing tall and proud I take a few long moments to admire it. To wonder what it would be like to live in such a perfect, well-thought-out place. Then I think of the huge, beautiful monstrosity that my parents live in, and I remember for the millionth time that perfection is only ever skin deep.
The thought has my stomach clenching, and I look across at Ethan, who is busy watching me admire his creation. He’s perfect, or as close to perfect as I’ve ever seen. Brilliant, funny, gorgeous, philanthropic, kind. Or at least that’s how he appears on the surface. I wonder what’s underneath and if I’ll ever get the chance to see it.
Just as I’m deciding that I’ve had enough of the deep philosophy, my stomach growls. Ethan laughs as he climbs to his feet, then holds out a hand to help me to mine. I can get up just fine on my own, but I take his hand anyway. Let him pull me up.
Trust has to start somewhere.
“What do you want to eat?” he asks, and I’m acutely aware of the way he bends his neck so his mouth is inches from my cheek. I’m also aware of his hand on the small of my back, guiding me through the throngs of partiers and sand-castle enthusiasts. There are hundreds of people down here and this area of the beach isn’t that big, but somehow he manages to ensure that no one gets too close, that no one touches me.
It’s a relief, the way he instinctively seems to know what I need. Later, when I’m home, it may freak me out. But here, now, surrounded by these crowds—and by the heat and strength of Ethan—I feel protected, safe. It’s not a feeling I have often, so I can’t help but savor it.


“Chloe?” he prompts, and I realize I never answered him.
“My roommate was going to get us some carne asada tacos.” I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. “You’re welcome to join us.”
“I’d like that, if she doesn’t mind.”
“Are you kidding? She’ll be thrilled. Tori loves gorgeous men.”
“So, you think I’m gorgeous?” he asks with a wicked grin.
I roll my eyes. “Don’t fish for compliments. It’s so unbecoming, especially when you know exactly how devastatingly hot you are.”
“I was beginning to think I’d lost my touch. Trying to get your attention has been…challenging.”
“Yeah, well, don’t get ahead of yourself just yet. I agreed to go to dinner, not have sex with you.”
He glances at me out of the corner of his eyes. “I don’t remember asking for sex.”
“You will.”
“Oh, yeah? And how do you know that?”
I turn my head so our gazes meet and for a second I forget my train of thought. Hell, I forget how to breathe, let alone how to make words.
But I can see the gleam of triumph deep in his eyes, can see the hint of a smirk on his lips, just waiting to form. And suddenly I’m determined to not let him get the best of me. I reach up, pat his cheek. “Because they all do, darling,” I tell him in the best femme fatale voice I can muster. Maybe it’s foolish, maybe it’s arrogant, but I don’t want him to know just how messed up I am. How our date tomorrow night will be the first one I’ve gone on in a long, long time.
He stiffens at the challenge in my words, in my eyes, but it’s not an insulted movement. Not a threatening one. No, it’s more like the movement of a large jungle cat moments after it’s scented its prey. A stretching, an awakening, just a hint of danger as awareness prickles in the air all around us.
I wait, breath held, for him to say something else. Do something else. But in the end, he just laughs. I laugh, too, and somehow it doesn’t shatter the tension between us like most moments of amusement would. No, it only fans the flames, only ratchets up the attraction and the energy between us.


I hold his eyes as long as I can, let him see just how unafraid I am—and that I have no intention of backing down.
His whole body seems to grow harder, hotter, where it rests against the side of my own. And while he doesn’t say anything, I know he understands the gauntlet I’ve just thrown down, just as I know that he has picked it up.
He leans in closer, ostensibly to be heard over the music and the crowds, but as his breath brushes against my ear, my throat, the sensitive nape of my neck, I know the truth. That he is doing it to torment me, to arouse me. As my nipples peak and my sex throbs, I have to admit that he is very, very good at what he does.
“This is going to be fun,” he tells me, the words soft and warm as they caress the sensitive skin behind my ear.
I suck in a deep breath at the sensations rioting inside me, and immediately regret it as I pull his scent deep into my sinuses, into my lungs. He smells like the ocean, only sweeter. Like oranges and secrets and smooth, rich chocolate. There’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to roll around in his scent, to wrap it around myself and huddle inside it—inside him—until everything bad in my life just floats away.
Still, I manage to rally. I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing just how easily he can throw me off my game. “It’s going to be something. I’m not sure fun is quite the word for it.”
“Sure it is. There’s no point in doing anything if it isn’t fun.”
The words work their way inside me, pull me out of the sensual fog his touch and voice and scent have enveloped me in. I look at him curiously. “Do you really believe that?”
“Absolutely. I wouldn’t be as successful as I am if I didn’t enjoy what I do.”
His answer makes sense, and yet I know there’s more to it. I can see it burning in his eyes, feel it in the way his body tenses against mine. But before I can call him on it, my phone vibrates in my pocket.
Normally I’d ignore it, but I’m pretty sure it’s Tori. I pull it out, glance at it. Sure enough. “Tori’s got a spot to the left of the stage. She wants me to meet her there.”


Ethan nods, then effortlessly steers us in the right direction until we run straight into Tori. Maybe I should have warned her, because for the first time in the three years I’ve known her, my best friend is speechless. Face-slack, mouth-open, eyes-wide speechless.
It’s not a great look on her, but Ethan doesn’t seem overly concerned. Which makes me wonder just how often women look at him like that. Then again, maybe I don’t want to know. Especially if it’s on a daily basis.
“Ethan, this is my best friend, Tori.” I step on her foot in an effort to pull her out of her dazed stupor. “Tori, this is my boss, Ethan Frost.”
Ethan gives me a strange look when I call him my boss, but it’s not like I have another moniker for him. He’s not my date tonight. He’s not my friend yet, and he certainly isn’t my boyfriend. I guess I could have just introduced him as Ethan, but it isn’t like Tori doesn’t know who he is. The fact that she has yet to blink is a pretty good clue that the cat was out of the bag before I so much as opened my mouth.
“Hi, Tori. It’s nice to meet you.”
He smiles at her, one of his I’m-a-charming-bastard-and-I-know-it smiles, and my roommate—my world-weary roommate—giggles like a thirteen-year-old. Ugh. When I get her home I’m going to kill her.
“Nice to meet you, too, Ethan.” She runs a hand through her Technicolor hair, shoots me a sly look. “Fancy running into you here.”
“Frost Industries is sponsoring the fund-raiser,” I quickly interject before she can embarrass me any more than she already has. “The environment is one of the Frost Foundation’s big causes.”
“Isn’t that a coincidence? Environmental foundations are where all your extra money goes, too, aren’t they?”
And the girl wonders why I won’t let her set me up on any blind dates? If she’s this bad with a guy she has no vested interest in at all, imagine how she’d behave if she’d actually set us up together. She’d probably be asking about kid names and china patterns right about now.


Ethan doesn’t seem to mind, though. Instead, he looks at me with interest. “You’re interested in green issues, too?”
Interested enough that I came close to specializing in environmental law. Not that I’m going to say that—I have no desire to look half as desperate as Tori’s rabid interest is painting me. “I think everyone has some interest in green issues at this point, don’t you?”
“You’d be surprised.” He glances at the table, where Tori has a collection of street tacos. And two margarita glasses, one of which is already empty. “I’m going to go get a beer. Can I get you another one of those?”
“Sure.” There goes the fingers through her hair again. “It’s a mango margarita.”
“Got it.” He pulls out one of the vacant chairs with one hand, presses lightly on my back with the other to guide me into it. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
“More like half an hour,” Tori says. “The booths are swamped.”
Ethan just smiles. “Can I get you anything?” he asks me before he leaves.
I take a long sip of my strawberry margarita. It’s delicious, and not too heavy on the alcohol—which is exactly how I like it. “If the lines are that long, maybe you could bring me another one of these as well?”
He grins wickedly, and I know he’s thinking of my predilection for all things strawberry. “You bet.”
Tori and I both watch as he walks away. And we’re not the only ones—every woman in the general vicinity has her eyes fastened on Ethan’s ass. Not that I blame them. It’s a really great ass. And the way his damp jeans mold to it should be illegal.
“Oh my God,” Tori says the moment he’s out of earshot.
“Don’t start.”
“Oh. My. God.”
I take a long sip of my drink. “He’s just a guy.”
“Ohmygod!”
Now she’s breaking the sound barrier and I put a hand over the ear closest to her in self-defense. “I swear, it’s not a big deal. He saw me struggling with that ridiculous sand castle and decided to help.”


“Oh, yeah, that’s not a big deal at all. Ethan Frost does stuff like that all the time.”
“He might. You don’t know.”
“I think you forget what social circles I run in when I’m home. I do know. And making sand castles with a woman is totally not Ethan’s normal modus operandi.”
“Oh, yeah? What is?”
“I don’t know.”
I snort. “The truth is, you don’t know what he does with women. Building sand castles might be the same opening move he uses on every girl.”
“Seriously?” She makes an annoyed noise deep in her throat. “I swear, Chloe, you could suck the joy out of anything.”
“Just one of my many charms.”
“Well, stop it. And let me savor the fact that Ethan Frost is wooing my roommate.”
“We built a sand castle and he’s getting me a drink. That’s a far cry from wooing.” But I think of the seashell and the tea bags, of those hot, stolen moments in his office. And wonder if Tori might be right.
“Don’t forget the blender. And the strawberries. The man is obviously interested enough to pay attention to what you like. That’s half the battle.”
“I didn’t realize this was a war.”
She reaches over, pats my cheek. “Poor, sweet Chloe. Didn’t you know? The whole male/female thing is always a war for dominance.”
For the second time tonight I think of Brandon, of lying bruised and bloody when he was done with me. “That’s why I steer clear of romantic entanglements. I’m not much of a fighter.”
“That’s why you’ve got me. I’ve got enough fight for both of us.”
Eight simple words, and yet they sum up my best friend completely. More proof that she’s just as screwed up as I am, only she hides it better.
Before I can think of a retort to her very screwed-up relationship analysis, Ethan’s back. He’s carrying a tray loaded with chips and salsa, guacamole, queso, a half-dozen tamales, a plate of fruit, a couple small pitchers filled with mango and strawberry margaritas, and two bottles of Corona.


“Planning on settling in for a while?” I ask, even as I reach to help him unload the tray.
“I am.” He dips a chip in queso, holds it to my mouth. I open for him automatically, before I can even think about whether or not I should let him feed me.
He grins in approval as he arranges the rest of the stuff on the table. “It’s getting dark, which means they’ll be lighting the bonfire in a few minutes. Then the band will take the stage and I’d rather watch them perform than fight the crowds for another drink.”
“Good plan,” Tori says, already reaching for a tamale. “Who’s playing?”
He names a local San Diego band that has gotten some major play on the radio stations lately, not to mention a number one video. Tori and I glance at each other, surprised. We hadn’t been expecting anyone of that caliber—not for a five-dollar admission ticket. No wonder the whole area’s jam-packed.
Ethan fills up my glass, then Tori’s, before settling back with his beer and a taco. I expect things to be awkward—we’ve never actually tried to make nice social conversation before—but somehow everything just seems to flow. We talk about the fund-raiser, how awesome the weather’s been, a new movie we all want to see. It’s nice. Relaxed. Fun, just like Ethan promised it would be.
As we talk, he keeps my drink—and my plate—full. He also regularly leans over and pops something into my mouth. A chip, a piece of watermelon, a choice bite of his pineapple tamale. Normally I’d never let a guy feed me, but Ethan seems to enjoy it and, if I’m honest, so do I.
Tori watches the whole thing wide-eyed and approving, and I know I’m going to get an earful when I get home. But right now I’m stuffed with amazing food, halfway through my third margarita, and blissfully, utterly relaxed. The future can take care of itself. I want to stay right here, in this moment, for as long as I possibly can.


As darkness falls, people start to quiet down. Those who haven’t found tables to sit at settle on the sand to watch as the benefit organizers light the bonfire. Then, as it starts to burn, the band takes the stage.
They’re good, really good, and it isn’t long before I’m swaying and singing along with the music. Tori’s doing the same thing, and even Ethan’s tapping his foot to the beat.
I’m having a great time—the best time I’ve had in I can’t say how long—and I know at least part of that is because Ethan’s here with me. Which should be a huge warning sign, but somehow isn’t. Not when he smiles at me with such obvious delight. And not when he wraps his arm around my shoulder and pulls me closer.
Again, that’s not something I’d normally ever allow. But this is Ethan and I decide to go with it. In the back of my head, a lone warning bell is going off, telling me that I’m getting much too comfortable with this guy, but I ignore it. Tori’s here. She’s got my back and I know she’ll make sure nothing happens to me. She might be half infatuated with Ethan herself, but I know she’d never let anyone hurt me. Just like I’d never let any guy hurt her.
The band plays a whole concert instead of just a few songs, but I’m still sad when they wrap up. I’m not ready for the night to end, not ready to say good-bye to the sweet, jean-clad version of Ethan who is sitting next to me. Oh, I know I’ll see him at work tomorrow, but once I hit the office, tonight’s glow will be long gone. And if it isn’t, I’ll banish it myself, because there’s no way I want to give Rick anything else to hold against me.
As people all around us start to leave, I push myself reluctantly from my chair. Tori and Ethan do the same.
“It was nice to meet you,” my roommate says, hand extended to Ethan.
He takes it—too much of a gentleman to leave her hanging—but says, “I was hoping you ladies would let me walk you home.”
He phrases it like we’d be doing him a favor, but I know it’s really the other way around. Yes, we live in one of the best areas of San Diego, but the beach attracts all kinds of people, including the criminal element looking for an easy score. Add to that all the college kids looking for drugs and sometimes things get a little dicey. Not that Tori or I have ever had a problem, but it’s nice that Ethan wants to make sure.


“We’re okay,” I tell him. “You probably have stuff to do here—”
“I already did all the stuff, the sum total of which was to give a five-minute speech at the very beginning of the night. The foundation staff is in charge of everything else.” He holds a hand out to me. “Come on. Let’s get out of their way so they can get started on the cleanup.”
Again, his tone sounds perfectly innocuous, but there’s a layer of unbending steel beneath it. The message is clear: We might be grown women, but there’s no way Ethan is going to let us walk home alone.
I start to push back—I don’t like being told what to do, by anyone—but he’s got that look in his eye again. The same look he wore in the cafeteria when he wanted me to try the smoothie. The same look he had when he insisted that I ice my hip. And just like in those situations, I find myself caving in to him, though I’m unsure why.
I take his hand, knowing the whole time that Tori is watching us with wide eyes. We’ve been friends long enough that she’s seen me shut down more than one guy for trying what Ethan just did. I know I owe her an explanation—one she’ll demand as soon as the apartment door closes behind us—and I don’t have a clue what I’ll say. Except that with Ethan, everything feels different.
As we make our way off the beach, we pass a row of multimillion-dollar mansions whose backyards belly right up to a cliff that overlooks the Pacific. Their front yards are just as magnificent, and though they all have iron gates and fences, they’re close enough to the curb that you can see most of the structures.
Tori points at one that’s all glass and chrome and sharp edges. “That one’s my favorite.” It’s a little thing she and I do when we pass a row of really amazing houses—pick out the one we’d live in if we ever had the money. Tori’s closer to it than I am—she’s got a couple million dollars in her trust fund—but these houses cost ten, fifteen, even twenty million dollars. That’s out of even her price range. As for mine…well, at the moment, a studio apartment is pretty much more than I can afford.


“I like that one,” I say, pointing to a white Mediterranean-looking villa with a slate-blue tile roof. It’s gorgeous, a total showplace that somehow manages to be inviting as well as awe-inspiring. Unlike Tori’s pick, which is beautiful but way too cold-looking for me.
“How about you?” Tori asks Ethan. “Which one is your favorite?”
“I’ll have to go with Chloe’s pick,” he says with a grin. “Although I hear the guy who lives there is unnaturally attached to his blender.”
It takes a moment for the words to sink in. When they do, I whip my head around to look at him. “That’s your house?”
“It is.”
I wait for him to say something else. To brag about it or offer us a tour. He does neither. He just keeps walking, his thumb stroking the back of my hand. It’s not what I expect, but then, when you’re as rich as Ethan Frost, I guess you don’t have to brag. You just accept what you have as your due.
Again my brain shifts to Brandon, and again I try to put him out of my head. I can’t help it, though. I know Ethan is nothing like Brandon, that he’s worked for everything he has instead of having it handed to him on a silver platter. But still, in my head, the money is an issue. Or, more specifically, the sense of entitlement that comes with money is an issue. The rich just don’t think the same way.
It’s one more reason I should keep my distance from Ethan. One more reason I should have said no to that date tomorrow night.
But then I think of that green ribbon, the exact shade of my eyes. I think of that gorgeous, perfect seashell. And know that, money or not, Ethan is nothing like my ex-boyfriend. Chad would never have sent me anything so simple—or so beautiful. He would have sent some expensive piece of jewelry, and expected something for it. Then gotten angry when I didn’t want to play along.
Though I was young, only fifteen, I’ve never felt more like a whore in my life than when I was dating that bastard—and in the months after we were through, when Brandon…I cut the thought off again. It took me forever to get over everything that happened, to get past it all and I never, ever want to feel that way again.


Ethan doesn’t say anything else on our walk home, and neither do I. Tori tries to keep the conversation going for a while, but I guess she eventually gets tired of talking to herself because she turns quiet, too. Which just gives me more time to think, to wonder and worry about what’s going to happen when we get to our apartment.
Should I invite Ethan in? Do I even want to invite him in? I’m tired and I’d really like to go to bed, but maybe he expects it. We are supposed to be going out tomorrow night. And he did spend a portion of yesterday evening giving me my first orgasm with another human being. That should count for something. A cup of coffee, maybe. Or some strawberry tea.
It probably even counts for a kiss. Which is fine with me. Really. I liked kissing him in his office. More than liked it, if I’m being honest. It’s just the expectation I don’t like. Again, that sense of bartering. Of having to do something for him because he’s done something for me. And if that’s the case, I’d at least like a vote in what happens. In what I’m expected to do. Chad never gave me that voice. Will Ethan? Already he’s talked me into doing things I don’t want to—simply because he asked me to. The smoothie. The ice. The walk home. It’s nothing like what Chad demanded of me, but could it be? If I let it?
By the time we walk into our apartment complex, I’m a nervous wreck. All mixed up and freaked out and unsure of what to say or how to say it. And when we get to our apartment and Tori disappears through the door with a thank-you and a wave, my confusion gets even worse. I’m left staring at Ethan with no idea of what I’m supposed to do. Damn it. Maybe I should have dated more these last couple of years. Then at least I wouldn’t feel so out of my depth.
“Do you—” My voice breaks, so I start again. “Do you want to come in?”
He leans a shoulder against the wall and just studies me for a moment, those crazy eyes of his the same shade as the sky outside as he tries to figure me out. Knowing what he’s doing only freaks me out more, makes me more wary and confused and defensive.


Eventually Ethan shakes his head, and I feel an overwhelming sense of relief mixed with a just as overwhelming sense of disappointment. Which makes no sense but is true nonetheless.
“Oh, um, okay. Then I guess—”
I break off as he rests a light hand on my shoulder. His fingers are warm and firm, but gentle, too. Tentative. Not nervous, like I am, but worried. Like he’s afraid that one wrong move will spook me. Guess I’m more transparent than I thought.
I wait for him to say something, but he doesn’t. Instead, he just stands there, watching me, for several long, tense seconds. I think he’s waiting for something, but I don’t have a clue what it is. If I did, I’d give it to him and damn the consequences.
I wait him out as long as I can, but eventually the silence gets to be too much for me and I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “Thanks for building my sand castle for me.” I sound awkward, and a little breathless from where my voice catches in my throat, but at least there’s something out there. Something between us besides tension so thick I could scoop it onto an ice- cream cone.
“Thanks for having dinner with me,” he answers.
“I should be thanking you. You bought most of it.”
“It’s not about the money, Chloe.”
Spoken like someone who has always had money. Or at least someone who’s had it so long that he doesn’t remember what it is not to have it. Because when you don’t have much more than a couple of nickels to rub together, it’s always about the money. My father taught me that a long time ago.
I don’t say that, though. Instead I ask, “What’s it about, then?” because I really want to know. I’m determined to find out the rules of this game we’re playing. Once I know them, everything will make sense again. And I’ll have more than a one-in-a-billion shot of actually winning.
His fingers are still stroking my neck, tender, feathery motions that somehow manage to turn me on and relax me all at the same time.


“You. It’s all about you.”
He leans down toward me, and I brace myself for one of his mind-numbing, breath-stealing, resolve-shattering kisses. But it never comes. Instead, he cups my face between his palms and skims his lips across my forehead. Soft, sweet, and oh-so-seductive in its own way.
Then he’s pulling back, smiling at me. Tucking one of my crazy curls behind my ear. “I’ll pick you up at seven tomorrow.”
He turns to walk away, and though he didn’t actually kiss me, it still takes me a few seconds to gather my wits enough to call after him. “Wait! What should I wear?”
He turns back around, spreads his arms wide. And with a grin that somehow manages to be both warm and wicked, he answers, “Whatever feels good.”
And then he’s gone and I’m left staring after him, wondering what the hell I’ve managed to get myself into.



Chapter Twelve
After a night of tossing and turning, I get to work to find out that I’ve been called into a meeting about the Trifecta merger. It’s me, two interns from legal, and a bunch of lawyers, all of whom are hyped up on coffee and the thrill of blood in the water.
I’m confused at first, but it doesn’t take long for me to figure it out. This merger isn’t really a merger. It’s a hostile takeover, one Trifecta is fighting with everything they’ve got. But the lawyers have found the final nail for the coffin, the one that will allow Frost Industries to absorb their current work on an invention whose purpose I don’t even understand.
I guess the takeover’s been in the works for quite a while and that Ethan has moved more slowly on it than the lawyers would have liked. That extra time allowed Trifecta to mess with their patents, to have the invention—whatever it is—patented under the names of the individual scientists instead of the company. Which their legal department seems to believe means we don’t have access to it.
But I found a case earlier this week that proves this assumption false—though at the time I didn’t know how Frost Industries would be using it, or the death blow it would deal Trifecta. If I had known, I’m not sure I would have turned the case over to the supervising attorneys.
I know that sounds bad. I am, after all, an employee of Frost Industries. It’s my job to do work that benefits them. But does that really include yanking the rug out from underneath a smaller company like Trifecta? Taking away people’s only means to keep not just their jobs but their life’s work? I want to be an intellectual property attorney to help the little guys, not harm them. I want to see them hold on to their inventions, not watch them be gobbled up by giant corporations with no souls or understanding of what went into the creation of said intellectual property.
My stomach is churning before we’re halfway through the meeting, and every time one of the lawyers congratulates me on my good work, it’s like a knife driven straight through me. Partly because I’m the one responsible for finding the work and partly because I thought Frost Industries was better than this. I thought Ethan was better than this.


Oh, maybe I was living in a dream world, but all the research I did, every article I read, talked about the ethical Ethan Frost. The son of a war hero, soon-to-be-billionaire who managed to build an empire that actually makes the world a better place. To find out that under the surface he’s just like everyone else—taking what he wants and to hell with the consequences—blindsides me in a way I am completely unprepared for.
Our meeting finally breaks up around ten-thirty, but that’s only because the lawyers have been called in to a bigger meeting. One that involves the head of R&D, the CTO, and, of course, Ethan Frost himself. It also involves the same people from Trifecta. Sick to my stomach and my soul, I gather up my things and prepare to head back to my desk. I’m lost in my own little world, thinking about my future career and how walking away from this internship will affect my chances of getting into a good law school, when one of the lawyers calls my name.
Dazed, I turn to Carlos, wondering what other morally corrupt task he’s going to assign me. But he just smiles and says, “Where are you going? You’re coming to the meeting with us.”
“I am?” I sound as shocked as I feel. Admittedly, I’m not up on how big corporations handle these things, but I’m pretty sure little interns like myself aren’t invited to the big shows.
“Absolutely,” Marni chimes in. She’s one of the other lawyers, and the woman I’ve been reporting to since I was assigned to the merger. “We’re big believers in rewarding good work around here, and yours has been stellar this week. Now you’ll get a chance to see how all your research will help close the deal.”
They’re both watching me like they expect me to start screaming in excitement at any moment, but all I can think is that what they’re offering is absolutely the last thing I want to be a part of. Bad enough to know I’ve contributed to the death knell of a family business, but to see it all happen in person…I’m not sure my stomach, or the rest of me, is strong enough for that.


But invitations like this one don’t grow on trees, and refusing it would be an extremely stupid thing to do. Part of me doesn’t care, but the other part—the one that cares too much about getting into law school—won’t let me do anything but nod and say, “Thank you.”
Trifecta is a San Diego company, only about a half hour’s drive away from the Frost Industries headquarters. I ride over with Carlos, Marni, and Jace, one of the other interns who is also being rewarded for his “stellar” work. We arrive before Ethan and the other bigwigs so we hang in the lobby waiting for them.
Though I’m facing away from the door, talking to Jace, I know the second Ethan walks into the lobby. The oxygen seems to be sucked out of the room even as an electric charge fills the air. One laced with excitement and determination and an underlying rage that seems completely out of place.
But when I turn to look at Ethan, I see all those emotions—and more—in his eyes. At least until he banishes them behind a poker face that would do Lady Gaga or a Vegas cardsharp proud. He scans the assembled crowd of lawyers, interns, and R&D people without expression. At least until he comes to me. Then his eyes widen slightly and he nods in acknowledgment, though he doesn’t address me directly.
Something I’m grateful for, considering the mixed-up state of my emotions. A confusion that only gets worse when Ethan quietly tells the lawyers, “Make no mistakes. We’re not leaving here without an iron-clad agreement. This is it.”
They nod accordingly, and any hope I had that this was a bad dream or a misunderstanding, something—anything—to prove this isn’t as awful as I think it is, vanishes. With it goes any interest I have in seeing Ethan for our date tonight, or ever. He may make me feel things no other man has, but my body isn’t in control. I don’t date men who care more about their power and their bank accounts than they do the people whose lives they ruin.
This meeting goes pretty much as expected—which is to say that it goes terribly. Jace and I are relegated to a corner of the table where we don’t talk, don’t move, barely breathe. All we do is listen and watch as the pincers of Frost Industries close slowly, relentlessly, around Trifecta.


“We’re giving you everything else,” the CEO says in a last burst of desperation. “And at a very fair price. It’s absurd that you’re holding out for these last three patents. They have nothing to do with your current agenda or products. I just don’t understand.”
The moment the words leave his mouth, I know they’re a mistake. I can see it in Ethan’s eyes, in the set of his shoulders and his mouth. The man has just pushed him over an edge that none of us had any idea he was close to. Even before he starts to talk, I know that the fallout isn’t going to be good.
Calmly—too calmly, in my opinion—Ethan leans forward. He looks the man directly in the eyes and in a voice so low it shouldn’t carry but somehow does, he says, “You don’t need to understand. All you need to know is that I own fifty-eight percent of this company, and hold nearly two-thirds of the voting shares. Trifecta, in its entirety, will be absorbed by Frost Industries and it will be absorbed now. Not in six months, not in a year.
“I have been patient while the lawyers on both sides worked up an agreement that is more than equitable for you. I’m done being patient. Either you and your board of directors sign the agreement—as is—or the next one you get will be a lot less beneficial to any of you. And you will sign that one.
“Either way, I’m done arguing about it. This merger will happen. I will get the patents that your family holds. And you will be out. The only thing left to decide is if you walk away with enough money to make you, your children, and your grandchildren comfortable for the rest of your lives or if you walk away with nothing. The choice is yours.”
Ethan stands up then, his words still ringing in the shocked and silent room. Then he walks out, his CTO and the other executives right behind him. Which means the only people left in the room from Frost Industries are the lawyers—all of whom suddenly look extremely formidable.
After a moment, Carlos clears his throat. He looks their head counsel in the eyes and says, “You heard the man. It’s time to make this happen.”


The next ninety minutes are some of the most uncomfortable of my life. Blood is in the water, and everyone knows it. Any objections by Trifecta’s team are dealt with quickly and ruthlessly, and in the end we walk away with a preliminary agreement in place. One that gives the Trifecta group quite a bit of money but which in return takes every single thing they have. Exactly as Ethan said it would.
My blood is boiling when I climb into the backseat of Marni’s car. The two lawyers and Jace are ebullient, nearly high with the thrill of their victory. All I can see, however, are the faces of the Trifecta CEO and his son, both of whom have spent their whole lives working to make the company what it is today, only to have it snatched away from them right before they took it to the next level.
But, really, it’s not their faces I see. It’s my brother’s. My brilliant, trusting brother, whose mind has conceived of some of the greatest breakthroughs in communications technology in decades. My brother, who has had two of his ideas stolen right out from under him by corporations just like Frost Industries. Whose subsequent ideas have all gone to my father and the company he opened with the blood money he received from Brandon’s family in exchange for selling me down the river.
My brother doesn’t understand my outrage. To him, it’s all about the glory of the idea. Seeing what he invented out in the world, doing what it was invented for. As long as he makes enough money to live comfortably and still fund his research, he’s happy. And if everyone but him gets rich off what he invents, it doesn’t bother him. Hell, he doesn’t even seem to notice. My dad tells him the money is all in the family, that there’s enough for everybody, but I know the truth. The second Miles stops conceiving of new and exciting things, the second he stops inventing things that will move my family’s bright and shiny new company forward, he’ll be out. Just like me. My father might draw the line at eating his own young, but he has absolutely no problem with sacrificing us.
The rage is building inside me, making it hard to breathe, to think, to function. So I slam a door closed on my emotions, stop thinking about my family and Frost Industries and what just happened in that conference room. Instead, I pull out my phone. Open up my email. And send a short, not-so-sweet message to Ethan’s work account.


I can’t make it tonight. Please don’t call me again.
We get back to work around one-fifteen. Since we worked through lunch, Marni suggests we all head down to the cafeteria, but I beg off, saying I’ve got a lot of work to do. Which is the truth. Though the preliminary agreement is in place, there are still a lot of questions in my files that I need to answer, a lot of case law that I need to weed through. And since the last thing I want to do is spend another hour listening to them congratulate themselves for pulling the rug out from under the Trifecta CEO, I might as well get started.
Back at my desk, I open up my email, nearly afraid of what I’m going to find. Sure enough, there’s a reply from Ethan, one that came only a few minutes after I sent the original email.
My hand is shaking when I open it, but I force myself to do it. I’ve made the right decision, for both of us, and I need to see it through. We’re too different to ever have made a go of it.
Ethan’s email is as terse as mine was. Just two sentences:
You owe me an explanation. I will collect.
Fueled by anger, I type my own response.
You may try.
I hit send before I think better of it. I don’t owe him anything, and the sooner he understands that the better. A couple of margaritas and some trinkets don’t mean anything, and he’d do well to remember that.
As would I.
I settle down to work, choosing a particularly complicated court case to focus on. Usually I can lose myself in the twists and turns of testimony and judicial decisions, but today all I can think about is Trifecta and Ethan and that stupid email I sent. The more I go over it in my head, the more it sounds like a challenge. Exactly what I didn’t want it to be.
Every few minutes I click back over to my email account to see if Ethan has answered me. He hasn’t. Which is good. Better than good. It means he’s as finished with this thing between us as I am. But no matter how much I tell myself that all I’m feeling is relief, there’s something else there. A disappointment I refuse to acknowledge and a trepidation that I’m afraid not to. Because much as I’d like to believe I’ve dodged a bullet, that Ethan has written me off as surely as I’ve done him, I don’t believe it. A man doesn’t get to where he is in life by just giving up. By letting challenges go unanswered. The fact that I didn’t intend to challenge him doesn’t mean anything.


Forty-five minutes after I sent the email, I can’t take the waiting any longer. I’m jumping out of my skin, waiting for the other shoe to fall. Grabbing my purse, I tell Angela that I’m taking my afternoon break, then head for the cafeteria.
It’s no wonder I’m shaky and out of sorts—I haven’t eaten anything besides a banana all day. I’ll feel much better once I get a sandwich or something. At least that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.
When I get to the cafeteria, I spot Zayn right away. He’s at the coffee bar, chatting up the new barista as she makes him some kind of iced drink. I catch his eye and wave, then move on to the pizza station. Forget a sandwich. Today calls for something ooey, gooey, and calorie-laden.
I’ve barely slid into a small corner booth on the patio when Zayn joins me. He puts a second iced coffee in front of me and says, “I didn’t know what you liked, so I went with an iced mocha. I figure most girls like chocolate.”
“Good choice. Thanks.”
“No problem. You look like you could use a little pick-me-up. Bad day?”
“You have no idea.”
“That’s what I’m here for. So you can fill me in.”
I take a bite of pizza, then laugh as a long, gooey strand of cheese winds itself around my chin. I reach for it, but Zayn beats me to it, pulling it off and then slipping it into my mouth before I register what he’s doing.
Except for Ethan, it’s the most intimately a guy has touched me in I can’t tell how long. He didn’t mean anything by it, but still it feels weird. A little uncomfortable even. I know that for most women, being touched is no big deal. But for me, even the most casual of intimacies is foreign.


I decide not to dwell on it, though, because it’s nice to have a friend besides Tori. Especially one who is smart and funny and gets what I’m talking about when I say intellectual property.
So I thank him for saving me from the cheese, and smile at the corny joke he cracks.
“See!” he crows. “I knew I could make you smile.”
“I never said you couldn’t.”
“That’s because you didn’t see your face when you walked in here. You looked like you were going to cry.”
“I don’t cry.”
“Ever?” He looks at me incredulously.
“Well, obviously I have cried. But I don’t do it very often. And not without a really good reason.”
“And a bad day isn’t a good reason?”
I think of Ethan and our never-to-happen date. Then I think of that damned meeting. “Nope. Today is definitely not a good enough reason to cry.”
“I’m glad to hear that.” He pauses, takes a sip of his drink. Then says, “I’ve got to get going. I have a meeting in five minutes. But—”
“Oh, sorry!” I interrupt, feeling like an idiot. “I didn’t mean to monopolize your time.”
“You didn’t. I came over to talk because I wanted to. But what I was going to suggest before you so rudely interrupted to apologize”—he winks at me so that I know he’s kidding—“is that we get a drink after work. Or several drinks. You can bitch about your bad day, I can commiserate…it’ll be fun.”
“She’s already got plans for tonight.”
Zayn freezes as Ethan walks up behind where I’m sitting, and so do I. I’d left my cubicle to get away from thoughts of him, and it never occurred to me that I would see him here. Which seems stupid now, considering that two of the four times I’ve seen the man at work it’s been in this very room. But I figured that today he’d be busy with world domination or something—surely he has something better to do than stake out the cafeteria. Trifecta can’t be the only small company waiting around for him to crush their dreams.


“Actually, my plans have been canceled.” I turn to Zayn. “I’d love to get a drink. Where should I meet you?”
“Oh, um, how about—” He breaks off as Ethan turns on him. Ethan doesn’t say anything, but then he doesn’t have to. His look is enough to have Zayn clambering from the table and backing up, hands extended out in front of him in the universal gesture of I didn’t know she was taken, man. He doesn’t even bother to look at me when as he calls, “Maybe some other time then. Okay, Chloe?”
Needless to say, he doesn’t wait around for my answer. I turn to Ethan, ready to tell him off for sticking his nose in my business. And find him staring at me with the hyperintense focus of a predator about to bring down his prey.



Chapter Thirteen
I swallow past the sudden lump in my throat, try to force myself to look away from the intensity of his gaze. But I’m trapped, completely ensnared, and he knows it. Worse, he uses it.
Instead of sitting across from me in the booth as Zayn did, Ethan slides in next to me—forcing me to either move deeper into the curve of the booth or sit with my entire body pressed up against his. I move deeper, of course, but it doesn’t matter. Those brief moments of contact are branded onto my body from shoulder to knee, so that I can still feel his heat even with close to a foot of space separating us now.
Furious, disconcerted, aroused, I wait for Ethan to say something. He’s the one who burst into the conversation uninvited. He’s the one who chased my friend away. And he’s the one who has yet to look away from me.
His blue eyes are steady, unblinking, as if they’re cataloguing everything about me. Worse, as if they can see straight through to the heart of me, to everything I’ve worked so long to keep hidden.
“Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to stare?” The words burst from me without permission. “It’s rude.”
“And here I thought rude was canceling plans at the last minute without an explanation.”
“Is that why you’re here? For an explanation?”
“It sure as hell isn’t so I can watch you make a date with another man!” He closes his eyes, takes a couple of deep breaths, and when his eyelids finally lift again, the intensity is gone. In its place is a flat, hard stare that tells me he wants answers…and warns me that there will be hell to pay if I don’t provide them.
But I’m not in the business of jumping simply because a man tells me to, even if that man is Ethan Frost. So this time I do keep my mouth shut and wait for him to start things off. After all, it’s not my job to make things easier for him.


“You want to tell me what happened?” he asks after what I swear is the longest, tensest sixty seconds of my life. “I thought last night went well and then suddenly you’re writing me a ‘get lost’ email. And a damn obnoxious one at that.”
“I disagree. I was perfectly polite.”
“If by polite you mean abrupt to the point of rudeness.” He shoves a hand through his hair, and for the first time it occurs to me that he’s as frustrated, as mixed up, by the crazy chemistry between us as I am. It’s an unexpected revelation, one that should give me some feeling of control but somehow only makes me feel more confused. More frightened.
“I changed my mind. I’m allowed to do that.”
“You absolutely are,” he agrees. “But I want to know why. I think you owe me that much.”
“I don’t owe you anything!”
“Really?” Quick as a striking snake, his hand flashes out. Grabs on to my wrist. And then he’s pulling me closer, until our bodies are once again touching and his face is only inches from mine.
“Let me go!”
“Not until you tell me what’s going on in that head of yours. I’ve given you time and leeway and as much control as I’m capable of, but it’s still not enough for you.” He leans forward until his lips are all but touching mine. “Would you really rather go out with that harmless little boy you were just talking to instead of me?”
He’s so close that I can see green flecks mixed in with the wild blue of his irises.
So close that I can smell the minty scent of his breath.
So close that I can feel the reckless heat of his body pouring into mine.
I take a deep breath, and as I do, my whole body lights up with arousal. Because it’s his air that I’m breathing, his essence that I’m drawing deep inside myself. And despite everything, despite all I know about him and all my righteous indignation, it feels so good. So perfect. So right.
He brings his hand to my mouth, brushes his index finger across my lower lip. Once, twice, then again and again until I yield. My lips part on a shattered gasp and his finger sneaks inside, strokes across the very tip of my tongue.


I gasp again, lean my head back against the cool leather of the booth. I’ve gone weak, boneless. There’s no rage, no indignation, nothing but pure sensation inside me. That’s what he does to me so effortlessly. Turns me into nothing but a chaotic mess of cravings and desires.
“Chloe.” He whispers my name, and my already splintered resolve breaks wide open.
I close my lips around his finger, suck it deep into the recesses of my mouth. Run my tongue down its underside before swirling over and around it. Top to bottom, top to bottom. Again and again and again even as I pull him deeper inside me.
Ethan groans, low and tortured, and I see it happen. See the last thread of control snap as he rips his finger from my mouth, plunges his hands into my hair and yanks my mouth to his.
There’s a part of me that registers where we are. Yes, it’s a secluded booth in the back corner of the patio. Yes, we’re alone out here. Yes, we’re pressed against the back of the booth, so you have to be close to see what we’re doing. But we’re still at work, still in the most public of venues. We should not be doing this, and we certainly shouldn’t be doing this here.
And yet I don’t give a damn. I don’t try to stop him, don’t even think about trying to stop him. I’m too caught up in the taste and scent and feel of him to think of anything else. Too caught up in the pleasure to do anything but grab on to his shoulders and meet his tongue with my own.
I thought his other kisses were intense, powerful, drugging, but those stolen moments in his office have nothing on this embrace. Nothing on this kiss. There’s an urgency here, a desperation that was lacking in those earlier moments with him. It should probably scare me—would scare me if I was thinking clearly—but right now all I can think about is more. Taking more. And giving more. Giving everything.
My hands come up, tangle in the cool silk of his dress shirt and tug. Ethan bites at my lower lip in response and I gasp at the darkly seductive edge of pain that tangles with the pleasure. He takes instant advantage, strokes his tongue across my own. Over the top, then underneath to the slick, sensitive bottom. I’ve never been kissed there before and it feels shockingly good, so good that I find myself opening even more, sucking him deeper and deeper inside me.


He groans again, a dark, devastating sound that rips right through me, and my hands move of their own volition. Now they’re tangled in the wildness his hair, tugging him closer and closer as I yield completely. As I do what I’ve been afraid of all along and give him everything.
Ethan takes it. Of course he does. And I revel in his possession, in the strong, sure way his arms wrap around me and pull me against his long, muscular torso.
I love the way he tastes, like mint and blueberries and tart, sweet lemonade. Like lazy summer days on the beach and warm, sexy nights in bed. Like my darkest fantasies and deepest fears all mixed into one. He’s sex and seduction, danger and desire, all rolled into one explosive package. I should be wary. Hell, I should be terrified, but in these precious, stolen moments all I can be is delighted. And aroused—definitely aroused.
I nip at his lower lip, slide my tongue inside his mouth. Explore him as he has explored me. He shifts a little, shoves the free-standing table back against the other edge of the booth. Then pulls me on top of him so that I’m straddling his lap, my sex pressed intimately against the hardness of his erection.
His hands are on my hips now, lifting and lowering me in time to the slow, sexy thrust of his hips. Need claws at me, and I feel empty, aching, desperate to be filled. I moan, pull at him in a frantic effort to bring him closer, to take him inside me.
He steadies me with his hands, his body, his mouth. Eases the ache even as he stokes it. Calms me even as he takes me higher. His mouth is still on mine, his lips and tongue exploring and enticing, teasing and tantalizing, until I’m afraid I’m going to lose my mind.


“Ethan!” I gasp. “Please!”
“I’ve got you, Chloe.” His hands clutch at my hips, shimmying me against him in such a way that my whole body lights up at the contact. “I’ve got you, baby.”
And then he closes his teeth over my lip, a long, slow bite that hurts just enough to mix with the other rioting sensations inside me and send me hurtling over the edge. Pleasure explodes inside me and I cry out against Ethan’s lips, but he’s got me. His mouth absorbs my cries even as his body moves to wring every last drop of pleasure from my own.
When it’s over, when I can breathe and move and maybe even think again, I lift pleasure-drugged eyes to Ethan’s.
“That’s twice you haven’t gotten to come.”
He smiles at me, strokes a tender hand down my cheek. “I can wait.”
Just then the whoosh of the automatic door sounds, signaling the fact that someone else has joined us on the patio. Ethan immediately lifts me off his lap and onto the seat beside him, then makes a totally useless effort at tamping down my riotous mess of curls.
“I’ve got it,” I say, reaching into my purse and pulling out four hair sticks. As Ethan watches, a surprisingly gentle look on his face considering the fact that he’s still very obviously aroused, I twist and gather my hair into a bun at the nape of my neck. Once it’s as controlled as I can make it, I reach for the hair sticks, but he beats me to it. He gathers them up, then pushes them—one after another—into my hair, taking great pains not to scratch or jab me.
When he’s done, I shake my head a little, just to make sure none of the sticks is going to fall out. They stay put, and while it’s not perfect, at least my hair no longer screams that he’s spent the last fifteen minutes running his hands through it. That’s something, I suppose.
“Let me take you out tonight.”
I stiffen at his words, identical to those he said last night. The last vestiges of orgasm-induced pleasure leak away as all the things I’ve spent the last few minutes not thinking about find their way back into my brain. I’m not angry anymore. Nor am I determined to tell him off. I’m just sad. Sad that the only person I’ve been really attracted to in years—maybe forever—has an outlook so different from my own. Sad that no matter how good he makes me feel and how much I want to return the favor, that there can be nothing else between us. Which means, really, that there can be nothing between us at all.


I may want him, he may feel the same way, but there’s no way I can be with a man who would do what Ethan did in that conference room today. Not when I know firsthand the misery such ruthlessness can cause.
“I can’t,” I tell him.
“You mean you won’t. You had no problem making plans with that kid from R&D for this evening.”
For a minute I can’t even remember whom he’s talking about. Then an image of Zayn asking me for drinks flashes through my mind, followed quickly by the knowledge that he’ll be thrilled to find out that Ethan knows who he is. “We’re friends.”
He snorts. “Yeah. He looked very friendly while he was feeding you.”
“You saw that?” I feel myself blushing, embarrassed that he saw me make such a mess of myself.
“Hard to miss it. The guy had his hands all over you.”
“No, he didn’t! That’s rid—” I break off as it occurs to me what’s really going on here. “You’re jealous!”
“Of course I’m jealous. I don’t like any other man putting his hands on you. You’re mine, even if you don’t know it yet.”
“Yours?” The warning bells go crazy, and I scoot farther around the booth, shoving the table back to its normal position as I do. “We haven’t even been on a date yet.”
“A fact I’m trying my best to remedy.” I climb out the other side of the booth, but he’s already up, waiting for me. “You agreed to go out with me last night. You were still planning on it this morning in the lobby of Trifecta—I could tell by the way you smiled at me. So what the hell has happened between now and then to change your mind so completely? I just don’t get it.”


I think about telling him to go to hell, think about just storming away. But now that I’m more sad than pissed off, I can totally see that he deserves an explanation. If a guy treated me the way I’ve treated Ethan—letting him make me come, letting him buy my friend and me drinks and dinner, letting him send me presents—I’d be beyond pissed to be shot down without so much as a word.
“Look, I’m sorry. We just have different philosophies on life and—”
“Are you kidding me? Different philosophies?”
“No, I’m not joking. It’s important—”
“How do you know?”
“That it’s important to share similar values with the person you’re dating?”
“That our values and philosophies are so different to begin with.”
“I saw you today.”
He looks baffled. “I saw you, too.”
“No, I mean with the people from Trifecta. You were brutal with them. They had really valid requests and you just shot them down like they were nothing. Stole those patents from them, even though the owner’s son was totally responsible for one of them.”
“You can’t be serious. You’re walking away without giving me a chance because of something that happened in a business meeting?”
“See? You can’t even understand what you did. They’re people, with dreams and hopes and ideas. Good ideas. It’s bad enough that you bought up their stock and forced them into becoming part of Frost Industries. But to take away their only chance at making a good livelihood again…I just can’t wrap my head around it.”
I expect him to make another argument, to try once again to change my mind. But instead he’s looking at me like he doesn’t know me. Or, worse, like he doesn’t want to.
I wait for him to speak, but he doesn’t. Silence stretches between us, tight and angry. The weight of it pushes on me, makes me feel angrier, gloomier, lonelier than I already do. Which, believe me, is not something I need.


I’ve just about made up my mind to walk away when he says, “You really believe that? You really think that’s how I operate?”
“It’s not like I read some ridiculous article from the tabloids. I saw you pull the rug out from under them. Saw you destroy them. Worse, my research had a hand in helping you do it. I’m having a hard time living with that, let alone all the rest.”
“Must be nice to sit there in your ivory tower and cast aspersions on things you don’t understand.”
His words, so close to Brandon’s, so close to my father’s, make me see red like nothing else could. “Oh, don’t you pull that self-righteous act on me. I’m about as far from a princess as anyone can get, and I’m not a moron. I understand plenty. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”
“I find it rich that you’re calling me self-righteous when I’ve never heard a more sanctimonious load of bullshit in my life. And from a future lawyer.”
“Oh, right. A lawyer joke. How original. Especially coming from you. I’m the one standing here talking about doing the right thing, for everyone, and you’re condemning me. So don’t you dare talk to me about how amoral lawyers are.”
“That’s what you think? That backing off and leaving Trifecta to flounder in their own incompetence would be the right thing for everyone?” He laughs, but there’s no amusement in it. In fact, the sound is so painful, so agonized, that it chills my blood. “You know what? You’re right, Chloe. We’re not a good match. You abhor pragmatists, and I—Well, let’s just say I have better things to do than waste my time on supercilious little girls who spend too much time hiding behind their rose-colored glasses.”



Chapter Fourteen
I’m still smarting over Ethan’s comments hours later, when I let myself into the apartment. He’s known me a week—who the hell is he to call me self-righteous and sanctimonious and supercilious? And does the man not know an insult that doesn’t begin with an s? Although I have to admit, the ones he’d chosen certainly packed a wallop.
And maybe it is wrong of me to think I know him based on a couple hours’ observation of his behavior. But I heard him threaten those people like it was nothing. Watched as he threatened to take everything they had just to get some leverage in a negotiation. I might be wearing rose-colored glasses, but anyone could see that what he did was not okay.
Tori’s not in her usual spot on the couch, but I saw her car in the garage, so I know she must be around. After dropping my briefcase by the front door, I go in search of her. I find her sunbathing topless on the patio while the guy from across the courtyard does his best to pretend he isn’t totally skeeving on her.
She makes a grab for her bikini top when she sees me, not out of modesty—the girl has none—but because she’s practically jumping out of her skin with excitement.
“So, I went through your closet when you were at work and I’ve narrowed it down to three outfits I think should work for your date. Four, if you consent to borrowing my purple dress.”
“Why would I borrow your purple dress? You’re a size two, I’m a size six. If I wore that, I’d look like an eggplant about to split its skin.”
“It’s a little big on me—”
“Which means it would be too tight on me.”
“Exactly! But in a good way. It’ll show off all those gorgeous curves of yours. Ethan won’t know what hit him.”
“Yeah, well, the point is moot. We’re not going out.”
“What do you mean?” For a second, she looks like a little girl who’s had her favorite teddy bear yanked from her arms. “I’ve been looking forward to this all day!”


Yeah, well, she isn’t the only one. I’d been excited—nervous and a little overwhelmed, but excited—at least until everything went to hell in that stupid meeting.
Settling down on the chaise longue next to Tori’s, I reach for her wineglass. After draining it, I tell her the whole sordid story.
When I finish, I expect her to offer me some more wine. I figure she’ll at least lead the way on some major guy-bashing before raiding the back of the freezer for some Ben and Jerry’s and watching some ridiculous rom-com. But instead she just stares at me like I’ve grown three heads. Or more. She looks so disgusted that it’s hard to tell exactly what she thinks of me. Except that it’s bad. Really bad.
“Are you kidding me?” she shrieks when she finally finds her voice. “Are you freaking kidding me?”
“What?” I know I sound defensive, but it’s hard not to be when she’s screaming in my face. “We think differently. Which is fine. I mean, he’s entitled to his point of view, his way of doing things. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it or be involved with him when I obviously don’t agree with the way he does things. I figured it was better to stop things before they ever got started than to worry about those differences later.”
I’ve so stupefied Tori that it takes her several long seconds to close her mouth. Then several more seconds before she shakes her head and says, “You are an idiot.”
“Why? Because I don’t jump to do Ethan Frost’s bidding? Because I’m not dying to hop into bed with him?”
“No. Because you are dying to hop into bed with him and you just sabotaged the whole thing!”
“That’s not true!”
“Really?” She sounds more exasperated than anything else. “I saw you with him last night. The way you lit up when he touched your hand or put an arm around you. I’ve never seen you like that with anyone. You want that man, so of course you take the first opportunity to run away from him.”


“I’m not running away. I’m simply choosing not to be with him because—”
“Because of one incident that you don’t even understand.”
“You weren’t there.”
“No, and neither were you. Not really. Not for all the buildup that led them to that point.” She sighs, then reaches over and pats my knee. “Look, I get it. You saw Ethan strong-arm those people and it freaked you out. Made you think of whatever happened with Miles and your dad. Maybe all of it rolled into one. But he’s not any of those people. He’s Ethan fucking Frost, the man I had to hear about for months when you were researching the internship. You worshipped him before you met him, were completely enthralled with all the things he does for charity and the environment. With how he treats his employees.
“And now you’re basically acting like he’s Satan himself, all because of one business meeting. Even though everything else—the charity, the employee benefits, his business model—are all the same as they’ve always been.”
“You think I’m looking for flaws in him?”
“I think you’re only human. And you’re scared. It would be completely natural for you to try to find something wrong with him before you get in too deep. But I also think you jumped at the first thing you could find without giving him a chance to explain himself, simply because it was your way out.”
I don’t say anything else, and Tori doesn’t push. She’s smart enough to know I need some processing time. I don’t think she’s right, but I do know that from the moment I mailed back that blender—with my own personal letter full of stuff—that I’ve been a nervous wreck. Completely freaked out by what my doing so implied. Seeing the way he treated Trifecta stopped my worries pretty much instantly, gave me something much bigger to focus on. Something I don’t want to see happen to anyone ever again.
But was that one meeting enough reason—enough proof—for me to shut him down the way I did? Especially when I know all the great things he’s done through the years? Or is Tori right? Did I just use that as an excuse to extricate myself from a situation I was terrified would turn sticky? I don’t know. I don’t think so, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t do it subconsciously.


Tori lets me brood for a while as she orders dinner from the Greek place down the block. But when the intercom buzzes with the delivery, she decides brooding time is officially over. She drags me inside to watch Crazy Stupid Love, and sometime between eating Greek salads, hummus, and stuffed grape leaves and discussing how awesome it would be to lick ice cream off Ryan Gosling’s abs, I get roped into helping Tori dye her hair.
Normally she gets her hair dyed at a salon over on Prospect, but I guess what she wants this time is just too wacky, because her stylist, Geoff, refused to do it for her. He’s never said no to her before, no matter how crazy the color is, and I’m a little shocked he managed to stand his ground this time.
At least until I see the myriad boxes of hair dye she lays out on the coffee table in front of me and I realize she’s going for rainbow hair. Suddenly I’m not so sure, either. I don’t know why it seems more normal for her to have green hair or purple hair, but it does. Having multicolored hair just strikes me as an inability to commit.
I tell her so, but she just laughs. “Who said I had to commit? I’m twenty-one. If I can’t be fickle now, when can I be?”
She makes a good argument, but still. “Are you sure they’ll let you in the building at work if you do this?”
She waves her hand, and I know what she’s saying even without the words. If her job doesn’t like it, she’ll just quit and find one that does. It’s not like she’s worried about paying the bills or anything. Not that I’m complaining, considering her money is what has made this last week—and all my future weeks at Frost Industries—possible.
In the end, I agree to turn my best friend’s hair the color of Easter eggs—not as though there was ever any doubt. Still, it’s a long, time-consuming process. First because it takes hours to bleach out the dark yellow that is her current color, and then because it takes hours more to paint individual clumps of hair with every color of the rainbow from fuck-me red to Ethan Frost blue.


When we’re done and she’s washed out all the dye and then styled her hair, I have to admit the look is as beautiful as it is striking. Like she’s been kissed by a thousand rainbows—or fallen headfirst into a bag of Skittles. Either way, she looks amazing.
We finish the night with a pint of Cherry Garcia ice cream around 3:00 a.m. As I take the last spoonful, I start to congratulate myself for going hours without thinking about Ethan, but that thought blows the whole deal. Suddenly I can’t help but think of the disgust in his eyes in those last minutes. The disappointment. Like I was the one who had screwed things up, not him.
Maybe in his eyes I am. Which is just more reason why this thing between us wouldn’t work. We see the world in very different ways. Which means Tori’s wrong. I wasn’t being a coward, wasn’t running away because I felt something. I was just doing what I do best. Being pragmatic. Making a plan.
The realization should make me feel better, but instead all it does is depress me. Which only makes me more determined to not think about it. Sinking deeper into the couch, I lay my head on Tori’s shoulder and watch Cary Elwes storm the castle in The Princess Bride. For the first time ever, it fails to make me laugh.
* * *
I wake up early Saturday morning to a loud pounding. I’m still on the couch, half tangled up with Tori from when our sleeping selves were looking for some comfortable position to sleep in.
“What the hell is that?” she groans as she hefts herself into a sitting position.
I shove my heavy curtain of hair out of my eyes, then immediately wish I hadn’t when the sunlight slams into them, makes them burn. “I have no idea,” I answer, burying my face in my hands in a desperate bid to stop the pain.


The pounding gets louder, and Tori’s the one who finally identifies it. “Someone’s at the door.”
“Oh. Right.” That rhythmic pounding was actually someone knocking.
She nudges me with her foot. “Aren’t you going to get it?”
“You’re the extrovert. If someone is knocking this early on a Saturday morning, we both know it’s for you.”
“Good point.” She groans a little as she pulls herself off the couch—how early is it anyway?—and stumbles toward the door. The second she’s gone, I fall facedown onto her side of the couch and pull a pillow over my head. If I’m lucky, whoever it is will keep Tori busy for a few minutes and I can go back to sleep.
I hear voices near the front door, notice that my roommate is talking a lot more animatedly than she usually does. Which is a good sign. I close my eyes, start to drift. Then groan what feels like mere seconds later when she starts shaking my shoulder.
“What?” I demand without pulling my head out from under the pillow.
“It’s for you.”
Of course it is. What are the odds? The one morning I want to sleep in and lounge around pitying myself is the one time someone actually comes to the door for me. Lifting up the corner of the cushion, I blearily stare at a pair of worn jeans with a hole over one knee.
“What time is it?”
“Nine o’clock,” Tori tells me.
“Go away,” I tell the legs that are standing right in front of me. It’s too damn early for politeness. But even as I say it, a frisson of awareness works its way down my spine and into my heart, which is suddenly beating much too fast.
“Hangover?” asks a warm male voice dripping with amusement.
Sure enough, I know that voice. Tossing the pillow onto the floor, I force myself into a sitting position. Even force my eyes to open wider than little slits. The resultant pain makes me grumpy. “Ice cream coma.” I gesture toward the two empty cartons on the coffee table.


“Nice,” Ethan says with a laugh. “I always go for Phish Food myself.”
“I wouldn’t go around admitting that if I were you. It’s just another black mark against you.”
“I didn’t realize ice-cream-flavor selection was such a serious business.”
I shake my head mournfully. “And you seemed like such a promising young man.”
Out of the corner of my abused eyes, I see Tori slip down the hall toward her bedroom. Coward. So much for the promise of solidarity she offered me halfway through our pints of Ben & Jerry’s. Guess it was just the sugar talking after all.
“Get dressed,” Ethan tells me. “We have places to go.”
I pin him with a look of flat disbelief. Like I would go anywhere with him. “What are you even doing here? I thought we’d both had our say last night.”
“I had to bring the blender back.” He gestures to the coffee table, and for the first time I notice the Vitamix box sitting there. “I got your package.”
“Ugh.” I bury my head in the pillow again. The only thing worse than having Ethan see me looking like this is to have him see me looking like this after he’s gotten a package from me that pretty much proclaims my interest in him. After we’d already had the fight.
This time he reaches down and pries the pillow from my hands. Then he settles on the couch, smoothes my hair back from my face.
“I really liked the things you sent me.”
I don’t answer him. Instead, I focus all my wrath on the hapless blender. “Why do you keep giving me that thing when I’ve made it obvious I don’t want it?”
“Balanced nutrition is important.”
“Balanced nutrition doesn’t have to come in a blender.”
“But it tastes better when it does.” He grabs my hand, pulls until I’m standing in the V made by his open legs. “Go get dressed. I’ll buy you breakfast.”


“What if I don’t want breakfast?” I sound like a sulky kid, but the truth is I don’t give a damn. I’m tired and sad and embarrassed and annoyed, all rolled into one volatile package.
“It’ll be a long day without it.”
“What makes you think I’ll go anywhere with you?”
He grins. “My charm? My wit? My generous soul?”
“And here I was thinking what I really liked was your humility.”
He laughs, and the sound warms me despite my determination to keep myself hardened against him. But the truth is, he is charming and witty, and it’s damn difficult not to respond when he is so obviously trying to get back into my good graces. No wonder he’s such a force to be reckoned with in the business world. No one can hold out against him for long.
“Where are we going?” I ask as I make my way down the hall to—surprise, surprise—get dressed. I’m beginning to think I’m destined to give this man what he wants. It’s a disconcerting thought, one I’m sure I’ll dwell exhaustively on later. For now, I’ll settle for thinking about breakfast. French toast in particular.
“I find I don’t like you thinking ill of me.” He’s followed me down the hallway and now lounges in my doorway. “I want to show you something.”
I’m rummaging in my dresser, pulling out underwear and a bra, when I glance back at him. He gets points for looking me in the eye and not staring at the scraps of blue lace in my hands. Then again, he’s probably seen more ladies’ lingerie than I have—and much sexier stuff than what I wear.
The thought depresses me a little, so I shove it away—to the same spot where I’ve buried all my other doubts and concerns about this whole Ethan-and-me thing. For someone who usually confronts life head-on, with a detailed plan in place for every eventuality, I’m becoming quite the master of avoidance.
It’s not a good realization.
“Do you really believe that you can show me something that will change my mind about what happened yesterday?”
His eyes darken to a deep midnight blue, one loaded with a tortured pain I am intimately familiar with—but which I never imagined I’d see reflected in his gaze.


Instinctively I cross to him. Lay a soft hand on his biceps and another on his cheek. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
For long seconds he doesn’t answer. Instead, he just stands there staring at me, a million different demons looking out at me from his familiar eyes. But then he blinks, shakes his head, and everything is as it was. Ethan’s smiling at me, telling me that casual clothes are just fine for our outing. Urging me into the bathroom for a quick shower.
He’s good at what he does, so good that it isn’t until I’m standing under a spray of hot water that I realize he never answered my question.



Chapter Fifteen
Of all the places I imagine that Ethan will take me, the VA hospital near Balboa Park doesn’t even make the list. And yet here we are, turning into the parking lot in his electric-blue Tesla Roadster.
“What are we doing here?” I ask as he pulls into a parking spot a few rows from the front entrance.
“You’ll see.”
He comes around and opens the door for me before I even think to reach for the handle. Then his hand is on my lower back and he’s guiding me toward the large building with its Spanish architecture and the palm trees that circle it like sentinels.
I can feel the warmth of his hand through the soft cotton of my T-shirt, and there’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to arch into his touch like a cat. I can’t help it. Though I know he’s bad for me, that this thing between us can’t go anywhere, I can’t help but love the feel of his hands on me.
The tingle of electricity that sizzles over my skin at whatever spot his body comes into contact with mine.
The feel of his fingers, rough and just a little callused, as they glide over my too-sensitive skin.
The strong yet tender way he handles me whenever we’re together.
Before I can think better of it—before I can stop myself—I lean into him. Align my body with his so that I’m cradled in the crook of his arm, my side resting lightly against his. Ethan makes a sound deep in his throat at the contact, and his hand shifts until he’s holding on to my hip, his whole arm now wrapped around me.
It feels good. Then again, everything about this moment feels good. The summer sunshine beating warmly down on us. The soft sea breeze playing with our hair. Ethan’s arm wrapped so possessively, so tenderly around me—like I’m the most precious thing in the world to him.


It’s not true, but that doesn’t matter here, doesn’t matter now. Not when it’s so easy for me to believe that I matter to him and that all our differences can be worked out. Just this once, just for now, I want to stay here in this moment and let the future take care of itself.
The automatic doors that mark the hospital’s entrance swoop open as we approach. There’s a visitor’s desk directly across from us, and the two men who are working it call Ethan by name as we check in. They’re obviously military, and obviously on the recovery side of some pretty awful injuries. And from the way they look at him it is just as obvious that they think he’s the best person they’ve ever met. Maybe even the best person in the whole world.
Even more obvious is the fact that the feeling is mutual. Ethan introduces me to them, then chats animatedly with each of the soldiers about their physical therapy schedule and the new treatment they’re both receiving—courtesy of the United States government and Frost Industries.
Eventually the conversation finishes and we take the elevator up to what turns out to be the burn unit. Up here there are both private rooms and long wards filled with numerous soldiers. The private rooms are for those who are in the first stages of treatment, when infection is such a problem, while the many-person ward houses those who have already gotten past the most dangerous stages.
Ethan doesn’t go into the private rooms—the risk of infecting the patients is too great—but he does take me to the ward. Here, too, he knows most of the patients. As we walk the length of the room, we stop at every bed, talk to every soldier—even those Ethan doesn’t know. Some of the conversation is about their injuries, the hospital, how well they’re healing. But much of it centers around other things, like the Padres’s chances for making the World Series and the opening days of the Chargers’s training camp.
Ethan introduces me to each man we come to, and I find myself just as fascinated by them and their stories as he is. To be honest, I’ve never really known many military men before and have never given much thought to those I do know. But as I wander this ward, see the sacrifices each of these men has made for America, I can’t help but be awed.


For the first time, I think about what I know of Ethan’s past and how it’s shaped him into the man he is today. Oh, everyone knows the story of little Ethan Frost, son of a real-life American hero. Pictures of him at eleven, a beautiful, solemn boy sitting with his grandparents as they received his father’s posthumous Congressional Medal of Honor, graced the cover of every newspaper and every political magazine in the country. Hell, in the whole Western world.
I was too young to pay attention at the time it happened, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know the story of how his father, a Navy SEAL, rescued the vice president and numerous other important politicians from a volatile and deadly hostage situation in the Middle East. It’s still one of the first things that comes up when you Google Frost Industries, just as it’s something the papers and news shows still bring up on patriotic holidays or when Ethan makes headlines for some new invention or philanthropic interest.
His father’s death from catastrophic injuries that couldn’t be treated in a battlefield theater with the technology of the day is what has driven Ethan from the very beginning. It’s what has made him push for better technology, better medicine, better science for military personnel and civilians alike, and it’s what has led him to having the most cutting-edge research in the country.
I’m guessing it is also what brings him here, to this veterans’ hospital, to spend time with these soldiers who have lost so much during their own service to this country.
We’re halfway down the second row of soldiers when a man with a lot of stripes on his shoulders comes up and shakes both of our hands. Ethan introduces him to me as Dr. Andrew Mitchell, the Navy captain in charge of this hospital.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, Ethan, but can I have ten minutes of your time? There’s something I want to discuss with you in the surgical wing.”
Ethan looks like he’s about to refuse, but I can tell he’s interested in what Dr. Mitchell has to say. It feels nice to know that he’d put me first, but I don’t need him to. Not here. “Go ahead,” I urge. “I’ll be fine here with Viktor and Alejandro.”


I smile at the two soldiers whose beds I am standing between. Both were caught in the same roadside bombing in Afghanistan. Alejandro has third-degree burns over 60 percent of his body, while Viktor got “lucky” and only sustained burns to 30 percent of his body. Of course, those burns were almost exclusively on his upper body—torso, arms, face. They are Marines out of Camp Pendleton, a huge base north of San Diego, which is why they were moved back here for treatment once they were stable.
I stay with them for the next twenty minutes or so—Dr. Mitchell’s discussion with Ethan is obviously more involved than they’d thought it would be. We talk about their families, the ocean, music, Ethan. Both of them have nothing but good things to say about him.
“You know he’s the reason this is the best-outfitted VA hospital in the world, right?” Alejandro says at one point. “He’s here every week making sure the directors have whatever they need whenever they need it.”
“Plus, he’s always talking to the vets,” Viktor tells me. “About their experiences in the field, about their injuries. About what they think is working in their treatment, and what they think isn’t. He doesn’t only listen to the doctors. He talks to us, wants to know what we think, even if we are just grunts from the front lines.”
Of course he does. Their words don’t surprise me at all, not after seeing the way he is with each of the soldiers he meets. The way he listens to them, really listens, no matter what it is they’re talking about. Too many of us tend to underestimate sick people, to think of them as somehow less. The fact that Ethan doesn’t do that is one of his finest qualities, in my opinion.
Still, I can’t resist teasing Viktor and Alejandro a little. “I’m already on a date with him, you know. You don’t have to lay it on quite so thick.”
Viktor laughs. “Just doing what we can to help a brother out.”
“I can tell. When you get out of here, we should get you a job in Frost Industries’ PR department. I bet you’d do wonders for his reputation.”
Alejandro laughs. “We probably would at that. But once I’m out, I’m going home to Chicago. My dad has a mechanic shop there. I think I’m going to settle down, get my mechanic’s license.”


“You want to fix cars?” I ask, excited because that’s always been a secret passion of mine as well. Miles taught me all about how engines work before I hit high school, even let me help him fix up what had been his pride and joy at the time—a 1967 Shelby Mustang GT. I’ve never had more fun on a project in my life. He’d loved that car—right up until my dad lost it in a poker game.
“I think so. When I was younger, I wanted to see the world and the Marines gave me a chance to do that. But since I got injured I’ve been thinking it might be nice to be home for a while. To have a chance to build things instead of just tear them down.”
“That sounds like a really good plan to me.”
He grins. “You think so?”
“Absolutely. Nothing like a little grease under your fingernails to make everything seem better.”
He glances at my nails, which are currently painted a soft shell pink. “What do you know about grease under your fingernails?”
“More than you’d think.”
We dive into an in-depth discussion of engines that has all three of us grinning. Viktor isn’t much on fixing cars, but he’s thrilled beyond all comprehension that I know how to do it. He and Alejandro take turns quizzing me on what I’d fix if a car behaves a certain way. I get all but two of the questions right.
Alejandro’s in the middle of explaining why I missed the second question when Ethan comes back to get me. I’m facing Alejandro, my back to the door, but I still know the second Ethan gets close to me. There’s an electricity in the air around us, a current that originates with him and flows straight into me whenever he’s around. It sounds crazy, but I don’t know of a better way to describe the way my body lights up when he’s around, my every nerve ending sparking as they wait for contact—any contact—with him.
I turn to him with a smile and instinctively take the hand he holds out to me. “You been taking good care of my girl, guys?” he asks Viktor and Alejandro.


“I think it’s more like she’s been taking good care of us,” Viktor tells him. “I like her. You should keep her around for a while.”
“I’m trying to do just that.” Ethan raises one dark eyebrow. “Any suggestions on how I can accomplish it?”
“Let her get dirty,” Alejandro tells him with a wink.
“Excuse me?” The second eyebrow lifts to join the first, and I get the impression that, injured or not, Alejandro is in danger of getting his ass kicked. I’m not offended because I know exactly what he means, so I put a calming hand on Ethan’s shoulder.
“Your girl’s a grease monkey,” Alejandro continues. “She likes getting her hands dirty. You should get her a car to fix up. I bet she’d like that.”
“I’d love it,” I tell him, leaning over to give him a gentle kiss on his still healing cheek. “But I can buy my own car to fix up, thank you very much.”
“Uh-oh,” Viktor says teasingly. “You got yourself one of those feminists, Ethan. You better treat her right or she’ll be gone.”
“Believe me, I intend to.” He reaches over, shakes both their hands. I kiss Viktor’s cheek as well before we walk away.
“Hey, chica!” Alejandro calls after me. “Come back and visit us sometime.”
I turn to smile at him. “I plan on it. Take care, okay?”
He winks. “I always do.”
“I’m sorry I was gone so long,” Ethan tells me after we say a quick hello to the last soldiers in the ward. “Andrew has some interesting ideas for some new bone-grafting technology we’re working on. I wanted to make sure I understood what he was talking about before I went into R&D with his thoughts on Monday.”
“That’s okay. You couldn’t have left me in better company.”
“I could tell. You looked like you were really enjoying yourself.”
“I was. Alejandro and Viktor are great. Really cool guys.”
“And closer to your age than I am, certainly.”


I turn to look at him, confused. “I don’t know what that means.”
He studies me for long seconds, and more than once he looks like he’s going to say something. But in the end he just shakes his head and escorts me back onto the elevator.
He doesn’t say anything else until we’re out of the hospital and walking through the parking lot to the car. “Have you figured out why I brought you here yet?”
“Frost Industries has done a lot of good at that hospital. It doesn’t take an expert to see that everything they have is state of the art.”
He waves his hand dismissively. “I didn’t bring you there because I wanted to impress you with my philanthropy. That’s the least of my worries.”
I’m not sure how to react to that. Does he mean he doesn’t care about impressing me? Or simply that he doesn’t think philanthropy is the way to do it? Either way, I’m pretty sure I should be insulted. Only he looks so annoyed, so frustrated, that it’s hard for me to be anything but interested.
“So, tell me. What did you want me to see?”
“Those patents you were so upset about from Trifecta. Do you know what they were for?”
I don’t. Obviously something medical, but in the meeting people referred to them by their official numbers, never by what they were for. And my part of the research hadn’t dealt with them specifically in any way. I’d been looking at older cases, precedents set before these patents were even filed.
When it becomes obvious that I’m clueless, Ethan thrusts a frustrated hand through his hair. Then walks right past his car to the edge of the parking lot. We’re on the edge of Balboa Park, the cultural mecca of San Diego. We’re surrounded by museums and theaters, botanical gardens, and even the world-famous San Diego Zoo. Ethan stands there looking out over the lush and verdant landscaping for long seconds before turning back to me.
“They’re for artificial skin regeneration. Do you know what that means?”
I shake my head, mutely fascinated by the passion, the determination, in his eyes.
“It means that those patents hold the key to easing the suffering of every man you met today—only Trifecta’s too small and too inefficient to do anything with it. The technologies in those patents will make burn recovery faster and less risky, and when combined with some of the research my own scientists are doing, they’ll also lessen by at least half the scars these men will have to deal with for the rest of their lives. That means less painful scar tissue, less disfiguration, less chance of infection setting in early in the process.


“You may think me a heartless bastard for pushing through the takeover, for demanding those patents. But all you see is that family and what they stand to lose. Which really isn’t all that much. I paid them very well for their products, gave them more money than their shares of the company are worth. Because I understand what it’s like to lose what matters most to you.
“But I don’t have the luxury of only seeing them, of worrying about what a couple of guys in suits are going to do if they only make twenty million dollars on their invention instead of the fifty they might make if they ever manage to get their shit together. Not when I have hundreds of thousands, even millions of people depending on the products my company makes.
“When you look at Trifecta, you see victims. I see selfishness and incompetence. People who are so concerned with lining their own pockets and protecting their own interests that they’ll let thousands upon thousands of people suffer needlessly. And that is something I am not okay with.”
He holds my gaze for long seconds, then shoves his hands into his pockets and turns away.
His words reverberate inside me, make me see things in a whole new light—exactly as he intended. They don’t change my mind about wanting to be an intellectual property attorney, about wanting to protect the little guy from corporate domination. But they make me think twice about what happened in that conference room, make me understand in a way I didn’t before that there really are two sides to every story, even when I can’t see the other side.
Ethan might have been ruthless toward Trifecta, but he wasn’t heartless. Not by a long shot. Understanding that makes a world of difference. How can it not when I’ve just met all those men who are suffering? When I saw the way Alejandro winced with every move or the way Viktor faded in and out of the conversation because of the high from the pain medication? If I could find a way to ease their pain, I would. Of course I would.


I want to apologize, but I don’t know how. Don’t know what to say that will make everything I told him yesterday okay. “I’m sorry” just doesn’t seem good enough.
But it’s obvious he’s waiting for me to say something. Though he’s not looking at me, I can tell from the set of his shoulders. From the clench of his fists in his pockets. From the tightness of his jaw. I think about launching into a flowery apology, but in the end, I settle on the truth and hope it’s good enough.
“My brother is a genius. I don’t mean that he’s a really smart guy. I mean, he’s brilliant, so brilliant they can’t even reliably measure his IQ. Or at least that’s what all the psychologists say.
“Anyway, for as long as I can remember, he’s been inventing things. When we were little, it was stupid stuff that made me laugh. Or made one of the chores we had to do easier. Nothing big. But as we got older, he got really interested in global communications and energy efficiency. In how telecommunications was changing everything, and yet also doing a damn good job of destroying the entire planet one cell phone at a time.
“So he decided to figure out how to fix the problem of telecom pollution. He isn’t the only guy in the world interested in that, obviously. All the major telecom companies are into it now. But still, his ideas are pretty awesome. He worked up some stuff, showed it to my father, who promised to show it to some people he knew. This was before he started his own business based on my brother’s ideas. You see, Miles never wanted to work for corporate America. He just wanted to do what he wanted to do and was happy making enough money to pay for a small garage lab where he could also tinker with cars.”
“That’s where you got it from.” Ethan interrupts for the first time.
“Yeah.” I decide to test the waters, to move a little closer to him. He doesn’t reach for me, but he doesn’t move away, either. For now, it’s enough. “Anyway, at the beginning, my dad didn’t think what Miles was doing was worth much. He’d sell his ideas for a few thousand dollars here or there. ‘Cash in the hand,’ he used to say. And then those companies who bought the ideas for nothing—who knew exactly what they were getting and took advantage just because they could—made a lot of money off my brother’s ideas. A lot of money.


“And my dad got mad. He blamed Miles for not knowing his own worth. Blamed the companies for screwing him over. Basically, blamed anyone and everyone but himself for the fact that my brother got screwed. That’s when he decided they would start their own company once they got the necessary start-up cash.
“Needless to say, it’s kind of a sore spot with me. It’s why I want to be an intellectual property attorney, and it’s why I jumped down your throat without really understanding yesterday. I shouldn’t have done that and I’m sorry.”
I stop there, because saying any more gets dangerous. Gets me into areas I don’t really want to talk about with anyone, let alone with Ethan.
“You still think I was wrong,” he says without looking at me.
“I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“I think there are two sides to every story, and I think your reasons for doing what you do are incredibly compelling. And no, I don’t think you’re wrong. I’m just not sure you’re a hundred-percent right, either.”
He doesn’t speak for long moments, and then when he does, the words he says aren’t what I’m expecting at all. “I can live with that if you can.”
I think of my brother, of my father, of the shit storm that’s been my life for as long as I can remember. And then I think of the tender way Ethan holds me. Touches me. Kisses me. And I know that there’s only ever been one answer. “Damn right I can.”



Chapter Sixteen
His arms come around me then, and he’s kissing me, his mouth skimming over my forehead, my cheeks, my jaw, my lips, my neck. I tilt my head back to give him better access, then moan as he presses soft kisses over my collarbone.
“Your heart’s beating fast,” he tells me, even as he delivers more kisses to the rapid pulse at the hollow of my throat.
“I wonder why.”
He grins at me. “I don’t know. Maybe we should investigate.”
“I thought you already were.”
He drops more kisses over the base of my neck, darts his tongue out and licks at my mouth, my jaw, the sensitive spot behind my ear. Then he presses two fingers to my jugular. “It’s beating even faster now.”
I lift my hand to the center of his chest, feel the steady but rapid boom-boom-boom of his own heart. “Yours isn’t exactly slow, you know.”
“You didn’t expect anything different, did you, when I’ve got you pressed up against me, all soft and sexy and sweet-smelling?”
“Wow,” I say with mock gravity. “How very sibilant of you.”
“Not to mention charming.”
I look away, feign an interest in the landscape that I’m far from feeling. I even manage to fake a small yawn.
“So that’s the way you want to play it, hmm?” He grabs my hands, gently turns me to face him.
I look at him then, really look at him, and realize that the darkness—the remoteness—that has been in his eyes all day has vanished. In its place is the lightness I’m used to. And something else. Something more. I don’t know what it is, and I couldn’t describe it even if I wanted to. But whatever it is, it’s got me trembling all over again. Has my breath catching in my throat and my brain slowly moving into meltdown territory.
And then he’s kissing me, really kissing me, and nothing in my life has ever felt better.


I tilt my head, open for him. Relish the feel of his lips. Tantalizing. Taking all the broken shards of me I have to offer and giving me pieces of him in return.
I wrap my arms around him, tugging at his simple white T-shirt until I manage to pull it free from his jeans. I want to feel him, want to put my hands on all that warm, golden skin. To slide my fingers over it and feel him tremble in response.
Ethan gasps as I finally manage to press my hands against the hard, muscled planes of his back. There’s nothing in between us now, no fabric barricade to get in the way of my touching him.
I skim my fingers up his spine, then back down again. I circle around to the front, to the six-pack that he’s rocking and the delicate little happy trail that stretches from his belly button down into the front of his low-rise jeans.
I want to follow it, to delve deeper until I’m touching him. Until his long, hard cock is in my hand and I’m bringing him the same pleasure that he’s already given me.
I close my eyes, lean into him. Press my mouth more firmly against his to deepen the kiss, even as my thumb brushes back and forth against the sensitive skin of his lower abs. Ethan groans deep in his throat, and I want to go farther. To drop to my knees in front of him, take him in my mouth and feel the ecstasy as it pulses through him.
But even as I think it, even as I imagine what it would be like to have Ethan in my mouth, in my throat, other images crowd in. Images of Brandon forcing me to my knees, his hands tangled in my hair as his mouth spewed vile words and demands.
I stiffen right away, and the desire I’m feeling vanishes in the space between one breath and the next. Ethan drops his arms, steps back, then smiles ruefully as he tucks his shirt back into his jeans. “You make me forget that we’re in a parking lot in broad daylight.”
I feel my shoulders sag in relief. Yes, I tell myself. Let him think I stopped because of where we are, not because of who I am. Not because of a past I just can’t conquer, no matter how much I want to.


“You okay?” he asks when I don’t say anything. His palm skims down my arm until he gets to my hand. Then he entwines his fingers with my own.
“Yeah.” My voice is still husky—with desire or fear, I’m not sure which. I decide not to dwell on it. Why bother when doing so won’t give me any more answers than I already have?
“You want to get out of here?”
I think about his question, turn it over in my head. Then reach a very unexpected conclusion. “You know what I really want to do?”
“What?”
I point across the landscaping, deep into the heart of Balboa Park. “Go to the zoo.”
* * *
Hours later, I turn to Ethan and ask, “So, what do you think?”
He eyes the penguin hat on top of my head, then says, “I think I like the flamingo one better.”
“The flamingo? Really?” I reach for it, then change out the penguin. “You don’t think it’s too pink?”
“It’s a flamingo. It’s supposed to be pink.”
“But does it clash with my hair? I don’t think red and pink are supposed to go together. At least not this close.”
For a second, Ethan doesn’t react at all. Then he throws back his head and laughs and laughs, in a way I’ve never heard from him before. At first I’m a little insulted, but it doesn’t take very long before I’m laughing along with him. Ethan’s amusement is like that—totally infectious.
It’s been a good day at the zoo. We’ve seen the giraffes and the zebras, the hippos and the polar bears. We even got a glimpse of the new baby panda. It was absolutely adorable, so precious and tiny.
Now we’re in the gift shop, where Ethan has insisted on buying me a souvenir of our day together. At first I resisted, but the fact of the matter is I want something to remember today with at least as much as he wants to buy it for me. So I decided what the hell and have spent the last half hour looking for the most absurd memento I can find.


“What about the frog?” I ask, reaching for a giant green top hat that has an equally giant tree frog attached to it.
Ethan contemplates. “I still vote for the flamingo.”
I sigh gustily. “The flamingo it is, then.” I hand it to him with a flourish, then watch as he makes a beeline toward the nearest cashier to pay for it.
I wander through the store while I wait for him, and find myself standing in front of one of those old-fashioned coin machines. The kind where you stick in fifty cents and a penny and it stretches out the penny and imprints a design of your choice. I’m not sure what possesses me, but I rummage at the bottom of my purse for some change and put it in the machine. I pick the panda design, because Ethan was as enthralled by the little guy as I was, and then crank the handle until my shiny, stretched penny comes out.
It’s no flamingo hat, but it’ll have to do. At least for now.
I slip it into my pocket just as Ethan comes up behind me, shopping bag in hand. “You ready to go?”
“You bet.” I reach for the bag. “But I absolutely insist on wearing the hat home.”
“I’d be upset if you didn’t. And remember, just ignore anyone who says it clashes with your hair.”
I stick my tongue out at him, try to glare. But he just leans forward and kisses me, sucking my tongue deep into his mouth as he does. It feels so good that I start to melt, to open myself to him, but Ethan pulls away before I can do anything more than press my body against his. Which is a good thing—we are in the middle of a crowded store, more than half of whose occupants are under the age of twelve.
I settle for holding his hand on the way to the car, and I’m so happy—so at peace—after our day together that it’s a miracle I don’t take off under my own power. I know it was just a simple trip to the zoo, but there’s something about seeing Ethan relaxed and having a good time that gets to me. Makes me relax as well. All the crap I have to deal with at work, with my parents, with my own psyche, takes a backseat to this sunny, perfect afternoon.


Not even the paparazzi standing near the zoo exit as we leave can put a dent in my mood. Ethan growls a little at the intrusion, pulls me close, but I can tell he doesn’t really mind, either. Hell, with his life he’s probably used to it. Besides, it’s not like I’m interesting or famous enough to make the pictures worth much. If they even get picked up, I’ll probably be described as Ethan’s new lady friend or some such ridiculous moniker. Which is more than fine with me—I don’t need or want to add fame to my already fucked-up life. My ebullient mood lasts most of the way home, but the closer we get to La Jolla, the more my thoughts turn to all the things I can’t change. I think of the VA hospital and all the men I met there today. Some of them—like Alejandro and Viktor—are in really good spirits, but others are completely destroyed by what has happened to them. It was devastating to see, even more devastating to understand that there is nothing I can do to help them.
“How do you handle it?” I ask Ethan as we turn onto La Jolla Shores Drive.
“Handle what?”
“The pressure. The weight of all those expectations. Everyone knows that Frost Industries works miracles, but there’s always more suffering to cure, more pain to try to stop. How do you handle knowing that no matter how hard you work, no matter how many people you help, there will always be others you can’t do anything for?”
“By not believing that I’ll never be able to help them. By always looking for the next miracle, the next breakthrough that will somehow manage to save someone who couldn’t be saved a year ago. Or ten years ago. Fifteen, twenty.”
My mind goes to his father, and I figure Ethan’s must be doing the same thing. Is there a product in Frost Industries’s arsenal that would have kept his father alive? I want to ask, but it’s too soon. Too personal. So not my business.


“Does it work?” I ask.
“What?”
“Visualizing the future you want to have? Believing it so much that it becomes a kind of truth to you?”
“I’ve never thought of it that way,” he says after a moment. “But that’s a perfect description of what I’m talking about.”
“I can’t take credit for it.” The campus counselor I saw once a week for my entire freshman year said those words to me every time she ended a session with me. She told me I just had to visualize the future I wanted, free from the pain of the past, and that I would have it one day. It wouldn’t be easy, it wouldn’t be quick. But I would get there.
I don’t know if I ever believed her, but I took her advice. Started planning for the life I wanted instead of the one I had. And here I am now, studying what I want to study. Interning where I want to intern. Wearing a flamingo hat and sitting next to the most intriguing man I’ve ever known. Yeah, things could be a lot worse.
“Do you really want to know how I handle the pressure?” Ethan asks me as he makes a couple of turns in quick succession.
“Of course I do.” I find myself wanting to know everything about him. Everything special, everything mundane. Everything that makes him who he is.
One more turn and then we’re cruising up the street we walked down together two nights ago. I recognize the houses, especially the chrome-and-glass monstrosity that Tori so admired.
“We’re going to your house?” A shiver of unease works its way down my spine. I ignore it, refusing to live my whole life in the shadow of a few bad memories.
“I had planned on taking you to dinner and then home, but since you seem genuinely interested in how I keep things in perspective…”
“I am.”
“Then, yes, we’re going to my house.”
Seconds later, he makes the left turn into his driveway. He mutters to himself as he plugs the gate code in, and it doesn’t take a genius to see that it’s a sore spot with him. I can see how it would be. Ethan isn’t a big fan of hiding behind walls—he’s open about himself and his business, and always has been. So I can imagine that an eight-foot privacy fence and a huge iron gate would grate on him.


Which raises the question, why have them?
“The insurance makes me,” he answers tersely as he pulls the car up the driveway and into a six-car garage. One where every bay is taken.
He doesn’t give me time to stop and admire his babies, even though the garage is loaded with some real beauties. He’s got a bright red Porsche Panamera Hybrid, an electric-blue BMW ActiveHybrid 750, and a Lexus LS 600h L. Talk about taking environmentally friendly to a whole new level—Ethan has four of the greenest, most expensive cars in the whole world sitting in his garage. Five if I’m right in guessing that the black Porsche Cayenne in the last bay is also a hybrid. Which makes the only non-environmentally-friendly car in the whole place the yellow Ferrari 250 GTO that I’m actually standing close enough to touch. Not that I would dare.
“Is that what I think it is?” I whisper, leaning down to get a closer look. I nearly whimper as I see the distinctive interior, then clasp my hands behind my back so I’m not tempted to touch it. Or try to steal it.
“You really do know cars.” Ethan sounds surprised, but I’m too busy trying not to lick his Ferrari to get offended.
“You don’t have to ‘know’ cars to know of this one. There were only thirty-six of them ever made. I mean, as long as you don’t count all the imposters that came afterward.”
“It doesn’t bite, you know. You’re welcome to touch it.”
The urge to do just that is a throbbing need inside me. I want to lift the hood, to peer inside it and see if it’s really as beautifully built as all the magazines and websites say. But I’m afraid once I get started pawing at it, it’ll be hours before Ethan can drag me away.
“No, that’s okay.” I try not to sound too reluctant. “I’d rather have my question answered.”


“Don’t look so sad. There’ll be other chances.” This time when he puts a hand on the small of my back and guides me to the house, I barely startle. I’m getting used to being touched by him.
Too bad I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad one.
“Where did you find her?” I ask, craning my head around for one last look at the Ferrari. She gleams under the garage’s recessed lighting.
“I’m not sure if I should be pleased or insulted that you’re a lot more impressed by my car than you are by me.”
I don’t bother denying the obvious. But I do say, “You should be pleased. Most women wouldn’t have a clue how awesome it is that you own one of those babies.”
He narrows his eyes, contemplates my words. “Okay, you’ve convinced me.”
We enter the house, then walk down a short, winding hallway that leads to a huge, state-of-the-art kitchen. Now, I love cooking as much as the next girl—probably even more—but I think the fact that I am chomping at the bit to get back to the garage says everything you need to know about me.
“Are you hungry?”
“Not really. The ice cream sundae you bought me at the zoo contained enough calories to keep me going for the next week.” Especially considering the fact that I ate an entire pint of Cherry Garcia by myself last night. When I finally start running again, my heart and my ass aren’t going to know what hit them.
“Don’t worry. You’ll work it off.” Ethan’s grin is wicked as he propels me through the kitchen and into a formal dining room with a table that will sit twenty-four comfortably. I don’t even know twenty-four people I’d want anywhere near me, and Ethan throws intimate dinner parties where he doesn’t even have to put a leaf in the table to entertain that many. It boggles the mind, and underscores just how different we are in so very, very many ways.
Ethan doesn’t seem to notice my discomfort at his friend and furniture situation. He’s too busy throwing open the huge double doors that make up a large portion of the dining room’s back wall. “Come on,” he tells me. “You can get changed out here.”


Relieved because his words don’t sound sexual in the slightest—not that I actually thought he would jump me or anything—I’m still a little wary as I walk out onto his mammoth patio. There’s a gigantic vanishing-edge swimming pool directly in front of me, and sixteen chaise longues in the exact same shade of blue-gray as his roof.
“We’re going swimming?” I ask cautiously. It doesn’t sound like that bad an idea, actually. I’m a little sticky from a sunny afternoon spent at the zoo, and the pool does look inviting.
Except Ethan has crossed to an outdoor closet at one end of the small pool house that graces the right side of the property. And he’s not pulling out swimsuits for me to try on. He’s pulling out wetsuits.
“Even better,” he tells me. “We’re going surfing.”



Chapter Seventeen
“But I don’t know how to surf.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll teach you.”
I glance out at the ocean, which I have a perfect view of from his patio, by the way. Not to mention from every room on this side of the house. It’s kicking up some pretty massive waves, actually, churning and spitting all over the place, and I feel more than a little bit of trepidation. My athletic prowess isn’t great at the best of times. Pitting it against a seething, pissed-off ocean seems like a really bad idea.
But Ethan looks so excited, so happy, that I can’t just say no. I am the one who asked how he handled the pressure, after all. And besides, I may not trust the ocean, but I do trust Ethan to keep me safe. He won’t let me drown.
Which is how I find myself in a dressing room a few minutes later, trying to figure out how the hell to put on a wetsuit over the new bikini I found in one of the drawers. It seems self-explanatory, but the truth is it’s a lot more difficult than it looks. The thing is tight and clingy, and no matter how hard I try, it doesn’t quite want to go where it’s supposed to. Instead, it sticks in the most unflattering places until I’m about to scream with frustration.
Ethan knocks on the door more than once, just to check if I need help, but there’s no way I’m going to open the door when the wetsuit is strangling my boobs and somehow riding up my ass all at the same time. There are some things no man needs to see. Especially when I can’t help wondering how many other women he’s loaned this wetsuit to—and how much better they must have looked in it than I do.
Finally I get it sorted out, or at least as sorted out as I can make it, and hope Ethan won’t laugh too hard when he sees me. I open the door to find him waiting on one of the loungers, two surfboards next to him as well as a small picnic basket. How long was I in there, anyway, if he had time to do all this and change into his wetsuit as well?
Deciding to chalk it up to the fact that he obviously has way more practice at this than I do, I stop myself from apologizing for keeping him waiting. He’s the one who wants to do this, after all. I’m the one who is about to risk death simply because I want to impress him. And I’m going to do it in an ill-fitting yellow wetsuit.


So not my finest hour.
Ethan doesn’t complain at the wait, however. He just smiles at me and gestures for me to come closer. Which I do, warily. I’m not sure I trust the look on his face.
But all he does is grab my wetsuit in the back and tug a little. Suddenly it seems to slide into place and everything—front and back—feels a lot better.
“Thanks,” I tell him, blushing a little.
I’m not looking him in the eye at this point, so he puts a finger under my chin and tips my head up until our gazes meet. “You’re welcome,” he says, right before he bends down and brushes his lips across mine.
Then, before I can even process the taste and feel of him, he’s pulling back. Handing me my surfboard. Leading the way to the very edge of his property.
I guess I thought we’d go through the front and back down to the beach that way, but here, on the edge of the cliff, Ethan has another surprise for me: a rocky set of stairs carved into the cliff itself that leads down to a small, private beach alcove.
Here, in some of the most prime, most expensive beachfront property in the world, Ethan has his own little slice of paradise. And it’s perfect.
Ethan drops his surfboard close to the water and I do the same. “Are you ready?” he asks, excitement gleaming in his eyes.
“Not even a little bit,” I answer.
He laughs, then positions my surfboard so that the tip is facing the water. “Okay, get on it,” he tells me.
“And here I thought surfing took place in the water.”
“Not until after you learn the proper form. Otherwise you’ll drown.” He gestures to the board. “Now get down there.”
He’s not playing around, so I do what he says, stretching out on my stomach on the board. But I can’t even do that right, because then he’s kneeling next to me, telling me to inch forward, than inch back.


We do this three or four times as he tries to get me in the perfect position—a position I don’t even understand—before I throw my hands up in the air. “I’m not an imbecile. Tell me what I’m supposed to be doing here and I’ll do it. Don’t just give me these ridiculous directions with no explanation whatsoever. It doesn’t work for me.”
Ethan studies me for a second, as if trying to gauge my level of irritation—which, if I’m honest, is pretty much off the charts at this point. He comes to some decision, then says, “Fine,” and points at the front of my board.
“Do you see how that’s pointing up a little bit?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s because you’re too close to the back of the board. Scoot forward, but not so much that the tip digs into the sand or you’ll be too forward-heavy. Surfing is all about finding the balance.”
As if any idiot with eyes couldn’t figure that much out. I bite the retort back, however, and concentrate on finding the perfect spot on the board. The sweet spot, Ethan calls it, without a hint of innuendo. I try not to blush as my thoughts go down an entirely different path, one that has nothing to do with surfing and everything to do with the way I felt when Ethan was kneeling in front of me, his tongue stroking deep inside me.
Once I find the sweet spot, Ethan has me grab on to the side of the surfboard and lift my upper body off it, like I’m about to do a push-up. Which, I guess, in essence I am.
Only Ethan calls it a pop-up, and it involves me doing a lot more than just lifting and lowering my body off the ground.
“Okay,” he tells me when I’m in the right position, elbows bent and toes curled under. “You’re going to want to lift your body up, until your arms are completely straight.”
He watches, waiting, until I do exactly what he’s instructed. “Good. Do that a few times. Get used to what it feels like to take the brunt of your weight on your arms and shoulders.”


I start to make some crack about knowing how to do a push-up, but while it’s the same theory, it’s not quite the same thing. The positioning of the hands isn’t quite the same—this is harder—and neither is the way I’m supposed to hold my feet. Because the goal isn’t to go up and down, like in a set of push-ups. The goal is to build enough momentum to actually get my entire body into a standing position.
Once Ethan is pleased with my beginning form, he lies on his own board and shows me how I’m supposed to pop up, so that my feet come directly under me, the left one in front. He makes it look incredibly easy, but the first time I try I end up falling off the side of the board, arms flailing and legs doing everything but what they’re supposed to.
I brace myself to hit the sand, but Ethan catches me before I’m more than halfway down. “Good try,” he says, dropping a quick kiss on my nose. Suddenly I don’t feel nearly as ungainly or embarrassed. Which is why I agree when he continues, “Let’s try that again.”
Over and over, he has me pop up. Over and over, I lose my balance and fall off the side of the board or the back of the board, or miss the board completely. Ethan’s incredibly patient and sweet, but by the third time I land on the sand instead of the board, even he’s having a hard time hiding his laughter.
“That’s it!” I tell him, throwing myself down onto my back in the sand. “Some people are obviously not meant to surf, and I am one of them.”
“That’s not true. It takes everyone a while to get the hang of getting up on a board. You’re doing great.”
“Which is why it looks like it’s taking every ounce of concentration you have not to laugh your ass off.”
“Not every ounce of concentration. Just most of them.”
“Nice.” I roll over to my side, start to mock-punch him. He grabs my hand before it can connect with his shoulder, and uncurls my fist. Then he brings my hand to his mouth and places a long, lingering kiss right in the center of my palm.
From someone else, it probably would have been cheesy. But from Ethan, it’s sweet and sexy and emotionally devastating all at the same time. My fingers curl in of their own volition, like they, too, want to hold on to his kiss for as long as possible.


“What are we doing, Ethan?” I whisper the words into air that is suddenly charged with electricity. With need. And with something else I don’t even know how to define.
“I don’t know what you’re doing, but I’m trying my damnedest to woo you.”
Woo. There’s that word again, the same one Tori used the other night with such a dreamy look in her eyes. The same one I’ve been afraid to even think in conjunction with Ethan Frost.
Seduce I can handle. Woo…it’s a whole different ball game. One I’m not sure I’m up for.
“Hey.” Ethan puts a finger under my chin, tilts my face up until I’m once again looking him in the eyes. “I wasn’t trying to scare you.”
“I know.” The fear is my problem, not his.
“So where’d you go, then?”
Someplace he can’t follow. Someplace I never thought I’d find myself again. But I can’t say that, not when he’s been nothing but sweet to me.
I reach up, and this time it’s my turn to touch his face. My turn to cup his cheeks in my hands and bring my mouth gently to his. Ethan resists at first, and I know he wants to ask more questions. To delve deeper into my damaged psyche and find out what it is that has screwed me up so badly.
But I don’t want him there, don’t want him to see just how ruined I am. Not now, when I’m desperate to feel his arms around me and his lips on mine. Not yet, when I’m so far from being ready to let him go.
“Please,” I whisper against his lips. Please don’t make me do this now. Please accept what I can give you. Please say that it’s enough, that I’m enough. “Please.”
His lips part at my first whisper, but it isn’t until I’ve said “please” a second time that he accepts my kiss. More, welcomes it.
Every other time we’ve kissed, he’s been the aggressor. The one who controls what happens while I control what doesn’t. This time we switch, and if we’re both a little uncertain about how the reversal is supposed to work, it doesn’t take long for us to figure it out.


I lick at his lips, slowly, carefully. He tastes so good, feels so good, that I want to stay here—right here in this moment—forever. I want to savor this gift he’s given me, to explore it as fully as I can before I have to give it back. Give him back. And I know, eventually, that I’ll have to do just that. The likes of Ethan Frost aren’t meant for me.
Misery churns in my stomach at the thought, but I push it away. Ignore it. I might not be able to keep Ethan forever, but I have him right now and I’m not going to waste a second of my time on regrets or maybes or why-nots. Not when there are so many better things to do.
With that thought in mind, I suck his lower lip between my teeth. Nibble softly. Then relish the groan that seems to come from the very heart of him. This time when he opens his mouth, I slip inside. Stroke my tongue along his, once, twice, then again and again as I absorb the sweet mint and lemon taste of him.
He groans again, even as he wraps his arms around me and presses his big, strong hands into the center of my back. I can feel the heat of him even through my wetsuit and he feels so good that I think about yielding, about ceding control, as I always do to him. But then he pulls his mouth from mine, gasps for air, and I know that I’m not giving up the power I have over this man. Not now. Not yet.
I move to recapture his lips and this time I’m not gentle. Instead, I grind my mouth against his in a desperate attempt to get deeper. To take more. To reach the very depths of him.
He nips at me in response, his teeth catching on my lower lip as he pulls me even more tightly against him. I bite back, not hard enough to do damage but definitely hard enough to let him know that I mean business. He groans and mutters a particularly vile curse, and I move to take advantage.
I plunge my tongue into his mouth, run it over his teeth, his tongue, the insides of his cheeks. I want to experience all of him, to find out every single thing I can about this man who is still a mystery to me in nearly every way that counts.


I keep expecting him to take control, to roll me under him and bend me to his will. He can do it easily—I’m so desperate for the taste and touch of him that I’ll do nearly anything to get it. But aside from plunging his hands into my hair to keep me close, he seems content to let me set the pace.
The freedom only makes me more frantic. Keeping my mouth on his, I shove at his shoulders until he leans back on his elbows in the sand. I start to scramble on top of him, but he jerks away before I can straddle him. The unexpectedness of it makes me freeze, afraid that I’ve somehow done something wrong. It’s been years since I’ve made any kind of move on a guy, let alone something this blatantly sexual, and I don’t have a clue what I’m doing.
Convinced I’ve made a fool of myself in front of this man yet again, I scoot a few feet away from him. I think about apologizing, but what am I supposed to say—Sorry for trying to jump you? Just the thought makes the humiliation worse. But I have to say something. After all, I’m the one who practically attacked him.
But before I can form words, any words, I realize that Ethan’s grinning—and not in a you’re-an-idiot kind of way. No, his smile is pure sensuality, pure carnality, and it looks damn good on him. So good that I forget my embarrassment for a moment and simply stare.
How can I, when he’s just so damn beautiful? Too beautiful, really, for words or for me. I should pack it in now, give up before I make an even bigger fool of myself. But I can’t. I’m transfixed, as much by the way he’s looking at me as by his actual looks.
His eyes are a dark and storm-tossed blue that seem to see to the very heart of me, while his dark hair is wild and windblown from the hour and a half we’ve spent on the beach. Though, if I’m being honest, I have to admit that my fingers are at least as responsible for the disarray as the gentle breeze currently winding itself around us.
His cheekbones are high and sharp, his lips pink and swollen from our kisses. And inviting. So inviting. When his grin widens and his tiny little dimple flashes—so out of place in that fallen-angel face of his—it takes every ounce of willpower I have not to lean forward and pick up back where we left off only moments ago.


When I finally yank my gaze away from his too-perfect face, I notice for the first time that Ethan isn’t scrambling to get away from me at all. In fact, he’s doing the exact opposite. I watch in awe as he pulls his arms out of his wetsuit before rolling the clingy, uncomfortable material down his chest and over his chiseled abs.
It’s the first time I’ve seen him in person without a shirt on, and I realize I made a mistake when I was touching him earlier. Ethan isn’t hiding a six-pack under his dress shirts and suits. No, the man has a full-on eight-working-on-ten-pack, something I didn’t even think was possible outside of magazines and movies.
My fingers clench with the need to touch him. To pet him. To feel him. For a second I engage in a simple little fantasy that involves nothing but his abs and my tongue, and while it isn’t fancy, it definitely gets the job done. Already I can feel drool pooling in my mouth.
In the meantime, Ethan keeps tugging at the suit, rolling it past his hips and down his legs before kicking it off completely. Underneath, he’s wearing a pair of relatively tight board shorts that make it exceptionally obvious that he has an erection.
He reaches for me, his hands closing around my upper arms, and I feel a frisson of alarm as he turns me around so that my back is to him. I don’t like having any man behind me, not even him—it makes me feel vulnerable—but my fear dissipates as he presses soft kisses to the nape of my neck.
“Your turn,” he murmurs, his breath hot against my ear.
“My turn?”
“Making out in wetsuits is not what I would call advisable.”
Then he’s pulling down my zipper and slowly—oh so slowly—peeling me out of the wetsuit. It takes a lot longer to get mine off than his, because he presses his lips to each part of my body as it is revealed to him. My shoulders, my shoulder blades, my upper arms, the curve of my elbow, my ribs. I try to stand perfectly still, but I can’t help the small shivers that run through me as he wraps his arms around me. Clasps his hands on my bare stomach. Trails soft, sweet kisses down my spine.


He licks under the strap of my bikini top while his hands slide up to cup my breasts. I gasp, arch against him as his thumbs brush over my nipples. They harden instantly and he laughs a little, a breathless sound of delight that only makes me shiver more.
“Stop teasing me,” I gasp between broken breaths as he gently squeezes my nipples, rolling them between his thumb and forefinger until I feel like I’m going to lose my mind.
“Baby, this isn’t teasing.” He drops to his knees, runs his tongue all the way down to the dimples at the base of my spine. Then he moves even lower, licking inside my bikini bottom as he continues rolling the wetsuit down my hips and legs.
“What—what is it then?”
“Pleasure.” He nips gently at my ass, making me giggle even as he sends heat rushing through me. “Pure, unadulterated pleasure.”
I can’t argue with that, not when my entire body is awash in the most amazing sensations. He keeps kissing me, touching me, stroking me, anywhere, everywhere, until the last remnants of uneasiness slowly slip away and all that’s left is desire. Need.
Ethan seems to know instinctively when my apprehension disappears, because his touch becomes firmer, more aggressive. His fingers dip below the edge of my bikini bottom, skimming lightly over the curve of my ass and my hips before circling around to the front.
I gasp at the first glide of his fingers over my sex, stiffen despite myself. In my head, I know he’s touched me here before and that he’s given me nothing but the most amazing pleasure in doing so. But I can’t help it—the position is freaking me out. It’s so eerily reminiscent of that long-ago night with Brandon when he forced me to my knees and came at me from behind that I’m having trouble separating the past from the present.


Memories swamp me—fear, pain, helplessness—and I can’t help stiffening. Can’t help panicking. I try to ignore them, to push past them. I remind myself that this is Ethan, sweet, gentle Ethan who has never been anything but kind to me. Who has never done anything to hurt me. But it’s too late. Brandon’s already in my head and the fear is already coursing through me. It turns my desire to panic, my need to desperation.
I try to force the words through my suddenly tight throat. No. Stop. Don’t. But all that comes out is a low, inarticulate sound that makes no sense to anyone, not even me.
Shame courses through me. Five years have passed, five years filled with self-defense courses and counseling and learning how not to be a victim, and here I am, right back where I started. Unable to enjoy the lovemaking of a kind, generous man and unable to find the words to stop him, either.
But Ethan isn’t Brandon, not in any way, and it turns out he doesn’t need words. That one, desperate sound is enough to have him pulling back, dropping his hands.
“Baby? You okay?”
Tears burn in my throat and behind my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. I haven’t cried about this since that long-ago week, and I’m not going to start now. What happened with that bastard might still have the power to shake me up and shut me down, but I won’t give him anything else. I won’t let him break me any more than he already has. Won’t let him ruin what’s growing between Ethan and me the way he ruined me.
I can’t talk, so I nod. I reach for Ethan’s hands, put them back on my stomach, my hips. I can do this, I tell myself. This is Ethan. Ethan, not Brandon, and I’ve already shared more of my body, and myself, with him than I have with any other man.
But that’s the problem, too, because Ethan knows me. Knows what it feels like when I’m responding. Knows what it sounds and looks and smells like. And he knows this isn’t it.
“Chloe?”
I try to hold on to him, try to keep his hands pressed to my body, because in some crazy, wild corner of my mind I think that if I can just let him do this it will make everything better. Make me better. Because I don’t want to be like this. I don’t want to be broken. Not with him. Not anymore.


“Chloe, stop.”
I don’t listen. I hold on to his hands like a lifeline, press them against my breasts, my sex. But I’m shuddering now, my whole body shaking with fear and rage and a horror I don’t even know how to acknowledge.
In some random, disconnected part of my brain I’m aware of Ethan cursing, low and long and vile. I want to apologize, to explain, but the words won’t come. Nothing will, but a low, keening cry I can’t seem to control.
Ethan pulls away from me again, and this time he pushes to his feet before circling around so that he’s standing in front of me. “Chloe, baby, talk to me. What do you need? What can I do?”
He doesn’t sound angry, doesn’t sound disgusted. No, the only thing I hear in his voice is a deep, aching concern, and just the sound of it nearly brings me to my knees.
I want him to hold me, to tell me that it’s okay.
That he doesn’t blame me for freaking out.
That he still wants me.
And that everything between us is somehow going to be all right.
But even as I think it, I know better. I gave up on fairy tales five long years ago, and nothing, nobody, is going to be able to change that now.
Besides, nothing is okay. How can it be when Ethan is standing in front of me, his hands out in the universal I’m-not-going-to-hurt-you position? When he’s staring at me with eyes gone dark and blank?
“I’m sorry.” I finally manage to choke the words out.
“You’re sorry?” He sounds so incredulous that the words hit me like a blow. It’s the last straw. “Baby, I—”
I don’t wait around for him to finish whatever he’s going to say. Instead, I push past him, make a mad dash for the uneven stone steps that lead up to his house. That lead to freedom.
“Chloe, stop!” He chases after me, which only makes me run faster. “Baby, you’re going to trip! You’re going to hurt yourself!”


I ignore the warning, keep running. It doesn’t matter. What’s the pain of a little fall when I already feel like I’ve been ripped open, my insides spilling out for everyone to see?
“Damn it, Chloe.” He’s right behind me. I can feel his breath on my neck, hear his footsteps slapping at the rock right behind me. I half expect to feel his hands on me as he yanks me to a stop. But still he doesn’t touch me. For some reason, his reticence only wounds me more.
Tears I still refuse to let fall are in my eyes, in my chest. My vision is clouded and I’m having trouble breathing. I’m strangling on my pain and the aching, painful breaths my body doesn’t quite know what to do with anymore.
I’m almost at the top when it happens. I stumble trying to climb up a particularly high step and I bang my shins, hard, on the harsh, jagged edge of the stair. My legs go out from under me and I start to fall, panic coursing through me at the thought of tumbling twenty feet off the side of the open staircase to the sand below.
Ethan does touch me then, his hands jolting out to grab me so quickly that I know he must have been waiting for this to happen all along. Then I’m in his arms, my legs draped over his arm and my side pressed against his chest as he carries me up the few remaining steps.
I wrap my arms around his neck and hold on tight, even after we get to his patio. I’m sure he wants to put me down, to show me the door as quickly as he can. But I’m not ready to let go yet, not ready to give up the strange and powerful comfort that comes from just being held in his arms.
Ethan makes no move to put me down. Instead, he crosses to one of the many long outdoor sofas that make up the different seating arrangements out here. He sinks down onto it, keeping me on his lap. In his arms. And then he starts to rock me like a child.
The dam inside me bursts, and emotions—dark, messy, devastating—come pouring out in all directions. I don’t know how to stop them. I can’t stop them, not anymore.


Unable to do anything else, I bury my face in Ethan’s chest and give in to the harsh, ugly sobs that threaten to tear me in two.



Chapter Eighteen
I don’t know how long I sit there wrapped up in Ethan’s arms as emotions I no longer have control over tear through me.
Long enough for the last remnants of day to fade to twilight and twilight to fade to inky darkness.
Long enough for the lingering warmth of the afternoon to give way to the chill that comes with early summer evenings on the beach.
More than long enough for the tide to roll in on the sand below us.
In a moment of clarity, I think of Ethan’s surfboards, of the wetsuits and the picnic basket and the towels, and I wonder if any of them are still there. Or if the ocean has swept in and carried them away in its endless, inexorable grasp.
For years, I wished that it would do that to me. That the ocean would push onto the desolate stretch of beach I used to roam all through high school and cover me. Envelop me. Pull me down, drag me under, carry me away from the taunts, the threats, the hate. Carry me away from him.
I haven’t felt that way in a while. Not since I graduated from high school and moved to San Diego. Not since I got away from my parents, from that damn boarding school, from Brandon.
Yet at this moment I’m right back there. Looking out at that endless stretch of ocean and wishing, praying, to be swept away. To be dragged under.
It’s not fair. Why now, when everything is going right? I have school, real friends, a job that challenges me, Ethan. It should be enough. God knows it’s more than I’ve ever had before.
And yet somehow, it isn’t enough. Because underneath all the polish, all the gloss, all the layers I’ve built up, I’m just as messed up as I’ve always been. I hate thinking that. Hate even more that it’s true.
I’ve spent three years here in San Diego, hiding, pretending to the world that all that matters is who and what I am now. It almost worked, too. Until Ethan came along. Why he brings it all back I’ll never know, not when he’s been nothing but wonderful to me.


Eventually the tears stop. So do the self-recrimination and even the sadness. In their place is only numbness, a blank emptiness inside me that I’m afraid will never be filled again.
Long minutes pass. I know I should muster up the energy to move, to apologize, to do something. But there’s nothing there, not when it’s taking every ounce of energy I have to just be. To just breathe.
Ethan waits patiently. He doesn’t shift, doesn’t talk, doesn’t betray impatience with me or the situation in any way. He just holds me. Rocks me. Strokes my hair. And I know if I could feel anything, it would be gratitude.
The thought has me stirring a little, just enough to lift my head and say, “Thank you.” It seems the appropriate thing to do.
But Ethan stiffens against me, his entire body going rigid between one moment and the next. “What did you say?”
“Thank—”
“Don’t say that again.” For the first time, I hear anger in his voice. “Don’t you fucking say that to me again.”
“I’m sorry.” The harshness of his tone gets to me, makes me nervous and has me squirming to get free. For the first time, he hangs on, refusing to let go.
“Jesus! Don’t say that, either.”
The first lick of anger works its way in past the numbness. “What should I say, then?”
“Anything else. Anything but thank you. Anything but that you’re sorry.”
I shove away, harder this time, and Ethan gets the message. He gently sets me down next to him on the couch. I don’t want to look at him, don’t want to see the pity and the disgust in his eyes, but he doesn’t give me a choice. His face is just there, in front of me. His gaze direct, relentless, demanding that I meet it.
So I do. It hurts, but I learned long ago that everything hurts. I ignore the pain and do it anyway. “I don’t know what you want to hear.”


“I want you to tell me the truth.”
My blood runs cold. It’s been so long since I’ve heard those words, so long since I even let myself think about what the truth really is. “No, you don’t. Nobody does.”
“I do.”
I shake my head. I can’t. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
“You start by trusting me.” Again, I shake my head, but Ethan cuts me off before I can say anything else. “I know that’s asking a lot. I know you’ve been hurt. I can’t imagine how hard it is for you to trust me with this part of you. But I need you to. I need to know what happened to you. And I need you to know that whatever it is, whatever you tell me, isn’t going to change things.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I do.” His voice is as resolute as the look in his eyes. “I promise you, Chloe. I promise you. It doesn’t matter what you say. I’m not going anywhere.”
I don’t want to believe him. Because if I do, if I lay myself open in front of him and he walks away—or worse, doesn’t believe me—it will destroy me. I’ll fall to so many pieces that this time I won’t even be able to pretend that they fit together.
I’ve been fine in the five years since it happened because I’ve put it away. I’ve shoved all my pain and rage and hate down so deep inside myself that I almost forget it’s there. I survive because I believe the lie. If I do what he asks, if I bring the whole sordid mess back up to the surface, I’m terrified I’ll never be able to shove it back down again.
“Chloe.”
Though it’s the last thing I want to do, I drag my eyes back up to his. I can’t help it, can’t resist. Not when he says my name in that tone. Not when he looks at me the way he is right now.
“Tell me.”
And though it’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done—harder than facing my mom and dad after it happened, harder even than signing that damn piece of paper that Brandon’s family demanded—I take a deep breath and a leap of faith, and do exactly what Ethan asks of me.



Chapter Nineteen
“I was fifteen. Young and stupid and desperate to make friends. To have a shot at a normal life. We moved around a lot when I was young, never stayed in one place more than a few months. My dad was not exactly what you would call great at keeping a regular job.” Which is pretty much the understatement of the year, but there’s no need to get into that, too. The story about Brandon is more than enough to spring on Ethan right now.
“We moved to Boston when I was fourteen because there was a job opportunity my dad couldn’t pass up. It wasn’t a great job, at least not at first, so we pretty much lived in this crappy house in this crappy school district where we barely had enough desks, let alone books. It was ridiculous. Not to mention dangerous—there was a lot the school cops and metal detectors didn’t catch.
“I didn’t feel safe, not with the way that some of the guys talked to me or looked at me when I walked by them. Some of them had no problem touching, either, even if they’d never even talked to me. Girls were a commodity in a lot of ways, and guys thought they could treat us however they wanted. The administration had enough trouble keeping the guns out of school and the rival gangs from killing each other. They didn’t have much time or effort left to worry about anything less than actual assault.
“I didn’t know what to do, what to say to keep them away from me, and I didn’t have any friends to watch my back. I complained to my dad, but he said to just ignore them. That it wouldn’t be for much longer, just until the money started rolling in.
“But I’d heard that same story a million times through the years, and it never quite worked out the way my parents thought it would. Sure, now they had my brother and his brilliant ideas, but even the best ideas take financial backing. That’s what my dad was working on, or so he said. In the meantime, I was supposed to keep my head down and not cause trouble. I did my best, but there was always some other guy who thought he could slap my ass, brush an arm over my breasts. Who thought he could touch me whether I wanted him to or not.”


A breeze comes off the ocean and I shiver, though I don’t know if it’s because I’m cold or because of the story I’m telling. Probably a little bit of both. I don’t want to do this. Already I can feel the rage festering inside me—an angry wound just waiting for a chance to poison everything it touches. My new life. The internship. Ethan. Just the thought has me wanting to give up now, before I’ve barely begun.
But there’s Ethan, watching me with his steady, patient eyes. Holding me with his strong, tender hands. How can I not tell him when he so obviously needs me to?
The breeze gets stronger and I start to shiver in earnest now. He doesn’t say a word—probably afraid I’ll take any out to postpone the next few minutes—but he reaches into the outdoor chest that doubles as a coffee table and pulls out a blanket. He carefully wraps it around me, then picks me up and settles me back on his lap.
“I’m okay,” I tell him.
“I know you are.” His smile is full of gentle reassurance. “But I’m not sure I am. And I really need to be holding you if you’re about to tell me what I think you are.”
“I don’t know what you’re thinking, but I’m not stupid enough to turn down a hug.”
“Good.” His arms go around me, pull me closer until my body is flush against his. As he does, I rest my head on his chest for just a second, draw reassurance from the strong, steady beat of his heart beneath my ear. I can do this, I tell myself. It’s just a matter of stringing one word in front of the other until the whole story gets told.
“Even then, I knew I wanted something more than the life my parents had. More than living from bad job to bad job, crappy paycheck to crappy paycheck. Back then I thought I wanted to be a doctor, but either way—doctor, lawyer—I wasn’t going to get into a good college if I stayed at that shit hole of a school. Or so I thought. Add to that the fact that I felt unsafe every time I passed through the front doors…trying to get out of there was a no-brainer.


“So I started researching all the private schools in the area, finding out which ones offered scholarships. I found a few that weren’t that far away from my neighborhood—it would take two buses for me to get there every day, but it seemed a small price to pay to get out of the school I was in. To guarantee a better future for myself.
“All in all, I applied to seven schools. I made it to the interview process in four, and actually gained admittance—with a full scholarship—to three. I’d never felt more proud. I had gotten great test scores, aced the interviews, and for the first time in my life I had a chance at a normal life. Maybe even a better-than-normal life. Even my parents were excited, my dad certain that the contacts my admittance brought him would be good for his business. As if he had a business to talk about back then.”
I take a deep breath, focus on prying my hands out of fists so tightly clenched my nails are leaving half-moon grooves in my palms. So far, everything I’ve told him has been backstory, but the hard stuff is about to begin.
“I started at the academy the first day of my sophomore year. I was nervous, afraid no one would want anything to do with me because I was a scholarship kid. But to my relief, I fit in pretty well. I made a few friends that first week, and pretty soon I’d attracted the attention of one of the most popular seniors in the school.” I laugh, but it’s a sound devoid of mirth. Nothing that happened next is the least bit funny. At least not to me.
“I should have known better. What was a guy like that—popular, smart, funny, rich, gorgeous—doing with me? At the time I didn’t stop to think about it, but now I wish I had.” Now I wish I’d said no.
“Anyway, we went out a few times. He seemed nice. My parents liked him. He treated me right—or at least I thought he did. In retrospect I can see all the control games he played on me, all the times he messed with me just because he could. Because no one had ever told him he couldn’t do exactly what he wanted when he wanted to do it.
“Every time we went out, he’d push for more. First base, second base, even third base wasn’t enough for him. He wanted to fuck me, and he really didn’t give a shit how I felt about that.”


Ethan stiffens beneath me—I know he thinks he knows how this is going to end, but he’s wrong. The truth is so much more twisted and diabolical than he could ever imagine. I lived it and sometimes even I can’t believe it was true, can’t believe it really happened the way I remember it. But that has as much to do with my parents as it does the actual attack, and that’s a door I’m just not ready to open. Not for Ethan. Not for anyone.
“I probably should have dumped him, but I was caught up in being his girlfriend. I liked the popularity that came with it—for the first time in my life, I wasn’t the weird new girl—and I liked the fact that I belonged to someone. That he loved me. That he wanted to be with me. So when he wanted me to go with him to a party one night, I never even thought of saying no.
“Once we got there, I knew right away that something was up. It just didn’t feel right. There weren’t that many people there, for one, and most of the school parties were super crowded. Plus I didn’t recognize a lot of the people there.”
I close my eyes as I let myself think about that party—that night—for the first time in what feels like forever. It’s getting harder to get the words out, harder to control the trembling that’s seized control of the very core of my being. I’m trying to keep it under wraps, but I know it won’t be long before Ethan notices.
I don’t want him to figure it out. Maybe it’s selfish of me, but I’ve already played the part of the basket case tonight, already done the whole freak-out thing. If I’m going to tell this story, I want to do it on my terms. I don’t ask for much. Just for the chance to keep a little bit of dignity, a little bit of my pride intact.
“We’re not there very long before Chad ditches me. He’s drinking, playing poker with some of the guys. Generally making a total ass of himself—something he did pretty regularly, if I’m being honest. Anyway, to make a long story short, he ends up losing all his money, something like five or six hundred dollars. It was a ton of money to me back then, but barely pocket change to him. Which is why what happens next is so bizarre, the whole thing is so absurd. The money meant nothing to him. Nothing. So why he did what he did—”


I can feel the tears in my throat, hear them in my voice. So I stop talking for long seconds as I try to get control of myself. Ethan’s arms tighten around me, and then he’s stroking a soothing hand down my spine. Murmuring more of those wordless sounds of comfort.
It works. Somehow I find the strength to push this latest round of tears back. Taking a deep breath, I focus on getting the rest of the story out. I want to get to the end, want to get it over with.
“So he’s drunk and pissed that he lost. It’s more about his pride than the money at that point. So he asks the guys if he can put a different wager on the table. Something worth a lot more than a couple Benjamins.” I shake my head. “He actually talked like that, actually believed what he was saying. Some poor little rich boy playing gangsta in his rich little world.
“He wanted to make me his stake. Said if he lost, whoever won the pot could take me in the back room and—” My voice breaks again.
“The son of a bitch.” The rage in Ethan’s voice is palpable. I wait for him to ask if I agreed, if I let him use me like I was his property, but the questions never come. I don’t understand. My parents asked. The cops asked. Even my so-called friends wanted to know if I’d agreed to do what Chad wanted. If I had let him use me like a goddamned bankroll.
But not Ethan. There’s no judgment in the way he holds me, no recriminations. Just pure, unadulterated comfort. I sink into it, let it wash over me as I get to the last part of my story. The worst part. I can’t help wondering if this is going to do it. If this is what will change his compassion to disgust, his understanding to blame.
“I tell Chad to go to hell. And I walk out of the party without a backward glance. I might have been slow on the uptake when it came to him, but I wasn’t a moron. No way was I going to let him treat me like that.
“The only problem? I’m a long way from home and my cheap shoes are already hurting my toes. So when one of the boys from the party pulls up in his fancy car and offers me a ride, I take it. I know him from school and he seems nice enough. Harmless. He’s a casual friend of Chad’s and he apologizes for Chad’s behavior. Tells me he’s being a real jerk. Which he is, obviously.


“So I give him directions to my house. And I’m worried because I don’t want anyone to know where I live. Chad knows, but he’s never said anything, never acted like it was a big deal. At least until he tried to sell me for two hundred dollars. But I don’t know this guy very well and the last thing I want spread around school is how poor I am. It definitely won’t go well for me on Monday if he tells anyone. That’s just the kind of school it is—and the kind of crowd I’m trying to fit into.
“But at the same time, it’s already after midnight and I’m not stupid enough to have him drop me somewhere else and walk home. It’s a bad neighborhood. Anything can happen.” I laugh then, a dark, tortured kind of thing. “I was such an idiot.”
“No. You trusted somebody you shouldn’t. That doesn’t make you an idiot.” Ethan’s voice is firm, unwavering. As his hands continue to stroke me, gentle me.
“It doesn’t make me a very good judge of character, either. Chad. This guy.” My parents.
“You were young.”
“I was a fool. I trusted him because he wore nice clothes and had a nice smile and drove a nice car. I never thought—I never thought a popular, smart guy like him would stop the car in an empty parking lot at the edge of my neighborhood. I never thought he’d shove me down. Rip my dress. Rip my underwear. Rape me. I never thought—”
My voice breaks, and Ethan’s arms tighten around me. I’m trembling so badly that I can barely sit on his lap. Or at least I think it’s me until he puts one unsteady hand on my cheek and I realize that he’s the one who’s trembling.
I look up, surprised, and nearly recoil at the rage on his face. In his eyes. I’ve seen Ethan with a lot of different looks on his face in the last week—amusement, joy, concentration, disgust, annoyance, anger, happiness, peace—but I’ve never seen him anywhere close to displaying this kind of fury. His whole face is alight with it, his gaze burning with it. His whole body literally shaking with it.


He doesn’t say anything, but I get the impression that that’s because he can’t. That his anger is so great that the words just won’t form.
Guilt swamps me, joins all the rest of the emotions swimming around inside me. I’ve done this. I’ve brought this strong, beautiful man to the point where he’s all but incoherent with rage. It’s not a good sign, given that he’s considered by many to be one of the most articulate CEO’s in the world.
“I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I’m so sorry.”
He finds his voice then. “I already told you not to say that. You have nothing to be sorry for.”
“I got in the car with him. I trusted him.”
“There’s nothing wrong with trusting someone.”
“But I trusted the wrong people all along. From the very beginning, every decision I made brought me closer to that moment. I could have stayed put at my local public high school—at least there I knew what I was getting. I could have chosen a better boyfriend, been less impressed with who Chad was and more focused on who he wasn’t. I could have gone out with my brother instead of to that stupid party—Miles had wanted to see a movie that night. And I could have been smarter and never gotten into that car.
“Everything that happened to me that night happened because I made bad choices. That’s on me, not on anybody else. I set the whole chain of events in motion. If I’d been smarter, none of it would have happened.”
It’s my secret shame, my culpability in everything that happened that night and in what came after. I made the choices, no one else. I believed nice, rich boys who were born into luxury would never hurt me. Never force me. Never rape me.
I really had been a total moron.
“No.” It’s not until Ethan answers in a voice made rusty with too many emotions that I realize I’ve spoken the last out loud. “The only person to blame for what happened to you is the guy who raped you. And that Chad asshole, who set everything in motion. None of it was your fault.”


I’ve heard those words before, from the policewoman who took my statement and from the counselor I talked to at college, years later. I’d never believed them.
I want to believe Ethan, want to bury myself in the strength of his conviction. In his unwavering belief in me. But I’ve only told him half the story. The rest…the rest is something I’ve never spoken about to anyone. If he knew, he would hate me as much as I hate myself.
“What happened to the guy?” Ethan asks. “Did you report him?”
“Yes.” When he was finished, when he’d climbed off me and tried to drive me home as if nothing had happened, I freaked out. I jumped out of the car at the nearest red light, and though he hurled insults and abuse at me through the open car window, I refused to get back into his vehicle. Refused to go anywhere with him. When he pulled over and threatened to come after me, I ran. Up one alley and down the other, incoherent and lost and desperate to get away.
I still don’t know what would have happened if a cop car hadn’t been driving along the street at that particular moment and spotted me. They pulled over, got me into the back of their car. They were nice to me, I remember that much. I was shell-shocked, out of it, and they’d been kind. I told them what happened and they took me to the hospital for a bunch of tests I prefer not to remember, even to this day.
That’s when everything went bad. The hospital called my parents. My dad showed up and he was furious. Not that I’d been raped but that I’d gone to the police before I’d told him. He had a plan, he told me. To make the rich little bastard pay.
I hadn’t understood what he was talking about that night, but I soon learned. He sold me out, traded my silence for three million dollars in start-up money for his company. He threatened me, made me sign papers recanting my statement to the police and other papers that said I couldn’t talk about that night with anyone. He’d told me it was for the best, that it would protect my reputation, protect me.


Even then, I’d known he was full of shit. But I’d done it anyway. I’d signed those papers, even knowing it was wrong. Even knowing that it would destroy what little bit of my soul I had left. But I was too shattered—by what had happened with Brandon and by what I considered my parents’ betrayal—to do anything else. I had no fight left in me, no strength to do anything but end the arguments and the screaming matches and the threats that came at me from both sides.
I don’t tell Ethan any of this, though. How can I? How can I look this beautiful man in the eye and tell him my parents sold me out for three million dollars? Or, worse, that I let them?
No, he doesn’t need to know that. Nobody does. God knows a day doesn’t go by that I wish I didn’t know. Wish I didn’t remember.
“Did he go to jail?” Ethan asks, interrupting the silence that stretches between us.
“No. His parents…his parents made sure that didn’t happen.” And so did mine.
“So you had to keep going to school with him?”
“Yeah. It was…unpleasant.”
Because Brandon wasn’t one to slink away in shame. He told the whole school how he bagged me, how I begged for it. He turned Chad and all of their friends against me, and since they were the most popular guys in the school, it didn’t take long for everyone to turn away from me. For them to trip me and torment me and threaten me.
I can’t say how many times one of Brandon’s friends caught me alone in the stairwell and tried to touch me, just because they thought they could. Because I was easy pickings and completely unprotected.
I’d walked around terrified the rest of sophomore year, had begged my parents to let me transfer back to the high school I’d come from. But my dad was putting his three million dollars to work and he wanted the connections that came with having a daughter at that school. And so I stayed, terrified every day that Brandon or Chad or one of the other guys they ran around with would rape me again, just because they could.


Ethan doesn’t say anything for the longest time. But I can see the rage in his eyes, feel it emanating from his every pore. His jaw is working furiously, his hands clenched into white knuckled fists. But when he finally speaks, his voice is almost normal. If you don’t count the rage-filled resolve that runs through it. “Who is he?”
“What?” I don’t understand.
“The guy who did this to you. What’s his name?”
“It isn’t important.”
“It is to me.”
“No,” I tell him. “It’s long over. None of it matters anymore.”
“Considering you’re still traumatized by what the bastards did to you, I’d say it still matters a whole hell of a lot.”
“I’m sorry about what happened on the beach. Normally I can handle it better than that. It’s because you were behind me, like he was. I mean, not like he was, obviously. But that’s how it happened. He shoved me face-first into the seat and—”
“Jesus Christ.” He shoves a hand through his hair, looks like he wants to say something a hell of a lot worse. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so fucking sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Neither did you.” He puts two fingers under my chin, tilts my head up so that I’m once again looking him in the eye. “None of what happened to you is your fault. You know that, right?”
“Of course.”
His eyes narrow. “Why do I get the feeling you’re only telling me what you think I want to hear?”
“I don’t know. But it’s not true, believe me. It’s not like I think for one second that you wanted to hear any of the crap I just dumped on you.”
“That isn’t what I meant.” His words seethe in the air between us, raw and painful and honest. I want to respond in kind, to tell him everything, but there’s still that damn nondisclosure agreement to think about. Plus there’s the fact that I don’t want him to know I sold myself for three million dollars. Somehow I don’t think he’ll understand.


“You need to let it go, Ethan.”
“I can’t do that.”
“You have to. I told you because I lost my shit for a minute and I owed you an explanation. But everything we just talked about is in the past. For my own sanity, I left it there a long time ago. It’s the only way I can function. The only way I can live the life I have now. The life I’ve built for myself.
“I need you to leave it there, too. I know it’s hard for you, I know you want to protect me. But going after some guy for something that happened years ago isn’t the way to do that.”
“What is?” He cups my face in his hands, drops his forehead down to rest on mine. “Because Chloe, baby, I’m about to jump out of my skin here. I don’t know what to do for you. How to help you. How to love you.”
His words tear through me, rip a hole down the middle of my already cracked defenses. “Just hold me,” I tell him, burying my face in the curve of his neck. “Hold me and don’t let me go. Not tonight.”
“I won’t,” he says, his breath soft against my temple.
And he doesn’t. Not for a minute. Even after I slip into a fitful sleep, I can feel him holding me. All night long. And for now, for this moment, it’s more than enough.



Chapter Twenty
I drift into consciousness slowly, to the feel of early morning sunlight on my face and the scent of coffee in my nose.
There’s no disorientation at waking in a strange bed, no moment of trying to figure out where I am or how I got here. The second I open my eyes, I know I’m at Ethan’s house. In Ethan’s bed. He brought me to it last night after the temperature dropped so much on the patio that my teeth began to chatter.
Pushing my riot of curls out of my face, I sit up on my elbows and look around at Ethan’s private domain. Last night I’d been too wiped to do anything but curl up with him in bed, but this morning I notice the slate-blue walls. The smoky gray of the comforter I’m lying beneath. The huge painting of a sailboat that takes over a significant portion of one of the side walls.
For some, Ethan’s color choice might be depressing—dark blues and grays with only a few instances of a lighter accent color—but in my mind, it’s perfect. I feel like I’m in the belly of the Pacific Ocean, cradled in the arms of the ever-changing waves. It’s a good feeling, especially considering all that happened last night. And not nearly as violent as the drowning I had so often imagined.
On the nightstand beside the bed is a cup of coffee and a long, flat white box. I reach for the coffee first, take a long, deep inhale. It works its way inside me, finding those last little frozen places that I didn’t think anything could melt and warming them through. Of course, I know it’s not the coffee doing that. Not really. It’s Ethan and the perfect care he takes of me.
I spend the next few minutes sipping my perfectly made coffee and contemplating the white box on the nightstand. There’s a part of me that wants to grab it, rip the red ribbon off, and dive inside. But there’s another part of me that’s relishing the surprise. That wants to wait just a little longer to draw out the anticipation. I’m the kind of girl who believes in delayed gratification.


Except, it seems, with Ethan.
Suddenly I can’t wait until I finish my coffee to know what’s inside the box. I put my cup aside and grab the present, doing my best not to rip the box to shreds as I open it.
Just like with Ethan’s other gift, inside this one is a myriad of things that don’t really fit together but are somehow perfect anyway. I push the tissue paper aside and pull out the first treasure, a pair of delicate gold filigree earrings. Flamingos, I realize with a stab of delight, from our zoo trip yesterday. I admire them for long seconds before sliding them out of their container and into my ears. I can’t wait to see what they look like.
The second object I pull out of the box is a small vial of perfume. It’s one of those specially mixed ones that people can design to their own specifications. The label has only my name on it and the date from three days ago.
Ethan designed it for me.
I pull the little stopper out of the top of the vial, bend my head for a sniff. And nearly cry all over again. Strawberries, jasmine, the ocean, champagne. Somehow he’s managed to have my favorite scents mixed into a perfume that’s perfect for me in every way.
I can’t resist dabbing a little on my pulse points before I close it up and put it back in the box. It smells good, really good, and I couldn’t be more delighted.
Except as soon as I reach into the box again, I realize that’s not true. Ethan’s next gift is a peacock feather, beautiful and exotic and just a touch naughty. For a moment, I stroke it against my throat and imagine that it’s Ethan touching me with it, Ethan running it all over my body.
Arousal spikes through me and I nearly leave the rest of the present unopened to go in search of him. I want him to hold me, to touch me, to kiss me. Want to do the same for him, if he’ll let me.
In the end, though, curiosity gets the best of me and I pull out the final object in the gift. It’s another box, though this one is smaller and flatter than the original. And a distinctive light blue that I recognize even before I see the name on the top of it: Tiffany & Co.


I bobble the box, watch as it falls to the floor. Instead of diving for it, I just stare. I’m not sure if I want to pick it up, if I want to open it. Oh, I know most women dating Ethan Frost would love to get something from Tiffany’s. Hell, they’d probably expect gifts like this regularly.
But I’m not so sure. I’ve enjoyed my small, thoughtful gifts from Ethan. The strawberries, the tea, the feather. This, though, this feels like something more. It feels like a blender, only much more expensive, and I’m just not sure I want to go there with him. Not because of him, per se, but because money has such negative connotations for me when it comes to things like this. I don’t want it to get in the way, don’t want to feel like he expects something for his expensive gifts. And I don’t want him to feel like I expect him to spend a lot of money on me.
It’s a double-edged sword, one I don’t want to grab on to until I actually have some idea of how to wield it.
Climbing out of bed, I gingerly pick up the box and place it on the nightstand. Then I go into the bathroom to clean up. I’m dressed in one of Ethan’s T-shirts and not much else, but he’s Ethan so he’s already provided me with a new outfit, a flirty little skirt and tank top in a fun yellow and white pattern that will look great with my hair and complexion. There’s also a new bra and a pair of panties, both in sunshine yellow and both costing more than my entire lingerie drawer at home.
I can’t help wondering, like with the wetsuit, where the clothes are coming from. Does he have a closet somewhere in this monstrosity of a house that holds clothes of different sizes so that his one-night stands won’t have to do the walk of shame in the morning? The thought depresses me, even though we didn’t do anything last night that would even remotely qualify as shameful.
After I’m showered and dressed, I pick the Tiffany box off the nightstand and go in search of Ethan. In a house this size, it might take a while.
I get lucky, though, and find him in the third place I check. He’s on the patio, standing at the railing and looking out over the roiling Pacific.
He’s lost in thought and I hesitate to disturb him. But part of me knows that’s just embarrassment talking. Just worry. Talking to him last night, in the dark, is one thing. Facing him in the light of day is something else entirely, especially with the weight of everything I told him stretching between us.


“A summer storm’s coming in,” he says after a minute. He turns to me, holds an arm out. It seems he wants to touch me as badly as I want to touch him, so I go to him. Cuddle into his arms. Then turn to look at the dark and seething waves.
Though it would probably be the most natural thing in the world for him to stand behind me and wrap his arms around my waist and rest his chin on the top of my head, Ethan stands to the side of me instead. He wraps an arm around my shoulder and hugs me into his side.
Part of me is upset that he’s being so careful with me, that he’s making sure not to do anything that might freak me out. It’s why I didn’t want to tell him about the rape to begin with—the last thing I want is for things to be awkward between us.
Yet this doesn’t feel awkward, and if I’m honest, I’ll admit that I like how careful he is with me. How he makes me feel like I matter, not just because he wants something from me but because he values me. It’s a novel experience, one I don’t think I’ll ever take for granted.
“Does everything fit okay?” he asks in between pressing soft kisses to my shoulder and the curve of my neck.
“Yeah, of course. Everything’s great.”
“I’m glad. I guessed on the sizes when I called Lola’s this morning.”
Relief courses through me. These aren’t generic morning-after clothes—Ethan got them especially for me. Except…“It’s only eight o’clock now. On a Sunday morning. What on earth was Lola’s doing open so early?”
He just smiles at me, and I’m reminded, again, what it must be like to be Ethan Frost. To have so much money that people jump to do your bidding, no matter what time it is.
His gaze drops to the blue box I’m still clutching in my hand. “Don’t you like it?”


“I haven’t opened it.”
For the first time, he looks confused. “Why not?”
“Because I know I’ll probably love it and I don’t want the temptation.”
“I don’t even know where to start with that.”
I sigh, run a frustrated hand through my hair in a gesture I’m pretty sure I picked up from him. “I don’t need you to spend this kind of money on me. That’s not what I’m here for.”
His face clears. “Like the blender. The strawberries were okay, but in your opinion, the blender was too much.”
“Exactly.”
He reaches up, plays with one of the delicate flamingo earrings dangling from my ears. “But you finally accepted the blender.”
That’s what he thinks. I’d love to see his face when I hand-deliver it to his office again tomorrow morning. “Money doesn’t impress me, Ethan.”
“It doesn’t impress me, either. But there are things I want you to have. Things I think you need to have. Is it so wrong that I want to be the one to give them to you?”
“I need a blender?”
He grins. “For a woman who loves margaritas as much as you do? Absolutely. Besides, now it’s the general principle of the thing.”
It really is, which is why I’m going to hand that damn blender to his assistant first thing in the morning. “And this?” I shake the box a little. “I need this?”
“Why don’t you open it and find out?”
He’s watching me, his face carefully blank. But I can see it in his eyes, just a hint of vulnerability that he’s working hard to hide. It melts my resolve, this proof that his feelings for me are as powerful, as overwhelming, as confusing as mine are for him. Knowing that, knowing how much he needs to give me this present—whatever it is—means there’s no way I can turn it down.
Not sure what to expect, I open the box slowly, gingerly. Then gasp when I see what he’s bought me.


“It’s beautiful,” I tell him, reaching out to touch one of the delicate platinum links.
“Do you like it?”
“What’s not to like?” I remove the belly chain from the box, hold it up to the light to admire the intricate designs on each of the links. As if the actual links aren’t beautiful and elaborate enough, one end of the chain sports a cascade of clear stones. I try to convince myself that they’re crystals, but I know better. Ethan has bought me diamonds, albeit not in the traditional piece of jewelry.
But this is better, so much better than anything else he could have gotten me. Because I know Ethan and he knows me and I understand what he’s saying with this chain without him ever having to say a word.
Last night he promised me that he wasn’t going anywhere. That no matter what I told him, no matter what had happened to me, he would stay. This chain is a physical manifestation of that promise. It’s just between him and me; no one else will ever see it. But it means, despite everything, that I’m his.
It’s not a collar, not a sign of ownership, but a reassurance nonetheless. One I didn’t even know I needed until he gave it to me.
“Do you want me to help you put it on?” His fingers brush against mine as he reaches for the chain.
“Yes. Please.”
He smiles at my acceptance, and the wariness in his eyes slowly dissipates until there’s nothing left but affection and joy and…love? I cut the thought off, refusing to go there yet. He hasn’t said the words and neither have I. And we’re not going to, not for a while. Hell, we’ve only known each other a week.
And yet, as he lifts my shirt and wraps the chain—and his arms—around me, I can’t deny the feelings welling up deep inside me. I wouldn’t want to, even if I could. I’m not sure how it happened, not sure what I did to deserve him, but Ethan Frost is mine as surely as I am his. And I’m not giving him up.
“What do you think?” he asks after he fastens the clasp. His hands are still around my waist, his fingers toying with the navel ring I got my freshman year in college in my first of many attempts to reclaim my body as my own. Tori talked me into it, and though I thought it was crazy at the time, it actually worked. The pain, and the act itself, grounded me, and now the ring is a reminder that I decide what to do with my body. No one else.


I look down at the chain. Ethan left it loose, so it rests on my hips, right below my belly button. The cascade of diamonds drips down my abdomen, rests directly above my mons. No, this isn’t a collar. But it is the most possessive piece of jewelry he could buy me outside of a wedding ring. “It’s perfect for me,” I tell him as I wrap my arms around his neck, lift my mouth for a kiss. “Just like you.”



Chapter Twenty-one
We have breakfast out on the patio. Warm chocolate croissants. Bowls full of succulent berries—strawberries for me, blueberries for Ethan. Mimosas that are heavy on the champagne, exactly as I like them.
“You sure know how to spoil a girl,” I tell him, leaning back on one of the chaise longues with my second drink in hand.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. But you keep resisting.” He reaches for my free hand, kisses my fingers in a gesture that should be cheesy but is somehow sexy as hell.
“No more resisting,” I tell him. “I’m yours.”
He doesn’t say anything to that and I freak out for a second. Have I overstepped? Did I read too much into the belly chain? Into the way he’s been touching me, holding me, treating me? But then he lifts his face to mine and I realize he’s as affected by this thing between us as I am. Maybe more.
That’s when I realize I don’t know Ethan’s story. Not really. Not the way he knows mine. Oh, I know the basics. His parents divorced at an early age. He lost his father in a very public way when he was just a boy. He was raised by his dad’s parents instead of his mother. And he lives through having his dad’s life and death dragged out every couple of years when the government wants to remind people what a hero looks like.
I know he’s spent his life trying to ensure that other people don’t lose their loved ones the same way he lost his father—from injuries that fifteen years ago couldn’t be treated anywhere but in a surgical suite. Self-made soon-to-be-billionaire. Philanthropist. Environmentalist. Genius.
But there’s something else there. Something that doesn’t fit with the charming public image. Something darker and more damaged than he ever lets on. It never stays around for long, but it definitely exists. I’ve seen it a couple of times, lurking in the back of his eyes. I don’t know what it is, but something tells me it’s bad. That deep inside, he’s hurting as much—if not more—than I am.


The thought galvanizes me like nothing else could. I drain my mimosa in one long sip—a little Dutch courage never hurt anyone—and deposit the glass on the nearest table. Then I climb off my chaise and onto Ethan’s lap, my knees resting on either side of his thighs so that I’m straddling him.
It’s by far the most aggressive I’ve ever been with him, and his blue eyes widen in surprise. Still, it doesn’t take long for him to get with the program. His hands come up to cup my face and—looking directly into my eyes—he slowly, slowly raises his mouth to mine.
It’s as good as it always is. Better, maybe, now that he knows so much of my truth. I guess subconsciously I’ve been afraid things would be awkward between us after what happened on the beach yesterday, but as he licks his way inside my parted lips, I know that those worries were for nothing. The heat is still there between us.
His tongue slides against my own and need rips through me, makes me anxious. Makes me hurt. I slide my hands up Ethan’s shoulders to his neck and then to the back of his head, grab a fistful of his hair, and pull his lips even more tightly against my own. He’s being sweet, gentle, and while I appreciate the concern, it’s not what I want from him. Not now when my body’s on fire and all I can think of is him. All I want is him.
I grind my mouth against his, suck his lip between my teeth and bite a little harder than I normally do. Not hard enough to do more than sting a little, but definitely enough to let him know I want him. Want this. He tastes like chocolate this morning. Like champagne and berries and Ethan. Just Ethan.
Ethan groans low in his throat at my enthusiasm, and his hands slide down to tangle in my hair. He tugs a little and a frisson of awareness tears through me, increasing the want—and the need.
But he’s still moving too slowly. Still savoring where I want him to rush, still showering me with sweet, gentle softness when what I need is a blistering, headlong race toward completion.
“Ethan.” I rip my mouth from his, then lick and nibble my way over the dark stubble that decorates his jaw. He groans, his head falling back against his chair to give me better access. I take instant advantage, racing my lips down his neck to the hollow of his throat.


I find the spot where his heart beats fast and frantic and lick over it. Once, twice, then again and again. He tastes different here, wilder, sexier, though I didn’t think that was possible. Salty-sweet like the ocean, earthy like the sand. I love it.
My hands go to the buttons on his shirt and I start to flick them open, one after the other. I want to see his chest again, when I’m not freaking out. I want to study his tattoo before kissing and licking my way over it to the hard, flat planes of his abdomen. And lower. He’s brought me pleasure a couple times now, taken me to the edge and hurtled me over into the stars, but I’ve never done the same for him.
Today I will. Today I’ll take him in my hands, in my mouth, in my sex. My mind is a cacophony of rioting images and sounds and longings, everything I want to do to this man coming together in an explosive cataclysm of need. I’m desperate for him, for the taste of him on my tongue, the feel of him inside my body.
I’m clawing at him now, ripping the buttons of what is probably a five-hundred-dollar shirt in my desperation to get to him. His hands come up, cover mine, his thumb stroking across the back of my hand in a rhythm that is somehow both soothing and arousing.
“Chloe, sweetheart, it’s okay,” he murmurs as he dots kisses across my forehead and down my cheeks. “There’s no rush. Let’s take it slow.”
He doesn’t understand. I don’t want to go slow. I’m afraid to go slow. Right now I want him, need him, am entirely caught up in the way he smells and tastes and feels. I want to run with that before something happens, before that damn switch gets triggered in my brain again and I freak out on him for the second time.
“Please, Ethan.” I shove the shirt off his shoulders, down his arms, then press hot, open-mouthed kisses to his warm, bare chest. “I need you.”
“You’ve got me, baby. I’m not going—” He breaks off, hissing out a breath as I lick across his nipple.


“Jesus.” His hands tangle in my hair and for one long, perfect moment he lets me have my way. I roll his nipple between my lips, nibble softly, relishing the way his hips pump against mine and the groan he can’t hold back.
I slide backward a little, bending forward so I can kiss lower on his torso. His abs, his navel, the beginning of the V cut that just shows above the low-rise waist of his jeans.
“Chloe, baby, that’s enough. I want to touch you, too.”
I shake my head as I run the tip of my tongue around his navel, circling it again and again as my fingers fumble with his belt. His hands cover mine, try to move my fingers away, but I nip at his stomach to distract him, then run my tongue under the waistband of his jeans.
“Chloe!” There’s a warning in his voice, a dark urgency that tells me that no matter how much he’s enjoying what I’m doing, he’s not going to put up with being ignored much longer. Which means I have to move faster, take more of him, get him so crazy that he makes love to me without realizing how close I am to freaking out.
The panic is rising, already eating away at the need, the desire, that was so all-consuming just a few minutes ago. I try to ignore it, to push it back down. I want this. I want Ethan. I want us to have a normal relationship, one where he doesn’t have to worry all the time about me freaking out at any second. And the only way I’ll get that is to get through this, get through it now. Because I know if we do this just once, if I feel him inside me and know that it’s Ethan and that he cares about me, that I’ll be okay. I’ll be better. And neither of us will have to worry about me losing my shit again.
Except Ethan isn’t buying into my plan. Instead of just relaxing and letting me give him pleasure, he’s stopping me. Pulling me back up his body so that we’re once again face-to-face.
“I want you,” I tell him, looking into his eyes for the first time since I threw us into this mad rush. I don’t know what I expect to see—pleasure, maybe? Arousal, certainly. The same need that is so much a part of me?
But when he looks at me, I see none of that. Instead, he’s got his thinking face on. His lips are pressed together, his jaw is set, and his eyes—instead of being cloudy with desire—are a clear, bright blue. So clear, in fact, that I can all but see the gears turning in his brain.


Shit. He doesn’t want me, not the way I want him. I fucked everything up yesterday—freaking out on him, telling him about Brandon. Is there any wonder he’s not into me? He’s probably afraid I’ll lose my shit all over again. The fact that that’s a distinct possibility is all the more humiliating.
The last of my desire dies and I push at his shoulders, start to stand. I don’t want to be here anymore. I want to go—
“Chloe, stop.”
Ethan’s voice halts me in my tracks. He doesn’t touch me, doesn’t make any move to make me stay on his lap, but his voice is so commanding that I automatically obey.
I settle back onto his legs, but I duck my head. I can’t stand for him to see the hurt and the humiliation that are currently ripping me apart.
“Look at me.”
I shake my head. I can’t. There are tears in my eyes, and after the show I put on yesterday, there’s no way I’m going to let him see me cry again.
He sighs, his hands clenching where they’re resting on his legs. But still he makes no move to touch me. “Come on, baby. I need to see your face. I need to see you.”
Again I shake my head. But I’m lifting my chin even as I do, my eyes shooting up to meet his one more time.
I try to blink the tears away, but I know he sees them. I can feel it in the way his body tenses against mine, hear it in the “fuck me” he mutters beneath his breath.
“Don’t blame me for your frustration,” I say with the last bit of spirit I can muster. “That’s what I was trying to do.”
He laughs. “God, I’m crazy about you.” And finally his hands come up to touch me, his fingers tracing soothing circles on my back.
“Then why did you stop me?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe something about wanting the woman I’m making love to to actually be into it?”


“I was into it!”
“No, you were trying to be into it. It’s not the same thing.”
“It doesn’t matter!” I smack at his chest, frustrated and furious and terrified that this thing between us is never going to go anywhere. And I want it to. I really want it to, I just don’t know how to get us there.
“Yeah, Chloe, it does.” He grabs hold of my hands, not hard enough to hurt but firmly enough to let me know that he means what he’s saying. “That’s all that matters.”
“I’m not like other women! I can’t just—”
“You can.”
“I won’t be able to—”
“You will.”
“Can’t we just do it?” I wail. “Just get it over with the first time and then I’ll be better. I promise.”
“Sweetheart, if you think I’m going to have sex with you while you are freaking out and terrified, then you have completely lost your mind. I promise you, that’s the one thing that absolutely is not going to happen here.”
I drop my head in defeat, rest the top of it against his chest as I wait for the tears—and the crushing sense of disappointment—to pass me by. “I don’t know what to do, then.”
Ethan puts a finger under my chin, tilts my head back up. Waits for me to open my eyes. When I finally do, he catches my gaze with his own, the deep indigo of his eyes as enthralling to me as the depths of emotion I see reflected there. “Do you trust me?” he asks.
I swallow against the sudden desert in my mouth. If he asked me if I loved him, I would have answered in a heartbeat. Or if I wanted him. Needed him. But trust is a funny thing. Just a week ago, I would have said I didn’t have any trust to give, to anyone. But when it’s Ethan Frost, a week makes all the difference. It makes every difference.
“Yes.” I whisper the word, because no matter how true it is, I can’t force myself to say it any louder.
“Then let’s do this my way. I’ll take care of you, baby. I promise.”


Nodding is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Harder than telling Ethan the truth last night. Harder, even, than listening as my parents sold me out. The control freak in me doesn’t like giving anyone else that kind of power over me.
But once it’s done, once I’ve handed myself completely over to his care, it’s like a weight disappears from my shoulders. Because I know that Ethan will never hurt me. And he won’t let me hurt myself, either. Not anymore.



Chapter Twenty-two
Long minutes pass as we do nothing but lie in the sun, my body stretched over Ethan’s as he touches me. Gentles me. He strokes my hair for a long time, his strong fingers rubbing at my scalp until I’m all but purring. Then he moves to my neck, my shoulders, and down my back, following the muscles of my spine. He kneads my waist, my arms. Threads his fingers through mine and rolls my hand around in a circular motion that somehow manages to feel nearly as good as an orgasm.
By the time he’s done, I’m nothing but a blissed-out pile of relaxed goo, every muscle in my upper body as soft and runny as melted butter.
“You still awake?” he murmurs, a smile in his voice.
I purr the closest thing to a yes that I can manage.
“Good.” He gathers me closer to his chest, slips an arm under my knees, and then stands.
“Where are we going?” I’m too lazy to even wrap an arm around his neck, so I just burrow in and let him do all the work.
“The bedroom.”
I smile against his chest. “It’s about time.”
“Really? You’re complaining?”
“Not complaining. Just anxious.”
He lifts one of my hands, then lets go, watching as it just flops by my side. “Yeah. You look real anxious.”
“Looks can be deceiving.”
“So I hear.” He mumbles the last under his breath, and this time I do lift my head, just in time to see a look I’ve never seen before cross his face. But then it’s gone, just as quickly as it appeared and I’m left wondering what it was I saw. And why I think it’s important.
When we get to the bedroom, he deposits me on the bed before walking into the bathroom. Seconds later, I hear the bathwater start to run.
Then he’s back, standing next to the bed. I watch with great interest as he shrugs out of his shirt—he never did rebutton it after I tore it open earlier—and drops it on the end of the bed. His belt buckle comes next, then the top button of his jeans. By the time I hear the snick of his zipper going down, I’m wet and achy and more than ready to pick up what we were doing before I completely lost my shit out on the patio.


But Ethan has other plans. He rolls his jeans and boxer briefs down his legs, and then he stands there, naked and aroused, in front of me.
It’s all I can do to keep my mouth from dropping open as I stare at him. I haven’t seen very many naked men in my life, but I don’t have to have seen that many to know that Ethan Frost is a prime specimen of manhood. Long and lean, with muscles in all the right places, he’s got the ultimate surfer’s body. Massive biceps for paddling through the big waves, powerful pecs to push him up on the board, tightly stacked abs that help him stay upright when he’s got a big swell beneath him and strongly muscled legs for all of the above. And then there’s his cock, which is as long and hard as the rest of him.
He’s gorgeous, absolutely gorgeous, and I itch with the need to touch all that golden skin. To kiss and lick and taste and test every delectable part of him.
He smiles at me like he knows what’s going on in my head, but all he says is, “Want to take a bath with me?”
I do. I really do, but I’m nervous as well. Small space, both of us naked. The last thing I want to do is make a fool of myself all over again.
But again, it’s like Ethan has a direct line into my brain. Because he reaches a hand out to me and says, “Come on. I’ve got you, Chloe.”
And though I know it may be a bad idea, that it may end with me as disappointed and humiliated and miserable as our last two attempts at sex have, I take his hand. Because when he asks like that I can deny him nothing. And because if Ethan says it’s going to be all right, I can’t help but believe him.
I take his hand, let him pull me up. I wait, a little tense, a little unnerved, for him to undress me, but he makes no move to do so. Instead, he places a hand on my lower back and guides me gently into the bathroom.


I go where he leads, but I have to admit that it’s strange walking with Ethan when he’s naked and I’m fully dressed. Not uncomfortable strange, but weird strange, and I can’t help wonder why he hasn’t stripped me out of my clothes as easily as he stripped off his own.
Then he crouches down to check the temperature of the water, and as I stare at the nape of his neck, at the vulnerable expanse of his naked shoulders, it finally hits me. Him being naked while I’m clothed is a shift in the power dynamic between us. Though he’s very clearly in charge—I abdicated my control to him the moment I agreed to trust him in this—the fact that I’m clothed and he’s naked makes me the armored one. It takes away some of the vulnerability I’m feeling and puts it squarely on him.
My knees tremble at the thought. This man. This wonderful, strong, thoughtful man is doing everything to make this okay for me. He promised that he would, and while I gave him my trust out there on that patio, for the first time I’m really beginning to believe that things might actually work out. That this moment won’t end the way last night did, with me screaming and terrified of the specters from my past.
“It’s almost ready,” Ethan says from where he’s perched by the tub. He’s completely at ease with his nudity, completely relaxed being on display for me. Then again, it’s not like the man has any reason to be insecure. He’s so beautiful to look at that it actually hurts.
I reach for the bottom of the floaty yellow tank I’m wearing and pull it off in one fell swoop. Then I shimmy out of the pretty skirt before hanging both on a set of hammered chrome hooks that decorate the wall closest to the shower. Ethan watches me from eyes gone dark with desire, and I force myself to stand before him in my yellow bra and panties as I wait for him to make the next move.
He doesn’t make it. Instead, he smiles at me and says simply, “You’re so beautiful.”
“So are you.”
I can tell from his face that that’s the last thing he expected me to say. I flush a little, wondering if I’ve done something wrong, but then he throws his head back and laughs. “I’m glad you think so.”


“Me too.”
The water hits the three-quarter mark in the massive tub, and Ethan leans over to turn the faucet off. I figure that’s my cue to finish undressing, so I reach behind me and unclasp my bra. I’m smart enough to know if I don’t do this now, I’ll never do it.
Seconds later, I’m standing naked before Ethan, feeling more intensely vulnerable than I have at any other time in my life, with the exception of that night with Brandon and the mess that followed after it. I can’t help being glad that Ethan got undressed first. If he hadn’t, if he’d been the fully clothed one watching me disrobe, I’m not sure I could have done it.
“Ready?” Ethan asks, once again holding out his hand. And once again, I take it. It’s not like I actually need his help climbing into the bathtub, but it’s nice to have it. More proof that I’m really not in this alone. After the last five years, it’s a good feeling. Surprising, unexpected, but good.
I settle in at one end of the tub, then watch as he climbs in and settles back against the other end. A little ball of stress I didn’t even know I’d been holding on to relaxes at the arrangement. I’d been afraid he would want to sit behind me, my back against his chest. I don’t know if I could have done that.
Ethan’s watching me, and again I feel like my thoughts are being broadcast across my forehead, because he chuckles a little. “Relax, Chloe. This is supposed to be fun.”
“It is fun.” I pick up a handful of bubbles and blow them at him, just to prove my point. Then I dissolve in a fit of giggles, because Ethan Frost looks hilarious with a clump of bubbles hanging off his perfect nose.
His eyes narrow at my hilarity, and the next thing I know, I’ve got a bubble mustache and beard dripping from my face. Not to mention two little horns on top of my head.
Determined not to be one-upped, I fashion a bubble flower—a daisy, or as close as I can get to one—and press it to the side of his head so that it looks like he’s got a flower stuck behind his ear.


I wait for him to retaliate, but instead of more bubble games, he grabs onto my foot and slowly presses his thumb to my insole.
An involuntary moan comes from deep in my throat and he laughs a little. But he doesn’t let up on the pressure. Instead, he rubs up and down the sole of my foot, pushing down on all the important pressure points. Then he spends a couple of minutes on my toes and heels before slipping his hands up my calf. He massages and kneads the muscles there until I can do nothing but lean back against the wall of the tub, eyes closed, and just enjoy.
Over and over he works up my calf and down my shin. Up and down, up and down, letting the hot water and the jets aid him in his quest to turn me into a quivering puddle of incoherency.
He does the same to my other foot and leg until I’m nearly insensate with pleasure. Then he drapes my foot over his shoulder and presses warm, sexy kisses to my ankle, my calf, the sensitive spot at the back of my knee.
I don’t even think to stop him. How can I when I barely have enough functioning brain cells left to remember my own name, let alone form actual words?
He moves to the other leg, kissing and licking and caressing his way from my ankle to my knee. Then, with a quick glance at my face that both excites me and somehow manages to break through my pleasure-drugged stupor to set me on edge, he skims his lips farther up my thigh.
“Chloe, baby, is this okay?” he asks, before nuzzling my inner thighs.
I nod, because how can I say no to something that feels so good? Something that I want so badly.
“Are you sure?” he asks again, even as his hands slide under my hips and lift me up to the surface of the water.
“Yes. Ethan, please. Please.” The words falling out of my mouth don’t make any sense, but I don’t care. I’m so hot, so turned on, and his mouth is right there. Right there. All I have to do is arch a little and his lips will be on me, his tongue inside me.
“If at any time you want me to stop,” he says, “just tell me.” And then he is there, his mouth on my sex. His fingers inside me. His tongue tracing along my slit until I’m a trembling, incoherent mess.


And it feels so good.
Like that time in his office, only better. Much, much better. Because here he can spread me wide open. Here he can play with me, tease me, torment me until all I can think of is him. All I can feel is him.
I clutch at his shoulders, tangle my fingers in the cool silk of his hair, and tug him closer even as I arch my back, lift my hips.
He laughs then, a low, dark sound that vibrates through my sex and into the very heart of me. And just that easily I move from desire to need. “Ethan, please. I need—” My voice breaks on a moan as he circles my clit. Once, twice, then again and again. Long, slow sweeps of his tongue that bring me right to the edge of climax. And then take me over.
Wave after wave of pleasure crashes through me and I hold on to him like the lifeline he is. His touch grounds me, gentles me, even as it takes me higher, until nothing exists but him and me and the feelings that stretch between us.
I come down with a gasp, and reach for his shoulders, try to pull him over me. But Ethan isn’t having it. Instead, he turns his head and nips at my fingers until I lean back and let him have his way with me.
And what a way it is. The first time he built my orgasm straight up, took me over quickly. This time he goes slower, makes me wait. He licks and sucks, tastes and touches and torments me until I can’t move, can’t think, can’t even breathe. And then he does it some more.
His tongue is everywhere. Everywhere. Circling my clit, tracing my slit, delving deep inside my sex while the pleasure goes on and on and on. Until I’m begging. Until I’m screaming. Until I go beyond individual orgasms to a place where there is no end and no beginning, only continuous, never-ending ecstasy.
And still he pushes me. Still he demands more.
I’m sobbing. Mindless. A body driven by the sweet, hot edges of pleasure and pain. So wrapped up in sensation, in what Ethan is doing to me, that there’s no room for fear. No room for what Brandon did to me. No room for anything but Ethan and the response he draws from me so effortlessly.


“Please,” I beg. “Please.”
He lifts his head, his blue eyes sparkling wildly as he looks at me. “What do you need, baby?”
“You,” I gasp. “I need you.”
“You’ve got me, Chloe. Don’t you know that by now?”
And then he lowers his head and sends me careening over the edge of oblivion one more time.



Chapter Twenty-three
“Are you okay?” he asks minutes later when I still haven’t moved.
“Define okay.” I can’t even muster the energy to open my eyes.
“I didn’t hurt you, did I? Or scare you?”
I smile at that, run a languid hand down his arm until my fingers twine with his. “Do I look scared?”
“You look comatose.”
I laugh. “That’s about how I feel.”
“Good.” He shifts a little, making the water lap against my still-sensitized skin in a way that makes my nipples harden and my breath catch in my throat. Then he turns the water on.
“What—”
“Shh,” he murmurs as his fingers slide up my arm and shoulders to my neck and then my head. He digs through my curls, starts to massage my scalp even as he turns me so that my head is under the gently running water.
Once my hair is completely wet, he reaches for the shampoo and squeezes some into his palm before slowly working it through my hair. He plays with my curls as he coats each strand, strokes my scalp. Then tilts my head back and rinses the soap away.
He does the same with the conditioner, taking his time and rubbing my scalp in a motion that has my eyes all but rolling back in my head. I’m totally sated, completely spent, and yet I can’t help thinking that if he keeps this up, he just might make me come again.
Eventually he rinses out the conditioner, too, then skims his lips across my forehead.
“Okay?” he asks again.
I swallow past the sudden lump in my throat. “Perfect.”
“Good.”
He leans forward and opens the stopper for the bathtub before stepping out of the tub. He grabs a towel and wraps it around his waist before reaching to pull me up and out.


He dries me slowly, spending a lot of time on my hair before moving on to my body. I wait for embarrassment to swamp me—he’s caring for me like I’m an invalid, after all.
Or like I’m the most precious thing in the world. The thought slips into my head, but I refuse to acknowledge it. To wish for it. Right now, it’s more than enough that he’s here with me and still wants me, even after everything I told him.
When I’m completely dry, Ethan picks me up and carries me back into the bedroom. Lays me out on the bed completely naked. Once again I wait for the nervousness to come, and once again it doesn’t show up. I’m too busy watching Ethan move, his beautiful body bunching and stretching in all the right places.
Finally—finally—he lies down next to me on the bed. He’s on his side, facing me, and while he hasn’t taken the towel off I can see his obvious erection. Thank God. Because I know he said to trust him, but if he doesn’t fuck me soon, I think I’m going to lose my mind.
He reaches for me and I think he’s going to pull me close to him, but instead he trails a light finger over the hollow of my throat before stroking it down the center of my body. Over my heart, down my midriff to my navel ring. “I like this,” Ethan murmurs, his voice low and gravelly as he plays with the little silver hoop.
“I like it, too.” And I like that he likes it. More, I like that he seems to understand the control it helps me feel over my own body. The same control that I felt when I got the small compass tattooed on the back of my hip. The same control I feel now, in his arms.
He smiles. “I’m glad.”
Eventually he moves past the navel ring and slides his finger down the platinum links and glistening diamonds of the belly chain to my mons. I tense despite myself and his eyes jerk right back up to mine. “You okay?” he asks.
I swallow, nod. Because when I’m with Ethan I am okay and that’s all that matters.


He strokes me here for long minutes, letting me get used to his touch all over again before he moves down to my sex. By now, any nerves I had are gone and all I can think about is taking him deep inside my body.
Suddenly I’m tired of waiting. Ethan has been wonderful. Sweet. Sexy. More patient than any man should have to be. But I’m ready for the next step. More than ready.
Reaching out, I reach through the opening in his towel and wrap my hand around his cock. He gasps, his wicked blue eyes shooting to mine. I can almost see the indecision in them—he doesn’t like that I’ve circumvented his plan, but at the same time he’s a guy. He’s not exactly going to complain about the fact that my hand is on his dick.
I lean into him, press a soft kiss to his mouth. Then whisper, “My turn, Ethan.”
I start to stroke him, running my hand from the base of his shaft to the tip in one long, smooth motion. He stiffens, drops his hand down to rest on top of mine. “You don’t have to do this.”
I roll my eyes. “You’ve made it abundantly clear that I don’t have to do this. But what if I want to do this?”
He studies me for long seconds, looking for I don’t know what. Reassurance, maybe? Or just proof that I’m not going to lose my mind this time?
To be honest, I don’t know what’s going to happen when Ethan actually makes love to me, but I know that I want to try. I know that I’ve never been less afraid in my adult life than I am at this very moment.
“I don’t want to wait anymore,” I tell him, dropping soft kisses across his chest. “Please. Don’t make me wait.”
I think it’s the plea that does it—I’m learning that Ethan has a hard time refusing me anything. But this time when I move my hand along the length of his cock, he doesn’t try to stop me. Instead he leans back and lets me touch him the way I’ve been dying to.
I roll over until my body is right next to his. Then I do the same thing he did to me—tracing the center line of his body from his collarbone to his groin—but I do it with my tongue.


Ethan groans before I even get to his belly button, his hands tangling in my hair, tugging at the curls hard enough to get my attention but nowhere near hard enough to hurt me. I take my time kissing and licking my way down his torso, enjoying everything about his body.
The salty-sweet taste of him that echoes the ocean, that is even now beating on the rocks outside this room.
The warm, firm feel of him that makes me long to touch every part of him.
The dark, musky scent of him that works its way into every part of my body.
For a second, just a second, I think about what it would be like if I could stay here—right here—with him forever. This moment is so perfect, so right, that I want to remember every part of it, so that when the rest of my life gets too much I can pull today out and wrap it around me like my own personal armor.
“Baby?” Ethan asks, his voice even hoarser than it was a few minutes ago. “You doing all right?”
“I’m doing fine.” And with that, I lower my head and take him gently into my mouth.
He groans at the first lick of my tongue down his rigid length, his fingers tangling in my hair. “Chloe, baby…” His whole body tenses, his every muscle going rock hard against me. I’ve never done this before and it’s different than I thought it would be. Better. More exciting. More arousing. Already I can feel my nipples hardening and the throb of burgeoning desire deep inside my sex.
Because I don’t know what I’m doing beyond the basics, I let instinct guide me as I bring my hands up to cup his ass. To pull him closer. To suck him deep into the recesses of my mouth.
His hands tug gently at my hair, guiding my mouth where he wants it to go. I like the sharp little tugs on my scalp, the brief twinges of pain that make the pleasure I feel at learning him this way so much sweeter. Running my tongue along the underside of his cock, I move with him as he gently tugs at my hair, his hands guiding my mouth where he wants it to go.


I lick at him, swirling my tongue around the length of him again and again and again before I stop to linger at the head of his cock.
I probe the little slit there with my tongue and I relish the sound he makes low and deep in his throat as much as I relish the salty taste that comes with the drops of pre-ejaculate he spills. He tastes good, feels good, and as his hips begin to move—as he begins to thrust himself gently into my mouth—I know that I want more. I want everything he has and I want him to give it to me, no holds barred.
But, much to my disappointment, Ethan has other ideas. He doesn’t let me play for long, doesn’t let me bring him to orgasm as he’s done for me. Instead, he pulls me up, his mouth taking mine in a greedy, rapacious kiss that has me seeing stars even as I cling to him.
His tongue sweeps across my lips and I open myself to him. I take everything he has to give me and then demand more. Demand everything. He’s held back long enough. I want all of Ethan, and I want him now.
He groans when I suck his lower lip between my teeth, then slides his hands down to cup my ass. I gasp as he pulls me closer to him and settles his heavy cock against the apex of my thighs.
I open my eyes, find him watching me with concern. Which is sweet, but right now I want the fire much more than I want the tenderness. So I hitch my leg over his hip and move so that he’s pressed right up against my sex. Then I slide my hands into his hair and tug harder than he ever tugged at mine, while I thrust my tongue deep into the recesses of his mouth.
A deep growl rumbles up from Ethan’s chest, and somehow it only stokes the flames that are burning through every part of me. “Ethan, I need—” More. I need more, but I don’t know how to say that. Don’t even know what exactly it is I’m asking for.
But Ethan does. “I’ve got you, sweetheart. I’ve got you.” And then his mouth is on me, skimming from my neck to my breastbone to the undersides of my breasts. He sucks my nipple into his mouth, nips at it sharply before soothing the small hurt with his tongue.


Again and again he bites, then soothes, until the experience of mild pain and overwhelming pleasure blends into one glorious mixture so closely related that I can’t tell where one begins and the other ends. My nipples, my breasts, my neck, my shoulders, my back, he explores them all. Again and again and again, until my skin is flushed pink and I have more than a few small hickeys decorating my body.
I love it, the way I love my navel ring and my tattoo. The way I love the brand-new belly bracelet resting against my hips. Because with every love bite he gives me, Ethan is helping me reaffirm my control over my own body. My right to do with it as I please.
But eventually it gets to be too much. And not enough. I need more. I need everything. Ethan seems to know instinctively when I hit that point, or maybe he’s hit it, too. But suddenly there’s an urgency in his callused hands as they stroke over my body, a sense of desire that will no longer be denied.
“Ethan.” His name is a trembling sigh on my lips, a desperate plea that I can’t hold back as I tremble and arch against him. “Fuck me, please. Fuck me now.”
He’s trembling now, too, as he rolls over onto his back and pulls me over him.
“What—” I start to ask, but he stops me with a finger to my lips.
“Right now you’re in control, Chloe.” Those are the last words I’d ever expect to hear from Ethan, but I know he means them. I can see the sincerity shining in his eyes, feel it in the tight restraints he’s keeping on his own needs.
And though I want to tell him that I don’t need it, that I’m happy to cede control to him, there’s a part of me that knows he’s right. That just for tonight, just for this first time, I need to be the one in control of my body.
I need to be the one who takes him.
So I nod even as I twine my fingers with his. “Help me?” I ask, suddenly uncertain despite all my reassurances to the contrary.
He lifts our joined hands to my face, strokes a tender finger down my cheek. “Always, baby. Whatever you need.”


With those words, my desire comes rushing back. It drowns the uncertainty, drowns the fear, drowns everything but the need I have for this beautiful, beautiful man.
He slides a condom on before his hands go to my hips, lift me up slowly, and then settle me gently, ever so gently, astride him as he keeps his eyes on mine. I push down, softly at first and then harder as pleasure—unbelievable, unbearable pleasure—streaks through me. And then, with one downward thrust, he’s buried in me to the hilt.
Part of me wants to rush to completion, to make this a headlong sprint toward ecstasy. But another part of me, the one that is so in tune with Ethan, wants to take it slow. To savor every second.
In the end, he helps me decide, as he’s helped me with everything else on this unexpected journey. He clutches my hips with gentle fingers and slowly—oh so slowly—lifts me up, then lowers me down.
I gasp, take a deep breath. He feels so good. This feels so good. Exactly like I expected, but not. Somehow it’s more. Somehow doing this with Ethan is everything.
And so I ride him slowly, sweetly, cherishing him and us and this one perfect moment the only way I know how. I immerse myself in him in the way he looks at me and the way he feels inside me. Wrap myself in the feelings that grow larger, more tangible with every leisurely glide of my body on his.
He fills me up, and each movement of my body—his body—sends pleasure coursing through me. Indescribable. Unfathomable. Delicious. I rise up on my knees, then lower myself down on him. Again and again and again, biting my lip to keep from moaning. Clenching my muscles around him to keep from coming for just a little while longer. But the relaxed rhythm can’t last forever, not when Ethan and I have been working toward this moment from the moment we met. Tension begins to build in me, in him, the ache deep inside me becoming more and more unbearable. I can tell it’s the same for him, can feel it in the tautness of his body beneath mine and the clenching of his hands on my hips.


I know he’s struggling to keep from wresting control from me and it only makes me want him more. Only makes me need him more.
Soon, desire is a wild thing within me. A desperate, driving force that changes everything. For both of us.
I lean over to give him a kiss and sweat drips from me, mingles with the sweat glistening on him as well. His body entices me, all hot and wet and muscular, and I dip my head lower. Lick a path up his gorgeous, gleaming chest.
Something breaks free in Ethan then. I can hear it in his swift, sharp intake of breath, feel it in the heavy, powerful thrust of his hips beneath mine.
“Now, Chloe.” His hands clamp on my hips like a vise. “Please. I need you, now.”
And just that easily, I yield control. This is Ethan and I trust him more than I’ve ever trusted anyone else. He’ll take me where we’re both so desperate to go, and take care of me when it’s done.
He reaches between us, strokes his thumb over my clit. With his other hand, he pulls me down hard even as he lifts his hips and thrusts into me. And just like that, we plunge over the edge of the world together.



Chapter Twenty-four
I stay with Ethan all day. Making love, having that evening picnic we never got a chance to have yesterday, talking about a million different unimportant things. Like fireflies and caramel versus peanut butter and what our favorite bands are. And while his taste in music is not something I can get behind, I’m willing to overlook it considering just how talented he is with his tongue.
It turns out Ethan’s insatiable, and now that I’m past the stress and insecurity of that first time, so am I. We make love everywhere—in the pool, on the beach, on the patio, in his bed, on his kitchen table.
That might actually be my favorite time. We’re in the kitchen, making something for a late lunch in a belated effort to keep from collapsing under the sheer number of times we’ve made love. Ethan, who is rummaging inside the fridge for cold cuts, turns to me with a can of whipped cream in his hand and a mischievous look on his face. The rest is history…but suffice it to say I’ve never had so much fun with a dairy product in my life.
Under duress, he drops me off at home late Sunday evening. He wants me to spend the night with him, and while there is nothing I’d like more, I feel like I need to put some boundaries on the relationship. Some boundaries on myself. At this moment I’m so caught up in him that I want nothing more than to stay in his bed forever. I want to wrap myself up in him and never, ever let go.
But that’s a problem. We’ve only known each other a week. Normally I take longer than that to decide on buying a new pair of shoes. The fact that I chose him as a lover in a lot less time than that makes me nervous even as it makes me smile, and I need a little time to process. To decompress.
Which is why I let myself into my apartment late Sunday evening, though Ethan is pouting in the car while he watches me. Or at least doing the best impression of pouting a strong, brilliant, beautiful man can pull off. It’d be funny if the steamy look in his eyes didn’t make me want to run back outside and hurtle myself back into his arms. To hell with distance. To hell with perspective. Ethan Frost is mine and I want him more than I’ve ever wanted anything.


Even the truth.
The second the apartment door closes behind me, Tori pounces on me. She’s been patient for two days, sending little text messages to make sure Ethan hasn’t chopped me up into little pieces and hidden me in his fridge. Every time she texted, I made a point of answering her back, but I didn’t give any details.
Tonight she wants details.
“Oh. My. God,” she exclaims as my legs—still shaky from Ethan’s last explosive bout of lovemaking—refuse to carry me any farther and I collapse on the couch next to her.
“I know.”
“Oh. My. God.”
I close my eyes, bury my face in my hands. “I know.”
“Oh. My. God! Is that a hickey?” She points to a bruise on the side of my neck, then leans closer to investigate. “Forget hickey. Are those hickeys?” she screeches, her finger tracing one bruise after another. “There must be fifteen of them!”
And those are only the ones she can see.
“Is he an honest-to-God vampire? Because there’s no other explanation for that!” She points at the ring of small love bites that circles my collarbone.
Except there is. Ethan found out during those first moments of lovemaking that the teeny-tiny bite of pain that comes with getting a hickey grounds me. It gives me something to hold on to in the maelstrom of all that pleasure. And it brings my own pleasure to a whole other level. I’m not sure how I feel about it—I’ve never been one to find anything pleasurable in pain before this—but Ethan has no problem with using it to keep me immersed in the moment. To keep me from losing myself in the torment of my past when my head can threaten to spin completely out of my control.


I don’t tell Tori any of that, though. How can I expect her to understand what I myself can’t quite grasp? So instead of owning up to the truth, I grab a pillow from the corner of the couch and smack her with it.
“Yes, he’s a vampire. He spent the last twenty-four hours keeping me prisoner in his lair and doing unspeakable things to me while he sucked my blood.”
She eyes my neck and shoulder. “The way you look right now, I can believe that.”
I roll my eyes at her. “I guess that’s my cue to go rummage through my closet until I find something to cover most of these.” Somehow I don’t think Maryanne will be impressed. And since I have no intention of telling her her boss gave them to me, my best bet is to find a shirt that hides them.
But Tori just snorts. “I recommend a turtleneck—and some industrial strength concealer.” She taps a small bruise right on my jawline.
I should probably be upset with Ethan for marking me up so conspicuously. But I’m not. One, because it gave me such pleasure for him to do it. And two, because I understand his need to mark me. To claim me. Though I didn’t act on it, there’s a part of me that wanted to do the exact same thing to him.
“Okay, then.” I filch the last sip of wine from her glass before standing up. “I’m off to bed. I’m exhausted.”
“I bet. I’m exhausted just looking at you.” She pouts. “But tomorrow I want every single detail, no matter how small and insignificant.”
I roll my eyes. “We need to get you a boyfriend.”
“You are preaching to the choir, baby. Maybe you can check and see if your gorgeous, sexy man has a clone somewhere.”
“Nope, sorry. I’m not sharing.”
She laughs. “You didn’t even pretend to consider it.”
“No, I didn’t. Ethan Frost is all mine.”
“Does he know that?”
I think of the way he held me as I cried. The way he patiently, determinedly claimed every part of my body for his own. The way he growled that he was never letting me go—and how I told him that went both ways. “Damn straight,” he told me right before he drove me to another explosive orgasm. Thank God.


“He does,” I say to her, dropping a kiss on the top of her head before I walk toward my room.
“Ew,” she says, pretending to wipe my kiss off. “Careful! Who knows where that mouth has been!”
It’s my turn to laugh as she intends me to. “I know exactly where it’s been.” I pause for dramatic effect. “Everywhere.”
She groans, then reaches for the bottle of wine and pours herself another glass. I don’t want to fight, so I pretend not to see that the thing is more than 75 percent empty. Which means that before I got here, Tori was doing nothing but sitting alone in the living room and drinking. Something she seems to be doing more and more of lately.
I’m going to have to find a way to talk to her about it, one that won’t make her shut down, as she is wont to do in situations where she doesn’t like what she’s hearing. I know we’re college students, I know it’s summer. But she can’t go through a bottle and a half of wine or more every night and think that she’s doing okay. Because she’s not.
Tomorrow, I tell myself as I make my way down to my room. Or maybe Tuesday, during movie night, when she’s relaxed and the conversation is not so fixated on my new and exciting sex life. I don’t want to give her a chance for any ammunition.
“By the way,” she calls down the hall after me. “Your mother called a few times. She says it’s important.”
“Thanks.”
I get to my room to find three sticky notes on my door, each with the time my mother called and exactly what she said when Tori answered. My best friend is nothing if not an excellent message taker.
I rip them off the door, toss them into the trash can under my desk. Whatever she wants can wait. I have better things to do with my time tonight than worry about her. Especially when there’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to climb into bed and go over every delicious thing Ethan did to my body today.


Processing, I tell myself as I strip down and climb into my pajamas, my fingers lingering for long seconds on the belly chain that fits like it was made for me. I did say that I needed to process, after all…
* * *
I get to work early on Monday morning so I can run by Ethan’s office to see him. And to drop off the blender.
His assistant ushers me right into his office, his eyes on the blender the entire time. I don’t know if that’s because he’s fascinated by the endless possibilities presented by the Vitamix, or if it’s because I missed a hickey in the great love bite cover-up that took the better half of my morning and he’s desperate not to focus on it.
Either way, I figure it’s not going to take much for the rest of the company to start talking about us. Strangely, I find that possibility much less concerning now than I did even a couple of days ago.
That old song about the difference a day makes is right on…or maybe it’s just that my perception has changed. Either way, I’m not going to let worry over that color these few stolen moments with Ethan.
He’s on the phone when I walk in, but he immediately smiles when he sees me. At least until he notices the blender I’m carrying.
“I’ve got to go,” he tells the person on the other end of the line. “Something’s come up.”
Then he’s walking around the desk to get to me, everything about him just a little more predatory than I remember from yesterday.
“Hello, Ms. Girard,” he says as he shuts the door.
“Hello, Mr. Frost.”
He takes the heavy blender from me, drops it on the corner of his desk. “I thought we took care of the whole present thing yesterday.”
“Maybe you took care of it. I certainly didn’t.”


“What’s the big deal? It’s a blender.”
“Exactly.” I smile as I repeat his words back to him. “What’s the big deal? It’s a blender.”
He narrows his eyes at me. “That mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble one day.”
I play coy, glance up at him through my lashes. “I thought it already had.”
He groans then, pulls me into his arms. “I missed you last night.”
“I missed you, too.”
He bends his head, nuzzles my neck. “Tonight you’re staying with me.”
“It’s customary to ask, you know.” It’s my turn to moan as he pulls the high collar of my blouse out of the way so that he can lick at the bruises on the side of my throat. Despite my determination to keep things professional during business hours, my head lolls to the side in an effort to give him better access.
“I asked yesterday and all it got me was an empty bed. I’m not making that mistake again.” His hands wrap around my waist, his talented fingers sneaking inside my waistband to rub against the sensitive skin of my stomach. At least, that’s what I think he’s doing until it registers that he’s playing with my belly chain.
“You’re wearing it,” he says, his voice rife with satisfaction.
“I said I would.”
“But you won’t keep the blender.”
“It’s a different thing entirely.”
His hands slip under my skirt to palm my ass, his fingers skating down to toy with my sex. I’m wet already, just from the feel of his lips on my neck, and I moan as he slips first one finger and then a second inside me.
“How is it different?” he asks as he pushes his fingers in before slowly sliding them back out. In and out. In and out.
I moan and spread my legs for him. “How is…what different?” Suddenly I’m having a difficult time keeping up with the conversation.
Ethan’s thumb glides through the tender folds of my sex, finds my clit, circles around and around it in a lazy rhythm that has my eyes closing and my breathing turning ragged.


“The blender,” he murmurs, even as he bends down and presses hot, open-mouthed kisses to the sensitive spot behind my ear.
“What blender?” My voice and my body shatter as he bends the fingers he has inside me so that he’s rubbing gently against my G-spot.
“Forget the fucking blender,” he growls right before he sinks his teeth into the tender skin of my shoulder. At the same time, he twists his fingers deep inside me, a move that intensifies my orgasm and has me screaming his name. Thank God his office is soundproof.
He draws out my climax, pulling every single ounce of sensation from me that he can. Only then, when I’m little more than a puddle of satisfied mush, does he grab on to my panties and yank.
They’re lace, so it doesn’t take much to rip them right off my body. I gasp and he groans, even as he unbuttons his custom-tailored suit pants and slips on a condom I never even saw him open. Then he’s palming my ass again, lifting me up. Wrapping my legs around his waist.
And then he’s inside me, his strong hands lifting and lowering me in a rhythm that has my eyes crossing and need building inside me all over again.
“Fuck,” he gasps as I tangle my hands in his hair and drag his mouth down to mine. And then there are no more words as I lick and suck and bite at his mouth, desperate for him despite the orgasm that just rocketed through me.
Whirling around, Ethan takes a few steps to the right and suddenly my back is against one of his office walls. “You okay?” he demands, one hand still on my ass while the other comes up to squeeze and pet and stroke my breasts.
“Yes,” I gasp, rising to meet each of his thrusts. “Please, Ethan. Please.”
“Please what?” he snarls, his hips pistoning against my own with so much power that I figure I’m going to be adding a few fairly spectacular ass bruises to my collection. But that doesn’t matter now; nothing does but the desperate, clawing need currently tearing through me.
“Let me come again,” I whimper. “Please. I can’t—”


He bends his head down then, bites at my nipple through the thin fabric of my blouse, my bra. At the same time, he reaches between us and pinches my clit. It’s the edge I need, the tiny little pinprick of pain that sends me hurtling over the edge into oblivion.
Seconds later, Ethan follows me, his strong, powerful body shuddering in my arms as he pours himself deep inside me. I hold on tight through it all, determined to keep him in my arms as long as I can. I don’t ever want to let him go.
“Damn, baby,” he says after he gets his voice back. “I’m sorry that was so fast.”
“Do I look like I’m complaining?” I smile up at him, trail a hand over his neck. Relish the flare of heat in his satisfied eyes.
“You look like you’ve just been fucked,” he murmurs in my ear.
“Why, how convenient considering that’s exactly what happened to me.”
He leans down, captures my mouth with his, then groans when the intercom on his phone buzzes. “Ethan, your eight o’clock is here.”
“I need to get going, too,” I tell him as I straighten his tie. It amuses me no end that we’ve just had hot, sweaty, wall-banging sex and yet his tie is barely askew. “I have a bunch of research that’s calling my name.”
He pulls away reluctantly, both of us gasping a little as he slides out of me and disposes of the condom. “I have an overfull schedule that’s calling mine.”
Still, he takes the time to fix my skirt for me, to tuck in my blouse and smooth a hand over the rioting mass of curls that is my hair.
When he starts in on his own clothes, I take the opportunity to pick up my purse from where it fell to the floor during his very enthusiastic greeting. I pull out an envelope filled with little presents and mementos—including the panda penny I made for him at the zoo—and slide it onto his desk without him seeing.
Then I’m brushing a kiss across his cheek and breezing toward the door. My whole body is lit up from the inside from the orgasm he just gave me—and the feelings for him that grow stronger every moment we’re together. “Have a good day,” I tell him on my way out the door.


“I already have.”
That puts a goofy smile on my face, one that lasts all morning, despite an escalation in Rick’s less-than-friendly campaign against me.
I ignore him like I did all of last week, focus on doing my work instead. I’m still on the Trifecta case, and while it makes me sad to think of a family losing their business the way they are, I can’t help thinking about those men at the VA hospital. Can’t help wondering if the disputed patents will somehow help Alejandro and the others to heal faster, better.
At eleven o’clock, one of the interoffice messengers drops by a package for me. Surprise, surprise, it’s the blender, only this time it’s filled with a strawberry and pineapple smoothie.
I open the note attached. Now it’s been used, so it’s nonreturnable. Enjoy.
I can’t help it. I throw my head back and laugh and laugh and laugh. It’s a good feeling.



Chapter Twenty-five
I start Tuesday morning in Ethan’s bed. He tries to convince me to spend the whole day in it—with him, of course—but there’s no way I’m calling in sick my second week of work.
“You’re a bad influence,” I tell him as I climb out of the world’s fastest shower. It’s a good thing I only live a mile away from here, because otherwise I’d be late for work. I got up in plenty of time but…well, Ethan is a powerful distraction when he wants to be.
“Only because you’re such a good girl.” He starts to wrap his arms around me from behind, but freezes halfway there.
“It’s okay, you know. I’m not that fragile.”
He drops a kiss on my nose. “You’re not fragile at all. But I never want to do anything that makes you uncomfortable.”
“Really?” I ask, brows arched. “Because this whole hickey thing is getting out of control.” I gesture to the new love bites that cover my breasts and throat and hip. “Yesterday I caught a couple of the guys I have lunch with staring at them. I was very uncomfortable.”
“You’re mine.”
I wait for him to say something else, but he just smiles at me before climbing in the shower. Which leaves me trying to figure out what those two words mean. I’m his, so he likes seeing signs of that on my skin? Or I’m his and he wants to make sure all the other guys know it? I’m not sure I like how possessive either of those interpretations sounds, but then he turns in the shower and I see the scratches I made on his back last night. And I have to admit, they turn me on a little bit. This physical representation that he belongs to me and only me.
Yeah, maybe I should cut the guy some slack, considering the fact that in my own way, I’m not any better than he is.
I shimmy into my yoga pants and tank top, then stick my head into the bathroom, where Ethan is still in the shower. “I’m taking off. The interns have their Tuesday morning meeting today and I am not going to be late this week.”


“If you wait a second, I’ll take you.” He starts to rinse out the shampoo in his hair.
“It’s fine. I could use the run.”
“You sure?”
“Absolutely.”
“Be careful.”
I roll my eyes at him. “It’s a mile. In La Jolla. I think I can somehow make it without getting mugged.”
He doesn’t laugh. “Call me if you need me.”
“I won’t.”
“Chloe.” He sounds more serious than he has all morning, and it’s all I can do not to roll my eyes again. But I restrain myself to just blowing him a kiss and then I’m out the door. On my way to my apartment and the rest of my life, which suddenly feels very far away from where I’m at. And where I’m going.
* * *
At ten minutes to noon, a note from the desk of Ethan Frost arrives at my cubicle. Can I take you to lunch?
Maybe I should tell him no—it’s not like he gave me any notice, and he can’t take the fact that we’re together to mean I’m available to him anytime he wants me. But at the same time, I am free for lunch. And I want to see him. And I hate, absolutely hate, playing the games that some couples do with each other. That’s not what I want for my relationship with Ethan.
So I text him back Yes, then wait for him to tell me where to meet him. Nothing comes, though, and I’m about to send him another text when I realize that the whole floor is buzzing about something.
I stick my head out of my cubicle just in time to see Ethan turning the corner toward me. He’s wearing a perfectly tailored black Anderson & Sheppard suit with a dark turquoise shirt that makes his eyes look like the ocean.


My heart beats faster just watching him walk toward me. Not just because of the way he looks, but because of the way he looks at me. Like I’m everything to him, the same way he has so quickly become everything to me.
He stops outside my cubicle. “Hi, Chloe.” He’s smiling so wide his cheeks are creased.
“Hi, Ethan.” I bend down and get my purse from my bottom drawer. “You didn’t need to come all the way over here. I could have met you at your car.”
“I’m a big believer in picking up a woman when I ask her on a date.”
He doesn’t speak loudly, but he doesn’t make any attempt to lower his voice, either. And considering half the floor is currently eavesdropping on our conversation, I figure any hope we had of keeping this thing between us quiet just went out the window.
A conclusion that is only reinforced as he wraps an arm around my waist and guides me through the cubicles to the elevator.
“You know, you’re not doing a very good job of being discreet,” I tell him once we’re in the parking lot, walking toward his car.
He turns to me with a frown on his face. “I didn’t realize I was supposed to be.”
“I just thought, since I work for you, maybe you wouldn’t want—”
“Technically, you don’t work for me. You work for Maryanne. Also, I’m not paying you, and getting a salary is pretty much the defining characteristic of having a job, so again, technically you don’t work for me. And finally, your internship is only for the summer. You’ll be back at school in September and it’s not like any of this will matter anyway.”
“I know, I know. I just don’t want to cause problems for you with anyone in the company. I mean, I don’t want you to feel like you have to—”
“Chloe, you aren’t my dirty little secret. I care about you, I’m proud to be dating you, and I’m not going to hide that. Frost Industries doesn’t have a policy about employee dating, only one about harassment. As long as you don’t feel like you’re being harassed—”


“No! Of course not!”
“Good. And I don’t feel like I’m being harassed—”
“Glad to hear that,” I tell him with an exasperated shake of my head.
“So there’s no problem. Okay?”
“Yeah. Okay.” Except I saw the look on Rick’s face when we passed by and he wasn’t happy. Neither were the other interns. Not that that’s any different from how it’s been since my second day here, but still. It makes me uncomfortable to know they’re all talking about me, and not in a good way. I have to get over that, and I will. But it’s going to take time.
Ethan takes me to a Spanish tapas restaurant for lunch, and he’s such charming company that I forget about everything but being with him. He’s smart and funny and a great listener who—despite running the company—still seems really interested in the minutiae of my day.
He wants to take me to dinner, too, followed by home to his bed, but it’s Tuesday. Girls’ night for Tori and me. And while she missed it last week, I feel like it sets a bad relationship precedent for me to blow my friend off for my boyfriend.
It doesn’t seem to bother Ethan, though he does ask to take me to breakfast in the morning, before he leaves on his business trip. The fact that he’s going to be gone five days almost makes me reconsider my plans with Tori, but I decide to hold firm. Though I do invite him over for some late-night cuddling…and whatever else we happen to get up to.
He accepts with a wicked grin that tells me exactly what he plans to get up to. And into. I can’t wait.
* * *
Wednesday morning I watch Ethan drive away in the limo he called to take him to the airport, and a feeling of anxiety crashes into me. Which is stupid, I know. He’s an international businessman, CEO of one of the most exciting companies in the country. Of course he’s going to travel. Of course he’s going to have to go on business trips. There’s no reason to get upset just because I’m going to miss him.


And yet it feels like more than that. A sense of foreboding is settling over me, making me freeze up deep inside. Even as it’s happening I tell myself that I’m being ridiculous. That we don’t actually have to be in each other’s pockets all the time. That it wouldn’t be healthy if we were.
Determined to shake whatever this funk is that’s settled over me, I grab my briefcase and head toward my cube. As I walk, I send a text to Zayn and the others, asking if they want to meet for lunch in the cafeteria. I haven’t even reached my office when I get three affirmative answers. Their friendliness puts a smile on my face. Rick and the other intellectual property interns might not like me, but at least I’ve made three friends—all of whom are exceptionally cool.
Once at my desk, I dive into the mountains of research Maryanne has heaped on me this week. I thought that with the Trifecta deal having gone through, the amount of stuff they’d need would go down, but it seems like the opposite has happened. There are a million more questions that need answers, dozens of precedents that need to be looked at. It’s more than enough to keep me busy and my mind off Ethan.
I’ve been working steadily for about an hour when I get another delivery. It’s not a blender this time—after Ethan’s last trick, I’ve given up on getting him to take the Vitamix back. Instead, it’s a fancy black box with a silver bow holding the lid in place.
There are no clues to warn me what might be in the box, but still, something tells me that discretion is probably the route to go with this present. Sure enough, when I peek inside, I find a dozen or so pairs of fancy underwear in a rainbow of colors. Red, pink, blue, purple, black—the only thing they have in common is the fact that they are very fancy and very expensive.
There’s a note on top in Ethan’s bold scrawl. All it says is I think I owe you some of these. My cheeks flame as I think about him ripping off my panties yesterday in his office and then another pair at my apartment last night. At the rate he’s going, he should probably set up a standing underwear delivery a couple of times a month.


Not that I’m complaining.
I text him to say thank you, but don’t get an answer for several hours, until after he’s landed in New York.
I like the red ones.


Having had a chance to look at all of them at this point, I know that the red ones are the skimpiest pair he sent me.
Maybe you can wear them, then. Gives me a chance to rip them off you this time.


I’ve always been told blue is more my color.


LOL. Safe flight?


Long. I miss you.


I miss you, too.


Gotta go—business dinner.


XOXO


* * *
My phone rings about eleven. With Ethan gone, I took the opportunity to catch up on some of the sleep I’ve been missing the last few days, so I’m groggy and half asleep when I answer it.
“Hello?”
Ethan’s voice, warm and sweet, pours down the line. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I thought you’d still be up. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“No! It’s fine.” I pull the phone closer to my body, wrap myself around it like I would with Ethan if he were here. Considering the amount of time we’ve known each other, it’s crazy how much I miss him. “How was your dinner?
“Boring. How was yours?”
“Very exciting, actually,” I tease, tongue in cheek. “Tori and I ordered Indian food and watched Firefly on Netflix.”
“That was a great show. Joss Wheedon is a genius.”
“He really is.”
We talk for a few more minutes, about silly, mundane stuff that makes us laugh. Eventually Ethan tells me to go back to sleep. I protest, but I know he’s right. Even I can hear the way I’m slurring words.
“Call me tomorrow?” I ask before I hang up.
“It’s your turn. You call me.”
I smile, because every day he proves that we’re together in some new way. And that we really are equals. “I can do that.”
“Good night, Chloe.”
“Good night, Ethan.”
* * *
On Thursday, another delivery comes, this one to the apartment. Tori answers the knock on the door and comes back with a bright pink bakery box.
“Big shock. It’s for you.”
“It looks fattening.”
“I know, right? What is it about men? They like us with perfect bodies, but when they court us, they’re always trying to fatten us up.”
“Court? You think Ethan is courting me?”
She looks at me like I’m a moron. “Obviously.”
“I thought we were in the wooing stage. You said before that he was wooing me.”


“Yes, well, he’s obviously wooed you right into his bed. Now it’s becoming obvious that he wants to keep you there. Hence the courting.”
“Courting.” I repeat the word, try it out to see if I like the sound of it. I do. I really do.
“Oh, God. You’ve got that goofy look on your face again.”
“It’s not goofy.”
“It’s totally goofy. It’s so goofy I’m beginning to feel like you belong in a Disney cartoon.”
I stick my tongue out at her, then reach for the box. There’s no note, nothing to tell me who it’s from. But I know it’s from him, even before I open the box and see the beautiful arrangement of six perfect strawberry Napoleons.
“Have I mentioned that I really like this guy?” Tori asks, reaching in and swiping her finger along the side of one of them to collect the excess cream.
“I do, too,” I say, running my finger along the belly chain I haven’t taken off since he fastened it around my waist. “I do, too.”
Thanks for the Napoleons.


You’re welcome.


How’s your day been?


Ridiculous. Nothing’s moving fast enough.


☹


Exactly how I feel. What have you been up to?


Looking at surfboards online. When you get back, I want you to give me another surfing lesson.





I’d love that.


So it’s a date?


It’s a date.


* * *
Friday comes and there’s no delivery. Not like I’m really expecting one, but I still wait, just in case. But nothing comes, which is fine, because it’s totally my turn. And since Ethan’s recently upped his game, it’s time for me to do the same.
Because I’m thinking of him, I text him while I’m stopped at a red light on Prospect. I don’t get an answer right away, but I know he’s busy. He’s probably in a meeting or something.
Later that night I text him again. Nothing big, just the beginning of a joke I’d heard at work today. I figure I can deliver the punch line after I get his attention. But by the time I climb into bed, I still haven’t heard from him. It feels strange, but I remind myself that he’s juggling a lot of different things. I’m sure he’ll call when he gets a chance.
Which is why, when I turn off the light, I make sure the phone’s on my nightstand. We’ve talked every night after his meetings, no matter how late it is. I don’t want to take the chance of missing his call.
But the phone doesn’t ring that night.
Or the next morning.
Or the next afternoon.
And he never does answer the two texts I sent him.
I start to get worried. What if something happened to him? It’s not like we’re official or anything. No one would call me if he got hurt or sick or—
“You’re being ridiculous!” Tori tells me. “If anything happened to Ethan, it would make the news, and obviously that hasn’t happened. And the last time he texted you was to make a date to go surfing. He’s probably just busy.”


“I know, I know.”
And I do. He’s a busy guy whose job it is to keep a lot of different balls in the air at any given moment. Besides, I’m not a clingy girl. I never have been and I certainly don’t intend to start now. He’ll call me when he gets a chance. He always does.
Except Sunday rolls around and I still don’t hear from him. Before he left, he told me that he was due in around three and asked if he could pick me up around five for an early dinner. So even though he hasn’t called or texted or emailed (I checked), I get dressed for dinner anyway. Surely he’d call if he doesn’t plan to make it.
Except…he doesn’t show up. Maybe I should be mad, but at this point I’m more terrified than I am angry. Something has to be wrong. It has to be, because the Ethan I know would never behave like this. He’d never just shut me out like this without an explanation. Never cut me off so coldly and completely.
Plus it doesn’t make sense. Like Tori said, the last thing he did was arrange to take me surfing again. Unless he didn’t really want to and I pushed him into it. Maybe that’s it. Maybe I was too pushy—
No. I’m not going to do this. I’m not going to spend all night torturing myself over the inner workings of Ethan Frost’s brain. It’s seven-thirty—two and a half hours past the time he was supposed to pick me up. Four and a half hours past the time he was supposed to land. Surely if he’d actually gotten in today, he would have made it home from the airport by now.
Which means I’m going over there. One way or the other, I’m going to find out what’s going on with him. Even if it breaks my heart.



Chapter Twenty-six
There’s a light on in Ethan’s kitchen window when I pull up to the gate. I know the code from the couple of nights I slept over, so I don’t bother pushing the button to alert him that I’m here. I just punch in the five numbers and wait for the gate to swing open.
By the time I get to the top of the driveway, my heart is pounding like a metronome at high speed. My stomach hurts, my heart hurts, and I’m shaking so badly I can barely get the car door open. This is going to be bad. I can tell, can feel it deep down inside myself. No matter how much I try to tell myself that he just forgot about dinner, I know better. Ethan Frost doesn’t forget anything.
As I walk up to the house, I realize there are actually three or four lights on in the downstairs alone. So he’s definitely home. The knowledge only makes me feel worse. Not as bad as imagining he might not be alone does, but still. I’ll deal with that eventuality only if I have to.
I ring the doorbell, wait an acceptable amount of time for him to answer. When he doesn’t, I ring it a second time. A third time. Then I start pounding on the front door.
“Ethan! It’s me. Open the door. Please, Ethan. Open the door.”
I feel like a stalker standing out here, like a crazy person who just won’t get the hint. But damn it, this isn’t fair. He’s the one who came after me. He’s the one who made me fall in love with him. He’s the one who did all of this. And if he wants out now, that’s fine. But he doesn’t get to just ignore me. He’s going to have to tell me to my face that he’s no longer interested. I’m still covered in fading hickeys from the man, for God’s sake. Surely I deserve that much consideration.
So I keep knocking, determined to keep it up until he answers. If nothing else, I want to know that he’s all right. That this is just about breaking up, not about something terrible having happened to him.
After what feels like forever but is probably no more than four or five minutes, I hear the lock turn, and then the door swings open to reveal a bruised and battered Ethan standing in front of me.


“Oh my God! What happened to you?” All my relationship worries take a backseat to my concern for him. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.”
“You don’t look fine.” I push my way past him, off the dark porch and into the bright light of the foyer. And nearly have a heart attack when I do. He looks a million times worse illuminated by the chandelier.
His left eye is black, the cheekbone below it cut and swollen. His jaw is bruised, his lip is split, and there are long gouges down his neck, like someone dug their fingernails in and scratched as hard as they could. The blood still looks fresh.
“Baby, you need to get to the hospital, get looked at. You could have a concussion or internal injuries.”
“I’m fine.”
“Did you call the police? Did somebody jump you? Where did this happen?”
There’s no emotion in his voice, no inflection at all for me to draw a conclusion from when he says, “In Vegas.”
“Vegas?” That doesn’t make sense. “I thought you were in New York.”
“I was. I flew to Vegas this morning because there was someone there I wanted to talk to.”
“Is he the one who did this to you? Did you at least call the police when you were there?”
The look Ethan shoots me is pure affronted male. “It didn’t seem like a good idea considering he’s in much worse shape than I am.”
I stare at him incredulously as the truth sinks in. “So this was a fight, not a mugging?”
He doesn’t answer, which—of course—is an answer all on its own. “Ethan! What were you thinking?”
“You should probably go.”
“Go? Someone needs to check you over and make sure you’re okay. Do you hurt anywhere but your face?” I reach for him, start to lift his shirt up and check his ribs, but he moves away so fast that I’m left grasping at air.


“I’m fine. Just leave, Chloe.” He turns and walks deeper into the house, leaving me to show myself out. As if that’s really going to happen.
Not knowing what else to do, I follow him down the winding hallway to the kitchen. “Look, Ethan, if you want me to go, I’ll go. I just need to know that you’re really all right.”
“I’m fine. And I do want you to go.”
“Okay, then.” On the inside, I’m freaking out by this point. But I manage to keep my cool as I walk to the fridge, open the freezer door, and rummage until I find a bag of frozen peas. “Here. You should put this on your eye and cheek. It will help with the swelling, so maybe you can actually see out of that eye tomorrow.”
When he doesn’t take the bag from me, I leave it on the counter next to where he’s standing. “I’ll come check on you in the morning—”
“Don’t.”
The dread I’ve been feeling all day turns to ice in an instant. “Excuse me?”
“Don’t come back tomorrow. Don’t come back at all.”
“Seriously?” I say after one long, stunned second. “That’s how you want to play this?”
He shrugs. “I guess so.”
“That’s not actually good enough. If you want me to walk away from you, you’re going to have to spell it out for me. What’s going on?”
He fixes me with a blank stare that’s so different from the way he usually looks at me that I have trouble reconciling the fact that it’s really him. That this stranger is the same man who held me so tenderly just a few days ago.
“Do I really need to say it, Chloe?” he finally asks.
“Yes, Ethan, I think you do. Because I obviously missed something somewhere along the line.” I know he wants me to give it up, to just walk away. But I’m not going to. I know how it felt to be held by him. To be made love to by him. A guy doesn’t do the things he did with me, for me, and then just walk away with no explanation. Not unless he’s a total jerk, and Ethan isn’t.


He isn’t.
But already the doubts are creeping in. He looks so remote, so untouchable, and so untouched that I feel exposed. Laid bare. On the brink of total humiliation.
Please, God, don’t let me have made another huge mistake. I don’t think I could take it.
But God isn’t listening, and neither is Ethan. Or if he is, he doesn’t like what I’m saying. He runs a hand through his hair, starts to turn away from me. Like he’s done with this conversation—and me.
I’m not having it. I snag his gaze with my own and refuse to let him lock me out. If he’s going to break my heart, he’s going to do it looking straight at me. He owes me that much.
Silence stretches between us, cold and lonely and empty, but I’ll give him credit. Once I’ve snagged his attention, he doesn’t look away from me. Doesn’t try to pretend that I’m not standing there in front of him with my chest ripped open and my heart bleeding. Ethan Frost may be a lot of things, but he isn’t a coward.
“Fine,” he says. “This thing between us isn’t going to work out. It was fun. You’re a great person but I think we should—”
“It was fun?” I ask him incredulously. “Letting me pour my heart out to you was fun? Listening to me talk about how I was raped? How I blame myself for it? That was fun for you? Really?”
“I didn’t mean that.” He sounds sick, but I’m not falling for it. Not now, not ever again.
“Oh, no? Well, what exactly did you mean, then? Because it sounds to me like you let me fall apart for your own amusement.”
“That isn’t true.”
The goddamned tears are back, and it only makes me angrier at him. And myself. “Then tell me why.”
“This isn’t about you, Chloe. It’s about me.”
“Fuck you. You can do better than that.”


His jaw is clenched, his hands squeezed into fists so tight that I can see his knuckles turning white, even through the bruises and the cuts. For a second, just a second, he looks like the Ethan I thought I knew. “It is me. It is. It has nothing to do with you.”
“Except it has everything to do with me. You can try to assuage your guilt by saying it doesn’t, but it does. It really does. Because I’m the one whose heart is being broken here. I’m the one who was stupid enough to let you in. To trust you. To fall in love with you even though I knew better. And now I’m the one who’s going to suffer for it.” The tears are falling now and I can’t stop them, and that only makes me angrier. I swipe at them with my hand, furious that I can’t keep it together. That he gets to see me breaking down when all I want to do is be strong.
“Just tell me why you did it. Did you think I was too cocky in the cafeteria that day? Or maybe I wasn’t nice enough? Is it because I didn’t like your stupid blueberry smoothie?”
“Chloe, baby.” His eyes are damp now and he sounds almost as bad as I do. Then again, his jaw is swollen to twice its normal size. “You’re talking crazy—”
“Don’t call me baby! Don’t you fucking call me that. And don’t you dare tell me when I’m being crazy. I was fine before you came into my life. I was fine before you charmed me with your fucking strawberries and your fucking blender and your fucking ridiculous care packages. I was fine. And now I’m not. Now I’m fucking broken all over again. And I hate you for it.”
I start to cry in earnest now, and I hate myself for that. I hate being such a mess, such a fucking goddamned basket case. Hate even more that I’m doing all this in front of him. I want to be cool, want to be collected, but it just hurts too bad.
Goddammit. I really am ruined. It’s not a bad joke this time, not a measuring stick I hold myself against. This time it’s really true. There are just too many pieces missing and broken, too many pieces that I’ve stupidly given away for me to ever be able to put them back together again. To put me back together again. And even if I could, it hurts too much for me to even think about trying.


“No, Chloe. No. You’re not broken. Can’t you see? I am.”
He walks toward me, arms outstretched, but I back away. Wrap my arms around my waist in a pitiful attempt at protection. If he touches me, it’s over. Any small dignity I have left, anything I have left, will crumble right along with the rest of me.
I grab on to myself, dig my fingers into my waist in an effort to ground myself. As I do, my fingers slip beneath my sweater and I feel it. The chain he gave me to bind us together. To prove to me that this was for real. That he wasn’t just messing with me.
That I really, truly, belonged to him.
My stomach revolts, and for a moment I think I’m going to be sick right here in the middle of Ethan’s pristine kitchen.
Panic sets in. Real, live panic, and all I can think is that I want it off.
Want it away from me.
Can’t stand it touching me.
Not now, not when everything he told me—everything he did for me and to me—was a lie.
Desperate, damaged, determined, I shove my shirt up over my stomach. Fumble with the clasp. But I’m too panicked, too heartsick, and I can’t make it work. Can’t get it to release.
“Chloe, no.” Ethan’s voice sounds panicked now, too, but I’m not paying attention. I’m not listening to him, will never listen to him again.
“Chloe, don’t.”
Nearly hysterical now, I yank as hard as I can. So hard that I can feel the chain digging into my back, feel the blood start to run. And still I pull. Again and again—
The clasp finally breaks and the chain falls off into my hand. I stare at it for long seconds, at the diamonds glowing in the bright, kitchen lights. At the drops of blood glistening on the links.
Ethan’s right in front of me now, his face only inches from my own. I freak out. I can’t let him touch me, not now. Not if I have any chance of ever being okay again.


I hold my hand out, open my fingers, and let the chain fall to the floor between us.
And then I run.



Chapter Twenty-seven
I don’t even make it to the front door before he catches me. I lash out at him, clawing, scratching, desperate to get away. Muttering a curse, he turns me away from him, wraps his arms around me. Then pulls me in close, my back to his front.
“Let me go!” I scream through the tears. The words are garbled, a mess—like me—and Ethan ignores them.
“Just listen!”
“I’ve heard enough! You wanted me to walk, so goddammit, let me walk.”
“Not yet.” The belly chain is in his hand and he tries to push it back into mine. “Take this.”
“I don’t want it.” I refuse to open my clenched fingers. “I never want to see it—or you—again.”
“Please, Chloe. I know I don’t deserve anything from you, but please. Take it.” He pries my fingertips from my palm, presses the cold chain into my grasp before once again closing my fingers around it.
“I’m sorry, baby.” He presses a kiss against my temple. “I’m so sorry I did this to you.”
I don’t answer. I can’t. The fact that he’s suddenly being tender, sweet, only makes this whole thing a million times harder. Not to mention more confusing and more infuriating.
I can’t take it anymore, so I bring my arm up and hurl the chain away from me as hard as I can. It slams against the foyer wall before sliding to the floor.
“Goddammit.” He growls the word into my ear, his arms tightening around me like a vise. For the first time it registers that he’s as messed up, as out of control, as I am. For the first time a sliver of fear works its way through the pain.
I know that Ethan would never physically harm me, but if you’d asked me twenty-four hours ago I would have said that he would never treat me like this, either. That he would never dump me so callously, never throw me away like I’m nothing.


And yet here we are. The pieces of what we used to have are lying in ruins at our feet and all that’s left is the pain and the fury and the heat. Always the goddamned heat. Already I can feel a response rising in me, my body so attuned to his that I’m growing wet even as my mind and my memories rage against the position he’s holding me in.
I’m not the only one. His breath is ragged against my ear, his cock hard against my lower back. He’s burning up, hot and shaky and so aroused that I can all but taste it in the air around us.
“Let me go!” I say again, jerking against his grip. If I don’t walk away now, I’m afraid I won’t find the strength to do it later. And I can’t stay, not after everything that’s been said and done.
“Don’t you think I would if I could?” He sounds as tormented as I am. “That’s what I’ve been trying to do. Now it’s too fucking late.”
He pushes me against the door with a hand flat on my back, while his other hand yanks at the waistband of my yoga pants.
“What are you doing?” I demand as my pants and underwear hit the floor. I’m in agony, aroused and afraid and anguished all at the same time.
“What the fuck does it look like?” he growls, sounding nothing like the Ethan I know. The Ethan I love even now. He’s pressed against my lower back and I can feel him fumbling with his own pants. Unbuttoning them. Lowering the zipper.
For a moment, just a moment, terror blanks everything else out. This can’t be happening. Please, God, this can’t be happening again. Not now. Not with Ethan. Not when I finally feel safe.
I lash out, rake my nails down his biceps.
He curses, presses me more firmly against the door.
“Ethan, please.” I don’t have a clue what I’m asking for—whether I want him to stop or to continue—and I don’t think he does, either.
We’re standing on the edge of an abyss, one where any wrong move will send us—and the pieces of what we’ve shared—tumbling into the darkest oblivion.


I’m paralyzed with distress. I don’t know what to do, what to say. And all I can think is, Bring it on, you bastard. Bring. It. On.
This is the moment where I see what he’s made of, what he’s capable of. And where I see just how much I can take.
Maybe we’ve been working up to this all along, maybe we haven’t. Either way, I’m not leaving here until I find out exactly how this one moment, this one encounter, is going to play out. He owes me that much, just as I owe him.
At that moment, he pushes himself even more firmly against me. His cock is so hard that it actually hurts to have it shoved against me like that, and I brace myself. Prepare for the worst, even knowing that it may very well send me careening over the last edge of sanity.
I get Ethan instead.
Because no matter how tormented he is, how broken we are, he’s still my Ethan. Tender, sweet, soft. And when he touches me, that’s all that matters. All that will ever matter.
The thought breaks me into even more pieces, but I don’t pull away. I can’t. I’m caught in his grip, pulled under by the passion and the power of this connection that just won’t break.
But then he moves and I tense as he strokes his hands over my shoulders.
Whimper as he lowers his head and kisses my neck.
Shiver as he nibbles at the ticklish spot behind my ear.
I can’t help myself. He’s an addiction that I just can’t kick. One I’m terrified will haunt me the rest of my life.
He laughs in response, even as he licks his way down to the sensitive place where my neck meets my shoulder. Then he bites me.
My body lights up like the Fourth of July, my fear mingling with his fury, my arousal tangling with his need. And I know—I know—that there’s no more reason to fight. Because this is Ethan. He might have torn my heart to pieces, but he still holds me like I’m the most precious thing in his world. I don’t know what that means, and at the moment I don’t actually give a damn.


“Ethan. Please.”
This time he knows what I’m asking. We both do.
His hand slides around to my lower back, presses so that my back bows and my ass pushes more firmly against his stomach. At the same time, his other hand reaches up and cups my breast.
I moan as he squeezes my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, whimper as he bends his knees and slowly slides his cock through the wet, aching lips of my sex.
“I need you.” His breath is hot against my ear. “I tried to let you go. Tried to make you leave. But I can’t. Chloe, baby, I can’t.”
I’m so confused. So turned on. And listening to him is only making it worse. “Ethan. I can’t—”
“Yes, you can.” He kisses and licks his way along my shoulder to the nape of my neck before sliding his tongue slowly—oh so fucking slowly—down my spine.
He’s talking the whole time, murmuring sex words, love words, words that make no sense except that they make me hotter. Make me burn. I want to turn around, to wrap myself around him and beg him to fuck me right here, right now, but Ethan is completely in control of how this goes down and he obviously wants it this way. Needs it this way.
All I want, all I need, is to feel him inside me one more time. He’s barely touched me and already I’m way too close. But I don’t want to come. Not on my own. Not if this is the last time Ethan is ever going to touch me like this.
“Do it!” I tell him, my voice so hoarse it’s nearly unrecognizable.
His only response is to bite me again, his teeth nipping at my back hard enough to leave a bruise this time. I scream, a high-pitched, primal thing that comes from deep inside me. Ethan must like the sound because he does it again. And again. Then his hand slides down my stomach to my abdomen, my mons, and finally, finally, to my aching, desperate sex.
Usually he’s gentle with me, sweet and careful, but this time the need is obviously riding him as hard as it is me. I can feel it in the urgent hardness of his cock, in the fine shivers that rack his body, in the quick, brutal way he shoves three fingers inside me.


Without warning, I go careening over the edge of an orgasm so intense, so shattering, that for long moments I lose myself. I forget everything—the pain, the fear, the rage, the devastation—and just feel.
Before the tremors even stop, Ethan is on his knees behind me. He grabs on to my thighs with his huge hands, yanks my legs apart. I’m spread wide open for him now, so wide that I’m off balance and the only things holding me up are the wall in front of me and Ethan behind me.
The aftershocks of ecstasy are still tearing through me, and I’m off-kilter. Vulnerable. And hurt—still so hurt. But before any of the feelings can take a firm hold, Ethan lifts me up onto my tiptoes and shoves his tongue deep inside me.
I scream. Clutch at the wall. Try to hold on to the last broken pieces of myself that I can claim as my own. But Ethan won’t have it. Not now. Not this time.
He wants everything, every little shard that I have left, and he’s not shy about claiming them. Claiming me.
His tongue is everywhere—circling my clit, sliding along my labia, thrusting deep inside me.
His fingers are everywhere—pinching my nipples and my clit, sliding along the sensitive skin at the bends of my knees and elbows, digging into my thighs and grounding me with small pinches of pain.
He’s everywhere—behind me, beside me, inside me so deep that I know I’ll never get him out.
Not now. Not after this.
The pleasure is building again, taking me higher and higher and higher until I can’t think, can’t breathe, can’t do anything but feel. I’m insensate with it, completely overwhelmed. Completely under his spell. Just the way Ethan wants me.
With a twist of his tongue, he sends me tumbling into ecstasy again. And again. And again.


Time loses meaning, everything does, until there’s nothing—no one—but Ethan and me and the cataclysmic heat between us.
I’m holding on to the wall now, my fingers seeking purchase, surcease, as my entire body trembles violently. I can’t take much more without breaking, but I don’t want it to be over, either. Don’t want it to end. Not until I feel Ethan inside me one last time.
“Do it,” I choke out. “Damn you. Just do it.”
Ethan’s only answer is to thrust his tongue even deeper inside me at the same time as he presses his thumb slowly, inexorably, into my anus.
My knees buckle as another climax roars through me. This time not even the wall can hold me up. My body starts to sag, to slide down, but Ethan catches me like he always does. Holds me in place. And sends me careening over the edge one more time.
I’m crying now, hot tears of pleasure and pain rolling down my face as sobs rack my body. It’s too much. Too much. Too much. I can’t take anymore.
Ethan knows—like he always does—and suddenly he’s on his feet again. He turns me to face him and through my tears I see the same ecstasy and agony that I’m feeling reflected back at me from his damn oceanic eyes.
“I’m sorry,” he tells me even as he presses hot kisses against my forehead, my cheeks, my lips. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
“Just do it,” I choke out. “Please. I can’t—”
His mouth takes mine in a kiss so ripe with emotion—with pain and pleasure and everything in between—that all I can do is open myself and take everything he needs to give me.
Then he’s lifting me up, and he’s strong enough that he doesn’t even need the wall to help support me. Instead, he holds tight and growls, “Wrap your arms and legs around me.”
I do, and that’s when he slides deep inside me with one powerful thrust.
“Oh, God. Baby. Oh, God.” He buries his face in my neck, and even as pleasure races through me I register the feel of hot tears against my skin.
“Ethan.” My fingers tangle in his hair, and I try to pull his head up so I can see his eyes. But he refuses to look at me. He’s shaking and shuddering now, so badly that he finally does press me against the wall for added support.


He’s kissing and licking the bend of my neck, sending new sparks of pleasure shooting up and down my spine. But the tremors are still racking his body and I can still feel the tears.
I can’t help it. Destroyed and devastated though I am, I can’t see him like this and not ache. I wrap my arms around him, pull him even closer.
“I love you,” I whisper into his ear, relinquishing the final, broken piece of myself into his care. I can’t stop myself, don’t want to stop myself, even knowing he might very well throw it back in my face before this night is over. “I love you, Ethan Frost, and will until the day I die.”
“Chloe!” He grabs my face in his hands, his mouth latching onto mine like a dying man who has finally found salvation. Seconds later he starts to come, and I pull him closer, hold him tight, as he empties all that he is inside me.



Chapter Twenty-eight
I don’t know how long we stand there like that, Ethan impaled inside me, me wrapped around him. And I don’t care. All that matters is that he’s mine. For these long, trembling moments Ethan Frost belongs only to me. Even knowing that I’m only minutes away from having to give him up once and for all doesn’t mar the preciousness of these moments. How can it when, for the first time, Ethan is as vulnerable, as open as I am?
He’s still kissing me, his mouth hot, demanding, voracious on mine. I kiss him back. I kiss him and kiss him and kiss him. Until my lips burn and my jaw aches and my tears have finally burned themselves away. And then I kiss him some more.
“I didn’t mean it,” he finally says, lifting his head just enough so that there’s a scant inch of space between us. “I didn’t mean any of it.”
His breath is hot on my face, his body hard and solid against me. Inside me. And still I don’t know what to say. What to think or feel or do. How can I when his earlier indifference is still an open, aching wound inside me?
“Baby, I swear. I never meat to hurt you.”
I shake my head, look away. Try not to hear. Try even harder not to listen to the words coming out of his mouth. They’re exactly what I wanted him to say twenty minutes ago, thirty minutes ago. But not now.
Not when it’s too late.
Not when I feel like I’ve been ripped open, all my pain and fear and need on trembling display.
Not when I’ve already broken.
I must have spoken out loud, because he tells me, “It’s not too late. It’s not.” He drops kisses on my cheek, my temple, the side of my neck. For the first time I register that his torn-up lip feels rough against my skin. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
The tears have stopped now, and I don’t move, don’t speak, barely even breathe. My whole body feels like it’s been encased in ice, and for the first time I’m grateful for the chill. Because I don’t want to feel this. I don’t want to feel any of it. But he’s still inside me, and as he moves and trembles against me, it’s impossible for me not to feel. Impossible for me not to love him.


Still, we can’t go on this way. “Let me go, Ethan.”
“I tried. Believe me. I tried to let you go. But I just can’t. I need you too much.” Shuddering, he buries his face against my throat. There’s a selfish part of me that wants to shrug him off, to reject him the way he rejected me, but I can’t do it. I can’t harden my heart to him any more than I can keep my body from him. Good or bad, Ethan Frost owns me. And, I realize as the desperation of his hold finally sinks in, I own him, too.
Silence stretches between us for far too long. Finally, when I can’t take it anymore, I demand, “Tell me why. If you want me to stay, you need to tell me why you did this. Why you tried to tear us apart so completely.”
He stiffens against me, pulls away. Puts me gently on the floor. My legs try to buckle when they first try to take my weight again, but Ethan grabs on to me. Holds me until I’m steady.
As I wait for him to speak, I retrieve my panties and yoga pants. Start to pull them on, then realize I’m wet with him. Ethan didn’t wear a condom.
For long seconds, my mind boggles at the realization. But before I can even begin to wrap my head around what that might mean, Ethan takes my hand and tugs me toward the closest bathroom.
“I wasn’t thinking.”
“Neither of us was.”
“Is it—”
“It’s fine,” I tell him, having already done the calculations in my head. “We’re fine.”
He nods but doesn’t say anything else. Just wets a washcloth and cleans me up before tenderly—so tenderly—helping me dress. Only then, when I’m fully clothed and as armored as I can get, does he say, “I was trying to save you.”
“Save me?” I look at him in disbelief. “Let’s be honest. More likely you were trying to save yourself.”


“It’s too late for that. It has been for more years than I can count.”
“I don’t believe that. Everybody knows how amazing the great Ethan Frost is. Everybody loves you.”
He shakes his head. “Because nobody knows me.”
“I know you.”
“You don’t. If you did, you’d run out that door and never come back.”
“I tried that. You’re the one who stopped me.”
He closes his eyes, lowers his head like the weight of the world is on his shoulders. “Don’t you get it? I’m going to end up destroying you, Chloe.”
I gesture to myself, to the tearstains and the mess and the hands that still won’t stop shaking. “You pretty much already have.”
“Don’t say that.” He rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “Don’t even think it.”
I watch him for long seconds, trying to figure out what to do. Trying to find the hate or the rage, something that would make it easier to ignore Ethan and walk right out the door. But I’m still weak from his lovemaking and his tears and his need, so nothing comes, nothing but the mangled compassion that reinforces the knowledge that I still love him. That I’ll always love him.
“You need the peas.”
He stares at me without comprehension. “Excuse me?”
“Your face is swelling up more every minute. You need to put the peas on your eye and your cheek.”
“Do you think I give a damn about my face right now?”
“I don’t know what you give a damn about, Ethan. That’s the problem.” I stand up and start toward the kitchen.
This time, he follows me—after picking up the broken belly chain from where it fell on the foyer floor.
A couple of minutes later, he’s settled at the kitchen table holding the bag of peas to his face. I’m across the room, arms wrapped around myself. After everything that’s happened, I don’t trust myself to get too close to him, and I don’t trust him at all.


“It’s been a bad couple of days,” he finally says. “I found out some stuff about my family that—” He breaks off, shakes his head.
“Your dad?”
“No. My mom and brother.”
“You have a brother? I didn’t know that.” The news reports never mention him, or Ethan’s mom. She and his father divorced long before he became a national hero, so the only people in the public eye when he died were Ethan and his grandparents. It seems strange that no one’s picked up on this other side of his family, but then again, they’ve never been important to the story of his life, so why should the media care?
“He’s my half brother. My mom remarried.”
“What does that have to do with you?” With us?
“My mom’s pretty much a crazy person, always has been. Oh, she puts on a good show, but she is definitely a little nuts. Anyway, after she left my father, she never wanted much to do with me. She had a new husband, a new son, a new life. There was no room in it for me.
“And that was fine. I had my grandparents and my dad. I didn’t need her. But there was my brother, you know. I worried about him. Her husband seemed nice enough, but…who knew what went on behind closed doors?
“So from the time I’ve been old enough, I’ve kind of made a point of checking in on him. Make sure he’s doing okay.”
“Is he?” Despite myself, I’m fascinated by this glimpse into Ethan’s mind. Fascinated and worried, because if the way tonight has gone is any indication, this story isn’t going to have a happy ending.
“Yeah, he’s doing good. Better than he should be, probably,” he mutters darkly.
“I don’t know what that means.”
“When he was younger, he got into some trouble. Stupid stuff, mostly. I helped him get out of it. Figured with a mom like his, it was only logical that he’d have some problems. Except I screwed up. I got him out of too much trouble. Made things too easy for him.”
I reach for his hand. “You’re his brother. It’s only natural to want to save him from his mistakes.”


“Don’t say that. I can take that from anyone else, but I can’t take it from you. Not right now.”
Now I’m totally confused, but I don’t say anything. I just watch him, let him get it all out.
“On Thursday night, I found out that some of the trouble he was in…some of the trouble I was certain wasn’t his fault actually was. And I got him out of it.”
Thursday night. The night everything changed. The tight ball of hurt inside me loosens just a little. It doesn’t disappear, but I know about making bad decisions. Know about wanting to push people away.
“I fucked up, Chloe. I fucked up bad. Like I always do.”
“Ethan, that’s ridiculous. You fuck up less than anyone I know.” I reach for his hand, squeeze it. “But you’re not perfect. Nobody is.”
He looks from me to the broken belly chain that he still has clutched in his hand. “Yeah, obviously I’m not perfect.”
I bite my lip, look away. “Why did you say those things, Ethan? Why did you break up with me over something that has nothing to do with us?”
He watches me for long seconds, his eyes so dark and miserable that I can barely stand to look into them. I’ve never seen Ethan like this, never seen him look so defeated. So destroyed.
Finally, when I’m certain he’s not going to answer me, he says, “I’ve only ever loved a few people in my life, Chloe, and I’ve fucked it up with all of them. In one stupid, spiteful moment I ruined everything between my father and me, and he died before I could fix it.”
“That wasn’t your fault.”
“You don’t know that. My grandparents lost everything trying to help me achieve my dream of getting Frost Industries off the ground. And I let them. I didn’t know what they’d done, but I should have. They died before I could make it up to them.
“My brother. I’ve helped my mother ruin him without even knowing what I was doing.


“And now there’s you. And I’m terrified I’m going to destroy you, too.”
There’s not much I can say to that after the scene I made here tonight. I still don’t like the way he handled things and I’m still hurt that his first thought was to cut me out of his life. But if he thought he was protecting me, saving me from some ridiculous streak of bad luck, then I can forgive him. God knows I’m not exactly logical when it comes to the people I love, either.
My meltdown tonight being a perfect example of that.
“The only way you’re going to destroy me is if you cut yourself off from me. I freaked out tonight because I was already upset, Ethan. Already worried about you because you’d stopped calling and answering my texts. I was afraid you’d been hurt or gotten sick. Then when you treated me like that…it was like you were throwing me away. Like I didn’t matter to you any more than I mattered to those guys from high school.
“I’m not saying you have to stay with me forever. None of us knows what’s going to happen next week or next month or next year. But if you decide to leave again—”
“I won’t.”
I shake my head, refusing to let him get away with such shortsightedness. “If you decide things aren’t working out, all I ask is that you break things off in a reasonable way. I don’t need much, but a little compassion would be nice. Something that proves to me that I’m something more than some girl you picked up to fuck for a weekend.” My voice breaks and I turn away, taking a few deep breaths as I try to get myself under control.
“Don’t even say that, Chloe.” Ethan is up and in my face again, where he’s been pretty much from the moment I met him. “You’re not some girl. You’re the only girl. The only one who’s ever mattered to me. The only one who ever will.”
“You don’t know that.” I unconsciously echo his earlier words. But the truth is neither of us knows what’s going to happen. Not tomorrow and certainly not six months or a year from now.
“I do. I do know exactly that.” He takes my hand, presses it to his lips. “I just got confused and let all the shit in my head get out of control. It won’t ever happen again.”


I want to believe him. Of course I do. But I don’t know if I can. There’s more than what he’s telling me. I can sense it, feel it, and I don’t want to be blindsided by it again. Don’t want him to push me away the next time it comes up and he can’t deal.
But at the same time, it’s not like I have room to talk. There are some pretty big things I haven’t told him about my past, either. And while someday I hope I can, I know this isn’t the right time. For either of us. Not when the wounds from tonight are still so fresh, so raw. Not when we’re both still so vulnerable and shaky.
I’m still shocked at how easy it was for me to completely fall apart. I thought I was better. I wanted to be better. Now I don’t know if I can trust myself, let alone Ethan. And I hate that I feel that way.
But we’ve only known each other a couple of weeks, only been together less than that. There’s no rule, no timeline, about when we have to parade all our scars to each other. Maybe it’s enough that we’re trying. That we’re getting there, slowly.
“I’m scared,” I tell him.
“I know, baby. I know.”
“Please. Don’t hurt me like this again.”
His eyes are raw with a pain I don’t understand and can’t connect to. “I never want to hurt you again. In any way.” They aren’t the words I asked for, aren’t the words I want to hear. But combined with the tender, desperate look in his eyes, they’re enough.
He reaches for me then, pulls me up and into his arms, and I go. Of course I go. Because he’s Ethan and he’s mine, the same way that I’m his. Absolutely. Unconditionally. Irrevocably.
It’s not perfect. Not yet. And maybe it never will be. But as he leans down and takes my mouth with his own, it’s more than enough. For me. For him. For us.



Epilogue
“Wake up, sleepyhead.” Ethan rolls over on top of me and kisses my cheeks and lips and forehead.
I smile sleepily, stretch a little. “You’re the one who talked me into playing hooky today. I don’t have to wake up.”
“No. I called Maryanne and told her I needed you for a very important project in the CEO’s office today,” he corrects me as he slips inside me.
I arch against him, moaning softly at how good he feels. “Is that what you call this? An important project?”
“The most important.”
Our lovemaking this morning is as tender as last night’s was wild, as lazy as last night’s was frantic. And I love every second of it. Then again, I love everything Ethan does to me. I always have. I always will.
And while a part of me feels guilty for ditching work today, I know that Ethan and I need this time. After everything that happened yesterday, I’m not ready to be separated from him. I can tell by the look in his eyes and the possessive way he touches me that he feels the same way.
He moves slowly, gliding in and out of me in an easy rhythm that nonetheless stokes the fire that is always burning between us. Sweat breaks out on our bodies, tension builds, and it isn’t long before we’re falling over the edge of the world together. Just like it’s meant to be.
Ethan cuddles me for long minutes, his body curved protectively around mine as he plays with my out-of-control curls and presses soft kisses to my shoulder and back. At first I’m a little nervous about this position—my back to his front—but after everything that happened last night in just this position, it seems crazy to worry about it now.
So I do my best to let the fear and the panic go. Oh, I know I’ll never be normal, know that there will always be a part of me that Brandon has a hold on no matter how much I wish it weren’t so. But for now, for today, I want to concentrate on Ethan and everything that’s going right in my life—in our lives—for once.


Eventually his stomach growls, though, and he rolls out of bed with a laugh. “Shower, then breakfast?” he asks, reaching a hand down to help me up.
But I’m feeling lazy and sated and I don’t want to move. Not quite yet. The smell of him and me is on the sheets and I want to linger here for a few more minutes and just immerse myself in what we are together.
“You go first,” I tell him. “I’m not ready to get up.”
He smiles indulgently. “All right, then. I’ll shower, then make you breakfast in bed. How does that sound?”
“Are you going to be in the bed with me?”
He arches one of his brows in that way he has that makes me crazy. “That can be arranged.”
“Then I say it sounds very good.”
He bends down and gives me a quick kiss that becomes a not-so-quick kiss. But then my stomach wrecks it by grumbling, too. Ethan pulls away instantly. “I’ll take a quick shower and then feed you. While I’m in there, decide what you want me to make.”
But he’s only been in the shower a few minutes before my plans for a lazy morning in bed get derailed. The doorbell rings, and while at first I ignore it—this isn’t my house—whoever is outside is determined to get some response. And once it registers that whoever it is obviously has the code to Ethan’s gate, I reach for his robe and wrap it around me. Maybe his cleaning lady forgot her key or something.
But when I finally get to the front door and open it, terror slams through me, weakens my knees to the point that I have to reach out and grab on to the door frame to keep myself upright.
“Hey, Chlo. Long time no see.”
My world shatters. Because it’s not Magdalena on the porch waiting to be let in. Instead it’s my worst nightmare, Brandon Jacobs, who’s staring back at me…out of a face that’s a million times more battered and bruised than Ethan’s is.


He steps forward and instinct takes over. I slam the door in his face, lock it, then turn and press my back against it like I need another barrier to keep him out.
As I do, I look up—straight into Ethan’s dark and tormented eyes. And I know that whatever secrets he’s keeping are going to tear me apart.
Don’t miss the conclusion in book two 

Addicted 

coming soon from Loveswept
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Read on for an excerpt from Tracy Wolff’s 
Full Exposure
Kevin Riley was the stuff fantasies were made of.
Her fantasies, to be exact.
Six foot five, heavily muscled, with the most beautifully intense blue eyes she’d ever seen, he captured her attention like no man ever had. And with his half-naked body in front of her and nature thrashing fiercely around her, it was all she could do to keep her clothes on, her mouth shut and her camera aimed somewhere besides his absolutely fabulous ass.
Not that he should mind—it was one of his best features, after all. And she was being paid, well paid, for taking pictures that showed his every side.
Of course, she wasn’t sure that fifty shots of his ass were quite what the publishers had had in mind when they’d hired her, no matter how glorious it was. Besides, her humming libido couldn’t handle much more without going into severe overdrive anyway.
Serena snorted before she could stop herself. Who was she kidding? She’d passed overdrive a while ago, was now heading straight toward spontaneous combustion at an alarming rate. The thought disturbed her and she moved restlessly, desperate to focus on something—anything—that could bring her traitorous body under control.
She glanced toward the large windows that covered an entire side of the old, redbrick studio and tried to concentrate on the storm raging through Kevin’s little slice of bayou. But the wildness of it—the utter lack of control—only made her more uncomfortable.
Rain pummeled the tin roof, flashes of lightning illuminated the darkness beyond the house and thunder shook the studio as it exploded across the sky. Mother Nature was in a frenzy and much of southern Louisiana would pay the price on this steamy summer night.
She was just one more victim.
It was three a.m. and she should have been asleep, tucked safely into bed in her Baton Rouge condo. Nature whirled around her and she should have been terrified as she witnessed the destruction caused by every gust of seventy-mile-an-hour winds. She was working and she should have been focused, completely absorbed in taking photos for the book that could blow her career wide open. But she wasn’t.


She wasn’t at home asleep, she wasn’t terrified, and she certainly wasn’t focused.
What she was, was aroused.
Powerfully, frighteningly aroused.
Wetness pooled between her thighs, her nipples peaked and she had to work—hard—to stifle the moan threatening to part lips it was becoming harder and harder to keep closed.
She’d never been this out of control before, had never been so aroused that she couldn’t focus on anything but the throbbing ache between her thighs. Serena pressed her legs together, desperate to stem the sensations bombarding her. But it was no use. Heat swept through her body. Her skin flushed a rosy pink and her heart began to race as the fine tremor of arousal shook her, making hands that were normally rock-steady tremble with reaction.
It was all his fault, she thought resentfully, studying Kevin Riley through the camera lens. Because while Kevin was the living, breathing example of every fantasy she’d ever had, his unbelievable sexiness did nothing to put her at ease. Fantasies were just that—something she could escape to when her hard-earned control stifled her, when life got boring and she needed a little spice. But fantasies were supposed to stay fantasies—who expected to encounter them in real life?
This was her work, her livelihood, her big chance, yet all she could think about was that luscious mouth and how it would feel pressed against her own. She wanted to pull him into the storm, to run her hands through his too-long black hair and feel his muscles ripple beneath her fingers as water and wind lashed at them.
The musky sexiness of his skin called to her, and even with half the room between them she couldn’t escape his unique scent—a mixture of sandalwood and the crisp, clean outdoors. Passion, life, vitality rolled off of him in waves, swamping her as her fingers fumbled another roll of film into her old Nikon. She’d used the digital camera earlier, but something about the time, the storm, and Kevin himself had cried out for a more primitive approach.


She lifted the camera again, hands shaking as she snapped the first pictures on the roll. Kevin’s jeans rode low on his hips as he bent, blowtorch in hand, to mold the lowest corner of the sculpture. Intensity and passion etched his too-pretty face—his lush lips were molded into a grim line and his eyes burned with concentration. Despite the air-conditioning, sweat rolled slowly down his bare torso before disappearing inside the waistband of his much-abused Levis. Lust roared through her, nearly bringing her to her knees even as the artist in her recognized the power in his unconscious actions.
Click, whirr. This was it. Click, whirr. The picture she had been waiting for all night. Click, whirr. The shot that would make her famous. Click, whirr. Sculpting ecstasy. Click, whirr. Bending metal to his every command. Click, whirr. A work of art. Click, whirr. Of genius. Click, whirr. Was she speaking of Kevin or his work? Click,
whirr. Perhaps both.
She slid to the ground, looked up through the lens. Click, whirr. His immense power overwhelming. Click, whirr. His talent huge, larger than life. Click, whirr. A giant in his field. Click, whirr. And she wanted him. Click, whirr. This man who was more a work of art than anything he’d ever created. Click, whirr. She burned for him. Click.
Serena snapped the last picture on the roll before lowering the camera to her lap with unsteady hands. Her chest rose and fell rapidly and her breath came in short, jerky gasps. Lifting trembling fingers to her lips, she struggled for control. But she was shaky, wary, disturbed by the truth she saw through the camera’s eye.
Kevin Riley, with his too-long hair and too-feminine features, with his Greek-god body and devil-may-care attitude was the most talented artist she’d ever seen. She’d known coming into this project that he was considered a genius, but knowing was a far cry from being hit in the face by the sensual power and talent he exuded without trying.


She shouldn’t be here. The thought ran—unbidden—through her head. She couldn’t take this. What thinking, breathing woman could? His work alone turned her inside out. She was afraid that she hadn’t known she was close to an edge she hadn’t realized existed seventy-two hours before.
She cursed Steve, the agent she and Kevin shared, under her breath. This whole thing was his idea. If he hadn’t called her, thrilled about the “absolutely fabulous” opportunity that came with photographing the many facets of Kevin, she wouldn’t be here now. Of course, when he’d called, she hadn’t been able to say no. How could she? It was a huge career break for her, one that could send her rocketing to fame. Besides, she’d needed a distraction—desperately—something, anything to keep her mind off the upcoming hearing and her sense of impending doom. How could she have known that photographing Kevin would be nearly as disturbing?
The cell phone attached to her hip vibrated, but she didn’t answer it. Refused to even look to see who was calling. If it was him, she didn’t want to know about it, didn’t want to think about it. And she really didn’t want to spend the rest of the night tied up in knots over somebody’s stupid idea of a joke.
Taking a couple of deep breaths, she pushed the unwelcome intrusion from her mind. Instead, she focused on Kevin again, a subject only a little less uncomfortable than her very persistent and obscene crank caller.
After all, the man was a walking, talking example of human perfection. His muscles strained as he bent the warm metal to his every whim. Faded denim molded every inch of his lower body, cupping his ass in a way that Serena would very much have liked to echo. She sighed unknowingly, absently pressing a hand against herself in an effort to stop the ache that was slowly turning her lower body liquid.
Not that he’d notice if she dissolved into a puddle of unrequited lust on his studio floor. Though he had been pleasant enough when she had shown up on his doorstep two and a half days ago, he’d paid her almost no attention since. Used to a certain amount of attention from men, his complete lack of interest both annoyed and intrigued her.


But how could she be so attracted to a man who didn’t even know she existed? She wasn’t one of those women who always fell for the man who was just a little cold, just a small step out of reach. Or at least, she never had been before. She’d always liked her men hot, accessible, and casual. Most important, casual. For Serena, nothing was worse than having a lover who didn’t understand her boundaries.
Yet she couldn’t get him out of her mind.
She snorted again. Talk about an understatement. For the last two hours, she’d fantasized about making love with him in nearly every position possible. Not to mention some positions she had her doubts about but was more than willing to try.
Despite the storm raging outside, cooling the nighttime air, it was nearly stifling in the huge one-room studio. Kevin had the air-conditioning pumping full-blast, but it had little effect against the huge metal welding furnace throwing out heat in the corner of the room. Or the blowtorch Kevin wielded with amazing concentration.
Serena let her camera slide to the floor, fanned herself with a nearby magazine as she watched him. What was happening to her? Nothing ever distracted her or kept her from completing an assignment. But there was plenty of time, she reminded herself. And there was no way she could take any more pictures tonight, not if she had any hope of getting out of the studio without humiliating herself.
Absently, she slid her hand slowly down her bare arm, enjoying the silky smoothness of the skin. Imagined that it was his hand touching her, his fingers sliding slowly over her shoulder to find the hollow of her throat. She wanted to feel those rough, callused hands on her body, needed it with an intensity that shocked her. Her eyes trailed desperately over his naked torso, following the thin line of hair that disappeared beneath the button of his jeans. She wanted a man she shouldn’t have. Couldn’t have. Serena closed her eyes and silently willed away the need.


* * *
“Fuck!” Kevin cursed viciously as he burned himself for the third time in as many minutes. His concentration was shot, knocked to hell and back by the beautiful blonde staring at him through her camera lens. From the moment she’d shown up on his doorstep three days before—with her long legs and drop-dead attitude—he’d known that he was in trouble.
How could he not be? Everything about her—from her pixie-cut blond hair to her serious brown eyes—screamed coolly professional. She even buttoned her oxford shirts to right under her chin, a habit that was driving him completely insane. All he’d been able to think about for the past two days was opening those shirts one button at a time, slowly peeling them away to reveal every inch of her smooth, golden skin.
He’d worked hard to maintain his distance, to treat her with the same cool amusement with which she treated him. But while Serena gave every appearance of being oblivious to him and the hunger she ignited inside of him, he was anything but oblivious to her. Under her steady, detached gaze, he’d made a number of stupid mistakes in the last couple of days and it was beginning to seriously piss him off.
Turning the blowtorch off and setting it aside, he stepped back to look at his latest sculpture, frowning. Something wasn’t right, though he was hard put to figure out exactly what the problem was. While he planned every detail of his sculptures before he ever began to build them, normally small variations occurred as he worked. A feeling he got that told him to bend this piece or twist that one. Intuition, really, that set his work apart from everyone else’s.
He rolled his shoulders, working out the kinks that came from long hours crouching over steaming hot metal as he bent it to his will. Disgusted with himself, his work and his overactive libido, Kevin closed his eyes as he stretched, determined to block Serena, with her too-large eyes and too-curvy body, from his mind.


He’d been down this road before, he reminded himself, had learned his lesson well. After all, Deb had been one hell of a teacher. Yet here he was, lusting after another artist who wanted to use him to further her career. He shrugged restlessly, even as the old anger churned in his stomach. At least Serena was honest about what she wanted, something Deb had never been.
Deb had been drawn to his fame, had exploited it. And he’d let her. He’d been in love for the first time in his life and he would have done anything to keep her happy. He had wanted to use his influence in the art world to help her make a name for herself. Why shouldn’t he? He hadn’t realized, then, that he was expendable; that the second she got what she wanted from him she’d be out the door.
Kevin shook his head, loathing his inability to keep the past where it belonged. He’d buried this crap a long time ago, so why was he suddenly dwelling on it? Why was it suddenly right there, front and center in his mind?
His lips curled sardonically. Who was he kidding? Serena was the reason it was all rushing back to him. She shook him up, invaded his mind, made him ache. Usually, when working, he could block out everything from hunger to nuclear holocaust, but not tonight and not with her. Tonight the hair on the back of his neck stood straight up—as did another notable part of his anatomy—and it took everything he had to even remember what the sculpture was supposed to look like, let alone why he shouldn’t be thinking about her. Wanting her.
He ground his teeth together, conscious of the ever-present whirring of her camera. How she could concentrate on taking pictures right now, he didn’t know. Between the storm, the heat and—he glanced at his watch—the time, his body was telling him that there were better ways to spend the remainder of the night. And every single one centered around the beautiful, sexy woman behind him.
Muttering a curse, he strolled to the refrigerator in the corner of the room and grabbed an ice-cold beer. If he couldn’t work anymore, then he could at least try to quench the desire she ignited with alcohol.


He chuckled grimly to himself. Of course, when you added alcohol to fire all you usually ended up with was one hell of a flame.
“You want one?” he asked, keeping his back to her as he fought the strength of his arousal.
“Hmmm?” Her voice was soft and sexy. Shivers shot down his spine and he felt his eyes narrow speculatively. What had put that sultry note in her normally crisp and businesslike tone?
He turned to her, a beer in his extended hand. “Here. I’m done tonight.”
Her eyes were hazy, far away, as if she too were aroused. Kevin’s eyebrows rose as he watched her blink several times, trying to bring him into focus. Maybe the attraction wasn’t as one-sided as he’d thought.
“Thanks.” Serena took the beer, twisted the top off and drank a long, slow swallow.
His eyes greedily followed her every move as she closed her full lips around the top of the bottle, tilted and drank. Her throat moved as she swallowed and her ripe, unpainted mouth slid in a subtle back-and-forth motion that had drool pooling in the corners of his mouth. Suddenly his cock was so hard he thought he’d explode.
When she lowered the bottle a single drop glistened on her bottom lip and he ached to lick it off. Before he could step closer, the tip of her pink tongue darted forward and swept across her lips, once, twice, a third time.
He cleared his throat in an attempt to disguise the groan he couldn’t quite smother. He tried to turn away, but couldn’t—he was literally frozen in place as his eyes wandered over her from head to toe.
The heat from the furnace was truly overwhelming tonight—he’d had to stoke it up to get the reaction he needed from the metal he was working with. Because of the heat, she had discarded the oxford shirt long ago, and now only a thin, caramel-colored tank top covered her lush, high breasts. One of the spaghetti straps rode low on her shoulder, resting directly above a wicked looking scar on her biceps and revealing the absence of a bra. An absence made even more obvious by the hard peaks of her nipples beneath the soft cotton fabric.


Though he knew it was rude to focus on those lush nipples, he couldn’t force his gaze away. He wanted to touch them, taste them, draw them into his mouth and suck the sweetness from her until she writhed beneath him in ecstasy. What would she taste like?
He heard Serena’s breath hitch, knew suddenly that she was as aware of him and his body as he was of her. He had never before lusted so obviously after a woman he was working with, had always tried to be considerate of a woman’s feelings during working hours. But normal working hours had come and gone. It was the middle of the night, hot as hell and the storm raging outside was tying his gut into knots. He wanted Serena, had burned for her from the second he’d first laid eyes on her almost seventy-two hours before.
And though he had restrained himself, believing that she was not in the slightest interested, the answering arousal in her own eyes suddenly changed everything.
He took a step closer, his gaze still focused on her telltale nipples. They grew even tauter and he knew—he knew—that there was no way he could stop himself from touching her.
It was way too hot for her to be cold, way too steamy in the studio to question whether it was arousal making her nipples peak. As he drew closer to her, stalking her, really, he forced his eyes back to her face.
Eyes closed, head tilted back, lips soft and open, she rubbed the beer against the back of her neck and down the side of her face. A soft moan revealed the pleasure the contact with the cool bottle brought her. Opening her eyes, she noticed his predatory stance for the first time, saw his eyes blazing with a need he couldn’t hide.
He watched her own widen in answer, watched them glaze over as the passion she too was fighting to hold off rose up and overwhelmed her. Her scent, a mixture of wildflowers and hot, spicy woman, teased him, drawing him closer and closer to the edge of his resistance.
Reaching forward, he plucked the beer from her hands and slowly drank, enjoying the taste of her as much as the beer. He watched as her eyes found a drop of sweat at the hollow of his neck, as they helplessly followed it as it worked its way over his bare chest and onto his stomach.


* * *
She wanted to reach her tongue out and sweep the drop from his body. Wanted her tongue to follow the lazy path made by the drop, testing, tasting every inch of his well-muscled torso before working her way slowly, oh so slowly, beneath the waistband of his jeans.
Serena’s breath hitched in her throat and her eyes met Kevin’s for the first time in many hours. His breath, too, was coming in harsh pants, and she could tell that he was as aroused as she was. That he wanted her at least as badly as she wanted him.
She reached one still-trembling hand toward him, whether in invitation or denial she didn’t know. But when he grasped her fingers with his own, she shivered at the strength in his work-hardened palm. And when he slowly, oh so slowly, lifted her hand to his lips, she shuddered with the power and the pain of her desire.
His tongue reached out and caressed her index finger, once, twice, before drawing her slowly into his mouth. His teeth nipped lightly at her fingertip, even as he pulled her deeper and deeper into him. He sucked her finger gently, his tongue sweeping in slow, lazy circles as his mouth slid back and forth.
Serena’s breath came in short gasps and her knees weakened until she feared their ability to support her. Her eyes drifted shut and her head rolled back on her neck. She knew this was wrong, knew she shouldn’t be doing this. Kevin wasn’t the type to be satisfied with a one- or two-night stand and she didn’t have anything else to offer.
But she couldn’t deny the need flowing between them. Didn’t want to deny it. And his mouth on her finger felt so incredibly good. How would it feel on her lips? Her breasts? Between her thighs?
As Kevin slowly relinquished his hold on her finger, she bit back an instinctive protest. She was on fire, burning, her underwear soaked through. Glancing down at the front of his jeans, she felt her eyes widen at the erection the denim couldn’t begin to disguise.


She reached to touch him, but he grabbed her hand before it could connect. “Not yet, cher,” he whispered, holding her newly captured hand to his chest. His heart pounded heavily, riotously beneath her palm. Her fingers flexed, explored, slid lightly over one nipple, and his heartbeat grew faster, harder.
Echoing her own, she thought, as blood pumped hot and quick through her veins. The storm raging outside had moved inside, buffeting her from every side, sweeping her into its powerful, chaotic embrace and leaving Kevin as her only anchor.
His stormy, heavy-lidded eyes burned into her own, midnight blue and fierce with desire. His musky scent overwhelmed her. Yet his touch was tender and his lips gentle as they moved slowly over her finger, down her palm, his tongue trailing a path of fire wherever it touched. Leisurely, as if he had all the time in the world, his mouth pressed long, lazy kisses across her hand—over her love line, her life line, slowly, slowly working his way down to the rounded pad at the base of her thumb. And there, right there, at the juncture where her palm met her wrist, he bit gently, firmly, his teeth sinking in even as his tongue laved away the hurt.
Serena’s knees gave way and with a cry of ecstasy she slid, trembling, down the wall.
Kevin crouched beside her, his eyes on hers, searching for any sign of uneasiness. But she was too hot, too steamy, too far gone to think of the consequences. Reaching out, she tangled her fingers in his hair and pulled him forward until his lips met her own.
He tasted like the cinnamon gum he chewed obsessively, a combination of spicy and sweet that drove her to the brink of her control and then beyond. She knew he’d meant to take it easy, slow, but with the first powerful touch of his mouth, Serena was lost and her uninhibited response sparked his own. His tongue swept across her lips—ravenous, demanding, desperate—and she opened for him as lust burned through her.


They plundered each other, tongues testing, tasting, tangling together. She sucked his lower lip between her teeth and bit slowly; he groaned in response, his hands sliding down to cup her ass, to press her against him.
She was hot and wet and frantic to feel him within her. Kevin must have sensed her desperation, for he tightened his hold, pressed more firmly against her, began a gently thrusting between her thighs that sent her pulse soaring. A high, keening sound escaped her, one that would have mortified her at any other time. But here, now, with the frantic grip of her hands on his body and the powerful thrust of his hips against hers, it seemed natural. More than natural. Perfect.
But she wanted more, needed more. Breaking free of his kiss, Serena slid her lips slowly over his cheeks, relishing the stubble on his unshaven jaw before her tongue darted out and explored the inner shell of his ear. Frenzied, frantic, she closed her teeth around his earlobe and bit gently, even as her hands moved to caress the rippling muscles of his back.
Kevin growled deep in his throat and moved his hand slowly down her chest. As his fingers closed around her breast for the first time, a huge streak of lightning lit the sky beyond the studio and the lights went out, plunging the room into a still and eerie darkness.





Read on for an excerpt from Tracy Wolff’s
Tie Me Down
It was hot as only New Orleans could be.
Hotter than a cat on a tin roof.
Hotter than the Cajun cooking her mother used to make.
Hotter than hell.
And she was burning up, fury and sorrow eating her from the inside out.
More than ready for the day from hell to be over, Genevieve Delacroix slammed out of the precinct on the fly, then cursed as she plowed straight into the sticky heat the city was known for. It rose up to meet her like a wall—thick and heavy and all-consuming.
Pausing to catch her breath, she stared blindly at the planters full of cheerful posies that lined the front of the precinct. Her partner, Shawn, had picked a hell of a time to take a vacation—in the middle of the busiest week homicide had seen in years. After working four homicide scenes in as many days, it was a miracle she could still put one foot in front of the other.
Today, she’d awakened to a ringing phone, news of a brutal, sex-related homicide the first thing she’d heard as she surfaced from a sleep so deep it was almost like death itself. Yesterday it had been a murder-suicide. Two days before that, a domestic dispute turned deadly.
Not to mention the bizarre call she’d gotten earlier that afternoon promising her—with sexually graphic delight—that the caller would be seeing her very soon. As the only female on the homicide squad, she got her fair share of calls from weirdos, and this one was nothing unusual—but it still put her back up, as they all did.
Sighing, she rubbed a weary hand over her eyes. This week, the Big Easy was anything but.
Taking the precinct steps two at a time, Genevieve glanced around the French Quarter, where she’d worked and lived for most of her life.
Tonight she could see none of the beauty the Quarter was known for. The architecture, the colors, the history—it all faded beside the sickness she’d witnessed that morning. The most recent in a long line of fucked-up and twisted crimes that ate away at the city’s population like a cancer.


Her argument with the lieutenant rang clearly in her head as her long legs ate up Royal Street’s narrow sidewalks.
Not enough similarities in the causes of death in the murders.
Not enough similarities in the three victims.
Not enough evidence, in her boss’s not-so-humble opinion.
But in the eleven years she’d been on the force, Genevieve’s gut had never been wrong, and right now her instincts were screaming that the case she’d caught this morning—the brutal rape and murder of a nineteen-year-old Tulane student—wasn’t a freak event. A serial killer was at large.
True, the causes of death in all three murders had been different, as had the body dumps—Jackson Square, a bar called Lafitte’s Blacksmith Shop, Senator Mouline’s house—but the feel of the scenes had felt too similar for it to have been a fluke. The evident, full-out rage the killer had been in when he’d inflicted the wounds had been the same, as had the desperate need to cause as much pain and humiliation to his victims as possible.
Without knowing where she was going, Genevieve made a quick left on St. Peter. She knew only that that she couldn’t face going home and reliving the whole damn day over and over in her head until she wanted to scream—or sob.
The image of Jessica Robbins’s body was in front of her eyes, the atrocities done to her burned into Genevieve’s brain by the hours and hours she’d spent working the case. By the helpless anger she felt at not being able to stop the crime.
By the failure she was already anticipating.
If this was the work of a serial killer—and her experience and instincts shouted that it was—then he was damn good at his job. Maybe the best she’d ever run across. And she’d need more than a condescending smile and a load of denial from her egotistical boss if she was going to catch the bastard.


Sickness churned in her stomach and turned her legs weak. Chastian couldn’t be allowed to sweep this under the rug, like he did so many of the other ideas she went to him with. He couldn’t be allowed to discount her ideas just because she was a woman and in his screwed-up opinion didn’t belong in homicide. She knew how to do her job, and would be damned if she was going to let his sexist bullshit stand in the way of her doing what she knew was right.
A couple of frat boys cruised by, jostling her, and Genevieve nearly jumped out of her skin. One more sign that she was wound tight enough to break.
“Hey, baby, let me buy you a drink.” One of them leered at her, his vacant eyes testimony to just how many drinks he’d already bought.
“I think you’ve had enough.” She started to move away from him.
“Aww, come on, darlin’, don’t be like that.” The second one blocked her way, and Genevieve sighed as she saw her day going from miserable to excruciating in the blink of an eye.
“Guys, you’re already drunk off your asses and it’s only”—she glanced at her watch—“seven-thirty. Why don’t you head back uptown and sleep it off?”
“Is that an invitation?” the first one asked, leaning in so close that she could almost identify the brand of beer he’d been slamming back.
“Not the kind you’re looking for.” Straightening up, she shoved past them. “Now scram.”
With much grumbling, they did, and Genevieve started to walk away. But now the idea of a drink had begun to sound entirely too good to pass up. Maybe a hurricane—or three—would help get Jessica out of her head.
Shouldering around the crush of tourists standing in front of Pat O’s, she slunk into the much less raucous bar a few doors down. If she couldn’t force the memories out of her head, maybe she could drink them away. At least for tonight.
* * *


Cole Adams slid onto the barstool next to the blond bombshell with more curves than a baseball and wondered how to start up the conversation he was dying to have.
Should he open with the truth? He wasn’t sure how well this beautiful woman would take to the fact that he’d been researching her for months. That he’d followed her from the police station. That he’d been lurking around outside the precinct, waiting for her to come out for nearly an hour.
That he wanted a whole lot more from her than she’d be willing to give.
He’d meant to stop her there, to tell her what he wanted right from the start. But she’d looked so enraged—and miserable—that he couldn’t help wondering what had caused the devastation written so clearly on her face.
But before he could decide how to approach her, Genevieve had started off at a walk so fast it was nearly a run, and he’d been forced to follow her or lose his chance.
He couldn’t afford to mess this up. Not now, when he’d finally gotten everything set up the way he wanted it.
Glancing at Genevieve out of the corner of his eye, he nearly snorted. Yeah, right. Things were going exactly as he’d planned.
Except that she looked more likely to shoot him than listen to him.
Plus, the speech he’d prepared sounded incredibly stupid now. Like a bad pickup line instead of the appeal to her conscience he’d intended.
Maybe he was just paranoid—and who could blame him? He’d done his homework on the NOPD so thoroughly that the face of every homicide detective on the force was familiar to him by now. But Genevieve’s picture hadn’t done her justice. On the computer screen, her hair had looked more of a dirty gray than the honey blond it really was, and her ample curves had been hidden under an ill-fitting suit. Now Cole was struggling to deal with the arousal that had wrapped around his gut like a fist at his first sight of her, and had only gotten worse as he’d watched her sinuous glide through the Quarter.
Looking at her from beneath his lashes, he watched her long, unpainted fingernails tap an impatient rhythm on the bar as she leaned back on her barstool in a parody of relaxation. What did it say about him that the guarded accessibility of her frame—combined with the sight of those loose, feminine fingers—had him longing for the feel of her against him? For the feel of her hand on his suddenly—and unexpectedly—hard cock?


Fuck, damn, shit. What was he, a horny teenager who couldn’t keep his dick under control? Or a man who knew what he wanted, one with a secret to unravel and could find only one woman to help him do it?
This couldn’t be happening. Not now, when he was so close to getting the ball rolling. Not now, when he had Detective Genevieve Delacroix almost exactly where he wanted her.
But it was happening, his body spinning rapidly out of control while his mind struggled to find a way to approach her that she wouldn’t find threatening—or annoying.
“So, can I buy you a drink?” Her question came out of nowhere, in a no-nonsense tone and a voice that was pure, sugary Georgia peach. Smooth and silky and sweetly delicious, despite the hint of hard-ass he heard just below the surface.
Surprise swept through him, and he wondered if she would taste as good as she sounded. The contrast between her voice and her tone intrigued him, one more example of the numerous contradictions that seemed to make her up.
The lush body covered by that ridiculous suit.
The indolent pose belied by the watchful eyes.
The gorgeous voice with the don’t-fuck-with-me tone.
It made him wonder who the real Genevieve Delacroix was. Made him want to fuck with her—to fuck her—and to hell with the consequences.
As he struggled to regain control—to keep his eye on the prize—the wicked curve of her lips kept interfering with his concentration.
“What are you offering?” He kept his voice low as he angled his body toward hers, savoring the rush of arousal pouring through him. Inconvenient or not, it had been far too long since he’d felt this instantaneous reaction to a woman.


Her barely-there smile turned into a smirk. “That depends what you ask for.”
He nodded to the bartender who had sidled up to the other side of the bar. “A shot of Patrón Silver.”
“Interesting choice.” Genevieve quirked a brow before turning to the bartender. “I’ll take an Absolut and cranberry.”
After the bartender moved away, she leveled a pair of deep blue eyes at him and Cole fought the urge to squirm. Genevieve had cop eyes—world-weary, cynical and more than willing to believe the worst.
For a split second, it was like looking into a mirror, his own tormented emotions of the past few years staring back at him. But then a shutter came down, blocking him from seeing anything but a sardonic amusement that sent shivers up his spine.
“So,” she demanded as she leaned forward until her mouth was only inches from his own. “Do you often drink alone?”
It was his turn to raise a brow. “I’m new in town. I don’t have anyone else to drink with.”
“I’d feel sorry for you, but I get the impression that’s more by choice than necessity.” Her cerulean eyes glowed as they swept over him, and he couldn’t stop his body from clenching in response.
“So what about you?”
She inclined her head. “What about me?” Her peaches-and-cream voice was ripe with approval, and he felt his cock throb. Shifting a little, he tried to adjust himself so his hard-on wasn’t so obvious—or painful. But a quick glance at Genevieve told him that she was more than aware of his dilemma—and that she was enjoying it.
“Do you often drink alone?” He parroted her words back at her, determined to gain control of the conversation.
“Who says I’m alone? I could be waiting for someone.”
She was bluffing—pushing him hard with her fuck-off voice and come-hither body language—and normally he’d be more than happy to go along for the ride. But now wasn’t the time for this, he reminded himself forcibly.


“Should I leave?” He started to stand.
“No!” For just a moment her façade slipped, giving him one more glimpse of the frustrated, tired, too-pissed-off-to-be-alone woman behind the mask.
He sank back into his chair. “I’m Cole, by the way.” He held out a hand.
“Genevieve.” She hesitated before placing her hand against his.
“Afraid?” he asked with a smirk, unable to stop himself.
“Of you?” Her hand met his in a firm, no-nonsense clasp, her eyes narrowing in derision.
“Is there someone else here?” She tried to tug her hand back, but he didn’t let go. Couldn’t let go, any more than he could stop the cocky, shit-eating grin from crossing his face. It was going to be fun as hell testing her, seeing what she was made of.
Seeing just how far he could push before she began to shove back.
It might not be the wisest course of action, but then again, he’d given up being smart when he came to this hellhole of a city, intent on finding a truth that had eluded him for seven long years.
“I don’t know.” She glanced around the bar, let her eyes linger teasingly on some guy near the door. “Is there?”
As the guy straightened up and made a move toward them, Cole scowled fiercely. Then gave a sharp tug on Genevieve’s hand that had her out of her chair and between his legs before she knew what was happening. He wrapped his free hand around her hip and pulled her even closer, so that her thighs rested against his aroused cock.
Those blue eyes sparked with a fury that was cold as ice, and he expected her to struggle—for one brief moment, even wanted her to. His brain was sending all kinds of messages, calling him every name in the book, even as it warned him that he was blowing everything before his plan had a chance to get off the ground.
But for the first time in his life, his body had sole possession of the driver’s seat, his suddenly unruly libido shrugging off the warning signs like they didn’t exist—even as he fought for control.
For one brief, terrifying moment, he thought about forgetting the whole thing, about saying “Fuck it” and just reveling in the moment. About taking this woman any and every way he could have her and letting the chips fall where they may.


How had she gotten him so hot so quickly? In the long years following Samantha’s death, he’d never let anyone get under his skin. Ever.
And this wasn’t how their first meeting was supposed to turn out—with him fantasizing about what she looked like in the throes of one orgasm after another.
He was supposed to be laying the groundwork. Feeling her out. Checking to see if she really was as good as her record said she was. An hour ago her competence—or lack thereof—had been the most important thing on his mind. But now all he could think about was what it would feel like to come in her mouth. In her pussy. In her lush, gorgeous ass.
He tried to tamp down on the arousal, but that was like trying to put out a wildfire with a spray bottle—especially since he could feel the heat and arousal coming off her. Could see her nipples peaking beneath the thin material of her blouse. Could hear the hitch in her breathing as she too struggled for control.
He’d come to New Orleans looking for peace, had sought Genevieve out for just that purpose. But the aroused, out-of-control, gotta-have-her-now feeling that had grabbed him by the balls the second he laid eyes on her was anything but peaceful.
Gritting his teeth, he pulled himself back from the edge. It wasn’t easy when he wanted to be inside of her more than he wanted his next breath. More than he wanted the answers he’d come here to get.
But the look on Genevieve’s face said she’d been pushed—or pulled—as far as she was going to allow. Aroused or not, her next move would be to take a swing at him.
For a minute, he could almost taste the coppery tang of blood in his mouth. It might be worth it.
“You’re going to want to let go of me.” Her voice was low and hot, a warning if he’d ever heard one.


“I’m not so sure about that.” His hands tightened—on her hip and her palm—holding her to him for one endless moment. The image of what she would look like spread-eagle on his bed, her pale skin gleaming against the midnight silk of the sheets, roared through him, and for a second he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to let her go.
But his brain was screaming at him, the warning signals having turned into bright red flags of alarm, and somehow he found the strength to release her.
The bartender chose that second to drop their drinks on the bar, and he grabbed the ice-cold shot of tequila like it was a lifeline. Slammed it back and gestured for another one. He was teetering on the brink of madness, his body out of his control. His desire for Genevieve nearly palpable in the small distance she’d created between them.
What was wrong with him? he wondered, tossing back the second shot as quickly as he had the first. He’d never reacted like this to a woman before, had never felt like he would give anything—and everything—just to be inside one.
But Genevieve…in a few brief moments, Genevieve had turned him inside out. It was ridiculous, absurd. And he—
“You’re not as uncomplicated as you look.” Her voice broke into his self-flagellation, had him turning to her with hot eyes he couldn’t hope to cool down.
“I could say the same thing about you.” He forced a calm into his voice that he was far from feeling.
“Yeah, well, I had a crappy day.” She stuck out her chin at him. “What’s your excuse?”
“I wasn’t aware I needed one.”
Very deliberately, she glanced down at where his hands were clenched into fists before taking a long sip of her drink. “It’s pretty obvious that you need something.”
Her words—cold and taunting—slammed through him. God, she was amazing—her icy control housed a hot fire that was tempting as hell.


“And what is it you think I need?”
For the first time, he saw a flash of uncertainty in her eyes and couldn’t help wondering at its cause. A heavy silence stretched between them, long and taut and more than a little uncomfortable. Just when he’d decided that he’d blown it—that she wasn’t going to answer—Genevieve took a deep breath.
“Me,” she said, in a voice that was as steady as it was unexpected.





Read on for an excerpt from Tina Wainscott’s 
Wild on You
The last time Rick Yarbrough got into this limo was right after the Navy court hearing that had made him and four members of his team officially ex-SEAL. The man who provided that limo, Chase Justiss, had offered all five of them an intriguing job opportunity. Six and a half weeks later, Risk was an operational member of the Justiss Alliance. They were unofficially called J-Men, because two of Chase’s operatives had a thing for some cult-classic movie called J-Men Forever.
Risk, Saxby, and Knox had undergone a week of orientation and training at Chase’s Miami estate, nothing compared to the grueling thirty months of becoming a SEAL. Then again, they already possessed most of the requisite skills.
Chase leaned forward from the limo’s plush interior and shook his hand. “Welcome to your first mission, Risk.”
His new boss even remembered his nickname.
Chase was tall and lean, civilian, with a whiff of former military to his bearing. Government, he’d said, but was otherwise obtuse about his background. Or his reason for starting an agency that masqueraded as a private security firm.
Risk released his grip. “You haven’t told me what it is yet.” Which was odd, now that he thought about it. Though he was used to being given only bits and pieces of an upcoming mission, that was the military, after all.
“I didn’t want to scare you off.”
Risk rubbed his hands together. Oh, buddy, this was going to be good. “Fill me in.”
What had sold Risk on joining was the Justiss Alliance’s real purpose: obtaining justice for those who couldn’t get it through normal channels. The government and law enforcement agencies had their limitations, after all.


Chase stretched out his long legs across the interior of the limo. “Some of our jobs come from government agencies that need off-the-record help. But as I said, some come from private citizens. I’ve known General Wunder a long time.”
Which couldn’t be that long, considering the guy was in his late twenties, like Risk, maybe early thirties at the most. “Does this involve military matters, then?” He wasn’t sure how he felt about sticking his nose in anything military. To be fair, his team had taken on the covert mission knowing full well that if they failed, the government would deny any knowledge of their infiltration; elected officials certainly would not admit to sending in a SEAL team to assassinate the leader of an organization aiming to shut down the violent cartels in Mexico. Nevertheless, anything military still left a bitter taste in Risk’s mouth.
“Not at all. The general’s retired. This is a private security detail assignment.”
“So I’m guarding some retired military brass. Is he going overseas, consulting in Afghanistan or something?” His blood heated at the prospect of danger. Lurking assassins. Clearing vehicles of explosives, maybe even detonating one. His mouth actually watered. Damn, he’d been out of the action for way too long.
“You’re guarding his daughter here in Virginia. He thinks her safety is being threatened.”
Risk stared at Chase for several seconds. “I’m a babysitter?” he pushed out at last, trying not to sound too indignant. “You do recall my years of experience with weapons, interrogation? Running into buildings on moonlit nights, knowing there could be fighters waiting with guns? Tracking down tangos in the frigid desert? You don’t need to ease me in, if that’s why you’re giving me this gig.”
Chase slid him a sly smile. “It’s not going to be that easy.”
Risk held back the hmph that wanted to escape. How hard could guarding a woman be? Unless she was a diplomat in a volatile foreign country, but Chase had said it was domestic. “What does this assignment have to do with the ‘justice for all, no matter the cost’ credo?”


“You’ll see.”
Color me skeptical.
The last time he trusted his commander, the mission screwed up his life. But Risk held his tongue and mustered as much trust as he could. He wanted this job to work out. After all, it wasn’t like Chase was asking him to assassinate someone.
The limo left the private airfield that Chase’s jet had flown him into. Risk had spent some time with his brother and his family in Pekin, Illinois, while awaiting his first assignment.
Some time later, they entered an exclusive neighborhood with massive brick homes set on large parcels of land. The limo pulled down a curved drive to a house with columns that reminded Risk of a government building, all square and landscaped with military precision. Risk hailed from an Illinois farming community where he’d worked until his muscles burned and his skin was leathery from the sun. This kind of money was a foreign concept.
Risk followed Chase up the steps, and a few seconds after chimes echoed inside the house, a man opened the door. The expression on his hard, square face transformed to relief when he took in Chase.
“Good to see you, son.” He pumped Chase’s hand, then pulled him in for one of those guy hugs. Chase didn’t buckle under the ham-sized hand slapping his back so hard that Risk expected him to cough up something.
“Glad we can help.” Chase gestured for Risk to step up beside him and introduced the two men.
Risk knew the general was sizing him up as he crushed his hand in what was more like an arm-wrestling hold than a handshake. “Pleasure,” Risk gritted out, gripping the man’s hand just as hard.
The general gave him an approving nod and gestured for them to follow him. “Let’s talk in my office.”
Chase said, “I briefed him on the job but figured we would cover the specifics here.”


Briefed. Yeah, like a sentence.
The general nodded for them to take the two leather seats in front of his desk, sinking down in his chair on the other side. “Someone tried to run down my daughter, Adeline, a week ago.” He slid a folder across the desk. “Here’s the police report. There was no proof that it was intentional. It could have been a drunk driver. Although that’s what Adeline wants to think, even she admits she’s made some enemies.” He interlaced his fingers so tightly that they turned red. “I’ve included the detective’s contact information in the paperwork. He hasn’t turned up anything yet. And while he’s a friend, he can only spend so much time on a dead-end investigation.
“In the meantime, whoever tried will no doubt try again. I insisted she move in here for a while, but with her comes a menagerie of animals she’s rehabilitating, and they’re driving me crazy. She’s just as unhappy being here, so you’re our compromise.” That he directed to Risk. “I need someone who can not only protect her but keep her out of trouble. No protests, no investigations. She needs to sit tight and safe until we know who wants her dead or we can be sure that it was indeed an accident.”
Risk’s gaze went to the bookshelf behind the general and a collection of framed pictures of a blond girl at various ages. On a pony at maybe her sixth birthday party. Riding a horse at an equestrian event as a teen. Probably spoiled rotten. Great. Frickin’ great. And Risk was a compromise, which meant she was going to be as cooperative as any tango—terrorist—he’d tried to wheedle information out of.
“Who’d she piss off?” Risk asked, then added, “Sir.”
“There are several possibilities.”
Risk nearly choked. “Several? How can one woman make that many people angry enough to potentially try killing her? Is she a liberal? Does she use racial slurs? Was she caught trying to drown puppies?”
The general sat back in his chair with a long-suffering sigh. “She’s an animal hugger. You know, like a tree hugger. It started when she was a kid, saving baby birds that had fallen out of nests, finding homes for stray kittens. I figured her desire to help came from watching her mother work with her various charities. After her mother died—when Addie was twelve—that desire turned into a drive. First she kidnapped a neglected horse from a farm. Then she stole hound pups that she thought were being abused and found them homes. She went looking for animals to save as though her life depended on it.”


“Maybe she was trying to fill that empty hole you feel when your parent dies young,” Risk found himself saying.
“I thought so, too. But I overheard her talking to her mother up in heaven, telling her about the puppies she’d saved and how she hoped that would make it up to her. When I asked her what she meant, she wouldn’t say.” He shook his head. “She doesn’t always consider the law—or common sense—when she’s got an abused or neglected animal in her sights.” He handed a folder to Risk. “The lead suspect is a guy who runs one of these traveling zoos. She’s been launching protests against him for the last few weeks, and he made some threats. Nothing so obvious as ‘I’m going to run you down.’ More like ‘You crazy animal people need to be hog-tied and trampled by the elephants you’re trying to save!’ He even filed a restraining order.”
Risk studied photos of a middle-aged guy who looked like he was all kinds of pissed about having his picture taken. In another shot, a tiger cub didn’t look any happier about being forced to pose with a young girl.
“Let me show you what I’m dealing with.” The general pulled his keyboard close and began pecking at it. “What you’ll be dealing with.” He turned his monitor to show them a Facebook page. The ID read Addie Wunder, Animal Hugger. The general frowned. “She used my disparaging title as her organization’s name. Just to poke at me, I suspect.”
The big picture on top was a horse racing across an open field. In the corner was a picture of Addie, with the same blond hair and incredible blue eyes as in the pictures behind the
general…except she was all grown up now.
Way grown up. Risk would guess her to be in her mid-twenties. In the most recent picture on her timeline, she was in front of a makeshift zoo, holding a sign protesting cruelty against a tiger cub, tight white pants and leopard-print tank top wrapped around a nice little figure. Her latest post called out to anyone in the Ruckersville area to protest the zoo’s next stop. Farther down, a YouTube video proclaimed to expose a canned hunt in Georgia, with Addie’s face frozen in passionate ire. Another picture showed her in a dark pink bikini, bathing dogs at a fund-raiser for a no-kill shelter. If Risk wrapped his hands around her waist, the tips of his fingers would probably touch. She had an amazing set of boobs, a bit more than a handful, firm and—


“I’m a poker player, son,” the general said, pinning him with his gray eyes. “You’re obviously not.”
Risk cleared his throat. “Sorry, sir.”
“I’d worry about how you’re looking at my daughter, a guy like you.”
“Like me?” Risk bristled.
“Good-looking, muscular, with that dangerous gleam in his eyes. So let me dispel any notions you may have. She’s a lesbian.”
Risk looked at that delicate heart-shaped face with the spark of rebellion. Please say it ain’t so. “That’s a shame, sir.”
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  Prologue


  “Wake up, sleepyhead.” Ethan rolls over on top of me and kisses my cheeks and lips and forehead.


  I smile sleepily, stretch a little. “You’re the one who talked me into playing hooky today. I don’t have to wake up.”


  “No. I called Maryanne and told her I needed you for a very important project in the CEO’s office today,” he corrects me as he slips inside me.


  I arch against him, moaning softly at how good he feels. “Is that what you call this? An important project?”


  “The most important.”


  Our lovemaking this morning is as tender as last night’s was wild, as lazy as last night’s was frantic. And I love every second of it. Then again, I love everything Ethan does to me. I always have. I always will.


  And while a part of me feels guilty for ditching work today, I know that Ethan and I need this time. After everything that happened yesterday, I’m not ready to be separated from him. I can tell by the look in his eyes and the possessive way he touches me that he feels the same way.


  He moves slowly, gliding in and out of me in an easy rhythm that nonetheless stokes the fire that is always burning between us. Sweat breaks out on our bodies, tension builds, and it isn’t long before we’re falling over the edge of the world together. Just like it’s meant to be.


  Ethan cuddles me for long minutes, his body curved protectively around mine as he plays with my out-of-control curls and presses soft kisses to my shoulder and back. At first I’m a little nervous about this position—my back to his front—but after everything that happened last night in just this position, it seems crazy to worry about it now.


  So I do my best to let the fear and the panic go. Oh, I know I’ll never be normal, know that there will always be a part of me that Brandon has a hold on no matter how much I wish it weren’t so. But for now, for today, I want to concentrate on Ethan and everything that’s going right in my life—in our lives—for once.


  Eventually his stomach growls, though, and he rolls out of bed with a laugh. “Shower, then breakfast?” he asks, reaching a hand down to help me up.


  But I’m feeling lazy and sated and I don’t want to move. Not quite yet. The smell of him and me is on the sheets and I want to linger here for a few more minutes and just immerse myself in what we are together.


  “You go first,” I tell him. “I’m not ready to get up.”


  He smiles indulgently. “All right, then. I’ll shower, then make you breakfast in bed. How does that sound?”


  “Are you going to be in the bed with me?”


  He arches one of his brows in that way he has that makes me crazy. “That can be arranged.”


  “Then I say it sounds very good.”


  He bends down and gives me a quick kiss that becomes a not-so-quick kiss. But then my stomach wrecks it by grumbling, too. Ethan pulls away instantly. “I’ll take a quick shower and then feed you. While I’m in there, decide what you want me to make.”


  But he’s only been in the shower a few minutes before my plans for a lazy morning in bed get derailed. The doorbell rings, and while at first I ignore it—this isn’t my house—whoever is outside is determined to get some response. And once it registers that whoever it is obviously has the code to Ethan’s gate, I reach for his robe and wrap it around me. Maybe his cleaning lady forgot her key or something.


  But when I finally get to the front door and open it, terror slams through me, weakens my knees to the point that I have to reach out and grab on to the door frame to keep myself upright.


  “Hey, Chlo. Long time no see.”


  My world shatters. Because it’s not Magdalena on the porch waiting to be let in. Instead it’s my worst nightmare, Brandon Jacobs, who’s staring back at me … out of a face that’s a million times more battered and bruised than Ethan’s is.


  He steps forward and instinct takes over. I slam the door in his face, lock it, then turn and press my back against it like I need another barrier to keep him out.


  As I do, I look up—straight into Ethan’s dark and tormented eyes. And I know that whatever secrets he’s keeping are going to tear me apart.


  Chapter One


  “Chloe.”


  Ethan reaches for me, his fingers wrapping gently around my arms.


  I don’t feel them.


  I don’t feel anything but the ice creeping slowly through me, skating along my skin, slicing through my veins, my blood, my soul. Freezing me, turning everything soft—everything real—into the sharp, jagged edges of puzzle pieces that can’t quite fit together.


  “What—” My voice breaks, the one word I’m able to get out falling uselessly into the abyss that suddenly yawns, black and endless, between us.


  Ethan doesn’t answer. He just looks at me, his beautiful face battered and his blue eyes fevered.


  The doorbell rings again. And again. And again. A never-ending cacophony that is only adding to the sense of unreality and confusion pressing in on me from every side.


  Except it isn’t unreality, is it? Because it’s happening. It’s real.


  I don’t understand.


  No, that’s not true. It’s that I don’t want to understand.


  I take a deep breath, try to think. Nothing comes.


  There’s a part of me that wants to go back to bed, that wants to start the day all over again in an effort to wake myself from this nightmare I’ve suddenly found myself in. But reality doesn’t work like that. This isn’t a dream and I can’t wish it away, can’t run away from it, can’t hide, no matter how much I want to.


  And still, even knowing that—understanding it—I’m determined to try.


  Pushing past Ethan, I bolt for the stairs.


  For his bedroom at the other end of the house.


  For the chance to go back to how things were ten minutes ago, when life almost made sense.


  As I run, there’s an urgency inside me. A voice screaming for answers, screaming for the truth, and I know it won’t be denied forever. But right now, for just this one, ice-drenched moment, I want to pretend I can’t hear it.


  I want to block it out like I blocked out Brandon and the rape all those years ago.


  Like I blocked my parents out.


  Like I’m blocking that goddamn doorbell out even now.


  But when I get to Ethan’s room, it’s not the sanctuary I want it to be. Not with the bed looking like a war zone. Not with our clothes crumpled on the floor. And definitely not with the memories—our memories—crowding in on me from every corner.


  “Chloe,” Ethan says from right behind me, his voice hoarse and aching and ruined. “Chloe, I’m sorry.”


  My heart—frozen, fragile, fractured—shatters in my chest, the shards of what remains slicing through me until I am bleeding and broken all over again.


  “Ethan.” His name is torn from me, for all that it’s little more than a whisper.


  “I can …” His voice trails off.


  “What? Explain?” I force the words out of my burning throat and through my aching lips even as I struggle to breathe.


  But my lungs are too tight. They hurt.


  Everything hurts. Every single piece of me. Every inch. Every cell.


  But I’m on the train now, the memories barreling at me like a bullet from a gun. They’re coming too fast. I can’t run, can’t duck, can’t do anything but stand here and absorb the impact.


  “Please. Explain to me what the man who raped me is doing on your doorstep looking even more beat up than you do.”


  Ethan looks away, thrusts a hand through his hair, doesn’t answer though I’m dying for an explanation. Something—anything—that proves to me this isn’t what it looks like.


  I want to scream at him to tell me—he’s the one who followed me, who insisted on this conversation—but in the end, all I do is stand there. Waiting. Sometimes I think it’s all I’ve ever done.


  “Brandon is my half-brother. My mother remarried after she and my dad divorced.”


  He drops the words into the void between us and for long seconds they don’t register. When they do—when they finally sink in—the meaning behind them hits me with the force of a tsunami and it’s all I can do to stand my ground.


  All I can do not to sink to the floor and wail. My knees are wobbly, my breath coming way too fast and my heart—what’s left of my heart—feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest at any second.


  And yet … my body may be completely fucked up but my brain is still working fine. Still putting the pieces together and I can’t stand the answers I’m coming up with. The realizations that are slamming through my brain and tying my stomach into ever tighter knots.


  “You knew.”


  “Chloe.” Again, he reaches for me and again, I shove him away.


  “You knew all along and you made l—” My voice breaks. “You had sex with me anyway. You let me tell you everything that happened—do you know how hard that was—and you already knew. You already … Oh, God.”


  “No, baby.” This time he evades my hands and pulls me against his chest, his strong arms cradling me even as they imprison me. “I didn’t know until a couple days ago, when I was home. There was a picture of us in a magazine—from that day at the zoo—and my mother recognized you. She told me who you were and—” His voice grows even more hoarse. “I didn’t know, Chloe. I swear I didn’t know.”


  I shove against his chest, desperate to be free. His arms tighten around me and for long seconds I’m afraid he’s not going to let me go. That I’m going to have to fight to get away.


  He is Brandon’s brother after all. That shit probably runs in families.


  But in the end, I don’t have to do anything but ask. “Please,” I whisper. “Let me go.”


  Ethan’s arms fall away instantly and he steps back, out of reach.


  It’s what I want, what I need, and still I feel bereft. Lost. I should be furious, and maybe I will be when the shock wears off, but right now all there is is grief. Overwhelming, all-encompassing, total.


  I want to scream until I have no more voice, to rage until I have no more hurt. To just drown in the confusion and horror that has once more ripped through my life.


  But fragments of last night are working their way around in my head, and I’m putting them together even when it’s the last thing I want to do.


  Ethan, breaking up with me.


  Ethan, looking like his whole world was ending.


  Ethan, chasing after me and fucking me up against the wall like we were the last two people on earth.


  For a moment, just a moment, my body responds to the memory of being in his arms. Of having him inside me. Maybe he really didn’t know about Brandon when this thing between us started. Maybe he’s telling the truth. He’s never lied to me before.


  This time when my knees tremble it’s from desire as much as it is from pain.


  From addiction as much as it is from sorrow.


  My eyes lock with his storm-tossed blue ones, as I try to decide what the truth is.


  Try to decide what matters, and what doesn’t.


  But the truth is, everything matters now—and the past most of all. Trying to pretend otherwise will only make it worse. Because being here with Ethan, knowing what I know, brings everything that happened before rushing back in stark clarity. I can’t run from it, can’t hide. It’s all right here, in my head. In my heart. In my soul.


  The rape.


  My parents’ betrayal and subsequent sellout.


  Brandon’s delight in winning and the obnoxiousness that went along with it.


  The months and years of being hassled, of being groped in the stairwell at school by his oh-so-privileged friends, of being called a slut and a whore and a million other names I’ve tried so hard to forget.


  Of never feeling safe anywhere.


  “You knew last night.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you didn’t tell me.”


  He opens his mouth, starts to say something, closes it again. He looks as sick as I feel. “No.”


  He doesn’t say anything else, but then there really isn’t anything else to say, is there? His brother raped me. Ethan’s brother raped me.


  My stomach churns and for a second I’m afraid I’m going to be sick.


  But I’m not that girl anymore, not the weak, scared little freshman who used to run to the bathroom and throw up because she couldn’t handle the bullying or the fear. I’m not the girl who was so desperate for her parents’ approval that she let them browbeat her into hiding the truth, into selling out.


  No, I walked away from her forever when I left home and came here for college. When I started building my own life on my own terms.


  I will be damned if I end up right back inside of her, trapped and terrified, just because Ethan lied to me. Just because Brandon has made a sudden and unwelcome reappearance in my life.


  “I need to go.”


  “Chloe, please.” He reaches for me again.


  “Don’t touch me!” The words come out half sob, half shriek and Ethan freezes mid-reach. It’s the first time I’ve raised my voice since this nightmare began. “I need you to leave me alone. I need—”


  My voice breaks and I turn away, start picking my clothes up off the floor. I begin to pull them on, but then realize I’ll have to take my robe off for that and the last thing I want to be right now is naked in front of Ethan Frost. Especially when I’ve already laid myself bare in front of him every way that I can.


  I turn and walk toward the bathroom with jerky, uncoordinated steps. I keep expecting him to stop me, keep expecting to feel his hand on my shoulder or his arm around my waist. But he doesn’t follow me, doesn’t so much as move a muscle in my direction. Hell, I’m not sure he could, even if he wanted to. He looks as frozen as I feel, like he isn’t even breathing.


  I know I’m not. Not properly. Not the way I should be.


  But it’s hard to take a breath when you feel the weight of your whole life—past, present, future—pressing on your chest, slowly crushing down on you.


  It’s even harder to breathe when you realize that nothing is as it seems—and that it may never be again.


  Chapter Two


  The bathroom door closes behind me and I sag against it, its support the only thing keeping me upright at the moment.


  There’s a part of me that wants to scream. To cry and rage and throw things. To shatter everything in this too big, too luxurious bathroom until it looks as broken as I feel.


  But there’s another part of me that just wants out of here. Away from Ethan. Away from the lies and the confusion and the pain. Away from Brandon and the new carnage he’s brought into my life.


  Tears roll slowly down my face and I dash them away impatiently. I’m not going to cry. Not here, not now, when Brandon is still lurking around. He broke me once. I’ll be damned if I give him the satisfaction of cracking me open all over again. I won’t be Humpty Dumpty, not for him. Not for anyone. Not after how far I’ve already come.


  For long seconds, I concentrate on my too-erratic breathing. On forcing oxygen into my too-tight lungs. It isn’t easy, and more than once I have to fight back a sob, but eventually I can take a deep breath. Eventually, I have my emotions under control. Or at least a semblance of them.


  Dropping my robe on the cold tile, I dress quickly, not bothering to look in the mirror. I tell myself it’s because right now my appearance is the last thing on my mind, but the truth is so much more complicated than that. And so much more basic.


  I’m afraid of what I’ll see if I look in that goddamned mirror. Afraid that between last night and this morning, the new fractures will be all too evident. And I can’t have that, sure as hell can’t see it. Not if I’m going to walk out of this bathroom, down the stairs and out to my car. Not if I’m going to hold my head up and look right past Ethan, right through Brandon.


  And that is what I’m going to do. What I have to do.


  I walk to the sink, pull my hair into a ponytail using a hairband I’d left in Ethan’s drawer one of the nights I slept over. I use the toothbrush he gave me to brush my teeth, then splash cold water on my face—all still without looking in the mirror.


  Then, squaring my shoulders, I reach into my pocket for my car keys. And end up with a handful of the platinum and diamond belly chain Ethan bought me after the first time we made love.


  It’s the same belly chain I’d ripped off myself in the middle of our fight last night and it’s the same belly chain that threatens to shatter my resolve even as I struggle to cement it.


  I won’t let it.


  Not wanting yet another confrontation with Ethan—and I know there will be one if I try to give this back to him right now—I decide to leave it on the bathroom counter. Except it’s so much harder to relinquish than I thought it would be.


  Maybe because in leaving it here, I’m letting go of so much more than a chain from Tiffany’s.


  But I won’t think about that now, won’t think about anything but what I need to do to get out of here. Step by step by step.


  Gritting my teeth, I force my fist to relax and watch as the jewelry slips through my fingers and lands in an elegant pile on the marble countertop. My stomach lurches sickly at the sight, and I turn away before I change my mind. Before I do something stupid. Something unforgivable.


  Squaring my shoulders, I open the bathroom door, as prepared as I’m ever going to be for what I’m determined will be my last confrontation with Ethan Frost.


  But he isn’t there to confront. The bedroom is as empty as I feel, only the rumpled covers of the bed—and the ache between my thighs—to remind me of how much better things were even an hour ago.


  I’m not thinking about that, though. I’m not thinking about anything beyond getting out of here in one piece. I spend a minute looking for my shoes, but they’re nowhere to be found. I try to remember where I lost them last night—the foyer, the kitchen, somewhere in between—but I can’t remember. And since I have no interest in looking for them, I guess I’ll be driving home barefoot.


  No big deal. It won’t be the first time.


  Pulling my composure around me like a cloak, I head for the front door, looking neither left nor right. I keep waiting for Ethan to appear like a specter, to pop out from around every corner that I come to. He never does. I tell myself I’m relieved—and I am—but I’m also hurt. Also angry. Do I really mean so little to him?


  It’s a ridiculous thought, considering I told him to leave me alone. But then, this is a ridiculous situation. Ridiculous and terrible and horrifying all rolled into one.


  I plow through the house—a woman on a mission—and don’t stop until I get to the front door. I only pause then because I need a moment to compose myself. The doorbell stopped ringing a few minutes ago, which means one of two things. Ethan has invited Brandon in or he’s gone outside to talk to him. If it’s the latter, if they are both out there, then it’s going to be a long trip to my car. One where I refuse to so much as flinch.


  Praying I’m wrong, praying Ethan has his brother out on the terrace or in his office or in the living room—anywhere but on the driveway where I need to be—I pull the door open. And feel my heart sink as I see the two of them squared off, fists clenched and faces angry, next to a red convertible I can only assume is Brandon’s.


  Shit.


  I don’t know why I’m surprised. It’s not like any other part of the last twelve hours has been easy. Why should this one be?


  Head up, shoulders back, I ignore them as I march straight toward my car. I can feel Ethan’s eyes on me, can feel the concern and the worry radiating from him. For a moment, it threatens to melt my resolve, but then I remember that he could have told me this last night. He could have spared me—could have spared the both of us—from this.


  My anger roars back to life.


  I yank open my car door. Climb in. Put the key in the ignition. And then curse like a sailor inside my head when the car refuses to start.


  Not now, damn it. Not now. Please. Any other time. In rush hour traffic. After a long day at work. In the morning when I’m running late for work. Any time other than right here, right now.


  The car gods obviously don’t hear my plea, though—of course, they don’t—because the damn thing won’t turn over. I try a third time, a fourth time, but nothing happens.


  By the fifth time I crank the starter, Ethan is opening the door. He doesn’t crowd me, doesn’t press against me in any way, but his presence is enough to make me feel hunted.


  “Let me give you a ride home, Chloe.”


  “I don’t need a ride home.” I try the ignition again. Nothing but the sick buzzing sound of a starter gone bad.


  “Please, baby.” He still isn’t touching me, but he might as well be. Though I will it not to, my entire body responds to the dark hoarseness of his voice—which only upsets me more. My hands start to tremble despite my best intentions.


  “I’m fine,” I tell him, grabbing my purse off the seat and ducking past him as I climb out of the car. It’s less than two miles to the condo I share with my best friend, Tori. I can be home in twenty minutes if I walk fast.


  “Wow, times certainly have changed,” Brandon comments from where he’s lounging indolently against the side of his car. “It used to be a lot easier to talk her into a car. Then again, maybe you’re not the brother she wants.”


  The words slam into me like bullets. My stomach revolts and for a second—just a second—the control I’ve wrapped around myself like a shield threatens to shatter.


  Ethan whirls around, his hand clamping on to Brandon’s throat and squeezing until the younger man’s eyes practically bug out of his head and his air supply is obviously cut off.


  “Since you weren’t listening the first time, I’m going to tell you this one more time,” Ethan growls, refusing to relinquish his hold even as Brandon’s fingers tug desperately at his hands. “You don’t look at her, you don’t talk to her, you don’t get near her. In fact—”


  I don’t wait around to hear the rest, or to see what happens next. Instead, I take advantage of Ethan’s distraction to duck around him and start marching down the driveway.


  I don’t even make it to the gate that borders the street before he’s beside me. “Chloe, baby, you’re barefoot. You can’t go home like that.”


  I keep walking, refusing to even look at him. The driveway is hot beneath my bare feet and I know it won’t be long before I start to feel the burn. But I don’t care. The pain of hot cement is nothing compared to the emotions raging inside of me. In fact, I welcome the distraction of it. Welcome the way it gives me something to focus on besides the rage and sorrow and crushing betrayal.


  I’m close to breaking and I don’t want to do that here. Don’t want to do that now. Not when I’m so angry at Ethan. And not when Brandon is at the top of the driveway, watching me like the predator he is. I can feel his eyes on me, his malicious delight staining the air around me a dark and heavy gray. It’s hard to breathe through it, hard to think through it, but I’m determined.


  “Just wait here,” Ethan says desperately, and I’ve never seen him like this. So shaky, so distressed, so obviously not in control. “You don’t have to go back up and face him. Just stay here and I’ll bring the car—”


  His hand closes on my arm again and this time I reach out with my other hand and shove him as hard as I can.


  It doesn’t budge him, doesn’t make him stumble back as I’d been hoping it would. But it does freeze him in his tracks, his eyes wide and tortured and blue. So fucking blue that it takes every inch of spine that I have not to tumble straight into them.


  He lets go instantly, his hand dropping from my arm liked I’d burned him. I don’t feel any remorse. How can I when he’s torn me open, my whole being one raw, seething wound that makes it impossible to breathe without bleeding.


  “I won’t hurt you, Chloe,” he tells me, voice soft and hands raised in a soothing gesture.


  He already has. But I’ve never been one to point out the obvious, so I just turn and start walking again. This time, he lets me go.


  Relief sweeps through me as I make it to the end of the driveway. The ocean is stretched out in front of me, blue and wild and infinite. A storm is brewing and waves are tossing against the shore, slamming into early morning surfers and slapping them hard into the water. One by one they stand. One by one they get swamped, slammed, devoured by the ravenous pull of the ocean.


  I pause for a moment, just a moment, and watch because I can’t not watch. I’m on land but I know exactly how the surfers feel out there. I’m drowning in pain, drowning in shame, being tugged under with no surface in sight.


  The muted roar of an engine sounds behind me, and then Ethan’s voice—low, demanding, pleading. “Please, Chloe, get in. Just let me take you home and then I’ll leave.”


  I glance behind me for just a moment. Ethan is in one of his many cars—the green Tesla, this time—but for once I feel no modicum of interest, no shred of envy. Yesterday, I would have died for a chance to mess around with the guts of this car but today I don’t so much as want to touch it, let alone ride in it.


  Our eyes meet and my stomach lurches, threatens to rebel.


  He looks as lost as I feel, and angry as I am, I hate knowing that he’s suffering. Hate knowing that I caused it, even after everything. I wouldn’t wish the pain I feel on anyone, let alone on Ethan, the only man I’ve ever loved.


  That doesn’t mean I can stay, though. Doesn’t mean I can ever be with him again. Not with all the history crashing down on us like a tsunami.


  I turn away, walk down the street toward the ocean. It’s stretched out in front of me, blue and infinite and beautiful. For a second, just a second, I think about continuing to walk—down the sidewalk, across the beach, into the water. Walking and walking and walking until I’m totally immersed, the dark water closing over my head, the undercurrent pulling me down.


  It’s an inviting thought. Too inviting, considering how I spent the months and years directly after the rape. Drowning in fear, humiliation, self-loathing.


  Not wanting to go back there—refusing to go back there—I concentrate on nothing more complicated than putting one foot in front of the other. The heat of the sidewalk helps, the edge of pain keeping me sane. Keeping me focused.


  “Get in the car, Chloe.”


  Ethan’s voice is right beside me—he’s pacing me in the Tesla—but I don’t so much as turn to look at him. I’m done. With him. With us. With this whole fucked up situation.


  “Damn it, Chloe! Please. Just let me take you home, make sure you’re safe. I promise, I won’t bother you after that.”


  The crack inside me deepens at his words, breaks me wide open. I can barely stay upright under the onslaught.


  But I do stay upright.


  I do keep walking.


  I don’t answer him.


  There’s a part of me that can’t help but respond to the order—and the plea—in Ethan’s voice, but I ignore that part. Lock it down so deep inside of myself that I may never find it again.


  Which is exactly how I want it. I might not know much right now, but I know this. There is no way I’m getting in that car with Ethan. No way I’m giving him another chance to, however inadvertently, rip me to pieces.


  I turn the corner onto Prospect, one of the main streets that runs through La Jolla. I don’t look at Ethan, but I know he makes the turn with me because suddenly there’s a spate of loud honking. He’s still pacing me, despite now being on a street where he should be driving at least forty miles an hour.


  A particularly strident horn sounds, loud and long. It’s not until it finally stops that I hear Ethan cursing viciously.


  It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to glance at him out of the corner of my eye. But I’m not that weak. Not anymore. Not ever again.


  The honking stops abruptly and since I’m staring straight ahead I can’t miss Ethan suddenly burning rubber up the street.


  That didn’t take long. Not that I’m surprised. He’s never been the most patient guy.


  A new wave of agony sweeps over me, drags me under. I don’t struggle against it—I learned long ago that some things can’t be fought. Can’t be beaten. They can only be endured.


  Forcing myself to look away from the Tesla’s taillights, I once again concentrate on walking, just walking. The faster I get home, the faster this whole nightmare will be over.


  But I haven’t gone very far—about a block and a half—before I see Ethan striding purposefully down the street toward me. I flinch away when he gets close, though he makes no move to reach for me.


  He catalogues my instinctive movement, his eyes darkening to midnight blue as he very deliberately tucks his hands into his pockets.


  “I won’t touch you,” he tells me in a voice that sounds like gravel. “I won’t talk to you, won’t do anything else to upset you. But one way or another, I’m going to make sure that you get home safely, so you might as well accept it.”


  “I’m not your problem anymore.” The words slip past my lips before I know I’m going to say them.


  “You were never a problem,” he answers, his voice warm and steady and familiar. So familiar. It’s the same voice he uses when he cuddles me in bed. When he washes me in the shower. When he tells me he loves me.


  Another wave of agony rolls through me and I walk faster. I can see Tori’s condominium complex in the distance and for a moment I’m afraid it’s a mirage. I’m that desperate to get to it—and away from Ethan.


  I start running without making the conscious decision to do so. The hot pavement scrapes against the bottom of my feet, but I don’t give a shit right now. Tears are burning behind my eyes, my whole body is shaking and my chest is so tight that I’d think I was having a heart attack if I didn’t know better. I’m one tiny step from falling apart and I’m not going to do that on one of the busiest streets of La Jolla, with Ethan Frost and a million tourists looking on.


  By the time I get to the front gates of the condominium, cold sweat is pouring down my back and my breath is coming out in strangled gasps. I’d like to blame it on the run, but I know better. So does Ethan, who’s watching me with pained eyes and a tightly clenched jaw.


  I fumble with the key, try to get the front gate open, but my hands are trembling too hard for me to even get it in the lock. Ethan reaches for me, tries to take the key.


  “Don’t!” It’s part gasp, part screech, and all batshit crazy. I don’t care, though, not when it gets the job done and he takes a step back.


  “Chloe, please. I just want to—”


  “I don’t give a shit what you want!” The words are garbled—my tongue feels thick and clumsy in my mouth—but that doesn’t matter to me. Nothing does but getting in my goddamn building and getting the fuck away from Ethan Frost.


  Miraculously, the key slides into the lock at the same moment my control breaks. I shove the gate open, and make a run for it.


  Ethan calls my name as the gate clatters shut behind me, but I’m too far gone to care. Too far gone to do anything but wrap my arms around myself as I shatter into a million pieces.


  Turns out Humpty Dumpty has nothing on me.


  Chapter Three


  Tori jumps up from her spot on the couch the second I slam into the condo.


  “Chloe?” she asks, the look of expectation on her face turning to horror as my legs give out and I tumble roughly to the ceramic tile of our entryway.


  “Chlo?” She crosses to me then, leans down to help me up, but I don’t grab on to the hand she offers. I can’t. Everything hurts and right now, just breathing is all I can handle.


  “Chloe, what’s wrong?” When I still don’t respond, she drops onto the floor beside me, her voice growing more urgent with every word she speaks. “What’s going on? Are you hurt? Did you have an accident—”


  I laugh then, a harsh, hysterical sort of sound that is torn from deep inside me. It hurts my chest even as it hangs in the air around us.


  I want to answer her. I do. If for no other reason than to get her to leave me to lick my wounds in peace. But I can’t. My mouth is dry, too dry to make any coherent noises, and my lips seem to have forgotten how to form words anyway.


  I seem to have forgotten everything.


  Everything but Ethan and Brandon and the emptiness that stretches between us.


  Ethan. His name is a dull blade deep inside of me, a piece of jagged glass that cuts from every edge.


  “At least tell me if you’re hurt,” Tori demands, her hands fisting at her sides.


  I shake my head before laying my cheek against the cool tile. I’m curled up in a macabre imitation of child’s pose, my knees tucked beneath me, my hips resting on my heels, my face to the floor. Only, there is no peace in this pose for me. No serenity. Only hopelessness and rage and sickness. So much sickness that every breath I take brings a new wave of it.


  Brandon. Ethan. Brandon. Ethan.


  Their names echo with each beat of my heart.


  “Damn it, Chloe! What is going on?” Tori’s face is next to mine now, her green eyes narrow with fear and fury. She looks like an avenging angel—all wrath and vengeance and bright pink hair. At another moment, I might appreciate her determined defense of me. But right now, it just makes me tired. “What did Ethan Frost do to you?” she demands.


  Too much. He’s done too much and not enough. He’s ruined me all over again and this time, I can’t even say I didn’t see it coming. Because I did. Oh, God, I did. At the very beginning, when I was fighting this thing between us, I’d known how it would end. I didn’t imagine this—how could I have—but I’d known things wouldn’t end like a Disney fairy tale. Not when my life is so much more Hans Christian Andersen. But even knowing that, I’d let him in, preferring to believe his pretty words and my pathetic heart instead of the hard truths life has taught me again and again and again.


  I’m paying for it now. Paying for my foolish optimism and even more foolish emotions. Part of me thinks it’s no more than I deserve. And the rest of me … the rest of me is too destroyed to care.


  “I’m fine.” The words are low and gritty as I force them out of my too-tight throat.


  Tori snorts. “Yeah. Because that’s totally what I think of when I look at you. Fine.”


  She wraps one tattooed arm around my waist, and grabs on to my wrist with her other hand. Before I know it, she’s pulling me off the floor and into a warm, comforting hug.


  Comfort isn’t her typical modus operandi—her shell’s a little too hard for that—so I figure I must look as bad as I feel. It’s a frightening thought, since currently death feels like it would be a step up.


  Still, I squeeze my eyes shut and bury my face in the curve of her neck as the tears come, hot and inescapable.


  “It’s okay, Chloe,” she murmurs softly as she rocks me for long minutes. “You’re okay.”


  I’m not. Not even close. I don’t have the energy to tell her that right now, though, not when I know it will have to come with an explanation. An explanation I am in no way up to giving.


  Tori’s my best friend and has been for the last three years—ever since we met in our freshman biology lab at UC San Diego. But even she doesn’t know about my past. No one here does—except for Ethan, and look what telling him has gotten me.


  I take the comfort she offers for as long as I can get away with it, gathering myself a little more with every breath I draw. Finally, when I feel strong enough—when the tears have slowed to a trickle and my lungs no longer feel like they’re being ripped out through my rib cage—I pull away.


  “Sorry,” I tell her, my hands flopping uselessly by my sides. “I—”


  “Don’t apologize!” she answers firmly. “It’s not your fault Ethan Frost is a total dick. When you didn’t come home last night, I thought he must have come through, but obviously not.”


  She crosses to the small, built-in bar in the corner of the room, pulls out a bottle of tequila and pours a couple of shots. “Here,” she says, holding one out to me. “It’ll be good for you.”


  I stare at her incredulously. “It’s barely nine in the morning.”


  “You’ve just had your heart ripped out of your chest. A little alcohol is called for, no matter what time it is.”


  When I make no move to take the drink, she carries it over to me. All but forces it into my hand. “Come on,” she says. “It’ll make you feel better. Steadier.”


  I’m pretty sure she’s wrong. After finding out that the man I love is brother to the man who raped and tormented me in high school, the same man whose parents paid mine off to make my accusations go away, I don’t think anything can make me steadier. But she doesn’t know any of that and I’m not up to telling it to her. Not right now.


  Besides, the tequila can’t make things any worse, right? And the pain is still so acute that anything that will dull it for a little while is more than welcome.


  Suddenly, drinking seems like salvation. I reach for the shot glass, and under Tori’s approving eyes, down it in one quick gulp.


  “Good girl,” she says, holding out the second drink.


  I down that one, too, and can’t help noticing the slow burn starting deep inside of me. For the first time since I opened the door to Brandon this morning, I feel something other than cold. It won’t last—of course it won’t—but for now I’ll take it. And if it helps me forget how messed up everything is for a little while, well then, I’ll take that, too.


  “You want another?” Tori asks, as she pours two more shots and downs them in quick succession.


  “Sure. Why not?” It’s not like I have anywhere else to be today, anything else to do. Ethan talked me into calling in sick to work this morning so we could—


  My stomach drops all over again as I realize just how difficult this whole situation has suddenly become. I never want to see Ethan again, never want to look into his blue eyes and see Brandon’s staring back at me. But I have an internship at Frost Industries, one that I busted my ass for the last three years to get. One that I was counting on to help get me into a top law school when I graduate next year.


  And now, now I can’t imagine going back there. Can’t imagine facing Ethan ever again. Not with the destruction and devastation that stretch between us. Collateral damage that I never could have anticipated.


  But what’s the alternative? Going home to my family with my tail tucked between my legs? Letting my father spend some of his blood money—or more specifically, my blood, his money—to get me into law school? Just the thought makes me sick all over again.


  “Is my drink ready?” I ask, desperate for something else to focus on besides how badly I’ve screwed up. It’s ridiculous, really. I’m a planner and always have been. I make a point of thinking out everything, of imagining every possible outcome and contingency plan before I do anything. With Brandon five years ago, I didn’t think, didn’t plan, and we all saw where that got me. Raped, brutalized, bullied. How ironic is it that the first time in five years that I throw caution to the wind, and I end up with Brandon’s brother. Right back where I started. The rape counselor I saw my first year at UCSD would be so unimpressed.


  Oh, Ethan would never hurt me physically. I know that for certain—he’s never been anything but exceptionally gentle with me. But this, what I’m feeling now, is so much worse than any blow he could have given me. The fact that he knew, last night … That he made love to me knowing all along about what had happened between Brandon and me …


  The tequila threatens to come back up.


  And though there’s a part of me that knows it isn’t fair to hold this against him—he did try to break up with me when I showed up last night—there’s another part that doesn’t give a damn. Because he didn’t break up with me. And he didn’t tell me the truth. Instead he fucked me until I couldn’t stand up, fucked me nearly into oblivion. He told me that he loved me, let me tell him that I loved him. And all along he knew. He fucking knew.


  My thoughts must be written all over my face, because Tori rushes over and shoves a glass back into my hand. “Drink up,” she orders, slamming back her own shot. I follow suit, then watch as she pours two more shots from the Patron bottle she’s brought over from the bar.


  “Sit,” she tells me, gesturing to the nearest sofa.


  I do, because my knees are feeling a little unsteady. Three shots of tequila in five minutes—on an empty stomach, no less—is not something I’m used to.


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” I tell her as I all but collapse on the couch.


  She settles down next to me with a snort. “Some things don’t need talking about. Especially not the fact that men are assholes. They just are—it’s an immutable fact. Like it’s written in their fucking DNA or something.”


  She clinks her glass with mine and gestures for me to drink up.


  So I do. Again and again and again, until my head is spinning and my stomach is roiling and the pain … the pain is still there, but it’s cushioned by the fuzziness that comes with having way too much to drink.


  “Have another one,” Tori tells me, filling my glass yet again.


  I moan a little from where I’m lying facedown on the couch cushions. “I don’t think so.”


  “Come on,” she says. “We’re just getting started!”


  Warning bells go off deep inside me, not for the first time when it comes to Tori and drinking. After all, she’s had just as many shots as I have and she barely looks drunk while I’m slurring my words and can’t even lift my head off the sofa. I mean, she’s been a heavy drinker for as long as I’ve known her, but this … this is something else. Something more, and I’m pretty sure it’s not a good thing.


  “No more,” I tell her again, taking great pains to enunciate my words. It doesn’t work.


  “Party pooper.” She takes another shot. I don’t know how many that is—I lost track of my own shots somewhere around number five. And that was a while ago …


  My phone rings from its spot on the coffee table. I don’t have the energy—or the fine motor control—to pick it up at this point, so Tori does the honors. She scowls at the name on the display, then tilts it toward me so that I can see. My eyes are nearly crossing from the tequila, but I squint enough to make out the fact that my caller ID reads Ethan Frost.


  “No,” I tell her, burying my face back in the couch. I can’t talk to him, not now. Not when I don’t know what I want to say … or what I want to hear. All I do know is that if I so much as hear his voice, the pain will come rushing back, and this time no amount of alcohol in the world will be able to dampen it.


  She nods, sends the call directly to voicemail.


  Seconds later, he calls back.


  She does the same thing and he calls back a third time. Then a fourth time. And a fifth.


  Each time he calls sobers me up a little more, makes me feel a little worse.


  The sixth time the phone rings, I reach for it. I don’t know what I’m going to say to him, but this can’t go on. I won’t make it if he keeps calling like this, keeps making me think about him when all I want to do is forget. Forget Brandon and my parents, forget the rape and everything that came after it. Forget Ethan and everything he’s meant to me. Everything he’s done for me.


  But Tori shakes her head, refuses to give me the phone. Instead, she answers herself. Without giving Ethan a chance to so much as say hello, she launches into him.


  “Hey, dickhead, since it’s obvious you can’t take a hint, let me spell it out for you. Chloe doesn’t want to talk to you right now and she sure as shit doesn’t want to listen to whatever you have to say. If that changes, I promise you’ll be the first to know. But until it does, stop fucking calling!”


  She hangs up with a flourish, then turns the phone off so that I don’t have to worry about him calling back—or about him not calling back, however this thing is going to play out.


  “Have another drink,” Tori says, forcing one into my hand.


  “No—”


  “Just one more,” she orders. “Trust me, after all that, you look like you need it.”


  I feel like I need it, too. So I take it. And one more after that.


  The room starts spinning and I close my eyes, falling headlong into the darkness.
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  I wake up hours later with my head in a vise and a desert in my mouth. It takes a few moments for me to figure out where I am and what’s going on. Only moments, but those tiny spaces in time are the best ones of my whole day. Because for those moments, I don’t remember. Anything. For those moments, everything is all right.


  Sure, my head hurts and my stomach is churning, but everything else is okay. There’s no pain, no rage, no fear. Nothing but my love for Ethan and the knowledge that my world is as it should be. As I’ve always wanted it to be.


  And then it all comes flooding back. Not in a trickle, with little drops of information registering on me slowly. No, it comes back in a flood, in a hurricane of regret that whips me into a frenzy and has me clenching my fists and curling into myself in an effort to keep myself in one piece.


  “Tori?” I manage to croak out as I shove myself into a sitting position. My hair is in my eyes and I push the long, random curls out of my face before climbing shakily to my feet. I need Tylenol. I need to vomit. I need … something.


  I need something I can’t have.


  “Tori?” I call again, but she still doesn’t answer.


  My mouth is so dry that just saying her name hurts, so I drag myself up and across the room to the kitchen. I pour myself a glass of water, and drink it in three thirsty gulps. That’s when my eyes fall on the note written in Tori’s elaborate scrawl.


  Out of tequila. Gone to get some more.


  Yeah, because that’s definitely what we need right now. More tequila.


  Then again, blacking out was nice. It’s the waking up that hurts like a bitch.


  Very deliberately, I walk to the refrigerator and pull the door open. I study the contents carefully, as if my life depends on it. I examine each apple, each carton of yogurt, each stalk of celery as if it’s the most important thing in the world. Because if I’m thinking about the tiny bruise on the side of one of the apples, then I’m not thinking about my own bruises. I’m not thinking about Ethan or Brandon or how the hell I’m supposed to get myself out of the mess my oh-so-carefully plotted life has so quickly become.


  It works, too. When I close the fridge, I’m thinking of nothing more serious than the grapes in my right hand and the piece of string cheese in my left. At least until I catch sight of the blender sitting on the counter next to the sink.


  The blender.


  Ethan’s blender.


  The blender that started this whole goddamned thing.


  The grapes fall uselessly to the floor as I launch myself across the kitchen. Before I can even form the thought, I’m ripping the blender carafe out of its stand and slamming it, side first, into the granite countertop as hard as I can.


  It doesn’t break so I slam it again. And again. And again. Against the counter, the sink, even the floor, but the damn thing is indestructible.


  Somehow that knowledge only makes me angrier. My relationship is broken, my heart is broken, I’m broken, and this goddamned blender is still in one piece. I can’t stand it. I can’t fucking stand it.


  Desperate now, and more than a little crazed, I reach into the junk drawer where Tori keeps a bunch of stuff she doesn’t know what else to do with. There’s a hammer in there, just like I remember, and I grab it. I barely remember to shut the drawer before I’m whacking away at the damn blender, determined to break it into as many pieces as I can.


  It’s the fourth blow that does it, the claw of the hammer finally cracking the Plexiglas of the carafe and spreading out in a spiderweb design. I watch the crack spread for a second, fascinated by the macabre beauty of the thing, though I don’t know why. And then I’m slamming the hammer into the weakened spot as hard as I can, smashing the carafe into a thousand inconsequential bits.


  It’s not enough. Not nearly enough to combat the rage inside of me. I grab the base next, start pounding away at the actual machinery of the blender. It’s not as sturdy as the carafe—less likely to be dropped, I suppose—so it only takes a minute or two for me to break through the casing to the guts of the machine. I yank at the electronics with the hammer’s claw, then get in there with my bare hands and rip the thing to pieces.


  Sometime in the middle of all the destruction a loud, high-pitched sound starts. I’m so caught up in the havoc I’m wreaking that I barely notice it. It certainly doesn’t slow me down as I continue to tear at the wires.


  I’m hoisting the blender base over my head, preparing to slam it as hard as I can into the tile floor when the front door opens and I find myself face-to-face with a wide-eyed, open-mouthed Tori. She’s got a bottle of tequila in one hand and a take-out bag from our favorite Chinese place in the other and she couldn’t look more shocked if she’d caught me in the act of setting the condo on fire.


  It’s only at that exact moment, only as I’m standing here, poised to strike the final blow to the first present Ethan ever gave me—and more than likely to Tori’s ten thousand dollar tile floor, as well—that I realize the high, keening sound filling the condo isn’t electronic.


  It isn’t coming from the blender.


  It’s human and it’s coming from me.


  I’m screaming.


  I’m … screaming.


  The realization knocks the last of the fight out of me and the blender slips from my suddenly nerveless fingers. It slams into the edge of the counter with a thud, bounces off and lands unceremoniously on the floor, a few inches from my toes.


  The sight of the sad, pathetic remains of the blender lying drunkenly on its side does for me what none of the wanton destruction did. It shocks me back into myself. Shocks me silent.


  For long seconds, neither my roommate nor I move. We just stare around the kitchen at the absolute disaster I have made. There are shattered bits of Plexiglas everywhere, electronic wires and plastic casing strewn across the floor and from one counter to another. There’s even a piece resting drunkenly on top of the toaster.


  I want to make an excuse, but they say a picture is worth a thousand words and nothing I come up with is going to combat what Tori just walked in on. So in the end, I just stand there and wait for her to react.


  It doesn’t take long. After a minute or so, she takes a deep breath and squares her shoulders—almost like she’s deciding something, or is preparing herself for battle. Then she walks straight to the hall closet and pulls out the broom and dustpan we store there. Without a word, she starts sweeping up the detritus of the blender.


  I try to take the broom from her—I’m the one who made the mess, after all—but she just shoos me away. It isn’t until she’s done, until all the pieces have been swept up and deposited in a brand-new garbage bag—even the ones on the toaster and inside the mixer—that she finally speaks.


  “So, are you sending this mess to Ethan Frost with a giant Fuck you, I quit attached to it? Or am I? Because one of us is and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to be the one to hand deliver it to the fucker.”


  Chapter Four


  In the end, neither of us delivers the decimated blender to Ethan. Instead, I take the trash bag out to the Dumpster in an attempt to get a couple of minutes alone so I can think—which turns out to be a bad idea, because the summer sun is so blinding that it makes my hangover worse and pretty much takes away any small ability to form rational thought that I might have.


  When I make it back to the condo, Tori has the food set out on the table and is pouring wine into a couple of long stemmed glasses. Since the last thing I want to do is add any more alcohol to my already shaky mental state, I fill two cups with water and bring them to the table.


  Tori rolls her eyes, but she takes the glass I hold out to her. She even takes a couple of sips before trading it out for wine.


  “So, are you feeling any better?” she asks as I settle into the chair directly across from her. “Because I’ve got to tell you, that level of rage was pretty fucking impressive to witness.”


  “I’m fine,” I tell her while concentrating way harder than necessary on spooning rice onto my plate.


  “Where have I heard that before? Oh, right, just before you drank yourself into unconsciousness and then went batshit on a blender.”


  “I’ll take full responsibility for the blender, but the excessive tequila drinking was all your fault.”


  She ponders this for a second before nodding. “It really was, wasn’t it?”


  “Completely.” I take the two Tylenol she has very thoughtfully placed next to my wineglass. I start to thank her, but the fact that she obviously thinks it’s a good idea for me to use pinot grigio to wash down painkillers is a little concerning.


  “So, how are you going to quit?” she asks me a couple minutes later over a shared order of kung pao chicken. “By email? Voicemail? Or are you just not going to show up for a few days? The last one is a bit passive-aggressive, but I’m sure it won’t take that asshole Ethan long to get the message.”


  “He’s not an asshole.”


  “Don’t defend him. That’s pathetic.”


  “You don’t even know what he did!”


  “Because you won’t tell me. But, really, does it matter? Anything he did that had you showing up looking like your world was ending makes him a total dick in my book. And just so you know, I never liked him.”


  I nearly choke on the bite of chicken I’d forced myself to try to eat. “Oh, no. You don’t get to rewrite history now. You’re the one who hounded me to go out with him in the first place.”


  Tori thinks about that truth for a second, then sniffs haughtily, in a manner only she can carry off. “Yes, well, that was back when I thought he was going to treat you right. Now that he obviously isn’t, I don’t like him. And I never will.”


  I don’t have the energy to argue with her, not when it’s taking every ounce of strength I have to just sit at this table and pretend like I’m not falling apart. It’s hard though, now that the shock and the anger have worn off. Now that all I’m left with is the grief.


  Besides, she’s not wrong. Ethan didn’t treat me right. Not when he ignored me the last few days, not when he chose to freeze me out instead of breaking up with me properly, and not when he decided to make love to me last night when he knew about Brandon. Knew how I’d react.


  “You are so totally quitting,” she announces again, like it’s a foregone conclusion.


  “So that I can do what? Wait tables at some bar? That will look great on my law school applications.”


  “So will losing your shit on some other non-combative piece of machinery and getting carted off to jail or some mental hospital somewhere.”


  “The blender was a one-shot deal.”


  “So you say. But do you really want to take the risk? Besides, what’s the alternative? Going back there and seeing him every day? I’m not claiming to be the most mentally healthy person around, but even I know that’s a bad idea. I saw you this whole weekend, saw how upset just being ignored by him made you. How are you going to handle that at work? Especially after whatever went down between the two of you last night?”


  I know she’s right, know that seeing Ethan again will only make things worse. And not just between us. It’ll make things worse for me. I’ve worked so hard to get past the rape, to put it behind me and build a decent life for myself. But how can I keep the past where it belongs if I’m confronted with it every day?


  Frost Industries is Ethan Frost and after this morning, I can’t imagine looking at him—looking into his blue eyes that are identical to Brandon’s—and thinking about anything but the rape. Anything but what happened in that deserted parking lot five years ago, and what came after.


  It’s not a good idea.


  I’ve survived this long because I just don’t think about Brandon or my parents or what happened to me. At all. I put it out of my mind when I moved here and I refuse to be dragged into it. Refuse to be the girl I was when I moved here three years ago. The girl Brandon and his friends made me.


  At the same time, I can’t imagine giving up my dream so easily. I mean, sure, getting into law school isn’t all about where you intern. A million other factors go into it, factors that I’m hoping to have locked up. But at the same time, the kind of law school I want to go to almost always requires connections to get in. I don’t have those connections, so I need to make sure my application is better than anyone else’s.


  An internship with Frost Industries’ legal department does that for me. Or at least, it did. Now, I’m not so sure. About anything.


  Tori seems to sense my indecision, so she spends the rest of dinner giving me the hard sell for quitting. I have to admit, what she says makes sense—if I don’t look too closely at my future. Once I do … all the arguments seem to fall away.


  Well, all the ones that have nothing to do with my mental health, at least.


  Hours later, I’m still thinking about it. To be honest, for the rest of the day and most of the night, I do nothing but think about it. God knows, just the idea of going into work tomorrow and having to see Ethan makes me physically ill. I can’t imagine how awful it will be to sit in a meeting with him about the Trifecta merger we’ve been working on. Or how much I’ll hate running into him in the halls or the cafeteria. Or, God forbid, what it will feel like if he seeks me out. Or worse, calls me into his office.


  I won’t be able to handle it. I know I won’t be able to. Not when everything inside me is scraped raw and I can’t so much as breathe without bleeding.


  But at the same time, I can’t just skulk away with my tail between my legs. This isn’t my fault. None of this—bar falling for my employer—is my fault, and I refuse to act like it is.


  I ran away and hid once, because my parents forced me to and I swore then that I’d never do it again. While this situation is different than that one, it feels eerily similar. Considering how well it worked out the first time, I can’t believe I’m seriously considering running away—hiding—ever again.


  No. I’ve worked too long and too hard to get where I am to just throw it all away because of a past that I buried a long time ago. A past I have no control over.


  Which is why, after a sleepless night—when I finally watch the beginnings of dawn wind its tendrils of lavender and gold above the endless Pacific—I am shaky but resolved. I am going in to work today and I am going to do my job. If Ethan seeks me out or tries to talk to me, I’ll find a way to deal with him. And if he fires me … well, then, he fires me. But at least I won’t be the one giving up on all my hard work, giving up on the future, and the security, I want so badly I can taste it. Besides, it will just give me another reason to hate him …


  “You know you don’t have to do this,” Tori tells me as I walk out of my bedroom dressed in my one and only designer suit. In the grand scheme of things, it isn’t much, but it’s the only armor I’ve got and at this point, I’ll take whatever I can get.


  “I don’t have to do anything,” I tell her as I walk into the kitchen, carefully skirting the crack I caused in one of the floor tiles with the falling blender. “But I’m going to do this.”


  She sighs heavily, like my stubbornness is personally offensive to her. Then again, it probably is.


  “By the way,” she tells me as I stand in the kitchen, wondering what I’m supposed to do now. “Your brother called again last night. He said it was urgent.”


  “He always says it’s urgent.”


  “He does. But this is the fifth time he’s called in the last five days. Maybe it really is urgent this time.”


  “Maybe.” But just the thought of talking to him, of hearing about my parents and the company they built with his inventions and the money they got for selling me out, makes me crazy. And since this week is already filled with more than enough crazy, I think it might be best to just let this one slide for a little longer.


  Not forever, I promise myself. Just long enough for me to get my shit together again. However long that might take.


  In a bid to do just that, I start to pour myself a glass of orange juice, but my stomach is churning so badly that I figure adding anything acidic to it probably won’t end well. Instead I settle for a small glass of water and a prayer that I’ll be able to keep it down.


  “Are you sure you don’t mind running me in to work today?” I ask as I sip cautiously at the water. “I’m ready early enough that I can still take the bus.”


  Tori snorts. “Like I’m going to let that happen. I’ll drive you to work all week if you need me to.”


  “I’m hoping that won’t be necessary.” I didn’t deal with my car yesterday because I just couldn’t, not on top of everything else that happened. But it’s not like I can leave it parked in Ethan’s driveway forever. “I’ll call for a tow truck to pick it up at Ethan’s today while he’s at work—his housekeeper is there all day today, so if I call and warn her, I’m sure she’ll open the gate so they can tow it back here.


  “I’ll stop by the auto parts store after work today and then I can put in the new starter when I get home. It shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.”


  Tori rolls her eyes. “You know, there are mechanics who can do that for you.”


  “Yes, well, mechanics cost money that I can’t afford to waste—especially not if I keep this internship instead of getting a paying job—”


  “Another brilliant idea, if I do say so myself,” Tori interjects.


  I ignore her, pretend I don’t hear the doubt in her voice. It’s hard though, considering it’s the same doubt that’s been riding me hard from the second I made up my mind. “Besides,” I continue, like my mental health and my stomach lining aren’t dependent on how well the rest of today goes, “I’ve been working on cars since I was in elementary school. My brother used to take them apart just to see how they worked and then I’d help him put them back together again. I can put in a new starter in my sleep.”


  “I should probably be impressed by that.”


  “But you aren’t.”


  “Not even a little bit.” After downing her coffee, Tori reaches for the oversized Louis Vuitton bag she carries everywhere. “Ready to go?”


  “Not even a little bit,” I echo. But the longer I put it off, the harder it will be to do, so I grab my briefcase and head for the door.


  “I totally owe you,” I tell her as we take the elevator down to the parking garage beneath our building.


  “You don’t owe me anything,” she answers. “A ride to work is no big deal.”


  Maybe not, but it’s more than nearly anyone else in my life has ever been willing to do for me. And though Tori is uncomfortable acknowledging it, we both know I owe her for a lot more than a ride to work. Between letting me live in her condo rent free so I could take this internship and the pep talks she delivers at regular intervals—whenever my own confidence flags—I’m not sure what I would do without her.


  But when we get off the elevator and head toward the two parking spots designated for our condo, I only make it a few steps before stopping in surprise. Because right there, in my parking spot, is my car. Obviously washed, obviously detailed, and more than likely already repaired.


  Ethan.


  I haven’t cried since those moments yesterday, clutched in Tori’s arms after that horrendous walk home, but as I stand here I feel tears well up in my eyes all over again. Of course Ethan had my car fixed. Of course he had it brought back to me.


  That’s just the kind of guy he is.


  “Well, I guess he’s not a total asshole,” Tori drawls from her spot beside me.


  “He’s not an asshole at all.”


  “But I thought—”


  “It’s complicated,” I tell her, walking the last few yards to my car.


  “Isn’t it always?”


  She really has no idea. I reach into my purse, pull out my spare set of keys. And then I’m in the driver’s seat, cranking the ignition. Sure enough, it starts right away. Not to mention the fact that it all but purrs. Something tells me the faulty starter isn’t the only thing Ethan had taken care of on my little Honda.


  I want to be angry at his presumption, I really do. But it’s hard to be upset when he’s doing what he always does—and what up until yesterday, I always loved about him. He’s taking care of me in whatever way he can, whatever way I’ll let him. Besides, I took most of my anger out on the hapless Vitamix last night. I don’t have any rage left. At least not toward Ethan. Not right now.


  “So, I guess I’m heading back upstairs,” Tori says after a minute. “Unless you need me for something?”


  “No. I’m good. Thanks, Tor.”


  “No problem. Knock him dead, Chlo.”


  “I’m not even going to see him today,” I protest.


  She smiles wryly. “Of course you’re not.”


  “I’m not.” I can’t. Just the thought of seeing Ethan makes me shaky. I may not be angry at him, but that’s a far cry from wanting to see him. And I don’t. I really don’t. Not now, when all I can see is Brandon’s mocking grin. When all I can hear is him calling Ethan his brother. His brother.


  Maybe it’s cowardly, maybe it’s self-preservation. To be honest, I don’t really care. All I want to do is get through the day without any more casualties.


  Surely that’s not too much to ask.


  Except obviously, it is. Because as I move to set my briefcase on the passenger seat, I see a thick, cream envelope on the passenger side floorboard. It’s facedown, but I don’t need to see the Frost Industries return address to recognize Ethan’s stationery. He’s sent me so many letters and packages over the last few weeks—all on or accompanied by official company letterhead—that I’m pretty sure I’d recognize it in my sleep.


  For a second, I’m tempted to take the coward’s way out. To leave the envelope where it lies and pretend I never saw it.


  Except I’ve never been a coward. And though there’s a part of me that thinks there’s no excuse Ethan can make, no story he can tell, that will make what happened yesterday okay, there’s another part of me that wants him to try. That wants to see what he has to say.


  It’s a double-edged sword, one I’m afraid I don’t have the skill—or the heart—to keep balanced on. And yet, even knowing how dangerous it is to my own mental health, I reach for the envelope.


  For long seconds, I just hold it in my hands, watching it like I expect it to spontaneously combust. When it doesn’t, I eventually lift it to my nose and breathe in the elusive, barely there scent of it.


  Like rain on a sunny, summer day.


  Like blueberries and warm, sweet maple syrup.


  It smells like Ethan and the truth of that nearly brings me to my knees.


  Again, I almost set the envelope aside unopened. Again, I think about shredding it, burning it, throwing it away whole. About doing anything and everything to it but the one thing Ethan intended—opening it.


  And yet, knowing Ethan wrote whatever is in there exclusively for me, makes it impossible for me to do anything but run my fingertips along the envelope seams in an effort to pry it open.


  Eventually I get it open and the first thing that falls out is a picture of the two of us.


  Just looking at it gets the tears burning behind my eyes all over again, but I clear my throat, blink several times. I’ve cried too much in the last twenty-four hours and I’m not going to do it anymore. Not now. Not today.


  It’s hard though, very hard, because I remember the day this picture was taken. It was right at the beginning, right after Ethan and I first met. It was a charity event on the beach benefiting the environment and I’d been trying, hopelessly I might add, to build a sand castle. Ethan had come around and—much to my chagrin—sat down next to me. Within half an hour, we’d built one of the most impressive sand castles on the beach. When one of the judges came by, she’d given us a perfect score and that’s the moment this picture had been taken, Ethan’s head and mine tilted backward with laughter as we stand over our sand castle and the tide slowly rolls in.


  It had been a good night, one of the first nights we spent time together. I had tried so hard to keep Ethan at arm’s length, but I know that this is one of those times that I can point to and say that this place, this moment, is when I began to really fall for Ethan.


  Though I know I should probably throw the picture away, I shove it in my purse instead. Then I pull out the only other thing in the envelope, a folded letter that seems to actually be burning my fingertips.


  For long seconds, I just sit there with the letter in my hands, eyes squeezed shut and body shaking. Part of me is dying to open it, dying to know what Ethan has to say. But another part of me is terrified of what I’ll find, terrified of what his words will do to me. I’m barely hanging on as it is. The slightest thing—good or bad—might very well send me over the edge.


  In the end, though, I don’t have a choice. Knowing what Ethan wrote is a compulsion within me, one I have no shot at not obeying. With a deep breath, I unfold the paper, smooth my fingers over the creases. And then I start to read.


  
    Dear Chloe,


    After everything that has happened, I know I don’t deserve the chance to speak to you, let alone the chance to try to talk to you about the past—and the present. And yet I’m asking you for just that, for the opportunity to show you how much I love you and how sorry I am that I didn’t tell you about Brandon the second I found out about him and how I’d do everything differently if I could just turn back the clock.


    But I can’t turn back time, can’t change all the mistakes that I’ve made. All I can do is move on from here, loving you. And I do, Chloe, more than I ever dreamed it was possible to love another person. This picture is one of the few we’ve taken together, and it’s my favorite, because we took it at the very beginning of our relationship when almost everything between us was just a possibility, just a maybe. I knew even then that I wanted you, that I would do anything to have you, but I also knew that you didn’t feel the same. Not then. Not yet.


    I know you’re hurt and scared—you have every right to be—but I’m asking you to take another chance on me. On us. You took one once and I hurt you because I wasn’t strong enough to take care of you, wasn’t strong enough to trust our love to get us through.


    This time, I won’t hurt you. This time I’ll put you first no matter what. This time I’ll take care of you the way I promised to all those weeks ago.


    You are the bravest woman I know, and though you’ll argue with me about that statement (you always do), I assure you that I mean every word of it. I love you, Chloe, so much more than I ever thought it was possible to love anyone.


    I’m not asking for forgiveness and I’m not asking for you to simply move past the pain and rage inside of you. I’m asking only that you give me a chance—to love you, to take care of you, to help you through whatever comes next.


    I love you, Chloe, and I’ll be here whenever you’re ready to talk.


    Please let me love you again.


    Ethan

  


  I read the letter several times, Ethan’s words breaking over me like an early morning thunderstorm breaks across the dawn. I’m not sure what to feel about what he has to say, any more than I know what to feel about him. Sure, it’s a sweet letter, but it doesn’t tell me anything more than I knew already.


  He lied to me. He’s sorry. He promises not to do it again.


  But does it matter? His lies, his apology? Does any of it matter at all when the past stretches between us like a nightmare? Like a bloody battlefield that I can’t escape from? Like a specter I’m terrified will haunt me for the rest of my life?


  I don’t know. I don’t know anything right now, except that if I don’t leave right now, I’ll be late for work.


  Carefully, very carefully, I fold Ethan’s letter and slip it back into the envelope. I put the envelope in the inside pocket of my briefcase. And then, after taking several deep, steadying breaths, I put the car in gear—it goes smoothly, without its usual hesitation—and pull out of the parking space.


  As I turn onto Prospect Street, I pretend my stomach doesn’t hurt. I pretend I’m not terrified of what comes next. I pretend, just for a little while, that everything is okay even though I know that nothing will ever be okay again.


  Chapter Five


  I’m a mess by the time I get to work, totally unsure of what I expect to happen next.


  Is Ethan going to be waiting in the parking lot for me?


  Are my personal items going to be boxed up and sitting on my desk?


  Is everyone going to be staring at me knowingly as I walk to my cubicle?


  Maybe all of the above?


  It turns out that none of those things actually happen, though. In fact, nothing out of the ordinary happens at all. I park in the same spot I’ve always parked in. Walk the same scenic path to the building that houses Frost Industries’ legal department. Dodge the same snide comments from Rick, the second-year intern who has made my life hell since my second day on the job, when I was assigned to the big case that he thought he deserved to cover.


  Logically, I know that it makes sense that nothing has changed. After all, it’s not like Ethan would broadcast to the entire company what happened at his house yesterday. But at the same time, it seems unreal. Inside me, everything feels different—I feel different—so I can’t wrap my head around the fact that the cataclysmic events of this weekend, events that nearly broke me, have changed nothing else in my life at all. It’s not like I expected the earth to rotate off its axis or anything, but still. Something should feel different, something should be different—besides my relationship with Ethan. How, after everything that happened between us, can my role at Frost Industries be exactly the same as it was when I left the office late Friday afternoon?


  But it is, it seems. Exactly the same.


  Same desk, same case folders on my desk, same to-do list tacked to the wall of my cubicle. As I settle into my desk and boot up my laptop, I try to take comfort in that fact.


  It almost works.


  It probably would work, in fact, if I didn’t spend the whole day looking over my shoulder waiting for the other shoe to drop. Waiting for Ethan to seek me out or call me or send a message for me to report to his office.


  But, except for the letter I found in my car this morning, there’s nothing from him at all. At least, not through any of the normal work channels. And since I’m still too chicken to turn my phone on and see if he called back or texted after Tori told him off last night, email and interoffice messaging is all I have to go on.


  It’s a bad day for so many reasons, and I’m nowhere near as productive as I normally am. I still get work done on the Trifecta merger—the takeover bid that Ethan had me assigned to when I first started at Frost Industries, before I had a clue that there was going to be something personal between us—but it’s not as much as I need to get done. Especially considering the fact that I took yesterday off.


  I stay late to compensate, determined to clear my in-box and make headway on the final case research the attorneys need to blend Trifecta’s intellectual property with Frost Industries’. The office quiets down at five and by seven-thirty I’m all alone. Which should be exactly the impetus I need to get things finished, but without the buzz of my co-workers, all I can think of is Ethan and the disaster everything has become.


  I love him, I really do, but that isn’t enough. Not with Brandon in the picture. Not with Brandon smirking at me, his too-perfect face twisted—


  I shut my thoughts off before they can lead me even farther down the twisted rabbit hole I’ve so abruptly found myself residing in. I focus on the case in front of me, focus on the sound of the air conditioner kicking in, focus on anything and everything but the things I need to be focusing on. The truths I need to be facing.


  My stomach starts growling around eight o’clock, reminding me that I haven’t eaten anything all day. Hours ago, I’d thought about going down to the cafeteria to grab some lunch, but in the end had opted to stay at my desk since I wasn’t hungry. And because I didn’t want to face anyone else. Even now, with my stomach literally begging for food and most of the workforce already gone for the day, the idea of walking into that cafeteria where I first met Ethan and actually trying to eat something nauseates me.


  Finally I decide to hell with it. No matter how long I sit here, I’m not going to get any more work done. After a long day of trying not to think about Ethan, my brain is completely fried.


  With a sigh, I shut down my laptop and then take a minute to gather my things. As I pull my purse out of my desk drawer, I think about reaching inside it. About pulling my phone out and turning it on. About checking to see if there are any messages from Ethan.


  I resist the urge, though. Partly because I don’t want to be disappointed if he didn’t call and partly because I don’t want to freak out if he did. Sometimes, it really is better not to know. Besides, if he truly wanted to talk to me today, he would have found a way. It’s not like he doesn’t know exactly where I work …


  Except now that I’ve given myself permission to think about him, to wonder, my stupid phone is practically burning a hole in my purse. No one would know if I checked, I tell myself as I gather up my briefcase and the sweater I grabbed this morning to combat the early morning chill that comes with working near the ocean. No one would care.


  Except me. I would know. I would care. And pining over him, wondering and worrying over when I’m going to hear from him, will only make this whole situation worse. And make me crazier than I already am.


  Leaving my phone exactly where it is, at the very bottom of my purse, I head out to the parking lot, calling a quick good-bye to Jorge, the security guard currently manning the small reception area in this building.


  He jumps up from behind his desk. “Ms. Girard, wait. Let me walk you to your car.”


  I guess the fact that Ethan and I are no longer together really is still under wraps. Not that Jorge isn’t a nice guy, he is, but I haven’t seen him offering to walk any of the other female interns—or employees, for that matter—out to their cars.


  “Thanks, Jorge, but I’ve got it. It’s still light out.”


  “It’s not a problem,” he tells me with a polite grin as he holds the front door open for me. “Things are quiet around here tonight.”


  I want to argue with him, but I can tell by the determination in his eyes that nothing I say is going to make a difference. I give in gracefully because he’s just doing his job and partly because a girl never can be too careful and my history makes me jumpier than most.


  It’s a short walk, only takes a few minutes at the most, but I’m struck dumb almost as soon as we come around the curve that leads to the parking lot. Because, there, leaning against my car—ankles crossed and muscular arms folded across his chest—is Ethan.


  I stop dead when I see him, just freeze completely as my body suddenly forgets how to walk. How to breathe.


  Jorge shoots me a curious look, but Ethan chooses that moment to push away from the car and prowl toward us. With his tanned skin, too long, dark hair, and predatory grace, he looks more like a sleek jungle cat than a man.


  “Thanks, Jorge,” he calls to the security guard. “I’ve got it from here.”


  “Sure thing, Mr. Frost.” Jorge all but salutes before turning toward me. “Have a good night, Ms. Girard.”


  Somehow I manage to unglue my tongue from the roof of my mouth long enough to mutter, “You, too.”


  And then he’s gone, walking back along the path to the building and I’m left alone with Ethan, whose mood I can’t begin to gauge. He seems calm enough, but there’s a fierceness in his eyes—a determination—that makes me wary even as it gets my heart beating triple time. His black eye and bruised jaw only reinforce the danger rolling off him in waves.


  “I called you,” he says as he stops right in front of me. He’s not crowding me, not really, but he isn’t giving me any wiggle room, either. He’s close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from his long, lean body, more than close enough for me to breathe in the dark, musky scent of him with each inhalation that I take. “You didn’t answer.”


  “My phone was off.” It doesn’t occur to me to lie as I force the words out of my too-tight throat. I know I sound stilted and awkward, but it’s the best I can manage at this point. “I haven’t checked my messages.”


  He nods, his cerulean eyes blazing so brightly that I can’t help feeling the burn of them on my skin. In my blood.


  I wait for him to say something else, but he doesn’t, and long moments pass while the two of us just stand there staring at each other. When I can’t take it anymore, when the tension between us threatens to snap like a rubber band stretched too far, I square my shoulders. Start breathing through my mouth. Pretend that being this close to him isn’t painful and arousing and terrifying all at the same time.


  “Thank you for getting my car fixed.”


  He nods, his face pained, but he still doesn’t say anything, which only makes my anxiety worse.


  “Look, I need to go,” I tell him. “It’s been a long day and I’m hungry and exhausted—”


  “Let me take you to dinner.”


  “No.” The word is ripped from me before I even know I’m going to say it. No softness to cushion the blow, no polite excuses. Just the loud, irrevocable negative that can’t be mistaken for anything but the denial it is.


  “Let me take you home, then. We can stop and get takeout—”


  “No!” Again the denial is instinctive.


  “Chloe, please—”


  He reaches for me and I flinch back instinctively. He freezes, arms outstretched and face tormented. I know I’ve hurt him and I want to apologize, but I can’t bring myself to say the words. Not this time.


  “Okay,” he says, dropping his hands to his sides. “We’ll talk here, then.”


  “There’s nothing to talk about, Ethan.”


  “There’s everything to talk about! I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Brandon. I’m sorry you had to find out the way you did. I’m sorry that he hurt you. I’m sorry, Chloe. About everything. I’m just so goddamned sorry.”


  “I know,” I say, because I do. I was there two nights ago when he tried to end it between us and I was there yesterday morning when he nearly tore Brandon to shreds. “I’m not angry at you.”


  “You should be. God knows I’m furious at myself.”


  “You shouldn’t be. None of this is your fault.”


  “You don’t mean that.”


  “I do mean it. Absolutely.”


  And I do. I’ve had over thirty-six hours to think about things, to try to figure out how it’s even possible that the only man I’ve ever trusted, the only man I’ve ever opened up to, is actually the brother of the man who nearly destroyed me all those years ago. I don’t have an answer as to how it happened, as to how fate could be so cruel. But I do know that it’s no one’s fault. That there were no warning signs or coincidences that Ethan and I turned a blind eye to.


  In an effort to shed every trace of my old identity, I legally changed my last name as soon as I turned eighteen. There was no way for Ethan to know who I was when he first met me, any more than there was a way for me to know who he was. Brandon is his half-brother on his mother’s side. They might share the same colored eyes, but they don’t share much more than that. They definitely don’t share a last name.


  Should he have told me about Brandon as soon as he found out? Absolutely.


  Should he have slept with me two nights ago, knowing that our pasts were forever intertwined in the worst possible way? Absolutely not.


  But he did try to break up with me when I went to see him that night. He did try to end it as painlessly as possible. I’m the one who went off the rails, the one who lost it because I couldn’t understand how the man I loved could have done such an abrupt about-face.


  No, this mess we are in is no more Ethan’s fault than mine. He didn’t rape me and he didn’t try to cover it up afterward. Holding him responsible for that would make me no better than all those people who blamed me for speaking up about what Brandon did to me.


  “Jesus, Chloe, how do you even exist?”


  I go for humor, but it falls flat. “Just unlucky, I guess.”


  “No.” He reaches for me then, and this time I don’t have the strength to push him away, not even when he lowers his head and rests his forehead against my own. “There’s nothing unlucky about you.”


  I’m the one who laughs then, a harsh sound that comes from deep inside me. That’s much more of a sob than it is an expression of amusement.


  “Let me take you home,” he whispers, his breath hot against my cheek. “I’ll run you a bath, cook you dinner. Then we can talk—”


  “I already told you.” From somewhere I find the strength to push him away. “We don’t have anything to talk about.”


  “We have everything to talk about.” His fingers tighten on my arms, not enough to cause pain but definitely enough for me to sense his desperation. The same desperation that I spent most of yesterday trying to come to terms with myself.


  “No. We really don’t.” From somewhere I find the strength to step back, to shake him off. “It’s never going to work between us. It can’t. We’re over before we ever really had a chance to begin.”


  “Don’t say that, Chloe. It isn’t true. I won’t let it be true.”


  “Even your formidable will can’t change what is, Ethan. No matter how much you want to.”


  “That’s bullshit!” The words explode from him, loud and harsh and vicious in their intensity.


  “It isn’t.”


  “It is!” He grabs me again, pulls me close, and though there’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to melt against him, I can’t. Because he feels different now that I know. We feel different and I’m smart enough to figure out that I’m never going to get past that.


  “I know that you still love me. I can see it in your face. I can hear it in the way your breathing stutters when I touch you.” He brings a hand between us, rests it on my chest. “I can feel it in the way your heart is beating way too fast, even now. I won’t let you walk away from that.”


  “You can’t stop me.”


  “Damn it, Chloe, please. I love you.” He presses hot kisses to my forehead, my eyes, my jaw. “I love you so much. I’ll fix this. I swear, I’ll fix it. Just give me a chance. I’ll find a way—”


  “There is no way to fix this, Ethan!” I bring my hands up and shove at his chest, hard. This time, he stumbles back, though I know it’s more from the emotional impact of the blow than it is from the blow itself. “There is no way to rewrite the past.


  “I told you when we met that I was broken. I told you that you weren’t going to be able to fix me.”


  “You’re not broken, baby. You’re not.” There are tears in his eyes, tears in his too-thick voice, and it hurts. Oh God, it hurts so badly to see him like this. To know that I’ve caused it, that I’ve reduced this strong, beautiful man to this when all he’s ever been is kind to me. It’s a blade deep inside me, an open, aching wound that can’t close because the knife keeps twisting, twisting, twisting.


  “I am.”


  “You’re not. Maybe you were, but you aren’t anymore. I wish you could see yourself the way that I see you. You’re strong, baby, so strong that some days it’s all I can do to believe that you’re mine. That I’m the one who gets to touch and kiss and hold you.”


  He shakes his head, the look on his face saying that even now he can’t believe his luck. I know the look, because I wore the same one every day we were together when I thought about the fact that this as-gorgeous-on-the-inside-as-he-is-on-the-outside man was really mine.


  “How you could have gone through everything you have and come out the other side this beautiful, brilliant woman …” He shakes his head. “It overwhelms me. You’re so smart and so talented and so sure of what you want, sure of how you’re going to get it. Don’t you see, sweetheart? That’s about as unbroken as you can get.”


  “I’m not—”


  “Yes! You are. I wish you could see yourself the way that I see you. Wish that you could understand. I’m in awe of you, Chloe. You’ve been to hell and back and you’re still here, still fighting to make a life for yourself. Still fighting to make the world a better place. None of that has anything to do with me. That’s all you, baby. It’s you, not me. You’ve healed yourself. Don’t let my bastard of a brother change that. Don’t let him ruin what you’ve built. Don’t let him ruin us.”


  Now I’m the one crying. Again. I swipe at my cheeks, trying in vain to stem the flood of tears.


  “Fuck.” Ethan breathes the word out and this time when he pulls me into his arms, I don’t fight him. I can’t, not when I crave his touch like a junkie craves a fix. I’m addicted to him, to his strength and his kindness, to the way he holds me and the way he makes my body burn with just a touch.


  Except tonight. Tonight I’m cold. Cold to the bone. Cold to the soul.


  It only makes me crave him more.


  “Baby, don’t cry. Please, Chloe, don’t cry.” He kisses my tears away, one by one by one. Over and over again. In between the kisses, he murmurs incoherent fragments of love and loss and apology and I can feel the crack widening deep inside me. Can feel myself breaking into thousands of irreparable pieces. So many pieces that even Ethan won’t be able to hold them together, no matter how strong or safe or determined he is.


  I take a step back, out of his arms. Away from his warmth. It hurts, physically hurts, but I know I don’t have a choice. I have to push him away now, while I still have the strength. Or we’ll both end up destroyed under the weight of my failures.


  He tries to hold on to me, tries to keep me in his arms. But all it takes is a whispered, “Ethan, please, stop,” for him to let me go.


  “I can’t do this,” I tell him. “I’m not strong enough.”


  “I am,” he tells me. “Let me be strong enough for the both of us. Please, Chloe.”


  He reaches into his pocket, then presses something metal into my hand. I know what it is before I even look down.


  “You had it fixed.”


  He presses a gentle kiss to my temple. “Always.”


  I stare at the belly chain, my fingers stroking familiarly over its cool platinum and diamond links. I want it so badly. Want to wear it. Want to feel the weight of it around my waist, a tangible symbol that I belong to Ethan. That we belong to each other.


  “Can I put it on you?” he whispers against my ear as his fingers brush against my waist.


  Yes! I want to scream my assent, want to beg him to claim me again, to make me his. I want to feel safe in the way I do only when Ethan is all around me.


  But I can’t let him do it. Not now when everything is so, so awful.


  “No.” It’s quieter than a whisper, so soft that I can barely make out the sound of it and I’m the one speaking.


  But Ethan hears. Somehow he hears, and he looks away, but not before I see the obvious hurt in his eyes, hurt that echoes the agony slicing through me like the dullest of blades.


  His fingers clench on my jaw, and we stand that way for what feels like forever, the same pain that is keeping us apart somehow also tying us together. And then he’s tilting my chin up so that I have nowhere to hide, no choice but to look at him.


  And I do. God, I do. The anguish of the past couple of days is etched into his face. I can see it in the bruises from the fight, in the dark circles beneath his uninjured eye and the grooves around his mouth that weren’t there last week. Before I even know I’m going to do it, I reach up to stroke the deep line to the right of his mouth. He turns his head then, brushing his lips against my fingers.


  The pain intensifies until it feels like there’s a fist around my diaphragm, squeezing, squeezing, squeezing. I know I need to pull away, but I can’t. Not when Ethan is pressing soft, sweet, tender kisses across my palm.


  My breath hitches in my throat at the feel of him and Ethan smiles a little at the sound. Then it’s his turn to brush a thumb across my lips, his turn to shudder when I press a kiss to the tip of it.


  “Chloe.” My name is soft on his lips, reverent, as he slowly lowers his head, giving me plenty of hints as to his intention … and plenty of time to move away if that’s what I want to do.


  It isn’t.


  It should be. A little while ago, it was. But right here, right now, there is nothing I want more than for Ethan Frost to kiss me.


  The first touch of his lips on mine is tentative, sweet, like he’s asking permission or forgiveness or both. It’s gentle and lovely and so not what I want from him that I can’t resist pushing to my tippy toes, can’t resist wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him into the kind of kiss we’re both craving.


  It’s hot and heavy and carnal, tongues sliding against and around, over and under, each other. It’s teeth nipping at lower lips and mouths mashing against one another. It’s murmured whispers and violent heat, terrible pleasure and even more terrible pain. It’s everything a kiss with Ethan is meant to be, everything it always has been and everything I’m terrified it will never be again. It’s sex and seduction, lust and love, and I can’t get enough of it. Enough of him. This man who has given me more in a few weeks than anyone in my life has given me ever.


  Maybe that’s why I cling to him, arms wrapping around his shoulders, fingers digging into the nape of his neck, mouth sucking desperately at his own.


  He tastes like the ocean and feels like it, too. Powerful, violent, infinite. I want to immerse myself in him, to drown in him. And I want this kiss—this feeling—to go on forever.


  But even as I cling to him, even as I stroke my tongue against the warm roughness of Ethan’s, I can feel the magic fading. Can feel the horror creeping back in until the heat fades and all I’m left with is the frigid, terrible cold that has taken up residence deep inside me.


  “Chloe.”


  He bends his head to kiss me again and I let him because I am weak and he is not and I can’t believe this is happening. I don’t want to believe it.


  His fingers skim my waist, burrowing under my blouse and the fitted waistband of my suit. He strokes my stomach, my hips, my lower back and I know he wants to fasten the belly chain around me, I can feel his need to reclaim me, to mark me as his, throbbing in the air around us.


  But when he takes the chain from my hand and slides it around my waist, every alarm bell I’ve got inside of me starts to shriek. Letting him do this will break both of us. Already I can feel the jagged pieces inside of me shifting around, trying to make room for this new reality. But there is no room. There is nothing but horror and fear and emptiness, so much of it that I can’t feel anything else now that he is no longer kissing me.


  “Chloe, please,” he says in the husky voice that has sent shivers down my spine from the first time I heard it all those weeks ago.


  “No,” I tell him, pulling the offending chain from around my waist with a definite air of determination. It makes me sad in a way I’m not expecting. After everything that’s happened between us, after everything he’s given me, I never thought I’d be able to deny Ethan anything. But for both our sakes, I have to deny him this.


  “I can’t be with you, Ethan. I can’t. It will ruin me. Undeniably. Irrevocably. Being with you now will destroy me in a way that Brandon didn’t come close to.”


  “You don’t know that,” he tells me even as the light dies in his eyes. His beautiful blue eyes that suddenly look so much like the ones in my nightmares. The ones that have haunted me for five long years.


  “I do know it.”


  “How?” he demands, and for once he sounds as impatient and confused and hurt as I do. “How can you be so sure without even trying?”


  “Because,” I tell him, my voice breaking on the truth I can’t hold back any longer, the truth I never wanted to say out loud—for either of our sakes. “Because now, when I look in your eyes, all I see is him.”


  Ethan reels back like I’ve struck him and I want to take the words back, I do. But I can’t, because they are my deep, dark truth. They are the insurmountable obstacle standing between us, and they always will be.


  “I have to go,” I tell him, fumbling my car door open and climbing inside.


  This time he doesn’t try to stop me.


  Chapter Six


  “That’s it! I can’t take it anymore!” Tori says, making an abrupt right turn into the parking lot of University Towne Center.


  “Take what?” I ask, absently staring out the window at the passing traffic. UTC is one of the biggest and busiest malls in San Diego and it’s also Tori’s personal nirvana. Well, next to Paris and Rodeo Drive, that is.


  “The moping! Always with the moping.” She brings the car to a stop at the valet parking stand, then all but drags me from the passenger seat. “You’ve been miserable for two weeks and I can’t take it anymore.”


  She’s not wrong—I have been miserable for the last two weeks, ever since I left Ethan standing in the parking lot at work, tears in his eyes and his heart on his sleeve. But I can feel myself getting defensive anyway. I don’t know what she’s complaining about. I’ve gone out of my way to make sure my misery doesn’t spill over onto her or anyone else.


  If I spend most of my non-working time locked in my bedroom, staring blankly at the text messages he sent me all those days ago when my phone was off, whose business is that but mine?


  If I don’t go running or to the gym anymore, who am I hurting besides myself?


  And if I don’t want to go out and party with Tori every night in an effort to meet a guy who won’t ever come close to measuring up to Ethan, then why should I?


  “I’m not moping,” I tell her as I make a desperate grab for my purse from the backseat.


  “What would you call it then?” she demands as she drags me through the gates and into the open air mall.


  “I’m thinking.”


  “Yeah, well, you’re making yourself sick with all that thinking and I, for one, have had enough of it.”


  “So we’re going shopping?”


  “Don’t sneer,” she says, narrowing her eyes at me. “I will have you know that shopping is the cure-all for everything. Even your bad attitude.”


  “I don’t have a bad attitude!” I tell her with a glare that combats the words. “I’m just tired. Work’s been crazy lately.”


  “Work, shmerk. You’ve been brooding. And I get it. I do. Losing Ethan Frost isn’t an easy thing for any woman to recover from—even if he is a total douche.”


  “He’s not a douche.” We’ve been over this same ground about a hundred times in the last two weeks.


  “He hurt you, which means he will forever be a douche in my book. It’s the best friend code.”


  She dances ahead of me then, and with her new spiky green hair and matching minidress, she looks like a leprechaun. A punk rock leprechaun with piercings, tattoos and Doc Martens, but a leprechaun nonetheless.


  It’s just one of the many, many reasons I adore her. Or would adore her if she would just stop trying to fix me. As it is, all this pixie dust and do-gooding is getting on my nerves. Especially since Tori has always been the prickly one in this relationship, the one who wears multi-layered damage on her sleeve—literally and figuratively, thanks to the wild tattoos she’s got. Which begs the question—in how bad shape does she think I am if she’s pulling out all the stops to make me feel better?


  Maybe I’ve been wallowing more than I think I have.


  Still, it’s not like it’s a conscious decision on my part. And it’s sure as hell not like I want to feel like this. Because I don’t. I hate the fact that I worked so hard to banish Brandon from my life and my thoughts, and now he’s back, lurking around every corner in my mind just waiting to jump out at me like my own personal boogeyman.


  I hate even more the fact that I can’t stop thinking about Ethan. Can’t stop wondering what he’s doing or if he’s okay or if he’s thinking about me. Can’t stop remembering what it was like when we were together and I was happy, truly happy, for the first time since I was a child. Maybe for the first time in my life.


  Not that that matters. Not that any of it matters. Not when everything about my life—even my work—is a shambles. Most days it’s all I can do to drag myself out of bed and to the seven building oceanfront campus that houses Frost Industries. And once I’m there, I try to focus on the research, on my job, but everything about the place screams Ethan’s name and more than once I’ve ended up curled up on the bathroom floor trying to get my head together. Trying to pretend that I’m all right, that any part of this is all right.


  “You know shopping isn’t going to fix me, right?” I hiss at Tori as she drags me toward the entrance to Nordstrom. “Besides, I can’t afford to buy anything from here. I’m a lowly unpaid intern at Frost Industries, remember?”


  She snorts. “Another reason to think he’s a douche. He makes how much money every year and he can’t send a little of it over toward his interns, who work all hours of the day and night for him? That’s the mark of a total loser.”


  “The experience and being able to put it on our resumes is more than enough. Besides, it’s only the first year interns that don’t get paid. Anyone who comes back a second year gets a pretty generous stipend.”


  “Will you stop defending him, please?”


  “I wasn’t defending him.”


  “You so totally were.” She rolls her eyes at me as she picks up a scarf that costs almost as much as my entire wardrobe and loops it several times around my shoulders. “You look beautiful, daaaaaaahling.”


  “Anyone would look beautiful in a three thousand dollar scarf.”


  “You’d be surprised.” She gives me a push and I spin around like a top in an effort to unwind myself from the pashmina. “If you’d seen what I’ve seen through the years, you would know just how false that last statement was.” She mock shudders. “Some people should never be allowed out of the house without a fashion consult. Just saying.”


  She jumps over to the hats, which are against the wall, and picks up the biggest, most ridiculous one she can find. It’s hot pink with purple flowers, and though it’s almost as big as she is, Tori somehow manages to carry it off with the kind of panache I can only dream of.


  “How do I look?” she demands.


  “Like you should be walking the red carpet. In Ireland.”


  “Oh, good. That’s just the look I was going for.” She flips me off before picking up a black and white hat and plopping it down on my head.


  “How does it look?” I ask, resigned.


  She just shakes her head and laughs. Of course. Tori has a gift for carrying off hats, no matter how beautiful or bizarre they are. She even looks good in the ridiculous cardboard hats you find at party stores. I once talked her into trying on a jester’s hat and I swear if she’d worn it out of the store, she would have started a new fashion trend.


  I, on the other hand, am headwear challenged, to put it politely. I look absolutely ridiculous in everything from snapbacks to fedoras to the beautiful feathered and floral Easter hats that fill the stores up once a year. Which is why Tori insists on trying hats on everywhere we go. It’s a quest of hers. One of these days, she swears, we’re going to find a hat that looks good on me. I’m not nearly as optimistic, but with Tori, the path of least resistance is often the only one available.


  Despite the laughter that signals this isn’t the hat that will change my life, I turn toward the nearest mirror. And then wish I hadn’t. The hat is elegant, gorgeous, really, and yet, somehow, I manage to make it look like a clown hat. And not even a very nice clown hat.


  “Here, try this one instead,” she says, switching the black and white one out for a wide-brimmed red one.


  I do and, of course, it looks even worse than the first one did. The fact that Tori is now wearing the first hat I tried on—and looking like she belongs on the cover of British Vogue while she’s at it—doesn’t make me bitter at all. The bitch.


  We spend the next hour trying on one ridiculous hat after the other, all to no avail. Tori has a pile of about twenty that look great on her, while I decide a scarf just might be the way to go, after all. Tori only laughs at my pouting, then pulls me toward the makeup counters on the other side of the store.


  “What you need is a new lipstick,” she tells me with all the authority of a woman who has spent her life believing in the veracity of retail therapy. “Something bright and fun and gorgeous.”


  “I don’t need another lipstick,” I tell her. “I’ve got like ten.” Besides, I feel about as far from bright and fun and gorgeous as I can get.


  Gasping, she puts a hand to her heart in her best Scarlett O’Hara impersonation. “Blasphemy,” she all but shouts. “No one ever has enough lipsticks. Besides, no one can be sad at the MAC counter. It’s against the rules.”


  “What rules?”


  “All the rules. Everywhere. I think it might even be an amendment to the Constitution,” she tells me with a totally straight face. Then she reaches over and pokes at the corners of my mouth. “Smile. It’s good for you.”


  “I’m smiling. See?” I give her the best I’ve got.


  She looks vaguely nauseated. “If, by smiling, you mean looking like you’re about to be eaten alive by the lions in ancient Rome, then yes, you’re smiling.”


  “I’m fine,” I tell her for what has to be the millionth time. I keep hoping if I say it often enough, she’ll actually believe me. Then again, if I could put even a little conviction behind the words, we’d probably both be better off. “I’m really not sad. Just tired.”


  Tori doesn’t bother to answer my blatant lie. Instead she says, “Come on, slowpoke,” as she wraps a hand around my wrist and pulls me along. “Maybe we’ll get you a whole makeover. My treat.”


  “I don’t need a makeover,” I tell her even as I allow her to drag me up to the MAC counter.


  She snorts. “Sweetie, you need something. Might as well be this.”


  She’s right. I know she’s right. I’m an absolute, total mess and I don’t have a clue what to do about it.


  It’s been two weeks since I last saw Ethan. Two weeks since my heart broke wide open for the second time. He hasn’t called, hasn’t texted, hasn’t emailed. He hasn’t even sent any of the care packages I’d gotten so used to in the time we were dating—little boxes filled with seashells and tea and other myriad things that made him think of me or that he thought I’d like.


  No, there’s been no contact from Ethan whatsoever. I know it’s a good thing, know he’s only respecting my wishes. I’m not one of those women who says one thing and means another. I told Ethan I couldn’t be with him and I can’t.


  But that doesn’t stop me from missing him, all day, every day.


  It’s only the nights that I don’t want him around, when my dreams are filled with nightmares of Brandon and the rape and the terrible months and years that came after it. Even worse are the dreams where I think it’s Brandon holding me down in the front of his car, think it’s Brandon raping me, only to find myself staring into Ethan’s face when he finally lifts his head.


  I know it’s not true, but each time I have that nightmare I end up a little farther away from Ethan and a little closer to crazy.


  To combat it, I’ve pretty much given up sleeping. It’s been days since I’ve gotten more than an hour or two of rest. I’m exhausted and miserable and jumping at nonexistent threats around every corner. Every noise behind me is an attacker conjured up by my paranoid mind, every shadow is someone just waiting to hurt me.


  Add to that the fact that Ethan’s absence is a gaping wound inside of me that hasn’t even begun to scab over, and no wonder Tori thinks I need therapy of some kind. I really am only one small step away from being a total basket case.


  “So, what can we get for you today?” asks the man behind the counter. He’s wearing more makeup than I even own and to add insult to injury, he looks absolutely gorgeous. Sometimes life really is unfair.


  “She needs a makeover,” Tori tells him, pointing at me. “A whole new look.”


  “Oh, yes, she does, doesn’t she?” he says, and though the words are rude, the tone and his expression are nothing but kind. “Come on over here, sweetheart, and let me get a look at you. I’m Sam, by the way.”


  “I’m Chloe. And my crazy friend over there is Tori.” We both watch, bemused, as Tori randomly picks five or six different eye shadows off the display and starts applying them one on top of the other. She does this, of course, without taking off any of the rock star makeup she’s already wearing.


  “She does like color, doesn’t she?” he says. It doesn’t sound like a judgment, exactly, but the man is dressed from head to toe in black. Even the gauges in his ears are black.


  “You have no idea.”


  After another minute of staring at Tori gone wild, he leads me over to a trio of makeup displays that are set up behind the counter. “What look are we going for exactly?” he asks after I’m settled in the chair.


  I shrug. It’s not like this is my idea.


  “We’re going for anything that makes her look less dead,” Tori chimes in as she bounces over. I expect her to look like a clown after everything she just put on her face, but instead she manages to look better than ever. Just another reason why I should hate her.


  “Hush!” Sam says. “She just looks a little tired, that’s all. We can fix that.”


  “Bad breakup,” Tori whispers loudly enough to be heard in the shoe department all the way across the store.


  “Oh, you poor thing,” Sam clucks sympathetically. “I’m recovering from a breakup myself. It sucks.”


  “You seem to be handling it a lot better than I am,” I tell him. It’s true. He looks absolutely gorgeous.


  “That’s why you need a makeover,” he says. “A good lipstick can hide a multitude of sadnesses.”


  “See! I told you!” Tori crows, clapping her hands triumphantly.


  And that’s how I end up spending the next ninety minutes in Sam’s beauty/therapy chair. He powders, applies, spritzes and blends until I’m certain I am wearing enough makeup to outfit an entire Cirque du Soleil production, all the while delivering little tips on how to survive a breakup.


  Set a routine for yourself every day. Don’t just lie in bed wanting to die.


  Always wear something pretty. It’s hard to be depressed when you’re wearing a gorgeous dress.


  Don’t let yourself fall too far off the wagon. You don’t want to be a total wreck when you’re finally ready to get back out there.


  I’m not sure if these pearls of wisdom are meant to be taken seriously or if Sam is just trying to make me laugh. Either way, by the time he holds the mirror up to my face with a theatrical, “Voila,” I’m feeling better than I have since I opened Ethan’s door to find Brandon on his front porch. And that’s before I see the absolutely astonishing job Sam has done on my makeup.


  “What do you think?” he asks, as I stare at myself wide-eyed in the mirror.


  “I think you’re a miracle worker.”


  He preens under the praise. “I try, doll. I try.” He grabs a couple of face cards from his drawer and says, “Now, let me show you exactly what I did so you can do it at home.”


  “I’m not sure that’s possible,” I tell him.


  “Of course it is,” he answers, waving off my concerns.


  I spend the next thirty minutes getting a step-by-step tutorial from Sam on how I can make myself look like this every day. I’m still not sure that he didn’t wave some kind of magic wand and do this to me, but I’m willing to take his word for it. At least until the first time I try out the look and make a total disaster of it.


  Tori insists on buying me everything Sam recommends, even though I try to pay for it myself—what are credit cards for if not to splurge when your heart has been ripped out of your chest? Another pearl of wisdom from Sam, by the way. And though I still feel a long way from okay, I have to admit I feel better than I have in days.


  It’s a start.


  [image: ]


  We spend the rest of the weekend eating ice cream and watching Titanic and a bunch of other love stories that don’t end well. Nothing like a sinking ship and thousands of dead people to put my own life and breakup in perspective.


  Or at least make it seem just a little less traumatic.


  By the time Monday morning rolls around, I’ve actually gotten close to eight hours of sleep over the weekend—a record for me in the last couple of weeks. And if I’m not exactly feeling refreshed, at least the hour I spend on my makeup is enough to make me look like I am.


  It’s a big day for the legal department. We’re heading over to the Trifecta building to hammer out the last major parts of the merger agreement today—parts that deal specifically with intellectual property acquisition. We’ve been working toward this meeting for weeks and I only hope that it goes well. Otherwise I’ll be buried in patent research for the rest of the summer.


  I dress carefully in the same old suit I wear for everything important. I even put on the Louboutins Tori got me that I haven’t worn since they crippled my feet on my first day at Frost Industries. With my makeup done and my hair twisted up into a complicated chignon, I feel as ready for the meeting as I’m going to get. Not that I’ll actually be doing anything but taking notes and looking up case law if that becomes necessary, but it’s still good to look the part.


  Fake it ’til you make it. My own personal motto.


  And it works, too. At least better than wallowing has. Maybe Tori knew what she was talking about, after all.


  I feel almost okay as I pull up to the office. Or, at least, more okay than I’ve felt in a while. That isn’t saying much, but I’m going with it. I gain a little more confidence as I walk through the building and rack up a couple of compliments from people that I pass. And by the time we walk into the boardroom at Trifecta, I’ve almost managed to relegate Ethan to a sideshow in my brain instead of the main attraction. It won’t last—it never does—but I’ll take it as long as I can get it. Thinking about him once a minute instead of sixty times a minute is a big improvement. Or at least that’s what I tell myself.


  And that, of course, is when my whole carefully constructed day comes tumbling down around my ears. Because even though he’s supposed to be in Paris right now in the middle of some global conference, he’s here. Right here. In front of me.


  Looking as tired and strung out and miserable as I feel.


  I have one second to assimilate his presence before he notices me. In that moment, my heartbeat triples, I start to sweat and adrenaline races through my body. Full-on fight-or-flight response.


  I’m just about to flee—the response exists for a reason—when he glances up, his gaze sweeping over the whole group of us until it finds mine and locks on.


  For long seconds he doesn’t blink, doesn’t move, doesn’t so much as breathe. And neither do I. How can I when I’m staring into his eyes—his beautiful, haunted, storm-tossed eyes—and can see everything I feel, everything I fear, reflected back at me.


  “Chloe,” he whispers my name and as he does, I feel every ounce of protection I’ve built around myself—and my trembling, traitorous heart—collapse.


  Chapter Seven


  Ethan. Ethan. Ethan.


  His name is pounding in my blood, a mantra in my soul.


  Ethan. Ethan. Ethan.


  All that work. All those hours and days of trying to move on. All those assurances to myself that I had this, that I could do it. All of it blown out of the water in one fell swoop.


  Ethan. Ethan. Ethan.


  He’s here, right here in front of me. And despite everything, it’s all I can do not to fall straight into him.


  I don’t know what to do, what to say, how to act. There’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to run across the room and throw myself into his lap. To bury my face in his neck and beg him to never let me go. To pretend that the last two weeks never happened and that, somehow, someway, all the pain, all the agony, was nothing but a nightmare gone awry.


  But there’s another part—equally as big and equally as important—that wants to run away. Or at least dive behind the nearest chair and not come out until he’s gone. Until he’s no longer looking at me like he saw a ghost.


  Or worse.


  Of the two choices, the second is definitely the smarter one. Humiliating, yes. Unprofessional, absolutely. But still so much better than standing here remembering what it feels like to be held by him.


  To be loved by him.


  And yet, even knowing what a terrible idea it is, I can’t stop myself from taking a step toward him, then another and another. In seconds, I’m standing right in front of him, close enough to touch his soft hair and smoothly shaven cheeks. Close enough to register the uneven rise and fall of his chest beneath the navy silk of his shirt. More than close enough to feel his heartbeat if I just reach out and stroke my hands down his chest as I’m longing to do.


  “Ethan.” His name is a tortured sound ripped from me, half whisper, half sob, but I can see by the way his eyes narrow and his fists clench that he hears me. Can tell by the way he looks at me that he understands all the things I don’t have the words to say.


  He doesn’t react for a long time, doesn’t so much as move a muscle. Then, suddenly, he’s leaning forward in his chair, and I think that he’s going to be the one to do it, to break the oh-so-fragile understanding between us. To touch me the way I’ve been longing to be touched from the moment I left him in that parking lot.


  But then his eyes go blank and he’s looking through me like I’m not even here.


  Or worse, like I never was.


  “Lorraine,” he calls quietly to one of the senior lawyers from Frost Industries who is sitting halfway down the huge table. “Do you have the documentation on the O’Riley case? I think the precedents set there are going to become important as we negotiate …”


  He continues on about the case, but I tune him out. He’s not saying anything I don’t already know. Hell, I’m the one who did the investigation on the O’Riley case and found the precedent he’s speaking of. I’ve been neck-deep in research for this merger for weeks. But he’s the boss. If he wants to deal with Lorraine instead of me, then who am I to get offended?


  Except I am. I totally am. Because Ethan has never, not once, looked at me like he just did.


  Like he’s completely indifferent to me.


  Like he doesn’t even know me.


  Like I don’t matter at all.


  It hurts, much more than I expected it to. Maybe because I know that no matter what happens between us, I’d never be able to look at him that same way. Never would I be able to just … dismiss him, not after everything that he’s meant to me.


  “Excuse me, Chloe.”


  Lorraine shuffles me aside as she takes my place in front of Ethan, talking as fast as she can about the salient points of the case. Points that I spent hours pulling out of the court documents and putting together for just this moment.


  Because it’s my job, I remind myself viciously as I step back to give her room. I’m an intern, one of the ones who do the research and the grunt work. She’s one of the lawyers, the ones who interpret all that grunt work and figure out what it means—and what to do with it. I have no right to resent her this much.


  And yet I do. I really do, especially when Ethan looks at her with rapt concentration. The same kind of concentration he used to give me when I spoke to him about work matters—or anything else.


  Again, it’s my own fault. I’m the one who has worked so hard to put distance between us these last couple of weeks. Who hasn’t responded to one text or call from him since that morning at his house. I have no right to be upset about the fact that he’s obviously taken my wishes to heart and moved on.


  With that thought first and foremost in my mind, I move backward to give Lorraine all the room she could possibly want. It’s not like I even belong up here anyway. The interns usually sit at a smaller table behind the Frost Industries lawyers, computers open and research readily available to help clarify any discussion points that might come up. I’m certain everyone else is settled in and ready to go while I’ve been too busy mooning over the boss to so much as put down my briefcase.


  It’s time for me to remedy that.


  But as I take another step back, start to turn, the right heel of these ridiculous Louboutins catches on a snag in the carpet and I start to fall. Panicked, I reach for the table to catch myself, but I’ve stepped back too far and my fingers just miss the edge.


  I brace myself for the fall—the jarring pain and subsequent humiliation of going down in the middle of a boardroom filled with my peers and superiors—but it never comes. Instead, Ethan reaches out in a flash, grabbing the front lapels of my jacket with both hands and pulling me forward. He holds me steady until I can do it myself. And then, the second I’m recovered, he lets go of me and sits back down, turning the laser beam of his attention on Lorraine like the whole thing had never happened. Like he hadn’t just saved me from making a total fool of myself in front of everyone, not to mention from some very unpleasant bruises.


  What I don’t understand is how he can be so nonchalant about the whole thing, when I can still feel the brush of his knuckles against my breasts as he made the grab for me. Can still feel the strength and the power of his hands as he held me steady and the answering response in my body that I so don’t want to give.


  “Thank you,” I tell him in a voice so husky I barely recognize it.


  He doesn’t so much as nod an acknowledgment that he’s heard me.


  I step back for real then, being more careful this time around in an effort to avoid any more close calls. I make it back to my table without any other mishaps and start setting up my own station.


  Laptop, open and connected to Trifecta’s wireless, check.


  Legal pad and pens at my fingertips for note taking, check.


  The fifty-five page case reminder cheat sheet that I had put together at my boss’s request sitting next to me, check.


  I’m as ready as I’m going to be for this meeting but instead of joining in the conversation of the other interns, I spend the few minutes before we’re called to order fiddling unnecessarily with my cell phone. Playing with my pens, making sure they’re all perfectly lined up. Reading over the cheat sheet with such concentration that no one would ever guess that I have the whole thing memorized.


  By the time the meeting finally starts, I’m as close to a basket case as I’ve been in quite some time. Though I promise myself I’m not going to do it, I keep stealing glances at Ethan out of the corner of my eye. I’m not the only one doing it—he’s a brilliant, charismatic guy and it’s impossible not to be drawn to him, especially as he helps hammer out the last of the important points of the merger.


  Another CEO might not even be in this room right now, leaving these details to his lawyers to figure out. But they’re important details and he’s Ethan Frost and though I thought he was going to be in Paris, now that he’s here I can’t imagine him being anywhere else. This merger and what it brings—not just to Frost Industries but to the injured veterans Ethan has spent so much of his professional life trying to help—is too important for him to let anyone else handle these last, intricate details.


  The meeting takes all day and most of it passes in a blur. I try to concentrate on the matters at hand, but every time Ethan opens his mouth to speak, I get lost in the sound of his voice. In the passion behind each question he asks and each answer he refuses to move on without.


  There are a few times when we’re asked to find specific answers to the questions being discussed, but for the most part the other interns and I are just along for the ride. Which is normally a dream come true, because getting to watch, up close and personal, as the final points get hammered out in a merger of this magnitude is the best learning experience any of us could ask for. The other three interns in the room are relishing every second of it, but for me it’s more torture than adventure, more pain than pleasure.


  Finally, after hours of verbal parrying and legal maneuvering, agreements are reached and the meeting draws to a close. After a brief—very brief—period of congratulatory-sounding small talk, the Trifecta people leave us to our own devices and Ethan takes a few minutes to thank everyone for their hard work. Though the job is far from finished—thousands of man hours are still necessary to ease the transition, this is it for major negotiations. The last of the big stuff has been handled and now it’s just the actual road map for the blending of the two companies that needs to be worked out.


  I start gathering up my things, more than ready to call it a day. But before I can do much more than shove my laptop in my briefcase, Ethan announces, “I’ve got reservations for all of us and the Trifecta legal team at the Marine Room this evening in celebration of a job well done. I hope each of you can join me.”


  The other interns—Robert and Jonah and Alyssa—start chattering excitedly, and even the lawyers seem pleased at the prospect of dinner at one of La Jolla’s best restaurants. I, of course, would rather head home to a bowl of canned soup and a night in front of the TV or—I don’t know, a root canal, but begging off at this point would look both churlish and unprofessional. Not to mention like I can’t handle being around Ethan.


  Which I can’t—this morning proved it—but no need for the rest of the office to figure that out as well. My relationship with Ethan has pretty much been watercooler fodder from the very first day I started at Frost Industries. I see no need to make that any worse than it already is by deliberately snubbing an invitation that is both professional and impersonal in nature. Better to just put in an appearance and then slip out as soon as dinner is over. As long as I sit at the opposite end of the table from Ethan, everything should be fine.
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  Everything is not fine. It’s nowhere close to fine. Because while half of the Marine Room’s private dining room has tables set up for dinner, no one is currently sitting down. Instead, we’re all mingling and making small talk as white-coated waiters whisk by holding trays laden with drinks and hors d’oeuvres. The whole situation would be right up Tori’s alley, but it’s not something I enjoy at the best of times. And this is, very definitely, not the best of times.


  To begin with, the other interns have all noticed how Ethan is treating me—or not treating me, to be more exact—and they’re taking full advantage of the fact that I have obviously lost his favor.


  I’ve been fair game to them ever since I landed the Trifecta account—and Ethan—in the same week. Egged on by Rick, one of the senior interns who also happens to be here tonight since he did a bunch of preliminary work on the merger, I’ve been ostracized, ridiculed and even harassed by the intern pool on a fairly regular basis. I don’t exactly put up with it—if someone has something to say to my face, I definitely meet them barb for barb—but there’s only so much I can do when most of the crap they pull is more subtle, less confrontational. Unless I want to look like a total diva, I have to just ignore it.


  Which I normally do. But tonight it’s hard to ignore when the group of them are huddled in a corner with the Trifecta interns, laughing and joking around. If Rick wasn’t here, I’d probably make an attempt to join them, but he is and the last thing I need is any more social humiliation courtesy of him. Besides, it’s not like I want to spend my evening hanging out with that bastard anyway.


  At another party, I’d probably just go find someone else to talk to, but cocktail party or not, there is definitely a hierarchy at work here. Senior lawyers from Frost Industries are hanging with senior lawyers from Trifecta, junior lawyers are hanging with junior lawyers and the interns are definitely hanging with the other interns. Ethan and the heads of Trifecta are the only ones moving from group to group, spending a few minutes with everyone.


  Well, everyone except for me, obviously. We’ve been here forty-five minutes and Ethan hasn’t so much as looked me in the eye. Oh, he sees me—I know that much because there is no way he could do such a good job of dancing around me if he didn’t. Anytime our proximity gets too close, anytime I so much as wander over to the same side of the room he’s on, he moves to another group.


  I know what he’s doing, even understand and agree with it. But that doesn’t make it any easier to stand here in this room and experience it. Especially when I can feel the eyes of every Frost Industries employee darting back and forth between us, trying to figure out what’s going on … and what it means.


  It’s been going on all day, more than long enough for them to start formulating their own conclusions. And while I can handle the shade the other interns are aiming at me—I went through a lot worse with Brandon and his friends in high school—being the object of speculation from my boss and the other lawyers is making me physically ill.


  Or maybe that’s just my reaction to being this close to Ethan without being able to touch him.


  I know it’s my own fault, know that I’m the one who pushed him away and not the other way around. Just like I know it will never work between us, not when his brother is in the picture in any way. But it’s still hard to move on, hard to remember that I can’t love him anymore, when just being in the same room with him feels like he’s got an electric conduit straight to my heart. Straight to my soul.


  “Another glass of champagne, ma’am?” One of the waiters pauses next to me, tray extended.


  I start to refuse—I’ve already had two—but a glance at the others assures me that this dinner is going to get a lot worse before it gets better. And if that’s the case, I’ll take what I can get to help me make it through.


  “Yes. Thank you.” I smile at him as I reach for a glass. “Have a great night.”


  “You, too,” he answers, but he’s already lost my attention.


  Instead, I’m focused on Ethan, who is currently leaning indolently against one of the huge picture windows that looks out over the ocean. Though he’s deep in conversation with Lorraine and one of the attorneys from Trifecta, I can tell that he’s watching me. It’s the first time since this morning that he has so much as glanced my way, and my heart starts beating triple time with the realization.


  I raise my glass in a quiet acknowledgment, wait to see what he’ll do in response. I expect a raised eyebrow at the least, maybe a quirk of his lips—something that acknowledges the fact that I caught him looking.


  Instead, he stares silently for long seconds before very deliberately, very rudely, turning his back to me. Again.


  It’s the last straw in a day, a week, half a month of shitty happenings, and I can’t take it. Not when I miss him the way that I do, like a phantom limb or an addiction I just can’t shake.


  Not when everything inside of me yearns for him with an intensity that keeps me up at night. That practically brings me to my knees.


  An intensity that I’m terrified will never go away.


  I react without thinking, barely pausing to drop my glass on the nearest flat surface before bolting for the door. I don’t know where I’m going and I don’t care as long as it’s away from here.


  Chapter Eight


  “Hey, you okay?”


  I startle at the unexpected voice, turn to see who has bothered to track me down after my less-than-illustrious exit from the party. No one from Frost Industries, that’s for sure. They’re all either too angry at me for being with Ethan or they’re too wary of doing anything that might upset him.


  Sure enough, the guy standing in the restaurant doorway is one of the junior lawyers from Trifecta. Jake or Jace, something like that.


  “I’m fine,” I tell him. “Why?”


  He seems to take the question as an invitation to join me on the beach where I’m watching the wind tear at the wild, rocky waves.


  “You left without your champagne.” He holds a fresh glass out to me. “Thought you might be missing it?”


  It’s corny and ridiculous and kind of exactly the right thing to say—so much better than pointing out the fact that I’m one step away from being a social pariah. I laugh despite myself.


  “I am missing it.” I take the glass and raise it in a little toast to him. “Thank you.”


  “My pleasure.” He moves to stand next to me, his expensive dress shoes making a sucking sound with each step he takes out onto the wet sand. “Chloe, right?”


  “Yes. And you’re …” I take a guess. “Jace?”


  “I am.” He glances out at the water. “The wind is really kicking it up tonight, isn’t it? It’s a mess out there.”


  “I think it’s beautiful.” There’s just something about the storm-tossed water that gets to me every time. The wildness of it, maybe. Or the imperfection. Either way¸ I could stand here all night watching the wind whip the waves into a frenzy.


  He nods, but I can tell he doesn’t agree. Or doesn’t get it—I’m not sure which. Before I can decide, a sudden gust of wind comes rushing off the ocean and I shiver despite myself.


  “You’re cold.” He shrugs out of his suit jacket and drapes it over my shoulders. I startle a little when he gets close, cast a look over his shoulder toward the restaurant. Then nearly sigh in relief when I realize that half the main dining room has a perfect view of this beach. More than two dozen people can see us out here right now. I’m as safe as I would be in any public place.


  Not that Jace isn’t a perfectly nice guy, but with my history I always figure it’s better to be safe than sorry. It’s the same reason I haven’t touched the champagne he brought me. Again, I don’t think he did anything to it, but a girl can never be too careful with a guy she doesn’t know.


  “Want to walk?” he asks after a minute of us standing next to each other, staring out to sea.


  “Yeah, sure.” Unlike him, I was smart enough to take my shoes off before I came out here so I’ve got no problem walking down the beach a little, as long as we stay in sight of the restaurant. Besides, anything is better than being inside that stuffy private room with a bunch of people who hate me, wishing the whole time for something that can never be.


  “You did well in there today,” he tells me. “Most interns freak out when they get put on the hot seat, but you totally took it in stride.”


  “It’s not like I had to do much except pull up some research I’d already done. It wasn’t exactly brain surgery.”


  “Still, it was nice to see how calm and cool you were every time your team called on you. I was impressed.”


  I was calm and cool mostly because I was too out of it to care, so lost in my mixed feelings for Ethan that I was barely concentrating on where I was or what I was doing. It’s not something I’m proud of, and certainly not anything I plan on telling Jace when he’s complimenting my work ethic. But I’m not going to lie to myself, either—or him.


  “You did pretty well in there yourself,” I tell him, because I want to shift the focus off me. And because he really did do well. He brought up three of the main points of contention in the proposed intellectual property merger, and fought for those points like a Doberman. In the end, the Frost Industries team had conceded two of the points, which was a huge win for him and Trifecta. By the end of the afternoon, even Ethan was watching him—more with annoyance than interest, but still.


  As we walk, we follow the curve of the building which also follows the natural curve of the beach. It’s beautiful, really, the way the architect designed the restaurant to be a part of the ocean instead of just an observer to it. When the tide is high, it rushes over this beach we are even now standing on and crashes up against the walls of the restaurant, right under the giant picture windows. Tori tells me that if you’re sitting in the dining room, it makes you feel like you’re actually floating in the middle of the ocean. That’s something I’d love to see.


  “So, where do you go to school?” Jace asks me as we curve around to the side of the Marine Room.


  I start to answer him, but am distracted when a glance at the restaurant reveals that we are now directly in front of the private room where Ethan is hosting dinner. The whole wall we’re standing in front of is made of huge picture windows that give us a perfect view of what’s going on inside.


  A quick double take shows me that everyone has finally settled down at the table to order and for a moment, just a moment, I think about going back in. I’m not the least bit hungry—or the least bit interested in sitting down at a table with people who would take great joy in either ignoring me or tearing me to shreds—but I can’t help feeling like I’m shirking my job responsibilities by sitting out here while my boss, her boss and her boss’s boss are all in that room.


  “Do you want to go back inside?” Jace asks, seeing the direction I’m looking. “We can finish our walk later.”


  “No. I’m good out here. But, please, don’t let me keep you if you’d like to go back in.” I start to shrug out of his jacket.


  He stops me with a hand on my shoulder. “I’m fine. I’d much rather be out here with you than in there listening to my colleagues try to one-up each other.”


  I laugh because I know exactly what he means.


  I catch sight of Ethan, sitting at one of the tables. He’s talking to the woman sitting to his right—one of the senior lawyers from Trifecta—but he keeps glancing at the door, like he’s searching for someone.


  My heart speeds up a little at the idea that it might be me he’s looking for. Which is stupid, considering all the promises I’ve made to myself concerning him. But I can’t help it. I know I can’t be with him, know I can’t spend the rest of my life looking into his eyes when I see Brandon staring back at me. It’s not Ethan’s fault and it’s not my fault, either. It’s just how things are.


  “So, how long have you been interning at Frost?” Jace asks me.


  “I just started this summer.” I deliberately pull my eyes away from Ethan, who is once again looking at the door, and focus on Jace instead. “It’s been a pretty steep learning curve.”


  “I bet. But you must be pretty amazing if they’ve got you researching for this merger already. Frost has been after Trifecta for a long time. I’m not sure why, but it’s important to him.”


  I know why—he shared the reason with me weeks ago. It’s the same reason he’s been such a stickler about making sure he can lay claim to all of their intellectual property. Trifecta has a revolutionary new treatment for burn victims, one that helps them heal much more quickly and with less scarring than traditional methods. Unfortunately, they don’t have the capital to do what needs to be done to see the treatment gets into the hands of hospitals and the military. Ethan does, and he’s determined to make it happen.


  After meeting the men in the burn unit at the local VA hospital, I can understand his single-minded determination. Others might not, but I do. Ethan is a man driven to help those who can’t help themselves and if he’s a bit abrasive about it at times, then I figure it’s well-earned.


  “So, what are you doing tonight after this dinner?” Jace asks after the silence between us has lingered a little too long.


  “Heading home.” I take what I hope is an unobtrusive step back from him. It’s not that we’re standing particularly close or that he’s done anything to make me feel uncomfortable … and yet, suddenly, it just seems like a little more distance between us would be a good thing. “I’ve got an early morning meeting tomorrow.”


  “Geez, Frost is a real slave driver over there, huh? Everybody says that about him, but I didn’t really believe it before now. I can’t believe he isn’t going to cut you guys any slack at all, even after you all but gift wrap this merger for him. What does he want, blood?”


  He says it like it’s a joke, but there’s something else there. Something that makes me just a little bit more uncomfortable.


  “It’s actually the standard intern meeting. We have one every Wednesday.” I shrug out of his jacket, hold it out to him. “We should probably go back in. It looks like they’ll be ordering any second.”


  “Aww, don’t be like that. I didn’t mean to offend you. After watching you today, I didn’t think you had exactly parted amicably.”


  “I’m not offended,” I answer, though it’s not quite the truth. I am offended on Ethan’s behalf. He’s one of the most generous employers around—Frost Industries employees have access to a free, on-site clinic, free gym membership, free on-site daycare and three comped meals a day in a state-of-the-art cafeteria. Not to mention generous salary, bonus and vacation schedules. His employees are incredibly important to him and listening to this guy act like they aren’t annoys me no end.


  “You’re acting like you’re offended and I hate that I’ve done that.” His hand drops to my lower back. “Let me take you out for a drink later. Make it up to you.”


  For the first time since he came out on the beach, Jace’s voice sounds low, suggestive. Not necessarily in an insulting way, but still, it makes me nervous, especially since it’s coming on the heels of his comments about Ethan. Suddenly, I’m not so sure which threat I’m supposed to watch out for first—the one from my peers and colleagues or the one from the guy who is currently rubbing my back and who sees nothing but Ethan’s leftovers.


  It’s the last straw. Pulling away, I hold his jacket out to him. “Thanks for the champagne and the walk, but I’m going to go back inside now.”


  “Come on, Chloe. We were having a good time. Don’t be like that.”


  “I’m not being like anything. I just—” I break off as the door leading from the private dining room to the beach suddenly slams open.


  Jace and I turn at the same time to see Ethan standing there, a pleasant enough smile on his face and murder in his eyes.


  “You okay, Chloe?” he asks, one eyebrow raised as he looks back and forth between us.


  “I’m fine, Ethan. Thank you.” Still, I take another step away from Jace. Not because I’m afraid of him—he’s arrogant and insulting but I don’t actually think he’s dangerous—but because I’m concerned my close proximity to him might be hazardous to his health. Especially with Ethan prowling toward us like some kind of avenging angel.


  “Shouldn’t you be inside, Mackenzie?” he asks in a voice so low and reasonable that it’s a threat all on its own. “I think your boss is looking for you. Something about your love of free caviar, I believe.”


  Jace’s cheeks burn a little at the implied insult in Ethan’s tone. But when he opens his mouth to respond, a narrow-eyed look from Ethan sends him scurrying back toward the party without another sound. He’s moving so fast that the door slams shut behind him.


  For long seconds we just stand there, looking at each other. He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t so much as smile at me, and I grow more and more anxious as time ticks by.


  “I should go in, too,” I finally say, moving to step around Ethan. A glance over his shoulder tells me most of the room’s occupants are watching us.


  “Don’t go,” he tells me, reaching out to grab my elbow in his warm, strong fingers.


  They’re the first words he’s said to me all day and I have to admit, they’re doozies, especially since he’s pulled out that dark, gravelly voice I love so much.


  I take a deep breath, try to force air into my suddenly too-tight lungs. It isn’t easy, not with Ethan watching me like a jungle cat watches its prey. “The party,” I tell him. “You should be in there—”


  “Fuck the party!” he snarls, and his grip tightens on my elbow. “What the fuck were you doing out here with Jace Mackenzie?”


  “Excuse me?” I demand as shock ricochets through me. Ethan has never spoken to me like that. Never.


  “You heard me.” He uses his grip on my elbow to propel me around the corner and into the shadows, away from prying eyes. “Why would you come out here with him? The guy’s a self-important asshole.”


  “I didn’t come out here with him. I came out to get away from the party and he followed me—”


  “The bastard.”


  “It’s fine. He didn’t do anything. He just brought me a glass of champagne and—”


  “Champagne? Did you drink it?”


  “Seriously? Do I look like a total idiot to you?”


  “No, of course not. I’m sorry. I just worry about you. Guys like that—”


  “Believe me, Ethan, I know all about guys like that. Opportunistic assholes with a sense of entitlement a mile wide. We’ve had our run-ins before.”


  It was a low blow and he flinches, just like I knew he would. He doesn’t let go of my arm, though, and he doesn’t step back to let me pass.


  I know I should push him away, but he’s so warm and his touch feels so good. It’s only been two weeks since we were together, but it feels like two years. Like two decades. And though I know I’m playing with fire, I can’t help wanting to melt into him, to feel his body pressed against my own one more time.


  “I’m sorry about what Brandon did to you, Chloe. I’m so fucking sorry. I’d kill him if I could. I almost did that first night, after I found out. I wrapped my hands around his throat and didn’t let go until—” He breaks off at my gasp, shoves a frustrated hand through his hair.


  “That isn’t what I wanted.” I hate Brandon, have spent years thinking about exacting revenge on him for what he did to me. But that doesn’t mean I want Ethan falling victim to that same hatred, that same self-destructive need, especially when Brandon is his little brother.


  “Don’t you dare fucking apologize to me, Chloe. Don’t you fucking dare,” he tells me, and now he’s got my back pressed against the restaurant’s wall, his arms on either side of me. He’s caging me in, blanketing me, and if any other man tried it I’d be going for his eyes or his balls. But with Ethan it feels good, feels right, like we were meant to be like this.


  I close my eyes for just a moment at the thought, rest the back of my head against the building. Because whether we were meant to be like this or not, we can’t be. Not now, not ever again.


  “Chloe.” It’s a whisper, a plea, maybe even a command considering how my body responds to him. Heart racing, nipples peaking, thighs aching.


  “Ethan.”


  He leans forward and I know he’s going to kiss me. I can see it in his eyes, feel it in the sudden tension sweeping through him. And I want him to. I really want him to. Except … except there’s so much shit between us and if I kiss him now everything will just come rushing back. Come tumbling down.


  I’m not sure where I get the strength from, but I bring my hand to his face. Press two fingers against his lips.


  This time, Ethan’s the one who closes his eyes, and though he tries to hide it I can see the pain etched on his face as he turns his head away and rests his forehead on the wall next to me. He takes one deep, shuddering breath and then another and another, before straightening up. Stepping away.


  “Tell me the truth,” he says after a few seconds of awkward silence. “Why were you ducking out of the party?”


  I laugh then, and it’s more bitter than I intend it to be. At least until I realize he wasn’t joking. He really doesn’t know why I had to leave. “I couldn’t stay,” I tell him once I can get the words past the lump in my throat. “You may be used to this, but I’m not. I’m not any good at it.”


  “Good at what?” he asks, looking totally confused.


  I turn my face away, refuse to answer. I’ve already humiliated myself enough tonight, thank you very much, especially considering I just finished all but whimpering in his arms.


  “Chloe? Answer me. What aren’t you good at?”


  I shake my head, whisper, “Nothing.”


  But my non-answer isn’t good enough for Ethan. He grabs my hands, squeezes them tightly. When that isn’t enough to get me talking, he slides his hands slowly, softly, up my forearms to my elbows, past my elbows to my biceps, past my biceps to my shoulders. His fingers brush against the sensitive skin that stretches across my collarbone and then his fingertips are skimming up my throat to my chin.


  “Ethan.” His name is a strangled sigh ripped from deep inside me.


  He smiles softly at the sound, brushes his thumb over my lips even as he slides his hands up to cup my jaw. And then he’s slipping his thumbs under my chin, pushing gently but insistently until I lift my face to his.


  Our eyes meet in the shadowy darkness and it’s my turn to flinch a little. Though I’m fully dressed, I feel naked. Defenseless. Like Ethan can see deep inside me to the parts of myself I’m trying so desperately to hold away from him. The parts I’m trying so desperately to keep just for me.


  His lips tighten and for a moment I think he’s going to back off, to step away. But then he asks, “What. Aren’t. You. Good. At?” His voice is as implacable as ever, his face set in determined lines and I know—I know—that there’s no way I’m getting out of this without talking to him. Without telling him everything, even those things I don’t want him to know.


  The knowledge makes me reckless. Or maybe it’s the pain throbbing inside of me that does that. Either way, I toss my head back and all but shout, “What do you care? Why does it matter to you if I stayed at that stupid party or not? What does it matter to you what I do?”


  “It matters because you ended up out here with that asshole. If he’d done something to you—”


  “We were in full view of the restaurant,” I say dismissively. “What was he going to do?”


  “You were in full view. But it only took a couple of steps for me to get you into the shadows, Chloe. Who’s to say he couldn’t have done the same thing?”


  “Damn it, Ethan. Are we really going to do this? Nothing happened. Nothing. Happened. So can we please just forget it and go back inside?”


  This time I do shove against his chest, and I keep shoving, until he finally steps away. He lets me walk past him, lets me almost make it back into the light before he grabs my hand.


  “What were you doing out here, Chloe?” he asks for a third time. But there’s no insistence in his voice now, no anger. Just a low, aching need that reaches deep inside of me.


  “I told you, it doesn’t matter.”


  “It matters to me.”


  “Why?” I’m all but pleading with him now, and I can tell from the way he locks his jaw, the way he looks away, that he can hear the entreaty in my voice.


  And still he doesn’t let go of my hand.


  “Because you ran away from a party I threw for people we both work with and I want to know why. Did someone do something to make you feel uncomfortable—”


  “Are you kidding me with this?” I demand in a voice that sounds like I’ve been swallowing glass. “Did somebody make me feel uncomfortable? Did somebody do something to me—”


  His jaw flexes. “That’s what I’m asking.”


  “Jesus Christ, Ethan! I left because I couldn’t stand to be in the same room with you for one more minute!”


  He rears back like I hit him. “I made you feel uncomfortable?” he demands incredulously. “I didn’t even look at you.”


  “Believe me, I am well aware of that,” I tell him harshly.


  “Well aware of what? What the fuck are you talking about?”


  “Maybe this is normal for you. Maybe you sleep with a woman one day and then ignore her at work the next, but I don’t know how to do that. I don’t know how to do any of this—”


  “Normal for me? You think any part of this situation is normal for me?” He grabs me by the upper arms then, his fingers gentle but insistent as he once again waits for me to look him in the eye.


  “Isn’t it?”


  “No, goddamnit, it isn’t! I don’t date women that I work with. You know that.”


  “You dated me.”


  “Because I couldn’t not date you. From the moment you walked up to me at that damn juice bar, I was completely bowled over by you. The way you stood up to me, the way you refused to cave to my demands, the way when—after you’d won—you took a sip of that stupid fucking blueberry smoothie, just to be fair. Just because I’d wanted you to. How could I not fall for you, Chloe?” He whispers the last, and now his hands are in my hair, his mouth inches from mine. “How could I not want you?”


  “You ignored me. All day today. You looked through me like I wasn’t even there.”


  “I thought that’s what you wanted.”


  “Why would I want that?”


  “You broke up with me. You told me being with me made you think of Brandon, of what he did to you. How did you think I would react to that?”


  “I don’t know, but I didn’t think you’d punish me.”


  “Punish you?” He tugs on my hair, pulls me even closer to him. “I’m not trying to punish you, baby. I’m trying not to hurt you anymore. If you could have seen yourself that morning … If you could have seen what being near him did to you—”


  “I’m sorry if I didn’t react the right way, Ethan. I wasn’t exactly expecting to open the door and see my rapist standing there!”


  “Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think I beat myself up every day, every night, for letting that happen to you? For letting him anywhere near you? And then you stand in that fucking parking lot and tell me that I remind you of him? That you look at me and see him?


  “What did you think I was going to do with that, baby? What did you think that was going to do to me? To us? You’ve already suffered so much in your life. If walking away from you means I could stop just a little bit of that pain, if it means I could keep you from being hurt any more, do you think I wouldn’t do it?


  “I would do anything for you, Chloe, even sit in a room with you all day and pretend I’m not dying to touch you.”


  Chapter Nine


  Ethan’s words hang in the air between us, and for long seconds I can’t move, can’t think, can’t breathe. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted to hear, everything I’ve needed to hear. That someone loves me. That they put me first. That they care about me. Just me.


  The only boyfriend I ever had before Ethan tried to bet my virginity in a poker game.


  My parents sold my silence after I was raped for the capital to start their business.


  The people I thought were my friends turned on me the second Brandon told them to.


  I’ve never been enough. Never been good enough, never been important enough for anyone to choose me first.


  Except Ethan. Ethan chose me weeks ago and I was too hurt, too blind to see it. And he’s choosing me again, right here, right now, if only I’m strong enough to let him. If only I’m strong enough to choose him back.


  I want to be strong enough.


  For a moment, just a moment, Brandon’s face hovers in front of my vision. Eyes flashing, skin flushed, lips curled in a sneer as he calls me a slut, orders me to give it up. As he tells me I owe him for the ride home.


  I can still remember the weight of his hand on my mouth, the feel of his fingers fumbling beneath my skirt, ripping my underwear, shoving inside of me.


  I can still remember what song was on the radio and how heavy he was on top of me and the way his breath smelled like butterscotch and beer as he slammed his mouth down on mine.


  I can still remember everything. Every moment. Every detail. I can still remember how he looked at me when he was done, like I was nothing. Less than nothing.


  And when I tried to speak, my parents told me the same thing. That I was nothing compared to him, that his lawyers would annihilate me in court. That I didn’t stand a chance of making him pay unless I signed the non-disclosure agreement. Unless I let them take the cash his family threw at us like confetti.


  I’ve spent the last five years feeling like the trash he made me. Feeling like the nothing my parents told me I was. Feeling like the slut Brandon accused me of being.


  Ethan is the first one to tell me that it isn’t true. That I’m worth more than what his brother did to me, worth more than what his parents paid to make it all go away.


  I believed him once and then that belief shattered under the weight of what I didn’t know. Of what he didn’t tell me. I walked away, not because I didn’t love him, but because I loved him too much. Because I knew that if he treated me like his brother had, if he treated me like his parents or my parents had, that I would break forever.


  And here we are, weeks later. Both miserable, both in pain, both broken. And still he’s choosing me, not just over his brother, but over himself. Over his own well-being, over what he wants and needs.


  If I love him, how can I do any less?


  The answer is, I can’t.


  My resolve breaks and with it goes the last ounce of restraint I’ve got. I reach for him, for Ethan, my arms wrapping around his neck as I twine my hands in his hair and pull his mouth down to mine.


  The moment our lips meet it’s like all those jagged pieces inside of me suddenly slip back into place. Like all the tears and pain and trauma of the last two weeks just disappear.


  “Chloe,” he murmurs against my lips. His hands are around my waist, his fingers stroking under my suit jacket and blouse, finding the sensitive skin of my lower back. “What are you doing?”


  “It’s only been two weeks,” I tease him softly, reveling in the feel of his warm breath mingling with mine. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten how to do this already?”


  “I haven’t forgotten anything.” He steps closer, walks me backward across the sand until I’m once again trapped between the cold, hard restaurant wall and his hot, unyielding body. But he lifts his mouth from mine, looks straight into my eyes as he says, “Including the fact that you said you couldn’t be with me. That it hurt you too much.”


  I stand on my tiptoes, then wind my arms around his neck and try to pull him in for the kiss I so desperately crave. But Ethan’s got a will of iron and despite the very impressive erection I can feel pressing against my stomach, he’s not budging until I say what he needs to hear.


  Most days, I would appreciate his restraint—and his obvious concern for me. But right now, all I want is for him to kiss me, to touch me, to make love to me the way he used to, like I’m the most important thing in his world.


  “Yeah, well, it turns out that it hurts way more to be without you than it does to be with you.”


  He closes his eyes at that, rests his forehead against mine. We’re pressed together now from head to hip and I can’t help but feel the tremor that runs through him at my words, can’t help but feel the way his big, strong body is shaking against my own.


  “Are you sure?” he asks hoarsely, his breath hot and cinnamon scented against my cheek. “You have to be sure, Chloe, because I can’t—”


  “I’m sure, baby. I love you. I need you. Please—”


  Before I can finish the plea, his mouth crashes down on mine, hot and hard and desperate. So desperate. He bites at my lips, thrusts his tongue into my mouth, licks at my own tongue, my teeth, the roof of my mouth.


  He’s claiming me, taking me, using his lips and tongue and teeth to brand me in a way I won’t soon forget. In a way I’ll never forget.


  And I let him. More, I beg him for it.


  For the pleasure he gives me with each stroke of his tongue and press of his hands.


  And for the peace he brings me with the strength of his body and the beauty of his soul. All around us, the wind picks up, whipping the ocean into a frenzy and sending grains of sand skittering on the breeze. It works me up, too, the cool brush of it against my skin only adding to the pleasure and the pain of being touched by Ethan again after what feels like forever.


  “We should go home,” he says, without lifting his mouth from mine. “The things I want to do to you can’t be done against a dirty wall on the beach.”


  “They’re going to have to be, because I can’t wait that long,” I whisper back. I shove his suit jacket off his shoulders, then tug and yank at his dress shirt until I can run my fingers along his narrow waist and flat stomach.


  “Damn it, Chloe,” he growls even as he does the same to my suit, his fingers making quick work of the buttons on my blouse. “We’re in public. Anyone could walk by.”


  “Then you’d better be quick,” I tell him, reaching for his belt.


  “More like, you’d better be quiet,” he teases, slipping my shirt down my arms. “Because if we do this here, I’m not leaving until you come at least twice.”


  “Hey, I can be quiet!” I complain, even as a heady wave of arousal skitters down my spine.


  “I’ll believe that when I see it.” Then he’s pushing my bra out of the way and drawing my nipple into his mouth with a suction so strong that I feel it in my knees. With a sob, I reach for him, my fingers tangling in his dress shirt in a futile effort to keep myself from crumbling into a heap at his feet.


  “Relax,” he tells me, his lower body pressing me into the wall, holding me upright even as my knees buckle. “I’ve got you, baby. I won’t let you fall.”


  “Right. Like relaxing is even an option here.”


  I feel him grin against my breast before his tongue darts out and circles my nipple once, twice, then again and again. I whimper despite my promise to myself to stay silent, my body spinning out of control as need rips through me, takes me over.


  Above us, lightning streaks across the sky—powerful, primitive, and so, so beautiful. Seconds later, thunder booms and a warm summer rain starts slamming against the sand.


  Ethan hunches into the rain as it slides over us, and then he’s licking the drops from my breast, my collarbone, the hollow of my throat. I arch my neck to give him better access, and in doing so press my sex directly against his cock.


  We both moan then, and it’s my turn to rip at his shirt, to shove it down his arms and onto the sand below us. I have one moment of concern—it’s a thousand dollar dress shirt, custom-fitted for Ethan by one of the finest tailors in Europe—but then he’s running his tongue along my throat, sucking at the sensitive spot behind my ear, and any worries I have drown in the passion and the pleasure sweeping through me.


  “Ethan, please,” I plead, wrapping my legs around his waist and pressing myself against him again. I need him inside me like I’ve never needed anything in my life, and he’s too busy teasing me—torturing me—to give me what I’m all but begging for.


  He laughs then, his mouth skimming back down to my breast even as he rocks against me. It’s not enough, not nearly enough, but I’m too far gone to care. Too far gone to do anything but take whatever he wants to give me.


  His mouth is back on my breast and I’m moaning, panting, as he licks and bites and nuzzles at me. I tangle my fingers in his hair, press myself more firmly against his lips as heat spirals through my belly. It feels so good, he feels so good, that I can’t imagine how I’ve gone the last two weeks without this. Without him.


  I tell him as much as his tongue circles my nipple, and he pauses for a second, presses his face against the softness of my belly. “Never again,” he tells me in a voice choked with emotion. “Promise me, Chloe. Promise me you’ll never again walk away from me like that.”


  “Ethan. Oh, God, Ethan, I’m sorry—”


  “Don’t apologize,” he grates out, echoing his words from earlier. “Sweet Jesus, don’t ever fucking apologize to me for leaving. Just promise me that you won’t do it again. Promise me that you’ll give me a chance to explain, to work things out—”


  His teeth sink into my breast then, not hard enough to hurt but more than hard enough to send pleasure crashing through me. I cry out, clutch at him, and he laughs—a low, rich, dark sound—even as he licks tenderly at the bite, soothing the sharp sting with the rough warmth of his tongue.


  “Say it, Chloe,” he urges in between pressing hot kisses against first one of my nipples and then the other. At the same time, he shifts his hand between my thighs and starts stroking at my clit. Not hard enough to get me off, but more than hard enough to make my eyes cross and drive me absolutely crazy.


  “Ethan, please,” I choke out, thrusting my hips against the too light pressure. “You’re making me crazy.”


  “Good,” he mutters. “Because you’ve been making me crazy from the moment I first laid eyes on you.”


  And then he’s pulling my nipple into his mouth, sucking hard enough to make me scream even as he lashes his tongue back and forth across the areola, again and again and again.


  “Say it, Chloe,” he mutters in a voice gone deep and dark and sexy, so sexy. “Say you won’t walk out like that again. Say you’ll at least talk to me the next time you decide to end us.”


  “I promise,” I choke out, my throat too tight with desire for me to even attempt to sound normal. “I’ll talk to you, Ethan. I’ll do whatever you want. Just please, please, fuck me!”


  He growls deep in his throat, like my words have pushed him over the edge and there’s a part of me that expects him to thrust into me right now. No condom, no preparation, no nothing. That’s how far gone he is. Then again, the fact that I’m willing to let him shows just how far past sanity I’ve gone, as well.


  Except that’s not what he does. Instead of ripping my underwear off and shoving himself inside me, Ethan lifts his head and starts pressing soft kisses to whatever part of my body he can reach. My breasts, my shoulders, my neck, my cheeks, my lips, my forehead. Over and over he kisses me, and in between he mutters soft words of love. So many kisses, so many words that my eyes fill with tears and my body slides right over the edge into my first orgasm in two long, excruciating weeks.


  And the thing is, it isn’t even sexual. I mean, it is. Of course, it is. Just looking at Ethan is a sexual thing, let alone being held and touched and kissed by him. But it’s also so much more than that, so much more than the way Ethan’s body is moving against mine. So much more than the way his lips are pressed against my skin, the way his hot breath is caressing my ear.


  Because I get it now, as I wrap myself around him here, listening to all the love words and all the promises falling from his lips. There’s a desperation in Ethan, a harsh uncertainty that I’ve never recognized before—and that gets through the shaky barriers I’ve tried so hard to erect like nothing else could have.


  All along, through everything that’s happened, I’ve always believed that I love Ethan more, that I need him more than he’ll ever need me. That the way I feel about him is so huge, so monumental, that there’s no way he could possibly match it.


  But in these moments, on this beach, with the wind crashing around us and the rain lashing at our skin, I begin to understand that our relationship is more equal than I ever could have imagined. Because as much as I need Ethan to breathe, to settle, to function, he needs me the exact same way.


  I can feel it in the hands clutching at me, pulling at my chignon so that my hair tumbles down around my shoulders, holding me so tightly that I know I’ll have bruises in the morning. I can see it in the tenseness of his shoulders, like he’s just waiting for the other shoe to drop. And I can hear it in his ragged breathing, in the soft words that skim across my skin like a benediction.


  Ethan loves me.


  Ethan Frost loves me.


  Ethan Frost loves me the same way I love him. Wildly, completely, absolutely.


  It’s a sobering realization, the knowledge that I hold someone else’s happiness so totally in my hands. But it’s comforting, too. Soothing. Because I know how I feel about him, know that I would rather cut off a limb than hurt him the way he so obviously has been hurting these last couple of weeks. Knowing that he feels the same way about me, that he’d do anything to keep me safe—keep me whole—is freeing in a way I never could have imagined before this moment.


  Pleasure thrums through my body, crashing over me in messy waves not unlike the ones rolling toward the shore at this very moment. I shudder, arch against him, and somehow Ethan must know what’s happening to me because the touch of his lips against my breast grows much firmer, as does the stroke of his thumb over my clit.


  I ride the orgasm out, body and soul wrapped around Ethan as he pulls every ounce of ecstasy he can from me. When it’s over, when I can think and breathe and maybe even stand again, I press my lips against his ear and whisper, “I love you, baby. I love you so much.”


  I know we have a lot of awful things to work through, know that we have a lot of history between us that can never be undone. Two weeks ago, that history seemed insurmountable, absolute. But two weeks without him in my life, two weeks without seeing him, touching him, holding him, has given me a new perspective on what I can handle.


  I’m not saying it’s going to be easy. I’m not saying we aren’t going to have some bad moments. But are those bad moments worth giving up all the good ones, as well? Are they worth spending the rest of my life like a member of the walking dead?


  I don’t think so. Not after everything I’ve gone through these last two weeks. Not when I look into a future filled with emptiness and agony without him.


  “I love you,” I tell him again, because I can’t not tell him. Not when I’m filled to bursting with the feelings ricocheting around inside of me.


  Ethan freezes at my words, his whole body turning to stone even as his cock twitches against me. “Chloe. Baby.”


  His voice is choked, quiet, devastated, and it gets rid of the last of my doubts. A better woman than I might have been able to hold out, but then that woman wouldn’t have Ethan and he’s worth a little sacrifice, worth a lot of compromise.


  Honestly, he’s worth everything.


  “I love you,” he tells me. “I love you so much.” And then he’s tearing at his fly, ripping his zipper open with a desperation that could be dangerous if he isn’t careful. Seconds later, he’s doing the same to my pants, throwing them onto the wet sand seconds before sheathing himself in a condom. Then he’s lifting me up again, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and my legs around his waist before pressing slowly, steadily, inexorably inside of me.


  It’s only been two weeks, yet it feels like forever, and I gasp as he fills me up. Gasp again as he bottoms out and then starts to move gently, carefully, inside of me.


  Despite the urgency I can see in his eyes, he starts slowly, giving me time to adjust to his body after going so many days without it. As always, I’m thankful for his care—between the physical sensations swamping me and the emotions washing over me, I’m drowning in sensation.


  “You okay, baby?” he asks, pressing open-mouthed kisses against my cheek, my jaw, my lips.


  “Yes. God, yes.” It’s only been minutes since I came and yet the need is already building inside of me again, my body starving for Ethan and the pleasure he brings me with every squeeze of his hand, every press of his body. I skim my hands over his shoulders, down his heavily muscled back, stroke my fingers over his waist before sliding them lower to cup his ass.


  Ethan groans at the contact, gasping as I yank him hard against me, inside me.


  The last tenuous grip he has on control shatters and he slams into me again and again and again. I meet him thrust for thrust, my body arching against his as he devours me—hands everywhere, mouth everywhere. On my neck, my shoulders, the sensitive skin of my elbow. He skims his lips across my breasts to toy with my nipples, rubs glancing caresses against my clit before sliding his thumb between my ass cheeks and pressing it slowly, carefully, against my anus.


  I gasp, eyes going wide as my body arches instinctively against him. He’s never done this to me before and I don’t know what to do, how to react. It makes me nervous, makes me squirm against him even as it takes my pleasure to a whole new level.


  “Okay?” he murmurs against my mouth, his thumb stroking over a whole slew of nerve endings I never knew I had.


  Part of me wants to say no, to tell him it’s too intimate, that it’s too much. But this is Ethan and with him, there’s no such thing as too much. There’s only more. More pleasure. More sensation. More intimacy. More and more and more until we’re part of each other, until I can’t tell where he begins and I leave off.


  “Yes,” I gasp as my body starts to go into overload at the duel sensations. I’m trembling, sobbing, my nails raking down his back as my body arches against him, desperate for more. Desperate for whatever he’s going to give me.


  It’s almost painful, how acute the sensations are. Painful and overwhelming and terrifying. He’s kissing me everywhere, touching me everywhere, and I want to live in this moment forever.


  Except it really is starting to hurt, this need I have for him, the pain and pleasure mingling deep inside of me until I don’t know where one ends and the other begins. I know only that if we keep going like this, I’m going to go supernova, my body exploding outward in a blinding flash of heat.


  “Ethan!” I wail, clinging to him as the sensations build and build and build inside me. The storm is still raging around us, the hot slap of the wind and rain only adding to the overload of emotion and pleasure that is swamping me, dragging me under.


  “I’ve got you, Chloe,” he tells me again, right before he seizes my mouth in a kiss that takes me over completely. “Let go, baby. Just let go.”


  He bites down hard on my lip at the same time he twists his thumb deep inside me. The result is a cataclysm of ecstasy sweeping through me, lighting me up from the inside and turning my whole body inside out as Ethan slams me into the most intense orgasm of my life.


  “Fuck, Chloe!” he groans as my body goes haywire, vision blurring, breath stuttering, sex clenching rhythmically around him.


  And then he’s coming, his face buried against my neck as he empties all that he has, all that he is, so deep inside of me that I know I’ll never, ever be the same again.


  Chapter Ten


  When it’s over, when my body has stopped wigging out in twenty-seven different directions and I can almost remember what it feels like to take a full breath, Ethan slides me slowly down his body until my feet meet the hard packed sand.


  My legs buckle the moment I try to actually use them for more than holding on to Ethan, and I start to crumble. He catches me, his hands warm and big against my back as he holds me up.


  “You okay?” he asks for what feels like the millionth time.


  “I’m fine,” I tell him with an eye roll and a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “I’m better than fine. I’m really good.”


  He smiles then, the first real smile I’ve seen from him today. I can tell, because even in the shadows where we are still lurking, I can see his eyes light up like Times Square.


  “Come home with me,” he says as he bends down to retrieve my now ruined suit pants.


  I stare at them in dismay, wondering what the hell I’m going to do now that the only power suit I have is pretty much irreparably damaged. I should be more upset by this—hard to be a legal intern without a good suit—but I’ve just had the most amazing orgasm of my life and Ethan is here and he’s holding me, smiling at me, loving me. The suit seems like more than fair collateral damage.


  “Chloe?” he prompts when I don’t answer him right away. “Am I pushing too hard?”


  He is, absolutely, but then he wouldn’t be Ethan if he didn’t. And while I don’t know if it’s a good idea for me to go home with him now, when we still have so many things to work out, saying no seems a little like closing the barn door after the horse. He’s already fucked me into incoherence. What else could he possibly do, except more of the same? An outcome I’m nowhere near as opposed to as I should be, by the way.


  “That depends,” I tell him, still eyeing my wet, sandy clothes with distaste.


  “On what?” His eyes narrow and I can see the CEO in him gearing up for a serious negotiation. There’s wariness in his eyes, and the same leftover remnants of fear and agony that I know are in my own, as well.


  “On whether or not going with you will keep me from having to put my clothes back on.”


  Ethan laughs then, a low, happy sound that sends joy and heat sizzling along my nerve endings. I can’t believe this.


  I just came—twice.


  My knees are still so weak that I can barely stand on my own.


  My body is deliciously sore and deliciously sated … and still I want him. Still I can feel myself aching deep inside, missing the feel and the touch and the taste of him against me.


  “Come with me,” he whispers in between pressing hot kisses to my temple, “and you’ll never have to wear those clothes again.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  He grins as he picks up his own soggy shirt and jacket off the sand. His shirt seems to have sustained the most damage, so he just wraps me up in his suit jacket before re-fastening his pants and belt.


  “Come on,” he tells me then, sweeping me into his arms and carrying me across the parking lot to the limo he has waiting at the back of it.


  “The limo, huh? To what do I owe this honor?” Ethan and I have been together since the beginning of the summer and I’ve only seen him use the limo once before. And that was when he had people in town from Japan.


  “I had a lot of work I wanted to cover today, and the hour I spent in traffic trying to get to the Trifecta meeting seemed like a perfect time to do it. Besides”—he grins ruefully—“I haven’t been able to sleep since you left me. It seemed safer all around to let Michael drive me for a few days.”


  That sobers me up, the levity leaving as quickly as it came. “I’m s—”


  “I swear to God, Chloe, if you apologize to me one more time for something that is in no way your fault I will not be responsible for my actions.” He’s glaring at me now, his mouth set in a warning scowl that tells me just how serious he is. He never looks at me like that. Or, at least, he never has before.


  I slide closer to him as the limo pulls out of its parking spot, run my hand down his jaw. It’s just a little bit prickly now, the stubble that has crept up there since this morning making him look sexy and dangerous. Hot.


  “I was awful to you. In the parking lot that day. I could have been—”


  “You were hurting. You were traumatized and you had every right to be. If you’d screamed at me, or punched me, you would have been well within your rights then, too. Telling me that being with me hurts you—” He shakes his head. “That nearly killed me. But it was no more than I deserved.


  “Hurting you is the last thing I ever wanted, Chloe, and it kills me that you’re suffering now because of our relationship. I’m the one who needs to apologize, baby, the one who should be groveling at your feet. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so—”


  I cut him off with a kiss. Not because his apology isn’t important, but because I’m not ready for it. Not here, not now, when this truce between us is still so new, so fragile. When I’m afraid that anything might come along and knock it—knock us—off our axis again.


  His arms come around me instantly and then he’s pulling me into his lap, my knees falling wide as I straddle him.


  Ethan kisses like he does everything, with a single-minded, predatory determination that takes me over. That turns my body liquid and my brain to mush. And when his hands come up to stroke soft, insistent circles around my nipples, it’s a miracle I can remember my own name.


  Still, as the limo pulls into traffic, I force myself to wrench my mouth from his. He makes an unhappy sound, slides a hand around to the back of my neck and tries to pull me forward again, but I use every ounce of willpower I have to resist.


  My determination gets through to Ethan pretty quickly, and he leans back, his hands dropping to the seat on either side of my legs. “What’s wrong, baby?” he asks, eyes wary as he waits for me to speak.


  “What about dinner?” I ask, because it has only just occurred to me that we left more than two dozen people back at the Marine Room, at a party that Ethan was supposed to be hosting.


  “Are you hungry?” he asks, concerned. “I’ll have Michael stop and get something. Would you like Greek food? Or Thai? We could—”


  “Not for me, you idiot! For everybody else. You just walked out on the celebration dinner for the biggest merger in Frost Industries’ history.”


  “Oh, right. That dinner.” He relaxes immediately. “It’s fine. They won’t miss us.”


  “No, they won’t miss me. You, Mr. Frost, they will definitely miss.” I press kisses against his face to punctuate the point.


  “There’s good food and plentiful drinks. What else could they want?”


  “You, Ethan. They’ll want you.”


  “Yeah, well, they can’t have me. Not tonight. Tonight I want to be with you. Only you.”


  I melt. I can’t help it, my whole body going soft and gooey at the warmth in his voice and the intensity in his eyes. Though I know it’s a bad move for him not to show up—half the party probably saw Ethan come onto the beach after me, guaranteeing new office gossip in the morning—for right now, I don’t give a damn. Not about work, not about Brandon, not about anything that might take me out of Ethan’s arms.


  There are a million problems lurking right below the surface, waiting to drag us under as soon as we acknowledge them. Tonight I want to pretend they don’t exist. Tonight I want it to be just the two of us and the feelings we just can’t get away from.


  “That sounds really nice,” I tell him, licking my way down his neck to his still rain-slicked collarbone.


  He groans, tilting his head back to give me better access. “It does, doesn’t it?”


  I’m too busy kissing him to answer, trailing my lips from his broad shoulders and heavy biceps to his lean neck and well-muscled chest.


  I take my time with him, tasting him, touching him, savoring every inch of his beautiful body that I can reach.


  He smells like the ocean, tastes like the rain. Dark and sweet and wild, so wild. After the days and weeks I’ve spent without him, I can’t get enough.


  I’ll never get enough.


  If I’ve learned anything these past couple of weeks, I’ve learned that.


  Ethan Frost is my addiction. He’s the itch just below my skin. The fire that skates along my every nerve ending. He’s the craving I just can’t shake.


  The knowledge burns deep inside me, turns me on, takes me over until all I can smell or see or feel is him. I don’t want to shake this feeling, don’t want it to go away.


  His hand comes up to cup my jaw and I turn my face into his touch, press hot, open-mouthed kisses against his palm. He growls, deep in his throat, but I just shift against him, reveling in the way he responds to me. So openly. So freely.


  He’s guarded with everyone else in his life. Reserved. Careful. I’ve watched him for weeks, have seen the way he keeps a distance between himself and everyone else—business associates, friends, staff. Everyone except me.


  With me, he’s always right here in the moment, his body and mind and soul mine for the taking. It’s only fair, since I’m the same way for him and have been practically since the day we met. Laid open. Laid bare.


  “Chloe,” he whispers, his head moving back and forth against the seat. “I need—”


  “I know, love. I know.”


  I slide off his lap slowly and he groans, his strong, calloused fingers reaching for me in an effort to keep me in place. I twist my hips, do a little shimmy that has me slipping through his hands. And then I’m kneeling in front of him, my long blond hair hiding my face while his suit jacket gapes open to reveal my naked body.


  It’s a strange dichotomy, to be so covered and yet so revealed at the same time. It turns me on, has my nipples peaking and my breath catching in my throat. I don’t know what it is that does it for me, but Ethan notices—of course he notices—and he brings his hand up to tangle in my hair, rubbing the strands roughly over my cheeks, my eyes, my mouth.


  I nip at him then, sinking my teeth into his fingertips before pulling his index finger deep into my mouth.


  “Fuck, Chloe,” he grinds out, free hand clenching against my scalp as I stroke my tongue down and around his finger.


  I don’t answer him. I’m too busy sucking his finger deep, licking and sucking and stroking it until Ethan is yanking at my hair and ordering me to “Do it!” in a voice made harsh with desire.


  I’m nearly as turned on as he is now and I reach up, fumble with his belt and the fastenings on his suit pants. He’s thrusting against me, lifting and lowering his hips in a desperate attempt to feel my hand against his cock.


  I tease him for a few moments, lightly skimming my fingers over his flat stomach, around his belly button, down the light dusting of hair that stretches from his navel to his groin.


  “Stop playing,” he grounds out, grabbing my hand and pressing it to his dick.


  “Stop?” I whisper, slowly pulling my mouth off his long, slick finger. “Baby, I’m just getting started.” I lower my mouth to his hip bone, nuzzle the sharp line of his Y-cut.


  Ethan’s breath catches in his throat, his hand falls away from mine. I take advantage of his lapse of attention to take my hand away and he groans. “Chloe, fuck, you’re killing me. I need … I need …”


  I press my mouth to him then, soft little kisses and long, leisurely licks that have his cock twitching and his hips arching off the seat in an effort to get more.


  “Shit, damn, fuck!” Ethan’s hands are in my hair again, pulling, twisting, tugging hard enough to cause little frissons of pain to shoot through my scalp.


  It’s the roughest he’s ever been with me and a sign of just how far gone he is at the moment. I love it. Love the little shocks of pain, love even more what they signify. That I’ve managed to drive this gorgeous, disciplined man to the brink of his control.


  Usually, it’s the other way around—he’s in control and I’m the recipient of all his hot, sexy attention. I’m the one who’s begging and pleading for more as he drives me completely around the bend.


  I don’t know why, but tonight I need it to be the opposite. Maybe it’s because of Brandon, and how powerless I felt when I opened the door to find him on Ethan’s doorstep. Maybe it’s because of the two weeks I spent without Ethan, feeling empty and out of control.


  Or maybe it’s just because I have this beautiful, amazing man in my arms, so filled with remorse and regret that he’s willing to let me do anything I want to him.


  I want to do a lot, starting with making him lose that indomitable control of his. I want to take him outside of himself, to make him forget—even for a moment—all the strikes we have against us.


  With that thought in mind, I shift my hands, slide them under him to cup his ass and hold him in place. And then slowly, so slowly that I can feel every clench of his muscles, every shudder of his strong, powerful body, I take him deep.


  He’s huge, hot, hard, and I love it. Love the feel of his body trembling against mine, love the sound of his broken breaths as he gasps for air. Love even more the feel of his cock sliding in and out of my mouth.


  I relax my throat, take him even deeper as my tongue swirls around him. He tastes like the ocean even here—sweet and salty and storm-tossed—and I can’t get enough of him. Can’t get enough of the sounds that he makes or the curses that he mutters.


  The closer he gets to the edge, the more intense the need that thrums through me, making me hot and wet and desperate for the feel of him inside me. But for that, I’d have to let him go and I’m not ready to do that, not ready to relinquish the pleasure that comes from taking Ethan apart, one jagged piece at a time.


  Desperate to give him as much pleasure as he always gives me, I move my fingers behind his balls, stroke the sweet spot there. He stiffens, gasps, calls my name as he frantically tries to pull out of my mouth.


  But I don’t let him go. I keep him deep, savoring the tangy drop of pre-cum he can’t hold back and the response he doesn’t even try to hide. He’s on the brink now, about to lose control, and I can’t wait to drive him over. To watch him as orgasm takes him and he’s consumed by the same need, the same addiction, that has sunk its talons so deeply into me.


  “Chloe, baby,” he gasps out, his fingers stroking along my jaw, my neck. “Stop. Please. I want to be inside you when I come.”


  I shake my head just a little, then take him deeper, my tongue running up and down his cock in the rhythm he taught me weeks ago. He’s thrusting frantically now, low, animalistic sounds coming from deep in his chest and I know—I know—it’s only a matter of time until he shatters.


  Desperate to send him careening over that edge, I lean back for a second, leave him hanging halfway between heaven and hell.


  Sitting back on my heels, I lick my lips, once, twice, following his response as I do. His eyes are dark and dazed, but he watches the move like a parched man watches water. Carefully. Completely.


  When I’m sure I have his attention, I stroke a finger over the tip of his cock, gather the drops of pre-cum resting there. Then I bring my finger to my mouth and suck gently, thoroughly.


  Ethan makes a tortured sound deep in his throat and I lean forward then, press my breasts to his chest and my lips to his. “I love you,” I whisper against his mouth. “I love you.”


  “Chloe—fuck—I love—I love you—so much—baby, please—I love you so—”


  He’s all but incoherent with need now and it’s what I want, what I’ve been waiting for. Sinking back down, I run my tongue over his balls and whisper, “Come for me, Ethan. Come now.”


  He groans, tries to pull away, but I hold him tight, swallow him down. Then I stroke my tongue along the underside of his cock, dig my nails into the sensitive skin of his hips. When he’s gasping for air, trembling and shaking and calling my name, I hum low in my throat.


  The vibrations carry him over the edge and with a curse that is more like a prayer, he comes, emptying himself inside of me with long, pulsing jets that bring me back to myself even as he loses himself.


  That ground me even as they smash through the walls I’ve tried so painstakingly to build.


  Chapter Eleven


  “Can we talk?”


  It’s hours later and we’re curled up in Ethan’s bed after taking a long bath and raiding his refrigerator for the makings of an omelet. The whole thing is kind of ridiculous, now that I think about it. Ethan spent at least ten grand on dinner tonight at the Marine Room and after all that, we still ended up standing in the middle of his kitchen eating a cheese omelet.


  Three months ago I would have been horrified at the thought. Then again, three months ago I never would have imagined being here, with Ethan, like this.


  “Do we have to?” I ask, rolling over to my stomach and burying my head in my arms. “It’s late. I’m tired.”


  “I know. But I want to get this over with.” He leans over me, presses soft kisses across my shoulders and down my spine.


  I shiver at the first brush of his lips, then arch up into him before I can stop myself. I know he wants to be serious, but it feels so good to be back here with him that I just want to relish it for a little while. Not forever—I understand he feels we have a lot to work out—but it can wait until tomorrow. Tonight, I just want this to be about us. About him and me and the feelings stretched taut as a circus wire between us.


  I already feel like an acrobat on that wire, precariously balanced for the crowd’s amusement without so much as a net to catch me. Is it so bad that I want to spend one night—just one night—before having to worry about the fall?


  But a glance at Ethan’s face shows him looking more serious than I’ve ever seen him and I know that putting this off any longer is just torturing the both of us. Maybe if we get it done tonight, quickly, we can start tomorrow with a clean slate. Or at least as clean a slate as we can manage.


  “Fine,” I tell him, rolling over and wrapping my arms around his waist with a gusty sigh and a nervous smile. Though I’ve spent the better part of the last five hours making love to Ethan, it still feels a little strange to be able to touch him again. To be in his arms again. “What do you want to talk about?”


  “I figure that’s obvious.”


  I shrug carelessly, find myself staring over his shoulder instead of looking him in the eye. Funny, isn’t it, that no matter how there’s five years and a ton of academic success separating me from the scared kid Brandon forced down in the front of his car, I’m still the one who’s terrified of talking about it. I’m still the one punishing herself for being raped.


  He catches my chin between his thumb and forefinger and tilts my face down until I have no choice but to meet his eyes. “What’s that shrug for?” he asks me.


  “It’s nothing.”


  “Chloe, this isn’t going to work if you won’t at least tell me what you’re thinking—”


  “I told you what I was thinking. I told you I didn’t want to do this now. You’re the one who’s insisting on it.”


  “Because it’s important. Because if we don’t talk about it now, it’s always going to be there, between us. I love you, Chloe. I don’t want anything to come between us again. I thought you’d be able to see that.” He sounds exasperated, like I’m being deliberately obtuse or difficult, and it pushes me right off that high wire I’ve been clinging to with bloody fingertips.


  “I do see,” I tell him, scrambling out of bed. I yank the top sheet with me, and wrap it around my nude body. If we really are going to do this, I’m going to do it standing on my own two feet instead of lying in his bed like some kind of concubine. “Believe me, Ethan, I see more clearly than you do.


  “How do you think this talk you want to have is going to end up?” I demand.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, what do you think the end game looks like? I’m going to tell you about the rape, you’re going to tell me about your brother and how you didn’t know. I’m going to tell you about how freaked out I am that he’s related to you and that if we make a go of this, he will always be on the periphery of my life in some capacity or another. You’ll reassure me that that isn’t the case … Do I really need to go on or have I covered everything?”


  Ethan’s standing now, too, though he is beautifully, gloriously naked. “Is that really how you think this discussion is going to go down?” he demands.


  “Isn’t it?”


  “No. Of course not. It’s—” He breaks off when he sees the expression on my face. “Okay, fine. Maybe it will sound something like that.”


  “Of course it will. That’s how discussions like these go. And I don’t want to do that. We just got back together.” I pause, clutching the sheet more tightly around me as a horrifying thought strikes me. “We are back together, aren’t we?”


  His face goes from determined to thunderous in a moment. “The fact that you even have to ask that is proof of just how much we have to talk about.”


  “But why? If we’re together, let’s just be together for a while. The past doesn’t matter. Let’s just enjoy what we’ve got now.”


  “Enjoy what we’ve got? You make it sound like this is a temporary thing for you.”


  I flush at the accusation in his tone, and the small voice inside of me that’s whispering that he’s right. That I do sound like this is temporary. Even worse, that I believe it is. “I didn’t say that, Ethan.”


  “You didn’t have to say it, Chloe. Don’t worry about the past, don’t worry about the future. Just concentrate on the present. Isn’t that what you’re saying? I mean, who thinks like that? Not people who want to build a future together, that’s for sure.”


  “Because that’s the only way we can have a future together!” I shout at him as I lose my tenuous hold on control. “Can’t you see that?”


  “What I see is that the woman I love is working herself into a frenzy and I don’t know why. I’m trying to tell you that I love you, that I want to be with you. That we’ll find a way to get through the past together. I don’t want to hurt you, baby—”


  “But you’re going to!” The words are out before I even realize I’m going to say them.


  Ethan freezes, his blue eyes darkening to nearly black as the accusation slams through him. And then he’s crossing to me, trying to take me in his arms. But I don’t want him to touch me now, don’t want anything from him as all the pain and damage of the past comes flooding back.


  I shove at him, push him away, stumble backward in my urgency to get away. Except my heel catches in the sheets and I go down hard, on the hard maplewood floor.


  “Shit.” He’s beside me in an instant, picking me up and gathering me into his arms. Then we’re sitting on the bed, with me on his lap and my head tucked underneath his chin as he rocks me back and forth soothingly.


  “I’m sorry,” he says after long minutes have passed. “I’m sorry that I hurt you and I’m sorry that you think I’m going to hurt you again—”


  “That’s not what I meant—”


  “I think it is. And you have every right to feel that way. To be afraid of me and what’s between us.”


  “I’m not afraid of you, Ethan.”


  “Chloe—”


  “I’m not.” I lean back so he can see my eyes, judge my sincerity. “I swear. It’s not you I’m afraid of. It’s the past.”


  His face clouds over and he starts to speak, but I put two fingers on his lips to silence him. “I know they say that the past isn’t supposed to be able to hurt you unless you let it, but that’s bullshit. I mean, think about it. Even people with normal pasts are affected by them, people who have parents or spouses or children die. That hurts them years later, whether they want it to or not.”


  Ethan closes his eyes, at that, bows his head, and for a second I’m confused at his reaction—until I remember his father, the special ops military man who died in combat when Ethan was just a child.


  “Shit,” I tell him, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him close. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think.” It seems like we’re destined to always pick at each other’s weak spots.


  “It’s fine. You just caught me off guard. But I guess that proves your point, doesn’t it?”


  It kind of does, but I’m not callous enough to say that. So instead, I concentrate on my own past. On the two-ton elephant in the room that just won’t go away. “My past—the rape—” I force myself to say it. “It was bad. It was really bad, Ethan, for a really long time.”


  “I know, sweetheart.”


  “That’s the thing, you don’t.” I slide off of his lap, kneel next to him on the carpet. “You can’t. You weren’t there when it happened. You weren’t there afterward when my parents made me feel like a bargaining chip. Like a—” My voice breaks, but I swallow the emotion down.


  Ethan wanted to talk about this, so we’re going to talk about it. Right here, right now. And when this discussion is over, I’m going to lock this shit down deep and I am never, never, going to talk about the rape, or what came after, ever again.


  I make myself the promise, hold it tight inside myself as I struggle for the control I need to get through this one last time. “You weren’t there when Brandon spent the next year making my life a living hell. When he called me a whore and talked all his friends into groping me and touching me and trying to fuck me. You weren’t there for any of that.”


  Ethan looks sick. “Jesus Christ, Chloe. I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry that you had to go through that.”


  “But that’s the thing. Your apology doesn’t mean shit to me, Ethan. It doesn’t make what Brandon did any less awful. It doesn’t make my parents any better people. It doesn’t change a goddamned thing.


  “And that’s why I don’t want to talk about it. Because when I do, I get angry.” Tears press against the backs of my eyes, but I blink them away. I’ve cried enough over this, cried enough over a monster who doesn’t deserve it. I’m done with tears and I’m done with him.


  “I get so goddamned angry. And sad. And confused. And hurt. I get totally and completely fucked up. And I don’t like being like that.


  “I spent years of my life like that, just going through the motions. Barely living because I was so caught up in the past that I couldn’t see the present. I don’t want to live like that anymore, Ethan. I don’t want to be that girl for one more day. For one more second.


  “Because when I’m her, I’m ruined.”


  “You’re not—”


  “I am. And if you don’t believe me, all you have to do is see how I was after your bro—after Brandon—showed up here. It—it wasn’t a good two weeks, okay?”


  Ethan’s face crumples then. His shoulders hunch and his whole body sags. For the first time since I’ve known him, he looks as ruined as I feel. “Chloe. Chloe, I’m—”


  “Don’t tell me you’re sorry!” I throw his words back at him, albeit louder and more shrilly than he ever said them to me. “It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault any more than it’s mine and I don’t want your fucking apology. Got it?”


  He looks like he wants to argue, but in the end he just shoves his hands through his hair, and nods slowly. “Yeah.”


  “I love you, Ethan. More than I ever thought I’d be able to love anyone.”


  “I love you, too, Chloe.”


  “I know you do. Which is why I’m doing this. There’s no one else on this earth I would rip myself open like this for, not once but twice. I want to be with you. I want a real chance to make things work. But you need to understand that I can’t do that if the past is constantly there between us. I can’t do that if I’m constantly thinking about Brandon or my family or how many pieces inside me just don’t fit together right.


  “I’ve survived this long because I locked the past up deep inside of me. I don’t think about it, I don’t bring it out and poke at it when I need something to do. I don’t acknowledge it at all.


  “And before you say anything, I know that’s not healthy. More than one shrink has told me that repression isn’t acceptance. But you know what, I can’t accept this. I will never accept it. And I can guarantee that if I dwell on it, if I let myself really understand what it means that Brandon is your brother, and that the woman who paid my parents all that money to get him out of trouble is your mother, then we will never be together. Never.”


  Ethan blanches, looks sicker than I’ve ever seen him. “Chloe, that’s not—There’s something—”


  “Stop!” I shout it at him then. “Just stop. I’ve never been one to give ultimatums, Ethan, and I know you’ve never been one to follow them. But I can’t see this going any other way. If you want to be with me—”


  “I do.”


  “Then be with me. With me, how I am now, not how I used to be. I don’t want to talk about the rape. I don’t want to talk about Brandon. I don’t want to meet your family. I can’t handle that. Not now. Maybe not ever, but certainly, not right now.


  “And I’m sorry that I’m so messed up. I’m sorry that I have all this baggage, and that if you take me on that it becomes your baggage, too. And I’m sorry that one day I might wake up and not be able to take any of this for one second longer. And that I will never be normal. You deserve normal.


  “But I love you. I love you, Ethan, and I want to try to make it work. Because life without you … it isn’t good. It isn’t—”


  I don’t finish because Ethan’s yanking me against him then, burying his hands in my hair and devouring my mouth with his own.


  I can taste the salty remnants of tears I didn’t know he was shedding, can hear the ragged exhale of a breath I didn’t know he was holding. Fine tremors wrack his long, lean surfer’s body and his arms are locked around me like he’s never, never going to let me go.


  They ground me as nothing else could have, give me tangible proof that this thing between us is as important to him as it is to me.


  Brandon or no Brandon, I can’t ask for more than that.


  He kisses me and kisses me and kisses me and it feels so good, so right. Like the specter of the past has been banished forever. That’s all I want, all I can ever ask for.


  I wrap my arms around him then, kiss him back with every ounce of love and need and strength I have inside of me. And pray that it’s enough.


  “I love you,” he tells me in between long, lingering kisses. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”


  “I love you, too.”


  “I never doubted that, Chloe. If I had, I would have gone insane.”


  He turns us around and then somehow we’re back on the bed. Only this time I’m lying facedown across it and Ethan is stretched out on top of me, his mouth at my neck and his hands … his hands are everywhere else.


  “It’s my turn to talk,” he tells me, yanking the sheet from between us. He’s licking my spine now, long, lazy forays of his tongue that send splinters of heat racing through me.


  “I’m sorry that that happened to you,” he tells me in between wet, open-mouthed kisses and gentle, sharp-toothed nibbles across my back.


  “I told you—”


  “No.” He puts one calloused hand over my mouth. “You don’t get to contribute right now. This is my turn.”


  He takes his hand away, but the warning look in his eyes remains. He’s serious about this. I had my chance to speak, now he wants his. I press my lips together, letting the protest die away. After everything I said to him, it’s only fair that he gets a shot, too.


  “I’m allowed to be sorry that the woman I love has been through hell. I’m allowed to be fucking furious that my brother is the one who hurt you. And I’m damn sure allowed to want to make things better for you. Not because you need me—because you don’t. You’re the strongest woman I know, Chloe, and you would be just fine without me.”


  I’m not so sure he’s right. I was fine before I knew him. But now? Now that I’ve been held and cared for and loved by Ethan? I don’t know that I’ll ever be okay without him again. On one level, the thought terrifies me. But on another, more primitive level? It soothes me, makes me feel safe. Because Ethan is here and he’s mine and when I do fall, when I do mess up, he’ll be here to catch me—just like I’ll catch him.


  “But I do need you,” he continues, turning me over so that we’re face-to-face. “More than I’ve ever needed anyone in my life. I tried to let you go when you asked, but here we are, right back where we started. It’s too late now—you had your chance before. Now—now, I don’t think I could let you go if I tried.


  “You’re in my blood. You’re in my heart, in my brain, in the very fabric of my soul. You’re an addiction, one I’ll never get enough of. I love you, Chloe Girard. I love you more than you could ever possibly imagine.


  “And if you don’t want to talk about the past, then we won’t talk about it. At least not right now, when everything is still so raw. But you need to understand something—I have some ultimatums of my own and they all revolve around making sure that you’re okay. That you’re as healthy and happy and whole as you possibly can be.


  “I respect you, as a woman and as a human being. I respect your right to handle things your own way and in your own time. It’s your body and it’s your life.


  “But you also need to know that you’re mine now and I take care of what’s mine. Which means I’m not going to stand by and watch you hurting over something that I can fix. I’m not going to let you beat yourself up over the very things that you should be proudest of. And no one, no one, is going to hurt you and get away with it. Not now. Not ever again.


  “You’re mine, Chloe, and you need to know that I will do whatever I have to, to keep you safe.”


  His words arrow straight through me, past the hard shell of my defenses and the slightly softer layers of my hurt and resistance. They arrow straight to the soft and secret core of me, the small, defenseless part that has always wanted someone to lean on. Someone to trust. Someone to shoulder the burden with me.


  And though on the surface, the brother of the man who raped me isn’t a wise choice for that role, looking into Ethan’s eyes, seeing the love and devotion reflected there, I know I’ll never find anyone better.


  “I get it,” I tell him, wrapping my arms around his neck and pulling him down for a kiss.


  “Do you?”


  “Absolutely. We’re both completely neurotic. It’s a good thing we found each other because no one else would have us.”


  He does laugh then. “You’re probably right. Good thing I plan on keeping you.”


  “Yeah. It’s a good thing.”


  He reaches over to the bedside drawer and pulls something out even as he captures my mouth in a kiss that leaves me breathless and horny and hopeful all at the same time.


  My head is still spinning from it when I feel something cool brush against my stomach. I recognize it instantly, and look down just in time to watch Ethan refasten the belly chain around my waist.


  He looks at the chain in obvious satisfaction before scooting down to press kisses along its length. “Don’t take it off again.”


  There’s something about the tone of his voice that sends frissons of arousal down my spine. “Ethan—”


  “Don’t. Take. It. Off. Again,” he repeats, and this time there’s no mistaking the order in the low gravel of his voice.


  There’s a part of me that thinks I should argue on general principle—there’s no mistaking the fact that he’s giving me an order. And yet, there doesn’t seem to be a point.


  He wants me to wear the chain. I want to wear the chain. His sexy growl turns me on like few things ever have. That’s more than good enough for now. Everything else can take care of itself.


  Chapter Twelve


  “What is that?” I demand, staring at the huge box Ethan is carting into my apartment the following Saturday morning. He’s here early because we’re supposed to be going to the VA hospital today to visit some of the soldiers, and then on to a museum or two at Balboa Park. I thought we’d leave right after he got here, but by the look of that box, now I’m not so sure.


  “It’s a Vitamix,” he says with a grin, all blinding white teeth and innocent blue eyes. “I noticed when I was here the other day that yours had gone MIA.”


  “MIA. I suppose that’s one way to put it,” Tori calls from her spot on the couch.


  “Stop!” I hiss at her behind Ethan’s back, but he turns at the last minute and catches me glaring at her with narrowed eyes.


  “Am I missing something?” he asks, eyebrows arched.


  “Just about four hundred dollars, I’d say.” Tori smirks. “Are those things insurable?”


  “Umm, probably. Why?”


  “No reason,” I tell him, pressing a kiss to his cheek as he plops the box down on the counter, then does the same with the three Whole Foods bags he has dangling from his wrists. “Tori’s just super clumsy, so she has an obsession with insuring everything.”


  My roommate chokes on her orange juice. “Yeah, that’s what did the Vitamix in. My clumsiness. Not, say, your prowess with a hammer.”


  Ethan glances at me in amusement. “Do I even want to know what happened to that poor blender?”


  I think about it for a second, then shake my head. “No, probably not.”


  “That’s what I figured.”


  He starts unpacking the groceries, and it’s my turn to be amused as he piles fruit, vegetables and a couple of nice cheeses on the counter.


  “Tori and I are capable of feeding ourselves, you know.”


  “Hey, speak for yourself.” Tori wanders in and grabs an apple from one of the bags. “If a handsome man wants to bring me food, I am more than happy to let him. Oh, and, Ethan, for future reference, Gala apples are my favorite.”


  He grins at her. “I’ll remember that.”


  “Please do.”


  I roll my eyes. “He’s not going to be buying us any more groceries, Tori.”


  “Why not? It makes him feel good and it saves us the trouble of going to the store and having to cart a bunch of bags up to the apartment. I say it’s a win-win situation for everyone.”


  “You would.”


  “So, who wants a smoothie?” Ethan asks, unpacking the new blender and rinsing it out in the sink as Tori wanders back to her spot on the couch.


  “Are we seriously going to do this again?” I ask him, wrapping my arms around his waist and pressing kisses between his shoulder blades.


  “Do what?” he asks innocently, as if he doesn’t know.


  “Fight about this totally extravagant gift that you insist on giving me a second time.”


  “Tori, please explain to your roommate that a blender is not an extravagant gift. It’s actually quite practical—a good breakfast is very important.”


  “I can have a good breakfast without making it in a very extravagant, four hundred dollar blender!” I tell him, completely exasperated.


  “Again. Not extravagant, Chloe. A car is an extravagant gift. A trip to Paris is an extravagant gift. A—”


  “Forty thousand dollar platinum and diamond belly chain from Tiffany’s is an extravagant gift,” Tori continues for him.


  “But not a blender, Chloe. Geez, you need to chill out.” But the blender is now the least of my worries. “Forty thousand dollars?” I squawk, my hands going to the jewelry I haven’t taken off since the night we had our talk. “My belly chain cost forty thousand dollars?”


  Ethan shoots my roommate a dirty look. “Thanks a lot, Tori.”


  She shrugs, then takes a bite of her apple. “At least she’s not bitching about the blender anymore. Perspective, man. Perspective.”


  “What the hell, Ethan? Are you kidding me with this?”


  “I don’t see what the big deal is—”


  “Forty thousand dollars is the big deal. My car didn’t cost that much.”


  “Believe me, I am well aware of that fact.” His look says he’s far from being impressed by the knowledge.


  “Hey! My car is fine.”


  “I didn’t say otherwise.” He pulls a large basket of strawberries out of one of the bags and starts washing them carefully.


  “You didn’t have to. It’s written all over your face.” I reach over and snatch a strawberry, biting it all the way down to the stem. “And don’t think I don’t know what you’re doing.”


  “Oh, yeah? What am I supposedly doing?” He’s cleaning a pineapple now, slicing off the thick, spiky skin before cutting the fruit into cubes.


  “Picking on my car to distract me from the fact that the cost of this chain is completely insane.”


  “Give the guy a break,” Tori tells me from behind the fashion magazine her head has been stuck in for most of the last half an hour. “You had to know it was expensive. It came in a Tiffany’s box, for God’s sake. You can barely get a piece of glass there for under a thousand dollars, let alone what has to be easily five carats in diamonds.”


  “Eight,” Ethan interjects as he chops up a couple of bananas and dumps them in the blender.


  “Nice. Eight carats definitely makes a statement.”


  “What statement?” I demand, my voice still much too shrill. “What statement could eight carats possibly make? Besides that the person who bought it has way too much money?”


  “Uh, I’m pretty sure it says taken,” Tori tells me with an eye roll. “Not to mention I-have-more-money-than-you-and-if-you-touch-her-I’ll-wipe-you-off-the-face-of-the-earth.”


  “That’s ridiculous!”


  “Actually, that’s exactly the vibe I was going for.” Ethan’s grinning widely, blue eyes sparkling and his cheeks creasing in that way they do when he’s deeply amused by something. “Nice job articulating it, Tori.”


  “Yes, well, I am fluent in caveman speak. Which is good for you—think of how many misunderstandings it saves.”


  I watch in openmouthed shock as Ethan nods like she’s making sense instead of just babbling nonsense. “Another good point.”


  “I’m just full of them today.” She takes another bite of her apple.


  “Not to break up the mutual admiration society you two have going on right now, but less than a week ago weren’t you the one telling me how much you had always hated Ethan?”


  “I was. But that was before.”


  “Before what?”


  “Before he brought me apples, obviously.”


  “Really? That’s your price? Apples?”


  Tori shrugs. “I never said I wasn’t cheap.”


  She says it like it’s a joke, but the words hang there between us anyway. Though Tori never talks about her family except in very superficial terms, I’ve gleaned enough in the last three years to know she means what she just said more than she’ll ever let on—which makes me crazy because there’s a lot more to my best friend than she lets people see. A lot more to her than she’s willing to acknowledge even to herself.


  I want to say something to her about it, but I know from bitter experience that she won’t take kindly to me “not being able to take a joke.” So I bite my lip to force myself not to say anything, and risk a quick glance at Ethan. He’s looking between Tori and me speculatively and I know that he’s picked up on the undercurrent of angst that she’s throwing out. Or maybe he’s just picking up on how similar the two of us are on the inside. Our outsides don’t match, but our souls have recognized each other from the very beginning.


  Ethan quirks a brow at me, but I just shake my head. Now’s not the time to get into it—Tori would never forgive me if I blindsided her in front of him. Hell, she probably wouldn’t forgive me if I sat down with her on my own and tried to have a heart-to-heart. But adding Ethan, or anyone else, in the mix is a surefire recipe for disaster.


  I try to let it go, but I must look more upset than I think because suddenly Ethan’s hands are around my waist, tugging at the belly chain to ground me even as his fingers rub soothing circles into the sensitive skin of my lower back.


  It works. His touch settles me like nothing else ever has. But it also reminds me of what started this whole conversation to begin with. “Ethan, you can’t give me a forty thousand dollar piece of jewelry,” I tell him, both exasperated and overwhelmed.


  “Too late. I already did.”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Chloe.” He pulls me toward him, drops a slow, lingering kiss on my mouth. “Why are we arguing here?”


  “We’re arguing because of the exorbitant amount of money you spent on my belly chain.”


  “Yes, but, why? It’s already a done deal—I’ve already bought it, you’re already wearing it. And as we’ve already established, you’re not taking it off, so it seems pointless to argue. Besides—and I don’t normally bring this up because I know how you feel about it, but—I’ve got money, Chloe. Forty grand isn’t going to put me in the poorhouse.” He leans over and whispers the rest in my ear. “And even if it did, it would be absolutely worth it just for the chance to see you stretched across my bed wearing nothing but this.”


  He kisses me then, soft and sweet and perfect. I melt before I can stop myself, not forgetting about my angst over the belly chain but tabling it because I can tell from the determined set of Ethan’s jaw that this is one fight I’m not going to win. And though my insecurities are shouting at me not to take the stupid chain, I know that the meaning my past is trying to attach to it—the idea that Ethan is buying and paying for me—is in my head, not reality.


  He might be Brandon’s brother, but he’s nothing like him. Ethan does these things for me because he wants to, not because he expects something in return. I know that, can feel it every time he holds me, every time his lips brush over my hair, my skin, the spot directly over my heart.


  Ethan nibbles at my lower lip and my arms go around his neck in an effort to pull him closer. Then his tongue is licking over my lips, sweeping inside to tangle with my own, and—


  “Ugh, God! Get a room! Or, better yet, your room is like fifteen feet in that direction!” Tori squawks, pointing down the hallway. “Find it!”


  “Good idea.” I start to pull Ethan toward my bedroom. “You might want to turn some music on in here. Or an action movie. You know, because—”


  One of the throw pillows off the sofa hits me square in the back. “Nobody likes a show-off, Chloe!”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Ethan has never—”


  A loud, authoritative knock sounds at the door, interrupting my teasing.


  “You expecting anyone?” I ask Tori as I switch direction and head for the door.


  “No.”


  That’s all Ethan needs to hear before he’s stepping in front of me. “Let me get it.”


  “Why?” I try to bump him aside with my hip, but he’s not budging. “It’s probably just one of the neighbors stopping by to talk to Tori. Happens all the time.”


  “Well, then they can meet me and then talk to Tori. Surely they’re curious about your new boyfriend.”


  “I just moved in. They’re not curious about any—”


  “What he actually means is he’s such a hot commodity that it could be the press on the other side of the door, in which case, he doesn’t want you to have to deal with it.”


  Ethan shoots Tori an approving look. “Exactly.”


  “Come on, Chloe.” She pats the spot next to her on the couch as the knock sounds again. “Let’s watch the show.”


  I roll my eyes but I cross to her as Ethan unchains the door. “How exactly are you so good at knowing what he’s thinking?” I demand.


  “I told you, caveman speak.”


  Ethan chooses that moment to open the door and before I can even see who it is, a fist flashes over the threshold and nails my boyfriend right in the nose.


  “Huh,” Tori says right before she takes another bite of her apple. “Even for one fluent in caveman speak, I didn’t see that coming.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  “What the hell!” Ethan staggers under the force of the punch, but he doesn’t go down. Instead, he grabs the guy on the other side of the door and drags him inside by the neck, shoving his head down and bending him in half as he does.


  I brace myself for it to be Brandon here, at my apartment—who else would just punch Ethan like that—but in the end I couldn’t be more wrong. Because it’s not his brother in the middle of our foyer, bent over at the waist and swearing like a sailor.


  It’s mine.


  “Miles!” I demand, leaping off the couch. “What are you doing here? Let him go, Ethan!”


  “He’s the one who sucker punched me.” Ethan wipes a trickle of blood away from his nose. “How am I the one getting yelled at?”


  “Believe me, I’ll yell at him, too. After I figure out what he’s doing here. But let him go, please.”


  He releases my brother reluctantly, but I can tell by the way he’s holding his body that he’s ready for another attack. I know Miles, though—he’s an inventor not a fighter and unless things have changed drastically in the three years since I came to San Diego for school, that punch was pretty much all he has in him. I’m shocked my absentminded, nerdy brother had even that much, to be honest.


  “Miles! What were you thinking—”


  To my surprise and horror, he launches himself at Ethan a second time. And this time, Ethan shoves back, sending my brother sprawling onto the floor forcefully enough that he cracks his head on the hardwood.


  “Stop it!” I’m yelling now as I get between the two of them. “Come on, Miles, please. What is wrong with you?”


  “Wrong with me?” Miles climbs back to his feet. “I’m trying to defend you against this bastard. Do you even know who he is?”


  “He’s my boyfriend. Of course I know who he is.”


  “No! That’s why I’ve been trying to call you for the last three weeks! If you’d return my damn phone calls every once in a while, I wouldn’t have had to fly all the way out here to talk to you. Ethan Frost is Brandon Jacobs’s—”


  “Brother. Yes, I know who he is.”


  It’s Miles’s turn to gape. “You knew?” I don’t think he could look more shocked if I pulled out a gun and shot someone. “And you’re with him anyway?” A moment of silence, then, “Are you crazy? Or is this just another attempt to punish yourself?”


  My first instinct is to jump down his throat, to tell him to mind his own business. But even though it’s been three years since I last saw him, he came out here to warn me because he was worried about me. Though I don’t want it to, that counts for something in the running tally I’m keeping in my head between my family and me.


  Before I can say anything, though, Ethan jumps in. “Chloe, are you going to introduce me or am I just supposed to guess who this clown is?” His voice is low and his eyes are narrowed dangerously. That’s when it hits me that he’s flying blind here. He has no idea who Miles is, other than the guy who punched him in the face and who it appears is trying to break us up. No wonder he looks murderous.


  “I’m sorry, Ethan. This is Miles Pierce. My brother.”


  “Don’t apologize to this guy, Chloe. He’s scum.”


  “Stop it, Miles!”


  “What do you want me to say, Chloe? That I’m happy to find you here, with him? After everything his family has put you through?”


  “His family,” I say angrily. “Not him.”


  “Does it really matter?” my brother sneers. “When they’re that rich, they’re all the same.”


  “Who the fuck do you think you are?” Ethan demands quietly. “You, of all people, don’t get to come in here and get Chloe all upset.”


  “I’m the one getting Chloe upset?”


  Ethan steps in front of me, arms crossed over his chest and an implacable look that I’ve only ever seen on his face during business meetings. “That’s what it looks like to me.”


  “Screw you, Frost. What are you doing fucking around with my sister anyway? She’s definitely not your usual type.”


  His voice implies that I’m not hot enough—not exactly a shock considering my own thoughts on the matter—but for the first time, Ethan loses it. He puts a hand on my brother’s shoulder and squeezes hard enough to have Miles wincing. “This is Chloe’s apartment and you’re Chloe’s brother, so I’m not going to tell you to leave. But you need to watch what you say or when you finally do leave, it’s going to be in pieces.”


  “God, you really are a barbarian, aren’t you? It must be nice to have so much money that nobody gives a shit how you act.”


  “And here I was just thinking the same about you. All money, no conscience. Why the hell else would you be coming in here and trying to kick your sister while she’s down?” Ethan’s face is totally deadpan, but his barb slams home.


  Miles blanches, stutters over his tongue and his feet, even if he is standing still.


  “All right, that’s it!” I tell them. “Miles, you need to settle down—”


  “I need to settle down? You’re the one sleeping with the enemy. After everything his brother did to you, after everything his parents did, why would you hook up with him? If you needed money that badly, you know you could have come to me. I’ve wanted to help—”


  “Don’t talk to her like that,” Ethan growls. His jaw is working at the implication, his hands clenching into fists and I know he wants to lash out. Hell, he has every right to … After everything my brother has said and done in the last five minutes I pretty much figure it’s a miracle that he’s still able to stand, let alone talk. Ethan wouldn’t take this from anyone else and I know the only thing keeping my brother in one piece right now is the fact that Ethan doesn’t want to upset me any more.


  But it’s a tenuous protection, one that I can see is wearing thin. Especially when Ethan seems to think that Miles is ignoring his warning. “Seriously, Chloe. Getting that internship isn’t worth this. Law school—”


  I see the moment Ethan snaps. He steps forward, reaches for my brother again, but before he can so much as grab on to him, Tori’s voice rings through the apartment. “Get out!”


  All three of us turn to stare at her incredulously. Her face is white with fury, and she’s pushed herself off the couch. The green hair and halter top she’s wearing should ruin the intimidation factor, but she’s shaking with so much suppressed fury that she makes quite an impact. “Get the hell out!”


  “Tori,” I say, appreciating the support but wanting desperately to diffuse the situation. “He’s just—”


  “Calling you a whore,” she finishes flatly. “He’s standing in the middle of our apartment and calling you a whore. I won’t have it.”


  “That’s not what he meant—”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Your brother’s a smart guy,” Ethan tells me. “I think he knows exactly what he’s saying.”


  “Are you kidding me?” Miles looks at me, completely exasperated. “I’m the bad guy here? He’s the one sleeping with an intern, the one whose family bought off a rape victim—”


  “And you’re the one who sold out his baby sister for start-up capital, so excuse me if it disgusts me to watch you try to take the moral high ground here.” Ethan is all but vibrating with rage at this point. From the moment he found out about my family forcing me to take money for my silence, it’s been eating away at him. Now that my brother is here, making a total ass of himself, is it any wonder Ethan is more than ready to take him apart?


  “Chloe.” Tori whispers my name, and I turn to see her staring at me with wide and stricken eyes.


  Shit. I never told her about the rape, never told her anything but the most basic stuff about my past. I wanted to reinvent myself when I got to San Diego and that included leaving all of this stuff back in Boston, where it belonged. Now it’s out in the open and she’s looking at me like I’m a victim, like I’m hurt and defenseless and weak.


  It’s that knowledge that sends me over the edge. I’ve dealt with everything else—learning about Ethan’s connection to Brandon, finding my way back to him after I found out, my brother acting like an absolute bastard—but knowing that my secret will never be a secret again just about brings me to my knees. Because this is my life, these are the choices that I’ve made. I’ve already had my ability to choose taken away from me twice over very important things. I’ll be damned if I stand by and let it happen again.


  “That’s it. I’m done,” I tell them, walking over to the door and sliding my shoes on. “Come on, Ethan. I’ll walk you to your car.”


  He just looks at me, brow cocked in silent inquiry.


  “Obviously, I’m going to have to deal with my idiot of a brother. And since he can’t be civil, it looks like I’m going to have to do it alone.”


  For a moment, I think Ethan is going to argue. Leaving me to face anything alone—unpleasant or otherwise—isn’t his typical modus operandi. But he must read something in my face because in the end, he just nods.


  We don’t speak until we’re in the elevator, and then Ethan says, “I’ve got to be honest. I’m having a hard time with this one, Chloe. Leaving you with him isn’t easy for me.”


  “I know.” I lean into him, rest my head on his chest. “And I appreciate you letting me handle it.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You don’t have to look so grim. Miles won’t hurt me.”


  “Seeing as how he gave me a bloody nose with that sucker punch of his, you’ll excuse me if I don’t have your same confidence in the matter.”


  “Is your nose okay?” I ask, poking at it a little. “It doesn’t look swollen or anything.”


  Ethan snorts. “That’s because you’re used to seeing it messed up from the fight with Brandon. You forget what it looks like when I haven’t been punched in the face.”


  “That’s a good point,” I tell him, stretching up and pressing a soft kiss to his poor nose—which isn’t swollen but is definitely starting to bruise—before we exit the elevator.


  “I’m full of good points.” He wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me into his side as we walk through the courtyard to the street where he parked his car. “Including the fact that Miles seems pretty volatile. I know you think he wants to help you—and maybe he does—but he’s a loose cannon. He doesn’t have control of his temper.”


  “That’s just because you were there. He feels guilty because of the money my parents took and how they used it to finance his inventions.”


  “He should feel guilty.”


  “It isn’t his fault my father’s a con man who always has his eye on the next game. Or that my mother’s so weak that she’ll do whatever her husband tells her to.”


  “Maybe not. But he could have gotten a job at a reputable corporation that would help protect his patents instead of robbing him blind. He didn’t have to let his parents use blood money to make his way in the world.” He’s talking through gritted teeth, his voice low and deep and vicious. Looking into his blue eyes and the way they’re heated from within, I can’t help thinking that it’s a miracle he didn’t do more damage to Miles once he found out who he was. He looks at least as angry as he did that morning two and a half weeks ago when he was talking to Brandon in his driveway.


  All I can say is that between his brother and mine, it should be one hell of a family reunion.


  “Miles isn’t like you,” I say after giving Ethan a minute to reassert his iron control on himself. “He isn’t strong enough to forge his own path. He’s way too locked inside his own head, way too caught up in the ideas he has, to worry about anything as practical as running a company or buying groceries. Besides, my parents didn’t give him a choice. They just did it—”


  “Don’t make excuses for him.” Ethan pulls me in for a quick, hard kiss, one that has my head spinning and my heart pumping before he finally pulls away. “He’s weak, Chloe. And that weakness makes him dangerous. You need to be careful.”


  “Miles would never hurt me. He’s my brother.”


  He just looks at me for a minute. Then, “I used to say the same thing about Brandon.”


  There’s nothing I can say to that, so I don’t even try.


  “I mean it, Chloe. I know he’s your brother and I know you love him. But I don’t trust him—and neither should you.” He gives me another kiss, before clicking the locks on his car—the BMW this time—and opening the door. “Call me later, after he’s gone. Let me know how it goes.”


  “It’s going to go fine.”


  Ethan nods.


  “You don’t look like you believe me.”


  “I believe that you think it’s going to go fine.” One more kiss and then he’s climbing in his car. “Promise you’ll call me.”


  “I promise.”


  I step back, prepare to watch Ethan drive away. But he just points toward the elevator and waits. I roll my eyes, but he just shrugs and continues to wait for me to walk back to the elevator. It isn’t until the elevator doors are closing and he knows that I’m safe that I see him start to back his car up.


  By the time I get back to Tori’s condo, I’ve replayed my conversations with both Miles and Ethan in my head and I’m pissed all over again. My brother acted like a maniac—hitting first and talking later—is there any wonder Ethan thinks he’s dangerous?


  I open the front door prepared to let Miles have it, but Tori already is. She’s about six inches shorter than him and a million times more colorful, but she’s going toe-to-toe with him anyway, shouting at him about what a total douche he is and why he should have more faith in my judgment.


  Neither seems to even notice that I’ve come back.


  I slam the door hard, watch as Miles jumps guiltily. Good. He should be feeling guilty after the crap he pulled.


  “What were you thinking?” I demand, crossing the room to him.


  “He wasn’t thinking!”


  “I was thinking that my sister would want to know that she was dating a total sociopath.”


  “Just because his brother is one doesn’t mean he is, Miles.”


  “Yeah, well, as far as I could tell five years ago, the whole family had serious issues. What makes you think big brother is the only one to escape them?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe because I know him? And maybe because Mom and Dad have some pretty pathological behaviors, too, and somehow we managed to turn out all right.”


  My brother snorts. “Yeah. We’re both the picture of mental health.”


  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Tori grabbing her purse and slipping out the door. There are so many reasons she’s my best friend, and the fact that she’s choosing to leave her condo when sticking around would help her answer a lot of her questions, is just one of them.


  “I’m pretty much socially paralyzed and you—you’re masochistic enough to think you’ve fallen in love with your rapist’s brother. You have to admit, Chloe, a shrink would have a field day with this one.”


  “Well, then, I guess it’s a good thing I’m not going to one.”


  I cross to the kitchen, start putting away the groceries that Ethan brought. I can’t believe it was only half an hour ago that the whole day stretched out so beautifully in front of me. I mean, sure, Ethan and I are still feeling our way with each other after those awful two weeks apart, but we’re both trying.


  And we were getting somewhere, too, until Miles decided to show up and screw everything up.


  “Do you want a cup of coffee?” I ask, pouring myself one from the pot I had made right before Ethan got here.


  “I would love a cup.”


  “Okay.” I fill one for him, as well, then grab a couple of bagels and slide them in the toaster.


  “You don’t have to do that, you know.”


  “I’m hungry. I figure you probably are, too.”


  “I am. I took the red-eye in, came straight from the airport.”


  I nod as I pop the bagels out of the toaster and spread cream cheese on them. “Why are you really here?”


  “I told you. I’m here because you wouldn’t answer my phone calls.” He runs a frustrated hand through his hair. “I’ve been trying for weeks to get ahold of you, ever since I got the Google alert that said you were one of Frost Industries’ new interns. You never returned my calls or my texts or my emails. What was I supposed to do?”


  “Figure out that I didn’t want to talk to you, maybe?”


  “Believe me, I figured that out. But you used to at least return my calls.” He slumps down into one of the chairs in the breakfast nook, looking utterly defeated. “How did things go so wrong, Chloe? We used to be so close.”


  That was before you made a career for yourself out of the ashes of my suffering. It’s what I want to say. What I’m so close to saying, but it sounds ridiculous. Totally dramatic. Besides, I’ve never blamed him. Not really. He was as much a pawn in the whole disaster as I was. Or at least, that’s what I’ve always told myself. I always thought I believed it, too. Right up until this moment.


  “Can we talk about something else for a while?” I ask him, taking a bite of my bagel and pretending it doesn’t taste like cardboard in my mouth.


  At first it looks like Miles is going to argue—he probably doesn’t want to waste one minute more than necessary away from his lab—but in the end he just nods. “So, tell me about school. How’s it going?”


  As far as topics go, it’s a pretty generic one. And a pretty innocuous one, too. Which is why I do exactly as he asks and tell him all about my junior year, which I just finished at UCSD. Miles asks a bunch of questions, laughs at the funny stories I tell, and even reciprocates with a few stories of his own from his lab back home. I work hard at not thinking about what money built that lab and I almost succeed.


  But small talk only gets us so far and eventually he steers the conversation back around to Ethan.


  “He’s not like us, Chloe. People with that much money don’t think the same way we do.”


  “I’m sorry, but I’m pretty sure you have a lot of money these days, too.”


  “A few million is a far cry from Frost Industries. Not to mention the kind of family wealth he comes from.”


  “That’s his stepfather’s money. Ethan’s dad was a soldier. You know that.”


  “Everybody knows that. Congressional Medal of Honor winner. Killed in battle. War hero. That kind of notoriety comes with its own issues. Besides, he obviously aligns himself with his mother’s new family. Even I’ve seen pictures of the two of them at various New York and Washington social functions.”


  “So he loves his mother. So what?” I try to act nonchalant, but I can tell Miles sees through me. Ethan’s mother—Brandon’s mother—was horrible to me after the rape. Utterly despicable. And yes, when I think about that fact it makes me wonder how things are ever going to work out between Ethan and me. That’s why I made such a point of making sure he knows that I’m not interested in talking about the past. At all. That it’s a sticking point in our relationship.


  I can love Ethan for the wonderful man he is, can accept that he had nothing to do with what happened to me when I was a freshman in high school. But I can’t deal with all the reminders of the rape that his family brings with them. So, that’s how things have to be. Our relationship has to stay firmly grounded in the present.


  “So she’s a psychotic bitch who would throw you into traffic if she found even half a chance.”


  “Yeah, well, I’m not planning on giving her that chance.”


  Miles smiles sadly. “That’s what they all say.”


  “I know you don’t trust Ethan, but I do. He won’t let anything happen to me.”


  “Are you kidding me with this? He’s with you now, but what happens when his family needs him? His mother, or his baby brother? Don’t think he won’t go running the first opportunity he gets.”


  “He says he’s done with Brandon. That he wants to kill him. Ethan doesn’t want anything to do with that bastard.”


  Miles tilts his head back and forth in a maybe, maybe not motion. “You think he feels the same way about his mother?”


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  “It does matter. We’re talking really rich, really powerful people here, Chloe. Nothing is quite what it seems in their boardrooms and their politics and their lives. And you are kidding yourself if you think Ethan Frost won’t sell you out the first time his family needs him to.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “It is. Oh, he may be in love with you. He may even think he can stand up to his family for you—”


  “He has stood up to them for me!”


  Miles inclines his head. “Good for him. But there’s going to come a time when his family needs something or his company needs something or he just wants something really bad. And you’re going to be the collateral damage. How are you going to deal with that?”


  “The same way I dealt with it when Mom and Dad took a bribe to cover up my rape and assault. I just will.” I take a sip of my coffee, try to pretend that my hand isn’t shaking all to hell. “But it’s not going to happen. Ethan won’t do that to me.”


  “I hope you’re right. But you need to understand, he won’t see it as betrayal. It’ll probably be only business for him. A business deal he needs to make for Frost Industries. A business opportunity that his stepfather needs to explore. Whatever. But it will happen, Chloe. It always happens. He’ll crawl back into the gutter with Brandon or with his viper of a mother, his demon of a stepfather. Either way, it will destroy you.”


  “You don’t know—”


  “I do. I may be a scientist who spends most of his time in his lab, but I’ve studied history. I know how political intrigue works. I know how betrayal works. The only question is, do you?”


  Chapter Fourteen


  My brother’s words stay with me long after he leaves to catch his return flight to Boston. I wish they didn’t, wish I could just block them out of my head, but I can’t.


  It’s not that I think Miles is right. I don’t.


  I know Ethan. I love Ethan. He loves me.


  He would never betray me.


  Except … except … I’ve been wrong before. Really wrong. And where did it get me?


  Raped and bruised and bleeding in a deserted parking lot.


  Emotionally violated and devastated and broken in a soulless lawyer’s office.


  Terrified and vulnerable and sad, so sad, in the twisted staircases and empty halls of my school.


  I survived all of that because I told myself I would get out. Told myself I would make a new life far away from what had happened to me, where I would never have to think about it again. And I have. I have. Before Ethan and now with Ethan. It’s a good life. It’s a life I’m proud of.


  It’s a life that a small part of me is still utterly terrified will be yanked away at any moment. And though I know it’s wrong to place my happiness in a man’s hands, there’s a part of me that knows if I lose Ethan I’ll never be the same again. I’m in too deep, totally addicted to the way he makes me feel, emotionally and physically.


  It’s a haunting thought, one that stays with me no matter how hard I try to banish it.


  At three o’clock, Ethan texts me just to check in. I’m not sure why, but I don’t respond.


  At three-thirty, he texts again.


  I still don’t respond.


  At four forty-five. You ok?


  I answer with a smiley face I’m far from feeling.


  Chloe?


  I turn my phone off.


  At six o’clock, a box is delivered to my apartment. It doesn’t have a return address, but then, it doesn’t need one. I open it right away—of course, I do—I’ve never been able to resist a present from Ethan, no matter how many emotions are rioting inside me.


  Inside the box is a suit—black with a thin silver pinstripe—that somehow manages to be both kickass and intensely feminine all at the same time, thanks to the heavy silver accent buttons and the tiny bits of lace peeking out from the inside of the wrists and lapels and ankles.


  It’s Armani, of course, and the moment I lay eyes on it I know what it’s for. It’s a replacement for my one and only designer suit, which I lost in the rain on the beach the other night when Ethan and I made love.


  The suit is gorgeous, no doubt about it. Exactly what I needed. And yet as I think of his previous gifts—strawberries and seashells and cinnamon tea—I can’t help but be a little disappointed. I feel stupid and ungrateful, but I can’t help it. I like the Ethan that gives me little just because gifts, little things that matter only because he was thinking of me, only because he knows me. The Ethan who understands that I can give gifts like that back to him, things that say I’m thinking of him. Things that don’t cost thousands of dollars.


  Still, I pick up the suit to look at it, and as I lift it from the box, my heart begins to beat faster. Because underneath it is a triangular piece of sea glass. It’s blue, which is one of the more rare colors, and its edges have been worn smooth by years of being tossed between the water and the sand.


  It’s beautiful and perfect and the exact color of Ethan’s eyes. I pick it up, hold it in my palm, close my fingers loosely, gently, over the top of it. And swear I can feel the warmth of the summer sand bleeding from the very heart of it into my hand. I don’t want to let it go.


  Except there’s also a vintage hair comb I’m dying to check out, made up of swirling cascades of rhinestones—at least I hope they’re rhinestones—in the most dramatic display I have ever seen. It’s as beautiful as the sea glass, and as thoughtful. I have a small grouping of antique hair combs that I’ve been collecting since I was eleven. This is by far the nicest one I own—it’s one of the nicest I’ve ever seen—and I can’t resist taking it out of the tissue paper and holding it up so that the light can make the rhinestones dance and dazzle. Then I’m loosely twisting my hair behind my head and securing it with the comb. A quick glance in the mirror tells me it looks as good as I imagined it would.


  And finally, as if those gifts aren’t more than enough, there’s a copy of Pablo Neruda’s One Hundred Love Sonnets. It’s a garish pink book, not exactly what you would expect for sonnets filled with such warmth and emotion, but I love it anyway. I clasp it to my chest for long seconds before turning to the page marked by an exquisite bookmark in the shape of a mermaid, another gift in and of itself. The sonnet marked is seventeen and though I’ve never read it before my heart starts beating faster at just the sight of it. Ever since I sent Ethan that Neruda poem when we first got together, he’s kind of been our thing. Back and forth we trade lines and stanzas and whole poems, images that touch us, words that Neruda wrote for his love that echo so beautifully the raw emotions we feel for each other.


  Some of the sonnet’s lines are highlighted, and as I read them I feel the last of the ice inside me start to melt. I’ve felt frozen, not quite here—not quite right—ever since the night Ethan got back from his last business trip to the East Coast. First he tried to break up with me, then Brandon showed up and I broke up with him instead, then we pretended the other didn’t exist for two excruciating weeks and now we’re back together, but it doesn’t feel real. It doesn’t feel whole.


  And that’s my fault, I think. My rules and my damage have made Ethan reticent, have made him as cautious as I am afraid. And I hate that I’ve done that to him, hate that I’ve turned this beautiful, powerful, passionate man into someone who watches and waits, who thinks before he kisses me and who makes love to me like I’m the most fragile thing in the world.


  That’s the last thing I want.


  I love you as one loves certain obscure things, / Secretly, between the shadow and the soul. This poem, these words, give me hope that it won’t always be like this between us. I run my fingers over the words, trace the shape of the letters, imprint the meaning of them on my soul as Ethan is imprinted there. As he always will be.


  I love you without knowing how, or when, or from where. / I love you directly without problems or pride. The words echo in my head, in my heart. It’s how I love Ethan. How I’ve always loved him even when I so desperately didn’t want to. How I will always love him no matter what happens. No matter how things end up. Together, apart, no one will ever reach inside me like he does.


  I think of Brandon in these moments—which feels like a sacrilege, but it’s one I can’t help. I think of the emptiness, of the pain and the loneliness, the terror and the rage. And I imagine what it would feel like to live without it, to live without any of it. To just be happy and in love and loved like Neruda describes.


  I reach for my phone and switch it back on, pull up Ethan’s last text. And send him only the last two lines of the poem. So close that your hand upon my chest is mine, / So close that your eyes close with my dreams.
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  Fifteen minutes later, there’s an urgent pounding on the door, one that has my heart climbing up my throat even as I walk to the door. I know who it is—of course I know—but I check the peephole anyway, do all the responsible things a single woman living in a big city should do.


  It’s Ethan—of course it is—so I fling the door open. And stare. I just stare.


  I can’t help myself. He looks hot. I mean, he looks really, really, really hot. He’s wearing a pair of massively ripped jeans and a tight black T-shirt that shows off the curves of his biceps and the powerful muscles of his chest. And he’s got a look on his face that I’ve never seen before, like a starving man … or a dying one. Desperate, depraved, maybe even a little delusional. And I swear, my mouth actually waters.


  And then, it’s on.


  He grabs my upper arms.


  Yanks me to him.


  Shoves the door shut behind him.


  Slams his mouth down on mine.


  Pushes me against the door.


  And then, he takes. He just takes and takes and takes.


  He’s ravenous, his mouth skimming from my lips to my jaw to the long column of my throat. He latches on just where my neck meets my shoulder and sucks so hard that I know there will be a bruise there tomorrow.


  He moves to the other side, does the same thing, before grabbing my shirt and yanking. It rips straight down the center, buttons flying in all directions.


  Then he’s on his knees in front of me, biting and nibbling and sucking a path straight down the center of my body. He pauses at my breasts for a few breathless seconds, shoving my bra down and sucking love bites into the soft undersides of my breasts.


  “Ethan,” I half-sigh, half-moan. My head is rocking back and forth against the wall, my fingers tangled in his hair and my body—God, my body feels like it’s about to go supernova. Like it’s going to spontaneously combust in a pillar of flames that burn so hot it just might incinerate my whole world.


  “Chloe,” he growls back as he undoes the button on my jeans and yanks them down and off.


  His mouth is on my hip, and this time he sinks his teeth in. Hard. I yelp even as I burn hotter and then he’s burying his face in the juncture of my thighs, eyes closed and hands cupping my ass.


  “Ethan,” I gasp again, rocking my hips against him. I’m desperate for his mouth, for his hands, for something—anything—for whatever he wants to give me.


  He doesn’t answer. For long seconds, he doesn’t do anything—doesn’t speak, doesn’t bite, doesn’t move. Instead, he just breathes me in, short, shallow, shuddering breaths that somehow only ratchet up my desire.


  And then he’s shredding the delicate lace of my underwear, ripping them off my body with a curse that sounds an awful lot like a prayer. He rests one hand against my stomach, pressing my ass into the wall, then grabs my right thigh and lifts my leg up until it’s draped over his shoulder.


  “Ethan!” This time it’s a high, keening cry as my consciousness—my whole world—is reduced to those two syllables.


  “I’ve got you, baby. I’ve got you.” He’s nibbling at my inner thighs now, swirling his tongue after each small bite to ease the sting. Again and again he nips at me, leaving a trail of love bites from my knees to my sex.


  “Please!” I clench my fingers in the cool silk of his hair, pull his head up so that I can see his face. So that he can see mine, and the desperation that is slowly, steadily, eating away at my sanity. “I need you. Ethan. I need you.”


  “You’ve got me,” he answers, sucking hard at a spot on my mons this time, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to scream. Shocks of electricity arc straight from his mouth to my clit, drowning me in sensation. Making me crazy.


  Then his tongue darts out and traces along my sex in one long, slow sweep that makes everything that came before look like nothing.


  “Ethan!” The cry is low, desperate. It’s a plea for him to stop, for him to continue, for him to do something—anything—to lessen the sensual desperation sweeping through me.


  But he ignores my cries, ignores my desperation, ignores everything but the wetness of my sex and the way my entire body is trembling.


  “You okay?” he whispers against my clit, his tongue snaking out to circle it once, twice.


  “Do something!” I whimper. “I’m begging of you, do something. Do. Anything.” Without conscious volition, I rake my nails down his scalp to his shoulders and dig in.


  “Fuck!” His control breaks—finally, finally—and he clamps his hands on my thighs, spreads my legs farther apart. I’m already off-kilter, one leg draped across his shoulder and as he opens me up I lose whatever precarious balance I can claim.


  I grab at him again, dig my nails in, and he curses, long and low and desperate. “I’ve got you,” he snarls. And he does, he really does. Ethan would never let me fall.


  The thought rips away my last vestige of nervousness and it’s like he knows it, because suddenly he’s reaching for my second leg and draping it over his bent elbow so that I’m completely open to him, completely vulnerable. Completely dependent on him to keep me from falling. To keep me safe.


  And I let him because I can’t not let him.


  Because he’s Ethan and I trust him.


  Because he’s Ethan and I need him more than I need my next breath.


  Because he’s Ethan and I love him.


  He senses my surrender—or maybe he feels it in the sudden relaxation of my body, the sudden acceptance of his control despite the need spiraling up, up, up inside of me.


  “I’ve got you,” he tells me again. And then he leans forward and plunges his tongue as deeply inside of me as he can reach.


  I go wild as pleasure swamps me, my body wigging out in twenty-seven different directions and begging for more. Begging for everything. I arch against his mouth, press my sex against him as he licks and strokes all the right places deep inside of me.


  “Ethan!” I’m nearly sobbing now, so close to the edge that waiting is almost more torture than pleasure. Almost.


  We’ve only been together a little while, but already Ethan knows my body as well as I do. When it registers just how close I am to coming, he swirls his tongue inside me, hitting every sensitive spot I have.


  And then he’s pulling out and I’m sobbing, pleading, begging him to end it. He murmurs softly to me, nonsense words I’m too far gone to even register. Slipping his hands beneath my ass, he lifts me up more, opens me wider, and closes his teeth gently around my clit.


  I slam over the edge, my body arching, shaking, bucking wildly as I lose all sense of myself, all sense of everything but Ethan and the pleasure coursing through my body. It goes on and on and on, until my head is fuzzy and my body aches. And still Ethan pleasures me, still he licks and sucks, kisses and strokes.


  He slides one finger inside of me, then a second and a third even as he continues to circle my clit with his tongue. He finds my G-spot, rubs softly and I bite my lip, try once again to stop the screams rising inside of me. But this time, it’s no use. I’m going insane, Ethan driving me completely crazy as he uses his fingers and tongue and body—his beautiful, strong, sturdy body—to drive me from one orgasm to the next.


  It’s never-ending, the pleasure coalescing inside of me until I’ve gone beyond individual orgasms, riding one endless wave of pleasure without beginning or end.


  As afraid as I am awed, I dig my fingers into Ethan’s shoulders and hold on. I just hold on as the pleasure starts to destroy me. I lose the ability to think, to talk, to breathe. Lose the ability to do anything but feel Ethan all around me and the pleasure he is wringing from me over and over again.


  There’s a part of me, one small, cognizant part that’s holding on to reality even as the rest of my brain lets go. That part is screaming at me to stop, screaming at me that Ethan is wrecking me, destroying me, taking me over completely until there will be no more Chloe without him. Until the addiction we feel for each other is no longer just a flame in our blood, but a raging forest fire that threatens to level us both.


  “Ethan, I can’t take it. I can’t—”


  “You can,” he snarls before circling my clit with his tongue and driving me right up the edge of another orgasm. “You’ll take everything I have to give you, give me everything in return. You’ll take until neither one of us has anything left.”


  And then he bites me at the same second he pinches my nipple and my body goes spinning into oblivion, the pleasure beyond anything I could ever imagine. I hold on for dear life, some instinct I didn’t even know I had telling me that if I let go of him I’ll fly completely out of control.


  Ethan must feel it, too, because he doesn’t let me go. Instead he pets and rubs and kisses me, helping me come down slowly from the physical high. He doesn’t bring me all the way down—not enough to relax—but he does give me the chance to breathe, just breathe, for long seconds.


  He stays where he is, his face buried in my stomach, his body wrapped tightly around mine. Only when my breathing starts to sound more like a human and less like a freight train does he shift, gently lowering my legs from his shoulders to the floor.


  My knees are shaky—big surprise—my whole body tight and aching, so Ethan keeps his hands on me as he climbs to his own feet.


  “What was that for?” I ask, brushing my lips over his as aftershocks still wrack my body. I can taste myself on his mouth, and somehow that only ratchets up the pleasure zinging from my breasts to my sex and back again.


  “Because I love you,” he mutters, eyes and voice darker than I’ve seen them in a long time. Maybe ever. “I thought maybe your brother had convinced you that I wasn’t worth it.”


  “Ethan, baby, that wasn’t ever in the cards.”


  He cups my cheeks then, tilts my face up to his. “You sure about that? I know being with me comes with an awful lot of shit.”


  I press against him, the scrape of his clothes against my too-sensitive body setting off all kinds of sensory alarms, alarms that only underscore the ones going off deep inside me because of Ethan’s words.


  He’s never insecure, never unsure. He might be vulnerable sometimes, might open himself up to me in a way he doesn’t anyone else, but he always knows what he’s doing. Always knows what’s going to happen. The fact that he doesn’t now, the fact that the two weeks we spent apart managed to shake him so completely, wound me like nothing else could have.


  Yes, I have doubts. Yes, I’m concerned about this addiction we have for each other, if it’s healthy and where we’re going to end up when everything is said and done, but I don’t want him to have the same doubts. Don’t want him to hurt as I do.


  “I love you,” I tell him as I once again press my lips to his. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”


  It’s what he needs to hear, I think, because suddenly he’s turning me around, pressing my face and breasts and hands against the cool wall even as he cants my hips back.


  He shoves a jean-covered leg between my own, spreads me open all over again. There’s the rasp of his zipper, the rustle of his clothing. And then he’s inside me, no condom, no prelude to make sure I’m still ready, nothing but the single, hard thrust that seats him all the way to the hilt.


  His mouth is on my shoulder, sucking my bruises—more love bites—and then he’s moving, each thrust rocking me up on my toes, rubbing my oversensitive nipples against the roughly textured wall until I want to scream.


  There’s something incredibly decadent about this moment, something incredibly powerful about being naked while Ethan is clothed, about being open and giving when he is being so forceful. When he’s taking what he wants, his hips pistoning against mine again and again and again.


  He murmurs nonsense as he fucks me, words of love and sex, passion and need. And while none of them make sense on their own, together they make the most beautiful cacophony. They take me higher and higher, my body spiraling out of my control yet again.


  And as Ethan stiffens, emptying himself inside me with a shout and a twist of his hips that pushes me right up to the edge all over again, I realize something that I never have before.


  I belong to Ethan Frost. He owns me in a way no one else ever has, in a way no one else ever will. Heart, soul and body.


  With my past, it’s actually the last of those that scares me the most, that has me pulling into myself, my need to come retreating under the emotional onslaught of too much. Much too much.


  Except Ethan knows. He always knows, and he slips a hand between me and the wall and strokes my clit, once, twice, then again and again.


  And though I’m afraid, though I’m awed and overwhelmed and absolutely terrified, I’m no match for his touch, no match for the love that I feel pouring out of him and into me. And then he’s biting my shoulder, his sharp teeth pinning me in place in what is sure to leave the mother of all bruises.


  And I don’t even care, because he’s fucking me and fucking me and fucking me. Harder and harder, his hips pounding me into the wall. Pounding me into oblivion. Until there is no Chloe. No Ethan. No past. No future. There is only us, together. There is only now.


  As I go careening into climax, my body no longer—my body never again—my own, it doesn’t even matter.


  Nothing does but Ethan and the way he makes me feel.


  Chapter Fifteen


  “Hey, what are we doing sitting way over here today?” I ask my friend Austin as I slide my tray onto the cafeteria table.


  We met my first week at Frost Industries—he and my other friends, Romeo (use his full name and suffer the consequences) and Zayn, are interns over in the lab while I’m in intellectual property. They were cool enough to let me sit with them the first week when the intellectual property interns were treating me like shit—an ongoing thing courtesy of Rick and his minions—because of my relationship with Ethan. During that time, the four of us really hit it off and we’ve spent pretty much every lunch hour together since. Except we usually do it on the other side of the cafeteria, where we have some small semblance of privacy.


  Sitting up front makes me feel like I’m on display. Thanks to the other intellectual property interns, especially Rick, the whole company knows I’m dating Ethan. It’s not like we were hiding it—Ethan wouldn’t put up with even the appearance of that when I suggested it—but it’s not like I’m going out of my way to flaunt our relationship, either. After all, dating the boss never won anyone good favor.


  What my illicit—or at least less than fully licit—relationship means is that I get a lot more attention than I like when I’m in Frost Industries’ common areas, which in turn is also the number one reason I prefer to sit in the most secluded, out-of-the-way section of the cafeteria we can find. The guys know that, so I’m confused as to why they’ve suddenly changed the rules.


  “Austin?” I ask again, because he’s always been sort of the leader of our ragtag group.


  Today, he doesn’t even bother looking at me, let alone answering my question. His behavior is strange enough that I look at Ro and Zayn to fill me in.


  “The TV’s over here,” Ro tells me with an exaggerated roll of his eyes. “It’s semi-finals for the World Cup today and he’s been glued to his cell phone, computer and that TV screen all day—he’s been down for like four different snacks this morning alone. It’s even why we’re eating lunch late today. He doesn’t want to miss the opening pitch.”


  “It’s called a kickoff, you arsehole,” Austin tells him in his crisp British accent, eyes still glued to the large screen in the center of the cafeteria wall.


  It isn’t the only TV in the cafeteria—there are twelve of them, all tuned to different news or sports stations. Right now, the same World Cup scene is playing across seven of them.


  “I’ve never really understood the appeal of soccer,” I tell Ro, who nods surreptitiously. “I mean, I know the whole world loves it but I much prefer football.”


  “Right? What’s the point of watching a bunch of skinny guys in short shorts chase a ball around a field?”


  “Are you kidding me?” Austin finally yanks his attention away from the screen long enough to blast us with a glare so frigid I actually feel shivers sliding down my spine. “This is football, you wankers. And I don’t know what the hell you Yanks get from watching a bunch of fat men in skintight pants and motorcycle helmets run around after a pigskin! This is real football.”


  “This is a toddler’s game. Any three-year-old could play it.” Zayn winks at me behind his hand as we all wait for the explosion.


  It doesn’t take long.


  “A toddler’s game? A toddler’s game? I’ll have you know this is the most sophisticated, most important, most interesting game in the whole fookin’ world!” The more indignant Austin gets, the heavier his accent becomes. “It’s not my fault that you have no appreciation for sports or sportsmanship or good, old-fashioned competition, but the rest of the world certainly does. More people watch this than the Olympics, for God’s sake!


  “And not only that—”


  Laughing, I reach across and put my hand over his mouth, cutting him off mid-sentence. “Not only that, soccer is super-exciting,” I tell him with mock enthusiasm. “It beats watching fishing and lawn bowling and it even beats going to the ballet if you squint at it hard enough.”


  “Fishing? Lawn bowling?” He’s choking on his own indignation—or maybe that’s his tongue. Either way, it’s a sight to see. “Ballet!”


  I can’t help it. No matter how hard I try to keep a straight face, it’s impossible to do it when Austin’s eyes are all but bugging out of his head. I start to laugh and seconds later Zayn and Ro join me.


  “So, that’s what this is about? You guys are taking the piss out of me, then?” He watches us with narrowed eyes.


  “I have no idea what that means, but it doesn’t sound like anything I’d want to be doing, so eeew, no. I am definitely not taking the piss out of you or anyone else.”


  “He’s asking if you’re messing with him. It has nothing to do with what it sounds like.”


  I glance behind me at the sound of Ethan’s voice, to find him standing only a few inches from my chair. “How did you get there without me noticing?”


  “I believe you were too busy taking the piss out of Austin here to notice.” He grins at me, then leans down and drops a light kiss on my lips.


  I freeze—I can’t help it. I feel like the whole cafeteria is staring at us, and when I go to glance around Ethan, it turns out I’m not that far off base. He’s definitely making a spectacle of the two of us.


  “You want to join us, Ethan?” Ro invites, scooting over to make room on our side of the table. It’s an invitation that took some time in coming—for the first couple of weeks, the guys were so in awe of Ethan all they could do was trip over their own tongues when he showed up. Of course, it didn’t help that he spent a lot of his time glaring at them like they were competition. But eventually things smoothed out and I’m glad to see that those two weeks when we weren’t together haven’t altered the group dynamic.


  “I’d like to, man, but I’ve got a meeting upstairs. Keep an eye on my girl for me, will you?”


  “I’m perfectly capable of keeping an eye on myself,” I tell him, a little annoyed at the endemic sexism of his remark.


  “Is that one of your party tricks?” he asks, dropping one of the strawberry smoothies he’s carrying next to my plate. “Because I’d like to see it.” He gives me another kiss, this one on my cheek, before he starts backing away. “Don’t forget to drink that. It’s got an immunity boost in it to help with that cough you’ve got going on.”


  “I don’t have a cough.”


  “You had one for most of the night.” He gestures to the smoothie. “Drink it. An ounce of prevention and all that.”


  Then he’s turning and walking away and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to yell “Yes, sir” after him and follow it with a smart-ass salute. But that would only call more attention to me and that’s the last thing I want.


  I turn back to the table to find my friends smirking at me. Even Austin has managed to tear his eyes away from the opening kickoff of the World Cup long enough to say, “You better get to drinking that smoothie. I don’t want to have to tattle on you to your boyfriend.”


  I flip him off, taking a very deliberate bite of my salad instead. He just laughs, and things quickly go back to normal—or as normal as they can be when Austin is literally spellbound by the action on the television. As for Ro and Zayn, they look pretty interested in the game, too, despite all the shit they’d given Austin.


  Which leaves me to amuse myself because while I had been winding Austin up, I’d also been telling the truth when I told him I didn’t understand the point of soccer.


  I eat my salad in relative silence, broken only by the curses and cheers that pay proof to the fact that it’s not just my friends—much of the still crowded cafeteria really is watching the World Cup semifinal.


  On the plus side, when I start coughing about halfway through lunch, only Ro is paying enough attention to me to notice.


  “Not a word!” I snap at him, reaching for the damn smoothie and downing half of it in one long sip.


  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he answers with a wicked grin that does nothing to set me at ease.


  I’m trying to think of a suitable retort when a report on MSNBC catches my eye. It’s footage of Brandon Jacobs—Ethan’s Brandon—standing behind a podium, while being framed by both an American flag and a flag for the state of Massachusetts.


  Before I recognize I’m doing it, I fumble my phone and earbuds out of my pocket. It takes me a moment to open the right app and then tune to the frequency listed below the TV, but in under thirty seconds I’m listening to a story about Brandon Jacobs winning the Democratic primary in the fair state of Massachusetts just days after his twenty-fifth birthday. He’ll be running for the seventh district seat in the U.S. House of Representatives this November and he’s doing it with the full support of his old money father, socialite mother and famous, biomedical CEO and philanthropist half-brother. Or at least that’s how the story goes. And judging from how friendly Brandon and Ethan look at the fund-raiser Frost Industries threw for him, I can see where the anchor is getting his story.


  Brandon’s victory speech is filled with political rhetoric, very rah-rah Boston and America. He talks about the importance of taking care of our new crop of veterans and the role biomedical companies play in doing that. He even goes so far as to say that funding research at innovative corporations like Frost Industries can make all the difference in saving our soldiers’ lives—on the battlefield and at home.


  I don’t hear much more after that. Instead, I’m caught up in the fight I had with my brother the other day, his words playing over and over in my head like a CD that keeps skipping.


  He’s not like us, Chloe.


  People with that much money don’t think the same way we do.


  You’re kidding yourself if you think Ethan Frost won’t sell you out the first time his family needs him to.


  I hadn’t believed him, had instead put all my faith in Ethan. And yet it turns out he’s throwing fund-raising events for his brother’s campaign. He is actively helping to get a man elected who he knows is guilty of rape and abusing power.


  And for what? Government funding for Frost Industries research? A powerful ally in Congress for biomedical research and veterans’ affairs?


  It doesn’t make sense to me. It just doesn’t make sense. Brandon raped me. He raped me and God knows how many other girls he did that to and Ethan is helping him get elected? After their fight? After every terrible thing he said about his brother?


  It doesn’t make sense.


  The rich are different than us.


  Ethan’s different than us.


  Suddenly, I can’t breathe. I stumble back from the table, rip my earbuds from my ears. The story is almost over but I can’t stand to hear one more minute—one more second—about Brandon’s run for Congress and the very promising career this young, handsome politician from Boston has in front of him.


  “Hey, Chloe! You okay?” Zayn climbs to his feet as well, a concerned look on his face as he rests a supportive hand on my shoulder. “You look like you’re going to pass out.”


  I feel like I’m going to pass out. Or, more accurately, like the top of my head is going to blow off right here in the middle of this cafeteria.


  Ethan wouldn’t do this, I tell myself. He wouldn’t betray me like that.


  But what if he doesn’t consider it betrayal? What if it’s just business to him? Or worse, just family?


  On the screen, I watch as Brandon wraps one arm around his mother’s waist and the other around Ethan’s shoulders. He’s beaming at the camera, they all are, and though I can’t read lips, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out that the joyous words pouring out of Ethan’s mouth are Victory in 2014.


  All of a sudden, the strawberry smoothie I just drank isn’t sitting too happily in my stomach. I make a mad dash for the restroom, barely making it into a stall before I end up puking out every last drop of that goddamn smoothie.


  Chapter Sixteen


  It takes me a while to figure out what I want to do, how I want to handle this.


  There’s a part of me that wants nothing more than to storm up to Ethan’s office right now—I know he’ll see me—and demand an explanation for the story I just saw.


  Another part is screaming that this is the last straw, that I need to race back to Ethan’s house and strip it of every last trace of my existence.


  And still another part wants to call Ethan, to beg him to come to me and hold me and tell me that I’ve misunderstood … everything. That the story isn’t true. That he didn’t raise money for Brandon. That he isn’t backing his brother’s candidacy. That he didn’t sell me out because of his brother’s political aspirations. Because of his father’s terrible death.


  In the end, though, I do none of those things. Instead, I go back to work and finish out my day, researching the newest crop of court cases on intellectual property mergers that I’ve been assigned to cull through.


  It’s a long afternoon, and an even more interminable evening as I wait for Ethan to get home from a business dinner that is running late. This morning he’d asked me if I wanted to go with him and I’d declined because I don’t have anything to wear. I didn’t tell him that because he would run out and buy me a whole closet full of expensive clothes, which is the last thing I want when I’m still trying to get over the cost of my belly chain.


  Now I’m even more grateful that I turned him down, since the idea of sitting in a restaurant and making small talk with his business associates is the absolute last thing I want to be doing. Not when it’s taking every ounce of self-control I have not to freak out, not to violate Ethan’s trust and search the house for proof of his duplicity. Not to walk away and never look back.


  Part of me wonders if I even could. I thought about doing it this afternoon, right after I saw the broadcast, and I’m thinking about doing it now, as I sit here on Ethan’s patio, nursing a glass of wine and staring up at the midnight sky. The wind is blowing pretty hard and I can smell just a hint of smoke in the air gusting by. It’s a by-product of the forest fire that’s raging about fifteen miles away from here and I can’t help wondering how much worse the fire is going to get before it gets better.


  Can’t help wondering how much worse the mess I’ve made of my life is going to get before it gets better.


  It would be easier—infinitely easier—to cut my losses. To pack up my shit and walk away from Ethan once and for all. I’ve worked so hard to be strong, so hard to get my life together, that watching it fall apart all over again is the worst kind of torture.


  And yet what can I do to stop it? What can I do to make it feel like everything I’ve worked for, everything I’ve tried to be, isn’t crumbling down around me?


  Just pretend he doesn’t matter?


  Just walk away and hope for the best?


  I don’t know that walking away from Ethan is even an option at this point. How can it be when he’s a part of me? When I would just carry him with me wherever I tried to run?


  The time I’ve known Ethan can be measured in mere days and weeks, and yet, in that time, he’s somehow become so much more than I ever planned on.


  He’s the first thing my sluggish mind thinks of in the morning, when the early morning tide rolls across the cold and lonely beach.


  He’s the last thing I dream of in the dark when the sky is still and starshot.


  He’s everything in between. The secret that wraps itself around me like a whisper. The promise that burrows its hooks deep inside of me.


  He’s my obsession. My addiction.


  It’s a truth I couldn’t begin to fight. A truth I’m paying for now as I wait and watch and count the seconds as the clock rolls itself around to another day.


  It’s after midnight when I hear the gate rolling open at the end of the driveway, followed by the sound of Ethan’s BMW making its way up the drive. By the time I hear the garage open and close, I’m up and standing at the railing, looking out over the dark and endless ocean.


  I go over and over the discussion I want to have with Ethan as I wait for him to find me. It’s probably stupid, but I can’t bring myself to have this fight in the house, surrounded by his things and the awkward memories of my humiliation. Better, if we need to hash things out, to do it in the open air. At least out here, the pain and anger will have someplace to go.


  Except it takes longer than I thought for him to find me. By the time he does, I’ve already given up and started walking back toward the house, wondering what is taking so long.


  I’m already to the closest patio door when it flies open, Ethan slamming out of it at close to a dead run. “Chloe! Chloe, where—”


  He stops dead when he sees me in the shadows, his voice choking off, and it registers just how frantic he is. “I’m right here,” I tell him. “I was looking at the ocean.”


  He nods jerkily, blows out a long, unsteady breath. Then braces his hands on his knees and just concentrates on breathing for long seconds.


  If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was afraid I had left him. Except my car is out front in the driveway, my shoes near the garage door into the house—the same door he had to have taken to get inside. He couldn’t have missed them if he was looking.


  “You okay?” I ask him huskily, hating myself for how much it matters. I’m the one who’s shattered, the one holding on by a damn thread here, and yet I can’t stop worrying about him. Can’t stop wanting to take care of him.


  “Yeah, of course. Sorry. I just freaked out when I couldn’t find you.”


  I nod. “I can see that. The question is why?”


  He studies me for long seconds and I get the impression that he is trying to decide what to say. Not that he doesn’t have an answer for my question, only that he’s trying to decide how much he wants to tell me. I don’t know why I feel that way, except that he’s got that face on. The one he wears when he’s trying to lie to me—in reality or by omission.


  The knowledge breaks something else inside of me, something tenuous and uncertain and afraid. I bite my lip to keep from screaming and this time I’m the one concentrating on my breathing.


  “I was afraid you’d left,” he finally says.


  “Without my car? Without my shoes?”


  “I didn’t—I didn’t see your shoes. And your car could have broken down again.”


  “Not after you had it fixed. The thing runs like it’s brand new.”


  He smiles then. “I’m glad.”


  “Yeah.”


  He reaches for me, wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me against his body. I go, but I don’t relax into him like I normally would. I can’t. There’s too much inside of me right now and none of it is good.


  Ethan knows right away—of course he knows. He’s so in tune with me, with my body, to every little nuance of how I hold myself that he can’t help but notice something is wrong now that he’s calming down.


  “Baby?” He pulls back a little, brushes my hair out of my face so he can get a better look in the warm glow of the patio lights. “You okay?”


  “I don’t know.” It might be the most honest thing I’ve said all afternoon.


  “Okay.” He tugs me closer, rubs a soothing hand up and down my back like he’s trying to comfort me. Like he isn’t the reason that I’m like this. “What can I do?”


  It’s a great opening, one I wouldn’t pass up even if I could. And I can’t, the words tumbling out of my mouth and over themselves in my desperation to get them out of me. To get the ugly, disgusting, painful accusations out of me.


  “Brandon is running for Congress.”


  Ethan freezes like a deer in the headlights, sensing danger for the first time but unable to move out of the way of the oncoming disaster. “Yes.”


  “In Boston.”


  He nods, his arms tightening around me even more. I can’t breathe, but I think that has more to do with the anxiety inside of me than Ethan’s grip. “Yes.”


  “Where he raped me.”


  “Yes. Baby—”


  “Let me finish,” I snap, my voice colder than it’s ever been before—at least when I’m talking to Ethan.


  “Of course.” Now he’s rubbing circles on my back, trying to soothe me when I don’t want to be soothed.


  “That wasn’t me asking for your permission. I’m just trying to clarify the facts. Brandon is running for the U.S. House of Representatives for the Seventh Congressional District, the same district where he committed a violent felony. Against me.”


  Ethan swallows tightly, his jaw working back and forth. But I’ll give him credit. He doesn’t look away from me, doesn’t so much as drop his eyes. “Yes.”


  “And you’re supporting him.”


  “What? No!” His hand clamps down on my shoulder. “Are you kidding me?”


  “Don’t lie to me! Not again! I can’t take it. We can’t take it.”


  “I’m not. Jesus, Chloe, I would never. You have to know that.”


  “I don’t know anything.”


  “Fuck!” Ethan lets me go to thrust a frustrated hand through his hair. “This isn’t happening. This isn’t fucking happening. Chloe, I have spent the last three weeks doing everything in my power to keep him from being elected.”


  His words sweep over me and I expect to be swamped with relief. But it doesn’t quite happen like that. Instead, all I can think about is the fact that he didn’t tell me. Even if he is telling the truth now, which I’m not sure he is, he never told me this was happening. That this was coming. He let me be blindsided, just as I was blindsided the moment I opened that damn door and found Brandon standing on the other side of it.


  “You didn’t tell me.”


  “Fuck.” He closes his eyes, rubs a tired hand over them, and I realize that outside of the night he tried to dump me, this is the most I’ve ever heard Ethan swear at one time. At least when he’s talking to me.


  It’s a random thought, but right now my whole head seems to be filled with random thoughts. Small puzzle pieces whirling around in my mind without pattern, without reason, while I try to figure out how they fit together.


  It seems my whole life these days is one big, unsolvable puzzle. I hate it.


  “I didn’t tell you because I figured you had enough to deal with right now without adding more shit about Brandon to the mix.”


  “That wasn’t your responsibility. It wasn’t your decision to make.”


  “Protecting you is always my responsibility.” He says it flatly, like it’s a foregone conclusion. Not up for discussion. “Just like choosing to take care of you will always be my decision.”


  “This isn’t taking care of me.”


  He blanches, stumbles back. Looks more vulnerable than I have ever seen him. The knowledge puts a crack in the ice around my heart, starts to melt it just a little even when I want it to stay intact. To keep me safe.


  “Please don’t say that,” he whispers.


  But how can I not say it when things are so fucked up? “I saw the news report, Ethan. I was in the cafeteria, surrounded by hundreds of people, when I saw the damn news report. How is that taking care of me?”


  For the first time, he looks confused. And angry. “What news report?”


  “Don’t play stupid with me! You had to know.”


  “That him making Democratic candidate for the seventh district would make local Boston news, absolutely. But national news? Already? I’ve called in every favor I have—the story shouldn’t have gone anywhere. It shouldn’t have gained any traction.”


  “Because you didn’t want me to see it?”


  “Because I didn’t want anybody to see it! It’s a key race in a key city and the more exposure he gets, the better his chances of winning. I wanted to cut that off at the knees. I did cut it off at the knees.” He reaches inside his pants pocket, pulls out his cell phone. “What station did the story run on?”


  “MSNBC is where I saw it.”


  “Fuck.” He shakes his head like he’s trying to clear it. “Chloe, baby, I’m so sorry. You never should have seen that. It never should have happened—”


  “Of course it was going to happen. You’re news, he’s news. Together you’re bigger news. Why wouldn’t they run the story?”


  “Because I told them not to.” He starts dialing God only knows who. “Give me a minute, baby. Let me get to the bottom of this, sweetheart—”


  “Do you really think that’s what matters to me? Do you really think I give a fuck who leaked the story after you tried to shut it down? The fact that you tried to shut it down is enough for me to want to walk out the front door and never come back.”


  “Hello? Ethan?” We’re close enough that I can hear the voice of his press secretary quite clearly through the phone.


  “Sorry, Anthony. I’ll call you back.” He cuts the call off. “Explain,” he says to me.


  “There’s nothing to explain—”


  “There’s everything to explain. I told you why I didn’t tell you. I was trying to protect you—”


  “You were trying to protect yourself!”


  “Excuse me?”


  “I saw you, Ethan. I saw you at that fund-raiser. Hell, you threw the damn thing for him, to help raise money for his campaign. You were laughing and joking with him. And you were proud, so proud. I know that look on your face. I’ve seen it dozens of times. Forget about killing the story! How could you raise money for that bastard? How could you stand next to him and celebrate his victory and then come back here and climb into bed with me?”


  My skin crawls as I lay my questions out for him, as I let him see the whole picture, the whole horror, of what I’ve been carrying around since lunchtime.


  For long seconds, he doesn’t move, doesn’t speak, doesn’t do anything but stare at me with his jaw moving frantically. It’s the most discombobulated I’ve ever seen him and if I wasn’t going out of my mind with grief and pain and betrayal, I might actually appreciate the fact that I’ve caught him off guard, especially considering how rare such a reaction is from the great Ethan Frost.


  “The last fund-raiser I hosted for my brother was in May, before I met you. Long before I knew what kind of man he was. What he was capable of.”


  “I saw you. I saw the footage with your mother and your brother. I saw it—”


  “It was from May!” he tells me again, more forcefully. “Or maybe even before that. I don’t know, I didn’t see the story. But there has been no fund-raiser since I found out. There’s been nothing. I swear.”


  His words echo in the fragrant air around us. They wrap themselves around me, burrow deep inside me. I believe him. I don’t think anyone looking at him now, face stoic, eyes wide and angry and alarmed, could doubt the veracity of his words.


  I know I don’t. They make sense—so much more sense than the idea that he ran off and did this during the two weeks we were apart.


  And still there’s something inside me that doesn’t feel quite right. Something twisting and turning and making me feel all kinds of wrong.


  “Why did they run that story, then?” I demand. “How did they make it look like—”


  “They spliced old footage together to make the story and didn’t bother to say when and where that footage was from. It’s not unusual. It’s unethical, but it isn’t unusual. As for why they ran that story? I don’t know. Especially when there was supposed to be a moratorium on coverage of my family. But I can assure you I’m going to find out. Tonight.”


  He starts to dial the phone again and I turn away, walk into the house. This isn’t a conversation I want to hear anyway. Not when I’m still feeling so overwhelmed, so off.


  I head to the bedroom, to the closet where I keep my spare set of running shoes. Ethan follows me, his hand on my lower back and I try to relax into his touch. Try to be okay. But I’m not. I’m just not.


  He’s talking to Anthony about the story that MSNBC ran, wanting to know what other—if any—networks picked it up. Anthony must be Googling as they speak, because a bunch more letters start showing up in the conversation. As do a lot more curse words.


  I tune them out. How this happened doesn’t matter to me. What matters is that it did. That it could, so easily.


  I get my shoes on without saying anything to Ethan, without so much as looking at him. And then I walk toward the front door.


  “Hey, what are you doing?” he demands, suddenly blocking my way. “Anthony,” he says into the phone. “I’ll have to call you back.” He hangs up on the poor man again.


  “You didn’t have to do that,” I tell him after he disconnects.


  “Now that’s where we think differently. Because I happen to be of the opinion that when my girlfriend is walking out on me, I should be emotionally present for it. Especially when she promised me less than a week ago that she wouldn’t do this.”


  “I’m not walking out, Ethan. I’m going for a walk to clear my head. It’s not the same thing.”


  “You sure about that?”


  I roll my eyes. “I’m sure. I’ll be back in an hour. Maybe two.”


  “It’s after midnight. Give me a minute to change and I’ll go with you.”


  “I’m a big girl, Ethan, I can take care of myself. Especially in La Jolla, where the crime rate isn’t exactly skyrocketing.”


  “I’d still feel more comfortable if you let me come with you.”


  “Yes, but I wouldn’t. I need to think, Ethan.”


  “And you can’t think with me there.”


  “No! I can’t. Not when it’s you I need to think about.”


  “What’s there to think about, Chloe? I didn’t do what you thought I did. I would never hurt you like that! I would never—”


  “But you did! You did hurt me like that when you didn’t tell me about Brandon. And now you’re doing it again, keeping secrets from me for what you think is my own good.”


  “I didn’t want to hurt you any more. You’ve been through enough.”


  And there it is, the reason I still feel so icky. The reason everything feels just a little bit off. The reason I’m finding it so hard to trust Ethan even now that he’s saying and doing all the right things.


  “You know, that’s exactly what my parents said to me before they forced me to sign that NDA. Before they forced me to recant my statement to the police. That I’d been through enough and they didn’t want to see me hurt any more.”


  “Chloe. You know this isn’t the same thing.”


  The thing is, I do know. It just doesn’t seem to matter right now. Nothing does but getting the hell out of here before the walls close in around me.


  “I’m going for a run,” I tell him, walking through the house to the front door. “Don’t follow me.”


  “Chloe, goddamnit! It’s not safe!”


  “There are some things you don’t get to decide, Ethan. I’m a grown woman. I get to make my own decisions and you don’t always get a say in them. This is one of those times.”


  Grabbing my phone out of my purse, which I left on a table near the front door, I put in my earbuds, turn on the 1975 playlist as loudly as I can handle it, walk out the front door. And then I run. I run as fast and as hard as I ever have in my life.


  Ethan doesn’t follow me.


  Chapter Seventeen


  How the hell has everything gotten so messed up again?


  It’s the question that haunts me as I run along the nearly deserted beach. I’m down close to the ocean, because the wet, hard sand is so much easier to run on. And tonight I want to keep up my energy. I want to run far.


  Maybe, if I run long enough, I’ll be able to leave behind the whole screwed up mess that is my life.


  I don’t know what to do.


  I don’t know what to think.


  It’s not that I don’t believe Ethan—I do. His explanation of events makes so much more sense than the idea that we broke up over Brandon and he ran off to host a fund-raiser for him. My brother’s words may haunt me, may run through my head when I least expect and least want them—but that’s all they are. Only words. Just because he believes them doesn’t mean I have to. It doesn’t mean they’re true.


  But he also has a point. I saw Ethan with his mother at that fund-raiser, saw how happy they were together, saw how much he loves her. This is the same woman who haunts my nightmares, with her bright red lipstick and strident voice and insistence on protecting her son no matter the cost. For me, she’ll always be the wicked witch, my own personal Maleficent just waiting to tear me apart with her vicious nature and too-sharp claws.


  When we got back together, I told him I didn’t want to talk about his family. I didn’t want to know them, didn’t want to hear about them, didn’t want to have anything to do with them. I thought that would be enough. That if I put up a wall between us then I would be able to live with who they are and what they’d done to me.


  Because they don’t matter. I won’t let them matter. It’s Ethan I love, Ethan I want to be with.


  The only problem, the only flaw in my logic, is that they do matter … to him. As they should. I wouldn’t wish my relationship with my parents on anyone. The disdain, the distrust, the out-and-out dislike. The betrayal. No, I don’t want that for Ethan. But at the same time, I’m not sure I can take anything less than his total repudiation of them.


  It’s not fair, maybe it’s not even right, but it’s how I feel.


  Because I was good. For so long, I was doing okay. I had a life—maybe not a great, exciting life—but a good life. A steady life. One that made me feel strong and secure and healthy.


  And now—now I have a great life. I have Ethan’s love for me, a job I adore, and I have my feelings for Ethan. Feelings that the word love doesn’t come close to touching. I don’t think there’s a word in the entire English language that encompasses the depths of emotion I have for that man.


  And yet my life has gone to hell. I don’t feel safe, I don’t feel steady and I sure as hell don’t feel healthy. How can I when every day is a new roller-coaster ride? When every moment is a terrifying journey into one more unknown?


  I’ve survived this long because I made a plan and I stuck to it. It gave me something to focus on, something to aim for when everything else in my life had gone to hell. Now, it feels like my only goal is to get through the day without an emotional breakdown.


  It’s not enough. Not nearly enough—especially when I so rarely even make that goal.


  Is this what my life with Ethan is destined to be? Great passion, towering emotions, but rudderless? Directionless? A joyride without the joy? The thought terrifies me as nothing else could.


  And so I run. I run and run and run. I run until my back aches, until my lungs feel like they’re going to burst, until my legs are nothing but limp noodles beneath me. And then I run some more. For miles, for hours.


  I’m way down the beach when my headlong flight catches up to me and I collapse on the sand, my trembling legs refusing to take me one step farther. It’s a long time since I’ve run like this, since I’ve used physical exertion as an exorcist as much as an exercise.


  I look around me, try to figure out where I am. Try to figure out how far I’ve run. But none of the houses look the least bit familiar and I’m too tired to walk up to the street and try to find a sign.


  Besides, I just don’t care enough. There’s a part of me that would be more than happy to lay here forever—or at least until the lifeguards come upon me in the morning.


  With that thought in mind, I turn my music off—it’s Imagine Dragons now, as I’ve long since exhausted my 1975 playlist—and toss the phone next to me on the sand. And then I listen—to the sound of the ocean rolling in, to the water lapping at the shore, to the far-off sound of a car making its way through the dark and empty streets.


  It’s peaceful, in a way nothing in my life has been peaceful in so long. Even as the cramps set in—partly from the running, partly from stopping without stretching out, and partly from lying here on this cold, wet sand—I find myself loathe to move. Loathe to do anything but take these moments as they come.


  But it can’t last. Nothing does. And only a few minutes go by before my phone starts to buzz. There’s a part of me that wants to ignore it, to just let it go, to stay in the moment—and the headspace—that I am currently occupying. But there’s only one person who would be calling me now and he doesn’t deserve to be ignored.


  I pick up the phone, am shocked to realize that it’s nearly three-thirty in the morning. That I really have been running for hours. And that I have already missed three calls from Ethan. Shit.


  “I’m okay,” I tell him the second I pick up the phone.


  There’s a couple of beats of silence, as if he’s trying to get a grip on his temper and himself. Then, “Where are you?” It’s clipped and stilted and calm, so calm that I know he’s absolutely furious.


  “I’ve been running on the beach. I’m fine,” I tell him again.


  “I’m on the beach and I don’t see you. Where. Are. You?”


  “I don’t know. I ran pretty far.”


  “I am aware of that—I’ve been looking for you for the last hour.”


  Shit. His tone is perfectly modulated, perfectly polite—and lacking any and all warmth. He really is furious. I sit up, glance around the shadowed beach looking for something that will tell me where I am.


  There are a couple of signs farther up the beach and I walk toward them, ignoring the cramps in my legs. One of the signs reads Coastal Preservation Project and suddenly I know exactly where I am.


  “I’m over past Coastal Park,” I tell him. “Probably a couple of miles.”


  He bites off a particularly vicious curse. “Are you telling me you ran over twenty miles tonight? Straight down the beach?”


  “I guess. I wasn’t—”


  “Is there anyone around you? Anyone hassling you?”


  “No, it’s completely deserted. I’m the only one out here.”


  He curses again. “I’m not sure if I should be grateful for that fact or upset. Look, don’t move, okay. Stay on the beach, preferably in the shadows, and answer your goddamned phone when I call. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


  He clicks off without saying good-bye—more proof of how angry he is at me—and it’s not like I can really blame him. In my headlong flight I’ve gone well beyond the safe boundaries of La Jolla and while this area isn’t bad, it isn’t great, either.


  Ethan really is going to kill me when he gets here.


  I try to do what he asked, I really do, but after a few minutes of just waiting here I start to get antsy. And cold. Now that I’ve cooled down from the run, the cool breeze off the ocean is striking right through my thin tank top and yoga pants.


  So I get up and start to walk back up the beach, the way I came. I don’t go up on the street—I’m not totally stupid—but I do try to walk the two miles to Coastal Park, so I have an actual landmark for Ethan to meet me at when he calls again.


  I’ve just stepped foot in the parking lot when Ethan calls again to try to get a better location. I tell him where I am and he’s there in under three minutes. He jumps out of the car the second he sees me, and then he’s wrapping his arms around me, pulling me against his body.


  “I’m fine,” I tell him, struggling against him.


  “Can you just let me hold you for a minute, please? Let it sink in that you really are okay?” His voice is hoarse, the strain of the last few hours evident in it. The strain is also evident in the way he holds me so tightly and the fact that he’s in no rush, at all, to let me go.


  “Look, I know it was stupid and I’m sorry. I meant to just run a couple of miles, but then I was in my head and I went a lot farther than I intended. I’m sorry. But nothing happened. I didn’t even see another person the whole time I was running.”


  His grip finally loosens as he pulls back to look me in the face. “That’s because whole areas of San Diego are under curfew and other areas are being forced to evacuate. With the wind tonight, the forest fires have gotten much worse. You picked pretty much the worst possible time to disappear.”


  “Oh, shit.” No wonder he was so worried. He wasn’t just being his normal overprotective self. He’d been worried about me running straight into a wildfire, something I could have done if I hadn’t made the unconscious decision to stay on the beach.


  “Yeah, my sentiments exactly.” He ushers me into the car, and then we’re speeding through the streets as Ethan aims to get us back to his house—and to safety—as quickly as he possibly can.


  “How close is the nearest fire?” I ask a few minutes later as we drive past La Jolla Cove.


  “About four miles. They think we’ll be fine down here, but they’re evacuating Miramar all the way down to UTC and Torrey Pines all the way up to Del Mar.”


  “God. That’s half the coast. How many fires are there?”


  “Seven right now, but with this wind, they think there are going to be more before too long.”


  “I need to call Tori.”


  “I already have. She’s fine. Her father is sending a plane for her tomorrow morning. She decided now was the perfect time to go to Vegas for a few days.”


  Of course he’d checked on Tori. It’s the kind of guy Ethan is, the kind of guy he’s always been. Who his family is doesn’t change his basic decency.


  “Maybe we should go to Vegas,” I joke. “I just turned twenty-one, after all.”


  Ethan glances at me. “Believe me, I’ve thought about it.”


  “Oh, yeah? Vacation?”


  “Honeymoon. I could get you drunk and married before you knew what hit you.”


  “Yeah, right,” I tell him even as my stomach gives a funny little jump. “You shouldn’t joke about that. I might take you up on it.”


  “If only.” He doesn’t glance at me as he negotiates the winding street up to his house, but somehow that only makes our current conversation seem more surreal.


  “Stop teasing,” I tell him as he finally pulls the car into the driveway.


  He jerks the car to a stop and then he reaches for me, pulling me out of my seat and onto his lap in one swift movement. It’s a small space and the steering wheel is cutting into my back but I barely notice it. How can I when Ethan is all but devouring me with his eyes.


  “What makes you think, even for a second, that I’m joking? I would marry you tomorrow if you’d agree. Vegas. A justice of the peace. An impromptu beach wedding in Tahiti. I don’t actually give a shit. I love you, Chloe, and the second you are ready to marry me, I promise we’ll get it done.”


  His mouth crashes down on mine then, and I’m so out of it—so completely astonished—that I can’t do anything but sit there clinging to him as he ravishes me.


  His mouth is everywhere, his hands everywhere, and I don’t know what to think, what to say. All I can do is feel. And I do, God, I do.


  I feel the press of his lips against my collarbone as his tongue dances lightly over the pulse point in my neck.


  I feel the rough caress of his hands as they slide under my tank top to stroke their way over my ribs, up my spine.


  I feel the hard thrust of his cock against my sex, my clit, as he rocks against me in a slow, gentle rhythm that brings me right to the brink of orgasm.


  “I want to wake up with you in my arms every morning,” he murmurs as he nips softly at my throat. “I want to hold you when you cry, to taste your joy when you laugh.


  “I want to shelter you, to hold you so deeply inside me that no one will ever hurt you again.” His hands move around to my front, and his thumbs hook around my belly chain, tug lightly at the platinum links. It’s a reminder that he’s already claimed me, already branded me.


  “I want to love you, Chloe. I just want to love you.”


  His words take me higher, stoking the flames inside of me until all I can feel, all I can see, all I can breathe is him.


  “I know you’re young. I know you’re not ready to talk about forever with me—especially with everything that’s happened—but I want you to know that that’s where we’re headed. That’s what I want from you. That’s what I want to give to you.” It’s what I want, too. What I’ve wanted since he made love to me so tenderly, so honestly, after I told him about the rape. What I’ve felt from the moment he slid this belly chain around my waist and claimed me so completely. It’s why our breakup devastated me so completely, why it ripped my heart out and left me a trembling, self-destructive mess. Why what I feel for him is so much more than need, so much more than addiction.


  “Ethan, I—” There’s so much I want to say to him, so much I want him to know about how I feel and what I want, but the words are stuck in my throat. They’re stuck deep inside of me, and I can’t force them out.


  I don’t know why. It’s not like I’m not committed. It’s not like I don’t love him. I do, God, I do. It’s only … what? I don’t know. I spent that whole run trying to figure it out and I’m no closer to knowing now than I was when I took off, hours ago.


  All I know is that finding out about Brandon broke something inside of me. Seeing Ethan standing next to him, laughing and joking and celebrating with him, cracked me wide open and ripped me apart all over again. It destroyed something I’m not sure can ever be put back together again.


  And I know, Ethan didn’t know. I believe him when he says that fund-raiser took place before he realized who Brandon was to me. And it should matter—it does matter—and yet there’s this lump of ice inside of me that I’m terrified will never melt. It’s like this is just one thing too many. One kick too many. One strike too many.


  One betrayal too many.


  Of all the men out there in the world, I had to fall in love with this one.


  It doesn’t make sense. Am I really that ruined, that addicted, that I can’t find my way clear? Of him. Of this. Of the dangerous emotions battering me from every side.


  Or is it that I’m not ruined at all? Damaged, yes. Hurt, absolutely. But loving Ethan—being loved by him—feels like the cleanest, purest thing that’s ever happened to me in my life.


  “It’s okay, baby,” he tells me as he brushes, soft silky kisses against my throat, down my shoulder, over the slopes of my breasts. “I know it’s too soon. I know you don’t trust me anymore.”


  “It’s not—”


  He kisses me then, soft and sweet and gentle. So gentle. “It is. And that’s okay. I get it.”


  But it isn’t okay. Even in the dark, I can see the look in his eyes. Can see the way I’ve hurt him. The way I’m breaking him even now.


  The knowledge does something to me on a visceral level. It turns me inside out, makes me hurt in a way nothing ever has before and that I pray never will again. I love this man, I love him even through the pain, even through the fear, even through the betrayal, and the idea that I’m wrecking him as I’ve been wrecked—it shatters me.


  “I love you,” I tell him, grabbing his face in my hands and pulling his mouth back to mine. Only this kiss isn’t soft and it sure as hell isn’t sweet. It’s deep and dark and damaged, so damaged. It’s tongues and teeth, pleasure and pain, heaven and hell. It’s everything Ethan and I are laid bare between us and nothing has ever felt so right.


  “Fuck, Chloe!” Ethan rips his mouth from mine even as he throws open the car door. Then he’s levering his hands under my ass and climbing out of the car with me still in his arms.


  I expect him to carry me into the house, but he doesn’t get any farther than the front porch before slowly sliding me down his body. And then he’s turning me so that I’m facing the porch railing, my hands planted firmly on the wrought iron.


  “What are you doing? We’re on the front por—” I break off when he snaps his teeth against the nape of my neck hard enough to leave a bruise.


  Heat courses through me and I gasp, tremble. Then he’s between my legs, pushing down my yoga pants with one hand while his other hand fumbles his jeans out of the way.


  He presses me forward, grazes his teeth along my neck one more time, even as he reaches between my thighs to test my readiness. I’m hot and wet, my body aching and clenching with the need to feel him inside me.


  “Ethan, please. I need—” My words turn to dust in my mouth as he bends me over the railing and surges inside of me with one powerful thrust of his hips.


  I whimper deep in my throat, probably would have screamed if I wasn’t worried about alerting the whole neighborhood to what we’re doing. It’s been less than twenty-four hours since he was inside of me, but that’s too long. Far too long. I need this. I need him, Ethan, inside of me, loving me, all the time. I need the power and the softness, the passion and the sweetness that is him. Again and again and again.


  I try to speak, but my mouth is desert dry. There’s only enough thought, enough sanity left for the high, hungry sounds clawing their way out of my throat with each heavy slam of Ethan’s hips against my ass.


  I reach behind him, rake my nails down his bare ass as I try to pull him even closer. “Harder,” I finally manage to form the word that’s been throbbing inside of me since the moment I first felt his fingers rubbing against my sex. “Please. Harder.”


  Ethan responds with more pressure, with harder thrusts until it almost feels like he’s ripping me apart. But it’s good, so good, and I don’t want him to stop. Not now. Not ever.


  His left hand moves between my legs while his right one remains at the small of my back, pressing me forward for the best angle. He spreads me open, strokes the spot where we’re joined. Fireworks go off inside of me and I climb higher and higher, the need to orgasm growing with every second that passes.


  “Come on, baby,” he murmurs, breath hot and heavy against my ear. “Come for me. Let me feel you.” He reaches for my clit then, strokes his thumb over it once, twice, a third time. That’s all it takes to break me open, to shatter me. I come, sobbing his name.


  And still Ethan doesn’t stop. He rides me through the orgasm, his heavy body pounding into mine even as he continues to stroke my clit. Wave after wave of sensation crashes through me, weakening my knees and sending slivers of electricity to every part of me.


  And then he’s sliding a hand under my tank top, rubbing my nipples through my bra. I’m so sensitive that it almost hurts even as it causes another wave of pleasure to crash through me. “I can’t,” I gasp, pushing at his hand. “No more.”


  “There’s always more,” he tells me, squeezing my nipple between his thumb and index finger. “There has to be. You’re mine, Chloe. You’re mine and I’m never letting you go.”


  He continues thrusting into me, even as he licks his tongue down the side of my neck. One of his hands is on my breast, the other is on my clit and I can feel another orgasm building inside me. This one is immense, terrifying, nearly painful in its intensity and there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to let go. That wants to stay right here, where it’s safe. Where I’m grounded and don’t have to worry about being adrift in the ocean of emotions Ethan calls forth from me.


  But Ethan won’t have it. “Come on, Chloe. Give it to me. I’ve got you, baby. I’ve got you, love. One more time. I swear, I’ve got you.”


  He strokes my clit harder, faster, determined to bring me over. “I love it when you come. I love being inside of you when your muscles clench around me again and again.”


  He bends his head to my shoulder, licks at the line of sweat that’s rolling down my shoulder blade. “I love the way your skin flushes and your mouth falls open. I love the way your nipples peak and your hips jerk against mine.” He skims his lips over my lobe, his tongue sweeping against the sensitive spot behind my ear as he continues to whisper to me, continues to drive me higher with his words and his body and his love. Always his love.


  Tears are streaming down my face now, my body so far out of my control that I can’t imagine ever belonging to myself again. And in this moment, at this time, I can’t bring myself to care. Not with Ethan’s body moving feverishly inside mine. Not with his words ripping though me like lightning, inflaming me, taking me higher and higher with every breath that passes between us.


  “I love the way you take me,” he tells me. “I love the way you give yourself to me so completely, the way you give and give and give. I love how you take all of me. How you tremble against me and beg for more.” His mouth fastens on the spot between my neck and shoulder, sucking ravenously.


  “I love the way you look at me, like you don’t quite get me but are determined to figure me out. I love how brave you are. I love how strong you are, how you always get back up. I love how honest and open you are, with your body and your heart.”


  He sucks hard against my neck, leaves another bruise, then soothes it with his tongue. His wicked, wonderful tongue.


  “I love your body.” He thrusts into me again and again. “I love the softness of your skin, how it glows in the moonlight. I love connecting the dots of your freckles, making pictures on your thighs and stomach and shoulders.


  “I love your breasts. I love the way they feel in my hands, round and soft and heavy.” His fingers move to my other breast, play with it, as well. “I love how hard your nipples get for me, love the way you always taste like sweet cream and honey. I love your eyes and how they always tell me what you’re thinking. I love the way you look at me. I love the way you’re always so open and honest, how you never try to hide yourself away from me.


  “I love being inside you—” He gives an extra hard thrust for emphasis and it’s all I can do to breathe. “And I absolutely adore your ass.” One of his hands drifts between the globes of my ass, pressing against my anus until I’m seeing stars. And then he’s thrusting one long finger inside of me, slowly, carefully pressing deeper and deeper until I forget all the reasons I can’t scream and just let go.


  He laughs at the sound, a low, deep chuckle against my ear that sends heat spiraling through me. I’m so close now, teetering on the edge, but for all his big words earlier, he refuses to send me over again. Refuses to let me come even as I twist and plead against him. “I love everything about you, Chloe.” He slides that insidious finger inside me again, strokes deep inside me even as he pulls his cock out and slams home, again and again and again. “I just love you, baby. I just love you.”


  That’s what does it, what finally sends me soaring over the edge into an orgasm so powerful that it feels a little bit like death itself. There’s a roaring in my ears, a blackness in front of my eyes. And a supernova inside of me burning brighter and brighter and brighter until I fall straight through the wide, dark center of it.


  Ethan comes then, too, calling my name as his powerful body spills and spills and spills inside of me.


  I keep coming and so does he, for long, interminable seconds that tie us together like nothing else ever has.


  And when it’s over, when he’s emptied himself so completely into me that he can barely lift his head from where it rests between my shoulder blades, I know the truth.


  That he has wrecked me, just as surely as he’s wrecked himself. And in doing so, he’s filled me up completely. With his love, with himself, with everything I never knew I needed. And I’ll love him for it forever.


  Chapter Eighteen


  My alarm goes off at six-thirty, barely an hour after Ethan and I finally stumbled into the house and down the hall to bed. I groan as I reach for my phone to shut it off, telling myself as I do that I shouldn’t throw the stupid thing across the room. After all, it isn’t my phone’s fault that I’m a total idiot.


  It’s a close call, though, and might have ended badly except Ethan fumbles it out of my hand and drops it gently to the floor before pulling me into him, my back to his chest.


  “We have to get up.” I groan, the idea of actually prying my eyes open leaves me feeling sick and dizzy. I’m exhausted, not to mention sore as hell from my blind flight down the beach last night. A flight that seems stupid in light of how it all ended up, with Ethan and me joined so closely that for long moments I couldn’t tell where I ended and he began. “I have a meeting today. And you probably have to buy a small country.”


  “Two small countries, actually,” he says, pressing soft, warm kisses against my shoulder. “But alas, Frost Industries is closed because of the fires, so there will be no takeovers today.”


  “Closed?” I ask him, somehow finding the strength to both open my eyes and turn my head so that I can see his face. “Are you just screwing with me?” I demand. “As punishment for what happened last night?”


  He licks his way slowly down my spinal cord. “I thought I’d already exacted revenge for you running away last night. Remember, on the porch, when you went a little crazy? But if you’d like me to try again …” He rolls us over so that I’m facedown against the bed and he’s on top of me, all long, lean, powerful muscles. “I’m sure I can be persuaded.”


  I arch my back a little, rub my naked ass against his already very aroused cock. He groans a little even as he slides an arm under me to cant my hips up higher. And then he’s sliding against me, sliding into me, with long, lazy strokes that have my breath catching in my throat.


  “You’re going to be the death of me, Chloe,” he murmurs against my ear as his thumb moves to circle my clit.


  “Me? I was just lying here minding my own business when—” I break off, gasping, as his cock nudges against my G-spot.


  “Like that, huh?” he asks, rolling his hips so that he hits it again and then again.


  “What’s not … what’s not to like?” I squirm against him a little, trying to get my arm out from under me, and he groans.


  “Fuck, baby. Do that again.”


  So I do, wiggling even as I tighten my internal muscles so that I’m clamping down around him.


  “Fuck,” he says again, in a voice gone low and dark.


  The sound of his arousal stokes my own and in an instant our early-morning lovemaking session goes from lazy to urgent. Heat slams through me and I reach back, dig my nails into his ass as I pull him into me.


  Ethan growls at the quick prick of pain, and then he’s rocking into me so hard that the headboard slams against the wall.


  It’s quick and intense and powerful, so powerful. We’ve never done it like this before with Ethan completely on top of me, covering every inch of me with his strong, muscular body. I don’t know why we haven’t, except that he’s always been very careful not to put me in a position where I feel helpless, overwhelmed. Where I feel powerless.


  But this, this isn’t about being powerless.


  Yes, I’m trapped beneath him. Yes, he’s definitely controlling the fast, hard rhythm of our lovemaking. And still, I’ve never felt more powerful.


  How could I not when Ethan is murmuring wicked, dirty things in my ear? When he’s making low, desperate sounds in the back of his throat? When he’s making love to me like I’m the most important person in his world.


  “Chloe, fuck, baby. I’m so close. I’m so—”


  I turn my head then, grab hold of Ethan’s hair and pull his mouth down to mine. It’s a wild, depraved thing, this kiss, filled with tongue and teeth and desperate curses. And it goes on and on and on as Ethan continues to pound me into the bed.


  “I love you,” he tells me as he yanks his mouth from mine. “I love you, Chloe. I love you, I love you, I love you.”


  And then it’s his turn to shove his hands through my hair, his turn to pull my head back. He fastens his mouth to my neck, to my throat, and ecstasy wells up within me.


  “Ethan!” I cry his name as my body hurtles over the edge. And then he’s with me, holding me, loving me, as we splinter into a thousand pieces that somehow fit together just perfectly.
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  Hours later, I awaken to Ethan’s hand on my shoulder, his concerned face inches from mine.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask, trying to gather my still-scattered wits.


  “You need to get dressed. We have to go.”


  “Go?” I’m still groggy, still out of it from the crazy late night run and too-intense early morning lovemaking.


  “The fires are getting bad. We’re going to Napa for a couple of days.”


  “Napa? We can’t just go to Napa.”


  “Well, we can’t stay here. There’s a total of fifteen fires burning around the city, the air quality is shit and everything is shut down. It’ll be days before they get things under control.”


  “Oh my God. All those people—”


  “I know,” he tells me grimly, even as he helps me out of bed. “Frost Industries is running buses in the poorest area of towns, where public transportation is overloaded and people don’t have the means to get away.”


  “Where are you taking them?”


  “We’re working with the city on getting shelters set up in Temecula and Lake Elsinore. At this point the wind is blowing toward the south, and they don’t anticipate any changes for a while. Which means we’re in trouble down here, but people up north should be safe.”


  “You’re amazing,” I tell him, pressing a hard kiss to his mouth. “You know that, right?”


  “It’s nothing. Anyone who has the means would do it.”


  “No,” I tell him, looking him straight in the eye. “That’s what makes you different than so many others.”


  It’s what I should have told Miles when he came here bitching about Ethan, what I should have reminded myself of when I started to have doubts. Ethan is, no doubt, the most decent guy I know. He helps people for no other reason than because he can. A guy like that doesn’t throw in with scum, even if they are his family. A guy like that would never betray me.


  “Do I have time for a shower?” I ask as I cross to the closet, suddenly realizing how sticky and gross I feel.


  “If you hurry. No more than five minutes. Michael is already outside.”


  “Michael. You’re not leaving him here, are you?” I demand.


  “No, Chloe. He’s flying the helicopter that’s taking us out of here. And I’ve hired a large plane to take any Frost Industries employees and their families to Vegas who want to evacuate there. Good enough, Your Highness?”


  “Perfect. Better than perfect.”


  “Now move,” he says, with a quick swat to my bottom. “Your shower’s down to four minutes.”


  It takes me six, but Ethan doesn’t complain. And then we’re making a mad dash for the helipad. My hair is soaking wet and I’m shoving a haphazard assortment of clothes into my backpack as he shoves me toward the back door.


  But the second we step outside, I can see why he’s so concerned. The sky is nearly black with smoke, the air quality so terrible I can barely catch my breath. And as we run toward the helipad, ash actually falls on us, coating our skin and clothes and hair.


  “My God,” I tell him, looking around with wide eyes. “It’s like hell out here. Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”


  “I woke you as soon as everything was arranged. Waking you up earlier wouldn’t have done anything but given you more time to worry.”


  “No offense, but it looks like there’s a lot to worry about.”


  He presses a kiss to my temple. “We’ll be fine. Now move.” He points to the helicopter that’s waiting on the helipad, rotors whirring. “Michael will have trouble flying that thing if the smoke gets any thicker.”


  That’s all it takes to get me moving, running full out toward the chopper despite my sore muscles and aching lungs.


  Within minutes we’re airborne, flying straight up through the smoke to where the air is a little clearer. “Why Napa?” I ask Ethan, after we’re out of the worst of it.


  “Because I have a vineyard there I thought you might like to see.”


  “A vineyard? You own a vineyard?” I don’t know why that shocks me so much. The man owns a lot, after all. But still. A vineyard? It sounds so decadent and lovely, all at the same time.


  Ethan laughs and pulls me into his side. “I own several vineyards, actually. But only one in Napa.”


  “Several. Where are the others?”


  “Italy. France. Mexico.”


  “Of course. Because why wouldn’t you have vineyards all over the world?”


  He laughs. “Exactly. Why wouldn’t I?”


  I shoot him a dirty look. “You don’t actually want me to answer that, do you?”


  “Not even a little bit. This one is my favorite, though.”


  That gets my attention. From the beginning, things have been so intense between Ethan and me that I forget there’s still so much I don’t know about him. So much that I want to know. “Why is this one your favorite?”


  “Because it makes my favorite pinot noir. And because it was my first.”


  “Ahhh, you never forget your first.”


  Ethan’s face goes dark and sensual at that, and I can’t stop my breath from hitching in my throat. “What—” My voice cracks, so I clear my throat, try again. It’s hard, though, when Ethan’s looking at me like he wants to devour me right here in the helicopter. “What’s that look for?”


  He runs a rough thumb back and forth over my lips. “I like that I was your first. It wouldn’t matter if I wasn’t, wouldn’t make what I feel for you any less overwhelming. But still, I like knowing that I’m your first … and I plan to be your last, as well.”


  My stomach jumps unpleasantly. “Technically, you weren’t—”


  He stops me with a look. “I was your first in any way that matters. Brandon is a fucking animal and he got nothing of you. What he took—” He breaks off, shakes his head. “What he took has nothing to do with what we have, with what we are to each other.”


  Tears bloom in my eyes at the sweetness—and the intensity—of his words. “I love you,” I tell him when I can finally find my voice again.


  “I love you more.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  “It’s a vineyard. A real, honest to God vineyard.”


  “That’s what I told you.”


  We’ve just landed at Ethan’s place at Napa and I’m standing behind the main house, on top of a huge hill that looks down upon acres and acres of grapevines.


  “Yeah, but I thought you meant you had a few grapes.”


  He shrugs, raises his hands in a self-deprecating gesture as he nods toward the grapevines. “I have more than a few grapes.”


  “I can see that now. You also have trucks and grape pickers and a tasting room. And wine-making … stuff. You have a vineyard.”


  “Which is exactly what I told you I had.”


  “Yeah, but …”


  “But what?”


  “But it’s a vineyard!”


  He’s full-on grinning now, like I’m the craziest thing he’s ever seen. “You already said that.”


  “I know, but it’s—”


  “A vineyard,” he finishes for me. “Yes. It is. And not that I’m not having a good time, but are we really going to do this all day?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe. What else is there to do?”


  “I could show you around, show you all the ‘wine-making stuff’ you were speaking of so eloquently. Or we could go into town, get some lunch. Maybe pick up some groceries.”


  “What?” I ask him in mock outrage. “You don’t have a cook? Or someone to stock the house for you? I’m very disappointed in your king of the manor persona.”


  “I do, actually, have someone to do all of that, but I was afraid you’d rag me about it if I asked her to do it. I wonder where I could possibly have gotten that idea?”


  “I can’t imagine.” I stand on my tiptoes and give him a loud, smacking kiss on the mouth. “But I’m hungry, so food sounds like a good plan. Give me a minute to run a brush through my hair and maybe put on some lip gloss and I’ll be good to go.”


  “Do you want me to show you to our room? I can give you a quick tour of the house.”


  “I would love a tour. But my stomach’s growling and from out here the thing looks like an only slightly smaller version of the Palace of Versailles, so maybe we’ll wait on the tour until later. I’m not adverse to you pointing me toward the nearest restroom, though, if you don’t mind.”


  “Your disdain for my wealth is truly impressive, if you don’t mind my saying so.”


  “Almost as impressive as the wealth itself, huh?” I answer with a roll of my eyes.


  “Oh, more so. Definitely more so.” Ethan’s laughing now, his blue eyes glowing as brightly as the low-hanging sun right above our heads. It’s exactly the reaction I’m going for with my banter, considering I’m filled with guilt after the stunt I pulled last night. Not that I don’t think I had a right—have a right, because I’m still not over it if I’m being honest—to be upset, but I can’t stand the fact that I hurt Ethan. That my own issues made me lash out and damage him, when he’s done nothing but love me. Nothing but care for me to the best of his ability.


  I’m still not sure how I’m going to get past the news that the man who raped me is one small step away from being a United States Congressman. Any more than I know how I’m going to live with the fact that—if he wins—the man I love helped put him there.


  Oh, Ethan says it’s not going to happen. He says he’s working hard to ensure that Brandon never gets the chance to abuse his power again. But Ethan told me he did a lot of work for him before the last few weeks. He’s given him a lot of his own money, since family money doesn’t count as a campaign donation. He’s held a dozen fund-raisers for Brandon as he ran—and won—a seat on the state senate two years ago, almost straight out of college.


  So even though he’s withdrawing his support now, much of the damage is already done. Or much of the success, depending how you look at it.


  Maybe it’d be smarter to walk away. Actually, there’s no maybe about it. It would definitely be smarter. But not easier. And not better.


  Not when I love Ethan the way that I do.


  Not when I need him just to breathe.


  He leads me through the house to the nearest bathroom, and though I’m intent on freshening up and getting out the door to eat, I can’t help being awed by the parts of the house I’m seeing. I thought nothing could be as perfect as Ethan’s La Jolla house, all high ceilings and huge picture windows in every room that make the most of the ocean views. But this place is just as beautiful, in a different way.


  Whereas his La Jolla house is light and modern, this one is warmer, more ornate. With its antiques and elaborate furnishings and warm, cherrywood in every room, it should be a little over the top. But the decorator was brilliant and somehow knew exactly what he or she was doing so that each room seems elegant and warm instead of cold and overdone.


  I can’t wait to explore—and maybe even match the La Jolla House for number of rooms we’ve made love in—but right now I’m definitely more interested in eating than I am anything else. Even sex with Ethan. And I never thought I’d say that. But I was too upset to eat lunch or dinner yesterday and since today started with a helicopter ride, after a twenty mile run, I think I’ve got a right to be famished.


  A quick look in the mirror tells me that my six minute shower did me no favors this morning. My hair has dried in frizzy waves that make me look a little like a crazy person—okay, a lot—and my super late night followed by no makeup routine has left me with circles dark enough to look like actual bruises.


  I’ve got to give Ethan credit that he even suggested taking me into town looking like this. I’m seriously one minuscule step away from scaring small children with a single glance.


  After digging in my purse, I come up with a banana clip and a small bag of makeup. It’s more than I expected to find, to be honest, so I twist my hair up and then do the best that I can with some BB cream, lip gloss and mascara.


  I’m certainly not going to win any beauty contests but maybe the small children won’t scream quite so loudly …


  Our trip into town is quiet. This is my first time in Napa and I’m kind of overwhelmed at how gorgeous it is. All rolling vineyards and warm sunshine and flowers as far as the eye can see. And while it’s horrible what’s happening in San Diego right now, I can’t help being grateful that I have these few days with Ethan in this beautiful place. Just the two of us, trying to reconnect after all the crap that’s been thrown at us these last few weeks.


  He takes me to a charming little bistro with rock walls and striped awnings and a truly astonishing menu, which Ethan seems to know quite well. He offers to order for me and does a really nice job of it, considering we’ve only been on a few real dates.


  We dine on rustic French soups, followed by a gorgeous beet salad and the most delicious coq au vin I’ve ever tasted. It’s a lot of food, but I’m hungry enough to do it justice—even with the different wines Ethan insists on ordering to accompany each course. I do draw the line at dessert, so Ethan has a couple packed up for us to eat later, and then we’re on our way.


  We spend a couple of hours walking around the Historic Napa Mill, a shopping center filled with quaint little boutiques and gourmet food stores. It’s a lot of fun strolling hand in hand with Ethan, who knows more about the area than I had ever imagined. He regales me with story after story about Napa Valley and the only moment of discord we have is when he wants to buy me a silk scarf I admire.


  It’s hand-painted by a local artist and absolutely gorgeous—very impressionistic in style and even the color scheme reminds me a lot of Monet’s The Rose Walk. And while I like it very much, I’m not inclined to let Ethan spend close to two thousand dollars on it. Not after everything else he’s bought me. And not when the lavender bath oil from the shop across the way is just as charming of a souvenir for literally one percent of the cost of the scarf.


  On the way to the car, I can tell Ethan’s a little annoyed by my refusal to let him buy me the scarf—which in turn makes me anxious. Not anxious enough to change my mind, but more than anxious enough to talk to him about why I refused.


  “I’m really not trying to be difficult,” I tell him after he pulls into traffic.


  “Yeah, well, you’re doing a pretty good job of it for not trying.” His tone is crisp, acerbic even, but a glance at his face shows me that the right corner of his mouth is twitching just a little—the way it always does when he’s struggling not to smile.


  “Look, I know you have money. I know you have a lot of money and that buying that scarf would mean less than nothing to you—”


  “Of course it would.” He looks surprised that I would think otherwise. “Everything I buy for you means something.”


  I nearly melt, which I’m pretty sure is not what needs to be going on here. But it happens anyway and by the time I have my emotions under control, he’s pulling the car into the parking lot of a local market. “Can I buy the food?” he asks after he comes around and opens my car door for me. “Or do we need to go dutch on that? I don’t want to step on your toes.”


  “Really?” I ask him, crossing my arms over my chest and glaring at him.


  He holds his hands up in surrender. “Hey, I’m just asking. Want to make sure I’ve got the rules clear.”


  “I don’t know. If you intend to be this big of an asshole, then I think I’ll be paying for my own food, thank you very much.”


  “I’m the asshole?” He slams the car door, then leans back against it like he has no intention of going anywhere until we have this sorted out. Which is more than fine with me, since it’s a fight that’s been brewing for a while between us. “Do you ever think how it makes me feel that every time I try to give you something, it’s a fight?”


  “That’s not fair.”


  “No, it isn’t fair, to either of us. But it is true. So why don’t we get to the bottom of this once and for all so we can go back to enjoying the day. What is it about me buying you presents that makes you so goddamn uncomfortable?”


  “First of all, when I said it wasn’t fair, I meant that it’s not all your presents that make me uncomfortable,” I tell him. When he looks at me like I’m not being honest, I insist, “It isn’t. I love the things you send me—the seashells, the tea, the books, the hair combs. I even kept the suit without a hassle, though I have to admit that grated on me a little bit. But I needed it and I knew it was your way of making up for what happened on the beach.”


  “Just to be clear, there’s nothing I regret about what happened on the beach that night. And nothing that I want to make amends for.”


  “You know what I mean. The rain ruined my suit which probably wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t …”


  “If I hadn’t … Oh, right. If I hadn’t ripped your clothes off and fucked you up against a building?”


  I roll my eyes, try to pretend I’m not blushing. “Yes. Exactly. That.”


  “So you took the suit because I was at least as responsible for ruining its predecessor as you were.”


  “Uh, no. You were way more responsible for it. You ripped every button off my blouse. And broke the zipper on my pants.”


  He smiles reminiscently. “I was in a hurry.”


  “Yeah, I’m aware of that.”


  “So, you took the suit. But the blender, the scarf, the belly chain—they don’t sit well with you.”


  “They don’t. No. I mean, I love the belly chain and if you want it back at this point you’ll probably have to pry it out of my cold, dead hand. But if I’d had any idea what it cost when you first gave it to me, I never would have accepted it.”


  “Why not?” Ethan demands, and for the first time since we started the discussion he seems truly frustrated. “That chain is more than just a piece of jewelry and we both know it. So why would you object to something that’s a symbol of the commitment we have to each other? Something that helps ground you and makes you feel more secure in yourself and in our relationship?”


  “Don’t talk about it like it’s a collar,” I tell him.


  “That’s exactly what it is and you and I both know it. And I don’t appreciate you pretending otherwise. You want to talk, we’ll talk. But I’m not up for bullshit right now.”


  It’s probably the toughest Ethan has ever talked to me and it gets my back up a little. Then again, a look into his stubborn blue eyes tells me that that’s exactly what he’s going for. He’s trying to piss me off. Trying to get me to react when I’m trying so hard to be calm about this.


  But even knowing what he’s doing doesn’t stop me from reacting to it. “And I’m not up for this macho act you’ve got going on, either, so you might want to reconsider it,” I say with a definite bite.


  “If you don’t like it, then tell me what’s really going on. Don’t hand me some bullshit line about liking sea glass but not being able to accept anything that costs over twenty bucks.”


  “It’s not bullshit!” I tell him, and for the first time, I’m getting angry.


  “It kind of is,” he answers. “And I’m getting damn sick of it. So tell me the truth. What do you have against my money?”


  “Nothing!” I assure him. “I know how hard you’ve worked for everything you have. You deserve everything you’ve got.”


  “Okay, then.” He eyes me skeptically. “If it’s not the money you’re upset about, then what do you have against me personally?”


  “Seriously? Now you’re just being stupid.”


  “Am I? I don’t think so. Because it has to be one or the other—you don’t like my money or you don’t like me. Nothing else makes sense.”


  “I’m completely in love with you, Ethan. You know that.”


  “Then I don’t get it, Chloe. If it’s not the money and it’s not me, what is it?”


  “Your family bought my silence for three million dollars.” The words come out before I even know I’m going to say them. But it’s the truth and if we’re going to make this thing work, Ethan might as well know exactly what it is he’s dealing with. Exactly what it is he’s up against.


  “They threw their money at me to get Brandon off the hook and it worked, just like they knew it would. I mean, I took it, right?”


  “Your parents took it—”


  “Yeah, but they weren’t the ones who had to go to the police station and recant their statement, were they? No, that was me. I’m the one who had to walk in there all alone and tell them I’d made the whole thing up. I’m the one who had to sit there and be threatened with being charged with filing a fake police report while your brother just walked away. And I’m the one who had to sign the non-disclosure agreement, promising that upon payment I would never speak of the rape in association with Brandon’s name again. And I never did, not until he showed up on your doorstep three weeks ago. But you already knew, so I guess it didn’t count.”


  Ethan looks stricken when he reaches for me. “Baby, I’m sorry. I swear, I’ve never thought about it like that. If I had—”


  “There’s nothing for you to be sorry about.” But still I shrug him off. I can’t stand the idea of him touching me while I tell him just how low I sunk. Just how pathetic I was. “You’re not the one who sat there watching them hand your father a check for three million dollars. And you’re not the one who went home, climbed in the bathtub and tried so hard, so hard, to work up the nerve to slice your wrists wide open.”


  “Jesus Christ. Chloe. Jesus Christ.” He reaches for me again and again I shrug him off. “You can’t tell me and then not let me hold you.”


  “I’m okay.”


  “I know you are. But I’m not. Baby, I’m not.” He looks like he’s going to try to touch me again, try to hold me, but at the last second he lifts his hand to the back of his neck and rubs at it instead. I’m not sure whether I’m grateful or devastated.


  In the end, I figure it doesn’t really matter either way. I just want to finish this story. Just want to get it over with. “I was never strong enough to do it. I’d go to school every day, listen to your brother and his friends call me a whore and a slut. I’d fight them off in the stairwell when they groped my breasts or tried to shove a hand up my skirt. When they pushed me onto my knees and told me how much I wanted it. When they unzipped their pants and tried to make me—”


  My voice breaks and I realize it’s because I’m crying. Again. Damn it. Why is there always more? More pain. More tears. More stupid, psychotic shit I’ve got to wade through because I was once an idiotic fifteen-year-old girl who made a lot of idiotic mistakes.


  After I fell for Ethan, I thought it was over. Thought I’d moved past it, gotten over it. And now, here I am in the middle of a goddamn parking lot in fucking Napa Valley and it’s all right here between us again. Where it always is.


  Where I’m desperately afraid it always will be.


  I look down at the ground now, because I can’t tell the rest of the story if I’m looking at Ethan. Not this, after everything else. Not when I still don’t know which part I’m most ashamed of. The fact that I wanted to kill myself or the fact that I was too chicken to go through with it.


  “Every day for a year, I tried. I got home, went upstairs to the bathroom, got out the straight edged razor I’d bought for just that purpose. And I’d try. I’d try and try and try until my arms were covered with shallow little cuts. Hesitation wounds, the shrinks call them. That was me, always hesitating. Never able to get the job done, no matter how hard I tried.”


  I brush impatiently at the last stray tears sliding down my face as I wait for Ethan to say something, anything. He hasn’t said a word since that muttered, Jesus Christ, when I first started talking. I’m not sure what his silence means but I figure it’s probably not good.


  Chapter Twenty


  I’m not sure how long we stand there. Long enough for people to load a cart full of groceries into the SUV next to us and pull away. Long enough for the little girl sitting on the bench in front of the store to finish her ice cream cone. More than long enough for me to feel it as those pieces that had lined up so well last night get all mixed up again.


  We wait and wait and wait.


  I keep expecting Ethan to say something. For him to tell me that he understands, that it’s okay—or that he doesn’t and we’ve made a gigantic mistake. At this point, I’m not sure which of those would be worse. I just know that I can’t stand the waiting much longer. Not if I have any hope of staying sane.


  He won’t even look at me, hasn’t let his eyes meet mine once since I told him I’d tried to kill myself.


  Finally, I can’t take the silence any longer. “Ethan.”


  His eyes jump to mine. They’re blurry and out of focus and goddamnit I must be crying again. Except when I scrub a hand across my cheek, it’s dry. That’s when it hits me. I’m not crying. Ethan is.


  “Oh, baby, please. Don’t. Don’t do that.” This time I reach for him and he’s the one who flinches away. It slices deep. Not just the rejection but the knowledge that once again I’ve inadvertently hurt him. Rejected him.


  “If you would let me, I would give you every penny that I have and every penny that I’ll ever make.”


  “Is that what you think I want? Your money?” It’s like he hasn’t heard anything that I said.


  “Not even a little bit. But it’s what I think you deserve.” He wraps one big, calloused hand around my neck and pulls me gently toward him. “It doesn’t matter how many times those little bastards called you a whore. It doesn’t make you one. And it doesn’t matter how many times you told yourself you were weak. You will never be anything but the strongest woman I have ever met.”


  “Don’t do that. Don’t put me on some kind of pedestal—”


  “I wish. I wish I could put you on a pedestal. I wish I could put you somewhere under glass, where I could keep you safe from all this shit you never should have had to deal with. I wish I would have known what Brandon was like a long time ago, wish I could have kept you out of his hands that night and every other one you had to put up with his bullshit.


  “And I want you to know—I need you to know—that when I buy you a present, it’s not because I think that you expect it. Or that I feel like I have to do it to make you happy. Because that’s not it at all, Chloe.” He leans over, presses his forehead to mine. “It’s only that I love you and I want to give you the world.”


  My throat is tight before he’s even half done with his speech and it takes everything I’ve got to keep from breaking down all over again. But he’s still sounding pretty shaken and I figure in any couple, at any one time, there’s only room for one of them to be losing their shit. And right now, that one appears to be Ethan.


  And so I swallow a few times, wait it out. And only when I’m certain that I can sound normal do I say, “You know, right, that I feel the same way about you? I think you deserve everything and it bothers me that you’re stuck with me. I’m neurotic and broken and so far from normal that I probably wouldn’t recognize it if it hit me over the head.”


  “Stuck with you? Jesus, Chloe, I’m not stuck with you. I’m blessed with you.”


  “Oh, Ethan, love, I think you’ve got that backward.”


  “No. No, I don’t.”


  He brushes his lips over mine and this kiss, our first kiss in what seems like forever … it’s a tapestry. A thousand stories and a thousand mistakes and a thousand glittering strands of light all threaded together to make something beautiful. To make something real.


  “I love you,” he whispers against my mouth.


  I laugh and if it’s a little soggy, there’s no one around but us to notice. “I don’t know why. I’m crazy.”


  “Yeah, but you’re my kind of crazy, so …” He steps back then, starts to open the car door back up.


  “I thought we were going grocery shopping?”


  “Fuck grocery shopping. I’m taking you home.”


  “Why? I mean, I’m still full from lunch, but presumably at some point we will want to eat again.”


  “Yeah, well, this is where being rich comes in handy. Because I actually do have someone who’s job it is to stock up my kitchen.”


  “But we’re already here. It’ll only take a few minutes.”


  “Are you sure?” he asks, and this time it sounds like he thinks I really might be crazy.


  “Please. I just want to do something normal for a little while. Something every other couple in America has to do.”


  That sucks the argument out of him, just as I knew it would.


  In minutes, we’re pushing a cart around the supermarket, picking up whatever strikes our fancy. Cherry Garcia ice cream. Brie cheese. Organic eggs. French bread. Cinnamon rolls. Tortellini salad. All in all, it takes about half an hour and goes very smoothly. At least until we get up to the cash register and I find myself staring at the tabloids as we wait our turn in line.


  There’s a part of me that’s still locked in my head after our conversation in the parking lot and so it takes me a couple of minutes to actually read the lurid headlines I’m staring at. When I do, I have to grab on to Ethan to keep from falling as the whole world turns to quicksand around me.


  “What’s wrong?” he asks even as he wraps a steadying arm around my waist.


  I can’t speak so instead I just point at the magazines.


  One of the headlines reads “Ethan Frost’s New Girlfriend: Portrait of a Gold Digger” while another takes the more subtle route: “Millionaire Playboy Ethan Frost Robs the Cradle … Or Is It the Other Way Around?” And if all that’s not horrifying enough, sitting right in the middle of all the magazines is one of the most popular gossip rags. It’s cover is a picture of Brandon, with the headline, “America’s New Sweetheart?” It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to vomit right in the middle of the conveyer belt.


  [image: ]


  Ethan gets us out of there within minutes. He bags the groceries for the checker and then all but throws his cash at her before sweeping me into the crook of his arm and bustling me out to the car. I’m so out of it at this point that I don’t even remind him to get his change.


  Most of the ride home is a blur. I don’t notice any of the gorgeous scenery I waxed so poetic over during our ride to town. Don’t pay attention to the traffic that has gone from light to horrific in the space of a few hours. Don’t see or hear anything, really, except Ethan telling me over and over again how sorry he is that this is happening.


  “It’s not your fault,” I tell him each time he says it. But it’s just lip service. I’m not even sure what he’s saying, let alone how I’m responding.


  Eventually the shock wears off, is replaced by anger. I know Ethan’s a famous guy and I know him having a girlfriend is news. But the endemic sexism of the headlines. The idea that Ethan is only with me for my looks and I’m only with him for his money is insulting as hell—to both of us. Not to mention pretty much the opposite of how things really are. I’d be a hell of a lot happier if Ethan had less money. If he was just an ordinary guy—and he knows it.


  Who the hell are these tabloids to judge me based on the fact that I’m a student and an intern? I work for one of the most prestigious corporations in America and I’m applying to law school in less than six months. Surely that should count for something?


  It doesn’t, of course it doesn’t. The truth rarely matters unless it can sell magazines. Nothing proves that more than a magazine calling Brandon Jacobs “America’s Sweetheart.”


  We finally—finally—make it back to the house and Ethan parks the car before running around to my side to help me out. “I’m not an invalid,” I tell him as I get myself out of the car and up to the front door. “I really am fine, you know. It was just the shock of it, after everything we had just been talking about.”


  “I know. And I’m so—”


  “If you tell me you’re sorry one more time, I’m really not going to be responsible for my actions. But if it makes you feel better, you can carry in the groceries while I languish on the couch like a damsel in distress.”


  “I’m good with that.”


  I roll my eyes at him. “Somehow I knew you would be.”


  I, however, have never been much for languishing, so as Ethan carries the bags in, I make quick work of putting them away in his state-of-the-art kitchen. I thought the kitchen in the La Jolla house was fancy, but this one is something else. Two stoves, a built-in grill, refrigerator and warming drawers not to mention huge double ovens. Napa is known as one of the food capitals of the world and I can’t help wondering if that’s why this kitchen is such a chef’s paradise. If it’s just part of the culture here.


  And yes, I am well aware that I’m focusing on things like Ethan’s Sub-Zero refrigerator and state-of-the-art range because it keeps me from thinking about those tabloids. And about the fact that I’m once again being called a whore—only this time it’s not just my classmates who get to hear the insults. It’s the whole damn world.


  When I’m done putting away the last of the groceries, I wander through the huge family room and down the hall, looking for Ethan. I find him in the back of the house, in the master suite. He’s running a bubble bath with my new lavender bath oils and the entire bathroom smells like a summer meadow.


  “Careful,” I tell him, sliding my arms around his waist from behind. “You keep smelling this good, with your pretty face, someone’s going to think you’re a girl.”


  “Nothing wrong with that,” he tells me, tossing a quick grin over his shoulder. “I like girls.”


  “I think I’ve heard that about you somewhere.” I press a few kisses between his shoulder blades, reveling in the way his whole body just melts at my ministrations.


  “You okay?” he asks after a minute. He’s careful to keep his gaze focused on the running water while he waits for my reply.


  “I’m fine.” And if it’s not quite the truth, well then no one needs to know that but me. “Besides, if I’m going to be your girlfriend, I’m going to have to get used to the barbs. There’re a lot of women who would give their favorite pair of Louboutins to be in my position.”


  “Don’t you mean your shoes?” Ethan says with a quiet smirk.


  “Oh, absolutely. My bargain flip-flops really are all the rage right now.”


  He finally turns then with a laugh and wraps me up in a huge bear hug. And maybe it’s weak of me, but I can’t help burrowing in. Can’t help clinging for a couple of long, quiet moments.


  “Why don’t you take a bath?” he suggests when I finally let go. “After that run last night, you’ve got to be sore.”


  I am. And it’s that soreness that keeps reminding me that my headlong flight into the darkness really did happen just last night. With everything that’s happened since—good and bad—the argument that caused me to run in the first place seems like it happened such a long, long time ago.


  “I plan on it.” I start unbuttoning his shirt slowly, carefully. “Why don’t you join me?”


  A quick hand on mine stays my fingers before they can take care of more than the first two. “I’d love to, but I have a couple of business calls to make. I want to make sure the buses got everyone evacuated and ensure that the plane landed safely in Vegas. But the calls shouldn’t take too long. When I’m done, I’ll make us a light dinner. Sound good?”


  “It sounds very good. Though I’ll miss you when I’m soaking in this big tub all by myself.”


  Ethan grins. “Yes, well, we’ll definitely have to remedy that before we head back to San Diego. I wouldn’t want you to be lonely.”


  I laugh, as he intends me to, and then watch him walk away before slipping out of my clothes and sinking into the fragrant, steaming water. About a million different thoughts bombard me the second I start to relax, but I just let them flow over me, refusing to focus on anything more strenuous than trying to decide what wines I want to try out at the vineyard tomorrow. Definitely the pinot noir, since Ethan says it’s his favorite. But I’m a sparkly girl myself and I can’t help hoping he’s got a nice moscato for me to try, as well.


  Exhausted after the events of the last two days, I lounge in the bathtub for nearly an hour, slipping in and out of a light doze. When the water finally cools, I reluctantly drag myself out of the tub and go in search of my hastily packed backpack.


  I find it next to the bed, and a quick rummage through proves that I really was half asleep when I packed the thing. There are no pajamas, nothing at all for me to lounge around the house in. Instead, I’ve got a pair of jeans and a couple of blouses. A bright pink halter top rounds out my abysmally bad wardrobe choices.


  After studying my severely limited options for a few seconds, I decide screw it. I’m exhausted and the last thing I want is to squeeze myself back into a pair of skinny jeans for the rest of the night. Instead, I rummage through Ethan’s drawers until I come across an extra-large T-shirt that’s been worn so much that most of the lettering on the back has come off. It feels incredibly soft to the touch and at the moment, I couldn’t ask for more than that. I slide it over my head, add a pair of underwear and consider myself dressed.


  I head down the hall to the kitchen, figuring I can help Ethan put the finishing touches on dinner. But when I get there, the kitchen is empty and it’s obvious Ethan hasn’t been in here since he carried the groceries in well over an hour ago.


  Figuring he’s hung up on one of the numerous business calls he had to make, I rummage in the fridge, trying to decide what to make for dinner.


  Since I’m still not that hungry, despite the fact that it’s after eight, I decide on a cheese plate. That way I can still have room for some of the bread pudding with rum sauce that’s been calling my name since I turned it down at lunch.


  Humming softly to myself—another trick I’ve picked up that helps keep my mind busy so I don’t dwell on stuff I don’t want to think about—I pull out some grapes and strawberries to go on the cheese plate. I wash them thoroughly, still humming, which is probably why I don’t hear Ethan yelling until I actually turn the water off.


  It’s an unusual sound for him—Ethan’s such an even-keeled guy that I’ve only really heard him yell once in the whole time I’ve known him—that I’m out of the kitchen and halfway down the hall before I register what it is he’s yelling about. Which, in this case, is me.


  “I don’t want excuses, Anthony. I want to know what the fuck is going on. This whole thing has been a clusterfuck from the very beginning and I’m getting damn fucking sick of it!”


  At first, I’m kind of shocked by the language alone—Ethan’s no angel, but he doesn’t normally swear in a repeated pattern like that unless he’s pissed about something. Really pissed. And definitely not at his employees.


  But it doesn’t take long for my sluggish brain to catch on. This call is about me. About the stories in the tabloids.


  “I understand that you’ve spoken with the media sources. But I also understand that you had an arrangement with them. What happened yesterday with MSNBC and what I saw today in that supermarket aisle are not reflecting that agreement.”


  He’s silent for a moment, obviously listening to whatever Anthony has to say. And then he’s yelling again. “Something’s fishy here, and I want to know what it is. Media—especially media like those rags—don’t circumvent current media agreements unless they’ve got a bigger fish on the line. Someone is throwing their weight around over this and I want to know who it is. And I want it made explicitly clear that Chloe is off-limits. If they run another uncorroborated story about her again, we’re going after them. They can fuck with me but I’ll be goddamned if they fuck with her.


  “And find out who’s bankrolling these fluff pieces about my brother. Someone’s got to have the deep pockets and I want to know who it is.”


  Another pause, and then, “Yeah, damn right. Whoever it is has thrown in on the wrong side of this argument. They’ll get one warning and then I’m taking them apart, too. My brother’s political campaign isn’t going to last the month. Not if I have anything to say about it and I do.


  “Yeah, okay, Anthony, thanks for your help. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, see where we stand. Yeah, okay. Get some—”


  He turns in the middle of the sentence, freezes as he sees me standing there watching him with what I’m sure are wide eyes.


  “Look, I’ve got to go,” he says, clicking off even though it sounds like Anthony is in mid-sentence.


  For long seconds, neither of us move. We just stand there staring at each other across the empty expanse of hallway. Then Ethan slips his cell phone into his back pocket and walks toward me, arms outstretched in obvious entreaty. “I can explain that call—”


  “You don’t need to,” I tell him, crossing the last few feet of distance between us. And then I’m wrapping my arms around his neck, pressing my lips to his. And thanking God that I had the good fortune and even better sense to fall in love with Ethan Frost.


  I intend it to be a soft kiss, a sweet one.


  A kiss where I thank him for the way he’s fighting for me and show him that I’m moving past every thing that’s come before.


  A kiss where I show him I’m sorry for the role I’ve played in hurting us and that I’m fighting for him just as hard.


  He seems okay with the sweetness—more than okay as I can feel him soaking it up like a desert soaks up rain—but the moment his lips meet mine, it’s like something spontaneously combusts deep inside of me.


  Need licks through my veins, taking me over, taking me deep, so that all I can think of is Ethan. All I want and need and feel is Ethan.


  I pull him more tightly against me, run my tongue over the seam of his lips in a desperate bid to taste him. To take him.


  He groans deep in his throat, parts his lips, and then I’m in. Biting, sucking, licking my way deep inside him. He tastes salty like the ocean, dark like the pinot noir he’s such a fan of. Sweet like those damn blueberries that I just can’t get away from.


  But on him, they taste good. He tastes good, this man who has so many sides, so many facets, so many puzzle pieces that I’m just now learning how to put together.


  “Chloe, baby,” he breathes into my mouth even as I delve in for another taste. “Are you sure? Are you okay?”


  “I love you,” I tell him. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”


  It’s obviously all the reassurance he needs, his hands slipping down to cup my ass and lift me so that I’m twined around him—my arms around his neck, my legs around his waist, my body wrapped as completely around him as I can get without actually crawling inside of him.


  And then he’s carrying me, moving down the hall as fast as he can considering the fact that my mouth is still frantically devouring his.


  We crash into the wall a couple of times, barely make it around a sharp corner. Stumble over an antique cabinet in the hallway. Ethan stops there for a second, balancing me on top of it as he rips my underwear down my thighs. I expect him to fumble with his pants and slam into me, brace myself for heady pleasure-pain of having him so abruptly inside of me.


  But it doesn’t happen. Instead, he drops to his knees in front of me, buries his face between my thighs as—no preamble, no warning—he thrusts his tongue deep inside me.


  I’m so on edge that I go off like a rocket, slamming straight into climax at the first stroke of his tongue against my inner walls. He makes an encouraging sound deep in his throat, the vibrations of it only making the sudden, riotous pleasure more intense.


  “Ethan!” I gasp out, clutching at his hair, twining my legs around his shoulders, lifting my sex up to his mouth like some kind of ancient pagan offering. He takes me through the climax, his mouth and hands and body wringing every ounce of sensation out of me, before he once again climbs to his feet.


  I spread my knees, pull his hips flush against me. He’s long and hard and feels so good that I can’t help rocking against him even though my whole body is still lit up from that last orgasm.


  I reach between us, try to fumble open Ethan’s zipper—I want him inside me, need to make him feel as good as he just made me feel—but he just scoops me up again and continues down the hall to the master bedroom.


  Admittedly, this time it’s with even less finesse—he’s rushing and stumbling over thin air, his fingers clutching my ass so tightly that I’m sure I’ll have bruises before this is all over.


  Thank God.


  It’s a strange reaction to have to being black and blue, but it’s also an honest one. I love being marked by him, love being able to see the signs of his possession long after we’ve made love. Like the belly chain that I never take off, they make me feel secure in a way that nothing else does. They ground me in my body, in my love for him and his for me.


  “Please,” I start chanting as Ethan gets to the end of the hallway and—instead of making the turn—presses me against the wall, his cock hitting my clit at just the right angle despite the jeans he’s still wearing. “Please, please, please.”


  “Fuck,” he groans into my mouth, thrusting against me in a way that makes my head spin and my body start to ache all over again. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


  He’s thrusting against me in earnest now, his powerful hips and thighs slamming me back into the wall again and again and again. “I want you in my bed. In our bed,” he gasps out, ripping his mouth from mine even as he continues to rock against me. “I’ve dreamed of seeing you there. Your hair spread over the pillows, your skin pink and rosy against the sheets.”


  “Oh, God.” Just the words—uttered in that deep, gravelly voice that means he’s reaching his limits—take me higher until another orgasm beckons just out of reach. “Next time. Please, next time.”


  Shoving my hands into his hair, I grab on hard and pull his mouth back down to mine.


  “Fuck,” Ethan curses again, turning me away from the wall and walking me back toward the bed.


  He lays me down. Yanks my nightshirt over my head. Strips off his own clothes. And then he’s falling on me, throwing my legs over his shoulders as he thrusts deep. Thrusts home.


  It’s fast and mind-numbing and hot, so hot. I come twice more while he moves inside me, his body pounding into mine. His hands touching me everywhere—everywhere.


  Just when I think I’m finished, that I can’t take any more pleasure—any more sensation at all—Ethan cants my hips up even higher. Slips a hand between us. Strokes my clit. And sends me straight into the most powerful orgasm yet.


  This time he comes, too, emptying himself inside me even as he calls my name over and over again like a mantra. Or a prayer.


  When it’s over, when Ethan is asleep and I almost am, all the events of the day come crashing back at me. And I can’t help wondering when enough is going to be enough.


  Enough pain.


  Enough trauma.


  Enough confusion and rage and fear.


  I want normal and this … none of this is normal. Neither the bad nor the good.


  Ethan moves against me in his sleep, his hand curving around my waist, pulling me into his body, into his heart. And I forget for a little while what it is I want and concentrate instead on what I have.


  Because Ethan is enough. Ethan is more than enough. As long as I concentrate on that, the rest of this stuff can take care of itself.


  Chapter Twenty-one


  “Thanks again, Rodrigo!” I say as I climb a little unsteadily out of the passenger side of one of the vineyard trucks.


  “No problem, Senorita Chloe. Call me if you need anything else.”


  “I will. But I think I’m good. You have a good night! Give that beautiful toddler of yours a kiss for me.”


  He laughs, blushes a little. “Si. I will, I will. My little Padma will love it! Her mother says she’s talked about nothing but you since she met you this morning.”


  “Well, that’s only fair, since I’ve spent a good part of the day talking about her, as well. She’s such a lovely child.”


  “Si, si. I definitely think there is a mutual admiration society going on between the two of you.”


  “There is at that,” I tell him with another wave as I stumble toward the front steps.


  “Are you okay, Senorita Chloe?” Rodrigo calls. “Do you need help into the house?”


  “No, I’m good. I’m good.” I wave him away. “Just a little tipsy.”


  Then again, tipsy might be an understatement. I have a sneaking suspicion that I might actually be really, really drunk. Though I swear, I’m not exactly sure how it happened. One minute I was having a good time at the wine tasting, listening to Lucia expound with enthusiasm on the various types of red wines Ethan’s vineyard is known for.


  She was very excited about a full-bodied cabernet, which was a little too dry for me. But the pinot noir she poured for me was as fantastic as Ethan promised. As was the house blend of reds and a couple of others that I lost track of somewhere along the line.


  The typical wine tasting consists of four small glasses of wine, but being the vineyard owner’s girlfriend comes with some perks, I guess, because it seems like I had at least double that. Maybe more. All I know is I tried a lot of wine today, including a delicious moscato. I bought several bottles of it—or should I say, accepted them as a gift, take that Ethan Frost—and can’t wait to show them to Tori. If there’s anyone who likes sparkling wines more than I do, it’s that girl.


  Drunk, happy, more than a little in love, I all but float into the house determined to find Ethan—and maybe convince him to have a short middle-of-the-afternoon nap with me. After a not-so-short middle-of-the-afternoon lovemaking session …


  I have to admit, just the thought of finding Ethan in the middle of some boring business call and dragging him off to bed makes me more than a little horny. Then again, it could be the wine. Or the fact that I am totally relaxed for the first time in longer than I can remember. Whatever it is, it feels good and I plan on going with it. The real world will intrude soon enough.


  It’s our fourth day in Napa and while the forest fires are finally getting contained in San Diego—after burning hundreds of thousands of acres that included businesses, homes and even part of the famous Safari Park—Ethan has decreed that we don’t have to leave until Sunday. Which means we’ve got two more glorious days up here. Two days that I plan on taking full advantage of.


  Humming, this time out of happiness rather than a determination not to think, I make my way down the front hall to Ethan’s office. He’s spent pretty much every minute with me since we got here, but this afternoon he had some calls to take care of—Trifecta merger type calls—so he got Rodrigo to babysit me. He called it showing me around the vineyard, but I know a babysitter when I see one.


  I probably would have been insulted if Rodrigo, his wife, Lucia, and their daughter, Padma, hadn’t been such delightful company. But they were—so happy and charming and nice, so nice—that I couldn’t do anything but enjoy spending time with them.


  And now I’m back and tipsy—or drunk, depending on how you want to look at it—and horny. If I’m very lucky, Ethan will be willing to take advantage of the second in order to do something about the third.


  Except when I get to Ethan’s office, he’s not there. He’s not in our bedroom, either, or out on the patio taking a call as he often likes to do. He’s not in the kitchen or the family room or the upstairs media room. In fact, he’s not in any of the places I’ve seen him frequent since we got here and I’m beginning to think I missed my chance. That he’s gone on some business errand and I’ll have to spend the rest of the afternoon amusing myself.


  Suddenly, everything seems just a little dimmer, a little less sparkly.


  I want Ethan.


  Pulling out my phone, I text him a quick, Where are you, then wait impatiently for an answer that doesn’t come. Which is strange—unless he’s in the middle of something really, really important, Ethan never ignores a text from me.


  I’m not too alarmed yet—how can I be when we’re in Napa and everything is beautiful? He’s probably just on a business call that he can’t break away from. Or in a meeting where it would be rude to pull out his phone to check it.


  That’s all it is, I assure myself as I make my way back to the kitchen. While I’m enjoying the wine buzz, I should probably have a little food to help soak it up. Especially if Ethan’s not around to put the buzz to good use.


  So that’s where I am when it happens. In the kitchen, bent over and rummaging in the refrigerator for the last of the tortellini salad. I’m humming at the top of my lungs and composing a law school application essay in my head when a cultured, well-modulated voice sounds from behind me.


  “Well, well, nice to know nothing has changed. You’re still a low-class little thing, aren’t you?”


  I whirl around at the voice—I’ve only heard it once before but I know exactly who it belongs to. Aural memories are powerful things and the last time I heard it was the most miserable day of my life. I’ve never forgotten it. Never forgotten the woman it belongs to. And never forgotten the emotions I was feeling the last time I heard it.


  Sure enough, Vanessa Frost Jacobs is standing at the doorway into the kitchen. Ethan’s mother. Brandon’s mother.


  She’s dressed in a pale pink suit that costs more than my entire wardrobe—the Armani suit Ethan just bought me notwithstanding—and she looks like a beautiful, blond viper. It’s truth in advertising, if you ask me. I’ve never met a more cold-blooded, scaly and poisonous woman in my life. Not to mention the fact that she’s more than willing to take a bite out of anyone who gets in her way.


  Judging from the narrow-eyed look she’s giving me at the moment, I’m the latest offender—and more than likely her latest victim. But I’ve already been one of her victims, and I swore to myself when it happened that I would never let it happen again. No matter how much she scares me, no matter how intimidated I am by her frigid, frankly terrifying confidence, I’m not going to back down to her. Not here. Not now. Not this time. I’m a far cry from the fifteen-year-old girl I was when she last tangled with me.


  The thought gives me comfort, or it would if I wasn’t so damn drunk. As it is, I stand frozen to the spot, swaying and seeing two of her as I try desperately to sober up.


  “Chloe, isn’t it?” she says as if we’re at an afternoon garden party. As if she has no idea who I am. As if she isn’t here specifically to see me.


  I know it’s all part of a plan—she can’t make it seem like she actually cares enough to remember my name. But she does, oh she does. I wonder how much it must be grating on her that I’m with Ethan now. A hell of a lot, judging from the fact that she’s here. And looking like she swallowed a lemon.


  “It is,” I tell her after a long minute of trying to decide how I want to play this. Besides plucking her bald-headed and then rolling her and her pretty pink suit down the huge hill at the back of the house, I mean. “And you’re Vanessa.”


  I didn’t think it was possible, but her eyes narrow even more at that. Ethan’s mother definitely doesn’t like being on a first name basis with me. It’s a feeling that is completely mutual. But no way does she get the advantage here. No freaking way.


  “It is. Nice to see that you have no problem making yourself at home in my son’s house.”


  “Yes, well, he’s a generous guy. And since we’re practically living together anyway …”


  “Are you, now?” She looks past me and for the first time I realize I’m still standing in front of the fridge, the door wide open. Damn it. Stupid wine tasting. Faced with this—with her—it doesn’t seem nearly as fun as it did just a few minutes ago. Not when I know I’ll need every last one of my wits about me to deal with her.


  I move to close the fridge, but my balance isn’t quite right and I end up stumbling backward with the door, bumping my hip on the handle.


  “Good Lord, you’re drunk. And it’s only two-thirty in the afternoon.” For the first time, she doesn’t bother with the mask and simply lets her disgust shine through.


  It’s a lot of disgust and I can feel myself wilting under her disdain. The knowledge infuriates me and I straighten my spine. Force myself to maintain eye contact. Keep at bay the memories of that long ago day in the lawyer’s office when she was so icily polite and horrendously rude all at the same time. She has no right to judge me. Not this woman who has done so many truly awful things.


  “Look, Vanessa,” I say, forcing myself to put my big girl panties on and deal with the situation at hand instead of lingering in the past that seems to be closing in on me from every side. “Ethan isn’t here right now. But when he gets back, I’ll be sure to let him know you sto—”


  “Are you kicking me out of my son’s house?” she interrupts and for the first time I see a flicker of surprise on her overly Botoxed face. It actually looks more like incredulity, but I’ll take what I can get.


  “Don’t think of it as me kicking you out. Think of it as me uninviting you until a later date.”


  “Oh, Chloe. What makes you think you have the right to uninvite me from anything in my son’s life? Ever?”


  Even as recently as a couple of weeks ago, my resolve would have faltered in the face of all that disdain. All that superiority. But that was before I’d faced Ethan’s secrets, before I’d had to learn what I could live with and what I couldn’t. And while I can live with a lot for Ethan, this woman isn’t one of those things—and she never will be.


  “Because Ethan’s with me now. And if I don’t want you here, I promise you, you won’t be here.” They’re brave words, though I don’t know how true they actually are. It doesn’t matter, though. Nothing does at this moment but getting her out of here before I lose it completely. I thought I could handle it, thought I could handle her, but already the panic is crawling up the back of my throat. If I was sober I could do this. But drunk, I’m no match for her and I’m smart enough to know it.


  Amazingly, my little display of bravado works. I can tell that I’ve scored by the way her shoulders straighten and the way her spine gets even more stiff. Well, that and the way her lips twist together like she’s been sucking on a particularly sour lemon.


  “You don’t actually think I’m going to let you get your hooks into another one of my sons, do you?”


  “My hooks?” It’s my turn to stare at her incredulously. “I’m not a fisherman. And for the record, I never had my hooks—or anything else of mine—into Brandon.”


  “But you don’t deny that you have them in Ethan.”


  “I wouldn’t put it quite that way, Vanessa.” She almost flinches at my use of her given name this time and it gives me an unspeakable amount of joy. “Ethan and I are together and we’re going to stay together.”


  “I know you’re playing for keeps this time, but let me assure you, Chloe, my son will never marry the likes of you. You may think that you’re going to end up with access to all of his money and property, but I can promise you that that’s never going to happen.”


  I don’t want access to his money, never have, never will. But I don’t feel like telling her that. Besides, it’s not like she’ll believe me. The tabloids might call me a gold digger, but Vanessa Frost Jacobs has trophy wife written all over her too-smooth baby face.


  “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what I have access to in six months,” I tell her smoothly. “And what you no longer have access to.” It’s a bluff, pure and simple, but there must be something in my demeanor that convinces her because the cool façade crumbles right in front of my eyes. What’s left is a fire-breathing dragon that I’m not sure won’t go for my eyes at the first opportunity.


  “How much?” she asks after several interminable seconds drag by.


  “For what?”


  “You know very well for what.”


  “I don’t, actually. You’re going to have to spell it out for me.”


  Her jaw clenches and unclenches then, much like Ethan’s does when he’s annoyed with me. Or worried. I don’t like knowing that about her, don’t like anything that connects her to him at all. Somehow it makes all of this just seem all the more real.


  “Very well, then. How much is my son going to have to pay to get rid of you this time?”


  “Your son? This time?” I ask, confused by her wording. “I don’t want a penny from Brandon. I never have.”


  “We’re not talking about Brandon.” I see it then, the triumph in her eyes. And for the first time, I realize that I haven’t been holding my own against her at all. She’s just been drawing me in, playing with me, like a spider with a fly, and now I’m caught in her web just as she always intended. “We’re talking about Ethan.”


  And though I know it’s a bad idea, though every instinct I have is screaming at me to walk away, to not fall into the trap, I can’t help myself. Can’t stop myself from clarifying even though I know no good will come of it. “I’ve never taken a cent from Ethan and I never will.”


  She laughs then, actually laughs. “Some might call you naïve, but I prefer to call things like they are. You’re stupid, Chloe. Stupid and ignorant and weak. If you weren’t so determined to land one of my sons, I might even feel bad for you. But you are and I don’t.”


  She crosses the kitchen then, until her bloodless, smiling face is only a few inches from mine. And that’s when she says it. That’s when she blows my whole world apart.


  “Five years ago, Brandon’s father was in the middle of a cash crunch. It happens sometimes, when most of your wealth is tied up in real estate and industry. Be that as it may, we didn’t have three million dollars to spend on a little slut who thought it would be a good idea to accuse our son of rape.”


  I’m not a slut. The words are right there, on my tongue, but instinct has me holding them back. Has me keeping quiet because I know something worse is coming. Something terrible.


  “That’s when we turned to my genius son from my first marriage. Ethan had just patented blueprints for a couple of very important biomedical machines and then sold them to established companies for enough capital to start Frost Industries. His baby brother had a problem that we needed cash to make disappear. He had the ready cash at his disposal. Do you need a road map, dear, or are you finally clueing in?”


  Oh, I’m clueing in, all right. The money that bought my silence. The money that bought my parents out of institutional poverty and my brother into his lab. The money that took my soul and with it, my will to live. It hadn’t come from Brandon’s parents at all. It had come from his brother.


  It had come from Ethan.


  Chapter Twenty-two


  “Well,” Vanessa says after several long seconds. “It appears you aren’t quite as stupid as I thought you were. You’re at least capable of putting the puzzle pieces together.”


  I nearly laugh at her wording, at the mere idea that I could put a puzzle—any puzzle—together. I, who have spent the last five years trying to put myself back together only to fall apart every damn time.


  I thought this time was the charm. I thought, after finding out about Brandon’s connection with Ethan, after breaking up with Ethan and then getting back together with him, after finally accepting what had happened to me and moving past it, I thought after all that, I had finally figured things out. Thought I had finally found a way to put the pieces of myself back together again. By combining them with Ethan’s. By making something new and dazzling and whole out of the remnants of the past.


  It should have worked. It really should have worked.


  Except it turns out, it was all an illusion brought on by one indisputable fact. I can’t be fixed. I can’t be made unbroken. Not then. Not now. Not ever. I’m as jumbled of a mess as I ever was, the pieces of me too cracked and torn up and jagged to ever, ever, ever fit together again.


  I don’t know how I could ever have thought differently—even for a moment. Or how I could have believed that Ethan—Ethan—would be the one to help me hold the pieces together. Not when, at every turn, I find out another way he’s been the one tearing me apart.


  A laugh wells up inside me, loud and powerful and real. It batters against me from the inside, strikes out at me with clenched fists and sharpened claws, desperate to get out.


  Desperate to be free.


  I hold it in with sheer will alone. Sheer will and fear, because I know—I know—that once I start laughing, I’ll never stop. The edges of madness that I’ve been skating around for so long are right there, beckoning for me to step over the edge into oblivion. And if I do, this time if I do, I’m smart enough to know I’ll never find my way back.


  And yet, there’s a part of me that wants that. That wants to let go and give up. That wants to stop fighting, stop trying, stop trusting, because it hurts too goddamned much. It rips you open, tears you up, leaves you bleeding out from a wound you never saw coming until it’s far too late to stop it.


  Far too late to save yourself.


  That’s me, now. Ripped open. Bleeding. Unsalvageable.


  And then there’s Ethan. Beautiful, brilliant, duplicitous Ethan. My obsession. My addiction. Until this moment, my everything.


  But not anymore. Not now. Not ever again.


  The knowledge grounds me, helps keep the pain at bay. At least until my phone starts buzzing, letting me know I have a text. I don’t need to look at the screen to know it’s from Ethan. Just like the one that comes in next. And the one after that. And the one after that.


  Suddenly I can’t handle it. Can’t stand this connection between us, no matter how tenuous, for one second more. I yank my phone out of my back pocket, carry it over to the garbage disposal. Drop it in. And then turn the thing on.


  Like everything else in this kitchen, the garbage disposal is heavy duty, industrial grade. Though it makes a terrible noise, it only takes seconds for it to break my phone to pieces. To break it down to its most basic, rudimentary form.


  Like me. Always like me.


  I pause at the thought, at the knowledge that every broken thing has something in common with another broken thing. Here, now, I am that broken thing, the pieces of me as ill-equipped to deal with my environment as the remnants of my phone now are to deal with theirs.


  Ethan’s mom watches the drama and its aftermath with raised brows and pursed lips and a hint of glee in the depth of her eyes. Just a hint. It’s enough to make me stop, enough to make me stand perfectly still in the middle of the kitchen and pretend for a moment that my world hasn’t come crashing down around my ears.


  She waits it out, trying to decide—I think—what crazy stunt I’m going to pull next. When I give her nothing, when I hold myself together with a very short shoestring and an even shorter prayer, she shrugs, seems to give up. And then she’s shaking her head, walking out of the kitchen. “Stupid, ignorant, pathetic girl,” she says as she heads down the hall. “You never even stood a chance.”


  I should probably be offended, but I’m not. Because she’s right. I didn’t. The odds were stacked against me from the very beginning and I never even had a clue. I almost leave. I almost pack my one, measly pathetic bag and walk out of Ethan’s house, and his life, forever. I could do it. I should do it. There’s enough cash on Ethan’s dresser to pay for a cab to the airport. And if I feel icky about taking that—which I tell myself I don’t, but it’s just another lie—there’s always Rodrigo and Lucia. If I ask them for a ride, I’m positive they’ll take me.


  I almost do it. I plan on doing it. I walk out of the house and even make it halfway down the hill to the wine-making barns where Rodrigo normally works, when I can’t go any farther.


  I’m stuck, filled with a crippling sense of sadness and an even more crippling sense of what could have been. What should have been if this was a different life, if I was a different person, if Ethan … if Ethan wasn’t such a goddamn fucking liar.


  It kills me that I can’t leave. Kills me that I still care, that I can’t treat him as callously as he’s treated me over and over and over again.


  Oh, I know there’s a lot of good in him. Just like I know he’s treated me right in almost every way a man can treat a woman. But the ways that he’s treated me wrong—the ways he’s been wrong—they’re just too big. Just too much. I can’t live like this, knowing what he’s done. And I sure as hell can’t stick around and wait for the other shoe to drop. I already feel like a whole store filled with steel-toed boots has fallen on me. I’m not waiting around to see what else falls down. I may be stupid and naive, but nobody ever said I was a masochist.


  And yet, here I sit on the family room couch watching the second hand spin the clock around. Watching the minute hand creep farther and farther around the face of the clock, until it, too, spins itself around. There’s a startling feeling of déjà vu, of having done this before.


  Because I have. Less than a week ago. I waited and watched, watched and waited, as Ethan wined and dined clients of some sort. Today, I’m doing the same thing—only this time, there’s no hope left inside me. No fear that things won’t turn out all right. Because I already know they won’t, already know it’s over. I just need to give Ethan the courtesy of saying so face-to-face.


  Finally, after what feels like days but is really a little less than two hours, the front door opens and shuts. “Chloe!” It’s Ethan, back from wherever he was. Ethan, calling my name like a crazy man as he comes charging through the house. “Chloe!”


  Again, déjà vu.


  “I’m right here,” I tell him from my spot in the shadows.


  “Thank God. When you didn’t answer the texts I sent you and then didn’t pick up the phone, I thought something had happened to you.”


  Oh, something happened to me all right. But I’m not ready to share it with him yet. There’s a part of me that wonders if I’ll ever be ready or if I’ll just tell him off and then walk away without ever letting him know that I know.


  Except, it turns out, I don’t have that kind of restraint. The first words out of my mouth are, “Your mother stopped by.”


  “My mother?” He looks at me like I’m crazy. “My mother lives in Boston.”


  “Be that as it may, she was here about two hours ago.”


  “Was here? As in not here now? She left without seeing me?”


  “Yeah, well, I’m pretty sure she did what she came to do.”


  I can see the moment he figures it out, the moment he realizes just what went down here when he was out doing God knows what.


  “Chloe.”


  I can’t even look at him. All those minutes wasted waiting for him, planning what I was going to say and how I was going to say it, and I can’t even look at him. Can’t even open my mouth.


  “Chloe, baby, please, it’s not like it seems.”


  “Oh, yeah?” The anger breaks through and I finally manage to get some words out. They aren’t much, but they’re better than nothing. “Please, feel free, tell me all the ways it’s not like it seems. Because the way it seems is pretty goddamn awful, Ethan. I’m just telling you that. I just want you to know. It seems pretty goddamn awful from where I’m sitting.”


  “It is. I know it is, baby,” he tells me, dropping onto his knees in front of me. I’m still sitting on the couch, so we’re pretty much eye to eye, but it still feels weird to have him kneeling in front of me. Ethan’s never been the type to kneel for anyone and the fact that he’s doing it here, now … I don’t know what it means. I don’t know if it means anything. But it throws me just a little more than I already am.


  “I have no excuse for what I did,” he tells me frantically. “No excuse for the part I played in hurting you. If I could go back and do it over, I would in a second. In a heartbeat.”


  “Why did you do it? Why did you give them the money? You didn’t know me then, but no girl deserves to be treated like—” My voice breaks and I don’t even try to continue. He doesn’t need me to say it. He knows.


  He knows.


  “My mother told me your father was blackmailing them. That he was a con artist and he’d set his sights on them and was using you to extort the money.”


  “And you just believed them? How is that possible? You’re a brilliant guy. How could you just take their word for it, especially considering what a douche your brother really is? How could you just decide that they were telling the truth and I was lying?”


  “Because I didn’t trust them at first. Because I did research. Because I found out your father really was a con artist. That he really did spend his life bilking money out of people he considered his marks. And that you were just another tool for him. Just another way to get that money.”


  “You thought I was like him. You thought that made it okay.”


  “I thought it was okay because I thought you were lying. I thought you were accusing Brandon of something he didn’t do.”


  “You threw me under the bus.”


  “I did. Yes. And I’m so sorry for it. I’m so sorry. I believed them because I wanted to. Because he was my little brother and I couldn’t imagine, couldn’t believe, that he would do something like that.”


  “But he did, Ethan. He did.”


  “I know that now. I didn’t want to believe it then.”


  “But you had no problem believing that I would do something like lie about being raped.”


  “I didn’t know you then.”


  “Would it matter if you had?”


  “Is that even a question?” he demands, his blue eyes glistening with a thousand hints of madness.


  “Did it sound like a question?”


  “Of course it would matter! Of course it does matter!


  “Don’t you think I know the mistake I made? Don’t you think it’s killing me that the little brother I always protected had a part in destroying the only woman I’ve ever loved? The only woman I will ever love? And that through him, I had a part in it, too?”


  “So, why did you lie about it? If you’re so sorry, why did you never tell me what happened? Why did you leave me to find out from your mother of all people? You’ve had the time and the opportunity over and over again these last few weeks. Why didn’t you say something?”


  “I tried. You have no idea how many times in the last three weeks I tried to tell you, Chloe. And then you instituted that no discussion policy and I thought, maybe, just maybe, I could catch a break.”


  I think back to that night, to the way he kept trying to say something over and over again. To the way I kept shutting him down. The memory makes me sick, especially when it registers that I might have been able to stop this. If only I’d listened. If only I hadn’t tried to hide.


  Things get a little gray and fuzzy around the edges and for a moment, just a moment, I think I might pass out. But then reason comes to the rescue. Reason and rage and a sad kind of righteousness as his words finally sink in. “You really thought you wouldn’t have to tell me? That I wouldn’t find out? Ever?” I demand incredulously.


  “No, of course not. You’re too smart not to have found out everything eventually—even without my mother’s interference.”


  “Then why?”


  “I wanted to fix it. I wanted to right the wrong, fix the mistake. I thought if I did it right, no one would have to know about your past, about what happened to you. But I could still make sure that Brandon never had the chance to hurt another girl or abuse his power ever again.


  “Don’t you see? I can’t make it better for you, Chloe. There’s nothing I can do to undo the terrible, disgusting things that happened to you. But I’ve spent the last three weeks trying to figure out how to get you some kind of justice. I’ve hired private detectives to try and pick up the trail, to see if there was a witness to what happened that night. Or some other night, with some other girl. Someone who hasn’t signed an NDA. Someone whose testimony won’t put her in contempt of court.


  “I’ve gone out of my way to sabotage Brandon’s chances of running for office. That’s why my mother showed up. And that’s why you were on the covers of those magazines yesterday. She’s fighting back, fighting dirty—the only way she knows how. She’s bent on destroying you one way or another and it’s my fault. I tried to protect you, tried to make things better for you and all I ended up doing was making them worse.


  “I just spent the entire day with a team of private detectives, combing through evidence I can use to make Brandon step down from the race. And I’m still looking. I’m still determined to make him pay for what he did to you. If I could do that, if I could make him suffer as you did, I was hoping you’d be able to forgive my part in what happened to you.”


  He stops then, his breathing coming in uneven pants as he waits for me to speak. As he waits for me to tell him that I understand what he’s doing and why he’s doing it. But the truth is, I don’t understand. I never asked him to avenge me, never asked him to do anything but love me. To let me love him.


  And yet, here we are. Bruised and bloody and broken, our relationship shot to hell and with no one to blame but ourselves. Me for instituting that ridiculous no talking about the past policy and him for actually listening to it when he had a secret this big, this powerful, this formidable.


  Because I can’t not do it, I reach for Ethan’s hand, stroke my thumb over the palm before I start to talk. “I can’t do this anymore.”


  For the first time Ethan looks panicked. “Don’t say that.”


  “I have to say it.”


  “You don’t.”


  “I do.” I reach inside me, looking for the rage that was there just a few short minutes ago. I can’t find it. I can’t find anything but the hurt and the sorrow that well up from deep inside me, that fill up every crevice of space inside of me. “I love you. And I know that you love me. But sometimes that isn’t enough. This thing we have between us, this addiction fed by the drama of the past and the need of the present … it’s destroying us.”


  “No.” Ethan shakes his head, his hand grasping at mine like it’s a lifeline. Like he’s drowning and it’s the only thing keeping him afloat. “What we have is the only good thing in my life.”


  “Then why do you keep screwing it up?” The anger’s back as readily as it had left. “Why do you keep pushing me away? Again and again and again? Why do you keep making me have to leave you?”


  “I don’t mean to.”


  “That’s not good enough. I trust you. After everything that I’ve found out, after everything that’s happened, I still find a way to trust you. And every time, you betray that trust. Every time you find a way not to trust me.”


  “I do trust you! Chloe, I trust you with my life.”


  “Maybe you do, maybe you don’t. But you sure as hell don’t trust me with your heart.”


  “How can you say that? I’d do anything for you. I know I’ve made mistakes. I know I haven’t told you things you needed to know—”


  “It’s not that you haven’t told me that bothers me at this point, Ethan. It’s why you haven’t told me. And why we keep doing this same thing again and again and again?


  “When you first found out about Brandon and me, your first instinct was to break up with me.”


  “You were so vulnerable. I didn’t want to hurt you anymore.”


  “And when I told you I couldn’t live with the lies, you let me walk away. You left me to suffer alone for two weeks. And if I hadn’t made a move toward you outside that restaurant, we’d probably be alone still.”


  “I’d already hurt you so much. How could I hurt you anymore?”


  “And now this. You knew all along that you were the one who paid that money and you didn’t tell me. You let me be blindsided by your mother rather than trust me to understand. Rather than trust me to be able to look beyond what happened five years ago to what we have today.”


  “How could I ask that of you? How could I tell you about how I betrayed you and then expect you to just live with it?”


  “Because that’s what trust is! Telling the other person the hard shit and knowing that they’ll be there anyway. Knowing that they won’t give up, won’t walk away, no matter what mistake you’ve made.


  “You haven’t done that. Not once.” I pause, take a breath. “How do you see that working in the future? You just omit things? You just don’t tell me stuff that might hurt us? You just let me find out in the hardest, most painful ways possible? And then tell me you love me and beg me to stay?”


  Ethan starts to say something, to answer that, but in the end there’s nothing for him to say and he knows it. Instead, he just closes his mouth, shakes his head. Looks away.


  “How many strikes do you think you deserve? How many chances am I supposed to give you?”


  He shakes his head, still refuses to meet my eyes. “I don’t know.”


  “That’s it? That’s all you’ve got to say? After all this? That’s how you want to leave it? With you don’t know?”


  He doesn’t answer, doesn’t even look at me. And that’s when I know. I can stay here forever, giving him chance after chance after chance, and it will never be enough.


  “Good-bye, Ethan.” I lean forward and brush a soft kiss across his cheek. Then I pick up my backpack and walk down the hall and straight out the front door. Then I keep walking down the hill, praying with each step that Ethan will come after me. That he won’t let me go.


  But he does, without so much as a whimper of protest. When I get to the wine-making facility, I ask for Rodrigo. It takes a couple of minutes for him to come around to me, and when he sees my backpack his eyes widen.


  “You’re leaving already, Chloe?”


  “I am. I was hoping you could give me a ride to the airport.”


  “Of course I can. But where’s Ethan?”


  I don’t know how to answer that, so I don’t. I just shrug a little and pretend that it’s an actual answer. Rodrigo doesn’t ask again.


  Chapter Twenty-three


  “I’m thinking of calling the doctor. Seeing if I can get one of those collar things for my neck.” Tori sits down slowly at the kitchen table, rubbing the back of her neck as she does.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask, eyeing her with concern. “Did you sleep wrong?”


  “No. I’m just afraid I have whiplash.”


  “From what? You weren’t—” I break off as it registers what she’s talking about. “Seriously? I was worried about you.”


  “And I’m worried about you. This back and forth with Ethan is so crazy and convoluted that I’m seriously beginning to get whiplash. You keep pushing and pulling me in different directions. You love him, you hate him. You love him, you hate him. I never know which side of the fence I’m supposed to be on at any given moment.”


  “That’s bullshit and you know it. Besides, I’ve never said I hated Ethan and I never said you had to be angry at him with me. Don’t be throwing your own issues back on me.”


  “I wish I could give you my issues and take yours for a while.” She pours milk into the cup of coffee I slam down beside her on the table. “Because, believe me, no matter how screwed up I am, I’m smart enough to see a good thing when it comes along.”


  “A good thing? Now I’m the one with whiplash. You’ve gone back and forth between loving and hating Ethan ever since I met him.”


  “That’s because I’m being yanked around by your yo-yoing emotions. But come on, Chloe, he’s a decent guy. More decent than most. The least you can do is see what he’s sent you this time.” She gestures to the unopened box sitting next to the door. It’s another present—one of six that has come since I got back from Napa. Or, it could just be the same present. I don’t know. I didn’t open the others and I don’t plan on opening this one.


  I mean, why torture myself? Whatever’s in there can’t solve the problems Ethan and I have, so why bother with it when I’m sure I’ll like it? Why torture myself when I have no plans to accept another gift from Ethan, ever?


  Once the post office opens, I’ll send it back to him just like I have all the others. I should probably just start refusing them—this mailing them back is wreaking havoc on my budget. But Tori keeps beating me to the door and she’s always “very happy to accept a package.”


  “I need to get dressed,” I tell her, finishing my scalding coffee in one long, painful sip. “I have an interview in an hour.” For a waitressing job at a place that requires the skimpiest uniforms ever. Not that I’ve told Tori that. She’d have a fit, demand that I stay and worry about paying the rent later. But I’ve been mooching long enough, and now that I’ve walked away from my internship with Frost Industries, I need to do something. Not just for the paycheck, but for my own peace of mind. Sitting around here and staring at the walls for the last six days has made me more than a little stir-crazy.


  “And that’s another thing! Giving up this internship when you worked so hard to get it? What about law school? What about your future?”


  “Now I’m the one getting whiplash. Aren’t you the one who told me to just quit, that this internship wasn’t important?”


  “That was before you convinced me otherwise. A girl is entitled to change her mind.”


  “Exactly.” I send her the best fake smile I can muster. “Which is exactly what I’ve done. Waitressing job, not internship.”


  “You’re an idiot,” Tori tells me, leaving her coffee untouched as she shoves back from the table.


  “No. I was an idiot. This time I’m being a realist.”


  “Don’t you think there’s enough realism in the world? Ethan was giving you the fairy tale, Chlo. You should have grabbed on with both hands—it’s what any Disney princess would have done.”


  “And look where it gets them.”


  “Happily ever after?”


  “More like being chased by the big, bad wolf. Or the sea witch. Or—”


  “God, you’re so depressing!”


  “That’s because I’m depressed.” I start down the hall toward my bedroom.


  “Exactly! And if being with Ethan will make you less depressed, I think you should go for it!”


  “Being with Ethan is what made me depressed in the first place.” I ignore the fact that she’s followed me to my bedroom, and start pulling clothes out of my closet, trying to figure out what one is supposed to wear to an interview at a place that is one step up from a titty bar. I can’t believe they’re the only place around that’s hiring.


  “You’re impossible!” she says, throwing her hands up in the air.


  “Impossible. An idiot. Wow, Tor, tell me how you really feel.”


  “Believe me, I will.” She snatches my one and only mini-skirt out of my hand, tosses it on the ground. “You don’t want to do this.”


  I deliberately misunderstand her. “I don’t want to interview for a job?”


  She just rolls her eyes. “You know what I mean. Why don’t you take Miles up on his invitation to come visit him? He seemed sincere when he called to check on you yesterday.”


  “Why would I want to go back there? Going to see Miles means going to see my parents and I’m so not up for that.”


  “So just see your brother, then. Surely he doesn’t still live at home.”


  “No, but my parents will find out and I just can’t face them.” Not now. Not after the huge mess I’ve made of everything.


  “Well, then, I’ll come with you. I can be your bodyguard, keep them away.” She flexes her tiny arms. “I can take them.”


  “I have no doubt that you could. But I don’t have any desire to see that.”


  “You don’t have any desire to do anything these days, Chloe. That’s the point.”


  “And you suddenly are full of ideas of what I should do and where I should do it! For someone who almost never goes home herself, you’re suddenly full of reasons as to why I should go back to Boston for a visit.”


  To my surprise, Tori hems and haws, stumbles and stutters, all while turning a truly interesting shade of pink. She finally settles on, “That’s not true. I just know you’re hurting here and I don’t want to see it get worse.”


  “I’m not sure it could get any worse,” I tell her honestly, sliding into a little sundress that makes my shoulders look good. I figure it can’t hurt at a job interview like this one.


  “Oh, Chloe, sweetheart, things can always get worse.”


  “There’s the pessimist I know and love!” I pat her cheek with mock enthusiasm. “I was afraid I’d lost you forever.”


  She turns her head, tries to bite my fingers, but before I can do much more than dodge her snapping teeth, there’s a knock on the door.


  “I’ve got it!” she yells, all but tearing down the hallway.


  I think about following her, about fighting her for it, but it takes too much effort. Everything takes too much effort these days. It’s not a good sign.


  Maybe I really am depressed.


  When Tori doesn’t come find me again, I figure one of the neighbors has stopped by to see her. It happens a lot. But after I finish getting dressed—which only takes a couple of minutes since I’m not trying that hard to get this job, though I should be—I wander down to the kitchen and find Tori sitting there with a large knife posed over a package.


  “What’d you order?” I ask as I debate whether I want to eat anything before the interview or not.


  “Nothing. It’s for you. From Ethan.”


  And then, under my horrified eyes, she plunges the knife straight through the packing tape.


  “What’d you do that for?” I demand, rushing toward her and trying to take the knife. She refuses to yield.


  “No, damn it. You act like you’re the only one affected by this whole thing and you’re not. One, because you’re so damned depressed I’m afraid you’re going to walk into traffic one day and not even pay attention to where you’re going. And two, I’m human and if I don’t get to see what’s in at least one of these boxes you keep getting, I’m going to lose my mind. I signed for this one, so I say this is it.”


  “I don’t want to know.”


  She shrugs, but doesn’t stop hacking away at the box. “Fine. But I do.”


  I turn around, head back to my room like it doesn’t bother me that she’s opening my present. But within five minutes I’m back, desperate to see what’s in the package—I only have willpower with closed packages from him, I see.


  By the time I get back to the kitchen, I expect to see packing paper everywhere—Tori’s a little bit of a freak when it comes to presents—but instead the box is sitting neatly on the counter. Open, but undisturbed.


  Fuck.


  I want to walk away. I need to walk away, for my own sanity.


  Instead I find myself walking toward the box, my fingers actually itching with the need to open it. Just like they’ve been itching to open the others that have come.


  I’ve managed to resist all six of those—one for every day since I walked away from Ethan in Napa—but here, now, with the box open and Tori’s words ringing in my ears, I can’t resist this present, too.


  Despite all my convictions circling my head, I open the flaps and peer inside. And once I do, there really is nothing else to say. Because in the box is just one present instead of the bunch of little ones Ethan usually sends me.


  With trembling hands, I reach inside and pull out the small jeweler’s box that is nestled directly in the center of the larger box. I pull it out with shaking hands, then open it, because I can’t not open it.


  I’m not sure what I’m expecting. A necklace, a pair of earrings, a diamond ring, maybe—although I won’t admit that last one, even to myself. It’s none of those things, though. Instead, it’s a thick platinum bracelet in a chain design, made with links as heavy as those on my belly chain are delicate.


  “What the hell?” Tori asks, staring at the thing in disappointment. “I thought for sure it’d be a ring. She reaches for it, but I snatch the box away, holding it to my chest in what I figure must be a pretty good Gollum impression. All that’s missing is me whispering, “My precious” in a creepy voice.


  Because I know exactly what this is, and for the first time since I walked out on Ethan, a little spark of hope ignites deep in my belly. It’s just a spark, mind you, but it’s more than I had before. More than I’ve had in six long days. Maybe more than I’ve had in forever.


  And when the doorbell rings a minute later, I feel that spark grow into a tiny flame. One that maybe, just maybe, can burn the chill away.


  Chapter Twenty-four


  “I’ve got it,” Tori says, and it’s a good thing, because I think I’m frozen in place. She grabs her shoes and Louis Vuitton bag on the way, then flings the front door open with great pomp and circumstance.


  Sure enough, Ethan is standing on the other side of the door, looking paler and thinner than I have ever seen him. Tori looks him up and down, and doesn’t for a second betray that she’s been lobbying for him for days now. “Fuck up again and I’ll chop your balls off myself,” she says with a sniff. And then she’s gone, slipping out the door and down the hall before I can even figure out how to say hello.


  Then again, I don’t have to. Because suddenly Ethan is standing in my kitchen, a huge bouquet of flowers in one hand and his heart in the other.


  “You were right,” he says.


  “About what?” I ask, because there’s a voice inside my head screaming that this is the most important moment of my life and I need to be very clear about it. It’s good advice, smart advice. Too bad my heart is pounding so hard that I’m afraid I won’t hear one word that he says.


  Which is a problem. But one I’m willing to work around if it means I get to listen to Ethan’s beautiful voice. And if I get to stare at his beautiful face. Somehow, he’s more gorgeous than ever, despite the dark circles under his eyes and the sudden sharpness of his cheek and wrist and collarbones.


  “About everything.” He sits down at the table without touching me, gestures for me to do the same. “Will you sit? Let me tell you a story?”


  “Of course.” I nearly break a leg in my eagerness to comply with his request.


  I expect him to start the story once I’m settled, but he doesn’t. Instead, he reaches for my hand and long minutes tick by with Ethan doing nothing more than running his thumb back and forth against the back of my hand. I wait him out, wondering even as I do if it’s the right thing to do. Should I prompt him, try to figure out what he wants to say? Should I—


  “You know my dad was a soldier, right?”


  I nod. “Of course.” The whole world knows that.


  “And you know he died in a military operation when I was little.”


  I nod again. “He got the Congressional Medal of Honor.”


  It’s Ethan’s turn to nod. “He did.”


  “That’s why you went into biomedical research, right? To help develop treatments to prolong life and better quality of life for injured soldiers.”


  “Yes.”


  Again I wait for more and again it takes him forever to speak. But when he does, it’s worth all the things he’s never said before, all the trust he’s never given me. “The day he left for that last mission, I begged him not to go. He was always gone, you know, always missing out on things that other kids’ dads were around for, and I was sick of it. My first baseball game was that Saturday and I wanted him to come to it. I wanted him home.”


  “That’s understandable.”


  “Yeah. I know. I was just a kid who wanted his dad. But when it came time for him to leave two days later, I wouldn’t come out of my room. I wouldn’t say good-bye to him. And when he came to me and tried to hug me, I told him not to bother coming back. I told him if he couldn’t be the kind of dad that my friends had, then I didn’t want him at all.


  “Those are the last words I ever said to him.”


  “Oh, God. Oh, Ethan.” I reach for him then, wrap my arms around him. He doesn’t fight me, doesn’t get me to try to let go, but he doesn’t really yield, either. He just sits there, like telling the story has made him numb.


  “I’ve never told anybody that before.”


  “I know. Thank you for telling me.”


  He nods. “I do love you, Chloe.”


  “I know.”


  “And it’s not you that I don’t trust. It’s me.”


  I rest my hands on his cheeks, turn his face to mine so that I can see his eyes and his expression. “I don’t understand.”


  “My whole life, I’ve let people down.”


  “That’s not true—”


  “It is. My father wanted me to take his absences like a man. He wanted me to be the man of the house while he was gone. Instead I told him that I hated him and I cried every night.


  “My mother wanted me to follow her family into politics. She wanted me to capitalize on my father’s service record and turn that into a political career for me that would hopefully culminate in the presidency. Instead, I went into biomedical engineering and she pretty much forgot I existed unless she wanted something from me.


  “Same story with my brother and my grandparents. Same story with the various girlfriends I’ve had through the years. I was always good enough to fuck, always good enough to hang out with for a while, but never good enough to stay for.”


  “You’re the most eligible bachelor in California.”


  “That’s because of the money, not because of me.” He says it so matter-of-factly that I know he believes it’s true. “And then you came along and I fell for you the day I met you. And I wanted to do everything right. Instead, it couldn’t have been more fucked up if I deliberately tried.


  “I kept thinking, if I could just make you love me enough. If I could just make you forget about Brandon and my mother and all the shit that came before—if I could do that, then maybe you would stay. And instead, I just kept driving you away.”


  “But I always came back.”


  He smiles a little. “Yeah. I don’t know why you did that.”


  “Are you kidding me? The most eligible bachelor in California doesn’t know what I see in him?”


  “That’s stupid. It’s just a ridiculous title some magazine thought up—”


  “Maybe. But it’s also true.”


  He shakes his head like he wants to be talking about anything but that article, anything but that title. “Chloe, I’m sorry. I fucked up.”


  “Yeah, you did.”


  “I don’t know what else there is to say—”


  “There’s not much else to say, is there? You did fuck up, royally.”


  He looks shattered at the admission, broken all to hell and back. I know what that feels like—God, do I ever—and my conscience kicks in. Because he isn’t the only one who made mistakes here and he isn’t the only one who needs to make amends.


  “You fucked up and I gave up. I walked away when I told you I wouldn’t do that again.”


  “You had every right to walk away,” he tells me. “I don’t blame y—”


  “Yeah, well, I blame myself. You hurt me, badly.”


  “I know. I wish I could take it back, Chloe. I wish I could take it all back, baby. I love you so much it makes me stupid and afraid and weak. I love you so, was so desperate to keep you, that I ended up driving you away. I hurt you and that is something I never wanted to do, something I will regret for the rest of my life.”


  It’s everything I wanted to hear, everything I needed to hear. Combined with the bracelet, and with the promise shining from his storm-tossed eyes, it’s more than enough for me. Except … it’s not enough. Not for him. Not from me.


  Ethan has done his mea culpa, beautifully. He’s let me inside himself for the first time, shown me pieces of him that I didn’t even know existed.


  From the moment I first met Ethan, he’s been so sure of himself, so confident, so absolutely perfect, that I’ve never imagined him as anything else. Never imagined that he could screw up this badly.


  To the rest of the world, Ethan Frost is this perfect, unattainable, superhero of a man, who can leap buildings in a single bound and save the world from whatever threatens it. But here, now, in front of me? He’s just a man. Humble, beaten, terrified that he screwed up so badly that he can’t fix it.


  And I love him for it. I love him for his vulnerability, which caused this whole mess, and I love him for his strength, which is going to fix it. But only if I’m strong enough to meet him half way.


  And I am. Oh, God, I am. Because life without Ethan isn’t worth living. He’s my addiction, my obsession, my love. And I am his. As long as I remember that, somehow I know that everything is going to be okay.


  “Do you know what I see when I look at you?” I ask.


  “An asshole who’s fucked you over?” He finally looks at me, and his blue eyes are so sad that they send another crack right through my heart.


  “Not even close.” I kiss him before I start to talk, let my mouth linger against his until I feel him shudder in relief before pulling away. “I see the most honorable man I know. I see a man who sees something wrong and tries to fix it. A man who works tirelessly to make lives better for people he doesn’t know. A man who gives so much of himself—to his work, to his causes, to me. A man who, despite all the bad stuff in his past, is determined to save the world one person, one cause, at a time.”


  I kiss him again, because I can’t not kiss him. Because I want to spend the rest of my life kissing him. “I see a man who took my fear of intimacy and turned me into a raging sex addict with his tenderness and his love and his promises. A man who fought for me when I didn’t know how to fight for myself. A man who told me he loved me before I was even brave enough to say I liked him—and who told me he was going to marry me one day. A man who loved me that much. Who loved me more.”


  “I do love you,” he tells me, hands and voice shaking. “And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth. I’m sorry you had to find out the way you did. I’m sorry that you thought that meant I didn’t trust you. I’m sorry that maybe, a little bit, that’s exactly what it meant. And most of all I’m sorry that my family has—”


  I cut him off with one last kiss. “New rule,” I tell him when he finally lifts his head.


  “What’s that?”


  “You can apologize for things that you’ve done, but you can’t apologize for what your family has done ever again.”


  “They hurt you.”


  “They did. But it was a long time ago. And yeah, it ruined me for a long time. But then I met you and what happened before didn’t matter so much. Until … you know.”


  “I know. It kills me that I can never make what happened up to you, and that I can never erase the part I played in it.” Ethan closes his eyes, presses his forehead against mine. “But I promise you, Brandon won’t have the chance to hurt another woman the way he hurt you. I’ve got private detectives looking for any other woman he might have raped. I’ve exerted every ounce of political clout I’ve got to keep his campaign from gaining ground. And my mother and I have come to an understanding about her interference—in our life and his campaign.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  He opens his eyes then, and they are blazing with anger and regret. “It’s the least I have to do. When I think of all the years you’ve suffered, all the years he’s had to hurt other women … It’s the very least I have to do. And the way my mother deliberately tried to hurt you—”


  So many reasons why I love this man. “Your mother doesn’t matter,” I tell him. “The only thing that matters now is you and me and the future we’re going to make together.”


  He nods, looking more intense than I have ever seen him. “I can live with that. On one condition.”


  “What’s the condition?” I know what he’s going to say even as I ask.


  “That you marry me.”


  “I already told you that I’d marry you eventually.”


  He grins. “Then let me rephrase that. Marry me today.”


  “Today? We haven’t even known each other two months yet!”


  “So? Are you planning on changing your mind?”


  “Of course not!”


  “Then why does it matter if we get married today or next year?”


  He’s grinning but I can see the insecurity peeking through, and suddenly I can’t think of a reason in the world that we should wait another day, let alone another year. I reach into the jewelry box and pull out the bracelet under Ethan’s watchful eye.


  I unclasp it, then stretch it out in front of him. “You know what this means to me, right?”


  He looks at it, swallows tightly. “I know exactly what it means.” He holds his hand out and we both watch, silent and solemn, as I fasten the bracelet around his wrist.


  When it’s done, I pull his mouth down to mine and kiss him, hard. “You’re mine,” I tell him.


  He wraps a hand around my waist, his fingers burrowing under my clothes to stroke the platinum links of the belly chain. Links that match those of his bracelet exactly. “I always was, Chloe. I always will be.”


  It’s exactly the right answer. But then again, this is Ethan Frost. He always has the right answers—except, of course, when he doesn’t. But I’m okay with that. More than okay. Because he’s mine and I’m his and everything else can take care of itself.


  Suddenly, his idea doesn’t seem like such a bad one, after all. “You know, Vegas is only an hour plane ride away,” I tell him. “Do you think you can find us tickets on such short notice?”


  Ethan’s mouth drops open and for long seconds he just stares at me. And then he smiles, so wide that I swear I can see forever. “Maybe, maybe not. But I know where I can find us a helicopter.”


  Epilogue


  At this moment, she truly is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And that’s saying something considering how many times I’ve thought that very same thing.


  We’re at my vineyard in Tuscany, where the grapevines go on as far as the eye can see.


  Where the sky turns burnished orange and gold and red in the early evenings.


  Where there is beauty—rich, powerful, unforgettable beauty—in every inch of land, in every particle of air.


  And still Chloe Girard Frost is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.


  At this moment, she’s standing barefoot in the middle of an old-fashioned grape press, head down, long blond hair blowing in the wind, skirt tucked between her thighs. Her feet are dyed a deep maroon as she stomps, stomps, stomps at the grapes and her hands are curved over her gently rounded belly.


  One of the vintner’s says something to her and she throws her head back and laughs and laughs and laughs. It’s a gorgeous sound. A magical one. And one that I will never take for granted.


  It’s been a year since she walked into my life, a year since she turned it upside down and inside out. A year since she burrowed inside of me, laid me open. Laid me bare. And I don’t regret one moment of it.


  How can I when she’s given me everything I didn’t know I was missing? Everything I didn’t know I needed?


  I wake up in the middle of the night sometimes, heart pounding, chest heaving, body so tense that I feel like I’m going to break in half. Terrified that she’s gone. Terrified that I’ve lost her.


  But she’s always there, her hand finding mine in the darkness, her body curving itself so perfectly around my own. In those moments I know that I would die for her, would kill her for.


  She says I’m her addiction, her obsession. It only seems fair since she’s that and so much more to me. She’s my heart, my soul, my everything and she has been almost from the moment we met.


  I don’t know how I got so blessed, but I thank the universe every day. And every day I vow to take care of her and our unborn child. To make her happy. To make her smile.


  Because she is beautiful, inside and out. Beautiful and perfect and mine.


  
    To Jenn
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  The Editor’s Corner


  July is a month of celebration—Independence Day is a holiday we remember with picnics, parades, and fireworks. I feel like celebrating this month’s Loveswept releases in the same way; they make me want to shout in jubilation to let the world know about all our fantastic summer reads.


  Coinciding with the heat of the summer we begin with Shelley Ann Clark’s Loveswept debut, Have Mercy, where two damaged souls discover that when they’re together, their bodies hit all the right notes. Following that is USA Today bestselling author Stacey Kennedy’s next installment in her successful Club Sin BDSM series, Desired, featuring the hotly anticipated Kyler. Continuing with the warmth of the season comes New York Times bestselling author Tracy Wolff’s long-awaited sequel in her Ethan Frost series, Addicted. Then more love on the lam with Juliet Rosetti’s The Sexiest Man Alive, continuing Mazie’s on-again-off-again relationship with certified hottie Ben Labeck. Jennifer Chance’s Fake It then sparks some serious combustion between a sexy biker and a corporate go-getter who’s ready to let her hair down. And finishing up the month is Lavinia Kent’s sumptuous novel of sensual discovery, Mastering the Marquess.


  Classic Loveswept relaunches another of our favorites, A Tough Man to Tame, by New York Times bestselling author Iris Johansen—the unforgettable story of a brilliant young woman and the sexy financial wizard with the power to make her dreams come true.


  And ladies, don’t miss Flirt’s release of Awaken, book two in Lori Adams’s Soulkeepers series, featuring the hottest love triangle in this life—or the next.


  See, I told you July deserves a great celebration!

  



  ∼Happy Romance!
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  The first time Tom heard Emme’s voice, he dropped a bottle of gin.


  Having heard and played with a lot of bands over the years, he’d never seen anything quite as entrancing as Emme. She looked like she’d walked out of a 1960s wet dream, all teased blond hair and dark eyeliner and curves. The bass groove of her first song had Tom ignoring his customers even before she opened her mouth.


  Her voice damn near melted his spine. It was big and dark, full of longing so fierce it brought tears to his eyes. Her phrasing was meticulous. He heard desire in her voice, and he longed to give her whatever she wanted. By the time the first song was over, he ached to play in her band. More than that, he halfway wanted to crawl inside her songs and live there.


  Once the first song ended, he pulled himself together enough to pay attention to his bar, but he still found himself staring at her every moment he had the chance. His fingers absently shaped chords and played notes against the polished wood of the bar, and he hummed harmonies as he poured drinks for his customers.


  At the break, all Tom wanted was a cigarette and a chance to talk to Emme, but the rush never slowed. He did talk to Andy, the bassist and a friend he’d played with a few times.


  “She’s good, huh?” Andy grinned. “Told you.”


  “I believed you or I wouldn’t have booked you without hearing her first. I trust you.” Tom poured a vodka tonic for a thin brunette as he talked. “But damn.”


  “Yeah. She gets that reaction a lot. Writes all the songs, too.”


  Tom shook his head in disbelief before he made change for a guy in a non-ironic trucker cap. “I’d love to sit in sometime.”


  Andy raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? You may get your chance. They’re going on tour in two months and there’s no way I can keep my day job and go. They’ll need a bassist. Want me to recommend you?”


  “How long?”


  “Two months. Mostly through the Southeast. College towns.”


  Two months away from the bar. Ouch. Tom opened a Sam Adams for Andy. Two months away from Katie. “I don’t know, man. I’ll have to think about it.”


  “It’s a good gig. She pays well. Dave and Guillermo are pretty cool, too.”


  For the rest of the set, that was all Tom thought about. That, and how to get a chance to talk to Emme, even though he suspected he’d sound like some high school kid asking the prettiest girl in school to the prom. He was considering bringing her a glass of the two hundred and fifty dollar scotch that had been gathering dust under the bar as a tribute when his cell phone buzzed in his pocket.


  COME GET ME, the text message read.


  Tom sighed and rubbed his temples. He’d offered to pick up his sister if she ever had too much to drink, but that had been when she was sixteen. She was twenty-five now. She knew Tom was working.


  CALL A CAB, he texted back. He slid his phone back into his pocket and closed out the tab of a couple who were pulling on their coats. They’d barely signed their credit card slip when his jeans vibrated again.


  NO MONEY. WILL JUST DRIVE.


  Shit. Up onstage, Emme was making magic with the piano. Drink orders had slowed a little and the crowd had thinned as the night grew later, but there were still all the closing duties to complete.


  WAIT FOR ME, he texted back. WHERE ARE YOU?


  He motioned for the bar-back to take over. There was nothing else he could do. He shrugged on his jacket and slipped out the back, the music cut off abruptly as the door shut behind him.


  [image: ]


  Emily Hayes was nothing like Emme.


  That was Tom’s first thought when he walked into the audition. He wasn’t sure what he had expected when he walked into the living room of the unassuming ranch house in one of Louisville’s older subdivisions. Mirrors, gilt, marble, and velvet fainting couches, maybe, or fluffy white cats and champagne fountains everywhere, Emme lounging in a silk-and-marabou dressing gown. Instead, he walked in the open front door and found amps, guitars, a couple of keyboards, a tangle of wires spread out over the carpet, a case of microphones open in one corner, contents spilling over the floor, and a giant, incredibly ugly green couch that looked like it had been picked up off the curb.


  The diva was sitting on the floor wearing yoga pants and a hoodie and untangling a cord of some kind. She stood up when she saw him, brushed dust off her butt, and held out her hand. “Tom! Nice to meet you,” she said with a smile.


  Onstage, she’d been all teased hair and false eyelashes and voluptuous curves. She definitely had those; even the baggy hoodie couldn’t hide her shape, and those yoga pants were downright obscene on her, but her brown eyes were friendly and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. As he took her much-smaller hand in his, she said, “Call me Emily.” The girl-next-door name didn’t match her, somehow. He couldn’t shake the image of her onstage, hair haloed by the lighting, holding the crowd mesmerized in the palm of her hand. And even here, sitting on the floor, when she looked at him, she radiated authority. Like when he’d had a pretty, smart teacher he wanted to impress, he nearly called her “ma’am.”


  She introduced him to the drummer, Guillermo, a big guy with an even bigger beard, and Dave, the lead guitarist, who barely looked up from tuning his guitar when Tom greeted him. “How familiar are you with our music?” she asked.


  I’ve been listening to your album over and over again every night since you played in my bar. Wait. That sounds creepy. “I’m pretty familiar. I’ve worked out most of the bass lines, and there are a few that I might want to try tweaking just a bit.”


  Emme nodded. “Good to hear. Any particular musical influences?”


  Tom thought for a moment. “I’d say I’m mostly a fan of blues and soul,” he said finally. “More modern stuff I like—I’m pretty into that dirty Southern sound in alt country. My dad owned McKinney’s, and I grew up there, hearing blues bands play. J. R. Wilbur used to play on Wednesday nights, and he felt sorry for this kid who was always in, you know, a bar. So he’s the guy who taught me how to play.”


  Emme whistled. “Learned to play guitar from J. R. Wilbur? Those are some credentials. Let’s hear it.”


  Tom got out his bass. They worked through the tune-up as a group, Dave fiddling with knobs on the soundboard, Emme alternating between keyboards, checking microphones. The level of professionalism and comfort both of them seemed to have around what had to be tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment made Tom’s heart beat a little faster. This was serious. He’d known when he heard them play, had known from the quality of the album, that this wouldn’t be like hopping onstage at the bar after the musician had too many free beers. If they let him join, going on this tour wasn’t the only thing that would change for him. Doors would open.


  He’d sat in with so many bands, had played on so many friends’ albums, but touring had never, ever been an option. His dad had been too sick. Katie had needed too much. The bar had to be rescued from the brink of bankruptcy. But he’d gotten the bar under control, his dad had been gone for over a year, and Katie was doing so much better, and if this audition went well, maybe his life could look the way he’d always wanted it to. Tom’s hands shook, palms sweaty. He felt his cell phone vibrating in his pocket, but he ignored it. Please wait. Just give me an hour.


  “We’ll start with ‘Walking Away,’ since that’s the one everyone knows,” Emme said.


  Tom nodded and swallowed hard. You’ve got this. You listened to it a million times before now.


  The song was one part mournful breakup croon and one part ditch-the-bastard anthem, a little bit Diana Ross, a little bit Stevie Wonder in the instrumentation, and a whole lot of retro Motown bass. It wasn’t easy to play, but it was a hell of a lot of fun.


  Tom’s nerves coalesced into adrenaline as he played, the sheer joy of making music with a talented group of people. He could hear their playing through the monitors, and god damn, they sounded good. Emme’s voice soared over the bass groove, while Guillermo kept the beat without overwhelming the tune. Dave was seriously talented at guitar, adding blues licks that Tom hadn’t heard in the studio version and improvising without needlessly showing off. By the time the song ended, the notes had wound around them all, the tiny communications coming as second nature; slowing the tempo when Emme nodded, holding a note a little longer with a look from Dave.


  They played together for two hours, long enough for Tom’s phone to buzz at least five times, but his high of belonging glowed warmly around him as he packed up his instrument. The way the three of them interacted, the seamlessness of their partnership, felt like family. He hadn’t realized how much he’d longed for that until he’d had a taste of it, and now he had. Everyone in the living room was smiling by the time he checked his phone to see the list of missed texts from Katie. Thank god none of them had been emergencies in any real sense of the word.


  Dave offered Tom his hand. “Nice work, man.”


  Guillermo nodded, and Emme looked up from the notebook she’d been scribbling in. “I’ll see you out.”


  Tom thought he saw Dave narrow his eyes at Guillermo when she spoke, but he shouldered his case and turned toward the front door, Emme at his side. As she opened the door into the fading evening light, she smiled at him.


  “So? How’d you think it went?”


  Tom cleared his throat. Please let me in. “Pretty well.”


  “Pretty well?” Emme scoffed and aimed a light punch at his arm. “Dude. It was awesome.” She looked back over her shoulder, as if checking to see if Dave or Guillermo had followed them into the hallway, and lowered her voice before she spoke again. “If you want in, you’re so in. I’ve got to talk to those two about it so they feel like I’ve consulted them, but seriously? Give me two more hours and we’ll make it official.” She winked at him as he stepped outside.


  That wink, combined with her low-voiced whisper, overpowered his nerves long enough to wake up something else inside him, something needy and more than a little feral. He winked back. “I look forward to it,” he said, before he took the front steps two at a time.
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  Emme knew before she opened her mouth that Dave was going to argue.


  He always got that stubborn set to his eyebrows when he disagreed with her. It usually happened when she wanted to make changes to a song he’d written, or when she really dug in about cutting a guitar solo. And she nearly always won the argument anyway, but having it in the first place was beginning to get exhausting.


  “So? What do y’all think?” She slid onto the piano bench and turned around to face Dave and Mo.


  “He’s better than Alyssa,” Guillermo said. “She was pretty good. And I liked her. But she’s usually more of a rock girl, and you can hear it in her playing. Tom, you can tell he’s a blues and soul kind of guy, and it sounds better with our songs.”


  “I agree. And he improvs well. He’d be a good songwriting partner.” Emme watched Dave’s face. His eyebrows were still doing that thing. She wanted to get up and push them back into their usual shape with her fingers, as if that would make him less obstinate.


  He’d been digging in his heels more and more lately, questioning every decision that she made. After being so supportive for so long, his new opposition felt like betrayal.


  “I don’t like him,” Dave said finally. “It’s not that I don’t like him. He seems cool. I’ve heard him play with a couple of bands at McKinney’s. Andy says he’s reliable, and god knows that’s a plus. But I don’t think he’s a good fit for us.”


  “Why not?” Emme tried to listen to him. She really did. She wasn’t just going to shut him down before he’d spoken his piece.


  Even if she’d already made up her mind, practically the minute Tom walked in.


  “You’re not going to like what I have to say.” Dave rubbed his hand over his forehead. He actually looked torn up about whatever it was. For a moment, Emme felt bad for him.


  Then he spoke. “I don’t like the way he looks at you, or you look at him.”


  “Not this again.” Guillermo stood up. “Really, man?”


  “I just think it would be safer not to risk it. Remember what happened sophomore year, when we were in that jazz quartet? And then Indelible Lines …”


  The words punched Emme right in the sternum. “You still haven’t forgiven me. For a mistake I made that didn’t even affect you at all.”


  “It’s not that I haven’t forgiven you. Emily, come on. I think Jared was the one who really screwed up Indelible Lines. But you do this, like, a lot.” Dave stood up and started pacing. “You’re kind of a drama magnet. And on top of that, have you met his sister? That girl is seriously fucked up. Can he really promise not to let his personal life get in the way of the tour?”


  Emme turned around on the bench and started playing scales, mostly so she wouldn’t have to look at Dave’s face while she tried to fight the sting of tears. No one believed her. No one had ever believed her. Even her best friend had assumed the worst about her, and she’d never bothered to defend herself, because if she even had to, because of the assumptions that he’d made, then what was the point? She might as well have been guilty.


  But she’d learned her lesson, hadn’t she?


  Even if she looked at Tom and immediately started thinking about ways to get him alone.


  She shook her head. No, that wasn’t fair. She’d changed plenty, and she could prove it. And there was something inherently awful about denying him a chance just because his sibling sucked.


  “Man, give him a shot,” Guillermo was saying when she turned around again. “We all screw up. And how shitty is it to judge him based on his sister? Uncool, Dave.”


  “I know it sounds bad.” Dave sounded tortured. “I don’t want to be that guy. I’m just trying to be practical. I swear I’m not trying to be an asshole.”


  “How are either of us supposed to prove anything to you if you don’t give us a chance?” Emme breathed in like she did before a song, channeling her frustration out on the exhale, imagining it spinning off into the distance like a sustained note. “I promise I won’t seduce the new bass player. I’ll make him promise his sister won’t cause problems for us. If we fuck it up—”


  “I’ll leave the tour.” Dave looked her straight in the eyes. “I’m serious, Emily. I’m willing to give y’all the chance, but if you fuck it up, I’m done.”


  Emme nodded. “That’s your choice. So we’re decided?”
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  Tom didn’t drive straight home. He detoured to the park nearest his house, parked his car, and walked for a while as the sky stained orange, then purple. He sat on a bench, watching two fat pigeons fight over a discarded coffee cup, and smoked nearly half a pack of cigarettes until his nervous energy had been replaced by a nicotine hum. Going home would mean facing Katie; it would mean telling Katie that he planned to leave, and then who would she call when she needed money, a ride, a trip to the emergency room? Going on tour would mean managing his business from the road, checking in with his managers and his staff regularly and letting go of the tight hold he’d kept on the bar since his father died.


  But god, he wanted to make music again, and he wanted to make music with Emme. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so good; maybe when he was twelve years old and J. R. had asked him to sit in with him on a set.


  Inside his pocket, his cell phone buzzed again. It could be Katie, needing rescue. Or it could be Emme, with good news. He told himself his hands were trembling from nicotine overload and not desperation as he pulled his phone from his pocket.


  YOU’RE IN, the message read.


  How fucking long had it been since he’d been part of anything? Since his life had looked like something other than just a repeat of his father’s days, without the warm numbness of alcohol to ease it along? Since he’d had a chance to feel optimistic—hell, to feel anything other than a sense of perpetual duty?


  He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done anything just for himself. Maybe back before J. R. died. Certainly long before his father had died. Maybe not even then.


  He slid his phone back into his jacket. Funny how those two words made it feel just a little bit lighter.
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    Chapter 1


    The phone rings at three a.m.


    I think about ignoring it. Now that I have Chloe back in my arms—and my bed—I have no interest in moving for the next century. Certainly not until dawn breaks across the sky and I set things in motion for our impromptu trip to Vegas. I haven’t slept since she left me, not for more than an hour or two, and now that she’s cuddled up against me, her even breathing pressing her breasts against my side and her strawberry blond hair tickling my cheek, I’ve finally been able to relax, to breathe, for the first time in way too long.


    But I’ve been waiting for a phone call and if this is it—if this is it, the last thing I want to do is miss it.


    Without moving the half of my body that is firmly under Chloe’s, I reach blindly toward the nightstand. My hand collides with my phone on the second try and a quick glance tells me that I really do have to take this call.


    Fuck.


    “I’ll get back to you in five minutes,” I bark into the phone the second I accept the call, and then I’m hanging up. Running a hand over my face. Trying to blink myself into wakefulness.


    It takes a good two or three minutes. Nothing like the abject relief that comes from holding the woman you love to finally put you under after a week of sleep deprivation.


    I’m half-asleep and grumpy as shit as I slip my arm out from beneath Chloe’s head and try to slide over to my side of the bed. The fact that she moans a little in her sleep and clutches at me, her arms and legs wrapping around me like a vine, only makes it harder to leave. If it was anyone else on the phone—if the call was about anything else—I wouldn’t even think about it.


    I soothe her back to sleep with a couple strokes of her hair and a few murmured words. And then I stumble to my feet and turn away, even though that’s the last thing I want to do. Even though I want to spend the next hour, day, year, beside Chloe, worshipping her beautiful body with my own.


    I walk down the hall to her living room, pull out my phone. Dial the number. And wait for the private detective on the other end to pick up—and God willing, give me the news about my useless brother that I’ve been dying to hear.


    There’s a click and then a terse, “Mr. Frost.”


    “Yes.” A long pause, like he’s shuffling papers. Or taking a drag on a cigarette. Or tossing back a finger or two of scotch. Then again, that could just be my imagination running wild—I’ve seen a lot of old-time detective noirs through the years and right now it feels like I’ve stepped into the middle of one.


    The idea makes me more uneasy than it should.


    After all, I thought I was ready to hear whatever he had to say—was anxious to hear it—yet now that the moment’s here, there’s a part of me that just doesn’t want to know. Brandon is my baby brother. I’ve spent my life protecting him, trying to keep him safe, trying to fix his problems for him. But that was before I knew what he was. What he’d done.


    Before I knew that he had raped the only woman I’ve ever loved…and gotten away with it.


    It’s that knowledge that has me grinding out “Tell me,” even as I brace myself for the answer.


    “You were right. Ms. Girard isn’t the only one.”


    My blood turns to ice, just freezes in my veins as his words hit me with the force of a precision guided missile.


    I knew it. From the moment my mom opened her mouth after seeing that picture of Chloe and me in the tabloids, from the moment I realized that Brandon was the one who—with my help—had nearly destroyed Chloe, I’d known that there would be more. That there would be others.


    Brandon’s the type to take a mile when you give him an inch. When I believed his lies—my mother’s lies—and bailed him out, I gave him more than an inch. I gave him carte fucking blanche to do what he wanted, when he wanted, to whomever he wanted.


    And the bastard ran with it.


    So, of course there are more. Of. Fucking. Course.


    For a moment, I can’t help thinking about those other women. Trying to put a face to them. A name. But that only makes it worse. Because I’ve held Chloe when she cried, I’ve seen how devastated she is. Knowing there are other women out there suffering as she has…knowing that my money—that I—pretty much gave Brandon the opportunity to do that…It makes me sick. Makes me rage. What happened to them is as much my fault as his.


    And now the son of a bitch wants to run for Congress? Wants me to use my influence to help him win a term or two in the House of Representatives, before running for the Senate? And then, when he’s a little older, a little more seasoned, I’m supposed to help him make a grab for the golden ring? For the presidency?


    Over my dead fucking body.


    Not when the woman I love bears the emotional scars of his attack and everything that happened after. Not when other women have suffered the same fate. And not when it’s obvious that Brandon still doesn’t give a fuck what he did or who he hurt.


    No. Fucking. Way.


    “Tell me.” There’s no hesitation now, not when my blood is boiling and guilt is pressing on my chest like a cement block.


    “There are seven other women who have leveled accusations of rape at your brother. Three of the seven accusations came before Ms. Girard’s, and like hers, are sealed since your brother was underage at the time the allegations were made and no arrest was forthcoming.”


    “What about the others?”


    “They’re from your brother’s time at Boston College—all dismissed, all with nondisclosure agreements signed on both sides.”


    “Because my mother and his father paid off the girls.” Was it any wonder they’d been tapped out of disposable income by the time Chloe came around and needed me to pony up the money? Brandon had been working his way through the entire female population of Boston, one terrified young girl at a time.


    The rage churns in my stomach. Makes me nauseous. Makes me burn.


    “He’s been accused of rape eight times and none of the allegations have stuck?”


    “Technically, it’s only been seven. In the last one, there was no rape complaint made—”


    “Then how do you know about it?” I interrupt. Not that I doubt him or what he’s telling me. Because I don’t. But I damn sure want the big picture, want every one of my ducks in the fucking straightest row I can put them in before I decide what I’m going to do with the information.


    How I’m going to use it to bring my baby brother down—and keep him from being elected to the House of Representatives, when he’s got good looks, slick charm and a hell of a lot of old-money donors on his side.


    “I followed the money. She got the biggest payout yet. Almost three million dollars. But unlike the others, her medical bills took a pretty decent-sized chunk of that.”


    “So he graduated from rape to rape and assault.”


    “That’s what it looks like, yes.”


    There’s a dull pain in my hand and I glance down only to realize that I’m squeezing my fist so tightly that my fingers have all turned white from lack of circulation. Sheer will alone has me uncurling the fist, one slow, painful finger at a time. “Is there anything else?”


    A pause. Then, “Yeah.”


    Jesus. Of fucking course there is.


    I’m braced for it, and still the word is like a blow. I thought I was prepared, thought I was ready to hear the worst of what Brandon was. What he is. But more than rape, more than assault? I’m not sure I can handle knowing that.


    Still, that’s why I hired this guy, after all. To dig up every speck of dirt he could find on my brother so that I could know it all. I just didn’t want the “all” to be this much.


    “Tell me,” I grind out.


    “He’s dirty. Even by Washington standards. He’s taking money from a couple of shady lobbies for his campaign, but everyone does that at one time or another. However, his largest campaign contributions—and a significant portion of his own, personal money—is coming from what appear to be a couple of shell corporations set up in Vegas.”


    “Vegas?” I ask, baffled. Brandon’s running for Congress from Massachusetts, the state he was born and raised in. What the hell does Vegas have to do with that?


    But even as the question crosses my mind, the answer hits me like a two-by-four. “The Vegas mafia? He crawled in bed with what’s left of the Vegas mob?”


    “I’m still digging. But he and Nico Valducci have a lot of business interests in common—including some big money invested in a couple of casinos with very shady backers. Plus there are those big campaign contributions.”


    “Business interests?” My mind is racing as I try to figure out this new and unexpected development. I found Brandon in Vegas a few weeks ago, when I’d gone looking for him after I’d learned about Chloe. I’d assumed his trip had been for pleasure, but now that conclusion seems pretty far-fetched. “Why the hell would Brandon get involved with these guys? He wants to be president someday.”


    “Yeah, well, so did Kennedy.” I can all but see him shrug. “Valducci has deep pockets. He’s not your typical Vegas mobster—those guys all got shot or sent to prison a while ago. He’s smart and brutal and he and a couple of his friends have been building their organization in Vegas for the last twenty-five years.”


    “Still, Brandon should be smarter than that. A lot of people have deep pockets besides the mob!” Me included. God knows he’s tapped me for contributions any number of times in the last year or so.


    “Yes, but Brandon didn’t run up ten million in gambling debts to a lot of people. He ran them up with the Vegas mob.”


    “Jesus Christ.” I scrub a hand over my face, shake my head as I try to find a way to think through the fear that’s started racing through me. Fear for Chloe. And fear for my brother.


    It’s that fear that makes me angriest. I want to hate him. I do hate him for what he’s done to the only woman I’ve ever loved and to all of those other women. I want him to pay, want him to go to prison for a long time for what he did. Want him and our mother to lose their reputations—their precious standing in the community—and with it any and all political aspirations they’ve been harboring.


    But the mob? They aren’t about taking reputations when you cross them. They aren’t about prison. They’re about violent retribution. Torture. Dismemberment. Death.


    No matter how much I want Brandon to pay for what he’s done, I don’t wish him dead. I taught him how to ride a bike, for Christ’s sake. How to surf. How to drive. All that doesn’t just go away, no matter how much I wish it would. No matter how much I despise him.


    “Did you find out anything else?” I demand after the silence has stretched too long between us. I keep my voice flat, brusque. I can’t afford to show weakness right now.


    “I’m tugging on a few other threads, but that’s all I’ve got that’s concrete.”


    “Other threads?”


    “Yeah.” He sounds reluctant. “Look, they aren’t very substantial right now. Give me a couple days and I’ll have more for you.”


    I start to push him—I want to know what he knows, even if it’s just a suspicion. But at that moment, I hear a noise at the doorway. I turn to find Chloe standing there, staring at me. She’s nude, except for a robe she’s loosely belted at the waist. Her eyes are wide, her strawberry blond curls tumbling over her shoulders. Her skin is flushed an inviting pink color and though she’s smiling sleepily at me, there’s an uncertainty in the way she’s holding herself that tells me we’re not completely out of the woods yet.


    We’re back together, but trust is a long road, one that for us has had its share of potholes. That most of those potholes were my fault is a truth that weighs heavy on my shoulders.


    “I’ve got to go,” I say, ending the call before the detective on the other side of the phone can say anything else.


    “Everything okay?” Chloe asks, and her voice is as sleepy as she looks. It makes me hard. But fuck, everything about her makes me hard. It’s been that way since the first time I saw her and nothing has changed. Even as everything has changed.


    “Yeah.” I cross the living room to her, then pull her into my arms. “Everything’s great. Just business.”


    I bend my head, brush my mouth across hers. I mean it to be just a light peck, but the moment our lips meet, I’m lost. I had to live too many days without her and I’m not ready to let her go yet. Not ready to be without her again, even as past hurts loom dark between us.


    I bring my hand up to her jaw, cup her cheek as I deepen the kiss. There’s a part of me that still expects her to pull away, still expects her to tell me that she’s changed her mind and can’t be with me, after all.


    I wouldn’t blame her. It would kill me, but I would never—could never—blame her.


    Desperation sweeps through me at the thought, and I spread my other hand against her lower back. Maneuver her even closer, until her long, lush body is pressed tightly against my own. And then I kiss her like I’ve been dying to for days, for weeks. I kiss her like she’s the most important thing in the world to me. Like she’s my everything.


    Because she is. Dear God, she is.


    Her lips part on a gasp and I take advantage, sliding my tongue inside her mouth to lick and stroke and take. She tastes like lemonade—sweet and tart and so, so good. Like mint and honey. Like the wind that rips across the still dark beach right before I dive into the Pacific for an early morning surf. I don’t want to let her go. I want to stand here in the middle of her best friend’s living room and kiss her like this forever.


    But Chloe has other plans. She kisses me once more—long and lingering and so, so good—before pulling away. “Just business?” she asks, and this time her eyes are clear, direct, the last traces of sleep gone from them.


    I don’t want to tell her the truth. The past is finally settled between us—or as settled as it’s going to get—and I don’t want her to worry about Brandon coming back into her life. Don’t want her to worry about him, or my mother, ever hurting her again.


    Because I’m not going to let that happen. There’s no way my brother—no way anyone—is ever getting close enough to Chloe to cause her any more damage.


    “It’s the middle of the business day in Tokyo.” Which isn’t a lie. It’s just not necessarily pertinent to the discussion I was having with the detective.


    She nods, takes hold of my hand. Starts to tug me back toward her bedroom. I follow willingly—I’d follow her anywhere, even straight into hell if I had to—and she doesn’t stop until she’s standing next to her bed. A dim light from her dresser gives the room a shadowy feel that echoes deep inside of me.


    I don’t want to fuck this up again.


    She looks up at me then, and there are tears in her beautiful eyes. Tears, and pain and fear—so much fear. It nearly breaks me. Nearly has me sinking to my knees in front of her and begging her forgiveness all over again. For everything that happened before she met me—and everything that’s happened since. I don’t deserve this woman. I never have, never will. But I’m not man enough to let her go. Not when she’s the very air that I breathe, the blood that runs through my veins.


    “Baby.” I bend my head, press soft kisses to her cheeks, her forehead, her eyes. Her tears are warm and salty-sweet and their very existence makes my gut twist. “It’s going to be okay. I promise.”


    “I know.” Her hands come up to cup my face now, to tilt my head so that we’re looking straight into each other’s eyes. “I love you, Ethan.”


    My heart melts. “I love you, too.”


    “I know you do. And I know, too, that love means protecting me. But I need you to promise me something.”


    “Anything.” The word escapes before I even know I’m going to say it.


    Chloe takes a deep breath then, and for the first time I notice that she’s trembling. I go to pull her more tightly against me, to warm her up with my own body heat, but she pulls back. Stands firm.


    “No more lies. I can take anything else. I can take Brandon, your mother, even the media scandal if my disaster of a past leaks. But you can’t lie to me again. Not if we have any chance of building a future together.”


    The words fall into the growing chasm between us.


    Fuck.


    I know she’s right. And I don’t want to lie to her. I’ve never wanted to lie to her. But she’s fragile right now, her world shaken by the reappearance of my asshole brother, and the last thing I want to do is cause her more upset. More pain.


    “Chloe—”


    “No,” she interrupts, sounding anything but fragile. Anything but weak. “This is a deal breaker, Ethan. I’ve spent too many years of my life lying and being lied to. I won’t do it anymore. Won’t duck my head and pretend because it’s easier for everyone involved. And I won’t let you do it, either. If you want us to be together, to stay together, if you want me to fly to Vegas and marry you in a few hours, then you need to tell me the truth.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    Her words echo through the room like the ultimatum they are.


    If I didn’t love her the way I do, they’d be easy to ignore. Then again, if I didn’t love her, I wouldn’t be tempted to lie in the first place. Besides, she’s right. I didn’t protect her from what happened when she was in high school and I can’t protect her from what’s happening now. No matter how much I want to.


    And still, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do here.


    The knowledge grates. I’ve spent a lifetime knowing what to do, knowing how to fix anything and everything that comes my way. Now, here, with the only person that has ever truly mattered to me on a personal level, the only person I have ever asked to marry me, I don’t have a clue where to start. Worse, I have no idea how to finish.


    There are a million things I can tell her, a million things I can say here and none of them have to be the truth. I think about the phone conversation I just had. About the plan I’m even now formulating to bring Brandon down. Then I think about how broken Chloe was when I first met her—and how much more broken my lies and half-truths have made her.


    And that’s when I know that—no matter how much easier it would be for her—I can’t be anything but honest with her. Not after everything we’ve promised each other. Not after everything I’ve put her through.


    There’s only one choice to make here, only one thing to say if I want to keep her safe.


    “I can’t let it go, baby. I just can’t. Brandon has to pay for what he did to you.”


    Her eyes widen, like she wasn’t expecting me to say that. Wasn’t expecting me to tell her the truth. Which is on me—I’m the one who has put her through hell these last few weeks because I didn’t want to hurt her. And because I was too much of a fucking coward not to lie to her. Too afraid that she would leave me to trust her with all the shit we have between us. With the past that’s come back to haunt us both.


    “I don’t want revenge,” she tells me. “Not now, not after all this time. I just want to move on. To pretend it never happened.”


    “I can’t do that. I know you want me to. I know you don’t want to talk about what Brandon did to you, don’t want to even think about it. And I respect that. I do. But he hurt you. He raped you. And he got away with it. Worse, I helped him get away with it—”


    “And I’ve accepted that.” She grabs my hand, clutches it to her chest. I can feel her heart beating strong and steady beneath the surface. “I’ve moved on—”


    “You may have, but I can’t. Not now, when he’s running for public office, living his life like it doesn’t matter. Like what he did before this moment is nothing. And I. Can’t. Let. That. Go. Not when you’re—”


    I break off before I can say it. Before I tell her that she’s broken. Not ruined, like she’s feared for so long. Not destroyed. But definitely damaged. Definitely broken, with all the jagged cracks exposed.


    Except her face falls like I’ve already said it. Or worse, like she has. We’ve been over this ground so many times before. How she’s trying to be okay but doesn’t truly believe that she ever will be.


    I don’t accept that. Chloe is strong, resilient, bright. She can do anything she puts her mind to. Even this. Especially this.


    I want to fix her. I know she thinks that’s not my job, but I love her and I hate seeing her bleed with every breath she takes. Hate the nightmares that slash her wide open as she sleeps. Hate even more the way she squares her shoulders, lifts her chin as she puts on her armor. Armor she should never have to wear.


    Armor I can see her donning right now.


    “What have you done?” she demands.


    “Nothing yet.” This, too, is the truth.


    Her eyes narrow. “So what are you planning on doing, then?”


    “I don’t have an actual plan yet.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    “It’s true, though. I’m still trying to put all the pieces together.”


    She pulls me closer then, squeezes my hands more tightly in hers. “Ethan, please. You need to let it go.”


    “You know I would do almost anything for you, but there’s no way I can do that.”


    Her beautiful eyes fill with tears. She blinks them away, but still my stomach drops. The last thing I want to do is hurt her more than she already has been.


    “I don’t care what happened before. It doesn’t matter—”


    “It matters to me.” I press my mouth against hers in a frantic kiss designed as much by necessity as desire. Her lips part under mine as Chloe opens herself to me. As she gives herself to me. Completely. Absolutely. Eternally.


    The knowledge almost brings me to my knees, as does the wave of desire that washes over me. Swamping me. Flattening me. What is it about this woman that makes me feel over and over again like I’ve been axed by a too-powerful wave?


    I start to dive in, to willingly drown in her sweetness, but I can feel the tension in her. The pain she’s trying so hard to bury. It brings me back from the desperate edge of desire like nothing else could.


    “Don’t pretend with me,” I tell her. “You can pretend with anybody else, can pretend with yourself if that’s what gets you through the day, but don’t pretend with me. Not about something that hurts you the way this does.”


    “Life hurts, Ethan. Everything hurts. That’s just the way it is. I can live with that—I am living with it. But you’re poking at the wound, pouring salt into it instead of letting it scab over. Nothing’s going to come from that but a lot of scars.”


    She lets go of my hands, then wraps her arms around my neck instead. And pulls me down to press soft, wet kisses across my cheek. Along the line of my jaw.


    “We’re flying to Vegas in a few hours. We’re getting married. It’s a fresh start, for both of us. Can’t that be enough?”


    Her words arrow straight through me and my dick grows harder still at the thought that she’ll be my wife in less than twenty-four hours.


    “You’re more than enough,” I tell her.


    She smiles softly, kisses behind my ear. Down my neck. “Then come back to bed with me,” she whispers when she finally pulls away.


    It’s not an answer to our disagreement—but I go anyway, because even though I’ve just had her, I want her again.


    I always want her. Always need her.


    A few months ago, I didn’t even know Chloe existed. And now—now, she’s my everything. She’s the only thing. My obsession, my addiction, my heaven and—right now, as she asks me for the one thing I can’t give her—my hell.


    And still I don’t care. Still I want more.


    I follow her across the room, watch hungrily as she drops the robe on the floor before crawling into her double bed, holding the covers back for me so that I can do the same.


    I do—of course I do—she’s gorgeous and naked and mine. Mine. It’s that thought that’s circling my head when I slide in beside her, that thought that’s beating in time to my too-fast heartbeat as I pull her into my arms. I’m torn, conflicted. About Brandon. About my family. About the fact that Chloe is so adamant about leaving the past in the past. But the one thing I am not conflicted about—the one thing I will never be conflicted about—is the need I have for Chloe.


    The craving I have for her is desperate, all-consuming. Never-ending. It slices me open, rips me apart. And somehow, despite that, makes me whole in a way I never have been.


    She gasps as I reach for her, trembles. Her hands clutch at my shoulders. Her body arches against mine. And that’s all it takes to tear away the already tenuous shreds of my control. I slam my mouth down on hers, reveling in the way she moans at the first touch of my tongue to hers.


    It’s an assault more than a kiss. Mouths slamming together. Tongues tangling. Teeth biting down on vulnerable lips. I try to gentle it, try to rein in the desperation raking razor-sharp claws through my belly. But I can’t. Not when Chloe is in my arms, kissing me with the same need that I feel. Not when her body is soft and yielding and sexy—so sexy—against my own.


    I roll onto my back without breaking the kiss, pulling Chloe on top of me as I do. It’s important to her to feel like she has some semblance of control when we make love—and I don’t mind giving that to her. I’d give her the world if I could—if she’d take it. After all, I’ve already given her my soul.


    Besides, she always yields so beautifully in the end, always gives herself over to me—and to the storm that rages between us—so completely, that I don’t care how we make love. I only care about being inside her, fucking her, loving her. Over and over again. Now, tonight, tomorrow.


    Forever.


    “I love you, Ethan,” she tells me as she shifts her hips, lowers herself down on me.


    “I love you, too.” My voice is hoarse, my whole body trembling with the ecstasy of being inside her again. It’s only been a couple of hours since I last had her, but it will take more than a night to erase the agony of the last weeks I spent without her. Hell, it very well might take an eternity, but I’m okay with that. Right now, eternity sounds just about perfect.


    And then she starts to move and even the idea of coherent thought disappears as pleasure washes over me, pulling me under like a riptide I have no desire to ever escape.


    Hot, wet, tight, mine. The words form a mantra in my head, in my blood, pounding through me with each hard slam of my heart against my ribs. Hot, wet, tight, mine. Chloe.


    She’s riding me now, slowly lifting up onto her knees until I almost lose her warmth around me, then even more slowly lowering herself back down. Again and again and again she does this, until insanity is only a few trembling breaths away.


    Until my every muscle strains violently against the restraint I’m holding on to with bloody, battered fingertips.


    Until all that I am—all that I will ever be—is tied up in the dark, rich warmth of her.


    Unable to resist for one second longer, I lift a hand to her hair. Tangle my fingers in the fiery curls. It’s not about controlling her—not here, not this time. It’s about grounding myself in her, about having something to hold on to as pleasure rages around me like a tempest.


    “I missed this,” she says, even as she takes me deeper. “I missed you.”


    Her words echo through me, send fire cascading along my every nerve ending as I get closer and closer to the edge of madness. Closer and closer to losing what tenuous control I have.


    She’s on top of me, her legs around my hips, her delicate hands braced on my stomach, her lush, beautiful ass pressed against my thighs. She’s here, right here, all around me, and still it’s not enough. Still I want more. I need more.


    Lifting my other hand to her mouth, I rub my thumb back and forth across the crazy pink of her lips. They part on a gasp and then she’s sucking me deep, her tongue circling and stroking and licking even as her pussy clenches around me.


    “You’re everything to me,” I tell her, the words hoarse and rough and more than a little disjointed. My brain still isn’t working full throttle, but I need her to know this. Need her to hear this. “Don’t leave me again. Fight with me, tell me to fuck off, give me the silent treatment. Do whatever you need to do. But please, please, don’t ever leave me again.”


    Tears glisten on her cheeks as her eyes lock with mine. I feel so exposed, so wide open that for a moment—just a moment—I’m tempted to look away. But then she says, “I won’t. I couldn’t even if I wanted to,” and everything that isn’t Chloe just fades away.


    I tug on her hair and she leans down then, presses her lips to mine. It’s too much. Her mouth moving against mine. Her pussy sliding over my dick. Her beautiful breasts pressed into my chest.


    I grab on to her hips, pull her down hard. Revel in her gasp as I lift her up and then slam her down again. Over and over and over, I bring her body down on mine. Over and over and over, she clenches around me.


    “I’m so close—” Her voice breaks, her breath coming out in little pants that ratchet my arousal up another notch, though I would have sworn that wasn’t possible.


    My body is stretched to the breaking point. I need to come, need to empty myself inside her with a desperation that borders on the violent. Though I try to keep them gentle, my fingers dig into her hips as I lift and lower her faster and faster.


    “Ethan,” Chloe gasps. “I can’t—”


    And then she shatters. Her eyes blur, her head falls back, her body goes taut and then relaxes even as her sex clenches rhythmically around my dick.


    I want to make her come again, want these moments to last forever as I send her up and over the edge again and again and again. But my cock has other ideas and I can’t fight it. Not when Chloe feels so hot and wet around me. Not when she feels so goddamned good.


    “Chloe, baby—”


    She presses her lips against my throat, licks at the sweat pooling in the dips of my collarbones. It’s the last straw. Heat slams through me as my fingers clench on her ass, dig into her soft, resilient flesh. She gasps, her whole body shuddering against mine.


    And then I’m coming, so hard and so fast that it feels like my spine is being ripped out straight through my stomach. Straight through my balls. Straight through the end of my dick.


    I come and come and come and it’s more than pleasure. More than ecstasy. It’s a light in the darkness, a port in the storm. It’s coming home after a lifetime lost at sea. It’s Chloe and me and everything we’ve built. Everything we will continue to build. It’s our future, the future I am only now beginning to believe that we’ll have.


    Long seconds pass while I’m lost in the maelstrom, lost in the feel of Chloe above and around me. Lost in the feel of her warmth curled up inside me.


    After several long minutes, my heartbeat finally returns to normal. I pull out slowly, rolling Chloe over so that she’s cuddled into my chest and I can feel her breath against my neck, her heart beating against my own.


    “I love you,” she says, her lips moving drowsily against my sweat-slicked skin.


    “I love you, too.”


    It’s a vow on my part as much as it is a declaration. Because loving her has never been the problem. I’ve loved her almost from the beginning—I started falling the minute she refused to drink the blueberry smoothie I made her and by the time she’d returned the Vitamix I’d bought her for the second time, I was all in.


    Yes, loving her is easy. But keeping her—that’s something else entirely. I’ve already fucked things up with her, twice. I lied to her, tried to break up with her, hurt her over and over again when all I’ve really wanted to do is protect her.


    I don’t know how one man can fuck up as badly—and as many times—as I have. And yet, by some miracle, she’s still here. In my arms. In my bed. Though, technically, we’re in her bed at the moment.


    That’s something else I intend to change as soon as possible. Not that I have anything against Chloe’s room—or her roommate. But I need her with me, in my space. I need her in my house, her stuff cluttering up my dresser, her shoes tripping me on the way to the bathroom, her sexy-sweet scent hanging in the corners of every room I enter.


    I need her things mingled with mine, need her life mingled with mine.


    Because no matter how much I’ve fucked up, no matter how many mistakes I’ve made, I can’t let her go. I won’t let her go. Not now. Not ever. We’re tied together, our lives twisted and tangled together long before we had a clue what we would mean to each other. I wouldn’t have chosen our past, how we started out. But it exists. It’s real, and it’s something we’re both going to have to live with—for better or worse.


    That’s the nightmare. That one day she won’t be able to live with what Brandon did to her. With the part I played in keeping him safe because I didn’t know better. Because I was blind.


    But that’s a future I hope will never happen—a future I’m determined to never let happen. Right now, in the present, she’s still here. Still in my arms. Still willing to give me—to give us—a chance to get this right.


    It’s more than I deserve, but I’m taking it.


    I stroke her back, murmur nonsense words in her ear as Chloe snuggles close to me. Her breathing evens out and she’s asleep again within minutes. She’s exhausted, the toll of the last few weeks—the last few months—impossible to ignore. For both of us.


    I close my eyes, try to follow, but my mind is too crowded to allow any kind of sleep to creep in. Chloe’s words from earlier chase themselves around inside my head—and there’s a part of me that knows she’s right. That knows I’ll be messing with all kinds of old wounds if I keep pursuing this. Opening them up, making them bleed. Making her bleed.


    Hurting her any more than she’s already been hurt is the last thing I want to do.


    But as I lay here staring at the ceiling, I can’t stop thinking about my brother. About the fact that he hurt her when she was young and defenseless. About the way he continues to hurt her even now.


    I flash back to the way he looked at her in my driveway that day when the whole world came crashing down around our ears for the first time. So smug, so satisfied, so convinced of his own invincibility. The nondisclosure agreement—agreements, I remind myself, thinking back to the call I just took—make him untouchable and he knows it. More, he revels in it.


    I’m not okay with that.


    I’m not okay with any of it. Not what he did to Chloe and those other women. Not how he got away with all of it. And most definitely, not how he’s planning to run for Congress and beyond, building a life for himself making laws that he feels absolutely no compunction to follow.


    None of that is okay.


    Chloe might be strong enough to live with the past—and a future where Brandon never pays for his crimes. But I’m not. And I never will be.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    Ethan leaves early—a little while after we make love—slipping out of bed after a few minutes of cuddling with a kiss and a murmured I love you. He thinks I’m sleeping and I let him. Not because I don’t want him to stay, but because I do. Being separated from him for the last week has felt like losing a limb. Like losing myself. Now that I have him back again, there’s a part of me that wants to hold on to him. That wants to squeeze him so tightly that our bodies merge into one. That we merge into one and I can feel his love, his light, inside of me forever.


    If he knew I was awake and watching him walk out, if he knew how empty I feel when he’s not with me, he would never be able to go, even to make the arrangements for our wedding.


    And I need him to go, at least for a little while. I need to think. To figure out what my next move is. In some ways, it’s so simple. Ethan and me together. Forever. That’s my endgame, his endgame—and this time I’m not going to let anyone fuck it up. Not Brandon, not Ethan’s mother, not myself. When he showed up at my door last night, I knew that was it. Turn him away then or be with him forever. I love him, adore him, need him like I need air to breathe. There was no choice—not the first time I met him, not last night when he humbled himself before me, not now.


    But that doesn’t mean marriage to him is going to be easy.


    I don’t know how to do this. How to love Ethan when he’s so hell-bent on revenge. My past is…dirty. It’s dark and bloody and so painful that some days I can barely look myself in the mirror. I’ve lived the last few years by burying it. By ignoring it. By making a new life for myself, away from my family. Away from what happened to me.


    Maybe it wasn’t the healthiest way to do things, but it worked.


    I functioned.


    I went to class, got good grades, landed one of the most prestigious internships in the world.


    I survived.


    Now Ethan has churned all that old stuff up and I feel exposed. Broken open. And while I understand why it needed to be done—why he needed to know about the rape and my family’s greed—that doesn’t mean that I want it to be a focal point of my life from now on. I don’t want to lay in bed at night thinking about it, don’t want to spend every day wondering what Ethan is going to do or when he’s going to do it.


    Which means I have to convince him to let this go—to let Brandon go. The problem is, Ethan’s one of the good guys. Right is right and wrong is wrong, and he’s always on the side of right. Always. It’s who he is.


    The guy who wears the white hat.


    The guy who flies his employees to Vegas when forest fires force an evacuation from San Diego.


    The guy who donates half his income to charity even as he works tirelessly to create products to help those who are suffering.


    He’s that guy, and the problem is, that guy doesn’t understand—he can’t understand—that sometimes evil wins. Sometimes bad things go unpunished. Sometimes you just have to settle for what is instead of what you want it to be.


    Ethan’s never settled a day in his life.


    Except for me.


    Except for us.


    It’s a painful thought, one that has me rolling out of bed and reaching for the robe I dropped on the floor when I seduced Ethan back into bed a couple hours ago. If I get up, if I keep busy, then I won’t have to think about the words his mother threw at me with pinpoint precision when we were in Napa. I won’t have to think about the fact that he’s settling for me. Or that with my past and my family, I’ll never be good enough for him.


    So instead of thinking about that, I walk to the bathroom, fumble the light on. It’s seven a.m. and normally I’d be racing to get dressed so that I’m not late for my internship at Frost Industries. But I quit that job when things blew up with Ethan for the last time and it feels weird to think about going back to it now. Somewhere in the middle of everything that happened last night, he asked me to go back. Told me that my job is waiting for me if I want it.


    And I do want it.


    I worked my ass off for that internship. It’s the key to my future. I know that. Just like I know that I should jump at the chance to get it back. But it feels strange to take it now. To know that the only reason I have the job is because of Ethan. Because of our relationship. No one else would be allowed to quit such a highly competitive internship and then just go back to it if she changed her mind.


    At the same time, though, I really do want the job back. I really do want to work at Frost Industries again. In the short time I was there, I learned more than I ever did in my classes.


    Blindly, I squirt toothpaste on my toothbrush, start to brush my teeth. But a quick glance in the mirror has me gasping, the toothbrush dropping into the sink with a clatter.


    I have at least a dozen bruises. Probably more.


    On my collarbone. On the slopes of my breasts not covered by the robe. On my wrists.


    Round and purple, they stand out vividly against my pale skin. For a moment, I can’t begin to think what they came from. But then I remember the roughness of Ethan’s lovemaking. I remember the way his mouth was everywhere—everywhere. Nipping, sucking, biting, then licking the small hurts away. Again and again and again. At the time I was too caught up in how good it felt to realize what he was doing.


    It’s not the first time he’s marked me with love bites—after a night in his bed, I always have at least a few. But this—this is more than just a few hickeys. This is Ethan branding me with marks of his possession. His passion.


    His love.


    I open my robe, let it slide down my arms to pool on the ground at my feet. And realize that that is exactly what Ethan’s done.


    I’m covered with bruises. My shoulders, my stomach, my hips, my thighs, my back, my ass. Covered with his love bites.


    Covered with his love.


    The truth rolls over me and my fear and confusion fall away. He didn’t do this to hurt me, to prove his mastery over me. He did it so that I would feel secure. So that I would feel his love after the weeks of tension and torment. I still feel inadequate, still feel like I don’t deserve Ethan—I’ll probably always feel like that. But these bruises—rooted in love and possession instead of in a desire to cause pain—they ground me. Make me feel wanted. Make me feel needed. Tell me, better than any words ever could, that Ethan missed me as much as I missed him.


    I trace my fingers across my collarbone to the hollow of my throat. I play with the bruise there for long seconds, loving the dark purple color of it. Loving the shape of it. Loving the memory of Ethan’s mouth pressing hot kisses against my skin.


    I can feel my heart beating—fast but steady—beneath my fingers. It feels good. It feels real when so much of the last days have felt anything but.


    I trail my hand down my right breast and over my stomach, following the path Ethan’s lips took last night. I close my eyes, let my head loll back on my neck. Give myself over to the feeling of being cared for. Of being loved.


    Because these bruises are good. These bruises weren’t left by a guy determined to have his way no matter what I said. No matter what the cost. They weren’t left by a man who wanted to hurt me.


    They were left by a man who loves me. A man who wants to take away all the bad memories and replace them with good. A man who wants me to know all that I am. All that I can be.


    It’s enough to silence the voices deep inside me—my father’s, his mother’s, Brandon’s, my own. Maybe not forever. Maybe not even for very long. But for today. For now.


    After all I’ve been through, I’ll take it. I’ll take Ethan and my internship and the future that’s right there, just waiting for me to grab hold. I’ll take it all.


    Everything else can take care of itself.


    
      —
    


    “Is it safe?” Tori asks an hour later, stumbling into the kitchen where I’m sitting at the table, sipping coffee and daydreaming of Ethan. “Does everybody have clothes on?”


    “I’m the only one here,” I tell her. “And yes, I am wearing pajama pants and a sweatshirt.”


    “Thank Christ.” She makes a beeline for the coffeepot and pours herself a large mug. I watch in amusement as she adds enough sugar to bankrupt a candy factory, then follows it with a quarter cup of cream before lifting the mug to her lips and downing half its contents in one gulp.


    “How are you not three hundred pounds?” I ask in disbelief.


    “Good genes and clean living.”


    “Well, I won’t argue the good genes part, anyway.” The wineglass on the counter still holds the dregs of the two bottles of wine she drank last night.


    “You should,” she replies with a snort.


    I want to ask her what she means—it’s not the first time she’s made a derogatory comment about her family—but she’s got off-limits signs posted all over her when it comes to them. So I settle for bumping shoulders with her as I refill my own coffee cup.


    She returns the bump, then smiles sweetly at me. With that smile, her short green hair sticking up in every direction and the remnants of last night’s mascara pooled under her eyes, she looks like a little kid playing dress-up. Dress-up in a punk rocker’s closet, mind you, but still dress up.


    At least until the smile fades and she pins me with a look meant to bring better women than me to their knees. “Details. Now.”


    “Ethan and I made up.”


    “Believe me, I know. My room’s next to yours and the walls aren’t nearly as thick as you think they are.”


    “Oh, God.” Embarrassed heat rushes to my cheeks. “I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be.” She waves airily. “Since I wasn’t getting any action last night, it’s good that someone was.”


    I laugh despite myself. “Nice, Tori.”


    “Hey, if you wanted nice, you probably should have picked someone else as your best friend.” She grabs a box of donuts off the counter and plops them in the middle of the kitchen table before settling into the chair opposite mine. “Just saying.”


    “Yeah, well, it’s too late to worry about that now.”


    “Damn straight.” She grabs a donut, then shoves the box toward me. “So what happened after I left yesterday? You need to give me the scoop before loverboy gets back.”


    “We made up.”


    “Obviously, you made up. Didn’t we just talk about all the reasons I couldn’t sleep last night?”


    “Well then, what do you want me to say?”


    “I want details. Did he grovel—I mean, with something besides that bracelet you’re wearing. Because even I have to admit that is some serious groveling in and of itself.”


    I glance down at the heavy bracelet Ethan had delivered to me yesterday. The one he fastened around my wrist when I told him that I loved him. That I’d marry him. It’s as much a sign of his possession as the belly chain I wear around my waist—another gift from him.


    “Don’t tell me how much it costs. I don’t want to know.”


    “I wouldn’t dream of it, darling,” she drawls in her best Sophia Loren voice. “I still remember your freak-out over the belly chain.”


    When I don’t say anything else, she finishes off her donut in silence, all the while watching me with dark eyes.


    “You look happy,” she finally says.


    “I am happy.”


    “That’s all that matters, then.” She drains her coffee, then pushes back from the table. “I’m going to take a shower, then head to the beach. Want to join me?”


    “I can’t.”


    She rolls her eyes. “Let me guess. Loverboy talked you into going back to work at Frost Industries?”


    “I haven’t decided on that yet.”


    “Then what’s going on? Is he coming back to sweep you off to some romantic getaway?”


    “We’re going to Vegas.”


    “Vegas? Really? I had him pegged for a private-island-off-the-coast-of-Greece kind of guy. I have to admit, I’m a little—”


    “We’re getting married.” I say it fast, hoping it will have less of an impact that way.


    No such luck. Tori stops in her tracks, eyes wide and mouth gaping like a fish as she tries to wrap her brain around what I just said.


    “What?” she finally squeals before launching herself at me. “He asked you to marry him? When? Where?”


    “Today. And I already told you. Las Vegas.”


    She’s back to staring at me like I have three heads. “I meant when did he ask you. But what you’re telling me is that you’re flying to Las Vegas today? To get married today?”


    “That is what I’m telling you.” I start gingerly trying to untangle myself from her embrace. It isn’t as easy as it sounds, especially when she’s hanging on for dear life and doing her best impression of an octopus with its prey.


    “Oh my God. Oh. My. God. Ohmygod! You’re getting married. Today! To Ethan fucking Frost!”


    I’m not sure which of those things she’s more incredulous about. Then again, I’m not sure which of them I’m more incredulous about, either. Based on the pain and confusion of the last few weeks, both seem equally far-fetched, no matter how much I love Ethan.


    “When were you going to tell me?” she demands.


    “You’ve only been out of your room for fifteen minutes. This was the first chance I had to say something.”


    “No, the first chance you had to say something was two seconds after he said ‘Will you marry me’ and you said ‘yes!’ ”


    “You weren’t here then.”


    “Have you never heard of cell phones?”


    “I was a little busy—”


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Believe me, I know exactly how busy you were. Still, you could have told lovebug to cool his jets for five seconds so that you could call me. Your best friend. Your maid of honor.” Her eyes go round with horror. “Oh my God. What am I going to wear? What are you going to wear? You can’t get married today. Tomorrow, maybe. But not today. I have to get my hair dyed. And—”


    “Tori—”


    “We need manicures. And pedicures. Facials. Massages.”


    “Tori—”


    “We can get them after we land in Vegas, but still, more than an hour’s notice would have been nice.”


    “Tori—”


    “I still have to pack—”


    “Tori!”


    “Don’t!” She throws up a hand and glares at me out of narrowed eyes. “Don’t you dare even try to say that I’m not invited to your wedding. Don’t say it. Don’t even think it. If you’re going to marry the most eligible bachelor in the country in a rushed ceremony in Las Vegas of all places, I am damn well going to be there to see it! Do you understand me?”


    I think of all the reasons I can give her as to why it should be only Ethan and me. The fact that we’re still fragile after everything that’s happened. The fact that we need this time to be by ourselves…to just be. The fact that we want to guard what we have, that we don’t want to share it with the world yet, not after everything that happened when we weren’t so guarded.


    But despite all those very valid reasons, the truth is Tori is my best friend and I want her to see me get married. She stuck with me through everything and, save Ethan, there’s no one I want at my wedding more.


    “I was just going to tell you to stop talking and get packing,” I tell her with a grin. “Ethan should be back soon.”


    “Yes! We’re going to Vegas, baby!” She squeals as she throws her arms around me and squeezes as tightly as she can. “I’ll be ready in fifteen minutes!”


    She’s just started dancing her way down the hall to her room when my cell phone rings. It’s Ethan, of course. “Make that half an hour,” she tells me before I hear her bedroom door slam.


    “Tori’s coming with us to Vegas,” I tell my fiancé in lieu of a greeting when I answer. “She’ll be ready in an hour.”


    The fact that he doesn’t even hesitate before agreeing says everything there is to be said about the man I’m going to marry.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    My plane touches down in Vegas at eleven a.m. and within minutes I’ve got us in a limousine bound for the Atlantis. It’s the hottest casino on The Strip right now and it’s owned by my college roommate and close friend Sebastian Caine.


    Chloe is curled up next to me on the seat, her head resting on my shoulder and her fingers entwined with mine while her best friend, Tori, is seated across from us, chattering nonstop about all the things that she and Chloe need to do before the wedding. The list is growing by the second, getting more and more complicated. Chloe doesn’t seem upset by it, though. Instead, she’s nodding along with everything Tori says, even laughing every once in a while at a particularly outrageous suggestion.


    She sounds happy. She is happy, and I’m so, so grateful. There’s nothing I want more in the world than to make this woman as happy as she makes me.


    And I am happy. Ecstatic, really. How could I be anything less when the woman I love more than my own life has agreed to be my wife? We’re getting married. Today. And then she’ll be mine, forever.


    And still, I can’t relax. Can’t let myself enjoy this moment when something just doesn’t feel right. I try to tell myself it’s only the agony of the last week I spent without her—and the pain of the weeks before that as we struggled to come to grips with the mess that is our tangled pasts. And while that’s true, it’s not the only thing that feels off.


    Maybe it’s that there’s still so much to work out. Not so much between Chloe and me—she’s mine and I’m never letting her go again. That’s nonnegotiable. But everything else is so fucked up. My brother, her brother. My mother, her parents.


    She doesn’t talk about her family much—not that I blame her after everything they did. I’m not absolving Brandon and my mother, or myself, of guilt in what happened to Chloe. But I blame her family almost as much as I blame mine. They sold her out, sold her innocence and her trust, in exchange for capital for their business. That’s not something I’ll ever be able to forget…or forgive.


    Just one more knot in the dark tangle of the life we want to build together. The life we are building together.


    I try not to let all the shit we’ve got to deal with bother me right now, but it’s harder than it should be considering the fact that we’re here to celebrate. My unease must be noticeable, though, because when Tori stops talking long enough to take a sip from the glass of wine she’s holding, Chloe leans up and presses a kiss to my cheek.


    “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “She’s just really excited. She’ll calm down soon. I promise.”


    “She’s not bothering me at all,” I answer truthfully. “I’m glad she’s here with you.” I turn my head, catch her next kiss on my mouth instead of my cheek.


    I mean it to be just a quick brush of lips against lips, but she gasps at the first touch of my mouth to hers. Her lips open like a flower and then I’m sinking into the softness, into the sweetness, that is Chloe Girard-soon-to-be-Frost. Nothing has ever felt better.


    She tastes like dark honey.


    Like sweet wine.


    Like a home I never had a clue I was missing before I met her.


    The thought steadies me even as it turns me on. Bringing my hand to her hair, I tangle my fingers in her wild strawberry curls. She gasps again at the soft tug, then opens to me fully, her lips and tongue and mouth mine for the taking.


    I delve inside, falling deeper into her with every breath, every stroke, every sigh. My tongue circles hers, slides against the side of her cheek, the roof of her mouth. And finally, finally, I feel myself relax. Because this is real. Chloe’s real. What we are together right now is real. And what we’ll build in the future is just as real.


    That’s what matters. That’s all that matters. Everything else is just background noise.


    “Seriously, you guys?” Tori finally demands, slamming her wineglass down on the small table beside her. “We’re five minutes from the damn hotel. You can’t wait that long?”


    Chloe laughs a little, starts to pull away, but I hold her in place for just a few seconds more. Touching her, kissing her, makes it easier for me to breathe. Easier for me to think. She quiets me in a way nothing and no one ever has before and letting that go, letting her go, even for a few minutes, is harder than it should be.


    I don’t know if she feels the same way, or if she’s just responding to the subtle tension that creeps through me at Tori’s words. Either way, she doesn’t move. Instead, she keeps her mouth pressed against mine as her hands stroke soothingly over my shoulders and down my back.


    It feels good—really good—and there’s a part of me that wants to fuck her right here. I could slide my hands under her skirt, slip her panties down her legs. Follow that with a quick yank of my zipper and I could be buried balls-deep inside the slick wet heat of her in mere seconds.


    I want that—want her—so badly that my hands are shaking with it. It’s the intensity of that need that finally has me pulling away and settling back against the cool leather of the seat. If I push it much further, I’m afraid I really will forget Tori’s in the car with us. Or cease to care that she is.


    Chloe’s breathing is barely back to normal before we pull up in front of the Atlantis. Tori mutters something under her breath about sex maniacs and cold showers as she dives for the door, not even bothering to wait for the driver, or the doorman, to open it for her.


    I follow at a more sedate pace, then reach a hand in to help Chloe from the car. I leave Geoffrey, the chauffeur I hire whenever I’m in town, and one of the doormen to figure out what to do with our luggage while I escort the ladies inside to register.


    We’re only in line a few minutes—it’s the middle of the week and still early in the day by Vegas standards. But before Chloe and I can head for the elevators, Tori hands Chloe her key with a flourish. “Make sure you don’t spend so much time fucking that you forget to have them put my luggage in my room.”


    Chloe blushes, but she’s laughing as only Tori can make her. “Where are you going to be?”


    “I’m going to get a head start on shopping. God knows, at the rate you two are going, you’d probably end up walking down the aisle naked. It’s my duty as maid of honor to prevent that.” She narrows her eyes at me, even goes so far as to wag a finger in my face. “You get one hour, dude. One hour. And then she’s mine. I’ve got an afternoon at the spa set up and if she’s late, the whole day is going on your tab.”


    “And here I’d expected the whole day to go on my tab to begin with,” I tell her with my most engaging smile.


    She sniffs. “Charm will get you nowhere, Ethan Frost.”


    “Excuse me, but I beg to differ.” Chloe wraps an arm around my waist. “It’s gotten me to Vegas with him, hasn’t it?”


    “Yeah, well, I always said you were too easy,” Tori says with a wink and a sly grin. And then she’s turning away, heading toward the escalators that will take her to the shopping level with its exclusive, high-end shops.


    “Hey, I learned it from you,” Chloe calls after her.


    Two raised middle fingers are Tori’s only response.


    We watch until she’s on the escalator, then—aware of just how quickly things can get out of control between Chloe and me—I drop a chaste kiss on her forehead. “I like your best friend.”


    “She’s pretty great, isn’t she?”


    I’m about to agree when I catch a glimpse of Sebastian striding past us. Pressing a hand to Chloe’s lower back, I propel her forward even as I call his name. Speaking of best friends…


    He turns around a little impatiently, his eyes scanning the hotel lobby before coming to rest on me. His face lights up as he meets us halfway.


    “Ethan! What are you doing here?”


    I lean in, give him a quick one-armed hug. “I should be asking you the same thing. The last I heard you were doing a three-month stint in Haiti.”


    He shrugs, the excitement on his face dying almost as quickly as it came. “Yeah, well, I had to cut the trip short. Thanks for your donation, by the way.”


    “Always, man. It’s a good cause.” I pull Chloe in closer. “This is my fiancée, Chloe Girard. Chloe, this is Sebastian Caine. We’ve been friends since college and are currently on the boards of a couple charitable foundations together.”


    “It’s nice to meet you.” Chloe reaches out to shake Sebastian’s hand, her smile soft and eyes wide. She keeps glancing back and forth between us and all the questions she’s dying to ask are practically written on her face. Not that I blame her. Circumstances have made it so that I know all about her past while she knows very little about mine. Running into my college roommate—a guy who knew me before I was Ethan Frost, famous tech genius—has to intrigue her.


    “It’s great to meet you, too,” Sebastian tells her. “Any fiancée of Ethan’s is a friend of mine.” He turns to me with a mock scowl. “How come this is the first I’m hearing about your engagement?”


    “It just happened. This is kind of a celebration trip, actually.” Beside me, Chloe stiffens, casts me a surprised look. I shrug subtly. Sebastian’s my closest friend and of course I want him to know about the wedding. Just not yet. Not when it’s still so brand new I’m afraid one stray thought will jinx it. Not when we’re standing in the middle of the lobby of the most exclusive hotel in Vegas, just waiting to be overheard. And not when I have so many other things I want to discuss with him.


    “And you’re staying in my hotel?”


    I laugh at that. “I’m pretty sure you’d kick my ass if I stayed somewhere else.”


    “Damn straight. Your trip is on me, obviously.”


    “That’s not necessary—”


    “Of course it is. It’s not every day one of my best friends gets engaged.” He turns to smile at Chloe, who is looking more than a little overwhelmed by Sebastian’s effusive generosity. But that’s just how he is—he grew up rich, but he’s one of the coolest, most down-to-earth guys I know. He’s also a huge philanthropist—one who actually goes into the field and gets his hands dirty building houses and hospitals, as opposed to just giving money to the cause. Of course, he does plenty of that, too. Which is just one of the reasons it surprises me so much that he gave up his job as CFO of a major charity to come back here and run this hotel.


    “Congratulations, by the way. To both of you,” Sebastian continues. “I hope you’ll join me for dinner one night while you’re here, so we can celebrate?”


    Chloe nods slowly, but she sounds sincere when she says, “I’d like that.”


    “Good.” He smiles at her. “Tell Ethan to pick a day and we’ll make it happen.”


    “Tomorrow night,” I say immediately. “We’ve got tickets to your Cirque show tonight. Chloe’s never been to one.” It’s not a lie. I did get tickets for the ten o’clock performance, after the wedding.


    “It’s a good show,” Sebastian tells her. “I think you’ll like it.”


    “I’m sure I will.”


    “All right, then. I’ll leave you guys to get settled in.” He claps me on the back. “Give me a call if you want to get a drink after the show tonight. Otherwise, I’ll plan on seeing you tomorrow—”


    I grab the opportunity he’s presented me with. “Actually, Chloe just set up a couple hours at the spa for a facial and pedicure. Do you have some time to talk this afternoon?”


    For a second, it looks like he’s going to turn me down. He’s a busy guy and probably has a shit-ton to do. Which is why I let him see in my eyes just a little of the urgency I’m feeling.


    He nods. “Sure. Just text me whenever you’re ready.”


    “Good. I’ll see you in a bit, then.”


    “Absolutely.” Sebastian takes hold of Chloe’s hand, raises it to his lips like the charming bastard that he is. “It was lovely to meet you, Chloe. Back in school we always knew Ethan had good taste, but he’s obviously surpassed himself this time.”


    “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she answers with an amused eye roll.


    “No, it won’t,” I tell him, pulling her even more tightly into my side. “Watch out for this one, Chlo. He’s trouble.”


    “Once again, Ethan, I’m pretty sure you’ve gotten the two of us confused.”


    He winks at Chloe, then claps me on the back a second time before striding quickly away.


    “I like your friend,” she says as we finally make our way to the elevators.


    “He’s a great guy.”


    “I can tell. He’s the one in the picture you’ve got in your office at home, right? The one you go white-water rafting with?”


    “Yeah, that’s him.”


    She nods, but doesn’t say anything else until we’re in our suite waiting for the bellman to deliver our luggage.


    I watch as she takes off the light sweater she traveled in and drapes it across the arm of the couch before kicking off her shoes. Then she goes into the bathroom and closes the door behind her, still without a word. She turns the sink on, runs the water for a couple of minutes before turning it off. And then there’s nothing. No toilet flushing, no water running, no door opening. Nothing at all except a silence that suddenly seems oppressive.


    “Chloe.” I knock on the door. “Are you okay?”


    The door swings open. “I’m fine. I think I’m going to go down and meet Tori, though. I don’t want her to get impatient.”


    I try to catch her eye, but she’s looking through me. “Hey, what’s going on?”


    “Nothing.” She starts to move past me, but I block her path. She still won’t look at me.


    A hot lick of fear snakes through me, but I ignore it. She hasn’t changed her mind about marrying me in the twenty minutes it’s taken us to get from the limo to this room. Still, something’s going on with her and I need to know what it is.


    “I need to go,” she says.


    “What you need is to tell me what’s going on in your head right now.” I rest my hands on her shoulders gently, then just wait her out. She has to look at me—has to talk to me—eventually.


    “Nothing. I’m fine. It’s stupid.” She glances up and this time I manage to catch her eye. Once I do, I hold her gaze with my own, refusing to let her look away again.


    “Well, which is it?” I ask softly. “Is it nothing or is it stupid? Or are you fine?”


    Her only answer is a shrug, but she doesn’t look away, so that’s something, I suppose.


    “I thought we weren’t going to do this,” I tell her.


    “Do what?” she finally asks, after a long, awkward silence.


    “Lie to each other. Or is that restriction only on my side?”


    She rolls her eyes. “This isn’t the same thing at all.”


    “Then what is it?” I demand. “How am I supposed to know what to fix if you won’t tell me what’s wrong?”


    “Has it ever occurred to you that I don’t need you to fix things for me?” she demands, shrugging my hands off her shoulders as she pushes her way past me.


    “No. It really hasn’t.” I stand my ground, watch as she starts to pace back and forth along the wall of plate glass windows that gives a hell of a view of The Strip forty floors below us. “I fix things. That’s what I do. You knew that when you agreed to marry me.”


    She whirls on me then, cheeks pink and eyes flashing. She looks hot—really hot—and for a second I miss what she’s saying because all I can think about is getting her into bed and making her scream.


    The thought is so vivid, the need to have her moving underneath me so great, that I’ve taken a couple steps toward her before the words I heard but didn’t listen to finally register. I freeze in place. “What do you mean, what are we doing here?” I demand, suddenly as angry as she is. “We’re getting married.”


    “Are we?”


    “We sure as hell are. Why? Are you suddenly getting cold feet?” Just the thought is an ice pick to my gut.


    “Are you?” She lifts an inquiring brow and somehow manages to look drop-dead sexy as she does it. Then again, I think everything this woman does is sexy. The way she smiles, the way she thinks. Hell, even the way she breathes turns me on, all slow and quiet and steady like she’s got everything under control. And she’s asking if I’m the one with cold feet? I would have married her six weeks ago if she would have had me.


    “No! I’m marrying you, Chloe.”


    “Then why didn’t you want Sebastian to know? My best friend is downstairs right now, shopping for my wedding dress and you didn’t even bother to tell your best friend.”


    “Is that what this is all about? You’re upset because I didn’t tell Sebastian?”


    “I’m concerned that you didn’t tell Sebastian.”


    “We were standing in the middle of a crowded lobby, for God’s sake. Anyone could have overheard.”


    “So what? I thought we were running off to Vegas to get married because you didn’t want to wait any longer. I didn’t realize it was because you wanted to keep it a secret.”


    “Seriously? You think I want to keep it a secret?”


    “Isn’t that what you just said?” she demands.


    “If that’s what you heard, then I’m sorry. But no, that’s not what I said. It’s not what I meant.” I cross to her then, wrap my arms around her waist and pull her into my body. She holds herself stiffly against me at first, but she slowly relaxes as I rub soothing circles over her lower back.


    “Jesus, Chloe,” I tell her when she finally leans into me, resting her head on my chest. “Don’t you know by now that if it was up to me, I’d call my PR person and have him send a statement about our wedding to every newspaper and magazine in the country? I’d buy out the billboards in Times Square. I’d tell everyone. That’s how proud I am to be marrying you.


    “But if I do that—or even if I let it leak—I’m not sure you’re ready for the publicity shitstorm that’s going to hit us. Paparazzi will follow you everywhere, hundreds of requests for interviews will come in, reporters will start digging into your life. It’s going to happen eventually, no matter what I do, but there are ways for us to control it. Ways for us to make sure it happens on our terms and not theirs.”


    I lean down, press kisses to her temple, her cheek, her jaw. “I didn’t tell Sebastian in the middle of the hottest hotel lobby in Vegas because I was hoping to give you a little time to get used to being my wife before the circus starts. But if I was wrong and you’re ready to announce it, let’s do it. I’ll call Stu and have him work up a statement to release tomorrow morning, after we’re married.”


    She shakes her head, buries her face in my chest. “No. No. You’re right. I’m sorry. I just—I don’t want you to rush into marrying me and then regret it, you know? You’re one of the most powerful men in the world and I’m—”


    I stop her with a light finger over her mouth. “You’re the woman I love. The woman I adore. The woman, who, once she graduates from law school, is going to be one of the most kickass, formidable attorneys Frost Industries has ever had working for them.”


    She laughs then, a low, melodious sound that has the tension leaking out of my spine even as it arouses me. “I never said I’d work for you after law school.”


    “Frost Industries hires the best and brightest from all over the world. Why wouldn’t you want to work for us?”


    “The same reason I’m not sure I’m going to come back as your intern. It seems—”


    “Oh, you’re coming back as my intern,” I tell her as I start to unbutton the high collared blouse she wore to hide the proliferation of hickeys I gave her last night. “If I have to write it into our wedding vows, I will. But you’re definitely coming back. I need you.”


    “You don’t need me.” Her hands are on the buttons of my shirt now, as well. “You just said you have the best and brightest working for you.”


    “I need you more than you can ever imagine,” I tell her, pulling back so that I’m staring into her beautiful eyes. I want her to be able to look at me and see just how much she means to me. I want her to know it, deep down in her gut. In her bones. With our pasts, the future won’t be easy for us. If we’re going to weather it, she has to know—and I have to know she knows—just how much she means to me. “The last few weeks, when things have been so uncertain between us, have been the worst of my life. I need you in my life, Chloe. I need you in my arms. In my bed. In—”


    “You have me, Ethan.” She gestures to The Strip outside our window, to the heavy bracelet she’s even now wearing on her wrist. “Obviously, you have me. And I’m not going anywhere this time. But being in your life doesn’t mean I have to work for you, too—”


    “With me. Not for me.”


    She rolls her eyes. “I’m an intern, Ethan.”


    “For now. But in a few years, you won’t be. When you’re a full-blown, passed-the-bar lawyer, I want you working with me because I’m not stupid enough to let the competition have you. I’m not lying when I say you’re one of the brightest, most proactive interns Frost Industries has ever had. The work you did on the Trifecta merger was top-notch. Better than Rick’s, better than any one of the interns who has been there longer than you. You’ve got an instinct for patent law, an intrinsic understanding of it. I’d be an idiot to let you go.


    “Besides”—I lean down and press kisses to her collarbone, her shoulders, the tops of her beautiful breasts as I slide her blouse off her shoulders. She arches her back, presses her hips against my own—“we both know you want to come back.”


    “I never said—” Her voice hitches on a breathy moan. “I never said I wanted to come back.”


    Her hands are under my shirt now, sliding up my back and scraping lightly at the muscles on either side of my spine. It turns me on, gets me harder when I didn’t know that was even possible.


    “You do, though. And I want you back. So what’s the problem?” I lick my way between her breasts, reveling in the way she shivers. The way she gasps and burrows closer.


    “What…what problem?” The words are soft now, broken, as her fingers tangle in my hair and hold my mouth tight to her breast.


    “That’s what I’m asking you.” I skim my mouth over her breast to her nipple, then pull the tight, lace-covered bud into my mouth and bite down gently.


    “I don’t—oh, God, do that again—I don’t have a problem.”


    “I do,” I tell her with a groan, sliding my free hand beneath her skirt to cup her lush ass. “You’re wearing too many damn clothes.”


    She laughs breathlessly. “You should probably fix that.”


    “I intend to.”


    A knock sounds at the door—our luggage being delivered—and I drop another kiss on Chloe’s swollen lips before reluctantly sliding my hands out from under her skirt. A trip to the door proves me right, and I wait impatiently as the bellhop delivers our luggage before directing him to Tori’s room with the rest of it.


    The second he leaves, I’m on her, fastening my lips to her neck while I slide my hands back under her skirt. She’s wearing lace panties, flimsy things that are easy to tear right off her. So I do, ripping them to pieces with one firm yank before dropping the scraps on the floor beside her feet. Then I’m tugging down her skirt, taking off her bra. Sliding my mouth over all that soft, sweet skin of hers.


    I start at her collarbone, because I love it. Love kissing it, love licking it, love resting my hand there and feeling her pulse speed up even as her breathing slows. Chloe makes me crazy, makes me want. Seeing that it’s the same for her grounds me like nothing else can.


    Taking a deep breath, I will my hands to stop shaking as I pull her closer and kiss a soft, hot path up her neck. Because I can’t help it, I pause at the hollow of her throat. Dawdle at the line where her jaw meets her neck. Dally at the sensitive spot beneath her ear.


    I go slow, deliberately seeking out all the little spots that drive her crazy, and I listen as her breath ebbs and flows in a disjointed rhythm that just reinforces my knowledge of what she likes—and how she likes it.


    She’s so beautiful like this, all creamy skin, long legs and lush, pink-tipped breasts with bright, inquisitive eyes and a soft, sweet smile.


    Beautiful and perfect and mine.


    Mine now, and after the wedding later today, mine forever.


    The thought centers me like nothing else can, and the pounding urgency that’s been riding me for hours slowly dissipates. We have eternity—there’s no need to rush this moment, to rush the last time I’ll make love to her before she becomes my wife. She deserves better than a quick, hard fuck against the wall. She deserves everything I have to give her and then some.


    Chloe has a smattering of freckles on her shoulder that I absolutely adore, so I lick my way across them, playing connect-the-dots with the grouping because I can. I pause for a moment, bury my nose against her neck and for long seconds do nothing but inhale her. Jesus, she smells good. Like dark honey and clean rain and night jasmine. She smells like Chloe.


    Her skin is covered in bruises, little love bites that I couldn’t stop myself from giving her last night when I was reclaiming her with each and every kiss. They look good on her, so good, and I can’t stop myself from licking over a couple. She moans at that, her legs moving restlessly against my own. I reward her with another small bite, this one on the curve of her shoulder.


    “Ethan, please.” Her low breathy moan shoots straight through me, has me nearly coming in my jeans like a fucking teenager. How is it possible for her to sound even better than she looks? Than she smells?


    “I’ve got you, baby,” I murmur, kissing my way up her neck to her jaw, to the sensitive spot under her ear. Her hands tighten in my hair, try to pull me closer. I love it. I love the way she responds, the way only I can pull this reaction from her.


    “I need—” Her voice breaks again. “I need you.”


    “You have me,” I reassure her, running my lips over her cheeks and chin, across her forehead and eyes, over the bridge of her nose. I revel in the luscious feel of her, the rich honey and lemon taste of her. The dark and wanton sex of her.


    I revel, again, in the fact that she’s mine and I am hers. And then I start all over again.


    “Ethan.” Chloe’s voice is higher, tighter than usual.


    “Yes, love?”


    She bucks against me, her nails scratching lightly against my scalp in a way that sends pleasure surging down my every nerve ending. “If you don’t do something soon, I’m going to scream.”


    I lift my head to grin at her, to let her see just a little of the pride and joy and relief I feel having her back in my arms where she belongs. “Scream away, love. These suites are soundproofed. No one will hear you.”


    She nips at me then, catching my lower lip between her teeth and biting down softly. Pleasure claws its way down my back, has my dick punching against my jeans.


    “Ethan, please,” she whimpers as she reluctantly lets go of my lip.


    “What do you want me to do?” I ask. Our mouths are still only an inch or so apart, close enough that I can feel her ragged breathing. Far enough away that I can struggle for control.


    “Anything. Everything.”


    “That’s not very specific, love.” I’m teasing her now, but I can’t help it. She looks fucking delicious when she’s frustrated.


    When Chloe doesn’t say anything more—anything specific—I punish the both of us by pulling away another inch.


    “No!” Her hands clutch desperately at my hair. “Don’t go! Don’t leave me like this.” Her breath catches, her voice breaks and just that easily, I’m lost.


    “I’m not going anywhere,” I growl. And lowering my lips back to her own, I claim her mouth in a kiss that is as much about possession as it is about pleasure.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    My lips part eagerly at the powerful surge of Ethan’s mouth against my own. He takes instant advantage, his tongue stroking into the deepest recesses of my mouth. He strokes along my own tongue, along the insides of my cheeks, the roof of my mouth.


    He kisses me like it’s our first kiss…and I suppose it sort of is. Our lives change today in a way I don’t think either of us could ever have envisioned when we met at the smoothie bar at Frost Industries and argued over blueberries—and Ethan’s smoothie-making prowess. And yet, weeks later, here we are. In a Las Vegas suite with The Strip—the world—stretched at our feet.


    It makes me love him more. Not the fancy suite, not the quick trip to Vegas. The kiss. Because this kiss—this slow, dark seduction that sizzles along my every nerve ending and has my heart beating triple time—this is Ethan, giving himself to me. How can I do less than to give myself back to him?


    I pull him closer, stroke my tongue along his own as wild sparks light me up from the inside. And open myself to him, to whatever he wants from me. And whatever he wants to give me.


    He groans deep in his throat as our tongues tangle. I press closer, savoring the taste and feel and smell of him. Savoring Ethan and the joy and fear that come with being his.


    He tastes like chocolate, dark and bittersweet and addicting.


    Like the ocean, vast and wild and free.


    He tastes like eternity. My eternity and the one we will make together.


    And, God, can he kiss. For a man as powerful and dominating as he is, in moments like this Ethan has no problem giving up control of the kiss to me. Has no problem letting me tease and taunt and taste him until his need is a wild tsunami breaking between us, slamming into us and pulling us both under.


    I draw back with a sigh, sucking his lower lip between my teeth and nipping at it again. Nipping at him. He smiles against my lips, slides his hands down my back to cup my ass and pull me up onto my tippy toes so that my sex is flush against his rock hard cock.


    Then he thrusts against me. Pleasure sparks deep inside me, makes my fists clench and my knees weak. I bite at him in retaliation, harder this time, and he stiffens. Afraid I actually hurt him, I sweep my tongue over his lip to soothe the pain…and that’s all it takes.


    Ethan’s control shatters and in an instant he goes from a man indulging his woman’s need for control to a man intent on dominating. He takes control of the kiss; at the same time his hand slides between my thighs.


    He teases me for long, torturous seconds, his fingers kneading my thigh muscles, skimming across my mons, and in the line where my leg connects to my torso. Touching me anywhere—everywhere—but the place I want him most. I arch my back, spread my thighs wider and still he teases. Still he takes his time. I’m whimpering, pleading with soft broken breaths, when he finally slides his thumb—slowly, slowly, slowly—along my labia.


    I moan—I can’t help myself—then lift my hips to press myself more firmly into his touch. But he only laughs and stills my pelvis with his other hand. “Not yet, baby,” he murmurs against my hot cheek. “We’re just getting started.”


    “Ethan!” I sound way too desperate for a woman who spent much of the last twenty-four hours being made love to. But he feels so good and after the discord of the last few weeks, I need him so much. I rock my hips against him, and the friction is almost enough to—


    He pulls away with a deliberately provoking grin. “Feeling anxious, are you?”


    He sounds cocky enough that I think about shrugging it off. About scooping up my clothes and getting dressed right now instead of letting him continue to tease and torment me. Except he chooses that moment to drop to his knees in front of me. As he does, he runs his tongue from my collarbone to my navel in a long, lingering sweep that makes me see stars.


    “You taste so good,” he whispers against my stomach before trailing his tongue over my hip and then up my side to tickle and torment me in equal measure. “I had you just last night and still I want more.”


    He kisses across my ribs, then licks his way along the belly chain he gave me weeks ago, his tongue dipping between the links every inch or so to tease.


    “I always want more,” he continues as he cups my ass in his big hands, circles my navel with his tongue. “I always want you. I think about you all the time. When I’m working, when I’m driving, when I’m with you, when I’m not. When I’m sleeping. When I’m under you. Inside you. Above you.” He presses hot kisses to my skin as he kisses his way down my ribs to my hip.


    The images he creates make my knees weak, send heat spiraling through me.


    “I think about you when I’m in a conference call.” He licks up the center of my torso. “There might be twenty people on the line talking about the future of Frost Industries, and all I can think about are your breasts.”


    He presses soft kisses to first one of my nipples and then the other.


    “About the softness of your skin. About the color of your nipples—they’re so gorgeous I spend an inordinate amount of time thinking about them.” He pulls one into his mouth, sucks hard enough that I feel it in my knees. And in my clit.


    Then again, maybe that’s his voice. It’s deep and dark, magic and mayhem, and it’s making me want. Making me weak.


    “When I’m in traffic, I think about your mouth.” He reaches up, rubs a thumb over my lips.


    “About how good it feels to kiss you, to lick inside and taste you. You taste like honey.” He pushes his thumb past my lips and I moan even as I take it in. Take him in. I scrape my teeth gently over his skin, swirl my tongue around his thumb as I suck him deeper and deeper.


    It’s Ethan’s turn to groan, his gorgeous blue eyes turning almost black with need. For long seconds, he watches me with barely leashed desire. And then he’s gently pushing me back against the nearest table, lifting me onto the cold, hard surface.


    I gasp at the chill of it against my hot skin and squirm a little. But Ethan holds me in place with one large, warm hand on my abdomen.


    “I think about your pussy, when I should be thinking about business,” he tells me, his fingers stroking around my navel and then down. Over my abdomen, down my mons to the trimmed curls of my pubic hair. And then lower still, until his index finger is pressed inexorably against my clit.


    “I think about how good you feel around my dick.” His middle finger reaches lower, traces the slick slit of my sex. “About how I want to spend hours—days—with my head buried between your thighs. My lips on your clit, my tongue buried deep inside you.”


    His words arrow through me until I’m all but burning up from the inside out. “Ethan, please,” I beg as my hands slide up his shoulders, clutch at the silk of his hair. The strands feel cool against my heated skin and I revel in the feeling even as I lift my hips into his touch. “Please.”


    “I think about you all the time,” he whispers, pressing soft kisses against my sex. “About your body. About your brain. About everything that makes you who you are. And I swear, Chloe, I fall a little more in love with you with every goddamn second that passes. With you, away from you, it doesn’t matter. You’re all I’ll ever want. All I’ll ever need.”


    His words pour through me, setting off mini-explosions in my head, my heart, my sex. “Ethan,” I pant. “God, Ethan, please.”


    Of their own volition, my hands tug at his hair. My leg wraps around his shoulders. My hips arch into his mouth. I need you. I need you. Ineedyou. It’s a beat in my blood, a mantra in my head, a truth I’ll never be able to deny.


    And then even that thought is gone, replaced by pure feeling—by pure want—as Ethan drops his head and finally—finally—licks a long, slow, hot stripe along my sex.


    My arms—which, until now, had been holding me up quite nicely—turn shaky before giving out completely. I’m lying flat against the desk now, the wood cold against my back as every other part of my body threatens to spontaneously combust from the heat churning through me. I give up the last bit of control I’m holding on to and let him have his wicked, wicked way with me.


    And what a way it is. He plays me like I’m a finely tuned instrument, like I’m the only woman he’s ever had—or will ever have. Like all that matters in the world is the two of us and this perfect, perfect, perfect moment.


    “I love you, Chloe,” he tells me before licking his way inside of me. “I love you.”


    “I—” My voice breaks as pleasure skates along my every nerve ending. “I love you, too.”


    It’s like the words tear through the last shred of control he has, because the moment they leave my mouth, he’s on me. His tongue thrusts deep inside of me and I gasp as he makes slow, deliberate circles that light me up from the inside.


    Already I’m close, trembling on the edge of an orgasm that will slam me into a world of ecstasy I couldn’t have imagined before meeting Ethan. Before being touched by him.


    But even as I tremble, as I arch my hips against his mouth and beg him breathlessly to send me over, he takes his time.


    He laps at me, again and again. Long, lingering strokes that make me crazy. That make me crave. Again and again and again, his tongue explores every part of me, pausing only to suck at my labia and clit or to blow dark, warm air against my already too-heated sex.


    My hands are clutching at his shoulders, my hips moving restlessly against the desk as I beg for release. But there is none, only pleasure so keen it’s almost pain as Ethan drives me to the edge of madness over and over again. And then he’s pressing one long, calloused finger inside of me, stroking my G-spot even as he pulls my clit gently into his mouth.


    With a sound that’s half-scream, half-moan and all Ethan’s name, I tumble over the edge. Pleasure crashes through me as I buck wildly against him, needing him to stop, needing him to continue, needing these feelings to go on forever.


    And they do. They do. Because Ethan isn’t close to done. He keeps his face buried between my thighs, his lips and tongue and breath on me, inside me, all over me for what seems like a moment, what seems like forever. I come and come and come, until I’m going beyond pleasure, beyond individual orgasms, to an ecstasy that goes on and on.


    And still I want more.


    I buck and twist, clutch and pull, beg incoherently for the feel of his cock inside me. For the feel of his big, strong body covering mine.


    And still he doesn’t give in.


    Still he pushes me, until I’m sobbing, mindless, balanced on the sharpest edge of pleasure and pain.


    My body is no longer my own. I’m enthralled, ensorcelled, desperate for him and what we can build together. So when he spikes his tongue and swirls it inside me, sending ecstasy slamming through me one more time, I take it. I take it and take it and take it, until he pauses for just a moment.


    And then I’m on him, ripping at the remainder of his clothes. Skimming my mouth over his tattoo, his chest, his rock hard abs. Turning us so that he’s the one pressed against the desk. His hands clench in my hair and he shudders at the feel of my lips on his skin, my body pressed to his. He groans my name, pulls at me as I did him, but it’s my turn and there’s no way I’m yielding. Not before I take him as high and make him as crazy as he made me.


    I slide to my knees in front of him, let my hair brush against his long, hard cock as I revel in his groans. And then slowly, slowly, slowly, I slide him into my mouth, not stopping until he hits the back of my throat.


    “Fuck, Chloe, baby,” he growls, his hands fisting in my curls, tugging at me as I get my first taste of him in far too many hours. He’s hot and silky and perfect—so perfect—that I want to stay like this forever. On my knees in front of him, a supplicant trying to give back to him just a little of what he gives me so effortlessly.


    I suck him even deeper, stroking and swirling my tongue along his length as I do. I scrape my teeth gently along the underside of his cock then soothe the small sting with long, sensual licks. I keep it up, taking him deeper and deeper until he’s breathing in great shudders, his hips arching off the desk, his fists in my hair yanking my mouth down on him hard, again and again and again.


    For long seconds, I give him what he wants. Then, just as he starts to leak pre-cum into my mouth, I pull back with a lingering swipe of my tongue.


    “Don’t tease,” he gasps, his hands tightening in my hair. Sweat is pouring off him now, his body a taut, quivering mess beneath me. “Do it. Please. Just do it.”


    His face is all harsh planes and sharp angles and for a moment I want nothing more than to lick my way along that jaw, those cheekbones. But his voice—low and growly and desperate, so desperate—is just as compelling as the look on his face. Just as compelling as his fingers twisting in my hair and I know that Ethan’s not the only one who’s suffering.


    The need running through me is just as deep, just as desperate.


    Leaning forward, I put my mouth on him again. Start to take him deep, to take him over the edge. But even as I slip my lips over the head of his cock, even as I lick long, slow stripes along the length of him, I make sure it’s not quite enough. Not quite what he needs to get off.


    Maybe that makes me a little bit cruel, but I can’t help it. I’m not yet ready for this to end, not yet ready to relinquish this sexual power I have over Ethan. Usually I’m the one begging, the one who loses all control of her mind and her body as he pushes for more. As he takes everything. The fact that it’s him on the brink this time, that he’s the one who is moving restlessly under my mouth, that he’s the one who can’t quite catch his breath and is begging me to end it, gives me a different kind of satisfaction than the orgasm I know is waiting for me the second I cede control back to him.


    And so I continue tormenting him, taking him deep and circling my tongue around him as he groans and gasps. Over and over I take him right to the brink, only to pull off just as he’s about to come. Each time I do, the fingers in my hair get a little more desperate and his heartbeat gets just a little higher.


    The power is a beautiful thing and I’m drunk on it, drunk on him and the knowledge that he needs me as much as I need him. It’s what I’ve wanted more than anything these last few weeks, the knowledge that Ethan is as addicted, as exposed, to me as I am to him.


    The fourth time I do it, Ethan groans deep in his throat. Then he slides his hands out of my hair and down my cheeks to cup my jaw and tilt my face up this. Our eyes meet and for a moment, I nearly drown in the turbulent blue of his gaze. In the desperate desire, the desperate love, that he makes no attempt to hide. The force of it hits me like the ocean back home, in storm-tossed waves that swamp me, pull me under. That make it impossible for me to breathe.


    “I love you, Chloe,” he tells me, all deep and gravelly as his thumb strokes along my jaw. “I adore you. I worship you.” His voice goes lower with each syllable, until the words are almost indistinguishable. Almost.


    The words, his voice, the feel of him against me, take me higher. Make it impossible for me to wait any more. I press hot, open-mouthed kisses to his abs, his thighs, his dick, his balls. Then I lick at the space behind them with hard strokes of my tongue that have him arching and trembling against me.


    With thoughts of finally finishing it dancing around the edges of my mind, I move back to his dick, start to take him into my mouth again. But he’s done waiting.


    With a growl that comes from deep inside of him, he pulls me off, whirls me around so that I’m bent over the desk, stomach and breasts pressed to the cold wood, ass in the air. He does it so smoothly that it takes me a moment to even register that it’s happened, to understand that he’s the one back in control.


    By the time I do, his fingers are sliding along my sex, testing my readiness, and all thoughts of who’s in control vanish inside the maelstrom of pleasure taking me over. I arch my back at the first touch of his finger on my clit, push my hips back against him in silent desperation.


    Ethan groans, presses his hand firmly between my shoulders to keep me in place. And then he’s right there, his cock sinking inside of me slowly, slowly, slowly.


    “Do it!” I plead, unconsciously echoing his words from a few minutes ago as I try to thrust backward, to take more of him—all of him—inside me.


    But he’s got his other hand wrapped around my hip, his thumb digging into my ass as he holds me in place. I’m totally at his mercy now, spread out before him like some pagan offering for him to toy with at his whim.


    Ethan’s not in the mood to play right now, though. Instead he’s focused, intense, trembling. As close to the breaking point as I am.


    It’s that knowledge that has me going pliant beneath him as he slides deeper and deeper into my body.


    When he’s all the way in, so deep that I swear I can feel him in every part of me, he stops. Waits for my body to adjust to the length of him inside of me. But I adjusted to the feel of him weeks ago, my body so attuned to his that I don’t need the extra seconds. Don’t need the consideration.


    I just need him, moving against me, pounding into me. Sending me careering into an orgasm that seems like it’s been forever in the making.


    I slide a hand out from beneath myself, wrap it around his left hip and pull him hard against me even as I shove back against him.


    That one move is all it takes to shatter Ethan’s tenuous grip on control. And then he’s slamming into me, harder and harder. His chest is pressed to my back now and he’s growling low in his throat, muttering filthy, dirty, sexy things into my ear. His words take me higher still, send pleasure coursing along my every nerve ending even before his hand slips beneath me, his finger circling my clit once, twice.


    He lowers his head, presses hot kisses along the love bites he’s left on my shoulder, my back. It’s the last straw, this reminder of his claim on me, of the fact that I belong to him in every way a woman can belong to a man, that sends me spiraling up, up, up into an orgasm so intense that the room goes black around me.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    When I can breathe again—think again—I scoop Chloe into my arms and carry her into the bathroom for a quick shower. She’s soft and pliant, her body melting against mine under the warm spray, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to take her again.


    And again.


    But Tori is waiting downstairs to help her pick out a wedding gown and the longer I keep her in this room, the longer it will be before I can make her my wife. And while, logically, I know it won’t be a big deal if we don’t end up getting married until tomorrow, I also know I don’t want to wait that long. I’m determined to put a ring on Chloe’s finger, to tie her to me forever, before something else goes wrong.


    With our rocky history, I think my concern is justified.


    Not that I think anything bad is going to happen, but if it does—if it does, I want the reassurance that Chloe belongs to me, no matter what.


    “You’re awfully brooding for a man about to get married,” she tells me, tilting her head up for a quick kiss.


    The water is streaming over her, and she looks sexy as hell.


    “Not brooding,” I answer before pressing my lips to hers in a kiss that turns from soft to heated in an instant. “Just thinking about how lucky I am to have you.”


    A lot of women would probably melt at that line, especially considering I mean every word of it. But not my Chloe. She just rolls her eyes at me. “Think you’re pretty charming, don’t you?”


    “I would, but there’s this hot redhead who’s made it her mission to keep me in my place.”


    She laughs then, wrapping her arms around my neck and pulling me down for another kiss. “Her life’s mission,” she whispers against my mouth.


    Those three words are all it takes to make me hard again. “You’re mine,” I tell her, sliding my hands to her waist to play with her belly chain.


    “I am,” she agrees, in between soft kisses to my jaw and throat. “And you’re mine.”


    She presses her mouth to my collarbone, nips sharply enough to leave a bruise. It’s her way of marking me as surely as I’ve marked her.


    It’s the last straw. Fuck the schedule. Fuck worrying about Brandon. Fuck everything but this moment, here and now, with the woman I love.


    I slide my hands around to her back, then down to cup her ass as I lift her against me.


    “We can’t,” she tells me, even as she wraps her legs around my waist.


    “We have to,” I answer, sliding inside of her. She’s hot and tight and wet, so wet, despite her halfhearted protest.


    “Tori and Sebastian—”


    “Are busy people. They probably don’t even realize we’re running late.”


    “But—”


    I suck her lower lip into my mouth, bite down softly. She moans, trembles. Her fingers clutch at my shoulders as she arches against me.


    It’s all the encouragement I need. Slipping one of my hands between us, I glide my fingers over her breasts. I pinch her nipples, stroke her stomach. Then, just as she whimpers a little—the sound getting lost in the press of my mouth against hers—I slide my thumb across her clit. Once, and then again and again.


    She cries out and I revel in the soft, broken sound. In the way she leans her head back against the cool tile of the shower and the way her body clenches around my cock. It’s the best fucking feeling in the world.


    “You sure you want to hurry this?” I tease. “Sure you want to run off and meet Sebastian and Tori?”


    “Who?” Her voice is faint, her eyes glazed.


    It only turns me on more, the way she loses herself in me and what I’m doing to her.


    The way she loses herself in us.


    And then she’s moving, her hips lifting and falling against my own and I’m lost, too. Drowning in sensation. Drowning in the feel, the scent, the sound of Chloe. She’s all melted honey and broken breaths now, all heat and softness and need as she licks my chest, claws my back, shudders against me.


    “Ethan, please,” she gasps and it’s all I need. All I’ll ever need—the sound of Chloe calling my name as she trembles on the edge of ecstasy.


    And then I’m thrusting, deep and fast, inside of her as my thumb circles her clit in the way I know makes her crazy. It only takes a few seconds before she’s crying out, her nails digging deep into the muscles of my back.


    “I’ve got you, baby. Let go. I promise, I’ve got you,” I tell her just as I pinch her clit between my thumb and index finger.


    She whimpers, a high-pitched keening sound that has electricity shooting up my spine and need tearing along my every nerve ending. I grit my teeth, try to hold on just a little longer, just a little—


    Chloe comes screaming my name, her body milking mine with a series of hot, hard pulses that send me careening over the edge with her.


    “Chloe, baby, I love you,” I gasp as I empty myself into her.


    Her arms tighten around my shoulders and then her mouth is on mine, her lips swallowing my own cries as she takes everything I have, everything I am, deep inside of herself.


    
      —
    


    Half an hour later, I leave Chloe at the elevator bank with a kiss as she heads toward the Atlantis’s designer boutiques and I head up to Sebastian’s office. It turns out that, despite my rather lengthy delay, my timing is just about perfect as I make it to his office only a few seconds after he does.


    “Come on in,” he calls, heading to the bar in the corner of his office. “Beer?” he asks, holding up a bottle of Corona. “Or scotch?”


    “Scotch, I think.” I pick it partly because I know he’s just dying to rib me about my “pussy surfer beer” and partly because the conversation I’m about to start calls for it. Besides, he never has any limes, and pussy surfer beer or not, Coronas need lime.


    He raises a brow but doesn’t say anything else as he pours me two fingers, neat, of Lagavulin before grabbing a Guinness for himself.


    I think about giving him a hard time about his beer choice—it’s a time-honored tradition, after all—but it turns out, I just don’t have the heart for it. Not with everything I’ve got to tell him.


    I start toward his desk and the chairs sitting in front of it, but he stops me with a hand on my shoulder.


    “Let’s check out the view,” he says, steering me over to the small seating area in front of the picture window. I couldn’t care less about the view, and I think he knows it. But he’s got some kind of issue with his desk chairs, and I don’t give a shit where we sit, so I go where he directs me.


    Besides Chloe, he’s pretty much the only person on earth I trust without question. But as we sit down—me facing the window, him facing away from it—I’m still a little antsy. Because it isn’t just my shit I’m trusting him with now. It’s Chloe’s as well, and that isn’t quite so easy. Not when it’s my job to protect her.


    Buying myself a little time before cutting to the chase, I take a long sip of my drink and then ask, “So, what are you doing here?”


    “Funny. I was about to ask you the same thing,” he answers with a smirk.


    “I told you, I’m celebrating my engagement to a fabulous woman.”


    “While I agree that getting a woman like Chloe to marry you definitely deserves a celebration, we’ve been friends a long time, Eth.” He narrows his eyes at me. “Something else is going on, too.”


    So, no small talk, then. Not a surprise considering neither one of us is particularly fond of inanities. “You could say that.”


    “I am saying that. So spill, man. What’s up?”


    I shake my head, try to figure out what I want to say and how I want to say it. But in the end, all that comes out is, “Brandon.” But because Sebastian knows me, and knows my brother, it’s enough.


    “Ahh.” He takes a sip of his beer and though he tries really hard to disguise it, the look on his face says he’s anything but surprised. “Of course. What’s he done now?”


    Yeah, he knows Brandon. Maybe better than I did up until a few weeks ago. “This doesn’t go any further.” Yeah, this is Sebastian, and I know it’s not necessary, but I don’t take chances with Chloe. Not with something like this.


    “So it’s bad, then.” It’s no more a question than my statement was. “Tell me.”


    It takes a minute for me to get the words out. “He raped Chloe.”


    The words hang there between us for long seconds as Sebastian tries to assimilate them and I try to deal with the fresh wave of fury that swamps me. My baby brother, the rapist. My baby brother, the soon-to-be-congressman. My stomach churns even as rage scrapes against my skin from the inside.


    “What the fuck, Ethan?” Sebastian’s voice cracks with anger and shock, but not disbelief. No, a quick look at his face tells me it’s no stretch for him to believe Brandon is capable of that.


    “It was a long time ago,” I tell him. “When they were in school together. He was a senior, she was a freshman.”


    The bastard. The unbelievable, entitled little bastard.


    Sebastian drains his beer. “She didn’t report it.”


    “She did.” I’m clenching my jaw so tightly that it aches, but there’s nothing to do about it. Not if I’m going to have any kind of reasonable conversation here. “My parents bought her family off, made her drop the charges. She recanted her statement, signed a nondisclosure agreement.”


    “What the fuck?” Sebastian says again, shaking his head like he’s trying to clear it.


    He gets up, this time, though, and takes my glass before walking back over to the bar to refill it. He pours three fingers into my glass, then grabs another glass and does the same to his own. When he hands it back, I take it and slam the thing down in a couple of long gulps. Maybe not the wisest move, but I’m dying here. I need something to keep me steady if I’m going to get through the next hour.


    I wait for Sebastian to say something, but he doesn’t. Instead, he just settles back into his chair. Watches. Waits. He’s good at that. Good at gathering all the facts before making a decision. It’s part of the reason I’m here. He’s also loyal as fuck. Another reason I’m here. And he knows me better than just about anyone, even Chloe.


    Which is the only reason I’m okay showing him my weakness here. Because he already sees it. Just like I see his.


    “I can’t fucking sleep,” I finally tell him, staring down into my empty glass and wishing for a little more scotch to make confession time go more easily. “Can’t fucking breathe. All I can do is think about what he did to her. About how he raped her and then shoved her out of the car onto the street like she was garbage. Like she was nothing.


    “And she’s not the only one he did that to.” Because I’m clenching my hand so tightly I’m afraid I’ll break the glass I’m holding, I slam it down onto the coffee table between us. The sharp crack it makes when it hits echoes through the room like a shot. “He just turned twenty-five. He’s running for fucking Congress. It’s his first step toward the White House and there’s a damn good chance he’s going to win the seat. He’s a fucking rapist and he’s going to be a fucking member of the House of Representatives. Give it a few years and then he’ll be a senator and then who the fuck knows? President?


    “The thought makes me fucking sick, Sebastian. Chloe still has nightmares about what he did to her and that bastard is going to get a seat in Congress? Over my dead body. Over my dead, fucking body.”


    I probably sound like a crazy man, but I can’t help it. Shit, this is Chloe I’m talking about. This is my woman who’s been hurt—and the fact that I unwittingly played a part in it? It makes my skin crawl.


    Sebastian must get it, though, because instead of commenting on the fact that I seem a little unhinged, he just watches me over the rim of his scotch as he takes another sip. And then he asks, “So what’s the plan?”


    “The plan?” I echo, not because I don’t have one but because—despite the fact that we’ve been friends since we were eighteen-year-old college roommates—I expected more questions from him. A little bit of doubt, maybe.


    But there is no doubt. There’s nothing but support and assurance in his gaze when he clarifies, “What are we going to do about it?”


    That loyalty, that absolute I’ve-got-your-back attitude is part of the reason I’m here. Because he’s always had my back, just like I’ve always had his.


    “We’re going to ruin him,” I tell him, determined that he knows exactly what he’s getting into with this. “I can’t send him to jail—at least not for raping Chloe. Not with the ironclad NDA she’s signed. But I’ve been digging and the son of a bitch has been playing fast and loose with the law since before he was legal. He’s a rapist and a thief and a dealer—and that’s just what I know about so far. There’s no way he’s winning that election. No fucking way.”


    “What does Vegas have to do with any of that?” Sebastian asks. “Because you could have filled me in on this over the phone.”


    This is where it gets tricky. Not because I think he’ll chicken out, but because I know what I have to say next will enrage him. But it has to be said…and dealt with. “He’s got his fingers—and his trust fund—in a bunch of different pies here. Anthony Zanetti. Gabriel Santini.” I look at him and wait for him to connect the dots.


    “Nico Valducci.” He says the name I didn’t want to. “My father’s been in bed with him for years.”


    “Yeah, I know. I was hoping to talk to your dad while we were here, get some information from him, but it looks like you’re in charge now.”


    “I am. And I have a meeting set up with Nico early next week. To discuss the fact that I’m not as amenable to organized crime in my casino as my father has always been.”


    “Do you.” He’s got me thinking now. We’ve got to handle this carefully if we don’t want blowback from the mob—which I definitely don’t, for Chloe’s and Sebastian’s sakes—and I can totally see a couple avenues we can exploit, if we’re careful. And if we don’t mind getting our hands a little dirty.


    Normally, I’m not a guy who likes to mess with that. I’ve made it my life’s mission to run a transparent corporation, one that takes care of its employees and the world and does a lot more good than harm. After all, my world is pretty black and white, good and bad—or it always has been until now. I’ve always tried to be on the right side of the line, have always kept my business on that line as well.


    But this is about Chloe and what was done to her. There isn’t much I wouldn’t do to avenge her. And there isn’t much I wouldn’t do to stop the despicable excuse for a human being that is my brother from getting the kind of power that would let him hurt more people with impunity. To bring him down and guarantee Chloe’s emotional security? I’ll get my hands dirty for that. And I probably won’t even feel bad afterward.


    Though Sebastian hasn’t said anything else, I can all but see the wheels turning in his head. So I ask, “What are you thinking?”


    Before he can answer, there’s a sudden commotion at the door. I watch, astonished, as a woman in a red dress bursts into Sebastian’s office. She’s beautiful, but disheveled and one look at her face says she’s upset about something.


    Sebastian sees it, too, because he’s on his feet in seconds, making his way toward her. “What’s wrong, Aria? Are you—”


    “Fuck me,” she tells him.


    I would have thought I’d heard wrong, except Sebastian freezes in place. “What did you say?” he demands.


    “I want you to fuck me. Right now. Please.”


    Sebastian doesn’t answer right away, just stares at her like he’s been hit by a two-by-four. Figuring this is absolutely the last thing I should be watching unfold, I rocket to my feet. “I’ll take that as my cue to leave.”


    Another quick, amused glance at my friend tells me he’s barely aware I’m still here. Keeping my head down and my eyes averted, just in case his Aria decides to start stripping to speed things along, I all but sprint for the door, making sure to close it firmly behind me as I exit.


    Sure, I’d like to have spent more time fleshing out my ideas with Sebastian, but it seems like he’s got his hands full right now. Besides, all I really needed to set things in motion was his agreement. Now that I’ve got it, tomorrow is soon enough to get started. Tonight, I have a beautiful woman of my own to take care of. And I can’t wait.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    “So, how do I look?” I ask, stepping out of the dressing room in the first of the ten dresses Tori set aside while I was with Ethan.


    “Like you’re engaged to a vampire.” She steps closer, presses a finger to the darkest of the bruises on my collarbone. “I mean, seriously? Did he gnaw on you or something?”


    “Oh, shut up!” I slap her hand away. “So I take it this dress is a no, then?”


    She snorts. “Honey, they’re all going to be no’s if you plan on letting those bruises stop you. I mean, seriously,” she demands as she circles me, poking at the numerous love bites. “How many freaking hickeys did the man give you?”


    “None of your business.” I step back into the small cubicle and slam the door before she and that finger of hers can leave me with even more marks. “So, should I try on some long-sleeve dresses, then? To hide them?”


    “Don’t you dare!” she squawks. “It’s summer in Vegas. You’ll look ridiculous.”


    “More ridiculous than I do with all of these?”


    “You don’t look ridiculous. To be honest, you look kind of hot. Especially if I think about Ethan being all caught up in the moment and biting on you like that. I bet he’s gorgeous when he’s doing it.”


    I throw a hanger over the top of the dressing room door at her. “Excuse me, but that’s my fiancé you’re lusting after.”


    “Hey, you’re the do-gooder here. Consider it a community service. It’s been a while since I’ve had a man that fine in my bed.”


    “Yeah, well, my social conscience just isn’t that developed. I don’t share.”


    “I wouldn’t, either, if he was mine.” She snorts. “But you’d better get used to wading through the drool. Ninety percent of the women in the Western world are lusting after your man. And can you blame them?”


    No, I really can’t. Ethan is an incredibly beautiful person, both inside and out. He’s brilliant, funny, rich and yet still humble enough to have his own set of insecurities, insecurities he finally let me close enough to be privy to. Is it any wonder women pretty much trip over themselves for a chance with him?


    There’s a little voice in the back of my head telling me that maybe one of them would be better for him. Or at least, healthier. She’d fit into his world better and being with her wouldn’t destroy every important familial relationship Ethan has.


    It’s a realistic thought—and a dangerous one because I can see myself falling down that rabbit hole way too easily. But Ethan didn’t ask any of the millions of women lusting after him to marry him. He didn’t fly one of them to Vegas for a quickie wedding because he couldn’t stand the thought of being away from her for one more second.


    He asked me. He flew me here. This is my wedding day.


    Repeating those words in my head like a mantra, I slip out of the deceptively simple white sheath dress Tori picked out, before passing it through the door for her to hang on the hanger I’d used as a weapon against her. Then I shimmy into the second dress she chose, a long, slender column of white that hugs me from chest to ankle and emphasizes every curve I’ve got—which, if I’m being honest, isn’t many. Still, the dress does an incredible job of showing off the ones I do have.


    I kind of fall in love with it at first sight.


    But it’s also sleeveless, with a sweetheart neckline that leaves my shoulders, upper back and collarbones bare.


    “Hurry up!” Tori calls impatiently from the other side of the dressing room door. “I want to see!”


    “What’s the point?” I tell her. “Every single dress you picked out is going to show the bruises.” And it’s not that I’m ashamed of them, because I’m not. It’s just that the love bites are personal. They’re between Ethan and me, his way of trying to take the pain of the past and turn it into something better. Something I could own instead of it owning me.


    But other people don’t know that and I don’t want them to know it. What’s between him and me is nobody’s business but ours and I don’t want anyone being privy to this very private, very emotional part of it. Not the people here in Vegas who might see me going into the wedding chapel and not the rest of the world if something goes wrong and the pictures leak. Which they probably will.


    “I should pick out a long-sleeve blouse and skirt to wear. Ethan just wants me to marry him. He won’t care how I’m dressed when I’m doing it.”


    Tori gasps. She actually gasps. Then, for long seconds, she doesn’t say a word. She doesn’t make a sound, doesn’t so much as breathe as far as I can tell. I’m just beginning to think that maybe I gave her a stroke when the door between us flies open and she’s standing there, eyes narrowed and face filled with a resolve that I rarely see from her.


    “You are not, I repeat not, wearing a skirt and blouse to your own wedding!” Her voice gets higher and higher with each syllable she utters until I start to worry about the store’s display windows cracking from the sound.


    And I mean, I know Tori takes fashion to another level—hell, it’s pretty much a religion with her, one she insists on preaching to me at every turn—but my relationship with Ethan isn’t about that. It’s never been about that. If it was, he would have given up on me, the girl who rotates the same two suits over and over again and who prefers yoga pants to couture, a long time ago.


    “What’s the point in wasting all this time and money?” I complain. “I just want to get married.”


    “You will get married,” she assures me. “And you’ll do it in a kickass dress with perfect makeup and perfect hair and the sexiest stilettos that Vegas has to offer. And it will all cost a fortune and your fiancé won’t even notice the blip on his credit card.”


    “That’s not true—”


    “Yes, it is. Now stop whining and come out here and turn around so I can see the back of that dress because the front looks amazing.”


    “The important thing here is I’m marrying the man I love—”


    “The important thing here is that you look amazing while you marry the man you love,” she corrects me. “And don’t worry about the bruises. The makeup artist you have an appointment with at the salon will have something to cover them.”


    “I have an appointment with a makeup artist? Since when?”


    “Since I made it for you when we checked in.” She shakes her head. “You don’t seem to be getting it, Chloe. You’re getting married in five hours! And if I know Ethan the way I think I do, I can guarantee once he puts a ring on it, that’s it. You’re never getting away. Which means, this is the only wedding that we will ever be able to prepare for and even if it’s in Vegas and even if it is rushed, I want it to be perfect.” She glares at me. “It’s going to be perfect.”


    “It’s not the only wedding,” I correct her a little desperately. “You’ll get married someday and we can spend months preparing for it. Years, if you want. And—”


    “I’m never getting married, Chloe. My taste in men pretty much sucks—and it’s not like I could ever trust a man who wants to marry me, anyway. What would that say about him?”


    I freeze, pulling my thoughts away from Ethan and the wedding because this is about as real as Tori has ever gotten with me. She’s always flippant, always dismissive, always wearing an armored shell three inches deep. That she chooses this moment—in the middle of a high-end boutique in Vegas—to lower her guard doesn’t make it any less important. Nor does it mean that I need to be any less careful negotiating the minefield that surrounds Tori’s psyche.


    I want to turn to her, to hug her and tell her that any man who gets her will be lucky. I want to list all the wonderful things that make me adore her. But I’m one of the few who knows how delicate she is, how easily a sincere compliment can make her shut down completely.


    So I keep my back to her, pretend to still be looking at myself in the mirror when what I’m really doing is looking at her. And say as casually as I can, “It would say that he knows a good thing when he sees it.”


    “Yeah, my father’s bank account.”


    And there it is, the breezy, who-cares attitude is back in force as she makes the joke that isn’t really a joke. I know her well enough to recognize her tells—and the way she rubs her thumb against her ring finger is a surefire giveaway. She really believes that no man would be interested in her unless he was after the power and position that comes with marrying into her family. And while I admit, for a lot of guys, that would be a big enticement, I also know that Tori is selling herself way short.


    Yes, she comes from a family that’s very, very wealthy. And yes, she likes the things that money can buy. But she’s so much more than her monthly allowance and her father’s bank balance. She’s fun and funny, fiercely generous and even more fiercely loyal. Plus she’s smart, really smart and beautiful, even with all her tattoos and the crazy, multicolored hair that she changes almost as often as I change my socks.


    I don’t tell her any of that, though. Because she doesn’t see it. Because she won’t see it. Because, more than all those things, she’s also messed up—too messed up to listen to the truths I know, at least not when they contradict her own ideas about who she is and what she has to offer. I don’t know why she is the way she is, don’t know what hurts she’s suffered. But I know they’re there. Like calls to like, after all.


    Yes, there’s so much I want to say to her, but this isn’t the place to crack open her wounds. So I go for the joke and promise myself that later I’m going to make her talk to me.


    “Hey, you’re the one who keeps telling me Ethan’s bank balance is a good thing. Why should your dad’s be any different?”


    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” Her eyes meet mine in the mirror. “But trust me, Chlo, you don’t ever want to compare Ethan and my father. If you knew—”


    Her voice breaks and she turns her head, blinks her eyes a couple dozen times. My heart is beating extra fast now, because Tori doesn’t cry. Ever.


    And to hell with her pride, to hell with her getting prickly. I can’t just stand here and do nothing. I turn so quickly that I nearly trip and yank her into a hug that is as strong and fierce as she usually is.


    “Ignore me,” I tell her. “I’m so wound up about this whole wedding thing that most of what comes out of my mouth doesn’t make any sense at all.”


    She laughs hoarsely, dashes a hand across her eyes. “You’re more together than pretty much any bride I’ve ever seen. And trust me, I’ve been to my share of weddings.”


    “Me, together?” I mock-gasp. “That’s not something I ever thought I’d hear you say.”


    “Well, maybe that is overstating it a bit. You could use a little polishing.” She pulls at one of my frizzed out curls—Ethan’s hands definitely didn’t do my hairstyle any favors. “Well, a lot, really.”


    “Now there’s the Tori I know and love.” I keep my arm wrapped around her shoulders as I turn us both to face the mirror. “It’s not just me, right? This dress looks really good?”


    “So good.”


    “Then what do you say we don’t even bother with the other eight? You pick out jewelry and shoes to match, I’ll buy everything and if you hurry, we’ll have time for ice cream before we have to be at the spa.”


    “Change the ice cream to a margarita and you’ve got yourself a deal.”


    “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.” What goes unsaid is that there’s a part of me that wishes she hadn’t.


    This time, she’s the one gasping in mock outrage. “Don’t tell me I’m becoming predictable?”


    “Only to those who love you.”


    “Well, that’s such a short list that I guess it’s okay.” She pulls away and all but shoves me toward the dressing room.


    I go, because this conversation is already ten times heavier than she normally lets things get—at least when we’re talking about her. Still, before closing the dressing room door, I turn to her and ask, “Is it really so bad?”


    “What?”


    “Having someone who knows what you’re going to do before you do it?” I can’t help thinking of Ethan, of how he anticipates what I need and gives it to me before I even know that I need it.


    Tori, as always, seems to know what I’m thinking. “Well, not when you’re talking about that whole Vulcan mind-meld thing that Ethan does. That’s hot. Weird as fuck, but very hot.”


    Because it’s her, and because I feel like I’ve pushed her far enough, I go with the subject change. “Ugh. Will you please stop lusting after my fiancé? Please. I beg of you,” I tell her as I shut the door and start changing out of what will be my wedding gown in just a few hours.


    “Now where’s the fun in that?” she teases.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it was my job to entertain you,” I snipe back.


    “Umm, that’s always been your job. Why do you think I keep you around?”


    I lift my hand above the top of the dressing room door so Tori can see me flip her off. Of course, she just laughs, but then so do I. Tomorrow is soon enough to start worrying about all the problems Ethan, Tori and I have among us. For now, for tonight, I’m just going to let them all go and enjoy myself.


    After all, Tori’s right. If this is the only wedding we’re going to have between us, then we’re going to enjoy the hell out of it.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    “Hey, isn’t it bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the ceremony on their wedding day?” Chloe asks as she walks out of the bedroom and into the living room of our suite at the Atlantis. “We probably should have thought of that.”


    I hear her words, but for long moments they don’t register. How can they when I’m too busy staring at my soon-to-be-wife in her wedding gown. I haven’t seen her since she and Tori took off for shopping and beauty treatments and while she’s always beautiful to me—always beautiful period—right now that beauty is almost otherworldly.


    I don’t know if it’s the way the dress hugs every one of her curves or the way her miles of hair are arranged in some kind of updo that holds her curls away from her face while still letting them cascade over her shoulders. Or maybe it’s the way she’s smiling, so openly and joyfully that she glows with it. Whatever it is, she takes my breath away. But then, that’s nothing new. She’s been doing it since the moment I first saw her in line at the smoothie bar in Frost Industries’s cafeteria.


    “Ethan?” Her smile starts to fade, the happiness being replaced by an uncertainty I can’t stand to see. “Is something wrong?”


    “You’re gorgeous,” I tell her, crossing the small distance between us to cup her face in my hands and press kisses to her cheeks, her forehead, her mouth. “Absolutely stunning.”


    “Hey!” Tori squawks from somewhere in the background. “Don’t touch! Do you know how long it took the makeup artist to get her makeup perfect?”


    I ignore her, focusing instead on the verdant green of Chloe’s eyes. “Don’t worry about old superstitions,” I tell her, in between pressing more kisses into her skin. “From here on out, we make our own luck.”


    “I like the sound of that.”


    “Me, too.” I step back, hold my arm out to her. “Shall we go?”


    This time, she’s the one who doesn’t answer right away. Instead, she closes those gorgeous eyes of hers, takes a deep breath. Then she takes another one and another one. A little niggle of worry starts at the base of my spine—I want this, want her, so badly that I can barely breathe with it. But not if she’s not ready for it. Not if she’s the least bit uncomfortable with the idea of being tied to me for the rest of her life. Despite everything she’s been through in her life, she’s still so young.


    I clear my throat, start to speak, but then she’s opening her eyes. Stepping forward. Winding her arm through mine. “I can’t wait,” she tells me.


    “To get married?” I ask as I lead her toward the door.


    “To be your wife.”


    I nod, but I don’t say anything else. I can’t with the knot that’s suddenly taken up residence right in the center of my windpipe.


    The stretch limo I hired at the airport is waiting for us in front of the hotel and Chloe gasps as Geoffrey holds the door open for her. “When did you do this?” she demands, whirling back around to look at me.


    “Do what?” I answer, feigning confusion.


    “Oh my God!” Tori cackles as she follows Chloe. “Did you buy out every floral shop in Vegas?”


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I climb in after them, then give a satisfied nod to Geoffrey. The kid followed my directions to a T.


    Every surface in the back of the limo is blooming in shades of bright red, inky purple, happy yellow. Hundreds upon hundreds of roses, lilies, and dahlias are stacked up on the seats, the floors, stuffed in the door compartments and the shelf under the back window. And clutched in Chloe’s arms is a bouquet made up of dozens of deep purple calla lilies.


    “Thank you!” she tells me, eyes sparkling and cheeks flushed as she leans down to smell the flowers. “I love them. They’re gorgeous! Perfect! Amazing!”


    Nowhere near as gorgeous as she is. It’s such a cheesy line that I don’t say it, but I can’t help thinking it. Her eyes are sparkling, her cheeks flushed, and she’s never been more stunning to me than she is here, now, in this moment.


    She’s going to be my wife.


    She’s going to be my wife.


    Though I’ve wanted it from almost the first week I met her, though I’ve worked for it, pushed for it, nearly begged for it, I can still barely believe that it’s happening. That she’s going to be mine forever.


    “We’re only doing this once,” I finally manage to squeeze past the tightness in my throat. “I want it to be as perfect for you as it can be.”


    “It’s already perfect,” she tells me. “I have you. That’s all that matters.”


    So maybe I’m not the only one with a plethora of cheesy lines running through his head. Except it doesn’t sound cheesy when Chloe says it. It sounds wonderful.


    Tori obviously doesn’t agree, because she’s gagging even as she reaches for the bottle of champagne that’s chilling in the bar’s built-in ice bucket. “Come on, you guys. There’s only so much a girl can take before she slips into a diabetic coma.”


    Chloe laughs, but doesn’t say anything else as she holds out a hand for the glass Tori hands her.


    I accept a glass as well, start to take a drink. Tori stops me with a, “Not so fast, Frost. If this is the only wedding my best friend is going to have, we’re going to do it right. I’m the maid of honor and I need to deliver the toast.”


    “Isn’t that supposed to happen after the wedding?” Chloe asks, but I notice she doesn’t take a drink.


    “Too much tradition is a bad thing,” Tori tells her with a roll of her eyes. “Besides, I’m making up our own traditions here.”


    I have to admit, I like the sound of that. I want to make up a hundred different traditions with Chloe, want to repeat each and every one of them for many years to come.


    “Okay. I’m ready.” Tori holds her glass up, then waits impatiently until Chloe and I do the same. “You know, Ethan, I’ve been for you and against you at different times in the last few months. You’re perfect for my best friend—you make her laugh when she never used to laugh. You make her walk around the apartment in a daze when she’s usually the most focused person in the world. You make her shine when, for too long, all she did was hide. For all those reasons, and a million more, I will forever be grateful to you. But you’ve also hurt her these last months. You’ve also made her cry. And maybe this isn’t the time for me to say this, but to be honest, I don’t really give a shit. Hurt her like that again and I’ll chop your body into such tiny pieces that even the fish won’t want them.”


    “Tori!” Chloe gasps, glaring at her friend, but I just laugh and cover her free hand with mine.


    “She’s right,” I tell her. “I would expect nothing else from your best friend.”


    Tori grins, lifts her glass even higher. “All right, then. Cheers to the two most kickass people I know. Be good to each other and may your life together be filled with as much love and laughter and light as you two bring to the world.”


    “Tori.” This time Chloe sounds choked up. But Tori’s having none of it. She clinks our glasses together and all but shouts, “Drink up!”


    We do, amid much laughter. And then the car is pulling to a stop in front of The Little Church of the West wedding chapel and Geoffrey is opening the door.


    I climb out, then turn to help Chloe out as things seem to—simultaneously—slow down and speed up. I lead her into the gleaming chapel with its wooden pews and surprisingly tasteful décor and give the chapel manager the fake name I’d made the appointment under when I’d called earlier to set it up. Her eyes widen a little bit when she takes in the real name on my ID and the marriage license I’d acquired while Chloe was shopping. But she doesn’t say anything about it, just casts nervous looks at me through her lashes as she finishes filling out the paperwork.


    Chloe doesn’t say anything as she stands beside me, holding my hand. Tori chatters away, but I don’t hear a word she says, and I get the impression that Chloe doesn’t, either. She doesn’t seem nervous—her eyes are clear, her hand steady in mine. But she seems to be somewhere else and it freaks me out a little.


    “If you want to wait over there,” the chapel manager says, gesturing to a row of pews on the right side of the chapel, “the minister will be with you soon.”


    “Minister?” Chloe asks, speaking up for the first time since we got out of the car.


    “She’s also a justice of the peace,” I tell her as I guide her to a small alcove in the back of the chapel. I’m too keyed up to sit right now. “We didn’t really talk about whether or not you wanted a religious ceremony, so we can choose whichever one you want when she’s ready for us.”


    “I want whichever one ties us together most completely,” she answers and for a second I think my heart might actually take flight. It’s certainly fluttering hard enough in my chest.


    “Are you sure?” I ask her, wrapping an arm around her waist and pulling her into me, so close that her body is flush against mine.


    So close that I can feel her heart beating wildly in her chest.


    So close that we’re breathing the same air.


    “Because this is it,” I tell her. “Once you marry me, I’m never letting you go. We may have problems, we may disagree on how to handle things, we may even hurt each other—though I’ll do my best to never hurt you again—but that won’t matter. Because this is forever. I’ll never walk away from you. I’ll never turn my back on you when you need me. I’ll be there for you, no matter what. Be sure, Chloe, be very, very sure. Because once we do this, once we’re married, I am never letting you go. You’re stuck with me for the rest of this life, and for whatever comes next.”


    I don’t know if I’m trying to scare her or reassure her—maybe a little of both as I’m still not sure I’m really the best thing for her—but it doesn’t really matter. Because Chloe’s face is as resolved as I have ever seen it as she murmurs, “And you’re stuck with me.”


    She lifts a hand to my face, pushes a couple unruly locks of hair back from my forehead. “I know it hasn’t been easy getting here. I know some people might say it’s too soon for us to get married, especially with all the problems we still have to work out. But when I look at you, when I see the love you have for me shining in your eyes, none of that matters. The love I have for you is so much, it’s so big, that sometimes I feel like I can’t contain it. I feel like it’s going to burst right out of me, like it’s going to shatter me into a million pieces. And that’s okay, because the only other thing I know with the same certainty that I love you is that, if I do shatter, you’ll be there to put me back together again. No matter what.”


    “I will,” I vow, squeezing her more tightly against me.


    “I know.” She takes my hand, lifts it to her lips and presses a kiss right in the center of my palm. Then, as she curls my fingers over the kiss, she continues, “And I’ll do the same for you. So what other assurances do I need? What other assurances will I ever need?”


    “I—” My voice breaks as I try to get out just a few of the words that are choking me up, battering at me from the inside.


    Just then, the chapel manager comes up to us and says, “She’s ready for you now.”


    I’m still too choked up to answer, so Chloe speaks for us. “We’ll be right there.” Then she’s pulling out of my embrace. Wrapping an arm around my waist. Propelling me gently forward as she whispers in my ear, “You’re the love of my life, Ethan. Let’s go get married.”


    I’m shaky and more than a little overwhelmed as I let her guide me down the aisle. But my steps never falter. Because she’s the love of my life and I will follow her anywhere—even into hell itself.


    
      —
    


    The wedding ceremony is pretty much a blur. But that’s fine, because no matter what vows we said in front of the minister, our real vows were exchanged in that alcove before the ceremony ever started.


    Before I know it, we’re pronounced husband and wife—no sexist language in Chloe’s wedding ceremony—and I’m pulling her into my arms for our first kiss as a married couple. I want to take my time, to savor it—to savor her—but Chloe is all but bursting at the seams with excitement as she throws her arms around my neck and kisses me with an enthusiasm that I will only ever be grateful for, even if it ends up nearly knocking me on my ass.


    Tori is laughing at us, a low, rich sound that combines with my own happiness, and with Chloe’s, until the whole chapel is filled to bursting with a pulsing, electric joy that I want nothing more than to wallow in forever.


    But then it’s time to sign the marriage certificate, with Tori and the chapel manager as witnesses, and to pay for the ceremony. And then we’re done, spilling out into the street that—as night descends—is as brightly and boldly lit as my soul.


    I take Chloe and Tori to dinner at Joël Robuchon, where we all drink too much champagne and order one of every dessert choice on the menu. The restaurant’s very famous chef comes out to greet us and to offer his congratulations on our nuptials. The gleam in his eyes tells me that the jig is up—he knows exactly who I am as does the rest of the waitstaff. In an hour, the fact that I’m a married man is going to be splashed all over Twitter and Facebook—if it hasn’t started already. I probably should have had the celebratory dinner back in our suite at the Atlantis, but to be honest, now that it’s done and there’s no chance of the wedding ceremony being ruined by overeager paparazzi, I don’t want to hide. I want the whole world to know that Chloe and I are married. I want everyone to know how much I love, adore, worship her. And if she’s not ready for all the speculation and press that comes with being Mrs. Frost, then I can protect her until she is—no one needs to even know her name until she’s ready for me to share it with them. After all, what’s the point of having all this money if I can’t use it to take care of my wife?


    My wife. I roll the words around in my mind. Who knew two little words could fill me with such immeasurable happiness?


    After we’ve finished off a third bottle of champagne—and wreaked havoc on six separate desserts—Tori slips out of the booth. “I think it’s about time for me to take my leave.”


    “Don’t you want a ride back to the hotel?” I ask. “The limo is out front waiting for us.”


    “Like I’m getting in the back of that car with the two of you right now,” she answers with a roll of her eyes. “You’ll probably have your clothes off before we hit the first red light.”


    “That’s not true,” Chloe protests with a delightfully tipsy giggle. “We’ve got some self-control. We’ll probably last until at least the second light.”


    Tori snorts. “I’ll believe that when I see it,” she says, gathering up her purse and cell phone.


    I put a hand on her forearm. “We’re all going to the same place,” I tell her. “It’s no bother. And if it makes you more comfortable, I promise not to do anything more than hold Chloe’s hand.”


    “Hey!” my wife protests a little plaintively. “Don’t I get a vote here?”


    For a moment, just a moment, the mask Tori wears like armor softens and I get a glimpse of the real woman who is Chloe’s best friend. But just as suddenly, her face closes back up. Then she’s leaning forward with a sassy grin, patting my cheek and then Chloe’s. “You guys don’t need me around to cramp your style. Besides, I’m not going back to the Atlantis for a while. I’m going to check out the high-roller tables here, and then maybe cruise over to the Bellagio and New York–New York. Gotta try my luck at the roulette wheel…and maybe a few other things, too.”


    She winks, just in case her meaning wasn’t obvious enough, then disappears in a cloud of perfume and laughter. And I am finally alone—or as alone as I can get—with Chloe. With my wife.


    Yeah, still not tired of saying it. Something tells me I never will be.


    “So, what do you want to do next?” I ask, dropping a credit card into the leather check holder our waiter brought to the table a few minutes ago. “We can check out one of the casinos or I can take you dancing. Or we could go to the Cirque show I got tickets for when we checked in?”


    Chloe laughs, low and sexy. The sound travels down my spine, hits me in the stomach with the force of a freight train. My dick is hard even before she says, “The only place I want to go right now is back to our hotel room. Besides,” she leans forward and whispers in my ear, “with the lingerie Tori insisted I buy today, I’m pretty sure you’ll get more of a show in our suite than anything you can buy tickets to.”


    Fuck. Tori was right. There’s no way I’ll make it back to the hotel without burying myself in Chloe.


    It takes forever for the waiter to pick up our check and return my card—or maybe it just feels like that, considering the fact that my cock is so hard that every second I’m not inside Chloe feels like torture. Finally, finally, we’re free to go. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to pick Chloe up and toss her over my shoulder as I dash through the casino and hotel lobby.


    But Chloe seems to be in as big a hurry as I am. She’s wearing ridiculous heels—picked out by Tori, I’m sure—but she’s still managing to walk fast enough that I barely have to adjust my stride.


    I texted Geoffrey when we were waiting for the waiter to return the check, so he’s right at the top of the driveway as we burst through the hotel’s circular doors.


    “How was dinner?” he asks, as he holds the door open for us.


    “Fine,” I growl, all but shoving Chloe into the backseat.


    She’s giggling, and hiking up her skirt before Geoffrey even gets the door closed. A quick look at his face tells me that he’s doing his best to keep his eyes averted, but there’s a knowing smirk on his face that I decide not to hold against him. After all, he did resist the temptation to look at my wife’s glorious legs—which makes him a better man than I am, certainly.


    I glance toward the front of the limo, make sure the privacy screen is in place—it is—and then I’m yanking Chloe into my lap.


    She laughs a little breathlessly as she settles against me, her sex pressed against my cock as her legs settle on either side of my hips. And then her mouth is on mine, her lips and teeth and tongue devouring me even as she rocks her hips against mine.


    “Fuck, Chloe, baby.” My hands settle on her ass, try to hold her in place. She’s hot and wet—so hot and wet that I can feel her through the silk fabric of my pants. “Slow down, love. We’ve got all night.”


    “I don’t want to slow down. I want—I want—” The words are broken, breathless, and they shoot straight through me until it’s all I can do not to tear her panties off and slam myself inside of her as she rips her mouth from mine. Then her lips are gliding down my jaw, skimming across my cheek, pressing into the sensitive spot beneath my ear.


    I shudder, my hands clenching on her thighs.


    Chloe gives an answering whimper, her hips rocking fast and furious against mine as she tears at my tie and the top buttons of my shirt. She’s rough, out of control, almost violent and I love her like this. Love how frantic she is. Love how much she needs me. For the first time, it seems like it might be close, like the desperation I feel for her doesn’t outweigh hers for me nearly as much as I thought.


    She finally gets my tie off my neck and then the top three buttons of my silk dress shirt are flying off under her hungry fingers. I don’t give a fuck about the shirt, don’t give a fuck about anything but my gorgeous wife. How can I when Chloe is in my lap, eyes wild and skin flushed, as frantic for me as I always am for her.


    I lift my hips at the same time I press down on hers, reveling in the way her mouth goes slack and her eyes go blurry. I move to capitalize on her distraction, to strip her underwear off and turn her over so that she’s beneath me when I thrust into her. But before I can do any more than think of moving, she skims her fingers down my throat and grabs my shirt with both hands. Then she, literally, wrenches it apart.


    Fabric rips, the rest of the buttons fly in all directions, and Chloe slips the shirt—and the suit jacket I’m wearing on top of it—off my shoulders. I nearly lose it then, my cock so hard that for a second I’m afraid I’m going to come before I ever get inside of her.


    I reach for control with a shaky hand, tell myself that our first time making love as a married couple isn’t going to end with me coming in my pants like a teenager with his first girl. It almost works, too, but then Chloe’s hands are smoothing over my chest, her fingers tracing the dark lines of my tattoo before moving down to toy with my nipples.


    The last shreds of my control shatter. I groan, let my head fall back against the cool leather of the seat as I arch into her touch. It’s obviously the invitation Chloe is looking for, because she’s on me in a second, licking and kissing and sucking her way down the column of my throat.


    “Fuck, Chloe, baby,” I say again. They’re the only three words I’m capable of saying right now and I repeat them like a mantra. Or a lifeline. “Fuck, Chloe, baby—”


    “That’s what I’m trying to do,” she murmurs against my collarbone. “Isn’t it working?”


    “It’s working,” I gasp as she slips a hand between us and strokes at my dick through the fabric of my pants. “It’s work—Fuck, Chloe, baby—”


    “Fuck, Ethan, baby,” she murmurs against my mouth. She’s mocking me, making fun of how far gone I am, but there’s such delight in her face as she does it that it only makes me hotter. I love that she’s happy, love even more that she’s as completely into this as I am.


    I arch against her, under her, groaning as my cock slides against her sex. She moans, too, and for a minute it’s like we’re back in high school. That’s the last time I’ve come this close to getting off by dry-fucking a woman.


    But Chloe isn’t just any woman. She’s my woman. My wife. The words send through me a surge of possessive lust so strong that it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to tear open my trousers, move her panties to the side and fuck her until she screams my name.


    Any other time I would do it. Any other time, she would welcome it. Hell, she might welcome it now. But this is her show. She’s made it clear that she’s the one in charge of what happens here and I am more than happy to cede to her. How can I not do anything she wants? Seeing her like this—beautiful, empowered, determined—turns me on like nothing else could.


    Because this Chloe is secure. This Chloe feels safe with me. This Chloe knows her own worth and is as different from the Chloe I tried making love to on the beach a few days after we met as I am from the man who blindly believed the lies fed to him by his family.


    That day, she’d been scared, horrified, expecting me to hurt her as she relived the horrors of the past. That she’s come so far in such a short time—that she loves me enough to risk the pain and the heartbreak that come with opening herself up to me and our dangerously entwined pasts—humbles me like nothing else could.


    For a moment, the thought of Chloe’s past—of Brandon—swamps me with rage and threatens to pull me out of the lust-induced stupor I’ve fallen into. But even as my jaw clenches, even as my hands curl into fists, Chloe is there.


    Her fingers tangling with mine.


    Her mouth pressing hot, wet kisses to my shoulders, my throat, my pecs.


    Her tongue tracing the lines of my tattoos as her fingers stroke across the sensitive skin of my inner wrist.


    My mind empties of everything but her. Shivers race down my spine even as heat slams through the rest of me. Hot and cold. Fire and ice. The twin sensations swamp me, pull me under, until I’m drowning in her. Drowning in the dark honeyed taste of her. The warm vanilla scent of her. The soft, breathless sound of her.


    “Fuck, Chloe, baby, please.” I add another word to my mantra even as what’s left of my mind—and my soul—shatters into a million shards. Chloe has torn me apart, has destroyed everything I was before her, everything I ever thought to be. And here, now, with her ring on my finger and her mouth on my body, she is remaking me. Forging me anew in the flames of her desire, her strength, her love.


    Her hands are fumbling with my belt buckle now, and I can’t take it anymore. I have to touch her. I have to—


    “Uh-uh,” she tells me, pulling her mouth from where she’d been sucking on my abs. “Lie there and take it. It’s my turn now.”


    “I can’t,” I tell her, not even caring that I’m begging a little at this point. “I need—”


    She shoots me a look from under her lashes that has need skating along my every nerve ending, slicing into me like razor blades. “I know exactly what you need, Ethan Frost. So back off and let me give it to you.”


    And then she’s undoing my belt buckle and the top catch of my pants. Pulling down the zipper. Sliding her hand into my boxers and stroking my dick. My heart nearly stops.


    There’s a part of me that knows it’s ridiculous. I’ve made love to Chloe hundreds of times since that first time all those weeks ago. I know her body as intimately as I know my own. She knows mine the same way. And yet, still, after touching her and being touched by her in nearly every way imaginable, she still makes me breathless. Still stops my heart with a simple stroke of her hand.


    “Fuck, Chloe, baby, please.” I am begging now, full on begging, and I don’t even care. I don’t care about anything but being inside my wife. Her mouth, her pussy, I don’t even care at this point. I just need—


    She bends her head and takes me in her mouth, her tongue stroking lazily across the bottom of my cock as she slides me all the way to the back of her throat and then nearly all the way out again.


    “Fuck.” My hands scrabble for purchase on the leather seats of the limo, but I can’t get a grip. On the seats, on my body, on the love I have for this gorgeous, gorgeous woman.


    She does it again and again, one hand rubbing against my stomach in a manner that I think I’m supposed to find soothing while the other strokes my balls in a rhythm so good—so perfect—that I swear I can feel my eyes rolling back in my head.


    She’s sucking me deep, her tongue doing so many wicked, wonderful things to me that I know it won’t be long before I lose the last little bit of control I have over my body. But this isn’t what I want, no matter how good it feels. I want—I need—to be inside Chloe the first time I climax after marrying her. I need her to come right along with me. I want to do this marriage right from the very beginning. And for me, right is making sure Chloe feels as good as I do.


    Tangling my hands in her hair, knocking pins out left and right, I pull her back gently.


    She looks up at me through dazed, sex-glazed eyes and she looks so good—so fucking good—that for a moment my resolve shatters. “What’s wrong?” she asks hoarsely, her tongue darting out to lick her swollen lower lip. “Don’t you want—”


    And just that simply, I snap.


    Wrapping my hands around her arms, I drag her up off the floorboards and back into my lap.


    I slam my mouth onto hers.


    Thrust my tongue into her mouth.


    Suck her tongue into mine.


    She moans, digs her nails into my bare shoulders. The small bite of pain only makes the pleasure more intense.


    I yank her wedding gown all the way up to her waist, rip her white lace panties off her body. I’m desperate, dying, so determined to be inside of her that I can barely think, barely breathe.


    I force myself to pause, though, to run my fingers along her sex to check if she’s as ready as I am. She is, wet and hot and ready, so ready.


    “Ethan, please.” It’s her turn to beg, her turn to move restlessly against me.


    I think about drawing it out, about torturing her the way she’s been torturing me, but the truth is I’m too far gone. If I go down on her right now I’m going to come all over the car’s supple leather seats—something I’m pretty sure Geoffrey won’t appreciate.


    And so I give her what she wants. What we both want. I grab her hips in my hands, lift her up and then lower her slowly, slowly, slowly onto my cock.


    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. How can she feel better than I remember? Hot and wet and tight, so tight, as her pussy clenches rhythmically around me.


    Though my body is screaming at me to move, to fuck her, to take her, to make her mine forever, I pause for a moment. Two. My head falls forward, and I rest my forehead against Chloe’s as we both just breathe. As we take in the fact that we made it. That we’re here and we’re together, in this life and the next.


    I want to stay like this forever.


    But need is an urgent thrum in my blood, screaming at me to move, to take, to give. Chloe must feel the same way because she’s started rocking against me, her sweet, lush body sliding over my cock again and again and again.


    I press my mouth to hers, whisper against her lips, “This is going to be fast.”


    “Thank God.” She clenches around me again.


    How she can make me laugh when I’m strung out in an agony of desire, I don’t know. It’s just part of the glorious mystery that is my wife.


    I slip a hand between us, stroke my thumb in a circle over her clit. Once, twice, then again and again until she’s moaning, shuddering. She braces her hands on my shoulders and then, head back, eyes closed, she starts lifting and lowering herself on me in a rhythm that makes my eyes cross and my dick throb for relief.


    My hands clutch her hips, urge her to move faster, to take me deeper. To give me everything that she has, everything that she is. Chloe’s whimpering now, a breathless, sexy noise that takes me right to the edge.


    “I love you,” she gasps, as her eyes open and find mine. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”


    The words have become her own mantra and they light me up from the inside as she repeats them again and again and again. They also send me careening over the cliff of my own restraint, send me hurtling into an orgasm so intense that for long seconds I can’t see, can’t hear, can’t breathe.


    All I know is that Chloe is with me, her beautiful body clenching at mine as she wails my name.


    Through it all, one thought repeats again and again and again. Chloe is mine, forever.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    By the time the car stops in front of the Atlantis, Chloe and I have managed to put ourselves back together. Okay, that might be a little bit of an overstatement—she looks like she spent the last half an hour getting fucked six ways from Sunday and I’m pretty damn sure I look the same. But at least her dress is down and my pants are zipped—at this point, I figure that’s all anyone can ask for.


    The second Geoffrey opens the door, we scramble out like a couple of kids. His eyes widen a little when he gets a look at us, but then he averts his face from my wife and his countenance falls back into its normally inscrutable lines. I make a note to tip him even more generously than I usually do. God knows, the kid has earned it this trip.


    “Will you be needing me any more tonight, Mr. Frost?” he asks as he closes the car door behind us.


    It’s my turn to smirk at him. “No, I don’t think my wife and I will be going anywhere else this evening. But thank you for everything today.”


    “It’s my pleasure, sir. Congratulations again on getting married. You, too, Mrs. Frost.” He keeps his eyes straight ahead, even as he addresses her. Something I appreciate, considering the fact that my wife looks even sexier than she usually does.


    Chloe gasps, and I reach for her, thinking she’s tripped in those ridiculous shoes of hers. But she hasn’t. Instead, she’s standing there, beaming at the both of us.


    “What’s up?” I ask, bending down to brush yet another kiss against her swollen, upturned lips.


    “He called me Mrs. Frost.” She kisses me back, then grins hugely at Geoffrey, who appears a little dazzled as her eyes meet his. I don’t blame the kid—I’ve felt the same way from the moment she refused to drink that blueberry smoothie. “You’re the first person, ever, to call me Mrs. Frost, Geoffrey. Thank you.”


    He grins back at her. “You’re welcome. But I’m sure I won’t be the last.”


    If possible, her smile gets even bigger. “Definitely not.” Impulsively, she leans forward and hugs him.


    He stiffens for a second, looks at me in shock. I just shrug. Chloe might be rich now, but she’ll never be like the wealthy women he’s used to. It’s one of the many things I love about her.


    “Good night,” she tells him as she steps back.


    “Good night, Mrs. Frost.” This time we’re all three smiling as he says the words that make my wife so happy.


    As we make our way up to our room, I’m tempted to take out my phone and check the media outlets, see if anything has hit yet about Chloe’s and my wedding. But I’ve got my best publicity people on it—I trust Stu and his team to handle it. Besides, right now I’ve got much better things to do than worry about the press. Things that involve peeling my wife out of her dress and laying her out on the bed so that I can kiss every single inch of her glorious body—twice.


    But when we get to our suite, she brushes a kiss across my lips and whispers, “I’ve got a surprise for you,” right before she disappears into the bathroom.


    I can’t help being intrigued. Chloe’s never been the lingerie type—which is fine with me as I prefer her naked anyway. Still, knowing that her wild-and-crazy best friend helped her pick out whatever she’s going to be wearing…I’d be a fool if I wasn’t looking forward to seeing her all dressed up. Or dressed down, as the case may be.


    As she changes, I walk over to the electric fireplace and turn it on. It’s the most intimate seating area in the suite, with only a small loveseat facing it, with a chair on either side. Room service has moved one of the chairs to the side, and replaced it with a white-clothed table sporting a bottle of iced champagne, a plate of chocolate strawberries and a bouquet of bloodred roses.


    Sebastian’s orders? I wonder, as I reach for the small card sitting there. Then smile when I open it and realize, no, this is Tori’s doing. Knowing Chloe will be touched, I leave the card on the table for her to read before popping open the bottle of champagne.


    I can hear the shower running now, and for a moment I think about climbing in with Chloe. Making love to her in the shower is one of my favorite activities in the world. It comes right after making love to her on the beach, making love to her on my patio, making love to her in my bed…


    And yes, I am completely single-minded when it comes to my wife.


    Deciding to let her have her time in the shower so as not to ruin the surprise of the lingerie she’s got planned, I grab the bottle of champagne and wander into the bedroom with some vague idea of turning down the bed. But the hotel’s turndown service has already done that—no big surprise. What is a surprise, however, is the large, black box sitting on the pillow on my side of the bed.


    It has a sparkly blue bow and a small card on it and I can’t help wondering if this is another wedding present from Tori. But as I get closer, I realize it’s addressed To My Husband. Chloe. I can’t stop the smile that stretches across my face.


    I gave her my gift earlier, a pair of flawless, two-carat, emerald cut diamond earrings that perfectly match the five-carat diamond engagement ring I slipped on her finger during the plane ride here. I bought them this morning when I was getting the ring because I couldn’t resist the thought of seeing her wearing them and nothing else, but I didn’t expect her to get me anything—after all, the wedding was about as short notice as we could get.


    I strip off my jacket and ruined dress shirt before kicking off my shoes and settling on the bed with the bottle of champagne on the nightstand next to me and Chloe’s present on my stomach. I don’t open it—I’ll wait for her for that—but I do shake it a little. Unlike my wife of three and a half hours, I love surprises. Especially when they come from her.


    Whatever’s in the box shifts and moves, piquing my curiosity. In the bathroom, the shower cuts off, and a couple minutes later, Chloe pokes her head out of the bathroom door. Her face is scrubbed clean, her hair piled on top of her head in a haphazard topknot, and she’s dressed in nothing but a white hotel towel.


    She’s never looked more beautiful.


    “Well?” she asks with a mischievous grin. “Are you going to open it?”


    “I was waiting for you.”


    She rolls her eyes. “Excuse me, but when I come to bed, I expect to be the only present you open for quite a while.” She nods toward the box. “Go ahead. Look inside.”


    And with that, she closes the bathroom door with a loud crack that echoes through the suite.


    It’s stupid, but my hands are shaking as I follow her orders, tugging at the ribbon that is the only thing keeping the lid on the box. Except it’s not stupid, is it? Because it isn’t nerves that have me trembling—Chloe is my wife and nothing can change that now. It’s relief. Overwhelming, all-encompassing relief that we made it through all the bullshit to end up here. No matter what happens, no matter what the future brings, she’s mine now. She’ll always be mine.


    With that thought running through my head on a loop, I open the box. And laugh in delight. Because this is just one more piece of evidence proving that Chloe knows me better than anyone else on earth. It’s a cookbook, one devoted exclusively to smoothie recipes.


    I lift it out of the box and find there are a bunch of other little things beneath it. Because, when I’m not going for the grand gesture, that’s what Chloe and I do. We collect little things that remind us of each other and send them to each other just because. I started it with a Vitamix and a bunch of strawberries—hence the smoothie cookbook—but after a not-so-brief power struggle over the blender, Chloe went with it. Because she gets me. Because she knows what the wacky collections of odds and ends she sends mean to me.


    I start with the cookbook, opening the front cover to find Chloe has written, “To Ethan: If I’m going to be waking up to a smoothie every morning for the rest of my life, I figure you need a few new recipes. Xoxo, Chloe


    I’m still grinning as I flip through the book, noting a couple recipes (sans blueberries, of course) that I think my wife might like. Then I move on to the rest of the treasures at the bottom of the box, and impossibly, I grow even happier. Because the collection of mismatched things proves that Chloe has been thinking about me a lot, even in the time we were broken up. There’s no way all of the things here came from high-end boutiques in Vegas. Which means she brought some of them with her from California. Which means she was collecting them for me even when we weren’t together.


    The knowledge warms me because I’ve been doing the same thing. Even as I told myself to let her go, even as I swore that it would be better for her not to have to look at me every day and be reminded of what my brother did to her, I’d been picking up little things I thought she would like. Odds and ends that I hoped would make her smile. That she was doing the same—that she’d been as unwilling to let go of what we had as I’d been—means more than I can even wrap my head around.


    The first thing I pick up from the bottom of the box is a piece of sea glass the same bright, verdant green as Chloe’s eyes. It’s smooth and shiny and cold, rounded at the edges from years of being tossed around in the ocean, of being beaten against the shore. Instinctively, I close my eyes and make a wish as I turn the glass between my thumb and forefinger again and again and again. It’s something Chloe taught me to do weeks ago, when we first found a piece of sea glass—red that time—on the private beach near my house in La Jolla. She’d insisted our wishes be frivolous then. Tonight, I’m hard-pressed to keep my wish light. Not when I now have so much to lose.


    I slip the now warm glass into my pants pocket for safekeeping, then pick up the small box of salted caramels from Whole Foods that she’s also given me. I mentioned once, in passing, that they were my favorite. I can’t believe she remembered.


    Next comes a small, strawberry-scented candle from Mr. Zog’s. Again, it blows me away that she remembered strawberry’s my favorite sex wax scent—she’s only seen me surf a few times, seen me wax my surfboard even less, and yet she still manages to get the scent right.


    The fourth item I pick up is a heavy keychain in silver and gold. It’s a compass, beautifully crafted and totally functional—I can’t stop myself from holding it up and checking to see if it can find due north. It can, and as I admire it some more, I notice that the back is just a little rougher than I expect it to be. Turning it over, I read the words Chloe had engraved for me.


    
      For Ethan, the man who will always be my home.

    


    A wave of love swamps me, so overwhelming that my heart stutters in my chest and I can’t help wondering if, by the time morning creeps across the sky, there will be any part of my soul that she doesn’t own. Any portion that still belongs to me. Or if I’ll miss the loss…or even notice it.


    I gently put the compass aside, then reach for the last thing in the box—a small piece of translucent paper, folded several times. I pull it out, unfold it slowly, then read the words scrawled across it in Chloe’s flowing script.


    
      I wonder if your body wants mine the way mine wants yours—the kisses—the hotness—the wetness—all melting together—the being held so tight that it hurts—the strangle and the struggle.


      —From a love letter by Georgia O’Keeffe to Alfred Stieglitz

    


    Fuck.


    My cock grows hard at the words, at the darkness and the power and the need revealed by every syllable. I’ve had Chloe half a dozen times in the last twenty-four hours and still it doesn’t seem to matter. I want her with everything I have, everything I am. I always will.


    I’m nearly desperate for her at this point, can’t help thinking about storming the bathroom and yanking her into my arms where she belongs. The only thing holding me back is that this is Chloe’s wedding night and I want to make it as perfect for her as I possibly can. Even if it means that I go stark, raving mad.


    In an effort to keep my mind off the desire breaking over me in powerful waves, I read the words again, trace my fingers over the flirty loops and lines that are as much Chloe as her wild curls and cool intellect are. I close my eyes, let O’Keeffe’s passion swamp me, pull me under, as I half-compose a letter of my own to the woman that I love. I don’t get very far, just a few words—I’m a scientist, not a poet—before the bathroom door opens.


    I turn to her, expecting—I don’t know what. Something sexy. Maybe even something crazy and risqué—Tori did pick it out, after all. What greets me instead is a Chloe right out of my deepest, darkest fantasies. Instead of a sexy teddy like I was expecting, she’s wearing a long white nightgown. The neckline is cut in a deep V that shows her beautiful breasts, but the rest of the gown covers her pretty well. At least until she turns a little and I see the long, sheer panels that run the length of her body on both sides of the gown, giving me tantalizing glimpses of the curve of her breast, the shadow of her waist, the roundness of her hip.


    She looks stunning. Gorgeous. And so unbelievably sensual that it takes every ounce of concentration I have not to drool. Or swallow my own tongue.


    I’m not sure if she recognizes my dilemma or if she just wants to fuck with me. Either way, she starts walking toward the bed, a huge grin on her face. “So, did you pick out a smoothie to make when we get home?”


    A smoothie? Every ounce of blood in my body just rushed straight to my dick and she wants me to think about a smoothie recipe? She’s expecting an awful lot out of me. Still, I take a deep breath. Force myself to rally. Do my best not to leap on her like a starving hyena with a gazelle. It’s not easy when my fingers are literally itching to touch her.


    “I—” My voice is low, rusty. I stop, clear my throat. Try again. And this time I don’t let myself think about licking my way from the top to the bottom of one of the translucent panels. “I was thinking the blueberry-almond recipe sounded pretty good.”


    She bursts out laughing, exactly as I intend her to. Then she’s moving into my arms, cuddling against my chest even as she threatens, “Try it and you’ll be wearing the drink this time.”


    “That doesn’t sound so bad.” I press kisses to her collarbone, to her neck, to the top of her breasts. “As long as you lick it off me.”


    “You wish. It’s more likely that I’ll drown you in it.”


    “So you keep saying.” I sit down on the bed, pull her between my knees as I slide the thin silk straps off her shoulders, following their journey with my tongue.


    “Yeah, well, one of these days I’m actually going to do it.” She’s a little breathless now, a little restless. Exactly how I like her.


    “Of course you are.” I cup her ass in my hands, pull her into my body, until her sex is nestled right up against my cock. “But if you drown me, who’s going to get you off?” I run my thumb lightly over her clit as I whisper the words against her skin.


    Chloe shudders, presses her hips forward into my touch even as she says, “I can get myself off, thank you very much.”


    The image goes through me like lightning. “Now that, Mrs. Frost, is something I would very much like to see.”


    She laughs, rolls her eyes. But her cheeks are pink, her skin hot to the touch.


    “You look gorgeous,” I tell her, before pulling her into my lap and rolling so that she’s beneath me. Then I guide her hand to her sex. “Show me.”


    Her eyes grow wide. “Show you…”


    She knows what I’m asking, but I can tell it embarrasses her almost as much as it intrigues her. It’s a reminder that, for all intents and purposes, my wife was a virgin before she met me, so traumatized by what happened with Brandon that she could never bring herself to trust another man. That she chose me, that she trusts me even now when I’m introducing her to something that obviously makes her a little uncomfortable…the knowledge is humbling.


    Threading my fingers through hers, I keep my eyes on her face to make sure she’s okay with what I’m doing. She meets my gaze steadily, takes a deep breath. I’m not sure if it’s nerves or excitement or both, but I’m about to ease away, to try something else that won’t freak my wife out quite so much, when she spreads her legs, opening herself to whatever I want to do to her.


    The knowledge sends a shock of need straight through me, but I tamp it down. Focus on Chloe. On giving her what she needs. On making sure she’s okay.


    Slowly, so slowly that I can feel sweat rolling down my spine with the effort it takes not to just thrust inside of her and fuck her until she screams my name, I press the tip of her index finger to her sex. She gasps, her hand jerking a little beneath mine.


    I keep my grip gentle but firm as I hold her there.


    As I kiss her lush, swollen lips.


    As I whisper words of encouragement, of love, against her mouth.


    She whimpers deep in her throat, and there’s enough distress in the sound that I immediately back off, releasing her hand and lifting my body away from hers. The last thing I want her to think is that I’m pushing her into something she doesn’t want to do.


    She whimpers again, but with my new vantage point I can tell that it’s not distress at the situation that she’s feeling. No, if the look on her face is anything to go by, she’s not upset with what’s happening right now. She’s aroused by it.


    “Show me,” I tell her again. “I want to see.”


    She bites her bottom lip, but she nods despite the uncertainty in her face. And then—slowly, slowly, slowly—she strokes her finger across her clit.


    She gasps at the sensation, then does it again and again and again before sliding her finger lower to stroke the dark pink lips of her sex. As she does, her other hand creeps up to toy with her left breast. I nearly swallow my tongue as she pinches her nipple between her thumb and forefinger.


    “Ethan.” She calls my name softly as her eyes slide closed. And then she’s moaning low in her throat, her finger moving around her clit in slow, precise circles that have my heart pounding and my breath stuttering in my chest.


    I’m transfixed as I watch her, gaze glued to her trembling hand, her arching hips, her desire-slicked sex. She’s totally open to me, totally exposed, and she’s never been more beautiful.


    Her movements are still a little shy, a little nervous, and somehow that only turns me on more. Well, that and the knowledge that no other man has seen her like this. And that no other man will ever see her like this, now.


    I’m a little shocked at the primitiveness of my response, of the jealousy that rips through me at just the thought of another man seeing what I am. I’ve never felt like this for a woman, never cared enough to wonder about who came before me…or who would come after me.


    But from the very beginning, things were different with Chloe. She’s like water, so fluid that even before I knew about our twisted pasts, it felt like she would slip through my fingers the first chance she got. Maybe that’s why I feel the need to brand her, to mark her as mine. The belly chain, the bracelet, the love bites, the wedding ring with a diamond big enough to warn off any other man who might think about looking at her.


    “Ethan.” She calls my name again, this time as her eyes flutter open.


    “I’m here, love.” I cup her cheek in my palm, stroke my thumb softly across her lips.


    I mean the touch to be reassuring, thankful, worshipping, but then she does something unexpected, as only Chloe can. She opens her mouth and bites at my thumb, hard. Then sucks it into her mouth, laving the small hurt with the tip of her tongue.


    I’ve been hanging on to rational thought by a thread, here, and the feel of her mouth around me—warm and wet and willing—is enough to snap the last tenuous tether.


    I all but throw myself over her, pulling my thumb out of her mouth and crushing my lips down on hers in one smooth movement.


    And then my tongue is in her mouth, my dick is in her body and she’s wrapped around me—arms and legs and hair holding me to her with the same kind of desperation that I’m feeling. The same kind of desperation that drives me to take her over and over and over again. To claim her. To make her mine. To make sure everyone knows that she’s mine and will always be mine.


    Suddenly, she rips her mouth from mine. “I love you,” she gasps. “I love you so much.”


    That’s all it takes to send me up and over. Orgasm hits me hard, turning my blood to molten lava and raking claws of unspeakable ecstasy down my spine. Desperate to take Chloe with me, I slide a hand between us. Stroke her clit, once, twice. Then she’s coming, too, crying out as her body clenches around mine.


    I’m dazed, overwhelmed, in absolute awe of this woman who I now get to call mine. I tighten my arms around her, pulling her closer, until the sweat on her skin mixes with the sweat on mine. Closer, until her breath mingles with mine. Impossibly closer still, until her heart and my heart beat in perfect time.


    She relaxes against me, her lips brushing my neck. Her cheek resting against my shoulder.


    It’s almost enough to keep the rest of the world at bay.


    Almost.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    He doesn’t know I’m awake and I don’t do anything to change that fact. For a moment, I think about rolling over or sitting up or even calling his name. But if I do, he’ll hang up. I don’t know how I know that, but I do. And while I very much want him to crawl back in beside me, to pull my back against his front so that I can feel every part of him against every part of me, that won’t tell me what I want to know.


    The thing is, if you’d asked me an hour ago, I would have told you there wasn’t anything for me to know. After all, we’ve been here four days and I’ve been with Ethan pretty much every second of every day. Except for a couple trips to the spa or the shops with Tori while Ethan hung with Sebastian, we’ve had an amazing honeymoon. We spent the entire day after our wedding holed up in this suite, making love, eating the most decadent treats room service had to offer, talking about nothing—and everything. It was wonderful, the longest Ethan and I have ever gone without our pasts intruding in any way. It was better than wonderful. It was glorious.


    After the first day, Ethan insisted we actually take advantage of some of the things Vegas is known for. We gambled at the high-roller tables at the Atlantis, saw the fountains at the Bellagio, dined at some of the finest restaurants the city has to offer, got great seats at an Imagine Dragons concert one night and the Atlantis’s Cirque show the other night—and this time we actually went. We lazed by the private, high-roller pool, even made love in the hot tub late last night when no one else was around.


    Ethan insisted on taking me shopping, then pouted when all I’d let him buy me was a Las Vegas T-shirt and some new underwear to replace the ones he’s been ripping at an alarming rate. But that’s because he still doesn’t understand. I’ve got him. I don’t want anything else. At least nothing that his money can buy me. And what I do want—respect, a career I can be proud of, a chance to use my law degree to help people—won’t mean anything if he hands them to me. Even on our honeymoon. Especially on our honeymoon.


    Of course, Ethan insists that this isn’t our real honeymoon. For that, he wants to take me to Paris or Greece or a small island near Bali that he just happens to own. But I don’t need fancy trips, any more than I need the fancy ring he bought me. I just need him and a few days for us to be together without the pressure of the outside world creeping in.


    Oh, I know that news of our marriage has leaked. I was on Twitter for a few minutes the morning after we got married and saw that #EthanFrostbrokemyheart was trending, along with #Chloewho? But Ethan’s publicists have worked their magic and none of it has touched us. Until now.


    Which is why I lay here, listening, as Ethan whispers into the phone. Ethan’s assured me over and over again that he’ll take care of me, that he’ll make sure no press agency runs any kind of exposé on my past. But how much can he really do? How long before some intrepid reporter digs up the NDA I signed and the money my family was paid for my signature? They won’t know what the agreement was about, but they don’t have to. Speculation is often as harmful as real facts.


    Ethan gets up from where he’s been perched on the side of the bed and crosses to the door, still whispering. I know he’s moving because he doesn’t want to wake me, doesn’t want to upset me with what can’t be changed. But if news about my past is about to break—if what happened all those years ago is about to become a liability for Ethan—I want to know about it.


    Except, as I listen closely to what’s being said, I realize that this call has nothing to do with the press or with me. No, he’s talking to whoever is on the line about someone named Nico Valducci. It’s not a name that I recognize, nor does Ethan say anything specific about the man besides his name. Still, there’s something about the energy in the room that gets my attention and makes my blood run cold.


    He’s being quiet, so quiet that I can barely hear the words even before he moves from the bedroom into the suite’s main living area. I do roll over then, actively straining to hear the rest of the conversation. I don’t catch much, just that whoever is on the other line has set up a meeting between Ethan and this Valducci person for later this morning at some Italian restaurant. And that neither the person on the phone nor Ethan expect the meeting to be amicable.


    He’s still talking, but he’s crossed to the small mini-fridge in the bar now and there’s no way I can hope to hear him unless I actually climb out of bed and resort to eavesdropping at the doorway. And since spying on my husband isn’t how I want my marriage to start—or how I want it to continue, for that matter—I roll back toward the nightstand.


    Instead of trying to go back to sleep, though, I reach for my smartphone and pull up Google. I type in Valducci’s name, then bite my lip to keep from gasping out loud at the huge array of hits that comes up. The Washington Post calls Valducci one of the most powerful mobsters of our time. Vanity Fair has an exposé about him and three other men, all of whom they refer to as the new and more brutal faces of the Las Vegas mafia. The New Yorker asks what a mob boss has to do to get arrested in this country.


    I read a few more articles—all of them saying basically the same thing—and only end up more confused. Ethan is one of the best, most morally unambiguous CEOs in business today. He runs an amazing company that does more for charity, and its employees, than any other company out there. He makes products that save lives. What on earth is he doing meeting with the man Rolling Stone calls the self-appointed King of Las Vegas?


    I skim through a number of other articles until I get to one published by the New York Times last year. The writer explicitly links companies run by Valducci and another one of the men in the Vanity Fair article to a number of powerful Washington politicians.


    My breath grows a little ragged as the whole house of cards Ethan and I have spent the last few days constructing comes tumbling down around me. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to stop skimming—to stop panicking—and actually read every word of the article.


    By the time I’m halfway done, I know. I just know. I tell myself not to, but the moment I finish the article, I open a new Google prompt. And search Nico Valducci and Brandon.


    Nothing shows up. Not one article. Not one caption. Nothing to tie them together at all.


    Relief swamps me, has me sinking back against the pillows as the panic recedes and my breathing starts to even out. Maybe I won’t throw up the copious amounts of champagne I ingested last night, after all.


    Except my brain is still whirling, still trying to come up with some—with any—explanation as to what Ethan could want with Valducci. But if it’s not about Brandon, then I don’t have a clue. On a whim, I search Valducci and Ethan.


    Still no hits. Except, when I click on images, there’s one photo—about halfway down the first page that stands out. It’s Valducci, standing with a man the caption identifies as Ethan’s stepfather in front of the MGM Grand. Standing a few feet away, almost out of the camera’s range, is Brandon.


    My heart lodges in my throat at my first glimpse of him. He must have been about nineteen when this picture was taken—only a few months after he graduated from high school. Less than a year after he raped me. He looks the same. The hair, the clothes, the ridiculous bracelets tied around his wrist. The Brandon who showed up at Ethan’s house a few weeks ago was a lot shinier, a lot more polished than the monster I remembered. But this boy standing there, watching his father and Nico Valducci exchange what looks like a very warm handshake, this is the boy who raped me. This is the Brandon I still see in my nightmares. The Brandon I’m afraid I’ll see for the rest of my life.


    I click on the link, pull up a story that’s half a dozen years old. But before I can read more than the first line, my stomach revolts.


    I drop the phone on the bed, make a mad dash for the closest bathroom.


    I barely make it in time.


    I throw up the remnants in my stomach in several long, painful heaves, then drop to the floor beside the toilet, resting my head on the cool black tiles that line the bathroom walls. I suck in deep breaths through my mouth, use every ounce of willpower I have to swallow the swirling nausea back down.


    It works, too, until Ethan appears in the doorway, face concerned, phone still in his hand. And then, suddenly, I’m wracked by a whole new set of convulsions. The sight of him standing there, looking so worried, pushes me over the edge. As does the knowledge that’s just making its way to the front of my brain. We’re here, in Vegas, because of Brandon. Not because of our wedding, not because of our honeymoon, but because of his brother.


    My stomach revolts again, despite the fact that I’ve been willing it not to with every ounce of strength I have. I barely get my hair out of my face before I’m dry-heaving into the toilet.


    “Chloe, baby. Are you sick?” He’s already reaching for me as he starts to step into the bathroom. But I grab for the door and swing it closed with every ounce of strength I can muster. It slams in his face. I lock it with the last bit of strength I have, then collapse back against the toilet.


    For long seconds, there’s nothing but a shocked silence on both sides of the door—I’m not sure which of us is more surprised by my actions. But then Ethan’s trying to open the door. And cursing under his breath when he realizes I’ve locked it.


    “Chloe, baby, let me in.” He sounds confused, a little frantic. I should be sorry for upsetting him, but I’m not. Because I know that after what I just found out, I’m more confused—and more frantic—than he’ll ever be.


    “Chloe!” he calls again, his voice rising in obvious agitation. “Baby, are you all right?”


    “I’m fine,” I choke out, then force myself to be more convincing when I tell him, “I’ll be right out.”


    “How sick are you?” he asks.


    It’s a valid question, especially if I look half as bad as I feel. “I’m okay,” I tell him again. Right before another wave of sickness hits me.


    “Damn it, Chloe!” He’s pounding on the bathroom door. “I’ve seen someone throw up before. Let me in. Please, baby, let me in.”


    Shit. Shit. Shit.


    There’s so much going on in my head right now, so many pieces slotting together that—added to the sickness roiling around inside of me—it’s hard to pull a coherent thought out of the mess.


    Strangely, the first thought I manage to grab on to isn’t about Brandon, isn’t about Vegas, isn’t about anything but Ethan and me. Why did he have to hear me throwing up? Why did he have to see what a mess I am? I’m strong for everyone else in my life. Why, why, why must Ethan always see me when I’m weak?


    And how am I supposed to have a real conversation with him about this when he’s obviously in protector mode?


    When I’m done dry-heaving, I sit by the toilet for another couple of minutes, just to make sure nothing else is going to come up. Outside the bathroom, I can hear Ethan freaking out and I know I don’t have much more time before he does something totally crazy like break the bathroom door down. As it is, I figure the only reason he hasn’t done that already is he’s afraid of hurting me if he does.


    “Chloe! Chloe! Answer me!” The urgency in his voice gets through the fuzziness and I know I I’m out of time.


    “I’m okay,” I tell him again as I push shakily to my feet. Then I stumble over to the sink and rinse my mouth out before splashing water on my face, and on my wrists as I try to make sense of the different bits of knowledge floating around in my brain. As I try to get my shit together.


    It’s that last thought that pisses me off and gets me moving. Damn it, I’m no shrinking violet. I’m no weak girl who can’t take care of herself. Not anymore. Not ever again, even if I do have a man who wants nothing more than to do it for me—no matter what the consequences.


    The thought makes my stomach turn, again, but I shove the fear and the confusion and the sadness down deep as I turn to open the door. It’s time to confront my husband of four days.


    Ethan’s standing right next to the door, so close that I can’t step out of the bathroom without brushing against him. Not that he would let me, even if I tried.


    Instead, he wraps his arms around me, pulls me in against his strong, powerful chest. He feels so good, smells so good and comfortable and familiar, that for a moment I can’t help burrowing in. Wrapping my arms around his waist and pressing my face into his chest as I take the comfort he’s all too willing to give.


    But there’s something wrong with taking comfort from the person who’s upset you in the first place, my brain screams at me. And so I pull back, try to step out of his arms.


    But Ethan’s holding on, one hand cupping my face while the other rests on my hip and keeps me in place. “Hey, what’s going on?” he asks. “Is this from too much to drink last night or are you sick? Do I need to get a doctor?”


    The concern in his eyes melts me, as does the softness of his touch. But I steel myself against it—against him as I try to find the words to start the conversation I know we need to have. “It wasn’t the champagne,” I finally tell him.


    “Poor baby,” he murmurs as he propels me toward the bed. “We’ll get you in bed and then I’ll call the front desk, get the number for a doctor—”


    “I don’t need a doctor, either.”


    “You don’t know that. If you’ve caught a virus, maybe he can—”


    “It’s not a virus!” I tell him, fighting to keep my voice even. “It’s you!”


    He freezes in the act of pulling the covers around me. “I don’t understand.”


    It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to shove him away from me. Not to yell at him. Not to call bullshit on his whole bewildered act. But I don’t want to start my marriage out that way, either, and so I just sit on the edge of the bed for long seconds, staring sightlessly out the huge picture window in front of me as I try to figure out what I’m supposed to do. What I’m supposed to say to this man who means more to me than anyone else in this world. This man for whom I would give up anything.


    This man who doesn’t seem to feel the same way about me.


    “Chloe, sweetheart.” He strokes his fingers lightly up and down my spine and damned if my traitorous body doesn’t respond to his touch even while my mind struggles with what to say and how to say it. “Talk to me.”


    When I still don’t respond, he gets onto the bed, too. Only he slides himself around me, so that we’re both sitting on the edge of the bed, with me between his legs as he wraps his arms around me and presses warm, soft kisses to my bare shoulders. And he waits, in silence for me to figure out what I want to say and how I want to say it.


    I’m trying to be careful, trying to pick the right words. But it’s too much. The question bursts out of me without my permission. “When were you going to tell me?”


    To Ethan’s credit, he doesn’t ask what I’m talking about. He doesn’t prevaricate, doesn’t try to talk around the subject that’s filling the room up more completely than a two-ton elephant ever could.


    Instead, he lowers his head to my shoulder and—for long seconds—just breathes. Then he says, “When there was something to tell. I knew it would upset you and I didn’t want to bother you until I had a clear-cut idea of how things were going to go.”


    “You didn’t want to upset me, huh? How’s that working out for you?”


    “About as well as the rest of my plans that involve you.”


    “You’re meeting with one of the most dangerous men in Las Vegas, in the country, and you weren’t going to tell me. What if something happened to you?”


    “In my defense, I didn’t know until five minutes ago that I was going to meet with him.”


    “Don’t bullshit me, Ethan.” I shove him off me and stand up so that I can face him. So that I can see the dark, haunted blue of his eyes in the early morning light streaming in through the curtains we left partially open so we could see the bright Vegas lights against the night sky.


    But he isn’t looking at my face. Instead, his eyes are raking over my body and I realize for the first time that I’m standing here stark naked in front of him. Which is no big deal—he’s my husband, after all, and has seen me naked hundreds of times in the last few months. Except, I can feel myself responding to the heat in his eyes, feel my nipples growing hard and my sex growing wet at the desire for me he doesn’t even try to hide.


    This isn’t the time, though, and no matter how much my body responds to him, my mind isn’t the least bit interested in making love. So I grab his shirt off the chair where he dropped it last night and pull it on. There are no buttons left on it—I’ve been as rough on his shirts this week as he’s been on my underwear—but I pull it closed anyway, then cross my arms over my chest in an effort to keep it from falling open.


    “Don’t,” he tells me, all but flying off the bed to stop in front of me. “Don’t hide yourself from me. Please.”


    His hands go to my shoulders and he pushes at the shirt, not giving up until I drop my arms and it falls into a puddle at my feet.


    “Come back to bed,” he says, taking my hand and tugging me toward the bed in the center of the room.


    “I don’t want to have sex right now, Ethan.”


    “I know that, Chloe.” He puts the same stress on my name that I put on his. “But I don’t want to have this discussion with you in defensive mode halfway across the room. I want to be able to hold you while we talk this out.”


    “Is that what we’re going to do?” I ask as I finally allow him to pull me back to bed. “Talk this out?”


    “Ask me anything.”


    “Anything?” I ask skeptically.


    “Anything.”


    “And you’ll answer me truthfully.”


    “I promised you when we got married that I wouldn’t lie to you again. I meant it.”


    “Yeah, but that was before I found out about Nico Valducci, the Las Vegas mobster. Las Vegas,” I repeat, stressing the words. “Where we just happen to be right this very second.”


    “If you heard me on the phone, you know you found out about my meeting with Valducci at the same time I did.”


    “Who set up the meeting? Who were you even talking to?”


    “Sebastian.”


    “Sebastian Caine? Your best friend?”


    “Yes.”


    “He’s in bed with the Vegas mob?”


    “God, no.” Ethan’s laugh is harsh and anything but amused. “His father is. Sebastian’s trying to cut the mob out of the Atlantis once and for all.”


    The sick feeling is back in my stomach and this time it’s worse than ever. The thoughts that have been floating nebulously around my brain from the moment I found out who Valducci was finally coalesce into one clear question. “Is that why we’re here?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Is that why you brought me to Vegas? To meet with Nico Valducci and find a way to use him against Brandon?”


    “Brandon?”


    “Don’t!” Despite my best efforts, I all but scream it at him. “Don’t lie to me. When I Googled them, I saw a picture of Brandon and your stepfather with Valducci.”


    “Really?” Ethan asks, suddenly a million times more intense than he was. “Where? Because I haven’t even seen that picture.”


    Suddenly, he’s reaching for his phone and I’m turning cold, so cold.


    “Fuck.” I stare at him incredulously. “This whole thing really is all about Brandon.”


    I’m not sure what it is, but there must be something in my tone that tips Ethan off as to how serious this really is. Because he drops his phone like it burned him, and then he’s reaching for me, trying to pull me close.


    But I won’t let him. Not now, when it feels like my whole world is shattering around my feet. “You brought me to Vegas because you wanted to chase down a lead about your brother.”


    He looks at me like I’m insane. “I brought you to Vegas to marry you. I brought you here because I didn’t want to wait one more second to make you my wife. You have to know that, Chloe.”


    “Do I? Do I really? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like we came to Vegas to further your agenda against your brother. An agenda I thought we had decided you weren’t going to pursue anymore. I have to be honest, Ethan, from where I’m standing, it looks like marrying me was just a way to keep me quiet and happy and ignorant while you and Sebastian worked behind the scenes to bring Brandon down.”


    “Don’t say that.”


    “Why not? It makes sense.”


    “Don’t. Say. That.” He looks furious and distraught and desperate, his hands curling into fists at his side and his eyes pleading with me to believe him. “Don’t ever say that. You know I love you. You know I would do anything for you—”


    “That’s not true and you know it.”


    “I don’t—”


    “I asked you to give this vendetta up. I asked you to let it go, to let time and distance continue to heal me. To heal us. It’s the only thing I’ve ever really asked of you—that and not to lie to me—and you couldn’t do either one. You won’t do either one.”


    I should stop there, I know I should, but there’s a little voice inside of me that just won’t let me. A little voice that keeps pushing and pushing and pushing, telling me to keep going until I’ve said everything I have to say. Until I’ve laid myself—laid our relationship—bare. Until we’re totally exposed with nothing else to hide behind. “You’re lost in the past. Lost in what happened to me, lost in mistakes you made, lost in shit that can’t be changed no matter how much you wish it could. You think you’re the only one who wishes the past was different? You think you’re the only one who hates the way things are all twisted up between us?


    “Because you’re not. I think about it, too. I think all the time about how the fuck I could fall in love with a man who, however inadvertently, helped hurt me the way you did. But the difference between you and me is I let it go. I have to, and not just for my own sanity. I let it go because you matter more to me than all of that. You matter more than the rape. More than my family’s betrayal. More than anything. And so I let it go. I let it all go—the pain, the rage, the memories, the fear. I let it all go so that I can be with you and we can try to build a life together. But you won’t do the same thing. How can you blame me for thinking that I’m not nearly as important to you as you are to me?”


    I’m shaking by the time I’ve said my piece, and this time, when I reach for his shirt, Ethan doesn’t stop me. He doesn’t do anything but stand there staring at me, all white face and tortured eyes. It’s not the reaction I was hoping for, but then, it never is with him. Not when it comes to this.


    I can see his thoughts moving behind his eyes, and I wait for him to say something. Anything. But he doesn’t. He just continues to stand there until I can’t take it anymore.


    Not sure what else to do, I walk over to my suitcase, pull out a change of clothes. Then I head to the bathroom for a shower. For the second time today, I close the bathroom door firmly between us. This time I don’t lock it, but then I don’t have to. Ethan never once tries to open it.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 11


    Fuck.


    Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!


    I stare at the closed bathroom door—a door that suddenly seems to represent so much more than just a privacy measure—and try to figure out what the fuck I’m supposed to say to Chloe. What the fuck I’m supposed to say to my wife after she looked at me like I’d broken her heart. Again.


    Fuuuuuuuck.


    My phone beeps, signaling a text coming in. I glance at it more out of habit than any desire to know what it says, and grimace at what I find. A list of requests, forwarded by Stu, for interviews with Chloe and me from some of the biggest gossip and news sources in the business. As well as a reporter from the LA Times asking for a confirmation or denial of a source that claims Chloe and my family entered into an NDA six years ago.


    With a growl of frustration, I hit Stu’s icon and wait impatiently for him to pick up the phone. It takes only two rings.


    “Bury it,” I order before he can say anything but a cautious greeting. “I don’t care what it takes, I don’t care what you have to do, bury it. Now.”


    “I already have, Ethan,” he assures me. “But I had to offer them an exclusive interview with you and Chloe to get it done.”


    I think of my wife, with her devastated face and the nightmares she just can’t shake. “She’s not ready for that, Stu. She needs media training. She needs—”


    “I know that. But I don’t think we’ve got a choice. For whatever reason, the LA Times has really dug their teeth into this one. If we don’t give them something big, they’re going to run with it.”


    “They’re going to run with it? Jesus Christ, Stu, what the hell do I pay you for, then?”


    “To talk them out of publishing stories like this. Which I’m doing.” He pauses, lets his words sink in. “Maybe if you told me what was in the NDA, I could find some more wiggle room—”


    “No. That’s not an option.”


    A long, pregnant pause. Then, “Yeah, I figured. So without knowing what the LA Times is going to dig up, I have to tell you that I really believe doing the interview is the best course of action. You and Chloe meet one of their top reporters for drinks or dinner, you chat for about an hour, and then it’s over. They get the juiciest story to hit the West Coast social scene in years and Chloe gets to keep her privacy. It’s a win-win situation, Ethan.”


    He’s right. I know he’s right. This is the best thing to do—up to a point. And still I hesitate, because I don’t want to expose Chloe to all that yet. Because I don’t want her to have to dress up and play nice and give the vultures what they want just to protect herself. Just to keep them from violating her in some other way. My wife has already been violated in too many ways by too many people. I don’t want her to have to go through anything like that ever again. And doing this interview, placating the LA Times—it’s a stopgap measure, not a solution. It’s one more thing I’m not okay with.


    Normally, I’d talk it over with Chloe. See how she feels, what she wants to do. After all, this is her life and her privacy we’re talking about. But considering that closed bathroom door, I don’t think that’s going to be happening right now. Especially not when I can’t bring myself to open the door.


    The thought makes me furious. The last thing I ever wanted was barriers between Chloe and me and yet here we are, on two different sides of a divide with no way to cross over the gaping chasm between us. It’s not that I don’t see her point of view, it’s not that I don’t understand why she thinks we need to leave the past in the past. If I were her, I’d be terrified of being hurt again, too.


    But ignoring the past, hiding from it, won’t work for so many reasons.


    Her nightmares.


    My rage.


    The press.


    Brandon and his damn political aspirations.


    Her brother.


    And a million other things that will just keep bringing the past between us until we deal with it once and for all.


    For a moment, one weak, terrible, vile moment, I think of telling Stu to back off. Think about letting the LA Times run whatever the fuck article they want to. Sure, if I do that, it will be a free-for-all for a few weeks, with the press out for blood from every side. But I can protect Chloe from all that to a certain extent. I can take her away to my island near Bali, keep her away from anything and anyone who might upset her until the story dies down.


    And if the past comes out that way, by a third party with no stake in the fight at all, it won’t be my fault. And if it’s not my fault, there won’t be anything for us to argue about. The press will dig until they find out all of Brandon’s secrets and then his career will be over. It’s not the vengeance I want, but if it keeps him out of office and stops him being able to abuse other women, then it’s something I can live with.


    Except I don’t have it in me to throw Chloe to the wolves—and I’m ashamed that I thought about it, even for a second. Yes, I can protect her. Yes, she’s said more than once that she’s ready to deal with whatever happens, with whatever the press finds on her, but she doesn’t know what she’s saying. Not really. Until she’s faced with that kind of scrutiny, day in and day out, until her whole life is fodder for a different three-minute news segment every night, she can’t possibly know what she can or can’t take.


    When my father “the national hero” died, I was the news story of the season. I couldn’t go to school or to the park or even to a friend’s house without getting followed. Without getting hassled by photographers and reporters and regular people who wanted a picture of his son. Who wanted to know what it was like to be the son of a hero. Who wanted to know what it was like to grow up in the shadow of a man like him.


    And then my mother remarried, which only fueled the fire. Followed by me making all this money and now, here I am, my photo a regular addition to the weekly tabloids. My wife’s painful past fodder for anyone with an internet connection.


    Not if I can help it. And I can.


    “Text me the name and number of the editor for the LA Times,” I growl at Stu, interrupting him in the middle of a spiel I can’t even pretend that I was listening to.


    “His number…” Stu trails off uncertainly. Then, “Oh, no, Ethan. I don’t think that’s a good idea. Let me handle this—”


    “You had your chance. Now it’s my turn.” I hang up before he has the opportunity to argue any more.


    Less than a minute later, the requested text comes in. I should probably take a few minutes to figure out what I’m going to say, but the truth is I’m riding high on anger and adrenaline and I don’t have the patience to wait. Not when my wife is furious with me—and not when I’m furious with myself and the whole fucking world.


    Jake Dantana’s assistant answers on the second ring. I identify myself and demand to speak to him—something that only takes about five seconds to come to fruition. I didn’t even know someone could push buttons that fast.


    “Ethan, this is Jake. How are you?”


    “I’ve been better, Jake.” I’m in no mood for social niceties. “The head of my publicity team tells me you’ve got a reporter sniffing around my wife’s past. It stops now.”


    There’s a few seconds of silence as he absorbs the fact that I’m not asking and I’m not trading. I’ll do that with other things, have done it innumerable times in the last eight years, but not with this. I don’t play fast and loose with Chloe’s well-being. And I never will.


    “While it’s true we’re in the preliminary stages of a story that has turned up some anomalies in Mrs. Frost’s past—”


    “Kill it. Now.”


    I know I’m coming on too heavy, know that it’s probably the wrong approach if I want to do anything but pique his curiosity, but I don’t actually give a shit. He won’t be doing anything with that curiosity—not if I have anything to say about it. And I do.


    My resolve communicates itself to him and his voice is a little less cagey and a lot more uncertain when he says, “She’s big news, Ethan. You both are. If we don’t run this story, you need to give us something to run in its place. I’m listening.”


    “No.”


    “What do you mean, no?” he splutters.


    “Exactly what I said. I am not going to give you an interview with her or us or any other kind of story about her that you want and you’re still going to kill the story.”


    “That’s not how this works.”


    “Now that’s where you’re wrong, Jake. This is exactly how it works when it comes to my wife. Stu provided all of you with a basic, approved biography about my wife, along with a list of places it is acceptable to photograph her. You will use that bio and you will abide by that list. Everything else is off-limits.”


    “You don’t actually think I’m going to agree to that, do you? In case you’ve forgotten, this is America. We’ve got freedom of the press. And there’s no way I’m going to shoot myself in the foot just because you say so—”


    “Oh, yes, that’s exactly what you’re going to do. Because if you don’t, you’re going to end up bleeding out from a hell of a lot more than a foot wound. The LA Times won’t get shit from Frost Industries. No comments on any newsworthy things we might do, no interviews, no press passes to any event you might want to cover, nothing. And in case you’ve forgotten, I’ve got a lot of friends in a lot of different places, Jake. I’ll have you shut out completely.”


    “You wouldn’t do that. You’d end up crippling yourself as badly as—”


    “You have no idea what I’ll do to keep my wife safe. Keep pushing me and you’ll find out.”


    I hang up while he’s still wheezing in shock, then text It’s handled to Stu. I’m about to text him further instructions about the moratorium I want put on stories about Chloe—and how to handle it when the press pushes back—when I hear the bathroom door crack open behind me.


    I whirl around to see Chloe standing there in a purple sundress, looking pale and uncertain and so beautiful that it pretty much breaks my heart. I start to apologize, but she cuts me off with a shake of her head.


    “Please don’t tell me you’re sorry when we both know you’re anything but.” She nods at the phone in my hand. “You didn’t have to do that, you know. I would have given them an interview in exchange for them ignoring my past.”


    “I know you would have. And in the end, we probably will. But I needed the point made that you’re off-limits—and that anyone who doesn’t take that seriously does so at their own peril.”


    The smile she gives me is a little sad, but her shoulders relax enough that I can take my first real breath since she slammed the door between us when she was getting sick. Then she walks into my arms, buries her face in the crook of my neck and I relax, too. Because no matter how mad she still is at me, she’s here, in my arms. Pressing kisses to the bare skin of my shoulders and chest.


    “You don’t have to protect me,” she tells me after a minute.


    “That’s another thing we’re just going to have to disagree on, then.”


    She pulls back and I can tell from her narrowed eyes that that was the wrong thing to say. And any other time, on any other subject, I’d probably be tripping over myself to backtrack. But not now, not on this. I’m in the middle of making sure every newspaper in the country—in the world—knows that I’ll annihilate them if they cross me on this. It’s time for Chloe to get on board, too.


    “I can take care of myself, you know.”


    “I do know. You’ve done an amazing job of doing just that these last few years.”


    “Then why—”


    “Because you’re in a different playground now, one where you don’t yet know the rules. Until you do, I’ll protect you.”


    She tilts her head to the side, her beautiful green eyes searching mine as she tries to figure out just where in the sand I’ve drawn the line. The fact that it’s in a very different place than where she wants it to be doesn’t keep me from meeting her eyes. Or from opening myself up to her. It only seems fair, after all, when I’m demanding so much—demanding everything—from her.


    “And once I do learn the rules?” she asks.


    “Then I’ll still protect you. Because you’re my wife and I love you and your safety and well-being mean more to me than anything else in this world.”


    She sighs, then rolls her eyes in disgust. “How am I supposed to stay mad at you when you say shit like that?”


    “You’re not. That’s the whole point.”


    Sensing that the crisis is over—or that I’ve at least managed to avert it for now—I pull her into my arms and kiss her like I’ve been dying to from the moment I woke up this morning. The fact that she lets me convinces me that we’re going to make it just fine through our first fight as a married couple.


    “I don’t want you to go meet that man today,” she says after finally pulling her lips from mine.


    “I have to.”


    “No, you really don’t.”


    I gather her hands in mine, all the while pressing soft kisses to her jaw. “Yes, I really do. Valducci owns Brandon. He holds his gambling debts, he contributes to his campaign, he makes his messes go away. If I cut that relationship off at the knees, it weakens Brandon. Makes him more vulnerable for when I—” I break off, searching for the words to explain what I want to do to the miserable excuse for a human being that is my little brother.


    “Go in for the kill?” Chloe suggests, voice droll and eyebrow raised.


    I know she’s being sarcastic, trying to point out the error in my thinking, but the truth is, she isn’t wrong. I am planning on going in for the kill with Brandon, so thoroughly and so bloodily that he’ll never make the same mistake again.


    “For when I shut him down.” I don’t lie to her, but I temper the truth a little. For both of our sakes.


    Except Chloe isn’t buying it. Again, not a surprise. My wife is a brilliant one. And if she wasn’t so close to this situation, if this was anything else that was going on, I’d trust her implicitly. But her vision is skewed by the past, by the years of pain and abuse and terror that followed my brother’s attack on her. Which means I have to be the clearheaded one here. I have to be the one who does what’s necessary to ensure that Brandon never hurts another woman again.


    “Chloe, baby, I understand what you’re saying. I really do. And I would give you anything you ask of me. Anything you want. Except for this. I’m going to meet Valducci. I’m going to cut off the steady stream of money he’s funneling into Brandon’s campaign. And then I’m going to go after my brother. And there’s nothing you or anyone else is going to be able to say or do to change my mind.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 12


    There isn’t much to be said after that—on either of our parts. So we don’t talk. Instead, I order up breakfast from room service and we sit around very pointedly not talking about the fact that we disagree on something so fundamentally important to both of us.


    It’s the most awkward meal we’ve ever had together.


    Afterward, I text Tori, ask her to come hang with Chloe while I go out. It’s not that I’m worried about Chloe precisely (though I am). It’s that I don’t want to leave her alone here, staring at the walls as she worries and waits for me to get back. In that week we were apart, I spent a lot of time doing just that and it wasn’t healthy for anyone.


    Tori grumbles as much as anyone can grumble in a text message, but she promises to be at our door in less than half an hour. It’s the best I can do, so I slip on my shoes, grab my wallet and room key, and text Geoffrey to make sure he’s downstairs.


    He is.


    Chloe is studiously ignoring me by this point, which sets my teeth on edge, if I’m being honest. Not because I’m mad, but because it makes me nervous. I don’t like being at odds with her. I don’t like knowing that something I’m doing is hurting her. But at the same time, I can’t see my way around to making things better for her. At least not until I take care of this.


    “I’m going now,” I say, as I slide my cell phone into an inside pocket in my suit jacket and make my way to the suite’s front door.


    I’m not sure if she’ll even say good-bye or not—things are that strained between us—but Chloe surprises me. Instead of ignoring me, she crosses the suite on bare feet and meets me at the door. Once there, she straightens my shirt collar a little, brushes a speck of lint off my sleeve. Then looks me directly in the eye.


    “I love you,” she tells me and my knees nearly go weak with relief.


    “I love you, too.” I reach for her, pull her into my arms, kiss her with all the pent-up worry and frustration this morning has wrought.


    She returns the kiss, her hands cupping my face, her body pressed against mine. When I finally pull away, she holds on for an extra few seconds…and I let her. How can I not when all I truly want in the world is to be loved by this woman?


    “Don’t go,” she whispers against my mouth. “Nico Valducci is a terrible man. I don’t want you to get hurt over something you can’t change. Please, Ethan, don’t go.”


    I can taste her teardrops against my lips and it nearly shatters me. Nearly brings me to my knees. I would give her anything, but I can’t give her this.


    “I’ll be back in two hours,” I tell her. “And then we’ll spend the rest of the day together doing silly stuff. I’ll take you to the Adventuredome and we’ll ride some rides. Maybe do the roller coaster over at New York–New York. How does that sound?”


    She closes her eyes briefly, but when she opens them the tears are gone and she’s smiling. It’s a strained smile, but it’s a smile nonetheless. “It sounds almost perfect, actually.”


    “Then it’s a plan.” I drop another quick kiss on her lips and then I’m gone, striding toward the elevator as I run my other plan over in my head one more time.


    When I get downstairs, Sebastian is already in the lobby waiting for me. “You sure you want to do this, man?” he asks as we find Geoffrey outside and climb into the back of the limo.


    “It’s got to be done,” I answer, and that’s the end of that.


    We’re meeting Valducci at a small Italian restaurant in a strip mall a few blocks off the Strip. My research tells me it’s one of his money-laundering places. It also tells me that two nights a week, a very high-stakes poker game goes on in the restaurant’s private room. Poker’s always been Brandon’s game and I can’t help wondering if this is where he racked up so many of his gambling debts.


    It’s still early, and traffic isn’t bad, so it doesn’t take very long to get to the restaurant. Sebastian and I spend the short trip almost in silence, both of us locked in our own heads. I know what I want to say, am sure he knows what he wants to do as well. And it’s not that I’m nervous, because I’m not. The organized crime aspect aside, Valducci is a businessman and this is a business deal—one that’s going to be very advantageous to him, actually. Still, I want this to be over so I can be back in my hotel room, making love to my wife and showing her that everything really is going to be okay.


    We’re a couple minutes from the restaurant when Sebastian says, “How the fuck did we get here, man?”


    I laugh, but there’s no humor in the sound. “That’s a question I ask myself every day.”


    “I bet.” He clears his throat, looks out the window. “You know, I’ve never really wanted to hurt another human being as much as I want to hurt Valducci. I’d kill the son of a bitch if I could get away with it.”


    I’m a little surprised—Sebastian’s always been the more coolheaded one in our friendship, and the bigger humanitarian/people-lover. Oh, we both believe in using our money and talents to save the world, but, with the exception of the war veterans I visit at the VA hospital, my philanthropy is a little broader, more concept and less hands-on. Sebastian’s always been the one to work with people one-on-one. Whether in Haiti or Nigeria or Mexico, he’s always been one to care about the people more than the cause.


    So to hear him talk about killing someone so matter-of-factly throws me a little, especially considering he’s one of the most nonviolent guys I know.


    “This is about more than the ‘protection’ money he’s been extorting from your father.”


    It’s not a question, but Sebastian still nods. “Yeah.”


    “So are you going to tell me what’s going on? Or are we just going to sit here staring at each other for the rest of the ride?”


    “Aria was engaged to Valducci’s son,” he tells me hoarsely. “Her dad is mafia, too, and she was the chip they were using to cement the bond between the two families. Right up until the fucker nearly beat her to death right under his father’s nose.”


    “Fuck, man—”


    “Valducci’s also the one responsible for killing Dylan. With my father’s blessing, of course, but still. He’s the one who had it done.”


    Jesus Christ. My heart’s racing so fast at this point that for a second, I think it might actually explode. Dylan was Sebastian’s best friend from childhood. He was murdered when we were in college because of his gambling debts. Dylan had a gambling problem and Sebastian had used his trust fund to pay off his debts numerous times in high school and college, but this time he wasn’t there to do it and Dylan died. His death broke something in my friend. Something I’d figured was unfixable until I started to see him with Aria this trip. To find out that the same man was almost, indirectly, responsible for what happened to her, too? Shit. No wonder Sebastian’s been chomping at the fucking bit to make this meeting happen.


    “You don’t think that’s something we should have discussed before now?” I demand. “Nothing like letting me walk in there blind.”


    “You’ve been a little busy with your new wife,” he answers. “Not that I was invited to the wedding or anything…”


    I roll my eyes. “I already explained that.”


    “I know. But I’d be lying if I told you it wasn’t fun to watch you squirm.”


    “Oh, yeah? Is that why you decided to spring your Valducci connections on me five minutes before we’re supposed to meet the guy? To make me squirm?”


    “I just found out about Aria.” His hands are clenched, his jaw tight. It worries me, considering I saw him lose it with one of the high rollers in his own casino just a few days ago. That fight was also over the guy’s treatment of Aria.


    Not that I have any problem with him taking care of the woman he is obviously in love with—I’m not a hypocrite—but it does worry me that he just found out about Aria’s past. His emotions have to be running pretty fucking high—mine would be—and now isn’t the time for that. We need clear heads, need to focus, if we want to come out of this meeting with our goals, and our bodies, intact.


    “You sure you’re okay to go in there?” I demand sharply. “Because this isn’t going to work if you try to strangle Valducci with your bare hands.”


    “I’ve got this. I’m not going to lay a hand on the bastard.”


    “You sure about that?” When he glares at me, I hold my hands up in surrender. “I’m just saying you’ve been pretty tightly wound lately. Which I get, believe me. God knows, Chloe keeps me on my fucking toes. But you can’t lose it in there. Stick to the plan and in a few weeks, it will all be over.”


    “I wouldn’t have come if I didn’t think I could keep it together.”


    “Bullshit. I know you, man. With the kind of history you have with Valducci, you wouldn’t walk away from this meeting for anything short of a gun pointed at Aria’s head.” I don’t remind him that I was the one there picking up the pieces after Dylan died. I saw how devastated, how enraged, how broken he was. That kind of grief and anger might dull as the years pass, but it never goes away. Add in Aria’s own dark past…and I’d be lying if I said I’m not worried the guy is going to go all loose cannon in there. Which is not what we need right now.


    Valducci calls himself a businessman and I’m willing to treat him as such, but underneath that is the knowledge that he is a brutal man capable of almost anything.


    “I’m fine—” Sebastian starts to answer, but he falls silent as Geoffrey pulls into a parking lot. He stops the car in front of a surprisingly tasteful little restaurant, considering that in Vegas, low-key and tasteful are two words that have pretty much been stripped from everyone’s vocabulary.


    “Don’t fuck this up,” I tell Sebastian as I open the car door.


    “Same goes,” he answers with a deliberate sneer.


    Okay, then. We’re definitely on the same page.


    It’s barely ten, so the restaurant isn’t open yet. But when I try the door, it swings open easily. There are about thirty tables inside the small dining area, all with white tablecloths and candles. Valducci is nowhere to be seen, big surprise, but three men who are obviously muscle are sitting at one of the tables. When we walk in, they climb to their feet.


    “I’m Ethan Frost and this is—”


    “We know who you are,” the one in the black T-shirt says. “Mr. Valducci will be here in a few minutes.”


    Of course he isn’t here yet. I check my watch—sure enough, we’re not early. If he’s trying to intimidate me, it isn’t working. These are the tactics of an insecure man obsessed with his own power. Which tells me that if there weren’t guns in the room, we would definitely have the upper hand.


    But there are guns in the room—several, in fact—and those are only the ones we can see. Which is why I don’t fight it when the goon in the blue button-up tells me to turn around so he can pat me down. Sebastian looks like he wants to argue, but in the end, he doesn’t say anything, either.


    I breathe an internal sigh of relief. As long as Sebastian plays along, everything should go just fine.


    When they don’t find any weapons—I’m not sure what it says about my naïveté that I didn’t even think to bring one—they invite us to take our choice of tables as we wait. The third guy, dressed in a white T-shirt, offers to get us a drink. We both decline.


    Fifteen minutes later, Nico Valducci strolls in the front door of the restaurant along with two more henchmen. All three of them are dressed in tailored suits, but a quick look tells me they aren’t the same quality Sebastian and I are wearing. Another look tells me that Valducci is even more aware of that fact than I am. Good. As long as he understands where the power really lies in this meeting, things will go fine.


    “Gentlemen, welcome,” he tells me, all smiles and effusive charm while the two men with him just stare at us stonily. “Vito, you didn’t get our friends any refreshments?” He addresses the question to the man in the white T-shirt, who just shrugs.


    “They didn’t want anything, Mr. Valducci.”


    “Nonsense. At least get them some coffee.” He turns back to us. “Unless you’d like something stronger.”


    “Coffee would be great, thanks.” Sebastian answers this time and his tone is almost polite.


    Nico’s eyes narrow—okay, it was a big almost—but he doesn’t call him on it as he settles himself across the table from us. The two men behind him sit down on either side of him.


    Sebastian is eyeing one of the men—he’s the youngest guy in the room and he also happens to look a lot like Valducci himself. His son, I surmise as, internally, I curse luck, fate and the fucking universe. How the hell am I supposed to keep Sebastian cool if the man who nearly beat his woman to death is seated across the table from us? There’s not enough calm in the universe for that.


    Not that I’d blame him. It’s been weeks and my hands still bear the last of the bruises from the fight I had with Brandon when I found out what he’d done to Chloe.


    Except we can’t afford that right now, not when everything we want to do is riding on this meeting. I catch his eye, give him a very subtle warning look. He nods just as subtly, but his hands are clenched into fists.


    Keep your eye on the endgame, I will him silently. I only hope the message is received.


    While we’re waiting for the coffee, Valducci keeps up a steady patter of small talk that neither Sebastian nor I are the least bit interested in. But where Sebastian isn’t willing to engage at all at this point, I take one for the team and talk about what shows I’ve seen while in Vegas, what my favorite hotel is, and finally, the weather. Admittedly, I don’t have much to add besides Vegas in August is hot, but no one can say I haven’t at least made an effort to keep up my end of the conversation.


    The coffee finally shows up, and I take the offered cup though I have no intention of drinking anything this man gives me. Sebastian, of course, refuses the mug Valducci holds out to him. I grit my teeth and pray that this doesn’t turn into the clusterfuck it has the potential to be.


    Valducci doctors his own coffee—cream and sugar—before leaning back in his chair and saying, “So, you wanted this meeting, Sebastian. What can I help you gentlemen with?”


    Because I’m suddenly afraid Sebastian is going to tell Nico exactly how he can help us—largely by shoving his head up his own ass—I jump in. “It’s come to my attention that my brother owes you some money.”


    I don’t identify Brandon, but then I don’t have to. I don’t think it’s vanity to say that I’m pretty sure half of Valducci’s interest in my brother is his connection to me. The other half is his connection to the United States Congress.


    “I’ve given him a pass on those debts. We’re square.”


    “As long as he uses his influence as a member of the House of Representatives to help you out from time to time.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Brandon’s father and I go way back. I have no problem doing a favor for the son of a friend.”


    “Well, now you’re going to do a favor for the stepson of a friend,” I tell him, pulling my phone out of my suit jacket. “You’re going to tell me how much he owes you. I’m going to add that amount to every penny you and your shell corporations have donated to his campaign. Then I’m going to add thirty percent for your trouble and wire you that amount . You, in turn, are going to take that check.”


    “And why exactly am I going to do that?” he asks. He looks amused, but I can see the interest—and the avarice—in his eyes.


    “Because it’s in your best interest to do it. It’s financially advantageous and it’s good business to do it. Besides, whatever Brandon can do for you now—or in the future—I can undo a hundredfold. I make a powerful ally but a deadly enemy.”


    Valducci stiffens at the implied threat, but he doesn’t speak right away. Instead, he reaches for his coffee. Takes a sip. And studies me for several long seconds. “I thought you had better things to do than to go around cleaning up your little brother’s messes. Empires to run, lives to save, a new wife to fuck. How is Chloe, anyway?”


    It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to knock his teeth down his throat just for saying her name. Sebastian shifts in his chair, like he’s getting ready to grab me if I do slip the tight leash I’m keeping on myself, but he doesn’t need to worry. There’s no way I’m going to let this prick see that he’s upset me.


    “Now it’s twenty-five percent,” I tell him coolly. “Mention my wife’s name again and it will be twenty. She’s not a threat you get to use against me, ever.”


    “Or what?” His voice never wavers, his face never changes, but there’s an uneasiness in his eyes that tells me Valducci is taking this meeting very, very seriously.


    “Or I will make it my life’s mission to burn you. My brother might be trying to get himself elected to Congress, but I have a lot of friends already there. I have friends in the higher ranks of the FBI, friends in ATF, friends who are investigative journalists. They’re all good enough friends that they’d do me a favor for free if I asked them to. Then again, you get what you pay for and I can pay a lot to get what I want.”


    My not-so-veiled threat hangs in the air as I pull up my bank account on my phone. “Now, let’s try this again. Exactly how much does Brandon owe you?”


    “Twelve million.”


    The number is inflated—according to my PI, it’s more like ten million—but I decide to let the extra two million go. It’s not that big a price to pay, really, if it will get me what I want. Still, I give him a look to let him know that I know he’s lying, even as I arrange for fourteen million dollars to be transferred to the bank account number just scribbled on a napkin.


    “What’s my guarantee that you won’t go to the FBI after this?” he demands. “You’re asking for a lot of trust without much to back it up.”


    “I’m backing it up with a hell of a lot of money,” I tell him. “And as for why I won’t be going to the FBI unless you force me to? I’m about to transfer fourteen million dollars into your account. I don’t really want to have to explain to the FBI, or anyone else, why I did that. I’ll find my way clear of it eventually, but in the meantime, it’s a clusterfuck I don’t need.”


    My answer must satisfy him, because Valducci holds the bank account number out to me. He waits for me to take it, but I don’t reach for it. Not yet. Instead, I leave him hanging as I look him squarely in the eye and say, “I’m going to spell it out one more time, just so we’re clear. You take this money and you wipe your hands of my brother. You don’t answer his phone calls, you don’t let him gamble in any of your places, you don’t take any money from him, you don’t ask any favors of him. Use the money to buy yourself another congressman or three. Use it to make up for the money you’re going to lose when the Atlantis stops throwing you kickbacks. I don’t actually give a fuck what you do with it. But Brandon is dead to you forever. Understand?”


    His eyes cut to Sebastian when I mention the Atlantis, but all he says is, “Oh, I understand. But what happens if he doesn’t get the hint?”


    “He’ll get the hint. I’ll make sure of that. You just hold up your end of the bargain and everything will work out just fine.”


    I finally take the number and enter it into the box on my phone. I hit send and seconds later, Valducci looks at his son, who has his own phone out—I assume to check the success of the transfer. He nods to his father, then leaves the room. Beside me, Sebastian tenses and it’s my turn to shift in case I have to intercept him. This part of the plan is almost done. The last thing I need is for his emotions to fuck it up at the last minute.


    “If this is some kind of trick—” Valducci starts.


    “There’s no trick. I’m not here to cheat you.”


    “No. You’re just here to get your little brother out of my big, bad clutches.”


    “You’ve got that backward.”


    Confusion flits across his face, but the look I shoot him makes it clear that our part of the conversation is over. I have nothing else to say to this bastard and frankly, just being in the same room with him makes my skin crawl.


    Sebastian takes the extended silence as a cue to step in with his own agenda—namely getting the Atlantis out from under the mob’s thumb. His father’s been in bed with them for years, kicking back a small percentage of the casino’s profits from the minute the place opened its doors. But Sebastian doesn’t do business like that and even if he did, there’s no way Valducci or his son would get a penny of his money. Not after what happened to Aria.


    I stay seated, lending Sebastian my support and influence through his negotiations, the same way he lent me his through mine. Silently, but with a whole fuckload of intent. It doesn’t take long—after all, Sebastian has years of evidence piled up against Valducci. He could go to the FBI today and hang the man out to dry—and since he just took over the casino and had no prior knowledge of the kickbacks, he’ll come out of it just fine. His aging, decrepit father might be indicted, but the man has had multiple strokes and doesn’t have long to live as it is. There’s no long-term advantage in prosecuting him, either. Frankly, there couldn’t be a better time to make the move to get out from under Valducci and everyone in the room knows it.


    Of course, threats only get us so far—and we both understand that. Especially when this is only the first step in our plan; the endgame is a number of steps down the road, for both of us.


    When we’re back in the car, Sebastian says, “You know I’m not letting this go, right? The first step is to get the Atlantis out from Valducci’s grip, but after what he did to Dylan and Aria, I’m not walking away until he’s shut down completely.”


    “We talked about that.”


    “The money you wired him…when the FBI comes in—”


    “It’s from an untraceable bank account in the Caymans. They won’t link it to me.”


    His eyebrows shoot up. “You have an untraceable bank account in the Caymans?”


    “When I first started making serious money, one of my advisors suggested I start one. Just in case I ever needed it someday—with post-tax money, of course. Nothing that needed to be hidden. So I did.”


    “And have you used it?” He looks more curious than worried now.


    “Today was the first time I ever needed to. And hopefully the last.”


    “Yeah.” He nods. “That’d be nice, wouldn’t it?”


    “Very nice.” I look out at the streets as we head back to the Atlantis. The Strip is lit up even though it’s barely noon, and everything looks bright and beautiful and perfect. At least until you look a little closer. Then the seedy underbelly is visible, no matter how hard the huge hotels try to hide it. The sex pamphlets littering the streets, the homeless people making their way through the throngs of tourists, nearly lost amid the money that runs like a river through this place.


    I’ve always been okay with Vegas, never had Sebastian’s aversion to the place. But I’ve never had much to do with it outside of the glitz and glamour. Now that I have…now that I have, I don’t think the place will ever be the same to me again. I only spent an hour with Valducci—an hour where I had the upper hand—and still I feel like I need to take a shower. Like I need to scrub every inch of my body to clear away the stench that seems to have seeped through my pores.


    When we make it back to the hotel, I bid a quick good-bye to Geoffrey and Sebastian. I’ve got plans to see my friend later, but right now I really want that shower. And Chloe. It’s only been a couple hours, but I feel like it’s been way too long since I held my wife.


    Except when I get to the suite, it’s empty. Figuring that she’s hanging with Tori somewhere—probably at the shops downstairs—I call her phone. It goes straight to voicemail.


    It’s not the first time that’s happened—Chloe is not as good at charging her phone as she should be—so I call Tori as well. Same thing. Straight to voicemail. I don’t know Tori’s phone habits one way or another, but it’s weird enough to raise my antennae.


    I cross the living room into the bedroom. Once there, it only takes a few seconds for it to register that Chloe’s gone. Not down at the shops or out at lunch gone. But packed her bags and left gone.


    I call the front desk and ask if Tori has checked out of her room. Before the clerk even answers in the affirmative, I’ve walked to the bathroom. Seen the empty counter where Chloe’s toiletries usually go. And I know.


    Chloe has left me. Again.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 13


    I panic. It’s not something I’m particularly proud of—or something I even want to admit to myself. But the truth is I absolutely panic. For long seconds, I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I can’t do anything but stand in the middle of this empty fucking hotel suite and try not to lose it completely.


    She left me. She left me. She left me.


    After marrying me. After promising this was forever. After swearing that we were in this together. She left me. After four fucking days.


    I can’t believe it. No, I can believe it, obviously, because here I am in an empty hotel room that still smells of my wife.


    My wife.


    It’s those two words that snap me out of the panic and the shock that threaten to smother me with every breath I try to take. Chloe is my wife now and if she thinks we’re going to start this whole walking out—this whole running away thing—all over again, she better get over it real quick. While I’m willing to do almost anything for her, to give her pretty much anything and everything she wants, I won’t give her this. I take my marriage vows very seriously and I am absolutely done with her running away instead of sticking around for the fight. Absolutely done with her taking the easy way out while I’m left to pick up the fucking pieces.


    It takes me less than five minutes to gather up the few things I have lying around the suite. Another five to make the call that will have my plane fueled and ready. And another five to check out of the suite and text a quick explanation to Sebastian about why I’m skipping out on the dinner plans he’d made for the four of us later.


    And then I’m in the limo, Geoffrey racing for the airport like the hounds of hell are nipping at his heels. I didn’t tell him it was urgent, didn’t tell him to go any faster than he normally would. But he took one look at my face—and at the empty space next to me—and drew his own conclusions. Conclusions that match mine, and that hurt no matter how much I tell myself not to feel them.


    There’s so much going on inside of me right now that I don’t have a clue how to sort it all out. I’m furious, hurt, confused…afraid. It kills me to admit that, even to myself. And so I don’t. Instead, I focus on the rage of being walked out on…again. This time, she didn’t even have the courtesy to tell me she was going. Instead, she just snuck away while I was out…like she didn’t give a shit. Or worse, like a woman who was afraid of her lover. Of her husband.


    Goddamnit!


    It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to punch my fist through the fucking car window. How could she do this? How could she run away from me like I was no better than Brandon? No better than the family she despises?


    I pull out my phone, start to call her. But what am I going to say? More important, what is she going to say? What we need to tell each other needs to be done face-to-face.


    And still I don’t put the phone away. Still, I stare at it like it’s a fucking lifeline. Like it’s the only thing keeping me sane and breathing. In the end, I can’t help myself. I hit the shortcut for her contact info. And curse bitterly as I go straight to voicemail.


    This time, I do slide the phone back into my pocket, telling myself that she isn’t answering because she’s probably already on a plane. Planes leave from here to San Diego pretty much every half hour, especially if you’re not picky about what airline you take. If she timed things just right, Chloe could be almost to San Diego by now.


    The rest of the ride is a blur. As is the half hour plane trip back to San Diego. In fact, I’m so lost in thought that Jenny, my regular flight attendant, has to call my name more times than I know before it finally registers that we’ve landed. I’m home.


    Too bad that, without Chloe, it sure as hell doesn’t feel like I am.


    I try calling her again as I make my way through the private plane terminal at Montgomery Field. She still doesn’t answer.


    I’m back to fuming, any calm I’d managed to channel on the plane going up in smoke as I’m met—again—with a Chloe who ignores me when things go bad. A Chloe who runs instead of digging in and battling for what’s important.


    And that’s when it hits me. Underneath the fear, underneath the fury, is a disappointment so keen it nearly brings me to my knees. I expected more from Chloe this time around. Just like I expected more from myself.


    I left one of my cars in short-term parking when we left for Vegas four days ago, so it doesn’t take long before I’m pulling out of the airport and into the streets of downtown San Diego. I’m on Harbor Drive now, which runs right along the bay, and it’s beautiful—sailboats cutting sharp lines through the inlet of water as, in the distance, the ocean stretches farther than the eye can see.


    The proximity to the water soothes me, the endless crashing of the waves calling to a space deep inside of me that is only truly calm when I’m on the water—or with Chloe. She gives me what the water does—peace. Only she does it with a look, a touch, a breath.


    The idea of never having that again makes me crazy. Chloe spends so much time berating herself for needing me that she doesn’t realize I need her the exact same way. Maybe even more. Without her, my skin feels itchy, like it doesn’t quite fit right, no matter how hard I try to adjust. With anyone else, it would make me crazy. But with Chloe, it just feels right. No matter how bad things are, it still always feels right.


    Or at least it did. Now, everything feels off. Everything feels wrong. Like I’m caught by the undertow and no matter how hard I fight it, it’s dragging me under. I’m drowning without Chloe and I don’t know how I’m supposed to do this. How I’m supposed to take a breath without her.


    Lost in thought, I battle my way through San Diego’s traffic until I’m on the 52 freeway, only a few minutes from my exit. I think about calling Chloe again, but there doesn’t seem to be much of a point. I’m not naïve enough to think she’ll answer, and all I’ll end up doing is forewarning her that I’m back in San Diego. Not that she doesn’t know that I’ll come after her, but at this point if the element of surprise gives me a little bit of advantage, who am I to walk away from it?


    I pull up to Tori’s condo, cursing the lack of parking as I do. I circle the block a couple times before punching in the code for the underground garage. I don’t have a parking spot in there, but I slide into someone else’s. It’s the middle of the day, so hopefully they’ll be at work. And if they’re not…well, they can tow me.


    By the time I park the car, I’m all but vibrating with anger and nervousness—and that fear I still don’t want to acknowledge but can’t get away from. I don’t bother waiting for the elevator, instead choosing to bound up the three flights of stairs that will take me to Chloe’s level.


    I’m all but running by the time I get to the top, and I force myself to stop. To take a deep breath. To try to collect myself before I start pounding on Tori’s door like a madman.


    It doesn’t work.


    Seconds later, I’m doing just that, knocking like crazy and calling to Chloe through the door as seconds run past. Finally, finally, I hear the lock click open and then Tori’s standing there in her pajamas staring at me with narrowed eyes.


    “I was sleeping,” she tells me grouchily.


    “I’m sorry, but I need to talk to Chloe.” I start to brush by her. “I need to explain—”


    She puts a restraining hand on my arm. “Dude, Chloe isn’t here.”


    My blood runs cold. Like, if I didn’t know it was a medical impossibility for me to still be standing here, thinking and breathing, I’d swear it literally stopped in my veins. “What do you mean?” I demand. “Where is she? Tell me, Tori. Tell me where she—”


    “Where do you think she is?” she says in disgust, cutting me off. “She’s your wife, Ethan. She’s at your house.”


    “My house?” For long seconds, I’m not sure I heard her right. “She left me in Vegas to come back here to my house?”


    “Well, I’m pretty sure the house is both of yours now considering no one signed a prenup. But, yeah. That’s where she had the cab drop her off.” She steps back, starts to close the door.


    I stop it with a hand. “Why’d she leave?”


    “Dude, that’s something you’re going to have to ask her.”


    “I plan to. I just thought a heads-up might make things easier.”


    She shakes her head, shrugs.


    I start to turn away, but stop as she says, “She’s worried about you.”


    “Worried about me? She’s the one who’s been hurt.”


    “Yeah, well, this marriage thing is a two-way street. Or so I hear.”


    “Thank you, Tori.” I give her a quick, impulsive hug and she laughs, hugs me back.


    “You’re welcome, Ethan. Now go get the girl. I need to sleep.” This time I don’t stop her as she closes the door in my face.


    I head back to my car at a slightly less breakneck speed than I left it, my mind whirling as I try to figure out what’s going on. It’s not that I’m not thrilled that Chloe is at my house—where I want her, where she belongs—but it doesn’t fit her usual pattern. At all.


    Her typical modus operandi is to run from me when she gets upset. And I get that. I really do. With her past, it’s amazing that she’s been able to trust me at all, let alone to the extent she has. And I know that she’s been hurt so much that it’s second nature for her to run when she thinks she’s in for more pain.


    I don’t like it, but that’s how it is. How it’s been pretty much from the beginning.


    This whole leaving me in Vegas only to turn up in my—our—house, is totally new ground for us. Then again, we were never married before. Maybe she meant what she said about forever, after all.


    It only takes a few minutes for me to get home from Tori’s condo, and as I pull through the gate into the driveway I can’t help the way my heart thumps in my chest knowing that Chloe is in there, waiting for me. Knowing that, no matter how much talking we have to do today to make things right, we’ll have that chance. Because my wife is even braver than I gave her credit for.


    I don’t bother pulling the car into the garage. Instead, I leave it right at the top of the driveway and bound up to the front door. It isn’t locked—another sign that Chloe really is here, even though at first glance there’s no sign of her.


    It’s a big house, though, so that doesn’t mean anything. I go off in search of her, and while I don’t find her right away, it only takes a couple minutes for me to find her purse resting on the kitchen table, her shoes kicked off in the family room, her suitcase open on our bed.


    The fist around my gut finally loosens and I take my first real breath since I walked into our suite at the Atlantis and found it empty. Maybe now I can finally believe things are going to be all right.


    Or maybe I should wait until I actually find her before I start believing that. I check the bathroom, but she’s not in the shower. I check the media room, my office, the patio and pool area, and various other rooms in this suddenly too big house. Its size has never bothered me before, but right now it annoys the hell out of me.


    I’m just beginning to think that maybe she went for a run, when I notice the sliding glass door in the kitchen is a little ajar. It surprises me, because I’ve never seen Chloe use the small balcony off the kitchen before, but then again, there’s a first time for everything. Or so I’m figuring out.


    When I step outside, though, I find her not on the balcony, but on the sand down below.


    She’s in the small, private alcove of beach that is pretty much the sole reason I bought this property, standing right on the edge of where sand meets ocean. She’s in her bathing suit, a white halter one-piece that makes her already long legs look like they go on forever. The wind has picked up her strawberry blond curls, is tossing them in every direction as the waves lap at her toes. With her face turned up to the sun and her arms lifted in exultation, she looks like some kind of goddess from ancient times. Earthy and sexy and awe-inspiring and untouchable all at the same time.


    For long seconds, I stand transfixed and just watch her. She really is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And all I want is to be worthy of her, to make her happy. To make her feel safe. Too bad I’m doing such a lousy job of that so far.


    It’s that thought that finally galvanizes me into action, that has me taking two at a time the steep stone steps that lead down to the water.


    She turns to face me before I make it even halfway down. And holds her hand out to me, beckoning me closer.


    The knot inside me finally dissolves at this final proof that she still loves me. That she’s still here…and still mine. Once I get close enough, I take her hand, pull her into my side. She lets me, and so we stand there, staring out at the crashing waves for what feels like forever.


    She doesn’t say anything and neither do I. I don’t know if it’s because we’re too worried about breaking the fragile peace that’s settled over us or if it’s because there’s too much to say. Either way, the air is heavy with the weight of all the words we’re not saying.


    Finally, when I can’t take it any longer, I start, “Chloe—”


    “I wasn’t leaving you,” she interrupts. When I just stare at her in confusion—not sure what she’s saying or how I’m supposed to answer it—she continues, “When I left Vegas. I wasn’t leaving you. I was just—”


    “Just what? You didn’t call, you didn’t text, you didn’t even leave a note. You just disappeared.”


    “Because I knew you’d follow me.”


    I stare at her, baffled and incredulous. “Excuse me?”


    “Look, I know it was a shitty thing to do. I didn’t mean to scare you, didn’t mean for you to think I’d run off and left you for good—I thought we already covered the whole forever thing when we got married. But I wasn’t getting through to you in Vegas. I couldn’t get you to look past your fury and your hate. I was hoping if I could get you back here, where you belong, you’d see reason.”


    “I think I’m being eminently reasonable.”


    “No, you’re not!”


    “Brandon is a threat to you and I’m eliminating that threat. What could be more reasonable than that?”


    “Are you even listening to yourself? You just talked about eliminating your brother, a human being, like he’s nothing more than a business problem that has to be dealt with! How is that reasonable?”


    “Eliminating him as a threat to you. Not out of existence. Don’t put words in my mouth.”


    “I don’t think I’m putting anything in your mouth, Ethan. You’re so wrapped up in this revenge scheme of yours that I’m not sure how far you’ll go to make it happen. And that scares me. It’s all you can see now—”


    “I see you.”


    “Do you? Do you really? Because I’ve been telling you from the beginning how much I don’t want you to avenge me, and yet you keep pushing it. Keep going and going and going on this path that I don’t want you on and it’s like you don’t even hear me.”


    “Jesus.” I drop my arm from around her, pace a few steps up the beach to work off some of the nervous energy that’s bubbling inside of me. “I don’t get why you’re so dead set against this. He raped you. He made your life hell for years. He played a part in destroying your whole family and he never paid for it. You spent years locked in a cage of your own fear and pain and rage and he has never spent a day in jail for it. How can you not want to see him taken down? Especially now that he’s running for a position of power that will make it even easier for him to abuse another woman?”


    “Is that what you think? That I don’t want to see him punished?” she demands.


    “Isn’t that what you’ve been saying all along? That you don’t want me to do this because you just want to move on? That you just want to forget?”


    “I’ll never forget, Ethan. He raped me. And then he went to school and told all his cool, senior friends that I was a slut. That I begged him for it. That I wanted rich cock as much as I wanted air. And any time I tried to say something different, any time I tried to change the discourse, that damn nondisclosure agreement was thrown in my face.


    “Brandon all but declared open season on me and it kept up long after he graduated. I spent years in hell, afraid of being caught by myself in stairwells or classrooms or just walking home from school because his rich buddies thought it was their right to say and do whatever they wanted to me. I have been groped and fondled and sexually harassed by more boys than I can count. I have been pinched and slapped and bruised. I have been pushed down the stairs. I have been—”


    “Fuuuuuuuuuuuck!” It’s a scream of pure primal rage and it’s torn from me without my consent as her words rain down on me like fists. I’ve heard some of this before, but other parts are brand new and it’s like I’m hearing it all for the first time.


    Before I can stop myself, I grab Chloe by the upper arms and demand, “How can you not want revenge? How can you not want me to bury him? Bury all of them?”


    “You think I don’t want revenge? You think I don’t want Brandon to pay for what he did to me? Sometimes I want it more than I can breathe. When I walk by a group of men at work and I can barely hear over the frantic beating of my heart…when I’m at a party and I’m paranoid until I can find a corner to press my back against so I can protect myself…when you touch me when I’m not expecting it and I flinch away because I can’t not remember…I want it then so badly that it’s all I can think about. Making him suffer the way I’ve had to suffer.”


    “Then why are you fighting me on this? Why are you pushing me to let it go when that’s the last thing either one of us wants?”


    “Because I love you! I love you so much that I am stupid with it, that I can barely breathe with it. Don’t you see? I love you so much more than I will ever hate him. If someone had told me six months ago that was possible, I would have laughed in their face. I never thought I’d ever care about anything more than I hated Brandon.


    “But then you showed up, with your fucking blender and your too-big brain and your quest to make the world a better place and I never imagined it would feel like this. But it does. You mean more to me than anything ever has or ever will and the last thing I want is for something to happen to you because of ancient history that doesn’t matter anymore. That I won’t let matter anymore.”


    She’s breathing hard by the time she’s finished, tears rolling down her cheeks. And I’m done. I’m just done.


    I pull her into my arms, hold her shuddering body against my chest. “I love you,” I tell her, pressing kisses to the top of her head, her forehead, her cheeks. “I love you so much, sweetheart.”


    “I know.” She chokes the words out. “I don’t know why you do, but I know that you do.”


    Her words hit me hard and low, because how could she not know? I start to pull away, to look her in the eye, but she wraps her arms around my waist and holds me to her.


    “I love you,” I tell her in between pressing kisses to whatever parts of her I can reach, “because you are the bravest person I have ever met. I love you because you’ve gone through hell and put yourself back together again and somehow didn’t let it change your compassion for the rest of the world. I love you”—by this time, I’m the one choking out words—“because you have an amazing heart and incredible strength and a brilliant mind. I fell for you the minute you called me on my shit in the cafeteria that day and I’ve kept falling every day since.”


    She sobs a little, buries her face more firmly against my chest.


    “And I know,” I continue, putting a finger under her chin and tilting her face up until I can look into her beautiful green eyes, “how hard it is for you to trust in anything or anyone, but you’ve trusted me with so much since that first day. I need you to trust me with this, too. I won’t let Brandon hurt you. I won’t—”


    “It’s not me I’m worried about!”


    “I know that. And I promise, I won’t let him hurt me, either.”


    “You can’t promise that.”


    “I am promising that.”


    “Baby.” She brings her hands up, cups my cheeks. Her eyes are still filled with tears, but behind the tears is a steely resolve that I can’t ignore. “I’m not sure how you see this going in the long run, but I’m telling you right now, that it is going to end badly.”


    “I have a plan—”


    “You can have a million plans and it still isn’t going to work out the way that you want it to. You are a brilliant man and in anything else, I would trust your plans implicitly. But you are too close to this. Too close to me. Too close to Brandon. And you’re being driven by a rage that blinds you to everything else.”


    “I have a plan,” I repeat, wrapping my hands around hers. “Sebastian’s helping me. Brandon is going to go to jail. And though it kills me that it won’t be for what he did to you, at least he’ll know why he’s really in there. And he won’t be able to run for Congress, won’t be able to use his power and position to hurt another woman. It’s not enough, but it’s something.”


    “It’s a lot. It’s too much. You can’t actually believe he’s going to just lie down and let that happen, do you?”


    “He doesn’t have a choice. He may have powerful friends, but so do I. And I’ll call in every favor that I need to in order to make sure this happens.” I lower my mouth to hers, kiss her gently. She doesn’t respond at first, her mouth slack against mine. I coax her though, my lips brushing against hers again and again until she finally opens to me. Finally lets me in.


    I don’t let myself think about how relieved I am. Instead, I just kiss her and kiss her and kiss her, our lips and tongues moving over and against and inside one another. Again and again, until our mouths are numb and the surf has risen a few inches to lick against our ankles and calves. Again and again, until the rest of the world vanishes and it’s just us.


    Chloe pulls away first. She licks her swollen lips, takes a deep breath, then another and another. At first, I think she’s just trying to catch her breath, but then I realize she’s working her way up to saying something she doesn’t think I’m going to like.


    “Tell me.” I reach up, smooth her glorious curls away from her face.


    “You don’t know Brandon as well as you think you do.”


    I make a face, start to tell her that I know my brother’s strengths and weaknesses better than she’s giving me credit for, but she holds up a hand to silence me.


    “He resents you,” she continues. “You’re the man that he’s not strong enough or smart enough or good enough to be and he hates that. I might have only known him for a year, but the way he talked about you to his friends—to anyone who would listen—that kind of fury and resentment doesn’t just go away. Especially not when you consider everything you’ve done in the last seven years versus what he’s done. How many times have you had to save his ass? How many times have you had to fix messes that he’s created?”


    I wince at that, and she shakes her head, puts a placating hand on my arm. “Stop going there, okay? I’m not talking about what you did with me.”


    She might not be talking about it, but I can’t help but hear it. Can’t help but nearly crumble under the guilt and the regret.


    Chloe won’t let me wallow, though. She just presses a few warm, soft kisses to my chest before continuing. “I’m talking about how many scrapes he’s gotten himself into that you’ve had to get him out of. How many times he’s fucked up only to have you run damage control for him. And even if he was grateful for your help, even if he needed it, how do you think that help made him feel considering the fact that he has always—will always—live in your shadow? You’re Ethan Frost. He’s just your fuckup of a little brother.”


    “Who is well on his way to being the next US Representative for his district in Massachusetts. Not exactly something to be ashamed of.”


    “No. But not all that fabulous when you consider he’s getting it because you don’t want it.”


    I freeze, shocked by her words…and her perception. “How did you know? I didn’t think anyone—”


    “Come on, Ethan. I might be young and I might be new to the table, but I’ve read every article and interview with or about you that I can get my hands on. I even stood there and let your mother spew vitriol all over me as she listed all the reasons I’m wrong for you. I can read between the lines. You’re the son of a real-life American hero. You’re a self-made almost billionaire. You’re a huge philanthropist who works to save the planet, poor children and US military veterans. If there’s a better political candidate than you out there, then believe me, I haven’t seen him.”


    “I’ve never wanted that. Politics is a dirty game, one I don’t want to play.”


    “Exactly my point. You don’t want to run. Brandon does. Your mother is putting all her political and social capital behind him, trying to make him into something he isn’t and never will be. But you can’t stand there and tell me Brandon was her first choice for this role. You can’t tell me she hasn’t tried to talk you into running.”


    “It was a long time ago. I told her I wasn’t interested. She pushed. I pushed back.”


    “Exactly. And now your brother is running for office. And he’ll probably win. After all, he can make it to the House of Representatives. Maybe he’ll even make it to the Senate. But you, you can make it to the presidency in a heartbeat—Jesus, it’s practically tailor-made for you. Or at least, it would be if you hadn’t married the girl with the murky past.”


    “Loving you is more important than any political aspiration I might or might not have.”


    She blushes, looks at her feet. “However you feel about it,” she says huskily, “you have to know that Brandon is aware of the discrepancy. You have to know that he hates you for it. He’s a child. He’s weak and spoiled and arrogant and it has to kill him that the whole world is pretty much at your feet while he has to beg for everything he gets.”


    “I work damn hard for what I have.”


    “Of course you do. I know that, you know that, nearly everyone who knows you knows that. But the Brandon I used to know, the Brandon who runs up gambling debts, who does drugs and hurts women just because he can, who abdicates any and all responsibility for his crimes, doesn’t see it like that. All he sees is that he’s getting your leftovers and that has to grate on him. Add in the fact that you’re actively trying to gather enough evidence to effectively tie him up in a bow and deliver him to the district attorney’s office, and you have to know he’s going to fight back. You have to know he’ll do everything he can to tear you down.”


    Her words make sense. They hurt, because there’s a tiny part of me that is—that will always be—Brandon’s older brother. But it’s the same part I silenced when I talked to Valducci, the same part of me I silenced when I told myself that destroying him was the only way to avenge Chloe and truly make her feel safe again. And it’s the same part of me I’ve despised since I found out about what he did to Chloe and the part I played in hurting her because of him.


    The relationship we once had—a relationship that was always more in my head than it was in actuality—isn’t enough to save him. Nothing is. The moment I found out what he did to Chloe any collateral he had with me was used up.


    “I understand what you’re saying,” I tell Chloe. “I do. But Brandon isn’t the bogeyman. He doesn’t get a free pass because he’s too awful a human being to take down. I can handle him and whatever he decides to throw at me.”


    “But that’s just it. I don’t want you to have to handle it. He’s not like you, Ethan. He won’t fight clean. He’ll do whatever he has to do to protect himself—and to hurt you.”


    “Don’t you understand that you’re just making more of an argument as to why he has to go? He’ll continue to hurt people with impunity until someone stops him.”


    “But why do you have to be the one to stop him?”


    “Who else is going to do it?”


    “Anyone else. I don’t care. I just want you safe.”


    “I am safe. I will be safe. By the time Brandon knows what’s hit him, it will be too late for him to save himself.”


    She narrows her eyes at me. “And how is that going to make you feel?”


    “I’ll deal with that when I come to it.”


    “Don’t you think we should deal with it now?”


    I shake my head, give her a rueful smile. “Not even a little bit.”


    “Can you at least promise to think about what I’ve said? Maybe you could go after him a little easier—”


    “There is no easy way to do this.”


    “I know that. I do,” she insists when I eye her skeptically. “But could you maybe scale back the revenge, make it a little smaller? Maybe just kill his political career but don’t actually send him to prison? Hurt him, but don’t destroy him and make him come gunning for you?”


    “And how exactly do you propose I do all that?”


    “How am I supposed to know? You’re the genius in this relationship.”


    I can’t help laughing at the indignation in her tone. “More like I’m one of the geniuses.”


    I wrap an arm around her waist, start propelling her back toward the stairs. “Now, come on. Enough of this talk. Let’s focus on what we’re going to do for once, instead of on what Brandon has done or will do.”


    As a change of subject, it isn’t a very good one. But Chloe nods anyway as she allows me to guide her up the steep stairs and into the house.


    We’ve weathered our first argument as a married couple. It won’t be our last—not on this subject or on a million others that will come our way through the years that have nothing to do with Brandon. But for now, it’s more than enough that we’re both here, we’re both together, and we’re both fighting to make it through the darkness to the light on the other side. Tomorrow is soon enough to worry about everything else.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 14


    Chloe and I maintain a fragile peace for the next few days—due more to omission on my part and self-delusion on hers than on any compromises we’ve actually reached. But the longer I go without mentioning Brandon the more relaxed she gets, so that a week after we’ve gotten back from Vegas I feel comfortable bringing up another subject that’s been on my mind.


    “I want to have a wedding reception,” I tell her over a breakfast of chocolate croissants from her favorite bakery on Prospect and a new strawberry almond-milk smoothie I got out of the cookbook Chloe gave me as a wedding gift.


    She freezes, a bite of croissant halfway to her mouth, and gives me a look that’s half confusion and all horror. “I’m sorry? You want to have what?”


    “A party.”


    “You didn’t say a party. You said a wedding reception.”


    “It’s pretty much the same thing, isn’t it?”


    “Umm. No. Not really. Not so much. Not even a little bit, actually. Besides, I thought the whole brilliance of getting married in Vegas was that we didn’t have to have a reception. I mean, I was kind of fond of that aspect of the whole thing.”


    “And here I thought you were fond of getting me as a husband.”


    She raises a brow. “Let’s not let that ego of yours get too crazy now, huh?”


    I laugh, because how can I not? I’ve hit the jackpot with this wife of mine—she’s sexy and sarcastic and so, so smart that sometimes it just blows me away. This morning is obviously going to be one of those times.


    “Well, then I don’t want to have a reception,” I tell her. “I want to have a party celebrating the fact that I am married to the most wonderful woman in the entire world.”


    She narrows her eyes at me. “Laying it on a bit thick now, aren’t you?”


    “Not if it helps me get my way. Then I’m laying it on just perfectly.” I give her my most charming smile, even as I reach across the table for her hand. I open up the fist she instinctively made and press a slow, lingering kiss right to the center of her palm.


    If possible, she looks even more suspicious. “No fair clouding my brain with sex to get out of this conversation.”


    “Not even really good sex?” I ask, licking my way along her lifeline until the end, where it curves just above her wrist. She gasps a little, then moans as I deliberately sink my teeth into her mound of Venus, the fleshy part of her hand right at the base of her thumb.


    “That goes without saying, doesn’t it?” she says after a second, her voice huskier and her eyes blurrier than they were just a few moments ago. “All sex with you is either really, really good or completely phenomenal.”


    “Why does ‘really, really good’ suddenly feel like an insult?” I ask, a little disgruntled. Probably because I would have described all our sex as phenomenal.


    “Maybe because you’re a compulsive overachiever with a serious competitive streak—even against yourself?”


    “Huh.” I turn the words over in my brain as I kiss my way over her wrist and up her inside forearm until I get to the bend in her elbow. “Yeah, that sounds about right,” I tell her, lapping at the sensitive skin on the inside of said elbow.


    “You don’t play fair,” she complains, dropping any pretense of eating her croissant as she crawls from her chair onto my lap.


    “I don’t believe I ever said I did,” I answer as my throat goes desert dry. She’s dressed in just a loosely knotted robe and it’s suddenly much more difficult to think as she straddles me, her lush wetness pressing against my cock. “But then, I’m pretty sure you don’t play fair, either.”


    “I have to do something to stay ahead of the game.” She leans forward, drops a kiss on the corner of my mouth before licking her way across my bottom lip. “I am married to one of the most brilliant men in the world—at least according to Forbes, the New Yorker, and the Wall Street Journal.”


    My laugh—and my voice—are strained when I reply, “You’ve been reading up on me again.”


    “Like I said, I’ve got to stay a step ahead somehow.” She must decide we’ve talked enough, because she silences me by pulling my lower lip between her teeth and biting down softly. The little jolt of pain shoots straight to my already hard dick.


    “How long before your car gets here?” she whispers before licking inside my mouth.


    Like I can tell time when she’s kissing me like that, her hips lifting and lowering against my own? “Fifteen minutes, I think.”


    Her hands go to work on my tie, pulling the knot apart even as she strokes her tongue over my teeth, along the roof of my mouth, against the desperate, greedy length of my own tongue. “We better hurry, then. Don’t want you to miss your flight.”


    “Perk of being the boss,” I gasp out as she yanks my dress shirt out of my pants and slides her fingers under the silk. Her hands are cold against my overheated skin and they feel amazing as they stroke over my abs and up my ribs to my chest. “The plane won’t leave without me.”


    “Still, it’s rude to keep your vice presidents waiting.” She finds my nipples, toys with them for long, drawn-out seconds that are half-torture, half-pleasure and all ecstasy.


    “Fuck my vice presidents.”


    “And here I thought I was the one you wanted to fuck.” She laughs against my mouth and the warm vibrations of it send shock waves of need down my spine. I’ve barely touched her and already I’m so close to coming that I have to run numbers in my head to try to keep myself from going over the edge. Determined to make her as hot as I am, I slide one hand under her robe to grab the lush warmth of her ass and use the other to slip inside the gaping front of her robe to thumb over first one of her nipples and then the other.


    She gasps. Shifts against me. Then shrugs off my hands. “Not this time,” she whispers against my skin as she slips off my lap onto the floor between my knees. “This time, I’m the one in control.”


    Her words shoot through me like a flare, lighting up every nerve ending in my fucking body even as they make me wary. Because this isn’t how it is between us. It isn’t how things work. From the very beginning, Chloe has given control over to me. Even when she was scared, even when she needed to be on top so that she could feel free, she’s yielded to me, let me be the one to make her feel good. I’m more than willing to give control over to her for a little, but I need to make sure she’s okay. Make sure she’s taken care of all the time. And with the way her touch is clouding my brain right now, I’m afraid I won’t be able to do that.


    I’m about to tell her to stop, to ask her if she’s sure, when she presses a long, warm, lingering kiss right below my navel. “Don’t look so worried,” she tells me with a wicked little grin, her fingers busy working on my belt. “I won’t bite unless you ask me to.”


    I cup her cheek in my palm, and—using every ounce of willpower I have—wait for her to stop what she’s doing and look up at me. “That’s not what I’m worried about.”


    “I know. But I’m okay, baby. I promise. You make me okay.”


    Fuck. I close my eyes so she won’t see how gutted I am by her words…and by the trust she places in me. I love this woman, adore her, need her like I need the blood that runs through my veins.


    I keep my eyes closed as she unbuckles my belt, undoes my pants. And then she’s tugging my pants and underwear down to the top of my thighs and I know if I look at her now it will be too much. I’ll lose it before she even touches me.


    But then I hear a small snap and my eyes fly open in time to see Chloe pouring cinnamon scented oil into her hand. She must have had the bottle in her pocket because there’s no way I would have missed it if it had been sitting on the kitchen table next to my coffee cup.


    “You planned this,” I manage to grind out as she drops the bottle on the table and begins rubbing the lube between her palms.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she answers, right before she licks the tip of her index finger. “Mmm. Good choice, Ethan. It’s delicious.” She sucks the finger deeper into her mouth and I nearly lose it completely as my dick jerks against my stomach.


    I want to grab on to her, to pull her back onto my lap so I can bury myself in her and teach her just what this kind of teasing will get her. But I can’t do that to her, not when her sense of her own sexuality is still so fragile. And not when she’s having such a good time teasing me.


    So I grab on to the edges of my seat instead of grabbing on to her and pray my self-control is as good as I think it is.


    Chloe watches me through half-closed eyes, a sexy little smirk on her face as she gives a quick shrug that has her robe falling to the floor at her feet.


    “Fuck.” The word falls, unplanned, from my lips and it’s as much a prayer as it is a curse. For long seconds, she doesn’t move. Instead, she just stands there, watching me watch her and it’s one of the sexiest moments I’ve ever experienced.


    Under my admiring gaze, her skin flushes a delightful pink and her nipples grow hard. Her breathing gets a little ragged and a fine tremor wracks her, making her whole body shake just a little. She’s beautiful like this, soft and sexy and so fucking gorgeous that my own breathing pattern is thrown a little off. Hell, a lot off.


    Fuck self-control.


    I pry a hand from where my fingers are wrapped around the seat of the chair and she leans forward and begins rubbing her oiled up hands along my cock in slow, thorough strokes that have my eyes crossing and my hips arching off the chair.


    “Chloe. Please.” No amount of willpower or self-control is going to be able to save me if she keeps this up. “I—” My voice breaks and I suck in huge gulps of air, trying to get enough oxygen to steady my breathing. But she’s only getting started, and as her fingers glide down my cock to my testicles, I nearly beg. For her to stop, for her to continue. I don’t know at this point and to be honest, I don’t really care. How can I when she’s cupping my balls in her hands, rubbing her oiled-up thumb against them as she leans forward and presses wet, openmouthed kisses over my abdomen and down my V-cut.


    I’m not sure what feels better at this point—her hands or her mouth. All I know is that heat is sizzling down my spine, along my most sensitive nerve endings and I feel like I’m being burned alive.


    Chloe turns her head, swipes her tongue along the length of my dick and my whole body goes from really amped up to balancing on the edge. My balls tighten. My cock throbs. The urge to come is nearly overwhelming.


    I fight it back. No matter how hot Chloe is, no matter how perfectly she’s touching me, I have more self-control than a kid with his first girl. Or at least that’s the lie I’m telling myself right now.


    I grind my teeth, clench my fists, search for control where there isn’t any. Chloe laughs, low and sultry and hot. So fucking hot. She’s well aware of my predicament, knows exactly what she’s doing. And she’s enjoying the hell out of tormenting me.


    I’m such a control freak that the knowledge should piss me off, but instead it only makes me hotter. Only makes me want her more.


    And then she pulls back just enough to fasten her warm, soft, wet mouth around my cock and I know it’s a losing battle.


    “Chloe, please—” I tangle my fingers in her hair, tug gently. I’m not sure if I’m trying to get her to pull off or to take me deeper. I know only that if she stays like this I’m going to lose my mind one slow pulse of pleasure at a time. “Baby, I—”


    By now, she knows what I need better than I do, though, because suddenly she takes more of me, sucking me deeper, deeper, deeper, until the head of my dick hits the back of her throat. She hums softly, her tongue stroking back and forth against the underside of my cock before she slowly, slowly, slowly pulls back. She pauses for a few moments, circles the head of my dick with her tongue a few times before flicking the bottom of her tongue, fast and hard, over the very tip. I call her name, my voice low and strained and guttural, but she just sucks me deep again.


    Again and again and again, she takes me, until sweat is running down my chest and my fingers are tangling, tugging, pulling at her hair.


    Until I’m arching off the chair and muttering all kinds of dark, sexy, dirty things to her.


    Until her lips are red and swollen, her cheeks flushed and hollowed out. And still it’s not enough. Still I want more.


    I’m controlling the pace now, hips slamming back and forth like a metronome as I fuck her mouth, her throat. Harder, faster, deeper. There’s a roaring in my ears, a pounding in my blood, a throbbing in my dick that warns me I’m on the brink of losing the last little bit of my control.


    Chloe must sense the same thing, because she pulls off for a second, nuzzles against my abdomen. Her mouth is hot against my burning skin, but the rest of her body is cool where it settles against me. It’s a small jolt, a pleasant shock that pulls me out of my head—out of the pleasure—just enough for me to regain a fingerhold on my control.


    “Chloe, baby, I need you,” I tell her, hands stroking up and down her bare, silky back.


    She’s shuddering now, shaking with the same need, raking fiery claws through my every nerve ending. “I need you, too.”


    Giving up control to her isn’t easy for me, but I swear it’s all worth it when she’s climbing back on top of me, straddling me with her long, beautiful legs.


    And then she’s wiggling against me, getting herself situated just right so that my dick is sliding against her pussy—not inside of her yet, but between her drenched folds. It feels amazing. She’s amazing. And when she starts moving her hips, swinging them back and forth to get the most friction between us, it takes everything I have not to just give in right then and there.


    “I love you,” she murmurs, eyes closed and breath hot against my lips.


    It’s the tipping point. My hands reach out, grab her hips before I make a conscious decision to move them, and then I’m pressing her down, increasing the pressure and the friction and the pleasure for both of us.


    Chloe moans, a low, broken sound that ratchets up my own need even before she braces her hands on my shoulders and teases my mouth with her nipple. Thank God.


    I pull it into my mouth, sucking gently before running my tongue in circles around her areola. She feels so good, tastes so good, that for long seconds I can’t think. Can’t breathe. All I can do is feel.


    Then she calls my name, a high-pitched, painful sound that echoes through me as she arches her back and shudders brokenly. Her hips continue to rock back and forth against me, but it’s not enough anymore. Not enough for me and definitely not enough for her.


    That’s how I know it’s time. I might have given her control, she might have taken it, but it’s not what either one of us really wants. Sure, being like this with her feels good—everything I do with Chloe feels good—but she’s growing more and more anxious, her body moving more and more restlessly against my own.


    “I’ve got you, baby,” I murmur, lifting her up and then lowering her down so that my cock slides gently into her. She cries out as I enter her, head falling back, fingers digging into my shoulders. Already, I can feel a different kind of tension entering her, one that anticipates sexual satisfaction instead of one that fears not being able to find it.


    I’m close myself, too close, but I’m determined that she comes before me. Sliding a hand between us, I find her clit with my thumb. I circle it once, twice, then again and again as I lean forward and bite gently at the curve where her neck meets her shoulder. Chloe cries out, jerks against me, then she’s coming, coming, coming. And so am I, emptying myself into her as ecstasy sweeps through me—overwhelming, omnipresent, all-encompassing.


    It goes on and on and on, and if it wasn’t for Chloe, holding me, grounding me, I’m not sure I’d ever find my way back. Or want to.


    When it’s over, when both of us have finally come down, Chloe sags against me. She presses kisses to my jaw, my throat and her favorite spot just under my chin. I tilt my head up to give her better access, and as she licks her way across my collarbone, I can’t help thinking about a second round.


    Except the phone chooses that moment to ring. I’m not about to make a mad dash for it, not with Chloe still curled up, warm and soft and sexy, in my lap. It goes to voicemail, and seconds later, my cell phone buzzes with a text. My regular San Diego driver, Ben, has arrived.


    And I’m a total mess.


    Chloe giggles as she sees his text, then slowly peels herself off me. When I think about what I have to do today, what’s in store for both of us beyond the walls of this house, I want to hang on to her, to keep her sheltered against my body forever. But she’d kick my ass if I tried.


    And so, reluctantly, I let her go, then watch as she gathers up her robe and slips it back on her shoulders. “I need to take a shower. I’m going to be late for work if I don’t get a move on. And you…” She shakes her head and giggles when she looks at me. “I don’t know how you’re going to fix yourself and get out of here in time.”


    “Obviously, I’m taking a shower with you.” I stand up and slide my pants the rest of the way down my legs. Then I follow my wife to the master bedroom, dressed in nothing but a half-buttoned dress shirt. If I wasn’t feeling so fucking fantastic from the phenomenal sex we’d just had, I’d probably feel like a freaking fool.


    “Oh, no, I don’t think so.” Chloe shoots me a look over her shoulder as she grabs a set of lingerie out of the dresser I’d had moved in to hold her things. “I know what will happen if you get in that shower with me, and unlike you, I’m not the boss. I have to be at work on time, especially considering this is my first week back after quitting in the middle of my internship. I’m not taking any chances with pissing someone off.”


    “You could piss them all off and they still wouldn’t fire you.”


    It’s the wrong thing to say and I know it even as the words leave my mouth. But it was too late, there was no way to stop them, and now they’re just out there, hanging between us like a minefield.


    I can tell by the look on her face that Chloe doesn’t know how to respond. I can see what she wants to say in the pissed off tilt of her chin and the defensive set of her shoulders. But I can also see her trying to reason the anger away, considering she knows as well as I do that no one is going to fire the boss’s wife.


    “I’m sorry,” I try. “Your relationship with me has never had any bearing on your employment and it never will. You got the internship because of your brains, your grades and your innovative ideas. You’re going to keep it—even through the rocky start you had—for those same reasons. And while it’s true that they won’t fire my wife, it’s also true that you won’t take advantage of that nepotism. You’ll work your heart out for your bosses, for yourself and for me. I’m sorry if I made it sound like I thought any differently.”


    “I get it. I do,” she insists as she turns on the hot water and lets it run. “I know you’re the power behind Frost Industries and as your wife—even if I didn’t build any of this company—I’ll still get a bunch of rights just because of who I’m married to. It sucks, but that’s the way things are in the world.”


    “You know, most people wouldn’t actually think that part sucks.”


    “I know.” She levels me with a cool, inscrutable glance before stepping under the water. “But I’m not most people.”


    And fuck. There Brandon is, right between us again.


    Ignoring the hand she holds up to ward me off, I step into the shower with its numerous showerheads and steam-room capabilities. It’s the size of a small room, which gives me plenty of space to find my own showerhead and get clean. But that’s not what Chloe needs from me right now, no matter what she thinks.


    So instead of doing my own version of Chloe’s quick rinse-off, I step up behind her and pull her into my arms, her back to my chest.


    She struggles at first—“Ethan, I’ve got to get ready for work”—but it doesn’t take more than a few seconds before she’s sagging against me, resting the back of her head on my shoulder and just standing there under the warm and steady stream of water.


    “I’m going to see him while I’m in Boston,” I tell her after a minute, bracing for the explosion I know is coming.


    But it doesn’t come. Instead, she just sags against me a little more as she wraps her arms backward around my waist. “I know.”


    The quiet acceptance is the last thing I was expecting. “Brandon, Chloe. I’m going to see Brandon.”


    “I know who you meant, Ethan.”


    “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to say about it? After all the arguments we’ve had over this?”


    “What do you want me to say?”


    “I don’t know. I just—I thought I’d have more explaining to do.” A lot more. I want to turn her around, to look into her eyes and see what she’s really feeling. But when I try, she holds fast to the position we’re in. I could push it, but since I figure I’m already doing enough of that right now, I just let it go.


    Still, her easy acceptance doesn’t make sense. Not when this has been such a huge battle between us for weeks now. Not when she’d left me twice over it. Not when she’d begged me, just the other day, to stop.


    She shrugs. “I knew this was coming from the second you told me you were going to Boston.”


    “And you didn’t say anything?”


    “What’s there to say, babe? You’re going to do what you’re going to do.” She doesn’t sound angry, but that doesn’t make me feel any better about the situation. Not when her voice is so flat. Not when she won’t even look at me.


    Suddenly, I can’t take it anymore. I drop my arms from around her, ignoring her resistance when I all but force her to turn around and face me. Then I tilt her face up to meet mine. “It’s not like that this time. I swear to you. I’ve done a lot of thinking about what you said and I’m trying to do what you want. So instead of putting the next stage of my plan into action, I’m just going to go talk to him. And if he’ll back off the race, if he’ll walk away from politics, then that will be the end. I won’t pursue this any further. Okay?”


    “And if he doesn’t back off?”


    “I don’t know. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I’ll talk to my mother, talk to his father. Try to find a way around it that we can both live with. Okay?”


    For long seconds, it’s like she forgets to breathe. But then, suddenly, the tension just leaks out of her and she’s left standing there, staring up at me with tears in her eyes and a look of absolute wonder on her face. “Are you serious right now?” she demands. “Do you mean it?”


    “I do.” My stomach clenches but I just take a deep breath, once again making the conscious decision to step back from this. It’s the same decision I made the other day after Chloe and I spoke on the beach. “I don’t agree with you about how things are going to go. I’m pretty sure I could carry out my whole plan without Brandon being able to do a damn thing to either one of us—”


    “No! He’ll—”


    I hold a hand up, wait for her to stop arguing and just listen to me the way I’ve tried so hard to listen to her. It doesn’t take more than a few seconds. “But I understand where you’re coming from. I know why you’re afraid. He’s been the bogeyman to you for so long—I get that. I really do. And while I’m not afraid of him, I am afraid of hurting you. The last thing I want is to start our marriage with you terrified of what I’m going to do and what problems I’m going to cause. After everything you’ve been through, you deserve more than that.”


    The tears spill over now, roll slowly down her cheeks. But she’s smiling, and it’s a huge, genuine smile, so it’s worth the fact that saying this—doing this—is eating me up on the inside. I want to make Brandon pay for what he did to Chloe more than I want to breathe. More than I want to wake up tomorrow morning. More than I want anything in this world…except Chloe’s happiness. And that’s the kicker. That’s what has my hands tied and my stomach roiling. It’s what has me stepping back, playing it her way for a while. And praying that it’s enough, for both of our sakes.


    “But he can’t run for Congress,” I tell her. “I can live with him not going to jail, but I won’t be able to live with myself if he gets elected and gets more power and more chances to abuse other women.”


    “I know that.” She nods against me. “I wouldn’t want it any other way. But I want you to know it means everything to me that you’re willing to put aside your anger and walk away from this. I know how hard it is for you, and that you’re willing to try…I can’t describe how relieved I am.”


    Yeah. Try is the important word in that sentence. I’m going to try to walk away and hope it doesn’t give me a fucking stroke.


    Brandon isn’t what matters here, I remind myself. Chloe is and this decision puts her mind at ease. So I’m just going to go with it. I’m going to do what she says and let go the rest of my plan to make Brandon pay.


    I’ll call Sebastian later, tell him he doesn’t have to wait any longer to set his plan in motion to bring down Valducci. There’s no point in holding off if I’m not going to use the plan to bring my brother down as well.


    As for Brandon, I’ll speak to him about running for Congress, and after that, I’ll turn all the information I have on his illegal activities over to a friend of mine at the FBI. And then I’ll walk away. If they choose to prosecute him, excellent. If they don’t, if he and his father manage to buy his way out of trouble again…well then, I’ll find a way to live with it. I don’t have a fucking clue how I’m supposed to do that, but for Chloe I’m willing to try.


    She means everything to me and she’s been hurt more than enough by my brother—and by me. If my pursuing this worries her and makes her feel insecure, then I need to find a way to fix that. And if fixing it means taking one for the team, then that’s exactly what I’m going to do. God knows, she’s gotten past a lot to be with me. I can’t do any less.


    Still, my stomach churns with impotent rage. I don’t let it out, though. Instead, I lock it down deep inside of myself where I put the rest of the things I can’t change. It’s not a great solution, but for now—looking at the way Chloe’s smiling at me, at the relief that’s all but shining from her eyes—it’s more than enough.


    “I know how hard this is for you,” she tells me, pressing kisses to my cheeks, my jaw, my lips. “And I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”


    “Do you?” I ask, determined to lighten the mood before I go away for three days. I don’t want my last memory of my time with Chloe to be the taste of bile climbing up my throat. “And do you have any plans on how you’re going to show me this appreciation?”


    “I do,” she answers, pouring shower gel into her hand and then rubbing her hands together. I watch, transfixed, as she slides her fingers over her shoulders, down her arms, around her breasts. She pays careful attention to her nipples, rubbing her thumbs over them in a repetitive circular motion that has me forgetting about anything and everything but her. “In fact, I think you deserve a reward.”


    “Oh, yeah?” Grabbing the shower gel from where she dropped it, I squirt some on my hands, too. Then start rubbing it over my wife’s naked torso, spending a little extra time on her breasts myself. One can never be too conscientious, after all. Or too clean. “I can get behind that.”


    “You can always get behind that,” she tells me, pushing me toward the other side of the shower as she steps under her spray and starts to rinse clean. “But that wasn’t what I was talking about.”


    “Well, that’s a disappointment,” I say, reaching for her again. “You sure I can’t change your mind?”


    “I’m positive. Ben’s waiting outside for you—you’ve got to go. And so do I, or I’m going to be late for the internship I can’t get fired from.”


    I wince. “You know that’s not what I meant—”


    “I know. But it’s going to be a while before I stop teasing you about it. And for everyone who thinks I’m only keeping my position because I’m your wife…I guess I’ll just have to prove them wrong.”


    “That shouldn’t be too hard. You are brilliant, after all.” I duck my head under the spray, start rinsing off.


    She laughs, then crosses the few steps between us to press a long, slow kiss to my mouth. “Call me tonight from Boston. We’ll talk about this non-wedding reception you want to have.”


    It takes a second for her words to sink in, but when they do, love swamps me. It just pours over me in ridiculous, gooey waves and I can’t stop myself from pulling her into my arms and whispering to her how much I adore her. Because I know the absolute last thing Chloe wants is to have a huge, fancy reception with a bunch of people she doesn’t know or trust. She’s a private person—for a lot of reasons—but she’s going to do it. For me. Because it’s an important show of power on my part, an important part of me introducing my wife to the very curious world on our terms. It’s also a chance to throw a kickass party to show everyone just how happy I am that she’s my wife.


    That she’s willing to let me do that—to open her up to the world’s scrutiny and trust me to take care of her through it all—means everything to me.


    Just like the fact that I’m willing to step back on the Brandon thing means everything to her, I realize.


    Compromise, I tell myself as I step out of the shower a couple minutes later. This marriage thing is all about compromise and communication. So far, Chloe and I are rocking the compromise portion of that equation. And I’m working my ass off to get the communication half down, too. She’s left me twice because I couldn’t talk to her, or because I wouldn’t listen. No way in hell is it happening a third time.


    Yes, compromise. It’s definitely the way to go.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 15


    My first two days in Boston are uneventful, exactly as I like them. Normally, I’d take my mother out to dinner at least once while I’m in town, but she pretty much blew up the bridges between us the last time I saw her. If she wants to mess around in my head, that’s one thing. Fucking with Chloe’s head is another thing entirely. I’ll have to speak to her eventually¸ if for no other reason than to make sure she continues to understand the limits we talked about when she crashed my time with Chloe in Napa a few weeks ago. But I’m not sure I’m at the point to be civil to the woman who helped orchestrate so much of my wife’s pain, even if she did give birth to me.


    So it’s probably a good thing that she’s not scheduled to be at Brandon’s latest five-hundred-dollar-a-plate fund-raiser. Of course, neither am I.


    I arrive fashionably late—more due to a late-running meeting and Boston traffic than any design, but it works out fairly well for me. Brandon’s already had a chance to work the room once by the time I walk in the door. I catch him just as he’s about to start his second loop.


    “Ethan! I wasn’t expecting you. But I’m so glad you could make it.” He looks pleasantly surprised when he gestures for me to join him at the bar, like the sight of me in this room is cause for celebration instead of concern. But I get a quick glimpse of his eyes as he turns to order me a tequila on the rocks and I see the fear before he can mask it.


    Good. He should be afraid. I may be trying to step back from this whole thing, but he doesn’t know that. And there’s nothing that says I can’t scare the shit out of him before I walk away. In fact, if I do it well enough, maybe he’ll actually give the whole straight-and-narrow thing a try. Doubtful, but anything’s possible. After all, Chloe managed to back me off him when a week ago I would have sworn nothing short of his blood would satisfy me.


    Then again, it is taking every ounce of self-control I have not to plow my fist into his face repeatedly. The bruises from our last encounter have faded from his jaw and around his eyes, and there’s a part of me that wants to put a whole new set there, just to remind him. Just so that he has to live with them every day when he looks in the mirror, the same way Chloe has to live every day with what he’s done to her.


    But that’s not what I’m here for, I remind myself, keeping a vicious hold on the temper that is seething right beneath my skin. I’m here to explain the situation to him, to tell him my expectations and give him a chance to meet those expectations. I’m here to explain the cold, hard truth of what will happen to him if he doesn’t do exactly as I say. Nowhere in this new plan does it call for me to beat the ever-living shit out of him.


    More’s the pity.


    Sipping my tequila, I watch as my brother downs two fingers of scotch like it’s water. He’s trying to act cool, to pretend that my being here doesn’t make him nervous at all. But he’s got too many tells—his eyes keep darting back and forth between me and his drink, the hand not holding his drink keeps clenching and unclenching, and he’s blinking at about three times the normal rate. Jesus, no wonder he owed so much money to Valducci. With all these tells, he has to be a lousy fucking poker player.


    “So, Ethan.” He shoots me a smile so sincere that it makes me want to knock his teeth down his throat. “What’s up, man? Have you come to help with the cause? You know we’ll never turn you away.”


    It’s all an act for the people and the reporters around us, and still it makes me seethe. Still it makes me want to wipe away that smug-as-fuck look he’s wearing. It would be so easy—I can almost feel his face crumbling under my fist. But there are other, better ways than violence to get my point across. None that are nearly as satisfying, but if I’m going to keep Chloe happy—and I am—sacrifices have to be made. Sacrifices that include scaring the shit out of my brother instead of ripping him limb from fucking limb.


    For a second, I can’t believe that this is where we’ve ended up. I’ve spent my life protecting Brandon. Taking care of him, helping him make important decisions, paying for him to go to the best universities—and fixing his mistakes. And now I’m here to tear all that down, to destroy it—and him, if I have to.


    Six months ago, when he kicked off his campaign for the House of Representatives, it never would have occurred to me that this is where we’d be three months before the election. But six months ago, I didn’t even know Chloe existed. Now I do and that changes everything. She changes everything.


    “I tried to catch you at the hotel, but you’d already left.”


    “Yeah, well, it doesn’t pay to be late to your own party.” He shoots a grin at Margo French as she approaches from the left. She’s the fifty-five-year-old, tough-as-nails CEO of a company Frost Industries does business with and five months ago I convinced her to pledge her support—and her company’s money—to Brandon. “You taught me that.”


    “I taught you a lot of things. Too bad most of them didn’t stick.”


    “Is that what you’re here for?” he asks, keeping his voice soft enough that we aren’t overheard. The tells are gone and in their place is the slick, politician’s façade that hides a multitude of sins. “To tell me again how disappointed you are in me? Because I got the memo weeks ago and I’m okay with it.”


    Of course he is. As long as he isn’t inconvenienced, why should he care how many people he’s hurt? How many lives he’s destroyed?


    “Ethan, hello!” Margo says when she finally reaches us. “It’s so good to see you. I was worried when I heard about the forest fires that took over so much of San Diego. You made it through okay?”


    She leans in for a quick hug and as I reciprocate, I keep my eyes trained on Brandon. Once again, just for a split second, his convivial mask falters and I see the quick flash of rage. Like a spoiled child who has to share his favorite toy, he’s furious that one of his biggest donors is more interested in me than she is in him.


    Of course, he doesn’t mind using my name to garner votes and fund-raising dollars, but that’s only as long as I don’t take too much of the spotlight off him. For most of our lives, I’ve been happy to play it that way. To give my baby brother the spotlight he so desperately craves while I stay in the background. But not here and not now. Not anymore. It’s past time my baby brother figures out just how many of his donors are here because of me.


    “We made it through unscathed,” I tell her. “But a lot of San Diego didn’t. Frost Industries has set up a fund to help people who have lost everything—a lot of people can’t afford to wait for their insurance money to come in. Especially not when they have to pay for a hotel, new clothes, new electronics. New everything, really.”


    “Trust you to think of that,” she says with an indulgent smile. “Have Claire give Steven a call tomorrow about a contribution to the fund,” she says, referring to the executives who are, respectively, in charge of our companies’ charitable donations.


    “I’ll have her do it first thing. Thank you.”


    “Anything for you, Ethan. You know that.” She pats my shoulder, then leans over the bar and orders a whiskey, neat.


    “Thank you for coming, Margo,” Brandon says once she’s got a drink in her hand. “Your support means the world to me.”


    “Of course, Brandon. Everyone over at CVL is very excited about you becoming the next member of the House of Representatives. Ethan’s told us so much about you and we’re just thrilled to lend our support to the both of you.”


    I can all but see his teeth grinding together.


    The three of us chat amiably for a few more minutes, and with every second that passes, I can see Brandon getting more and more annoyed. Margo is more than polite to him, but she’s also pretty blatant about the fact that she’s my friend, not his. That she’s supporting him because I asked her to and because a large part of CVL’s revenue each year comes from the deal in place with Frost Industries.


    I couldn’t have asked for a better segue into the conversation I came here to have, and as Margo drifts away to talk to someone else, I decide to take the opening she’s inadvertently provided me. After all, Brandon is a master at twisting things around and I’m not going to have that. Not today. Not about this. So it’s better to catch him when he’s pissed off and trying to hide it—he isn’t nearly as slippery when he’s just a little off his game.


    “I need a few minutes of your time,” I tell him as Margo drifts back to her table.


    His smile never falters. “I’m a little busy right now, in case you haven’t noticed. Besides, if you want to give me more shit about your little girlfriend, I have to tell you I’m just not that interested.”


    The fury that’s been riding me for weeks explodes, makes me see red, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to lunge for him right here in the middle of this fancy hotel ballroom. But I’ve already done that and it hasn’t changed a damn thing. So instead of wrapping my hands around his neck and squeezing until his eyes bug out, I let all the rage and disgust I’m feeling show on my face, in my eyes.


    “Make no mistake, little brother, we’re going to have this discussion. It makes no difference to me if we do it here, in front of all your donors, or if we find somewhere a little bit more private. But either way, it’s going to happen and it’s going to happen now.” I lay a hand on his shoulder to underscore my resolve.


    He tries to shrug me off, but I’m not having it. I dig my fingers in, wait for him to decide what he wants to do. It doesn’t take long for him to come around to my way of thinking, though I don’t know if it’s because of the pain I’m causing him or because of the curious glances we’re attracting. I don’t give a shit what the reason is. All I care about is making sure Brandon gets my message loud and clear.


    Without a word, I turn and walk toward the balcony doors at the back of the ballroom. It’s a warm day—probably one of the last here in Boston considering summer is drawing to a close—and the doors are closed to preserve the air-conditioning, which makes the balcony as good a place as any to talk. It’s probably the most privacy we’re going to find around here. We are the main attraction, after all.


    Already, the handful of journalists he’s invited to attend are watching us, trying to figure out why we’re heading outside just as the room is filling up with Brandon’s supporters. I ignore them. Brandon doesn’t. He smiles and waves, tosses them a few carefully reviewed “off-the-cuff” comments. Then whirls on me the second the balcony doors close behind us.


    “What the fuck is your problem, E?” he demands, furious. “I have a room full of people waiting to give me money and you have no business getting in the middle of that. The campaign needs these donations.” Despite his words, and the tone they’re delivered in, his smile stays in place.


    The disgust I’ve been feeling since I got here solidifies in my stomach. Fueled by it—and the rage that’s been running just under my skin since this whole nightmare began—I do what I came here to do. I slap him down. Hard. Hard enough to make up for what I won’t be able to do if I keep my promise to Chloe.


    “You’re not going to get one more penny from those people,” I tell him. “Not from them or from anyone else. Your days of collecting donations are over.”


    “That’s ridiculous,” he scoffs with a disbelieving laugh.


    “Is it? Because you can do it, or I can do it. And my way means you’ll never get support from anyone, anywhere, ever again.”


    “Jesus. You think you’re so fucking important, y—”


    “Make no mistake, Brandon. In this arena, I am very important.”


    “Maybe so. But I have connections, too, you know. Even if you get Margo and some of the other donors to drop out, I have my own donors. I can still get the funds I need to run all on my own.”


    “I assume you’re talking about Nico Valducci.” I have the pleasure of watching his jaw drop. “When’s the last time you talked to him?”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “It means, as of a week ago, Nico won’t take your calls. He won’t donate to your campaign, he won’t extend you any more credit for your little gambling problem. He’s out, and so are all of his friends.”


    “You son of a bitch.”


    “True words, Brandon. But you might want to keep in mind that we share the same mother.” I step back a little, gesture to the ballroom filled with press and campaign donors. “Now, this is the only chance you’re going to get to walk away from this, so I suggest you take it. I suggest you walk back into that room and formally withdraw your candidacy in front of all those reporters and donors. Tell them you’ve had a change of heart and that public service isn’t for you, after all. Which isn’t even a stretch now, is it?”


    “Are you insane? Why would I do that?” His smile still hasn’t budged, though it has gone a little flat around the edges. Combined with the stirrings of fear in his eyes, the whole look is a little macabre.


    “You’re going to do exactly that,” I tell him, “because if you do, I’ll walk away. I won’t tell them what you did to Chloe and all those other women. I won’t tell them about your gambling problem and your ties to the Vegas mafia. I won’t even tell them about the drugs. If you walk in there and do exactly what I’m telling you to do, I won’t rip you apart in front of the most influential people and reporters in Boston.”


    The fear has turned to sheer, out-and-out panic combined with a healthy dose of anger. His anger is nothing compared to the fury that seethes inside of me, growing with every second that Chloe’s rape and pain is unavenged.


    “You wouldn’t!!” he snaps out. “Mom would—”


    “First of all, you’re going to want to be very careful about bringing our mother into this,” I warn him. “After the stunt she pulled a couple of weeks ago, I’ve got about as much respect for her as I do for you. And second, ignore me and I’ll do exactly that and not feel an ounce of guilt about it.”


    “There’s no way I’m giving up my candidacy. I’ve worked too hard to get here,” he snarls, sounding more like a petulant child than a candidate for Congress. “And you can’t make me.”


    “Maybe you’re right.” I lift a brow, shrug negligently. “Maybe I can’t make you withdraw from the race. But I can damn sure make it so that the press destroys you. By the time I’m done, there won’t be a person left in this whole goddamned state willing to vote for you.”


    “You wouldn’t dare—”


    I snap then, my good intentions going out the window like so much smoke. This is the bastard who raped my wife, who made her life a living hell for years after that. The thought keeps pounding in my brain, keeps moving forward until my hands are grabbing onto the lapels of his jacket and I’m hauling him onto his tiptoes so that we’re face-to-face. “You don’t have a fucking clue what I’ll dare to keep you from being elected, Brandon. Not one fucking clue. But keep pushing and you’ll find out.”


    “Ethan.” He goes from confrontational to wheedling in seconds. “Come on, man. I’ve been working for this my whole life—”


    “You should have thought of that before you decided raping a woman was an appropriate way to end a date. It’s about time you realized that actions have consequences, Brandon. That the whole damn world isn’t yours for the taking. Most people learn that lesson by kindergarten—”


    “Don’t lecture me, you sanctimonious prick.” He struggles to throw my hands off, but I’m not budging. Not now, not on this. “You’ve had everything you’ve ever wanted just handed to you. And if you think you can come in here and order me to give up my candidacy, then fuck you.”


    “Throwing a temper tantrum isn’t going to change the way this plays out, little brother.” I use the nickname deliberately. “You’ve only got one option.”


    “There are nondisclosure agreements—”


    “Fuck nondisclosure agreements. You think I won’t buy those women’s way out of them and consider it the best use of my money, ever?”


    He pales for the first time, the angry red flush fading into pasty whiteness. “You’re my brother. You wouldn’t do that to me.”


    I ignore the pang that comes with his words, shove it down deep where he can’t see just how close to home he’s hitting. “You raped the woman I love and made her lie about it. Then you came to my house and taunted her with what you’d done. Any small amount of loyalty I felt for you died the day you sent Chloe fleeing barefoot from my house. From me.”


    If possible, he grows even paler. “You’re bluffing.”


    “Call my bluff then,” I tell him with a shrug. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


    “There’s no way you’d go out there and spill Chloe’s dirty little secret to the world.”


    My control slips another notch. “Let’s get one thing straight, asshole. It’s your dirty secret, not Chloe’s. She didn’t do anything wrong.”


    “Do you really think the world will see it that way by the time I get done with her? Especially when they find out just how much money she took to rescind those vicious lies about me?”


    “And the other women?”


    “What other women?” It’s his turn to lean forward. “It’s funny, really. As rich as you are and you still don’t get that money truly can buy anything.”


    “The fact that you actually believe that just might be the most pathetic thing about you. Maybe.”


    “Who the fuck are you to call me pathetic? You’re so whipped—”


    He breaks off as his campaign manager opens the doors, a concerned look on her face. “Brandon, people are getting restless. They paid for a chance to see you and you’re spending all your time out here.” She looks at me quizzically. “Everything okay, Ethan?”


    “It will be, Debra.” The words are as much a threat as they are a promise, and by the way Brandon stiffens next to me, I know he understands that.


    Debra looks between us, then pastes a bright smile on her own lips. “Excellent. Then you won’t mind if I borrow our candidate for a little while?”


    “Not at all. Have at him.” I gesture for Brandon to proceed me through the doors.


    He does, without another word. And as he crosses the room to one of his other big donors, hand out and smile fixed permanently in place, he doesn’t look back once.


    “Are you staying for his speech?” Debra asks as we watch him schmooze the crowd.


    “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


    
      —
    


    An hour and fifteen minutes later, I watch as Brandon wraps up his speech. A speech that in no way contained the withdrawal from the race that I demanded of him.


    Damn it.


    As he steps down off the elevated platform in the front of the room, he shoots me a defiant look. One that very blatantly tells me that he’s sure he’s called my bluff. Sure that he has the upper hand.


    And a few months ago, he might have. Then again, a few months ago, I never would have imagined doing anything that might jeopardize his political career. But that was then and this is now.


    In the last couple of months, I’ve held Chloe while she cried. I’ve listened as she talked about her family’s betrayal and watched helplessly as she’s walked away from me on numerous occasions. The Ethan who used to pull his punches, who would have done anything to protect his younger brother, is long gone. Now, what I want—all I want—is to protect Chloe. And to avenge her.


    I watch Brandon make a final loop around the room, oozing charm and confidence and charisma as he takes the big-fish donors for everything he can get. The press are following him, the reporters looking game if a little bored as the cameras record the whole thing.


    I bide my time, keeping busy by chatting aimlessly with Margo and the COO of one of the big medical centers located in the Boston area. It doesn’t take long for my brother to work his way around to us—and the journalists with him.


    As he shakes Margo’s hand, I turn my body, make myself a little more available. Sure enough, it only takes a few seconds before one of the television reporters calls out, “Ethan, it’s great of you to be here today. Do you have any words of encouragement for your brother now that we’re only a couple months out from the election?”


    And there it is. The opening I’ve been waiting for.


    Beside me, I feel Brandon tense as it occurs to him for the first time that the only reason the press even bothered to show up to his run-of-the-mill fund-raiser is because I wanted them here. He might be running for Congress, but I’m the real story here—especially now that the news has broken that I’m off the bachelor market.


    But that isn’t the story I want to make headlines tonight—Chloe is my business and mine alone. And if Brandon hasn’t figured out yet that I don’t need to use Chloe’s pain to tank his political career, then he’s about to learn a very valuable lesson.


    “Actually, Daniel, in light of some new information that I’ve received, I have to tell you that I no longer support Brandon’s run for Congress in any way. In fact, I’m so concerned that he doesn’t have what it takes to be a member of the United States House of Representatives that I’m withdrawing all my financial support for his campaign and pledging it to his competitor, Lauren Bradley, instead. “


    For long seconds, nobody moves or speaks or even breathes. And then, as one, all the reporters in the room explode with questions.


    “What new information?”


    “You’re actually withdrawing your support from your brother?”


    “Is this new information about illegal activity?”


    “What information provoked such a drastic change of heart?”


    I let them fire the questions at me for long seconds, before holding a hand up to silence them. Brandon is next to me, all but tripping over his own tongue as he tries to do damage control. Too bad he didn’t think of that before.


    “At this point, I have no other comment on the matter. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a plane to catch.”


    I turn and walk away with the reporters’ questions ringing in my ears.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 16


    So that didn’t go quite as I planned. Fuck. So nice to know I can keep my cool when it comes to my younger brother’s complete and utter lack of a conscience or any moral compass whatsoever.


    The bastard. The unbelievable bastard.


    How he could be so smug, so obnoxious, so utterly lacking in both human decency and self-preservation, I will never know. But his personality defects make me want to go back in there and beat the shit out of him all over again. In front of every reporter in the goddamn room.


    The fucking, fucking, fucking bastard.


    I don’t, though. Instead, I keep walking, telling myself that I’ve done more than enough damage tonight—something my phone only underscores as the thing completely blows up before I even make it back to my car.


    My publicist, Stu, is leading the pack with a string of nearly incoherent texts, each one ending with a request that I call him ASAP. Judging by the sheer volume of texts he’s managed to send in the ten minutes since I walked out of Brandon’s fund-raiser, I’d say the reporters in there have been busy.


    I probably should have given the poor guy a heads-up about what to expect. Especially considering the fact that it’s close to nine o’clock California time.


    I shoot him back a quick text that tells him to hold at no comment for the rest of the night—we’ll work up a more formal statement when I’m back in the office tomorrow morning.


    I glance at my other texts, all from donors who were in that room tonight because, at one time, I had asked them to be there. I owe them all an explanation and I’ll be giving them one—just not now. Just not tonight.


    The last text is from my mother. It’s a simple request that I call her but I can all but hear the rage in her voice. It’s nothing compared to the rage in my own head, however, so I figure I should probably wait awhile before actually heeding her request.


    My plane is set to take off at one this morning, and since it’s nearly midnight, I need to hustle if I’m going to get the rental car back and still make the flight time. I kept the three VPs who accompanied me on this trip waiting half an hour on the tarmac in San Diego. I don’t want to do the same thing here.


    I fire off another quick text to Stuart, telling him the bare bones of the situation that just occurred. Seeing as how he’s been bombarded with requests from every news organization that was in the room when I made the announcement, I’m sure he already knows. Still, he needs to understand my side of what happened as opposed to theirs. I tack on one final text to him—this one an apology for not giving him any warning of what was about to come his way—then shove my phone into my pocket.


    I want to text Chloe, just to check on her and to hear her voice in my head when I read her answering texts. But I’m still furious from my run-in with Brandon and I don’t want to have to explain all of this to her when I’m thousands of miles away. She knows me well enough to read between the lines when I’m upset and I don’t want her to push for answers I’m not ready to give.


    I’m halfway to the airport when my phone rings. The in-dash console lets me know that it’s my mother calling. I think about ignoring her for a while longer, but the truth is, I’d rather get this done before I get on the plane instead of after.


    Tamping down my anger, I accept the call. “Hi, Mom. How are you?”


    “Is that even a serious question?” she demands after a too-long pause. “Ethan Matthew Frost, have you actually lost your mind?”


    “Funny, Mom, I pretty much just asked Brandon the same question.”


    “Why would you do that to your brother? You know how hard he’s worked, how hard we’ve all worked and you’ve just gone and shot this campaign in the foot.”


    More like the heart—a much more vital organ. But I don’t bother telling her that, not when she’s already so worked up. “You know why.”


    “Over that girl?”


    “You mean, my wife?”


    “Seeing as how this is the first time you’ve bothered to inform me of your marriage, I don’t know what you expect me to say.”


    “Exactly what you’re saying, Mom. Now ask me what I want you to say.”


    There’s a long silence on the other side of the line. “I know you think you love this girl—”


    “I do love her.”


    “But you can’t just throw away everything this family has worked for,” she continues. “I don’t know what it is about Chloe Girard that both of my boys have felt the need to sleep with her, but you’ll get over her, just like your brother did—”


    “You didn’t just say that. Brandon didn’t sleep with Chloe, Mom. He raped her.”


    “So she says.”


    “So a lot of women say.” I pause, try to calm myself down. “Did you really think I wouldn’t find out about the others?”


    “The others don’t matter. Their claims weren’t any more truthful than Chloe’s were. You, of all people, should know how these things happen.”


    “What does that even mean?”


    “It means women look to rich men for handouts. If they don’t get them one way, they’ll get them another.”


    “Really? Because I managed to make it this long without ever being accused of rape by anyone, let alone by eight women.”


    “Then you should count yourself lucky.”


    “And here I thought it was basic human decency on my part. Besides, I don’t think I’m the one who’s been lucky so far in this equation.”


    “Frankly, Ethan, I don’t really care what you think right now. You’re letting yourself be led around by the nose by that woman and it needs to stop. You’ve gotten your revenge. You’ve made a huge mess for your brother and now it’s time to clean it up.”


    “I’ve only just started, Mom. It gets way messier from here.”


    “Why are you doing this?” She sounds as bewildered as she is frustrated and I can’t help but wonder what’s going through her head right now. And what’s been in her head all along? She wasn’t always like this—or at least, I don’t think she was. I remember when I was a kid and my father was still alive, she was a pretty decent person. Sure, a little more cold than most of the other women on the block, but still decent. Still capable of understanding rape as something more than an inconvenience that needs to be dealt with.


    “The better question is why aren’t you doing this?” I finally ask. “Why isn’t someone doing this? Brandon is a monster. I’m willing to admit that I gave him too much, did too much for him. Why can’t you?”


    “Your brother is a good man. He—”


    “My brother is a spoiled, self-indulgent, conscienceless sociopath. He does what he wants, takes what he wants, and to hell with anyone else. He makes a mess everywhere he goes and you and I have been there his whole life cleaning up after him. I’m done making excuses for him and I’m done cleaning up his messes.”


    “He’s your younger brother. He’s your responsibility—”


    “Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think that’s what keeps me up at night? The idea that I am somehow responsible for the weak, pathetic excuse for a man that he’s become?”


    “Your father would be so ashamed of you.”


    “I don’t think I’m the one he’d be ashamed of in this conversation.”


    “You think he’d accept you talking to me like this?”


    “Maybe not. But he sure as hell wouldn’t accept me covering up for a rapist, so I’ll take the lesser of the two crimes.”


    “That’s enough!” she snaps, her voice ringing with an authority I haven’t heard from her since I was a teenager. “You’re going to fix this, Ethan.”


    “You’re damn right I am. But I’m not sure you and I share the same definition of what fixing this entails.”


    “Let me rephrase myself, then, so there are no misunderstandings. You are going to fix the mess you just made for your brother, or I am. It’s your choice how it happens, but it will happen.”


    “You’re welcome to try to go up against me on this.”


    “Oh, I’ll do more than try. By the time I’m done, they’ll be ready to elect your brother president. But I guarantee, you won’t like the way I do it.”


    For the first time since I picked up the phone, a frisson of unease works its way down my spine. “Are you threatening me, Mom?”


    “I’m reminding you that you aren’t the only one in this family who has political and economic capital to spend. You might be the son of a hero, but I was married to one. Remember that.”


    “You divorced my father in the middle of the whole PTSD thing. I think that ship has sailed.”


    “I divorced him because he asked me to. The PTSD was so bad he was worried about hurting you and he begged me to take you away so you would be safe. Leaving him was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”


    I have to admit it’s a good story. Maybe even a great story, if I’m being honest. But that’s all it is, though. A story. “You don’t actually think that will fly, do you? You know, there’s this new thing called the internet. It lets you look up just about anything in the course of a couple minutes. Your story won’t survive the first spin.”


    “You’d be surprised. The tearful widow of an American hero gets a lot of sympathy—even years later. And when her son has obviously lost his mind over a whore who tried once before to ruin his family…” The implied threat hangs in the air before she continues, “You obviously aren’t afraid to use your influence to cause damage. Don’t think for one second that I’ll be afraid to use mine to clean up after you. I’ll give you forty-eight hours to fix this mess.”


    “Or what?”


    Jesus. Every time I think I can breathe, every time I think the rage has calmed down enough that I can function, one of them does something like this and any false calm I’ve managed to talk myself into goes up in flames.


    “Or I’ll do it for you. And I won’t be nearly as discriminating as you are about who gets hurt.”


    “This isn’t going to end the way you want it to, Mom.” Unconsciously, I echo Chloe’s words.


    “Funny, Ethan, I was just about to tell you the same thing. Fix it.”


    And then she’s gone, and I’m left staring into the night, hands clenched on the steering wheel, brain circling through a million different scenarios—none of them good.


    This, I want to tell Chloe, is what I get for doing things her way. For not hitting Brandon with everything I have and basically presenting it to my mother—and the world—as a fait accompli.


    This, I want to tell Chloe, isn’t the end. It’s only the opening salvo.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 17


    I’m at work early today. It’s partly because I’m overloaded—my boss’s way of dealing with the mess that is my employment history for the last couple of months (the fact that I slept with the boss, broke up with the boss, quit, came back and am now Ethan’s wife) is apparently to drown me in work and see if I complain—and partly because I miss Ethan. The house feels too big without him in it. Big and empty and off. So off.


    I hate that I feel that way. After all, I never thought I’d be one of those women who slept better simply because she had a man beside her in bed. One of those women who needed a man to function. I never used to be that kind of woman. And I never wanted to be.


    To put it in perspective, though, none of this is about having a man. All of it is about having my man. It’s an important distinction. Or at least, that’s what I tell myself.


    Ethan called me from the airport in the middle of the night, right before his plane took off at four a.m. Boston time. They were supposed to leave earlier—he’d promised yesterday morning that he’d be home to wake me up today—but a storm rolled in right before midnight and it kept them grounded until conditions cleared.


    It should have put my mind at ease that his pilot was being so careful—too many people die in small plane crashes—and it did, on that front. But after his call, I just couldn’t sleep. I ended up aimlessly wandering his house for hours, trying to figure out why I felt so unsettled. Ethan had sounded fine. He’d said all the right things, done all the right things. Had sounded happy to be talking to me, and even happier to be coming home. And still, there’s a part of me even now, hours later, that’s rattled and uncertain. A part that knows something isn’t quite right.


    It’s not a stretch, I don’t think, that I immediately thought of Brandon. I tried to ask him how his meeting with his brother went, but he brushed me off. Told me everything was fine. I would have pushed a little more if he was alone, but I knew he had a number of his executives on board with him and the last thing he needed was to discuss this whole mess in front of them.


    So I hung up the phone and roamed the halls of Ethan’s—of our—too big house, worried and waiting for the other shoe to drop. So far it hasn’t, but it’s barely seven a.m. There’s a lot of day left to burn.


    Not that I’m going to let myself dwell on that, any more than I’m going to watch the clock count down the minutes until I can see Ethan. He should have landed a little while ago and I’m sure I’ll be the first one to know when he gets to Frost Industries. Not that I can take off work to go see him, because the last thing I need is one more strike against me with my boss and the other interns, but if he gets here early enough—before the office fills up—maybe I can steal a couple minutes with him.


    Still, it’s nerve-wracking sitting here, jumping at every sound and watching the minute hand move slowly around the dial of my watch. So I do my best to concentrate on work instead. Now that the Trifecta merger I spent my first weeks of employment working on is pretty much a done deal, I’ve got a new case to research. Well, several new cases. But only one that really excites me.


    A case of patent infringement is being leveled against Frost Industries by a group of people I am pretty sure are patent trolls, looking for nothing so much as a quick payoff before moving on to file a case against the next company. I’ve done some research on them, and though this grouping of people is brand new, each member of the plaintiff’s suit has been involved in at least one other lawsuit in the last two years. Four of them have been involved in three or more.


    The lawsuit in question claims that a medical software program created by Frost Industries’s software R&D department infringes on ideas that they had already patented. Which is ridiculous on so many levels—the most important being that it’s impossible to patent abstract ideas. People have been trying to do it for generations and they’ve been slapped down over it again and again and again by district courts, by federal courts of Appeals, and—as recently as 2013—by the US Supreme Court itself. Many of the recent decisions have dealt, specifically, with software claims just like this one.


    And still Ethan has to defend himself against the lawsuit, which means copious hours of research and depositions and court time. Since I’m not a lawyer, I won’t get to see most of what goes on—unless Ethan shares it with me. However, I’ve got mad research skills, so I’m one of two interns in charge of researching precedent for this case.


    On the plus side, it’s interesting work that engages my mind, keeps me busy and helps me to protect my husband. On the downside, the other intern I’m working with—Rick—hates me and has pretty much from the day I walked into this place and ended up landing the Trifecta merger that he so badly wanted. Now that I’m Ethan’s wife, things have only gotten worse between us. I try to ignore him, to keep my head up and my ire down, but some days it’s not so easy. Especially when he takes potshots, not just at me, but at Ethan as well.


    But I can’t do anything about that, I tell myself viciously as I settle down to work. Any more than I can will Ethan’s plane to land faster or his car to get here more quickly. Or Brandon to disappear off the face of the fucking earth. Believe me, I’ve tried that one before, about a million and one times. All to no avail.


    But I’m not going to go there right now. No use in dwelling on something I can’t change—at least not until I get all the facts from Ethan. Which is why, even though it’s barely seven in the morning, I open up FindLaw, one of the big legal databases in the country, and start combing the judge’s decision on the most recent case about idea patenting.


    It doesn’t take long before I’m completely immersed. After all, the whole reason I wanted to get into patent law was because I thought big corporations were taking advantage of small, independent inventors—stealing their ideas for practically nothing and then making a fortune off them. It happened to my brother, Miles, once when I was in junior high and he was in college and it had devastated him. Not to mention it had pretty much bankrupted my family since my dad had invested heavily in Miles’s idea, the failure of which sent us on the collision course with Brandon that ended up with me raped, beaten and signing papers that recanted my statement in exchange for the money my family needed to recover from the theft.


    The whole point of being a patent lawyer is helping out people like my brother—but I think maybe I also got into it so that what happened to me doesn’t happen to anybody else, ever. If someone had asked me a year ago if that was the reason I wanted to be an attorney, I would have told them they were way off. But now, looking at it after having met Ethan and lived through all the shit we’ve been faced with, I’m forced to admit that maybe there’s a part of me that’s in it so that no other girl gets sold out because her parents were ripped off and they need the money.


    Maybe it’s not the most businesslike or the most professional answer, but it’s my answer and I’m learning to embrace it.


    This case I’m on—the one claiming Ethan infringed on what is, in essence, an abstract idea, is being worked by me and two other interns, as well as a supervisory attorney. I’m in charge of researching precedent and I couldn’t be more thrilled. Some people find spending hours upon hours amid legal texts to be boring, but I love it. I love the order of it, love the power of the decisions handed down.


    I’m not sure how long I work—long enough that the office starts to come alive around me. Corporate attorneys are notoriously early risers, so some of them started wandering in not long after I got here. But by the time I stand up to stretch out my back and shoulders, the paralegals, assistants and interns are all here, too.


    A couple of the interns are walking down the path in between the cubicles as I twist around. I make eye contact with one of them—a girl named Chrissy who was actually pretty nice to me my first couple days here. I smile tentatively and she looks uncomfortable, jerks her eyes away and actually lowers her head down as she passes my cubicle.


    Yeah. That’s pretty much how it’s been for weeks now. Don’t know why I keep trying. It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve been a social pariah…only this time, I refuse to hide.


    I’m not a scared fourteen-year-old anymore.


    When Ethan talked me into coming back to work, I knew I would be in for this. And I decided it was worth it—because I need the work experience for my law school application and because I really enjoy what I do here. Besides, who cares if the people in my own department don’t like me? I still have Ro and Zayn and Austin, all interns from R&D. They’re the coolest friends a girl could ask for.


    Deciding now is as good a time as any for a break, I slide my phone into my pocket—in case Ethan calls—and then grab my purse from my drawer. After a quick trip to the restroom, I detour by the break room to fill up my water bottle and grab an apple from the fruit bowl that’s always full. A couple turns around the building’s main lobby area to stretch my legs and I head back to my cubicle, doing my best to ignore the numerous stares I get along the way.


    But when I get to my cubicle, I figure out that there’s a reason for the stares. Ethan is leaning back in my chair, feet up on my desk and eyes closed. He looks utterly exhausted. So exhausted, that for a second I think about just leaving him right where he is for a few minutes. But then he opens his eyes and the look in them makes my heart sink.


    Determined to keep it light—partly because he looks like he needs it and partly because I’m pretty sure half the floor is currently eavesdropping—I perch myself on the corner of my desk and ask softly, “Whatcha doing, Mr. Frost?”


    The darkness fades as quickly as it came. “Visiting my wife, Mrs. Frost.” He stands up, rolling himself out of the chair in a way that makes my palms sweat just to watch. It’s ridiculous how well my husband can move…and how much it turns me on just to watch him.


    He cups my jaw, drops a quick kiss on my lips. Then uses his thumb to rub gently against the frown lines that crease my cheeks. “You all right, baby?”


    I drop my voice even lower. “I’m good. Just worried about you. How was your trip?”


    “It was fine. Pretty uneventful, workwise. We got everything accomplished that we set out to do.”


    I nod, then brush a hand through his hair that’s gone from shaggy to officially too long sometime in the last two weeks. Somehow it makes him look even hotter, even more dangerous. I like it. “What about the nonwork stuff? That go okay, too?”


    His jaw tightens almost imperceptibly, but he just nods. “It’s getting there.”


    “Yeah?” Not like I expect him to give me any details while we’re standing in the middle of a very busy office, but still I feel the need to check on him. To make sure he’s okay with however things played out with Brandon.


    “Absolutely.” He gives me another quick kiss, this one on my forehead. “I know you’re busy, so I won’t keep you. Come by my office when you get off tonight. I’ll drive you home.”


    “My car’s in the parking lot.”


    “And it will still be there on Monday when you come back for it.”


    “Monday? What if I need to go somewhere over the weekend?”


    “Amazingly, I have a garage full of cars at home. Pick one.”


    “I like my car.”


    “You like being stubborn about your car, more likely. But fine, come get me after work and you can drive me home. Fair?”


    I nod begrudgingly. “Fair.”


    “Good.” One more kiss and then he’s moving around me. “See you then.”


    “What about lunch? I could meet you in your office.” I swear, I don’t deliberately set out to do it, but even I can hear the suggestive way my voice drops on the word office.


    Ethan’s eyes go from bright indigo to midnight in the space of one heartbeat to the next. “I have a meeting scheduled to run until one. But if you’d like to take a late lunch…”


    I’d love to, but legal department rules are that interns get lunch from twelve to one. Sometimes people stretch it a little bit in either direction if they’ve got something going on, but those people aren’t me. It’s my first week back. The last thing I want to do is fan rumors about me turning diva after marrying the boss. Any more than I want people to think Ethan and I have sex in his office. I mean, we have before, but no one needs to know that.


    “Rain check,” I tell him, pressing one last kiss to his mouth. “But I’ll be by to get you around six. Okay?”


    “More than okay. I kind of like the idea of my woman squiring me around.”


    I roll my eyes, but he’s already gone, making his way up the aisle with all the grace of a lithe, hungry jungle cat. Is it any wonder everyone in the department is on their best behavior? Ethan is a force to be reckoned with even when he’s exhausted and playing nice.


    The rest of the morning passes uneventfully. I mean, the same old stares and whispers follow me when I walk to the fax machine, the copier, the bathroom. But if they’re talking about me—about Ethan—they’re doing it where I can’t hear them. It’s all that I can ask, and, frankly, more than I expected. After all, I went from brand-new intern to wife of the founder and CEO in less than a summer. And not just any CEO, but one who is universally adored by his employees.


    By the time twelve o’clock rolls around, I’m famished. I never did eat the apple I picked up from the break room and the few bites of toast I’d managed to choke down this morning had long since worn off. In fact, I’m so hungry that I end up beating my friends to the cafeteria—something that almost never happens. They’re twenty-one- and twenty-two-year-old guys. They can pretty much eat their weight in food and, since it’s free for all Frost Industries employees, like to spend every lunch hour trying to do just that.


    I grab a salad and a cup of vegetable soup from the deli line, but the moment I take my first bite of vegetable soup, my stomach rebels, cramping and rolling like I’m suffering from a bad case of seasickness—or food poisoning. Which is ridiculous, considering I haven’t eaten anything but three bites of toast all day.


    I push the soup aside, but the fact that it’s still there on my plate—that I can smell it—is more than enough to kill my appetite. It’s ridiculous, but in the end I have to actually get up and throw the soup away before I can take even a bite of my salad. I really hope I’m not coming down with something. With everything else going on, it’s pretty much the last thing I need.


    By then, Austin and Zayn have found me. Trays loaded high with everything from Indian food to ice cream, they park themselves across from me and start prattling on about the recent professional football drafts and why Austin thinks most of them are “shite.”


    “So you don’t think he’s going to be a good quarterback?” I question, tongue firmly in cheek, after Austin spends five minutes railing about some guy with the last name of Camberley.


    He and Zayn both turn to stare at me with open mouths.


    “What?” I ask, my latest bite of salad halfway to my mouth. “I can talk football. I know what a quarterback is. I know what a wide receiver does.”


    “You’re fucking with me again, right?” Austin demands.


    “Is Camberley not a quarterback?” I ask as innocently as I can muster.


    “He’s a goalie,” Ro tells me gently. “You know, right, that we’re not talking about American football?”


    “Bloody Yanks,” Austin mutters in his very British accent. “Think they’re better than everybody else. Spell words incorrectly, drive on the wrong side of the road, think football is about a bunch of fat guys chasing a pigskin down a field. It’s bloody monstrous, is what it is.”


    “I don’t know, Austin. Celsius is awfully confusing.”


    “Fahrenheit is confusing!” he tells me, slamming a hand down on the table. “I mean, who ever heard of water boiling at two hundred twelve degrees? It makes so much more sense for it to boil at one hundred degrees. And to freeze at zero degrees! You people just have to make everything so bloody complicated, have to screw everything up!”


    Ro comes up in the middle of his diatribe, sets his tray down on the table next to mine. “Is this about soccer again?” he mock whispers to me loud enough for half the cafeteria to hear.


    “It’s not bloody soccer. It’s football. You use your feet to kick the ball. Hence the term. Football.”


    “To be fair, you kick the ball in regular football, too,” I tell him, somehow managing to keep a straight face as smoke all but comes out of his ears.


    “Once per possession! To get it down the field. The rest of the time they use their hands! It should be handball or pigskin ball or something—anything—else but football. Do you know how long football has been around? Do you know how many nations play it? And call it football? Do you know what a physically intense and mentally taxing game it is? You have to constantly stay one step ahead of your opponent. You have to run the ball across the whole field in one play. You have to—”


    “You know, Austin, if you didn’t jump at the bait every freaking time, Chloe wouldn’t insist on messing with you.”


    “I’m not messing with him,” I say, all wide-eyed innocence. “I think soccer is a great game. And the wide receivers have really nice legs.”


    “Damn it, Chloe!” Austin finally cracks up. “You have to stop fucking with me like that. I’m going to end up having a stroke one day and it’s going to be all your fault.”


    “Actually, it’s probably going to be Zayn’s fault. He messes with you a hundred times more than I do.”


    Zayn nods thoughtfully. “She’s probably right. But in my defense, you’re really easy to rile up.” He reaches onto Ro’s plate and takes a French fry off it. “Here, have a crisp,” he says, right before flinging it—loaded with ketchup—on top of Austin’s pile of white rice.


    “Chip,” he says, chomping on the potato thoughtfully. “It’s called a chip.”


    “And here I thought I ordered fries,” Ro tells him.


    We’re all laughing now—from the first day I met them, the three of them took messing with each other to an art form. The fact that they let me get away with joining in—and the fact that they give as good as they get, no matter who I’m married to—means everything to me. Like with Tori, it’s friendship first with these guys. Everything else comes second. Just the way it’s supposed to.


    The bickering continues, as we move from picking at Austin’s Englishisms to making fun of Ro’s extreme enthusiasm for his latest project. Then it’s my turn as the guys rib me about the articles popping up in everything from the San Diego Union-Tribune to People magazine commenting on “Ethan Frost’s mystery bride.”


    I join in, mentioning the most ridiculous articles I’ve seen, too. It takes a few minutes—there’ve been a lot of articles—but just as we’re about to move on to Zayn, one of the large screen TVs set up against the back wall of the cafeteria catches my eye. It’s tuned to a local gossip show, and right now they’ve got a picture of Ethan and Brandon plastered across the screen. Both are smiling, and not for the first time I see the familial resemblance. But that’s not what I’m focusing on right now. Because all I can see—all I’m sure anyone can see—is the huge, jagged line running between them down the length of the photo. The graphic is much more commonly used between couples, and is meant to mimic a split. And it more than gets the job done here.


    Panic runs through me at the sight of it. Ethan was supposed to talk to Brandon quietly—the last thing he was supposed to do was to make such a big deal of the situation that it was covered on a major news organization’s lunch show, for God’s sake.


    The volume is turned off—like at the gym, the frequency to turn to hear the show was posted at the bottom of the TV. But I don’t have my earbuds with me—and don’t want to just turn the volume up on my phone and announce what’s going on to the entire cafeteria. If the way people’s heads are turning toward me is any indication, more than enough people are seeing it already.


    So instead, I do a quick Google search, as the sound of my friends’ voices blurs into the background beside me. It only takes a second for thousands of hits to show up—and all of them say the same thing. That Ethan had railed against Brandon at his fund-raiser last night, pulling all support from his brother’s campaign and urging others to do the same thing. Since then, Brandon has lost several other major donors.


    Not to mention the fact that the press is now on a mission to find out exactly what happened between the two brothers. A few articles are even asking if Ethan’s new bride had anything to do with it. My stomach, which had finally settled with the arrival of my friends, begins churning all over again. It doesn’t take a lot of brains to figure out that with that many people looking for an answer, it won’t take long before one of them finds it.


    Won’t take long before every moment of my very painful past is splashed across every gossip rag in the country in sensational, salacious headlines.


    Slapping a hand over my mouth, I make a mad dash for the restrooms at the left of the cafeteria while half of Frost Industries looks on. At least no one can say I don’t know how to make an exit.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 18


    “I’m sorry, but the networks have picked up the story, Ethan. It’s already made its way onto social media, where you’re being hailed as everything from exceptionally brave to a douche who threw his younger brother under a bus. The gossip columnists have dug their teeth in and even the political reporters are mentioning the story. Not just in local Massachusetts news, but on CNN’s state wrap-up reports. It’s only a matter of time before they ferret out the truth, whatever that truth is. And if you don’t share it with me, I won’t be able to spin it. I won’t be able to protect you.”


    Stu looks more upset than I’ve ever seen him. I know it’s hard for him to do his job when I’m not giving him all the information, but I already broke Chloe’s confidence once when I spoke with Sebastian. I’m not ready to do it again—especially not when it’s only as a way put as positive a light on Frost Industries, on me, as it possibly can.


    Right now, I don’t give a shit about what I look like. I don’t give a shit about anything but protecting Chloe in the best way I can. Which—I’m afraid—isn’t going to be any significant way at all. It’s not the reporters I’m worried about. I knew what I was doing the moment I opened my mouth in that ballroom.


    But my mother’s threat hangs heavy on my shoulders. My original plan called for bringing the gambling debts and drug use to national attention. Add in the ties to the Vegas mob families and the press would crucify Brandon. After all, no one likes knocking someone off their pedestal more than the American press—except maybe the American public. Along with the documentation my PI had managed to dig up on Brandon’s assorted and sundry crimes, it should have been more than enough to put him in jail without Chloe’s past—or the pasts of any of the other women he’d raped—ever coming to light.


    Chloe would have been safe.


    Now, though, with my mother threatening to put her own libelous and poisonous spin on the situation, everything is up in the air. I can still release the information, still try to get ahead of the mess and spin it the way I need it to be spun. But if she gets there first, then everything is going to ramp up a million percent. Chloe’s past will be fodder for everything from breakfast table conversation in Middle America to political punditry on the conservative/liberal talk show circuits. And I won’t be able to do anything to stop it.


    The question is, do I strike first? Do I release the information and let the chips fall where they may? Or do I keep and hope my mother is bluffing? It’s the one contingency I didn’t account for—the fact that my mother would go public with Brandon’s rape of Chloe. My mother and stepfather worked so hard to cover it up when it happened, it never occurred to me that they’d be willing to bring it back up in an effort to paint my wife as the seductress in the whole scenario. Or worse, the spurned lover crying rape to get back at the boy who dumped her. With Gone Girl still very much in the consciousness of the American public, it’s not as big a stretch as it should be.


    I can’t let that happen. Chloe is healing—a little bit more every day—but she’s still fragile. The last thing I want is for my family to find a way to hurt her again. They’ve already victimized her once. I’ll be damned if they do it again.


    Which means I have to find a way to stop my mother’s plan, to neutralize the information she has so that even if she does try to use it, no one will bite. The question is how do I do that without bringing her wrath straight down on Chloe’s head?


    Stu is still talking, still prattling on about how he needs to know what he’s protecting me from if he’s actually going to protect me. And since he looks like he’s about to launch into yet another long-winded spiel, I hold a hand up to get his attention. He stops in midsentence.


    “So, I’ve got a couple questions for you,” I tell him, even as I continue to outline what it is I want to ask—what it is I want to do—in my own head.


    “Okay.” He looks cautiously optimistic, like he can’t quite decide if I’m going to help him or if I’m going to blow up his world. Which is fine, since I’m not yet sure how this is going to go, either.


    “So, if you’re a member of a well-respected, old money family from Boston—”


    “Like your half-brother’s family.”


    “Yes, Brandon’s family.”


    “Your family, too, Ethan,” he says, reminding me how it’s going to play in the media. How it’s already playing in the media.


    “Okay, my family by my mother’s marriage. So, you’re that family and you have access to some of the best spin doctors in the business. And there’s this story floating out there that, spun one way, will cast your best shot at a political dynasty as a dangerously spoiled rich boy who destroys women’s lives for his own sport. But if you control the narrative, if you get it out there first, you have the chance to spin it so that he looks like the victim of a woman and her greedy, grasping family. You’ll have him exonerated in the press before the other side even has the chance to fire an opening salvo.”


    “I don’t hear a question yet.”


    “How would you spin the story? Where would you place it to make sure the report was sympathetic to you, yet big enough that it would be widely disseminated?”


    “That’s going to depend on what the story is, Ethan. And who’s involved. Obviously, Brandon and his parents. But who is the girl they’re going to go after? What’s her story? What’s her damage? How believably will she play to the press? How easy will it be to assassinate her character? And, just so I’m clear, why is this important to you? How do you fit into the narrative?”


    “Because the woman they’re going to go after, the woman whose character they’re going to do their best to shred on America’s prime-time stage, is my wife. I want to cut them off at the knees before that happens.”


    Stu turns white, whiter than I’ve ever seen him. But his gaze stays steady on mine as he absorbs the news. “You need to tell me what we’re dealing with here.”


    I start to shake my head, but he just overrides me. “This is going to all come down to nuance, to public perception. If I don’t know what they’re going to accuse Chloe of, I’m not going to be able to give a good guess as to how they’re going to go about doing it. I think I have a pretty good idea, but you need to spell it out for me if you want me to be accurate.”


    “I need you to be accurate.”


    “I know. Which is why you need to tell me the truth. Not the version you want to spin, but the truth.”


    “My version is the truth.”


    “Okay.”


    Fuck it. He’s right. It’s not like I don’t trust him—Stu’s had my back for pretty much as long as I’ve been in business. Holding back now, for Chloe’s sake, will only hurt her in the long run.


    But before I can do much more than open my mouth, my personal receptionist, Dorothy buzzes in. “Ethan, Mrs. Frost is here. She wants to know if you can see her.”


    “Send her in.” I turn to Stu. “Let me—”


    He’s already gathering his stuff. “I’ll start doing some research, see which press outlets your mother and Brandon usually use.”


    “Thank you. I’ll give you a call when Chloe and I are done. I’d like to get her take on this, see what she wants to do at this point.”


    “Of course.”


    I walk him to the door. Chloe beats us to it, pushing it open before I can even reach for the handle.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were still in a meeting—”


    “It’s fine, baby. Come on in.”


    “Are you sure?” She looks between Stu and me.


    “Of course, Mrs. Frost. Ethan and I were just wrapping up.”


    “Please, call me Chloe. And you’re Stuart, right?”


    She gives him a warm smile, one that takes over her whole face. It’s a good cover, one that’s so effective that if I didn’t know her as well as I do, I wouldn’t even notice the strain behind the smile. But the strain is there, which means she’s seen or heard something about Brandon and me. Fuck. I knew I should have told her this morning. But I couldn’t do it in the middle of my intellectual property/legal department and she’s so concerned about following the rules—about not getting special treatment—that I didn’t want to pull rank and sweep her back here to my office.


    Shit. I just keep screwing this up, don’t I? All I want to do is protect her and instead I keep fucking up.


    “I go by Stu.”


    “Oh, right. It’s nice to meet you, Stu. You do such a good job of getting Ethan to listen to you, maybe you can give me some pointers.”


    He grins. “Funny, I was just about to ask you the same thing.”


    They laugh together and a quick glance at Stu tells me he’s completely charmed by Chloe. Not like that’s a surprise. When she stops trying to blend into the woodwork, my wife is a very charming woman.


    I take the door from Chloe, hold it open a little wider. Stu gets the hint. “Okay, I’ll be going now. I’m sure I’ll be talking to you again soon, though, Chloe.”


    Her smile dims a little. “I’m sure you will be, Stu.”


    Yeah, she knows about Brandon, all right. And she obviously knows exactly who Stu is and what his job is.


    Once he’s gone and the door is closed behind him, I walk to the desk and click the button that lowers the privacy screen on my windows. My office is pretty isolated as I’ve got this whole floor, but Dorothy’s out there, along with my assistants, Scott and Vikram, and anyone else who happens to wander up to use one of the boardrooms. No one needs to see what goes on between Chloe and me, especially not when I’m about to break her heart—and her fragile self-confidence—wide open.


    As soon as the privacy screens click into place, I take her into my arms. She comes willingly, pressing her face against my chest. “I have half an hour before I have to be back to work,” she says.


    “Okay.”


    “I want you to tell me what’s going on. All of it. I don’t want you to try to protect me.”


    “I’ll always protect you.” I press a kiss to her forehead.


    “You know what I mean.”


    “I do.” Reluctantly, I let her go long enough to lead her over to the seating area I have on the side of my office opposite my desk. I settle at one end, gesture for her to sit next to me.


    She does, and snuggles into my side without any prompting from me at all. I exhale the breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding.


    For long seconds, we just sit there, absorbing the peace that comes with being pressed against one another for the first time in four days. Finally, though, she pulls away enough to look me straight in the eye.


    “Tell me,” she says.


    And so I do, explaining exactly what happened at Brandon’s fund-raiser. What I said, how he reacted, how the world is reacting. She takes it all well, only asking a couple of questions here and there. At least until I get to the part about my mother’s phone call.


    That’s when she loses it a little. Oh, she doesn’t say a word, but I can see the panic in her pale skin, in her lips pressed so tightly together, in her eyes that are swimming with tears she refuses to shed. And I hate—I hate so much—that I’ve put her in this position. That I’ve brought her to this.


    “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I’m doing everything I can to stop her. I promise, I won’t let her hurt you. I won’t let her tear you apart for her own twisted enjoyment.”


    “You’re not going to be able to stop her.”


    “Oh, I’ll stop her. Or I’ll die trying. She doesn’t get to use the worst moments of your life as a way to exonerate the bastard who hurt you. She doesn’t get to hold you up as entertainment for the bloodthirsty American public in order to try to save Brandon. I’ll see her in hell first.”


    “She’s your mother.”


    “Do you think I give a shit about that, right now? She’s a threat to you.”


    “She’s your mother,” Chloe repeats. “And I know you’re furious with her right now. God knows, I am after what she said to me in Napa. But, Ethan, I know what it’s like to be estranged from the only family I have. I wouldn’t wish that on you, not for anything.”


    “You’re not wishing it on me.”


    “No, but I’m bringing it on you.”


    “You’re not,” I tell her firmly. “She is. She’s doing all of it because she wants to protect Brandon and the position he might one day achieve. She wants power and influence—she always has. It’s why she left my father before he became the hero he was when he died and it’s why she married the man she did the second time around. It’s why she tried to talk me into politics and why she’s pushed Brandon that way from the moment I said no. It’s why she did everything she could to cover up what Brandon did to you and it’s why she’s so dangerous now. She’ll do whatever it takes to keep the power she does have, and to increase it.


    “That’s who she is, Chloe. Who she’s always been. I’ve just ignored it because I was too busy building this company to understand just how harmful and poisonous she’d become. But that’s on me, Chloe. Just like trusting her when she came to me with that ridiculous story about your parents extorting money from her is on me. Everything else is on her. And none of it, not one bit of it, is on you.”


    “It’s not about who’s to blame anymore, Ethan. It’s about how to get you and your reputation out of this with the least amount of damage.”


    “I can hold my own against her. The press knows who I am, what I stand for. If they want to come at me, they’re welcome to take a shot. But you’re a mystery to them. They don’t know you, yet, and I want to make sure they don’t take you apart just because they can.”


    “It’s not about me anymore.”


    “It’s always about you. It will always be about you.” How can she not know that by now? I’d do anything for her.


    I can tell that’s not what she wants to hear, though. Her shoulders slump and she just looks tired. So tired. I hate that my family has done this to her. That life and circumstances and I have done this to her.


    For a minute I think back to that night in my kitchen, when I tried to break up with her. I’d just flown in from Vegas, where I’d beaten the shit out of Brandon and I knew—I knew—I had to break things off with Chloe. Doing anything else was cruel. And I tried, I did, but in the end I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t strong enough to get past her pain and my own. I wasn’t strong enough to walk away when I loved her so much.


    And now, now we’re married and I love her so much. But I can’t help wondering what would have happened if I hadn’t caved. If I had let her walk out that door that night and never contacted her again? It would have hurt every day that I woke without her. Every day that I had to live without touching her, kissing her, hearing her voice, seeing her smile.


    And yet…and yet sitting here with her, knowing in my gut how badly things are going to go and how little I’m going to protect her, I can’t help thinking she would have been better off if I’d just let her go. If I hadn’t been so selfish, so lovestruck, so devastated at just the thought of being without her.


    I don’t know what it says about me that I didn’t let her go when she still had the chance at a normal life, but I know it isn’t good.


    “Don’t,” she says, her hand smoothing down my cheek.


    “I’m not doing anything.”


    “You’re blaming yourself and I won’t have it.”


    I laugh, but it comes out dark and bitter. “Who else is there to blame for this mess?”


    If I’d been strong enough to walk away, or strong enough to insist on doing this my way, we wouldn’t be here right now. But I wasn’t and now the only woman I’ve ever loved is going to suffer for my weakness. The knowledge grates like few things ever have.


    “I’m not even going to bother answering that question.”


    “Believe me, baby, I know there’s plenty of blame to go around. But I’m not going to exonerate myself from this situation.”


    “You don’t have to exonerate yourself. You didn’t do anything wrong. And besides, at this point does it really matter? Shouldn’t we be figuring out what we’re going to do instead of listing all the reasons we blame ourselves?”


    “You are blameless—”


    “Focus, Ethan.” She reaches out, taps my cheek sharply. “We need to focus here.”


    “Stu and I are already working on a plan. I’m going to call my mother’s bluff and hope it’s actually a bluff. If it isn’t, we’ll have a contingency plan waiting.”


    “And what’s the contingency plan? Because, I have to be honest, I’m not real confident that your mom is bluffing.”


    “Yeah, neither am I. Which is why we’re going to try to figure out what news organization my mom will leak the story to. And then I’m going to make sure none of them touch the story.”


    “And how are you going to do that? You can’t go around threatening a bunch of members of the press, Ethan. Nothing good will come of it.”


    “Like nothing good would come of me destroying Brandon?” The words slip out before I know I’m going to say them. Shit. Now’s not the time to pick at her for being compassionate—and for worrying about me.


    “Really?” she asks, brow raised sardonically. “It didn’t take you long to decide I wasn’t blameless after all.”


    “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”


    “You meant it exactly the way it sounded. And, you know what, maybe you’re right. Maybe I shouldn’t have interfered in your nefarious plot to bring down your brother. But I still think it was the right thing to do. The last thing I want is Brandon and his mob contacts focused on you.”


    “So you’d rather have him and my mother focused on you?”


    “Any day, baby. Any day.”


    And just that easily, I melt. “You can’t go around saying things like that, Chloe.”


    “Why not? It’s true.”


    “Because I feel the same way about you. You’ve been hurt enough. I don’t want anything else to happen to you because of me.”


    “You’ve already said that. And sorry, but that ship has sailed. You don’t get to spend all your time thinking about how fragile, how broken, how ruined I am. I survived being raped by Brandon, I survived being abandoned by my family and being all but tortured by my classmates. I’m not weak. I used to think I was, but I was wrong. And you don’t get to try to make me weak just so you can protect me.”


    “Jesus, that’s not what I’m doing. Chloe, you can’t really think that.” She can’t really think that.


    “I don’t think that. But sometimes, that’s the way you make me feel when you talk about protecting me. About not wanting to see me hurt any more.”


    I stand up, walk to the window that looks out over the Frost Industries campus. I’ve built this company from the ground up. I started with almost nothing and now I have a financial and business empire. Sure, there were missteps along the way, but they were minor miscalculations. Small mistakes that I could easily recover from.


    Which is why I don’t understand why this relationship thing is so difficult for me. I’m well on my way to making my first billion before this year is up. Why the fuck can’t I keep my relationship on steady ground for longer than the blink of an eye?


    I hear Chloe get up off the couch, hear her move across the room to me. And still it comes as a surprise when she wraps her arms around my waist and leans into me. She’s wearing heels, so I can feel the warmth of her breath against my neck, feel the softness of her breasts against my back.


    “I don’t know what you want from me,” I admit hoarsely. Somehow, I’ve never felt more exposed. “I don’t know how to help you when you turn your back on everything I can offer you.”


    “All I want from you is to be your partner,” she tells me, pressing soft kisses against the nape of my neck. “For you to let me stand beside you instead of standing behind you, using you as a shield.”


    “I want to be your shield.”


    “And I want to be yours. But neither of us is going to get what we want if we keep jockeying for position.”


    Fuck. “You know, I really hate it when you’re right.”


    She laughs then, and it’s a real laugh. Warm and sweet and happy, so happy, despite what’s in store for her. And I don’t know how she does that. How, in the middle of this gigantic shitstorm we’re about to get hit with, she can find joy.


    “Yeah, well, you should probably get used to it, Ethan, love. You’re stuck with me for a long time and I plan on being right a lot more than I’m wrong.”


    “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me at all. Future lawyer that you are.”


    She laughs again, and this time I turn to face her. To cup her cheeks in my hands and slowly, so slowly, bring my mouth down to hers.


    It’s a lazy kiss, filled with memories and promises and all the moments that stretch between. I lick my way into her mouth, taking the time to explore her thoroughly. It’s only been four days since I’ve kissed her like this, but that’s four days too many. To hell with Brandon, to hell with my mom, to hell with everything, right now, that isn’t this. There will be time soon enough to deal with all the shit that’s headed straight at us.


    But Chloe breaks away too soon. And when she looks at me, the joy is gone. But it hasn’t been replaced by fear or sadness or rage. No, the look in her eyes—the look that rips right to the center of me—is her total, abject resolve.


    “Let them leak it,” she tells me.


    “What?” I couldn’t be more shocked if she suggested self-immolating in the middle of my office.


    “I have nothing to be ashamed of, and neither do you. Let your mother leak whatever she wants.”


    “It doesn’t work that way. Whoever gets the narrative going is the one who controls it. If she leaks it, it will be her story.”


    “So make it our story. You leak it.”


    “Are you serious?” I demand. “A few days ago you told me to do exactly the opposite of that.”


    “No, a few days ago I told you I didn’t want you going after Brandon and his illegal activities because I was afraid you were going to get hurt. But this? He’s already hurt me all he’s going to with this rape. If laying it all out on the line for the whole country to see is the only way for me to be totally free of him, and for you to be safe, then I say let’s do it. Now. He and your mother brought it on themselves.”


    “You don’t mean that. You can’t mean that. You don’t know what being the object of a story like this entails.”


    “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. But haven’t you been saying all along that you wanted to protect me? This is your chance.”


    “This is—I don’t—I haven’t even thought about this as an option.”


    “Oh, bullshit. You’re a brilliant guy, Ethan. Don’t tell me you didn’t look at all the options, including this one. I know I have. And while I might not know the sheer magnitude of what it entails, I think I’ve got a pretty good idea of what’s going to happen. Reporters at the gates at all hours of the day and night. Stories about me—and the rude, obnoxious comments that go with them—all over the internet. People calling me a slut or a whore or a gold-digging bitch. I can handle it. I swear.”


    “I don’t want you to handle it.” I repeat my words from earlier. Just the thought of those things happening to her makes me crazy.


    “Too bad that’s not a choice you get to make.” She presses another kiss to my lips, then walks across my office to the minibar in the corner like the debate is over—and like she isn’t the least bit bothered about the decision she’s making.


    Once there, she pours herself a glass of water. And I do my best not to pay attention to the fact that her hands are shaking.


    “So, oh wise one,” she says after she’s taken a long drink. “Tell me. How are we going to do this?”


    “I have no idea.” It’s not an option I was ever willing to consider.


    “Well, you better figure it out pretty quickly, because there’s no way your mother is getting the drop on us this time. No way in hell.”


    And she wonders why I love her, why sometimes the love I feel for her is so big, so expansive, so immense that it’s all I can do to keep from bursting into a million little pieces. This is definitely one of those times.


    “Stu and I will figure out the best way to do this,” I promise her. “We’ll do everything to keep you as safe as possible.”


    “I know, and I’m okay with that, as long as you keep yourself safe, too.”


    “I’m not the one I’m worried about here.”


    “Aren’t you glad I’m here, then? I can do the worrying for both of us.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 19


    I walk Chloe back to her office. She’s three buildings over, so we get to spend a few minutes holding hands in the sunshine, and it feels good. So much of our relationship has been, if not fully in darkness, then at least dark, that it feels amazing to have the warmth of the sun beating down on our faces and shoulders.


    If I were a more metaphysical sort, I’d say it feels like a sign. But I’m not, so I’ll just run with it. Just enjoy looking at the sun glinting off my wife’s strawberry blond hair. Just enjoy the feel of her hand, warm and steady, in my own.


    I’m planning on walking her all the way up to her cubicle, but once we get to her building she puts a hand in the middle of my chest and gently pushes me back from the door. “This is as far as you go.”


    She brushes a quick kiss onto the corner of my mouth.


    “What do you mean? I’ll walk you up.” I go to open the door.


    “No,” she says. “You won’t. I don’t walk you to your office like you’re a little kid, so you don’t get to walk me to mine.”


    “I’d love it if you walked me to my office. In fact, let’s head back that way right now.” I waggle my brows at her suggestively. “I’ll clear my afternoon schedule and we can—”


    “God.” She rolls her eyes at me. “You are such an idiot.”


    “Hey. Ten minutes ago you were calling me brilliant.”


    “Ten minutes ago, you were brilliant. Now you’re just pathetic.”


    “Watch it, lady.” I grab her wrist, pull her into my body. “Don’t you know us big-business types have very fragile egos?”


    “As if.”


    “It’s true. We need constant ego…stroking.” I shift my hips against hers to make sure she gets the pun.


    She does. “Geez, this is getting more ridiculous by the second.”


    She tries to shove me away, but I hold tight. I lower my head and drop a brief, but real, kiss on her mouth. And then I’m letting her go, watching her walk through the building’s lobby and away from me. And praying that she’s as ready for what’s about to happen as she thinks she is.


    The minute I’m back in my office, I call Stu back in. I cancel all my afternoon meetings and work on planning the best way to get this done. It’s Friday afternoon and there’s a part of me that wants to drop it into the news cycle tonight so that it can get absorbed over the weekend when everyone is busy with their own lives and not paying nearly as much attention to stuff like this as they do over the weekend.


    Stu says that’s a bad move, though. Says it makes us look like we’ve got something to hide. He wants to wait until Monday morning. We’ll have all our “ducks in a row” and we can “blow this thing wide open.”


    But my mother’s deadline is hanging over my head. The forty-eight hours runs out tomorrow night and I don’t want to get caught with our pants down on this. Now that Chloe’s made the decision that we’re doing this, I want to do it right.


    I tell Stu as much and he responds with, “That’s what I’m trying to do. We’ve got this, Ethan.”


    “I don’t want any fuckups, man. Whatever you do has to be super-quiet. I don’t want to tip our hand to them one second sooner than we have to.”


    “The only warning they’ll get is the calls that start coming in asking for comments. You hired me because I’m the best at my job, Ethan. It’s time for you to let me do that job.”


    “Before tomorrow night.”


    He grimaces. “Yes, before tomorrow night.”


    We’re going over some of the preliminary details, getting the rhetoric of the story down exactly as I want it to go out, when Dorothy buzzes in with a call from Sebastian. “I have to take this,” I tell Stu.


    “I’ve got a couple calls to make anyway. Fifteen minutes enough time?” he asks as he heads for the door.


    “It should be.”


    I wait for him to close the door behind him before I pick up the phone. “What’s up, Sebastian?” It’s not the friendliest of greetings, and the fact that he doesn’t call me on it means he’s as preoccupied as I am. Definitely not a good sign.


    “I got a call from Aria’s father a few minutes ago. It seems Brandon’s been sniffing around, trying to get other mafia support now that Valducci has cut him off.”


    “Aria’s father? What does he have to do with—” No one can accuse me of not being quick on the uptake. “He still has ties to Valducci after—”


    Sebastian pauses for long seconds, then reluctantly admits, “Yeah. He and Valducci are still close, even after what Valducci’s bastard of a kid did to her. That whole thing was pretty much supposed to be an arranged marriage anyway. To cement the familes’ relationship.” His voice seethes with a rage I’d have to be deaf to miss.


    Jesus. What is it with rich men treating their daughters like chattel? I thought we’d left that shit behind in the Middle fucking Ages. “I’m assuming things aren’t good between Aria and her father, so why’s he letting you know that?”


    “I think he’s trying to mend fences, as much as they can be mended. Plus, I don’t think he or Valducci know what to do in the situation. Valducci already cut Brandon off but your brother’s not going away. He’s making a lot of noise, really pushing for them to keep up their connections with him. Says he’s got a story that’s about to go live that will earn him the sympathy of the American public and make him skyrocket in the polls.”


    My blood runs cold and I decide it doesn’t matter if Stu wants to wait until Monday morning’s news cycle. We’re moving on the story tomorrow afternoon.


    “What’s Valducci say? Is he planning on breaking our agreement?”


    “I don’t know.” Sebastian’s voice is hard and deadly. “We’re not exactly on speaking terms. But I get the impression he plans on honoring the deal you guys made. But—”


    “But there are other guys who would have no problem with sliding a soon-to-be-congressman straight into their pockets.”


    “Exactly.” Sebastian pauses. “What do you want me to tell him, man?”


    “Tell him…” My mind whirls through a bunch of different courses of action, and none of them—save beating the hell out of my useless brother—provide much satisfaction. In the end, though, I can’t control everything. It’s a hard pill to swallow, but a necessary one. “Tell him if they consider it advantageous to get back into bed with Brandon, then I’m not going to try to stop them at this point. His whole campaign is going to implode in twenty-four hours anyway—there’s not much damage mob money can do in that amount of time.”


    Sebastian’s quiet for a moment, absorbing what I said—and what I didn’t say. “You’re going to leak what he did to Chloe?”


    “I’m not going to leak it. I’m going to come right out and say it. We’re going to give the story to a couple hand-chosen news outlets tomorrow morning and let them run with it.”


    Again, Sebastian doesn’t speak for long seconds.


    “What do you want to say?” I finally ask, when the silence has stretched on too long.


    “Nothing. I mean, it’s really brave that Chloe’s willing to step forward and do that. But is it worth hurting her like that, opening her up to the shitstorm that will come her way, just to bring your brother down?”


    “This from the man determined to destroy Nico Valducci at any cost?”


    “Not at any cost. That’s what I’m trying to tell you, man. I want that scum and his son in a cage so bad I can taste it, but I’m not willing to hang Aria out to dry to do it.”


    “And you think that’s what I’m doing to Chloe? Hanging her out to dry?”


    “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying the evidence we have connecting Brandon to Valducci is pretty overwhelming. And if he ends up getting in bed with Aria’s father or one of the other guys around here…that’s just more evidence to land him in jail. And no, none of that will have him paying for his most serious crimes. None of it will have him paying for what he did to your woman. But at the same time, keeping quiet about what he did to her will keep her name out of the national media. It won’t make what he did to her better, but maybe it will at least let her keep some semblance of peace.”


    His words hit me like bullets. Not because they’re new to me, but because they aren’t. Everything he’s saying is something I’ve already thought. A conclusion I’ve already reached. And the fact that I don’t have a choice, that my own mother is forcing me to put my wife in the middle of a three-ring media circus that has the potential to devastate her—makes me absolutely crazy. It makes me want to wrap my hands around Brandon’s throat and keep squeezing until the motherfucker isn’t a threat to anyone else ever again.


    I don’t say any of that, though. Instead, I tell him about my mother’s threat to leak the story and how I’m trying to get out in front of her, trying to control the rhetoric and how the story gets told.


    Sebastian curses, low and long as I lay out my rationale, and when I’m done, he says, “Fuck, man. You’re between a rock and a hard place.”


    “More like a rock and the hardest place.”


    “Yeah. That’s pretty much what I meant.”


    “I know.” I think back to Brandon, to the original reason for my best friend’s phone call. “Tell Aria’s dad that, at this point, it doesn’t matter to me if they want to get back in bed with Brandon. Their money isn’t going to save his career—nothing is. I’m planning on making sure of that.”


    “I hate to sound mercenary,” Sebastian adds, “but if he ends up crawling back in with one of them it will make it that much easier to hang them all later.”


    “Even Aria’s father?”


    He pauses then, thinks it over. “I guess, what it comes down to for me, is that these bastards made their own beds. Now it’s time for them to lie in them. And if that means they finally go to jail for what they did…it’s no more than they deserve.”


    I think about Chloe, about all the other women Brandon has hurt or will hurt in the future if he isn’t stopped. About my original plan that called for him going to jail for a long, long time. “He deserves worse than jail. They all do.”


    “I know. But seeing them stripped of their silk suits and fancy cars, seeing them locked in a cage they can’t get out of until someone lets them out…it’s enough. Right?”


    “Yeah,” I tell him, still trying to get a grip on the fury that’s been raging inside me since I saw my brother last night. “It’s enough.”


    Because I can’t change the past, can’t take away Chloe’s pain. All I can do is focus on making the future as good, and as safe, for her as I can.


    It’s enough, I tell myself again as I hang up the phone a couple minutes later. It has to be. Because there’s no way Brandon is ever going to hurt my wife again.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 20


    “What do you want for dinner?” I ask Ethan as we let ourselves into the house early Friday evening.


    It’s a relief to be home. Between the looks I spent all afternoon dodging and the whispered conversations about Ethan and his brother that I did my best not to hear as the news spread, I’m more tense than I’ve been in years. All I want is to take my shoes off, have a glass of iced tea and spend one last, normal evening at home with my husband before all hell breaks loose.


    Not that it hasn’t already started. When we left Frost Industries tonight, there were reporters stationed right outside the guard booth, just waiting for an opportunity to leap on Ethan and ask him about the statements he made yesterday about Brandon. He’d ignored them, kept the windows of the car firmly rolled up. But I have to admit I’d wished at least a couple times that I hadn’t been so insistent about driving home. Dodging reporters who seemed determined to throw themselves in front of my car was definitely not the easiest thing I’ve ever done.


    “Doesn’t matter to me,” Ethan says, stripping off his suit jacket, vest and tie. “Do you want to go out?”


    “Not even a little bit.”


    I follow him to the bedroom, where I slip out of my suit and into a tank top and the comfiest pajama bottoms I own. Ethan does the same, except he changes into a pair of well-worn jeans and one of his softest T-shirts. It’s the same color as his eyes and for a second—even with everything that’s going on—I get caught up in how beautiful he is.


    He catches me staring and a slow grin spreads across his lips as he pulls me into his arms for a long, lingering kiss that gets my blood humming. Yes, stress and fear are coiled in my stomach like a cobra waiting to strike, but when I’m in Ethan’s arms anything—everything—seems possible. Like somehow even this nightmare is going to be okay.


    “Do you want me to run out and get something?” he asks, before leaning in for another kiss. “There’s a new Italian place just off the beach that I’ve been wanting to try.”


    “What I want,” I tell him with my lips against his and my arms around his neck, “is for you to pour me a really big glass of iced tea. Then I want to cook dinner together and eat it while vegging out in front of a truly ridiculous movie. And then,” I continue, pressing a couple kisses to his jaw before moving on to the sensitive spot behind his ear, “I want you to take me out to the hot tub and make love to me under the stars.”


    I lick my way down his throat, loving the sweet and salty taste of him. “Do you think you can make that happen?”


    “I’ll give it my best shot,” he tells me, his hands sliding down to cup my ass, and pulls me against him.


    He’s already hard and I move against him, deciding dinner—and everything else—can wait. Except just as I reach for the top button of his jeans, Ethan pulls away.


    “Dinner,” he says, eyes smoldering and skin flushed from our kisses. “The lady wants dinner.”


    “The lady wants a lot of things,” I answer, making grabby hands for him.


    He laughs, drops another kiss on my mouth. “And, in time, she shall have them all.” He grabs my hand, pulls me pouting out of the room and down the hall to his state-of-the-art kitchen. “Why don’t you poke around, see what you can find? And I’ll get you that glass of iced tea. Unless you’d rather have wine?”


    Wine sounds delicious, actually, but no. No wine. Just in case my sudden weak stomach is due to more than nerves and upset. Which, it probably isn’t, but still, until my period shows up…Better to be safe than sorry. “Iced tea is perfect. And so are you. I’m not sure what I ever did to deserve you.” I mean for it to come out sounding light and flirty, but I choke up on the last few words.


    He stops in his tracks, sadness flashing in the depths of his glorious blue eyes. But then he seems to catch himself and it’s gone just as quickly as it came. “I have no idea,” he tells me. “But I’m more than happy to let you try to deserve me in the hot tub later.”


    “Wow. That’s so very, very nice of you,” I respond, my tongue firmly in cheek.


    “Yes, well, sacrifices must be made.”


    “Sacrifices?” I grab a piece of paper towel off the roll, ball it up and throw it at him. “You jerk.”


    He laughs as it hits him full-on in the face. “Hey, you’ve got a good aim. I never knew that about you.”


    “There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me,” I tell him primly, as I walk to the refrigerator and pull out the chicken I put in there to marinate before leaving for work this morning.


    “I’m aware of that.” He’s behind me now, wrapping his arms around my waist and pressing hot, openmouthed kisses against my neck. Stress or not, disaster looming or not, he makes me weak. Makes my knees tremble and my heart skip a beat, just like the fairy tales always promised.


    My own Prince Charming, I think whimsically as he heads toward the bar to get our drinks. Riding a Tesla instead of a horse, but that’s exactly the way I like him.


    I’m chopping potatoes into chunks when he returns a couple minutes later with a big glass of tea for me, as requested, and a Corona with lime for himself.


    Though I never say a word about it, Ethan must sense that I’m near my breaking point. So instead of talking about Brandon or his mother or the plan Stu is putting together even as we speak, we talk about anything and everything else as we cook dinner together.


    Ethan uses the indoor grill to cook the chicken and warm up the pita bread, while I season the potatoes with olive oil and a variety of Greek spices before putting them in the oven to roast. While they’re cooking, I clean some asparagus for Ethan to grill and make a quick Greek salad. Less than half an hour after he brought me my tea, we’re sitting down to dinner and a ridiculous Seth Rogen comedy that makes me laugh so hard I nearly cry. Ethan picked it out, and by this point, it’s no surprise at all that he knows exactly what I need.


    But then, he almost always does.


    As Seth Rogen starts a feud with Zac Efron and a bunch of frat guys, I cuddle into Ethan and put my head on his shoulder. There’s an easiness to us tonight that was lacking when we first got together, a feeling of rightness that doesn’t take away from the sexual tension humming in the air but only adds to it even as we laugh and laugh and laugh. It’s an easiness I love, and one I pray desperately that we’ll have a chance to keep.


    But, for all the relaxed conversation and cuddling, the later it gets the harder it is to ignore the specter of tomorrow that’s floating around the edges of my mind. I make a conscious decision not to let it in, can see Ethan doing the same thing several times throughout the evening. But it’s still there, just waiting for us to drop our guard. Just waiting to drag us down.


    I promise myself I won’t let it.


    When the movie is over, when the dishes are done and the kitchen cleaned up, Ethan keeps his promise. He takes me out to the hot tub and makes love to me under the stars. And as he wraps himself around me, as he takes me right to the edge of the universe and then flings me over, I think that this is it. This is what I’ve been looking for all along. Is it selfish to hope, to wish, to pray, that it will last?


    
      —
    


    All hell breaks loose in the morning. Boston and New York are three hours ahead of us and Ethan’s mother had the early morning news shows in both cities leading with the story.


    We find out when the phone rings at six a.m. Stu’s on the line to break the bad news and to discuss damage control. He’s already started the spin engine, of course, but it’s going to be a long ugly day. The first in a series of progressively longer, uglier days.


    I’m in bed, listening to Ethan yelling through the phone at poor Stu, demanding to know how the fuck this had happened, how the fuck he hadn’t had a heads-up this was going to go down this morning, when my stomach revolts. I make a mad dash for the bathroom, hand over my mouth, and end up on my knees, dry-heaving into the toilet.


    It only takes a second before Ethan’s there, too, holding me as my body betrays me yet again. Rubbing my back, murmuring soothing sounds as I face the fact that I’m still nowhere near as strong as I’d like to be. Not when it comes to this.


    “I’m sorry,” Ethan says over and over again. “I’m so sorry, Chloe. I never wanted this for you.”


    “Stop it!” I tell him, after I brush my teeth and rinse my mouth out with mouthwash. I’m still queasy, but I do my best to ignore it. “This isn’t your fault and you need to stop taking the blame for it.”


    “It’s completely my fault. I should have known she wouldn’t wait the forty-eight hours. Sneak attacks are always her style.”


    “And that’s why you didn’t know,” I tell him, brushing a kiss to his bare shoulder on my way out of the bathroom. “You don’t have a sneaky bone in your body.”


    “Maybe not, but I’ve got a few vengeful ones. She’s going to pay for this. She and Brandon both.”


    I don’t bother arguing with him, partly because I know it won’t make a difference and partly because I want vengeance, too. She called me a whore on national television, produced witnesses from that godforsaken school saying I’d chased Brandon for weeks and then called rape when he’d taken what I had so freely offered. Or at least, that’s what I’d managed to glean from Ethan’s half of the conversation with Stu. It’s more than enough to bring back all the hatred and rage and fear I felt when I was a freshman in high school, being bullied almost to the point of giving up. Giving in.


    And the fact that there are now dozens of reporters camped at the bottom of our driveway only makes the situation a million times worse.


    “Why don’t you go back to bed?” Ethan suggests gently. “I need to call Stu back and figure out how we’re going to counter this.”


    “I don’t think you can counter it, can you? Weren’t you just telling me that the person who releases the story is the one who controls the narrative?”


    “Yeah, well, not this time. Not this narrative.” He pull the covers back, tries to coax me back into bed.


    “I’m not a child,” I snap at him. “I’m not going to go back to sleep and leave you to handle everything.”


    I snatch my robe, start to put it on, but before I even slide my arms into the sleeves, I realize it’s not enough coverage for me. These accusations—no matter how untrue they are—have torn me open, left me feeling exposed and unprotected.


    Dropping the robe on the bed, I detour to the closet. It’s the middle of summer and toasty warm outside, but still I grab a pair of jeans and a high necked sweatshirt. I know the press is down at the end of the driveway, know that we have covers on all the windows they’re facing. But still, there’s an entire side of our house that faces the ocean—an ocean that anyone can hang out in or over. And the paparazzi have really powerful camera lenses.


    The last thing I want is them to get a picture of me looking anything but fully clothed. Especially since Ethan gave me a couple love bites last night that I have absolutely no desire for anyone else to see, ever.


    Soon, Ethan’s pulling on clothes, too—the same ones he wore for a couple hours last night and left crumpled in a chair before our late night hot tub adventure. Funny how circumstances change everything. Last night, those clothes looked so inviting. This morning, they look like armor.


    I start down the hall to the kitchen, flinching a little more with each step I take out of the cocoon of our bedroom. My stomach is still pitching and rolling, but I ignore it. This mess has already made me throw up twice. It’s not going to do it a third time.


    Ethan’s already on the phone, and this time he has it on speaker so I can hear everything Stu is saying. I know he’s trying to show me that he doesn’t think I’m fragile, that he doesn’t think I’ll break, but I can see him wince every time Stu says something he thinks will hurt me.


    I put on a pot of coffee, but the smell is so sharp that it upsets my already messed up stomach. I pour Ethan a cup, but settle on a cup of tea for myself. Then I pull out my tablet and start to Google. It doesn’t take long before I realize the story really is everywhere. As of now, I really do look like a whore and worse, Ethan looks like a fool.


    This is what people in America have woken up to this morning. This is what’s on their news home pages, what’s scrolling across their Twitter feeds, what’s being bantered about on Facebook. There are already a few Instagram pages up, most of them created by men who take the few public photos of me—including my wedding photos—and use them to zoom in on my various body parts while writing captions about how hard they’d rape me or how they want me to choke on their big, fat dicks.


    This is what my life has been reduced to. What I’ve been reduced to. Every law school I apply to will know about this scandal. Every admissions board will have at least one person who’s heard the lies, or read comments like these below an article about me. Or, worse, who will believe what they’ve read. The thought breaks through my resolve, through the calm façade I’ve worked so hard to keep up for myself as much as for Ethan.


    I look away, blink my eyes fast in an effort to hide the tears before he sees. But something must have caught his attention because Ethan wanders over, glancing down to see what I’m looking at. And all but rips the tablet out of my hands. He hangs up on Stu, who was in the middle of a sentence and speed-dials someone else. Seconds later, he’s talking to his security chief, his voice meaner and deadlier than I have ever heard it as he walks down the hall to his office. I try to follow, but he shakes his head at me sharply and after biting out a harsh—“stay off the fucking internet”—all but slams the door in my face.


    Seems like I’m not the only one who isn’t handling the stress well. I’m about to shove the door back open when my own phone rings. It’s Tori, and for a second I think about not answering it. The last thing I want right now is sympathy. I don’t know what I do want, but I know it isn’t that.


    “Unlock the front door, but don’t open it,” she tells me with no preamble. “I’ve got donuts and a pack of reporters hot on my heels.”


    Of course she does. Of course my best friend brought donuts to a crisis.


    I hurry down the hall and do what she says. I start to open the door and wait for her, but my earlier thoughts of long range lenses and paparazzi come back to me and so I just wait to the left of the foyer, out of the front door’s sight line.


    I’m only waiting a few seconds before I hear Tori’s car pull up practically to the front door. A car door slams and then the front door is flying open and my best friend is standing there, a bottle of Baileys Irish cream in one hand and a box of donuts in the other.


    “I don’t know about you,” she says, “but I am more than in the mood for a little Irish coffee this morning.” And then she’s dropping the donuts on the nearest table and throwing her arms around me. “And here I thought you’d be satisfied with the press you got from the wedding. Who knew you were such a fame whore?”


    I choke out a laugh, because how could I not? Besides, it’s laugh or cry and I have already done more than enough of the latter when it comes to Brandon. From now on, humor is definitely the way to go.


    “I think you mean infamy, don’t you?” I ask as I scoop up the donuts and usher her through the house.


    “Whatever. Six of one, half dozen the other.” She looks around suspiciously. “Where’s that idiot husband of yours? What’s the good of having more money than God if you don’t use it to bend people to your will?”


    “He’s not actually a despot, you know.”


    “Well, maybe he should be. At this point, I’m all for a good, old-fashioned beheading or two.” She pops open the donut box. “Cream or jelly?”


    The abrupt change of subject has me laughing all over again. “I don’t know that I’m up for either this morning, to be honest.”


    “Well then, take both.” She grabs a paper towel and dumps two donuts on it—then shoves it across the table at me. “And thank God, you’ve got coffee. The phone started ringing before seven this morning.”


    “Oh, God. I’m sorry.”


    She waves a hand airily. “Don’t even worry about it. I consider matching wits with reporters a blood sport. And you know how I love to draw blood.”


    She pours two mugs of coffee, adds a large dollop of Baileys to both. Then carries them over to the table before all but falling into a chair with an exhausted huff. “I’m telling you, this whole best-friend-to-the-rescue thing takes work.”


    “I’m sorry,” I tell her again and again she waves me away.


    “So, where is the man of the house? And whose death is he currently plotting?”


    “I think whose death am I not plotting is the better question,” Ethan says as he comes into the room. He’s got his cell phone in one hand and the house cordless in another. “Less people to name that way.”


    Tori laughs. “Yes, well, it’s about time. I’m looking forward to watching the great Ethan Frost kick a little ass.”


    “I’m going to kick a lot more than that,” he tells her, voice grim and eyes nearly black with fury. “Thanks for the donuts,” he adds as he grabs one.


    “There are few things in life a big pile of sugar and fat can’t make better. I mean, besides my ass,” Tori cracks. “But then, calories don’t count on days like today.”


    “Nothing counts on days like today,” I tell her.


    She nods in agreement. “Hey, you’re not drinking your special coffee.” She slides the mug closer to me even as she takes a big sip from her cup. “It will cure whatever the sugar and fat don’t.”


    Ethan raises a brow at that, at least until I point to the bottle of Baileys sitting on the counter. Then he just nods as he devours a second donut in three bites. He’s usually such a health nut that it’s strange to see him eating junk food—and enjoying it.


    “So, what exactly is the plan here?” Tori asks after she’s eaten two donuts and Ethan has downed three. Mine sit, untouched, on my napkin, but neither of them make mention of it. “I mean, besides ripping your no-good family limb from fucking limb?”


    “Tori!” I don’t think Ethan’s at the joking stage yet.


    “That’s pretty much the plan right now. My attorneys are contacting each of the other women Brandon raped and then paid to keep quiet. Hopefully, they’ll manage to get two or three who are willing to violate the nondisclosure agreements.”


    “Won’t there be financial penalties for them?” I ask.


    “Yes. And I’ll gladly pay every single penny. At the same time, Stu is launching his own counteroffensive. We’ve had a copy of your nondisclosure agreement delivered to contacts at CNN, MSNBC and various other sites—along with copies of the rape complaint you filed against him, complete with the photographs of the bruises that bastard left. Of course, we’ve made it clear that the photographs are of a minor and not to be used under any circumstances. They are merely to cement the argument.”


    “How did you get the complaint? He was a minor. The judge had it sealed.”


    Tori and Ethan both look at me a little pityingly as my best friend rubs her thumb against her index and middle finger in the universal gesture for money. Of course. I don’t know what I was thinking, imagining that police and court records were actually inviolate. It’s not like Brandon and his family hadn’t already taught me just how much money could buy.


    “And where are you going?” Tori asks. For the first time, I notice that Ethan is dressed in what I consider the most powerful of his power suits.


    “I’m meeting with one of my attorneys and a friend of mine from college who is now special agent in charge of the Los Angeles branch of the FBI. I’ll be showing him a file my private investigator has assembled that reveals Brandon’s very close ties to the Valducci crime syndicate. Two hours after he gets the file, it will be sent to the same news outlets that got your NDA. A few hours after that, we should have statements from one or two of the other women Brandon has hurt.”


    “Holy shit!” Tori says, clapping her hands in delight. “Ethan Frost is kicking ass and taking names. To be honest, I wasn’t sure you had it in you. I mean, you’re such a good guy and all.”


    “Yeah, well, good guys have a tendency to cultivate good friends in high places. Brandon and my mother counted, somewhat misguidedly I might add, on me feeling some kind of family loyalty toward them. What they didn’t count on was the fact that all my loyalty belongs to Chloe now. When they messed with her, they lost any chance they had to get out of this unscathed.”


    He grabs my untouched cup of Irish coffee and downs it in a couple of smooth swallows.


    “You didn’t set all this up in the last hour.” He looks at me for long seconds, like he’s trying to decide how much I can take. “Tell me,” I say.


    “This is the first wave of the plan I’ve been developing for the last three weeks.”


    “The plan I asked you not to do.”


    He meets my eyes unflinchingly. “Yes.”


    “How much more is there?” I ask. “What else do you have planned?”


    “I’m hoping nothing else will be necessary,” he tells me. “I’m hitting this hard so that it ends here. Now.”


    “If it doesn’t work?”


    “Oh, it will work.”


    “And if it doesn’t?”


    “If it doesn’t, then I have other leverage to use against my mother and stepfather. Leverage that will have a number of their connections putting pressure on them to make sure the story dies.” He says it matter-of-factly, but there’s a cold resolve in his eyes, in the way he holds his body, that sends a shiver straight down my spine. “Don’t worry, Chloe. I will clean this up.”


    This is the Ethan Frost that made an empire from nothing. The Ethan Frost who manages to stay on the very cutting edge of technology. The Ethan Frost who everyone forgets about because of the hugely generous philanthropy, the incredible employee benefits and the nice-guy exterior.


    But underneath all that is a core of pure steel, one that will not bend when threatened. One that will push back until his opposition is crushed beneath the weight and the power of it.


    It’s a new realization for me, one that is terrifying and fascinating and arousing, all at the same time.


    Before I can ask him any more questions, his phone beeps with a text. He glances at it, then says, “The helicopter is five minutes out.”


    “Helicopter?” I ask, wide-eyed. “You have a helicopter?”


    “I have three helicopters.”


    “Where’s it going to land?”


    “I’ve got a helipad on the roof.” He smiles at the incredulity on my face, then bends down and presses a lingering kiss to my lips. “I need you to lay low today,” he tells me. “Just chill in the house with Tori, watch movies, don’t answer the phone unless you recognize the number, don’t give the reporters anything to report on.”


    I start to say something, but he interrupts before I can so much as get a word out. “Please. I know it sucks. But it’s only for today, maybe for tomorrow. Please. I need to know you’re safe while I’m doing all of this or I’m going to lose my fucking mind.”


    “I’m not a moron, you know. I wasn’t going to argue. I was going to ask you to be careful.”


    “Oh.” He looks a little nonplussed, like that so wasn’t the answer he was expecting.


    “I may be an attorney in training, but I really don’t argue with you just to argue, Ethan. Besides, to be honest, there is nothing less appealing to me right now than having to face the vultures at the bottom of the driveway.”


    “I know. And I’m sorry you have to go through this.” He gets another text, just as I hear a helicopter approaching. “I need to go,” he continues. “I’ve got security guys on the way here. I’ll be texting you their photos as soon as I get them. There will be two in the backyard, two in the front yard, one in the alcove down by the water and two inside the gates at the bottom of the driveway. You won’t need to have anything to do with them, but I want you to know they’re there. And I want you to make sure that if, for any reason, someone comes to the door, it’s one of the men in the photos I’ll be sending you.”


    “Seven security guards? Seven? Seriously?”


    “I’d hire ten times that if I thought I needed to keep you safe.”


    “Okay, mushy hour is over,” Tori tells him with a groan. “Besides, from the racket overhead, I’m pretty sure the helicopter has landed. So grab your briefcase and go save the world. I’ll take care of your girl.”


    “I never had any doubt of that.” He grins at Tori, the first real smile I’ve seen from him all day.


    “Amazingly enough, your girl can take care of herself,” I say, mildly insulted.


    “Of course you can. But eight more people can take care of you even better.” And with that puzzling bit of knowledge hanging in the air, he takes off down the hallway at close to a jog.


    “Soooooo,” Tori drawls after several long seconds pass in silence. “You want to watch a helicopter take off from your roof?”


    “Actually, yes. I really kind of do.”


    “Hot damn!” She claps her hands with glee. “Let’s go!”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 21


    “Prince Charming, riding off into the sunset,” Tori says mockingly after Ethan’s helicopter has finally disappeared in the distance.


    “Totally accurate,” I agree. “Except for the fact that it’s barely eight in the morning. And he’s flying, not riding. And he’s not technically Prince Charming…so really, if you think about it, you’re O for three.”


    “Or you are. He’s your husband, after all.” She holds open the door that leads back inside, gestures for me to go through it.


    “Yes, he is. And even without all those things, I think I’m going to keep him.”


    “Uh, yeah. That’s for sure. I mean, if you don’t, I will.”


    I just roll my eyes as I lead the way down two flights of stairs and back to the kitchen. “So, since we’re trapped in here all day, what do you want to do? John Hughes movie marathon?”


    “How about a Scandal marathon?”


    “I don’t know. I kind of feel like there’s enough scandal in my life right now without adding Olivia Pope into the mix.”


    Tori bursts out laughing. “Good call. John Hughes movies it is. I call Ferris Bueller’s Day Off first.”


    “Really? I wanted Breakfast Club.”


    “You always want Breakfast Club. And then you fall asleep before we can watch any of the other movies. I swear you have boring-as-fuck narcolepsy or something.”


    “Or I work all day and I’m exhausted by the time midnight rolls around. But look, it’s only eight a.m. I promise I’ll make it through Ferris Bueller and Pretty in Pink before I succumb to any ‘boring-as-fuck’ sleeping disorders.”


    She eyes me suspiciously. “All right, whatever. But only because half of America is currently calling you a whore. And I swear, if you fall asleep before we watch at least three movies, I’m dragging your naked ass out to the pool and throwing you in. In front of what I am sure is no less than ten cameras aimed at your backyard. I mean, really, I should probably do it anyway. It would probably up your standing with at least half the population. The male half, but still.”


    “Great idea, Tori. You’re such a pal.”


    “I am,” she agrees with a grin. “No need to thank me, though. It’s a gift.”


    “It is,” I tell her, suddenly growing serious. “A really good gift. And I’m really lucky to have you.”


    “Oh, God. It’s just a few headlines, not a terminal disease. Don’t go getting all maudlin on me.” She scoops our cups off the table and carries them back to the counter. As she fills them with coffee, she adds, “Bring me the Baileys, will you?”


    “Sure. But I don’t want any. I think I’m going to stick to tea for a while.”


    “Where’s the fun in that? I mean, really, I’m going easy on you with the Baileys. Back in high school, Breakfast Club was totally a drinking game. Every time Judd Nelson looks at Molly Ringwald like he wants to fuck her, you had to take a shot.”


    “I’m not taking shots at eight in the morning.”


    “How I ended up with such a party pooper for a best friend, I have no idea.” She waves my cup under my nose. “Here, take this and I’ll grab the donuts. We can gorge while we watch.”


    The scent of coffee and alcohol hits me hard and, for the second time today, I make a mad dash for the nearest toilet. This time, I barely get there in time.


    Tori gives me my privacy, but is standing there with a wet washcloth when I finally make it out of the bathroom. “Don’t tie yourself up in knots over this,” she says, rubbing my back sympathetically. “It’s just a little blip on your way to happily ever after. Ethan will fix it.”


    “I actually think this is more than a blip.”


    “Well, yeah, obviously.” She cuts the flippant attitude and is suddenly dead serious. “The whole situation sucks, Chloe. No doubt about it. But your man is hella amazing. With the plan he’s got going on, they’ll be crying for Brandon’s blood before nightfall.”


    “You’re probably right,” I agree. “But that’s not the blip I was talking about.”


    “Oh. Okay.” She looks confused but receptive as she waits for me to say more.


    “I need you to do me a favor. And I need you not to tell anyone. And to not be judgey about it.”


    “Where’s the fun in that? I live to be judgey.” Her sarcasm is not lost on me.


    “I know, I know, sorry. I just…I need you to do something for me. I’d do it myself, but for obvious reasons, that’s not going to happen. At least not today. And I need—I need to know.”


    “Okay. Of course. But you know, right, that if you want me to help you, you’re going to actually have to tell me what you need me to do.”


    “I need you to run to the store and buy me a pregnancy test.”


    Her mouth drops open and for the first time in my life, I understand the expression “her eyes bugged out of her head.” Because Tori’s eyes do exactly that. “A pregnancy test?” she all but shouts.


    “I’ve thrown up the last two days. Plus I feel nauseous a lot of the time. And my period’s five days late. And we had unprotected sex. And—”


    “Jesus! Who needs a pregnancy test when you’ve got every symptom in the fucking book? Unprotected sex? Really? Have I taught you nothing?”


    “It just kind of happened. And I told you not to be judgey!”


    “I’m not judgey. I’m in shock! But okay, look. You go put your feet up or something and drink lots of water! I’ll run and get a pregnancy test and be back in like, a minute.”


    “I’m pretty sure I can stay upright. If I’m pregnant, it’s like only a little bit pregnant.”


    “There’s no such thing as a little bit pregnant.” Tori grabs a glass from the cabinet and fills it with filtered water. “Now go do something pregnant. And drink that! I’ll be back in a jiff and I want an answer so you’d better be able to pee on the little stick!”


    
      —
    


    Twenty minutes later, Tori waltzes back in the front door, this time accompanied by a man whose face matches one of the pictures Ethan texted me. She’s carrying a large brown paper bag and is grinning from ear to ear.


    “Thank you so much for your help, Alberto. Even threatening to run them over wasn’t getting those reporters to move.” She’s batting her eyes at him so hard that I’m afraid she’s going to take flight any moment.


    His face stays carefully blank. “No problem, ma’am. Next time, text that number I gave you and we’ll make sure the path is clear for you.”


    “You’re so kind. Thank you so much.”


    “It’s not a problem.” He turns to leave.


    “Should I give you my number? I mean, so you know who it is you’re getting a text from.”


    “As long as you identify yourself in your text, ma’am, it will be fine.”


    “But what if I forget—”


    “Thank you, Alberto. We appreciate your help.” I cut my best friend off before she can make an even bigger fool of herself. “You can go now.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    He practically runs back outside, pausing only to make sure the door is firmly closed behind him.


    “Seriously?” I say. “That really seemed like a good idea to you?”


    “It seemed like a great idea to me. He’s adorable!”


    “Whatever. Did you get the test?”


    “I did!” she crows triumphantly as she follows me into the master bedroom.


    Once there, she walks over to our unmade bed and turns the bag upside down. A ton of different things come pouring out.


    “What did you do?” I demand, staring at the bed in shock.


    “Okay, I’m sorry! I know it’s a lot—”


    “A lot? We don’t even know if I’m pregnant yet.”


    “I know. But if you are, you’ll need all of this stuff.” She picks up a gallon of milk in one hand and a bottle of prenatal vitamins in the other. “I was reading about it on my phone. Pregnant women need lots of added calcium and iron. So I got you a steak, too. I’ll make it for you for lunch.”


    She puts those items aside and reaches for an oddly shaped baby bottle. “Parenting magazine says this is the best shape to keep gas from getting into your baby’s stomach. But I also got nipple cream, in case you want to breast-feed. Because, ouch. Nobody wants cracked nipples. And there’s a pacifier and a bib and a onesie with cherries on it! Cherries, Chloe! Cherries!”


    “I can see that. And, are those baby go-go boots?” I ask, looking at the hot pink, sequined boots that—except for a very cute teddy bear—are the last thing on the bed.


    “They are, Chloe! They are! Every well-dressed baby needs go-go boots.”


    “What if it’s a boy?”


    “As if. I’ve already decided you’re having a girl.”


    “Well, as long as you’ve decided…”


    “Exactly. It’s the universe according to Tori. Things always work out exactly how I want them to.”


    I laugh, then, because she’s pretty much right. The universe does tend to do exactly what Tori wants it to. “You’re really excited by the idea of me being pregnant, aren’t you?”


    “Are you kidding me? Of course I’m excited. I am going to be the best aunt ever.”


    “You sure about that?” I tease.


    “Excuse me.” She holds the boots up again. Strangely, they go pretty well with her recently dyed turquoise hair. “Did I or did I not pick out the absolutely most adorable baby go-go boots in the whole world?”


    “I’m pretty sure they might be the only baby go-go boots in the whole world.”


    She shrugs. “Semantics.”


    “Okay, Tor.” I look at the now empty bed. “Except, did you forget something?”


    “What? What did I forget? I can go back out—”


    “The pregnancy test. Did you forget the pregnancy test?”


    “What? No, of course not. It’s in my purse. If I dropped the bag in front of the reporters, I didn’t want it to come flying out or something.”


    “Because the prenatal vitamins and nipple cream wouldn’t have been a dead giveaway? Not to mention the baby go-go boots?”


    “Shut up!” She pulls the test out of her purse and throws it at me. “Now go pee on the stick.”


    “But I don’t have to pee now—” I start to tease.


    “GO PEE ON THE STICK!”


    “Okay, I’m going. I’m going.”


    I’m still laughing when I pull my pants down and try to follow Tori’s orders. Trust my best friend to make into an adventure something that should have been incredibly stressful.


    I’ve barely got my pants zipped up when Tori’s pounding on the door. “Are you done? Are you done? Is it turning purple? Is there a plus sign? A happy face? An exclamation point? For the love of God, woman, tell me something.”


    I wash my hands, then go to open the door. “The directions say I have to wait five minutes.”


    “What? That’s crazy. Either the hormone is there or it isn’t.”


    I glance at the stick. “Well, it hasn’t done anything yet.”


    “What? Let me see.” She grabs it out of my hand and frowns at it. “Maybe you drank too much water and diluted it or something.”


    “I don’t think you can dilute it.”


    “I think you can. Maybe you should take another one.” She rushes back to her purse and pulls out another test.


    “How many of those did you buy?”


    “I don’t know. Like seven, maybe? There were a lot of different brands. I didn’t know which one to choose!”


    “So you chose all of them?”


    “Umm, yes. When exactly did you get so judgey anyway?”


    “I’m not being judgey. I’m—oh wait! It’s doing something!”


    “It’s doing something? What is it doing?” She rushes back across the room straight at me. “Let me see! Let me see!”


    She all but rips it out of my hand and then we both stand there, staring down at the little plastic wand as a symbol starts to appear in the little box.


    “Holy shit!” Tori says. “Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.”


    “Holy shit,” I agree.


    “You’re pregnant.”


    “I’m pregnant.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 22


    “How’d it go?” Sebastian asks as soon as I pick up the phone.


    “About as well as can be expected.”


    “What does that mean, precisely?”


    “It means he wasn’t happy about the fact that I sat on a lot of illegal information about Brandon. Especially since I wasn’t about to admit that I’m pulling the strings on a very elaborate plot designed to have my brother incarcerated for twenty years or so.”


    “I bet. What did he say, though? About the evidence? Was it enough?”


    “On the record, he played it really close to the vest. Told me the department would be looking into my complaint.” I pull out my sunglasses as I step outside and into the heat. The LA sun is brutal on the eyes at midday. “But off the record, he said he’d made some calls to the Vegas unit before our meeting. According to them, there’s been a sudden recent influx of calls from my brother to Nico Valducci.”


    “So, Aria’s dad was telling the truth, then.”


    “Looks like. They also said he isn’t the only mob guy Brandon’s been dealing with.”


    “They’re talking about the recent phone calls to the others, when he was trying to drum up support?”


    “He didn’t say, but I didn’t get that impression. It sounded to me like they were talking about the Armenians.”


    “Really?” There’s silence for a few moments as Sebastian digests my words, tries to think through them. I wish him luck, because I’ve been spinning ideas about it around in my mind ever since James mentioned it to me.


    “So he’s been fucking around behind the mafia’s back?” Sebastian asks, incredulous. “I never credited him for the guts to do that. Then again, he could just be a moron. Fucking around between the Italians and Armenians is not a smart move on his part. If Valducci finds out, he’s going to go ballistic. From what I understand, he despises the Armenians.”


    “Yeah, I know.” The thought sends a chill down my spine. “The question is what Brandon has to offer the Armenians, though. His money, sure, because I have no doubt he’s run up gambling debts with them, too. But from what I can tell, they’re more brute force than political finesse. What do you think?”


    “I think that’s a good way to put it. They’re not the patient sort—I can’t see them waiting for him to be elected, waiting for him to get some power in Congress before they start calling in favors he owes them. I mean, I don’t know for sure. I can do some digging.”


    “No, don’t worry about it. You’re already up to your balls dealing with all the Valducci crap,” I tell him as I climb into the limo waiting to take me back to the nearest public heliport. “I don’t want you to stick your neck out any more than you already have. And I sure as hell don’t want you drawing the attention of the Armenians by asking questions they don’t want you getting answers to.” I was okay with him helping me with the Valducci thing because he had his own ax to grind in that. But the Armenians? No way.


    “I can be subtle.”


    “Yeah, like an eighteen-wheeler can be subtle,” I tell him. “No, Sebastian. You’ve already done more than enough. I’ll call my PI. Let him dig around for a while, see if he can figure out what he missed.”


    “I don’t mind. You’re my best friend.”


    “Yeah, and that’s why I do mind.”


    He snorts. “Well, shit, Frost. I didn’t realize you were going to go all kumbaya on my ass.”


    “What can I say? It’s Chloe’s influence.”


    “Yeah. How’s she doing? What happened today was insane.”


    “That’s one way to put it.”


    “Your mom, man. Bringing this shit up, going after Chloe like that, was stone-cold crazy. She had to know you’d fire back.”


    “I’m pretty sure she thought family loyalty would keep me in line.”


    Sebastian snorts. “Well then, she’s obviously never seen you with your wife. You look at her like she’s the sun.”


    “For me, she is.”


    “Yeah.” He clears his throat uncomfortably. “I feel that way about Aria, too.”


    “Now who’s going all kumbaya on whom?”


    “Fuck off.”


    “Yeah, I get that a lot.”


    He laughs, but then he turns serious pretty quickly. “Hang in there with the Chloe situation, okay? I was online a little while ago—the media’s already beginning to turn in her favor. I assume you had something to do with that?”


    “I had everything to do with it.”


    “I figured.” He clears his throat. “Well, if you need anything, let me know. I’ll be happy to help out any way I can.”


    “I know, man. Thanks.”


    “Tell Chloe that Aria and I are pulling for her.”


    “I’ll do that.”


    We hang up and the phone rings again seconds later, before I’ve had so much as a chance to glance through the first of the texts I got from Stu and my attorneys while I was in the meeting with James. It’s not Chloe—which is all that matters—so I start to let it go to voicemail. Until I see the name that pops up on my screen.


    Miles Girard.


    Fuck. Chloe’s older brother is calling me. Seeing as how we’re not in the habit of friendly little chats—the first and only time we’ve ever met ended in a fistfight—I know he’s got a reason to be calling. And it doesn’t take a genius to know what that reason is.


    Talking to him is pretty much the last thing I want to do right now—I hold him and her parents as culpable in Chloe’s pain as I hold myself and my own family—and a million different curses run through my mind as I accept the call.


    “This is Ethan Frost,” I say the moment the phone stops ringing.


    “Ethan. This is Miles, Chloe’s brother.”


    “I know who it is.”


    “Yeah.” I don’t say anything else and neither does he, so it doesn’t take long for the silence to stretch out awkwardly between us. Maybe I should make it easier for him by getting the ball rolling, but the fact of the matter is, he sold my wife out. For a million dollars and a shot at turning his precious inventions into a business, he sold out his baby sister. He let her rescind her statement, let her bear the brunt of psychological terror and vicious ridicule all on her own. None of which makes me inclined to help him out with so much as a conversation starter.


    “Look, I know you hate me, but I need to talk to you.”


    “So talk.”


    “I’ve seen the news. I mean, not that that’s exactly a surprise. Most of the English-speaking world has seen at least a little bit of today’s coverage on my sister. They’re tearing her apart.”


    “Yeah, they are.”


    “Why aren’t you stopping it? She’s your wife, man. It’s your job—”


    “Don’t tell me what my job is. When it comes to Chloe, I know exactly what my responsibilities are and the last thing I want is to hear her weak, sell-out, throw-her-to-the-wolves-for-his-own-gain older brother telling me that I’m falling down on the job.”


    “That’s not what I meant.”


    “That’s exactly what you meant. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a meeting starting in fifteen minutes to discuss the best moves to make in this situation.” It’s a lie—I’ve already had that meeting, three times today alone—but he doesn’t need to know that.


    “Jesus. You don’t make this easy, do you?”


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize making things better for you was in my job description.” I sound like an asshole, but the truth is I don’t even care. If he was here, I’d beat the shit out of him. Tear him limb from limb as payback for what Chloe is going through. But he’s three thousand miles away right now and all I’ve got to make my point perfectly clear is my asshole behavior.


    “I want to help.”


    “What?” If there were any four words in the English language that I wasn’t expecting to come out of this dickhead’s mouth, it was definitely those four. And definitely in that order.


    “What does that even mean? You want to help?”


    “I don’t know. But I can’t stand seeing her get ripped apart when she did nothing wrong. When she caved to parents who made her life a living hell until she did. I want people to know that. I want people to know the real Chloe Girard, not the one your mother—and the press—is painting her as. I was there, man. I watched your mother rip her to shreds, then came home and watched my parents do the same thing. And I did nothing. I was so caught up in my inventions, so caught up in my head, that the change in my sister barely registered. Until it was too late.”


    His words have fresh guilt washing over me. Because it was my mother who put things in motion, my mother who tore Chloe apart. And she used my money to do it. Some days—and today is definitely one of those days—the shame is so great that I can barely look at myself in the mirror.


    “I can’t absolve you of your guilt, Miles. I have my own.”


    “I’m not looking for redemption, man.”


    “Then what are you looking for?”


    “Restitution, maybe. A chance to help, definitely.” He pauses, waits for me to say something. But I don’t know what to say. “Tell me what to do, man. I know you’ve got stuff planned. You said you’ve got a meeting planned to figure out how to fix this. Let me help you, help her. Tell me what to do.”


    The request is so unexpected that for long seconds, I don’t know how to reply. Don’t know what to tell him to do. I’ve got the release of information planned down to the second—and to the most minute detail. But Miles—or anyone from Chloe’s family, really—never factored in. Until now. And the truth is, he can help. He can tell the story that I’m not willing to let Chloe tell. And because he’s a man, and because he’ll be admitting his own culpability in the situation, he’ll be believed. It sucks, but that’s the way the world works.


    But more than that, Chloe is still his sister. And he wants to help her. Who am I to turn him down just because of the anger I have for him? He has the right to defend his sister if he wants to.


    “You need to talk to the press,” I tell him.


    “That’s easy. They’re camped outside my doorstep right now.”


    “Yeah, that’s pretty much the epidemic going around.”


    “So what? You want me to just open the door and tell them my story?”


    “No! No, that’s the last thing I want you to do.” Already I’m texting Stu his number, filling him in on the situation as briefly as I can. “My publicist is going to call you in a few minutes. I want you to tell him what happened, how it happened, how you feel about what happened. And then I want you to let him help you. He’ll polish up your statement, make sure you’re putting the most tragic, most convincing story forward. And then he’ll pick the best place to release your statement. He’s very good at his job, so I’m going to need you to trust him, to listen to what he tells you. Can you do that for me?”


    “Yeah.” There’s no pause, no hesitation at all. Just firm, absolute resolve. It’s enough to convince me when his words didn’t.


    “I’ll make sure Stu gets you started with whatever you need.”


    “I don’t need anything,” he tells me, and for the first time I hear the tears in his voice. “I’m just tired of watching my sister get kicked.”


    “Yeah. Me, too.” I consider it admirable restraint not to mention that he’s done some of the kicking. But then, again, so did I. I wrote the check, after all.


    “Thanks for your help, Ethan. I didn’t know who else to call.”


    “You’re welcome. I know you didn’t have to do this—”


    “I do love her, man, and it kills me that I let her go through this alone for so long.” He clears his throat. “Okay, I’ll let you go. But I’ll be waiting for that call from your publicist.”


    “Good. And, Miles, thank you, for stepping forward to help your sister.”


    “Yeah. I just wish it wasn’t seven years too late.”

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 23


    I don’t make it home until well after seven. I left LA at three-thirty, but I stopped by Frost Industries for one last meeting with Stu before making my way back to our house. Back to Chloe.


    On the plus side, the narrative is changing. My lawyers got two girls to come forward and speak out against Brandon—which isn’t as many as I’d like, but that doesn’t mean I’m not exceptionally grateful to the two of them for the sacrifices they’re making. Marybeth appeared on CNN at five and Lisa just finished being interviewed live on the nine o’clock EST show MSNBC was doing. Besides, there might very well be more as the days go on and the ones who don’t want to step forward see others speaking out.


    Stu and his team have been working via social media all day to get all the new information disseminated and half an hour ago, three major news stations led with the information that FBI agents had just shown up at Brandon’s house with a search warrant. He wasn’t there, but that didn’t stop them from entering the property. Pictures of the whole thing are all over the internet. On the negative side, so are disgusting, vile Tumblrs and Instagrams devoted to objectifying Chloe and calling her unimaginable names.


    Stu has a team member doing nothing but scouting for sites like that, and still we can’t get them taken down fast enough. Every time we get the plug pulled on one, three more crop up. We’re still trying, though, and will continue to scout for them. I never again want to see the look on Chloe’s face that I saw this morning when she was on social media.


    Fuck. Sometimes I just don’t get people. I don’t understand what makes them want to lash out at some woman they don’t even know. Why they want to hurt her just because they can.


    It’s always been like that, though, and probably always will be. Nothing I say or do is going to be able to change it. Which is why I spend too much of the day reminding myself to concentrate on the things I can change and to let the rest take care of itself.


    It’s a lot harder to do than it is to say. Especially on days like today.


    When I let myself into the house at seven-thirty, I’m not quite sure what I’m going to find. I’ve been in contact with Chloe all day—phone and text—and she seems like she’s holding up pretty well. But then, she’s a master of disguise. God knows, she’s had years of practice at falling apart on the inside while staying totally calm, totally composed on the outside. Chloe doesn’t like to be exposed, doesn’t like to show her wounds to anyone, not even Tori and me. So trying to gauge her moods sometimes is more like practicing magic than actual human observation.


    Which is just one more reason I’m so glad to be home. I’ll let her keep the stiff upper lip as long as Tori is here, but once we’re alone, I’m going to push. The woman who was so upset that she spent the morning dry-heaving in the bathroom isn’t suddenly okay with what’s going on, no matter what she says to me when I call.


    I wind through the house looking for my wife, end up following the sound of music to the kitchen. That’s where I find her, cooking dinner and drinking what looks like Pellegrino out of a champagne glass. Although, cooking dinner is somewhat of a loose term in this situation. What she’s really doing is dancing around the kitchen with Tori to Mark Ronson’s and Bruno Mars’s “Uptown Funk.”


    It’s so far from what I’m expecting to find that it takes me a little time to adjust. So I just stand there, in the shadows, watching my wife giggle as she tries a particularly intricate dance move. She looks good. She looks really, really good. And, judging from the empty bottles of sparkling water sitting out on the counter, she isn’t even drunk. Which makes her a better person than I am, because if I’d gone through what she has today, I’d probably be drowning my sorrows at the bottom of a tequila bottle.


    The song ends with a flourish and Chloe catches sight of me as she takes an imaginary bow. There’s a part of me that expects her to flinch or to grow pale—something, anything that lets me know that she blames me for getting her into this mess to begin with. But she just smiles and holds out a hand to me as a Needtobreathe song comes on next.


    I take her hand—of course I do—and pull her into my arms. Then I dance her around the kitchen as the words to “Something Beautiful” wash over us. It could be any other night, one whose day hadn’t started with half the English-speaking world calling my wife a whore. I don’t know how she does it. How she can stay so calm and look so happy even in the face of everything that’s going on around her.


    I search her face, her eyes, for telltale signs of stress. She’s still too pale, but her eyes are soft instead of anxious, the skin around her mouth relaxed instead of drawn. The time with Tori has obviously done her good.


    I look over at my wife’s best friend, find her leaning against the counter, a champagne flute filled with water lifted to her lips. It’s the first time in pretty much our entire acquaintance that I haven’t seen her with an alcoholic drink in close proximity to her person and I mouth a heartfelt, “Thank you” to her as I spin Chloe around the center island. She nods back, a silly grin on her face.


    The oven timer goes off just as the song ends. “So, that’s what you spent the day doing?” I ask as Chloe reaches for a pot holder. “Cooking?”


    “Only the last couple of hours. We spent most of the day alternating between watching John Hughes films and the news.”


    “And don’t forget cursing Brandon Jacobs’s existence,” Tori adds. “We did plenty of that, too.”


    “Well, yeah.” Chloe looks a little embarrassed admitting that, but to be honest, I’d be more shocked if she hadn’t spent the day wishing my brother dead, or at least badly maimed. God knows, it’s what I did.


    “We turned off the TV a while ago,” Chloe tells me as she reaches for a pot holder. “Couldn’t take it anymore.”


    “I get that.”


    But still I walk over to one of the cabinets that line the side of the kitchen and push a button on the side. The top opens up and a television set slowly lifts out of the console below.


    “We have a TV in here?” Chloe asks, dumbfounded. “Why do we have a TV in here?”


    “In case you want to follow along with a kitchen show while you’re cooking. Or catch up on the news. Whatever.” I grab the remote from the small alcove carved into the wood next to the TV stand and change the station to CNN. Currently they’re just starting their Washington recap, which means that—while they’re talking about the president’s economic policy right now—it won’t be long before they hit on Brandon. He was the huge front-runner for his district, and as such makes for good political fodder.


    “We’re just about to eat,” Chloe tells me as she pulls a pan of roasted chicken out of the oven. “Maybe we could watch this later?”


    “I’ll turn it off in a couple minutes,” I promise. “But right now, there’s something coming that I think you’ll want to see.”


    I hate the way her voice has suddenly gone small and stressed. And if I hadn’t gotten that text from Stu a few minutes ago, I never would have turned the TV on to begin with. But I did get the text, and something tells me she’s going to want to know Miles is standing up for her. It might be seven years too late, but it’s something, especially today. Especially right now. And she deserves to see it.


    “I think I’ve pretty much seen it all today. But thanks—”


    “It’s not what you think. I mean, it is. But Stu just messaged me. In a few minutes—”


    “Miles!” Tori exclaims.


    “What?” Chloe turns to look at her as if she’s crazy.


    But Tori’s pointing to the screen as I turn up the volume. “He called me today. He wanted to know how to help you.”


    We’ve missed the reporter saying who Miles is and the list of his credentials, but not what he has to say. Which, it turns out, isn’t that much. But, looking at my wife’s face as she watches her brother explain how Chloe was railroaded into signing that agreement only to have her parents use the money to start a company for him, I also know that it’s everything.


    He’s taking the last shred of doubt away, turning Chloe from a pariah into a paragon. And I couldn’t be happier.


    “You did this,” she tells me, voice choked and tears pouring down her cheeks as she buries her face in my chest.


    “No. He’s the one who called me because he wanted to help. I just gave him the vehicle to do it.”


    “It’s a good vehicle,” Tori says from where she’s still lounging indolently against the cabinet. But there’s something in her voice, that makes me think she’s a lot more perceptive—and a lot more interested in what Miles had to say—than I was giving her credit for.


    “A really good vehicle,” I think Chloe says. It’s hard to tell since her words are muffled against my shirt. And because she’s still crying.


    “It’s okay, baby.” I card my fingers through her curls, rub the tips of my fingers against her scalp in the way that usually makes her purr. “Let it out. If anyone deserves a good cry right now, it’s you.”


    “You have no idea,” Tori says with a snort.


    Before I can even begin to puzzle out what that means, she’s handing me a glass of tequila with a squeeze of lime. “Here. I figure after the day you’ve had, you’ve earned it.”


    “I’m not going to disagree.” I take a grateful swallow, savoring the way the liquor burns all the way down my throat.


    Chloe spends a couple more minutes pressed against me, but finally manages to pull herself together enough to start plating the roasted asparagus she pulls from the oven while Tori puts the mashed potatoes in a serving bowl. I want to pull Chloe back into my arms, want to hold her so close that nothing can ever hurt her again. But she’s not that kind of woman—she might have been willing to let me take care of things today since I already had the plan in place, but if I try to take over anything else, it’ll probably end with her taking a shot at my balls.


    Deciding discretion really is the better part of valor, I start walking toward the bar. “What kind of wine would you ladies like me to open?”


    There’s an odd silence, and when I turn back to Chloe her cheeks are flushed and her eyes downcast. “What’s going on?” I start to ask, but I’ve barely got the first word out of my mouth when a breaking news graphic flashes across the TV just as a commercial ends.


    One of CNN’s Washington anchors comes on the screen, looking a little confused and a little shocked—like she’s still in the middle of being fed whatever story her producer considers breaking news. But within seconds she gets it together and starts talking, just as a graphic of my brother flashes across the right half of the screen.


    “And in a truly bizarre, and tragic, turn of events—in a story that has been filled with bizarre and tragic twists, it’s now being reported that the body of Brandon Jacobs has been found in his house by the FBI team executing a search warrant on his property. I repeat, the body of Brandon Jacobs, best known as the younger half brother of noted philanthropist and tech genius Ethan Frost, as well as a candidate in this year’s election for the US House of Representatives for Massachusetts’s seventh district, has been found in his house by the FBI. We have no other details at this time, but will keep you posted as we learn more.


    “As many viewers know—if you’ve been watching our coverage throughout the day—it’s been a bit of a rough afternoon for Brandon Jacobs. He—”


    The sound of breaking glass distracts me and I look around, searching for the source. It isn’t until Chloe grabs on to me and guides me to one of the breakfast nook chairs that I realize hazily that the noise came from me. My drink had slipped from my hand, the glass shattering on the hardwood floor.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 24


    Oh shit. Fuck, fuck, fuck. This isn’t happening. Someone, please, tell me this isn’t happening. But it is. Oh, God, it is.


    Ethan hasn’t moved since I got him seated in the breakfast nook. Instead, he’s just sitting, hands clasped, elbows on knees, staring hard at the floor—and the broken glass that is strewn across it.


    The TV continues to drone on about Brandon’s life—and the bizarre turns that led to him being found dead. At the moment, there are no other details. No cause of death, no location of the body in the house, nothing like that. Just the confirmation that came from the FBI when the local coroner’s van was dispatched to Brandon’s property.


    “Ethan.” No response. I put my hand on his arm, on his cheek. Still no response. “Baby, please, can you look at me?”


    He doesn’t so much as blink. He just keeps staring, eyes wide and pupils dilated in what I’m pretty sure is shock.


    I can hear Tori moving behind me, her heels clicking on the wood as she crosses the kitchen. Even though I don’t turn to look, I know where she’s going. Sure enough, the TV snaps off seconds later.


    “Take him in the other room,” she tells me and this time I do look at her. She’s crouched down next to the glass Ethan broke, mopping tequila off the floor and gathering up the glass shards. “I’ll take care of this and let myself out.”


    “I’m fine,” Ethan says, pushing to his feet.


    “Baby, I think—”


    “I’m fine,” he reiterates. “Leave the mess, Tori. I made it, I’ll clean it up.”


    She ignores him, keeps cleaning, so that his words hang in the air between us. They’re so eerily similar to the ones he’d uttered this morning—Don’t worry, Chloe. I will clean this up—that they give me pause. I can see by his hesitation, by the way he suddenly can’t figure out what to do with his hands, that he recognizes the echo, too.


    Ethan had tried to clean up the mess his mother made and now his brother is dead. Whether or not his actions today caused his brother’s death—and I don’t think they did—doesn’t matter. But the fact that he believes he did—and it’s obvious that he does—matters a lot right now.


    I stoop down beside him, start to help him pick up the bigger pieces of glass. Except the smell of the tequila turns my stomach so badly that I have to breathe in through my mouth, have to swallow half a dozen times before I can focus on anything but the desperate need to throw up. I force the nausea back down. This isn’t the time or the place for it.


    After we’re done cleaning up, Ethan stands. Holds out a hand to help me to my feet. Then turns and walks away without a word. It’s one of the eeriest things I’ve ever seen.


    “Go after him,” Tori whispers to me, but I’m already moving, already following him down the long winding hallway to his office. As I do, I’m vaguely aware of Tori gathering up her stuff to leave. A few seconds later I hear the front door open and close.


    “Ethan. Please. Talk to me,” I tell him as I follow him into the office. I don’t know what I want him to say, but this silence is killing me.


    The vacant look in his eyes is killing me.


    He shrugs a little. “I’m not sure what you want me to say.”


    “Whatever you need to say. It can’t be healthy to keep whatever you’re feeling all balled up inside you.”


    “I’m fine, Chloe. There’s nothing to talk about.” He takes off his suit jacket, throws it over the arm of the couch. “I was in the middle of ruining him—why should I care what happens to him?”


    His eyes are steady on mine, his face completely blank as he says it. But his voice—his voice—is dark and shaky and off. Just off.


    “Nobody should have to find out that someone they love is dead from a news report.” I put a hand on his arm, squeeze gently. My stomach is still rolling with the horror of it. A breaking news report. What the hell is wrong with the FBI in Massachusetts? Don’t they know anything about notifying next of kin before letting announcements like that into the mainstream media?


    “Then I guess it’s a good thing I despised him, isn’t it? It’s not like I care if he’s dead.”


    It’s such a blatant lie that I don’t bother calling him on it. Instead, I walk up behind him, wrap my arms around his waist. Rest my cheek against his back. And notice—for the first time—the fine tremor running through him.


    My big, strong, tough husband is shaking like a leaf.


    Before I can call him on it, though, his smartphone rings. He stiffens, one hand coming up to rest on mine as the other fishes in his pocket for his phone.


    “Let it go to voicemail,” I tell him softly. “There’s nothing so important right now that you have to take this call.”


    He glances at the screen. “It’s my mother.”


    Fuck. Of course it is.


    He accepts the call, puts the phone to his ear. And even though it’s not on speaker, I’m close enough—and his mother is loud enough—that I can hear the entire conversation.


    “Did you kill him?” she demands as soon as he answers the phone, her voice shrill and high and nearly incoherent with pain. “Tell me the truth, Ethan. Did you kill my son?”


    “What? Of course not, Mom! I’m in California—”


    “Did you have him killed?”


    “Jesus, Mom. No! I would never do anything like that—”


    “I never thought you’d do half of what you’ve done. You’ve turned against your family, humiliated us in front of the whole world, destroyed everything that was important to your brother. Why am I supposed to think it’s such a stretch that you’d actually kill him, too?”


    “Because it’s a long way from turning proof of a guy’s illegal activities over to the FBI to killing him,” Ethan tells her. There’s a pleading note in his voice I’ve never heard before, like he’s seeking absolution from her for a crime he didn’t commit.


    “I don’t believe you.”


    “Mom, please—”


    “No! Even if you didn’t do this, even if you didn’t actually point the gun at him and shoot him yourself—”


    Ethan flinches like he’s absorbing a hit. “Is that what happened to him?”


    “Like you care! Even if you didn’t actually kill him, this is still your fault. You did this.”


    “I didn’t—”


    “You did! You pushed and pushed and pushed and pushed until someone got angry enough that they killed him. Or until he killed himself. Either way, the blame is on you. Either way—”


    I grab the phone from him then, disconnect the call.


    “What are you doing?” He turns on me, furious.


    “You don’t need to listen to that poison.”


    “She’s my mother!”


    “Yes, but right now she’s not acting like it. Right now, she’s in pain and she’s lashing out at you because she knows you’ll take it. And I’m not having it.”


    “That’s not your choice!”


    “It is my choice. Right now, it is my choice. Because, unlike her, you are the most important thing to me. You are who I’m worried about. You are who I love, and there is no way I’m going to stand here and listen to your mother systematically destroy you because she’s a selfish, bitter, angry old woman who can’t deal with her own culpability in this situation.”


    “This isn’t the time for this, Chloe. I need to call her back, need to find out about funeral arrangements. Need to—”


    “What you need is to breathe,” I tell him, taking his hands in mine and holding them to my heart. “You’ve just had an unbelievable shock. You need a little time to process it, to let your mind accept what’s happened. And so does your mom. Calling her back right now isn’t going to do anything but give her a chance to spew more poison at you. She just lost her son. You just lost your brother. The three of you were at terrible odds, locked in a horrible battle, when it happened and that makes everything so much worse. You need to let it rest tonight, just let it rest. In the morning, you can call her back and the two of you can talk. But for now, you need to leave it alone. Tomorrow is soon enough to take the weight of the fucking world on your shoulders.”


    He closes his eyes for a moment, drops his forehead down to mine as a long, slow shudder racks his powerful body. In this moment his pain is a tangible thing, so real and loud and out there that it sucks up all the air in the room.


    I wrap my arms around him, hold him to me as tightly as I can. As tightly as he’ll let me.


    It’s the only moment of weakness he allows himself. And then he’s pulling away, his face a blank mask so anathema to the man I love that I barely recognize him. “Why don’t you go eat?” he suggests as he takes his phone back from me. “I have some calls to make.”


    Get something to eat? Did he really just suggest that? Is he really sending me away like some kid who can’t play at the grown-ups’ table? “I’m not going to let you push me away,” I tell him firmly.


    “I’m not pushing you away. I have to make some calls.”


    “Can’t they wait until tomorrow? It’s late on the East Coast—”


    “No, they damn well can’t wait until tomorrow. I want to know what’s going on. I want to know how he died. I want to know what the investigation looks like so far. I want—”


    I cut him off with a kiss that he doesn’t return. But he doesn’t push me away, either, and that’s something, I suppose. “I want to help.”


    “There’s nothing for you to do—”


    “There’s nothing for either of us to do! But if you’re going to be making phone calls and dealing with this, then so am I. For better or worse, remember? You’re stuck with me.”


    “Yeah, well, I’d like to know when the better’s going to start. Because, God knows, we’ve had the worse.”


    He doesn’t mean them to, but his words cut like knives. Especially considering the fact that I’m carrying his baby right now—something I’d had every intention of telling him tonight, before all hell broke loose.


    I shove the hurt down deep, though, refuse to let it affect me. Partly because I know he doesn’t mean what he’s saying and partly because this—here, now—isn’t about me. It’s about my husband. And no matter how much he despised Brandon, no matter how many terrible things Brandon did, he was still Ethan’s brother. His baby brother. That connection runs deep, no matter what Ethan says. Look at Miles, who put himself on television tonight and did a full mea culpa to help his baby sister. We may not talk much, there may be a bunch of bad blood between us now, but it is blood that’s between us. It is family.


    And so I shove my own feelings aside to be examined later and concentrate on being there for my husband. He’s giving every indication that he doesn’t need me, that he doesn’t need anyone, but I held him in my arms. I heard that one sob he couldn’t hold back. I felt him shaking like a leaf. He needs me and I’m not going to let the bullshit of the past, all the old hurts and horrors, keep me from being here for him.


    Which is why I kiss him a second time, wrapping him up in a hug that I hope shows all the love I have inside for him and none of the turmoil that’s shredding me a little more with every second that passes.


    “Make your phone calls,” I tell him softly. “I’m going to get you some food—”


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “I know. But you need to eat. The calories will help fend off the shock.” At least, I’m pretty sure that’s how it works. I think I read it somewhere.


    He doesn’t say anything else. That could be because he’s lost in his own head or because he’s scrolling through his smartphone. Or it could be because he just doesn’t have anything else to say to me right now.


    As I walk back down the hall to the kitchen, I really pray it’s not the latter.


    
      —
    


    The rest of the night passes in a kind of surreal daze. Ethan spends it trying to cut through a bunch of bureaucratic nonanswers from various friends he has in various positions in the government. Though murder is usually a state crime, because Brandon was a candidate for federal office, the FBI—in conjunction with the Secret Service—has taken over the investigation. And except for the initial confirmation that Brandon is indeed dead, they aren’t talking. It takes three hours for Ethan to even get someone to admit that it definitely looks like foul play and not self-termination.


    And because he’s wearing his very best poker face, I can’t tell if that knowledge makes my husband feel better…or worse.


    The condolence phone calls start coming in. From business partners. From acquaintances. And from friends. Most of those calls come on the house phone, so I field them while Ethan threatens and cajoles every contact he can think of on the law enforcement front.


    Sebastian calls at one point, after not getting through to him on his cell phone.


    “How is he?” he asks me once he identifies himself.


    I don’t know how to answer that. I mean, I know how I’ve answered it to everyone else who’s called—he’s dealing with it, trying to make sense of the tragedy, yes, things were awkward between them before Brandon died. No one knows quite what to say, what with the current news cycle being what it is. And so they offer their condolences and accept my platitudes and we both go on our ways.


    But this is Sebastian, Ethan’s best friend. One of the very few people on the planet who know—and understand—the man my husband is. And I don’t know what to say to him.


    “That good, huh?” he says after a few seconds of silence.


    “It’s a clusterfuck, Sebastian.”


    “Yeah, that’s pretty much an understatement, isn’t it? He’s going to blame himself. Don’t let him.”


    “He’s already blaming himself and I don’t know how to change that.”


    “I don’t mean just about Brandon’s death—although, there’s that, too. He’s going to blame himself because even though Brandon’s dead, even though he’s paid the ultimate price for the crimes he committed, it won’t feel like enough.”


    “I don’t—I’m not sure what you mean.”


    “Ethan loves you. He wanted to see Brandon punished for what he did to you more than he wanted to breathe most days. The fact that that didn’t happen—that Brandon ended up never having to pay for what he did—is going to eat at him. Which is only going to make him angrier at himself, because his brother is dead. Which should be enough of a punishment in anyone’s book.”


    It’s a relief to have him say it. A relief to have the words—the emotions—that have been tumbling around inside of me for the last few hours out on the table. Because, yes, that’s exactly what Ethan is feeling. Exactly what I’m feeling. Exactly what I’ve worked so hard to ignore from the moment we got the news.


    The ugly little voice inside of me that says Brandon got away too easily. That he didn’t have to suffer the way that I suffered. He didn’t have to face the judgment of his peers every day, didn’t have to live with the consequences of what he did. And maybe it’s sick—he’s dead, after all, which is the most dire consequence there is. And still it doesn’t feel like enough. Still it feels like I’ve been cheated out of something. Vindication. Justice. Vengeance.


    It makes me feel like a terrible person. Then again, if I am, it’s because Brandon and my family have made me that way.


    Sebastian and I talk for a few more minutes before he hangs up with a promise to call back tomorrow to check on Ethan. I promise him that I’ll tell my husband he called.


    But when I make my way back to the office to check on Ethan, he’s slumped over the desk, his head buried in his arms.


    “You okay, baby?” I ask as I cross to him.


    He sits up right away. “Yeah, of course. Just tired.”


    It’s well after midnight and besides being a long day, it’s also been an emotionally exhausting one, filled with so many ups and downs that it’s amazing we both don’t have whiplash.


    “Come to bed?” I ask him, holding out a hand to him. “It’s three a.m. on the East Coast. I don’t think there’s anything else you can do right now.”


    He nods as he allows me to pull him out of his desk chair. And then the two of us walk hand in hand to bed.


    We don’t talk while we get undressed—Ethan’s lost in his own world and I don’t know how to reach him right now—so I’m totally unprepared when, after washing my face and changing into a nightgown I almost never wear, I climb into bed and Ethan grabs on to me.


    He strips the nightgown off, and then his hands are everywhere. On my breasts, cupping my ass, between my thighs as his mouth crushes down on mine in a kiss so desperate, so brutal, that I can feel my lips bruising beneath his.


    And then he’s rolling me over, pressing my front into the mattress as he thrusts into me from behind. Again and again and again, he pounds into me, until I’m arching my back, clawing at the sheets, rocking my head back and forth against the mattress as I search for release. For relief.


    And still he keeps at me, taking me right up to the edge again and again and again and then refusing to throw me over. One hand is on my breast, pinching my nipple. The other is on my hip, the only thing holding me in place as his powerful thrusts rock me, and the bed, so hard that the headboard slams against the wall in a fast, continuous rhythm.


    It’s only after he’s turned me into an incoherent mess, after I’m begging and pleading, shaking and crying, that Ethan slips a hand beneath my sex and strokes me. Once, twice, he circles my clit and then I’m going off like the finale at a Fourth of July fireworks show, my body exploding in a million shiny sparks that fly off in a million different directions. Seconds later, Ethan stiffens against me and then he’s coming too, emptying himself inside of me with a quiet, vicious kind of power that says everything I need to know about his mental state.


    When it’s over, he rolls off me, and instead of getting up to get me a washcloth as he so often does, he just flops down on the bed beside me. Not touching me, just lying there, his big body generating enough heat to light up a small country. But when I move to get up to clean myself, he latches on, pulling me into his body. “Don’t,” he says, his voice low and gravelly and damaged. “I like knowing I’m still inside you.” He cups my sex for emphasis.


    Giving in, because there’s something sexy about being needed this much—even in the midst of all this pain—that gets to me on a visceral level. I let him pull me into his chest, let him wrap an arm around my waist and cup my breast as we both drift into fitful but exhausted sleep.


    When I wake up in the morning, he’s already out of bed and in the office making phone call after phone call. It’s a pattern that will grow eerily familiar over the next few days as he tries to cope with his rage and the pain he refuses to acknowledge that he feels. Through it all, I try to love him, try to help him, try to set aside my own rage and confusion to be there for him.


    And when he crawls into bed beside me each evening, when he reaches for me and kisses me, holds me and fucks me so desperately in the darkest part of the night—I can’t help wondering why he can’t do the same when the sun is up.


    Can’t help wondering if he’ll ever be able to again. And if he can’t, what’s going to happen to us? What’s going to happen to the baby I’ve only just begun to think about?

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 25


    “Mr. Frost, there’s someone from the FBI and the Secret Service here to see you.”


    I’ve been expecting them. It’s been three days since Brandon died and from what I’ve been able to figure out, no one is any closer to fathoming who murdered my brother than they were the day they found him. I’ve been pulling every string I can to move the investigation forward, but I’ve been blocked at every turn. It doesn’t take a genius to know why.


    “Thank you…” I trail off as I realize I don’t remember the temporary receptionist’s name. She’s just filling in while Dorothy is on vacation, but it bothers me that I’ve been so out of it that I can’t remember something as simple as her name.


    She must read the hesitation in my silence, because she says, “It’s Tamara, sir. Tamara Keegan.”


    “I’m sorry, Tamara.”


    “Don’t be, Mr. Frost.” She sounds sympathetic and kind and I know I should be appreciative, but somehow it only makes me feel worse. Probably because it makes Brandon’s death feel even more real—like two federal agents at my door and an office filled to the brim with sympathy flowers—hasn’t done that already.


    I clear my throat. “You can send them in.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    As I stand and make my way over to the door, I concentrate on what I’m going to say to the agents. What questions I’m going to ask and what answers I’m going to give when they start poking at me. Which I know they will—they aren’t here to pay their condolences, after all.


    Two men in close to identical black suits meet me at the door. “Ethan Frost?” the taller one asks.


    “Yes.” I hold a hand out to him, wait for him to shake. “And you are?”


    “Frank Myers, Secret Service, and this is Jack Merski, from the Boston office of the FBI.”


    I shake his hand as well, then step back, gesture for them to come in. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Water?”


    “No, thank you,” says Myers. “We’re not here on a social call.”


    I shoot him a cool look. “It never occurred to me that you were.” Annoyed now, I very deliberately cross to the Keurig that rests on a small table in the seating area and program a cup of coffee for myself. I keep them waiting as it brews.


    “Please, have a seat,” I tell them as I finally make it back to my desk. I wave a hand at the two chairs opposite mine.


    They do as I instruct, then do nothing but stare at me for long seconds. I can’t really complain, though, since I’m doing the same to them. But I’ve been in business long enough to know when to speak up and when to wait out the opposition. This is definitely the latter. They’re waiting for me to get jumpy, waiting for me to demand answers about my brother, which is exactly why I don’t. If they’re here to accuse me of killing Brandon, I don’t see any reason to make it easy for them.


    When he finally realizes I’m not going to rise to the bait, Myers’s face grows even more sour. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he says eventually.


    “Thank you.”


    “Because he was a candidate for the US House of Representatives, the investigation into his death is handled a little differently than most would be,” Merski tells me. “If he were already a congressman, it would be the Secret Service who searched exclusively for his killer. But since he’s not—and since the murder took place in his home in Boston—we’ve teamed up with the FBI to try to solve the case.”


    I nod, and try not to look too unimpressed. After all, so far they aren’t telling me anything I didn’t know four days ago. Even if I didn’t have my own PI on the case, CNN has been very thorough with their coverage of the situation. I’d have to live in a box not to know what was going on with Brandon’s case. And even if I did try to avoid coverage, the reporters camped outside my house and calling my office every day would make that impossible.


    Merski pauses, like he expects me to say something. Again, I wait him out.


    To be honest, I feel a little bit like an asshole for not being more forthcoming. But I’m smart enough to know this isn’t just an information-gathering expedition. They aren’t here to talk to the victim’s brother and fill me in on the investigation—they could have done that over the phone instead of taking time to fly out here from the East Coast. No, they’re here because they want to poke at me, to find out what went wrong in my relationship with Brandon. And since I’m in no hurry to be accused of murdering my bastard of a brother, I’m more than willing to sit back and see how they come at me.


    Myers loses patience first. “When’s the last time you spoke with your brother?” he asks after the silence stretches past the minute mark.


    “At his fund-raiser in Boston. He and I spoke for a few minutes—”


    “Witnesses say that it was a very intense discussion,” Merski interrupts.


    “Intense seems like a fair word for it, yes.”


    “What was the discussion about?” Myers demands.


    “I wanted him to withdraw from the race and he refused.”


    “Up until that point, you’d been very supportive of him.”


    “Up until recently, yes.”


    “And your change of heart was because of your wife’s previous relationship with him?”


    “It wasn’t a relationship. He raped her and then spent the next year tormenting her.”


    “That’s not what your mother says.”


    “My mother is wrong.”


    “That’s a big motive for murder,” Merski says. “Believing your brother raped your wife. Wouldn’t you say so, Mr. Frost?”


    “For some people, yes.”


    “For some people,” Myers repeats. “But not for you?”


    “If you’re any good at your jobs at all, I figure you already know all the different pies Brandon had his fingers in. Most of those pies weren’t legal and almost all of them were violent.”


    “You’re saying that you think the mob killed your brother.”


    “I’m saying that I don’t know, yet, who killed Brandon. But that if I had to make a guess, Nico Valducci is where I would start.”


    “That’s interesting,” Merski tells me. “Because we keep landing on you. A violent fistfight with your brother in Vegas a few weeks ago. Withdrawing your public support. Accusations of rape. You wouldn’t be the first man who went after the guy who raped his woman.”


    “As you said, I did go after him. Hence the fistfight. But you know as well as I do that I was in California when my brother was murdered.”


    “Which is why we weren’t here yesterday. But there are all kinds of ways to kill a man.”


    “Perhaps, but as far as I know, shooting a man at point-blank range still requires being in the same room as he is.”


    They both sit up straighter. “Your brother’s cause of death hasn’t been released to anyone yet.”


    “Yes, but you have a leak in your office. One it took my PI about ten minutes to exploit.” Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I reach into my desk and pull out the three folders I put in there this morning. I plop them on the desk between us. “This is information my PI has gathered on Brandon, his connections in Vegas and numerous other ventures he’s been involved with. It also has information on Brandon’s investigation—whatever he’s been able to gather so far. They’re yours if you’d like them.”


    “You’re doing your own investigation into your brother’s death?” Merski demands.


    “As you’ve said, he is my brother.” I stand then, walk toward the door. Wait for them to do the same.


    “We have more questions.”


    “And I have an eleven o’clock appointment. If you’d like to speak with me some more, feel free to contact my attorney.” I hand him Johanna’s card.


    “We could arrest you right now and sort it out back at the local FBI office,” Merski says, giving me a flat-eyed cop stare.


    I meet his look with a bland stare of my own. “You don’t have the jurisdiction, the warrant or the evidence necessary to arrest me. But, again, feel free to make an appointment with my attorney if you’d like to speak with me again.”


    Finally, they move toward the door. I see, with some satisfaction, that they take the files with them as they go.


    Once they’re gone, I pick up the phone. Dial Tamara’s number. “Tell my eleven o’clock I’m running fifteen minutes late,” I instruct.


    “Of course, Mr. Frost.”


    I put down the phone, and reach for the button that activates the privacy panels on my windows. Only after they’re in place do I sink down into my desk chair.


    Brandon’s dead.


    Suspect in his murder.


    I hate him.


    But he’s dead.


    But he’s my brother.


    But he raped Chloe.


    But I hate him.


    I hate him.


    I hate him.


    I hate him.


    But I love him, too.


    It’s the last realization that has me resting my head in my hands. And trying to figure out what the fuck I’m supposed to do now.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 26


    “You aren’t going.”


    “I absolutely am going.” Chloe stands across from me, eyes narrowed and hands on her hips. She’s got the stubborn look on her face that normally makes me want to kiss her until she’s all warm and pliant and sexy, so fucking sexy.


    Except I don’t have it in me right now to kiss her or fight with her or do any of the other things that she and I are usually so good at. Everything feels awkward between us. Not bad, not awful, just a little bit off. Like we’re tuned to a different frequency and what’s between us is just a little bit fuzzy. Just a little bit out of focus.


    It’s my fault. Of course it is. Everything about the situation between Chloe and me is my fault. She’s been nothing but supportive, nothing but understanding despite the fact that the incident that has me so fucked up is the death of the man who raped her. Who tortured and bullied and hurt her—and encouraged his friends to do the same—again and again and again.


    The fact that he’s dead doesn’t change that. Nor does it make me hate him any less. And still I can barely get out of bed in the morning. Still I’m drowning in guilt. Because I did this. I did this.


    It’s been seven days since someone walked into my brother’s house and shot him five times with a Ruger 9 mm. Seven days since I found out he was dead and felt nothing. Seven days since the whole fucking world fell apart around me.


    I’ve spent every one of those days on the phone with the FBI, the Secret Service, the PI I originally hired to dig up dirt on Brandon and who I now employ to find out who killed him. The need to know what happened is a sickness inside me, a cancer that grows and grows and grows with each day that passes. I have to know if I’m the reason he’s dead. If what I set in motion all those weeks ago is what killed him or if it was just a matter of his past catching up with him. Or both.


    The sick feeling in the pit of my stomach tells me that it’s both. That his past and my insistence on vengeance is why they’re burying my baby brother today. And I don’t have a fucking clue how I feel about that—especially when every time I close my eyes, my mother’s words come back to haunt me.


    “I didn’t come all the way to Boston to sit in this hotel room while you go face one of the most difficult experiences of your life alone,” Chloe tells me in a voice that means she’s not budging.


    Too bad, because I’m not budging, either. Not on this. Never on this. “I didn’t let you come all the way to Boston with me so that you could attend his funeral. There will be press there, dying to get the scoop. Dying to dig up a little more dirt. They’ll jostle you, hassle you, shout things at you all because they want something to lead the six o’clock news. There’s no way I’m exposing you to that.”


    “Just because I let you make decisions about my safety most days—because it puts your mind at ease—doesn’t mean you get to tell me what to do. Fuck the press, fuck the past, fuck everything that isn’t you and me, right now. I’m going to that funeral.”


    “He raped you! He hurt you! Why would you even want to go somewhere that demands you pay your respects to him? If I were you, I’d want to dance on his fucking grave.”


    “My going to that funeral isn’t about Brandon. My going is about you. And it doesn’t matter what he did to me, doesn’t matter how much I despised him. I love you and I’m going to be there for you.”


    “I don’t need you to be there for me,” I grate out. It’s the biggest lie I’ve ever told—I need her like I need air, like I need water, like I need light. I hope she buys it anyway.


    “Well, tough luck. There’s this thing between us called a marriage contract. You might have heard of it. It means that I stand by you when things go to shit and you do the same for me. And since I know you have no problem stepping up when I’m the one suffering, I have to tell you it makes me a little uncomfortable—and resentful, too—that you won’t let me extend the same courtesy to you.”


    “This isn’t about fucking courtesy.”


    “No, it very well fucking isn’t. It’s about the fact that your brother is dead and you’re torn up by that fact and you have every right to be.”


    “I’m not torn up because he’s dead,” I tell her.


    “Okay,” she tells me. There’s no judgment in the word, no disbelief, just simple acceptance and understanding. Which is why it makes no sense that that one word makes me want to claw my fucking eyes out.


    “Don’t you get it?” I demand. “It’s going to be a fucking shit show and I don’t want you to have any fucking part of it. I need to keep you safe.”


    “And I need to keep you safe! When are you going to understand that this is a two-way street we’re on. You protect me, I protect you. Things will only work between us if you learn how to bend, how to let me help you.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    She looks confused. “What’s what supposed to mean?”


    “Are you going to leave me if I don’t let you come to the funeral?”


    Now she’s looking at me like I’m insane. Maybe I am. God knows most days it feels like I’ve totally lost my grip on the world around me.


    “Are we seriously back to that?” She grabs me by the tie, pulls my mouth down to hers and kisses me thoroughly. “Because the sad fact that you are going to have to get through your thick skull one way or another is that I’m not going to leave you at all. Not now, not ever. We stood in that chapel and promised each other that this is forever. I’m not changing the rules now and you don’t get to, either.”


    “Everything is just so fucked up.” It slips out even though I don’t mean it to.


    Chloe melts in front of me as the words register. I watch as the fight drains out of her only to be replaced by the compassion that is so much a part of who she is. “I know it is, baby. I know it is.”


    She wraps her arms around my neck, pulls my head down to rest against her shoulder. And then she just holds me for long seconds as I try to regain my composure. I reach for the ice, for the frozen, unyielding stoicism that has been so much a part of me this last week.


    It doesn’t come. In its place is a weakness I just can’t shake, a frailty of mind and spirit that makes it hard for me to speak, to think, to breathe.


    When I can’t take it anymore, I lift my head, pull away. And say the one thing—the only thing—guaranteed to keep her here, where she belongs. Here, where I need her to be. “I don’t want you there, Chloe.”


    Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t say anything.


    “I mean, yes, partially it’s about protecting you and keeping you safe from the throngs of people who are going to want to make you bleed just because they can. But the truth is, I don’t want you there because it’s going to make things harder. Going to make things more of a mess than they are already. The narrative is already so fucked up. If you come to his funeral, the whole thing is going to end up being about you. And that’s not what I want.


    “He was a fucked-up son of a bitch. A bastard, an asshole, a monster. But this is still his funeral and—good or bad—it needs to be about him.”


    “Okay.”


    “Wait? What did you say?”


    “I said okay.” She looks pale, but resolved. “If that’s why you don’t want me to come, then I’ll accept that.”


    “You will?”


    “Of course I will. I want to make things easier for you, not more difficult. But know that I’m here and will continue to be here for you whenever you need me. If you change your mind, you call me, okay? Do you promise?”


    I’ve already changed my mind, already need her. The thought of walking into that funeral all alone makes my skin crawl—hell, who am I kidding? The thought of going to that funeral, alone or with Chloe or with a contingent of my closest friends, makes me crazy. Makes me ill. All I want is for it to be over. And for me to be back here, in Chloe’s arms, like the whole nightmare never happened.


    “You should go,” she says, straightening my tie a little, brushing some nonexistent lint off my suit jacket. It’s her way of fussing over me, of giving me the reassurance of her touch without making a big deal of it. So I stand there and allow it, even as I wish that I could take her in my arms. Even as I wish that things could go back to normal when it was so easy to hold her, so easy to love her.


    Walking out of that hotel room, walking away from her when all I want to do is stay, is one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. I still think it’s the right thing to do—she doesn’t need to deal with the three-ring circus this is sure to turn into. But just because it’s the right thing, doesn’t mean it’s the easy one.


    
      —
    


    I almost make it to the end of the funeral before I lose my shit completely. I make it through the throng of reporters waiting outside the church, hoping for some juicy tidbit they can use on their evening broadcast. I make it through all the people—friends and business acquaintances of my stepfather and myself—who want to tell me how sorry they are for my loss, even when it’s apparent to anyone with half a brain how fucked-up this whole thing is. I even make it past my mother, who doesn’t say anything but an icy hello to me, but whose eyes tell me everything she won’t say out loud.


    She still blames me for what happened. Still swears that I’m the reason her beloved son is dead. And with the FBI report—courtesy of James—weighing heavily in my pocket, it’s not like I can dispute it. The current investigation by the FBI establishes, with pretty good clarity, that Brandon’s murder was a professional hit. Not a robbery gone wrong, not a suicide, not anything but a hired gun walking into his house and shooting him five times at point-blank range.


    Definitely a professional hit, and one that’s the mark of the mafia. Which mafia, they don’t know yet. The Italians, the Armenians—either way, I don’t think it matters. He was doing fine with both of them until I stuck my nose in. I’m the one who turned the Italians on him, who made him so desperate for campaign funds that he must have begged them for money even after he was cut off.


    I think about the phone call from Sebastian right before they found the body, saying that the Italians in Vegas wanted to know what to do with him now that he was making a nuisance of himself. I was furious and frustrated and I told him that I didn’t care. I meant that I didn’t care if he got back in with the mafia—that I had done everything I could to get him out of it, once and for all. Sure, it was to send him to jail, but I was still getting him out of the latest mess that he’d made.


    But that was before this…before I realized just how serious they’d been. If I’d told them to leave him alone, to have nothing to do with him at all, would they have listened? Would Brandon still be alive, about to be indicted for rape and any number of other crimes? Or would he have pushed and pushed and pushed until he eventually ended up dead anyway?


    I don’t know. I’ll never know. But these are the thoughts that keep running through my head. The thoughts that are making me crazy. I have a million questions in my head, questions like what exactly got him killed, why am I still so angry at him, why do I care that he’s dead, why don’t I care more that he’s dead? They’re all in there, churning in my brain.


    Making it hard to breathe in the stuffy church.


    Making it impossible for me hear, to see, to think.


    My heart is beating too fast, my brain is working too hard, and my lungs feel like they aren’t working hard enough. The walls start closing in all around me and that’s when I know that I have to get the hell out of here. Forget decorum, forget tradition. Forget not giving the gossips anything else to talk about. If I don’t get some air I’m going to end up losing my shit right in the middle of this too big, too fancy church.


    Freaking out but still determined not to show it, I push my way out of the pew. I head down the aisle at a fast clip, but once I’m at the back of the church, I realize I can’t go out that way. Not with all the reporters that are out there—it would be a free-for-all.


    I detour at the last minute, end up going out a side door that leads to a small, walled-in courtyard. The door slams behind me and I’m pretty sure the sound echoes through the church, but I’m too busy trying to suck air into my starved lungs to care. Bending over, I brace my hands on my knees and try not to lose it completely.


    Behind me, the door to the church opens again. I straighten up, try to get my shit together before I make an even bigger ass of myself in front of whoever the fuck—


    “It’s okay, baby. I’m right here.” It’s Chloe’s hand on my shoulder, her concerned face peering up at mine. “I’m right here.”


    I grab on to her then, pull her into my arms as I bury my face against her neck. She smells like Chloe—like honey and strawberries and home—and for long seconds I just stand there, breathing her in as sobs wrack my chest.


    “I fucked up,” I tell her. “I fucked up.”


    “You didn’t.”


    “This is my fault.”


    “It isn’t.”


    “It is. I hated him so much. I hated him and I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to destroy him, to tear him apart so that he could suffer like you did. And now he’s dead and all I can think is the bastard got off too easy. My baby brother is dead and all I want is for him to suffer more. What the fuck does that say about me? What the fuck kind of man am I?”


    “You’re the best man I know,” she tells me, her arms wrapping around me as she rocks me back and forth.


    “I’m not.”


    “You are.”


    “I got him killed and I can’t even bring myself to be sorry about it.”


    “Oh, sweetheart. How were you supposed to know what would happen to Brandon? He had every advantage in life and he made all the wrong choices. Drugs, gambling, rape, getting involved with the mob. The FBI worked overtime trying to find his killer and they had a hard time doing it because so many people had motives. So many people wanted him dead.


    “That’s not your fault, Ethan. That’s his fault. He’s the one who chose the life he led. He’s the one who made the mistakes he made. And he’s the one who, in the end, paid for those mistakes. It’s not your fault.” She pulls me closer, hugs me tighter. Then repeats, “It’s not your fault.”


    “It’s my fault. If I hadn’t pushed—”


    “If you hadn’t pushed, he would have gone on hurting other people. He would have amassed more and more power and then used that power to hurt others just because he could. That’s the kind of man he was. And that is not on you. That is on him.”


    “I don’t know what to do,” I admit, eyes burning with tears I refuse to shed. “My whole life, I’ve always had a plan. I’ve always known how to handle whatever problems creep up. I’ve always kept my eye on the ball. But this…I don’t know how to handle this. Not the rage, not the guilt, not the—” I cut myself off before I say something that can hurt Chloe.


    But my wife knows me better than I know myself. “Not the grief,” she tells me, pressing soft kisses to my hair. “It’s okay to grieve for your brother, Ethan. It’s okay to grieve for the boy he was and the man you wanted him to be.”


    “He hurt you.”


    “He hurt a lot of people, including you.”


    I pull away, stare at the ivy-covered walls because it’s easier than looking at her when I admit, “There’s a part of me that’s glad he’s dead.”


    “I know.”


    My eyes dart to hers. “Do you?”


    “Yes. There’s a part of me that feels the same way.”


    “He destroyed your life. You have every right to feel that way.”


    “And he worked hard to destroy your life, too. He hurt the people you care most about in the world. You’re allowed to not be okay with that.”


    “I know.” I swallow convulsively, look back at the courtyard walls. And nearly whisper, “I wished him dead. The day they found his body…I’d been dealing with his shit all day, trying to get out from under it, trying to find a way to protect you. And I remember thinking that if he was dead this wouldn’t be a problem anymore. If he was dead, everything would be better. And then he was. He is. And I don’t know how I’m supposed to feel about that.”


    “Oh, sweetheart.” She wraps her arms around me again, holds me so tight that I can feel her heart beating against her chest. “You didn’t cause this. This isn’t your fault.”


    “It feels like my fault.”


    “I know.” She presses a kiss to my cheek. “It’s probably going to feel like that for a while. But that doesn’t make it true.”


    “I’m lost,” I admit because she’s my wife and I can tell her things I’ll never be able to tell another soul. “I don’t know what to do anymore.”


    “That’s okay,” she tells me, taking my hand in hers. “Because I do.”


    “Oh, yeah?”


    “Yeah. And it starts with putting one foot in front of the other and walking out of this place.” She puts her arm around me, urges me toward the gate at the back of the shaded courtyard.


    “And then what?” I ask.


    “And then,” she says as she pushes open the gate. “Then we wing it.”


    “I don’t wing anything.”


    “You do now, baby. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s that when things go to shit around you? Sometimes it’s best to just make a whole new path.”


    She grabs my hand and pulls me out into the warmth of the late summer sun. And it’s never felt so good.

  


  


  
    

    Chapter 27


    “Remind me why we decided to have this party at our house?” Ethan asks me as we both stand to the side and watch as the catering assistants string lights and set up food stations all over our patio.


    “Because it’s more intimate this way.” He slings an arm around my shoulder and I lean into him, turning my head so that my cheek is nuzzling into his shoulder. For long seconds, I just stand there like that, drinking him in. Relishing the fact that we’re here, together, after everything that has happened. After everything that we’ve been through.


    “More intimate,” he says with a laugh. “What you mean to say is that it keeps the guest list down.”


    “Umm, exactly. I mean, if by down you’re talking about three hundred people. Because that’s how many people have RSVP’d that they will be here tonight. Three hundred and eight people, to be exact.” My mind still boggles. How can Ethan know three hundred and eight people well enough to invite them into his home? Our home? God knows, he’d culled the list down from the fifteen hundred he had originally planned to invite when he suggested holding the party on the grounds of the Hotel del Coronado.


    Thank God I’d been able to talk him out of that. The hotel is beautiful, and throwing a party there would probably be a lot of fun—if I was into that sort of thing. But fifteen hundred people? Come on. That’s not a party. That’s a festival, especially considering Ethan wanted live music.


    When he saw how much the idea of it was freaking me out, though, he totally backed off. But if I’m being honest, I think his easy acquiescence had as much to do with the fact that it felt odd to hold a party of that magnitude so soon after Brandon’s death as it had to do with me. After all, no matter how we felt about him, no matter what he’d done, he was Ethan’s brother. And his death had shaken him all the way to his bones.


    Ethan has spent the last few weeks alternating between anger and grief—and trying not to hate himself for the fact that he does grieve for his brother. He’s also worked really hard to hide his feelings from me and that’s something I’m trying really hard to convince him he doesn’t have to do.


    We’ve had numerous talks about the fact that he doesn’t have to worry about me or how I feel, that whatever he is feeling is perfectly legitimate and that I’ll never judge him for it. But on the days when the grief and the guilt are stronger than the anger, he still shuts down a little. Still tries to keep it from me. Still tries to protect me even though I no longer need protection. Not from Brandon, not from what he did to me, and certainly not from the fact that my husband is a wonderful, kind man who feels too much.


    I’ll never be sorry about that, never need protection from the fact that Ethan is the best man I know.


    Some days I still can’t believe that he’s mine. That I made it through all the horrible things that happened to me only to end up here. With him. I’d never choose to go through what happened with Brandon or my classmates or my parents, and I’ll never forget my past. But being with Ethan, loving him and being loved by him, makes it all so much more bearable. Makes it all worth it if, in the end, I get to have him. And to keep him.


    A couple members of the setup crew come through carrying yet another food station and one nearly trips in his effort to keep from bumping into us. Of course, it’s our fault as we are pretty much standing directly in his way.


    There are more people behind him, carrying boxes of glasses and dishes and table linens, so Ethan wraps a hand around my arm and pulls me gently back into the house where there’s a much smaller chance of us causing mayhem or injury.


    “You know,” he tells me, pressing hot, openmouthed kisses in a line across my jaw. “We have nearly three hours before people start arriving. And the caterers seem to have things well in hand.”


    “They do, don’t they?” I tilt my head back, bare my throat to him. In seconds, he’s kissing and licking and nibbling his way down my neck to the hollow of my throat. It’s one of his favorite places to kiss and one of my favorite places to be kissed, and so I bring one hand up to tangle in the silky strands of his hair as I give myself up to the heat sparking to life inside me.


    Only Ethan can do this to me. Only he can turn me on with a simple look or touch or kiss. And only he can make me want him so completely, so absolutely, that I all but forget we’re making out in the middle of our family room while literally dozens of people buzz around us, getting the house ready for this evening.


    He groans a little as my fingers tug on his hair, and the eyes he turns to me are as blue and wild as the waves crashing just outside our windows. I study them for a second, trying to gauge what kind of day this is. Trying to figure out how he’s feeling.


    He smiles like he knows what I’m doing, but he doesn’t turn away, doesn’t try to hide. And that’s when I know it’s a good day. One of the first good days in a long time. It’s more than I had hoped for when I got up this morning and happiness floods me as I pull him into my arms and press kisses to the sensitive spot behind his ear.


    “You know,” I whisper to him as another wave of workers comes through carrying boxes. “We do have a perfectly good bedroom with a perfectly good bed in it. I know we rarely make it there for round one, but maybe we could try it out today. I mean, since the house is filled with impressionable college kids we don’t want to shock.”


    “More like impressionable college kids who would love to sell a picture of us making out to a gossip rag,” he tells me as he walks me out of the family room and down the long hall to the master bedroom.


    “Well, there is that, too.” But to be honest, it hadn’t even occurred to me. I’ve been Mrs. Ethan Frost for six weeks now and it’s still weird to think like that. To imagine that there’s enough interest in me to warrant paparazzi photos and dedicated Tumblrs and fans. I have fans even though I never do anything particularly interesting.


    “Besides,” he tells me once we’ve made it to our room and the door is safely closed behind us. “You’re still an impressionable college kid yourself. Which, if I’m honest, makes me feel like a dirty old man every time I think about it.”


    It surprises me to see that he actually does look uncomfortable at the thought. I roll my eyes at him, press kisses against his darkly stubbled jaw. “You’re still in your twenties. I think you’ve got a few years before you need to worry about being a lech.”


    “I’m not so sure about that.” He unties my halter top, watches with dark intent as the fabric falls to my waist. “I’m feeling pretty lecherous right about now.”


    I laugh as I tug his T-shirt free of his jeans and pull it over his head. “You’re not the only one.”


    “Is that right?” He undoes the buttons on my shorts before dropping to his knees in front of me and tugging them down and off. Then he slides a finger inside the elastic leg of my silk panties, groans as he feels how wet I am. “Fuck, Chloe. You feel so good.”


    I widen my legs to give him better access, then grab on to his shoulders for support when he yanks my underwear down my thighs just far enough to bare me to his gaze.


    “Fuck,” he breathes again. “I’ll never get enough of you.”


    And then he’s leaning forward, wrapping an arm around my upper thighs even as he uses his other hand to splay me wide open for his gaze…and for his tongue.


    I whimper at the first touch of his tongue on my clit, clutch at his hair, his shoulders, his beautiful, well-muscled chest. It doesn’t take long before I’m calling his name in a kind of litany, begging for the orgasm he’s deliberately keeping just out of my reach as he flicks his tongue over me again and again and again.


    “Ethan. Ethan, please! I want, I want—”


    “What?” he whispers, as he slips two fingers inside of me, crooks them slightly and starts to stroke. “What do you want, love?”


    “You!” I cry out as the orgasm breaks over me, pulling me under, under, under like a riptide I just can’t break free of. “I want you. I want—”


    I break off as he sucks my clit between his lips, his tongue circling it in a way that only takes me higher. Wave after wave of pleasure swamps me until I can barely breathe, barely think. Until the only thing keeping me grounded is the feel of Ethan against me, around me, inside me.


    When it’s over, when the pleasure has dimmed to a dull thud inside of me and I can breathe again, think again, I clasp his hand in mine, move the few steps backward until the backs of my thighs hit the edge of the bed. “I just want you. I’ll always want you.”


    He smiles then, even as he climbs to his feet and prowls across the few steps separating us. Then he’s climbing on top of me, gently pushing me down so that my back is flat against the cool silk of the sheets and he’s above me. “You’ve got me, Chloe. You’ll always have me.”


    I already know that—he’s proved it over and over again in the months we’ve been together—but still it hits me hard when he says it. Because until now, until Ethan, I’ve faced everything alone. I’ve carried all the pain, all the loss, all the disappointment by myself. The fact that I don’t have to now, the fact that I can share my pain with him and he can share his pain with me…it seems like a miracle. One I will be grateful for every day for the rest of my life.


    “I love you.” I cup his face in my hands, pull him down for a kiss. “I love you so much.”


    “I love you, too.”


    And then he’s stripping out of his own jeans, shoving them down his legs and onto the floor at the foot of the bed. He stretches over me, lowers his mouth to mine. Kisses me so tenderly that tears of joy, of love, of gratitude, bloom behind my closed eyelids.


    “Don’t hide from me.” It’s a plea as much as it is a command. “I need to see you.”


    I open my eyes then, look into the bright, crazy blue of his. The look in those eyes, on his face—the love and adoration he doesn’t try to hide—reaches inside of me. Warms every part of me, even those that still hurt. That will always hurt.


    The pain doesn’t matter so much now, though, not when my new life is filled with so much love that some days I can’t help but pinch myself just to make sure that it’s all real. That Ethan, and what we have together, is real.


    I reach for his hands, twine our fingers together even as I try to bring him closer. Ethan just smiles, presses my hands into the bed as he slides slowly, slowly, slowly inside of me. I arch against him, calling his name as I wrap my legs around his waist. He feels so good—so long and hot and hard inside of me—that it doesn’t take long before I’m trembling on the brink of another climax.


    I try to break free of his grip, try to wrap my arms around him, but Ethan refuses to let me go. Instead, he slides one hand down to the middle of my forearm, his long fingers brushing against the bracelet that rests there before covering it with his palm.


    I gasp at the possessive gesture, turn my head because I want to see him holding me. Want to see his tanned fingers encircling the bracelet I haven’t taken off since he gave it to me the day before our wedding. It’s as much a sign of his possession as the belly chain I still wear around my waist, of the rings I wear on my finger, and I adore it. Just as I adore the man who gave it to me.


    “You’re mine, Chloe. You’ll always be mine.”


    “Yes,” I tell him, because sometimes he needs to hear it as much as I do. And because he’s right. No matter what happens from here on out, no matter where we go or what we do or where we end up, it will all be okay. Because this thing between us—it really is forever. “And you’ll always be mine.”


    My words have an immediate effect on him. His eyes darken, his skin flushes, his thrusts grow harder and faster until he’s pounding into me hard enough to shake the headboard.


    Over and over he thrusts into me. Over and over I rise to meet him. Pleasure is a white-hot flame inside of me, burning brighter and brighter with each second that passes. With each moment that he’s inside of me.


    “I love you,” I tell him, pressing my mouth against his chest and sucking until I give him a bruise that rivals any he’s ever given me. “I love you so much.”


    I don’t know if it’s the words or the love bite, but whatever it is, it pushes Ethan to the brink. Slipping a hand between us, he brushes his thumb over my clit, once, twice.


    I’m so far gone that that’s all it takes. I grab on to Ethan, and hold him tight as I hurtle over the edge into an ecstasy so powerful that it almost burns me alive. Ethan comes then, too, emptying himself inside of me with a series of long, sexy pulses that feel better than anything ever has. Or ever will.


    In those moments, as pleasure arcs between us, he takes everything I have, everything I am. Gives me all of himself in return. Eternity stretches between us and it’s enough, more than enough. It’s everything, and so is he.


    
      —
    


    An hour later, I step out of the bathroom—freshly showered—to find a large, burgundy envelope on my pillow. It’s the first one Ethan has given me since Brandon died and my heart beats faster at the sight of it.


    I cross the room quickly, snatch it up. It’s not what’s inside of it that matters so much to me—it’s the knowledge that, despite everything, Ethan and I really are going to be okay. That means more than anything he could ever buy me.


    The envelope isn’t sealed, so it only takes a moment for me to lift the flap with trembling hands. I pour the contents on the bed and then sift through them, slowly, my heart warming a little more at each new discovery.


    I pick up the book first. It’s thin and tattered, obviously used, but that only makes it more precious to me. Because one look at the back cover and I know what it is—a first edition English/Spanish translation of the 100 Love Sonnets Pablo Neruda wrote to his wife. I run my hand over the cracked front cover, trace the letters of Neruda’s name with my fingertips. Then open up, from memory alone, to Sonnet XVII one of my favorite poems in the entire volume. “I love you as certain dark things are to be loved, / in secrets, between the shadow and the soul.”


    I run my fingers over the first stanza, mouthing the words that I have always loved, though have only truly come to understand since I met Ethan. Reluctantly, I put the poetry book aside and reach for the next item that came from the package. It’s a purple calla lily that’s been dried and pressed and I know, instinctively, that it’s one of my wedding flowers. Ethan must have taken it from the back of the limo when I wasn’t watching and saved it for this. For me.


    Sentimental tears bloom in my eyes and I blink them away. But they just come back again. I’ve never cried this much in my life—stupid hormones making everything off-kilter. At least that’s my story and I’m sticking to it.


    I put the fragile blossom back in the envelope so it won’t get damaged, then slide the envelope into the top drawer of my nightstand. I’m keeping that flower as long as I plan to keep Ethan, which is pretty much forever.


    After I make sure the flower is safe, I pick up the third item that came from the envelope—a long, thin rope in black silk that puts all kinds of naughty ideas in my head. Ideas that I’m pretty sure Ethan had every intention of putting there.


    The last item is a plane ticket and I pick it up gingerly. Knowing Ethan it’s to someplace exotic for that honeymoon we never got to take. And while the idea of spending lazy days doing nothing but lying on the beach and making love to my husband sounds absolutely wonderful, the truth is I can’t take any more time away from my internship. I don’t care who I’m married to, I don’t care that I won’t get fired. It’s my job and I take it very, very seriously. I don’t want to tell Ethan no, especially not when he’s just coming back to himself, but I won’t be able to go anywhere until at least next summer after I’ve graduated. And by then, we’ll have a baby.


    There’s a small knot of dread in my stomach as I open up the ticket—I hope it’s not to Paris because I’d have a really difficult time turning Paris down even if it is the right thing to do—and end up staring in confusion at a four-day ticket to San Francisco at the end of the summer, right before the fall semester starts.


    “I thought you might want to take a couple days to go see Stanford and UC San Francisco law schools,” Ethan says as he walks into the room. “They’re the best on the West Coast, and since you’re a senior, I figure it’s probably time for you to take a look at them.”


    “I—I—” I’m stuttering, but this is actually the last thing I ever expected. “I figured I’d go to University of San Diego.” Three months ago, USD hadn’t been in my top ten choices, but three months ago I wasn’t married to the CEO of Frost Industries, either. And since Ethan’s company is headquartered in San Diego, USD seemed like the logical choice. It’s not Stanford, but it’s still a really good school, one I could do well at.


    “If that’s what you want to do, that’s great,” he tells me, coming over to sit next to me on the bed. “But,” he continues as he takes my hand, “it’s not your only option. San Francisco is only an hour flight away—”


    “You’d be okay with me moving up there for three years?”


    He snorts. “No. But I’d be perfectly okay with us moving up there for three years, if that’s what you want.”


    “But what about Frost Industries? You have to be here—”


    “Again, it’s an hour plane ride. And, in case you’ve forgotten, I’ve got my own plane. And my own helicopters. I can fly down here a few days a week and still be home for dinner.” He leans forward, presses a long, lingering kiss to my mouth. “If you want to go to USD, I’m totally on board for that. But if you want to go to Stanford, then I’m up for that, too. I’ve already gotten my degrees and, in case you haven’t noticed, my career is doing pretty well. So I’ve got no problem working around your school for a few years if it means you get what you want instead of having to settle. You deserve that.”


    I can’t help it. I burst into tears, wild sobs that shake my whole body and send tears pouring from my eyes.


    Ethan’s own eyes widen with alarm. “Whoa, hey. I wasn’t trying to upset you. I was trying to set your mind at ease. But if you don’t want to go to Stanford—”


    “I love you,” I tell him, throwing myself against him so hard that I nearly knock us both to the floor. “I don’t know what I ever did to deserve you, but I’m so grateful that you’re mine. I love you so much.”


    He pulls me onto his lap, runs a soothing hand through my hair as he gently rocks me. “I love you, too. More than anything, ever.”


    When I finally stop crying enough to make some kind of coherent sense, I lean my forehead against his and say, “I’ve got something to tell you. I’ve been trying to find the right time for weeks now, but things have been so messed up—”


    “I’m sorry—”


    “Don’t apologize! Don’t you dare fucking apologize to me for what happened or how you feel about it. He was your brother—”


    “He ra—”


    “We’re not doing this anymore.” I slam a hand down over his mouth before he can say anything else. “The past is over and we’re not going to beat ourselves up over it one day longer. I’m not having it. Not anymore, not ever again. And certainly not right now, when I finally get to tell you this.”


    “Tell me what?”


    I take his hand, press it against my stomach. “We’re going to have a baby.”


    His eyes—those beautiful indigo eyes of his—go wide. “You’re…” His voice trails off and he swallows, hard. “You’re pregnant?”


    I nod.


    “A baby,” he says again.


    “Yes.”


    “We’re going to have a baby.”


    “Yes.”


    He looks so shocked that I’m beginning to get a little nervous. He has to have thought about it, right? I mean, more than once, we’ve been somewhere and not used protection. This can’t really be that big of a surprise, can it?


    “Ethan,” I start cautiously as he just continues to stare at me with wide eyes. “Are you okay with this? I mean—”


    Suddenly, he’s kissing me. Over and over and over again. Slow, sweet kisses on my lips. Fast, sweeter kisses on my cheeks, my eyes, my forehead, my neck. “We’re having a baby,” he repeats between the kisses. “You’re having my baby.”


    I laugh, because how can I not when I’m this happy? When life is this good? “I am. I’m having your baby.”


    He jumps up then, spins me around. “You don’t have to worry about anything. We’ll find a sitter who can watch the baby while you’re in school. Or I can work from home while you’re in class. Or bring the baby to the office. Or—”


    For the second time today, I press a hand to his mouth. “I’m only two months along,” I tell him softly. “We have plenty of time to work everything out.”


    “Two months,” he repeats. “So, it’ll be a March baby.”


    “That’s what the doctor tells me. March fifth.”


    He frowns then. “You’ve already been to the doctor?”


    “Just to confirm. My first obstetrics appointment isn’t for two weeks.”


    “I’m coming with you.” He says it like he’s prepared for an argument. But if the man I love wants to take an interest in our child, who am I to tell him differently?


    “Of course you are.”


    He kisses me again, and this time it’s slower and sexier than the ones that came before. “You don’t need to worry about anything, Chloe. I’m going to take care of you and this baby and—”


    “And I’m going to take care of you,” I tell him firmly. “Because that’s how this whole marriage/partner thing works.”


    “Oh, yeah?” he asks, sliding me slowly down his body until I’m once again back on my feet. “Is that how it works?”


    “Well, that’s what my really sexy husband once told me.”


    “Your really sexy husband sounds really smart.”


    I pretend to consider. “Eh, not so much. But he’s pretty to look at, so I keep him around.”


    He pinches my ass then, hard enough to get my attention and have me laughing, but not hard enough to hurt. Then he lowers his lips to mine and his kiss is filled with so much love, so much laughter, so much joy that my tears start all over again.


    “It’s going to be okay,” he tells me when he pulls back, his thumbs rubbing away the tears on my cheeks. “I promise, Chloe. We’re going to be okay.”


    “No, Ethan. We’re not going to be okay,” I tell him, wrapping my arms around his neck and holding him to me as tightly as I can. “We’re going to be fabulous, wonderful, amazing—”


    “Perfect,” he tells me as he presses his mouth to mine. “The three of us are going to be just perfect.”


    And since I like the happiness in his voice at least as much as I like the feel of his lips against mine, I decide not to tell him that there’s no such thing as perfect. Which is fine. Because, somehow, despite everything we’ve gone through, Ethan and I are almost perfect. And that’s more than good enough for me.
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    Chapter 1


    Tori


    There are too many people here. Oh, I like a good party as much as the next girl—especially when it’s hosted by none other than the magnificent Ethan Frost—but not when the party is filled with this many people. And more important, these people.


    Oh, some of them are cool enough—Ethan has invited his actual friends to this thing, after all. But the rest of the people here? The business acquaintances who are also the movers and shakers of the West Coast business and tech scene? Those people I can do without.


    The huge house that I’ve visited dozens of times now to see Chloe—Ethan’s wife, and my best friend—is packed to the brim and I can see the panic in her eyes when she glances across the room at me. My best friend is no candy-ass, no shrinking violet who can’t take care of herself, but this crush is a bit much to ask of anyone who is brand new to the elite California social scene. Hell, it’s a bit much to ask of me and I was born into this world. More’s the pity.


    Dropping my empty champagne glass on the tray of a passing waiter, I snag another one and drain it in one long sip. It’s my fifth since I got here an hour ago and it settles the last of the nerves I’ve spent the past sixty minutes refusing to acknowledge. After all, parties like this are a dime a dozen to me. Or at least they used to be.


    I watch as Chloe finally extricates herself from a conversation with one of Southern California’s wealthiest hotelier’s, only to be snagged by one of Silicon Valley’s latest tech wunderkinds. She keeps a smile on her face, but as he gets closer and closer to her—crowding her just a little, in the way that only socially inept tech geniuses can—I can see her spine stiffen and her smile droop. Which is all it takes to have me weaving through this monster crowd of pretty people in even prettier shoes.


    When I finally get to her, I wrap an arm around her shoulder and steer her—mid-conversation—away from too-touchy tech boy. “Hey, you doing okay?” I ask as soon as we’re clear.


    “Of course. Just great.” She smiles gamely at me and I might actually believe her if her skin wasn’t such an interesting shade of green.


    “You nauseous?” I ask, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the open patio doors. Not that it’s much less crowded outside—I swear people are everywhere—but at least the air is ocean fresh and the scent of booze somewhat dissipated. “Where’s Ethan?”


    “I’m okay. Honest. Just a little overwhelmed by all the attention from all these strangers. And Miles dragged him away for a couple of minutes—I don’t know what for.”


    I grit my teeth. Of course, her no-good bastard of a brother was the one responsible for leaving her alone in the middle of the shark tank. Who the hell else would it be? “Miles is aware that this is your wedding reception, isn’t he? And that it’s customary for the groom to stick by the bride?” I give a pointed look at her still flat stomach.


    “It’s a party, not a reception.”


    “Oh, really?” I glance around the crowded room filled with people in fancy dresses and fancy shoes. “Is there actually a difference?”


    “Umm, yeah. About nine hundred people, or so Ethan assures me.” Chloe rolls her eyes at the absurdity of throwing a party for over a thousand people and I can’t help laughing. Anyone else would be counting her blessings. After all, it isn’t every day a girl gets such a reversal of luck—from struggling student to wife of one of North America’s richest men in the course of one summer.


    All Chloe is doing is counting the guest list—and the minutes until she can get all these people out of the house she shares with the husband she adores.


    “I think you should sit down,” I tell her, steering her toward some of the tables set up by the caterers. “Get off your feet for a few minutes.”


    She laughs, but doesn’t resist when I all but shove her into a chair. “I’m not pregnant enough to have to worry about the whole sitting thing yet.”


    “Give me a break,” I say with a snort. “If I were you, I’d be working the whole pregnant thing for everything I could get. You’re gestating a human being in there? Why shouldn’t you be waited on hand and foot?”


    She laughs, pats my cheeks. “We can’t all be divas, Tori.”


    “Now you’re just talking crazy.” She laughs as I intend her to, but she also stays put. Proof that she’s more tired than she’s letting on. I snag another glass of champagne from one waiter, some yummy appetizers from another, and send a third scurrying to bring my best friend some sparkling water. Then I flop down next to her, to give her and my feet—currently encased in a pair of sparkly, five-inch-high Jimmy Choos—a quick rest. Besides, if she’s deep in conversation with me, it should keep the vultures at bay, at least for a little while.


    “So, have you told Ethan yet?” I ask, scowling at the ad exec (or lawyer, who can tell) who looks like he wants to make an approach. Normally, I’m all for a quick tryst with a hot guy—it passes the time at events like this—but this is my best friend’s party. There’s no way I’m sneaking into the garden for a quick rendezvous when I can be hanging with her.


    “I did,” she answers in a soft undertone. “He’s crazy excited.”


    “Of course he is.” Despite the fact that he’s a tech genius and superrich—two strikes against him in my book—Ethan Frost is actually a really great guy. Plus he treats Chloe right and doesn’t seem to mind the fact that we still expect to live in each other’s pockets even now that she’s married, so I have absolutely no complaints. Except for the fact that this party would be a lot more rocking if he’d limited it to seventy-five of his closest friends instead of using it as an excuse to introduce Chloe to West Coast high society, such as it is.


    I glance around as I talk to Chloe, noting that a number of my father’s friends are here, as are a few people I went to high school with. I ignore them all, try not to let the guest list bother me. After all, this is Ethan and Chloe’s soiree, not mine, and who they choose to invite means nothing to me. Besides, it’s not like I don’t see these people when I can’t ignore the royal summons home that my father issues at least twice a year.


    Ad exec/lawyer guy starts to approach, a convivial grin on his face, an appreciative gleam in his eyes. I very deliberately yawn while looking straight at him, then turn my face away. Needless to say, he gets the hint. At least for now.


    Before anyone else can work up the nerve to approach either Chloe or me, Ethan is back. And so is Miles. Sadly. As Chloe’s brother slides his six-foot-three-inch frame into the chair next to me, I take it as my excuse to make a quick exit. He may be the hottest guy at the party—all shaggy blond hair, bright green eyes, and leanly muscled build—but I don’t want anything to do with the creep. Not when he sold Chloe out so completely, just when she needed him most.


    She’s too busy blaming her parents to blame Miles for his culpability in the situation, but I’m not. Isn’t that what best friends are for, anyway? To look out for you when you can’t look out for yourself? I know what it’s like to be a commodity to the people who are supposed to love you most, know what it’s like to be sold down the river by the person who’s supposed to take care of you and keep you safe. Just because Chloe is willing to forgive Miles doesn’t mean that I am. No matter how hot he is or how many good deeds he’s done recently trying to make things up to her.


    “Hey!” Chloe reaches out and snags my hand as I stand up. “Where are you going?”


    I hold up my empty champagne flute. “To get another drink, of course.”


    Ethan starts to offer to get one for me, but I slip away, pretending I don’t hear him. I grab that drink, but instead of returning to Chloe’s side—where I’ll be forced to make polite small talk with her douche of a brother—I weave my way through the beautiful people looking for an empty corner to hide in. Normally, I’m the life of the party, but lately it’s getting harder and harder to put on the act. Harder and harder to keep the darkness at bay. And when the crowd seems to swell around me, kicking up the claustrophobia I’ve suffered from since I was sixteen, it’s the last straw.


    I make a beeline for the stairs, figuring I’ll head upstairs to one of the guest rooms for a few minutes until I can get my shit together. Until I can be the person Chloe and all the rest of these people are used to seeing. Until I can forget all the reasons I hate—


    Someone grabs on to my elbow from behind and I almost freak out. My heart starts pounding and every instinct I have screams at me to flee. But I don’t run, don’t yank my arm away even as my skin crawls. To do either is to show weakness and I am not weak. Not now, not ever again.


    So, instead, I paste a seductive smile on my face, making sure my eyes are heavy-lidded and sexy when I turn my head to face down whoever has detained me. But one look at the gray-haired man holding my arm has the smile sliding off my face, has the fear inside me ramping up one hundredfold. One thousandfold.


    “Tori,” he says, a cordial grin on his unlined, too-handsome face. “I’ve been looking for you since I got here. Where have you been hiding?”


    In plain sight. It’s where I always hide. But if I’d known he was going to be here—if I’d known he was actually looking for me—I would have done a better job of camouflaging myself. Might have traded the turquoise dress, and the turquoise hair, in for basic black.


    But it’s too late now. There’s nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. Nothing to do but brazen it out and pretend my heart isn’t close to leaping out of my chest.


    So that’s exactly what I do.


    Giving myself one second—and one long, shaky breath—to pull myself together, I cock my hip and narrow my eyes. I even manage to work up a shallow little sneer as I look him over from top to toe. “Well, hello, Daddy dearest,” I tell him after several long, weighted seconds pass. “Fancy meeting you here.”
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