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   I always thought I was going to end up marrying Lucy, the woman I loved with my entire existence. Unfortunately, the woman staring back at me, readying to say our vows, wasn’t the blue-eyed woman I loved. She was the woman who was chasing after my best friend, but we somehow ended up on the damn altar in a church in Madrid. 
 
    
 
   Lucy gave up on me, you see. A mixture of love and hate shone in her eyes when she pleaded for me to cancel this farcical union. All I needed was for her to say it—for her to tell me that she loved me. But what did she do? She walked away…for the second time.
 
    
 
   That truly gutted me. I knew then that she would never choose me, nor would she fight for me—or for the love we had once so profoundly shared. 
 
    
 
   Seeing her again in Rome months later twisted me inside out. Because time didn’t make my feelings ebb away. In fact, they were rotting in me, slowly poisoning everything I’d once cherished, loved and believed. 
 
    
 
   Could I risk myself again? Or should I just let bygones be bygones and walk away just as she had done? 
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Behind the prettiest smile hides the darkest secrets,
 
   Behind the kindest heart resides the cruelest pain.
 
   Looks could be quite deceiving…
 
   And your perceptions about certain characters could be wrong…
 
   The truth turns into lies, happiness to sorrows.
 
   Honesty died in vain a long time ago.
 
   Even a loving heart could be so hollow…
 
    
 
    
 
   - Josh Guite
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Lucy
 
   Rome
 
    
 
   Basking out on the veranda with Blake Sienna, Chad and Toby, we were enjoying our late afternoon siesta after we’d returned, peckish and thirsty, from shopping in the Piazza di Spagna and Via del Babuino. We had enjoyed some peach Bellini’s while the men enjoyed their alcoholic drinks as we shared the mini pastries, olives, cold cuts and assorted cheeses that were always right before us.
 
   “Paris and Rome are like fashion orgasms for the gays. I think I’ve shopped myself to exhaustion. If I see one more Armani, I’m going to keel over and die.” Chad sighed, exhausted. “But then again, if it looked good on me, I’d die wearing it. I’m going down hot, that’s all I’m saying.” 
 
   “Don’t forget the hot men!” I chirped, remembering the sizzling encounters we’d had earlier. 
 
   Toby snorted and slammed his glass down, head shaking in disbelief. 
 
   Chad looked at him then at me. “Why aren’t you two speaking or looking at each other?” Chad pointed at me and then at Toby, swishing his finger back and forth, suspicious. “You guys want some shots to loosen the tubes or what?” He grinned evilly, wicked thoughts etched in his dark eyes. 
 
   I stilled, hoping he would shut it before things went out of control. All morning I had tried to forget, but I just couldn’t for the life of me believe what had happened last night. 
 
   I gave Chad a nasty look while he started laughing his butt off then slid a shot towards me and another towards Toby. “Heavy sexual vibes going on, that’s all.”
 
   Toby shook his head, staring at the shot in front of him before he took it in one slug. “I suppose it’s my fault. I kissed her yesterday.” 
 
   Blasted fuck. Why did he have to brazenly announce something so personal? 
 
   I groaned, covering my face. “Shut up!” 
 
   Toby flinched, looking offended at my reaction. “Well, why don’t we just have it out here, shall we, Lucy? After all, we are amongst friends.” 
 
   All air left me as I stared at him with horror. “You wouldn’t dare!” I spat back. 
 
   Our eyes battled while his nose flared, and he contemplated what to do next. When his lips pressed together, looking determined, I knew he was going for the kill. 
 
   Toby stood up, towering over us with his eyes flashing everything he was going through, baring it all out in the open. “Fine. I’m a twit! I’m a pig. I’m a bloody, fucking adulterer because I fucking had sex with you last night! I’m not going to apologize because I fucking loved every second of it. There wouldn’t have been a difference anyway because I’ve cheated on my wife on a daily basis; looking at videos and pictures of you—of us. From the second our eyes met to our first kiss, it’s you that I’ve loved.” He looked away, mellowing down. “It was supposed to be you on the altar with me, Luce. It was supposed to be you and me forever, remember?” 
 
   This was too much. “Stop, please… I can’t handle this,” I begged, attempting to hold it all in while my eyes started to gloss with tears. 
 
   Sienna tried to reach out and soothe me, yet nothing was helping because, apparently, he wasn’t done yet. 
 
   “It’s true… I love you. Just say the word and I’ll divorce Amelia straight away. I haven’t consummated the marriage because… the thought of her as my wife repulsed me.” He paused, composing himself. “I know this is a lot, especially since I have a kid on the way, but I’m fucking dying here, Lucy. When will you stop punishing me for what my family said to you and end my agony?” 
 
   “I don’t know.” I looked away, feeling uncertain. 
 
   “Okay. I’m walking away. I’m going to throw everything—every memento I have that reminds me of you—out. All I need to hear is for you to tell me that you don’t love me.” 
 
   He had the audacity to throw ultimatums? I was beyond incensed. “Easy. I don’t love you!” 
 
   He painfully swallowed, sighed and toyed with his empty shot glass before he nodded, lips pressed together. “Mate, you know I’d be here for you, but I hope you understand that I have to leave right now,” he directed at Blake then started to retreat towards the villa. 
 
   What? He just walked away after all that rubbish? 
 
   “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” I stood up, yelling at the top of my lungs. 
 
   Not looking back, he yelled, “Home,” and continued walking. 
 
   Bastard. 
 
   Clenching both of my hands, I groaned before I shot back, “London?” 
 
   “Spain,” he responded before completely disappearing inside. 
 
   Still staring after him, I was rendered speechless. I was livid, shaking with rage, my tears unstoppable as I slowly sat back down, looking perplexed. 
 
   Chad instantly came towards me, holding me close. 
 
   “I had sex with him last night. When he kissed me, I forgot the fact that he was married,” I managed to say, sobbing. 
 
   Blake looked at me, frowning with concern, as if he was in pain, too. “Lucy, I adore you, but you’re too thick-headed sometimes. If Toby goes back to her and really tries to make this marriage work, you’d be in a shambles. Is that what you want?” 
 
   Instead of responding, I cried harder, knowing the weight of his words. Hell. This was pure Hell. 
 
   Out of nowhere, Chad slapped my cheek, catching me off guard as all I could do was stare at him. Horrified. 
 
   “GET YOUR ASS MOVING AND GET YOUR MAN BACK! GO!” he screeched into my face. 
 
   My cries stopped, halting amidst my shock with my mouth hanging ajar, my eyes unblinking. 
 
   Chad looked mad as he placed his hands on the side of my hips before he lifted me to stand on my feet. “GO!” he screamed into my face like a bloody Sergeant. 
 
   Huffing, I snapped out of my funk before I started marching indoors. “You’re going to pay for that!” I managed to throw back at Chad, walking ahead. 
 
   “It was my pleasure!” he called after me, laughing. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if Chad’s brazenness offended or warmed me, however I knew I had to settle things with the determined man inside. 
 
   Bracing myself, I strode inside the villa, towards his bedroom. 
 
    
 
   +++
 
   Last night…
 
   I could feel the weight of his stare—heated, angry, impassioned…and defeated. Those crystal blues zoned in on me as if there was no one around—as if we weren’t surrounded by three of our closest friends. His eyes told me what I didn’t want to see. What I surely didn’t need to feel. 
 
   He should know better, but apparently, the idea hadn’t come across in his drunken brilliantness. 
 
   Sipping my wine slowly, I tried to listen to what my friend, Chad, was saying, but I failed utterly. I couldn’t for the life of me focus on anything. As much as I tried to avoid his severe stare, he was somehow getting through to me. As always. 
 
   This was how it was between us. We shared this uncanny ability of knowing each other’s feelings without muttering a word about it. Back in the day, it was one of the things that I had loved between us, yet that was all in the past—back at a time where things were pure and unsullied, surely not something that had carried over to this present day. 
 
   What was his purpose anyway? This was our first night in Rome and he was willing to spoil it for Sienna and Blake, our main reason for being here in the first place. 
 
   I couldn’t break now. My pride had saved me thus far, and it was certainly going to protect me over the coming days, breathing and living around him on a daily basis. God or some other miraculous super power could only help protect my sanity. 
 
   Hoping was one thing; dealing with it in this instance was another. 
 
   “For the love of God! Stop staring at me.” I finally flashed him a seething, hateful glare before I got up and huffed, leaving in haste. I was sure the rest of my friends, especially Sienna, were shocked at my sudden, explosive reaction. She must have thought I was the sanest one amongst all of us, however she was wrong. The inner thoughts were chaotic. Wretched. Bitter. But most of all, irrevocably heartbroken. 
 
   It was true. I might deny it to the rest of humanity, yet deep inside, the turmoil my mind and heart were going though was endless. Acting like a pompous bitch was the only defense mechanism that helped me get through this shit storm of a mess. 
 
   It had been four months now of enduring this vile, gut-wrenching pain after seeing him this past Christmas in Courchevel, France with another woman dangling on his arm. 
 
   I had never been the same again. It had been a wake-up call. A slap to the face. He might just as well have stomped my wretched heart with his heel because it sure felt like that. The lacerating pain I had suffered during that holiday… I would not, could not, ever forget. 
 
   Love was a blasted, prickly fool. Why had it chosen me? 
 
   I never wanted it to end—I wasn’t ready to let him go, but I knew I had to. I didn’t want to be the reason that would cause a rift in his family. Had I been selfish, things would’ve turned out differently. 
 
   Wishful thinking was a thing I loathed more than anything. 
 
   Back inside the villa, I was navigating around the vast hallways, striding towards my room while I kept reminding myself of the reason why I couldn’t succumb to his blatant display of emotion. Shutting myself inside my bedroom, I sat on the bed, feeling bereft—unbalanced—even though my surroundings portrayed calm elegance. 
 
   Seraphina, our host and Blake’s wonderful aunt, had decadent taste in décor. My room had been designed in modern Romanesque architecture with a lot of ivory, beige and different shades of earth colors. Add the hints of gold in the furnishings and it completed the space; giving it a nice, relaxing ambiance. 
 
   I probably just needed a moment to take the heat off my body, hoping my boiling blood would settle down and calm my senses. Being around him—seeing him laughing and smiling amongst our friends, our close-knit circle—just brought back great, old memories I’d had with him. After all, two years of bliss was a long time to be with someone. 
 
   Two years of building trust, love and a future together, and all of that had gone down the drain the moment his family had decided to step in, thinking I wasn’t “fit” to be with their son. Their reason was as shallow as it could get. Apparently, their family was a distant relative to the royals. And by distant, I meant quite extremely far removed from the bloodline, but still, they held their heads high, thinking that they were circling in the same social strata as the queen herself. 
 
   Listening to the mother of the man you love dearly say damaging and shameful things about your own family, accusing us of being social climbers, had immensely gutted me inside out. Add a few more barbed comments from his grandmother, and it truly topped the bashful train that they were on, coming towards me full speed with no intentions of breaking. Then again, that had been their goal—drilling it into my head that I was never going to be the woman he married, and that I was always going to be the woman he shagged; that he merely had fun with. 
 
   Their words hit raw nerves. 
 
   For days, I had mulled over what they had said, keeping it to myself because I didn’t have the courage to say any of it out loud. Sadly, I had been ashamed that others looked at me that way. It wouldn’t matter that I never asked anything of monetary value; people were bound to draw up their own opinions, disregarding any truth so they could accomplish their mission. For him to marry someone in that circle—so that they could make a stronger bond in Society. 
 
   I came to a breaking point when I confided to my sister, telling her what had happened. When she asked me if I was willing to fight for him, risking the break-up of his family and having to help him pick-up the pieces afterwards—if the day came that he did choose me and the time came that he was going to start resenting that fact—would I be able to forgive myself? I was all yes to the rest, but my conscience took precedence when I thought of him resenting me. 
 
   Parting with him had been the hardest thing I had ever done—walking away from the only man I had ever loved—but I had known I was doing it for his own good. His family needed him for all sorts of reason, and I just couldn’t compete with that. 
 
   As much as I adored him to bits, I held on to the hope that I might get over him if I just pushed him enough, convincing him that it was truly over for me. 
 
   And he had. Not straight away, but he had fallen into another woman’s arms months after. 
 
   I thought seeing him with another person would push me to try and move on as well, yet unfortunately, I had been simmering in my own torment, still trying to ebb the pain in my heart. 
 
   Maybe someday I’d find another man that could come close to him. Someday… perhaps. 
 
   Releasing a breath, I decided to come out of hiding, hoping that I could explain my sudden psychotic meltdown to Chad and Sienna without giving too much away. Those two had the knack of being able to break through my barriers. As much as I loved them, I sort of hated the fact that they could use that to their advantage when they needed the truth from me. 
 
   Yanking the door open, I suddenly stopped functioning, stilling at the sight of him standing right in front of the door, looking as wretched as ever. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I made a shaky, chilling whisper. For the first time after I had walked out on him, I finally looked at his face—really looked at him. His cheeks had a tint of redness from alcohol. His hair had that look that it had been pulled about in all directions while his eyes penetrated into my soul—through my shield. 
 
   “I came here to apologize.” His tone told me that he was apologizing for far more than what had happened tonight. He was apologizing for everything that had happened. If only that word could erase him from memory—from all the misery it had cost me—but it was too late.
 
   Barely giving him a curt nod, I gave him a deadpanned look. “Will that be all?”
 
   His eyes darkened; he had been hurt from my brash abruptness so badly that there was no hint of blue anywhere within their depths. “You bloody well know that isn’t all, Lucy!” he stormed out, his eyes flashing at me. “You’ve been cutting and blocking me in at all corners to the point that it became difficult to get through to you—had you listened—”
 
   “Had I listened to what?” I screeched with my chest heaving while my eyes trained on him, waiting.  
 
   His brows furrowed, frustration etched all over his face. “Had you listened to me,” he managed to say, unblinking, “we wouldn’t have broken up.” My heart ached at the sound of his voice cracking. What was the point of bringing the past up now? Everything was too late. He just needed to come to terms with that.
 
    “I’m not discussing this with you again.” 
 
   His nose flared as he brushed past me and took the liberty of shutting the door himself before facing me with those thunderous eyes. “Why the fuck not? We never really did, did we?” he hissed, chest heaving before he decided to step closer, stopping mere inches from my heated face. “You fucking threw me away like some rotten rubbish you no longer needed.”
 
   I caught a heady whiff of his cologne and nostalgia racked all over my body. Locking my jaw, my gaze indirectly avoided his, wandering about his neck and chest before my eyes settled on his lips. The lips that had tasted other women. The lips that had once told me that I was his forever. The same lips that had once sealed my fate while I had hoped he’d meant every word. I might’ve held my ground, but deep in my heart, I was a walking contradiction. Because maybe I wanted him to fight for me. Maybe because I hoped that he’d come back and tell me that he had managed to fix the situation with his family. It never happened that way, though. I was on my own, holding out for something that was never going to happen. Much more so now. All I had to do was think of Amelia and everything came into sharp focus. 
 
   “Well, had it ever occurred to you that maybe I didn’t need you?” I gritted out, hardening my heart and hoping that it would stay that way forever. 
 
   “Interesting really, since you and I were talking about buying our own place, even skirting around the subject of marriage.” His eyes dropped low, staring at my heaving chest. 
 
   Wow. He had the gall to speak about marriage? Un-fucking-believable. 
 
   “This is absolutely pointless.” 
 
   His desirous, veiled gaze instantly turned cold, spitting daggers at me. “It isn’t to me!” he hissed, stepping a tad too close for my comfort, his eyes impertinently locked on my trembling lips. “It means the world to me—everything, Luce.” 
 
   Luce. I used to love that he called me that. “Funny, ‘cause I sure as hell am not part of your world.” I made a shaky laugh, willing myself not to cry. “Not anymore.” 
 
   “Tell me—tell me what you need, and I’ll give it to you.” His sad, conflicted eyes searched mine before he whispered in a raspy tone, “Just come back to me.” 
 
   Licking my lips, I stared at him. Wide-eyed. Conflicted. Barely hanging by a thread. 
 
   “You must know that I haven’t stopped loving you. Not even for a day. Not for a second.” When his hand reached out to cradle my cheek, a small sob escaped from my lips as I closed my eyes, having difficulty not crying. This was past torment. “A part of me still believes that you love me.” His hot breath brushed against my lips, honing in closer. “We were supposed to be forever, Luce. Give me something to hope for.” 
 
   Hope. What hope? We had none. Everything had expired the moment he had taken that step towards the inevitable. For weeks on end, I had wallowed with my shattered heart, praying that I was dreaming… having the hardest time believing that he would really hurt me in the worst possible way… thinking that the man who had given me all those promises would never destroy our future. 
 
   All it had taken was one simple text message from Chad, stating that he was sorry, confirming everything I’d dreaded hearing.
 
   My prayer hadn’t been answered, and I had to live with that. 
 
   Every single moment, each passing day, I had to come to terms with the fact that all I had left of him was memories. Did he have any idea how much I struggled to survive? No, of course he didn’t. He was too busy. With her. 
 
   He was Amelia’s and not mine to claim anymore. I knew that… however my heart couldn’t be taught—it obediently wept for him. 
 
   “I have had just about enough… I can’t take it—please.” It hurt too damn much.  “No more. Please. Just leave.” 
 
   “Luce—”
 
   I pressed my hand on his chest, pushing him away. “Toby… I can’t take—”
 
   An animalistic, deep groan escaped from him before he yanked my hand and pulled me towards him, slamming my chest against his, causing an explosive friction between us. When his lips met mine, I felt anger rise, spreading through me like wildfire. Infuriated that I had missed him. Helpless that I simply couldn’t stop him. 
 
   Both of his hands were behind my head, his fingers gripping into my hair as he demolished my lips. Each kiss broke through my shield, shattering it into smithereens. 
 
   Through his lips, I felt his sorrow, his intensifying hunger, his love. Good grief, I felt his love. It invaded me all at once. He clouded everything like a fog, making me only see him and nothing else. 
 
   His heart galloped against mine, disarming me even more. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Lucy
 
   Present
 
    
 
   I slowly paced towards his bedroom door, breathing roughly amidst the riotous, unsteady beat of my heart. Staring at the terra cotta tiles as I quietly walked along, I was telling myself to calm down and think rationally. That I should think of the outcome, the consequences of my drastic actions. 
 
   After last night, I was still unsure of everything. I mean, did I feel guilty? Yes, I truly did. But did I regret it? My mind did, however my body certainly didn’t. So that left me at a crossroads, not sure where to turn to. 
 
   Now, standing outside his door, every nerve ending rattled in my body. I knew the second I would open this subject with Toby, nothing could be taken back… yet I knew I had to go through this for both our sakes, even if it resulted with or without each other. 
 
   Holding my breath, I gently knocked a few times before taking the liberty of opening the door myself. Walking inside, I saw the room was somehow similar to mine, but Toby had all the drapes pushed aside and the bright, Roman sunshine lit his room entirely. He was nowhere in his receiving area, so I cautiously strolled towards the open double-doors to the bedroom and could see that he was in the bathroom, taking his things and dumping them in a black weekend bag. When he strode back inside the bedroom with a heavy scowl on his face, he immediately stilled as he saw me standing there mid-stride. 
 
   “I was hoping we could talk…” I paused, feeling like his eyes were choking the words out of me. They were too much—too powerful for me to think coherently. 
 
   I caught the bob of his throat, going up and down a few times before he looked away and then went towards his bed and laid the duffel bag next to the open, empty luggage. “I think you’ve said enough, Lucy.”
 
   Licking my lips, I ignored the quick, stabbing pain that dug through my heart. “About what happened earlier… and last night—” 
 
   “I’m not going to hold it against you, so you need not worry.” He cleared his throat before he spun to face me. His eyes didn’t hold the look of love. And for some reason, I wasn’t comforted by that information. “And as for my outburst right before our friends, I apologize for the embarrassment, and for all the other instances where I had put you on the spot.” 
 
   This should have been my cue to reel him back to me, but I didn’t. Of course I didn’t. “Last night shouldn’t have happened… and as for that outburst you had outside, I understand where you’re coming from, but this trip wasn’t about you or me. This is about Blake and Sienna. We were supposed to be here for them, so let’s do just that; place our differences aside and act civilized towards each other. They both deserve it.” Throwing the guilt card was the only thing I could do for him not to leave. Blake and Sienna meant so much to us both that I knew he’d feel like a monster leaving because his heart issues were getting in the way. 
 
   He sighed deeply, running a hand over his hair. “You’re right.” 
 
   I knew I was. 
 
   And so we compromised. 
 
   Later that night, Sienna surprised us all by proposing to Blake, moving all of us to tears. The ceremony was held in the garden, amongst friends and family. Their love was genuine. I remember witnessing it all and wishing that someday I hoped to find that kind of love with someone. 
 
   It took every ounce in me not to glance at Toby from the ceremony to the reception. The cloak of love and desire was too heady for me to risk it. Last night had been risky enough, however if I let my heart rule tonight, I was going to be in big trouble. 
 
   So I remained calm—detached—until it was time to wish the couple away to their honeymoon. After bidding them a safe farewell, it was only then that I breathed out a sigh of relief, knowing that I would be flying out first thing in the morning, hoping not to see him any longer. 
 
   I was on the veranda, enjoying the night air as I recalled the wonderful night of my friends’ beautiful union, when I heard him behind me, clearing his throat to get my attention. 
 
   Spinning around to face him, I saw he stood a few steps away, looking certain—confident—and yet, unsure. We were both still dressed in our formal attire. I had to enforce the voice of reason, telling myself that this man wasn’t mine as I pried my eyes away from him and looked elsewhere. 
 
   “I’m leaving in a few minutes.” 
 
   His words caught me off guard. He was leaving tonight? Why? It was almost midnight. “Oh,” was all I could manage in my shock. Of all the things I had expected from him, I hadn’t been expecting this. 
 
   He cleared his throat for the second time before speaking to me. “I want to thank you for earlier, intervening about my leaving, or I would’ve missed out in my best friend’s special night.” 
 
   For the first time, I smiled at him. Yes, he sure wouldn’t have forgiven himself if he had missed Blake Knightly’s wedding. “You’re welcome.” 
 
   My smile made him crack a tiny grin as well, sending flutters all over my stomach. Toby Watson not only was dashingly gorgeous, but he sure did know how to make use of those dimples that had—and still did—weakened me in the knees. 
 
   “It’s been lovely to see you, Lucy.” 
 
   I nodded. “You, too.” 
 
   His eyes lingered, burning me up as they brushed my face. He opened his mouth as if to say something, but then immediately shut it, nodding before he spun around to leave. 
 
   My heart dropped as I watched him walk away, retreating inside the villa to leave through the main doors while I remained in my spot, telling myself that pushing him away was the right thing to do. 
 
   Gripping the balcony rail, I stared at the fountain ahead as I pulled the pins out of my bun, needing to do something other than think about the numbness that was settling into my soul. 
 
   “Luce?” 
 
   My eyes widened, my heart torn in two that he had come back. “Yes?” I whispered, not facing him. 
 
   I didn’t hear his footsteps, but I felt him close… so close that my skin prickled at his proximity. I felt his heat even though he wasn’t touching me. He was right behind me, and that thought filled me with dread—with lust and excitement and even more heartbreak. 
 
   “I just have to ask for the last time, even after you’ve told me that you didn’t love me at all—” he breathed out. “But if there’s any chance that you might take me back after all of this—if there’s a tiny hope that you might like me still… I would die to get the chance to be with you again.” 
 
   Frozen on the spot, I stood there and listened to him speak, knowing quite well where this was all going to end. 
 
   “Give me a shred of hope, Lucy.” 
 
   “My feelings haven’t changed. My answer hasn’t changed, either.” There was some truth in that. 
 
   I heard him take a sharp breath, as if my words had truly gutted him. “I need to come to terms with all of this—that I should’ve known from the start that once you made your choice, it could never be undone. You left—” he whispered. “You left without looking back, without remorse… you were unfeeling, as if I had meant nothing to you. In the beginning, I thought it a joke, but as it went on, I reeled from bewilderedness and sought temporary remedies to ease my pain…”
 
   After all of my practiced indifference, I completely dropped the façade the moment he threw me back into past. “To ease your pain. Fucking Amelia, you mean?” I threw in the barb, as if her name was acid on my tongue, spinning around to face him. 
 
   His temper flared. “After I saw you go out with that model bloke, what did you expect?” he pressed closer. 
 
   He was pushing my irritated, agitated and very frustrated buttons. “You were shagging your best friend’s castoffs! You could’ve at least thought with your head up here!” I tapped the side of my head, almost screaming at him. “But you didn’t care about that tiny, sordid detail because you simply wanted to shag your way into oblivion.” Growling at him, the words freely flowed out of my mouth. “Oh, no—fucking the Spanish bitch wasn’t quite enough, you just had to get her pregnant and marry her in haste because I was ignoring all your pleas.”
 
   “And that bothers you, doesn’t it? WHY? Is it because you wanted to be my bride?” he flung challengingly. “Or is it because you wanted to be the woman to carry my child?” 
 
   Each word pierced me because the truth of the matter was, I longed to be where Amelia was. By his side. His wife. The mother of his child. 
 
   Of course he was right. I envied her. 
 
   I had cast him aside, so my bitter words and resentment should only be mine to suffer and endure. Not him. Not Amelia. But me; the idiot who had thought I was doing the right thing by giving in to his mother’s manipulations.
 
   Last night had been my goodbye. It should have been enough. I had made a string of mistakes because I was too heartbroken to think properly. Too broken to see through the fog of unshed tears—the heavy weight of my sorrow, and the love that had once been so great that I had completely lost myself. 
 
   Now everything had changed. The fog no longer blocked me from seeing things clearly, and as much as I liked to ponder my errors, I’d rather choose to think about what to do to improve the future. 
 
   Even though he had said he hadn’t consummated his marriage with her, it wasn’t right. From what I had gathered from Blake, both led separate lives but were staying together because of the baby that she was carrying. Even then… this didn’t make it right. 
 
   I had to set him free—free of the shackles of me, the ghost of me—of us. 
 
   “No,” I murmured. “You’re wrong. I never wanted to be any of those. When I thought of my future, I hadn’t included you in it.” 
 
   If my selflessness could make his marriage work, then I should be happy to know that I at least had done right by him in the end; even though I had caused him so much agony in the beginning. 
 
   He looked confused for a moment before the words slowly sunk into him. His facial expression looked beyond hurt. The rawness of his pain took my breath away. For a single moment, I thought about taking my lies back, however I held back and remained strong, hoping this would enlighten him towards a better life with his child. 
 
   “Everything I once thought or believed… are you telling me that it was all a lie?” he asked in a tone that made the hair on my back stand on end. 
 
   Swallowing the heavy lump in my throat, the weight of my lies pressed against my heart, vowing that this would be the last time I would hurt him. “I had never meant for it to go that far…” My eyes captured his lovely face once more, knowing that this could be the last time I saw him. “Your mother was my excuse to break things off with you, but the truth is…” My voice shook, however my determination pushed me to continue, “I’ve been in love with Troy since before I broke things off with you.”
 
   “Don’t fuck with me like this, Luce…” he quietly begged, searching my eyes for the truth, as if the world had been pulled out from beneath his feet. 
 
   I loved you, but I had to let you go. “It’s the truth,” I uttered the ultimate lie, knowing that I was going to nurse a very damaged heart once I got back to England. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   “I’ve been in love with Troy since before I broke things off with you.”
 
   Blinking a few times, I shook my head from the difficultly of wrapping my head around the information she’d just struck me with. 
 
   In love… 
 
   With another man? Sure, she’d dated him, but enough to fall in love that fast even before she had resolved her unfinished business with me? It’s a high possibility, my mind mocked, leaving me with anxiety. 
 
   “Don’t fuck with me like this, Luce…” I begged while I stared at her in disbelief, not willing to accept the lies that kept spewing out of her mouth. 
 
   “It’s the truth.” 
 
   Not only did her words leave me broken, but they also squashed what little lightness I had left in my life. Last night had given me hope, yet after this revelation, Lucy left me in a world of ceaseless pain and suffering. 
 
   I could tell she was waiting for me to say something—anything to challenge what she’d just said. I didn’t think my love for her would be enough for me to recover from this alone, so if she intended to say something more, I knew with all that I was that I couldn’t handle it. 
 
   Without a backward glance, I rushed out of the villa, past the awaiting car that was supposed to take me to the airport, and headed straight into the night, needing to get lost and never be found. 
 
   Three hours later, I found myself calling the driver to pick me up at a bar. 
 
   After hours of contemplation, I knew what I had to do. Even though I could barely speak coherently due to being too inebriated, my mind was clear as sky on a sunny day when I thought of Lucille Connelly. 
 
   It started with me calling her Lucille. Then Lucy for short before it became Luce. 
 
   Our story had begun quickly, like a rollercoaster ride—dipping high and low in accelerated speed with no means of stopping. Like most relationships, we’d had our rough times, however it had always been her who would pull us back together with the use of her endless supply of love and sunny optimism. 
 
   Falling in love with her had seemed natural, like how the sun sets and rises. Like the seasons shifts and changes. Loving her had consumed me from the beginning and I had thought then that I was the luckiest man alive to have such a gem in my life. Little had I known that about two years later, the life I had once planned for would merely be a thing of the past. 
 
   An illusion. 
 
   A fantasy. 
 
   And yet, even though I knew this path was surely never going to happen, I still found myself thinking about the past. 
 
   Thinking about my Luce. 
 
   Thinking about how we had once been together—blinded by love and happiness. 
 
   What had led us astray? 
 
    
 
   The half-filled glass of whiskey with two large ice cubes enticed my attention as I softly played the piano. Lucy was in the kitchen scavenging a light snack—she was famished—while I sat there and lazily played the keys, satisfaction humming in my blood. 
 
   Our weekends were filled with an unlimited supply of heated, sensual shagging, and tonight wasn’t an exception. After the tumultuous afternoon I had with my parents, I needed this—needed her—to heal me once more and bring me back to my old self. 
 
   I was engrossed in the piano, making sure I was hitting the right keys to Moonriver, when Lucy came over, carrying something in her hand. She had an animated smile, beautifully blushing as she held the chocolate cupcake with whipped dark chocolate topping before me that had a small party candle on it. “Happy birthday!” 
 
   I gasped with enthusiasm. “You didn’t!” 
 
   Blowing the candle out, I grinned like a silly kid, touched by her gesture. She didn’t have to go through the lengths of throwing me an elaborate party because with her mere cupcake alone it went beyond words. It was the thought that mattered most, and one of the main things I admired about this woman—she could easily afford extravagance, but she always tended to keep it simple. A trait I admired in a woman. 
 
   My hunger went past admiration as I pulled her against me, holding her around the hips. “How did you know?” Blake was out of town, and since I wasn’t speaking to my parents at the moment, I had decided not to mention it to anyone. Not even Lucy. So imagine my surprise when she came out with this. 
 
   She had one of my dress shirts on, looking demure and yet provokingly enticing as she nervously played with one of the buttons with her thumb and finger. “I hope you don’t mind, but I snooped a bit the first week we started dating.”
 
   Women. Why am I not surprised? “Did you now…” I mused. God, I loved the way she blushed and how her eyes would spark blue fire each time she felt like she was being challenged. 
 
   “Certainly. You were in the shower when I took hold of your wallet and pulled out your I.D. I swear it was only for age verification, nothing more.”
 
   “Oh, really?” The magnetic energy that surrounded us as we stared into each other was electrifying. Tantalizing. 
 
   “Yes, birthday boy,” she murmured, shyly looking up as her eyes flickered back and forth, as if searching for some truth in me. “The other night, I heard your conversation with Blake on the phone.” She nervously paused. “I don’t particularly know what’s going on with your family, but I just want to let you know that I’m here for you, too. If you need someone’s ear to listen to your grumbles, or to have someone to empathize in your situation, or to have someone to ease some of the stress with, I can be that person for you. ” She took a deep breath while her eyes flashed with momentary fright. “I love you… I have for quite some time now.” 
 
   Literally, my heart skittered about at her confession. How often had I held my tongue from speaking those very same words each time I made love to her? 
 
   Countless. 
 
   And how long had I pined for her to feel the same way? 
 
   Way before she had noticed I existed. 
 
   Yes, I had been captivated the very second my eyes found her. She possessed me in ways I had never thought possible. 
 
   A part of me wanted to tease her and question specifics about when she’d realized she was in love with me, but my emotions were quite too profound to even comprehend anything. “You own my heart, Luce. In every which way—it’s yours.” Cradling her cheek, my mouth delved into her lips, kissing her with such hungered passion that I felt completely and utterly undone. 
 
   I was hers. 
 
   She pulled back a little, gazing up at me with pure love shining in her depths. “Don’t break my heart,” she murmured with evident vulnerability. 
 
   She’d had boyfriends before I had come along, but for some reason, I felt like Lucy was giving me something precious she hadn’t given any man before—something greater than her love—and I felt undone 
 
   “I can’t promise you that, but I can guarantee that I will put you above everything else and promise that I will always stay truthful to you.” That was better than a promise any man could deliver to a woman. Promises were meant to be broken. Vows, on the other hand, mostly came from the heart, as did mine. 
 
   She merely nodded before giving me a small kiss on the lips. “You’re mine, Mr. Watson.” 
 
   Watching her lick her bottom lip, I let out a low, deep growl. One that sounded as if my body was revving up for another round. On the bed. On the piano. The kitchen. I wanted her everywhere with her body spread out, naked, lustful, until I’d had my fill. Until I had finished unleashing this rotted need to experience her fully—body, mind and soul. 
 
   It was a madness of nonsensical emotions, but who could truly define a person being in love anyway? It was like an obsessive lunacy—nothing had ever been enough to appease a man’s appetite. 
 
   A man could never appreciate love until he had experienced it himself. 
 
   And I was that smitten man, driving blindly into the unknown darkness on cruise control. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
   Toby
 
   Present
 
    
 
   “I want a divorce.” 
 
   Amelia snorted, unfazed while giving me a nasty glare before looking away. She was carefully putting her make-up on, readying to leave to meet her friends. “Like that will ever happen. I’m pregnant. You can’t leave me,” she said nonchalantly, as if what I was demanding was of no concern to her. 
 
   Amelia was a bitch, I knew that quite well. Each day I was seeing the rotten side of her and I couldn’t stomach the stench of her blackened heart. Her dismissive attitude did not help with my mood. She liked to provoke me to see if she had the capability to make me lose my cool, but I hadn’t gotten that temperamental with her. A part of me felt bad for her—at one point in time we were somehow comrades in our broken hearts and unrequited love—but I could only endure so much before all Hell broke loose, and when that day ever arrived, I wouldn’t hold back an inch. 
 
   Glaring at her reflection, I shrugged before striding towards the walk-in closet, yelling, “Too bad ‘cause I’m packing as soon as I can.” 
 
   I was a rational man. Compared to my best friend, Knightly, I could be mistaken for a saint. I wasn’t the one with a flaring temper, but leave it to Amelia to fuck with my head to the point that rationale went out the window. 
 
   Pressing the button on the side drawer to automatically open the cabinet door that held my luggage, I impatiently waited as I listened for the quiet, swift sound of it opening when I heard the Spanish she-devil emerge, mouth loaded with foul ammunition. 
 
   “And do what, mi amor? Go back to her?” she sneered, rolling her dark eyes at me. She was wearing a long, silk red dress that strategically hid her blossoming belly. Amelia loved to wear red—probably because she loved to provoke raging bulls, like me for instance.  
 
   “She’s gone.” 
 
   Her words affected me, of course they did, and she knew it. Nevertheless, it had taken me quite some time to realize that, if I was going to be miserable forever, I’d rather do it alone, without having to deal with this rubbish. Due to my brokenness, I had let my parents bulldoze me into marrying her. I had also let myself succumb to her advances even though I had known she was all sorts of bad news. However, I wasn’t that shattered, weakened man any longer because, after that one night with Lucy, I had somehow regained my conscience. It was like the heavy fog had been lifted, and I could see clearly for the very first time since she had dumped me. 
 
   “I’ll have my lawyers contact you,” I said as I pulled out my phone and started texting the lawyer my aunt had given me. She had never favored this marriage to begin with, so when I had mentioned that I was thinking about divorcing or annulling the marriage, she had immediately got the ball rolling. 
 
   My aunt was lovely and adored Lucy like she was her own daughter. Since she and her husband couldn’t bear children, they’d treated me like I was their own. As shitty as my parents were to me, my aunt and uncle had given an overabundance of love and affection, fulfilling what my parents had lacked in any department. So, even though I would get wrath from parting ties with Amelia’s powerful family, my aunt’s approval was enough to push me into putting things into motion. 
 
   “I’m going to fucking ruin you, and you won’t ever see this child. Never!” she growled, almost launching herself at me with those long, red lacquered nails that reminded me of a witch. 
 
   The baby. I was still on the fence with that one since rumors had started circulating after we had announced our nuptials that she had been sleeping with a married man, though she’d vehemently denied all of it, of course. Therefore, I had been left to wonder. 
 
   “Try threatening me when I get the DNA results, stating this child is truly mine. The second you give birth to that child, I will make sure to coordinate the testing myself. I’m done playing mind games with you. It’s game over, Amelia.” Blake had suggested this, only confirming the doubts I’d had to begin with that Amelia was capable of that kind of viciousness. She was, after all, a woman scorned—too heartbroken to think straight—and would do anything to try and hurt me. Hurting me would indirectly wound her main target—my best friend, Blake Knightly. 
 
   The results could be doctored, and I needed to make sure that the baby was mine before I negotiated visitation rights. If it was mine, I was going to be a part of his or her life, whether she approved or not. 
 
   “I won’t let this happen.” She was shaking in rage. “I won’t let you pigs ruin me again. I will see to it!” 
 
   “You came on to me so many times after I had declined you—you wouldn’t take no for an answer. I am fucking done with your hissy fits.” I zipped up my things and looked over whatever else I needed to get before I gave her one last look then immediately departed, leaving her on the verge of combustible fury. 
 
   Threats, big or small, wouldn’t sway me. 
 
   This had started with Lucy and it would end with Lucy, that was all I could be certain of. 
 
   She might think she didn’t want me, but she had at one point. She certainly had in Rome. Though she wouldn’t admit to it, I had felt her giving me her all. With each kiss, with every touch, each moan, and with each intensifying stroke of her tongue; the woman with whom I had made love that night had been with me all the way. I had no doubt that it was my Lucy that I had held that night. One night with her had been all I needed to free myself of this burden—the regrets I had carried for quite awhile. 
 
   And I would surely get her back. 
 
   It would take some time, but I would eventually make her love me again. 
 
   +++
 
   “This is your mother. After what you did to our family, you can at least have the decency to take one of my calls. Your father, grandmother and I are all disappointed in you.” She sounded like she was trying to hold her temper but failing miserably. “You have shamed us all beyond belief. How could you do this to me? How dare you do this to your family?” She made a sniffing sound before pausing and then her evil voice returned. “Fix this or we will disown you.” And at that, she disconnected from my voicemail.
 
   My mother reminded me a lot of Amelia. She, too, had been having a ball, calling and leaving voice messages at ungodly hours. I tried to delete as much as I could, yet sometimes, I couldn’t spare my energy for idiocy. 
 
   Normally, since I was based in Marbella, I should be heading straight to Blake’s villa that overlooked the Mediterranean Sea. It had been my residence for over a year now, but I simply didn’t want to be in Spain any longer. Not only was I homesick, thoughts of permanently moving back to England had been taking precedence as of late. 
 
   I just wanted my home. I wanted to be near Lucy. 
 
   During a quick call to Blake, in which I only gave him the small version of what had happened with my farcical union of a marriage, I told him I was heading home. And since I was already in the process of eliminating a lot of things in my life, I quit my job as the financial head of Knightly Industries. I used to love it, but now, I felt like I needed to head in a different direction. Somewhere that I could have more growth, learn the ropes on my own. 
 
   Maybe it was time to pursue my dreams, one at a time. 
 
   I had always wanted to have my own Hedge Fund firm. Following that dream was as good as any. I had nothing to lose and everything to gain. 
 
   The main goal at the end of this trail was to have Lucy back. For me to accomplish that, I had to attain something of my own—a sense of worth, enough to feel deserving of standing by her side. I had done enough damage to the both of us. I hoped, sooner rather than later, that I could be on my way to fixing this. And I would, however first, I needed to be a free man. Free from all of those leeches that were latching onto me, draining me of everything that I was—Amelia, my family, and all the other bad influences in my life. Starting at the beginning, I needed to wipe everything out. It would be difficult to get there, but I would accomplish it. I had one goal in mind, and she was more than worthy to suffer through Heaven and Hell for. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   “Look at you—you look like shit.” 
 
   I didn’t have to look up to know that it was Chad who had joined me. I was at the nearest café from my flat in Covent Garden, and for some brilliant reason, this prick had just managed to hunt me down. Wasn’t he supposed to be in New York with Luke, his other half? 
 
   I had to close my notes along with the schoolbook I was studying. I had exams coming and his interruption wasn’t welcome. Besides, after the crazed bitch-slap he had given me, I wasn’t sure if we were still on speaking terms. 
 
   “Geez, good of you to stop by uninvited.” Sarcasm laced my words, but the mocha-skinned man barely rolled his eyes at me, unfazed by my coldness. 
 
   “I don’t need an invite to see you, so get over it.” He reached out to take my half-eaten pistachio biscotti and munched on it. “It sucks to be here in London without Sienna. I feel like something’s missing in my heart.” He annoyingly sighed before having the audacity to take a sip of my cappuccino, too. 
 
   Really? This was not the time to mess with me. Surely this bugger hadn’t come to see me only to be melancholy about not having Sienna around. I knew those two were close, but sometimes I wished he’d give me the same attention. I missed him, too. 
 
   Masking the hurt in my eyes, I directed a glare at him. “To what do I owe this pleasure, Chad?” 
 
   He flicked the crumbs off the side of the table, looking at me with pure consideration. What I saw in his eyes sort of broke my heart. He was concerned about me; those dark eyes had somehow reached inside me and simply knew what gutting pain I was going through.  It completely undid me. 
 
   Choking back the heavy lump in my throat, I looked away from the intensity of those dark eyes, hoping I could hide from it. 
 
   “He’s finally divorcing her. I flew in the moment he called.” 
 
   No wonder. He was here to the rescue. Since Sienna was on her honeymoon with Blake, Chad needed to make sure I was not going bonkers.
 
   “Don’t feel guilty; it’s not your fault, baby love.” 
 
   Damn him. Why did it seem like he just knew what to say? Was he intending for me to cry because, seriously, I was on the brink of it. Maybe tears would make me feel relief… 
 
   “I had no idea,” I croaked out, blinking back the unshed tears. 
 
   “We all knew this was coming,” he murmured soothingly. “The only question was when he would do it. We all have been perfectly aware he did it for the wrong reasons. Amelia had a weird hold of him… but I think Rome made him snap out of it.” 
 
   Rome. God, thinking about Rome hurt. Thinking about him was too much. I had spewed lies, hoping he would secure his marriage, but the result had backfired on me. What happened now? 
 
   “How is he?” 
 
   He shrugged. “Why don’t we go and find out?” 
 
   Was he crazy? No. I wasn’t ready to face him. Not yet. “I can’t handle that right now.” There was no point in denying anything to Chad. He was just too perceptive and knew too much to be lied to. 
 
   He nodded, eyeing me with understanding. 
 
   Reaching out for my coffee, I took a small sip before carefully placing it back on the small, white saucer. My mind raced on, recalling everything as I took in the news. He was divorcing—dissolving his marriage. He’d be a free man again. Would he seek me out? And if he did, what would I do? Was I ready to be with him? Was I ready to take on the hate and wrath that came with it? 
 
   “Why didn’t you ever beg, Luce?” 
 
   Chad’s question brought me out of my reverie as I frowned at him. “Excuse me?” 
 
   “You heard me. Why didn’t you ever beg him not to do it? You fucking love the man. What the fuck? I just don’t get it. I want to understand why you were being such a cold-hearted bitch.” 
 
   Whoa. I had never heard him talk to me that way. Was he angry at me? 
 
   “What makes you think—?”
 
   “You could’ve saved you both from this heartache. Neither of you are happy, so I want to know why. Why push away the guy who worshipped you like you were made out of gold? Why push him away when you couldn’t live without him?” He paused when he saw me about to argue with him. “You’re not happy. You’ve only been miserable since the moment you left him, love.” 
 
   Would he understand if I told him that I had done it for Toby? That I hadn’t wanted to come between him and his family? That I hadn’t wanted to put him in a position where he had to choose? Toby was a good man. He loved his family. Even though they were dysfunctional at best, they were his family. They needed to sort that out themselves. I cared for him too much to put him in an awful position. 
 
   “It’s hard to explain,” I started. “I did love him—, more than anything.” My heart was his. Forever. “Sometimes, love makes you do things. Things that you hope will be for the best… my intentions were faultless. I needed to put him first before my needs…” My throat constricted, thinking about the searing pain I had endured after walking away from him. “I realized that our own best interest doesn’t necessarily solve anything. Sometimes it turns out for the worst and backfires. A miniscule problem could grow into something bigger, something that’s hard to control.” I had bit off more than I could chew. Not only guilt was festering me into ruins, thinking about the baby placed an acrid, vile taste in my mouth. 
 
   “Love makes us do crazy things. I mean, look at Mighty Knightly and all the shit he had to pull off to be with Sienna. But one thing stood out, and that’s the only thing we should learn, which is never to fucking give up, Lucy. I look at you and I already see defeat. What happened to your backbone? You took part in this mess, at least bitch up and be there for the man you’ve fucked over. He needs you.” 
 
   “I don’t know…” 
 
   “I’m not asking you to be back with him. All I’m asking is for you to show your face. You don’t even have to say anything. Just be around, show that you care, even if it’s killing you inside.” 
 
   Could I do that? Could I stomach seeing the hate in his eyes? 
 
   “Toby might not be too pleased about that.” 
 
   “Trust me on this; that man is nuts and bolts loony for you.” 
 
   +++
 
   “Lucy?” 
 
   I looked up and clashed eyes with him. 
 
   “Would you like to have dinner with me?” 
 
   Was he really asking me this or was I dreaming? 
 
   For weeks, I had secretly lusted after him, dropping subtle hints that I was more than interested, but he hadn’t taken the bait. Last week, I had been convinced that he saw me just as a friend from school. After all, he and Blake Knightly were sought after by all of the women in our school and he could have a pick of whoever took his interest. 
 
   My crushed hope was now alive and kicking as I blinked back a few times, considering his question. 
 
   “Uh, sure.” Fuck. I sounded downright awful. I hoped he wouldn’t change his mind. I wouldn’t recover from it. I was sure of it. 
 
   He looked around the crowded library before glancing down at me again, smiling his mega-watt smile. “Mind if I take you away right now?”
 
   “You want to have dinner… now?” I gulped some much needed air. I better not hyperventilate; it was only a dinner invitation, not him asking me if I wanted a quick shag against the dusty bookshelves…
 
   Though if he had outright asked me that, I would have willingly obliged.
 
   “If it’s too much, we could do it tomorrow night?” he unsurely added with a teasing tone. 
 
   I hardly doubt I’d survive a night berating myself if I declined. 
 
   “Right now is perfectly good.” I immediately got up and neatly took care of my things, placing them inside my tote. Nervously, I gave him a quick glance before he showed us out the library. When we emerged from the building, the sky was dark and the air a tad chilly, but considering how I was a ball of heat next to this man, my cotton long-sleeved black top was enough. 
 
   “What do you feel like having tonight?” 
 
   You, my mind blurted out, making me inwardly blanch at my wayward thoughts. For fuck’s sake, I needed to clear my head or I would ruin this one chance I had with him. And God forbid if I ever did. 
 
   “Chinese sounds good.” 
 
   He grinned. “Is that all you fancy?” 
 
   Was that a trick question? It had to be. “For the moment, I suppose it is.” 
 
   “I like how your cheeks glow pink when you lie a tad,” he mused, blatantly teasing me. 
 
   My fuck, did he know about how I felt about him? 
 
   I reddened some more as I followed him to his parked Audi. He gallantly opened the door for me, but before I slid inside, he took me by the hand then dipped his head and whispered into my ear, “Breathe, Luce. I won’t bite unless you let me.” 
 
   I nervously licked my lips, completely out of my depth as I stared into his eyes, feeling alive for the very first time in my life. 
 
   Something had lit inside of me. Something had snapped, and now, I was barraged with all these heady emotions. There was something about the way he looked at me; it was like he saw who I was, what I was, and what I would become. It was as if he knew…
 
   His spellbinding depths told me that he was ready for the inescapable. 
 
   Well, so was I. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   “He just bought a place around Hyde Park.” Chad chatted up as we rode in a black cab heading towards the said newly purchased home.
 
   Though he kept talking to me, I was remained still, silently listening as I got lost in my own thoughts. Where was Amelia now? Would she let this happen? I mean, why couldn’t he have waited until she gave birth and leave her then? I had so many questions. Each one drilled more guilt into me. I knew I had taken part in this. I had thought after Rome, things would become better, but it had only proved me wrong. 
 
   Before I knew it, the cab was parked and Chad was handing the driver the cash then opening the door and almost tugging me out of my seat. “No time to think, sweet cheeks. Just keep on moving.” 
 
   His grating tone almost made me want to lash out at him, yet even with my anger, I couldn’t manage to spout anything because, deep down, I was a ball of nerves. It certainly sucked to be best buddies with people who were also best friends with your ex. Back in the day, I used to swell with love and pride at being so well loved amongst amazing, big-hearted people, however now, I was not liking it one bit. 
 
   You see, if one of us had a problem, all four would come knocking on your door, come hell or high water. It was how it worked. When Chad needed help, we all took our part. When Sienna had some painstaking problems, we all rallied to be there for her. As we did with Blake. And now, it was Toby. 
 
   When Chad pulled out a key, I glowered at him. “When did you get that?” 
 
   “Robert handed it to me when he picked me up from Heathrow.” 
 
   Robert. Blake Knightly’s driver. Great. I was sure I was the only one exempted from having a key to this place. I knew I shouldn’t feel bitter about that, but I fucking did. It hurt, dammit. 
 
   When the key opened the door, all the bitterness in me fled as I focused on the boxes that were piled up against the wall. It looked like he was barely moved in. 
 
   Chad steadily walked ahead as I reluctantly shifted my footing, not sure if I should go past the foyer. The radiantly polished black and white tiles caught my attention as I stared at them, not sure how to pass time. Would Chad notice that I was not behind him? I hoped not.
 
   Tough luck, I thought as I heard him hiss my name. I looked up and saw him about to come towards me when the sound of an opening door made me freeze on the spot, stealing all the air from my lungs. My ears perked up, knowing quite well who it would be. 
 
   “Chad?” Toby’s voice sent flutters all through my stomach. 
 
   Chad managed to send me a cutting look before he walked over to where Toby was. I could only presume that Chad was giving him a comforting hug. “How’s it going, boo? We thought we’d drop by and say hi, you know?” 
 
   Fucking Chad, I silently growled. 
 
   “We?” Toby clarified. Of course he’d caught on.
 
   Steeling my broken heart, I slowly strode past the hallway before I saw Chad a few feet away, standing by a half cracked door with what looked like a study behind him. 
 
   “Hello,” I murmured, barely audible, but the air in the room was still enough that my voice could cut through it like a blade. 
 
   His casual stance stiffened the second he spotted me. His eyes then darkened as our gazes met. Every inch of me became pained at the sight of him, yet still, I couldn’t resist measuring him from head to foot, noting all the blatant as well as the subtle changes he possessed. 
 
   He looked exhausted. Shattered. 
 
   I looked at him like I had been starved for decades, not days. I would never get tired of him. That only had been proved to me once more. 
 
   I saw his throat bob up and down. “Lucy.” 
 
   There was no trace of hate in his tone… not even indifference. His acknowledgment conveyed that he was neutral. What did that mean? 
 
   “I was hoping we could take you out to eat,” Chad butted in, breaking our contact. 
 
   The moment his eyes left me, I felt bereft, as though the light had been taken from me. Maybe it had. It was only switched back on when he was around, sadly. 
 
   “I already had a light snack.” Toby made a small smile. “Thanks for dropping by, though.” 
 
   Chad smirked before walking around to check his surroundings. “Oh, well. You know, Blake’s flat in Mayfair is a little boring. Do you mind if I stay here for a little bit? I like to bug you once in awhile.” 
 
   Toby shrugged and then walked away, heading towards what seemed to be the kitchen. “Sure. Whatever you like.” 
 
   He’d always had a soft spot for Chad. Additionally, even if he knew what was behind Chad’s motives, he wasn’t crass enough to push him away. Toby always considered other people’s feelings, especially the ones of those he cared about. 
 
   “Yipee,” Chad giddily said as he pulled out his phone. “Let me tell Rob-Rob that I’ll be chilling at your pad. Give me a sec.” He strode out of the kitchen as he dialed Robert’s number. 
 
   Toby was pouring himself a glass of Malbec amidst the black and stainless steel kitchen. He was taking his time, trying to avoid me. As much as I liked to pretend that I wasn’t waiting for him to make small talk, I couldn’t help following my gaze with whatever he did. The man simply consumed me. It was troubling. 
 
   “Fancy having a glass?” he murmured as he watched himself pour the ruby red contents into a glass, filling it halfway. 
 
   “Sure,” I managed to say smoothly. 
 
   He causally pushed his ready-filled glass towards the other end of the counter before stepping back and taking out another glass for himself. 
 
   Why wasn’t he looking at me? I wondered as I cautiously stepped towards the chair, sitting my guilty arse on the stool. Instead of taking a careful sip, I inserted the glass stem in between my fingers and slowly swirled it around, eyeing the crimson contents, as I argued with myself that I should be the one to break the ice. 
 
   Guilt and broken heart aside, I had once been his friend, and even though he might not need me as one, I should make it known that I was there if he needed me. 
 
   Clearing my throat, I swallowed whatever pride I had left and took the plunge. “I’m sorry about your marriage.” 
 
   Those entrancing eyes immediately snapped to me, surprised. “You’re sorry?” he asked as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
 
   I nodded as I parted my mouth to breathe. With his eyes on me like that, I felt like he was cooking me inside out from their simmering heat. “I am—I hadn’t meant to—”
 
   “What didn’t you mean, Lucy?” he threw back. 
 
   Everything. Fuck. God. Oh, fuck. If only I could turn back time, I sure would change how I had handled things… 
 
   “I’m sorry.” For hurting you. For betraying your trust. For always screwing up things for you. For everything… I was truly sorry. 
 
   My words seemed to have angered him. He certainly tried to hide behind it, but his eyes only told me the truth. That I was a coward. That I wasn’t worthy of him. 
 
   Pressing my lips together, I stared at the glass as I slid off the stool. I had no ounce of power left in me to look at him. “I have to go.” I was ashamed beyond words as I walked away, passed Chad in the hallway, moving towards the foyer. 
 
   “Lucy!” he growled after me as I held onto the doorknob. 
 
   I had a few seconds pause before I went out the door with my heart thumping wildly against my chest. I was running and I didn’t stop until a block away, heaving as I bent over with my hands on my knees, needing to breathe. Courage, I lacked it greatly, but I couldn’t fathom staring back into his hurt-filled eyes, knowing how guilty I was. 
 
   Miserable, I slowly walked aimlessly on the streets, ignoring the sad looks that were sent my way as the passersby noted the tears streaming down my face. 
 
   After a long while, when I felt like my legs were about to give out from exhaustion, I dialed the only person I could talk to at the moment. “I need a drink. Can you come by?” 
 
   +++
 
   I was sitting in one of the booths at a pub, staring holes into the wine bottle, when I felt a dark shadow cast over me. 
 
   “Thanks for coming.” I smiled sadly at him as he scooted over across the booth. 
 
   “The ghost finally caught up to you, I take it?” Troy asked as a rhetorical question. When I didn’t respond, he made a heavy sigh before motioning to a waiter to get us another bottle. It was going to be a long night. 
 
   After our failed attempt at dating, Troy had become a close confidante. When times were tough, he was always there to listen to my ramblings. From then on, he became quite close to me when at times I felt like I couldn’t open up to Sienna or Chad. I knew both of them meant well, but at times, I just needed someone who didn’t know Toby and I so well. Occasionally, I just wanted to vent out certain things that were hard to explain to anyone else. I knew Chad and Sienna both loved me, however it hurt sometimes to see that look in their eyes—the look that told me that they believed I was the reason for Toby’s deterioration. 
 
   They were right. Of course I was the reason, yet every now and then, it would be lovely if I was given the benefit of the doubt. If only they would try to understand the war that I was having with myself… 
 
   Troy was the only person I could speak to that didn’t hold any judgment. At times, I needed that. Like tonight for instance. 
 
   It took three bottles of red, two shots of whiskey, and five hours of endless, pained confession before I finally felt like I couldn’t utter another damn word about him. It was selfish of me to talk another man’s ear off about my love-life woes. I knew nothing romantic was brewing between Troy and I, but still, I was eternally grateful that he had willingly sat there with me and let me drown myself in my agony. 
 
   When we left the pub, he hailed a cab to drop me off at my place first. He was a handsome, roguish gentleman, and I hoped that someday he might find a woman that would be worthy of him. 
 
   As always, my thoughts were astray when Troy nudged me out of my daydreaming, nodding towards the now parked cab outside my building. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Tomorrow’s a new day, love.” He gave me a tight hug before he cupped my face with both of his large hands, providing me with some of his strength. “No more tears, yeah?” 
 
   I smiled even though I felt empty inside. Troy was a great friend. I closed my eyes when he kissed my forehead before letting me out of the vehicle. Through the small window, he gave me an arresting smile before the cab drove away with him. Standing out on the pavement, I drew out a breath, feeling rejuvenated somehow. 
 
   He was right. Tomorrow was another day. 
 
   Spinning around, I strode towards the entrance of my building. I pulled out my keycard and was about to swipe it against the magnetic controller when I felt someone approach me. It was dark, so I could barely make the person out in the shadows, but once the person came closer, I was met by the man whom I had been agonizing over all evening. 
 
   And he didn’t look a tad friendly whatsoever. 
 
   My heart palpitated. My mind drew a blank. And as expected, I stared at him like I was starved for the sight of him before I broke contact and continued to swipe my keycard. 
 
   When I heard the lock unlatch from the door, indicating that it was open, I pushed the door slightly before looking back at him. “Do you want to come up?” 
 
   “I thought you were single,” he finally managed to say. He was looking at me as if I had lied to him. “Does he know that you cheated on him?” 
 
   Just exactly how long had he been standing there? “Troy—” 
 
   He cut me off. “Have you ever cheated on me?” 
 
   “No.” How could he ask me that? It was demeaning. 
 
   He lingered on my face before looking away towards the quiet street. “I came here to offer a truce. Maybe to start over as friends again.” 
 
   Friends? Wait—what? He wanted us to be friends? Had he gone mad? 
 
   “Friends?” I asked as if the word was alien to me. It probably was. When it came to Toby Watson, being friends was the last thing I had in mind…the image of him nestled in between my legs, his eyes feasting on me—goodness, I probably was drunker than I thought.
 
   “I have accepted the fact that you and I can never be—that you’re in love with another man. For days, I pondered about what happened in Rome, and I came to the conclusion the other day that maybe it was your way of saying your goodbye. Of shutting that door behind you before finally moving on to be with him without any traces from our relationship.
 
   “I’m starting anew… and I want to restart our friendship as it once was. Since we’re best friends with the same people, I thought it would make more sense if we put our differences aside and start over again.” 
 
   Wow. He had even managed to say those things to me as if he was reciting a cooking recipe—with a complete lack of emotion. Was my mouth parted? Yep. Was I in shock? You bet. 
 
   So he was on a mission of building friendships. Good on him. Truly. But could I come up with the courage to see him as such? I had no idea. If this was his way of extending an olive branch, then I would gladly take it. I had wronged him over and over again; it was the least I could do. 
 
   “I would like that very much.” 
 
   He smiled wanly at me. “Goodnight, Lucy.” 
 
   I barely gave him a nod before I watched him disappear, walking towards the dimly lit street without looking back. 
 
   Could I really be friends with a man who unknowingly had my heart? How long could I carry on pretending that I was in love with Troy when it was Toby I was so madly in love with? 
 
   I hadn’t a clue, but I was going to give it a try. Who knew? Maybe this was the answer I needed after all these months in order to start over again. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   She hadn’t been lying. She truly was in love with him. I had waited outside for an hour after I had found out that she wasn’t in her flat. Her locks hadn’t changed, and I used the key I had been given before she and I had broken it off. She’d never asked for it back, and I had no intentions of returning it. 
 
   I had patiently waited for her as I recalled what had happened in my place hours before. When she had said she was sorry, it had taken everything in me not to lash out at her because, when she’d said those words, it had felt like she regretted everything about us. It was as if she had been saying sorry for what had transpired in Rome, and I couldn’t fathom that. I had been so consumed with my suffering that it was hard to let it go. My suffering had been my constant companion. If there was no suffering, then there would be no Lucy. I wasn’t ready for that. 
 
   They said a desperate man would do anything—he would lick the crumbs off the floor if it could only keep the hunger at bay. I was the desperate man. If friendship with her was the crumbs I had to keep back my hunger, then I would gladly get on my knees and suffer some more. 
 
   I wasn’t willing to let her go. Even if she was with another man. Even if her heart no longer wanted me. None of that mattered. At the end of the day, all that truly mattered was having her in my life. 
 
   +++
 
   “You look like you haven’t slept at all.” 
 
   I glanced at Chad as I prepared my coffee. “Maybe because I didn’t.” I captured the fleeting look of sadness—pity—in his face before he resumed to being his chirpy self again. 
 
   “Oh, Toby, she’ll come around.” He gave my arm a tight squeeze before moving towards the cupboard to get himself a cup for his own coffee. 
 
   I doubted that Lucy was ever coming around; it had been over a year now. Though who was counting? Since I had nothing better to say, I remained silent. 
 
   “Anyhoo, I want you to be the first to know that Luke and I are trying to adopt a baby,” he announced the second he slid on the stool before me. 
 
   His news shocked me. The couple had given no indication that they were baby hunting. Besides, the word baby alone already made me feel guilty about the one Amelia was carrying. 
 
   “That’s exciting news. I’m truly glad for you, Chad. You’ve come along way. You deserve all the happiness in the world.” 
 
   His dark eyes misted a tad. “I’m not sure I tell you enough, but I’m fucking happy to call you my friend. You don’t judge me; you just accept my craziness as if you approve of the likes of me. You don’t care that I’m gay, or that I’m black, or that I have a wacky sense of style and a wackier train of thought. Thank you for making me a part of your family.” 
 
   Oh, man, I hadn’t been trying to make him cry, but his eyes sure had misted a bit. Chad… when I first met him, I thought him obnoxious. However, the more I got to know him, the more I saw the true person inside. And after I heard all the horrors that had happened to him, I was the one who felt honored to be his friend. He was right, though. He was my family, more than the ones I was blood related to. 
 
   “I didn’t know you were quite so hormonal, too, my friend.” Throwing a light joke, my spirits lifted a little when I saw him smile. 
 
   “We’re trying to adopt a baby girl. It’s been a month, and I’m trying to not lose hope, you know?” 
 
   “If it’s meant to be, you’re going to have your baby girl. Don’t stress on it.” 
 
   He nodded, sipping his coffee as he regarded me. “What’s going on with your own baby? I know you don’t talk about it much, but I’m curious as to where your head is at, at the moment.”
 
   The baby. My heart constricted as I pictured a tiny baby girl with blue eyes and wisps of blonde hair. A tiny version of Lucille Connelly. I was never going to have that with her. Best to let the dream go amongst everything else. 
 
   “I won’t shy away from my fatherly duties if the child is truly mine. I just hope that Amelia will not give me a hard time when the time comes.” 
 
   He made a sour face at the mention of her name. “I’ll support you all the way.” He made a long, dragging sigh. “I just wished, you know, you did things differently… instead of agreeing to everything she and your mother orchestrated.” 
 
   How did I explain the dark cloud that hovered above me? There were no words to exactly explain the ceaseless numbness I was going through... “I’ve regretted it more than anyone would know, but as much as I would like to dwell on this enormous mishap, I’d rather focus on moving forward.” 
 
   There were moments where I wanted to keep berating myself and ponder about all the “what ifs”, but I had realized that doing that wouldn’t achieve anything. I could at least be thankful for having enough sense to get out of it as early as possible, and before things got even more complicated. 
 
   Chad looked thoughtful a moment. “You’re right, boo. You’re a good man. As much as you would do the right thing, it’s killing you inside. If it were another woman, I wouldn’t agree to this, but since we’re talking about that Spanish tramp, I’d even go as far as serving those papers to her just so I could bask in her discomfort,” he said with no ounce of jest in him. He meant each word, of that there was no doubt. 
 
   I smiled at his serious face. “I appreciate the offer, but my lawyers have it handled.” Chad was a passionate man, and when someone crossed him or anyone he cared about, he launched with all of his claws out. 
 
   “Good.” He sipped his coffee before he slammed it back down on the counter. “Now, Mighty Knightly mentioned something about you starting a Hedge Fund firm. Let’s get to that, shall we?” 
 
   I smirked, grateful for this bugger in my life. “Yes, sir.” 
 
   He gave me a scathing look. “Madam, Toby. Duh.”
 
   Of course, how dare I forget about that teeny bit. “Apologies, kind, bitchy Madam.” 
 
   He simply rolled his eyes at me before I saw him gather his laptop from the nearby sofa. 
 
   My friends, they were an awesome breed for sure. 
 
   After hours locked in the study, Chad somehow became my assistant, willing to call, email and fax whoever was needed. It was surprising to know that Blake had made sure that this chap was here to help out since the very man himself wasn’t available to give his intellectual insight. I supposed it was an amazing thing I had gotten a financial whiz as my best friend. He certainly came in handy when I needed answers to my trivial questions. 
 
   Though my life was shit and my love life in the gutter, my friends were always there to count on. The small blessings in life were the kind of positivity I could focus on. 
 
   I was just in the process of shutting my laptop off when I heard a loud thud coming from outside. Chad and I gave each other a knowing look before we abruptly stood up to check what the commotion was about. 
 
   Striding next to me, Chad was giving a less subtle grunt as we reached the foyer. The loud banging kept on as I yanked the door open. When I did, why wasn’t I a bit surprised that it was Amelia? 
 
   Sighing at the sight of her small, protruding belly, I gave her a tired look. “Need you bang my door as if you’re calling on death?”
 
   I had known this was coming, but I hadn’t expected it quite so soon. 
 
   She sucked in her breath before spitting a nasty look towards Chad then at me. “I am not signing those damn papers!” she screeched before she brushed past me and strode inside my home, uninvited. 
 
   Shutting the door, I barely heard the click before I spun around and felt the heavy slap of her palm smacking against my unprepared cheek. I riled from the sharp pain. Though I knew she was going overboard, I had to consider that she was hormonal and irrational. Touching the hot, tender spot of my cheek, I gently rubbed it as my temper started to build nicely. 
 
   “Aw, hell to the motherfucking no! Don’t you fucking dare touch him, you stupid, little shit!” Chad growled behind me. I gave him a pleading look to step back. 
 
   Amelia’s dark eyes looked possessed as she shook with fury. “What? You left me to be with a man? Are you gay now? Is that why you left?” she screamed into my face. “I don’t fucking care! No man is leaving me again, you understand? I won’t fucking let you!” 
 
   Oh, she really was taking it there. “Amelia, you must control yourself,” I gritted out as I mentally coached myself to remain calm. 
 
   She gave me a scathing snort. “Fuck you. Fuck all you British, cold men! I made one fucking mistake, and now I have to deal with all this bullshit!” 
 
   I was almost sure she was referring to Blake Knightly. “Hence the divorce.” 
 
   She went berserk with that comment. “There will be no divorce! I’d rather die than make that happen. You won’t leave me—i won’t let you!” 
 
   Some said that the Spanish temper was something to admire. That at times, women deemed to be sexy, like how Penelope Cruz had been in Vicky Christina Barcelona. That might be true for some, but I assure you, there was nothing sexy about a raving banshee that was going out of control. 
 
   It took every ounce in me to sound calm and patient since I was raving mad within, however I knew lashing out wouldn’t solve anything. “Well then, I suppose we should let the courts decide that, won’t we?” I gave her a stern, undeterred look. “Can I get you some water? You look like you’re about to faint.” 
 
   She fumed silently, sending iced daggers at me. 
 
   We were in for a long battle, I supposed. 
 
   +++
 
   “Dude, that bitch is crazy!” Chad could hardly contain himself as he took short breaths, shaking his head. 
 
   I couldn’t agree more. Her visit had only served to seal my fear that she wasn’t going to give up without a fight. Amelia would rather drag it out, maybe out in public to seek sympathy, thus making my family pressure me further. It was what she had done in the beginning. And since my mother was all for fame and fortune due to Amelia’s family connections and common aspirations as my family, the two had gotten along more than well. They had become best buds, even to the point where my mother had called her the daughter she’d never had. 
 
   Slumping on the nearest sofa, I slung my head back with my eyes closed as I felt the heavy throb of my pulse on my temples. My blood pressure was skyrocketing because I was beyond mad, yet I couldn’t do much about that. As Knightly’s close friend, I had learned to keep my temper after I had witnessed the bastard get in trouble with that fiery Italian blood running through his veins. I had only ever witnessed him lose it completely with Sienna—it was like a champagne bottle being shaken before the cork popped, blasting all the contents out in one big explosion. He and I were so much alike, but the only difference with me was that I sort of knew how to pull back and control my temper when need be. 
 
   Had I been like Knightly earlier with Amelia, even though I wouldn’t dare to lay a hand on a female, she could’ve gotten hurt through words. You see, I had a lot of resentment, so considering that, I had a let go of a lot of aggression, but I would attempt to hold it back until she gave birth. 
 
   Even though I had a lot of colorful things to say to Amelia, I couldn’t hide behind the fact that I, too, was a reckless moron who had succumbed to a scathing woman with different intentions. Though at that time, I’d had no idea she had been involved with Knightly months before. She was in love with him, but the moment Sienna became more than a friend, Knightly didn’t have eyes for anyone else. Amelia, distraught and broken from losing the man she was in love with, had thought it would be the ultimate revenge to spite Knightly by dating me. And dear, old, idiotic me hadn’t had a clue that she used to shag my best friend until that eventful Christmas week in France. 
 
   It had been an absolute shock. I had not dated anyone that was Knightly’s before; the same went with him towards me. It was a respect thing—a code between brothers that shouldn’t be crossed. Not only had I been ashamed to have Lucy see me with another woman, I’d also had to come to terms with the fact that Amelia had used me to get to him. 
 
   I had apologized profusely to Knightly about my mishap, however he hadn’t been worried about that. In fact, he had been more worried about her conniving behavior. He’d warned me about her, and I had paid heed… for a while anyway. Nevertheless, after weeks on end, I had become lonely again. So, when she’d spotted me drunk and belligerent, she had immediately come on to me. At the time, I had been drunk, lonely and hadn’t been thinking with the right brain. That one night was all it had taken to bring me all these nightmares—one fucking night. 
 
   I had made tons of mistakes, but I was trying to fix it all. I just hoped that it wasn’t too late. 
 
   One could only hope. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   “You ought to celebrate your impending freedom, mate,” Clive Barrington said as he handed me a glass of cognac. 
 
   Impending freedom… was still just impending. God only knew how long this could take now that she was out for blood. 
 
   Taking the glass, I drank a couple of gulps, finishing it like it was water before I studied the reflection of the lighting on the glass. There I sat, thinking that I could be very much fucked from here on out if she were to go public with this information. All the while, Clive was somewhat rambling about marriage and so forth when I heard him say, “My cousin should’ve stopped that rubbish from coming. You weren’t fucking thinking—all you cared about was the good shagging.” 
 
   Yeah, this man was surely related to Knightly, although they were opposites. One liked the media while the other stayed out of it. One was light, the other dark. Both contrasted in so many things, and most of the time, they bickered like old ladies; but I knew, deep down, even with the competitive streak these two had going, they cared deeply for one another. 
 
   Clive was a couple years older than us, however the age sure didn’t stop everyone from comparing him to his magnetic cousin. He was living in the shadow of his kin, and deep down, I knew he resented Knightly for being so perfect all the time. 
 
   Knightly sure as fuck wasn’t a saint—more like a devil incarnate if you were opposed to him. Apart from that, he did come close to the word perfect. The man excelled in everything. Surely one couldn’t hate on a man like that, could they? Unfortunately, yes; there were quite a few who hated him for just that reason. I wasn’t one of them, but sometimes I worried that he might just make the wrong kinds of enemies—ones that would inflict not only financial pain but personal as well. I prayed that it wouldn’t come to that because I would not even think twice about putting my life on the line to save his. He had been there for me through thick and thin, and would I gladly pay that back with gratuity. 
 
   “…hate this rubbish…” Clive trailed off, looking depleted. 
 
   “What’s rubbish?” I managed to ask, though I was far from interested. The man had called me earlier to catch up and drink at a private club somewhere in Chelsea, and since Knightly had been gone awhile, I’d missed having a chat with someone. Sure Chad was there, but he was more of a girl than a man—though a man couldn’t look man enough as Chad went. So, yeah, he would connect more with Lucy or Sienna when it came to gushy bits and all those talks about clothes, male models, his thrilling sex life, and the lot. I hadn’t a clue about that, which forced me to accept Clive’s invitation because I needed some sanity back. 
 
   “You know, when you’re ready to be in a committed relationship and it never happens? I think the universe has some twisted conspiracy to fuck me good in the arse,” he muttered, completely ticked off. 
 
   “Universe. Right.” I shook my head, thinking that this bloke had finally lost it. It was safe to think that this man might probably have been in worse mental shape than I was. 
 
   Nodding towards the oncoming waitress for another glass, I muttered under my breath, “Maybe you’re bound for twosomes for the rest of your life. Don’t count yourself unlucky, you bastard.” He had gone on for years with two women by his side, so why was he being so whiny? 
 
   He snorted before grabbing the nearest bottle of champagne that was chilling in the silver bucket and taking a quick swig at it. “I liked her too much, yeah.” He paused, deep in thought, brows furrowing. “Too fucking much.” 
 
   “Who?” I had no idea the bastard had been interested in one particular woman. I mean, he sure was with women all the goddamn time, but to be so gutted by one woman? It was unheard of. 
 
   “Stella…” he said the name as if it was hurting him to say it. “Stella von Berg.” 
 
   Stella… oh, right. “The lonesome heiress.” I met her once a couple of years back in one of those social gatherings. She was gorgeous, but she was somewhat of a shy type. I’d had no idea that Clive liked the shy types. “She declined your ravishing advances? She must be nuts,” I mused. His forlorn face made me feel for the damn prick. Fuck. He sure was truly gutted. 
 
   “No point really. She was married to Callum Kensington. Had no idea then—stupid bastard. Why the fuck was he so fucking lucky? Not like he wasn’t a blasted horny fucker like the rest of us! I doubt he even likes her that much. Bet he kept her to spite me all these years. Stupid cunt.” 
 
   Callum Kensington was the man he was up against? Yeah… “Good luck with that, mate. Kensington is a tough opponent.” It was best to let go of that dream. 
 
   He raked a hand through his hair, tugging it. He looked like he was at war with himself. “She’s a good girl. She deserves to be happy, and that cunt makes her happy, I guess.” 
 
   It was good that he was coming to his senses. The last thing we needed was to save him from his rotten unrequited love. Knightly didn’t need to have to go and protect his cousin by having a go at it with Kensington. If that day ever came, I was sure the stocks would probably plummet a tad, and we didn’t want people losing money. Especially not since I had just started my firm. That would be quite the bad luck. 
 
   +++
 
   The next day, I was surprised when Chad announced that we were having lunch with Lucy. 
 
   I had missed her tremendously, however I wasn’t sure if I could face her at the moment. Lucy was the only person in the world I was scared of, and with good reason. She had the capability of breaking me in two with her mean words alone. I needed a couple of more weeks until I could face her without having a problem with my pretend mask slipping off. I needed to learn how to fight this hunger I had for her. It didn’t help that, each time I saw her, I wanted to ravish her on the spot. I was sure she wouldn’t welcome that. 
 
   “I’m quite busy at the moment. You guys go right along without me.” I focused my attention back on the screen before me, but when I heard Chad clear his throat with his fingers tapping on my desk, I looked up and gave him a patient expression. “Yes?” 
 
   “You can’t bullshit a bullshitter.” 
 
   Right on. “Good to know. Anything else, Chad?” 
 
   He pouted like a petulant child with great persistence. “You’ve been cranky for the entire day. She might lighten your mood.” 
 
   “Well, didn’t it ever occur to you that she might be the cause of why I’m cranky right now?” Let’s face it. I was a miserable fool. The whole divorce battle with Amelia was not progressing as I would’ve liked, and knowing Lucy was in love with another man… neither was a sure recipe for pure bliss. 
 
   He blew out a breath. “God—you need to go jackoff or something!” 
 
   “Still ineffective.” 
 
   “Seriously?” 
 
   I shrugged. “So will you leave me alone now?” 
 
   “Fuck that. Maybe I could convince her to sleep with you. Would you like that?” he teased, winking. 
 
   Chad was a bit mad, but still… just the thought of having her for a night had already gotten my blood roaring. The tightening of my pants sure didn’t help, either. 
 
   “I’ll see you later, mate.” 
 
   Chad sighed, knowing that I wasn’t going to be convinced. “Fine. But I’m inviting her out to party with me tonight. Up to you if you want to tag along, beeotch.” 
 
   Last year, I used to find it amusing that Chad used these sorts of tactics on Blake to get Sienna back. Now that he was doing the same thing with me, I wasn’t quite sure if I liked it at all. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   “I think I need to go on a mission to get Toby laid.” 
 
   The melon and prosciutto were halfway to my mouth when I froze after he’d dropped that bomb. Had I heard him right? “I beg your pardon?” 
 
   He smiled brightly at me. “He’s been so moody. I think the poor baby needs some good lovin’.” 
 
   Clearing my throat, I reached out for the chilled water and took a lengthy sip. “And you know this because…?” 
 
   “Hey, it’s been a while for him. He told me so—sort of.” 
 
   “Huh.” They were that close? Good on them… but his sex life? I wasn’t aware that Toby was forthcoming about his sexual endeavors. 
 
   I was about to take another bite of my antipasto when I noticed that he was silent, not eating at all. He just kept staring at me. “What? Is something the matter?”
 
   “It is a matter of pleasure.” He cleared his throat. “I think you guys need to hook-up. Even just for one last fuck. You know, release all that anger and tension in quick thrusts and orgasms.” 
 
   “Have you gone bloody mad?” 
 
   “Nah.” He thought a moment before shaking his head entirely. “I don’t think so. Why?” he blinked those dark, sooty lashes at me. 
 
   What? Gah, this bugger was about to give my heart convulsions. “Why? You know bloody why! He might think that we’d get back together again. Besides, things are quite complicated as it is. Add sex in it, and it just doesn’t make sense.” 
 
   “Lucy, I love you. I fucking do. But I also remember hearing your screams in the bedroom. When was the last time someone rocked you that well?”
 
   Not since Rome. “You’re crazy.” Like I would consider it. Chad was being silly. “Did he put you up to this?” 
 
   “Yeah, right. I think he’d more likely bang someone random, anyway,” he said thoughtfully, making me slightly aggravated. “Not like you care about that.” 
 
   I sure did, but I wasn’t going to admit it. While Chad was now jumping subjects to Sienna and Blake’s return tomorrow, I was left with my damning thoughts… Toby with another woman. Surely after his divorce, he wouldn’t be single for long. 
 
   Toby was sinfully gorgeous with a lean, sculpted physique that held grace and elegance. He was eloquent and had impeccable manners to a T. He was also not only brilliant in finance, he was an amazing lover. Add the fact that he had the filthiest mouth during sex only drove me crazier about him. 
 
   Yeah, he wouldn’t be single for long. 
 
   After my lunch with Chad, and since I didn’t have any classes for the rest of the day, I randomly took a chance at spontaneity when I walked past a salon. Since I was bent on starting over, the stylist didn’t have to convince me that hard to chop some of my locks off. Since Toby used to like my hair so much, I thought it best to let go of him—his memories—one at a time. 
 
   That night, I met up with Chad and a few of his artsy buddies in South Kensington for drinks then later on dancing somewhere close by. The bar lounge was medium sized compared to most places I was accustomed to, but I supposed with all the eclectic paintings on the wall, it made sense to have a cozier feel to the place. The red, leather sofas that were scattered about in different angles gave it an edge. Add the corset-wearing waitresses with winged black eyeliner on their eyes, and it certainly made quite the impression for folks that were plain and boring like I was. The air was lively, the chatters were loud and people were having a nice evening. 
 
   After dipping my nose from one book to the other, it was nice to be out and feed off other peoples’ energies. Even if I felt like death inside, it was an amazing feeling to be surrounded by laughter and positivity. 
 
   Well, it was all positive up until I saw one of Chad’s gay friends start to get touchy with his arm. After being introduced to his friends, I tugged him to the side, whispering into his ear, “You’re married; you shouldn’t act like you’re still single and available.” 
 
   He grinned at me, looking tipsy as he pinched my cheek. “Baby, you got nothin’ to worry about with me. I’m good,” he said before he squinted his eyes, frowning. “Something’s different with you…” 
 
   If he hadn’t noticed my hair, yeah, he sure was drunk. “New hair,” I said self-consciously as I touched the ends of my perfectly bouncy, blow-dried do. 
 
   His eyes bulged out, shocked. “Oh, fuck, you chopped it off! Well, most of it—wow.” He licked his bottom lip while his eyes roamed my new style; more awake compared to a minute ago. “You look fantastic,” he gushed then took hold of my hand and made me do a small twirl. 
 
   I was pleased that I had finally had the guts to give myself a new look. I felt different—like I had been reborn and I could be whoever I wanted to be—and not the broken woman who was failing to see that there was a future beyond heartache. 
 
   Four champagne flutes later, I was more comfortable in my own skin as I joined in the sexual jokes with Chad and his friends. The things that gay men talked about made women and their sex talk over lunch seem pretty tame. 
 
   “I don’t think tea-bagging’s disgusting,” said Braun, the trendy editor at one of the infamous gossip rags in England. “I’m sure it’s like suckling boobs—soft and smooth, deliciously warm and comes in different sizes.” 
 
   “Like you’d know anything about tits,” Chad chirped in. “What ya think, babe? Since you have breasts and all?”
 
   I blanched, almost choking on my fifth champagne serving. “Honestly, I wouldn’t know. I haven’t done the whole girl on girl thing, or tea-bagging.” I smiled cheerfully, shrugging before taking another sip. 
 
   After the hows and whys, each and every one of them put in their two cents and gave me graphic descriptions of how to make your man happy and sated. Arguing with them that I didn’t have a man to tea-bag with was a moot point, so I listened and took a mental note of everything they told me. 
 
   Before Toby, I had only had one sexual partner, a guy from high school who I dated for six months. His name was Oliver and he had no idea how to roam about a woman’s body. His lovemaking had been nothing spectacular, although he’d made up for it by being an amazing kisser and he had never forgotten to bring me coffee every morning. Even though there were perks of having him as my boyfriend, I couldn’t go on being with him and having to deal with restraining myself from screaming my boredom during intercourse. 
 
   So after Oliver, I hadn’t considered myself a sexual woman. I mean, everyone had been raving over how great and amazing it was, but I had been left unconvinced. Unsatisfied. 
 
   I became one of those women who thought sex was overrated. I had thought about nuns and how they’d joined the convent, probably after they’d encountered the same problems as I had. If one had an uneventful experience such as that, they would’ve been just as convinced as I that they didn’t need it as a part of their lifestyle. It was not that I’d hated sex, but it had only amplified how bored I was with everything related to Oliver. So when Toby had come along and brought about all of my mega crushing on him, I had never thought sex with him would be anything other than exciting. He had proved me wrong—for five days straight. 
 
   Thinking back on how he and I had begun brought a sad smile to my face. Even drunk, there was no means of escaping him. My heart ached as I recalled how things had blossomed and unfolded between us. 
 
    
 
   Dinner in Chinatown had never been that memorable, until now. Toby sat across from me, looking relaxed as he leaned against his chair, noticing everything I did. His heavy scrutiny had put me at the edge of my seat. Though there were other people around us, it was only him I could see and focus on. The man seemed to possess the power to enchant me, inducing all of my senses to only heighten my awareness of him—and the penetrating way he was studying at me… 
 
   It didn’t feel intrusive. It wasn’t the kind of look that seemed like he was undressing me; it was more than that. Though we weren’t touching, through his eyes, I felt our palpable connection. Even from across the table, one sweep of his gaze completely electrified me. I felt the electricity enter my bones, shooting sparks of fire all over my body. 
 
   For a while, we vaguely discussed school and how tough it had been this semester. Although a couple times I asked him about his parents, he always shifted to a different subject. He’d answer my questions, but he wouldn’t go into detail about them. So I was left even more interested in him. 
 
   He was blatant and yet he had his way of being shy, like when he caught me staring at him. He didn’t blush, however he was well aware of what I was doing, so he kept clearing his throat. I wasn’t sure if he was uncomfortable that I was ogling him. Maybe he didn’t like how interested I was with him. Either way, I couldn’t help myself. It was his fault that I found him mesmerizing, like how his lips would curl into a smile or how his eyes would crinkle when he thought something was funny. I took it all in like a lovesick puppy. 
 
   I remembered thinking that, if this was the one and only time I had—this chance with him—I’d rather savor every second of it. I wasn’t going to hold back. So when our food arrived, I had to force myself to eat, hoping this minor distraction would help me focus on getting to know him better instead of gawking at him. 
 
   At first, we just quietly started eating. Though, when he opened the subject about movies, it got the ball rolling, so to speak. I found out that he was a fan of Godfather, and yet, he also appreciated movies like Schindler’s List and My Big Fat Greek Wedding. We obviously had tons in common. Therefore, during the course of another hour, we chatted about anything and everything. 
 
   I was saddened when we had to leave the restaurant and drive back to my apartment in Covent Garden. We were both silent the entire way, left with our own thoughts, reflecting on how dinner had gone. The journey back left me uneasy. I was bombarded with my insecurities, thinking that since he hadn’t said a thing that he regretted taking me out. 
 
   Dark with my own thoughts, I consoled myself, saying things in my head such as I probably wasn’t popular enough, not gorgeous enough to fit the bill of being welcomed in his circle, or maybe it wasn’t about me or my physical attributes, and he had taken me out because he’d simply felt sorry for me. 
 
   Naturally, I was a feisty kind of woman. However, for the first time, I thought it better to keep my mouth shut and not question him about anything in case he wanted to leave immediately and didn’t want to waste another pathetic breath on me. I wasn’t angry, per se… maybe frustrated that I simply didn’t have the gall to ask him to date me. I was a woman of pride, and if he rejected me, my ego would forever be broken. 
 
   Looking outside through the window, I knew my flat was going to come up soon and he’d leave. I told myself that I was going to be gracious when I said my goodbyes. So when he parked right outside the building, I was surprised that he came out of the car and strode over to my side to open the door for me. 
 
   My heart felt like it was stuck in my throat. I was tense, nervous and sensitive to everything around me. My senses went erratic when our eyes connected for a mere second as I slid off the seat. Fumbling with my tote for my keys, I took hold of it and let my thumb chip on the hard, cold ridges as I contemplated what to do next. 
 
   Since he wasn’t talking still, I thought it obvious that there was nothing to come out of this. It was naïve of me to think that he might look at me differently—see me as I saw him, stripped from any artifice right down to the real person within. Power, money and heart-stopping good looks were enticing to anyone with eyesight. What person wouldn’t want those? I saw past that, though. Past his disarming smiles was a man with a pure heart and good intentions, and as hard as I yearned for him, my willpower alone couldn’t get him to be attracted to me. 
 
   So with my brave face on, I smiled even though his silent rejection was hurting me inside. “It was very kind of you to take me out tonight. I guess I’ll be seeing you in school.” I made another super-thrilled-even-though-it-hurts kind of smile. “Thank you, Toby.” 
 
   He frowned for a second before I made a goodbye nod and spun around, slowly walking towards the building entrance with shaky legs. Again, much to my surprise, I felt him follow me. 
 
   My dampened mood instantly took a different turn. My pathetic, internal wallowing vanished. They were instantly replaced with provoking thoughts of him and I having sex in a bed, and there was no stopping it. I didn’t want to come off as an easy lay, but I was going out of my mind for this guy. 
 
   For a long time, I had secretly wanted him, and now that this might be the opportunity to further that need, I just might push my luck tonight. I mean, desperate women always used sex as a weapon. I wasn’t a fan of Anne Boleyn, yet I sure wouldn’t judge women who desired a man more than life itself. Because I was at the tipping point, and if sex was the only way to finally have him notice me, then why the hell not? 
 
   Carnal thoughts had never invaded my mind, but tonight I was proven that they could. As I pictured Toby on top of me, pleasuring himself with what my body was offering, it took every ounce in me not to moan my frustration. 
 
   I was a woman on a mission, so I better toughen up and offer him something most men couldn’t refuse. 
 
   When I turned around to face him, he was close behind me. I looked him in the eye and asked him something I hadn’t offered a man before. “Do you want to come up?” 
 
   His eyes searched mine, possibly wondering what the real meaning behind it. “Lucy…” he whispered with a strained voice, “I don’t know if that’s a great idea.” 
 
   Was that a rejection? I wasn’t sure… but I felt worse than I had before. Somehow, I felt like a joke, wishing and hoping for something unfathomable. “Oh.” I masked the hurt in my tone, hoping he wouldn’t detect it. “Okay, well, never mind then.” 
 
   “No—I do mind. Never think that I don’t want to follow you upstairs.” He reached out to me, slightly gripping my forearm. His fingers on my skin sent tingling shivers all over my body. For the first time, I knew what people meant when they spoke about heart-stopping physical chemistry with another person. 
 
   “I don’t know. I guess… all I’m saying is that I want to take this slow,” he continued, his eyes dropping to my body with heated intention, as if he was undressing me and imagining what I’d look like naked. “I respect you—you’re a…” he trailed off, moving in close to my body, “stunning, intellectual woman. Brilliant. Perfect—” He hesitated, staring wildly into my eyes, sucking me deeper into those bottomless depths. “I look at you… and I see my future. It terrifies me.” 
 
   Oh, my fuck, had he just uttered the words future and me in one sentence? Overwhelming emotions bombarded me. 
 
   Seeking his eyes, I opened a piece of me. “I’m not.” I breathed out. “I’m not the least terrified because I haven’t felt anything like this with anyone. My grandmother once said that, if I ever find this—this odd, indescribable, mystifying-like connection with anyone—I shouldn’t hold back.” I licked the bottom of my suddenly dry lips. “And I don’t want you to, either.” 
 
   I burned from his lustful gaze. 
 
   “If I go in, I’m not going to be able to restrain myself, Lucy.” 
 
   “I don’t expect you to.” 
 
   He stepped closer, and our lips almost brushed against each other while his eyes trained exclusively on me, smoldering my body into a scorching fever. “I’m going to undress you… slowly… then you’ll step out of your clothes and you’ll show me your beauty. You will then give me all authority. In the bedroom. In and out of your body. I will want you at all hours of the day. And when I say all, I’m demanding your absolute surrender.” 
 
   Cue in the hard swallowing of my saliva while I suffered an intense tingling on my pussy. I had clenched it as hard as I could when I felt a pool of wetness soak my underwear as I stared at him, speechless. He wasn’t even touching me sensually, and yet, his words and those tantalizing eyes alone had undone me. 
 
   “I’m all for unconditional rights,” he said, caressing me with words. “Your body will know my touch even before I caress you.” His heated gaze dropped to my lips before he reached my eyes, throwing me a dare. “Will you be capable for that kind of challenge, Lucy?”
 
   There was no question that I wanted him more than words could express, but when someone challenged me in anything, my feistiness surfaced, willing to come out and play. “I am not a meek woman, and I don’t submit.” I paused for effect. “To anyone.” He remained still, taking my words in before I continued. “But I would love to see you try. Will you be ready for my kind of challenge, Toby Watson?”
 
   “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Lucy.” His eyes sparked with wickedness as he eyed me like a cat that had eaten the canary. 
 
    
 
   He had warned me, hadn’t he? I had just been too confident then to let it sway me. My crazed obsession with him had blinded me from everything. He was the only thing I had seen. The only thing that had mattered, and I had wanted to keep him for as long as I could. However, the more I hung on to him—to our relationship—the more it had become complicated. 
 
   From one complication to the other, each one became harder to tackle. My shield started to chip away and poisonous words got through to me. In the end, I thought I had done the right thing by saving us both. I had been convinced then, and I was about to tell myself again, why it had been better for the both of us when my hungry, betraying eyes spotted him strolling towards us. 
 
   He was wearing dark jeans and a powder blue dress shirt with the sleeves pushed above his elbows. The color of the shirt made his eyes lighter than usual, and it was unbuttoned at top in such a way that it hinted at the sculpted body underneath it. He was magnificent, and I thought the woman with him believed so too because she couldn’t look away, not even for a second as they chatted and walked towards our table. 
 
   How could I ever move on when I was my very own worst enemy? 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   Deciding to come out tonight wasn’t an easy decision. My mind resisted, however my heart battled fiercely, winning readily because, let’s face it, I was dying to see her even though it had only been a mere twenty-four hours since I had seen her last. 
 
   Ava, my cousin, had called me when I was getting ready to leave. Wanting to hit two birds with one stone, I invited her to come out and meet me at the bar Chad had mentioned. I hadn’t seen her since the wedding, and I didn’t doubt the random call was about my pending divorce from Amelia. Not for a second did I doubt that my parents had notified everyone about what I was planning to do. Nor did I doubt that they were doing this on purpose so they could rally everyone in my family to go against me so that I wouldn’t stand a chance amongst all of them. They fully hoped, I’m sure, that I would eventually yield to their demands and cancel any thoughts and notions about leaving Amelia, but that was never going to happen. My mother should have known better than to push me around like I was some kind of puppet she could use for her own benefit. She had successfully done it for a few years, however I was no longer in the mood to give in to her demands. 
 
   I was done living for them. For years, I had shoved my needs aside so I could help and cater to their notorious lifestyle. Saving them from bankruptcy several times, paying off gambling debts, putting my brother through his private education, and working alongside my father in his business. I’d had enough of my family’s never ending drama and making countless excuses for their failed parenting skills. 
 
   It was high time to live my life. The way I wanted it. 
 
   In their eyes, they deemed it selfish that I couldn’t put my life on hold for them since we were family and all. What good was a family if all they ever did was take advantage of me and demand consistently until I ran out of resources? One other thing that my parents were after—my mother most especially—was the inheritance I was going to get when my aunt passed away. That fact wouldn’t be important had she not been diagnosed with a terminal illness last year. The same year things had fallen apart with Lucy. 
 
   Lucy hadn’t had a clue about any of that, though. I had planned to tell her, but she never gave me the chance to explain. How could I when she ignored every attempt at reconciliation with her? 
 
   Back to my ever living present. I was parking my car right outside the bar when I saw Ava standing immediately outside the entrance, engrossed in her phone. Ava and I had once been close, before she’d gotten engaged and eventually married her childhood sweetheart, Ashton Westwood, and moved to New York right after they tied the knot. She constantly visited England, but most of the time I would be out of the country or busy with work, therefore we never really got the chance to see each other often. 
 
   Coming out of the car, I shoved the keys in my pocket as I strode towards her. “Ava! I hope I didn’t make you wait long,” I greeted her, kissing both cheeks as I surveyed her face. She still looked the same—beautiful with an animated, angelic smile—but something in her eyes told me that everything wasn’t all fine. Before I could ask her about it, she immediately wrapped her arms around me, laughing.
 
   “Goodness, it’s great to see you, cousin.” 
 
   “It’s good to see you, too. Is Ashton not with you?” We pulled away from each other and I stared right into her eyes, worried. “Is everything all right, love?” 
 
   She shrugged, playing it off with one of those smiles. “Nothing to worry about. Ashton is back in New York. It’s just me this time… just—yeah.” She pressed her lips together before giving me a wan smile. “Why don’t we get some drinks before we start catching up?” She was blatantly avoiding the question.
 
   “Sure. Of course. Let’s head inside,” I replied, nodding, hoping that maybe she’d tell me what was bothering her. We weren’t as close as we once had been, but she was my baby cousin, and I was still protective of her, even if she had grown into a lovely woman. 
 
   Inside, the lounge had dimmed lighting all around. The bar had LED lighting, making it easier to navigate around the crowd and know exactly where we were heading. 
 
   There was a vacant stool that had just been vacated in the middle of the bar, so I instantly guided Ava towards it. Standing next to her, the bartender greeted us and got our order. 
 
   “Whiskey on the rocks. Give me the best one you have,” I said, half-yelling towards the stocky bloke before his attention diverted to Ava. 
 
   “Berry champagne, please.” 
 
   The man nodded before saying, “Right on,” leaving us a moment as he prepped our drinks. 
 
   Both our gazes followed him, watching the ice clink into the glass as he poured the rich, golden, amber liquid into it. He then strode back towards us, handing me my drink before he pulled a flute from behind him. He dropped a few blackberries and raspberries into it then took out a small wooden pestle and squashed the contents inside. He followed that by pouring champagne into the flute and quickly stirring the concoction before handing it to Ava. 
 
   After paying and tipping the barman, we sipped our drinks as I looked back and scouted the area, spotting the woman I had been yearning for. She was laughing next to Chad. It was impossible to hear her laughter due to the music in the background, but I could still remember how it sounded—throaty, sexy—and just that recollection made my cock throb in an instant. Since I was with Ava, however, I had to push my erotic thoughts aside and focus on her, for now. 
 
   Knowing Ava, she probably had to gather her thoughts and see how she would bring up the subject of what was bothering her. That gave me at least a few additional moments to stamp down my lustful thoughts.
 
   Cautiously sipping my drink, I cocked my head to the side and aimed my scrutiny towards one particular person… with a brand-new hairstyle. I paused, pondering over the fact I hadn’t noticed that when I had glanced at her earlier. Frowning, I concentrated harder, noticing everything about her—the new look, and how she seemed to be loving it. 
 
   Lucy remained beautiful, nothing could ever change that. Even if she was old and wrinkly, I’d still think she was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen… but her hair… her hair was one of the things I liked about her. Fair enough. I supposed the new style was part of her new life. Her life without me in it. The thought saddened me, dampening my mood as I wondered how time had flown by so rapidly between us. It had been over a year after all. 
 
   “I think Reiss is alive.” 
 
   My nostalgic memories of Lucy were shoved back in my memory bank as I stared at my cousin. I took a glimpse at her half-filled flute then back at her, hoping that she hadn’t gotten drunk by that miniscule amount of alcohol in her system. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
   “Reiss Chambers.” Ava stared ahead without really seeing. She had that look that foretold her thoughts were faraway and distant. “I think he’s alive.” 
 
   She hadn’t mentioned his name for so long that I felt odd hearing it again. Something must have triggered the past. She wouldn’t call me for nothing. If this was the reason why she had called on me, I didn’t know what to think of it. “Ava, I’m not sure what’s been going on with you, but I guarantee you, Reiss Chambers has been proclaimed dead for a decade now.” I wasn’t trying to be an insensitive prick; I just knew I had to tell her like it was. It was for her own good. I didn’t want to risk her getting her hopes up. 
 
   “I thought so, too, but last night…” She trailed off as if she was having a hard time getting the words out. It was like she was in shock. That she simply couldn’t grasp the idea of it before revealing the real reason behind her impromptu visit. “Last night, I met a man that looked similar to him.”
 
   Poor Ava, I thought sadly. 
 
   Extending my arm to wrap around her shoulder, my hand cupped her shoulder blade and gave it a tight squeeze. “There’s always that probability, Ava. Hell, I do it all the fucking time, but it’s not something you should dwell on.” 
 
   The idea of her chasing after the man that looked like the guy she had fallen in love with when she was seventeen didn’t sit well with me. In fact, that would be truly devastating. She was a married woman after all. She had a loving husband who gave her the world and a supportive family that thought everything of her. What good would it be chasing after memories? I should take my own advice and move on. Start anew. Well, it wasn’t because of lack of trying. I had done that and epically failed. My life had become a joke and I was going to straighten out everything else around me before I pursued what my heart longed for. I deserved it. As did she. 
 
   I glanced back at Ava when I saw her take a careful sip, still deep in thought, before glancing sideways, looking devastatingly dejected. “He’s name is Craig Chambers. Do you know of him? My friend said he’s quite famous.” 
 
   That name was prominent in the finance industry, but the man was equally well-known for keeping to himself. Some had nicknamed him an anti-social. A recluse who only wanted to be surrounded by people he trusted, and that circle of people, I’d heard, was made up of only a handful. Apart from his being elusive, I highly doubted Reiss Chambers and Craig Chambers were one and the same. I mean, how could someone have survived a head-on collision with a car that had immediately been engulfed in flames right after the impact as the police report had stated? 
 
   “Ava,” I started, eyeing her with concern, “I know you blame yourself for a lot of things, but worrying yourself sick that this Craig Chambers is Reiss will get you nowhere. Who knows? Maybe they were distant relatives. I mean, how many in the UK with Chambers as their last name might have one or two similarity with Reiss? It could be hundreds. Maybe thousands.” 
 
   Ava blamed herself for the cause of the accident, but the only person that could be blamed were the people behind the wheel. She’d told me that she and Reiss had fought the day before the accident. It was just unfortunate that he was too young when he was taken away from the world, leaving a lot of people mourning for him. 
 
   “He’s gone. Been gone for ten years now, love.” 
 
   She looked stricken. Torn from wanting to believe me and from what she had witnessed when meeting this man named Craig Chambers. A large part of me understood Ava because I was aware of what it felt like wanting to rewind things and undo what you had lost along the way. However, there was nothing to go back to for her except memories of him. The guilt. The blame. How often had she tortured herself over the years? Even after she had married Ashton, she quietly mourned the loss of Reiss. 
 
   “You’re right.” She nodded, using her fingers to curl a strand of her locks behind her ear. “I’m being silly.” 
 
   With a big embrace, I gave her the tightest hug before kissing the top of her head. Poor Ava… “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” She shook her head, glancing away before I saw her eyes had become glassy. 
 
   A forced laugh bubbled out of her. “I mean, what the fuck am I thinking? He’s been dead for years, and here I am, in the middle of a bar, convincing myself that he isn’t.” she snorted, appalled at herself for sprouting hope for the impossible. “He’s dead… and nothing is going to ever change that, Toby. He’s gone… forever.” 
 
   “It happens. Try not to be too hard on yourself.” 
 
   She took ahold of her flute, tilting her chin as she drained the rest of her drink. She then placed it back on the bar before directing me a straight look. “Is it true? Are you really divorcing Amelia?” 
 
   Welcome back, Ava. I had wondered where you’d been off to, I quietly mused as I replied to her question. “I certainly am.” 
 
   She flagged the barman to make us the same drinks before addressing me again. “I never told you, but I never really warmed to her anyway.” 
 
   Most people hadn’t. She was an acquired taste, that one. It was hard to describe her. 
 
   “Everyone is speculating, you know?” 
 
   It wouldn’t be family had they not been speculating. It was their favorite pastime. “Glad that nothing’s changed then,” I remarked bitingly as I took ahold of my second serving. 
 
   “They think you’re leaving her because of your ex. Is there any truth in that?” 
 
   Shrugging, I paused, brooding her question a little bit more. “Even if that would’ve been my intention, it’s useless. She’s moved on. Rightfully so.” I couldn’t blame Lucy because, had I been a woman, I’d have to think long and hard over whether I wanted to take part being with a crazed family as well as with a wife that was soon to be an ex-wife.  Not to mention the baby with unquestionable paternity. Top that with all the other issues that needed to be worked on; it was the ultimate recipe for disaster. Yeah, I wouldn’t date me, either. So why should Lucy? 
 
   “Mom said she was quite lovely. I wished I had met her,” she murmured, giving me a sympathetic smile. 
 
   “Tonight’s your lucky night,” I said as I finished my whiskey and slammed the glass back down, cocking my head towards the opposite side of the room where my heart remained. Beating. Flirting. And having a bloody mother-fucking ball of a good time. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   “You came!” Chad exclaimed the second he spotted Toby, beaming sexily as he introduced the woman next to him. Toby seemed to be familiar with her from the way he looked at her and how she reacted with him. It didn’t leave warm fuzzy feelings in the pit of my stomach when I witnessed Chad giving her a warm embrace. 
 
   I sat ramrod straight, tensed and observant at how they were together. Well, I was keener on his pretty companion, also wondering when and how she had come into the picture. She was cute. Okay, maybe more than cute. A little too pretty perhaps? Rubbish. Who was I fooling? I sure couldn’t fool myself into thinking that I wasn’t feeling any jealousy towards his date tonight because, as much as I hated to admit it, I was furious that he had brought someone, knowing I was going to be here. Or maybe Chad hadn’t mentioned that I was joining him tonight? It didn’t matter. Even if he had or hadn’t known, he should’ve at least considered it. 
 
   When he had come by that night, telling me that he wanted us to be friends, I had thought that he couldn’t have meant it. After all, he’d been trying to mend things with me for over a year now, so I had barely taken his words seriously. But, now that I saw how freely he had moved along, it made me feel nauseous. 
 
   Moving on towards a better and brighter future was the objective, however apparently my heart had a hard time following directions. I loved him, yet the breach between us couldn’t be fixed. I wanted him, but my hurt was too profoundly pained to even consider anything remotely close to having him in my life. Even as a friend or as a lover with no strings attached. 
 
   And yes, I had considered that route… several times over. Why had I thought of it? Easy, because I was going out of my mind. 
 
   Was it wrong that I even contemplated being his mistress for a blazing second? Sure, but that was all it was, thoughts… and nothing sprouted out of it. It was selfish thinking, and I didn’t deny that for a second. I wished I could easily say that I wanted him to be genuinely happy without me, but I couldn’t. Even after Rome, when I had decided to free him to finally make Amelia his wife in all sense of the word, in the back of my mind, I had wretchedly wished that he’d pine for me. It was true what Chad said about me—that I was a selfish bitch, only protecting myself first and foremost. 
 
   On the outside, my intentions looked honorable… reasonable, but on the inside, I could conjure all the evilness without rhyme or reason. I was a walking contradiction, and I would be the first to admit that being so wasn’t an easy feat. 
 
   I knew that my love—though this was the grandest I had ever felt with anyone—had stipulations. Even with this said love I had for him, I supposed it wasn’t enough for me to throw caution to the wind and not care about anything else other than him. 
 
   My love had a limit. Sadly. 
 
   Toby Watson could be the greatest regret of my life. However, even after acknowledging that fact, I still wasn’t going to do anything to change it. 
 
   Back in my present dilemma, I pretended to look about me, ears tuned to their conversation, but the loud natter made it impossible to eavesdrop. When my body started to prickle like there was some sort of force field vying and demanding my attention, I knew with everything in me that his eyes were on me. For the love of everything that was holy, though, I couldn’t fathom matching his gaze. With my heart and body battling against my mind, I felt like I was being pulled in three directions. 
 
   My stubbornness put to a halt all my inner commotion as I gradually bit the side of my left cheek, focusing on the pain of my teeth sinking into the soft, sensitive skin. That was how I coped. How I fought my need for him until I became unyielding. From digging my nail into my skin to biting my tongue—anything to divert myself from the actual searing pain my heart was going through. 
 
   Fighting with your own heart could be the worst thing anyone could ever go through—apart from dying, I supposed. Sometimes, I caught myself becoming this rigid, bitter person. I would hide away from the world, shutting myself in my home, trying to regroup and find the woman that used to be me—before things had gotten out of hand. Most of the time, I found her. And the times I didn’t, I prolonged my wallowing, slowly hating myself for being the way I was. 
 
   Seconds ticked by as I held my breath, hoping he’d direct his gaze somewhere else. It took him about a minute to do it. Closing my eyes for a moment, I let out a sigh of relief, praying that tonight was going to be fine, that I wasn’t going to go home at the end of the night and cry myself to sleep. I hadn’t done that in a few days…
 
   “Lucy, get your ass in here!” Chad waved at me. 
 
   Caught in the middle, I begrudgingly stood up and made my way towards them. My mood only drifted further south when the woman up close became even more captivating. Were her eyes blue or purple? I scowled, fighting the need to hurl words at Toby. 
 
   “This is Ava, Toby’s cousin.” Chad gave me that look—raised brow and all—as if he already knew what I’d been thinking. 
 
   . His bloody cousin? Well, that was… unexpected. I knew Ava from his stories or when he would mention their conversations once in awhile. I had never met her. Now that I had, her angelic, almost too perfect face perplexed me. It left me with an impression that she might be the most gorgeous woman I had ever met—Sienna came close. 
 
   “This is Lucy, your cousin’s former other half.” Way to go with the blasted parade, Chad.
 
   Masking my annoyance, I greeted Ava. “I used to hear great things about you.” 
 
   She smiled, warm and welcoming. “As did I. Toby endlessly speaks of you.” 
 
   My, I wondered what else she knew… 
 
   Brushing Toby a quick glance, he politely addressed me with a warm but distant kind of smile. “Good to see you again, Lucy.” 
 
   “Toby.” I made an effort to smile, yet it somehow turned out to look pained. 
 
   Chad with all his mighty brilliance as well as his other, less brilliant qualities—like pushing my buttons—knew when to dive in and save me from what might have been an awkward moment of epic proportions. Animated, he directed all attention on him as he made a joke, including everyone around him. 
 
   An hour passed and Ava turned out to be such a nice woman. A rarity at best. She also seemed eager to be friends, so when she requested my number before leaving, I didn’t even hesitate to give it to her. 
 
   Everyone seemed to be in such good spirits that most of them decided to stay awhile and opted out of heading over to a new club opening. The bar’s house and current pop music suited them quite fine. 
 
   Finishing my sixth champagne glass, I was licking my bottom lip before biting it when Toby reappeared before me. 
 
   “Dance with me?” 
 
   I looked him in the eye then to his outstretched hand before declining his offer. “I don’t think that’s a great idea, Toby.” Bitchy wasn’t the tone I was aiming for, however it came out that way anyway. 
 
   Unabashed, he kept on testing my limit. “Come on, Lucy. Just this once, that’s all I ask. I won’t ask you for anything else from now on…” His words were soft, but his eyes told me a different story. There was something about him that was different. I couldn’t particularly pinpoint what it was, though. 
 
   Licking my lips again, I tried to reason with him. “It won’t feel right.” Or maybe it would feel so right that it would be wrong in an inordinate amount of ways. Apart from him, I could brave it out and fight him with all my might, but with him close—dancing tremendously close—I wouldn’t have much power to battle him along with my body at the same time. Always, I inevitably turned into a wavering mess. 
 
   Still not convinced, he stood his ground, knowing the precise words to use to trigger a reaction from me. “I beg of you, for the last time, dance with me?” 
 
   There was something about the way he said those words, especially the way for the last time sounded. It was as if he was telling me that this was it. That this dance would be the last time he’d come for me. That he, too, was moving on. I supposed I could give in to his request and dance with him… for the last time.
 
   Clearing the lump in my throat, I stood up and lightly covered his hand with mine. “Fine, lead the way.” The first brush of contact against his skin set a fevered alarm all over me, making me clench the muscles of my sex-hungered channel. 
 
   His warm hand didn’t put much pressure around mine. It didn’t feel secure as he held it loosely, guiding us a few feet away from where we were sitting in a corner that had white, leather-tufted walls. 
 
   Smoothly, he spun me with my back facing him before I felt him behind me, his hand touching the side of my hip. My body was a heated, quivering mess of explosion. No matter how hard I tried to stare at the stylish walls before me to make the feeling go away, it only intensified it. 
 
   What bothered me more was the fact that he wasn’t all over me. Why was that? The guy in Rome hadn’t even given me five minutes until he had ravished my lips. Seven minutes to get me writhing underneath him. Nine minutes to get me moaning and panting his name. So again, why wasn’t he taking advantage of this opportunity? 
 
   “Stop. Thinking.” He gripped the side of my hip, fingertips gently digging into my skin as I felt him pull me back against the hardness of his chest. 
 
   My fuck… the ice around me was thinning. The longer he held me like this, the less effective my shield became. Was he going to be this close until the music changed? Because maybe by then I would be soaked with wetness… and heaven forbid if that ever happened. I didn’t think I could forgive myself if the night became a repeat of how thoughtless I had been that night in Rome. 
 
   Biting my lip, I moved my head sideways, needing to speak to him, but I stopped short when I felt his hot breath mere inches away from my mouth. For the love of Christ… I inwardly groaned at my overexcited hormones. “I don’t feel comfortable… too close,” I breathed out just enough for him to hear me. 
 
   “That’s a problem, isn’t it?” 
 
   I nodded. “Yes, it is.” 
 
   “Let’s fix that, shall we?” His arm roughly tugged me, pressing me harder against him while his limb held me hostage. “There. Doesn’t that feel much better, darling?” 
 
   Blasted. Arrogant. Self-serving prick. “Are you purposely trying to provoke me?” I fumed as I tried to wrench his hand away, however he was too strong. It didn’t even budge, only furthering my frustration. 
 
   “Rest assured, I won’t try anything that will make you run the opposite way,” he whispered against my ear. “I promise.” 
 
   Unknowingly releasing a sigh, I nodded, trusting his words as I closed my eyes and basked in his warmth, the exquisite feel of his body against mine, and the sensation of just being this close to him…
 
   This was it. I felt it with every fiber in me—with every rampant beat of my heart—that he was letting me go. It was daunting—scary even—to know that I wouldn’t have him always hovering in the background and trying to win me back. It broke my heart all over again. Then again, my heart had never truly stopped breaking, had it? 
 
   Well, as questions went, I had never expected what came out of his mouth next. 
 
   “How have you been, Lucy? We haven’t really spoken after things fell through.” He spoke into my ear, making sure that I could fully hear him. The deep timber of his voice sounded like a caress, placing me in a state of severe sensual awareness. Damn. Him.
 
   It was hard to consider his question when the only thing my mind could process was illicit thoughts. “I’m…” I trailed off, not sure what to say next. I was what? Fine? Devastated? Scared? Shaken with despair, and yet, beyond inconceivably horny? “Never been better,” I finished, blushing profusely. Thank heavens he couldn’t see though my lies.
 
   “I like your new look. The make-up, the dress, the stylish hair…” He insinuated with a compliment. “Troy approves?” 
 
   Troy. And my endless trail of lies… “Indeed, he loves it,” I confidently said, not hesitating for a second. Hell, I was in too deep in my own web of deceit. I was sure Troy would understand if the situation arose and I needed to fully explain and justify myself. 
 
   “Lovely. I’m sure he does,” he breathed out, sending hot tingles around my neck… and everywhere else. 
 
   My lips parted to say a snide reply when he roughly thrust my arse against his over excited sex. A loud moan escaped from my lips upon impact of his body. My fuck, was he trying to kill me with sexual frustration? It didn’t help that I was imaging how it would feel to have him drive into me, inching slowly in until his shaft was fully situated inside… filling my slicked walls… 
 
   Images of him pushing me against the wall and ravishing me on the spot sent me into a crazed frenzy. And when he spoke against my neck, right below my ear, I was almost panting with need. 
 
   “My Lucy… gorgeous, feisty, spitfire of a woman. I have wretchedly missed you—” he started to say, but I grunted in protest, not wanting to hear anything that would dispel me from this euphoric state of mind. “Shhh. Let me speak,” he murmured, holding me close as we swayed to the music while his right hand remained on the side of my hip and the other rested just below my stomach. 
 
   Using his sensually gifted fingers, he made barely–there, excruciating circles, touching about an inch or two above the opening of my slit. He was purposely trying to arouse my body, wanting me to climb the walls in desperate need of him to release me from this tortured pleasure and pain. I was dying for him to take it further… 
 
   If my pride wasn’t stopping me, I could’ve begged for him to ease the throbbing need he had created in my body… for the last time.
 
   “I just want to say thank you for taking the blindfold off my eyes. For over a year, I had been aimlessly living an empty, unfulfilled life. Without you—I was lost. I was in despair. Always drinking myself into a stupor so I didn’t have to bear living another day knowing that you had left me. For weeks, I felt abandoned. It got worse at night… when I’m left alone with nothing to comfort me but my memories of you. Severely broken with no direction, I became reckless and unmindful to the people around me,” he cooed in my ear, lips brushing against my earlobe while I tensed, absorbing his painful words. “The ephemeral blindfold might be gone, but it only exposed me to the truth that I had tried and failed miserably to bury. After everything that’s happened—after the hurt and pain, the lies and half-truths—I had come to terms that I am blindingly and hopelessly in love with you.” He paused while I stopped breathing all together, waiting in vain for him to finish.
 
   “I know this makes you uneasy, but I ought to tell you for the last time—before we close the door to the past and follow wherever the path may separately lead us—that, if there’s a small part of you blaming yourself because of what happened between us, I beg you, do not reduce your kindness to that. You were perfect and still remain a perfection, even though you try to portray this different woman.” 
 
   He softly spun me around to face him. In our darkened surroundings his eyes lit up, glowing before me with acute intensity, with electrifying passion. “I know the genuine person inside, so don’t let this unfortunate incident tarnish your beauty. I now understand that I don’t deserve you because I wasn’t man enough to protect you from my family.”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes as I stared at him, unblinking as I felt this grave ache lacerating me—my heart and soul. 
 
   “Whatever you do from now on…” He paused, brows furrowing while his throat bobbed, his eyes reflecting my own pain before he gently reached to touch my face. Closing my eyes, I let my tears fall, quietly sobbing as I leaned into his caress, keeping it in my memory. “Just promise me to be happy, okay? Always follow what your heart and mind envisions and not what others expect from you. Can you promise me that?”
 
   I could only nod because my throat closed up, denying me the ability to speak. 
 
   He slowly drew my face towards him. “I’m sincerely sorry for hurting you, Luce,” he whispered against my forehead before brushing his lips across my skin. “Forever… I will eternally love you.”
 
   He finally was saying his goodbye. He had never wanted to—he’d fought the best way he knew how—but it wasn’t enough. Now he was truly leaving me, taking the last step in closing the door on us. Forever. 
 
   His lips kissed my forehead once more as I closed my eyes, slightly shaking as he breathed me in before whispering, “Take care, my love.” 
 
   His muscular arms then wrapped around me, giving me a deathlike embrace, blocking the air from my lungs. When he released me, I trembled from it all, knowing that he had just walked away from me. What he had just done, crucially hugging the life out of me then freeing me from his hold, portrayed what it had been like between the two of us for the past year. Him, desperately wanting to hold on to what was left of us, and me, aggressively and insensitively driving him further and further away. 
 
   He was gone…
 
   Three. Five. Maybe ten minutes had passed, possibly more, as I carried on crying with my eyes closed. I didn’t want to open them. I didn’t want to see the reality of what I had done. I had known this day was going to come, but as much as I had prepared myself for this very moment, I had doubted if anyone could ever be ready for the crushing feeling, knowing that life was never going to be the same again. 
 
   Everything was going to change…
 
   I was sure I was going to remain the same, though—silently loving him from a distance. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   Ultra sound appointment on Monday. Ten a.m. Be here. We need to talk. 
 
   I stared at the message for a couple more seconds until I could comprehend what it meant. The baby was about six months in and in three months time, she would make her debut to the world. I supposed I was flying out to Spain tomorrow, and I also had to figure out how to discuss things with Amelia after the baby was born. 
 
   The baby. I had always referred to her as the baby or it. I couldn’t, for the life of me, acknowledge it as my baby or my baby girl because I didn’t want to get attached and have it all taken away from me by DNA testing. 
 
   It was a horrid thought to have of a woman, but this was Amelia after all. Had it been some other woman who didn’t have the uncanny ability to lie like it was part of their nature, I wouldn’t even doubt that it was my child for a second. And of course, had it been Lucy’s, things would surely be different. 
 
   Lucy… 
 
   God. Thinking about her had destroyed me a thousand times over after just that last thought. 
 
   Walking away from her as she stood with her eyes closed, silently weeping, had taken every ounce in me. Had that really been only an hour ago that each step had felt like shackles had been strapped around my ankles? Each step that had brought me further away from her had caused the fire within my heart to dim. 
 
   Everything had been pulverized to dust. What she and I used to stand for, the future we’d once discussed in the wee hours of the morning after an intense lovemaking with our limbs intertwined, our lips never apart and our hearts beating as one—it was all gone. 
 
   The one. My only. Lucy… 
 
   How could I fathom going on living life if nothing was left to live for? 
 
   Lucy was my absolute. My ultimate. My unconditional love. The driving force behind my survival. The sole reason underneath my actions. The entirety of my heart. My fundamental supplement in life… 
 
   And now it was all for naught. We would be together nevermore. 
 
   Tonight, I hadn’t gone out thinking that I was going to let her go. True, she and I hadn’t been together for quite some time, however letting her go from the binds and constraints of my soul—my heart… The inkling hadn’t occurred.
 
   One might ask why would I do that if my love for her was my everything? Well, it had taken just one look at her and seeing the reflection of myself in her eyes to make me pause; to ponder why there was tremendous unhappiness in those beautiful depths. Seeing that had made me feel like a selfish monster. It was me—the bastard—who had caused her profound grief, fracturing the only person I would give my life for. 
 
   The only redeemable thing I could do was to free her before she got destroyed by my greed. 
 
   This selflessness had been fueled from my love of her. How much I adored her—the stunning beauty, the shrewd mind and the kind heart. I asked myself then, could I take all that away from her because I was stubborn enough to keep fighting for something that was hard to get back? 
 
   My answer was no. Of course not. I loved her too much to rob her from all of that. 
 
   All I could hope—if there was any left—was for her to find happiness. In her career, family, friends and a lover who would cherish that brilliant gem of a woman. 
 
   +++
 
   I had only just barely checked in at the hotel ten minutes ago and someone was already knocking on my door. Who could it be? I wondered sarcastically. 
 
   Rubbing both of my hands over my face as I groaned in irritation, I left my unpacked suitcase atop the luggage rack as I strolled out of the bedroom and into the hallway. I passed the living room with an amazing view of the city before I reached the entrance door. 
 
   Gripping the door handle, I swiftly opened it and didn’t bat an eyelash when it was the woman who legally called herself my wife. 
 
   “Amelia,” I greeted as she brushed past me, swaying along with her hips and four-inch heels. “Goodness, you could hurt yourself with those shoes. Why can’t you wear something more comfortable like other pregnant women?” 
 
   She stopped a few feet away from the glass wall overlooking the popular main streets of Madrid before spinning around to face me with a dark brow dramatically raised to question me. “Por qué mio marido?” Why, my husband? “Does it make you jealous that men still find me attractive even pregnant?” 
 
   Surely she did not believe that? Pure. Utter. Rubbish. Though I had to admit that there was a time when I had found her easy on the eyes, however that sentiment had past quite some time ago. 
 
   “Honestly, Amelia, do you not even consider the baby’s safety? Shouldn’t that be the first thing a mother would do? Is it really worth the risk? For what? A few whistles here and there and men lusting after you?” I tried to reason with her in a decent, calming manner, but her holier-than-thou attitude provoked anger and frustration. 
 
   She sashayed towards me, stopping just close enough to almost smother my eyesight with a bountiful view of her engorged breasts. “Why, mi amor, do you lust after me? I know how you love the fact that you can do anything with me and I never say no.” Her fingers reached out, touching my chest over my shirt, trailing down to the base of my neck, brushing against my skin. “Do you ever wonder what it would feel like to be inside me while I’m pregnant with our child?” 
 
   “It might surprise you, but I barely think of you at all.” I wanted to argue that it wasn’t mine until proper DNA testing had been done, yet there was no point in bringing that up. Fighting with her was exhausting. 
 
   She snickered before brazenly arresting my scrotum with her greedy hand, palming it against the base of my cock before she wrapped her fingers around my girth, stroking them both at the same time. 
 
   Amelia was a sex fiend. She thrived on making men fall to their knees and worshipping her until kingdom come, but I wasn’t that man. Sure, I had been influenced for a short period of time, however I wasn’t in the least persuaded by her shameless attempts at seduction. 
 
   My cock stirred from her callous manipulation, but even if my erection would cause me pain, I didn’t want to taint my body with another woman after I’d had Lucy weeks ago. Some might not understand the reasoning behind it, but it was the only way I could keep reliving that memory—still so fresh and vivid in my mind. 
 
   “That’s enough playing, Amelia,” I gritted through my teeth as I wrenched her hand away. How did I find that attractive before? I wondered with confusion. I supposed she was the polar opposite of Lucy and I had wanted to forget every trace of her, so Amelia had fit the bill of a temporary lover. Little had I known that she’d had her own secrets to hide. 
 
   For a second, I saw Amelia look offended, yet she immediately masked it with her usual snooty, defensive appearance. There were times I wondered what went on inside her head. I even went as far as hoping there would be an amiable side to her, that this persona was just a façade, nothing more. However, as time had gone on, I had concluded that there wasn’t much different between the woman within and the woman she appeared to be. I was certain it could be taxing to anyone’s psyche to be that vile and narcissistic around the clock. It was a pity really because she could’ve been extraordinary.
 
   Watching her warily, I cleared my throat, getting her attention with a quick snap of her fathomless dark eyes. “Have you had dinner?” 
 
   She stared at me awhile. Silence fell in the room as she kept on gazing at me with a forbidding expression. “No.” 
 
   All right, then. Jesus, would she relax and unwind for a moment? 
 
   Shaking my head in dismay, I strode over to the nearby accent table before plucking the menu off the glossy wood. Opening the leather binder, I glanced over the abundant Spanish selection before murmuring, “I’m ordering room service. What can I get you?” 
 
   “I’m not hungry,” she muttered with annoyance. 
 
   Giving her a quick glance, I ignored her blatant pouting. “You need to eat. Even if you aren’t hungry, try to nibble on something at least.” 
 
   She took in a sharp breath, about to explode in a tempter tantrum. “I said—I’m. Not. Hungry.” 
 
   Yeah, her usual antics weren’t going to work, either. “I see. Well, I’m going to order you something anyway. You have to eat it or I’ll feed you myself.” 
 
   “Fuck me and I’ll eat whatever you want!” she threw into the air just when I was about to pick up the phone receiver from its cradle. 
 
   Letting go of the phone, I ground my teeth together before I spun around to face her, throwing the truth in her face. “Never again, Amelia. Besides the fact that I’m divorcing you and you’re taking your sweet bloody time to sign it, I’m done fucking around with my life. It’s time to move forward.” 
 
   Her eyes sharpened, almost squinting at me as if she’d detected something I had no clue about. “Huh,” she huffed. “When’s the last time you had sex?”
 
   Epic question coming from her, truly. How dare she ask me that? “You have the audacity to question me when everyone in this town, or maybe the entirety of Spain, know about your illicit affair with an influential married man!” 
 
   “Nice try.” She seemed unfazed as she blinked back a few times, fanning her lashes as she probed again, “When was it, Toby?” 
 
   I growled, about to lose my temper, “Drop it, Amelia.” 
 
   “Who is she?” Her hand shook a little as she strode towards me, looking enraged and possessed but with a calm, eerie voice. “Is it your cold, English bitch?” 
 
   That did it. I immediately snapped when the word bitch was said. “Don’t you fucking dare call her that!” I roared inches away from her. 
 
   “I can call her whatever I like,” she screamed into my face, pointing her accusing finger at me. “I’m your wife! Your motherfucking wife! I have the right to everything!” 
 
   “But you aren’t really, are you?” Without my temper in check, my voice boomed about the hotel suite. It even echoed. I was at my last wits, and with Amelia being so stubborn, it made it twice as difficult to mend fences with her. “I can file for annulment if I wanted to, but I was advised not to burden your family of extra humiliation on top of all this.” 
 
   Out of nowhere, she launched herself at me, trying to paw my face, however I swiftly moved the side and it landed on my neck instead. Sharp nails bit into my skin. The burn of flesh being opened made me wince as she scratched with all her might. 
 
   The need to shake her body and put some bloody fucking sense into her was tempting, but even in my fury, logic interrupted, reminding me that I was dealing with a pregnant woman. 
 
   “Bloody Hell! What the fuck did you do that for?” I hissed, hurling the words at her.
 
   She immediately tried to punch me on the chest before I grabbed her hand. Then she used her other fist to hit my shoulder. 
 
   Moving behind her body, I wrapped both of my arms around her, holding her down in a gridlock as she tried to thrash against me, cursing and screaming profanities in Spanish. 
 
   “Calm the fuck down. You’re acting like a demented woman. A fucking lunatic. Get a hold of yourself!” 
 
   Again, for the second time tonight, her reaction surprised me, baffling me to no end, when she started uncontrollably sobbing. 
 
   I took a moment, absorbing the sharp turn of events. My heart raced against my ribcage while I tried to think what to do next. I hadn’t encountered anything like this—a woman who was a she-devil turning into a broken one who couldn’t stop crying. It was as if she’d held her tears in for such a long time, that our argument seemed to have snapped her composure and weeping immediately came barreling in with nothing to stop it. 
 
   Like a broken dam, Amelia’s cries only became louder, howling as if she was in deep pain. 
 
   Loosening my hold of her whimpering body, I took a deep breath and tried to soothe her. “I’m sorry,” I whispered into her ear, knowing how much I regretted putting ourselves in this predicament. “But you must understand, we need to live our lives. You need to let go of this grudge—it’s ruining you inside. Please, you can’t keep doing this to yourself.” My voice shook when a piercing sound came from her, like a sound or the noise a dying animal would make. 
 
   “Cansado de la vida…” she whimpered before giving another shaky breath, “Cansado… de la… vida…” she kept on muttering in between sobs before dropping to her knees as if she had no energy left. 
 
   Instantly, I was right next to her, sitting as I pulled her body close, resting her head on my lap, stroking her hair then her arm repeatedly as she howled her pain away. 
 
   She cried. Non-stop. Until she no longer could. It had probably been about an hour when she finally became silent. 
 
   Taking a peek at her tear-stained face, I found her fast asleep. I stared at her countenance, really looking at her for the first time. In this state, she looked like any gullible woman, and she probably was. After all the hurt, and I was assuming, betrayal she had endured from her lover, she’d coped the only way she knew how. It was sad that her coping mechanism was the worst kind there was, but who could reason with a broken person? I was one, too, and I remembered Blake and Chad had tried to intervene against my ceaseless acts of destruction. Truthfully, at that time, I couldn’t see anything other than the lacerating pain dislodged inside me, choking me each time I took a breath, killing me slowly from within. 
 
   Heartache could be the cruelest kind of mourning. People died from it. Some might take months, but others readily gave up weeks right after getting their heart smashed into smithereens. 
 
   With care, I slowly took hold of her limp body. The baby bump protruded amidst the sea of fabric of her dress. Guilt settled in as I carried her to the extra bedroom in the suite. Pulling the covers down, I placed her in the middle of the soft mattress and covered her body with the feather comforter. 
 
   Looking down on her, I felt a harsh stab of regret—of sadness and maybe a little guilt. Even though she didn’t love me that way, I knew that I somehow had caused her injury, even if it was on a smaller scale compared to her other heartaches. 
 
   Had she always been this way? Seeing her breakdown had made me doubt that. She probably had been impressionable, arms wide open for love, and unfortunately, had chosen the wrong men in her life. They’d bulldozed her with endless promises before she’d fully given them her trust. However, once they’d had it, they had taken advantage of her gullibility and thrown her heart away. It was true, her heart had been broken. The only difference now was that she also had a broken soul and destroyed spirit. 
 
   Poor Amelia, I thought sadly. 
 
   Remorse situated deeply in me, but even then, it wasn’t enough for me to sacrifice my life to help her fix her own. 
 
   After all, life was a battle we each had to endure, hoping that we wouldn’t get crushed by its heavy lashing. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   The following morning, I awoke from the sound of the doorbell, the door being opened, and then some shuffling here and there before the room quieted again. 
 
   Raking a hand through my hair, I thought to myself that I needed a haircut whilst reaching for my phone on the nightstand, checking the time. Nine in the morning. 
 
   When did Amelia say the appointment was? I wondered as I slid off the bed and strode over to the closet to put a robe on. I had slept in my boxer-briefs like I always did, but I didn’t want to look indecent when checking on Amelia. 
 
   Loosely knotting the complimentary plush robe, I strode out the door barefoot. The harsh, Spanish sun filtered through the massive expanse of glass, blinding me a moment. When I finally squinted my eyes open, I saw Amelia sitting on the couch, nibbling on fresh fruits and cream, face naked of artifice and in the same state as I was—dressed in a robe and a little exhausted. 
 
   “Good morning. Did you sleep well?” Slowly moving towards her, I sat on the opposite side, studying her awhile, wondering if I could see traces of the woman from last night. 
 
   She made a wan smile, barely meeting my gaze. “Surprisingly I did.” She didn’t add anything after that as she focused on dipping a strawberry in the cream bowl before bringing it in between her lips and taking half a bite. 
 
   “What time did you say the doctor’s appointment was?” I asked as I reached for a raspberry and slipped it in my mouth, savoring the sweetness as it broke apart on my tongue. 
 
   “I can call him thirty minutes before we leave. He’ll see me first before his other clients.” Of course she was a priority. I wouldn’t expect anything less from her.
 
   I decided that the woman before me was still reeling from the events last night; a mixture of gullibility and stubbornness. Today should be interesting. 
 
   “Amelia, about last night...” I cleared my throat. “I was beyond harsh, and for a moment, I had forgotten that you are pregnant.” Seeking her eyes, she quietly stared back at me. “I apologize for what happened.” 
 
   She made a sad smile at my words. “You know what I thought before I fell asleep?” 
 
   “Hmm?” 
 
   “That you were actually a loving, sweet man. Had it been you that I fell for, I think I would end up being a happy woman.” Her voice held melancholy, reminding me of the woman from last night crying herself to sleep on my lap. 
 
   “I don’t want to be your enemy. I hope you realize that.” 
 
   She nodded, breaking eye contact. “I know,” she whispered. “I’ve known all along.” 
 
   To me, she seemed complacent, as if she’d had an epiphany or something. The old Amelia would never converse with me this way, or let alone, admit any of this. And even though last night had shocked me to no end, I must admit that this new version of her was likeable. If co-parenting was in our future, I would feel much more comfortable leaving our child in her care. 
 
   After our light breakfast, we immediately started getting ready to leave for the doctors after Amelia’s quick call to make sure that they knew she was coming. Leaving the hotel, Amelia’s chauffeured car took us to our destination.
 
   Anticipation and anxiety invaded me to no end. You see, this would be the first ultrasound I’d ever been to; back in the beginning, I had acted like a spoilt bastard. 
 
   Feeling remorseful for my past actions, I quietly vowed that I would go to as many appointments as I could, even if I had great doubts about the child’s paternity. Either way, I decided that I’d rather deal with this situation as delicately as I could. If the child turned out to be mine, then that would be lovely. If it weren’t, then at least I wouldn’t have to deal with regrets. My life as of late had been filled with them, one after the other. 
 
   Shifting my face away from the window towards Amelia, she somehow looked pale even with her tanned skin and red lipstick. “Are you feeling better?” Reaching out to her, I gave her arm a light squeeze, as if wanting to transfer some of my strength to her. She looked like she needed it somehow. She blinked a few times as if she was bringing herself back to the present, like her thoughts were somewhere far off, before she glanced at me with confusion. “Are you all right?” Her behavior was starting to worry me. “It’s going to be fine. I’m going to try and be here for every appointment from now on, okay?” 
 
   She barely acknowledged what I had just said, which threw me off a tad because, before her mini breakdown, this would’ve been quite a big deal. Right at this moment, though, she simply brushed it off, asking, “When are you leaving?” 
 
   “Tomorrow before lunch,” I informed her, not taking my eyes away from her odd reaction. “We can go baby shopping later in the afternoon if you’re up for it.” Which only made me wonder again, “Have you bought any baby furniture and the lot?” 
 
   “Last month, I purchased tiny, pink lace booties.” Her voice was hollow as she looked away, glancing towards the window. 
 
   I supposed that was a start. “Well, we can go ahead and add more to the collection if you’re willing. I wouldn’t mind walking about and being surrounded with pink frills and all those baby things.” 
 
   “Sure.” That was all she said.
 
   It looked like she didn’t want to be bothered so I let her be, leaving her in her own world while my thoughts lingered on last night and how her feistiness had turned into something that I wasn’t accustomed to. 
 
   Ten minutes later, the driver stopped in front of a private clinic. 
 
   Pushing down the lump in my throat, I stepped out of the vehicle, wondering what it would be like to see the baby for the first time. People did this sort of thing on a daily basis. There was nothing to be nervous of, surely. 
 
   Striding over to Amelia’s side, I opened the door for her, offering my hand to help her out of her seat. She didn’t hesitate to take it, and when she did, I was surprised to find her hand was freezing cold in the hot, Spanish summer. It was beyond strange. 
 
   “Goodness, you’re cold. Why didn’t you say so? We could’ve gotten you a light wrap to put around you,” I said with worry, my brows furrowing at her, wondering what the bloody hell was going on with her. 
 
   “I’m fine,” she quietly said, nodding towards me to follow her inside the glass doors. “Come on.” 
 
   Taking a mental note, I made sure to remember that I needed to address a lot of things with her tonight before I left back to England tomorrow. Before, I wouldn’t have cared about what Amelia did, yet for some reason, after last night, I somehow felt the need to look out for her. 
 
   It was a peculiar feeling, especially when it came to her. Life was full of punches and surprises. I could attest to that. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   The kind looking nurse ushered us into a dark room with one beaming light coming from a blank screen before quietly closing the door behind us, leaving us there. 
 
   Amelia strolled forward before placing her purse on the white table against the wall while my eyes scoured for the light switch. 
 
   “Don’t. I want it this way,” she said behind me the second I was about to press the switch. 
 
   “Of course. Whatever suits you best,” I replied, clearing my throat as she slowly took her dress off, then her undergarments came next. Transfixed at the naked sight of her with the baby bump, I watched as she took the hospital gown splayed across the medical table before casually putting it on without giving me a glance. 
 
   “The baby looks bigger…” Compared from last night, my mind blurted out. “What do we do next? Just wait for the doctor to show up, then?” This was my first time, after all. Naturally, I was curious to know how these things worked. 
 
   “You can bring a chair and sit next to me if you like,” she offered as she stepped next to the medical chair and slid on it, situating herself on top of the paper covered recliner before closing her eyes. 
 
   Moving towards the side of the wall, I took a chair and quietly placed it at her side. Just when I was about to sit on the cushioned seat, the door cracked open and an older, male doctor with salt and pepper hair came in. 
 
   “¡Hola, Señorita Mendoza! ¿Cómo vamos?” he greeted as he strode inside the room, stopping in his tracks when he found me sitting next to Amelia. “Hola, Señor Watson. It’s time you join us, sí?” He gave me an approving smile as he continued towards Amelia. 
 
   They quietly exchanged words in Spanish, and since I wasn’t fluent with the language and could only manage around the country with knowledge of the basics, I ended up trying to figure out what they were discussing. Based on his tone, he seemed to be asking her questions like, what her daily diet was usually, or if she had been meticulously taking her pre-natal vitamins, to which she responded that she was taking them a few times a week instead of on a daily basis. 
 
   Goodness, what had she been doing? She seemed to be misguided when it came to taking care of the baby in her womb. I didn’t even doubt that she would unintentionally skip meals, leaving the unborn baby with no nutrition for quite some time. I needed to speak to the chef, Leta, that used to make meals for us in our marital home. When I left her, I hadn’t thought about reminding the staff about making sure that she was taking small meals even if she didn’t feel like it. I had assumed that they, the staff, would gradually put that into their routine. Unfortunately, I had been wrong about that. 
 
   My ears were still trying to tune into the conversation when my phone beeped, indicating a message. Shifting to my side and away from their view, I checked who it was. Blake Knightly. 
 
   Two missed calls, a voice message and one text message, all from the bloody man himself. Bastard, did he miss me that much? I smirked at the thought of it. Opening his virtual mail, my eyes scanned the message. 
 
   Heard you were in Madrid. Everything all right? Sienna and I are back in London. Call me if you need anything, even if it needs me to fly out there. I mean it, Watson.
 
   Sienna says hello. She also had to make sure I typed that in. Oh the joys of married life.
 
   Call me when you can.
 
   The joys of married life, my arse. The bloody fool couldn’t function without Sienna in his life. He loved her beyond obsession. Beyond reason. Beyond life. And I couldn’t be any happier that he had finally found someone that made him sink to his knees, worshipping the woman who loved him the same way he loved her. Their love was a ball of tragedy, beauty and intensity. 
 
   Like what I had with Lucy… 
 
   Thinking about her brought a heavy tightening in my chest before I slowly coached myself to breathe without feeling the sharp burn in my nostrils. Clearing my throat and my lingering thoughts of the lost love I had, I slipped the phone back into the pocket of my dark jeans before focusing on the two people before me. 
 
   Amelia was nodding, submerged in what the doctor was telling her. He was wearing a heavy frown, lips thinned as he nodded, looking down at her with worry in his eyes. 
 
   With her awful habit of skipping meals and the pre-natal vitamins, I was almost sure she was doing a lot of things that she wasn’t supposed to be doing. No wonder the doctor didn’t seem too pleased with her answers. 
 
   It wasn’t long before the doctor addressed me and said we would start the check-up, and he’d try to explain as much as he could. He also informed me that, if I ever had any question, I could go right ahead and ask. 
 
   Amelia’s feet were on the stir-ups before the doctor lifted her gown and stopped right above the swell of her stomach. Using two fingers, he was pressing about the womb, asking her questions about pain and if she’d had any instances where there was cramping at all. She answered him with a small shake of her head. 
 
   He was about to do a vaginal check up on her, so he gently explained that she was entering her third trimester and needed to eat a little more. After the examination, he proceeded towards her belly, producing a tube of clear gel, expelling a good amount on the tip of her stomach. 
 
   With baited breath, I became anxious at the mere idea of seeing the baby on the screen. True, there was a high chance that it wasn’t mine, but there was that puny bit of a chance that it could be. 
 
   The screen was blank as he pressed the device into the skin of her stomach. The first thing I heard was the heavy whooshing sound of a loud heartbeat. It surrounded the room. A few seconds later, the baby appeared on the screen, looking like a tiny, sprouting bean, curled up and all. 
 
   “Come meet your pequeña.” The doctor was addressing me, but I was too busy being mesmerized at the tiny form on the screen. 
 
   After a minute or two, I dropped my gaze towards her stomach before reverting back to the screen. Oh my, I thought to myself, swallowing the dryness in my throat. Emotions ran havoc in my mind and body. I barely recognized what they all were because I was truly out of my depth here. 
 
   Lucy… no wonder she loathed me and had moved on without hesitation. 
 
   Not before long, we were done with the exam and the doctor advised Amelia and myself that she needed to eat more and add light exercise in her regimen, so when the time came that she went in labor, she wouldn’t have much difficulty. 
 
   Exiting the private clinic, we quietly strode towards the car where the driver held the door open. 
 
   For a while, I kept glancing at her, hoping her facial expression and demeanor would change. From the hotel to the clinic, she was simply monotonous, robotic, as if everything bored her senseless. Maybe last night had drained her. After all, she had cried buckets. I was sure that had taken a toll emotionally. The least I could do was at least try to be understanding. 
 
   “Feel like going baby shopping?” I kindly asked, hoping she’d say yes. 
 
   She shook her head, merely giving me a brief glance before turning her head back towards the window. “I’m tired,” she whispered. “Maybe next time.” 
 
   I sighed. “Okay, definitely the next time I come back then.” Stifling my disappointment, I asked her again, “Do you want to just drop me off so you can go home and rest?” I didn’t want to be such an inconvenience. I had little to no experience when it came to pregnant women, and from what I knew, they were one not to be messed with, most especially when they were exhausted. 
 
   “Can I stay with you?” she asked before turning around to face me with an unreadable, dark depth. “Until you leave tomorrow, if you don’t mind?” 
 
   Weighing it over, I supposed she could. After all, didn’t I need to make sure she ate? Besides, I needed to make a call to the chef and ask him a favor. 
 
   “It’s fine. We need to discuss and straighten out details anyhow.” 
 
   “We do, don’t we…?” she trailed off, back to her expressionless state. 
 
   Noting the extreme duality of her personality, I was truly considering that something might be going on with her, beyond pregnancy and all. 
 
   My flight back was tomorrow around noontime. Would that be enough time for her to open up to me? 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   For the past five hours since we got back, I had been working on my laptop, emailing and making appointments for potential clients. The second I got back to England, I would have to look for office space, hire an assistant, and start from there. Obviously, that was the easiest part. The essential, rigorous part of doing business was done behind closed doors, negotiating deals, doing vast research, studying market trends and emerging markets. It was basically readying to deal big, volatile risky investments, banking on the fact that my choices and strategies would pay off—and most did. This was my comfort zone. One of my abilities that I excelled in—taking calculated risks, analyzing data and trends in a shifting global market. 
 
   Stifling a yawn, I stretched my arms before folding my hands behind my head, closing my eyes as I took deep breaths. This had been my mechanism for ages when I was under stress and pressure. Then again, my life was always the same, barely without pressure and obligations. 
 
   Getting up from the worktable, I decided to order in for dinner since Amelia was still fast asleep in the spare bedroom, barely squeaking a sound. I strolled over to her bedroom and opened the door as quietly as I could. She remained in the same position she had been when I’d checked on her two hours ago. Containing a sigh, I decided against waking her up and silently shut her door when the sound of the buzzer chiming made me immediately tense. 
 
   Obviously, it couldn’t be room service since all I had done was think about ordering less than a few minutes ago. The only person I could think of was Amelia’s mother, Costanza. Walking towards the main entry hall, I was on the defense when I opened the door with no trace of surprise when I found out who it was. 
 
   “Mother, now’s not the time to pester me. You can come back some other time.” I was about to shut the door when she fumed and pushed it against me before she came barging in inside like she ought to be, confidently striding in her typical regal-like stance. 
 
   My nostrils flared as I slam the door shut, following where the person who bore me waited with impatience. The woman who most people would say I looked like, but that was where our compatibility ended.
 
   Consciously brushing the strand that fell off her coifed hair, she darted me a drastic glare, huffing like a lioness ready to pounce on her cub for misbehavior. “You will fix everything. Costanza is going to be here shortly and I expect you to graciously apologize for your rude behavior. You will do this, son, or I’m going to raise hell.” 
 
   “Raise all the hell you like; I will not oblige any of your demands. I am done dealing with your nonsense,” I uttered in a sharp, crystal clear voice. “You still haven’t gotten that into your stubborn head? I. Said. I. Am. Done.” 
 
   “Why are you yelling?” a voice behind me asked. 
 
   I spun around and found Amelia frowning before her eyes travelled to find my mother. “Evelyn? What brings you here in Spain?” Scanning her face, I looked for a sign that she’d had anything to do with my mother’s unsurprising visit. I didn’t find any. She was stunned, just as I was. 
 
   My mother started to move, brushing past me to get to Amelia, giving her a hug and pompous, cheek-to-cheek air kisses. “What do you think? Saving both our families from humiliation and embarrassment. I’d rather not be the subject of the gossipmongers for the summer.” 
 
   Her voice irked me to no end. Of course, she’d think about herself more than anyone. Gossip during summertime would reduce the invites for garden parties and galas. It would be a total tragedy for her, I knew. 
 
   “There’s nothing to save. Everything is filed; my lawyers are only waiting for her signature. The rest is done.” 
 
   My mother’s cold eyes matched mine, measuring how she could try to beat me, however there was nothing left to fight. I was through with it all. Nothing more. I had to hand it to her, though, she didn’t back down on our eye-standoff; Amelia broke our concentration by speaking. 
 
   “I’m signing.” She cleared her throat before speaking again, “Before you leave, I’ll sign the papers.” 
 
   My mother’s expression was… priceless. “No, child, you will do no such thing!” she gasped with horror. 
 
   As much as I would like to lavish on this little triumph, before my mother no less, I was more focused on Amelia, hoping that she was serious about this. This meant everything to me. “Are you sure? I mean, if you need extra spousal support, that won’t be a problem.” 
 
   She shook her head, wrapping one arm around her stomach and the other holding the lapels of the robe. “I have more than enough.” 
 
   Right after that statement, my mother went beyond ballistic. She stressed the situation and how the humiliation would ruin everyone. She even called Amelia’s mother to hurry up so she could help convince us about the divorce. However, after a quick word from her daughter had her turning around to go back home, leaving my very own mother in utter mayhem. 
 
   It took my mother a good fifteen minutes worth of screeching colorful names and lecturing about social commitments and wealth before she finally left us in peace and silence, quaking the room with the harsh slam of the door in her wake. 
 
   Arms against my chest, I pressed my lips together, speechless. That was the person who had given birth to me. This was beyond hysterical. “That was rude of my mother. I apologize,” I uttered in pure disbelief as I stared at the door, praying that she’d surely decided to leave the hotel instead of some dramatic exit before she came back with the finale. 
 
   “She needs to let you go, too…” 
 
   The old Amelia would’ve sided with her, screaming profanities and uncaring about anyone else but themselves. Yet, this new version of her remained pragmatic, siding with me for the very first time. 
 
   She kept silent for a bit, casually walking towards the back of the sofa, fingers caressing the texture before she thought out loud, “She doesn’t love you. I think she loves the idea of you and what she aspires you to be. I think it’s because she hasn’t accomplished much in life. She gave birth at such a young age and never really found herself… It made her this way. She wants to live through you, becoming something bigger, someone much more important that people could look up to,” she whispered as if the idea had just dawned on her as well. “When she talks about you, it’s as if you’re the only hope she has. I felt bad about that… but my selfishness paved a much bigger opportunity for me, so I took advantage of the situation.”
 
   My entire mind and body tensed as I listened to her speak. Her revelation out of nowhere had staggered me. She had never uttered a damn, bloody thing about basically anything about my life, my family or much of anything unless it involved her or Lucy. 
 
   “Blake Knightly…” 
 
   Fuck. What did the bastard do now? I noticed that her throat bobbed, as if having a tough time remembering what had happened. 
 
   “I’ve been in love with him… even before he realized I existed,” she started to say with a soft sob. “The first time I saw him, he was in Rome visiting his aunt and uncle. My parents and I were invited to this lavish gathering they had, but we never got the opportunity to be introduced—he was busy with this group of people, mostly women—” she wiped a single tear that fell before smiling sadly.
 
   “Even from afar, I knew he was the most beautiful man I had ever seen. That whole night, I kept glancing at him, hoping he’d notice me, but he was too busy. I went home with a sad heart, but I knew it probably wasn’t the right time anyway. I believe in soul mates, and my heart chose him. 
 
   “A year after that happened, I found him again in Marbella, socializing amongst my friends and family because he was planning on opening a casino and needed everyone’s support and approval. But of course, for me, it was entirely different. I really thought he and I had a chance. Everything was perfect—beautiful—just like I imagined it would be. But it wasn’t a fairytale because Sienna came in the picture and ruined everything for me.”
 
   Delusion at its best, I sadly thought before stating my opinion. “Sienna has always been in the picture, but she was in a relationship with Kyle, and Blake, being the man that he is, respected that and chose to be friends with her instead. It was only a matter of time until he did something. Before things progressed between them, he was already in love with her. I’m almost hundred percent positive he was even in love with her when he was with you.” 
 
   “My life’s a tragedy, Toby…” she started to break as tears streamed down her face, “and I don’t think it can ever be fixed.” 
 
   “It’s never too late to fix anything. You’re still young, and with the baby on the way, you can start afresh—a new life in every sense of the word.” As I moved towards her, she held out her hand, stopping me from trying to comfort her. 
 
   “I started seeing this married guy, thinking stupid things that would make him come back to me. I’m sorry for using you, too. I wanted him to hurt because he loves you, but nothing worked. Nothing…” She shook her head, gazing up to me with tears and quivering lips. 
 
   “I paid someone to produce a fake testing for the baby. I hate not knowing who the father is, but I couldn’t blame anyone except me. I made such a fool of myself.” She tapped her palm against her chest. “Look at me now. It’s tragic, isn’t it?” A heartbreaking smile came to her lips. “I only ever fell in love…” 
 
   Haunted would be the precise word I would have used to describe her at that moment. One revelation after the other; how had she kept this up for so long? Sure, I had believed she was pining for Knightly and wanted a taste of revenge, however I’d had no notion how deeply rooted her feelings were to him until now. What did one tell the other when both persons involved were utterly and tragically hopeless? 
 
   “Amelia—” 
 
   “I’m exhausted, Toby.” 
 
   As was I. More than I would admit. “I know you are. I do know that.” I motioned my head towards the dining area, hoping that I could entice her to eat something because she hadn’t had anything since the fruits and cream this morning. “Let me order dinner and we can discuss how to build your new life. Hell, we can even consider the thought of relocating you to a different country if it would make you feel better.” 
 
   “The last supper.” 
 
   I nodded. “Yep.” 
 
   “Before a brand new life.” 
 
   At least she was riding on the idea. That was a splendid thing. 
 
   “Anything in particular you fancy getting a taste of?”
 
   “Get me everything on the menu. I want a tiny piece of everything. I want to savor every morsel,” she enthusiastically supplied as she strode towards the hall. “I’m going for a shower. I’ll be right back.” 
 
   “Sure. I’ll do the same.”
 
   Twenty or so minutes later, freshly showered and shaven, the six-cart entourage to our gluttony arrived with flowers and a butler equipped to serve when ready. 
 
   A vast selection of tapas, cheeses, three dishes of paella—seafood, chicken and pork—Castilian-style beef rack, chorizo filled with spices, desserts, and other dishes I had not had the pleasure of being acquainted with, filled the entire opulent rectangular dining table. All forty-two inches of it. 
 
   I was all for casually eating, but Amelia absolutely devoured her food like she had been starved, like a famished bear that had woken up from months of hibernation. Brushing off her behavior as if I wasn’t in complete amazement, I diverted my attention to discussing where and what she fancied to do after the baby was born. 
 
   She was forthcoming with her thoughts, even mentioning that she played with the idea of opening a business or working again because she had enjoyed working before Blake Knightly had come into the picture. With the baby due in a few months’ time, I advised that she rest and experience motherhood first. Then, when she was ready to challenge herself with work and being a mother, she could go right on ahead. 
 
   It was strange, yet we discussed about the baby not being mine in a normal manner. Strange at best, but definitely reassuring that her attitude shift could be permanent. I even went out of my comfort zone and offered to be there for her in any case if the father turned out to be the unnamed, married man she had been involved with. It was a massive promise to make, but somehow seeing that tiny peanut on the screen earlier today had touched a place in my heart. 
 
   Right after dinner, she informed me that she had decided to go home and rest. So here I was, waiting out in the living room as she changed into her clothes, hoping that this amiable communication would never alter. 
 
   Amelia came out ten minutes later, dressed in a loose, soft cotton dress that her maid, Delia, had brought. Apparently, she’d made the call after showering and before she’d come out to eat dinner with me. 
 
   “Thank you—for being here.” She seemed shy all of a sudden, quite unusual again coming from her. 
 
   “This trip was… momentous.” Historic. Beaming like tomorrow was going to be better and brighter, I took her in my arms and held her tight. “One day at a time,” I murmured into her ear. “Just breathe and never let the past dictate your path.” 
 
   I felt her nod, understanding somehow. “You’re a great man, Toby. Maybe even better than your best friend,” she replied, bringing a smile to my face. 
 
   As I pulled her away from my body, she produced her purse and opened it, drawing out the signed divorce papers. 
 
   “I don’t have any clue what made you change your mind or what transpired that afternoon, but whatever this is, I hope it’s long-lasting.” 
 
   “Let’s just say that a vision came to me during sleep. Like a beacon or guiding light to show me the way.” 
 
   Well, that sounded hopeful, that vision… “I’m delighted to hear that. Truly, I am.” 
 
   She did somehow look less troubled. I supposed the hatred that had fired her soul for the past year or so had dissipated and found a different purpose—her unborn baby. 
 
   “Before I go, I just want to tell you that a woman that loves with all her heart would never let anything stop her from being with her man. Lucy gave every excuse to leave you. Think about it.” 
 
   Great point. However, I had realized that beforehand. “I know.” 
 
   “Good.” She smiled before stretching her neck as she stood on her tippy toes to kiss me on the cheek. “Until we meet again, Toby Watson.” 
 
   Indeed. “Until then, Amelia.” 
 
   Watching her leave, I stood there awhile, mesmerized and astounded of the turn of events. 
 
   The future had never looked this positive. 
 
   Optimism flowed through me and I had not felt this genuinely blissful in quite a long time. 
 
   My life certainly was bursting with surprises. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   The morning of my flight back, I woke up early, showered and dressed before the break of dawn. After ordering room service for breakfast, I decided to work for a few more hours before readying to leave the hotel and heading towards the airport. Ever since I got here, I had rarely used my mobile and it was overflowing with emails and messages, both business and personal. My morning revolved around that. 
 
   The hotel provided a private service to take me to the airport, making everything easy. The ride to the airport was different. This time, I actually saw Madrid, the city itself. It had been influenced by Romans, Iberians, Moors and Arab cultures; its unmarred beauty, historic wealth and style of architecture somehow saddened me because I hadn’t truly experienced the city. Sure, I had travelled here more than I could count and lived here during weekends when I was obligated to leave Marbella when work didn’t consume me. I had been wrapped in my own misery, so I had neglected to see something that was a distinct part of my life. After all, I had gotten married here, in one of the most historic Cathedrals in Europe. 
 
   Spain, overall, had been my home for the past year and a half. I had never thought I would feel that way, but saying goodbye to this country brought melancholy to my previously upbeat mood. 
 
   The thought of calling Amelia and letting her know that I was on my way to the airport came out of nowhere. After debating for a few minutes, I decided that maybe this wasn’t the appropriate time to call after last night. As she’d stated before, she was exhausted and in need of a good amount of rest. Making a friendly call would only interrupt in her day. Besides, I was almost convinced that she wouldn’t want to hear from me for quite some time. Maybe in a week’s time or two, but not immediately after what had occurred between us. 
 
   The substantial amount of truth she’d revealed would surely rankle her conscience—realizing and seeing what had transpired of her dire love of one man, her obsession and hatred developing into a string of disastrous events. She had brought down several people along the way. I could only imagine what it would be like to comprehend what had gone on in her mind, seeing the demon she had made of herself. 
 
   She was right, it was a tragedy. However, it was something that could be undone, and she could finally redeem herself again. She could be free and let go of the toxic past that had influenced and poisoned her entirety. I truly hoped that she would come out of it. I had meant what I’d said about being there for her, outcome of DNA results notwithstanding. 
 
   Just as I ended my reflection, the car parked outside the airport terminal. With a quick thank you and a hefty tip to the driver, I strode inside the cooled terminal, producing my passport and ticket.
 
   I was paving my way towards the check-in desk when my phone started shrilling. I chose to completely ignore it as I slid the items in my hand to the smiling attendant. “Hello. To London Gatwick please.” 
 
   My phone rang again. Excusing myself before I took the call, I hunched over my back and covered one ear so I could clearly hear the call before I greeted the caller, “Hello.” 
 
   “Hola, Señor Watson?” the male voice on the other end asked.
 
   Raising apprehension as I focused on the call, I had almost convinced myself that this was possibly a client I’d had in Marbella who had no idea that I had left Knightly Industries. “Yes, this is Toby Watson. Can I help you? I’m checking in for my flight to London, and I’m on a tight schedule.” 
 
   “Sí, I understand pero su esposa…” he started saying. “Hubu un accidente y Señora…” Your wife had an accident. The words echoed while I instantaneously felt the roaring rush of dread, leaving me hot and cold. 
 
   I didn’t even let the guy finish speaking because, the second I heard him say the hospital name, I requested my passport back before getting into a taxi, leaving the airport in a dreadful rush.
 
   The second we got to the hospital, I took all of my euros and shoved them into the driver’s hand, uncaring of the large sum. 
 
   Stepping into the emergency room, everything became a chaotic whirl. The attendant asked me to provide proof of identity before letting me know anything about Amelia’s condition, and I was almost thankful that I’d had the wherewithal to get my passport back amidst everything. Spanish folks were quite anal about such things, and I did understand the necessity and security purposes, but since this was happening to me, I could care less about safety procedures. 
 
   After the meticulous double-checking, I was told to wait in the sitting area and someone would inform me about Amelia’s condition. So I waited with threadbare patience. 
 
   A little over five minutes later, a young looking woman announced my name as she scanned the few faces in the waiting area. 
 
   “Here,” I said, standing up, meeting her halfway before demanding, “What news of my wife? Where is she? Was the accident bad? What about the baby? Is it okay? I need to know her room number so I can go up there immediately.” 
 
   The flow of questions stunned her from speaking for a moment until she was able to take in one question at a time. With accented English, she replied, “Sir, I’m sorry to inform you, but she was confirmed dead when the medics got to her.”
 
   Confirmed.
 
   Dead.
 
   Amelia… 
 
   She was fine last night. It couldn’t be. There must’ve been a misunderstanding. 
 
   “I… I—I don’t understand,” I staggered with coherency and speech, barely making sense of anything. 
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss.” Her face contorted with sorry and pity, as if she knew me, and me not being some random person with whom she had delivered a fateful message to. “We were able to save the baby, but her condition is not promising.” 
 
   At five months, the peanut I had seen yesterday hadn’t fully developed into a baby. How could something this horrific happen to an innocent thing? Let alone be delivered to the world early because the mother died before birthing. 
 
   “Can I see Amelia first then the baby?” I asked in a hollow voice, feeling helpless, and yet, in a deep catatonic sense of shock. 
 
   She nodded. “Sí, Señor. I just need to ask when she would be ready to be seen. They’re still cleaning her up after the C-section.” 
 
   “Thank you,” I barely managed to whisper as I backed onto a chair behind me, hitting my legs from behind as they immediately folded with no energy or power to hold my body up straight. 
 
   A harrowing pain conquered me, leaving me numb, distraught and shaken. No tears were shed, however inside, I mourned the loss of her. I had been given one day to see the real woman within before she had been taken away. 
 
   Regrets and wishful thinking flooded me once more. One regret—and it’s one I doubted I could ever forgive myself for—was not making that bloody call I had debated myself over. Had I made the effort, she still might be alive. Not dead somewhere in this hospital, lifeless like the white walls everywhere around me, witnessing another normal day. 
 
   Amelia... wherever you might be, if you can hear my thoughts, I need you to know that I will take care of her, raise her into a fine young lady and love her the way she needs to be loved.
 
   For the first time in years, I was saying a silent prayer, begging for the little peanut to survive this grievous ordeal she had been faced with from the moment she was brought into the world. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   Someone came to fetch me, gently giving their condolences and sympathy as the nurse ushered me into a section where two large double doors with small rectangular glass in the middle stood in a vast hallway. The kind nurse left me there, wanting to give me space to grieve and come to terms with what awaited me behind those ominous doors. 
 
   Could I do this, look at her lifeless body knowing that I most likely was one of the causes of her death? 
 
   I stood out there, feeling quite small and hopeless against something so much larger than life—death.
 
   “Señor, are you okay? Can I get you something?” the nurse came back to check on me, probably wondering what the heck I was doing out in the hall still. 
 
   “I’m—not so sure.” My mind kept telling me to move my limbs forward, yet my body was heavy, worn down, and still in great denial about it all. 
 
   I kept closing my eyes, hoping that I would wake up from this twisted nightmare; that Amelia wasn’t dead. That she was safe in her own house, resting like she was supposed to. I hadn’t gotten the full details yet, but I had been given the idea that she was driving alone. What provoked her to do that? Ever since I had known her, I had never seen her drive anything. She always had a driver—always. So this news came as a surprise. 
 
   A shiver ran past me, a mere brush, but it jolted me to life, making me pause as I looked around before I looked at the still, silent doors calling out to me. 
 
   “You know you want to go see her. Let me help.” The nurse stood right next to me, nodding towards the doors before she looked straight into me, as if telling me that it was all right to be afraid—that it was okay to show it. 
 
   I gave her a curt nod, signaling that I was willing to let her guide me inside. Her hand held my shoulder, gently tapping it as we started to walk to the other side of the door.
 
   I wouldn’t call myself nervous because what I was feeling was a mixture of anxiety, trepidation, being completely at a loss, bereavement, powerlessness, anger; but most of all, guilt. I had it in spades.
 
   It wasn’t far of a walk, and in no time, we reached a swinging, dark gray door. 
 
   “I’ll stay here. You go ahead.” 
 
   Urging myself to move, I took a few slow, timid steps, stopping as I gently pushed the door, holding my breath before my arm went lifeless and let go of the door. Panting now, I stared into my hand, feeling like I was going out of my mind. 
 
   “Some believe that souls stay in our world when they weren’t ready to die… so you dedicate a simple prayer. Tell her that it’s fine to go. That you’re going to take care of the baby and she has nothing to worry about anymore. She needs to know that it’s okay so she can forgive herself for all the sins and let go of everything she hung on to. You free her… give her back to the earth.” 
 
   Unblinking, I frowned at the nurse, not sure what to make of the things she had just told me. Her light brown eyes expressed that she knew more than I did, and that, whatever token of advice she suggested, I should follow. 
 
   “We are all connected—to everything. Life. Death. Evolution.”  
 
   My frown grew deeper. 
 
   Her gaze directed behind me before reverting back to my face. “She’s waiting.” 
 
   Powering forward, I went into the room. The bright, fluorescent lights basked her body right in the middle of the room. My body felt light but heavy. Inexplicable emotions ran riot as I stepped closer to the woman I had married a little over four months ago. 
 
   She was covered in a white sheet, pale in pallor compared to her usual tan, but apart from that, she didn’t look dead. In fact, if one would just look at her face, they would think that she was sleeping. What took my breath away with alarm was her body. It had parts that were black and blue, some green with cuts around them. Her shoulders had deep lacerations—sharp and claw-like—as if she had been attacked on both sides.  
 
   Touching the tip of a strand of her silky, dark hair, I gently stroked it. “I haven’t seen her yet…” I spoke out. With the room in eerie silence and nothing to interrupt the stillness around me, my whispered voice sounded louder than it usually was. “I’m going to, after I say goodbye to you.” 
 
   I had to pause, imagining what she’d had to go through before the accident had taken her life. Had she died from bleeding? How long had it taken until help arrived? I had so many questions, yet there was one that troubled me the most. 
 
   “What happened after you left last night, Amelia? I don’t understand any of this. In a lot of ways, I have caused you pain, and I wish—I wish that I could’ve done it differently, maybe tried harder to get through to you instead of abandoning you all by yourself.  
 
   “Even if things between us weren’t normal, I should’ve done a better job in taking care of you. I’m horrible at it, aren’t I?” My voice cracked a tad at my admission. 
 
   “You’re free… from all the pain that consumed you for so long.” I bent over and kissed her cold lips for the last time, whispering, “You may rest now, tortured angel.” 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I gave her one last look before I somberly strode towards the exit. 
 
   Just when the door closed shut, only then I remembered something from last night…
 
   Until we meet again, Toby Watson.
 
   Why hadn’t I noticed that? Amelia never spoke to me that way when leaving in rage, she… No! My thoughts screeched to a halt the moment I realized where they were going. The horror sunk further into me.
 
   At one point last night, I had almost been convinced that she was getting better…. 
 
   But she’d proven me wrong. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   Yes, I had most certainly been proven wrong in thinking that saying my private, final goodbye to Amelia was the toughest thing I had ever done. Tough barely grasped what I tried to conjure in my head and the actuality of what and how it was going to be. I had an idea, but nothing came close, not a bloody thing. 
 
   Because the instant the glass doors in the neonatal intensive care unit of the hospital welcomed me in, the very moment where I stepped in to the stillness of the room with no sound other than the peeping noise of the machine and that tiny, domed glass sitting right in the middle of the room with lights above it that were directed at one particular thing. 
 
   The thing—my thing—was fighting for her life to survive. Her right for life.  
 
   I felt like someone had punched me in the gut, chewed my heart out and spat it back out, poured gasoline on it and took a torch to alight it on fire. 
 
   My knees wobbled as I grew nearer, never taking my eyes off the tiny kiss of life. 
 
   Someone came from the side, appearing out of nowhere as she started to progress forward with a friendly smile. “Mr. Watson, I’m Dr. Letty Barrera.” 
 
   Barely nodding, my eyes diverted back to the baby. “How is she doing?” 
 
   Her face crumpled. “She’s… hanging in there. Her weight is consistent with her growth, weighing around ten ounces.”
 
   Ten ounces? Fuck. 
 
   “We need you to sign some papers regarding her blood work. We need to see how her liver is functioning and how her other organs are doing. Her oxygen intake—it will basically tell us what we need to know.”
 
   “I’ll sign them right now,” I rasped out before signing the papers that she gave me. 
 
   She was writing something on her chart, speaking to me at the same time. “The nurses will be checking in every thirty minutes. I will be back again to check on her in an hour. The blood results won’t be in until tomorrow morning. If you need anything—let us know straight away; we’ll try to accommodate it the best we can.” 
 
   “All right.” 
 
   “Mr. Watson?” she called out before walking out. 
 
   “Yes?” I turned around to face her. 
 
   She hesitated a moment before opening her mouth to speak. “My work deals with facts, and every now and then, we get miracles. Your baby’s at twenty-one weeks. The survivability ratio is less than three to five percent. Some would argue and say zero, but I believe in trying.” She was practically telling me not to get my hopes up in the kindest possible way, though she was also reassuring me that she wouldn’t give up until there was nothing left to be done.
 
   “I appreciate that a lot. Thanks for believing.” 
 
   A half smile and a second later, she went out the door. She exited as quietly as possible, leaving me alone with the baby for the first time. 
 
   It only took a few little steps, and I was right there next to her. She looked so tiny… so fragile. She was red-pinkish, her skin appeared to be shiny, as if it was made of plastic, and was practically wrapped around her bones with no fat at all. Tiny hands with miniscule fingernails. Cute button nose. Her eyes were covered with linen-like patches. Tubes covered her mouth, helping her lung function and the others in her body were for feeding and to monitor her stability. 
 
   “Don’t give up on me yet, princess,” I whispered into the room, silently vowing to do whatever possible to keep her alive. 
 
   Making special arrangements for the baby to be moved into a different room across the hall that had a private sitting area wasn’t a hardship. It served both the baby and I better because I could be right next to her. And with the sitting room adjacent, it was convenient for me without having the need to find a hotel room to sleep for the night. In the eventuality that something was to happen, she could be immediately well taken care of by the nurses that were stationed right outside so that at least eased some of my worries. 
 
   The difficult part was the staff asking me if I was considering cremation for Amelia, the funeral arrangements and so forth drew me speechless. With a quick call to Amelia’s parents’ home, I was notified that they departed for Turks and Caicos earlier this morning, leaving me to deal solely with the decisions. 
 
   I had none. I wasn’t sure if there was some religious ritual that the Catholics did when one died. I had not a goddamn clue. 
 
   Shoving my phone away in my pocket, I finally sat down and took a deep breath. My body had been knotted all day from what happened. I felt exhaustion seep in to me immediately, weighing me down for a nap.
 
   +++
 
   I was awakened by hushed voices murmuring in the background. I continued to be in my dream state, yet my body was alert. In the back recesses of my mind I thought this was a part of a dream, that I was here, alone and hearing voices was only pure hallucination, or maybe my exhaustion was playing tricks with me. 
 
   As the seconds ticked, my brain started to rouse. A flashback of the horrid events from yesterday—the goodbye; Amelia’s lifeless, cold body; the hospital; the double doors; seeing the baby in the incubator for the first time; and all the while hearing the nurse’s voice boom in the background. Rewind and fast-forward, it went on one more time before I heard Amelia’s voice saying, Until we meet again, Toby Watson. Then everything went blank, fully waking me out of my dream. 
 
   I immediately sat upright, dizzy and groggy as I pressed on the base of my nose between my eyes, hoping that applying small pressure would help me with the massive headache that threatened to split my head open. 
 
   “He’s up,” someone whispered in a voice that sounded like Chad’s. 
 
   My eyes cracked open, searching from left then to right, finding Sienna, Chad and Blake standing against the glass wall that divided the new room for the baby and the sitting area. They had probably been gazing at the baby all the while thinking how unfortunate she was to be in there, and I hated the fact that she was. Even though nothing was for certain that she was my own flesh and blood, I felt some kind of kinship with her, as if she was mine already. 
 
   It was Sienna who came towards me first, followed by Chad; Blake stayed in his spot, assessing like he always did. I just knew the man too well. We had, after all, grown up together. 
 
   “So sorry you’re going through this. It seriously breaks my heart—she’s so tiny.” Sienna sat next to me, hugging me first before she started sobbing. It somehow ended up with me consoling her. 
 
   She was a tough woman—could endure the toughest mental breakdowns a woman could ever experience. The tears in her eyes brought immediate wretchedness as I recalled what the nurse had told me yesterday. 
 
   Chad did the same, teary-eyed and all, however he kept his distance, possibly trying to compose himself because he didn’t want to end up like Sienna. 
 
   Lucy… she didn’t come. I knew we had a lot of differences, but this was something rather vital. Her being here would’ve at least showed that she cared. I supposed things were truly done with us now. Not even friendship… or the mere idea of it anyway. 
 
   “Have you had anything to eat?” Blake questioned, making me dart my gaze towards him. 
 
   He didn’t offer any words of comfort, not even trying to empathize on the sad situation, which was troubling me more than anything. After all, he and I went beyond years and decades of friendship—we were brothers—so his standoffish demeanor only baffled me further. 
 
   Clearing my throat, I reached out to the half-drunk bottled water on the coffee table, shaking my head in response before twisting the cap open and finishing the rest. 
 
   “I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. There’s a café next door that serves strong coffee and a light breakfast,” he said in a serious manner. “Chad and Sienna can take over watching the baby.” 
 
   “Yeah, I suppose I could do with a bit coffee.” I got up and walked right next to him, glancing towards the baby inside the glass room. 
 
   There was a nurse within the room, writing on her chart as her eyes diverted back and forth from the screen, the baby and her chart. Everything remained the same, I noted, as I concentrated on the tiny baby inside attached with tubes, its barely developed body and its dependency on the machine to keep her alive. 
 
   “I’ll be right outside the door when you’re ready.” 
 
   Blake wanted to give me a moment, they all did, as I comprehended the situation and the challenge ahead of me. It wasn’t a question about my own capacity, if I could or couldn’t. It was merely an inevitable decision that I would fight alongside for this little baby’s battle of survival, that I would do everything in me to keep on fighting until the very end. 
 
   Spinning around, Sienna and Chad were holding each other, mute and still, as they brought each other comfort, just as they’d done last year when both of them had gone through a tough period. 
 
   Each and every one of us had our own battles to get through; some harder than others, some much more draining. Sienna and Chad already had gone through with theirs. Now, sadly, it was my turn. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   Just as he’d stated, Blake was waiting outside the door, browsing through his phone before looking up and giving me a curt nod. Side by side we walked outside the hospital and were greeted by the rays of the early morning sun as we headed towards the café. 
 
   Two black coffees. No sugar. Two croissants. 
 
   Just like I had said before, we were brothers. We had grown up together liking mostly the same things—the only exception was women. Thank the gods. Well—all but one really. 
 
   “Amelia’s dead,” I said it in a matter of fact tone as I pulled the ends of my croissant and took a bite. It felt and tasted like dust on my tongue, but I ate it anyway. If I wanted to take care of the baby as I had promised to be there for her, I had to keep up my energy. So I had no choice except to swallow the vile tasting food in my mouth, though eating was the last thing I felt like doing. 
 
   Blake took a long sip of his scalding hot coffee, as if it was nothing. Sure, he was half Italian and thrived on cappuccinos and espressos, however even Italians had sensitive tongues. Blake’s most likely was immune to it—it was an amusing thought, but I had always wondered each and every time we’d had coffee together. Through the years of being friends and working alongside him, the same bloody thought appeared, yet I never really uttered a word about it. 
 
   “Doesn’t your tongue have any heat sensory system?”
 
   That made him put his cup back down on the barrel-like table, considering me like my question was the strangest thing someone had ever asked him. Well, maybe it was. 
 
   It was then I saw him crack his usual, arrogant smirk before it became a full smile. “Why waste time in waiting for it to get cooler? Sometimes it’s best to take things the way they are—like they were supposed to be.” He shrugged. “Why waste time changing it? Besides, it isn’t that bad once you get used to it, like everything in life.” 
 
   He made sense; I couldn’t argue about that. He’d always had a way with things. How he looked at life, full of wisdom and knowledge. I was sure him being on his own since he was ten-years-old after his parents’ accident had played a vital role in shaping the man that he was today. He never wasted time, opportunities, priorities or his women. He would jump in and go all out, consequences be damned. I admired him for that, wishing that someday I could be just as cautious and reckless at the same time. 
 
   “I took the liberty of tracking down her parents so they could be informed. Apparently, the cell phone signals were lacking, so tracking them down was difficult, but I took care of it. They were informed that their daughter was in an accident, nothing more. And if everything went according to plan, they should be on their way back as we speak.” 
 
   God, her parents. They would be completely devastated with the news. Amelia had been their world. 
 
   “I appreciate it, mate. Thanks.” 
 
   “I also had someone look into the accident.” He paused, weighing my reaction before continuing. “It seems like Amelia committed suicide.” 
 
   Shaking my head, I didn’t want to believe him. 
 
   “She apparently didn’t wear a seatbelt before driving off a cliff.” 
 
   He sounded so insensitive, as if he was detached from this disaster that he’d taken part in creating, that I simply blew a gasket. “She wouldn’t—that’s absurd! She was pregnant for fuck’s sake. Where the bloody fuck did you get this inaccurate information? It looks like your sources aren’t doing their jobs!” 
 
   “I saw the driver himself this morning. Juan Carlos was the one who called me last night, letting me know what had happened after the cops swarmed the house and started interviewing everyone. How did you think I found out?”
 
   I hadn’t even thought about it. When it came to Knightly and his vast minions and sources all over the globe, I hadn’t been a bit surprised that he was there when I woke this morning. 
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “After leaving your hotel last night, she asked him to drive her to a church that she frequented once or twice a week, attending a mass or doing a confession around seven in the morning.” He paused, gauging my face. “She begged her priest for a confession”
 
   “Did you happen to know what she told the priest?” 
 
   “He wouldn’t disclose anything of use, says that he is a man of God who has vowed not to break confidence with his people. Including the ones who are dead.”  
 
   It wasn’t a doubt any longer because Blake had just confirmed what I’d feared most. There had been inkling, but I had brushed it aside yesterday. 
 
   It greatly saddened me to know that she had been aware of was doing before she’d even said goodbye to me the night prior. No wonder she had chosen her farewell words carefully. Those words were forever ingrained in my head—my memory. It would haunt me eternally, knowing that the clues had been there, staring blatantly at me, and yet, I somehow had been too naïve and too much in denial to see her full intentions. 
 
   No wonder her demeanor had immediately changed… she was already plotting the whole time… even when we had gone to that ultrasound appointment. But if she wanted to end her life, why bother going to the doctors anyway? 
 
   She had done it for the baby…
 
   There was a possibility that the baby might survive and she had wanted to cover every angle by letting me be attached to it by some sense of familiarity before she’d progressed and executed her plan of demise. 
 
   “She loved you,” I murmured. “Until her last breath.” 
 
   The man across me fell silent. 
 
   We had both caused her pain. It was truly beyond unfortunate how she’d decided to end her life. I believed that, given time, she could’ve found happiness. Perhaps she even would have found another guy that she could fall madly in love with, and Blake Knightly would have just vanished from her heart. Sadly, she hadn’t believed in that. 
 
   “Amelia loved me in a different way,” he broke his silence, frowning at the table with great concentration. “She loved the idea of me—the man in control, the guy sitting at the ahead of the boardroom table, the man in charge.”
 
   She had beaten herself emotionally at first then mentally before succumbing to the physical, ending it once and for all. The image of her dead with bruises, cuts and the deep lacerations in her arms 
 
   “She suffered living. I hope she’s suffering no longer.”
 
   “Indeed. I pray that she doesn’t,” Blake murmured much to himself. 
 
   Most women chased him for that very reason. Maybe Amelia’s had been the same in a sense, but hers just had gone a little deeper than the rest, Camilla Clayworth and Ivanna aside. 
 
   In my own way, I sort of understood her and why she’d chosen the way to end things as she had. I didn’t agree with it, however I understood where she had been coming from. When you were suffering from unrequited love, you worked on trying to kill that feeling. You could attempt to bury it for a time, but when something triggered you and it sets off your emotions, there would be no escaping. 
 
   Because, when it chose to remain, all you could try to do was hide it, lock it somewhere where no one could feel it other than you. You’d still sense it in every second the time ticked away. You’d feel it when you heard the birds chirping out in the garden, when you sipped your coffee in the morning, or when you drove your car. It was there. In you. Bonding with you, seeping into your system, wounding you until you were interlaced with it and it eventually dictated your ultimate purpose. 
 
   I had been suffering along with Amelia. The only difference with me was I had chosen to accept the fact that my love for Lucy could never be buried or tamed. Accepting that unlucky fate that I would never be with her again was the wisest thing I had done. It hurt more than words could ever describe, but loving her was all I had known, therefore I would keep on loving her until there was nothing left of me except flakes and ashes on the ground. 
 
   Denial could wreck a person. It obliterated any sense of reasoning, defeating your purpose and goals. It fed off your rejection, your bitterness and anger. It was emotionally cruel and the worst kind of mental torture to go through. Just like what had happened to Amelia, believing things that were made up from her obsession and fascination of the man she’d loved. 
 
   By accepting the bare truth, you adapted with it and lived the rest of your life trying to fill the void that sat heavily in your chest. You learned how to breathe again, one breath at a time. 
 
   You carried on with pride, believing that the greatest pain of all was to love and to be aware that the love was in vain.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   For the remainder of the morning, we gathered around in the sitting room. Blake worked away on his laptop. Sienna went through brochures and schedules, busy making calls for the PR firm she was interning with. Chad kept getting calls from Luke, seeming that there was a baby available for adoption and their coordinator was trying to get them an appointment. 
 
   They were a mad, chaotic bunch, but having them there meant the world to me. They somehow filled the silence and gloominess of the hospital. The sounds of the intercom, the ringing phones, people rushing past for a new patient that needed their help, the septic smell that permeated the air, the blandness of it all and the white walls—it all felt like too much. It bombarded me, slowly closing in on me before swallowing me whole. Having them there eased a little of the pain that was tearing my life apart. 
 
   Leaving them in their own world, I set to go into the adjacent NICU. I had been waiting for the results. It was ten past eleven and Dr. Letty hadn’t showed up yet.
 
   Watching the baby with helplessness and fascination, I didn’t hear the doctor come in until she walked past me, saying, “Hello, Mr. Watson.”
 
   “Hi. How did the tests go?” A patient man, I was not. Besides, I wanted to understand where we stood when it came to her chances and her health so I would know how to proceed from there. 
 
   Dr. Letty’s hands went into the deep pockets of her white coat before giving me the “stern doctor’s face”, the look they gave when they were about to tell you something important. “If you were waiting for me all morning, it’s because I was doing research. I was hoping there was an intricate way to approach it without risking her life. Señor, I’m so sorry to tell you that your baby’s vitals are dropping slowly. There’s a lot of factors to consider why this is happening; the impact on the accident possibly caused trauma or the premature labor itself—we don’t know.” 
 
   No. How could she after she promised that she was going to try? “How can you tell me that you don’t know? You’re a bloody doctor, are you not?” I yelled in her face, confused and angry from the downturn of the baby’s results. 
 
   She didn’t seem to be fazed about my outburst. Ever so calmly she addressed me, “It’s frustrating. I understand more than you realize, but babies born at twenty-one weeks, as I mentioned before, only have a tiny percentage in surviving. They live from two, three, maybe four days. The only thing we can give her is comfort. Make her hours as less stressful as she deteriorates.” 
 
   This was a nightmare. 
 
   Gripping the ends of my hair, I started to pace. “Is there a way that you can try to keep her alive?” 
 
   Her reaction was dismal. “Operating on her could be fatal.”
 
   I let out a pained sound, not wanting to believe her. As much as I wanted the baby to survive, I couldn’t for the life of me make the baby go through surgery that might simply kill her in mere minutes. 
 
   “What should I do?” I begged in a pained whisper, hoping she could enlighten me.
 
   “Pray for a miracle.”
 
   +++
 
   The rest of the day, I kept to myself, mostly checking on the baby whenever I could. 
 
   My friends were concerned and mourned with me. It was just so unfortunate that they had work and personal commitments before dropping by here for a day to give me support. They were busy folks, and for them to go out of their way to spend some time with me to make sure I was functioning, meant a great deal.  
 
   It was early in the evening when one of the nurses asked me if I wanted to hold her, and much to my naïve horror, I declined her offer even though she assured me that I wouldn’t hurt her. That was beside the point because she was hurting. Her vitals were steadily dropping and it wouldn’t be long until I was going to say my farewell. As of that moment, I wasn’t ready to part ways with her yet. Maybe when the time came, when I truly needed to make a decision—even just for a short while—I would be honored to hold her. 
 
   Sienna made sure to leave enough food for me on the nearby table and stocked the fridge with liquids before leaving. So here I was, browsing through news channels as I nibbled on a tuna sandwich when the door opened and in came Lucy. 
 
   “Hi. I just heard and I flew in straight away.” Her cheeks reddened as she mumbled her excuse. “I had exams, you see—” She let go of the door as she hesitantly stepped forward, halting mid-stride. “I feel quite terrible. I hope you didn’t think I’d abandon you in a time of need.” 
 
   She truly looked gutted and the inkling to bring her into my arms and smell her scent, so I could somehow forget about my troubles, almost made me beg… almost. 
 
   “No.” I shook my head, lying through my teeth. “Of course not. Thank you for coming, though you didn’t have to.” She hadn’t, but I had hoped she would. Seeing her now made things bearable. 
 
   She released a relieved sigh, softly walking towards the side of the room before taking a seat to my left. “How are you holding up?” Her teeth caught her bottom lip, as if she was nervous. “About the baby—I don’t know what to say. It’s just terrible. Such a grave situation.” It was. And if I had decided to open my thoughts about it, I wouldn’t be able to contain myself.
 
   Needing to change the subject, I had to go for the usual redirecting questions. “Thank you. Can I get you anything? Sienna made sure the food was fully stocked. She even made sure there was dessert.” 
 
   Lucy cracked a smile—the smile that I loved to see. The kind where I felt my heart drop, skip a beat, and take my breath away. God, how I had missed her…
 
   “Sienna and her sweet tooth. I haven’t had the chance to see them. As I said, it’s been quite hectic for me, school and the lot.” Her eyes lingered over my face, eyeing me with concern. “You look shattered. Have you had sleep at all?”
 
   “As much as I can manage.” Which hadn’t been a lot. The nurses checking the baby, ranging from every thirty minutes to an hour, always woke me up.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind me coming after… everything.” 
 
   Why would she think that? She knew I loved her. 
 
   “No, don’t ever think that.” Having her here was a blessing. Being in her presence had already made a huge difference to me.  
 
   She looked thoughtful, her eyes never leaving mine before asking the hardest question of all. “How much time does she have?” 
 
   Limited. How vicious was it to bring life into the world and then take it all away in a matter of days, some even in hours, leaving the parents in pure turmoil and anguish? Life was a gift, and yet, I felt like the baby’s life was being played at; as if this was all some kind of a twisted joke, which had been played at the baby’s expense. 
 
   “She’s declining steadily…” My chest tightened at the meaning of my words. “Maybe a day or two at best.” 
 
   “Oh, God!” Her face contorted before she stood up, sat next to me, and threw her arms around my neck, hugging me with all sincerity. “I’m so sorry, Toby.” 
 
   My arms hung onto her as I breathed her in, expelling the pain in my chest with something as light as her scent. It filled me with everything I needed. “Yes… me, too.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 21
 
   Toby
 
    
 
   It was five in the morning when someone lightly shook me awake, calling my name with soft urgency that immediately snapped me out of my sleep. 
 
   “Yes?” I mumbled, rubbing my face from exhaustion. 
 
   “Sir—Señor… it’s time.” The nurse rushed out as she looked at me with sad understanding. 
 
   Nodding, I took a moment. “All right,” I murmured as she stalked off through the glass door towards the NICU. 
 
   I was about to get up when I realized that something heavy sat on my lap. Peering down, I realized that it was Lucy’s head while her hand rested on my thigh, fast asleep. If it was any other instance, I wouldn’t give this up for anything, but this wasn’t just any other time. This was the only time I had with the baby, and the seconds were ticking by like a clock, gradually diminishing her life as it ticked away. 
 
   “Luce…” Gently stroking her head, I started to wake her up. “I have to go and be with her.” 
 
   She started to move, barely opening her eyes, sleepy as can be. “What’s wrong?” she muffled, yawning before lifting her head off my lap. 
 
   Christ, I was dying inside. Yet, with one look at Lucy, I felt like I could take on the world. “I have to go and see the baby. The nurse told me it’s time.” 
 
   Getting up, I started to walk towards the door when I felt her scramble to her feet, following my steps. 
 
   The second I entered, I knew things were different this time. The machine’s steady beeping had a prolonging sound to it—like a warning. 
 
   Striding towards the nurse that awakened me, who was with the baby, she greeted me shortly before another nurse came in and helped take off the tubes and wirings that were attached everywhere on her body. One nurse started bundling her while the other took care of the machines. Not before long, the beeping noise disappeared and the room was still as we looked at the nurse bringing the baby towards me. 
 
   “You can sit here… and rock her to sleep.” 
 
   I did as she asked, stepping forward to sit on the wheat colored, linen rocking chair. 
 
   She made a cooing sound, comforting her. “Papa is here, mi angel.” She then angled her body low, handing the baby over, while I nervously tried to cradle her in my arms in an awkward manner before shifting her a bit to lean against my chest, pressing her cute cheek on it. 
 
   The nurses stayed for a few minutes, making sure I had everything I needed before they gave me their kind sympathies and exited the room. 
 
   I couldn’t stop staring at her with such profound feelings of love and wonderment—fear and pain. My heart broke even more when she puckered up her lips and made a sucking sound. 
 
   “She’s precious, isn’t she?” I looked up and found Lucy halfway across from me with disheveled hair and red cheeks, watching me with tears streaming down her face. 
 
   She made a small nod before coming towards us, stopping a few steps away as if she wanted to be here, and yet, she wanted to give me space to mourn as well. 
 
   “She’s beautiful, Toby.” 
 
   This would be all of what I would remember her by. There wouldn’t be photos of her first tooth, the first step, first birthday… I wished that there was some small something I could do to make her live. Watching her tiny, fragile frame, I felt that it was all my fault she hadn’t been carried full-term. The reason why she was dying, too, because, at twenty-one weeks gestational age, she didn’t have the necessary immune system that could shield her from infection and all other dangers. 
 
   “When I first saw her, I asked her one thing, and that was not to give up on me yet.” Gazing over her sweet face, I ingrained it in my memory, knowing that I would forever miss this little angel of mine. “She tried… all I asked was for her to try, and she did…” 
 
   She was swaddled with a warm, pink cloth. Her small, frail body so warm and so light, weighing almost nothing, as if she was made of air. 
 
   “She’s a good girl, but she doesn’t have enough energy to keep fighting. She probably misses her mom.” 
 
   Just then, I saw her eyes blossom slowly, lifting open. Dark eyes stared right at me, as if she knew, too—that we didn’t have that much time to get to know each other. Wetness pooled at my eyes as I cherished this amazing encounter I had with my baby. 
 
   Reaching for her arm, her hand somewhat hung on to my forefinger as she blinked at me. 
 
   “Hi, sweet pea,” I murmured, choking on tears. 
 
   This… this was killing me inside. I wanted to save this tiny, beautiful girl, and yet, I didn’t have the power to do anything. It was out of my hands. 
 
   Just as the doctor had ordered, I started to say a prayer. 
 
   Her eyes penetrated my heart, and I hoped to God that, whatever happened after death, someone or something would guide her, make sure that she’d be safe and secure and out of harm’s way. 
 
   Extreme sorrow racked my body as I slowly rocked the chair, lulling her with my warmth, comfort and blanket of love. 
 
   My heart spoke, reciting a sweet poem I had read before by some unknown poet. 
 
    
 
   I felt an angel near today, 
 
   Though one I could not see.
 
   I felt an angel, oh so close, 
 
   Sent to comfort me.
 
    
 
   I felt an angel's kiss, 
 
   Soft upon my cheek.
 
   And oh, without a single word
 
   Of caring did it speak.
 
    
 
   I felt an angel's loving touch, 
 
   Soft upon my heart.
 
   And with that touch,
 
   I felt the pain and hurt within depart.
 
    
 
   I felt an angel's tepid tears, 
 
   Fall softly next to mine.
 
   And knew that as those tears did dry 
 
   A new day would be mine.
 
    
 
   I felt an angel's silken wings 
 
   Enfold me with pure love.
 
   And felt a strength within me grow, 
 
   A strength sent from above.
 
    
 
   I felt an angel, oh so close, 
 
   Though one I could not see. 
 
   I felt an angel near today, 
 
   Sent to comfort me.
 
    
 
   From a distance, I could hear Lucy softly sobbing. Her sadness made mine a hundred times worse than imaginable, but I could deal with my pain later. Every second counted with my baby, and I didn’t want to waste thinking about my own misery when she herself might be in grave pain from declining bodily functions, a simple thing like breathing. 
 
   “Don’t be afraid, little one. Mama’s going to be there to meet you. She’ll start taking care of you from now on, okay?” She opened tiny slits of dark brown eyes before closing them again. “You have nothing to worry about any longer. It’s going to be fine.” My thumb brushed below her bottom lip, noting that it was the same width as my fingernail. She was so adorable. So beautiful. And I wanted to keep her more than anything. 
 
   The next time she tried to open her eyelids, she barely lifted them halfway. I couldn’t describe it, though by some unforeseen power or maybe just instincts, I knew she was almost there. She was hurting and I knew I had to let go. 
 
   “Try not to forget me. You’re in my heart. I’ll always remember you.”
 
   My lips touched her forehead, soft and warm. “Goodbye, little princess,” I chokingly whispered. “Someday, I’ll see you again.”
 
   Quietly I wept, never leaving her. 
 
   It was about an hour after that when the nurse came back and checked her pulse before she confirmed that she had passed. 
 
   When it was time for them to take her away, I protested, begging to have more time with her, but they insisted that it would be unhealthy for me if I kept on rocking the chair, pretending as if she was still alive. 
 
   Lucy had to intervene, pulling me away and into the other room, holding me as I wept harder in her arms. 
 
   “I’m going to miss her.” 
 
   Her hand stroked my back, comforting me. “I know you will.” 
 
   The baby had been a blessing even if I hadn’t seen it that way in the beginning. She had shifted my axis, and I wasn’t sure how to move on from here. 
 
   +++
 
   The days went like a blur with the arrangements. Amelia’s family held a public and private wake, so everyone could say goodbye to her in a closed casket. My friends were there, giving their support, but I chose to avoid them all, including Lucy. At that point, I had no words to say; not even for small talk and nonsense. 
 
   My parents were also present, and though my mother apologized for being so crass and inappropriate that time in the hotel towards me and Amelia, I barely acknowledged it. Sometimes, even if someone crossed the line, a heartfelt apology just wasn’t enough. She’d be lucky if I granted her anything in the long run. As of this moment, I didn’t want anything to do with her and my father. They were scoundrels underneath all the expensive baubles and ostentations.
 
   The events that had taken place before the funeral meant nothing much to me. Most of these people were acquaintances and social friends. Most chose to be there to network, to be seen by the upper echelon of the Spanish society, and of course, to gossip. 
 
   None of that was real. Not until the funeral. 
 
   It was one thing seeing Amelia’s casket go six feet under, but watching them put the tiny casket into the ground killed whatever was left in me. I was hurting gravely and I ought to cry, however tears simply didn’t come, and it made me feel even more frustrated. 
 
   I felt cold. Angry. Bitter. I was filled with darkness and nothing could make it go away. Truth be told, the darkness that settled in, running through my veins and fueling the hate I had for everyone, actually felt good inside my heart. 
 
   Craving the cold comforts of darkness, I wanted to curl up in a dark place; to be left alone with my thoughts and bottles of bourbon and whiskey to soothe the ache in my body. 
 
   I had been too late when I had ultimately realized that I wanted that baby. I loved everything about her. Everything had been too late. 
 
   I had nothing else to live for other than regrets, one after the other. 
 
   Right after the funeral, my friends and I all left in Blake’s jet and headed for home. They all huddled over in one section as Chad excitedly discussed the theme and design he wanted to do for his baby’s room. Apparently, the baby was arriving soon and he was going to be a father. Hooray for that. I somehow thought it insensitive that I was grieving over my own while he celebrated the birth of his. I should be angry—maybe I was a little bit—but the fury I wanted to happen didn’t escalate because I knew deep down he meant well. And I also knew before all of this crap went on, he’d been wanting to have a child. It truly was a celebration for them. Not for me. 
 
   I was glad that they respected my wishes to stop asking annoying questions. How often did they have to ask if I was hungry? I wasn’t an invalid that couldn’t function to get my own meal had I been famished. After that tiny fit I had with them, they stepped back—a little. They were giving me space, though not for long. 
 
   Seeing Lucy get up from their little intimate cooing about color schemes, heading towards me, I almost grunted out my frustration. The last thing I needed was to talk to her. After that night of crying in her arms, I didn’t want to look even more pathetic in her eyes. Besides, she was becoming too touchy, and I didn’t want to get back into my old habit of craving her touch like an addict. I was surviving without her, and I’d rather keep at that. 
 
   “Hi, is it okay if I sit next to you?” she asked, smiling as if we were the best of friends. 
 
   I could easily fall into her trap again, but what use was it if I was already trapped in my own demons? “Did you need something, Lucy?” 
 
   “I was thinking, if you need any help with your house, I could help arrange and clean. The first week is going to be hard for you; I thought it would be a good way to be productive and distract yourself.” 
 
   She wanted to clean? “I’m fine, but thanks for the offer.” 
 
   She hesitated, as if not wanting to end our conversation. “I’m here. You can call me anytime.” 
 
   “I’ll keep it in mind.” I would never call her. I think she knew that, too. 
 
   For the past year and a half, my life had suffered because I couldn’t let go of the idea of what we’d once had. Now my life had been shaken, and it sure didn’t involve her any longer. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   It had been seven days since we got back from Spain, and I hadn’t heard from Toby yet. My calls had gone unanswered, as had my text messages. Seeing him would be ideal, but since I didn’t have a key, I had taken that as a sign that I wouldn’t be welcome in his house. 
 
   The fact that Sienna mentioned that his aunt Tamsin—the one that had cancer—had also passed away yesterday, made me ache deeply for him. He wasn’t having to deal with one death, it was three. 
 
   Thinking of that beautiful, little angel brought tears to my eyes. Watching the man I loved hurt when there was nothing I could do to ease his agony, was the worst thing I had ever witnessed in my life. 
 
   Toby’s hurt when I had left him was nothing compared to the eviscerating pain I had watched him go through—that he continued to experience at the moment. I couldn’t fathom what it had been like to bury Amelia and their baby five days after the little one had died. 
 
   He became a ghost. A ghost with empty eyes—eyes that could see, but never really grasped anything they were seeing. Sleep had deserted him; his eyes were always red-rimmed from sleepless nights and tears. He was continually out of it, spacing out when spoken to. And at some point, I thought he wanted to bury himself along with them. 
 
   After the funeral, Blake and Sienna strongly suggested that he stay with them whilst mourning. Chad and I had agreed, but he had been adamant that he wanted to be alone and that no one should dare bother him during this sensitive time. 
 
   I knew for a fact that Sienna had arranged with Freya, Blake’s housekeeper, for food to be delivered four times a day to his home since he was steadfast about none of us invading his space and pestering him about anything. So we’d all grudgingly stepped back, wanting to grant him his wish… even Blake, which only made me more desperate. Because without anyone, Blake most of all, he would deteriorate in his own misery, and I would hate for that to happen. 
 
   I wasn’t sure what those two spoke about, but I knew Toby said something to him the day after the funeral that made Blake stop demanding that he listen to him. Blake Knightly wasn’t a man that could easily be told what to do, however his best friend had said something that had made him stop pestering. 
 
   Like any normal person, I hadn’t stopped wondering what it was; which was why I took action and decided to give the newlywed couple a quick visit. 
 
   It was early Saturday morning and I was sure they’d still be in bed. So I took the liberty of purchasing coffee, my kind of apology in exchange for waking them up. Living with Sienna before had already given me an idea of their sleeping habit, eating preference, their usual fights, and of course, let’s not forget about their loud, hard-pounding kind of mating that always left me to wonder how in the world Sienna could walk in four inch heels after that kind of shagging. 
 
   Arriving in Chelsea at the Knightly’s lavish home, I entered my pass code on the keypad before placing my thumb on the scan screen so it could identify me. Blake had top-notch security because he was a major deal. With billions and all as well as a hot face and body to go with everything else, it was a given that a lot of twisted fucks would try to get his attention. Then there was the other wretched sick fucks who wanted to hurt his woman. The situations these two had gone through from the start were quite the nonsensical soap opera. 
 
   With the gate opening then closing, I strode towards the modern Victorian house before producing a key to enter into the lavishly decorated foyer, closing the door as quietly as I could. Making an effort to pause and peal my ears for any indication that the two were up and about, I was greeted with nothing except quietness, so I proceeded towards the stairs and into the hallway towards their bedroom. Hiding back a smile as I bit into my lip, I hoped that those two weren’t in the midst of shagging as I gently pushed the bedroom door open. 
 
   Their two dogs immediately perked up, especially Santini, the husky. It looked like he was about to bark until he recognized who it was, then he went back on his spot, right next to Blake’s feet. 
 
   The two were beyond knackered it seemed because there was a wide space in between their snoozing bodies. 
 
   I knew it wasn’t the time to be silly, but it had been ages since I’d had good fun, and this opportunity was just as good as any. I took my shoes off and made my way towards the bed, scooting myself with caution as I held on to the coffee tray consisting of scalding hot beverages. I didn’t breathe until my body was resting against the black, tufted headboard, contemplating what I should do first when Blake made a muffled sound. 
 
   Peeking at his side, my eyebrows rose when I saw his wide expanse of tanned, chiseled chest. Was he… naked underneath? The bloody thought hadn’t occurred to me. 
 
   OH. My. Fuck!!! This was a chance in a billion trillion.
 
   Shifting towards Sienna’s back, I somehow wiggled my way into the comforter before braving it out and taking a peek just to get an answer for my curious mind. And violà! His bloody tight arse was shaped to perfection no less. 
 
   Stifling my giggle, I lifted my left foot, bringing it towards his golden bottom. With the help of my big toe, starting from the top, I brushed it along the crack ever so smoothly, making sure I didn’t make the mistake of pressing it deeper into the crevice as I went along. My touch was light, feathery soft, but Blake noticed. 
 
   “Sienna…” he muttered. “My cock is hard and ready for a ride, cara.” 
 
   Christ Almighty! Such a horny bastard, I thought wickedly as I remembered how Sienna usually talked to him. 
 
   In a low whisper, I went further into the joke. “How do you like it, baby?” 
 
   “Fuck me hard. Milk it good,” he grunted out, sounding more awake than the last time. 
 
   Oh, God. This was epic. 
 
   “My, Blake Knightly! What a dirty, naughty boy you are.” 
 
   His entire body froze, arse stiffening as he slowly twisted to his side with a horrified, camera-worthy look on his face. 
 
   “Fucking Hell, Lucy!” he screeched before barking a deep-bellied laugh that reverberated throughout the room, which woke Sienna. 
 
   “Blake! You’re hurting my ears!” she grumbled, half sitting before she cocked her head to the side and saw me. “Holy shit—you’re here! What happened?” She looked rattled, but one glance at her husband softened her features. 
 
   He paused laughing enough to say, “Would you believe Lucy had her toe in my arse and I had begged you to shag me?” He started tearing away, as if it was the funniest joke ever. 
 
   It was funny until I analyzed his words… “Am I that repulsive?” I asked in disbelief, looking at him then Sienna.
 
   “No. Why would you even ask that?” Sienna frowned as she reached over and plucked her coffee off the tray. “You didn’t bring anything to go along with this?” she asked as she took a sip, tasting the coffee before nodding her approval. 
 
   “Like what? A side of Blake’s golden sausage?” 
 
   She snorted, rolling her eyes. “No, silly. Madeleines, cheese Danish, chocolate croissant? And as for the sausage, trust me, it’s not that golden.” She gave me a knowing look, shaking her head as if it was the saddest thing. 
 
   “Such a disappointment.” I feigned sadness. 
 
   “Hey—Hey!” Blake glowered, obviously noting our conversation. “What’s with the rubbish talk? Let’s keep it civilized.” He then gave his wife a heated gaze, smoldering with sexual innuendo. “Wife, I look forward to you on your knees, begging. Have fun with your meat-free, vegetarian diet.” 
 
   His intense gaze then went to me, making me hide a smile as he lifted his brow. “What brings you to share my bed? My best friend might murder me for this.” 
 
   The mention of him brought me out of our silly banter. “I came to talk about him, as a matter of fact. Sleep evaded me last night, so I thought I’d make an early run for coffee and surprise you both.” After I had handed him his coffee, he thanked me as he took a sip then placed it on the side table. 
 
   “I need to change into something, then we’ll discuss him, if you don’t mind.” 
 
   “Go right on ahead,” I said, not realizing that he was slipping out of the bed stark naked then proceeding to walk towards the en-suite with no care what so ever. “Fuck, Knightly!” I was aghast, yet I couldn’t look away from perfection. 
 
   “Babe, I think you’ve traumatized her enough. You can carry on getting ready,” Sienna mused, watching him disappear with an expression that said that she was truly smitten and in love with him. 
 
   “I hated Amelia,” she started to say, bringing my gaze to look at her before she continued. “When she came in between us and broke us apart, I never truly got over it. Not with Camilla or Ivanna, either. Well, not until I attended Amelia’s funeral…” She trailed off. “I saw her parents look at Blake in a certain way. I knew they didn’t blame him for the cause of her death, but they had this bereaved look… like they were wondering why he couldn’t have loved their daughter the way she’d obsessed over him.”
 
   “Oh, Sienna.” I reached out to her, holding her hand and giving it a light squeeze. “I don’t want you to remember these horrid events. It wasn’t my intention—”
 
   “No. Of course I know that, Luce, but all I’m saying is that I actually felt bad. I felt sorry for her. It must’ve been grueling to see the man you love be happy with someone else. I now understand her pain.” 
 
   Amelia had truly been one difficult character to understand. She had been covered in layers upon layers, hiding the real woman underneath the sass, the bite and the sharp tongue. I understood her, too, in a way. Yet, I still couldn’t fathom the string of pain she had caused for so many people because she had been hurting inside. There was no excuse for such callous behavior, no matter the depth of your bereavement. 
 
   We all had our crosses to bear, and it was up to each person how to carry on with that heavy pillar pressing against them, weighing them down until they could no longer take another step on the dusty, cobbled road ahead of them. Or one could at least try, persevere and hope for the best; that sooner rather than later the roads ahead would start to clear their way, making their feet ache less from each step they took. 
 
   The cross would always be there, no matter where you went, no matter the stages in life. You just had to endure. You had to appreciate the pain even if it gutted you alive. You had to withstand it all, knowing that others had it worse than you, and yet, they had come out celebrating the journey, proudly bearing their scars. Trusting and loving oneself was the key to not giving up faith, believing that, someday, it would be you rejoicing your journey. 
 
   Our mood was somber when Blake strode out with a questioning look about him. I hadn’t come here to bring back the past, I’d come here to deal with present problems. 
 
   “I need a key to his place.” 
 
   “You could ask him, you know. Have you ever thought of that?” 
 
   I gave Blake a you-have-got-to-be-kidding-me look. “You know he won’t, so why ask?” 
 
   Blake shrugged before sitting on the foot of the bed, taking Santini in his arms and showering him with kisses. “He’s having such a gutting time, Luce. Baiting him with something he couldn’t have would be downright cruel.” 
 
   “How is wanting to make sure he’s okay considered cruel?” 
 
   He arched one aristocratic brow. “Need you ask?” 
 
   Well, then… “What if I could help? What if I can get through to him, be there with him?”
 
   “This will put him in a severe situation. What happens when you fancy dating another man? No,” he shook his head disapprovingly, “I will not see my best friend go through another round of hell, Luce.” 
 
   “He’s got a point,” Sienna interjected, agreeing with him. 
 
   Hurting him wasn’t my intention. I just—I needed to see him, to make sure he was okay. I just needed to… “I can’t say I blame you both for protecting him, but I just want you guys to trust me. I promise I won’t hurt him—I swear on my life. Please, trust me on this?” 
 
   Blake was tormented. He didn’t want to break his friend’s trust, yet he knew that he had to save him somehow. “He hasn’t returned my calls, nor has he opened his library door to let me in. He’s holing up in there, quite possibly drowning himself in alcohol. Heavens knows when he’ll eventually resurface.”
 
   I had heard about his alcohol problem after he and I had broken up. However, whenever I had seen him before, he had seemed fine and could handle his drinks like the usual man I’d dated back in the day. 
 
   “Guess this is better than not doing much of anything at all. Our efforts aren’t working, so maybe Lucy’s method will,” Sienna said as she got up with her silk chemise, showing a great amount of skin and her toned curves from her dancing. She rummaged into her purse before plucking out her keys. She then took one out, throwing it towards me. It landed on the side of my leg. 
 
   “If he asks about the key, I had nothing to do with it.” Blake took it from the sheet and handed it to me. 
 
   “Thank you!” I jumped out of bed, showering them with floating kisses as I slipped into my shoes and walked out of there as fast as I could. I didn’t want to give them a chance to change their minds, and of course, I also couldn’t deny the obvious, that I wanted to head straight to his house in Hyde Park on Park Lane. 
 
   Since it was early with not much traffic activity, it didn’t take long until for me to reach his place. My enthusiasm had died down the moment I got out of the cab and stood outside his home, dauntingly eyeing it with anxiety. 
 
   Go on, what are you waiting for? My mind mocked me as I began to move towards the steps, pulling the silver key from my pocket and inserting it into the keyhole.
 
   Once inside, I could faintly hear music drifting somewhere from the hall as I slowly made my way deeper into the house. In the kitchen, I staggered, finding paper bags from different restaurants containing his favorite dishes had been left untouched. The opposite wall had boxes of liquor. If I had no idea where I was, I’d think someone was throwing a party. Well, maybe he was—a party for one. 
 
   Following the music, I halted outside his library door. 
 
   “Toby?” I knocked a few times, one louder than the other. “Are you in here?” I pushed my weight on the door, prying the knob to budge open, but nothing worked. Giving a few more knocks and still nothing, I sighed, figuring that he’d come out sooner or later. 
 
   Besides, overtiredness made me dizzy, so I strode towards the living room, looking for the perfect place to rest for a little while as I waited on him to come out of his hiding. 
 
   I just needed a shuteye, an hour tops. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   “Lucy?” 
 
   The sound of his stricken voice stinging my eardrums immediately woke me out of my dream. Sitting up, I brushed the hair off my face when I saw him stride towards me like a dark, fallen angel. The asshole kind. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” His eyes flicked up and down, noting how shabby and sleepy I was. “You’ve been here this whole time?”
 
   Why was he glaring at me like I was some unknown intruder? 
 
   Sighing, I gazed at him apologetically. “Sort of.” 
 
   He brooded some more. “Do you need something?” 
 
   Rude much? His unfeeling demeanor was getting to be too much. Since I had somewhat trespassed, though, I couldn’t really blame him. “Not really. I thought you’d like company.” 
 
   “How hard is it to understand that I need to be alone?” He sounded grating, condescending.
 
   With a shaky breath, I got onto my feet, looking sorry. “Let me be here for you, Toby.” 
 
   I saw him flinch, as if it was the last thing he wanted because it was coming from me. 
 
   “There’s a spare room upstairs. You can use that for tonight, but please be out of here by morning.” 
 
   He had never spoken to me that way. Never. 
 
   “You don’t mean that—that’s a little harsh.” 
 
   “Harsh?” He looked a tad offended, blue eyes turned into something dark, almost black. “You’re one to talk about harsh! Don’t you remember how harsh you were when you so callously threw me out of your life?” 
 
   We were back there again. Unfortunately. 
 
   It always came back to the root of everything—our demise. “I’m sorry…” I apologized. “There’s nothing I can do to change the past. Dwelling on it won’t help—weren’t you the one to suggest that we stay friends before? Well, here I am, wanting to be one—”
 
   He brushed my words to the side. “There’s nothing I want—not a fucking damn thing!” 
 
   Opening my mouth, I wanted to say something about how our bond had become stronger in Madrid, but what had come out of his mouth had offended me to no end. 
 
   “Please leave.” 
 
   I was beyond hurt, but I wanted to be strong, braver; to help him battle his own terrors. “No.” I stood my ground. His words had cut deep, however I’d take on as much as I could until I could no longer withstand it. I had to keep trying, I supposed. 
 
   Toby flashed me an irritated look. “I’m too drunk to have you around.”
 
   “I don’t mind you drunk.” I didn’t mind him. Period. 
 
   He huffed, looking at me heatedly. “Well, you should.” 
 
   “Well, I don’t.” My skin flushed from his thorough perusal. If this was his tactic to scare me off, he should do better. 
 
   Our gazes connected like magnets, attracting each other. I felt the power of his pull overpowering my body as he progressed towards me. 
 
   “I want to fuck you, Luce. I can still remember how it is to break you open while I slowly sheath my greedy cock with your sweet warmth. You would sob, cry out my name, as I piston in and out of you. All the while looking at you gloriously wild with abandon…” Blatantly, he stared at the slopes of my breasts before taking out his tongue, licking the bottom of his lip as he drugged me with carnal, explicit thoughts. “You gave me the world… for quite some time…”
 
   My chest heaved, nipples aching from the command of his sight, mouth thirsty to taste him… all of him. 
 
   “But…” he trailed off, continuing being vicious. “Then we were off to shag different people, right? Did you like the other men enjoying you the way I did? Did they pleasure you just the way you liked it?” 
 
   They were thorns not daggers, yet it still penetrated me, piercing small holes into my heart, bleeding me gently. “No. There’s no one like you.” 
 
   He huffed, stepping closer to read my depths, taking me in. Drowning me in his eyes. “I love… the way you lie.” 
 
   “You’re hurting me, Toby. Let me in. Let me stay. I want to help…” Common sense left me as I bared a little of myself again, needing to let him in. 
 
   He gave me a sharp look, raising his cocky brow. “You’re offering your body to temporarily ease my pain?” 
 
   He would never, would he? The old Toby was all heart. I had to call his bluff. “If that’s what it takes, then yes.” 
 
   “Even if I fuck just for my own pleasure?” 
 
   Selfish, but I nodded anyway. “Yes.” 
 
   He gauged me again, as if I had already deceived him once. “Remind me again why you’re freely offering your body now when it was just mere weeks ago that you couldn’t wait to get rid of me in Rome? Do you know how it felt having you that night, feeling as if we were back to the way we once were and then waking up alone in your bed?” 
 
   This man was on a roll. I had to gather my thoughts and ignore my wanton body. “I had to think—away from you. It was too complicated…” 
 
   “Maybe if you’d tried a little harder, it wouldn’t be as such.” 
 
   I flinched. He was making me an emotional punching bag, and I was letting it happen. The countless wrongs I had caused him made me glaze over the words that came out of his mouth. Underneath all the hateful words lay the man I loved. I would endure the wrath of his tongue if it would make him feel a little less angry. I would do it all for him. 
 
   Calling his bluff, I led the way.
 
   Taking my pants down, I stepped out of them, only wearing my thong and my loosened top. I was about to take off the rest of my clothing when his words halted me once more. 
 
   “You like to strip for the guys now? That’s something new.” There was laughter in his voice, as if he was making fun at my expense. 
 
   The blows kept on coming. How far would he go to hurt me? I wondered before he answered it for me. 
 
   “What new tricks did you learn from your other lovers, huh? What does that boyfriend of yours like to do to you?” He was almost sneering, as if disgusted at me. 
 
   Keep calm, I urged myself. “I’m not seeing him anymore.”
 
   He snorted before he stalked behind me, his lips brushing my ear. “How beautiful you look whilst lying, Lucy.” 
 
   I was in blissful Heaven. In Hell. In pure ecstasy. In the depths of the scorching inferno. A twilight zone of his own making. 
 
   “Aren’t you going to finishing stripping for me, my dear Lucy?” His brow rose, mocking me. 
 
   Slowly, I stripped. All the while he watched me with brooding fascination. When my body was fully exposed, I directed him a serious look. “Where do you want me?” 
 
   “Come here, but come to me slowly,” he commanded. “Then you may undress me.”
 
   I did as he asked, approaching with trepidation as my body hummed with anticipation. When I reached him and started to unbuckle his pants, he made a sharp intake of breath. Carefully, I peeled them away from each leg, leaving him with his boxer briefs on. My gaze caught how hard and erect he was, furthering the fire that was building up inside. Eye to eye, I reached for the ends of his shirt, taking it off his body before dropping it on the floor. 
 
   Slipping against his body with my nipples brushing against his chest, I slowly took care of his boxers. I then decided to stay on my knees before looking up to him, telling him with my eyes what I wanted to do next. 
 
   Heavy lidded with desire, his throat bobbed as he watched me, anticipating. 
 
   I had never done this before. When I wanted to try giving him a blowjob, he would always tell me that I didn’t need to please him that way. He kept telling me that my body was enough for him. So this was unknown territory, yet I had never been this confident with something so intimidating. 
 
   Gripping the base of his cock, I used my free hand to stroke him slowly. His low, grumbling sounds made me heady as I parted my lips, concentrating on the head of his dick. Gradually opening my mouth to accommodate his size, I started bobbing my head, taking as much as I could, sucking him with everything I had. 
 
   When I looked up, I saw him heaving in short breaths “My imagination wouldn’t compare when I thought of you milking my cock. God, you look bloody fantastic,” he groaned before I felt his hand grip the back of my head, thrusting his cock further in, stroking it a few times before sliding me from it. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I rushed out the question when he suddenly picked me up and carried me to the couch. He flipped me on my knees before parting my bottom. I yelped at the harsh way he entered me while he growled my name with deep satisfaction. 
 
   He felt perfectly divine as I held onto the couch, him pounding and fucking me like he meant it. 
 
   He thought he was taking me for his own satisfaction, but little did he know that I was with him all the way; loving every stroke, the hard pounding thrusts, and the roughness of it all. I treasured every second of it. 
 
   Passing out, mind and body fully satiated, beyond elated, I recalled falling into a deep coma with the feel of his chest under my head, listening to his heart steadfastly beat against my ear, satisfied that I somehow had broken a layer of his barrier. It was going to be tough to go through them all, however that didn’t deter me. 
 
   One thing I had realized in Madrid after seeing him with the baby—I was done pretending that my world didn’t exist for him. If his parents had a problem with that then I would endure whatever they have for me. I had done nothing, not a bloody damn thing—but loved their son to the fullest. I would not cower any longer. 
 
   My naivety caused one back luck to the next. I was ready to lay it all out there, to fight and save the man I loved from his own destruction, consequences be damned. And he will have doubts, I was sure of it. But I’m prepared to prove him that I could still be worthy of his love. 
 
   His touch and his beautiful tortured soul gutted whatever pride I had left. Making me realize that I had never wanted to be apart from him again. I would stay by his side, for as long as my sanity allowed it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   Last night, I remembered half waking up to him taking me a few more times. He had meant what he’d said when he had told me that he was going to take me for his own pleasure. 
 
   Physically, I had no complaints. I loved the fiery, passionate way he handled my body, as if it was his pleasure instrument, dedicated to the way he’d envisioned. 
 
   What irked me the most was the lack of emotional connection with him. I felt just how he’d said it, that he was fucking me to ease his pain. Apart from the fact that I loved taking and dulling his pain away, even for a short while, I yearned for his kiss. I craved that touch—the kind where it could be harsh and rough, soft and sweet, yet you knew it was done with love. There was nothing of that sort last night. 
 
   Even at this moment, when my naked body was pressed against his own, even with his half-mast dick pressed against the crevice of my thighs, he kept his hands to himself. He couldn’t be any clearer than that. 
 
   In Rome, he had been all over me. After we’d had sex for the third time, he wouldn’t let me out of his arms, even if we had both been drenched with sweat and other bodily fluids. He had been un-detachable. 
 
   Swallowing the painful rejection and pain, I gradually slid off the sofa, getting up to fetch my clothes on the floor when the sheets shuffled. 
 
   “Leaving me already?” he grumbled. 
 
   I contained a sigh, masking my hurt with a smile before I faced him. “I need to be somewhere tonight. It’s about a quarter past five in the afternoon, and I need to get ready. I’ll come straight to you afterwards.” Hoping to reassure him, I had failed. 
 
   “Don’t bother coming back. I don’t need you.” 
 
   The sudden shift of his mood from appearing sleepy to awake and brooding in a manner of seconds made me feel helpless. 
 
   “Get some rest. I’ll see you tonight,” I retorted, ignoring his spiteful words as I slowly opened the door, leaving. 
 
   “I don’t want you,” I heard him say on my way out, thrashing his words at me, aiming where it hurt most. Tears threatened to well in my eyes, but I kept blinking them back. Crying wouldn’t solve anything. 
 
   Someday, he’d to come back to me, I kept on believing. I had to keep faith. I had to remain strong for the both of us. 
 
   +++
 
   I didn’t necessarily have to go out, but after the toxic mouth treatment from Toby, I had decided that I needed a change of scene. By doing so, his words wouldn’t affect me as much. It would make me endure his sharp tongue and snide remarks much better. 
 
   It was Anne’s celebration dinner amongst friends and family. She was Troy’s sister and I had RSVP’d a month before, confirming the invitation. She and I had become quite friendly when she would come out with us from time to time, partying and dancing. Besides, she was amazing, and I wanted to witness happiness around me, believing that happily-ever-after did happen to those who waited. To those who were patient. 
 
   Therefore, I celebrated with Troy, chatting and enjoying everyone’s conversations, sipping on wine and dining, half thinking about the passing time.
 
   When it was time to leave their party, it wasn’t until half past midnight when I arrived at Toby’s place. I wasn’t sure how he would react to me this time since I had told him that I would be coming back. Then again, he had said that he didn’t want me back. Here was hoping my luck would be much better tonight. 
 
   I had barely shut the door while I slid the key into my small, clutch purse and was about to stride towards the hall when I was greeted by his presence, staring broodingly at me. 
 
   Clearing my throat, I forced myself to speak. “Hello,” I squeaked. “I’m back.” 
 
   His eyes scathingly went over my body, roaming with disapproval. “You went out looking like that? Since when did you start dressing like a whore?” Sneering his words, he was ruthless and unkind. “Who did you dress for? Troy? I bet he was there, wasn’t he?” 
 
   I dressed for you… I had wanted him to see me and devour me on the spot. I hadn’t expected him to be in such a foul mood already. Was he always going to be this way? Why did he hate me so much? 
 
   I licked my lips, fiercely blinking back the tears that were about to form in my eyes. 
 
   “You haven’t answered me, Lucy.” In a flash, he was right in my face, circling me like a predator. “Was he there or not?” 
 
   Silence was golden they said… 
 
   “Cat got your tongue?” 
 
   Maybe pushing him so much wasn’t a good idea. Maybe I’d had too much alcohol to tolerate his mean attitude because, whatever shield I’d had on yesterday, simply wasn’t working right this second. 
 
   “I’ll—” I gasped out, meeting his eyes. He didn’t look inviting. After the long talk I’d had with Troy about my troubles, I was too exhausted—too everything—to deal with this. “You know what? I just realized that I’m knackered. I’ll probably just go home and sleep.” 
 
   Spinning around to leave, I immediately felt both his arms around my body, locking me in place. “Don’t. Move. A. Muscle.” 
 
   I didn’t. His voice simply chilled me. It was as if this man wasn’t Toby because this person before me enjoyed causing me pain. 
 
   “I told you not to come back here, but you didn’t listen. So you’ll wait until I give you clearance to leave.” He circled me once, stopping in my line of sight, asking, “What will it take for you to go? Let’s forget about the farcical talks of friendships—never happening.”
 
   Toby… was gone. There was no denying it. It had been a little over a week ago when the man had  been weeping in my arms, holding onto me. He now was dead. 
 
   He’d died along with them. 
 
   His family…
 
   “If I have women here, will that make you uncomfortable? If I fucked them before you, would it bother you at all?” 
 
   It would kill me inside. “Is that what you want? To have sex with other women?” It hurt to ask, but I had to.
 
   “I can do whatever I want,” he said, challenging me to fight back, yet the last thing I wanted was to fight, let alone banter for his own satisfaction.
 
   “I could always come back when you’re all alone again.” Or maybe I just wouldn’t since I meant nothing to this stranger.
 
   He barked out a cruel laugh, shaking his head in disbelief. “You didn’t before because I had Amelia… Now that she’s dead, you’re fine with fucking me again. That’s sensible.” 
 
   “She was your wife,” I whispered, hating the word wife on my lips. 
 
   Ruthless he surely was as he gave me a death stare. “That day of the wedding—you showing up and leaving ten minutes after you arrived—what the hell were you doing there?” 
 
   I had been there to stop him—to beg—but we had been surrounded by people and I hadn’t wanted to risk embarrassment in case he’d declined me. Besides, he had gotten Amelia pregnant and agreed to be engaged and marry almost immediately. What had I had to compete with Amelia? Nothing… 
 
   “I didn’t feel well that day. I was sick.” And I had been sick for a long period of time, puking my guts out even when there had been nothing left to come out. Troy had become so worried that he’d actually taken me to the hospital when blood started to show along with my saliva. Yes, I had been suffering more than anyone would ever know. 
 
   His questioning wasn’t done. “Blake and Sienna’s engagement—do you recall anything about that night?” 
 
   I remember everything that has you in it. Every. Single. Memory. “Barely,” I lied through my teeth, not feeling well. 
 
   He moved closer, fingers lifting my chin to meet his eyes. “You’ve successfully ejected me from your life. Consistently rejecting me whenever you could. And you’re planning on leaving the second you think I’m all better?” 
 
   No. “Yes—”
 
   His fingers immediately withdrew from my face, as if it burnt him. “Well, I’m all better now.”
 
   Why did he keep fighting me? Why couldn’t he for once be less defensive? Hadn’t he had enough? 
 
   “Toby, please, you were okay having me around when I was in Madrid. Stop—”
 
   Fury was back. Full throttle. “It was a weakened moment. My wife had just died and our baby was dying, what did you expect?” 
 
   His wife… 
 
   He’d never referenced her in that way before—not to me anyway. She had simply been Amelia, the woman he’d felt compelled to marry. Then again, he probably had felt something for her. He had dated her for quite some time, had sex with her, shared a home with her. They even made a baby… 
 
   I summoned enough strength to ask him one last question. “Did you… realize that she meant so much more after she passed? Is that why you’re so angry?” It would make a lot of sense. 
 
   Breaking eye contact, his fierce gaze left a vicious curl in my stomach, as if I knew what he was going to say before his lips parted to speak. 
 
   “Yes, I did. Now I just have to live with my regrets.” 
 
   He’d loved her, of course he had. I desperately wanted to ask if he felt anything for me, however I was too much of a coward to hear him say that he didn’t any longer. The happiness I had found with him, the memories that had brought me so much in life, felt like they needed some protection from him. I just wanted to preserve it and not taint it with memories of him and his wife. 
 
   “Am I permitted to leave?” I managed to ask, gripping my purse tightly. 
 
   “Why? Can’t wait a minute longer to have him fuck you senseless?” 
 
   Was he not exhausted? 
 
   I was holding down my scream, so when I saw him about to fire more words at me, I simply did just that. “Stop—stop! This is madness. Let’s not ruin whatever’s left between us!” 
 
   “Nothing is left. Where the fuck have you been, Lucy?” Vile words. Pure, utter garbage. 
 
   “Nothing? You feel nothing for me?” I felt crippled, as if he’d stolen everything from me. And maybe he just had.
 
   “Are you asking me if I still love you?”
 
   I pathetically nodded, still desperate for crumbs… something… “Yes. I am asking just that.” 
 
   “Do I look like a man in love with you, Lucy?” 
 
   “No… you do not,” I said it in a hushed whisper, barely standing on my shaky legs, crushed and completely destroyed. 
 
   “Well, there you have it.” 
 
   I felt faint. My body started to panic, going through such raw emotions, one hurt after the other, exhausting itself. It, too, has given up on me, I thought darkly, feeling like a joke. 
 
   “Do you mind if I take that bed upstairs? I’ll leave first thing in the morning if that helps you decide to let me stay for a few hours.” I needed shelter, away from him, from everyone. 
 
   He made a curt nod before I excused myself to seek the room. I immediately found one the moment I stepped on the landing, gunning towards it, as if I would die immediately if I didn’t get inside. 
 
   I was a strong woman and I wasn’t going to let him see me cry. Locking the door behind me, I was immediately blinded by darkness. With no idea where the light switch was located, I waited until my watery sight could see enough until I chose a spot to call my own. 
 
   I remained sitting on the carpeted floor with my chin on my knees, wrapped around my arms, leaning against the foot of the bed. It was only then I set it free. The hurtful words. The pain it had cost me when I’d heard him confirm that he’d loved her all along. Most of all, I cried for losing him again.
 
    
 
   “Sorry fellas, but I’m peckish,” Toby declared, grumbling.
 
   Smiling at him, I asked, “What do you fancy? We could grab something on the way home.” I kissed his cheek and rested my head against his shoulder, overwhelmed with such intense love for him.
 
   “Spaghetti,” he said with a smile. We were all relieved that Chad was getting better and seeing Toby look so happy had brought bliss and contentment into my life. 
 
   Gazing at him with my heart, I granted his wish. “Then spaghetti it is.” 
 
   He then nuzzled my neck before leaving a kiss on my forehead, breathing me in. “I love you.” 
 
   “I love you.” For always. Forever.
 
    
 
   There was a faint knock on the door, bringing me back out of my bittersweet memory of him. Those had been the good days. It hurt to mourn the man that he used to be. If I could trade a decade of my life for a minute with the old him, I gladly would until I ran out of life. 
 
   “Lucy!” The knob wiggled before he knocked again. “Open the door.” 
 
   No. I couldn’t. 
 
   “Please—” His voice softened, reminding me of how he had been when back when he was sweet and kind. “I just—I was hoping we could talk…” 
 
   Crawling on my knees, I went towards the door, softly leaning against it, closing my eyes. “I’m tired, Toby. I need to rest.” 
 
   “Open up.” 
 
   Tears streamed down my face as I shook my head. “No. I think we’ve done enough.” There was nothing left. He was right. 
 
   “Luce, I’m sorry.”
 
   I smiled bitterly. Sadly. I understood it all because I loved him. “Me, too,” I whispered in vain. 
 
   “What happens now, Lucy?” He sounded broken, as if he was hurting. 
 
   We had nothing in common. Nothing to give to each other. So what else was there? 
 
   “We forget about each other.” I could at least attempt to make that happen. The chances were nil, but I was going to try.
 
   “Luce?” 
 
   Wiping my tears away, I slowly got up and laid on the bed, curling up in a fetal position. 
 
   “Lucy?” he asked again through the door, however I held my tongue from responding. 
 
   Racking with soft sobs, I freely let go of my tears while he kept saying my name, asking for me. 
 
   How could he after how he’d treated me downstairs? Even in my worst time, given that it hadn’t been as bad as his, I had never acted nor treated him so abysmally. I felt degraded, unworthy of anything.
 
   Toby tried to talk to me for another hour before I finally heard his defeated footsteps descending down the stairs. 
 
   I waited until I could see the first break of dawn before I softly started coming out of the room. Cautiously treading with on my toes, I was almost at the stairs when a linen closet piqued my interest. Stopping before it, I noticed piled boxes haphazardly stacked, some opened and still packaged. 
 
   The back of a frame stood out, so I pulled it out, finding something unexpected. 
 
   Wedding photos. A collage of the wedding. 
 
   A memento that had forever captured their wedding kiss. Exchanging rings, Amelia in her wedding dress as she walked down the aisle… 
 
   This was a sign. A gargantuan sign that I should pay heed to. 
 
   What use were my good memories with him when he had successfully made his very own with someone else? He’d replaced me and followed through with what we had planned together with Amelia, instead. 
 
   They did say that a man hurt was a man in love. Alas, he was hurting plenty. 
 
   As quietly as I could, I walked out of his house. Praying that one day I could breathe again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   The next day, Toby tried to call. He even attempted to see me, knocking against my door. I had forgotten that he had keys to my place; I was just fortunate enough that I had absentmindedly put the top latch on. Hearing him reaching out to me tore me apart, but I simply couldn’t face him. I was weakened and had no strength in me to deal with him. 
 
   He tried doing this for a week straight. Every night, eight in the evening, he would knock, trying for about thirty minutes before finally relenting that I was never going to open the door. 
 
   The week after was my finals, ignoring and declining invitations from my friends had become a constant thing. It wasn’t mainly about them, and I thought that they somehow knew that. Chances of seeing Toby amongst our peers was high, even if I asked them to guarantee that he wouldn’t be there, he would eventually appear anyway. 
 
   Maybe in the next few weeks, when my cuts weren’t too deep—when the wound wasn’t as raw—then I could brave it out and face him without breaking down. I knew myself; risking seeing him in this state of mind wouldn’t do me any good. So I secluded myself, mending my own hurt. 
 
   Finals came. When I got back home that night after an entire day of rigorous testing, I found a vase filled with an elaborate flower setting. I knew who it had come from, and yet, I couldn’t stop myself from taking the card out and reading what he had written on it. 
 
   My poison, you sought
 
   My hurt, you unraveled
 
   My darkness, you welcomed
 
   My acerbic words, you suffered
 
   My imperfection tainted your beauty,
 
   Yet you saw the beauty amidst it all,
 
   Marring yourself with it selflessly, even to an unkind beast.
 
   Without you, I saw the irrevocable damage I caused.
 
   Yet I wanted to seek shelter, 
 
   I simply couldn’t do without.
 
   I am a blind man.
 
   Waiting.
 
   Waiting in vain.
 
    
 
   If forever is never.
 
   Then never shall be my forever.
 
   Wallowing for my warped fallen love, I kept the note, slipping it in my purse. I left the untouched, stunning arrangement on the floor as I decided to turn around and walk out of the building. 
 
   After everything, I absolutely needed a break from it all. 
 
   +++
 
   “Did you get your grades yet? When can we celebrate you graduating? I want to host a party to invite whoever you want. Would that be ideal?” Sienna’s enthusiasm brought a smile to my face. 
 
   Sometimes, I wondered how such a tortured soul, beaten relentlessly at a young age, could turn out to be someone so strong, so admirable. Had it been me, I would’ve probably turned into a killer, a druggie—something less pragmatic than Sienna. 
 
   With luck, I had been christened with a loving family, including my two sisters. I didn’t talk to them too much these days since both lived out of the country, but when we did see each other, it was as if the absence had never been there. 
 
   Our parents were the soppy kind. They had met at sixteen at some bowling alley, and they hadn’t parted since. Both struggled with getting by, stricken with poverty from both sides, yet with my father’s ingenious ideas and skill and my mother’s brilliant knack at coordinating and organizing, they had combined their ideas and come out with an online party supplies company. It was a niche market, but a decade ago, there had been a massive demand for it. The timing had been perfect. Our once pallid surroundings became a six-bedroom, beautiful, English countryside estate. Even with money and lavish surroundings, we were fortunate enough that none of us had changed. 
 
   “You there?” 
 
   Yeah, my mind had drifted off yet again, a common occurrence in my life these days. Where were we? Dinner. Party. Right. 
 
   “I’m in Kent, spending quality time with my family. Dinner won’t be possible at the moment.” 
 
   Sienna went silent for a minute before asking, “Luce, are you purposely avoiding me? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
   I felt like a bloody heel. “Goodness, no. I’m just busy at the moment. There’s so much to think about—my future and where I want to go from here,” I said, sounding reasonable. “I’m actually even considering going out of the country for a year, maybe work and travel at the same time.” Again, I hadn’t thought a thing, not even close to these things, yet the lies were limitless. They kept pouring out of my lips. 
 
   “What? You’re leaving me, too?” she sounded frantic. “Why don’t we do something together? I’m sure we could figure something out. I don’t want to sound like a whiny brat, but with Chad gone most of the time, Toby busy with his new business, and with Blake travelling so much, I have no family left here. You guys are all I have.” 
 
   Business with Sienna, I surely hadn’t thought of that. “We’ll see. We can talk about that soon.” 
 
   “Great! So I can’t even drop by to say hello before you graduate?” 
 
   My graduation was in a month’s time and I had no qualms not attending the blasted ceremony. “I’ll text you.”
 
   She sighed. “Okay. Well, take care. Love you, Luce.” 
 
   “Love you, too, Si.” 
 
   Ending the call, I decided to put a bikini on. A few laps in our indoor pool should help me relax.
 
   After all, the spew of lies I had just told had given me a few ideas. The future didn’t look so gloomy anymore. Maybe leaving England would be the answer I had been waiting for. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 26
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   Sienna had tried to see me for the past four weeks, yet every time she’d attempted it, I had always had an excuse for her not to go through with it. 
 
   At one point, I had decided to truly speak my mind and told her the truth. I was so thankful that she’d understood me, telling me that each person grieved differently and it just so happened that mine entailed hiding from everyone. She had even said that the day I decided to start mingling with the masses, she’d throw a ‘welcome back’ party. She was being silly, and I loved her to bits for it. 
 
   I filled my days with swimming once in the morning and once in the evening. The in between consisted of naps and reading mystery and suspense novels. I admitted that there were instances that I had almost bought a romance book, but thank goodness I had deterred myself from it. The last thing I needed was to dwell on the pain that I had a difficult time quelling. 
 
   About noontime, I decided to have a quick shower before delving into the world of Grisham’s brilliant mind. My spirits were high as I hummed along with Adele’s “Set Fire To The Rain” that I had on repeat at the dock located in my bedroom. Coming out of the shower and wiping my body with a plush towel, opting not to blow dry my wet hair. I instead reached for a small towel, loosely squeezing the wetness from my hair as I came out of the bathroom, needing to fetch my lotion. I stopped dead in my tracks. My body went rigid. Hot but rigid. 
 
   “Your mom said it was fine to come upstairs—she thought you were sleeping,” he said, rushing out the words, almost out of breath, while his eyes gloriously roved about, lingering explicitly on my naked body. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Oh. My. Fuckity fuck. 
 
   Snapping out of my shock, I immediately held onto the towel tighter, consciously pressing it against my breasts at the same time I realized that it barely covered my cleft. 
 
   Blushing from head to foot, I started to function. “Uh—excuse me,” I muttered, spinning around before going back inside the bathroom, closing the door behind me then leaning against it, my heart pounding rapidly against my chest. 
 
   His unexpected surprise had left me in a state of absolute stupefaction, yet it had been so long since I had felt this… exhilarated. Alive. 
 
   Pressing my palm over the beating of my heart, I closed my eyes, telling myself not to get carried away about by this visit. It was plausible, wasn’t it? Of course I could do that. Sure, the wounds remained open, but I didn’t feel as fragile as before. I could even go as far as striding back into the room and pretending to be the bitchy, old me. It shouldn’t be that difficult. 
 
   With my strategy decided, I plucked the pastel, yellow silk robe that hung on the door, nervously putting it on and wrapping the belt as tightly as I could. Huffing out a brave breath, I forced myself not to bother looking into the mirror in case I became a conscious fool before finally striding out of the loo with a small bit of bravado. 
 
   “Sorry, I had to put something on.” 
 
   “It’s perfectly fine. You were…” he paused, “naked.” 
 
   Well, there went my composure, I thought starkly. 
 
   Purposely making him comfortable, I didn’t comment on it. “What brings you to Kent?” Did he have business around here? 
 
   “You weren’t able to attend your graduation.” He strolled forward, an arm’s reach from me, handing me a square, velvet crème box. “This was my present for you.” His eyes caressed my face as I took the present into my hand. “I’ve had it in the car all this time, and after the lunch meeting I had, it spontaneously occurred to me that I could very well drop it off…” 
 
   I nodded, disconcertedly staring back at him. “Thank you, but you shouldn’t have.” 
 
   He shrugged before his face contorted. “It’s nothing really. After how despicable I was to you that night—”
 
   “Don’t.” I didn’t want to recall the events of those two nights. “Let’s not talk about any of that.” 
 
   His eyes pleaded. “Wouldn’t it be better if we—”
 
   “No,” I interjected before shakily whispering, “Let’s not.” 
 
   His eyes wanted to probe further, but I was grateful he didn’t pursue the subject further. 
 
   “All right,” he murmured. “When do you plan to come back? I can come pick you up any time you like. In fact, if you can come along with me today…” He was babbling as I stared at him like he had lost his mind.
 
   “I’m fine, Toby. Truly.” 
 
   “You look it…” He suddenly looked intense. Appreciative. “You look more than fine. You’ve never looked so beautiful in my eyes.” 
 
   I had to look away, hurt by his words. “Thank you for the gift, but you must leave.” At once. 
 
   In a flash, I felt him come to me, cupping my cheek before pressing his lips on the side of my head. “I’ve missed you so much…” he gutted out. “Come back to me.” 
 
   Why did he have to come and thrash whatever fortress I had built around myself? I was in a moment of confusion once more, not sure how to respond to him. 
 
   “Toby…” 
 
   “I promise you, I won’t be horrid. I won’t hurt you anymore. This time, you’ll come first before anyone else. It’ll be different this time.” 
 
   God, I was tempted, but I had so much doubt…
 
   “Demand anything, and I’ll give it you. Anything at all, just as long as you become mine again.” 
 
   In a heartbeat, I would go wherever he asked of me, but I needed him to tell me the words. The ones I had desperately needed to hear from him that night—that he still loved me—but he never had uttered. 
 
   “Lucy…” he drawled with his hot breath brushing across my ear, on my neck. “I want you.” His lips stroked the tip of my ear, sending delicious waves of shivers, waking the hidden hunger that he alone could command. His thumb easily slid inside the V of my robe, brushing, teasing a nipple, while he softly spoke into my ear. “I can’t stop thinking about you. I ache every day not having you in my arms.” 
 
   My treacherous body weakened at his expertise. “It’s not… g—d,” I stuttered before moaning out loud when he pinched my nipple, circling it with the pad of his thumb then tugging it enough to evoke pain and pleasure. With the use of his other hand, I felt him unknot the robe, letting it fall to the floor.
 
   “I’m desperate for you,” he kept on whispering into my sensitive ear while my body was distracted. One hand on my breast and the other, skirting below, heading straight to my core. “I reach out for you at night… I need you.” His thigh parted my weakened legs, growling in my ear when his middle finger found my slit, which was throbbing with an overabundance of slick wetness. 
 
   “Hell—” he grunted out, as he fumbled with his pants. He lifted my leg to hook around his hip before pressing the tip of his cock against the opening of my slit. He then cupped my face with both hands, making me look into his eyes. He stared straight into my heart before his hips started to move, thrusting softly through my folds. “Tell me you don’t want this.” 
 
   I started to pant, drowsy from the exquisite feel of his shaft, rubbing and grinding on my clit. His cock was hard, thick, as it teased my opening, gliding across it like a rhythmic teasing for something even more blissful. 
 
   A soft sob escaped from my lips as our gazes interlocked. 
 
   “It aches to be inside you, Luce.” He wanted me, and yet, he was demanding more than my body.
 
   He drove me wild, wanton with need, and I completely unfolded, begging, “Fuck me. Please?” 
 
   “Promise to be with me?” He waited for me to answer, eyes demanding while I was delirious for him. 
 
   “I’m frightened.” 
 
   Hurt spread across his face, but it only drove him more to pursue me. “I won’t hurt you, I promise.” He took my hand and planted a kiss inside my palm before placing it against the beat of his heart. “I’m yours, Lucy.”
 
   This should be enough. Maybe it was. Maybe this was the closest thing I would come to what I used to have with him. And it should suffice. “I’ll be yours for as long as you’re mine.”
 
   I didn’t know what the future held for us. There were still a lot of questions that riddled my mind, however there was one thing I did know, and that was my love for him. The once simple, uncomplicated love had evolved into something more, much more compared to a year ago. Six months ago. Last week. Yesterday. It kept on growing abundantly. And I would continue loving him, knowing that I would always pine for him, his heart, to love me the way I loved him. 
 
   I had accepted that.
 
   That’s why God invented dreams, so I could have him whenever I closed my eyes. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 27
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   Being back with him in London was the best I could hope for. The first night, we barely had the chance to talk much since we both ended up indulging our carnal appetites. The second day was the same, and I was relieved that he opened a little about Amelia and the baby. He rehashed that last night with her and told me about their conversations. He even went on to say that he was hopeful after the ultrasound appointment. He told me a ton—and yet only brushing on the subjects that mattered most to me. But I didn’t want to push it since we barely just restarted again. Besides, I didn’t want to lay everything out there when I wasn’t fully sure where I stood with him. True he admitted that he wanted me to be happy. Said that he couldn’t get enough of me, missed me tremendously—yet none of them indicated any words of love…from a man deeply in love. They were words from a man who had a satisfying sex life…words from a lover. But still, I was optimistic, knowing that this was a great start for us. 
 
   We had been happy for three days straight until he brought up a subject he kept pressing on me. 
 
   “Why won’t you move in with me? This house has four bedrooms. If you truly despise sharing a room with me, then you’re more than welcome to have one of the three. You can do whatever you like—redecorate this entire place and make it into your own—I don’t care. I just have to sleep right next to you. Is that so much to ask?”
 
   If I gave up my place, I would have no place to hide. No place to call my own. If the time came that he and I would part again, I wouldn’t have anywhere to go other than my parents’ house. 
 
   “I’ll move some of my things if that makes you happy, but I don’t think I can sell the flat, Toby.” 
 
   “Why not? You can use that money for something else—invest it in a business. You don’t need to two homes. You can have this one with me.” 
 
   Why couldn’t he just drop it? 
 
   “That place is my home,” I emphasized. “Besides, I might need it for later use.” 
 
   “I see.” He studied me a moment, pensive. When he did speak, I was caught off guard. “Okay. I won’t bring it up anymore. It’s about making you happy, isn’t it? Then I won’t push the subject any longer.” 
 
   I supposed this was part of his change? I liked that. “Thank you.”
 
   He nodded, barely meeting me in the eye. “I’m going to make something for dinner. Anything you fancy in particular?”
 
   “No, not really.” 
 
   He stepped closer before leaving a kiss on my forehead. “Okay, I’ll think of something.” 
 
   There was sadness in his eyes that wasn’t there before we started discussing about my flat. Despite that, I knew if I let things go his way, I wouldn’t have any power over this relationship. And for sanity’s sake, I needed some control. 
 
   It had only been three days and I already saw the major changes in him. He was almost like the old Toby—almost. I still remembered the horrible side of him. It was awful, but I’d been waiting for it to resurface. 
 
   Thirty minutes later, I went downstairs to join him in the kitchen. “Do you need help?”
 
   “I’ve got it under control. Why don’t you take care of the wine?” he suggested with a strange look about him. 
 
   Taking the glasses out before choosing a red, I directed him a glance. “Chad called. He’s arriving this weekend and wants us all to be there at Blake’s house. Luke and the baby will be there, too.” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   I carefully placed the wine on the table, pausing. “You sure that’ll be okay?” I was afraid that it would be too much for him. After he’d lost his child, I wasn’t sure how he felt about children as a whole. 
 
   He directed me an odd look. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
   “If you say so,” I murmured, pouring the contents in my glass before taking a quick sip of the crimson liquid. 
 
   “Should we tell them about us?” I wondered out loud. 
 
   He took a cloth to wipe his hands together before turning the fire off the stovetop. “Do you want to?” 
 
   “Should we?” I wasn’t sure why I was hesitating. For some reason, I wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
   He strode over, hands in his pocket as he half sat on the table, facing me. “If it were up to me, I wouldn’t even have to question it.” 
 
   This showed how much I trusted him, and how strong we were as a couple. Even though I didn’t want to hurt his feelings, I felt the need to be forthcoming with my thoughts. Our friends saw everything unfold between us—they saw it all—the ugliness and the sadness. And as much as I adored them and wanted to share this new development with them all, I felt that I needed to be sure first, that this was going to be a permanent thing and not a momentary fleeting reconciliation, before announcing to my friends and family that I was back with him.
 
   “Would it insult you if I asked you to keep it between us for a little while?” 
 
   “Whatever makes you happy.” 
 
   We had come to this. It was sad and disheartening to see us here. “I just want you to understand…”
 
   He pulled me into his arms, slipping me in between his legs, before looking at me with such tenderness it almost broke my heart. “You don’t have to explain anything. It’s fine. As long as I have you, I’ll be okay.” 
 
   I hated how much we were trying to work hard on getting back what we’d had. 
 
   “Toby, what if this doesn’t work? What if we’re just deluding ourselves here? I love—I love being with you again, but maybe we made a mistake? Wouldn’t we be better off with other people? You can be with a woman who would be readily there for you and I could be with a man—” I had to stop myself before I went overboard and said more than I intended. 
 
   “You could go ahead and be with a man—then what, Lucy?”
 
   A man that loved me. A man that hadn’t been married and would only call me his wife. A man I could share a family with… a child. Toby wasn’t that man. I knew he wasn’t, and I would not force him to be one because he wanted me happy. 
 
   “It’s nothing. I’m sure it’ll pass,” I bluffed, but his hold around my body only tightened, not letting go. 
 
   “You want to be with someone else?” he questioned, probing into my eyes. When I didn’t respond, he went on, “Is it Troy? Do you want to be with him again?” 
 
   “I dated him.” My heart was filled with bad things; it was time I unloaded a little of the lies I had deceptively let him believe. “Nothing came out of it except for friendship. And he’s a great friend that I can always count on. I haven’t dated since then… nor did I sleep with anyone since you…” 
 
   “Since Rome?” 
 
   I shook my head, smiling sadly. “Since we broke up. I tried. I even went to go as far as wanting to seduce Clive Barrington—”
 
   He was ready to combust. “Tell me he didn’t touch a single—”
 
   Licking my lips, my eyes met his stormy ones. “He didn’t. He gently declined my advances, but… that was after I kissed him.” 
 
   “You kissed Clive?” he screeched, letting go of me as he paced around the kitchen before he stopped, looking beyond hurt. “It feels like you told me you kissed Blake. What if I told you I made out with Sienna? You just don’t come after my friends, Lucy—that’s just wrong.” 
 
   “This was after I found out you got her pregnant. I was hurting so much that night and wanted to drown in alcohol. Clive just happened to be there. If he wasn’t there, I’m sure I would’ve found someone else to have sex with.” Remembering it brought a dull ache inside my chest. “I couldn’t even bring myself to think of letting a guy touch me. How did you think I felt when I knew you were screwing women day in and day out? And when the news of you expecting your first child…” 
 
   His face fell, gripping the side of his head. “You left me, Lucy. How was I supposed to know any of this?”
 
   I wasn’t sure. “I was naïve to think that our love was different, that it was special enough—even though we were apart. I expected you to fix your family problems and come back to me when everything was fine again. That’s why I had waited… because I wasn’t sure how long it would take you to accomplish that. I waited… I waited for you.” 
 
   “Luce, I don’t know what to say—”
 
   I shook my head, grabbing hold of my wine. “Don’t say anything. It’s the past, isn’t it?” 
 
   In one go, I emptied the contents. “Should we start dinner?” 
 
   Perplexed and apoplectic, he opened his mouth for a minute. “You want dinner?” 
 
   No, I wanted a do-over. 
 
   “I never thought I’d say this, but if you want to be free, I would step back. Though reluctantly, I would. As I said before, I just want you to be happy.”
 
   Everything around me disappeared as I met his gaze. “What do you mean?” eerily, I whispered. 
 
   “Just keep that in mind, if that day ever comes…” 
 
   I was at a loss. “And you’re fine with this?” 
 
   “I know how it feels to live with regrets. Hoping you can take back time and wishing things were done differently. I don’t want that to happen to you.”
 
   He was referencing them, wasn’t he? He had said I would come first, and he’d meant that. It was sad to realize where I truly stood with him. 
 
   “Thank you. I’m sure this will come in handy very soon.” My sarcasm couldn’t be hidden, yet he didn’t even try to argue with it. 
 
   I gave him a quick glance before leaving him in the kitchen, heading upstairs. Once in the bedroom, I went straight to the closet, picking out the first black dress I saw, placing it on the chaise lounge before I started to undress myself. I was calm, composed, however I was going bat-shit crazy inside. 
 
   Naked, I carefully chose my underwear, matching it with the black lace garter belt, before slipping on pointy-toe pump shoes. Eyeing myself sideways, I was glad to see my swimming had made a difference to my body. My curves looked more defined and my breasts seemed bigger, perkier than before. Now, off to browsing for a bra to match.
 
   I had barely plucked the see-through mesh when I saw his figure, watching me. Expressionless. 
 
   “Heading somewhere?” 
 
   “Yup.” 
 
   He stepped into the closet, picking up the dress with curiosity, shifting it from side to side. “Mind telling me where?” 
 
   “Dancing.” 
 
   “You’re going to dance with a garter belt on?” 
 
   Ha. “Sure.” 
 
   “If you’re angry, I’m here. You can talk to me. You don’t have to go out dressed like—Luce, don’t do this.” 
 
   I spun around to face him, catching his blatant gaze at my breasts. “You want another man to touch these, don’t you?” I asked him.
 
   “Fuck no—” 
 
   “Memorize me—my body—and imagine me writhing underneath someone else, enjoying everything he’s doing to me while I slowly forget how it feels to have you inside me.” 
 
   His nose flared, fury roaring in waves so strong I could feel it seeping out of his pores. 
 
   “That’s what you want, right? Good. I don’t want to have regrets, either.” I reached out to get my dress from his hand, but he moved it away. “Give me that.” 
 
   “You love driving me crazy, don’t you?” he growled, throwing the dress to the other side of the closet. Just when I was about to run to get it off the floor, I was pushed back against the full length mirror before he angrily parted my legs and hooked his fingers on the crotch of my thong then ripped it in two. 
 
   I barely had the time to blink before I felt his cock impaling me, seating himself all the way in. I could practically feel him all the way in my stomach. 
 
   “Memorize this cock, my dear Lucy.” He fucked me against the mirror while I hung on to him, opening my body to welcome more of his lashing. “Memorize it well. Because, once you leave, you will always come back begging for it. No man will compare.” 
 
   God, my pussy started to contract. I shouldn’t be turned on, but his dominating side had gotten me beyond wet and horny. 
 
   “You didn’t let anyone fuck this glorious cunt and you never will.” His hands gripped my breasts as he fucked me harder. “This. Is. My. Cunt, Lucy. It’s always been fucking mine.” 
 
   “No. I will prove you wrong,” I stuttered, hating and loving him at the same time. 
 
   He immediately stopped, looking at me like a wild animal being provoked and ready to attack. “Liar. You won’t even have the guts to do it.” 
 
   “We shall see.” 
 
   His hand gripped my chin while I felt him pulse inside me, barely containing his rage. “Stop. Lying.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure where this was heading, however his anger and jealousy had brought something out of me. “How can you tell I’m lying?” I taunted him. 
 
   “I just know.” 
 
   Arrogant ass. 
 
   Searching his eyes, I felt his cock push further, slowly stroking and teasing the fire within me. 
 
   “I love you.” The words had escaped my lips before I could stop them.
 
   “Lucy!” he warned, picking up the tempo, feeling like the mirror was about to crack from the force of his pounding. 
 
   “Oh, baby. I’m close,” I whispered against his lips, kissing him with everything I had as he drove me into ecstasy, finally laying it all on the line. 
 
   Then, I screamed it again, telling him how I truly felt. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 28
 
   Lucy
 
    
 
   We were just coming off the high of our mating. He was still lodged inside me, looking at me with confusion. 
 
   I loved him, yet he didn’t believe it. His eyes told me so. I didn’t want to say it again to make him believe me.  
 
   “Can you take yourself off me? I need to clean up.” 
 
   He groaned as he started licking and nipping my neck. “I will. Just give me a moment to enjoy this a little bit longer.” 
 
   His lips then sought mine, kissing me thoroughly, senselessly. It wasn’t long before I started gyrating my hips, feeling him harden to full length. 
 
   “Keep fucking my cock, baby.” 
 
   My lips parted when I slid him deeper into me. As I threw my head back, one of his hands cupped my breast while the other reached to touch my clit, rubbing it earnestly as I fucked him good. Hard and fast. 
 
   It wasn’t long until I came, twice, before it was his turn, unloading his seed into my womb. 
 
   Our lips connected, panting and out of breath. Cupping my cheek, he kissed my lips, my nose, then my lips again. “Don’t ever ask me to let you go because I would, even if it would cost me everything.”
 
   I doubted I could ever walk away, but I kept that fact to myself. My thoughts were all over the place. If I could only get over what had happened in the past—his marriage, Amelia—it would make my life my much easier. 
 
   “Do you want me to run us a bath? You could lean against me while I give you a massage.” He was grinning, stroking my cheek as if he truly cherished me. 
 
   “Can I do a rain check? I have to get back home.” I hadn’t been to my flat since I had come back from Kent. I’d been living here this whole time. 
 
   He looked taken aback. “You’re not staying the night?” 
 
   “No. I was thinking of packing some items to bring here and coming back tomorrow morning. I hope that’s okay?” Why was he reacting this way? It wasn’t as if I was actually going partying after this. Besides, I was aware I’d been doing it just to taunt him. He was right; I would never have the guts to do it because I was his, and I simply loved him too much.
 
   “Oh…” His face softened before touching his lips against mine, brushing them lightly before whispering into my ear, “We can go together and sleep the night in your flat if you like.” 
 
   When he became this amorous towards me, I melted like a sappy idiot. 
 
   “I’m not going out…” My nose angled to the base of his neck, breathing him in, wanting to prolong this feeling—this overabundance of love that freely flowed through me. 
 
   His arm tightened around me, like he was just as spellbound as I was. “I know.” 
 
   Maybe one day, when things settled down, given time, he could start loving me again… 
 
   “Toby?” 
 
   “Hmm?” 
 
   “I wasn’t planning to really walk out that door to go out—” I paused, adding, “I mean, I would if I had sought you and you hadn’t cared less…” 
 
   He pulled back to study my face. “You’re not like the others out there. You’re sentimental,” he touched my heart, “in here.” Blue eyes searched mine, telling me something I couldn’t decipher. “You’re one of the good girls, Luce.” 
 
   Was that a bad thing? They did say good girls got walked on… Amelia clearly wasn’t the type, so what had attracted him to her? She was beautiful, and of course, she had said that time during Christmas that they’d had amazing sex… 
 
   His dick was inside me still and he was getting hard again. This cock had been in someone else’s vagina, pleasuring her body like it did with mine…
 
   I knew what he’d done, but if I broke it down like that, the pain only intensified. 
 
   “Did I say something awful? You seem to be in pain…” he asked, worried as he lifted my chin, searching for some indication. 
 
   I was in pain, but my wounds weren’t visible—the kind that didn’t heal, the kind that never stopped bleeding, the kind that killed you yet you remained alive. It was that kind of pain. 
 
   Staring into the eyes of the man I had given my heart to, I couldn’t help asking the question that nagged in the back of my mind. “How was sex with her? Was it better than this?” 
 
   “This is such an inconvenient time to ask such questions—I’m stuck inside you, incase that left your notice.” 
 
   “Just answer the question.” 
 
   “It’s different.” 
 
   Why was he stalling? He knew what I wanted to know. 
 
   “Define different for me.” 
 
   He groaned, hating every second of this interrogation. “She was experienced in different styles,” he said wretchedly. “I don’t know… it’s just different.” 
 
   If Amelia had managed to keep Blake Knightly entertained for months, then she probably was a dynamite in bed. 
 
   “And that excited you, didn’t it?” Like giving a kid chocolate for the first time. 
 
   He suddenly looked nervous before finally obliging me, “I suppose, in the beginning.” 
 
   So much for pining for our broken relationship; he’d fucked himself through it all. 
 
   “Did you use condoms at least?” 
 
   My question was intrusive, but had it been me in the situation, I knew he’d be worse than me. Blake was meticulous about protection until Sienna—so for Toby to go with or without it with Amelia—it would give me a better scope of how deep his connection was with her. 
 
   “Lucy—” he warned, turning a bit red. 
 
   “Did you? Or did you not?” It was plain and simple. 
 
   “No, she was on the pill,” he huffed out, irritated at my nagging. “No more questions; I’m done answering.” 
 
   I had one more then I would be through with this. “I just need to know one more thing…” 
 
   Shutting his lids, nostrils flaring, chest heaving, he said, “Go on, ask me.” 
 
   “Courchevel. Christmas. Did you fuck her there, too?” 
 
   His eyes immediately snapped open. “Let me explain—”
 
   “There’s no need. I just want to know the outcome. You did, didn’t you? While I was only a few doors down from your bedroom…” I was digging my grave and I knew it, but this detail was important for me. It was vital. 
 
   “Yes… I did, and I’m sorry for that.” 
 
   I nodded, feeling sick to my stomach. I had waited every night for him to seek me out, but he had never come. That was the first time I had seen him after we’d broken up, and I had seen him with a new woman at his side. That was when he’d really broken my heart, and it had never the same since. 
 
   “I need to go to the bathroom—” The acid churned in my stomach. It agonizingly simmered, mixing along with my pain, boiling until it was ready to erupt.
 
   “Now?” He panicked as he pulled off me before cradling my body towards the bathroom. “Tell me what to do—” he said frantically while I shook my head, covering my mouth with my hand. 
 
   Hovering around the toilet area, I managed to hold down the vile that was threatening to come out. “Close the door. I need to be alone.” 
 
   He did as I asked. At the sound of the door latch locking in place, all the sickening, evil retched out of my stomach. Everything came out—the past, the present and the future—until I was left with nothing, like an empty carapace. 
 
   You’ll always be this way if you stay with him, my heart whispered like a warning.
 
   I wished I knew what to do. In a sense, I knew what the right thing to do was, but my main problem was how to go about it without hurting myself more. I knew what it felt like not having him in my life. True, I had been living, but that was all it had been, living and breathing. With him came the pain and heartache, yet I had never felt more alive, and at times, when I let it, we were happy. 
 
   The knock on the door made me flush the toilet before reaching out for a face towel. I was on my feet when the door pushed open and then remained hovering around the entrance, looking as bad as I did. 
 
   “Is there anything I can do to help you?” he asked in a hollow voice. 
 
   I shook my head, reaching for the faucet to wash my face. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
   Once I finished, I felt him move to the side, giving me space without saying anything. 
 
   Dizzy from exhaustion, I strode straight to the bedroom and slid into bed, curling like a ball as I closed my eyes, hoping I’d wake up tomorrow and the sorrow in my heart would no longer exist. 
 
   The bed dipped before I felt his warm body next to mine, pulling me against his chest, hugging me from behind. His warmth brought comfort, making me feel secure and safe. At that moment, I desperately needed to know that he would be there for me, and I was glad that he was. 
 
   “There are not enough words to tell you how sorry I am. I wish there was something I could do to make everything go back to the way we were. I hurt when you hurt,” he said succinctly. “I hope this doesn’t make you leave me again. Give me time to make this right; I won’t stop until we’re back to how we once were. Don’t give me up just yet, I beg you.” 
 
   “Just hold me,” I whispered. “Please.” 
 
   All night he held me. Not once letting me go. I took that as I sign. That maybe we just needed time to heal together. 
 
   +++
 
   The next day, Toby decided to take a day off from work and go with me to my flat in Covent Garden. He had just hired an assistant the other day. He’d also found an office building close to where Blake’s South Bank was located, so that was brilliant for convenience. He had also asked Chad to do most of the interior decorating. Everything was coming along, and I was thrilled for him and the next step he was embarking on for his future. 
 
   After last night’s ordeal, he became more attentive. He would always reach out for my hand, kissing me whenever he could—the little things that counted most, he did right. 
 
   And, in a way, driving back to my flat with him looking at me with that look of awe felt like that first night we’d dated. 
 
   “Just like the old times,” Toby announced the second we opened the door, walking inside. “This place holds mostly good memories.” That made me smile. At least we had something in common.
 
   “Yeah. It sure does.” 
 
   He spun around in the living room, pulling me towards him. “Two years worth of fighting and making love mostly done in this apartment. I remember the first time I came here and never came out until five days later… Do you remember any of that, Luce?” 
 
   Funny how I had been just thinking that earlier… 
 
   “How could I forget?” I gazed at him and butterflies immediately went amuck in my belly. 
 
   “We couldn’t get enough of each other.” 
 
   “Yes, the good, old days,” I agreed with a ting of sadness. 
 
   There we stood, in the middle of the room staring at each other, before he broke the spell after a minute. 
 
   “Do you still have those videos?” he asked, cocking his head to the side, searching. 
 
   What was he talking about? 
 
   “What?” 
 
   He barely glanced at me as he went through my DVD collection. “Of you and me? Random videos that we took of each other and made into a movie?” he gave me the rundown before it clicked in my ever so slow functioning brain. 
 
   He was talking about that. Why was he looking for it? That video was an embarrassment… for my part anyway. 
 
   “Somewhere in the room… I think,” I reluctantly said. “Why?” 
 
   “I was thinking that maybe we should watch it.” 
 
   The signature weak-in-the-knee smile appeared, and for a second, I was entranced… until I remembered how pathetic I had been in the video. “Maybe someday, but not tonight.” Maybe never. 
 
   He brought his arm to his chest as if I had just shot him. Dramatic he surely was. “Let’s walk down memory lane together. Maybe it would do us both good.” 
 
   Not at my expense, we wouldn’t. 
 
   “We have photos,” I kindly suggested, hoping he’d take the bait. 
 
   “I want that video, Luce. Please?” 
 
   Drat, he looked desperate for it. 
 
   “Why do you want it so badly? We don’t have to watch it now.” I was beyond ridiculous in that thing.
 
   “Because, after last night…” He trailed off, searching my eyes. “If you’re thinking—maybe even considering—leaving me, I just want you to see what it was like for us to be happy again, in case you had forgotten.” 
 
   That video… 
 
   “I never said I was leaving, Toby.” 
 
   “But you never said you were staying, either.” 
 
   He was waiting for me to say something back, to tell him that I wouldn’t go anywhere—that I was staying with him through thick and thin—but I needed more… I needed more from him. 
 
   “It’s in the closet… in the black luggage,” I said just as he raised his brow, looking at me weird. “It’s locked so you might want to find the key first. It’s taped behind the toilet.” 
 
   He licked his bottom lip, biting it as if he was trying to hold back a laugh. “Don’t tell me you hid the key with another key?” He looked amused and smug.
 
   “It’s behind the mirror. What does it matter if I had to do just that?”
 
   Kisses rained on my face. “Nothing. It’s just letting me know how crazy you were about me.” 
 
   “Were—past tense.” 
 
   He paused, pulling back to see my face. “Lucy, how often do I need to tell you not to lie? You look gorgeous even when you do, and that just brings the caveman out of me.” His lips nipped mine. “And it also fuels the need to sexually draw the truth out of you.” 
 
   God, if he only knew… “We shall see if you’re worth it,” I threw it out there. He could take it however he wanted to. 
 
   “You know I am and you’ll know it, too, after the video.” He kissed me once before leaving to scour the bedroom for the video. 
 
   I was in the kitchen, pouring a glass of wine, when I heard him come out of my room. 
 
   “Found it!” he declared with pride. 
 
   Brilliant, I thought as I shook my head, draining the rest of the wine. 
 
   I was about to bring the bottle with me to the living room when I heard the video come on. It was so loud it echoed around my apartment. I stood frozen, listening to our recorded voices. 
 
   When I finally managed to start moving again, striding into the living room, I found Toby deep in thought. He looked up, smiling, before he pulled me against him and wrapped his arms around me from behind. 
 
   In the video, we were in my bedroom, the camera situated on the side table and angled at the bed. Sheets were scattered everywhere and we were both obviously naked. I looked young, cheeks tinged with pink, red puckered lips from his kisses, and I had that look about me that screamed I was deeply in love with him. I literally had stars in my eyes. 
 
    
 
   “Where do you think we’ll be three years from now?” I asked him.
 
   He grinned, twirling my hair with his fingers as he left kisses on my chest, above my slopes. “Hopefully, we’ll be married then.” He paused, thinking. “Yeah, we’d be shagging whenever I fancied.” He laughed, peeking at me before he bit a nipple, whispering, “You’ll be wearing my ring and my name. On the outside, we’d appear like normal, happy folks, but when we’re at home, you’re basically the boss of me.” 
 
   “You’re not being serious.” I lightly shoved him, making him laugh once more. 
 
   “You want me to be serious?” he asked, rolling on top of me. 
 
   I nodded, looking up at him. 
 
   “Happiness came when I found you. We fight hard and often, but I do know that we love each other twice as hard. You’re my forever, and I won’t stop chasing after my forever. You’re it for me, Lucy.”
 
   His words held so much meaning that I felt too exposed to be taped, so I moved, needing to breathe. 
 
   The camera shifted when I moved, showing only the bed while I could hear myself sobbing in the background and him trying to comfort me.
 
   “Hey, don’t cry…”
 
   I was beyond hysterical, crying like I had just lost someone—the eerie sound of someone bawling wretchedly. “I just love you so much—it scares me all the time.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere. Not until you marry me. Not until you’re swollen with my child. Not even when you find me balding, fat and unattractive. I will love you until I die. There won’t be any other woman for me. You’re all I see. Forever, I will always belong to you,” Toby vowed, making me cry harder. 
 
    
 
   That was it… I couldn’t take anymore of this. 
 
   Yanking his hands off me, I paced towards my bedroom, closing the door lightly before I sat on the bed… the same bed that those words had been exchanged upon. 
 
   There was a knock before I heard it open. His boots echoed on the wooden flooring until he was right before me. He then sat on his heels, looking up to me with confusion. 
 
   “Why’d you leave?” 
 
   I shook my head, not wanting to say anything. Because if I did, I wasn’t sure what would come out of it. 
 
   He wasn’t going anywhere. “No. Talk to me.” 
 
   “I just need a moment…” I whispered, pleading. 
 
   His hands held mine. “Don’t shut me out like you did before—” 
 
   “What do you want from me?” 
 
   A frown creased his forehead. “I just want to know what’s wrong. You’re obviously upset.” 
 
   That was putting it lightly. “Upset? I just watched what my life would’ve been with you. I saw it all; the house, the baby… everything.” I let it all out, vomiting all the ugliness I kept locked in my heart. “It was supposed to me at that altar with you, not her.” I sobbed, tears dropping onto our joined hands. “All I have are pieces of memories that I have to put together when I need reassurance that we have a future. I’m so tired of wishing that it will be how it was.” I gave him a look of pained sadness. “It’s never going to be the same. I know that now.” 
 
   “It will be. Just give us time,” he pleaded. 
 
   Words… it could be jumbled and misspelled, just like his promises in the video and from last night. 
 
   “We can’t keep lying to ourselves, Toby. We tried—”
 
   “Four days isn’t considered trying, Lucy,” he argued with frustration.
 
   “What then? A year? Maybe three? Ten?” I pulled my hands from his, needing to hold myself. “What difference will it make?” 
 
   “We could still have it, Luce. It’s not too late… We can still marry and have a kid. All of that we can do—Fuck, let’s do it tomorrow. If you want a baby, we can make one right now. Just tell me. I’ll do it for you.” 
 
   Marriage and a baby? Did he need me to step into her shoes and provide a child so he could remember them through me? 
 
   “I don’t want to be any of those. You don’t have to say these things to make me feel better. I don’t want marriage. Not even a baby.” 
 
   He looked like I had just struck him. “I understand how you feel about marriage, but the baby? You used to say you wanted them. Did you change your mind? Don’t you want one with me?” 
 
   I shook my head. “Not yours.” 
 
   He stood up then, backing away while asking, “Why ever not?” 
 
   “I don’t want us to live in their shadows.” Their being Amelia and their baby. 
 
   “You think you are?” he shouted at me. 
 
   My answer would end everything, but I couldn’t hide anymore. 
 
   “Yes,” I answered, looking away. 
 
   “Then why the fuck are you with me, Lucy?” he barked out, sounding insulted and infuriated. 
 
   “Because you asked me to.” 
 
   “That’s not a bloody answer. So you’re here, tolerating this nonsense, because I asked you to? If the bloody Pope himself asks of you to run naked in the streets of Rome, would you? I thought not! So don’t give me this ludicrous excuse. Don’t you think for yourself?”
 
   I looked at him, irritated from his patronizing tone. “Of course I do! Why do you think I’m here? I’m here because I fucking love you—even if it’s killing me inside. I hate that you have wedding pictures stashed in closets. Or how your wedding ring sits next to my toothbrush. I hate that every time you look sad, I always imagine that you’re thinking about them, hoping that it was them with you instead of me. But most of all, I fucking hate you! I hate you for ruining me for any other man because no one could come close, not even if they tried.”
 
   “Why don’t you ever say anything? I had no idea how you were feeling—” 
 
   We hadn’t addressed anything, nothing of importance. “Why should I? It would only make me look weak. Well, it’s irrelevant—because I already do. I’ve always been weak when it comes to you.” 
 
   “You’ve driven me mad with jealousy, insecurity and distrust…” he started, looking at the other side of the room, as if needing distance. “You eviscerated me. Left me on my own to pick up the pieces and try to live with what was left in my life. When you left, you took my present and future with you. You had me begging on my knees just to have you again, but you—you turned your back on me, as if I was a nuisance in your life that needed ridding of. BUT STILL, even after all that mentioned, I still pursued you. When you dated Troy, I was devastated, but that didn’t stop me from trying to get you back. Even when I was casually seeing Amelia, I still chased after you. No matter what I did, nothing could make you come back to me! 
 
   “I wasn’t over you—not even when I found about the baby, not even when the talks of a wedding came up. But at that point, it was a wake-up call for me, and I was hoping it would do the same for you. When I saw you in Madrid, I thought you were there to beg me to stop all the nonsense and come back to you, to tell me that you’ve had enough living without me, but you chose to walk out on me, yet again. 
 
   “Each time I saw you around our friends, or at events that involved me seeing you again, I always ended up following your trail, begging like a pitiful excuse of a man because I simply couldn’t get enough of you. Each encounter was worse than the other. It had been so long by then that, at times, I thought what I’d had with you was simply an illusion I had made up upon desperation… then Rome happened. 
 
   “I meant to get you back, I truly did. That’s why I filed for divorce, mainly because of you and for my own welfare and sanity. I moved back here, thinking that I could be around you, and at the same time, build something for our future. But I witnessed how miserable you were when I was around… so that made me step back and think about what was best for you. 
 
   “Freeing you killed me, Luce. Then Amelia committed suicide, endangering the baby’s life. And when she died, looking so tiny and helpless, those tiny eyes telling me that she knew she was wasn’t going to live long—” He looked pained, eyes moist from recalling the past. 
 
   “It was one tragedy after the other. I was emotionally exhausted and felt like I had no purpose in life. When I found you that night in my living room, I was furious because you were there when I had freed you to do whatever you wanted. But you were persistent… and I despised you for that. My plan was easy, and that was to drink myself into oblivion until I was dead. It was brilliant and the least painful way to die. The uncomplicated plan was well on its way until you came along. You made everything complicated.”
 
   I stared at him in horror. I’d had no idea…
 
   “I wanted you to leave me alone, but you were such a persistent pest. When you offered your body for me to use, I was drunk, but I wasn’t daft, either. So, of course I took advantage of that, thinking that I was going to die the next day anyway, so why not take a small memory that had you in it to keep me companion when I’m dead and gone? I just wanted to take you once, but you went all out on me that night, becoming this highly crazed, sexual woman—and I wanted more of you. When I fell asleep with my cock buried deep within you, I remember thinking that maybe living for you wouldn’t be so terrible, and I was somehow okay with that. 
 
   “The next day, I woke up to you getting dressed, seeming distant. And you told me you were going out that night. I told myself that I didn’t care about you, that I could care less if you shagged a dozen men, that sex the night before wasn’t that phenomenal and that I should carry on with my plan. 
 
   “I somehow ended up waiting for you. I gave myself until three a.m. and if you didn’t show up, I’d end it then. Luck was on my side because you chose to show up, looking so gorgeous with that flimsy, little, short fucking dress that showed off your long legs and your body, and the makeup that made your eyes so sexy. I hated you on sight, and yet, I wanted to fuck you until kingdom come. 
 
   “Thoughts of you shagging Troy played in my head and I just went bonkers, maddeningly jealous that you weren’t mine. I wanted to hurt you, not physically but inside, where it hurts most—until you cried…” He swallowed, looking apologetic, eyes somehow reaching out to me. 
 
   “When I heard you cry… it was when I felt the ugliest. I had forgotten you—the woman inside. I had forgotten that you had a tough exterior, but you were all sweetness inside. It was the reason I fell for you… and yet, I forgot that very simple fact.” 
 
   He strode over, closing the gap between us, wiping my tears with his hands. “I’m so very sorry for causing so much pain and suffering. I know I’m not worthy of you, but you must understand, I can’t live without you, Lucy. I don’t have the power to erase any of the pain and memories, but I do have the power to pave a brighter future, for you and our children.”
 
   I cried the hardest when he mentioned children. I was such an idiot. I would give him a dozen babies just to make him happy. 
 
   “My heart hasn’t changed. No one has ever been in it except you. I have loved you from the beginning and I will love you until the end. I just love you—through Heaven and Hell—to the moon and back,” he vowed before producing something out of his pocket. It was a ring.
 
   Oh, God. He couldn’t be, could he? 
 
   Agog and beyond shocked, I stared at him before he got on his knee. Oh. My. Fuck!!! I was going to have a heart attack. I was hysterical with tears, laughing and shedding more tears. 
 
   “When did you get that?” 
 
   “My Aunt Tamsin was here when she was first diagnosed with cancer and I told her about my plans. I asked for her help since I had no idea how to shop for engagement rings. It’s the ring that you would wear for the rest of your life, so I wanted it to be perfect. She went into her room, came out and presented me with this. It was what my late uncle gave her for their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. She wanted us to have the same luck and happiness she’d found with him.” 
 
   He touched my cheek. “This was the day after that night you cried for loving me so much in the video. My plan was to propose after your graduation. I even had it all planned out…” 
 
   He took my hand, hovering the ring upon the right finger. “Lucille Connelly, you’re the very reason why I’m still here—the sole reason for everything I do with my life. I had memorized this proposal two years ago and I still know it by heart. Word for word, it’s forever ingrained in me—in my soul.”
 
   “Love—” I was sobbing, but he stopped me, beaming with love for me. 
 
   “I fell for you when we were friends, when you thought I wasn’t looking at you, but I saw you very clearly. I just needed time to be with you, and maybe a little courage because I knew loving you is forever. The night I approached you, I was all in then—there was no going back. My heart chose you, even from a distance; it slowly loved you until you were fully mine. 
 
   “I can’t promise you that we’ll have a blissful, fight-free kind of marriage, nor can I vow that I won’t drive you mad, but what I can promise you is that I will always be here, ready to catch you when you falter. I will always take care of you, always put your needs before mine, your happiness, your smiles and laughter will be my purpose. I exist only for you,” he said, adding, “You… there’s only ever you, Luce.”
 
   I simply lost it—crying and kneeling with him—before taking his lips and kissing him as hard as I could. “I love you, forever. If forever is never, then never shall be my forever.” Stealing his quote, I vowed my life intertwining with his. 
 
   “So… was that a yes?” he murmured before stealing my sanity. 
 
   Happiness, who would have thought I’d find it again with my lost love? 
 
   “You have four weeks to lock me in, Mr. Watson,” I teased before I felt him rip the crotch of my leggings and then pushed my thong aside, thrusting everything of him in me, evoking a moan from me. 
 
   “Toby… I love it when you go mad, crazed and randy.” 
 
   “I think you’re quite perfectly locked in now, Mrs. Watson,” he whispered, smiling wickedly before he filled my ears and body with what he’d been dreaming to do ever since I had taken him in my mouth. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

A month later…
 
    
 
   For the umpteenth time, I checked my wavy, chignon-styled hair in the antique, gilded pier mirror. It looked pretty, but it didn’t feel too secure. “Another pin, perhaps?” I asked out loud, wondering if one would be enough.
 
   “Stop it. Your hair will go bushwhacked if you check it one more time.” Chad appeared behind me, giving me that loving, evilish smile as he went through my dress, checking for stains and whatever crazy disaster bride-to-be’s were prone to on their wedding day. 
 
   My wedding day… 
 
   Yes, it was definitely happening. At my parents’ estate in Kent.
 
   My gorgeous gown was made out of ivory lace, a tight-fitted bodice with mermaid-tail style bottom that had just enough length for it to glide behind me. It was classy, sexy, and the touch of lace gave it a delicate, elegant look. 
 
   “You look so beautiful, Luce. He’s going to go ballistic when he sees you walking down to him,” Sienna said, giving a dramatic sigh. 
 
   “It’s time.” Luke appeared out of nowhere, cradling his little bundle of joy named Belle.
 
   Chad froze, eyes bulging out. “FUCK. Are we ready? Are you ready?” He seemed frantic as he started to tear, carefully cupping my face. “I love you, but if you’re not ready to go marry that man out there who’s been overly, crazily, obnoxiously in love with you, it’s not too late to back out. Things have progressed so quickly, so if you’re having doubts, don’t do it. It’ll hurt him worse if you plan to divorce later on, ya know? I’m your bridesman; I’ll bounce with you.” 
 
   Sienna nodded along with him. “If there’s even a tiny spec of doubt…” 
 
   “I don’t. I love him,” I declared with my heart. “I’ve been waiting for this day for such a long time, I’m never letting him get away. This is it for me, loves.” 
 
   I was marrying Toby and no one was going to stop me. 
 
   After a few tears and warm hugs, my mother came to get me, eyes brimming with tears and happiness as she guided me towards where my father was waiting. 
 
   Beaming with pride, father kissed both of my cheeks before holding my hands and nodding with approval. “My little pet is finally getting married.” He sniffed, eyes glazed with moisture. “You look beautiful, darling.” He reached for my mother’s hand, holding it tight. “If you’re not one hundred percent sure about this—” he started before I interrupted. 
 
   “I’m a million times sure,” I assured them both, not wanting another speech about having second thoughts because I simply had none. 
 
   My mother hooked her arm through mine. “Then that’s all we needed to hear, darling.” 
 
   “Let’s get you married then, shall we?” my father said, taking my other arm as we walked side by side for a few more steps towards the garden that had a white-carpeted aisle dusted with magnolias, giving the air about the garden a warm, lush ambiance.
 
   The string quartet started playing “The Scientist” by Coldplay. The entourage went about their places when I knowingly glanced ahead, seeing Blake standing next to my soon-to-be husband, who was looking even more dashing since I had seen him last. Even from a distance, his eyes lasered in on me, staring so intensely that I began blushing from head to foot. 
 
   Giving him a small, knowing smile, he amorously responded with that sexy grin of his and a quick tap against the side of his chest where his heart rested. 
 
   We were going on to the next chapter of our lives, and I couldn’t wait to finally start it with him. 
 
   I had waited for this man for so long. After all the pain and suffering, I must say he had been worth the tears and heartaches. 
 
   The future had never looked better. 
 
   “When love is not madness it is not love.”
 
    
 
   - Pedro Calderón de la Barca
 
    
 
   ~Toby + Lucy~
 
   Read more about them in Chasing Mrs. Knightly written in Blake Knightly’s POV.
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   Chasing Mrs. Knightly Synopsis
 
    
 
   After all the hurdles, the highs and lows, the love and hate, the ceaseless fights, Sienna and I had finally reached a full circle, coming together as husband and wife. 
 
   I had everything I could ever ask for and all the happiness I could ever dream of, but I couldn’t help feeling that something was amiss… 
 
   This revelation cemented my purpose. 
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   A Vision…
 
    
 
   She came as surrender, as my fate…
 
   Renewed, merging with the very depths of my soul. 
 
   She touched a part of my heart that no woman had ever touched. 
 
   Sienna was all I had ever wanted, what I had dreamt about in such a time when I had thought and believed she would never find out what my true intentions were—the truth that had been hidden in the depths of my heart. She was like I drug—a possession I wanted to hold, to conquer. 
 
   When the perfect opportunity had presented itself, I had chased after her like I had never done in my life, giving my all to a woman even though I had no clue if she felt the same way as I did. Her newly broken heart hadn’t deterred me. I hadn’t pondered for a second or hesitated to capture her as mine. I couldn’t stand idly by and be the gentleman she once thought I was. When it came to her, I was all or nothing. The addictive, lust-filled needs I had for her in the very beginning spiraled into something so much more unexpected, something I hadn’t fathomed ever happening to me. 
 
   Falling madly, deeply, and ceaselessly with abandon was a new emotion for me. Furthermore, even though it came as a surprise, I embraced this newfound yearning I had developed for another being. I needed her to breathe, to signify my life as a whole. 
 
   My love had no depth. It was a bottomless pit of overpowering emotion I couldn’t control…
 
   And even though I loved her to no end, there was something else I craved, maybe just as much as I wanted the very woman herself. It was a troubling fact, and yet it was something I couldn’t ignore. It gnawed at my soul. 
 
   Like everything in life, nothing came easy. 
 
   Thus, I was chasing Mrs. Knightly. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Pillow Talk
 
   Approximately 6 months ago
 
    
 
   “Sienna?” I murmured softly as I kissed her forehead while mindlessly stroking her hair with one hand as I gathered her hand, entwining it with my other. 
 
   “Hmm?” she responded, sounding sleepy and exhausted from the rigorous physical exertions that had gone on for about an hour. 
 
   I had recently purchased a small island off the West Indies, and it just so happened I needed an exotic, secluded place to take my newly wedded bride. This came as a perfect solution. 
 
   Shutting my lids, my mind immediately went back about fifteen hours ago, when my ever loving beautiful Sienna had proposed to me. The shock, the immediate rush of blood into my heart, thinking a heart attack was about to seize me before I made her mine, had actually flagged my mind for a second. But then the shock had worn off and it had been replaced by an overwhelming sense of joy and the profound love I had for her. 
 
   I still felt raw and couldn’t believe that she—Sienna, who I had been chasing for months on end—had finally wanted to marry me. Who would have guessed she was going to end up mine after she’d mercilessly broken my heart by turning me down following my epic disaster of a proposal on the side of the road outside her building—my desperate attempt to make her see I was in love with her? 
 
   Beaming like the mad, besotted fool I was, I held her tighter in my arms, feeling quite blessed and content. “Thank you… for surprising me. I don’t think I ever told you how much it meant to me. I have never felt such love and affection. It’s flowing abundantly.” 
 
   Her golden eyes met mine before she parted herself from my body and lifted her face to match mine. “It was all for you…” She was smiling, though there was a thin film of tears in her eyes. “After what you did—never thinking about your safety and putting yourself in danger to save me—I could never repay you.” Her lip trembled as her eyes sought my depths. “Your love puts mine to shame, Blake.” 
 
   Our love hadn’t been easy. Even from the very beginning, it had been tumultuous and, some might even say, hazardous to one’s health. But all the fights and damning struggles we’d fought together were worth everything I had put on the line for my life. From the mind-bending battle with Camilla to Amelia’s wrath, Ivanna’s stupidity and Adriana’s attempts to separate us, it had been a never-ending cycle of destruction. Amidst it all, however, we had prevailed, stronger by the day. 
 
   How often had we doubted ourselves? Countless times. Yet, there was depth between us, an unspoken, inexplicable connection that bonded our souls. We were one. A whole. I would give my life every single time my wife was in danger. As for the ones who wished her harm, I’d settle that score myself. I had failed her once, and that fault had cost me greatly. I never would forget that error. 
 
   “Your childhood wasn’t easy. You were beaten and traumatized, and as the expected result, you carried these emotions to adulthood.” Her family was a toxic piece of the puzzle that didn’t contribute to her livelihood. Instead, they poisoned her naiveté and took pleasure in her suffering. They were monsters. What kind of adult would harm a defenseless child? Only a monster would. “I cannot fault you for something that was out of your hands, though it took me a while to understand, I shouldn’t have lashed back when you managed to hurt me. I was a fool, not realizing the profound pain you had buried within you. I promise, I’m going to be a better husband than a boyfriend.” My temper was rather horrid. It was like a short circuit, and it detonated when only slightly prompted, but I was a husband now, which brought vast responsibilities. I would try my damned best to cater to our marriage. “I cannot fully avoid not going on business trips, but I assure you, I will lessen my travels as much as I can. And when we do decide to have children, my trips will be much fewer.”
 
   “Children, hmmm?” 
 
   Yes, children. Although, there was no rush, was there? It had been merely fifteen hours since I’d made her my missus. 
 
   “It is entirely up to you. Whatever suits your happiness, poppet.” 
 
   She remained quiet, almost too quiet for my liking. When she did decide to speak up, what came next was rather unexpected. 
 
   “So if I decide to wait for…” she made an ominous pause before continuing, “Let’s say five years, you’re okay with that?” 
 
   “Five years?” That was half a decade. I would be thirty-three, pushing thirty-four. Add another nine months before the baby’s born… “Surely you must be joking?” 
 
   Was she? I hoped she was, but when I saw her face, that mighty feeling went from small to miniscule. 
 
   She arched her brow, giving me a face that brought the axe to any man’s hopes. 
 
   Bloody hell. Oh, what of it! Surely she might change her mind, hopefully. 
 
   “Well, then…” I sighed with a heavy heart, “five years it is, amore.” 
 
   “You sure?” Her eyes zeroed in on me, noting everything. “You don’t look too happy, nor do you sound convincing.” 
 
   Bugger. Why was she so insistent? 
 
   Conceding with a sigh, I captured her pouty lip and kissed her senselessly. “I’m happy, as long as you stay loyal and true to me.” Which was quite more important after Kyle Matthews had almost gotten her for the second time. I would never dare forget that hollowed feeling of my gut being ripped apart and fed to the sharks. Seeing her stride into her apartment, wearing his dress shirt, still haunted me. The lacerating cut kept on opening every time I thought of that memory. It was the most painful kind of experience, one I never wanted to feel again. 
 
   “I don’t know…” she teased. “I smell bullshit in the air.” Sienna gave me an amused, doubtful look, holding such love and affection, making me forget about the past in a heartbeat. 
 
   Well, this wasn’t the time to reveal what my heart desired. “I’m serious.” Truth be told, I was content by just being us… for the time.
 
   “So am I, Mr. Knightly,” she whispered with a wicked gleam in her golden eyes. “So am I.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Band of Friendships
 
   Approximately eight months later
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   “Isn’t she just so precious?” Chad asked in wonderment while his eyes filled with unconditional love for his new daughter, Belle. He was becoming sappy by the day, but I supposed this was normal to any relatively new fathers.
 
   Eyeing Belle with a warm smile, I felt the longing in my gut. “Yes, she truly is beautiful. Precious in every way.” 
 
   It was heartwarming to see Chad’s joyous smiles without a bit of sadness in his eyes. Marrying Luke had cemented his happiness, and Belle simply had completed him. The once broken and fragile man was truly alive and living his life, filled with an abundance of love and support from friends. 
 
   Sienna and Lucy were in the kitchen, preparing for dinner while Chad, Toby, and I were in the living room. We were supposed to be discussing business, but somehow, the conversation seemed to have travelled from branching business endeavors to babies and how they changed a man. 
 
   Toby was still mourning the loss of his baby, and I couldn’t blame him that he remained distant from Belle. Not once had he offered to hold her. It was worrisome, but Lucy insisted he was dealing with it in his own way. I couldn’t even fathom how deep the pain was. If I ever lost my baby, especially if it was as tragic and traumatizing as what he’d gone through, I wasn’t sure I could cope from the loss. My best friend was happy and married to the woman he had longed for. I only hoped the scars Amelia had left hopefully didn’t burden him still. 
 
   We were all married, loved, and I couldn’t be any more complete. 
 
   ~
 
   “I want to take Luce for a honeymoon, but work’s been hectic, and I couldn’t take time off until three months from now.”
 
   “Have you spoken to her about it?” Toby, from our previous talks, had already berated himself for not following the usual marriage formula. I would be, too, if I were in his shoes. He did, after all, chase after Lucy for well over a year, and in that same amount of time, he not only managed to get an ex-lover of mine pregnant, but he had also married her, to his own devastation. To top off the catastrophic events, Amelia had driven herself off a cliff to kill herself and, ultimately, the child she’d carried, days after passing. Through all those monumental events, Lucy had shifted and decided to fight for him. It was a miracle they had survived such painful ordeals, and I was glad they had come through it a much stronger couple in the end. 
 
   He shrugged, seeming torn. “Yeah. She says it isn’t all that important, but it is to me.” He tried to justify his reasoning. “I have wronged her, and I’m trying to make amends.” 
 
   “She loves you, and you’ve already paid your dues, my friend.” The first time he’d brought this up, I had actually offered my services to take over for the time being until they got back from said honeymoon, but the man was adamant about running his own business without anyone’s interference. I had kept the option open, though, for whenever he felt spontaneous and got off this hell-bent ride of trying to make a point to his family by building his own empire. 
 
   The man was gifted, and I had no doubt in my mind he would eventually get to that destination. However, a part of me wished he’d slack a little so he could give in to his heart and take his bride off somewhere far away and quiet, where they could find peace and settle whatever dust needed settling. Despite my wishes, it was up to my friend. 
 
   “My offer still stands; just let me know. I’m always here to help you out, whenever possible.” 
 
   “I might take you up on that offer, Knightly. Just give me time. I will take my Luce out of the country very soon.” 
 
   After my talk with Toby in the library, Chad, the baby, and Luke decided to leave first, then Toby and Lucy came next. It was an intimate gathering with our friends and was only the second we had held since two months ago. We were all busy and had hectic schedules, but we made it a ritual we’d all agreed upon, setting aside a certain time to keep our little unit of friendships thriving. 
 
   Obliterating the rest of my whiskey in one, long gulp, I then made my way out of the library in search of my wife, finding her in the kitchen, rinsing dishes before putting them in the dishwasher. She was dressed in her four-inch pumps, a million pounds worth of diamonds hanging off her ears, a simple, and black modest dress, but put it on Sienna’s body and all modesty went out of the window. She was my little, sophisticated and domesticated wife. She’d made it an objective to be the perfect wife, though I thought she already exceeded the word in all aspects imaginable. Our dogs, Santini and Cookie slept a feet away from her, guarding their mommy. 
 
   I silently observed her softly humming a tune with her hips slowly moving according to the beat. The soft, steady sound of gushing water made the little sounds of smile and laughter undetected. Sienna truly was one of a kind. Even from behind, the woman evoked absolute, unadulterated, raw sex appeal—a thirst that was hard to quench, even if I drowned myself in her on a daily basis. 
 
   As I came towards her from behind, she almost jumped when I wrapped my arms around her hips. “Well, hello there, amore,” I whispered into her ear. 
 
   “Blake,” she groaned before sighing with a moan. “I’m washing dishes…” 
 
   Nipping her lobe, I pushed my hardened state in between her warm bottom. “I know… you’re…” I grunted out, feeling the first signs of euphoria as I felt my control slowly slipping away. “…washing dishes.” I finished the sentence just as I was about to lose it. 
 
   “Caro…” she moaned, knowing quite well that her body was responding to its master. 
 
   With her parted legs, it was easy for my hand to slip up the dress and seek her delicious warmth, prepped and quite ready for my invasion. Groaning, I lowered my zipper down just as my middle finger slid into her tight channel. 
 
   “You know how it drives me mad when you speak to me in Italian, mi amore.” 
 
   “Baby,” she gasped, breathless from my relentless onslaught, “can it wait?”
 
   Wait? Was she mad? “I’ve been gone for a week, Sienna. One whole fucking week of dreaming about your beautiful, greedy cunt, and now that I have you all to myself, you want me to wait?” 
 
   I had been in Brazil, finalizing a takeover that would be a new asset to Knightly Industries. We were tapping into natural resources from gas to palm oil. But I was adamant about deforestation, and once this takeover was finalized, the Amazonian trees would be off limits. It was one of the main things I wanted to focus on. Brazil was a massive archipelago, and though the Amazon provided a lot of resources, I’d rather not mess with Mother Nature that way. Besides, there was nothing beneficial in being greedy. If the board wanted palm oil, then we’d plant our own, though it would take decades to harvest. Somehow, I had yet to solve that. 
 
   Back to my lovely woman, even though she was protesting against my ministrations, she sure as hell didn’t move to stop me from touching her intimately. 
 
   “Did you miss me, cara?” 
 
   “Yes—” she hissed, frustrated. “You know I do. I always miss you.” 
 
   Seeing that she was more worked up than I was, I slowed down my pace, wanting to drive her a little bonkers. I’d give her two minutes before she would bring down the wrath of her sexual frustration. Because she always did.
 
   “Have you been naughty while I was gone?” 
 
   “Wait. Why did you stop touching me?” she groaned before spinning around to face me, eyes sparking with fire, ready to wage war. 
 
   That was my Sienna. She couldn’t hold it together any better than I could. We were addicted to each other. It was a sickness, just as it was a blessing. It was nonsensical madness, and yet we couldn’t stop it. We thrived on it, pushing each other’s buttons until we surrendered to its wickedness. 
 
   “Are you playing games with me again? I told you to wait! And now you’re fucking with my body. I hate it when you do that!” 
 
   Bloody hell, she was truly riled up and quite ravishingly sexy too. 
 
   “I wanted to see if you were still as aroused as you seemed earlier.” I referred to the time before everyone arrived earlier, when I had walked in literally ten minutes prior, straight from the airport, and had to dash in the bathroom for a quick shower where she’d walked in on me naked. Her eyes had roamed over me, greedy and territorial, but before she could do anything about it, the doorbell had rung, indicating our guests had already arrived. 
 
   Her expression right now was simply comical. I ended up smirking, which in turn brought out more anger from her. 
 
   “You think this is hilarious, don’t you?” she spat as she pushed her finger into my chest. “I get it,” she murmured, charging as she kept pushing me backward. “You wanted a jolly, good laugh.” Her golden eyes were dilated, but she stopped pushing when my back hit the kitchen prep table before she held the tip of my tie and pushed me into a chair then tugged on the tie to bring my face closer to her sexily bent form. She took a pause, admiring me sitting on the chair at her bidding. “Let’s ruffle you up a little, shall we, Mr. Knightly?” 
 
   Christ Almighty. Was it wrong to be so bloody fucking turned on when my wife dominated me? I was hopelessly hers, forever and bloody ever. Amen. 
 
   Anticipating what she had in mind, I sat back and let her do her thing as I felt like the luckiest man in the world. Therefore, when she decided to untie my tie before playfully tying both of my hands behind me, I didn’t protest. She then strode to one of the cream drawers and pulled out a black roll of cable wire. 
 
   “This should do,” she said with satisfaction. 
 
   Strolling over towards me as she strung the cable before making another go at securing my tied hands. “There, now we can start.” 
 
   Well it’s about bloody time, my cock has almost died of suffocation and abandonment, I thought haughtily before I felt the hot, stinging slap of her palm. It wasn’t hard enough to leave in imprint on my skin, but it was enough to shock me, nonetheless. 
 
   “What in God’s name was that for?” I gritted out as I met her eyes. 
 
   Sienna remained the same, her expression concealing whether the slap was meant to be playful or something else entirely. But then, that was before she folded her arms and took a deep, heated breath, her golden eyes becoming liquid gold, taking over the hints of green and amber. “That was for attending the World Cup and having your photo taken with that socialite.” 
 
   Fuck, I hadn’t realized that had made it to the pages. I should’ve known it would have eventually made its way into the British press. I should’ve known, and yet I hadn’t thought much of it. The price of this idiocy was, it had made my wife a tad batty. 
 
   “It’s merely a picture, Sienna. Don’t tell me that got your knickers into a twist?” It was meant to tease her obvious, emotional state, but that backfired on me. 
 
   She was becoming wretched, emotions getting the best of her. “I’m a jealous woman—we both know this—and I hate when other women try to take what’s rightfully mine.” 
 
   I tensed before I looked at her squarely. “If you’re implying…” 
 
   Sienna audaciously rolled her eyes at me. “I know you’re not cheating. Of course, I do, but I just hate the fact that they still try. I warned you about this, and yet you never listen. Why’s that? Hmm?” She strutted back and forth, hips distractingly swaying, merely fueling the fire that needed to be unleashed in her cunt while I spitefully stared at her in awe and arousal at the same time I wanted to bloody throttle her beautiful self. 
 
   In midstride, she stopped before me, eyes never leaving mine as she slowly unzipped her dress before letting it pool on the floor. She then sidestepped the dress and kicked it to the side, sliding it against the pantry cabinets. 
 
   Mio Dio! One whole bloody week, and she was dangling this decadent body of hers without mercy to my rabid cock. 
 
   “Sienna—fucking hell—I need you, cara.” Pumps, lace bikini underwear, and lace strapless bra was all I could think about as my hungry gaze took in her insatiable body. Her curves were calling out to me, to taste, to nip and bite. Why was she keeping up with this torture, anyway? She was just as ravenous as I was. 
 
   My wife, it seemed, had different intentions because she kept on talking, not doing. “So, in my infuriated state, I called your good friend who’d offered me that underwear modeling opportunity the last time we were in Rome. Remember him?” She paused for effect while I felt my heart hammering against my throat. “I think his name was Armani, was it?” She dug the knife in deep, right where it hurt. 
 
   My body turned cold. “Untie me—” I demanded harshly as I acutely stared at her. This time, I truly wanted to throttle her until she stopped talking all this nonsense. 
 
   She cocked her head to the side, smiling like a cat that got the canary, seeing I was about to lose my marbles. “I’m not done yet.” 
 
   “You will not flaunt your body, Sienna,” I harshly threw back at her. Over my bloody dead fucking body. She wouldn’t do it. She was using this to taunt me, and for me to finally listen to her demands. Well, this time, I was truly listening.
 
   Her strutting came to a halt. “You flaunt yourself. Well, why can’t I?” her perfectly arched brow mocked me. “Besides, I’d love to see your face when I’m posing next to a hot, male model.” 
 
   Santo Cielo! But she knew how to make my blood pressure skyrocket to the inevitable. 
 
   “Sienna…” I warned, but she was unperturbed. 
 
   She gave me an innocent smile. “Yes, Blake?” 
 
   This blasted torture would be the end of me. “Poppet, please tell me this is a joke.” 
 
   Long, thick lashes fanned at me while her soft lips made an adorable pout. “Why? Don’t you think I have it in me to pose risqué? Don’t you remember those stills I had with Troy?” 
 
   Those photos were far and beyond indecent. I remembered getting absolutely furious to the point I couldn’t control myself, and I ended up fucking her roughly in the office because I needed her to reassure me I was the only man for her. Not Kyle, not Troy, nor any other bloody man that enticed her fancy. The insecurity of that memory brought all the floodgates open. 
 
   “You’re punishing me,” I said as I realized what she was doing. 
 
   “How many times have I stretched this out to you? Even if they’re only photos, it shows to the rest of the world that you’re easily accessible. How many psychotic women do I have to fight to have you as mine?” 
 
   “I am yours,” I vowed with every fiber in me. “I’ve always been yours.” 
 
   “Yet, you never listen to me.” She whipped the words back like I’d betrayed her, all the same. “So this is my way of teaching you a lesson.” She nodded, as if this was already not up for discussion. “Jealousy triggers the caveman in you. I hope you’ve learned not to have those insipid hopefuls make you their next target.” 
 
   My retort was shoved back into my mouth as her mouth came upon me, kissing me like I was her water after her long, exhausting journey in the Sahara. She kissed with her soul, with her heart. She gave whatever she had. 
 
   I wanted to take over and have her flat on her back with her luscious legs wrap around my neck, my hips as I initiated what I had been dreaming of doing to her wicked body for the past week. I thought my prayers had gone unanswered when she didn’t show any sign of doing much else, but I had miscalculated my conniving wife. Because, while I was getting lost in her cunning lips, her fingers had been quite busy, slowly unzipping my trousers. Thus, when her artfully gifted hand gave my cock a light squeeze over my boxer briefs, the grateful, satisfying sounds I was making were ones of Sienna’s brilliantness—they were the sounds of me becoming undone. 
 
   Her skilled work put me out of my misery when the tip of my shaft finally touched her delightfully soaked cunt. Then, just as she was slowly pushing down on my length, her eyes sought mine, needing reassurance, giving me a glimpse of the vulnerable woman that was still very much imbedded in the very deep layers of her strength. 
 
   “How do you like my pussy, caro?” 
 
   “Sublime.” Christ, I was far and beyond smitten to my everlasting wicked witch. 
 
   “Good, because you’re going to endure it until I can’t come anymore.” 
 
   I’d happily be her prisoner. All she had to do was ask. 
 
   “Ti amo, Sienna.” I barely got the words out before she rode me to Hell then purgatory before sending me to the heavens. 
 
   And damn, did she just. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Morning After Being Used and Abused
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   “Good morning,” Sienna cheerily whispered into my ear, making me grunt in protest. 
 
   “I think you owe me sleep after you exhausted most of my battery last night.” Shifting to my other side, I randomly plucked a pillow from somewhere and covered my face with it. 
 
   She peeked into the pillow and whispered into my ear, “I have a feeling you might want to hear this. Besides, you’ve said it yourself, last night was the best welcome back present I have given you to date.” 
 
   It had been. It had been bloody glorious. I had never felt so restrictedly pleasured in my life. Ergo the culprit of my present problem, that I was in dire need of sleep and sustenance. 
 
   “Thirty minutes, amore, per favore,” I grumbled, pleading. 
 
   “Okay,” she said before remaining silent for only a moment. Then she dropped the news without haste. “Kyle is in town. I was hoping we could invite him for dinner.” 
 
   Well, there went my good bloody morning. 
 
   Taking the pillow off my face, I squinted at her. “You think that’s a great idea?” 
 
   Her face contorted, seeming as if she wanted me to stop hating the bastard. “He did, after all, make that call for you to come and help save me,” Sienna pointed out, pointing out the great aspects of the bastard’s friendship with her. 
 
   That he had. It was the hardest test I had ever encountered. True, I couldn’t deny the fact that, maybe if it weren’t for him, things would’ve gone entirely different than they had. But, this was Kyle Matthews we were talking about. The very man himself that had threatened me and should be bloody, fucking, merry grateful he hadn’t gotten her pregnant. What a sad bastard. 
 
   The thought of sitting through dinner, observing him making sentimental looks towards my wife, would drive me a little mad. Then again, if I said no, Sienna wouldn’t let this go. She’d probably hate me for it. After all, didn’t they say marriage was about compromise? Did it mean I had to bestow that act for the sake of our harmony as a couple? 
 
   Damn. Bloody. Damn. 
 
   “I suppose we could. If it makes you happy,” I conceded with a heavy heart—emphasis on quite the heavy heart. 
 
   The immediate smile that brightened her delighted face made me feel like I had done the right thing in agreeing. “It does. He’s my best friend, and I love him dearly.” 
 
   And there went my bloody mood completely. “Oh, you love him dearly?” I mimicked her words as I lifted myself off the bed, blatantly naked and quite in my emboldened state, even if I was in a foul mood. “Bloody fun-fucking-tastic. Should we toast on it?” 
 
   “Stop it. You… you’re the love of my life.” 
 
   “You say that now…” I sounded more accusing because I was a sad, jealous bastard. “He was your first love. He was your ‘everything’ at one point.” My insecurities were truly unbecoming, and still, I couldn’t help spilling everything away, making me look like a weakened fool with no control over his emotions. “I hate the fact he has those memories with you. I guess I’m always going to be jealous, no matter what. I just have to learn how to live with that. That’s what marriage is all about, is it not?” 
 
   “It is.” She slid off the bed and strode towards me before she gave me a smile that showed understanding, then she tiptoed and kissed me softly. “Thank you for agreeing, even though you’re not completely happy about it. You’re the man I chose to marry. You’re my husband. Mine and no one else’s. It makes me happy that this evoked some old emotions in here.” She tapped on my chest before looking at me again. “I thought you had forgotten how much you’ve wanted me. Shhhh…” She put a finger over my lips to stop me from saying anything. “I was worried, you see, that, after we exchanged our vows, things would change. And, after seeing you around in these events even though I know you’re not doing much to get attention, I know women want your… I’m just happy you haven’t been tempted to cheat on me, but you can’t blame me for feeling threatened. They are, after all, beautiful and gorgeous, and something new. Men tend to like that.” 
 
   “I’m not like other men.” 
 
   “I know you’re not,” she softly said. “That’s why I’m thanking you for agreeing to have Kyle over for dinner.” 
 
   Sighing, I hugged my Sienna, pouring my love over her. She was the most precious thing to me, and I would do anything to keep her safe and smiling. It was my duty to be the better man, to be the better husband. It was best I started making amends with my nemesis. 
 
   “We have to do this sometime, so might as well get this over with now. He’s a part of your life, too, and I have to accept that.” 
 
   “I’ll invite Toby and Lucy, just in case. You’re bound to go bonkers and might try to kill Kyle with a steak knife.” 
 
   I made a dry laugh. “Cara, you know me too well.” 
 
   She playfully tapped my chest, giving me the evil eye. “You better not, or you won’t get any sex for a whole month.” 
 
   That truly got my undivided attention. “A whole month?” I asked, aghast at the very idea. “But that’s a lifetime—”
 
   “Precisely.” She wiggled her brows. “So, if you want me to be a compliant wife, who lets you do whatever you fancy in bed, you better behave.” 
 
   This wicked woman drove a hard bargain. “Bloody hell…” I pondered before eyeing her again. “But a month?” 
 
   “You better believe it.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Façade of a Ticking Time Bomb
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   With the rest of the day to get through before dinner with Kyle Matthews, I spent most of it thinking about the past while I was in meetings or in conferences. I hadn’t a clue why, but the thought of Matthews back in town brought out memory lane. I was so consumed by it I didn’t hear anyone knock.
 
   “Mr. Knightly, do you have the signed Montano contract?” Luke emerged from the double doors, looking polished and put together on any given day. I doubted I had seen him looking less pristine. He was so unlike Chad, who was rambunctious and lived life to the fullest with a devil may care outlook in life. 
 
   Damn, I had work to do, yet my mind was busy rehashing the past. 
 
   “If you were Kyle Matthews, how would you feel about me?” I asked, thinking out loud. 
 
   His brows furrowed, confused for a moment. “Kyle? Sienna’s ex?” 
 
   I nodded, waiting for his reply. 
 
   He was clearly unsure of how to approach my question. “What made you prompt me to ask this question? Is he back in the picture?” he slightly pried. Since he was technically family by marriage to Chad, I considered him as such. This was me asking his opinion as a friend and not just someone he worked for. 
 
   “Sienna invited him for dinner,” I provided. 
 
   He made a curt nod, pondering the situation before finally responding to my earlier question. “Well, in that case, I’d probably despise you on sight.” 
 
   Count on Luke to be upfront. “That’s warming.” 
 
   “You did sort of chase after his childhood love,” he pointed out ever so clearly. 
 
   Matthews had cheated on Sienna and broken things off with her over the phone. What kind of a blasted fool would break a woman’s heart through a phone call after they had spent all those childhood years together? It was crass, and I had hated him since then. 
 
   “She needed a man, not a boy. Besides, could you blame me for wanting her for myself? I was already in love with her before she even had a clue about it. I pretended to be platonical with her, flaunting my dates to her face almost on a nightly basis, hoping I’d get some sort of reaction; but nothing ever did. It was hard to hide how I truly felt, but when I saw that opening, I went for it and won her over.” 
 
   “Well, I suppose I could say to brave it out and brace yourself for the inevitable. Besides, knowing Sienna, this would mean the world to her. And that means that you would be a bloody fool to cause any fights just to prove that you’re the alpha man. She wants you to make peace. This is a major part of her old life, and she wants to mend that broken cord, joining the past to present and future.” He gave me a pointed look, seeming unfinished with his lecture. “This is a test, Knightly, and you better be on your best behavior if you still want that pretty wife of yours to carry on your bloodline.” 
 
   Bloodline. My children… in five bloody years. Could she at least agree to one before having another with a five year hiatus? 
 
   “I suppose you’re right.” After I said those words, Luke didn’t bat an eyelid until he was back to talking business again. 
 
   Well, tonight ought to be interesting. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Test of Limits
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   “Need a second helping?” Toby gave me a pointed look as I poured a second round of cognac. 
 
   The lad was obviously worried I’d go haywire, although he was worried for good reason. I always had a short fuse when it came to Sienna’s past. 
 
   “Hell, tonight’s a bloody special occasion. When was the last time I saw the blasted chap?” I pretended to ponder a moment before I scowled. “Oh, right, it was when my fist connected to his jaw after he had an all-nighter shagging my wife.” 
 
   “She wasn’t your wife then, nor was she your girlfriend. Seriously, have you forgotten your own shenanigans? You certainly didn’t pine over your lost love, either. You went and shagged any woman who sparked your fancy, which, by the way, went on for quite some time, in case you have forgotten those infamous misadventures of Knightly’s atrocious spiral out of control bender.” 
 
   I demolished my second drink. “I was heartbroken, you toff, in case that escaped your notice.” 
 
   “So was she. It was just unfortunate that you happened to be there when she came home from it. Besides, would you rather it was someone else? He’s been there for her in ways you couldn’t even fathom. You should be grateful she has him instead of no one at all. There are things that are hard to talk about, and it eats at you, it eats your soul.” Toby cleared his throat before giving me a reprimanding look. “Things could be so much worse. Think of Amelia for a second. It was tragic because she had no one to talk to.” 
 
   Amelia. 
 
   I couldn’t think of her or even hear her name without feeling a great deal of remorse. I was callous and could’ve handled her differently, had I not been so selfish with my own designs of happiness that never included her. She had come off as this confident woman who gave it as good as she got and never took anyone’s rubbish; therefore, when I proposed a no strings attached relationship I hadn’t thought once it could mean more to her than what it really was. After all, at first glance, she reminded me of myself—hungry for power and proving to everyone we would be able to thrive in the business arena. Yet, little did I know, the Spanish beauty was daydreaming about a future with me. 
 
   Subsequently, when the time came that I had to cut my ties with her, she simply went off her rocker and went ballistic on me. She tried to hurt everyone I cared about and became successful with her revenge. Even in death, she had left a big, gaping hole in the lives she’d affected. With such fierce vivacity, it was truly tragic how she had taken her life because I couldn’t give her what she had craved the most. My love. 
 
   Toby was right. Things could’ve gotten out of hand with Sienna, but with Matthews’s guidance and perseverance, she had come out okay. I might even admit she was much stronger this second time around than the first time we had attempted being together. She had always been feisty, provocative to the point of torture, and loved with her entire being. But the second chance we had been handed was something else altogether; everything became heightened ten times over. The feelings and emotions were amplified to the point it was hard to control them. It was either we learned to find a middle ground or we’d sink together. Like I previously mentioned, we were simply nonsensical. 
 
   “I’m not about to attack him or anything—far from it. I suppose one of the things that troubles me most was how I always felt threatened by him.” My admission was a huge revelation, and one I couldn’t fathom admitting at times. I was a prideful man, and the idea of being threatened by a man like Kyle Matthews was comical, yet it was the honest truth. “It’s quite hard to see him any differently, but I suppose I better start doing something about that before Sienna starts giving me the evil eye.” 
 
   “Very well.” Toby nodded towards me before he checked the watch on his wrist. “Can we get out of this forsaken library and join our better halves?” 
 
   Approximately fifteen minutes later, the guest of honor arrived. Lucy, Sienna, Toby and I were all there in the foyer to greet him, but it was Sienna who eagerly almost ran to him and gave him a huge hug. It only took one look to know that my wife had been missing him immensely. I wasn’t sure how I stayed rooted on the spot, however I did; even though every fiber in me screamed in protest, wanting to snatch her away from the man who had the capability of stealing her from me. 
 
   “It’s lovely to see you again, Kyle,” Lucy interrupted Sienna and Kyle’s mini reunion before Toby did the same thing. 
 
   “I heard about the wedding; congratulations to you both.” Kyle shook hands with Toby before his well aware eyes landed on me. “Blake.” He nodded in greeting before I inserted both of my hands in my pocket, willing myself to greet him back. 
 
   “Kyle,” I said without a smile as I looked him squarely in the eye. “Welcome back to London.” 
 
   Sienna came in between us, smiling before she gave me a you’re going to get in trouble if you don’t behave kind of glare and ushered Kyle into the house. I was the last one to follow, and all the while, I noted everything about them, wondering how in the world I had gotten in between their bond. Because, from where I was standing, it was obvious these two had more than friendship. It was apparent in the way he gazed at her, his eyes almost caressing with that longing look that gave away his feelings for her. 
 
   “Freya said dinner will be ready in about ten minutes,” Sienna announced as we all gathered in the living room, lounging with our drinks. She then turned to her best friend, ex-lover slash once almost fiancé. “How about I give you a grand tour of the house?” she offered while I was almost sure she was trying to kick me in the groin. 
 
   “How about not, Sienna. The man just barely got here, let him unwind and relax.” My temper was getting the most of me, yet I couldn’t help feeling miserable. Pretending to be noble wasn’t a strong suit for me. I was a Neanderthal at best when it came to the woman I loved above all else. Could anyone really blame me? 
 
   My suggestion was immediately brushed off by her overly bright smile and eyes ready to commit murder. “Never mind Blake. He promised to behave tonight,” she said out loud before she dragged Kyle away to her studio. 
 
   “You promised to behave?” Lucy chortled. “My, this ought to be funny. You already look pained as it is. Another hour of this and you’ll be on your deathbed.” 
 
   Was I really that easy to assess? To my friends, well, yes. They had known me when I was at my worst, and when I was at my happiest. Right this moment, however, I wasn’t sure which category best suited my emotions. 
 
   Toby strode over to join Lucy on the sofa, holding her close. “Give him some credit, love. As you can see, Kyle Matthews is still alive and breathing. He might be able to contain himself. After all, he’s trying to prove that he’s a good husband to Sienna.” 
 
   “You two aren’t helping at all.” Even my friends thought this was amusing. Well, ha bloody ha. 
 
   Trying to focus my attention on different matters other than Sienna and Kyle, I pulled out my phone to check for messages, and just when I was about to get engrossed in one, Freya came out of the kitchen and announced that dinner was ready to be served. Graciously thanking her, we all got up and looked about, wondering if Sienna and Kyle were to show up any second now. So when they didn’t, the same old inkling settled in the pit of my stomach. 
 
   Striding over to the staircase that led over to her studio, I pried my ears open for any indication of what they were up to, but my attempt at eavesdropping was in vain, for there was no sound coming from downstairs. 
 
   “Sienna?” I called out. “Sienna?” This time, I yelled a little louder. “Dinner’s ready, poppet.” They were downstairs, yet the absence of sound could only mean a few things. My mind was leading me to the gutter, and I tried to steer clear of it until I had spoken to my wife. 
 
   After waiting for a minute or so, she finally emerged, followed by a somber looking Kyle. Sienna’s eyes were red, and it seemed like she had been crying. 
 
   “Is something the matter, mi amore?” 
 
   She shook her head before giving me a brave smile. She had an air of fragility in her, therefore I didn’t press further. Glancing at Kyle, I was a tad taken aback when he looked apologetic. 
 
   “I apologize for the wait. We were catching up, and it seems like some stories are harder for Sienna to talk about.” 
 
   I stilled, knowing quite well which particular story he meant by that—Camilla. I was too bereft to say anything else except nod in his direction before we both followed Sienna, heading towards the formal dining room. 
 
   She was wearing a rich colored olive green dress that brought out the beautiful colors of her eyes. As always, she was impeccably gorgeous. My eyes drifted towards her swaying hips, noting that even the way she walked showed a dancer’s grace about her. Just in the nick of time, I also found Kyle Matthews’s eyes admiring the same thing I had been. I made a low, grumbling sound, hoping he’d get the hint that he shouldn’t extend my hospitality to such insult. 
 
   I supposed it was a good thing Lucy engaged Kyle with a conversation about his work in the music industry. My friends could be such a pain in my arse, but at times like these, they knew me too well. I appreciated their joint effort in keeping peace, even if the tension between us men was blatantly obvious. 
 
   Dinner was served and the chitchat commenced. With my mood quite settled, instead of paying attention and taking part in the discussion they were having about the war going on in Middle East and Eastern European countries, I found myself more consumed by my thoughts than the conversation. I wondered how my own wife couldn’t confide in me, or if it was too difficult to speak to me about it, why she hadn’t at least mentioned something so we could get someone for her to speak to about what still troubled her. And yet, she had been in tears, talking about it with Kyle. What was I doing wrong that I couldn’t even get my own wife to tell me she was still haunted about what had occurred almost a year ago? 
 
   Truth be told, when I was away on one of my business trips, I would get dreams about what had transpired in that hospital room. It would appear in my dream, as if it was truly happening, and I would end up yelling for Sienna to run. Every time after I screamed, I’d wake up in a sweat. If she wasn’t with me, I worried, but as much as I wanted to protect her with a security team, she insisted she didn’t need one unless she left the country. 
 
   Could it possibly be because of Gareth? Sienna had trusted him, and in the end, she hadn’t seen his betrayal coming from a mile away. His treachery had possibly dug deep, making her wary of the people she surrounded herself with, security detail included. 
 
   If she’d let me, I’d do anything in my power to help her through if this was one of the major causes of her troubles. I knew what had occurred had been beyond demoralizing for anyone, however we made a pact that we were going to move on, and I wanted us to be in the same pacing in regards to the future. I was the main reason why these events all had happened to her, to us, in the first place. 
 
   I owed it to her to help her exorcise the demons that still haunted her. 
 
   My bitterness and jealous emotions seemed pointless when one truly saw the bigger picture. I was more subdued compared to how I had been an hour ago. Besides, I should be grateful that having Kyle here tonight had brought out that information instead of Sienna hiding it from me. She would probably endure all of the demons that hounded her until the end of time. Sienna was stubborn. Still, it was quite apparent we needed to work harder on our marriage. 
 
   It was our first year—we were bound to make hundreds, maybe thousands, of mistakes—but as long as we communicated and compromised, we would have a much stronger bond. 
 
   After dinner, Lucy and Toby didn’t stay long since the two had important business to take care of first thing in the morning. Since Lucy wasn’t sure what type of business venture she wanted to get into, she had offered to shadow her husband, to learn more about how to handle business dealings and transactions. 
 
   “I better go, too. I’m still jet-lagged,” Kyle said out loud, turning to Sienna before he directed me his gaze. “Thanks for having me, Knightly. I appreciate that my relationship with Sienna didn’t end because you guys got married. This means a lot.” 
 
   This was his way of offering me an olive branch, and as much as I wanted to hate the man, I knew that his short vacation here would open Sienna up. Furthermore, in doing so, I hoped she’d bare more of her thoughts and fears. After all, this was her best friend since childhood. They shared some kind of bond that even I couldn’t interfere with or penetrate. It was terrible to admit this, even to myself, but it was the truth. Therefore, hopefully, with my acceptance, it would benefit us all—as long as he didn’t cross the bloody line and try to steal my wife away. In such an eventuality, this cease-fire would no longer exist. 
 
   “It’s time to move on. I love my wife, and I’d do anything to make her happy. Having you in her life makes her so much more blissful. I’d do anything to keep it that way. Thanks for coming over, Matthews.”
 
   Sienna’s hand clasped mine before giving it a quick squeeze. It was her way of saying thank you without telling me so. “I’m stepping to see Kyle out, maybe even speak to him a little bit more, if you don’t mind…” 
 
   “Go on, you don’t need my permission.” It took every ounce of me to say it, although I knew it was time. I trusted my wife, so much so that I fought the urge to even go to the window and watch them converse. The old me would’ve gone rampant from being a jealous prick, but I knew I had to shed that old habit and be a man worthy of her. It was a difficult task, most especially since I kept counting down the seconds that ticked by, yet I’d rather hear it from her instead of spying on her. 
 
   Marriage had changed me. Last year, I would have thrown the gauntlet and caused strife between us. Now I realized those childish antics wouldn’t solve much of our problems. 
 
   Striding back to the living room, I headed straight towards the aperitif cart that held excellent whiskey and cognac. Choosing my favorite choice of cognac, it took three helpings until I heard the door open and shut, before Sienna’s footsteps echoed in the foyer. 
 
   “Babe?” she called out. 
 
   “In here. Just having a nightcap.” 
 
   I heard her sigh before coming into the room. “Well, that was a success.” There was something in her voice that indicated she was quite shocked. 
 
   “You sound surprised. Didn’t think I had it in me, did you?” 
 
   “I knew you did… I just never thought you’d stretch it as far as Kyle.” She spoke as she strode towards me until she stood on my side, and we ended up gazing at each other for a long moment. “How are you feeling?” 
 
   “Honestly? I’m actually quite relieved that he was behaving himself. It’s obvious that he’s still madly in love with you, but as long as he doesn’t try and snatch you away from me, I have no problem with him being your friend.” 
 
   She gave me a warm smile before taking both of my hands and kissing my knuckles with her soft lips. “I’m lucky to have you on my side, and I love you even more for granting me this.” 
 
   My wife.
 
   My only weakness. 
 
   She owned me—heart, body and soul. 
 
   “So… care to tell me what you two spoke about?” The question had been nagging on my mind, even though I had acted like everything was dandy. 
 
   She rolled her eyes, grinning wickedly at me. “Just couldn’t wait to get that out, could you?” 
 
   “A man can only endure so much torture, poppet.” 
 
   “Well…” she trailed off as she slowly strolled to the side of the living room, hips swaying provocatively, as if she was in some kind of sensual dance. 
 
   When this side of her came out to play, it never failed to hypnotize. My cock grew harder by the second, and the witch was making me lose my train of thought. All of my blood had mostly gone south, throbbing for something else entirely. 
 
   Bloody hell. 
 
   “Sienna?” I rasped out, needing her to answer before I pounced on her and shagged her senseless. 
 
   She bestowed me with her typical, beguiling smile that weakened my knees. “If you insist… We spoke about new things in our lives. How his parents are doing, who he’s dating, or if he’s interested in having a threesome with us. You know, that kind of thing.” 
 
   My throat hurt. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
   “You heard me.” She eyed me with dancing eyes. “That would spice everything up. Besides, I’ve always wondered what it would be like—” 
 
   Common sense absolutely deserted me as my ears grew hot. My heart tightened and everything else evaporated except for one purpose. 
 
   “Sienna!” I shrilled as I chased after her, but she kept walking away, almost running from me. 
 
   But I was much more agile than her, consequently I caught her, wrapping my arms around her hips as I demanded harshly in her ear for her to explain, needing her to clarify it for me. 
 
   “Blake!” she giggled as she tried to get away from me, which only infuriated me further. 
 
   “You’ve been dreaming about his cock, Sienna?” My fury took over, almost pushing me to the edge as I imagined what she wanted to do with her ex-lover. “Is that what this is all about? You wanting to fuck him again because you couldn’t seem to help yourself?” I hissed as I pushed her against the wall, caging her in to look her straight in the eye. I needed to see the truth, once and for all. 
 
   Worry started to settle in her features. Good, I thought as I sought her eyes. “You’ve been yearning for his cock all this time, my lovely, conniving wife?” I thundered into her face. 
 
   She opened her mouth, looking sorry, before she cast her gaze down so I couldn’t see the lies she bore in them. “Blake, I’m sorry. It started as a joke. I didn’t mean for you to get upset.” 
 
   “You think puncturing my heart is a bloody joke?” I ground out, losing my mind as I pictured them fucking again in the damn hotel room. “You know the kind of torment you put me through when it came to him, Sienna. You know,” I whispered, curbing the need to shake her.
 
   “Babe, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize how deeply it affects you. It was a poor attempt, and I apologize. I never meant to hurt you at all.” She cupped my cheek as I looked away. She cupped my other cheek to force me to face her again before she slowly kissed me as she apologized at the same time. My heart sped up from having this intimate contact with her, but I was still absolutely infuriated to the point I wasn’t prepared to simply let it go yet. 
 
   His dress shirt. High heels and topsy-turvy hair. And that look that said it all the moment she walked into the apartment, looking thoroughly fucked. 
 
   The feeling of being stabbed—the same kind of emotions rolled off me, as if it had just occurred—seized me wholly. Needing to stop her from kissing me, I tried to slowly push her off, however she cupped both of her hands behind my skull and kissed me explicitly. 
 
   “Kiss me back, damn it!” 
 
   “No,” I gritted out, not ready to play the doting and loving husband to her just yet. She needed to be taught a lesson; that she couldn’t conjure such poor jokes to see my reaction. I would never inflict such idiotic puns just to get her riled up. We were better than that, or so I had thought. “This is enough—”
 
   “No.” She fought me back, harder this time. “I’m not letting go until you’ve forgiven me. If it’s going to take hours of kissing, I don’t care. I said I was sorry!”
 
   This woman was pushing for madness. 
 
   Fine, I conceded darkly. Fine! 
 
   Pulling my zipper down, I hastily took out my cock as I roughly pinned her against the wall, lifted her dress, and pushed her thong aside before plunging into her without concession. I fucked to punish. I fucked her tight cunt to get my point across, literally and figuratively speaking. 
 
   “Yes!” she gasped wantonly. “I need this—I need you and your thick monster of a cock.” 
 
   Christ, she knew what happened to me whenever she talked nasty whilst fucking her witless. 
 
   “Whose cock do you live for, Sienna?” I gripped both of her breasts as she slid up and down each time I thrust into her. 
 
   She laced her fingers behind my neck, hooking herself up further so I could hammer my rigid length farther into her depths. “Baby, that’s it…” she moaned with pure abandonment. “I’m coming—God!” she shrieked. “I love you—so much!”
 
   It was good that we were coming to an understanding. Ready to let myself go and all the bad memories of her and her ex, I focused on her body and how it made me feel. I was about to release my load into her when I suddenly bit into her shoulder, making her yelp and shudder, while I emptied into her womb. I went rigid before my body sagged against her, breathing ever so heavily, feeling spent. 
 
   “Don’t put me through that kind of hell again, cara.” 
 
   “Never again.” She held me close, kissing my neck. “I love you more than life itself. I’m sorry for hurting you.” 
 
   I nodded, believing her. Trusting her once more. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Kinship
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   After our jaunt downstairs, it took us forever to get upstairs, make love in the shower, and finally exhaust ourselves to the point we sought the comfort of our plush bed. I was just on the brink of falling into a deep coma when the uninvited sound of a shrilling phone broke into my semi-awake consciousness. 
 
   Groaning, I tried to nudge Sienna. “Cara, your cell phone is at it again.” 
 
   “I can’t move.” She sighed before dropping her hand on my face. “What time is it?” 
 
   “It’s time to sleep.” 
 
   We listened for the phone ringing for the last time before we spoke again. “Maybe it was important.” 
 
   “Maybe… you won’t know unless you call back.” The only people that called around this time were Chad, Lucy, or Kyle. Usually, they had some emotional turmoil that needed to be unloaded at this ungodly hour, and Sienna, no doubt, would always be there to listen to their qualms. 
 
   “Blake,” she grunted out, nudging me. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “I think I can hear your phone ringing downstairs.” 
 
   Bloody hell. If both of our phones were being blasted at this time of night, then it must’ve been urgent. Reluctantly rolling off the bed, I combed a hand through my hair before I squinted towards the darkness of the room for her cell phone. “Where is it? I can’t see it anywhere.” 
 
   “It’s on the side table, charging.” 
 
   Right. Once I spotted the bloody device, I hastily took it off its charger before pressing the button to light up the screen. It was asking me to prompt a password. “What’s your secret code?” 
 
   When she gave me our wedding date, my heart stuttered a bit, which was quite amazing given that I was only half awake at this point. 
 
   Unlocking her device, there were two missed calls from a familiar number. Tapping the digits, it rang before a man took the call on its second ring. “I’m calling on behalf of my wife—”
 
   “Mr. Knightly, this is Manfred, sir. I apologize to interrupt your night, but I’m afraid it couldn’t be helped. I have somewhat grave news about your grandfather.” 
 
   My body went on high alert, strung from shock when he told me that he’d had a heart attack and was in the hospital. We didn’t fully discuss everything because I didn’t want disclosures coming from anyone else other than the doctors in charge of my grandfather’s care. 
 
   He was the closest thing to a parent for me. He was the one who’d brought me up when I was orphaned at the age of ten. I owed him everything. Sensing his life was on the line brought immense pain and sadness in me, bringing me back to a time when I was merely a boy that couldn’t fully comprehend what it meant when people told me my parents had died. 
 
   “Babe?” Sienna came up to me, frowning as she touched my cheek. “Tell me what’s happened.” 
 
   “Grandfather just had a heart attack. I have to go to him in the hospital. I’ll call you for updates,” I said in an automated tone, feeling like everything was surreal. 
 
   “Call me for updates?” She was dumbfounded. “I’m going with you! This is not something I want you to go through by yourself. I need to be there with you, Blake.” 
 
   I made a light nod, not sure what to think anymore, other than I needed to head straight to the hospital. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Married to a Knightly
 
   Sienna
 
    
 
   Poor Blake. He’d seemed like a lost puppy ever since he had hung up that phone call. We were in the waiting room area, awaiting the result of William’s operation. He hadn’t let go of my hand, which was making me really worry. Not to mention the fact he had barely said anything to me. I knew he was terrified of what could happen to his grandfather since he was very close to him. But given his old age, hadn’t Blake at least thought of the inevitable? 
 
   Blake and I had lost our parents at a very young age, and I could relate to his fears. Unlike him, he grew up loved and cherished while I, on the other hand, was battered—black, red, and blue from abuse. 
 
   I just hoped that, if the surgery didn’t come out successful, he wouldn’t be too traumatized. Looking at him now, though, with his lips in a thin line, eyes looking bleak, worry etched his forehead, I wasn’t sure how my husband would fair. No matter what happened in the next few hours, all I knew was that I would remain next to him, holding his hand, and go through whatever life had in store for us. 
 
   At seven thirty in the morning, William came out of surgery and the doctor said the operation had been successful. However, the most vital part was the recovery. All different types of complications could arise while he was induced in a deep sleep. 
 
   “I’ll stay here. I’m taking the week off and having Luke delegate everything. Why don’t you go to work? I promise to call you if there are any changes.” Blake seemed distant as he said the words, as if he wasn’t seeing me clearly. I mean, he was looking at me, yet it felt like he wasn’t. 
 
   “Baby, please,” I begged as I tried to reach out to him, but he looked away, his mind already made up. 
 
   “I need some time to think. I need to be alone.” His eyes became blank again, the beautiful midnight blue and the flecks of gold nowhere in sight. They had been replaced by darkness. “I beg of you, cara…” 
 
   There was something about his voice when he said cara this time. It was like a broken plea. He wanted to be left alone with his grandfather while he pondered about his past, present, and future, yet he didn’t want to directly hit me with the words of rejection. He was putting me off mildly. Either way, it didn’t comfort me. 
 
   In the two years since we had gotten together, Blake had never had this lifeless look in him. Even when he had been angry about my indiscretion with Kyle, he had showed anger and fury—all types of emotions, whether it was good or bad—had rolled off him consistently, but it had never been this. It had never come to this. 
 
   As much as I wanted to pester and try to convince him he needed me here, I knew giving him some space might help him recover from the shock he had been dealt just six hours prior. 
 
   Standing up, I hovered above his sitting form and cradled his head before planting a kiss on his forehead and another on his lips. “I love you.” I looked him straight in the eye, hoping my words got through to him. As much as I would love to tell him comforting words, I knew nothing would make a difference to him until he knew for certain his granddad was clear from any danger. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I tightened my light wrap around me before striding out of the room. Since Blake drove here and I didn’t want to further pester him about the car, I decided to just get a cab once I was outside the hospital. However, this simple thought became a difficulty the moment I stepped foot on the pavement with reporters, paparazzi, and all the microphones and cell phones shoved at me, paralyzing me momentarily before I shook myself out of shock and started to make my way towards where the bank of cabs were parked on the other side of the building. 
 
   As I tried to walk and avoid all of them, a few persistent ones rushed at my heels, desperate to get something out of me. 
 
   “Miss Sienna, could you please comment on William Knightly’s condition? There are rumors saying that he’s already at the death’s door?” 
 
   “Blake Knightly has a lovechild in Spain and he denied all allegations; did he give you a confession?” 
 
   “Your husband is bound to inherit a bigger fortune once his grandfather dies; do you guys have any plans with all that money in your bankroll?” 
 
   Each question was a stab to my heart. And as much as I wanted to lash out at them and kick them in the gut, I didn’t pause for a second until I was safely inside the black cab and on my way towards my home. I wasn’t going to lie, one question had stood out above all: 
 
   “Blake Knightly has a lovechild in Spain and he denied all allegations; did he give you a confession?” 
 
   I admit, I was pissed off because where the flying fuck had that shit come from? Was that question invented because they wanted to get a kick out of my aghast reaction and to cause a rift between Blake and I because it was a critical time for us to need each other, or… Then there was that. 
 
   The or. 
 
   Or was it because there was a grain of truth in the story, that there was a baby truly hiding somewhere in Spain? After all, Blake had spent a lot of time on the Spanish coast before the casino had opened. And since he’d slept with a lot of women right after we broke up that first time, would it be possible that he forgot to use protection? Or worse, maybe he had forgotten to check if it broke right after they fucked each other brainless. 
 
   From the stories I had heard from Toby and Blake, he had been quite the budding stud for those months, fucking anything and everything beautiful on a nightly basis. 
 
   Biting my bottom lip, I was frightened to think further because I knew where my train of thought could lead. Besides, there was the matter of bringing this controversial subject up that would most definitely cause an uproar between us. After all that, when everything was said and done, could I stand and support my husband if, in fact, the rumor was true of him fathering a child somewhere? 
 
   It felt like I was being stabbed each time I thought of a baby, maybe about two-years-old. A baby that looked exactly like Blake. It was an indirect betrayal, yet I couldn’t fault him for sleeping around right after I broke up with him and turned down his proposal. 
 
   My thoughts went on a reprieve once the cab deposited me at our house in Chelsea. After I got past the gate, I pulled out my house keys and let myself in. The vast foyer and the silence greeted me coldly. 
 
   Looking around, I hugged my purse to my chest, wondering what I would do once Blake found out, if the rumors were true, that he had fathered a baby. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew he had wanted a baby for so long, and once the shock wore off, I knew in every fiber in me that he would seek out his child and do anything to be with his son or daughter. Would he leave me then and resume his relationship with the child’s mother since I knew he would want everything for his child? 
 
   Blake loved unconditionally, and knowing that fact scared me to no end. Because, even though he loved me until Kingdom come, he’d readily give me up to have what he had longed for, for quite some time now. 
 
   If that day came, could I give him up, or should I set him free? The question made me feel faint. 
 
   My mind was a battle zone. My heart was full of grievance. How could life be so cruel? Hadn’t I suffered enough just to be with him? I had fought as hard as I could since day one, fending off all those aggressive, borderline crazy women, and now, another bomb had been dropped before me. It ticked ominously until it was ready to welcome itself to the world, blasting everything I had worked so hard to get, everything that my heart treasured. 
 
   This was my home. Blake Knightly was my home. However, without my man by my side, I would be the same abandoned girl again, drifting about life, unsure of everything and with nothing to look forward to. 
 
   Reflecting on what life would be like without Blake was a grim future. Yet, I couldn’t help myself. I thought of all the possibilities because, after the tragedy of my parents, life had been beyond cruel. Therefore, being enabled to picture all these scenarios actually helped with my mental health. I didn’t want to be surprised or shocked. This was my way of preparing for all the wrong things that could happen. 
 
   This was how I survived. This was how I lived. 
 
   Trying to calm my nerves, I pushed myself to get on my feet and attempt to get ready for school because today I had to go straight to my internship with Stella von Berg’s PR firm. As much as I liked her, that woman was pretty intuitive. Her warm smiles and comforting demeanor would make me spill all the ugliness that was threatening to come out of my mouth, and I wasn’t ready to say it out loud because, once I did, I could never take it back. Because, in the depths of my soul, a major part of me wished to God this was all it was, just a plain, nasty rumor. 
 
   Blake was bound to inherit an obscene amount of money once William died. Topped with his own billions, one could imagine all the raving gold-diggers that had rubbed his shoulders would claim anything they could to get their hands on a chunk of that pie. 
 
   Moreover, knowing how Blake had been before, the gold-digger line probably was beyond vast. 
 
   ~
 
   After school, I immediately went straight to work. I wasn’t even seated before Stella cheerily appeared before me while I gave a suspicious look because I was thinking that this could be her way of trying to cheer me up because Callum—her hot husband—must’ve confirmed the lovechild. I mean, come on, these people were powerful. I was sure they had the capacity and means to confirm the rumor with a click of a button. 
 
   I did, too, if I wanted to. However, I couldn’t comprehend heading straight into a blazing fire without being prepared for it. I needed more time. 
 
   “I heard about William Knightly. Is he out of danger?” Stella asked me with a concerned look while I got reminded that Blake hadn’t yet called me, nor tried to send me any messages. 
 
   I shook my head, feeling the melancholy settle in my system. “Blake is a mess…” So was I, but for completely different reasons. 
 
   “Poor love. I’m sure he is. He’s lucky to have you to support him through this difficult time.” 
 
   If he would let me, I wanted to say, but I changed my mind at the last second. The last thing I needed to do was give any indication to anyone—even if it was Stella, whom I trusted quite a great deal—that Blake and I were having some mild issues with him deciding to be incommunicado. 
 
   “Well, I was hoping you were up for some coffee. We could go to the café a few blocks down the road.” 
 
   Yeah, maybe walking and some fresh air would clear up the insanity that ran havoc in my head. “I think that would be a lovely idea, actually. I could use some caffeine in my system.” 
 
   Plucking my purse out of the drawer, we both headed downstairs and out of the building. Strolling with comfortable silence, we were lost in our own thought and didn’t speak until we were finished ordering our chosen hot beverage. 
 
   Cradling our steamy cups, I was slowly sipping mine when she took the initiative in breaking the silence. “I know this might be an odd time to bring it up, but I’m beyond ecstatic and needed to share the news with people that I’m close with.” 
 
   She was such a lovely person. Not only was she beautiful, but her heart was pure gold. I was honored that she considered me a great friend. I didn’t have much in that department, and having such a friend as her was worth more than having ten people in my life that didn’t care much about me. There was friendship and there was the friendship. Stella was categorized in the latter. 
 
   “Remember that time I told you that Cal and I were trying?” she added, making me pause, frowning, as I tried to recall what she truly meant. She said a lot of things to me, subsequently this was such a tricky question. 
 
   “Yes, I think I do.” I thought a second and hoped we were on the same page since I was a little slow on the uptake today. “Why? Did he change his mind?” I teased, hoping this was about their baby-making pact. 
 
   She made a face, grinning. “Well, even if he did, he has little choice in the matter because I’m five weeks pregnant.” She rushed out the words in haste, almost making me choke on my coffee. 
 
   “What?” I jumped out of my seat, perplexed. “My God, congratulations! I’m so happy for you!” I went around and hugged the living crap of her, over the moon for her and her new baby bean. Of all the people I knew, Stella deserved all the happiness life had to offer. She was just so nice and so kind-hearted it would be heartbreaking to think someone meant to hurt her. 
 
   “Me, too. I just found out earlier today,” she said in between laughs as we situated ourselves back to our seats. “After all this frenzy at work, I seriously had forgotten about my cycle altogether.” Her eyes became glassy, and she had this awe and glowing look about her. 
 
   And for a tiny, miniscule second, there was a painful tug in my heart, thinking about that lovechild rumor earlier today. 
 
   “I bet Callum is over the moon,” I murmured as I focused on my coffee, wanting to banish the thoughts of weighing the possibility of Blake’s baby. 
 
   “Maybe,” she said mildly before she decided to reach out for my hand and give it a light squeeze. “The thing is, I don’t know how to tell him.” She paused before making a sour face. “We had a small tiff, and he’s been ignoring me until I say I’m sorry…”
 
   They, too, shared quite a passionate yet over-the-top, crazy relationship. I supposed it was quite common when you paired an over-confident, dominating man and a woman who was not used to being bossed around, stubborn, and didn’t like to be second best. Both demanded everything from the other. Intense. Passionate. Raw and unhinged. Those were the best kinds of crazy that made me fall mad for Blake in the first place. 
 
   Back to Stella’s quandary, I raised my eyes, wondering out loud, “What did you do to get him mad?” 
 
   “I made a tease, and he took it to heart.” She sighed before folding her arms around her chest. “One would think that a man with his caliber wouldn’t be such a drama queen.”
 
   This time, I did choke on my coffee. “You’re definitely hormonal,” I said the second my passages cleared out. 
 
   The naughty, sexy Callum Kensington a drama queen? Goodness. That was the funniest thing I had heard in such a long time. And I admit, belting out a laugh felt truly fantastic. 
 
   “I know.” She shook her head in dismay. “Anyhow, I was hoping I could invite you and Blake over for dinner to sort of lift his mood, then I’ll tell him later that night,” she suggested, eyeing me with those hopeful, pretty eyes. 
 
   “Of course, we’d love to be there,” I replied without needing to think. “When do you plan to have it?” As if I’d ever say no. This meant everything to her. I wouldn’t dare stand in between that.
 
   “Tomorrow night. I hope that’s okay since it’s such a short notice, but I’m quite nervous. What if he tells me that he doesn’t want it anymore? We haven’t really spoken about babies for months now. We’ve just been so busy—” 
 
   “Stella, you’re making up all this nonsense for nothing. Callum loves you, and he’s going to be over the moon when he finds out that he’s going to be a father soon.” 
 
   She made a beaming smile. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
   I knew I was where she and Callum were concerned. As for my own problems, though, I wasn’t even sure how to handle them. 
 
   Maybe brushing it to the side and never mentioning it to anyone. Maybe, just maybe it would go away like it never happened. I mean, if it were true, Blake surely would’ve said something to me. 
 
   Yeah, there was nothing to worry about until Blake himself confirmed it to me. Therefore, before that ever happened, the best thing to do was surely pretend that our marriage life was great. Apart from William’s health problems, Blake and I were stronger than ever. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Great Pretender
 
   Sienna
 
    
 
   “Blake?” I rushed out the moment he took the call. “You there?” 
 
   After a long pause, there was a soft grumbling sound before I heard his voice. “I’m here.” That was all he said, not providing me anything else to work around his mercurial mood at the moment. 
 
   Why wasn’t he being forthcoming? 
 
   “How’s William? Is he up? I could come over. Let me just change, and I’ll be on my way. Do you want me to get you something to eat on the way?” 
 
   “It’s fine. Actually, there’s no need for you to come because I’ll be heading home soon. We’ll speak then.” He sounded exhausted. 
 
   Not wanting to press about the issue, I merely nodded before saying, “Okay, I’ll stay and wait for you then.” 
 
   We said our goodbyes after a second, but even after we hung up, I felt the dread sink into me, hoping that what he meant with we’ll speak then was about his father and not the other problem I’d been meaning to hide from. 
 
   He didn’t come home until two hours later, and in that space of time, I had managed to rearrange my closet just to pass the time because I was so strung up with tension. If I pondered for another second what would come out of Blake’s mouth the second he came home, it would drive me mentally ill. 
 
   I actually didn’t hear him arrive until he knocked on the wood side panel of my walk-in closet, making me jump out of my skin and my heart catch in my throat. Never in my life had I been this nervous. 
 
   This territory was new to me—not knowing how he’d take anything, from his grandfather’s sickness to the rumor turning out being more real than I hoped. The unknown was terrifying. 
 
   It felt like we were at the tipping point where my life would either sink or swim. I could lose everything; all the hard work we invested on each other, our marriage. If I lost him, where would I go? What would I do? 
 
   “You seem to have a lot of energy today,” he observed, eyes wandering around my closet before he finally landed those powerful eyes on me, unreadable. 
 
   “I needed to distract myself.” I looked at my great progress yet didn’t feel any relief. “How’s William, Blake?” 
 
   “He woke up today, and the doctor said that he needs to cut down on cigars and drinking. Overall, his condition is progressing well. Quite well, so much so that one could hope.” 
 
   A huge smile pasted on my lips before I almost ran to him and flung my arms around his waist. Happiness escaped me as I looked up at him and gave him a peck on the lips. “This is truly a blessing,” I murmured. “Everything’s going to be okay.” 
 
   His arms enveloped me for the first time after all this worry, and the very feel of him responding to my touch was exhilarating. God, I loved this man too much. I lived for him. I breathed for him. 
 
   “This might be such a wrong timing to even mention, but Stella’s pregnant and she wants us to go over and have dinner with them tomorrow evening before she breaks the news to Callum. Isn’t that amazing?” I looked up to him, hoping he’d agree because I had already given my word we would. 
 
   My smiling face went on a dour note when I got the sinking feeling he was about to decline the invitation. 
 
   “This has been too much to take in. I know you adore Stella and Callum, and I do, too, but I cannot be bothered with being around people. I just can’t be bothered, cara.” He seemed to have meant it. “You’re more than welcome to go tomorrow, if you like, but I can’t. I have so much on my plate. Besides, I haven’t rested yet. I’m beyond knackered.” 
 
   What was I thinking? Of course he’d decline. His granddad had almost died, and here I was, wondering if he’d go to a dinner party because my friend was expecting her first child. I was being inconsiderate and quite selfish to even bring it up to him. 
 
   “I’m sorry. That was very selfish of me to even ask of you. I’ll tell Stella that we can’t make it, but we’re over the moon about her pregnancy. I’m sure she’ll understand.” Stella Kensington would get it more than most women. She’d probably even send something to William just because. She was simply like that; born and bred with excruciating etiquette, even if she wasn’t feeling great. 
 
   “Thank you, poppet,” he whispered before kissing my forehead. 
 
   I sighed deeply before resting my cheek on his chest, breathing him in. “We’re going to be okay.” The words comforted the troubles in my heart. Granted, I wasn’t sure if he knew anything about that pesky rumor, but why rock the boat when things were starting to brighten up again? 
 
   Seeking his eyes, he gazed down on me with a certain look that used to make my stomach churn and heave, but at this instant, it simply gave me breathlessness. 
 
   “Sienna?” he murmured just as my heart stopped beating. 
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   He didn’t blink before he opened his mouth to say, “We have to talk about something quite important.” 
 
   I wanted to bite my tongue so we didn’t have to talk about it. Whatever it was, I knew it might be something I wouldn’t like. He always gave off this vibe about him when he was going to give me bad news. But as much as I wanted to stay in the dark and postpone the inevitable, I knew in my heart that this moment was as good as any. At least, if we had it out in the open, we’d deal with it like all married couples do. I truly hoped we’d deal with whatever this was together. 
 
   “I love you more than words could express, more than anything I had ever imagined. I love you, Sienna. I just want you to know that.” 
 
   Jesus, where was he going with this? I swallowed, my throat nearly parched, while I nodded in earnest, hoping he’d continue his speech before I passed out of agitation. 
 
   With each passing second, I felt my surroundings closing in. However, I wouldn’t let my childhood coping mechanism take over because this was different. This time, the man that might irrevocably cause my pain was my husband. My family. My home. 
 
   “This whole nightmare brought everything to surface, most especially my parents’ passing, and I realized that if grandfather died, I’d have no direct kinship by blood. There’s Clive of course, but he’s my second cousin. It’s a tad difficult to express what my heart truly wants to say, but I’ll say it in the easiest way that I know…” He paused, searching for my eyes while I remained at the edge of a cliff, ready to throw myself down the second he said anything that had divorce in it. 
 
   So I waited with bated breath. 
 
   And kept waiting… 
 
   Until he finally had the courage to continue.
 
   “I want a baby.”
 
   I blinked back a few times, staring at him in shock. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
   “I want a child of our own. I want—need—a child with you.” 
 
   Bloody fuck. The tightness in my throat worsened. This was the opposite of what I had expected. Staring back at him, wide-eyed and speechless, I kept repeating the word baby in my mind. 
 
   He wanted a baby. With me. He needed a child. 
 
   “But why; we’re still so young?” I asked like a ninny, even though I knew what he was going to say. I still needed him to clarify. 
 
   “I know I promised I’d wait, but this was before Grandfather’s near-death encounter. Call me selfish, but I want him to see that I’m continuing our bloodline. I want him to leave this earth knowing he need not worry about me, that I will have a child to focus on instead of mourning the loss of losing him. All of these reasons have placed my desires of being a father in the forefront. But most of all, I want to see you ripe with child—my child—growing inside of you. The minute the image of you pregnant was instilled in my brain, I simply couldn’t live without it…” 
 
   “Is this really about your grandfather, or Kyle’s visit stirred your dominant, possessive streak again?” Heck, it had been obvious he had been rattled with Kyle’s presence, but I was also glad he’d had enough courage to even try and had succeeded at composing himself. What if William’s sickness brought out the greatest excuse for him to milk it in the process? Knowing how he worked, he’d seize that opportunity so he’d secure me for his own. He was selfish. I knew that much because I could be just as selfish as he was. 
 
   “I’ve long accepted that there’s always going to be your connection with Kyle that will get me jealous, but as much as I want you to sever your ties with him, I knew asking this of you would truly hurt you. I also know you’d do it, even though it would simply cripple you emotionally.” His words rung in my ears, and yet my heart agreed with him. 
 
   “But as much as I want to be happily rid of him for the rest of our lives, I don’t want to see you in pain. I love you, and I made vows to put your needs before mine, even though it guts me alive to see him look at you with such love and devotion. 
 
   “You must also know, as my wife, as my partner, as my lover, and as my friend that this yearning of being a father has been growing quite steadily through the months we’ve been together. I’m willing to do anything to make this process the easiest possible. I’d be the one in charge of our son or daughter. I’d take months off work, or maybe I could make it so I could work from home, and while doing so, I could hire a full-time governess and nurses to care for our child while I’m in the library so he or she wouldn’t have to be alone. Or if you’re against help, I’d gladly do it all by myself.” He was pleading. His heart, his soul, his eyes—they all sought me incessantly, wanting me to sooth his worries. 
 
   “I’m willing to put everything on the line. I’d do anything—anything—if you could only grant me this one wish. Even though I promised not to hound you about this subject…” he rasped out, sounding more desperate by the second. “My heart can’t be denied any longer. I want to hold my child in my arms. 
 
   “I want what Chad has, and what Callum will have in months’ time. I’d give anything to see my own flesh and blood smile at me as if I was the most wonderful thing he or she has ever seen. Most of all, I want something that’s ours. Solely ours. You and me as one. Our baby, with your features and mine. I want to love another being just as much as I worship their mother.”
 
   Dear God, I had meant it when I’d said I wasn’t ready. How did he even let himself wish, or better yet, let himself daydream this could happen any time soon? It was five years—not four or three, but bloody fucking five. I couldn’t simply switch off what I wanted in life. Fuck, I wanted to be well over twenty-five, at least, before I was to become a mother. 
 
   Being a mother was not something to be taken lightly. I’d forever be responsible for the baby. It’s not something I could walk away from or take back once it was born. I’d have to stick with my decision, even if I didn’t agree to it. Besides, we weren’t ready to be parents, were we? No, I thought we weren’t. 
 
   “Blake…” I started. “You know how I feel about this. I don’t even know why you’d bring this up, knowing what I’d say anyway.” 
 
   “Sienna,” he begged. “Please. You don’t have to do much else if you don’t feel like it. I won’t let our baby hinder your goals in life. You can do as much you want—school, opening your own business, travel, party with friends. Whatever you want, I’d happily go along. I won’t even complain, I swear it.” 
 
   I shook my head, having already made up my mind long ago. As much as I wanted to comfort Blake’s worries, I couldn’t bend my wants and needs for someone else’s happiness. “Blake, I can’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
   His crestfallen face broke my heart, yet I couldn’t find it in me to undo my words in order to brighten those dimmed depths. We’d had an agreement. He had promised. And I needed him to stick with that promise. Five years. 
 
   “Don’t be mad at me, please? You can’t expect me to change my mind just because circumstances have changed. I haven’t; I’m still the same woman who made that promise to you during our honeymoon.” 
 
   “If the situation were reversed, I’d happily give you anything you want, Sienna. I suppose it’s good to know now that you’re different from me.” 
 
   How dare he slap this in my face? We’d had an understanding. “You’re asking too much from me. Don’t you see that?” 
 
   He shook his head, as if seeing me for the first time. “It’s a baby. Our baby. This little bundle of joy will provide you, me—us—more love and fulfillment than what we already know. Being a mother is a blessing, not a curse. If you’re so adamant and terrified about the prospect of it, tell me this, just once, Sienna, will you ever be ready to become a mother?” 
 
   His question threw me asunder. Will you ever be ready to become a mother? He didn’t think I’d ever be ready to be one. Was this a test? Because it was a tricky question and one I didn’t appreciate in the least. 
 
   “I’m ready when I’m fucking ready. In five years’ time, ten, heck maybe in the next six months, but that’s up to me to decide.” 
 
   I had expected anger to surface in his magnificent features, but I was quite astounded to find sadness marring his beauty. The sadness was etched everywhere, as if I had just crumbled and stomped on his dream because I had thrown a tantrum. But what had he thought? That I’d happily go along with his wants because I was so sick in love I’d bend over backwards to give him the world? There was no question that I loved him, but I also wanted to be prepared to be a mother, so I could be capable of loving my own offspring and not be this distant parent that would turn into an egotistical maniac the second the child threw a hissy fit or cried in vain. 
 
   Being a mother was terrifying and should not be taken lightly. For crying out loud, it wasn’t a joke. Even if he vowed to do everything and anything in his power to cater to the child’s needs, the society expected the mother to do the nurturing, not the father. People would talk freely as to how awful I was at being a mother. The scenarios just kept flooding my brain, and I couldn’t, for the life of me, let it go for Blake’s happiness. 
 
   I simply couldn’t. I was petrified that he was demanding this from me. In a year’s time, who knew what he’d ask of me then. 
 
   “I’m sorry, babe. You know I’d give you anything to make you happy, but I can’t compromise with this request.” I hoped he’d find it in his heart to let this dream go for the time being. “Forgive me.” 
 
   He nodded, looking like someone had died. “Me, too. You don’t know how much,” he whispered more to himself, before he gave me one last look and took off. 
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked, panicked. 
 
   “Heading to the office.” 
 
   But it was late. Freaking hell, couldn’t he just cool the fuck down? “Stay home. You need to rest.” 
 
   I heard the loud, thudding slam of the front door. Well, there went my answer. 
 
   He needed to get away to clear his head. Hopefully, by tomorrow, he’d get over it and realize we weren’t ready to be parents, or better yet, we’d relish on being honeymooners and focus on each other since things hadn’t been dreamy at all since we got together. 
 
   ~
 
   “Sienna Richards speaking.” I took the call the second after it rang. We were in William’s hospital room, visiting him, and when he’d fallen asleep, I hadn’t seen the problem in taking the call. 
 
   Since I was graduating at the end of the year, I thought it would be sensible to also margin out of my comfort zone and take on another job in the marketing field. This time, I was vying to shadow being an Accessories Buyer on top of interning in Stella’s PR firm. I needed to see all the different aspects of what my degree could do for me, and I was actually excited at the prospect of being surrounded with things I was familiar with and knowing what it truly meant to be a fashionista.
 
   Being one entailed that one lived for the statement. The style. The risqué. The never-ending, shifting trend. The desire to be bold. To be unique. To find something that portrayed our identity. So we could be free and live life the way we saw fit. The way we wanted to color and paint it with our own heart, our dreams, and our own signature uniqueness. 
 
   I was young and the opportunity was there, therefore I was going to gladly seize it with both of my arms spread wide open and follow the path I had always dreamed of. 
 
   The call was about my impending interview, which was scheduled in three days time. I couldn’t be happier than feeling I was on the right path of achieving my goals. Though, for a minute there, I felt the tugging pang of guilt knowing Blake couldn’t have his because I wasn’t ready to sacrifice any of this yet. 
 
   I still wanted more from life, though. I longed to achieve so much before settling down with a baby. Having one wasn’t a short-term agreement, even if Blake made sure to detail everything to avoid my having to worry at all. I mean, come on, let’s get real here. A baby was a lifelong commitment, whether one agreed to it or not. It just was. 
 
   I was grinning from ear to ear, even right after my call. I was about to spin around and go back to where Blake was when I heard him say, “You’re Sienna Knightly now. It’s been six months, and each and every time, it’s always Richards. You’re a Knightly now. My wife, in case that has escaped your notice.” 
 
   I stared at him agog before it sank it. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even realize I was doing that.” Sienna Knightly. Sienna Knightly. Damn, that was going to take time getting used to saying. 
 
   He completely ignored me as he went through his phone. Ever since our conversation in my closet, we hadn’t had a real one since. It wasn’t my fault, but mainly his. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to cut me off and punish me for not delivering what one would consider one of my “wifely duties,” but either way, I wasn’t going to budge, even if he cried wolf. 
 
   I merely hoped he’d snap out of this so we could get on with our lives. Not having a baby right this instant wasn’t the end of our lives. For Pete’s sakes, we were young and could plan popping babies out several years down the road. As such, for him to gloat and be immature about this was truly maddening. 
 
   “Stella’s dinner’s tonight, in case you’ve changed your mind—”
 
   “I have not,” he emphasized gravely. “More importantly, why should I go to a dinner where they celebrate their impending birth of their first child when I have to wait for my very own to be conceived in nearly half a decade?”
 
   “That’s not fair to throw it in my face, Blake, and you know it.” This grudge wasn’t going to go away anytime soon, I supposed. 
 
   He sighed. “I know it isn’t fair, Sienna,” he said with alacrity. “I know this more than you do, but I held on to hope, thinking this was something that could be negotiated. I was, unfortunately, mistaken in believing we are a team that could take on whatever hurdle was thrown at us. My love is unconditional, and it was utterly shattering to see that yours isn’t.” 
 
   I loved him; how dare he question that. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re just upset, and you’re thinking is muddled with all these emotions playing havoc with the logical side of you.” 
 
   “That may be so, but the blatant fact remains the same. I may be all things right now, but my gut is never wrong, Sienna. It’s there, and it’s telling me that it is.”
 
   He was plainly being ridiculous. I didn’t want to hear any more of this crap. It was diminishing my hopes and dreams, and I didn’t want him to take that away. As much as I loved him, I couldn’t sacrifice all of that for him. 
 
   “I’m really sorry that you’re hurting, but please don’t take this out on me, knowing very well that you were aware of what you were committing yourself to the day you agreed to marry me.” 
 
   “Are you really sorry, cara?” he questioned with a straight face. “Because, from where I’m standing, you look like you don’t have a care in the world…. Just as long as your lovely, little world isn’t shaken up, you are quite okay to happily ignore the things that are happening around you.” 
 
   He kept stabbing me with his words as weapons, and I wasn’t going to tolerate it any longer. I’d had enough of it. “I’m going home. I’ll see you when you get back.” I reluctantly went close to him and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m sorry, Blake.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Desperate Measures
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, Blake,” she merely whispered against my ear before she walked out of the room while I watched after her, noting the massive gap that was stretching between us. 
 
   Even though grandfather was sound asleep, I stayed a while, needing the comfort of the steady beating of his heart and breathing monitor that made an echoing noise in the background. 
 
   Had my wish been so selfish that she’d immediately brush it off without some thought? Sienna hadn’t even batted a single one of those sooty lashes before making a decision. She had simply brushed it off as if I’d get over it the next day, as if it was some kind of irritating noise in the background. I had hoped she’d at least consider my proposal without shutting it down fully just because she felt like she was being trapped into doing something she didn’t want to do. I never meant for it to come off as an obligation—never—but at the very least, she could’ve at least discussed how and why I had come about this decision, even though we had come to a very logical agreement six months prior. 
 
   She infuriated me to no end, although there was no doubt in my mind that I couldn’t stand not having her in my life. Last night, for example, I meant to directly go to the office and sort out the mess I had left my people to deal with because I was too frazzled to function after my grandfather’s unfortunate circumstances. However, even though my mind had been dead-set on heading to the office, I had somehow found myself driving towards our home. Upon realizing the route I had chosen, the immediate need to see her, even for the shortest of minutes, had felt more vital than breathing itself. 
 
   Also, the urgency to spill my current dilemma was essential. All the while driving there, I had fought with myself, arguing that she might be busy and my proposal could wait until later on. Still, I had found myself in the driveway fifteen minutes later, resolute on seeing Sienna. I’d thought then that I had enough faith in our bond that she might at least try to see it from my perspective. 
 
   How wrong had I been when merely seconds after my revelation, she’d immediately fielded everything and completely blocked any sensible reasoning that could put some shed of light to my argument. Was I angry that she’d reacted this way? Only a little, but I also knew I couldn’t hold it against her because she had made it precisely clear where she stood with the subject beforehand. Was I disappointed that my wife couldn’t even stand the thought of pretending to consider it at least? Most definitely. 
 
   Pondering my problems wasn’t one of my main past times, yet sure enough, the past days had been bombarded by it, which was when the idea had pressed into my mind. 
 
   I had thought it might rattle her a little, might even deserve me a hard slap for having the audacity to ask it of her. Never had I pictured her giving me a cold, accusatory look as if I had betrayed her trust and confidence. As much as it hurt to be shut down, I wasn’t ready to give up just yet. 
 
   And just like that, another notion surfaced. Therefore, I took my time, thinking about my new idea. So much so that I stayed another hour at my grandfather’s side, sitting and pondering as to how to go about it without sounding absurd. It was hard to decipher my feelings, truly. It was as if something had clicked inside me and nothing had been the same since. All I knew was that I wanted this new kind of happiness for me and Sienna, and at the same time, to fulfill this heavy void that filled my heart ever since my parents had died in an avalanche in the Swiss Alps. 
 
   Whatever the outcome of this, I knew disappointment wasn’t far behind to remind me that sometimes, no matter how much you love or hope or dream or obsess about one thing, having the means wasn’t simply enough to accomplish the impossible. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Shock Value
 
   Sienna
 
    
 
   I was in the kitchen, pouring myself a glass of sparkling water, when Blake strode into the room, seeming less tense since I saw him last. Cautiously sipping my drink, my eyes never left him. Even in these odd conditions, my appreciation of his dark, commanding beauty still hadn’t escaped me. 
 
   He was all male and exuded the kind of aura that demanded attention and power. It easily came without lifting a finger or saying a word, making everyone jump to attention. He simply had been born with this outstanding kind of confidence I admired and envied most of the time. 
 
   “May I have a word?” he spoke, breaking my trance-like fascination of his handsomeness. 
 
   “Why do you need to be so formal? We’re in the kitchen for crying out loud. Word away, my dearest husband.” I meant to lighten the mood, but he didn’t even crack a smile. 
 
   He’s still mad then, I assumed with a sinking feeling in my gut. 
 
   “After you left, I began thinking… rather extensively, I might add.” He was terse, and even though he seemed composed, the locking of his jaw was an indication he was under a lot of stress because of yours truly. 
 
   So this was about the baby again. 
 
   “Go on,” I said, beyond exhausted about this damned, infuriating subject. Why couldn’t he just leave it be? Why, oh why, couldn’t he just get over it? This conversation wasn’t going to end well because my answer was still a resounding no. 
 
   “How about surrogacy? The same conditions apply—you can do as you please and I’d still take care of the baby.” 
 
   “Surrogacy?” Was he fucking with me?
 
   He made a careless shrug. “I made a last minute appointment set for tomorrow. I was hoping we could see what it is about.” He pulled out his cell phone, tapped on the screen, and slid it over the counter towards me. “The exclusive agency sent me photos in case you were particular about what the surrogate would look like. They said that some parents always demands a certain IQ level and impressive beauty.” 
 
   My hand shook a little when I plucked the device off the countertop. 
 
   The intended surrogate was pretty. She looked like she was from Italian descent. 
 
   “What do you think?” His question echoed in my mind as I kept staring at the pretty picture. 
 
   She was strikingly pretty, too pretty for my liking. Did he choose this particular picture for another reason? I thought darkly as jealousy slowly crept in my system. Would Blake treat her like a queen because she was inseminated with his sperm? My train of thought was a total wreck, yet I couldn’t help it. 
 
   “You want her to live here while she’s carrying your child? Don’t tell me you want to fuck her, too?” 
 
   “Don’t be bloody absurd!” he thundered out, insulted. 
 
   “I don’t want any of this.” I slid the phone back towards him just as the tethering madness of anger exploded. “If you can’t wait to have a child, then maybe you married the wrong woman.” 
 
   “Now you’re just being ridiculous.” His nostrils flared as he stared at me with eyes full of a lot of things I didn’t care noticing. “Could we sit down and discuss this rationally? This is the most plausible solution for the both of us.” 
 
   “I am not going to let another woman carry your child!” I shrieked. “I can just see how enamored you’d be. You might end up falling for her, or much worse, believe that she’s truly the mother of your child. I’m not going to let that happen. Not on my watch.” 
 
   He pulled the side of his hair, muttering something in Italian. “If you can’t stand the bloody thought of another woman carrying our child, then why don’t you do it for us, Sienna? It’s only nine months. I know that’s a lot of time to ask you to sacrifice, but I promise, I will deliver on whatever it is you wish for. If you want a job anywhere, just name it, I’ll make it happen. If you want to open a business, just say so, I’d provide all the help so you wouldn’t even have to worry about a thing. If you want to travel the world, hell, I have jets on standby to take you anywhere. Don’t you see how desperate I am for this, Sienna?” His voice shook. “I’m man enough to tell you that I’m desperate to have our baby, and I’m beseeching you, begging for your consideration to grant me this wish, just this once. I promise I’ll move Heaven and earth to make you happy. I can love the child for the both of us, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
   This was getting to be too much to handle. How could he go on and on about this when it was a dead end? Why couldn’t he just drill it into his head? 
 
   “You’re pushing me to have a baby when I’m not ready for it. I’m just not. And you said it yourself in the very beginning that you’d be willing to wait until I was ready. What happened to that?” 
 
   “My grandfather’s sickness happened.” 
 
   “You’re asking for the impossible, Blake. I’m sorry, but my answer hasn’t changed.”
 
   “I know,” he murmured much to himself. “But it was worth a try.” 
 
   His broken face and dispirited demeanor brought immense despair. 
 
   “Don’t do this. Don’t withdraw from me. Trust me, this is for the best.” I had believed in my heart this would not change our relationship, but looking at his stricken face, I wasn’t so sure anymore. 
 
   “You’re right. My apologies. This was a mistake.” The smile he granted me tore my insides raw.  
 
   “We’re going to be fine,” I assured him. I wanted to walk towards him and give him comfort, however he stopped me with a look before I even took a step forward. 
 
   “I’ll sleep in the guest room tonight. I need to clear my head.” 
 
   Okay, at least it wasn’t the office or a nearby hotel. That was a small blessing. 
 
   “If that’s what you think is best.” 
 
   ~
 
   When Blake said that he needed to stay the night in one of our guest rooms, I truly thought he meant one night. Five days later, he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to move back into our bedroom. 
 
   It was troubling to see how the argument had brought us so far apart. I’d love to reach out to him, feel his touch again, his warmth, and the sweetness of his kisses, but I knew he wasn’t ready to do any of that. The past five days were indication enough; he didn’t even try to call or text me like he usually did. There were no messages of sweet nothings, sometimes asking me if I had forgotten any meals, or if I fancied anything in particular for dinner, like he usually did. Most of the time, those messages were small reminders that showed me how much he loved me. 
 
   I can’t get you out of my head. 
 
   Ti amo, cara. Never fail to remember that. 
 
   You unman me, amore. 
 
   Don’t forget to enrich your gorgeous body with breakfast, poppet. 
 
   Forever I am yours, Mr. Knightly. 
 
   I’m in a meeting. Instead of listening to new proposals, I imagine you amidst the table, dancing, seducing me with your gorgeous eyes, with your body. Did I tell you how much you affect me, Sienna? 
 
   I love you. You. Just you. Forever you. Always you. Mrs. Knightly. 
 
   Husband here… thinking about this wicked witch who woke me up in the middle of the night, beautifully riding me like I was her instrument for pleasure. You amaze me, cara. I knew I married you for all sorts of pleasurable reasons. 
 
   Did I tell you that each time I passed Knightsbridge that I remember that first time I took you for a massage? My God, how I ached for you then… and how much that has tripled since then… 
 
   Hi, Sienna. Please tell me you miss me. 
 
   New trendy restaurant opened in Mayfair. Mind if you let your knight take you out on a date?
 
   Back in my London office, mind paying me a kinky visit anytime soon? 
 
   Don’t forget lunch, cara. 
 
   Fucking hell. I bloody fucking miss you. 
 
   These random ramblings from him here and there, whether he was in the country or out on business halfway across the world, never failed to let me know I was never far from his thoughts. His utter silence was deafening now. This was his punishment… by completely ignoring me? 
 
   Well, at least he still came home, I thought dourly, yet the idea didn’t bring much comfort, either. 
 
   So I dined all by myself, patiently waiting for him to arrive so I could at least see him, even if he looked at me with no emotions. Every day, it was getting harder to bridge the gap between us. I completely ignored our friends when they tried to invite us to do something fun with them. I sure wasn’t ready to bring this out in the open when we hadn’t resolved it yet. I missed seeing our friends, but I missed my husband more. 
 
   When the time indicated it was ten past ten, I gave in to my wishes and took my phone to call him. When it kept ringing and I was sent to voicemail, I wasn’t even surprised that he didn’t take my call, yet I tried again for the second time, feeling like a possessed woman, simply needing to reassure myself that he wasn’t in some freak accident or out and about town. 
 
   I was about to hang up when I knew that in another ring the voicemail would come through, but I was surprised to actually hear his voice on the other end. 
 
   “Hello?” He didn’t sound irritated, but he didn’t seem welcoming, either. Fuck, he was making me nervous.
 
   “It’s me. I was just wondering why you’re not home yet? Are you still in the office?” 
 
   “No. I left a few hours ago.” 
 
   Well, okay… At least he was responding to my questions. “Where are you?” 
 
   “I’m about to head to a private club to meet with the guys. Do you need something, Sienna?” 
 
   Yes, I need you home. I needed my Blake back. 
 
   “I just miss you. I’ve missed you terribly.” My feelings took over, and I couldn’t help telling him how much I wanted things to be back to how they were between us. 
 
   His immediate silence cut through my heart. Deeply. 
 
   “Don’t you love me anymore? Why are you acting this way?” My insecurities came in full force, overwhelming me, yet I couldn’t stop hemorrhaging it out of my mouth. The toxicity of it was acrid on my tongue. “Is this your way of saying that you want a divorce?” I hiccupped at the word, dying slowly inside. “Because if it is, just fucking say so! And if you’ve already slept with another woman, I swear to God I’ll take you to the cleaners. You can kiss those billions of yours goodbye!” Tears fell on my face as I imagined him taking another woman, sharing himself like he usually did when he and I were through. 
 
   I stared at the phone, wondering if he had hung up, but it still showed we were connected.  
 
   What the bloody flying fuck! “Blake, stop pissing me off!” I screamed into the phone, losing it like a mental person. 
 
   “I would never divorce you.” His voice flittered through the phone. “Even if it kills me. Even if I loathed you on sight. Even if you cheated on me. Even if you’re suffering, we’ll suffer together. There will never be a divorce.” 
 
   His words sent me into a panic overdrive. 
 
   “Well, maybe it was a blessing then because I will never give you a child. If you’re willing to let me suffer, then so will you. I’m going to make you regret that you’ve ever met me.” 
 
   “Maybe it’s just as well I make someone else pregnant with my first born then.” 
 
   His words were cruel, as were mine, however this was getting to be too much. It was as if he had pushed me into a cold, freezing lake and left me to drown. 
 
   “I would kill your whore and your bastard baby. Then I would kill you before taking my own life.” I was shaking before I dropped on the couch, feeling helpless. 
 
   “You want a divorce, Sienna?” 
 
   No. Oh, God no… I wouldn’t… I’d die without you… 
 
   “If this is what marriage to you is like, then yes, I want one.” 
 
   “I’ll give you your divorce in exchange for a baby,” he said without emotion.
 
   And then I’d be out of his life forever? What about the baby? What about me? How could he say these things to me? He vowed to love me forever… 
 
   “Is that the only way you’d free me?” I wondered out loud, loneliness setting me adrift. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Was this still my husband? I knew I had said some callous words, and the old Blake used to be cruel. Even then, it was obvious he was still in love with me. But this man I was speaking to, was another man entirely. It was Blake, yet he was also a stranger to me. 
 
   “I’ll call the lawyers to prepare them for the divorce. Our pre-nuptial agreement has a lot of clauses. Nine months will be enough time for negotiation since you want a hefty amount of my billions. Best they get to it before you give birth.” Then he hung up, leaving me reckless and desolate. 
 
   What have I done? Why did I have to make that stupid phone call? Had I not pestered and goaded him to be angry with me, he would have come home, and eventually, we could’ve resolved things as we usually did. But things were said and done, and there was no way in hell I could undo the hurtful words I had slung at him. I regretted them greatly. However, I couldn’t help tearing into him to give him an idea of the shit-storm I was going through. I had been selfish, and in turn, my selfishness had cost me my marriage. 
 
   There was nothing else I could do. Even if I apologized, I doubted Blake would take pity on me. I had showed a side of me I didn’t know existed. So what did a brokenhearted woman do once she realized she was about to divorce the man of her dreams the moment she popped a baby? I cried myself out until there were no tears left. 
 
   I woke up some time around midnight with no sign of him anywhere. Reluctantly, I went in the shower to wash the stickiness of my tears off my face and body. B, but even there, my tears formed and spilled with no signs of stopping. Therefore, I stayed awhile, until my eyes stung from the constant tearing. Then I got out and wrapped myself in one of my silk robes that Blake used to love seeing on me. 
 
   Staring into the mirror, I took a hard look at myself, wondering what had happened to me to blow my fuse the way I had with Blake. I could beg, my mind tried to convince me, but at this point, there was no going back. I had made my bed, as they say. 
 
   My eyes dropped, as did the tears, before my eyes caught the sight of my gargantuan engagement ring. 
 
   I still remembered the first time I had caught sight of it, staring into the beauty of the diamond. The past caught up to me. 
 
    
 
   “Did that feel like a game to you?” I lowered my eyes and stared at his chest. “Damn you! That kiss felt more real than anything else in this world. You love me! That kiss just proved that you do. I love you, too, Sienna. I can’t live without you. Will you marry me?” 
 
   I gasped and stared at him like a deer caught in the headlights as he got on a bended knee. He produced a ginormous rock. It was certainly more than fifteen carats. The ring was a princess-cut, canary diamond surrounded with smaller diamonds and had been designed in a halo pattern with diamonds surrounding the entire band; the eternity band. 
 
   “The color of the rock reminds me of the color of your eyes when they get caught with the sun, like liquid gold. I commissioned this ring to be made the day after I left for New York. That night, I knew you were it for me. I don’t want anyone else. I know everything’s been unfolding so quickly, but I wanted—needed—you to know how much you mean to me. I love you wholeheartedly. Will you please let me be the happiest man in all of England and say yes?” 
 
   I stared wide-eyed at the ring, back to his face and back to the ring again. Shocked didn’t even begin to cover my reaction. 
 
   “Blake… I’m sorry… I can’t.” 
 
   He abruptly stood up and grabbed my face with a fierce scowl. “What do you mean you can’t? How hard is it to say yes?” 
 
   “I can’t. I’m sorry,” I stammered through my tears. 
 
   “I see. I guess, I imagined that you felt the same way, but I suppose that’s all it was, all in my imagination.”
 
   He heaved and turned to me with a stony face. “You’ll regret this because I’ve only ever loved you and when you see me happy with another woman, you’ll regret it even more. Your thoughts will be haunted by me; the one that got away. Goodbye, Sienna.” He stood there for a few seconds before sliding in the Aston Martin, gunning the engine and rapidly vanishing through the traffic.
 
    
 
   He had been right, I was going to regret it, but at the same time, maybe he was just too intense for me. When I was dating Kyle before, it was never like this; contrasting Heaven and Hell, never in between. The fights were always tumultuous and the love was blindingly consuming. Maybe our love just wasn’t right. Maybe we weren’t supposed to stay together this long.
 
   Could I live without Blake? Maybe, maybe not. All I knew was that I was a survivor, and I always managed to keep afloat, even if I had nothing to fight for, nothing worth living for. 
 
   I wasn’t sure why, but I caught myself taking off the engagement ring and then the wedding band. Automatedly, I placed them on the mirrored dresser while my insides recoiled at the mere sight of them. 
 
   Divorce. The word taunted me. 
 
   Strolling towards the bedroom, I tugged against the comforter before I heard a thud coming from downstairs. And right off the bat, my heart hammered against my ribcage, surging life through me again. 
 
   “Don’t go,” I murmured to myself, yet my feet had a mind of their own, not heeding the warning my mind was giving. My silk robe trailed beneath my feet as I strode along the hallways, towards the stairs. Stopping atop the stair landing, the foyer was empty, therefore I decided to descend the steps, and mid-way through it, he emerged from living room. 
 
   It felt like time stood still—suspended—as we stared into each other, realizing that we weren’t meant to be. Even still, my eyes devoured him. The mere sight of him almost brought me to my knees. 
 
   He seemed detach as he looked at me, as if I was something uninteresting. He was the first one who broke the eye contact, leaving me beyond disconcerted. 
 
   He is done with me. The old Blake could never get enough of me. This man did. He even looked irritated. 
 
   As I watched him like a hawk, he started to unhurriedly stride towards the stairs. He was avoiding eye contact as he started to take each step before passing me without any sort of greeting, without a word at all. 
 
   But something bright caught my eye. 
 
   “Son of a bitch!” I shrilled like an unhinged banshee before I yanked his arm back so he couldn’t walk another step before I went a step ahead of him to gain more eye leverage then slapped his emotionless face. “You have a lipstick mark on your cheek. How fucking dare you come home with that shit on you!” 
 
   He remained motionless, not even caring to meet my eyes, nor did he care to defend himself. He was merely detached. Empty. 
 
   “Look at me!” I yelled. “Fucking look at me,” I demanded again, but he never did bring up his face to meet mine. The racking pain made me feel dangerous. It was making me lose my mind. Nothing made sense to me. “I see. Okay. You’ve already done your part. Well, it’s time I did mine then,” I hissed at his non-responding face. “How would you feel if I let Kyle fuck me until kingdom come? Or better yet, how about your cousin Clive? I’m sure he could use a good workout.” 
 
   “Go shag whoever you want, but leave my family alone,” he grounded out but made no effort to look at me still, which only goaded me to do more damage. 
 
   He hated the mention of his hot cousin. Well, too bad. All was fair in love and war. And this… this was definitely World War III. I wasn’t going to lie, it bothered me he didn’t even care that I thought of Kyle. This realization only worsened my condition. 
 
   Disgusted at the both of us, I tightened my robe as I decided to take flight, but this time, he was the one doing the arm yanking. 
 
   “I said leave Clive alone,” he gritted out the words before he lifted his eyes to reveal his stormy ones. 
 
   He made me breathless, even in this unfortunate time. 
 
   “Did you hear me, Sienna? Go waste yourself with someone else, but don’t you dare fuck any of my relatives.” 
 
   I wanted to spit at him. Maybe slap him again. Or maybe kick his dick because the chances of him sleeping with the woman who left a lipstick mark on his cheek were already a given. The bastard had cheated on me. He fucking cheated on me!
 
   My blood boiled again as I pictured him plowing through some willing beautiful body. 
 
   “Let me go.” 
 
   His fingers dug into my skin, gripping it harder. “I need you to promise me that you won’t go after any of my family.” 
 
   Maybe the storm in his eyes—midnight, silver and gold amidst the black—made me nod, conceding to his request, but I wasn’t sure. Because, even though I was mesmerized, I thought my heart couldn’t take being this close to him much longer. Consequently, I’d do what must be done to get away from him as far as I could imagine. 
 
   “Say it,” he demanded harshly, nearing his face to mine. 
 
   The intensity of his eyes, the anger, the disgust on his face left me to shame as I dropped my eyes to his chest. And right there on his collar, another tinge of the same colored lipstick stained his impeccable white dress shirt. Dear God, I couldn’t… I couldn’t stand any of this any longer. 
 
   “I promise,” I made an audible whisper. “I won’t.” 
 
   I counted to bide my time until he released me from his grip, but after ten counts, he still had his hand on me, gripping me in a steel-like vice. 
 
   “How can I trust your word?” 
 
   His distrust was crushing, but I had to toughen up my resolve so I could run to my closet and get necessities before I checked myself into a hotel or go over to my best friend’s house in Hampstead. 
 
   Meeting his stormy eyes once more, I willed myself to be stronger for a little bit longer. I could collapse later, but at this instant, I needed strength. “Trust it… because you’ll find me in Kyle’s house.” 
 
   We fought with our eyes for a second before I felt him loosening his hold off my arm. Again, the old Blake would’ve lost his mind with jealousy, but this one was letting me go. 
 
   I had no words to describe the gutting turmoil my heart was processing at this sign. Blake Knightly had definitely left me before I even knew it. 
 
   “You won’t get your divorce until you give me a baby. My baby, so if you intended to fuck Matthews, best you wait until you’ve given birth to my child. You also need to dispose of your pills.” 
 
   He was being so mechanical. I hated him and yearned for him all at the same time. 
 
   “Is that all?” 
 
   “I’ll come to your bed in two weeks’ time and every night for a week. I hope that’ll be enough time. Hopefully, by this course, the first draft of our divorce will be ready.”
 
   “What if by the end of that week I don’t conceive?”
 
   “Then I won’t let you out of the bed until you are pregnant with my child.” 
 
   Who would have thought a week ago I’d be his breeding cow? Life was ironic. Just as I was about to move, he pulled me back again. 
 
   “When did you have your last menstrual cycle?”
 
   Was he fucking kidding me? “The other day, it went on for five days, in case you’re wondering about that as well.” I was being snarky, but he was begging for it. 
 
   “So you’re not back on the pill yet then?” he inquired, as if the question was as simple as asking what the weather was. 
 
   I shook my head. I would get back on it supposedly the day after tomorrow. However, since he was planning on making me a brood mare before I could get my divorce, I had to throw all those tiny white pills away. 
 
   Something crossed his face as he looked at me in such a way that left me cold and unwanted. “Get to bed, naked. I’ll come for you tonight.” 
 
   The thought of him touching me made me a little desperate. “When, what time?” 
 
   “I need some time to myself before I fuck you,” he said in a matter-of-fact voice. There was something about it that made me a little crazy.
 
   “You make it sound like you can’t get hard enough to fuck me, Blake.” 
 
   “Maybe I can’t.” 
 
   Aw, hell to the mother fucking no. Did he just…? He did, didn’t he? And since we were already here, why not just get on with it? Disrobing, I let it fall to my feet. I felt no shame in my nakedness because the usual hunger his eyes bore was absent. 
 
   “Do it. Let’s get this over with right here.” I brazenly reached out to touch his cock, and just as predicted, he wasn’t hard, but his half-mast state should suffice. 
 
   His cock had graced someone else’s body…
 
   Taking charge, I unzipped him before letting his pants fall and freed his cock from his boxers. All the while, he stood motionless, looking at me like I was some sort of specimen, but I was over it. 
 
   “How do you want me?” 
 
   “You seem to know what you’re doing, so go ahead. Keep going.” 
 
   Bastard to the tenth order. 
 
   Fuming, I slightly pushed him to sit on the step before I straddled him. He might not be all the way hard, but his dick was big enough to make me orgasm without being its full potential. It was insulting that he wasn’t aroused because I was the total opposite, never had I been this wet for him. 
 
   Gripping the base of his cock, I gradually lowered myself to meet his length before I felt it break into my opening, stretching me slowly as I adjusted to his size, feeling the heavy weight of his stare. Beyond emotional, I closed my eyes and focused on the heaven my body was going through. 
 
   Biting the bottom of my lip, I slid up before I pushed down again, wetting his shaft with my essence further with each move. When I couldn’t take any more of him, I felt his cock twitch, engorged, finally having risen to full function. 
 
   I wanted to moan. I wanted to kiss him. And God, how I missed seeing the love shining through those eyes. However, I knew the moment I opened my eyes I would find none of those in his empty depths. Therefore, I kept them shut. But in my mind, the old Blake was alive and thriving, like the last time I rode him in this position. 
 
   “Open your eyes. Look me in the eye and fuck me like you mean it. I know you want to.” 
 
   His words snapped me out of my dream, and when I did open my eyes, the void I saw in his made me feel ill. 
 
   “I can’t do this.” I tried to get off him, but his hands took hold of my hips and pulled me firmly onto his cock. “I can’t—” A loud moan escaped me as my pussy rejoiced from pleasure. 
 
   “Ride it until you’ve emptied my cock. To the very last drop. That’s the only way I’m letting you get off it.” He was really being vicious.
 
   “But that could mean a few more times.” He was insatiable; one session wasn’t ever enough for him. 
 
   “Best you get on with it so we can be rid of each other.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Point of No Return
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   She rode me three times in a row, one succession after the other, screaming and moaning as she had multiple orgasms around me. Sweat broke around her brows as she panted heavily, eyes dazed and heavy as she tried to breathe. 
 
   “Caro… I’m tired.” 
 
   Caro. One word, and yet, it tugged at my heartstrings. I had been feeling quite shitty for the past few days, and I’d thought that it would be better to give her some space because I, too, needed it. Tonight, I had actually planned to come home and ask if we could talk about us and where we go from there. I had also meant to ask for her forgiveness because I had been wrong to even ask it of her, knowing well that I’d made a promise. However, she had gone beyond temperamental and mentioned divorce. 
 
   Thus, when I hung up the phone, I scouted the bar for a woman with the brightest lipstick on and paid her a hundred quid to leave lipstick marks on me. I wanted to drive Sienna insane with jealousy, yet the woman had gone far and beyond. 
 
   Divorce for a baby. 
 
   I had never in my life felt such trepidation for my own sanity. Sienna’s harsh, accusing words about other women I could tolerate, but what I couldn’t fathom was how she had thrown around the word divorce as if it wasn’t of consequence. I, for one, never dreamt of the day it would even be considered between us. My wife, however, seemed to have thought of it, or it wouldn’t have come out of her Godforsaken mouth in the first place. 
 
   I wanted to be cruel, therefore I had told her I wouldn’t dare divorce her even if she killed me for it. Then, when she sounded unfazed by it all, I had dug it a little deeper, where I knew it would frazzle her. That was all it had been, merely words to me. I hadn’t thought I’d truly go through with it until I came home and she threatened to sleep with my cousin. 
 
   That was truly gutting to hear her say. Kyle? Well, that was already a given. I knew she’d run to him even before she said it. But Clive? Never. Besides, it wasn’t as if Clive could resist Sienna because, once she put her mind to seduction, she would be lethal to anyone’s libido. 
 
   I wanted to hate Sienna. I truly did, but my heart wouldn’t let me. 
 
   I cared, yet I somehow had shut off my emotions in fear that I’d become the bloody idiotic fool I was for her. I always was where she was concerned. Conversely, maybe there was a major part of me that had wanted to see her chase me, to prove she loved me the way I did her. Yet, as the days had gone on, with no effort coming from her, I had somehow given up on hoping she would at least meet me halfway. I had married her because I’d thought I had found what my father had found with my mother—unconditional love, devotion, and loyalty. 
 
    It was hard to admit it but I think I might’ve been mistaken on believing that. 
 
   We’d just had sex triple times without any form of protection, including her birth control. I had wanted a baby with her before, but the thought of conceiving it when she wanted a divorce… That would be challenging. I could fight her to stay, but then again, it would only be temporary because, either way, if she wanted to be free, she was going to find a way to do it. 
 
   “Take me to bed,” she whispered before collapsing on my chest, her hand loosely on my neck as I fought the urge to kiss her. 
 
   Taking a few steady breaths, I held her against my body as I lifted us both from the steps and paved our way towards our bedroom. Once in there, I strode to the vast bed, depositing her right in the middle, swarmed with shams and pillows. 
 
   I stared at her spent form as I felt the immediate rush of excitement towards my groin. Even in dire circumstances, I would always be hungry for her. 
 
   “Stay…” she murmured before she slowly lifted her eyes open then reached for my hand to tug me closer. “I was only taking a break. Give me half an hour, and I should be good as new.” 
 
   No more sex, I thought without hesitation. We couldn’t solve everything with sex. But I would stay, just for tonight. 
 
   Joining her in our marital bed, my head had barely hit the pillows when she crawled towards me and placed her head on my chest before releasing a big sigh. 
 
   “I was pregnant last year…” she murmured, momentarily making me freeze as I realized what she’d just uttered. 
 
   Huh? Was she dreaming? “When?” I asked skeptically. 
 
   She took a deep breath. “Right after the attack… a week before we left for Rome. I didn’t even have a clue until the nurse told me I was losing the baby.” 
 
   Christ, this was even before we had gotten married. 
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” I wasn’t angry; no, far from it. I suddenly mourned the loss of our child as I pictured Sienna walking down the aisle on our wedding day. 
 
   “You were recovering from your wound…” she sniffed. “And losing it made me feel like a failure. I was terrified you’d leave me because I wasn’t doing a great job of being a mother.” 
 
   “But you had no idea you were pregnant then—”
 
   She hesitantly sat, wiping her tears away. “I didn’t, yet I couldn’t help feeling like I had let you and the baby down. There was so much going on then that trying to forget about what occurred to me seemed pretty easy. But each time you mentioned the word baby, I couldn’t help cringing because I’m horrible at being a mom, and I didn’t want you to see that.” She pauses. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you…” 
 
   “So am I,” I said wretchedly. Had I known about it, I wouldn’t have pressured her the way I had in the first place. 
 
   But we were still stuck in this predicament. Even with this revelation, I doubted it could make any difference at all. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Ghost of You
 
   Sienna
 
    
 
   My best kept secret was a secret no longer. 
 
   “Where does this leave us?” The thought of not having him in my life drove a sword into my soul. How idiotic was I to provoke him when I felt too much of everything at once? I was too insecure, too jealous, too in love, too emotional—too much of everything I could think of. I was this and that and then some. The heaviness of my regret seemed to suffocate me as I waited for his response. And when he did, I felt so alone. 
 
   “Same as where we were an hour ago. Nothing’s changed, Sienna. There are some things that are too hurtful to even take back.” 
 
   “I know… I know that now.” I begged with everything I had, “I’m immature, I get that, but please, just don’t give up on me yet. I didn’t mean it—the divorce—I’m sorry.” I didn’t even bother with the tears because I was past it. I was hysterically upset as everything started to take root in my heart. “I love you, and if you don’t believe it, I’ll gladly prove it by having your child. Please just give me another chance.” Nothing mattered anymore. Without Blake, I’d be lost again, wondering what my purpose was in all of this. With him, I felt like I could accomplish anything. He was the power behind my will. His undying belief that I could do anything made me feel and believe it. “Don’t leave me…” I’d lose my other half. I’d lose half of my soul. How the fuck did I function if I had only half of my heart? Half of everything I was? I just couldn’t. I just fucking couldn’t. 
 
   “You don’t want a baby, Sienna, so please don’t insult my intelligence by saying you’d willingly change your mind because you felt responsible for lighting the fire.” He gazed at me with sadness, but it was obvious his mind was already set. 
 
   I hadn’t realized how much I wanted a baby until tonight, until I finally knew I was losing him. 
 
   I wrapped my arms around my stomach as I tried to get a hold of myself, totally failing. “One more chance.” 
 
   “Sienna—”
 
   “You owe me that at least. One more, and if you remain unhappy, I’d willingly let you go myself.” 
 
   He looked away, thinking, and then… “Why do you do this?” he grounded out, impatient. “Do you enjoy the misery? Do you miss it when it’s gone? Because, from where I’m standing, it’s quite certain that you seek all types of turmoil and upheaval. I’m getting too old for these types of shenanigans, Sienna. I’m at the point in my life where I want a sensible wife, children. I want a bloody family! It was all I wanted from you, and yet, you kept pushing me off as if my dreams were about to ruin you.” 
 
   “I’m sorry…” 
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry isn’t enough for the damage you’ve caused. Sometimes, sorry is just an excuse for someone to repeat their mistakes. You don’t know how to love without stipulations. I cannot keep conditioning myself to fit into your lifestyle. It’s enough.” His words had finality in them, and I knew with every fiber in me that it was close to impossible to change his mind. It was better to leave it alone than keep grating him about the subject.
 
   “Okay, I guess this is it then.” 
 
   He kept his eyes on me, but I couldn’t bare looking at him for a full minute without feeling like my insides were being ripped apart by his own hands. 
 
   “When do you want me to move out?” I asked in between tears as I slid off the bed and went inside my walk-in closet. I needed a robe to cover my body because I felt ashamed for all the things I had done tonight. I deserved this, therefore I might as well not deny how wrong I had been. 
 
   Taking out a black robe, I haphazardly tied it around me just as I walked out of the closet. Blake remained in bed, staring blankly at the ceiling before he lowered his eyes down to look at me. 
 
   “Tell me what you want… I’d gladly give it to you,” he said. Before I had the chance to reply, he continued, “I’m giving you this house and whatever property you want that’s mine. You can also take half of my money if that makes you happy. You can have a jet, a stake at the company, and whatever business endeavors I have accumulated during the span of our short marriage.” 
 
   I wanted to cry because he truly believed I would take him to the cleaners. This was what we had come to. It was sad and pathetic. 
 
   “I don’t want any of that. Just give me the papers to sign, and I’ll do it as long as you do don’t give me a single pence.” 
 
   My light-hearted intentions of wanting to talk went out the window. There was no point anymore. I had realized that the second he opened his mouth, yapping garbage out of it. 
 
   Striding back into the closet, I pulled out a medium-sized weekend bag and shoved everything I needed in it to get away somewhere. 
 
   Where is my passport? I looked around and finally found it in the bottom drawer. 
 
   “Don’t you think it’s too late to be heading somewhere?” His voice came up behind me, but I didn’t have the energy to look at him. 
 
   “Just stop. Let’s not do this. Don’t pretend you care where I go or what I’ll do. Just stop.” 
 
   “Stay in the house; it’s yours anyway. I’ll go and leave you be.” 
 
   He was being so infuriating, acting nonchalant and being stupidly magnanimous about everything. His indifference made me chuck my sunglasses case towards him before he caught it with one hand. 
 
   Before I knew it, I was throwing everything I could find at him; a pen, my purse, a wallet, my make-up kit. You name it, I threw at him. 
 
   “Sienna! Stop acting like a goddamn child!” he yelled at me. 
 
   “Fuck you.” I didn’t care anymore. 
 
   My engagement ring along with my wedding band caught my eye before my vision blurred as I reached out to them. 
 
   “Here are your lies, Blake. Till death do we part, asshole.” I threw them over his head, hitting the mirrors, while he stared at me in horror. “There. Now, we’re really over.” 
 
   “Have you lost your—”
 
   “My mind?” I shrilled at him. “Yes, I’ve fucking lost it! I hate you!” I grunted at him, and when he didn’t say another damn word, my insanity worsened. “I fucking hate—” I was about to shove him out of the way when he clasped both of his hands on my shoulders and roughly shoved me against the wall. “I hate you. I hate you!” 
 
   “Sienna—”
 
   “No! Don’t you dare Sienna me, you impotent—” bastard, I meant to finish, but he kissed me to shut me up, and I loathed him even more. “Get off me. I don’t want you,” I yelped in between his kisses. “Stop…” God, why did he have to kiss so fucking good? 
 
   “No, you’ve said enough,” he growled the words harshly against my lips. “I have had enough.” He swiftly lifted me against the wall before I felt his hardness slip in between my thighs, heading straight into my pussy. 
 
   “Baby,” I moaned as tears filmed my eyes once more. 
 
   He kissed me through my tears as he pounded me harder. Then, just as I was about to come, he pulled out of me before he lifted me up and headed towards the dresser. 
 
   “On your knees,” he commanded the second I was deposited on the cushioned bench right before the mirrored wall of my dresser. “Eyes glued to the mirror. I want you to see what I do to you.” 
 
   When I did as he asked, he gave me an approving, heavy-handed slap on my behind. He then positioned himself behind me before he took hold of my hair, yanking it as he slid his cock into me. 
 
   “This is the only time you obey me… when I’m fucking you senseless.” 
 
   My abilities were mostly impaired because he was utterly massive. What the heck did he expect? 
 
   “If I give you another chance,” he hissed into my ear while I erotically watched our reflection. “There will be no more running away. Our marriage isn’t a game where you can up and leave whenever you want. You need to grow up and admit you’ve made a mistake.” 
 
   His other hand went around my neck as he plunged deeper into my core. I moaned and groaned in oblivion. 
 
   “You have to give me your all, Sienna. I won’t settle for anything else.” 
 
   “I promise. I’ll be better this time around,” I gasped as he shifted to a different angle, hitting me straight on my sensitive spot. 
 
   “Blake! God! Oh, God. What are you doing to me…?” I was stammering like an idiot and I didn’t care because my orgasm was about to explode. And when it did, he didn’t stop at one. 
 
   “I love you, caro.” 
 
   I was so out of it, but it didn’t stop him from using me until he was done and ready to release his seed into my womb. 
 
   “I love you so fucking much,” he swore. “Don’t you dare ever forget it the next time you feel reckless and destructive.” 
 
   This man’s patience for me was that of a saint. I was simply grateful he had at least given me another chance before giving up on me. 
 
   I knew he loved me, and I knew it would probably break him had I truly walked out on him. However, I needed him to show some kind of emotion because his detachment drove me mad. It drove me to say and do things I didn’t mean. I was childish; I wasn’t going to deny that; it was how I dealt with my usual problems. I was slowly learning to do things differently, and I would eventually get there, one day. 
 
   For this moment, though, I simply wanted to savor the feel of my husband making love to me over and over again, as if he was a man who wanted to prove something to himself. It was comforting to see that his hunger for me was intact. For a moment there, I had truly feared I had lost this bit of him. 
 
   It was funny how we fought like we were about to kill each other then, the next day, we would wake up as if we just arrived on our honeymoon, and we couldn’t get enough of each other. 
 
   I wasn’t going to lie. The make-up part made fighting just a little sweeter, not that I was planning on anything crazy anytime soon. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Down Under
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   “Is your stewardess hot?” Sienna asked me through the phone just as I boarded my jet, heading towards Australia. 
 
   I smirked, thinking how irrational she could get when jealous. Best not to drive her into that direction whilst I was out of the country, thousands of miles away, to avoid the damage she could cause. 
 
   “Not as beautiful as you are, if that’s what concerns you.” 
 
   “It’s not. I trust you. I do.” She tried to emphasize that she truly did, and I believed her. 
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured as I took a seat and stretched my legs a bit. “Where are you anyway?” 
 
   She sighed. “I’m at my gynecologist. I seem to have lost my pills during my hissy rampage in the closet, so I’m here to get a refill and do a pelvic exam.” 
 
   Hissy rampage? How fitting. 
 
   “Well, try not to have one of those outbursts, will you? I can handle only one every decade, just to let you know.” 
 
   She made a laughing sound that made me smile a little. 
 
   “You spoil me too much. Once every decade? Oh, my…”
 
   “I’d grow old and die faster the way you’re treating me. I so deserve a vacation after this trip.” 
 
   “We shall,” she whispered. “Babe, I have to go. It’s my turn now. Have a safe flight and please behave. I love you and will speak to you soon.” She made a loud kissing noise before hanging up. 
 
   Bloody Hell. This three week business trip was going to drag. I could already tell. 
 
   ~
 
   “I heard you got married. Where’s your wife?” A familiar looking woman, whose identity I couldn’t pinpoint, greeted me with a welcoming smile. 
 
   “I did,” I responded cordially as I nursed my whiskey. “She’s back in England, finishing up her last year in University.” 
 
   “That’s great.” She eyed my drink before smiling widely, showcasing her perfect whites. “It must be lonely to travel all by yourself, being married and all. It bars you from having fun.” 
 
   “I’m too busy with work; fun isn’t part of the agenda.” Women! Why couldn’t they just take the hint? When a man was married and not staring down at your arse or your bloody knockers, it was obvious you should try a different sort. 
 
   Finishing up my drink from the hotel bar, I left right after I tipped the barman and strode straight into the bank of elevators to take me to my penthouse suite. 
 
   I loved Sydney, but I was feeling all sorts of homesickness. 
 
   It had been two weeks since I had seen Sienna, and I had to admit my body craved a woman. It just so happened that the only woman I wanted was my wife. No one else could satisfy me the way she could. 
 
   It didn’t take long until I was up in my suite, dragging my feet as exhaustion took over me. 
 
   I wasn’t drunk after having three drinks, but I questioned myself when I found the very person I had just been thinking about standing in the living room, staring back at me. 
 
   “Sienna?” She seemed nervous, therefore I almost ran towards her, wondering if something was wrong. “Did something bad happen?”
 
   “I had to Google you because I couldn’t reach your cell phone,” she wretchedly said with a pointed look. “Why did you tell me you were staying in a different hotel? Why did you lie?” 
 
   Christ. Not again. “Poppet, I’ve been all over Australia. I can’t very well tell you correctly each and every one I’ve stayed at. I apologize if I gave you the wrong one. I swear on my honor that it was a pure, honest mistake.” 
 
   She frowned. “Oh.” 
 
   “Right. You can very well apologize to me now before I spank you for it.” I was merely teasing, yet my cock twitched in response. 
 
   Hell, she had no idea how fucking lovely it was to see her. I had been ceaselessly dreaming about her, in and out of the bedroom.
 
   She came to meet me before she fidgeted with her hands. “I’m sorry, I thought the worst—”
 
   “Aren’t we past this?” 
 
   She sighed before stepping closer to me. “You’ve been gone too long, and I can’t stop thinking about you. I’ve missed you so much that I decided to come here, even though I shouldn’t because I’d miss classes. I just needed an excuse to see you, I guess.” 
 
   Pulling her close, I cupped her cheeks as I stared deeply into her eyes. “I love you, too.” 
 
   It was absurd to be this desperate for the woman I was married to, however it was how I felt. Moreover, as embarrassing as it was to admit it even to myself, I couldn’t fight the emotions that consumed me when it came to her. For her to even think for a second that I’d find a replacement to pass the time with was beyond troubling. 
 
   Kissing her was the highlight of my Australian trip. The takeovers didn’t even come close to this kind of high. 
 
   “I’m late…” she momentarily whispered. “And I took an over the counter test.” 
 
   Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, don’t bloody stop talking, I almost said out loud before I frustratingly asked, “And?” 
 
   “I’m pregnant,” she muttered before she started bawling. “I’m going to lose this one, too. It’ll be like the last time. I didn’t want to keep this information from you, but please don’t hate me when I prove to be right.” 
 
   Dio mio! “You’re pregnant?” I grinned like there was no tomorrow. “Really and truly pregnant?” 
 
   “Idiot!” She slapped me lightly on the chest. “There’s only one kind of pregnant. What the hell, Blake?” 
 
   I lifted her off the floor and spun her a little before I carried her towards the sofa and cradled her on my lap, loving every inch of her. My wife was pregnant. I couldn’t rejoice enough. 
 
   “How far along are you?” 
 
   “A little over four weeks.” 
 
   “Sex on the stairs worked like magic, I take it?” Happiness consumed me as I took her hand in mine and kissed her palm. “Don’t you worry about anything, love. I’m going to take care of you. I won’t be leaving your side until you’ve given birth to our baby.” 
 
   “And after the baby? You’re not dumping me, are you?” 
 
   I shrugged noncommittally. “Well, that depends…” 
 
   She playful hit my chest again before I kissed her senseless. “I would never leave you. Especially not now. Not when I can’t function without you.” It was true. “I might have to lessen my trips to a week if I can’t take you with me. I can’t stand being this far from you.” 
 
   The soft, intimate mood was interrupted by the loud, growling sound of her belly. 
 
   “We’re starving, in case you haven’t heard.” She made a sheepish grin. “Your baby’s a little demanding.” 
 
   It was a Knightly trait, one that would drive the mother a little crazy. In approximately eight months’ time, our little bean would be ready to say hello to Mama and Papa. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Mrs. Knightly
 
   Two weeks later
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   I went over to see Sienna at work. It was nine at night and I was suddenly consumed with this profound need to see her, even if it was from afar. 
 
   It had been two weeks since I had seen her last, when she had made a surprise visit to Australia. It would’ve been nice to come home to her waiting for me after being so far apart for so long, but she was busy with her studies and work. I respected that about her—that she still wanted to pave her way even though I had more money than Croesus, and she was more than welcome to do as she pleased. The woman was stubborn. She still paid her own shopping sprees and other stuff women enjoyed with her own money. The credit cards and the savings account I had opened for her remained untouched. 
 
   I had never thought I’d rue the day I wished a woman wasn’t after my money. Regardless, this was not the case with my wife. It would’ve been nice if she took a little from me. Something was better than nothing. It merely proved she was highly independent and didn’t need me at all. I wanted her to need me, though, like I needed her. However, my incessant nagging made her threaten me with not using any of the cards to decorate our baby’s room. Subsequently, I took the hint and left her be. 
 
   Even in pregnancy, she was still gorgeous as ever, and my desire for her only burned brighter. 
 
   Life was the same, even though we were expecting. She continued to be quite active in all of her endeavors, and I admired her spirit, even though she was boggled with doubts about parenting. But with my assurance, we would cope together. 
 
   ~
 
   The next day…
 
   It was a Saturday, and I noticed she was all geared up to head somewhere. 
 
   “Where are you headed to?” 
 
   “The farmers’ market around Marylebone.” 
 
   “Can I come?” I inquired lightly, hoping she’d say yes. 
 
   She looked doubtful. “Are you sure your multi-billion dollar empire can survive without you for a day?” 
 
   “A few hours won’t make a difference, no need to worry.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes before taking a recycled bag out of the drawer. “We need these.” 
 
   “So, what do you plan to shop for? Eggplants and a few tomatoes?” I smirked, loving the whole domesticated exchange we were having. Who would’ve thought I’d be going to a farmers’ market on a bloody Saturday? Surely my grandfather would be amused once I told him the story. 
 
   I strode over to her, lovingly memorizing her face. My wife. “I love you, Sienna.” I just had to say it. 
 
   Every day, without fail, I’d tell her just how much she meant to me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Baby Blues
 
   Blake
 
    
 
   We had just come back from a doctor’s appointment where we saw how our baby was doing when Sienna started to cry like someone had died. 
 
   Cautiously closing the front door, I took a moment to look at her and wondered if this was purely hormonal or if it was much more than that. 
 
   “Cara?” I asked gently as I strode towards her. 
 
   Large tears streamed down her lovely face. “This is becoming all too real, and I’m scared, Blake. I’m fucking terrified.” 
 
   I immediately went and held her, soothing her by smoothing down her hair as I softly told her comforting things. “We’re not going to lose our baby, poppet. This one’s a fighter. Trust me on this one.” 
 
   She shook her head, truly inconsolable. “That’s not what I meant. This child, with my luck… it’s petrifying. Don’t get me wrong, I love children. I’m just scared that the past will repeat itself and my child will be helpless like I was.” 
 
   This was more about her, not the child per say. It was about her past experiences. Poor darling. 
 
   “Oh, Sienna…”
 
   “I grew up frightened, Blake. Hiding from my aunt and uncle and my cousins became normal to me. I don’t want that for my child. We could just die any day…” Her fears were visible in her eyes. She truly was terrified. 
 
   “I could die tomorrow, but I’m comforted by the fact that we have friends that will help you and the baby. Toby, Lucy, and Chad will do everything in their power to help raise our son or daughter.” 
 
   She made a small hiccupping sound before she hugged onto me tighter. “I’ve been getting these weird, frightful dreams…
 
   “I love you,” she whispered, shaking a little with tears in her eyes. “I love you so much, a And the thought of losing you forever terrifies me more than you know. There are times that I’m distant. It’s because of that reason. If I lose you, I’m going with you, Blake.” 
 
   I was glad she was opening up to me about her fears. I had actually been starting to worry that she had easily accepted being pregnant without any major emotional upheaval. However, if I died tomorrow, I’d never forgive her if she decided to go with me. 
 
   “No, you won’t. I won’t let you.” I sought her eyes. “You will move on and live a long, happy life. If it does happen, I would want you to find another man that loves you the way I have loved you. A man that’s willing to put you ahead of his needs. I don’t want to see you pining for me; I want you and the baby to have a happy, enriched life. That’s why I’m working so hard to build a future for you both.” 
 
   “How could you say that?” She was aghast at the thought of it. “If I died, I wouldn’t want you to move on. I’m terrified about everything—the future, losing you. Maybe I’m just being hormonal, but I can’t stop thinking about all these awful things that could happen to us.” 
 
   I laughed, knowing she meant it. “I’d mourn you until I joined you…” 
 
   I never wanted to part with her. Even in death, I’d stay close by her side. And that was a promise. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Beautiful Life
 
    
 
   We had just found out that we were having a baby girl, and we were lounging on the couch, eating Chinese while we brainstormed baby names. 
 
   “How about Cara?” she suggested as she gobbled on the Lo Mein noodles, looking happily satisfied. 
 
   Definitely not. “I already call you cara as one of my endearments. I don’t want our child to confuse herself whilst growing up.” 
 
   She sighed before belching out loud. “Ooops. That seriously just came out of nowhere.” 
 
   “Uh-huh,” I said incredulously. “I guess the same goes with your gastrointestinal problem?” 
 
   She smacked my head with a pillow. “Hey, you were the one who asked for this baby, so back off with your little remarks, buddy.” 
 
   I snorted, laughing out loud. “It’s okay that you’re gassy and you fart when you least expect it.” I was referring to her “incident” at Stella and Callum’s baby shower.
 
   “Blake Knightly!” She reddened from embarrassment. 
 
   Bending over to kiss her burgeoning belly, I whispered to my daughter, “That, my dear love, is your mother. She’s a tad wonky, but we’re going to love her either way. But I’m warning you, she’s quite a handful, this beautiful, gorgeous mother of yours.” 
 
   “Mock me all you want,” she said in a warning tone, “but I’m not giving you sex for a week. Now how’s that for wonky?” 
 
   Bloody Hell. “I get hard when you lie, cara.” 
 
   “Try me,” she taunted. 
 
   “You bet your lovely arse I will. I’m going to devour you all night long.” 
 
   THE END
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Bartered (A Trilogy) 
 
    
 
   A woman could be… Everything. Anything. Nothing. 
 
    
 
   I was a connoisseur of beautiful things, women included. I didn’t just have one, but three—all exotic, stunning and would do anything I asked. 
 
    
 
   My life was grand. It was perfect and I was content with it all, until a little minx came along. The second our eyes clashed, giving me a glimpse of her violet blue depths that had a mixture of stubbornness and will but with a hint of something else…
 
    
 
   Choices were made. Decisions were done. 
 
    
 
   And for the very first time in my life, I was challenged with something risky, merely igniting the animal in me. 
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Chapter 1
 
   Hugo
 
    
 
   “Mr. Xavier, your presence is needed sir.” Benoît, my head security, prompted me the second I hung up the conference call I had from England. 
 
    
 
   I considered him a moment, pausing as I raised my brow, before responding to him with a curt question. “In regards to what?” 
 
    
 
   My life revolved mostly with work. Well, it was the love of my life. The Riviera had been in my family for generations. It was more than a five-star luxury hotel that offered one of Europe’s finest casinos but it was a class on its own. It was a legacy that ran in my blood. It became my soul when I had nothing left going on with my life. 
 
    
 
   This was all I had. 
 
   The power. 
 
   The prestige. 
 
   The privilege. 
 
    
 
   Benoît cleared his throat before answering me with a raised brow, doubtful. “It’s about Miss Dana Bateau sir. One of the cleaning ladies found her in your library trying to open your safe.” He paused before sharply adding, “Sir.”
 
    
 
   Dana…trying to open my safe… she’s been with me for about over six months and was this her first attempt? Or the first she ever got caught? I met her through Javier. A man I socialized yet never welcomed in my circle of trusted friends. Come to think of it, I didn’t have friends. I had partners, associates, acquaintances…but never friendships. I didn’t trust a lot of people—and the ones I did—it was a puny trusted circle. Dana obviously wasn’t in it. “Where is she now?” I calmly asked as I turned my attention back on the screen, starting at the message that was before me while I waited for Benoît to continue. 
 
    
 
   “She’s held in the villa sir. We’re waiting for your orders.” 
 
    
 
   “Hmm,” I murmured nonchalantly before getting up, striding into the vast glass that covered the entire wall looking down on the bright lights that showed the night beauty of Monaco. “Wait for me downstairs. I need a moment.” Gently barking out an order, I didn’t move until I heard the soft shut of the heavy oak door before strolling towards the marbled table for my humidor. Cuban cigars were lined accordingly. Precisely. Just like my life—it was a well-oiled lifestyle…and from time to time one would find some problems. The imperfections. Like Dana…
 
    
 
   Plucking one out of the leathered case, I reached for my ivory encrusted cutter. It was a present from one of my lovers. One of the few presents that I truly enjoyed. The ivory tusk that it came from wasn’t from a poacher—or so what Evangeline promised. She said it was from her elephant pet who had became so ill they had to end her life. She loved the pet so much that she wanted me to have something beautiful that had meaning. She was one of the tribal African princesses, so I didn’t question her. Surely princesses didn’t lie? I thought with amusement as I recalled her stating the same thing. She was a woman of beauty and quick wit. I admired that about her. It was unfortunate when we ended our relationship because she was due to marry someone of high ranking from her country. 
 
    
 
   Lighting my cigar, I thought of Dana and the contents of what was in the safe. The items in there was of value…but it was of no value in regards to anything vital—those were kept in a place where no one could access it but myself. 
 
    
 
   Taking a long draw, I leisurely exhaled the smoke as I savored the smooth taste it left of my tongue when I heard another knock, angered that someone dared knock on my door when I gave orders not to disturb me other than Benoît. “What?” 
 
    
 
   I heard the man himself clear his throat before breaking another news. “There’s another urgent matter sir.” 
 
    
 
   “Merde!” It was barely noon and this day led more surprises than Bastille Day. “Ce qui s'est passé?” What happened? I wasn’t known for my temper nor did I often display it most especially to the people that I employed, but for the past week after that short and curt meeting I had with my father, I’d been on a short fuse, about to explode like a ticking time bomb to whomever stepped on my wrong foot. Father kept reminding me of the oath I took. Each year was the very same speech and it wasn’t as if I was going to ever forget my vow. Yet every year, at the very same day he visits to make sure I was in check—that I wasn’t being reckless as he sarcastically put it. 
 
    
 
   Reckless wasn’t part of my anatomy.  Yet the old man persisted. Though I couldn’t lay the blame on him. We both weren’t at fault that we were cursed. It has caused my father tremendous pain and suffering and his “yearly reminder” was done out of love with a hefty amount of caution. It was a curse we both grieved and would endure until we both shall live on this earth. 
 
    
 
   Benoît came into view seeming undeterred about my outburst. “It’s a matter of a Class A client sir. He was caught counting cards and when security detained him, it showed that he had insufficient funds to reimburse the checks.”  
 
    
 
   Money made the world go fucking round and round, as it did with mine. “How much does he owe?” 
 
    
 
   “Three hundred thousand Euros,” he uttered without a blink.  
 
    
 
   Fils de pute. Son of a bitch. “This man owes me three hundred thousand euros—and he still managed to get inside my casino to gamble some more—and security didn’t flag him?”
 
    
 
   “The finance department wasn’t notified until an hour ago. The security team wouldn’t have known that, Monsieur Xavier. Our men follow protocols, never fear of that.” 
 
    
 
   They did. Of course, he was right. He was the one who made sure that everything was perfect. Batard. “Where’s this man now?” 
 
    
 
   “He’s in one of the rooms next to the finance office, Monsieur.” 
 
    
 
   “Meet me in the casino in the elevator lobby in ten minutes.” I nodded nose flaring as I put down my cigar, wondering how unlucky I was to be dealing with such bullshit at such early a morning. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Hugo 
 
    
 
    
 
   “My daughter—she’ll work the debt off.” The man before me said in such a temperamental tone that somehow set me off like a rocket. 
 
    
 
   “I beg your pardon? I don’t do this sort of negotiation, Monsieur Callas—you must be mistaken.” This pompous ass of a man was telling me that his daughter—his very own daughter—was to pay off his debts. What a disgrace! The likes of him didn’t deserve any love and support from any daughter who would unthinkably offer them like they were chopped meat from a butcher’s stall. 
 
    
 
   My subtle decline of his “generous” offer seemed not enough to get my point across because he somehow pulled out his phone before sliding it towards me. “She’s willing to pay the debt off for me if you let me walk out of the door without charges.” 
 
    
 
   Mon Dieu! But this man was beyond appallingly dense. “And what do you suppose she’d do, Monsieur Callas? I am fully staffed. Paying off three hundred thousand euros would take her years to pay off—I don’t have such time to waste. I’m running an empire not a trade show.” I ignored the phone before me, not willing to even consider the most absurd of ideas. This wasn’t the first time a man had written bad checks. In fact, this sort of atrociousness happened all the time. Rich men who couldn’t afford to roll anymore of their expensive lifestyle that were willing to auction off their best assets—heirlooms, paintings, cars, yachts—name it, I’d taken them all. I was ruthless in the business arena and every time a man offers their wives or daughters to “pay the debts off”, not only was I harder to negotiate for terms after but I simply lost respect for them as a person, as a man. 
 
    
 
   A knock on the door interrupted us. “Oui?” Barking at the mahogany door, I loosened my tie as I felt my temper rising. Truly, this day was outrageous. 
 
    
 
   “His daughter is here sir. She’s requesting to see her father.” Benoît’s voice came through the slit of the slightly ajar door.
 
    
 
   “Merde!” I muttered through my gritted teeth as I glared at the overly confident man before me. “You invited her here?” I said accusingly. 
 
    
 
   Dark detached eyes met my own. “I alerted her the second the security team asked me to step aside. She lives close…besides, you might find her a gem.”
 
    
 
   This was becoming a circus. Was this man’s gambling a family affair then? “Let her in—” This better be worth my time, I thought the second the words left my lips. Constantin Callas was known to be brash, unscrupulous, womanizer and a degenerate gambler. This was the first time I had met the man and I disliked him on the spot. 
 
    
 
   Both of our heads turn towards the door when we heard it creak open, entering a slim figure of a woman with ink black hair and the most fascinating eyes with a small delicate face captured my undivided attention, striking me like I had never been before in my life. My throat and my groin constricted at the same time, spell bounded at the beauty and confidence she exuded. And what a sight she was….
 
    
 
   “I apologize to interrupt your meeting, Mr. Xavier but my father said it was urgent I join you both.” Her voice was soft yet it hinted enough force that meant that she was to be taken seriously. 
 
    
 
   Well, the woman walked into the right room because things truly just became serious. 
 
    
 
   “Leave us.” I commanded, eyes unwavering at her while the rest, including her father, started to retreat behind the doors. The moment I heard still silence, I decided that I wanted a better view so I stood up, face not giving away my thoughts as I sized the soon to be prize. My eyes roved around her delicate figure, admiring and appreciative at her beguiling beauty. “What’s your name?” 
 
    
 
   Her eyes snapped into mine, enthralling me for a second. A heartbeat. “Isobel.” She stated proudly as those blue eyes with hints of violet struck me within. 
 
    
 
   It was immediate. The rush so potent that it left me reeling…I felt it in my gut, fueling the heated fire in my groin all the way to my cock. “Isobel.” I tried her name on my lips, not knowing what to make of it. “So…Isobel… What are you doing here?” 
 
    
 
   She met my gaze, brazen and painstakingly beautiful. “I’m here to help my father.” 
 
    
 
   Ah the old man… he had one asset that would interest me more than monetary value. He was a man who knew quality—and he was also certain that I would get entranced the moment I lay my eyes on her daughter. He knew how to bargain, I’d have to give him the credit. “How do you plan to help your father, Isobel?” I raised my brow, wanting to see where and how far she’d take this conversation. “Three hundred thousand Euros is not a small number.” 
 
    
 
   Determined, she only lifted her chin at me. “I can work for you—be a secretary, a cook, a companion,” she rasped out. “I could be whatever you like…” she trailed off the last bit of the sentence. 
 
    
 
   My mouth quirked when she couldn’t utter what she truly meant. No, she didn’t blush but I could tell it made her uncomfortable. As she should. No right-minded woman should offer herself to pay of her father’s debts. “I have three girlfriends—well, two at the moment.” I retracted the second I realized what Dana’s been up to. “I can get a woman without having to pay her that hefty amount.” 
 
    
 
   She looked confused. Then panicked when my words finally sunk in. “Please, Mr. Xavier—I beg you—I can fill in the third position.” 
 
    
 
   She seemed desperate, making me more curious as to why she was doing this. There’s got to be a good reason. “Now why would I do that? Do you have any special skills to please me that Sherry and Chantel can’t do?” 
 
    
 
   Beautiful eyes blinked blankly at me. “No.” She shook her head dejectedly. “I do not.” 
 
    
 
   Gazing her luminous skin, I felt almost tempted to touch it before common sense took over. “Very well. So tell me again, why should I hire you?” 
 
    
 
   “Because you’re a good man and you’d take pity on me.” Her voice strained. “My father is a hard man and I’m sure you have no ounce of remorse towards him—but my brother and I—my brother most especially needs. If father decides to cut him off from his monthly allowance from my grandfather’s estate, things could get very ugly and difficult for the both of us.” 
 
    
 
   So you’re saying you’re willing to sell your body to secure your brother’s lifestyle and yours? Did I get that right?” My heart turned cold. How often do I see these demure beautiful women and think them beautiful and angelic, only to be proven wrong when they turned out to be only after one thing? Money was a powerful thing to behold. It turned gentle souls to cruel ruthless beings. It breeds selfishness and greed…but most of all, it propelled more evilness in this world. And yet without it, there would be no system. It was disappointing to learn Isobel to be in the same pond as the rest, yet I couldn’t really say that I was shocked from her admission. After all, if you’re father was Constantin Callas; could one really expected more of their breed?  
 
    
 
   She opened her cherry glossy lips to protest but shut it instead and made a small nod, agreeing to everything I threw at her. “I suppose if you put it that way…then yes, I am selling myself to you.” 
 
    
 
   There was something in her voice that tugged at me, as if her sadness was something I should take notice of…cared of. It was odd. Remaining mum, I strode towards the silver tray, took the carafe and poured myself some red wine. “Would you like some?” I offered before taking a sip, eyes still watching her, taking every expression that crossed her beautiful face. 
 
    
 
   Biting her bottom lip, she shook her head to decline my offer before stepping closer me, brows furrowing. “What will happen to my father?” 
 
    
 
   Like the rest…since the fool didn’t want to offer anything else apart from her. It said a lot about him and how much he cared for his children. Some people weren’t fit to be parents. As was I. But that problem wouldn’t ever be mine. I suppose I could be grateful for that. Gazing into the remaining liquid in my glass, I paused before answering her. “He’s going to jail. As expected.” 
 
    
 
   “No. No. Please—help me.” She persisted. “Let me be at your disposal—I promise I won’t let you down.” 
 
    
 
   Very well. I shall test her resolve… 
 
    
 
   “Come tonight—and no I won’t do anything to you but I want you to watch how I take a woman. Then you can decide if this is something you want.” She licked her lips before nodding nervously towards me. Striding towards the door, I gave her one last lingering look. “I’ll have someone come get you tonight. Until then…Isobel.” 
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