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THE GIANT OAK trees parted, giving way to the flood of sunlight. If it weren’t for my sunglasses and the tinted windows, the saturation would be blinding. The effect was undoubtedly the intention of the designers and architects when they mapped out the plantation centuries ago. The shadowed lane—quiet, secluded, and draped in Spanish moss—was a prelude to the crescendo of Georgia blue sky spotlighting the splendor of the manor. Each inch up the cobblestone drive tightened the muscles in my neck and back, reminding me of the appropriate posture for a Montague. 

No matter how many times I told myself that I was no longer the child trapped within the iron gates or that I was a competent woman who’d recently graduated summa cum laude, the little girl’s voice inside of me repeated the mantra I’ve known since the beginning of time: some things never change. The closer we got to the giant house, the more I tensed, my years of separation slipping away as my confidence threatened to dissolve. 

The original structure had burnt in the late 1800’s. According to family lore, though it was considered stately in its heyday, by current standards the original home would barely suffice for a guesthouse. The current Montague Manor was now one of the most admired mansions in the Deep South. Where others saw beauty, I saw a prison and loss of innocence. 

Willing my jaw to unclench, I reminded myself again that this was only a visit—temporary at that. It had been almost four years since I’d graced Montague Manor with my presence, and if it hadn’t been for my mother’s invitation—correction, summons—I wouldn’t be here now.

“Miss Collins?”

Lost in my own thoughts and memories, I’d missed the stopping of the car and the opening of the door. Turning toward the sound of my name, I saw, framed in sunlight with his hand extended, my stepfather’s driver, Brantley Peterson. The older gentleman had worked for my family for as long as I could remember. Though I barely recalled a time before my mother married Alton, I knew from stories that Brantley had been here then too. He’d worked for my father just as his father had worked for my grandfather, Charles Montague II. 

“Miss Alexandria?” he said. “Your parents are waiting.”

Taking a deep breath, I moved my legs outside the car, purposely avoiding his offer of help. “Just Alex, Brantley.”

“Not forever, miss. In no time you’ll have ‘counselor’ in front of your name.” A hint of a smile emerged. The rarely visible emotion threatened to crack the façade of his aloof veneer as his cheeks rose and the deep-set wrinkles brought on by age multiplied near his gray eyes. “Your mother is very proud. She tells everyone how you were accepted to both Yale and Columbia to study law.” 

Rubbing my moist palms against my jeans, I looked up—and up—at the pristine walls, spotless windows, and large stately porches. In another place, another time, I would have thanked Brantley for his compliment. I may have even confessed that I was also proud of my accomplishments, but more than that, I would admit to being pleased to hear that my mother still spoke about me, acknowledged that I was her daughter. 

The relentless Georgia sun upon my skin and humid air within my lungs confirmed that this wasn’t another place or time. The years of Montague training suppressed any advancement I’d since made in becoming Alex Collins, a real individual with thoughts, feelings, and dreams. In merely the time it took to pick me up at the Savannah airport and drive me into the past, I was once again, Miss Alexandria Charles Montague Collins, the flawless proper lady, pretentious to the help, and people pleaser—the well-bred Southern belle who wore the mask of perfection because no one wanted to see the truth underneath. 

It didn’t matter that this was the twenty-first century—not to the bluebloods. This was and would always be the world where appearances were essential. The secrets that darkened the corridors and doorways were forever left unspoken. 

The movement of the curtain on the second floor caught my eye. It was so fast that I could have easily missed it. I may have, were it not for the interior location of the window: it was my old bedroom—a place I loathed more than any other. 

With his stoic poise returned, Brantley asked, “Shall I take your bags to your room?”

I swallowed. “Not yet. I haven’t decided if I’m staying.”

“But, miss, your mother—”

I lifted my hand dismissively—something I would never have done in California. “Brantley, I’ll let you know my plans once I know them. In the meantime, keep the car in the drive and leave my bags in the trunk.”

Nodding, he murmured, “Yes, miss. I’ll be here.”

He always was. 

Did that make him part of the problem or solution? 

Biting the inside of my cheek, I gracefully made my way up the cement path. 

Why did I come back?
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“DON’T LOOK SO guilty. We deserve this!” Chelsea’s hazel eyes sparkled from the glow of the setting sun. We were standing at one of the many railings along the resort edge, overlooking the Pacific Ocean. 

Inhaling the salt air, I nodded. “We do. We’ve worked hard. I-I guess, I’ve never…”

“Let me help you,” she said with a smirk. “You’ve never let yourself have fun.” With more seriousness, she added, “Your grandparents left you that trust fund. Tell me, when have you ever used the money for anything other than education and essentials?”

I shrugged. “I’m sure if you asked my attorneys, I haven’t always made the best financial decisions regarding either of those.”

“To hell with them.”

That was part of what I loved about Chelsea. No matter the situation, she said exactly what she thought. Granted, sometimes it was too much information, but nonetheless, you knew exactly what you were dealing with.

“Besides,” she went on, “in two years the money will be all yours. You won’t have to answer to some stuffed-shirt lawyer.”

“Hey!” 

“You know what I mean. And in three years you’ll be someone else’s lawyer. Then you can tell whomever what they can and can’t do with their own money.”

I scrunched my nose. “I don’t know for sure, but I don’t think civil law is for me. It seems boring. I want something more exciting.”

My best friend’s arms dramatically spread toward the horizon. “I can see it now. Some high-profile case and there you are, on the steps of a big courthouse somewhere.” She spun toward me. “I know! That one on the T.V. show—Law and Order. It’s in New York.” She nudged her shoulder against mine. “The perfect place for a Columbia graduate.”

I didn’t want to think about law school, not yet. I’d just graduated from Stanford and the four years I’d spent in California were undoubtedly the best of my life. I loved everything about the West Coast, from the beautiful campus nestled in the Palo Alto valley to the winding beautiful coastal highway. The idea of heading back east made me physically ill.

“Stop that,” Chelsea said with her hand on my arm. “Stop thinking about it. You know applying to East Coast schools made the most sense.”

“I know. But I would’ve loved to have stayed here.”

“Just like Professor Wilkerson told you, you’ve made your mark here. Summa cum laude. California knows you. Now it’s time to make your mark back east. In three years you’ll be the most sought-after attorney from coast to coast. Every big firm will want you.”

“Chels, I really don’t want to think about any of it. Not this week. This week is for us.” I grabbed her hand and squeezed. “I don’t want to think about being without you next year. I want us to have the time of our lives.”

“You know I’d love to pick up and move with you. But when it comes to right now—I couldn’t agree more. For this one week, let’s forget about everything. Let’s be the opposite of ourselves.”

Let’s be each other? 

I stopped myself from saying the thought aloud. Instead, I looked out over the gorgeous view. The setting sun was casting shadows over the cliffs in the distance, as rolling white-capped waves crashed against the rocks and shore. This was one of the scenes I’d miss on the East Coast. There may be an ocean, but never on the beaches of Georgia had I ever seen waves or felt the refreshing breeze as I did here. 

“I’m in. As a matter of fact,” I whispered with a grin, “no more Alex or Alexandria. For the next week I’m Charli.”

Chelsea’s eyes narrowed. 

“It’s short for Charles, one of my middle names.” I lowered my voice, but before the pounding surf and murmuring voices around us could dominate, I added, “I think Alex needs a break.”

Locking our elbows, Chelsea sighed. “Girl, that’s the best thing I’ve heard since we’ve met. If you ask me, Alex has needed a break for a long time!”

As we made our way to our suite, I contemplated the possibilities of leaving Alex behind, if for only a week. 

Can I do that? 

I could. I’d done it before. 

I’d put away the pretentious snob I’d been raised to be when I left Alexandria Charles Montague Collins in Savannah. The minute I’d stepped off the airplane in California and made my way to my freshman orientation, I’d vowed that Alexandria had been left behind and I became Alex. 

She was a clean slate, with no demons on her back or skeletons in her closet. I had the rare opportunity to reinvent myself into someone I liked to be, and I did. 

Alex was everything I’d wanted to be growing up: a hard worker, a good student, and someone who refused to stay trapped in the cage created by the Montague name. After my mother shared a secret with me right before I left Savannah, I had the confidence to do what she was never able to do. 

For that one evening, with her husband Alton out of town on business, I had a real mom. It’s a night I’ll never forget. She even looked different. Instead of her normal designer clothes, when she came to my room she wore shorts and a t-shirt. I hadn’t known she owned regular clothes. With her hair pulled back in a ponytail and little to no makeup, she knocked on my bedroom door. The knock had been so faint that over the sound of my music, I almost didn’t hear it. 

For a change, the sound didn’t alarm me. I knew Alton was away and I knew I’d be gone before he returned. When I peered around the door, I almost gasped. Adelaide Montague Collins Fitzgerald looked like she could have been my sister instead of my mother. With her large blue eyes, she looked at me with a mixture of love and regret. Though everything within my eighteen-year-old self wanted to tell her to leave, I couldn’t. 

There was something final about that night. Though neither of us came out and said it, I think she understood I didn’t plan to return. I sometimes wonder just how much she knew.

Instead of saying anything, I opened the door and welcomed her into the chaos. My bed was covered in suitcases. The drawers to my dressers were in all stages of openness while my closet doors were spread wide. Not once did she use the tone I’d come to expect and admonish the disarray. Instead, she gracefully sat on the edge of my bed and asked if she could help.

Though years of secrets and regrets momentarily swirled about us, as I listened to her sincerity they disappeared. For one evening we were more than mother and daughter. We were friends. Time passed as we packed, laughed, and cried. She told me that she was proud that I was going to Stanford. It wasn’t only that I’d been accepted—which was an accomplishment—but she was also proud that I was moving away. She confessed that her parents didn’t want her to move away. After all, she was the last Montague. Even though she wasn’t a male, continuing the bloodline was her responsibility. The way my grandparents saw it, her only purpose in higher education was to find a man worthy of fulfilling that role of husband. Of course that meant a man who understood the heritage. 

That night, in my room, she did what she always did and spoke favorably of my father. She said he was a good man, a revered businessman, and a man of whom my grandfather approved. It wasn’t until I was in high school that I realized she never mentioned the word love. Not in relation to her affection for my father or for Alton. The only time she mentioned love was to remind me that my father, Russell Collins, loved me. 

For the first time I could recall, she admitted to wanting a different life. She confessed that when she was my age she wanted to leave Georgia and find a life away from Montague Manor. Holding tightly to my hands, with tears in her blue eyes, she told me to do what she couldn’t. She told me to go and discover life beyond Savannah. 

My entire life, I’d been told that even though the Montague assets were now handled under the name of my stepfather, Alton Fitzgerald, and my name was Collins, one day I would be expected to take my rightful place. It was what my grandmother, grandfather, and mother had told me since I was old enough to remember—I was the heir to a prestigious name. Since my father was killed in a car crash while out of town when I was only three, I couldn’t remember him ever telling me about my future. 

On a late August afternoon, when I stepped off the airplane in San Francisco, I chose to do what my mother never could: discover life—not Alexandria’s, but Alex’s. The blue sky was my encouragement. For the first time in my life, it seemed as though the clouds that loomed around Montague Manor couldn’t reach me. On the West Coast I could breathe. 

As if being reborn at nearly nineteen years old, I put Alexandria behind me and became Alex Collins. Since my tuition was paid by my trust fund, neither the name Montague nor Fitzgerald was associated with the new me. I suppose if someone dug into the fine print my past could be found, but no one needed to do that. My grandparents’ law firm handled all my monetary needs. Even now, ascending the heights of the Del Mar Club and Spa in the glass elevator, it was only the law firm of Hamilton and Porter who knew my whereabouts. They’d been the ones to wire me the money for our excursion, not my mother or her husband. 

For four years I was able to live a life free of anyone’s expectations but my own. I created the perfect persona with real personal edges. I put away the ghosts from the past and discovered what life had to offer. Though Alex was different than Alexandria, I sometimes wondered if either one was really me. 

Who am I? 

Maybe for one week, I could live without the pressures of my old or new life. Maybe I could experience life as others did—as Chelsea did—completely untethered from the monsters of my past or the aspirations of my future. Alexandria Charles Montague Collins had a perfect façade to maintain. Alex Collins had a future and a career to build. For one week, Charli—no last name—wanted to see what life could be like without a past or a future. 
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“LOOK… NO, DON’T,” Chelsea whispered as she covered her lips with the edge of a fashion magazine. Her sunglass-covered eyes scanned the deck around the large pool. 

“How can I look and not look?” I asked playfully between sips of my strawberry-mango slushy. 

“Do you see those guys over there?” 

“You told me not to look,” I reminded her. Yet I had seen them. It was hard—no impossible—not to look. The patrons of the exclusive resort were beautiful. After all, the resort catered to the wealthy, and those people spent a lot of money to maintain their perfection. 

“Just take a quick look.”

As I turned my head, I caught the stare of a man about our age. He was tan and blond and looking our direction, not even pretending to be looking elsewhere. With his sunglasses down, he peered over the frames, lifted his brows, and smiled. His closed-lip grin was both cocky and confident. My first instinct was to look down at my Kindle, but as pink filled my cheeks I remembered my mission. This was my week to live, to do what Alex wouldn’t and Alexandria couldn’t.

Lowering my sunglasses, I returned his grin. 

“Oh shit,” I whispered. “He’s coming over here.”

Nearly dropping her magazine, Chelsea sat taller in her lounge chair. “I said look, not invite him over.”

I didn’t have time to reply before Mr. Tanned Surfer Dude and his equally attractive friend were at the foot of our chaise lounges. 

“Hey, we haven’t seen you two around here before,” Mr. Surfer Dude said.

“We got in last night,” Chelsea replied.

Guy number two extended his hand. “Hi, I’m Shaun and this is my nosy friend, Max.”

“I’m Chelsea and this…” She looked my way. “…is Charli.”

Max lifted his brow. “You don’t look like any Charlie I’ve ever met.”

“It’s Charli with an i.”

He sat on the end of my chair. “Well, Charli with an i, would you like a drink or something?” 

I turned toward my half-filled glass of slushy. “I’m good, thank you. Besides, it’s not even noon. Isn’t that a little early for drinks?”

Shaun laughed. “We’re on vacation, and if you haven’t heard, it’s always five o’clock somewhere.”

Chelsea swung her legs off the chair and offered her hand to Shaun. “I have heard that, and I’d love a drink.”

I tried to maintain my smile as Max settled onto Chelsea’s recently vacated seat. I loved Chelsea, but playing the field, and playing men for drinks and whatever else, was her specialty. Why hadn’t I realized that bringing her to an exclusive resort would be like taking a child to a candy store? 

“We are having a nice time. Thanks for asking,” Max said with a grin.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I was just thinking about my friend. As you can see, she has a hard time making new friends.”

He cocked his head to the side, his tanned torso absorbing the sunshine, and his long legs stretched out on the lounge chair. “I bet you don’t have any trouble making friends either.”

“I guess that only leaves one of us.” 

His hand flew to his chest. “You wound me! First you don’t listen to a word I’m saying, and then you send me back to second grade.”

“Second grade?” 

“You know, when I did have trouble making friends.”

I shook my head. “I doubt you ever had trouble. The thing is that this week is supposed to be about my friend and me. We’ll be going different directions soon. I thought she might, I don’t know, hang around with me for more than breakfast.”

“Where are you going? Or is it her?”

“It’s both of us. Tell me about you.”

“Oh,” Max said, “I get it. We’re being secretive. My guess is there’s a boyfriend…” He glanced at my hand. “…no ring. So it can’t be a fiancé. But there’s someone back wherever home is.”

“Guess again.”

“You’re an aspiring actress, and this is the week before you do a big shoot.”

I laughed. “Two strikes. One more and you’re—”

“Out.”

Max and I turned to the deep voice coming from beside Max’s chair. With the sun shining directly behind him, the source of the baritone command was partially hidden by shadows. But as my gaze lingered, allowing my eyes to adjust, my breathing hitched. The man beside us was tall and tan, with broad shoulders that cast a shadow over both Max’s and my legs. He wasn’t as young as Max, but then again, he wasn’t old. The longer we sat in stunned silence, the more visible the pulsating vein in his neck became. This man was obviously upset with Max. 

When we didn’t speak, he repeated, “You’re out.”

“Excuse me?” Max asked. “Who the hell are you?”

I lowered my glasses and continued to appreciate one of the most perfect specimens of man I’d ever seen. Small droplets of water hung from his short dark hair and glistened against the cobalt blue sky. More evidence of his recent swim coated his defined abs and his wet swim trunks clung to his thick thighs… 

Everything about this man screamed confidence. Not the cocky kind I’d seen in Max. No, this man wasn’t a college kid who specialized in picking up girls. This man dominated every situation. He was a man who knew what he wanted and took it. 

Moving my gaze back upward, I sucked in a deep breath at the most stunning light blue eyes I’d ever seen. As if summoned by my gasp, those eyes moved from Max and unashamedly scanned me from my auburn hair and floppy hat to my brightly painted toes. The sear of his gaze peppered my skin with goose bumps and pebbled my nipples as it lingered on everything in between. 

Noticing my visible reaction, the side of his scowl moved upward to a lopsided grin. And then he once again turned back to Max and his threatening yet protective tone returned. 

“I’m her husband.” 

Though I should have argued, I was too intrigued to interrupt. 

“That person you mentioned…” he paused for effect and then went on, “is me and I’m not somewhere else. I’m here. Leave my wife alone or I’ll have you thrown out.”

Words came to my mind, ones that could both confirm or negate the charade he was playing, but something in this man’s demeanor held me mute on my chaise while simultaneously lifting me above the clouds. He obviously didn’t need my help to be convincing. Besides, this week was supposed to be about exploring life and the real me. In that instant, I knew that I didn’t want to do that with Max, but if given the opportunity to live out my fantasies, I was confident that the man eclipsing the sun would be perfect for the job. 

Shaking his head and lifting his hands in surrender, Max stood. His silhouette dwarfed by that of my husband’s. My insides tingled, wondering what else about this mystery man would outshine the retreating frat boy. 

“Bye, Charli with an i,” Max said, adding, “Maybe you should wear your rings?”

“Yes, Charli,” the deep voice scolded, “don’t tell me you’ve misplaced them again.”

“No,” I replied with a smirk, making my decision to play out this game. “I’m most certain they’re right where I left them.”
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“SHALL WE GO check the room?” the mystery man asked, his deep voice sending more chills to my sun-kissed skin as he extended his hand.

Although the desire to take his hand and look for my nonexistent rings was growing, the part of me that I was trying to suppress came to the surface, and I shook my head. When I looked up to the way his gaze narrowed at my refusal, my heart clenched. “Why don’t you have a seat…?” I pointed to the chair Chelsea and Max had both vacated. “…dear? I’m sure they’re in the safe. I put them there last night.” My witty response floated away with the rush of the nearby surf. 

What is he thinking? Is he questioning me or admonishing me with those eyes? 

Holding my breath, I hid behind my painted smile and shifted slightly in my chair, suddenly very aware of the coarseness of the beach towel below the thin material of my bathing suit. His silent glare continued as I caught the back of Max’s blond head in my peripheral vision. I watched as Max approached a buxom blonde. Within seconds he was seated beside her in the pool bar. I shook my head slightly, thinking how he obviously wasn’t plagued by second-grade insecurities. 

Before I could divert my gaze, Mr. Deep Voice followed my line of sight. “If you’d rather be graced with his presence, I could go tell him that we have an open marriage.”

“What?” I asked, turning back toward him, my mouth agape. 

“My only condition,” he added with a grin, “is that I get to watch.”

Crossing my arms over my too-exposed breasts, I said, “Excuse me? Who the hell—?”

The vein in his neck jumped to life as he leaned closer. “No. The appropriate reply to what I just did would be to thank me for saving you from that leech.” 

I opened my eyes wide before moving my sunglasses back up and laying my head upon the chair. “Thank you,” I mimicked in my most snobbishly dismissive voice. 

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“No, but I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

His shoulders stiffened. “No, Charli, with an i. Apparently I mistook you for someone who wouldn’t want to be taken by one of the club whores. You see Mike, or Max, or whatever he’s calling himself today, makes his way by seducing new arrivals. He and his friend pick out the new women who they believe will shower them with food, drinks, and whatever else. I’ve watched him work the pool decks and clubs off and on for a while now. You were about to be taken.”

I wasn’t sure if it was his condescending tone or arrogance at believing I would have been taken, but whatever it was, I was done. Straightening my neck, I said, “Well, sir, you’ve done your good deed for the day. Since I’m obviously not smart enough to spot a swindler, I better avoid all possible accomplices.” I reached for my slushy. “You may go.”

I lowered my eyes to the now melted drink and began to suck. With each slurp of cool strawberry and mango over my tongue, I waited for his shadow to move and my legs to once again be bathed in sunlight. By the time I reached the bottom of the glass, my heart was pounding in my chest, and my head was fighting a brain freeze, but the shadow hadn’t disappeared. It’d gotten bigger as he inched closer. 

Whipping my face toward his, I asked, “May I help you? Would you like a tip or something for your kindness?”

The annoyance I’d seen earlier was gone. The light eyes, now merely inches from my own, danced with amusement. I wasn’t sure which emotion made me more uneasy. 

“Something.” The word rolled from his lips, deep and full of promise.

I let out an exasperated sigh. “What?”

“You asked if I wanted a tip or something. I want something. I want dinner, tonight. Eight o’clock in the presidential suite. Don’t worry, Charli with an i, I’ll take care of the tip.”

“B-But—”

“Tell the doorman your name. He’ll take you up the private elevator.”

I stared incredulously, unsure what to say. 

Is this guy for real? Or is this my fantasy? Charli’s fantasy? 

I lifted my chin. “What if you’re no better than Max?”

One side of his full sensual lips quirked upward, diverting my gaze away from his chiseled jaw, the one covered with just enough beard growth to be abrasive to sensitive skin. My nipples hardened at the thought.

“I guarantee,” he said, “I’m much better than Max.”

Just then he turned and walked away, leaving me with a view of long, tanned legs, a tight ass covered with swim trunks, a trim waist, and broad shoulders. He wasn’t overly muscular, but definitely fit. Though older than Max and Shaun, I couldn’t gauge his age. By the sound of confidence in his tone and judging by our surroundings, he was successful. Hell, he’d told me to have dinner with him in the presidential suite. I knew how much our two-bedroom suite cost for a week. The presidential suite definitely required money. 

As I continued to sit, I contemplated what had just happened or what would happen. 

Am I even considering going to dinner with him in the presidential suite? 

“Who was that?” Chelsea asked as she slid back into her chair, an icy pink drink in her hand. 

I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Weren’t you talking to him?” 

“Yes,” I answered, unsure why I hadn’t asked his name or why he hadn’t offered.

“Max whispered something to Shaun, and he asked if he was your husband.”

I started laughing. “Well, actually, he’s not mine. He’s Charli’s.”

“What?” she asked, turning toward me with a big smile. “Wow! Charli moves fast! I think it’s the i. Women with names that end in i get to have all the fun.”

“What happened with Shaun? Why aren’t you two over there whispering sickening things to one another?”

Chelsea pursed her lips together. “He ordered our drinks and then asked for our room number. The creep was going to charge them to me!”

I smirked. Maybe the things Mr. Deep Voice said were true. “Oh Chelsea, tell me you didn’t give it to him. I don’t want him or Max showing up at our door.”

“No.” She laughed. “I’ve been the player too many times to be played. I gave him a sob story about my being here with my boyfriend. I said he was up in the room sleeping off too many drinks from last night, and if he saw the drinks on our tab I’d be in big trouble.” She leaned closer. “I made him out to be a real badass. Shaun felt sorry for me and bought the drinks.”

“Not sorry enough to stick around?”

“No! I think I scared him off. My imaginary boyfriend was going to kick his ass.”

“Good riddance!”

“Yeah. Remember,” Chelsea said, “this week is about us. I’m sorry I left you. From now on it’s just us.”

“Well, about that…” As I filled Chelsea in on what happened in her absence, she trembled with excitement.

“Oh my God! Alex—I mean, Charli—that stuff just doesn’t happen to you. I mean, in all the time I’ve known you, you’ve never gone out on a date until you’ve had the prospective guy fill out a ten-page résumé.”

I rolled my eyes. “That’s not true.” 

“No. It’s not, but seriously, I saw that guy over here. I couldn’t see him that well because I was a little busy getting my drink paid for, but the parts I saw were hot! He’s tall and buff. I’m sure he works out.”

“The sun was in my eyes. I’m really not sure.” I tried to sound unimpressed. “He could be hideous without the glare.”

“Right. I’m sure. That’s why you agreed to go to dinner with him, and not even in a public place but in the presidential suite!”

My stomach twisted. “Oh shit. That wasn’t smart. I-I don’t think I should go. And technically, I didn’t agree. I didn’t answer.”

“What?”

“I don’t even know his name. How can I go to the presidential suite if I don’t even know who I’m going to see?”

“You said that he told you what to do… he said to say your name to the doorman.”

I nodded as the twisting in my stomach moved lower. He had. He’d told me what to do. I hated to admit that it excited me more than scared me. I shouldn’t like that. Alexandria knew that and so did Alex. That was why Alex was always careful about whom she dated. They were all nice men or boys, and all respected Alex as a classmate and friend. None of them would have told her where to be. They would have asked. That’s what women were supposed to want. 

Why then are my insides melting at the thought of Mr. Deep Voice?

“Who do you think he is?” Chelsea asked.

I lifted my shoulders. “I have no idea, but I think I want to find out.”

She clapped her hands. “Oh! I love Alex, but I think that maybe even I could learn a thing or two from Charli.”

“With an i,” I added with a grin. 
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“DON’T LET ON that you’re nervous,” Chelsea said as she spun me around for the hundredth time. 

“I’m not nervous. You’re making me dizzy.” With each turn, the skirt of the simple yet elegant blue dress billowed as it flowed from the halter bodice. The high, wide sash accentuated my waist while the bodice dipped between my breasts. It showed enough cleavage to be sexy but not enough to be slutty. That was what Chelsea said. I pulled the material together hoping she was right. 

“He saw you in a bikini. You’re not showing any more in this dress. Besides, it still leaves something to the imagination.”

As Chelsea continued to play with my long auburn hair, the style in the mirror began to grow on me. “I don’t usually wear my hair up.”

“And you don’t usually meet perfect strangers for dinner and dessert,” she added, allowing her voice to emphasize the last word. 

I shook my head. “No dessert. Charli may be spending this week discovering life, but she’s not spending it on her back.”

“No one said you had to be on your back. Come on, there are a lot better positions than that!”

I playfully hit her shoulder. “You know what I mean. Alex still has standards.”

“But this week Charli is taking over.” She backed me toward the bed in my room. As I sat, Chelsea sat beside me and squeezed my hands. “I’m not saying to go against your moral code, but come on and live a little. Have some fun. Be daring.”

“Be you?”

“Yeah,” she said with a smile. 

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not exactly the daring kind.”

“Do you want to know what I’d do?” 

I shrugged my shoulder, and the long silver chain around my neck moved between my breasts sending a cool shiver down my spine. I was curious. After all, I knew what Alex would do. I knew what Alexandria had done. I wondered exactly what someone else, someone not haunted with a split personality, would do. Then again, Chelsea may not be the one to ask. She had always been more daring than, well, than anyone I’d ever known.

“First,” she said, standing and strutting a circle before me. “I wouldn’t let his deep, velvet, sexy voice make me all wet and weak in the knees.”

“I didn’t say that it did. And I never used the word velvet.”

“You didn’t have to. It’s pretty obvious. I mean, I’d recommend going pantyless, but damn girl, the way you fidget when you talk about him, I’d be afraid the material of your dress would give you away.”

I raised my chin. “I disagree.” I sounded confident, but the memory of the beach towel forced me to face the fact—I was at the very least mildly turned on by this man. 

“So you’re willing to take off—”

“No! Tonight isn’t going that far. My panties or lack thereof won’t be a conversation topic.”

“No one said anything about conversation topics,” she added as she leaned against the far wall, crossed her arms over her chest and stared me up and down. “Face it. You’re beautiful, and in that outfit you’re stunning. Listen to me. I know you have shit you’ve never told me. It’s none of my business. That shit is Alex’s or maybe Alexandria’s—I don’t know. Tonight, be Charli. Be bold, be fun, and play out your fantasy. 

“How often does some hot man walk into your life without any hold on your future? You’re leaving for Columbia soon. You don’t need this guy. Have fun with him. Hell, use him. Men have been doing it to women forever. This is our fun, no-regret week. You only get one of those in a lifetime.”

I sat taller. “You still haven’t said what you’d do.”

“I’d find out as little as I could about him. The less you know, the less connected you’ll be. I’d eat a little, drink a little too much, and I’d explore every position—except missionary—that I’ve ever known or he was willing to teach me.”

I glanced over at the clock. “Well, if I’m really doing this, this shit is about to get real. I’m supposed to be there in less than an hour.”

“The presidential suite isn’t that far away.” Chelsea reached for my hand. “Let’s go to the bar and have a pre-mystery-date drink, a liquid boost of courage. My treat.”

I wasn’t much of a drinker, but if I was really going to go through with this, liquid courage sounded like a great idea. “Your treat?”

I loved Chelsea, but Stanford wasn’t her college because she could afford it. Actually, she’d only attended there her freshman year by the grace of scholarships. That’s when we met, paired together by fate. Some of her choices didn’t sit well with the administration and her grades wouldn’t allow her to keep her scholarships. After our freshman year, she transferred to a state college. Even though we didn’t take classes together, we’d become too close to part ways. We found an apartment together, off campus. 

I’d like to think that we’ve helped each other. My determination rubbed off and she worked hard. The fact that she still graduated in four years made me as proud of her as my own achievements did of me. We both accomplished our goal. Her degree just had a different school’s name at the top. 

While I was the studier, she was the survivor. She knew more about the game of people like Shaun because she did what she needed to do. And even though she was now a college graduate, extra money wasn’t one of her luxuries. 

“Well,” she said with a wink. “I was going to sign the receipt. You did book this room in my name after all.”

I stood. “I did. If Alex or Alexandria isn’t who I am this week, I didn’t want my name on the reservation. I mean, Charli with an i can’t be listed on the reservation.” I shrugged. “She doesn’t have a last name.”

“Oh! I know! We could be sisters! You can share my last name.”

As I grabbed my small purse and took one last look at the creation in the mirror, I shrugged. “Our eyes are different colors. Yours are hazel and mine are some weird shade of brown.”

Chelsea hugged my shoulder and looked at us in the mirror. With her head close to mine, she said, “Our hair could be the same color. I’ve changed mine so many times, I forget what it really is. And hazel is close to gold. That’s the color I’ve always used to describe your eyes—golden.”

“Okay, sisters it is. And if I’m not back by midnight—”

“Oh no. I’m not sending out the cavalry until tomorrow. Charli with an i has some life to discover. I’m not the type of sister to put her on a time clock. There’s no magic pumpkin or glass slipper. Charli will be here all week. The stroke of midnight will have no bearing.”


[image: ]

 

 

 

“ALEXANDRIA!” 

Alex, I silently corrected.

My mother’s greeting echoed through the enormous foyer as she stepped quickly from the sitting room. Her high heels clicking across the floor as she made her way toward me, arms open wide. 

The brief pleasure I felt at seeing her evaporated as soon as Alton turned the corner only a few steps behind her. Of course he’d be on her heels. Heaven forbid that I’d have even a few seconds alone with my mother outside of his earshot. 

“Mom,” I murmured against her shoulder as she wrapped me in her arms. 

Almost immediately, she stiffened and held me at arm’s length. “Look at you. Are you ill? You look pale. I thought you were supposed to be resting before moving to New York. It’s that horrid girl, isn’t it? What does she have you doing?”

“Alexandria.” Alton’s icy tone sent a chill through the air. 

Ignoring him, I kept my gaze focused on my mother. “I’m fine. I’m just tired, that’s all. I’ve been flying most of the day.” 

“My dear, that’s why you should have flown privately and not commercial, all those layovers are ridiculous. You should rest, but first we can eat. I had Martha hold dinner.”

The idea of sitting in the dining room with my mother and Alton made any possible twinge of hunger evaporate. “Really, Mom, I’d like to settle whatever business you deemed so important it warranted my immediate trip to Savannah. Then I’d like to go.”

“Go?” Her perfectly painted face scrunched as her eyes narrowed. I wasn’t sure how many appointments she’d had with her plastic surgeon, but I wondered if her skin could be pulled any tighter. “Nonsense. Brantley! Brantley!”

“Yes, madam.” 

It was an amazing feat that all well-instructed house staff possessed. They could materialize out of thin air. One moment, they weren’t there, and you were alone. The next, they’re beside you. If they were truly well-trained and well-paid, they also had the ability to be blind and mute to their surroundings. The employees of Montague Manor were among the best-trained staff on the face of the earth. 

“Where are Alexandria’s bags? Have you taken them to her room?”

“Madam—”

“Mother, I asked Brantley to leave them in the car. I was hoping that we could conclude this family meeting and I could be back in the air. There’s a flight scheduled—”

“Brantley,” Alton’s voice superseded our discussion. “Retrieve Miss Collin’s bags and put them in her room. You may retire the car for the evening. We won’t be leaving the property.”

Though my neck straightened in defiance, my lips remained still, glued together by experience. Just like that, Alton had declared the future and sentenced me to prison behind the gates of Montague Manor. 

Mother reached for Alton’s hand and turned back to me. “Dear, have you said hello to your father?”

“No, my father is deceased. I hate to be the one to break the news to you.”

Alton’s glare narrowed while Adelaide did her best to make light of my comment. “Alexandria, you always did get cranky when you were tired. Now show Alton the respect he deserves.”

If only I truly could, but I was quite certain that my mother wasn’t speaking literally. 

“Alton, hello. You can only imagine my disappointment when I learned that you wouldn’t be out of town on one of those meetings of yours this weekend.”

“And miss this family reunion? I wouldn’t think of it.” 

My skin turned to ice as he reached out and patted my shoulder. Keeping his hand there, in a silent reminder of his dominance, he scanned me up and down. Slowly his beady eyes moved from my flat ballet-styled shoes, blue jeans, and top, to my hair pulled back in a ponytail. “Well, I’m glad you didn’t accept your mother’s offer of the private jet. I’m most certain they would’ve assumed you were the help. Then again, if you’d flown privately at least the entire world wouldn’t have seen you gallivanting around airports like some common…”

Mother’s glare stopped his assessment. 

“Common twenty-something?” I asked through clenched teeth.

“Well, dear, you do look a little haggard. Why don’t you go up to your room and clean up? We’ll meet you in the dining room in fifteen minutes.”

I turned around for Brantley, ready to tell him to forget Alton Fitzgerald’s decree and take me back to the airport, but of course he had disappeared, evaporated into the mystical invisible plain. More than likely he was delivering my bags to my room. If I didn’t hurry, some poor young woman on the staff would be unpacking before I ever made it up the stairs. I wondered what that same person would think of my vibrator. It was the first thought since I’d been picked up at the airport that put a smile on my face. Honestly, I didn’t care if it was the talk of the kitchen. Montague Manor needed a good laugh.

“Mother, you know I’m in the middle of getting things set in New York. I have a lot that needs to be done before classes begin. I don’t have time to spend wandering around Montague Manor.”

She reached for my hand and led me toward the large staircase. “No one’s asking you to wander, dear: straight up to your room and back down. It’s been so long since you’ve been home. Don’t forget to wear appropriate clothes for dinner.” She squeezed my hand, like she was doing me a favor. “I may have done a little shopping. Besides, I’m sure the things in your suitcase are wrinkled.” She kissed my cheek. “Just peek in the closet.”

With each step up the stairs, I lost a piece of my life. When I’d entered the front gates I was Alex, a twenty-three-year-old college graduate. In less than ten minutes, I’d regressed to Alexandria Charles Montague Collins, a teenager caught in the tower of lies and deceit. If only the stairs went higher and higher. Instead of a teenager, I could go back further to a time of pure innocence. 

How far back would I need to go?

I closed my eyes and inhaled the familiar scents. Even after four years, nothing had changed. The closed doors to unused rooms were like soldiers along the corridor, assuring that I did as I was told. They didn’t need rifles upon their shoulders. The glass doorknobs that glistened from the crystal lighting were their weapons, locked portals to destitute lands. 

Before the loss of innocence, I pretended that Montague Manor was truly a castle and I was the princess. It was the name my mother said my father called me, his princess. But the princess I imagined was more like the one from storybooks I was read as a child, trapped in a tower. 

A memory hit, stilling my steps. I hadn’t thought of it in years, but it was as vivid as if it were happening. 

I was ten years old, and I’d embarrassed my mother by refusing to let a stylist cut my hair. It was the princess thing. I believed that if it grew long enough I could escape my room high in the sky. The second floor wasn’t that high, but it was to a ten-year-old. 

Every time she’d talk about having my hair trimmed I’d cry and stomp. Thinking she could lull me into it, she made reservations for us at an upscale spa. We had pedicures and manicures. However, it was as they moved me to a stylist’s chair that I figured out their devious plan. I screamed at the stylist and my mother as I ran to the car. 

Even now I remembered her ashen expression of disappointment and embarrassment. Per her usual response, I was sent to my room. It was all right: my hair would eventually get me to freedom. 

That evening after Alton came home, I was summoned to the grand hall. When I arrived there was a chair. I didn’t understand at first and asked where my mother was. He said she was resting, too upset over my behavior to leave her room. Then he told me to sit in the chair. One by one the entire Montague Manor staff materialized around me until the hall was full of eyes.

That was when I learned about the staff’s ability to see and yet not see. That was my first lesson. He told me matter-of-factly that neither a Montague nor a Fitzgerald behaved in the manner I had. I reminded him I wasn’t a Montague or a Fitzgerald. I was a Collins. 

He said that my behavior was unacceptable in public or in private, and if I wanted to behave like a common street urchin, then I could look the part. It wasn’t until he stood back and a man I recognized as one of the gardeners came forward with large shears that I understood what he was saying. 

Alton wasn’t the one who cut my hair, and the cut wasn’t a trim. He and the rest of the staff watched as two other members of the grounds crew held me down and the other man cut. By the time he was done, my tears and fright had faded to whimpers and the room of eyes had disappeared, evaporated away. I was left alone with my stepfather in the grand hall in a chair surrounded by chunks of red hair. 

“You will not tell your mother about this.” It was the first time he told me that, but not the last. 

I wondered how he thought she wouldn’t know. After all, the entire staff had witnessed what had happened and with one glance she’d see that my once-long hair had been butchered. But my lesson in Fitzgerald / Montague living wasn’t complete. 

After Alton made me sweep the lengths of hair from the floor, he handed me off to Jane, both my nanny and friend. She was the one who read me my bedtime stories when I was little and tucked me into bed. As I aged, her role in the household morphed. Her responsibilities grew, but always she was there for me. 

That evening, as she held me, she promised to make it better. She wouldn’t let me look in the mirror, but I could feel it. It was almost my bedtime when Jane brought a woman to my room and explained that the woman would do the best she could to make my hair pretty. I was only ten, but I was certain that pretty wasn’t possible. 

With delicate scissors, the woman snipped and clipped. When she was done, it was the smile on Jane’s face that gave me the courage to look at myself in the mirror. The cut was even and maybe even stylish, but it was short and I felt like a boy. It wasn’t until Jane tucked me in that I finally understood: my hair wasn’t the only thing that was gone. So was any hope of escape. 

Jane explained that I’d thrown a temper tantrum about the salon. In my own rage I’d taken scissors to my long hair. I cut some places so short that the only way to fix it was to cut it all off. Though she told me the story with determination in her voice, I saw the sadness in her eyes and knew that she was telling me the story my mother would hear. And it was. 

I straightened my neck, my long ponytail sliding across my back, and resumed my walk toward my room. The memory reminded my why I’d successfully avoided this house and room for nearly four years. Though my stomach turned, I was now an adult. I could make it for one night.

“Oh!” I exclaimed as I entered my room. It wasn’t the sight of my canopy bed or flowered wallpaper that excited me. My heart leapt at the sight of the woman standing beside my bed. Her smooth, dark skin had a few wrinkles and her brown eyes were older, but they’d been my anchor. I’d assumed that after I left Savannah, her job would no longer exist, or Alton would find a way to get rid of her. “Jane! You’re still here.”

She wrapped me in the warmest hug I’d had since I arrived. “Child, of course I’m still here. Where did you think I’d go?”

When I was little, Jane seemed so old, but now I saw her as closer to my mother’s age, actually younger. Memories spun through my mind like a carousel. It was everything: the bedroom, the house, and the grounds. It was the sense of imprisonment and the love of the woman squeezing my shoulders. 

“I don’t know.” I squeezed her too. “You’re the best surprise I’ve had since I arrived.”

Her cheeks rose and a dimple appeared. “Look at you! You’re all grown up.” She tapped the top drawer of my bedside stand and let out a low whistle. “I’m glad I was the one who unpacked your things.” 

My cheeks filled with crimson. “I guess I am. Grown up and also glad it was you.”

She spun me around. “And look at you! So pretty! You’re going to be a big, fancy lawyer.”

I nodded. “That’s the plan.”

“I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.” It was the sincerest statement I’d made since I returned. 

She walked into the closet and came out with a pink sundress. “Your momma’s been real excited about your visit. She’s been shopping.”

“Oh please, Jane. We all know my momma doesn’t need a reason to shop.”

Jane winked at me. “Did I hear that you’re not Alexandria anymore?”

I nodded. “That’s right. I’m Alex.” Just saying the name gave me strength. “I’m Alex Collins.”

“Well, look at you, all-grown-up Alex Collins. I know you don’t need no nanny, but maybe for tonight, could you settle for an old friend? After your dinner, maybe I can come back up here and we can catch up. You can tell me all about California.”

The black hole of Montague Manor evaporated. In a room I hated, I remembered how I’d survived. “Under one condition,” I said with a grin. 

“What would that be?” she asked with a wink.

“You sneak some mint chocolate chip ice cream up here and we find my old DVD of A Knight’s Tale.”

Jane walked to the bookcase and immediately pulled out the DVD. In a low voice she whispered, “I bought two pints! Now hurry up: the sooner that dinner’s over, the sooner we can eat that ice cream and ogle at Heath Ledger.”

“Thank you, Jane.”

“Really? A pretty woman like you willing to spend the night with an old lady like me? I should be thanking you.”

As she spoke I walked into the attached bathroom. All my toiletries from my suitcase were neatly arranged on the counter. When I looked into the mirror, the haunted girl who’d walked up the stairs was gone. In her place was Alex Collins. I splashed my face with water and let down my hair. It wasn’t as red as it’d been when I was ten, but it was long and flowed over my shoulders with waves that spilled down my back. After a few swipes with the brush I said, “Okay, I’m ready to get this dog and pony show going.”

Jane’s smile monopolized her entire face. It was a phrase she’d used for most of my youth. She’d remind me that the Montague way of life was nothing more than show, a display for the outside world. Whenever I’d be forced to attend a public function or do something I didn’t want to do, she’d make me feel better by reminding me that it was all a dog and pony show. It helped. I could do whatever I was supposed to do as long as I remembered who I really was. She’d tell me that pretty on the outside wasn’t as important as pretty on the inside. And she’d always remind me of how beautiful she thought I was. 

Her smile dimmed. “You forgot to put on that dress your momma bought.”

“No,” I said with the confidence I’d almost forgotten I possessed. “I didn’t forget. Alexandria doesn’t live here anymore.”

“You’re even more beautiful than I remember.”

“Thank you, Jane. So are you.”
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THE MURMURED CONVERSATION between Alton and my mother turned to silence as I stepped into the dining room. I watched with satisfaction as red crept from the starched collar of Alton’s shirt like a tide, making its way up his thick neck to the tips of his ears. Time had changed his once blonde hair to white. I fought back my smile as something about the contrast of the reddening of his skin and the white of his hair amused me. With the vein in his forehead popping to attention and his jaw clenched, he pushed back his chair. As he was about to stand, my mother reached for his hand and turned toward me. The eerie calmness of her voice threatened to transport me back in time. 

Then I saw the glass of red liquid, a cabernet wine, and I gave myself permission to smile. As a child I never realized the depth of my mother’s self-medication. White wine during the day and red at night: Montague Manor didn’t need clocks. We could tell the time by the color of the drink in my mother’s glass. Occasionally, other names were used: mimosa or sangria. It was all the same. Adelaide Fitzgerald lived her life in a blissful state of serenity because without it, she would have had to face the gruesome reality. She wasn’t strong enough to do that ten years ago. She sure as hell wasn’t strong enough today. 

But I was. 

“Alexandria, dear…” Her words never slurred. “Didn’t you find the dresses I bought for you?”

“I did. Thank you.” The programmed words weren’t totally insincere. The dress Jane showed me was lovely—for a teenager. “It’s late and I had a few text messages to answer. I know how you like to eat at precisely seven. Seeing that you held dinner for me, I didn’t want to make you wait any longer.”

The text part wasn’t a lie either. I just hadn’t responded to them yet. I wasn’t sure how I wanted to answer Chelsea. I’d messaged her to let her know I’d landed. It was in response to How are you holding up? that rendered me at a loss for words. Since I was someone with a degree in English, words should be my forte. 

“Well, it is just us tonight,” she reasoned. “Tomorrow will be different.”

The fork I’d just lifted grew heavy. My hand landed upon the tablecloth with an exasperated sigh. “Tomorrow? Mother, I can’t stay. I have things that need to be done. I have a life.”

“You’re staying until after our meeting on Monday,” Alton replied.

“What meeting?”

Mother pressed her lips into a disapproving straight line toward her husband. “Let’s not get into all of that. We have the whole weekend before we need to worry about that.”

“That what?” I asked again.

A young woman entered from the kitchen with a pitcher of water. Her presence left my question floating unanswered in the air. 

“Water, miss?” she asked.

“Yes. I’ll also have a glass of cabernet.” 

Her eyes widened and she turned toward Alton. Ever so slightly he nodded. 

Asshole. If they planned to keep me trapped in this house for three full days, it would take more than mint chocolate chip ice cream to get me through. 

“Leave the bottle,” I said as she poured my glass. 

The back of my throat clenched as I sipped the thick liquid. Unquestionably, the wine from the Montague wine cellar was more expensive than what I purchased at the grocery. I savored the dry cedar-wood flavor. 

When I had control over my trust fund, I would consider spending more money on my wine. The taste I’d just enjoyed reminded me that it would be money well spent. As I inhaled the fine aroma, a recent memory came back and filled me with warmth. 

I’d rather be drinking wine in Del Mar with him than sitting in this stuffy dining room. 

“I’m not sure I approve of the way you’ve changed while away at school.” Alton’s words were as dry as the wine. 

Lifting my brows, I tilted my head. “I’m not sure I approve of the way things have stayed the same here.”

“Please,” my mother began. “Alexandria, I’m delighted to have you home, if only for a few days. Can you please make an attempt to get along…” She took a long drink from her glass and eyed the bottle. “…for me?”

Alton poured her another glass. I sighed and began to eat my salad. It wasn’t until the main course was served that I remembered our earlier discussion. 

“What is happening tomorrow night?”

My mother’s eyes came back to life. “Well, since it’s been so long since you’ve been home, and we need to celebrate your graduation, I’ve invited a few friends over.”

My stomach sank. So much for coming in and getting out of Savannah unnoticed. “A few friends?” I asked. 

“Yes. It would’ve been bigger, but this was all done on short notice and as you know, many of our friends vacation this time of year.”

“Most of the people I know work this time of year.”

“Really, Alexandria?” Alton questioned. “How has your job been? Last I heard you were at an expensive spa in Southern California.” 

I turned his direction. “Why would you know that? Are you having me followed?”

“No.” The word spewed forth as if the idea was preposterous. “Your mother is still listed on your trust. It’s Ralph’s job to keep us informed.”

“No,” I corrected. “It isn’t. If that’s the way Mr. Hamilton does his business, perhaps I’ll move the trust elsewhere.”

“If you’d read the trust, you’d understand the legalities.”

“I received the trust when I was nine years old. But you’re right. If I’m stuck here for three days, I’ll make a trip to Hamilton and Preston and take a look at it.”

“Because an English major will understand,” Alton said, obviously demeaning my choice of study.

“More so than a child.”

“Please,” my mother implored. “As I said, can we talk about all of this later? Tomorrow, Alexandria, I have plans for us.” 

I exhaled. “What plans do we have?” It was clear my time wasn’t my own. 

“I thought it would be nice for us to go to the spa.”

I closed my eyes, fighting the memory I’d had as I walked to my room. Careful to avoid Alton’s glare, I plastered my best Montague smile on my face and said, “That sounds lovely, Mother. What time should I be ready?”

“I made our appointment for ten. Then we can go to the tearoom for lunch…” 

I smiled dutifully as she went on and on about the changes that had occurred in Savannah since I’d moved. With Alton’s occasional glare in my peripheral vision, I knew the truth. Nothing ever changed—not in Montague Manor and not in Savannah. 
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“DINNER FROM HELL IS OVER.” I hit send. “I CAN’T LEAVE UNTIL MONDAY EVENING.” I hit send again.

My phone buzzed with Chelsea’s reply. “CAN’T?” 

“I TOLD YOU. THIS PLACE IS A PRISON.” I hit send.

Chelsea: “I TOLD YOU THAT YOU SHOULD HAVE TAKEN ME WITH YOU. I KICK ASS AT JAIL BREAKS!”

I laughed. Damn, I missed her. I couldn’t believe we’d really be separated when I moved to New York. I only had two weeks before I needed to move. Of course, that meant that Chelsea needed a new roommate or she needed to move too when our lease was up. There was no way she could afford our apartment on her own. 

“I’LL KEEP THAT INFO UNDER WRAPS!” I replied. 

Every time I asked her what she was going to do, she’d tell me to take her with me to New York. She’d interviewed for a few jobs in and around San Francisco, but I was seriously beginning to think she planned to move to New York. I wanted that, but I didn’t. The apartment I’d found on the Upper West Side was small with only one bedroom and cost as much as the place we had in Palo Alto. 

Chelsea: “SERIOUSLY, WHAT DOES YOUR MOM WANT?” 

Me: “I STILL DON’T KNOW. SOME MEETING ON MONDAY THAT SHE DOESN’T WANT TO DISCUSS. I KNOW IT’S TOO EARLY FOR IT TO GO TO ME COMPLETELY, BUT I’M THINKING IT HAS TO DO WITH THE TRUST FUND.” 

Chelsea: “DO YOU THINK THEY’LL SIGN IT OVER TO YOU?” 

Me: “I DON’T KNOW. MAYBE THERE WAS SOME CLAUSE ABOUT GRADUATING COLLEGE THAT I DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT.” 

The faint knock at the door made me jump. I looked at the clock and my pulse increased. It was after nine-thirty.

“Alex, don’t let the ice cream melt.”

I took a deep breath. Jane. I’d forgotten about our ice cream and movie night. 

Me: “I’LL KEEP YOU POSTED. TALK TO YOU LATER!” 

Chelsea: “LATERS!” 

Somehow I thought that salutation would be better coming from a hot billionaire than my best friend. 

“I’m coming,” I called as I crawled off my bed and moved toward the door. 

The locking mechanism clicked when I turned the key. The old house still had skeleton keys for each room. It was how the unused rooms could be locked from the outside. The obvious problem with skeleton keys was that most every one of them was the same. It didn’t take a jailer’s ring to open any of the doors. All you needed was one key, unless the key was in place on the other side. 

I opened the door to Jane’s smiling face. Tucked in the crook of her elbow was a basket with two visible pints of ice cream, spoons, and napkins. My grin grew. 

“I don’t think I’ve eaten ice cream directly out of the carton since I was here,” I said as I let her in. Turning the key and locking the door from the inside was habit that didn’t even register. 

“Then what have you been doing?” She narrowed her eyes. “That’s why you’re so skinny and me…” She pointed to her behind. “…I got cushion!”

I flopped down on the bed. “Oh, I have cushion. It’s just not in the rear.”

“Yes, you do! When did that happen?”

I laughed. “Sometime during my freshman year. I woke up one day and boom! There they were.”

As Jane began emptying her basket, I noticed she was no longer wearing her normal slacks and blouse, but comfortable yoga pants. “Hey,” I said, “I haven’t had a chance to change. How about you get our movie going while I go put something better on than jeans that have been in three states today?”

“I’ve got it. Don’t worry about the ice cream.” She tried to stick a spoon into hers. “It’s still hard as a rock. Some things in this old house don’t work like they used to, but that walk-in freezer… it’s a dinosaur… a frozen one!”

“Ice age!” I exclaimed as I pulled an old pair of running shorts from my dresser. When I stepped into the bathroom, I noticed the shower. Peeking my head back out into the bedroom, I saw Jane’s cushion as she leaned down to put the DVD in the DVR. “Jane, I’m going to take a quick shower and rinse off today’s crud.”

She looked my way. “Hurry, child. Don’t forget the ice cream.”

“Oh, I won’t.”

About ten minutes later with my long hair in a towel wearing shorts and an oversized t-shirt, I opened the bathroom door. From the bathroom all I heard was the opening music to our show playing over and over. But as I stepped out, I heard Jane shutting and locking my door again. 

“Did you forget something?”

Her rosy expression was gone. “No.”

“What is it?”

She walked toward me and grabbed my hand. Giving it a squeeze, she said, “Nothing at all. Let’s not spoil our reunion.”

“Jane?”

“You had a visitor.” 

My heart fell to my stomach as my knees grew weak. 

“See. That look there is why you don’t need to know any more.”

I knew whom she meant. “What did he say?”

“Said he wants you to stop upsetting Mrs. Fitzgerald.”

I sighed. “God, I hate it here!”

Jane patted my arm. “I said you would probably be awhile. You were indisposed. I offered to give you the message and may have mentioned that we were planning an all-nighter—a movie marathon.”

Swallowing, I nodded weakly. “Jane, tell me again.”

“What, baby girl?”

“What you used to tell me.”

“You’re as beautiful on the inside as you are on the out.” Her cheeks rose. “And, baby, with those knockers—sorry, cushions—you’re gorgeous on the outside. Don’t let anyone or anything ever make you forget that.” 

She took a step toward the ice cream and stopped. Turning back to me she added, “And you ain’t no baby no more, Miss Alex Collins. You’re a beautiful, successful adult.”

“Thank you, Jane.”

“Now, let’s eat some ice cream, or we’ll be drinking mint chocolate chip milk.”

“Yuck!”
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CHELSEA NUDGED HER elbow into my side. “It’s time.”

“M-Maybe.” I hesitated. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea.”

She smiled her most encouraging smile. “Stop it. I know you can do this.” 

She was my biggest cheerleader. Through everything—tests, papers, late night studying, and even the occasional boyfriend—Chelsea was always there, telling me I could do it. She was truly the sister I’d never had. I sometimes wondered what it would have been like to have a sister growing up, someone to talk to—about anything. But then, I’d remember what she would have had to live through, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. 

“I’m still not sure what I’m doing.”

She waved to the bartender and leaned closer. “You know those bracelets people used to wear? The ones that said WWJD—what would Jesus do?”

“Yes?” I answered suspiciously, certain that she didn’t mean for that to be her advice. 

“Well, pretend you’re wearing one that says WWCD. Whenever Alex starts to respond or react, stop and think, what would Chelsea do?” She winked. “Charli would do, and then do that.”

“I’m not going to sleep—”

“Of course you’re not going to sleep. You’ll be awake the whole time. Just be sure to come back and tell me everything!”

I shook my head. “What if—?”

“Stop. Stop overthinking this. It’s dinner. That’s all. We’re on our me vacation. Have fun. Next week boring Alex can be back in your head. Let Charli have some fun.”

“Boring?”

Chelsea pressed her lips together and scrunched her nose. “I didn’t say that aloud, did I?”

Standing, I looked down at Chelsea’s high-heeled sandals and smoothed the material of my blue dress. Shrugging I said, “Maybe I’m just getting better at mental telepathy.” 

“Good. That’ll make it easier to know what to do.” She touched her temples with the tips of her fingers. “I’ll be in your head all night.”

My heart beat faster with each step toward the doorman’s desk. 

What if my mystery man didn’t think I’d follow through? What if he didn’t tell the doorman? I’d look like a complete idiot—that’s what would happen.

By the time I reached the counter, the palms of my hands were moist. Instead of thinking of what-ifs, I tried to concentrate on the click of my shoes against the marble floor and channel my best friend. 

“May I help you?” asked the tall man with the same color jacket as all of the resort employees. 

Squaring my shoulders and securing the mask of my upbringing, I replied, “Yes, I was told to tell you that my name is Charli.”

His dark eyes sparkled. “Yes, Miss Charli. I’m Fredrick, and we’ve been awaiting your arrival.”

I swallowed my apprehension. After all, this was good. Now more than Chelsea knew my whereabouts. Fredrick did too. He picked up the telephone and after a few moments said, “Yes sir, I’m escorting Miss Charli to your suite.” Next he turned toward me. “Please follow me. I’ll take you to the private elevator.”

Slipping back into the person raised to believe that staff needed no more than to do their job, I simply nodded. It wasn’t as if I still believed the Kool-Aid my grandmother had fed me, but at that moment my mind was too much awhirl with the possibility of what I might find at the end of the elevator ride. Nervousness and excitement vied with fear and anticipation. 

Fredrick led me down a quiet hallway, the only sound that of my heels echoing off the paneled walls. Even though I worked to calm my breathing, as he pushed the button for the elevator, I may have jumped with the ding as the doors opened. This elevator wasn’t as large as the ones used by the other guests nor was it glass. Instead, it was lined with the same rich paneling from the hall, and where as the others had panels of multiple buttons, here there were only two. Fredrick pushed PS. 

I had the almost unstoppable urge to ask Fredrick about the man I was meeting for dinner. I wanted to ask his name, but my pride wouldn’t allow it. After all, who got all dressed up and met someone in the presidential suite if they didn’t know whom they were meeting?

Me. 

As I realized the answer to my own question, I lifted the corner of my lips. I was really doing this—well, Charli was. 

The doors opened, not to a hallway, but to a foyer, large and light. I couldn’t help but look around as I stepped onto the white tile. In the center of the room was a large round table with an enormous arrangement of fresh flowers. The sweet aroma saturated the glass room. Through the skylight I noticed the darkening sky. Then my attention went to one of the glass walls. Through it was a spectacular view of the setting sun over the ocean. 

“Miss Charli,” a woman’s voice brought my attention back to present. I turned toward the petite, older woman. Since she wasn’t wearing the resort’s signature navy jacket, I didn’t think she worked for the resort. 

“Yes, hello,” I offered with as much confidence as I could muster. 

Her cheeks rose as her brow lengthened. I still didn’t know who she was, but I got the distinct impression that she was assessing whether or not I should be allowed any farther into the suite. 

“I was told to come here for dinner,” I said, afraid that the words emerged as more of a question than a statement. 

“Of course.” Her expression relaxed. “I believe your arrival is anticipated on the patio. It’s such a lovely night. It was requested that dinner be served outside. Let me show you the way.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as I returned her smile. Though I’d hoped that someone would mention the name of the man awaiting my arrival, no one did. It was as if everyone knew not to say it in front of me. 

I’d tried to recall exactly what he’d looked and sounded like earlier that day. But with each passing hour, the recollections became embellished in my mind. I recalled the sun behind his head now as a radiating glow. His voice, deep and stirring, rolled like thunder in my memory, fluttering my tummy while melting my insides. His chest wasn’t just muscular, it was sculpted, and I no longer just remembered the sight of his dark hair and slight facial stubble. Now my skin tingled at the thought of its touch—so real, as if I’d felt it against the most sensitive of my parts. 

When I stepped past the woman and exited the glass doors, my breathing hitched. 

I hadn’t embellished, not really. With the orange glow of the setting sun sending prisms dancing off the waves below, the man casually leaning against the rail was everything I’d imagined and more. Despite the ocean breeze, his casual stance, the way one hand lingered in the pocket of his pants while the other held tightly to a tall fluted glass of light-colored liquid, filled me with warmth. 

I was glad that Chelsea had talked me into wearing a dress and that I’d insisted on wearing panties. As he righted himself, the light gray suit coat he wore moved effortlessly, accentuating his shoulders and forming a V to his trim waist. If I’d thought he was handsome in his swim trunks, he was even better in a silk suit. The white shirt he wore was unbuttoned at the neck and his strong jaw was covered with just a hint of stubble. Whoever this man was, he wore the combination of casual and class with ease. 

I remained still as his grin grew and he scanned me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. Just like earlier at the pool, the gaze of his light blue eyes burned my skin, sending a rush of heat and leaving goose bumps in its wake. I found myself lost in the paleness of his eyes. Like pools of liquid, I imagined drowning in their depths, and then they settled on mine.

“Welcome, Charli with an i. I’m very glad you accepted my invitation.” Flutters like butterfly wings filled my tummy as I searched the horizon for clouds of an impending storm. There were none. It was him. His voice did roll like the low rumble of thunder. 

I continued to remind myself to do as Chelsea would do. With all the issues that girl had in her life, lack of confidence was never one of them. As he closed the distance between us, I stood as tall and resolute as I could, diligently fighting the urge to look away. 

When we were merely inches apart, I replied, “It wouldn’t be very nice of me to refuse my husband.” My cheeks flushed at the sound of my own words. Although I hadn’t meant them the way they sounded, I saw in his micro-expression that he heard the alternative meaning. 

“That’s good to know,” he said with a grin. 

Damn, maybe I am channeling Chelsea. 

I closed my lips to stop the explanation from spilling out while trying to maintain my air of composure. Looking past his handsome face, I nodded toward the ocean, as the sun sunk closer to the horizon. 

“This is an absolutely stunning view.”

“Yes, Charli. I couldn’t agree more.”

I turned back to him, but his eyes weren’t on the setting sun. They were on me. 

“I wondered if you could be as beautiful as you were this morning, wearing more than you had at the pool.” He cocked his head to the side. “I no longer need to wonder.”

Blood filled my cheeks, but before I could respond, the woman who’d met me at the elevator came out onto the patio pushing a cart. When I turned her direction, she was taking the cart toward a small table with two chairs. It was off to the side, in an area with a glass partition that blocked the sea’s breeze. The small table was covered in white linen and in the center was a flickering flame within a glass globe. 

“Would you like to have a seat?” he asked, reaching for my elbow and leading me toward the table. 

I almost jumped at the touch of his warm skin against mine. Electricity like I’d never felt surged through my veins, setting off detonations at each synapse. My eyes snapped to his, and for just a moment, I believed he felt the same thing, but just as quickly, his expression returned to its casual, confident demeanor. 

“Yes,” I said, trying also to ignore the chemistry that threatened to knock me off my feet. “Thank you. You didn’t need to go to all this trouble.”

He laughed. “It wasn’t me. It was all Mrs. Witt. She was happy when she learned that I wasn’t dining alone.” 

My knees bent as he helped me with my chair. I turned toward Mrs. Witt. “Thank you. It’s lovely.”

“I can’t take credit for the cooking. It all came from the dining room. However, I did choose the menu,” she said confidently. “I do hope you enjoy seafood.”

“I do.”

My mystery man began to pour a light-colored wine into my glass. It was then I noticed the bucket with ice beside the table and the private pool on the other side of the partition.

“It’s a chardonnay.” He lowered his voice. “I know we’re in California, but I’m partial to this label. It’s from the Burgundy region of France. Just don’t tell anyone I’m not supporting local wineries.” 

“I promise,” I said, leaning forward. “Your secret is safe with me.”

I saw his gaze lower toward my breasts. But instead of calling him out or covering myself, I remembered my invisible bracelet and sat tall, leaving the V of my dress in full view. I’d never been a fan of my breasts. For most of my teenage years they didn’t exist. And then one day, my B-cups overflowed. I truly don’t know what happened—genetics or hormones. Whatever it was, my B’s became D’s. I didn’t know what to do with them and complained that they made me look heavy. Again, it was Chelsea who told me to embrace them. She promised that the doors my education and intelligence didn’t open would be flung open by my girls standing proudly at attention on my chest. 

I lifted the glass and took a sip of the wine. The flavor was crisper than other chardonnays I’d had. “I like it,” I exclaimed. “It’s crisp, not as sweet as others.”

His pale eyes relaxed. “I knew my wife would have a discerning palate, or is it your tongue?”

While I struggled with the appropriate response, Mrs. Witt came back, filling the silence and leaving me with my mystery man’s suggestive smile. She placed a tray of cheese, olives, and crackers on the table and just as quickly disappeared, leaving us alone.

“Thank you, again,” I said, “for saving me from Max.”

“So that’s what he’s calling himself this week.”

I motioned around the patio. “Is this what you do? You save women from the resort leeches and lure them to your lair?”

“My lair? Am I Batman?”

“Are you? I don’t know.”

He smirked. “If only I could make a living at doing just that, but alas, no. You’re my first rescue.”

I stopped my reach for a piece of cheese and looked back up at him. “Your first?”

“My first rescue,” he clarified. “Hardly my first.”

“Why?”

He lifted his glass toward me in a toast. After I lifted mine, he said, “To you, Charli with an i, and to learning more about you.”

After our glasses clinked and we both took a sip, I asked the question that I’d been dying to know ever since our morning encounter. “You seem to have a clear advantage. You know my name, but I’ve yet to learn yours.”

“Do I?”

“Do you what?”

“Do I have an advantage?” He leaned closer. “Do I know your name? You see, I had the resort’s reservations scoured. I wanted to send a gift to your room and confirm our dinner, yet Charli was nowhere to be found.”

I took a deep breath. “Well, I’m here with my sister. I guess my name isn’t on the reservation.”

“Your sister?”

“Yes, and you? If I were to have the reservations scoured?”

The sun had now fully set, falling below the water and the darkening sky was beginning to fill with stars, especially over the water. 

“Would you believe, Batman?” When I didn’t respond, he said, “Bruce Wayne?”

Though I pursed my lips, I felt the twinkle in my eyes.

“Since I suppose you could have the reservations scoured, you’d have the advantage of being able to zero in on this suite.”

Why hadn’t I thought of that?

“But I’ll save you the trouble.” He lifted his right hand over the table. As I reached to take it, he turned mine and lightly brushed his lips over my knuckles filling me again with warmth. “Let me introduce myself. Charli, I’m Nox.”

“Knox?” I repeated his name, more like a question. “Like Fort Knox?” 

“In some ways, but without the K. I do however have a thing for locks and security.” 

Retrieving my hand and allowing his name to roll through the corridors of my mind, a smile graced my lips. His name was perfect—unique and powerful—like the man seated across from me. 

He went on, “Tell me something about you. How did your parents come up with the name Charli. Surely they knew what a beautiful girl they’d had.”

I shrugged. “If you’re asking if they wanted a boy, I can answer unequivocally yes. However, Charli is short for Charles, my grandfather’s name.”

Nox grinned. “Well, the name Charli is as lovely as you.”

Mrs. Witt returned with salads and our conversation waned. It wasn’t awkward silence, but comforting in a way. We knew very little about one another, but what little we knew surrounded us like the glass partition, protecting us from whatever lurked beyond. 

“Nox, what do you do?” I smirked. “Besides rescuing women? Oh, and wearing a cape?”

“Like I said, you’re my first rescue, and I reserve my cape for at least the third date.”

So this is a date.

“I run businesses,” he said between bites.

“Businesses?” Maybe the presidential suite wasn’t indicative of his wealth. Maybe he was there on the company’s money.

“Yes. It’s really not that exciting. I travel a lot. That’s how I knew that Max and his friend were up to no good. I’ve stayed in Del Mar on numerous occasions.”

“I’d like to think that I would’ve seen through him, but I still appreciate your rescue.”

“I’m sure you would have. Maybe I stepped in for selfish reasons?”

“Selfish?”

“Well, yes. I enjoy having you indebted to me.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Indebted? Tell me, Nox, what else do you enjoy?”

The glint in his eyes spoke volumes, but instead of answering, he asked, “Was that your sister? The blonde who went off with Max’s friend?”

“Yes, and believe it or not, he tried to get her to pay for his drink.”

Nox’s brow arched in triumph. 

“Yes,” I admitted. “You were obviously right. However, she did see through him.”

“Then perhaps my intervention was unnecessary.”

I shrugged. “If you hadn’t rescued me, I wouldn’t be here right now.”

It was Nox’s turn to shrug. “I assure you, that even before Max’s clumsy attempt to play you, you had my attention this morning. That doesn’t happen often. I also assure you, if I wanted you to be here, with or without my intervention, you would be.”

“Only if you broke that rule about your cape,” I said, trying for some levity.

“No,” he answered, with all seriousness. “I don’t break rules, and I don’t appreciate it when others do either.”

I was afraid to look down, fearful that my increased heart rate was made visible by the bouncing of the silver chain between my breasts. “Why, Nox, you seem rather confident of yourself.”

“Yes, Charli, I am.”

I reached for my wine and worked to steady my pulse. I shouldn’t be here. Nox was the type of man I purposely avoided at Stanford. The campus was full of them: strong secure men, men who knew what they wanted and took it. There was something in their demeanor that frightened me. It wasn’t their need for power or control. I had that too. In the right situation I was confident and driven. No. The reason I avoided them was because of what was happening to me on the patio of the presidential suite of the Del Mar. With each of Nox’s words or phrases, my insides tightened to the point of pain. 

Stupidly, the pain itself didn’t frighten me. What scared me was that an undeniable part of me liked it. It was the part of me I’d suppressed as Alex. The energy Nox radiated electrified me, bringing to life a forbidden desire that I didn’t want to acknowledge.

Successful women stood on courthouse steps and spoke with poise and determination. They studied hard, worked tirelessly, and made a name for themselves. Alex Collins didn’t need a Mrs. in front of her name or a man standing beside her. She had a future built on her own blood, sweat, and tears. 

She shouldn’t be a woman who melted at the sound of a deep voice. A successful woman didn’t go to dinner with a stranger just because he told her to. Nor did they dampen their panties at the mere suggestion of what else he may tell her to do. 

Panic boiled deep inside of me, erasing Nox’s words. For a moment I was a voyeur watching the scene as a silent movie. With the faint lighting highlighting the railing, the illumination of the pool, and the glow of the candle, I saw the movement of his lush full lips, but I couldn’t hear the words. My attention was focused on the small shadows that chased across his high cheekbones and in the hollows of his eyes. 

Nox reached across the table as my name echoed through the salty air. 

“Charli? Charli?” The name was spoken each time louder than the one before. “Are you feeling ill?”

“What?” I shook my head. Perspiration dripped between my breasts as a chill settled over me. “I-I’m sorry. I don’t know…” I didn’t know how to finish the sentence. Four years in one of the most acclaimed colleges and suddenly I was inarticulate. 

“Give me your hand.”

Mindlessly, I obeyed. 

“Let’s go inside. Maybe it’s the chill.” 

I stood, allowing Nox to guide me back into the suite. With only the slight pressure of his large hand in the small of my back I became his puppet. 

“B-But our dinner?”

“Don’t worry. Mrs. Witt will bring it inside. If you’re feeling up to it, we can finish it in here.”

Hugging my midsection and calming the thoughts in my head, I nodded. 

Once we were inside, Nox removed his suit coat and placed it over my shoulders. The intoxicating scent of cologne filled my senses. I wondered how I hadn’t noticed it outside. It must have been the breeze. With the soft satin covering my shoulders, I was enveloped in a woodsy scented cloud. Nox led me to a sofa near the windows while Mrs. Witt set our dinner on a dining room table. 

His blue eyes swirled with gray and navy, like the clouds to his rumbling voice. “What happened?”

I lowered my chin, unable to answer, not because I couldn’t speak, but because I didn’t know. 

His grin returned, if only tentatively. “Your coloring is better. How do you feel?”

I nodded. “Better. I really don’t know what happened. I-I don’t want to admit that I’m nervous.”

Nox’s confident tone was back. “Nervous? Surely, Charli, you’re accustomed to the attentions of men.”

I shrugged. “I-I’m not.” I looked up at his scrutinizing stare. “I mean, it’s not like this is my first either. It’s that I’ve been busy with school and, well, I haven’t dated in awhile.”

“School?”

“Yes, I recently graduated.”

“Tell me that you mean from college,” he demanded.

I couldn’t help the smile. Did I look that young? “Yes. I promise I’m of legal consent.”

“I didn’t doubt that.” His tone rose and he squeezed my knee. “Now, what it is that you’re willing to consent to… that’s what has piqued my interest.” 

“Nox, this week is supposed to be my—well, our, my and Chelsea’s—discover life week. Discover and enjoy but take no souvenirs. I have a lot happening in the future.” 

“Charli, I may have called you my wife at the pool, but rest assured, that’s not what I’m looking for. Simply put, I find you attractive—striking really. You’re well-spoken and witty. I like that. Believe me, when I decide a woman is mine, I hold on tight. But if we set the ground rules of going into this next week with no expectations for more, I can do that.”

I thought about his proposal as we moved to the table. Though the seared shrimp smelled delicious, I moved it around my plate more than I ate. 

“Again with the rules?”

His forehead wrinkled. “Do you have a problem with following rules?”

“As long as they’re plainly stated, I suppose not.” Truthfully, I was too good at it. That was one of the things Chelsea has tried over the years to rectify. Live, be spontaneous, she’d say. “Take college for example…” I tried to steer the conversation away from the obvious. 

We talked about my major. At first I told him it was quantum physics. After all, he’d said I was well-spoken. However, it didn’t take long before I admitted the truth. I’d majored in English with a dual minor in business and political science. 

“Those future plans don’t include law school, do they?”

“Nox, I-I…”

“Yes, Charli, seeing as I still don’t know your last name, I’m going to assume that discovering life means some questions are off-limits. I can follow rules too, but I prefer to make them.”

I smiled. “Do you have a last name?”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“Touché.”

With our meals as done as they were to be, Nox lifted up a new bottle of wine. “Shall we toast to a week of first names?”

I offered my glass. “I’d like that.”

His brow twitched. “I’ll add to that, a week of finding out what else you like and the boundaries to your limits.”

I almost choked on my wine as he added that final statement, but it was too late. As the crisp liquid flowed, I drank to his exploration of my limits. 

“Are you up for going back outside? The view is why I stay here.”

I shifted to stand. The lighting within the suite was much brighter than what we’d had on the patio. With his drink in his right hand, he offered me his left, and I saw it—my limit.

Suddenly the handsome, powerful man in front of me was no better than every other man, no better than Alton Fitzgerald and all of his business trips. 

My neck straightened. “I’ve changed my mind.”

“What?” Nox asked, visibly surprised. 

I pulled my eyes from his left hand. “I forgot. I promised Chelsea that I’d be back to our room tonight. This week is about us. It really isn’t fair of me to leave her alone.”

“I saw your sister. I doubt she’s alone.”

Though Nox tried again for my hand, I pulled it away, busy with removing his jacket from my shoulders. Shoving what undoubtedly was a very expensive suit coat his direction, I reached for my handbag. 

“Goodbye, Nox. It was nice to meet you. I’m sorry, but I do know my limits and I’ve already, albeit unknowingly, broken a hard one.” I hurried toward the elevator. “Please don’t attempt to contact me.”

As the elevator doors opened, I turned to see not only Nox’s puzzled expression but also Mrs. Witt’s. With my lips pressed together in disgust, not only at them, but also at myself, I stepped into the elevator and waited for the door to shut. When it did, I exhaled and tried to comprehend how either of them would assume that I’d be comfortable with this circumstance. 

I didn’t care how good looking or charismatic Mr. Nox—no last name—was. I didn’t see married men. The tan line on his fourth finger was too prominent to be anything but recent. 
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“MISS CHARLI?” FREDRICK asked with concern in his voice as I rushed from the private hallway. “Is everything all right?”

All right? No!

I took a deep breath. If I couldn’t stop whatever game Nox was playing from getting to me, I sure as hell could stop from showing it to others. Pausing only briefly, I replied, “Thank you, Fredrick. I’m not feeling well.”

“May I help you? Do you need assistance getting to your room?”

“No, I just need to lie down.”

“Really, Miss Charli, I don’t mind. I’m sure your host wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

My host. I wasn’t born yesterday. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I believed as soon as Fredrick escorted me to my room, he’d report my room number directly to Nox. 

“No, thank you.” I began to walk away. “That won’t be necessary. I’m sure your resort is safe enough for a woman to walk unescorted.”

“Yes,” he admitted coming out from behind his stand. “It is. However, if you need anything…” He handed me a card. “…you can call me direct.”

I took his card and dropped it in my purse. “I’ll be sure to do that. Good night, Fredrick.”

I hurried away and toward the guest elevators. As I waited for the elevator, my chin dropped to my chest, and I tried to stop the memories of our evening from replaying in my head. 

Anger, shame, disgust—all of it swirled like a cyclone. 

I was not only furious with him but also disappointed in myself. Then again, I tried to reason, we hadn’t done anything, not really. We’d talked and eaten dinner. Yes, I’d had some wine, but there was no touching. Well, he’d kissed my hand and helped me into the suite, but nothing overtly intimate. 

It was still wrong.

I did my best to ignore the other resort guests passing by me. It didn’t matter what I told myself, how I tried to justify it, I was appalled with Nox and with myself. I lifted my unseeing eyes and faced the truth; this was exactly what I deserved for going on a mystery date. I may never have made my prospective dates fill out a ten-page résumé, as Chelsea had joked, but at least I knew their names and marital status before I agreed to go out with them. 

I could justify my situation as all Nox’s fault, but if I did, it made me the victim. I wasn’t a victim. I refused to be one. I’d been there and done that. Alex Collins was not a victim. I’d made the decision to meet Nox for dinner, me and no one else. He wasn’t to blame for my decision.

When the doors of the elevator finally opened, a happy couple stepped from the elevator. If I hadn’t noticed the way they looked at me, I wouldn’t have even realized I wore a scowl. 

Stupid, naïve people. 

Happiness in another person wasn’t real. All people did was betray one another: if not on the first date, then eventually. Look at Alton and Adelaide. They were supposed to be my example of love, of a healthy relationship. Hell no! They were dysfunctional on more levels than I cared to admit. Alex Collins was better off without someone. Just because continuing the Montague bloodline had been pounded into my being, since I was old enough to understand, didn’t mean that I intended to do it. There was nothing Nox or any other man could do for me that I couldn’t do for myself. This was the twenty-first century. I didn’t even need a man, if and when I wanted to continue that bloodline. That’s what sperm banks were for. 

Riding up to our floor, my neck straightened with determination. I’m Alex Collins and I have a future and plans. 

Shit! 

I stepped from the elevator onto the multicolored carpet. Each slap of my shoes more determined than the last. The last thing a future hotshot attorney needed was an affair scandal in her closet of skeletons. How dare he lure me in? So what if he had a sexy voice and even sexier eyes. Who cared if he had a body like a Greek god? Not me. None of it mattered because that pale line on the fourth finger of his left hand told me all I needed to know. 

Nox was a filthy cheater. Just like Alton and just like seventy percent of the married men out there. Well, I shrugged, as I dug in my handbag for the key to my suite, I actually made up that statistic. It was probably higher. Once I was out of this damn dress, I would Google that shit. Maybe civil law wouldn’t be so boring. If there were that many cheating assholes out there, I could have a rosy future as a divorce attorney. 

My lips snaked upward into a smile. This night had just been a learning experience, something to point me in the right direction. Tapping my keycard on the lock, I opened the door to our dark suite and stood silently for a moment, suddenly concerned I was walking in on something, or more precisely, Chelsea and someone. Instead, I was greeted by more silence. 

The curtains were open. Without turning on the lights, I made my way to the balcony and opened the glass door. The mild air fluttered the hem of my dress, and I wrapped my arms around my waist remembering the softness of Nox’s jacket as it blocked the chill. In the darkness the rush of the surf created a low rumble. Our view might not be as spectacular as the one from the presidential suite, but it was nice. As I kicked off Chelsea’s high heels, I suppressed the emotions that threatened to bubble to the surface. Nox wasn’t worth my anger or my tears. I wouldn’t give him any more of either. 

By the time room service finally answered my call, I had my silver necklace and earrings lying in a pile on the desk. “Hello, this is Al—this is Charli Moore. I’d like to order a glass—no a bottle—of your house red.” I didn’t wait for him to figure the total. “Charge it to my room and if you have it here in less than ten minutes, I’ll double your tip.”

Hanging up the phone, I pulled the blue dress over my head. I had wine coming and I planned to enjoy it. Some rotten cheater wasn’t going to ruin my second night of vacation. No, I was going to make a night of it. Before sitting alone on the balcony and listening to the ocean, I would soak in a nice, warm bubble bath. 

“I can do this,” I said aloud to no one. “I don’t need Nox.” I worked to remove the bobby pins from my hair. “I don’t even need Chelsea.” I raked my fingers through the red-brown waves. “Pretty soon I’ll be living alone in New York.” I nodded to myself in the mirror. “And I’m nearly twenty-four years old. It’s about time I get used to spending some time alone.” 

Realizing that I was carrying on an audible conversation with myself, I stepped from the bathroom and took another look around the suite. It was one thing to talk aloud to myself. It was another to have anyone hear me. Maybe I’d get a cat when I moved to New York. Then talking aloud wouldn’t be considered crazy.

I read the different bottles of bubbles, oils, and salts while warm water filled the tub. As I tried to decide which one to use, which fragrance I’d choose to replace the lingering memory of Nox’s cologne, I washed the makeup from my face. It was ridiculous that I was so nervous about our dinner. He didn’t deserve the time I’d spent in his suite or the time I spent getting ready for it. 

With each passing second my indignation grew. 

I turned off the running water in the tub as a knock echoed throughout the suite. Wrapping the white satin Del Mar robe around my body, I walked barefoot toward the door. In a few minutes I’d have wine and a nice bath filled with bubbles. Who needed anything more? 

Looking through the peephole, I saw the customary navy jacket on the young man through the lens. His face was slightly distorted with the dome of the glass, but I could see him plain enough. Had it been less than ten minutes? I wasn’t sure. Hell, I’d go ahead and double his tip. He’d made it before my tub got cold. Besides the way this week was working out, I would probably become very acquainted with the room service staff. It was best to keep myself in their good graces. 

I opened the door, but before the waiter could speak, my eyes went to the man standing off to the side, the one with the pale blue eyes I wanted to forget. Regret and sorrow morphed into hunger as Nox scanned my new attire. Although the robe was long, nearly to the floor, the rich satin did little to hide my body’s reaction to his gaze. 

I crossed my arms over my traitorous nipples. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

“May I come in?” The low thunder rumbled my insides. 

“No,” I answered too quickly, suddenly conscious of my lack of clothing beneath the robe. Even the loss of the high heels put me at a marked disadvantage. The man with the ravenous stare towered over me, taller than only an hour before. 

“Miss Moore?” the young man in the navy jacket asked. “Would you like me to bring your wine into your suite?”

“I hope you don’t mind,” Nox said. “I may have changed your order—a little.”

“Yes,” I said louder than I intended. “I do mind.” Turning toward the waiter I mellowed my tone. “Please go back to the kitchen. Bring me the house red and if you can manage to return alone, I’ll triple your tip.”

Still wearing the suit from our dinner, minus the jacket I’d thrown at him, Nox grinned as he pulled a money clip from the front pocket of his gray trousers. Without speaking, he peeled back a few bills. I tried not to look, but saw that each one was a hundred. 

“Here you go,” he said, offering the cash to the waiter. “The lady will be fine with the wine you currently have on your cart. Take it into her suite.”

I pressed my lips together and moved aside to allow the waiter entrance. 

As he moved the small linen-covered cart, he smiled bashfully. “Miss Moore, would you like me to open the bottle of Screaming Eagle Cabernet Sauvignon?” His smile grew as he proclaimed, “It’s our finest wine.”

“It’s from Napa Valley,” Nox whispered, leaning close to my ear, sending warm breaths over my neck. 

“Yes, sir,” the waiter replied. “We only serve California wines at Del Mar.”

I shook my head. “No, thank you, just leave the opener and I can take care of it.”

“Yes, miss. Thank you. If you need anything else…”

“That’ll be all,” Nox answered. “We’ll call if we do.”

The waiter nodded and disappeared down the hallway. Reaching for the door, I cocked my head to the side. “You’re rather confident for a man who’s still standing in the hallway.”

“I am.” His blue eyes shone with newfound determination. “However, you’re right about my location, very astute of you. I’d much prefer to be in there.” He nodded toward me. 

Thankfully, there wasn’t anyone else in the hall. “Nox, I don’t see married men.”

“Mrs. Witt was right. Would you allow me to explain, inside your room?”

I swallowed as he inched closer, his eyes never leaving mine as the intoxicating, woodsy scent filled my senses. I tried to stay focused. “No. That won’t be necessary. It’s very simple.”

“Charli, it isn’t as simple as you think. I don’t usually ask the same question twice, but for you, I’ll make an exception. May I come in and explain?”

He took another step my direction. If I remained still, we’d be close enough to touch. Unwilling to allow the contact, I took a step back. “Fine,” I snapped, waving my arm in a grand gesture, “make it quick. Apparently I have some expensive wine to drink.”

“The best California red Del Mar has to offer,” he said with a smirk as he entered. 

I didn’t move farther into the suite or invite him to sit. Instead, I tugged on the lapels of my robe and said, “You have thirty seconds. Explain.”

Nox’s neck straightened as his shoulders broadened before me and the seams of his shirt pulled against the strain. His head moved slowly from side to side as he searched for the right words. “I also don’t take orders well, but once again, I’ll make an exception.”

“Then you must be a great employee. I’m surprised your bosses allow you to stay in such expensive suites.”

“My bosses?”

“You said you run businesses. They must belong to someone.”

“Yes, you’re right. They do.”

I waved my hand in the air. “You know what? I don’t care. I don’t care if you take orders. I don’t care if you repeat yourself, and I don’t care whom you work for. Your time is almost up.”

“I’m not married.”

My jaw tightened. “I don’t see married men and I detest liars.”

He took another step towards me. “Charli Moore, I also don’t explain myself… to anyone. I want you to listen and listen closely.” He seized my shoulders. Before I could protest he continued, “I’m not married. I was. I won’t elaborate any more than that. You’re right that I took the ring off recently. I took it off for you—for our dinner. I didn’t take it off because I’m cheating on someone. I took it off so that you wouldn’t get the wrong impression.”

With my face tilted toward his, I stared at his mouth and listened to his words. When he paused, I said, “I-I don’t understand.” 

The lips I’d been watching forcibly captured mine, pulling me upward, closer to his mouth, his chest, and to him. Nox reached for the back of my neck, his fingers lacing through my long hair, holding me captive as his other arm wrapped around my waist. My hands flew to his chest as a moan escaped my lips and fire surged through me. The electricity of his earlier touch was but a spark to the wildfire that was growing inside of me. If I fought his actions, I couldn’t remember. 

Beneath the palms of my hands, I felt the erratic beat of his heart. He felt the same attraction that I did. The magnetic pull was too hard to resist. Finally, I pushed against his chest, needing air and space. “Nox…”

“I’m no longer married. I swear.”

I stared up at his handsome face, and sucking my bruised lips between my teeth, I searched for any sign of deceit. I barely knew this man, yet, the way my body melted against his, I wanted to know him. I wanted to believe him. 

When I didn’t respond, he asked, “Do you believe me?” 

“I want to,” I answered honestly.

He caressed my cheek, the softness of his touch a stark contrast to the fervency of his kiss. “I had no idea what happened—why you left. You were there with me, and then you were gone.”

I shook my head, trying to recall his words. “You said ‘Mrs. Witt was right.’ What did you mean by that?”

“She said that something upset you and asked me what I’d done.”

“I thought you didn’t answer to people?”

“Mrs. Witt isn’t people. She’s also not my boss.”

I smiled. “I didn’t think she was, but she is someone?”

“She is.”

“But you won’t tell me?” I asked. When he didn’t answer, I tried another question. “How did you find me?”

He tugged my hand and pulled me toward the sofa. As we sat, he said, “You mentioned your sister’s name was Chelsea and that your reservation was under her name.”

His recollection of my dishonesty reminded me that I didn’t deserve to know any more about him. “Nox, we said one week, with no commitment. If you swear that you’re not married, if I can trust that, then I don’t need to know any more.”

I melted toward his lips as they again captured mine. With my chest against his, the soft fabric of the robe did little to hide my sensitive nipples. 

His gaze dropped to where our bodies touched and his smile grew. “I swear.” The thunder of his tone pulled me toward him as he teased the neckline of my robe. “Charli…” He lifted the end of my hair. “…you were stunning tonight at dinner. But now, here…” He caressed my cheek. “…is the beautiful woman I saw at the pool. I’d like to do all I can to learn more about you and those limits we discussed. If I only have a week, I don’t want to waste any more time.”

Mutely, I nodded. 

“Besides not seeing married men, tell me your hard limits.”

“I-I don’t know,” I answered truthfully.
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“MRS. FITZGERALD, WOULD you like a glass of wine?”

“Mimosas, for me and my daughter.”

“Right away, ma’am.” 

Mother and I settled into large comfortable chairs as we lowered our feet into the warm bubbling baths. From the reception we’d received, it was obvious that every employee of the private spa knew my mother, the great Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald. 

“Darling,” she said, with just the right amount of Southern twang, “please watch what you say, especially around Alton. Dear, you know how busy he is. He doesn’t deal well with petty comments.”

Copper filled my mouth as my teeth increased the pressure upon my tongue. I’d promised Jane that this visit would come and go without incident. I promised for her, not my mother and most definitely not Alton. I had missed Jane more than I’d realized. If I could manage to lower the tension level, perhaps I could arrange to visit more often, especially if I could schedule it when Alton was away on one of his trips.

The idea of having Jane and my mother to myself helped me ignore my mother’s glowing endorsement of her husband. With a smile plastered on my lips, I replied, “I would like this to be a stress-free visit. I just wish you’d tell me why I’m here.”

She patted my hand. “To see your family, dear.”

I nodded at the young man who delivered our drinks. “I saw you in California, at my graduation.”

“But that’s not the same as being home.” Her blue eyes turned toward me. For as long as I could remember, I knew my mother was the master of disguise, yet looking at her now, I saw a change. She was still attractive, but at one time, her eyes had danced with passion. I remembered a time when she was happy. She used to adore the arts and worked tirelessly with the Savannah Museum of Art. Her work was solely volunteer, because Montague women didn’t need to work. Adelaide did it because she wanted to, because she enjoyed it. But then, as time passed, she had other duties, ones that were higher profile, ones that required more and more of her time. She said she wanted to do them—organize fundraisers and meet with Alton’s clients and colleagues. It may not have been as noticeable when I saw her daily, but now after being away, I saw that the passion she’d once possessed was gone.

That wasn’t to say that my mother wasn’t still beautiful. She was, like a flawless caricature, from her slender figure to her unwrinkled face and brown hair. While I blamed Alton for her lifeless eyes, my mother was the one who allowed it to happen. She was the one who smiled on his arm while he introduced her to his mistresses. Not that he was ever bold enough to give them that title in Adelaide’s presence. After all, she would always be his connection to the Montague name and fortune. No, he’d introduce them as his assistant, his representative, or maybe, as the wife of his dear friend. 

While his exploits weren’t limited to the women whom my mother knew, she never appeared unhappy. It went against her upbringing. A wife’s duty was to support her husband, no matter his faults.

“Montague Manor is your home, and I think you should consider returning.”

I bristled at the thought. “Momma, I have three years of law school ahead of me. I’ll be in New York.”

“I’m so proud of your accomplishments. You know that, I hope.”

“Yes.”

“Columbia is very prestigious. But you could change your mind and attend Savannah Law School or maybe Emory. That’s only in Atlanta.”

What? Savannah instead of Columbia? Does she think it’s that simple, like changing a restaurant reservation?

I shook my head in disbelief. “Do you even hear yourself?” I kept my voice hushed. “Columbia will open doors.”

She pressed her lips together and looked about. No one was near and if anyone was listening, they were polite enough not to be obvious. “Your name opens doors, Alexandria. This law dream is nice, but why? What’s the point?”

My spine stiffened and jaw clenched. “Point? I don’t know. Maybe the point is to be an attorney.”

“You went off and had your fun in California. I wanted you to do that. I never had that chance. Now you’re home. Savannah is where you belong. Continuing the Montague name is your destiny, not working in some dingy courtroom.” She drained her glass of champagne with a touch of orange juice and motioned for another. “I see nothing wrong with you completing the degree, even the Georgia bar, if you want; however, it’s really unnecessary. A Montague woman does not need to work.

“I’d hoped that while you were gone you’d meet someone. Then again,” she added with a smile, “perhaps it’s better that you didn’t.”

I couldn’t keep up. First, my own mother thought my postgraduate work was frivolous and then she was talking about suitors. Momentarily, my thoughts went from Adelaide’s preposterous dialogue to Nox. I hadn’t spoken to him since Del Mar, even though he’d broken our rule and given me the means. Though I’d considered it, I hadn’t broken the rule by doing it. 

“Who said I didn’t.”

Mother motioned again for another mimosa. “What, dear?”

“Who said I didn’t meet anyone?”

“Well, you never said you did.” Her lifeless eyes opened wider. “Did you?”

“What does it matter? You seem to have my life planned.”

“No, not planned. I just think it’s time that you thought about your options. You know, the Spencers will be at our gathering tonight.”

The heat of the footbath was lost as my internal temperature rose. Bryce Spencer—Edward was his actual first name, but many of us in the South had multiple names, and he’d always gone by his middle name, Bryce—was two years older than me and the son of my mother’s closest friend, Suzanna Carmichael Spencer. They’d been friends since they were babies. 

Another annoying trait of life in the circles of Savannah was that no one ever got out and rarely did anyone new get in. This place was like a spinning vortex sucking select people in and gluing them in the position where they were born. As I looked at my mother, I thought about how it also sucked the life right out of them. 

I hadn’t seen Edward Bryce Spencer since the day before I left for Stanford. 

“Why, why would you invite them?” I asked.

“Well, Suzanna is still my closest friend. She’s your godmother and she wants to see you.”

I exhaled. “Suzanna was furious when I left for Stanford. Why would she want to see me?”

“Because you’re back, dear. Did you know,” she asked with more excitement than I’d heard in awhile, “that Bryce recently graduated from Booth? He has his MBA and has started working at Montague.”

The mimosa churned in my stomach. Of course he was working at Montague. One of Bryce’s many faults was that he worshipped the ground Alton walked upon. He always had, and strangely enough, Alton had always been attentive to him. I always assumed it was because my mom encouraged it. She was never able to give Alton a son, and Bryce didn’t have a father. 

Suzanna’s husband left her when Bryce was young. No doubt, he couldn’t take the pressure of marrying into the Carmichael name. It was never as prestigious as Montague, but at one time it was close. His departure was quite the scandal for our small-town aristocrats. 

I didn’t know any of that until I was older. I just knew that Miss Suzanna, Bryce’s mother, and my mother were often together, which meant Bryce and I were together. We were friends, almost like siblings, until one day we weren’t. 

“I didn’t know that,” I answered honestly.

“I thought you two stayed in touch.”

“No, we haven’t. I stopped answering, and he stopped calling.” I didn’t know for sure if that were true. I stopped answering and I couldn’t see if he called or not. Chelsea had encouraged me to block his calls and texts and change my privacy settings on Facebook. She helped me see that I couldn’t reinvent myself into Alex with Alexandria’s unofficial fiancé suffocating me.

“Hmm. That’s funny,” my mother murmured. 

“Why? Why is it funny?”

Our stylists appeared and sat at stools near our feet. I knew protocol. I knew our conversation was essentially on hold. Nevertheless, I pushed one more time. “Why?”

“He knows all about you.”

As our stylists began to work, my mind slipped back to when I was fourteen and Bryce was sixteen. We’d been close all our lives, and he told me he noticed a change in me. He was right. Carrying the Montague mask was wearing me down. He made a point of spending more time with me. 

His advances started innocently enough, but each one made me more and more uncomfortable. Where once we’d held hands as friends, as his intentions became clearer, everything felt different. When I told my best friend, Millie Ashmore, that Bryce Spencer had tried to kiss me, instead of supporting me, she told me I was lucky, and she was jealous. It was then I realized how the other girls at the academy looked at him. The next time he tried, I let him. It was like kissing a brother I never had. 

Bryce wasn’t satisfied with a kiss. He wanted more. When I was fifteen, I purposely allowed my mother to see the two of us together. I’d managed to keep Bryce’s attentions to kissing and light petting, but each day was a struggle. I figured if my mother saw us, she’d tell him to stop. She’d tell me to stop. I don’t know what I thought, that maybe she’d be a mother. 

She didn’t do any of what I expected. Instead, she smiled and walked away. Later she came to me and told me how happy she and Miss Suzanna were. Even though Bryce was only a junior at the academy, I swear my mother and Miss Suzanna began making wedding plans. Not literally, but they’d make comments about a Montague and Carmichael heir. 

When Bryce graduated from the academy he chose to go to Duke, even though he’d been accepted to Princeton. Duke was closer. For two years he drove back and forth to Savannah for every academy dance or family obligation. It wasn’t that I asked him; he just did. I couldn’t have dated anyone else even if I’d wanted to. Everyone in Savannah knew I was Bryce Spencer’s girlfriend.

When it was my turn to apply for colleges, Bryce pressured me to apply to Duke. I did, and I was accepted. I’ll never forget the day I told him I was moving to California. He lost it. I’d never seen him like that. It was a full-blown Alton rage, complete with red cheeks and screaming. According to him I’d ruined everything. He’d planned on proposing once we were together at Duke. He even had the ring. 

For the first time, my childhood friend and first boyfriend scared me. I ran to my room and locked the door. The next day he arrived with flowers, to celebrate my acceptance to Stanford, he told my mother. Later he apologized and made me promise that we would stay in touch. 

I promised, but we didn’t. 

How then does he know all about me?
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WHILE WE RODE in the backseat and Brantley drove us toward lunch, my mother fingered one of my long auburn curls, making it spring against my shoulder. “Your hair looks lovely. This is so much more becoming than the dreadful way you pull it back. Look how it frames your face.”

I refrained from shaking my head as I gave her a closed-lip smile. Sadly, I believed she thought she’d just complimented me. I’d agreed to the pedicure, manicure, and hairstyle. I drew the line at having my makeup done. It was only lunchtime. I didn’t need to be painted to perfection for the tearoom. 

“You’ll look stunning tonight at your welcome-home party.”

“Welcome home? I thought you said this was to celebrate my graduation?”

“It’s one and the same, don’t you agree?”

No. I don’t agree. 

“Who else have you invited to this celebration?”

“Oh,” she said, dismissively waving her hand, “a few people. Of course I invited Millie Ashmore and her parents. She can’t wait to see you. I’m sure you know she’s engaged to that young man she met at Emory. His last name is Peterson. I really don’t know much about his family. They’re in the wine business. I believe that’s what I’ve heard.”

I clenched my teeth tighter. This was going to be hell. 

“Your aunt and uncle will be there,” she continued.

While Millie and I had at one time been best friends, our story didn’t end as happily as momma and Miss Suzanna’s. I had limits. Hard limits. The thought of my hard limits brought a much-needed smile to my face. 

“I knew you’d be happy to see them,” she said, misconstruing my expression. “They were disappointed that they couldn’t attend your graduation.”

I could argue that Gwendolyn and Preston Richardson weren’t my aunt and uncle, that Gwendolyn was Alton’s sister and therefore not related to me, but if I did, it would be a petty comment like my mother had asked me not to make. So instead, I just thought it. 

“I’m sure they were. Will Patrick be there?” If Gwen and Preston were my aunt and uncle, then their son Patrick would be my cousin. He was the one Fitzgerald I actually liked. We’d spent many days and nights calling bullshit on our parents’ messed-up code of social status. 

“No. You know that he’s living in New York now.” 

“I didn’t,” I said, genuinely interested. “Where? What’s he doing? It’ll be good to have him close.”

“Close?”

“To me, Mother. Close to me. I have a small apartment on the Upper West Side, close to the university.”

“You’ve already rented an apartment?”

Is she serious?

“Mother, classes start in a few weeks. Of course I have an apartment.”

“But you still have an apartment in California and classes don’t begin until September.”

“Orientation begins in August and July is almost over. I know I still have an apartment in California. That’s why I don’t have time for this.” I motioned around the backseat, my gaze catching Brantley’s in the rearview mirror. His narrowed eyes reminded me to watch what I said around my mother. I could hear his unspoken warning: don’t upset Mrs. Fitzgerald. I took a deep breath. “It is why I need to leave as soon as our meeting is done on Monday. I have a lot of packing and shipping to do.”

Brantley pulled up to the front of the Gryphon Tearoom. As he got out to open Mother’s door, she said, “Let’s take this one day at a time, shall we? We need to discuss this with Alton.”

I was living in a time warp. That was the only plausible explanation I could come up with. Nothing ever changed in Savannah or around Montague Manor. It never would. 

Adelaide lowered her voice as we walked toward the entrance. “Of course, I would’ve much rather had high tea at the Ballastone, but as you know that isn’t until four o’clock and with our guests arriving as early as six-thirty, we just couldn’t.” She reached for my hand. “But once you’re home, we can do that. I remember how much you used to enjoy dressing up for high tea with your grandmother.” 

When I was four. 

Monday could not come soon enough. 
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I HEARD THE voices from the grand hall as Jane entered my room. As soon as she closed the door they disappeared. If only she could make them really disappear. I exhaled and sat on the edge of my bed. 

“What’s the matter, child?” Her dark eyes sparkled. “I mean madam counselor.”

I squeezed Jane’s hand as she sat beside me. “I’m sorry I didn’t keep in touch with you. I think I wanted—” 

“Don’t you fret. I know what you wanted. You wanted to have a new life away from all of the Montague stuff. I’m part of that stuff.” She rolled her head around in a circle, gesturing with the last word.

“The best part of it.”

“Your momma’s down there telling everyone you’ll be down in a minute. It’s been more than a minute and you ain’t there.”

I scrunched my nose. “Do you think they’ll notice if I don’t show up?”

“And miss out on showing all them uptight stuffed shirts what a beautiful and successful woman Alex Collins has become? Oh no! You’re going to walk down there with your head held high.”

My cheeks blushed as I remembered someone else telling me the same thing. I hated how Nox kept finding his way into my thoughts. Chelsea had said to have fun, not get close, and use him, like men used women all the time. I tried, and I did. But I didn’t. Even though I’d left him in Del Mar, he was constantly on my mind. 

How is he? Who is he really, his real name? Who does he work for? Where does he live?

“…done invited half of Georgia!” 

My attention went back to Jane’s words. “What? Momma said a few people.”

“Well, chi—Alex, if thirty-six, no, thirty-seven people is a few, then that’s what she did.”

I exhaled and lay back on the bed. “Why?”

Jane pulled my hand to make me sit up. “Don’t you go messing that beautiful hair. It’s so pretty and long and look at these curls.”

Pride at her encouragement was momentarily overshadowed by the memory of when my hair wasn’t long and pretty. 

Jane pulled me close and wrapped her arms around me. “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t you let those shadows back in your eyes. You keep them out where they belong. You stand proud and show all of them what a Montague woman can be.”

“Collins,” I corrected. 

She released me, and her grin was back. “That’s my girl, Miss Alex Collins, and look at this dress. You’ll be the center of attention down there.”

I let out a long breath. “I guess it’s time.”

“It sure is. Let’s get this dog and—”

“Pony show underway,” I said, finishing her sentence. I went to the full-length mirror and did one last appraisal, pressing down the taffeta of my light blue dress. 

Light blue… like eyes.

“You know,” I commented, “if I really were Alex and not Alexandria, I wouldn’t look like I just stepped out of Steel Magnolias.”

“You ain’t wearing no hat or white gloves. You look like a formal Alex.”

“Then why do I feel like Alexandria?”

“Because Alexandria’s a fine woman, too. It don’t matter what you call yourself. It matters what’s inside. You have a heart in there, one that knows what’s right and what’s wrong. That’s why one day you’re gonna make a great, powerful lawyer… maybe even a judge! Justice Collins.”

My smile faded. “Momma doesn’t want me to practice law.”

Confusion clouded Jane’s expression. “What? Not Mrs. Fitzgerald. No, you misunderstood her. She’s been telling everyone who’ll listen about you and what you doing.”

“I don’t think I misunderstood her, but that’s nice to hear.”

“Now git! Or that pony show will start without you.”

I nodded. Let the show begin.

Heads turned as I made my way down the winding staircase. There had to be at least ten people in the grand hall not including staff. With each step down, I saw more people in the front sitting room and more in the parlor. Keeping my smile plastered on my lips, I nodded and responded appropriately as each person welcomed me. “Alexandria, look how you’ve grown.” “Alexandria, it’s so nice to have you home.” “Congratulations, dear, on doing so well in college.” The front door continued to open allowing gusts of humid Georgia air to permeate the entrance as more and more people arrived. 

The entire time, I searched the crowd for my mother. Where is she? She’s the reason I’m here. 

“Alexandria!” 

The muscles in my neck tightened as I turned toward my one-time best friend. She bobbed with excitement as her blonde hair, piled in some kind of curly bun, bounced and more curls fluttered around her perfect porcelain face. This was a world of smoke and mirrors. Everyone appeared ideal on the outside, but it was only an illusion. 

“Millie.”

My neck stiffened and eyes rolled as she hugged me. With the eye roll, I caught the smirk of the tall, lanky man beside her. As soon as she released me, I offered my hand his way. “Hello, I’m Alex,” I said, fighting the urge to add andria. “You must be Millie’s fiancé?”

He shook my hand. “Yes, Ian. Ian Peterson.”

Millie thrust her left hand into my line of sight. The diamond was, well, a diamond on prongs. “Isn’t it wonderful?” she asked. “We’re so happy!”

“Yes, wonderful. Congratulations.”

“Ian has one more year of graduate school at Emory. So we set the date for next June, right after his graduation.”

“What about you, Millie?” I asked. “Are you going on to graduate school?”

She suddenly looked as if she’d eaten something sour. “Of course not. I have a wedding to plan.”

My plastered smile became increasingly thin. “I can see where that would take all your time.”

“Oh, you have no idea.” She leaned closer. “You don’t, do you? Last I heard you weren’t dating anyone.”

“I’m so glad my dating status is a matter of conversation.”

“Well, it wasn’t—really. It just came up when I was having lunch with Leslie and Jess. Jess said you never change your status on Facebook.”

Leslie and Jess were girls we’d gone to school with. At one time we were all part of the same crowd. 

I shrugged. “Some of us are too busy dating to update our status.”

“Oh! Does that mean you are in a relationship?” The idea of having fresh gossip had her practically foaming at the mouth.

“It means it’s no one’s business but my own. I know from experience what can happen when others get involved.” I nodded toward Ian. “It was nice to meet you. Welcome to Savannah.” And I turned to walk away.

“Alexandria,” Millie called. 

I exhaled as I spun back around. “Yes?”

“Since you’re home, you should have lunch with Jess, Leslie, and me. I know they’re coming tonight, but we need some girl time. You all have a shower to plan.”

There were more incorrect statements in her two sentences than I cared to clarify. “That sounds amazing.” This time I successfully walked away.

I finally found my mother in the parlor, a glass of white wine in her hand. I had to check my watch. Surely it was time for red. Hell, I was considering some of Alton’s Cognac. It was then I noticed Alton and the man he was talking to. They were laughing and patting one another on the shoulder—a refined pissing contest. Whichever man’s hand was higher was the alpha. I almost giggled as each pat moved increasingly higher. Pretty soon they’d be bopping each other on the back of the head. 

“Mother,” I whispered in her ear. “Is that Senator Higgins?”

“Yes, dear.”

“Why is Senator Higgins at my party?” Remembering not to upset Adelaide, I refrained from labeling it graduation or welcome home.

“Well, you see, he’s working with Alton on a few things, things that will help Montague.”

The Montagues originally made their fortune in tobacco. Investments had diversified; however, tobacco was still a big piece of the pie. Taxes and other legal restraints on the cancer-inducing crop were always a battle.

I shook my head. “Well, it’s nice that we can get some bonus points with the senator at my party.”

“It’s quite an honor.” She stood taller. “How many of your friends have a senator at their party?”

“Gosh, Mom, I’m not sure. I’ll look into that.” I turned to walk away and murmured, “Right after I update my Facebook status.”

As I entered the sitting room, I caught a glimpse of Bryce at the far end of the room. Since he seemed occupied, talking with a man I didn’t know, I took a glass of wine from one of the caterers and turned. Being the guest of honor, I’d undoubtedly need to talk to him eventually, but I could delay that reunion as long as possible. 

“Welcome home.” 

Shit! I should have gone toward Bryce.

“Suzanna,” I tried for my most confident tone. “It’s nice to see you.”

“And you.”

“How are you these days?”

“Disappointed.”

My attempt at friendly small talk was shot to hell. Do I bite, or do I smile and walk away? I tilted my head and gave her my most sympathetic sigh. “I’m sorry to hear that. I hope things get better.”

“I have every reason to believe they will.”

“That’s great.”

Her tone lowered. “Don’t do it again.”

I straightened my neck. “Excuse me, don’t do what?”

“You know very well what I’m talking about. Don’t break his heart.”

“Suzanna, I haven’t seen or spoken to your—”

“I’m well aware of your lack of communication. But now that you’re home and he’s working for Montague—”

Interrupting her, I spoke in a hushed whisper. “I’m not home. I’m here for a visit. I will be leaving for law school in a matter of—”

A large hand landed on my shoulder as his voice whispered menacingly between Suzanna and me. “I hope we’re having a nice time at your party, Alexandria.”

My skin crawled at his touch. Stepping forward I turned toward my stepfather. “We’re just having a private discussion.”

Suzanna stood mute as I faced Alton. 

“Don’t embarrass me or your mother. Perhaps private discussions would be better held in private.”

I returned my smile to my lips. To an outsider, I was having a nice conversation with Alton. “Perhaps if you were concerned about my embarrassing you, you should have thrown my party without me.”

“Alexandria, there are plans in the works. You don’t want to be the catalyst that changes them.”

“Someone needs to tell me what’s going on. I can’t support or change plans that I know nothing about.”

Alton reached for my arm, his grip tighter than it appeared. “Come with me.”

I planted my feet into the lush carpet, willing my heels to grow roots. “Unhand me this instant,” I said through gritted teeth, “or I promise you the biggest scene you’ve ever witnessed.” Red seeped from the collar of his shirt turning his neck crimson. Before it reached his face I added, “I’m sure the senator and some of your other cohorts would love to see your daughter lose her shit.”

He released my arm and leaned closer. “In my office in five minutes.” With that he turned and walked toward Bryce and the other man. 

Suzanna’s eyes were wide as she stared at me. Instead of responding, I shook my head. The waiter was back with the tray of goblets of wine and I reached out and stopped him. Tipping my glass back, I emptied it, placed it on the tray, and took another. With a boost of liquid confidence, I turned back to Bryce’s mother. “It was a pleasure.” I allowed my usually-suppressed accent to grow thicker. “Let’s do lunch, shall we?”

I turned before she could reply. 

As I resumed my duties as guest of honor, I fell into a nice conversation with one of my mother’s friends about Stanford. I hadn’t realized that she too was an alumna. It was so nice talking about the campus and hearing her memories that I lost track of time. Maybe it wasn’t that I lost track. Maybe it was my coping mechanism, the way I survived. I blocked out my confrontations with Alton like others blocked out a bad day at work. Once it was over, I put it aside. It didn’t do any good to dwell or recount it. Years of medicine for anxiety taught me that. I had forgotten all about my summons to his office until my mother appeared at my side. 

“Excuse us, Betty.” My mother turned toward me. “Dear, we need you for a few minutes.” Speaking to both of us, she added, “It won’t take long.” 

“What is this about?”

“I should have told you this afternoon. It was just that we were having such a lovely time. I—” She stopped talking as we came to the closed door. Then, before opening it, she said, “Please, Alexandria, don’t say anything rash.”

My step stuttered as she opened the door and three sets of eyes turned our direction. 
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DARKNESS DANCED IN the paleness of Nox’s gaze. “You don’t know your hard limits?”

I shook my head. “I-I’ve been very focused on school. I told you I just graduated. I really haven’t…” I lowered my chin. It wasn’t that I was a virgin. I wasn’t. But everything in my life as Alex had been sweet and overtly planned. Limits weren’t an issue. If I were to be completely honest, everything in Alex’s sex life had been boring. That was probably why I rarely dated. On the few occasions when I did become intimate, it was usually anticlimactic, in all meanings of the word. My vibrator and I had a better time than I did with the few men I’d known in college. 

Chelsea said I overthought it and needed to put myself out more. I worried about the long-term consequences of following her advice. I suspected that many of my classmates would go on to impressive careers. The idea of running into one of them—a one-night stand—in a courtroom one day didn’t sit well with my long-term career goals. I was safer with my vibrator. It had no aspirations for the judicial system. 

“You’ve had sex, haven’t you?” Nox asked.

“Yes,” I replied indignantly. 

“So you know what you like? Right?” He was still looking at me with wide eyes. 

I stood and wrapped my arms around my midsection. “Nox, I don’t think I know you well enough to have this conversation.”

Immediately, he was off the sofa and pulling me close. “You will.” 

A shiver shuddered through me as his words rumbled from his chest to mine. His response was not only a promise, but also a threat. By the way my pulse skyrocketed, I was certain that the threat part intrigued me more than the promise. 

“B-But we said one week. That’s it. That means no delving into one another’s lives.” 

He lifted my chin. “Charli, it’s not your life I want to delve into.”

Oh shit!

My cheeks filled with heat. I wanted that too, but not yet. I was still trying to come to grips with the pendulum of emotions that Nox evoked within me. The way his voice ricocheted through my body, the way his touch surged with electricity, and the realization that even when I’d been upset, I still wanted him. 

Then again, I reminded myself that I had been upset only an hour ago. I didn’t want make up sex to be what we did for our first time—first times were supposed to be special. “Can we take it a day at a time?”

He sighed. “We can. I want to reestablish the ground rules.”

Unknowingly, I rolled my eyes. “Again with the rules.”

“Yes,” he replied, undaunted by my reaction. “We touched on them in my suite, before you so rudely walked away.”

I pulled back from his embrace and crossed my arms over my chest. “I wasn’t rude. I thought—” 

“You thought I was married.”

“I thought you were a cheater,” I clarified. 

“Married men and cheaters… we’re establishing your list of hard limits. That’s good,” he added. “Charli, you don’t have to tell me any more about yourself than you want to. But I have a hard limit too—a rule: honesty. You need to be honest with me and I’ll do the same. You don’t need to tell me everything, but what you do tell me, I must be able to believe without question. I’m straightforward to a fault. I’m used to saying my mind, and I want others to do the same. I’m not a cheater or a liar nor do I get my feelings hurt. Don’t run away like you did tonight ever again. Tell me when something is bothering you—I can handle the truth.”

The guilt rushed over me. I lowered my arms and chin, no longer feeling as defiant as I had. My dishonesty about who I was had already broken his hard limit—his rule. 

He reached for my chin and pulled my eyes back to his. “I mean it. Some of my tastes are unique—they aren’t for everyone. I understand that.” His thumb caressed my cheek. “And I’m willing to adapt if…” He paused. “…I like someone.” He leaned down and brushed his lips over mine. “Charli Moore, I like you. I have since the first time I saw you.” He shifted. “When Max was trying…”

I smiled at the change in his tone as he recalled this morning’s escapades. Jealous much? When he finished his account, I said, “I think I should go find Max.” 

“Why?”

“Because I owe him a thank-you.” Fingering the small buttons of Nox’s shirt I added, “Because he brought you to my chaise.”

“I believe I mentioned that I would’ve gotten there one way or the other.”

“Well, I should thank Max anyway, because he provided you a way. And…” I leaned closer. “…I’m glad you got there.” 

He held my hand, the one on his shirt. “If I only get one week with you…” His voice came breathier than before. “…I want it to count. Charli Moore, I want you to remember your stay at Del Mar.”

The guilt I’d felt earlier came rushing back, compressing my chest, and making breathing increasingly difficult. I hated cheaters and liars and wasn’t willing to be one of them. If this week was going to work, it was now or never. “Before that…” I lowered my chin and looked up at him through my lashes. “…I think I should confess.”

“Confess?” 

“Though I only thought you broke my limit, I’ve broken yours, your hard limit—not intentionally,” I added. “More by omission.”

He stood taller, the ridges of his torso more defined under my touch. “How? What have you done?”

I exhaled. “I let you assume that Chelsea and I share a last name. We don’t. We have different fathers.” That wasn’t being dishonest. We also had different mothers, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to go that far.

“Is your name Charli?” 

“It’s a nickname,” I answered honestly. Meeting his stare I asked, “Is your name Nox?”

The corner of his mouth twitched toward a grin. “It’s a nickname, too. So if Moore isn’t your last name, what is it?”

I tilted my head to the side. “Let’s spend the next week as Charli and Nox—no last names, no commitments. Can we do that?”

“You didn’t research who was staying in the presidential suite? You really don’t know my last name?”

I shook my head. “I didn’t. Not because I wasn’t curious—I am. But, I’m ashamed to admit that I didn’t think of it until you mentioned it.”

His large hands traveled to my waist as his side grin turned into a full-blown sexy smile. As he tugged at the sash of my robe, his tone found the timbre that resurrected the butterflies deep inside of me. “Just know, Miss Charli no-last-name, the next time you break one of my rules, I won’t respond as lightly.”

“You won’t?” I asked, more aroused than curious. “What exactly does that mean?”

He moved closer, seductively teasing my breasts with the presence of his wide chest. “I guess we’ll need to find that out together.” 

I had to lift my chin to see his eyes. The light blue sparkled with suggestions. The longer I stared, the more a part of me wanted to find out exactly what he had in mind. There was also a part of me that knew that wasn’t a good idea. I shrugged nonchalantly. “Then I guess I better not break any of your rules.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” he asked.

“Oh, I believe I can be all kinds of fun.” I gasped as he pulled me nearer. My nipples—the ones that had softened during our conversation—were now hard nubs burning with desire as they were pressed against his broad chest. That wasn’t our only connection that made my insides tighten. Lower, his hardening erection pushed against my stomach. 

“Perhaps we could begin that fun tonight?” Nox asked.

No doubt he could feel the rapid beat of my heart reverberating from my chest to his. I wanted everything about this man, and if I let my body have its way, we’d be horizontal in fifty-one seconds flat. But I couldn’t. If we were to explore my limits, I needed to know that they would be honored. Gathering my strength, I stepped back. The bit of space gave me purpose. “Nox, I’d rather spend the entire week getting to know you.” My lashes fluttered. “You, me, and all the fun that may entail. Let’s not do it all in one night.”

Straightening his back and nodding, Nox reached for the bottle of cabernet. “Let me open this and we’ll toast to Charli and Nox and…” He cocked his head. “…to fun and getting to know one another.”

The pop of the cork echoed through the suite, momentarily overriding the rushing sound of blood coursing through my veins, as Nox poured two glasses. Musk and desire filled the room as we both worked to ignore the peaked points of my nipples through my satin robe and the obvious tenting of his gray slacks. With a knowing glint in his light blue eyes, he handed me my glass. “Charli, another thing I rarely do is suffer from sexual frustration. The only reason that I’m able to tolerate it tonight…” His gaze pointedly went to my chest. “…is that I know you’re suffering the same.” 

Before I could cover my chest, he lifted his glass and went on. “Let’s toast to us—to a week of discovering not only one another but the people we can be when we’re together. Because in the last two hours, the most beautiful and intriguing redhead that I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting, has had me saying and doing things that I, L… Nox, don’t, as a rule, do.” He lifted his glass. “To an unforgettable week.”

Our glasses met with a clink and we took a sip. The rich, thick liquid warmed my tongue and throat. The aroma reminded me that we weren’t drinking the house red. 

“This is very good.”

Nox shrugged. “For a California wine. I told you: I have very particular tastes.”

The way he looked at me, the way his pale stare zeroed in and took my breath, told me that Nox wasn’t talking about wine, not anymore. My insides twisted, and I knew that I wanted to learn more about Nox: his tastes, both for wine and for everything else.

Chelsea said to stay uncommitted and to learn very little. Nevertheless, as I watched him swallow and his Adam’s apple bob, I wanted more. Unfortunately, anything more than a vacation hookup wouldn’t work with Alex’s future. 

I sighed. 

I had a week as Charli, and I planned to take it. 

Nox reached for my hand. The warmth of his touch was a contrast to the cool air conditioning of the suite. When I looked up, he said, “Just because I’ve made exceptions to my usual behavior doesn’t mean I’m willing to give up on my quest.”

“Your quest?”

“At the end of the week, I may not know your last name, but trust me, Charli: I will know every inch of that beautiful body and we will both know your limits.”

He’d asked me earlier if I believed him. I’d wanted to then. Now I had no doubt. Nox would take me to those limits, but the fact that he wasn’t pushing now made me comfortable enough to simply say, “I believe you.” I tugged his hand. “Let’s go out to my balcony. It’s not as grand as yours and there’s no private pool, but we can hear the ocean.”

He picked up the bottle and followed me outside. 
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“YOU DRANK WINE? That’s it?” Chelsea asked for the fifteenth time. 

“It doesn’t matter how many times you ask, the answer is still the same.”

Chelsea eyed me over the rim of her orange juice glass as we ate breakfast. 

“Besides,” I said with an air of superiority. “Where were you until, like, three this morning?”

She reached for her temples and pushed from both sides. “Do you have to accuse so loudly?”

I leaned forward. “Babe, I’m whispering.”

Her head moved from side to side. “No way. You’re yelling. You’re going to get us kicked out of here.”

I laughed a full-belly laugh. “I hardly think that will be me.”

“Well,” she said, her hazel eyes darting from side to side. “I may have ordered a few drinks and charged them to our room.”

“I’m shocked!” I said mockingly.

“Well, after Mr. Fancy Pants tracked me down, I knew I couldn’t come back to our room.”

“Nothing happened in our room! And you didn’t tell me that Nox found you.”

“Found is such an odd word. I was talking to a few new friends and Mr.” She paused. “Nox—is that what you called him?”

I’d said the name ten times. Obviously, she was still inebriated from the night before. “Yes, it’s a nickname.”

Her bloodshot eyes widened for a second. “Like Charli? That’s a nickname.”

“Yes,” I confirmed. “Now tell me more.”

“Well, it’s kind of fuzzy, but I was in the bar. He came up and asked me a question about my sister. I kind of stuttered.” She leaned forward. “Well, because my sister is still in California.” Her giggle disappeared as she took another drink of orange juice. “This is the worse mimosa I’ve ever had.”

“It’s because I told them, no champagne.”

“What the hell? That means it’s just orange juice.”

I nodded. “Yes. Now, Nox asked you about your sister?”

“I remember. I told him my last name and our room number.”

“Why? What if he were some ax murderer?”

Chelsea pursed her lips. “Apparently, I made the right choice.”

“Yes,” I whispered. “Thank you.”

“So will you see him again?”

“I want to,” I confessed. “I’m more attracted to him than I’ve been to anyone…” I hesitated. “…ever.”

“Haven’t you noticed that this place is crawling with good-looking, rich men? I met this guy last night. Dan. Don. Ron.” She closed her eyes. Just before I thought she’d fallen asleep, her eyes popped open. “Jon. That was his name. Don’t worry about me. I think we’ll both be fine.”

“Jon? Jon who?” I asked, concerned. 

“Nox who?” she replied. 

“Touché.” 

Yes. Who the hell was I to judge her and Jon, Ron, or Don? I wasn’t any better. 
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THE SUN CONTINUED to rise in the east and set each night beautifully in the west. With each passing day, Alex’s career goals and Alexandria’s ghosts slipped further and further away, evaporating into Charli. Between days with Chelsea and days and nights with Nox, there was nothing I’d ever enjoyed more. 

While Chelsea and I spent time together at the pool or in our suite, I admitted my growing feelings for Nox, the ones I didn’t want to face. I didn’t want to admit the way my heart beat faster when I was around him or the way things that he did or said made me feel special, because with each tick of the clock, our time together waned. If our vacation were an hourglass, the bottom had more sand than the top, and I knew I couldn’t turn it over.

“Girl,” Chelsea said one morning as we were putting on our normal breakfast-by-the-pool attire—bathing suits, cover-ups, and flip-flops. “Don’t overthink it. That’s the beauty of it. No commitment. Besides…” She wiggled her eyebrows. “…don’t you think the non-committed sex is steamier?”

I shrugged as I threw the sunscreen in my beach bag and looked for my Kindle.

She reached for my shoulder and spun me toward her. “What?! You haven’t done the dirty deed with Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Handsome?”

“It’s only been three days.”

“Which means there are only two more nights left. Jeez, I’ve seen the way he looks at you. That poor man must be suffering a serious case of blue balls.” Her voice lowered. “Are they blue?”

I hadn’t seen them, so I couldn’t answer indisputably, but I’d been close to them and their impressive third wheel, with only the material of his slacks, jeans, or bathing trunks in between. I’d even rubbed my hand over him and felt his size and power trapped behind the clothes. I’d also had that same restrained power against my body, pushing against the small of my back, my tummy, and thigh. I’d been with him in the private pool on the balcony of the presidential suite with warm, glowing water surrounding us as my legs wrapped around his torso and arms around his neck. It wasn’t that I was being a tease. We’d been almost there. 

He’d caressed my breasts and even sucked my nipples. The mere thought of his lips against my skin caused them to harden. I’d unashamedly arched my back and allowed him access. More than that, I’d wanted more. 

I wasn’t sure how to explain it, to Chelsea or to me. I was different here in Del Mar than I’d ever been. The way Nox’s body reacted to mine didn’t scare me. For the first time I could remember, despite our obvious difference in size and strength, his hunger empowered me. He made me see that it was me who affected him. I had the ability to arouse this powerful man with the deep velvet voice. When my small hand rubbed against him, I was the cause of the guttural growl. The way it rumbled from the back of his throat sent shivers down my spine. With his chin in the nape of my neck, it sounded like a predatory lion. 

When I wasn’t with him, I wondered what it would be like to have someone like Nox in my life—my real life. 

Could Alex do it? I didn’t know the answer. 

Nox and I had both made a conscious effort to limit the information we shared. We worked to stay away from our backstories and agreed to live in the here and now. I’m not sure which one of us laid down that rule, but we were both following it. 

That didn’t mean I hadn’t gleaned a little personal information here and there. From what I’d picked up, Nox hadn’t been with one singular person for a while. He’d dated. He had beautiful women who adorned his elbow to functions for both pleasure and work. But that was all they’d been—accessories. He didn’t mention his no longer wife, and I didn’t ask. Were they divorced or had she passed? I didn’t know.

It would break our rule.

I also didn’t know what he did, other than ran businesses. 

Often he’d spend the morning in his suite working long distance. Noon in California was already three in the afternoon in New York and the close of the day in London. He could have almost a full day’s worth of phone calls and web conferences complete before I was ready for lunch. A few times he’d left the resort, but never for long.

“His balls aren’t blue,” I responded matter-of-factly. 

“And you know this because…” She paused, but when I only looked at her with wide eyes, she continued, “…you’ve seen them and you… Oh! I know. You’ve at least given him a—”

“Chelsea, stop! I’m not giving you the gory details.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Gory? So he’s a looker but doesn’t have the equipment?”

“Stop. He has the equipment. I believe. I mean from what I’ve observed.”

She shook her head. “If you leave Del Mar without getting laid it’s totally your fault. And if you ask me, that man will be the best you’ve ever had. Stop letting Alex get into your head. You have three more days and two nights as Charli.” She straightened her shoulders and looked at me over the rim of her sunglasses. “Don’t come home tonight.”

“Hey, it’s my suite. I can come home,” I responded playfully. 

“It’s in my name.”

She had me there. “Even if we, you know…”

“Have wild-ape-crazed sex?” Chelsea offered. 

“Do it,” I corrected. “I’m not spending the night. He gets up at some ungodly hour to do whatever it is he does. Besides, I’m not taking the walk of shame down that private hallway.” I visibly shivered. “The doormen who work that desk and private elevator already know my name.”

“No, they know Charli’s name. And I bet they already think you’ve had crazy-gorilla sex every time you leave the suite.”

“Gorilla? I thought it was ape?”

She laughed. “Well, they both can do it hanging upside down.” She kissed my cheek as we stepped into the hallway. “Give that some thought and I bet you don’t come home tonight.”
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EARLY THAT EVENING, I winked at Chelsea as I smoothed the black silk material of my dress. “I can’t believe I’m really doing this.” 

“Who are you doing it for?”

I turned toward her and gained strength from the sparkle in her hazel eyes. “Me.”

Her smile broadened. “Right answer!”

“I’m not sure I’ll even tell him.”

“Where did you say he’s taking you? I mean he took you to that rooftop place last night, Pacifica?”

I nodded like a giddy teenager. “The resort had a driver for us and oh… the place was gorgeous. The view was amazing. Tonight he said he has a car and we’re going up Highway 101 to Oceanside.”

Her eyes were wide. “Charli may not be getting laid, but she’s doing some fine eating.”

“Tonight’s 333 Pacific.” I lowered my voice. “I Googled it. That’s why I bought this new dress.” 

Chelsea crossed her arms and inspected me from head to toe. “And you’re rocking it, too. You look beautiful. Remember what I said. Charli has come a long way, but you’re still not Chelsea. Wasn’t that the plan?”

I inhaled deeply and the tightly fitted bodice of my dress pulled against my breasts. With only thin spaghetti straps, the way the dress accentuated my curves and held tight to my breasts was what kept it from falling. The lightweight material flowed to just above my knees. 

The week of relaxing by the pool had left my normally pale complexion a nice golden brown. Even though my hair had red, the deep brown from my mother’s side prevailed, giving me the bonus of vibrant hair without the disposition to freckles and sunburns. As long as I was faithful with my hat and sunscreen, the sun and I played nicely together. 

“I’d say there’s more Chelsea in Charli than Alex, but it’s not that easy…”

She hugged me. “Do what you want. This is your vacation. I’m just happy seeing that perpetual smile on your face. Go… don’t be late for Mr. Handsome.”

“We know his name—it’s Nox.”

“Yes, but not his last name. I’ve dubbed him Nox Tall-Dark-and-Handsome, Mr. Handsome for short.”

I laughed. That was a lot of names, but for someone who had four names herself, six if I included Alex and Charli, Nox Tall-Dark-and-Handsome wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. 

A few minutes later I stepped into the front lobby of the resort and walked toward the large glass entrance. My breathing hitched when Mr. Handsome came into view. Without thinking, I scanned him up and down. Each time I looked at Nox from afar, I wondered what it was that he’d seen in me and why he hadn’t been dating anyone. The man was sex on a stick, and for a few more days he was all mine. The way his gray suit fit perfectly in all the right places tightened parts of my insides while melting others. He was talking to one of the hotel employees. As I approached, I concentrated on my steps across the shiny floor, but from the corner of my eye, I saw the employee nod my direction and Nox turn.

Any semblance of composure I’d been holding floated away with the breaking of the proverbial thread. From nearly fifty feet away, his blue gaze drank me in and devoured me whole. I was the prey to the lion I envisioned when he growled. Instantaneously, one of his cheeks rose, pulling his lips into a lopsided grin. His approving expression filled me with the confidence I needed to move forward. 

The Del Mar employee disappeared into a haze, as did everyone else. Nox and I were the only two people on earth. I’d seen this happen in special effects during a film. Everyone except the main characters was out of focus. As I came to a stop in front of the only person in the lobby, I begged my heart to slow its stampede. 

Lifting my hand, Nox brushed his full lips over my knuckles. “You are stunning.”

Before I could respond, he turned toward the employee who had reappeared. 

“Don’t you agree, Ferguson? My date is the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen.”

“Sir, you’re a lucky man.”

Taking my hand into the crook of his elbow, Nox turned us toward the doors. “Luck,” he responded to Ferguson, just before we walked away, “has nothing to do with it. It’s all about knowing what you want.”

“Yes, sir. Have a good evening and you too, Miss Moore.”

“Thank you,” I managed to say.

Nox’s closed-lip grin widened, revealing his white teeth and a bright smile. Though he was still talking to Ferguson, his eyes were only on me. “Oh, we shall. We shall.”

I was about to ask about our plans, if we were going to do more than the restaurant in Oceanside when Nox stopped in front of a black Porsche Boxster convertible. 

“Your carriage for the evening, m’lady.”

“Really? You’re going to drive? I guess I thought when you said a car—”

“Are you disappointed?”

“No,” I answered honestly. “Not at all. This is a great car.”

Opening the passenger door and helping me in, he replied, “It’s a rental, but I like to drive.” Once he was in the driver’s seat, he said, “I could arrange to have a driver tomorrow night, if you’d prefer.”

“I like this better.”

“Good.” He put his hand on my knee. “I want you all to myself.”

I couldn’t hold back my smile as I fastened my seatbelt. As he pulled out from under the awning, the evening sun washed over us. We made our way down the winding road off the resort. Since I’d decided to leave my hair down for the night, I searched through my handbag and found a hair tie and fastened the auburn waves into a low ponytail. 

I wasn’t making Nox feel better when I’d said I preferred his driving. I detested limousines. They reminded me of Alton. Savannah wasn’t that large. There was no reason for Alton Fitzgerald to be driven to his job each day or for he and my mother to be driven to dinner. It was simply him being ostentatious. 

As we headed north, I scoured the breathtaking scenery along Highway 101. With the roof open, I could scan every direction. Out Nox’s side of the car, the Pacific Ocean glistened with prisms of light as the sun sunk lower in the sky. Throughout the entire trip, whether we were talking about the ocean or the sky or just enjoying the whoosh of the wind around the Boxster, Nox held my hand or my knee. 

The touch of his skin to mine no longer shocked me. That didn’t mean the connection was gone. It was different. Instead of the electricity I’d felt the first time we touched, now our link was more like a familiar blanket. Even though he might only be holding my hand, my entire body warmed with his presence. Still driving along the coastal highway, with the city growing larger in the distance, Nox turned toward me, and I immediately noticed something different in his expression. 

“Charli?”

“Yes?”

“Our time is…” He inhaled. Squeezing my hand, he narrowed his light blue gaze. “Damn, I don’t know what to do with you.”

“Excuse me?”

Shaking his head, he slowed the Boxster and pulled off the road onto a scenic vista. Though sunset was still over an hour away, the sky before us was filled with colors. Purples and pinks dominated the horizon as the orange globe of the sun cast yellows and reds in all directions. The blue water shimmered. “I know you don’t really know anything about me, but I can tell you, I am rarely—no never—” he corrected, “hesitant about my demands.”

“Your demands?” My voice came out an octave higher than I planned. 

“Do you remember my telling you that my tastes are unique?”

“Yes. No California wine.”

His smile returned. “Well, there is that. I wasn’t speaking of wine.”

I nodded. “Yes, Nox, I remember.”

“Have you had a nice week, so far?”

“I would say nice is an understatement.”

He moved his hand higher on my thigh. “I don’t usually ask for what I want.”

My eyes widened. “You don’t. Does that mean you take it?”

He shrugged. “Yes, but when it comes to sex, I’m not saying it’s ever been against anyone’s will. I can’t remember a time it wasn’t plainly offered or at least assumed.”

“Are you asking if I’m offering?”

“I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourself this week. I’m ready, more than ready, for you to enjoy yourself more. I’ve tried to go slow on pushing those limits. But damn, time isn’t on our side.”

I tried to swallow, but my mouth seemed suddenly dry. Chelsea’s words came back to me, telling me to have fun and also to think about me. “I promise to let you know if I’m not comfortable.”

Nox nodded. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought.”

I held my breath.

“And I want to explore those limits tonight. I want you to do something for me. Will you?”

I looked from side to side. There were other cars parked along the highway. In front of us there was a railing and steps. The people in those other cars had probably parked and gone beyond the railing, down the hill, to watch the sunset. That didn’t mean we were alone. There were cars passing by at a regular rate. 

He squeezed my thigh, bringing me mentally back to him. “Charli?”

I let out the breath. Does he seriously want a blow job right here, before our dinner?

“What do you want me to do?”

“No, it doesn’t work that way. I want you to trust me. I want you to trust me with this one night. I want to spend tonight showing you a small sliver of my unique taste. Then, tomorrow night, our last night together, you can decide if we go back to nice or we explore more limits. Do you trust me?”

I nodded. His offer excited me in a way I’d never imagined. “Yes, I do.”

“And?”

“And…” I gathered my courage. “…I’ll do whatever you want.”

The relief in his expression at my answer took away any doubt. Yes, if for only two more days, I would trust him. “I’m not sure exactly what this means,” I admitted honestly.

“It means tonight you do exactly as I say. Don’t question or overthink it. If you can do that, I promise you more than nice. I promise you a night you’ll never forget.”

Though I felt as though I, Charli, was betraying Alex, the woman I’d worked so hard to be, I agreed. 

Nox leaned forward and opened the glove compartment. “First, I want you to slip off your panties and put them in here.”

My eyes must have given me away, because that wasn’t the first demand I’d expected him to make. 

He splayed his large fingers under the hem of my dress. “The point of this is that I shouldn’t have to explain. However…” He grinned. “…I seem to make exceptions for you and I’ll do it again, just this once. Take off your panties, as I said, so that I can think about you—imagine you—exposed under this lovely dress. I want to know that as we dine, with you seated in the chair next to me, if I move my hand…” His hand inched higher. “…I have access to you. I want to touch you in plain sight while no one but us knows what’s happening. After we eat, I want to take you by the hand and lead you down the long wooden pier, knowing that you’re aroused. I want to watch your beautiful face as the sea breeze touches what I did. Charli, I’ve taken this as slow as I can…” He reached for my hand and pushed it against his erection. “…I’ve imagined your pussy. Tonight, I want it and since you’ve agreed, I’m going to take it.”

If he’d moved his hand any higher, he’d have found exactly what he wanted. With only his words, I was painfully aroused. That didn’t mean that I could do as he said. “Nox, I’m sorry.”

The sparkle that had been in his eyes only seconds earlier disappeared as his neck stiffened. “I see.”

“No.” I grabbed his hand before he could pull it away. “No, you don’t.”

“What?”

“Nox,” I explained, “I can’t remove something I’m not wearing.”

The look of complete shock quickly morphed to amusement. “Can you repeat that?”

I unbuckled the seatbelt and leaned closer to his ear. With purposely breathy words, I repeated, “I can’t remove something I’m not wearing. You can do everything you said. I’m not wearing anything to stop it, and,” after a kiss to his cheek, I added, “I don’t want to stop you.”

With his large hands framing my face, he stared into my eyes, and I nodded, trying to tell him with my eyes that I trusted him and was being truthful. Somehow our fantasies had become one. A moan filled the evening air as he forcefully pulled me toward him. Our lips united as his tongue probed, willing mine to part. His kiss was mint and whiskey, invigorating and calm. Nox was a walking contrast, a dichotomy of everything I’d known and everything I thought I’d wanted. His unique combination of force and tenderness should be illegal, because with just one taste I was instantly addicted. I scooted closer like the addict I was.

“Damn,” he said when our lips parted. “I’m thinking about forgetting those reservations for table 101,” 

I read about table 101 when I’d Googled 333 Pacific. The website said that it was famous for its view and needed to be booked far in advance. How did Nox get that table? Who did he work for? 

I wanted the reservation, but I also wanted other things. Tonight was up to him—I’d already agreed to that. Nevertheless, I did my best to sound bold. “If you do that,” I said seductively, licking my bruised lips. “Then I won’t be able to do all the things you mentioned: the table, the seat beside you, the sea breeze.” Saying them made my insides tingle with anticipation.

“No, but I know of other things I want too.”

Rearranging my dress, I sat back into the deep bucket seat. And with a sideways glance, simply stated, “Me too.”

“Oh fuck!” Gravel flew as he threw the car into reverse and spun us toward Oceanside. “To the fastest dinner in history.”

My laugh resonated from deep inside as the sky’s golden hues combined with the purple. I wasn’t sitting in a fancy car. I was floating in the colors, overwhelmed with the euphoria of Nox. I wished I could bottle the sensation and save it for the future. In that moment, I doubted I’d ever feel this empowered and desired again. 
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THE CONVERSATION BETWEEN Alton, Suzanna, and Bryce stilled when we entered. I held my breath as my mother closed the door. 

“Apparently you forgot to check your watch,” Alton said. “Or is it an issue with telling time?” 

“What is this—?”

“Five minutes, Alexandria. Five minutes. It seems a college degree has done little for your ability to follow simple instructions.”

“I was told to play nice and be polite to the guests. That’s what I was doing. You’re not a guest and playing nice isn’t in your repertoire.” 

My mother stepped forward. “Alton, we’re here now. I realize this is my fault.”

I narrowed my eyes trying to comprehend the conversation. Her fault? 

“Yes, Laide, it is, and we’ll discuss that later.”

My mother shifted as she looked from person to person. Both Suzanna and Bryce met her gaze, but in true Savannah style their expressions revealed nothing. 

“Would someone tell me what’s going on?”

Mother led me toward the conference table. It wasn’t as large as a corporate conference table, but it was dark, glossy, and ostentatiously regal. It fit in Alton’s office perfectly. There were four leather chairs on each side and one at each end. The ones at the end had arms and resembled small thrones. When I was little it helped to perpetuate my princess theory. It was probably the table my grandfather had and his father before that. Despite the heritage, I hated that table almost as much as I loathed my bedroom. Each time throughout my childhood when I was caught or accused of wrongdoing, my correction began with a family conference at this table. There were three of us—three. Sitting at this giant-ass table was ridiculous. It was part of Alton’s power play, his demonstration of strength. When I was five, it probably worked. By the time I was old enough to understand overcompensation, I found it humorous. 

I stopped walking and laughed. I wasn’t five nor was I seventeen. The Spencers weren’t family, and we weren’t discussing my correction. This was pure bullshit. 

My forced laughter filled the room. “Are you all out of your minds?” I moved my outstretched hand toward each person. “What is this? I’m not sitting. I’m not doing anything. And if you want me to go back out to those guests—my guests, ha!… If you want me to go back out there and play the dutiful daughter then someone better answer some damn questions.”

“Alexandria—”

“Alex,” I corrected my mother. 

“Alex,” Bryce offered. The years of our friendship rippled through the sound of his voice as he said my name. But that quickly disappeared when I looked at him and remembered the rest of our story, after our friendship. 

Bryce had grown up well in the past four years. His shoulders were broader, his chin was defined, and his light blonde hair longer than I remembered. It wasn’t too long, but had a slight wave I’d never noticed when we were younger. He was a swimmer at the academy and had always kept it short. Over the past few years, his lean swimmer’s body had broadened. That wasn’t to say he was heavy. The weight looked good on him, or maybe it was the suit. He definitely looked the part of a Montague minion, all the way to his Italian loafers.

“Hi, Bryce.”

He took a step toward me. “I wish we had more time to explain.”

I shook my head. “Explain what?”

“We have a situation, something that you can help with. Something I’d—we’d—like you to do.”

My mother nodded while Suzanna and Alton shared an expression somewhere between pain and disgust. 

I forced another laugh. “A situation? Does this have anything to do with the senator or perhaps the man you were speaking to?”

“No, not really,” Alton offered. “It has more to do with Bryce.”

“I don’t understand. How can I help? We haven’t spoken in four years.”

“No one needs to know that,” Bryce said.

The entire scenario didn’t make sense. 

“Alexandria,” Mother began. “Do you follow the news?”

“The news?” I repeated incredulously.

Suzanna exhaled and leaned back against the edge of Alton’s desk, her arms crossed over her chest. 

Finally, Alton sat at the table and began to fill in the blanks. As he spoke, I stared at Bryce and tried to judge if any of what Alton was saying were true. By both Mother’s and Suzanna’s expressions, I believed every word. With each sentence, my desire to stand diminished, and my legs grew weaker. Eventually, I collapsed into a chair at the table I despised. By the time Alton was done, all five of us were seated: Alton, Mother, and I in our assigned spots with Suzanna next to Mother and Bryce at the other end. 

No matter the severity of the shitstorm blowing around us, Montague Manor had its hierarchy and it didn’t matter that Adelaide and I were the only true Montagues, males still perched like proud peacocks at the top. This place was a prison—an eighteenth-century torture chamber. 

I needed to call Chelsea as soon as I could. If anyone could break me out, it was she. 

Alton explained that an undergraduate student, a woman, who attended Northwestern, claimed that she and Bryce had been in a relationship last semester. Booth was in Chicago, near Northwestern. 

She claimed that Bryce assaulted her, physically and sexually. She went to the police, and they took pictures of her bruises. The rape kit showed sexual activity, but the only DNA was a hair, and Bryce didn’t deny consensual sex. He did deny harming her. Montague attorneys have gotten the unfounded and unsubstantiated charges dropped, and a gag order in place. Unfortunately, about a week ago, someone leaked the story in an on-campus publication at Northwestern, during an early freshman orientation. The author of the article cited the incident as an example of a continued cover-up by university officials regarding sexual abuse of female students. No names were listed in the article. Alton believes that the author was aware of the gag order and didn’t want to pay the excessive fine. However, that didn’t stop other outlets from picking up the story. It was immediately run by a Chicago network and within hours was plastered all over social and news media. 

The description of the perpetrator was vague, but there have been reporters sniffing around. The human resources and publicists for Montague suggested withdrawing the offer to employ Bryce, but Alton wouldn’t hear of that. Bryce continued to claim his innocence and Alton believed him. As CEO of Montague Corporation, Alton insisted that they find another way to lessen any possible negative impact to Montague Corporation if the full story were to be released. 

The temperature of the room rose as everyone turned toward me. 

“Darling,” Mother began. “This is your name, your company. You’ve had your time to see the world.”

I could scarcely believe my ears. “California is hardly the world.”

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t know what you mean.” I looked around the table. “I don’t know what any of you want from me.”

Bryce cleared his throat. “Alex-x,” he stuttered, not completing my whole name. “I didn’t do it. You know me. You know who I am. No one knows that we haven’t been in contact.”

I did know him, and that didn’t reassure me. 

When I didn’t answer, he went on, “Sure, I took that girl out on a few dates, and yes, we had sex, but look at me. Look at my family and the job I had waiting. I’m not only a Spencer but also a Carmichael. I don’t need to force anyone for sex. Why would I risk everything over some piece-of-trash college freshman?”

My stomach turned. “Freshman? Like eighteen?”

“Yes, she was legal.”

Oh God. That wasn’t where I was going with that. I may only be twenty-three, but Bryce was twenty-five, almost twenty-six. That was an eight-year difference. I pressed my lips into a straight line, reviving my Montague mask, the one that revealed nothing. 

“Alexandria, dear,” Suzanna’s angry tone from the parlor had been replaced with saccharine sweetness—as artificial as ever. She wanted something from me and suddenly, we were friends again. “I’ve been upset with you, as you know, because your choice to move to the other side of the country upset my son. Once you have children, you’ll understand how we mothers feel everything our children do, but even more intensely.”

“How did it feel to rape a girl?” I asked.

Suzanna and Mother gasped, both sitting straight as if my words had the power to physically harm them. Simultaneously, the room echoed with the slap of Alton’s hand against the shiny wood. “Alexandria!”

Bryce’s brief look of anger magically morphed to hurt. I remembered seeing that transformation once before—no, more than once actually. It was that time I told him about Stanford that the anger lasted longer than a short moment, but there were other times I’d seen him upset, when we were young and then as teenagers. Did I think Bryce Spencer was capable of physical assault? Yes. An incident at the academy came to mind when he’d used a younger student as a punching bag simply because he’d made some comment about swimmers. If I recalled correctly, that incident was quickly brushed under the proverbial rug as well. After all, universities like Princeton and Duke didn’t look kindly at applications from students with records. 

Did I think Bryce would hit a woman—a girl? I didn’t know.

With large gray puppy-dog eyes, Bryce asked, “Alex, how long did we date?”

Date? Was it still dating when he was at Duke and I was forbidden from seeing anyone else? Forbidden, or exiled? 

“From the time I was fourteen until I graduated: four years,” I answered.

“How long were we friends before that?”

“Our whole lives.”

“How many times did we have sex?”

Are you kidding me?

I felt my cheeks redden, but not from embarrassment—from anger. “What the hell? You want to have this conversation in front of our parents?” I was too upset to separate Alton from that generalization.

“Yes,” Bryce replied. “I do. If I remember, we had the same conversation many times, alone.”

It was my turn to slap the table. “I’m not having this discussion with you again, alone or in front of an audience. It doesn’t matter.”

“It does, Alexandria. It does. I dated you for four years. You were my best friend. I miss you. Mom was right. I was devastated when you left for Stanford. I just prayed that you’d realize where you belong—back here with me. I didn’t follow you out to California because I knew you needed to make that choice yourself. It’s like that poem you always liked. Remember the one about loving something and setting it free?

“You were free,” he went on. “Now you’re back, and I want to resume where we left off. Why would I risk losing that by raping some gold-digging tramp?”

Disgust emanated from my eyes. I felt it. For not the first time in my life, I wished looks could kill. Bryce wanted us back together but more than that, he wanted me to help with his cover. That was why he’d said that no one knew we weren’t in contact. 

“Never. Never. Never!” I said each word louder than the one before. “We never had sex, and we never will. So if you’re waiting for me, you should go ahead and screw every young thing out there. However,” I added, lowering my voice a decibel, “you might want to get their consent first. It’ll cut down on the legal fees. And I don’t plan on being your alibi.”

“Dear, lower your voice. You don’t want our guests to hear you.”

“Our guests, the people who we’re rudely ignoring. Are those the guests you’re referring to?”

“She’s right, Laide,” Alton said. “You and Suzanna go back out to the guests. Let them know that Alexandria will be out shortly, and we have an announcement.” 

Like dutiful Southern women, they both stood. 

“Alton,” Suzanna said, “I think it would be better for Laide and I to talk to Alex.” She smiled my direction, as if using my preferred name won her points. “Woman to woman.”

This is absolutely unbelievable. 

I stood. “I tell you what. I’ll go out to the guests. I only know about two-thirds of them,” I said, shrugging. “But that’s all right. Supposedly, they’re here to wish me well. The only announcement we’ll be making is that I’ll be leaving Savannah on Monday and currently have no plans to return.”

I turned toward the door and was halfway there when Alton’s command reverberated through the paneled room. 

“Stop.”

Though my feet obeyed, I kept my eyes fixed on the door, refusing to turn back around. 

“Bryce,” Alton said. “Your mother is probably right. Let’s give the ladies a few minutes. I’m sure Alexandria will make the best decision for her family, for Montague.”

I spun toward them all. “What in the hell decision do you think I’ll make? What exactly are you asking?”

“I told you that I had a ring—”

“No!” I cut Bryce off. “Hell no.”

“We can start slowly. We’ll just mention how we never really lost contact. We agreed to an open relationship, one where we could both mature.”

Open relationship. Nox’s confident demeanor as he offered to tell Max we had an open marriage came to mind. My attention went back to Bryce and I raised my eyebrows. “So we could mature? Is that code for something, because as I recall as soon as I was out of the picture—no, before I was out of the picture—you were maturing with Millie.”

“Those were only rumors, ones that she started because she was jealous.”

We were all now standing, and Suzanna reached for Bryce’s arm. “Dear, go with Alton. You two have clients out there. Let Laide and I have a moment with Alex. It seems like it wouldn’t hurt.” 

When she looked back at me, I shrugged. What the hell? This whole messed-up family wanted to gang up on me; they wanted to betray me. 

Let them give it their best shot.
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ONCE THE MEN were gone, I gave my mother and godmother my best have-at-it look. 

Suzanna began on the offensive. “Dear, men have needs. Did you really expect my son to remain celibate if you weren’t willing to help him out?”

“Help him out?” I asked incredulously. “Are you saying that if I wanted to keep your son, which I didn’t nor do I now, I should’ve helped out or put out at fourteen? Or maybe I should have waited until I was fifteen?”

“No,” Mother replied, her hand fluttering near her neck like it did when she was upset and it was missing its customary glass. “There are two sides to this. On the first side, the most important side,” she emphasized, “is that you are a woman of breeding. You did the right thing by abstaining. It’s just another reason I’m proud of you. But dear, one day you’ll need to help a man out, as Suzy said.”

I sat back down and crossed my arms over my chest. This was priceless. My mother decided to have the sex talk with me when I was twenty-three, in front of her best friend. After my high-school boyfriend forced the issue in front of all of our parents. Oh how rich. Adelaide always did have impeccable timing.

“Yes,” Suzanna agreed. “How do you think grandchildren are made?”

I shook my head. “You two are unbelievable. I’m not a virgin. I know how babies are made, and I know how to help a man out. What I don’t know is why you think I want that with Bryce.”

“You two were close.”

Were. 

“And,” Suzanna went on, “this will benefit everyone. Once the press learns that Bryce has been in a long-term relationship, they’ll be less likely to assume he’s the man in that article.”

“But he is the man in the article,” I pointed out the obvious. “And we haven’t been in contact. If anyone digs, we’ll both look like we cheated on one another. And that doesn’t even scratch the surface of the absurdity of this whole thing. Whether he raped her or not, he had sex with a child.”

“She was of legal age,” Suzanna defended. 

“He also screwed around on me with my best friend. It’s great you two have this lifelong friendship, but I have limits. My best friend screwing my boyfriend is one of them. Cheating is another. As far as I’m concerned Bryce and Millie can spend the rest of their lives sneaking quickies on the side. I don’t care. They just need to do it without me in the equation.”

My mother took my hand. “You’re not a virgin, but that doesn’t mean you understand the things that some men… need. They aren’t all proper.”

“Momma, don’t.” I was certain I’d vomit what little bit of food I’d eaten if she started to give me examples. 

She shook her head. “It’s true. Isn’t it, Suzy?”

Suzanna nodded. 

“Dear, if Bryce can get what he needs with Millie Ashmore or any other willing whore on the side, it will make your life better.”

I threw my hands in the air. “I just can’t.”

“Yes, you can. I’m not saying you need to marry him… yet. We’ll work our way up to that. For right now, the two of you can just be… what is it?… going steady?”

“You’re certifiable, both of you. I’m leaving in two days.”

“And you’ll be concentrating on your studies,” Suzanna said. “What harm is there in pretending?”

“Don’t you see,” Mother asked, “why attending Savannah Law would be better?”

No. I didn’t see that.
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LEAVING ALTON’S OFFICE a few minutes later, flanked on either side by the women who were supposed to be my biggest advocates, felt more like being led to a firing squad. I hadn’t agreed to do anything except to decline to dispute the assertion that Bryce and I had been in contact over the last four years. Essentially what I agreed to was letting others make assumptions, not to perpetuating them myself. A cold chill ran through me as we entered the grand hall. This really was a dog and pony show and I was the one being led around by a lead.

As we mingled and passed the groupings of people, it was clear that the party had progressed without us. I ventured that most of the guests never realized we were missing. They probably assumed we were in one room or the other. Since night had fallen and Georgia’s summer heat had lost the glare of sun, guests socialized both inside and outside on the rear stone terraces. 

Keeping my Montague mask in check, I moved from room to room until I spied him near the bar in the den. Each room had its own bartender and selection of food. From the strong aroma of Cajun spices, the den seemed to have a New Orleans theme. Earlier I’d eaten a little of the hors d’oeuvres in the parlor. Unfortunately, the tempura-battered oysters and blue crab beignets were probably all I’d be able to stomach tonight. My appetite was gone. 

It wasn’t Bryce I had looked for; it was Alton. He was conversing with the same man Bryce had been speaking with earlier. Instead of interrupting, I stood behind the man, and with my lips pressed into a straight line made eye contact with my stepfather. 

“Excuse me, Severus. My daughter needs me.” 

I grimaced at both the label and sweaty grasp as he took my elbow and led me away. It took all of my self-control to remain composed until we reached a secluded corner of the room. Once we were there, the first thing I did was free my arm. 

Before he could speak, I began, “I’m talking to you directly for one reason: I want you to understand that I’m not bluffing. If you go further than I want on this agreement, I will talk and I’ll talk loudly.” 

His lip twitched before he asked, “What did you agree to do?”

“Bryce and I have stayed in touch. Now that I’ve returned to the East Coast, we have agreed to talk and see more of one another. That’s it,” I qualified. “Nothing more. No big announcement. No secretive, passionate love. Take it or leave it.”

Alton nodded at another guest I didn’t know and lowered his voice. Leaning closer he whispered, “Alexandria, I will not be threatened. I’ll take your offer—for now. This isn’t done, and when it all plays out, remember you have only yourself to blame.” 

The fruity stench of his breath churned the seafood in my stomach, making the earlier acrobatics it had been doing a pleasant memory. “When what plays out?” I asked. “What do you mean, and why?” 

People continued to move nearby. Alton’s liquor-stained teeth peered between his thin lips as he forced a smile. “Why what, dear?”

“Why go to all this trouble for Bryce?”

“We can discuss this at another more appropriate time. This isn’t the place.”

I kept my voice low and raised my brows. “I’m playing nice. Give me something. I want to know why.”

The hairs on the back of my neck came to attention as his large hand splayed across my shoulder. To the outside world—to people two feet away—we were a happy family, father and daughter, having a pleasant conversation. “Your mother,” he said. “She cares about Suzanna. It affects Montague Corporation.”

“Alton, I don’t mean to interrupt.” Senator Higgins’ booming voice rippled over my shoulder.

“Not at all, Grant. Alexandria and I can continue our talk another time. Isn’t that right, dear?”

Instead of responding, I turned toward the politician. “Senator, thank you for attending my party. It’s an honor to have you here.”

He shook my hand. As I was about to retrieve it, he held tight and said, “I’m always happy to meet with your dad and lovely mother, but tonight I’m pleased to meet one of the future litigators of our fine state.” He looked past me to Alton and back. “And such a pretty little one, too.”

Chauvinist!

I forced the tips of my pressed lips to rise. “Thank you. If you’ll excuse me?”

He released my hand after a condescending pat. “Certainly, young lady. It was nice to meet you.”

My skin crawled as I walked away. 

Alton never did tell me what would play out, and I sure as hell didn’t buy his answer about why he was helping Bryce. I didn’t. It didn’t make sense. This entire scenario didn’t need to negatively affect Montague Corporation. That was Alton’s call, at least from the story he’d told me. He could have agreed to withdraw Montague’s offer to employ Bryce. Most large companies had ethics clauses. Montague Corporation could have easily cited that as a reason to withdraw their earlier offer. 

“Alexandria.”

I turned toward the kind voice. 

“I have to warn you, you’re going to miss it.”

My Montague mask morphed into a real smile as I looked at Miss Betty. “Stanford, you mean?”

“Yes,” she replied wistfully, “and the freedom.”

“Freedom?”

She took another drink from her glass. Small bubbles moved upward in her sparkling wine. From her tone and the way she swayed slightly side to side, I presumed it wasn’t her first glass. Not everyone could hold their liquor like my mother. It also seemed that my alma mater had brought back memories that she’d tucked away. 

She squeezed my hand. “You still have three more years. Take it from me, life happens too fast. Marriage, children, shit.” Her eyes popped open, and she playfully covered her mouth. “I didn’t say that aloud, did I?”

I giggled and shook my head. “Say what, Miss Betty? I didn’t hear a thing.”

“You, young lady, will go far. And I’m not just saying that because of Stanford.” She held onto my arm and scanned the grand hall. “This is such a lovely home. I’ve had a wonderful time, but I think it’s time I get my driver, and we head home.”

“Thank you for coming.”

I helped her to the door and made sure that one of the staff alerted her driver. I’d known Miss Betty most of my life, yet for the first time, it was as if I’d seen the real woman behind the mask. 

Smoke and mirrors.

Dog and pony shows.

Why would anyone choose to live in this world of delusion?

Hearing my name, I turned toward a group of people. Shit! It was Millie, Ian, Jess, Leslie, two men I didn’t recognize, and Bryce. I’d been wrong earlier. Now, the show was about to start. Why the hell did it need to be with Bryce and Millie?
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“ALEX, CAN WE talk?” Bryce asked with a grin. The small dimple on his chin revealed a glimpse of the boy who’d been my friend. 

Most of the guests had left, Mother had retired to her suite, and Alton was in the den with some men whose names I couldn’t remember. The household staff as well as the caterers, were working tirelessly to clean away any evidence of the celebration. Soon Montague Manor would be exactly as it had been earlier today, last year, a hundred years ago.

I’d been ignoring Bryce for most of the party. Our story was that we’d spoken, not that we were close. Besides, standing by his side and talking with old academy friends was almost as appealing as a Brazilian wax. It only took me a single time to decide that wasn’t for me. I knew before I walked over to the group of vultures that I didn’t want to be among them. 

He reached for my hand. 

“We can talk,” I confirmed as I retrieved my hand. “Touching is prohibited.”

He nodded. “Some things never change.”

“Around here nothing changes.”

Warm air surrounded us as we walked out onto the back terrace. Stars dotted the night sky while the incessant hum of crickets replaced the clatter of dishes inside the house. Although I detested everything about Savannah and my childhood home, there was something peaceful about the leaden humidity and silence that came with the estate. 

“Do you really plan on never returning?” Bryce asked. “I mean, I know you have memories. You never said exactly, but this is your home.” He spun around and looked up at the massive structure. “How could you not want to live here?”

I shrugged and brushed my hand along the rough stone banister. The large limestone steps descended to the lower lawns. Fireflies twinkled in the distance. When I was little I thought they were fairies, like Tinkerbell. I was convinced if I caught one, it would change into a fairy and grant me my wish. It was another childhood fantasy that didn’t come true. 

The house was constructed on a hill, allowing it to oversee the vast land behind. Hundreds of years ago that land was filled with one-room houses, tobacco fields, stables, and barns. The old structures were gone, as if erasing that time in our family’s history was that easy. Now it was covered with the best that money could buy: a large pool, flower gardens, and better-constructed buildings. The biggest addition to the property was a lake. 

Who can decide they want a lake and get a lake? A Montague can. 

This time of year, the manmade creation would be nothing but a puddle in the Georgia clay if it weren’t for the pump that pulled water from the depths of the earth, filtering it through sand to keep the lake not only full, but fresh. It was still astonishing how well it worked, but near the turn of the twentieth century, when my great-great grandfather had it installed, it had been an amazing feat of engineering. 

Nothing but the best at Montague Manor—on the surface at least.

I slipped off my shoes and stepped onto the perfectly manicured lawn. Even under the cover of night, Montague Manor was a beautiful prison. Trying to keep the shadows at bay, as Jane had said, I concentrated on fond memories. They were there. And as much as I hated to admit it, many of those from my childhood included Bryce. 

“Do you remember swimming in the lake?” he asked.

I grinned. “Yes. Our mothers would get so mad. They were sure it wasn’t safe and wanted us in the pool instead.”

“Nessie,” we both said with a laugh. 

“I think they were the ones who told us about her. You were never afraid of Nessie. I was,” Bryce admitted.

“You were? You never acted like it.”

“Because I’m a guy. Guys can’t show fear, and you were younger than me. I couldn’t let a little girl be braver than me.”

“I don’t know if it was so much being brave as it was defiant. And unbeknownst to my mother, Jane had explained the pump to me. So I knew the hum wasn’t really a monster.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? That would’ve saved me a lot of sleepless nights.”

I softly laughed. “Because you never told me you were afraid.”

Bryce stopped walking a few feet from the shoreline. “I can still hear it. Can you?”

Camouflaged behind the crickets and occasional croaks of a toad, was a faint hum vibrating through the ground more than the air. “I can.”

Bryce reached for my hands and as I tried to pull them away, he said, “Alex, give me a second, please.”

Swallowing, I nodded. 

“Thank you for helping me.”

“I-I’m not…”

“You are. More than you know. It was bad—the police, the station, the holding cell. I can’t go back. I can’t. I’m telling you what I’ve never told anyone. I was scared, more scared than I was of Nessie.”

I clenched my teeth. “I’m sorry, but I’m not helping you or anyone else cover up a crime.”

“Then you’re going to make a lousy lawyer.”

I knew he was kidding, but I was tired of people telling me what to do with my future, what to become, and how well I’d do. I pulled my hands away. “I will make a great attorney, because I’ll stand up for what’s right.”

“There are two sides to every argument.”

“Why did you do it?” 

“I didn’t.” He ran his hand through his blond waves. “We had sex. She wanted more than a few dates and sex. I didn’t. She had some grand illusion about marriage. When I told her we were done, she promised she would get back at me. She said I’d led her on.”

“Bryce, Alton said there were bruises.”

He shook his head. “She didn’t have bruises the last time I saw her. I swear.”

I paced a few steps and turned back toward him. “I don’t know.”

“Yes you do. You know me. I’m the guy who was afraid of Nessie. Please consider transferring to Savannah Law.” 

“What?”

“New York is far away. Not as far as California, but still far. If you’d transfer to Savannah Law, we could…” His voice trailed away.

“We could what?” I asked, with more attitude than I intended. 

“Just see where the future leads.”

The caterers were gone by the time we made our way back up to the manor and lights were off in many of the rooms. It wasn’t until after Bryce was gone and I headed up to my room that I heard the voices—his voice. The tenuous calm that had settled over me at the lake’s edge disappeared. I wrapped my arms around my midsection and tried to drown out his shouting and her tears.

As I quietly shut and locked my bedroom door I realized that I was a child again, and at Montague Manor that’s what we do, we pretend not to hear and not to see. We live in the illusion hidden within the smoke and mirrors.
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OUR DATE AT 333 Pacific was everything Nox promised and more… down to the sea breeze. Our covert scandalous behaviors had me twisted tighter than I’d ever been. Everything was erotic: the scent of his cologne, the thundering rumble of his voice, and the confident, assured touch of his skin against mine. Though part of me knew what we were doing—what I was allowing Nox to do to me—went against everything Alex stood for, I was virtually on the edge of explosion. Sometime during the evening, the tightening inside of me moved from pleasure to pain. I needed release and knew my only source was the man beside me. However, instead of offering relief for the smoldering fire, Nox simply continued to fan the flames. 

The menacing gleam in his eyes was the spark. The way the navy swirled in the paleness as he leaned close and whispered in my ear turned butterflies into bats. At first his directives were simple, almost mundane: take a sip of your drink, tilt your head to your right, spread your legs, wider. Then I realized his plan. He was testing me step by step, to see if I would play his game. 

I did. 

I wanted to.

By the time our main course arrived my thighs were slick with my dedication to Nox’s entertainment, yet he’d barely touched me. My stuttered breathing and noticeable arousal was mostly accomplished with merely his words and velvety tone. On the few occasions he’d ventured to ease his skilled fingers higher and lightly brushed my folds, I squirmed involuntarily toward his touch. Instead of rewarding my effort, he’d calmly rebuke me, reminding me that he was the one testing my limits. This was his night. My part was to follow his rules. Though I did everything but verbally beg for more, his teasing continued, never delving deeper or satisfying the part of me that longed for his attention. 

After dinner he took my hand and led me out past the palm trees to the long Oceanside pier. Despite the beautiful atmosphere, my frustration had grown beyond want to need. I silently cursed myself for the last few wasted nights. I cursed him for what he was doing and what he could do. My urgency was palpable. I wanted—no needed—to hurry back to the resort so that he could explore my limits in private. 

“Patience,” he murmured close to my ear, his warm breath sending shivers down my spine. As if he could read my thoughts, he added, “We’ll both get what we want. But before we do, I need to be sure you’re ready.”

Ready? 

“I’m ready. I promise.”

His deep chuckle was quickly lost to the roar of the surf. 

The water and sky were no longer blue and sparkling. Old-fashioned street lamps, every fifty or so feet, cast circles of light upon our path. The soft illumination gave the illusion that the boardwalk was suspended in space. With the cover of night, the sea had become a black tide, invisible but for the whitecaps and the gentle rocking of the pier. The sky shimmered with stars. We paused at a simple wooden bench just outside a circle of light, and Nox gestured for me to sit. My pulse quickened and mind spun when instead of sitting beside me, he knelt before me. Electricity ricocheted through me as he leaned down and kissed the inside of my knee. 

“Nox?” I asked. Drawing out his name, the one-word question revealed a hint of my hidden Southern drawl. With his warm breath skirting my thighs, I nervously looked from side to side, wishing we were alone.

Ignoring my silent plea, the menacing grin I’d grown to adore made Nox’s eyes sparkle as he gently pushed my knee to the side. I sucked my lip between my teeth, stifling a moan. The cool sea breeze was a stark contrast to his warm breath against my drenched sensitive skin. Slowly, he brushed his large hand over my leg, moving it down, and capturing my ankle. Just as I was about to speak, though I wasn’t sure what I would have said, he lifted my foot and removed my shoe. Then he did the same with the other one.

“Damn,” Nox said, standing and offering me his hand. “Even in the dark, that was a fucking fantastic view.”

A rush of blood filled my cheeks as I stood, barefoot, short, and confused. “Why did you…?”

He touched my lips. “Remember, tonight is about no questions, just trust.”

I nodded against his finger. He took my hand in his and began walking toward the end of the pier, while my shoes dangled from the long fingers of his other hand, the hand that I wanted somewhere else. After a few steps I understood what he’d done and why. It was the wooden slats of the pier. In the dark it would have been difficult, if not impossible, for me to walk without getting my high heels caught. I leaned closer to his arm as the strong wind blew inland, pushing the skirt of my dress against me. It wasn’t just my skirt. The cool air made the evidence of my arousal tingle, reminding me how close Nox had been, yet still so far. 

As we walked, we talked casually about the ocean and our shared love of water. Our fingers intertwined as we discussed dinner. It was as if I wasn’t nude beneath my skirt and our lives wouldn’t diverge in only two more days. We laughed about the people around us and made up stories about their lives. Nox was certain that I wasn’t the only woman in my predicament, confident that each one who passed in a dress was enjoying the sea breeze as much as I. Though my vulnerability was potentially public, with him I felt safe and private.

By the time we made it back to the car, my tension had mellowed, but I was still ready to return to Del Mar. The man who’d placed my shoes back upon my feet was indeed my prince charming; however, my best friend was wrong: the clock would strike midnight. 

Not wanting to think about the end to this fairytale, I concentrated on the here and now, on us, in a bubble, traveling back south on Highway 101. Only the headlights and the illumination of the dashboard dared to lessen the dark security that surrounded us. 

“Charli?”

I turned my mindless gaze from the star-blanketed ocean toward Nox. “What? I’m sorry, I wasn’t listening.”

He reached for my thigh, skillfully moving the hem of my dress upward. “I asked if you enjoyed the restaurant.”

Enjoyed? 

“Dinner was delicious.”

“The atmosphere?”

I bit my lip. “It was beautiful and so was the pier.”

“Then why do you seem…” He hesitated. “…unfulfilled?”

Because I’m freak’n aroused and you’ve done nothing but tease me.

“I’m not.”

A small gasp escaped my lips and my body twitched as Nox’s hand moved higher, nearing my core. “You’re not?” He quickly turned my direction and back to the road. By the glow of the dashboard and oncoming headlights I saw the accusing stare as his lids narrowed. “Do you know what happens when you break my rules?”

I’m not sure I could think about that. Would the answer push my limit? 

My pulse quickened. “I’m not breaking your rules. I’ve done everything you said.”

“So you were just truthful? You’re not horny? You don’t want relief?”

My eyes widened. Shit! “I didn’t say that. I do.”

He flipped my skirt higher. “Then do it.”

I shifted in the seat, my untethered hair blowing around my face. “I-I don’t know what you mean.”

“You’ve never pleasured yourself?”

“I have. But…”

“But what?” he asked. 

I sat straighter. “Isn’t that your job, to pleasure me?”

“It is. And I will. Like I said, I want to be sure you’re ready.”

“Shit, Nox,” I practically spit the words out before I gave them any thought. “I’m ready. I am.”

“Put those fancy shoes I carried up and down the pier on the dash.”

I contemplated his demand. On the dash? Does he mean while I’m still wearing them?

“Don’t make me keep repeating myself. I don’t like to repeat myself. Put your shoes on the dash and lay your seat back. Not all the way.”

Shit! He does mean while I’m still wearing them. 

“Nox?”

“My night. Have I surpassed your limit?”

I didn’t answer, not verbally. My tummy fluttered as I found the button and reclined the seat.

“That’s enough. I want to be able to see everything, including your beautiful face.”

I released the button and one by one put my feet on the dashboard. The position gave me the sensation of a gynecological appointment. That was, until the velvet voice began.

While expertly steering us toward Del Mar, Nox’s commands choreographed my every move. Step by step, he verbally moved me, to his optimum viewing pleasure, and to the promise of my relief. By the time he was satisfied with my positioning, my dress was bunched around my waist, my knees were awkwardly spread to the side, and my fingers were working feverishly. It wasn’t like I’d never done this; however, I’d never done it with an audience. 

“Don’t think about it.”

My fingers stilled. 

“Charli, don’t stop and don’t think—feel and listen. Listen to me.”

I closed my eyes and concentrated on the rush of wind around the car, the rumbling timbre of Nox’s tone, and the tension building inside of me. “Listen to me.” His voice dominated my thoughts. “Don’t stop. Think about the sound of my voice and the touch of my hand. Imagine it’s me working that beautiful pussy. Pretend it’s me: my fingers, tongue, and cock.” 

My fingers moved in circles, small and slow, sliding my essence across my core. Faster and faster they worked, concentrating on my sensitive nub. A moan echoed through the night as the passing cars and trucks disappeared and my back arched. 

“That’s it. I’m going to be the one doing what you’re doing. But first, beautiful, you need some relief.”

I plunged in one finger, then two, as I shifted my weight to my shoulders and sucked my lip.

“Oh that’s it. You’re close, aren’t you?”

I am. I’m so freak’n close.

I tried to respond, but when my answer emerged more as sounds than words, I merely nodded.

“Stop.”

What the hell?

I heard his command, but my orgasm was too close. My fingers had a mind of their own. 

“Stop.” He seized my hand and pulling it toward him, sucked the evidence of my pleasure from my fingers. “Put your seat up. We have a stop.”

Stop? I couldn’t comprehend.

“Put your feet down and adjust your skirt.”

The dark, isolated world inside the Boxster turned bright as the tires bounced, and Nox turned the car off the main highway. We were at a gas station. The car needed gas? You had to be kidding me.

I was wrong. This man wasn’t my prince charming. He was a sadist.

Before I could do much more than right the seat and myself, we were parked but not at a pump. I gasped as my door was opened and Nox pulled me from the car, my feet doing their best to maintain his gait. The fluorescent lights assaulted my eyes as we passed the counter filled with lottery tickets, and watched over by an attendant. There may have been other people. Were there cars? I couldn’t think or remember as he tugged me forward. 

He threw open a door and pulled me inside. Disinfectant assaulted my nose as the lock’s tumblers reverberated through the small bathroom. I stared up at Nox, confused as hell. 

“Wha—”

Gleam and want shone from his pale blue eyes, making the world beyond us disappear. Our breaths, shallow and fast, filled the silence. I didn’t have a chance to finish my word, much less my question, before my back collided with the cold tile wall, and Nox pulled my tangled hair, tilting my head. 

A gasp escaped my lips only a moment before his mouth captured mine, swallowing the sound of my protest. 

Protest? 

I couldn’t fight him off if I wanted to. But as my body melded to his, I knew it was all right. I didn’t want to fight. 

The scent of disinfectant was soon lost to the musk and desire that filled the air. His movements were no longer refined as his hunger overtook him. Nox wasn’t hungry—he was ravenous, a man on the brink of starvation and I was his meal. Tugging at the zipper of my dress, he released the fitted material and freed my breasts. They were his first course as he kissed, sucked, and abraded my sensitive skin with abandoned disregard for the coarseness of his cheeks. 

“You are a magnificent woman,” he praised, “a princess in another life.” His words came between kisses—no, nips and bites behind my earlobe, collarbone, and breasts. “You deserve a man who worships and makes tender love to you.” 

My entire body trembled with need. 

His gallant words were in severe disparity with the roughness of his actions. He spun me around to face the sink and his voice lowered. “And I think you’ve had that. You’ve had chivalry. Charli, tonight I’m going to give you the opposite. You deserve candlelight and walks on the beach.” 

Nox forcefully placed my hands on the edge of the sink and yanked my ass backward. Looking up to the mirror, I watched the erotic scene unfold. With my breasts exposed and auburn hair mussed, I looked into my own eyes and saw the golden color clouded with desire. Spreading my legs with his knee, he pushed my feet apart. 

I closed my eyes and willingly surrendered, knowing that what he was doing was wrong and went against everything Alex had worked to become. That didn’t change the reality: I wanted this. Nox was right. I’d had sweet, and just like the woman in the mirror, I was his for the taking. 

He bunched the skirt of my dress around my waist. “Our first time,” he said, “because there will be more than one time, won’t be what you deserve.” His words skirted in hot breaths against my ear, making my knees tremble and skin pepper with goose bumps. He lowered his lips to my collarbone. “Our first time will be what you want, what you fantasize about. I’m going to take you, right here, right now.” He tugged my hair, bringing my eyes back to the mirror to make our gazes meet. His blue swirled with dark navy as he stared into me, into my soul. His tone demanded honesty. “Limits, Charli. I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked. Tell me now if I’ve crossed that limit. Tell me now if you don’t want this.”

Words didn’t form; instead, I pushed my ass backwards until it brushed against his erection. Sometime during his speech he’d freed it from the confines of his slacks. 

“Last chance, Charli.”

“Please.” My word was barely audible. 

He tugged my hair again. “What did you say?”

“Please, Nox. I want you. Take me.”

He didn’t need to be sure I was ready. The evidence glistened under the awful fluorescent lights. The sound of the condom package tearing was soon replaced by my whimper as he plunged deep. 

I tried to brace myself against the sink, but his unrestrained passion was more than I could handle, and my grip began to slip. Just then, his strong arm wrapped around my waist and held me steady as he fulfilled every desire. In two, three, no, four thrusts, my back arched and he buried himself inside of me. 

“I want to hear you.” The command came out as a growl against my neck as he moved slowly in and out. 

The tension, building since our drive to Oceanside, intensified. Those flames that earlier he’d only fanned began to rage. The friction inside of me was the fuel feeding the growing blaze. I bit my lower lip to stop my screams. I was almost certain there were people out there.

Nox thrust over and over. Reaching forward, his fingers on my clit masterfully added to the growing wildfire.

“Oh!”

“That’s it. I want everyone out there to hear us.” He continued to move in and out. “When we walk out of here, everyone’s going to know exactly what we did.” His fingers mimicked the movements I’d done in the car. The waves building within me blocked out the cramped bathroom, the terrible lights, and even the world. It was only us and what he was doing and saying. “They’re going to know that I fucked you, not like a princess…” He continued to move in and out. “…but like a slut in a public bathroom. And every one of them will know you wanted it.” He slapped my ass, the sting kindling to the ever-growing inferno. “Now, Charli, say it. Tell me you want this.”

“Yes.”

“Louder.”

“Yes! I want this.”

“What? What do you want?”

Oh God. I’m about there. 

“You,” I said breathily.

He pulled out, leaving my insides clenching at nothingness. “Tell me exactly what you want.”

I thrust my body backward. “You, please. Inside of me.” My inhibitions evaporated. “Damn it! Asshole, I need your cock inside of me! Now!” 

My words were rewarded with a deep laugh as he went deeper, stretching me, filling me, moving faster and faster, finding my breasts, and tweaking my hard nipples. 

“Oh yes!” I cried out as we fell deeper into the fog of musk. 

“I-I…” My fingers gripped the sink as my legs stiffened. 

Nox pulled out, turned me around and lifted my body to his. Pressing my back against the cold tile, I hugged his neck and wrapped my legs around his waist. We were like two locking pieces of a puzzle. Once I’d accommodated him completely, I screamed and surrendered to the most earth-quaking fall I’d ever experienced. With my face buried in the nape of his neck, I gasped for breath. The woodsy cologne filled my senses as the stars exploded like fireworks, the sparks lingering until the world around me came back into focus. With one final thrust, Nox’s growl rumbled against my bare chest and bounced off the bathroom walls. His massive shoulders fell against me and pinned me to the wall. 

Shit! They’d probably heard us all the way to the gas pumps. 

Tenderly, Nox kissed my lips and lowered my feet to the floor. I stood on wobbly knees as he lifted the front of my dress over my breasts and pulled the zipper up. 

“Adjust your dress,” he said with a smirk. 

He discarded the condom in the toilet and turned back to me. Lifting my chin, he said, “Walk out of here with your head held high, princess. When we get back to Del Mar, you’re getting what you deserve.” 
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WHAT I DESERVE… the words rang through my consciousness as Nox parked the Boxster under the large awning and gave the keys to Ferguson. 

“Welcome back, sir and miss.” Did I imagine his grin? 

As we walked toward the private elevator, Nox leaned down and whispered, “You’re a princess, and I’m going to show you how a princess should be treated.”

I hadn’t thought about it earlier, but no one since my real father had called me princess, not in a positive way. While my body ached from his last demonstration, the name made my heart soar. Curiosity about his plans pulsated through me, tightening my insides, erasing the soreness. 

We both smiled and politely conversed with Fredrick as we waited for the elevator. It appeared so natural, no one would know that I was still without panties and we’d just had sex in a filthy public bathroom. All right, it wasn’t filthy, but it wasn’t a five-star hotel either. It was a roadside gas station. 

“Thank you, Fredrick,” I said as we stepped into the elevator.

“Good night,” Nox said, handing Fredrick a bill from his money clip and pushing the close button for the door. 

I smirked at Nox’s polite and not-so-subtle way of letting Fredrick know that we didn’t need his assistance to push the one button. 

“Good night, sir, miss.”

We both giggled as the doors closed. 

“I have plans for you.”

His deep tone sent chills across my skin. “Plans?” I asked with my most innocent tone and expression.

The corner of Nox’s lips moved upward. “Oh princess, you do that doe-in-the-headlights look very well.” The elevator began to move. “But I just fucked you in the bathroom of a gas station.” He pushed me against the dark paneling as his lips covered mine and his tongue took my breath. “That fuck’n innocent act… that ship has sailed.”

I swallowed, unsure what to say. Nox did that to me, took away my breath, words, and maybe my heart. When the doors opened and we stepped from the elevator hand in hand, I peered around, looking for Mrs. Witt. I’d never been to the suite when she wasn’t there. 

“Are you looking for Mrs. Witt?” 

I swear the man could read my damn mind. 

“Yes, is she here?”

He tugged my hand, pulling me toward the ostentatious floral arrangement. The sweet aroma of orchids eclipsed his woodsy cologne. Flinging his jacket onto a bench, Nox’s smirk returned as he effortlessly lifted me onto the edge of the marble table. Spreading my knees he leaned between my legs. “Would it matter to you if she were?” His arm surrounded my waist and pulled me closer as his other hand moved higher on my leg. “You told a whole gas station full of people you wanted my cock inside of you. My cock,” he repeated with the lifting of his brow. “That was the word you used. It doesn’t seem like someone who would do that would be concerned about the presence of one woman.”

I lowered my forehead to Nox’s shoulder. A rush of blood colored my cheeks as I murmured against his jacket, “I know Mrs. Witt. I didn’t know—”

“Matt and Sally…?” He lifted my eyes to his. “They were the only two wearing name tags.”

I shook my head. “I used the wrong word.”

“You did?”

“Yes, I should have said dick, as in you’re being one right now.”

Nox laughed as his pale eyes sparkled. “Am I now?” 

“Yes,” I said defiantly; however, with my chin still held captive and a grin on my face, I didn’t think he believed me.

His thumb caressed my cheek. “I don’t think so. You see, princess, I doubt that crowd gives many standing ovations, and we were fortunate enough to get one.”

Oh! I was so embarrassed.

I met his wicked eyes, and asked, “Mrs. Witt?” 

“She has her own suite. For the rest of the night…” He spread my legs wider. Brushing his lips to mine, his fingers found my folds. “…you’re mine. All mine.” 

Tilting my head back, Nox nuzzled my neck. His stubble abraded my sensitive flesh like the prickling sensation of a thousand needles sending sparks from my neck to my core. When my breathing increased, Nox lifted me from the table and cradled me against his chest. 

“This is where I get to decide,” he smirked.

“Decide?” 

“Should I be the dick you mentioned?”

I reached up and kissed his cheek. “Do I have any other options?”

He carried me toward his bedroom. “I promised you what you deserved. I don’t break promises.”

My eyes opened wide in astonishment as he opened the door to a sea of flickering candles—hundreds of candles everywhere—on the armoire, windowsills, and tables. 

“How?”

He set me on the floor and pulled me toward the bathroom, also illuminated by candlelight. I turned a full circle in awe. The large tub was filled with bubbles and the scent of lavender hung heavily in the air. 

“The other night,” he explained, “my visit to your suite interrupted your bubble bath, and I told you earlier that you deserved walks on the beach and candlelight.” He gently spun me around and lowered the zipper of my dress, all the way down. “We’ve walked,” he murmured against my skin. “Now it’s time for candlelight.” Slipping the straps from my shoulders, he allowed my dress to flutter to the ground, creating a puddle of black silk around my feet. Nox gently pulled the tie from my low ponytail as I stood with my back still toward him, wearing only my heels. “You have the most beautiful hair.” He spoke as he gathered it higher and wound the tie around it. “In here,” he went on, “with the candlelight, it’s the color of mahogany, rich and distinguished, but in the sun, I see red and yellow.” He twisted the length and tucked it under the tie, creating a bun. “It’s just like you: beautiful, layered, and unpredictable.”

I stood statuesque as the puddle near my feet grew with the inclusion of Nox’s shoes, shirt, tie, and slacks. He turned me toward him. “You deserve to be treated like the princess you are, like a queen.” 

I couldn’t stop the grin when I realized that he had dressed similarly to me, also commando, standing before me in his purest and sexiest form. I reached for him, seeing clearly, for the first time what I’d only felt. The tendons in Nox’s neck strained as I ran my hand over his length. Grinning at the pile of clothing that didn’t include his boxers or underwear, I asked, “Did the sea breeze thrill you as much as it did me?”

“No.” Velvety smoothness cut through the fog of the warm bath water and steam on the mirrors. “I believe your dress gave you a distinct advantage over my slacks.”

I lifted myself to my tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Pity. You don’t know what you were missing.”

After slipping out of my heels, Nox helped me into the tub of warm water. Bubbles covered my breasts as the water rose and he slid in behind me. I settled between his legs, my back against his chest and erection. 

Cupping the water, Nox showered my breasts and collarbone, caressing and fondling as he worked. Tilting my head back, I closed my eyes while the flicker of candlelight danced behind my lids.

“How did you do this?” I asked.

His words skirted over my neck. “I may have sent a text, and Mrs. Witt may have left just as we entered the elevator.”

“I never saw you do that. I didn’t even notice your phone.”

Nox laughed his chest vibrating behind me. “That means I was doing a good job of keeping you preoccupied. Now I plan on doing more than distracting you.”

Oh God.

With the twitch of his erection against my back, my once satiated core clenched with wanton lust. 

“I believe it was you,” he cooed, “who mentioned that pleasing you was my job.”

I nodded as I closed my eyes again and yielded to his ministrations. His fingers found my core, rubbing, stroking, and caressing. I craned my neck toward him offering my lips as our tongues moved together. He continued to stroke the fire inside of me, building the pressure until I was afraid I’d explode too early. My nails dug into his thighs as my back arched and legs stiffened. 

“Not yet,” Nox said, lifting and guiding me. I sucked in a deep breath as he moved me until we were face to face. After he made sure we were protected, he aligned himself with my core and pulled my hips down, sheathing his cock with my already tender body. 

“Oh! God!” My whimper echoed off the tile as he stretched me in one painful yet pleasurable plunge. I bit my lip and lowered my forehead to his shoulder as he moved my hips up and down. 

Nox coaxed my lips to his. “There’s no one else around to hear.” Nox kissed and teased my lower lip free with his teeth. “But don’t let that stop you. Hearing you turns me on.” He sucked my taut nipple. “It makes me harder.”

I wasn’t sure how he could possibly be harder, but if letting a few sounds come out was all it took, I was ready.

Up and down I moved, my knees against the side of the tub, the water sloshing about. I wasn’t sure what sent me over the edge, the marvelous friction building inside of me or the sated expression as his blue eyes clouded with pleasure, but either way, I couldn’t muffle my cries as my body detonated around his. 

By the time we made it back to the bedroom and he laid me on the bed, some of the candles had burnt themselves out, making the room darker than it had been. With my head on the pillow, Nox fanned my hair around my face and lifted a votive. Swirling the warm melted wax, Nox asked, “It’s still my night, princess. Have I reached your limit?”

“No. But I don’t—”

His finger touched my lips. The flickers of flames danced as reflections in his eyes. “Just tell me if I do. I’ll listen.”

Oh God. What is he going to do? Do I trust him?

I nodded.

Never taking his eyes from mine, Nox tenderly wrapped a long piece of satin from the bedside stand drawer around my wrists. Each twist made my heart soar faster and faster. Questions came in rapid succession as he secured my arms above my head, but each time I opened my mouth to ask, his gentle kiss took away my words.

I’d never allowed anyone to bind me—Alex hadn’t—and I shouldn’t. I pushed Alex away. This was Charli’s night with Nox, not hers.

My body was on high alert. Everything was magnified. The aroma of musk with a hint of the lavender filled my senses, while his breaths filled my ears. 

“Do you want me to stop?”

My hips swayed with need. “No.” 

His smile melted what was still whole inside of me, as his fingers moved to be sure I was ready. I was. I wanted him and was ready to let him do anything, until… he turned his attention from me to a flickering candle. I suddenly remembered the way he’d swirled the wax. My heart raced as I debated my hard limit.

“Nox?” I’d never experienced hot wax on my skin. I didn’t know if I was ready.

“Do you trust me?” Nox asked, as he lifted the candle from the table, pursed his lips, and blew out the flame. 

I did. I wanted to. 

“Princess?” I asked, reminding him of what he said I deserved.

“Fire doesn’t burn the dragon.”

Oh shit! Sexy and a Game of Thrones quote.

I stifled a scream and pulled violently against the satin as the first dollop landed on my breast. The hot wax hurt like hell.

“Limit?” Nox asked with that menacing gleam to his eye. 

It was that shimmer that kept me mute, that shimmer that stopped me from yelling yes at the top of my lungs. It was that glint that twisted my insides to a painful pitch. I inhaled and shook my head. 

“I trust you.”

I don’t know what happened during the next few minutes, or was it days? I couldn’t recall any of it, even if I were under oath. I hated the hot wax upon my tender skin, and at the same time, it was the most erotic experience of my entire life. Each time the molten liquid landed on me, Nox found another way to make it pleasurable: a suck and nip of my hard nipple, his fingers angled perfectly inside my core, or the saltiness of him deep in my throat. By the time he’d peeled the cold wax from my skin and released my wrists, I was lost to a high only he could provide. 

Gently he eased his covered rod into me. “You deserve a man who will make tender love to you.”

Though my energy was spent, my core clenched around him, hugging him with a ferocity I couldn’t muster and milking him for everything he could give. 

There was at least one more detonation before I conceded to my limit. It wasn’t my hard limit, but the amount of energy I could possibly expend. The last thing I remembered was Nox’s embrace as I floated away, lost in the aroma of woodsy cologne and musk. 
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WAKEFULNESS CAME SLOWLY as I stretched over the soft sheets and cuddled under the fluffy comforter. It wasn’t until my body protested with the ache from last night’s exploration, that I remembered I was in Nox’s suite. I hadn’t planned on staying. With my eyes still closed, I listened for anything, but only the hum of the air conditioner could be heard. Slowly, I opened my eyes. I was alone in the large bedroom. Pulling the sheet around my breasts, memories of the night before came rushing back. 

I checked my wrists for bruising and found none. On the end of the bed was a robe, like the one I had in my suite, complete with the Del Mar emblem on the breast. As I reached for the robe, I saw the note beside the bed. 

 

Good morning, princess, 

I trust you slept well—since you did it through most of the night and most of the day.

 

I looked at the clock and smiled. It was after ten-thirty. I had slept well, but there was still a lot of day left.

 

Mrs. Witt has coffee for you and can get you anything you’d like to eat. I’m in the office—of the suite. Come find me. We have more exploration to do.

~Nox 

 

I eased out of the big bed and wrapped myself in the robe. Though my body wasn’t sure it could take any more exploration, the goofy smile on my face told me that I wanted to try. 

In front of the bathroom mirror, I apprehensively opened the robe. I wasn’t sure what I expected from the wax, but whatever it was, there was very little evidence. A few light pink circles on my breasts, but that was it. I checked my wrists again. They were a little tender to the touch, but no discoloration. 

The large tub returned the smile to my face. 

Debating between a shower and finding Nox, I cleaned myself as best as I could. The washcloth and sink sufficed as I secured the robe and set off to find Nox. 

“Good morning, Miss Charli,” Mrs. Witt said as I rounded the corner to the kitchen. 

My cheeks blushed knowing the thoughts she’d probably had. If I hadn’t tamed my hair before coming out of the bedroom, no doubt, she’d have thought crazy-ape sex.

Oh shit! I needed to call Chelsea.

I did my best to act nonchalantly; after all, she worked for Nox. The man was gorgeous. She was probably used to having women in robes wandering about.

“Good morning, Mrs. Witt. I’m sorry to bother you…”

“No bother,” she said with a smile as she reached for a coffee pot. “How do you like your coffee?”

“Cream, no sugar.”

Handing me the mug, she asked, “Can I get you anything to eat? Fruit? Muffin? Mr.… umm… Mr. Nox said you might be hungry.”

Damn! The blood rushed back to my cheeks. “I think maybe I should go to my suite.”

“No. I know he’s waiting for you in the office. I believe he’d be very disappointed if you left.”

I knew I didn’t have any claims on Nox. That was our agreement: one week—that’s it, but I couldn’t help but ask the question that popped into my head. “Mrs. Witt?”

“Yes, dear.”

“I suppose this isn’t unusual…”

Her smile widened. “That’s not for me to say.”

I nodded. 

“But,” she went on, “Mr. Nox has spent the entire morning ensuring that his afternoon and evening are free. That,” she emphasized, “is highly unusual. Don’t you see why you shouldn’t run off? Besides, he wasn’t very happy when that happened before.”

I grinned. “That was a misunderstanding, as I’m sure you’re aware.”

“And it was understandable. His removing that ring… let’s just say, between us, that this past week has seen a string of unusual occurrences.” 

“Are you sure I won’t be bothering him if I go in the office?” I still didn’t know what Nox did for a profession. What if he were talking to one of his bosses? I thought about Alton and how he didn’t like people coming uninvited into his office.

“No, dear. He asked for you to go to him, right?”

I nodded. “Well, in a note.”

“Then there’s your answer. Mr. Nox doesn’t say what he doesn’t mean.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Witt.”

She nodded. “You let me know if I can get you anything to eat.”

“I will.”

Carrying my coffee, I padded barefoot toward Nox’s office. I knew the layout of the suite from my other visits. Thankfully, the door was slightly ajar.

“I don’t care.” His gruff tone came through the crack. “The debate has been going on too long. I want this resolved—yesterday.”

I pushed the door wider, afraid there was someone with him, or he was on webcam. Instead, I found him standing at the window, wearing gym shorts and a worn Boston t-shirt, with a phone to his ear. The stern tone I’d heard in his voice showed in his face as he turned toward the creak of the opening door. And then his expression morphed: his blue eyes shimmered as his scowl curved into a smile. 

I probably looked like an ogling schoolgirl, but the sight of Nox with sex-mussed hair, a day’s beard growth, and casual clothes had me smiling from ear to ear. I hadn’t thought it was possible for him to look sexier than he did in a silk suit or swim trunks, but it was. The familiar tightening inside me returned. It seemed to be a constant ailment in his presence. 

“Good morning,” he mouthed, still listening to the person on the other end of the phone. “Edward, I’m going to need to continue this discussion another time. Something just came up.” 

My gaze lowered to his shorts. 

When I looked back up, he winked. “Resolve it. Goodbye.”

I took a step toward him as Nox did the same. 

“Not one of your bosses?” 

Nox’s eyes widened. “That call? No. Nobody really. I could tell you all about it, but that would break our no-information rule, and then I’d have to…” He pursed his lips.

“You’d have to what?”

“I was thinking about that.” He reached for my waist and pulled me close. “I’m sure I can think of something.” After a quick kiss he asked, “How are you this morning?”

I tilted my head against his chest. “Good.”

Lifting my chin, he asked, “Good? Is that all?”

“No, I’m better than good.”
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WHEN THE LIGHT of day finally leaked around the edge of the heavy draperies and the sound of staff passed my locked door, I let myself drift off to sleep. I couldn’t do it while the darkness gave cover. I couldn’t do it as I stared at the glass doorknob and willed it not to turn. I wouldn’t do it knowing that the old silver key that was supposed to keep my door closed could be pushed out with the right tool. 

It was almost noon by the time I woke to the knock. 

“Who is it?” I asked through the wood after I groggily made my way across the room. 

“Me, child. Are you going to sleep the day away?”

I opened the door to Jane’s smiling face. “Maybe,” I replied with as much cockiness as I could muster. 

She walked past me and looked around my room. Shaking her head, she opened my drapes.

The bed was disheveled from my sleepless night, but other than that, everything seemed ordinary. “Why are you shaking your head?”

“I was just wondering if you was alone.”

I forced my squinted eyes to open in the now too-bright room. “What? Of course, I’m alone.”

“Well,” Jane said, in a tone that meant she was letting me in on some big secret. “Word around the kitchen is that Mr. Spencer be here until late. Nobody sure when he left.”

My hands went to my hips. “Mr. Spencer and I walked to the lake after the party. Then he left. End of story.”

“Uh-huh.”

“No, uh-huh, Jane. Last night was the first time I’ve spoken to him in four years.”

She tilted her head. “Then why I hear you two stayed close.”

“Where? Who told you that?”

“You know how it is? Bethany, in the kitchen, she’s friends with one of the Ashmores’ girls. She said she heard Miss Millie talking to Mr. Peterson ‘bout you. Said she wasn’t surprised. She knew you two were just keeping it on the down low.”

Oh my God!

“Down low? Are you serious?”

It made sense. That was how stories and rumors got going in Savannah. It was the system long before Facebook or Twitter and now with the help of cell phones, it was probably faster. The house staff didn’t repeat what they didn’t see or hear, but give them a rumor and it not only made its way around Montague Manor, but to every other house in town with help. 

I reached for my phone on the nightstand. I needed to talk to Bryce again. If this weren’t corralled, the people of Savannah would have us engaged before I left town tomorrow. The icons flashed. I’d missed two calls from Chelsea. We’d been texting halfway through the night. It wasn’t so bad for her—she was three hours behind. For me it was after three when we stopped chatting. I’d played a few mean games of whatever the latest game app was for a little while before I’d gotten lost in the book I’d recently downloaded. 

Once law school started I anticipated my time for fun reading would be severely diminished. 

I scrolled down my contacts, and while I let the screen linger on one name, I forced myself to scroll back up to the B’s. “I don’t even have his number.” Exasperated, I looked at Jane. “You can see how close we are.”

Her face scrunched together. “So you two’s not…”

“No. We’re not.”

“That’s my girl. Don’t let no man stop you from your dreams. You’re going to be a famous judge!”

I love her so much. 

“I don’t know about judge or famous,” I responded, “but lawyer is the plan.”

“You get cleaned up and dressed, and I’ll bring your lunch.” She shook her head with attitude. “You done missed breakfast.” 

“Thanks, Jane. You don’t need to do that. What time is lunch? I can eat with Mother.”

A shadow passed over Jane’s gaze, the same one that spent the night lurking the hallways and doorways, and then just as quickly it was gone. “Your momma’s not feeling well today. She’s resting. You know how those headaches of hers can be. And I don’t mind bringing you some food. I’m so happy you’re here.”

My appetite disappeared again. If I stayed here too long, I’d waste away. “All right. But after I eat, I’ll go see her.”

“Let me see if she’s awake.”

Awake? That wasn’t what Jane needed to check and we both knew it. We just didn’t say it. 

Smoke and mirrors. 

I started to walk to the bathroom and remembered my door. “Jane, when you go get that food…”

She nodded and patted the pocket of her slacks. “Of course.”

Jane had said Mother was sleeping, and since I had nothing else to do while I waited for the mystery meeting tomorrow, after my shower and lunch, I spent some time on my laptop scheduling the movers. They were supposed to pick things up on Thursday. That didn’t give me much time. Chelsea and I had already started packing a few things, but the big stuff needed to get across the country, and fast. I wasn’t sure where the summer had gone, but it had. It was crunch time. Even though the company promised coast-to-coast service in under two weeks, I figured I’d be sleeping on a sofa in New York for awhile, waiting for my bedroom suite to arrive. 

I wasn’t taking all the furniture. First, I doubted it would fit. My new apartment was nice looking from the pictures, but I knew New York well enough to know nothing was large. The other reason I wouldn’t take it all was my best friend. We still had two months left on the lease in Palo Alto, and I promised her I’d pay my part while she figured out exactly what she was going to do. 

I also looked at flights to get me back to California. I wished I could take one of the early ones, but I didn’t know for sure what time our meeting was. As I let the cursor float over the different flights, I decided to wait until I had more information. 

Living in a huge house was like going to the local supermarket. The analogy had nothing to do with food, but made sense anyway. When you went to the supermarket in sweatpants, ponytail, and barefaced, not wanting to see anyone, you ran into everyone you knew. It was the way it worked. If you’re freshly showered or had just come from work or class, and you had time to run into people, you wouldn’t. Living in Montague Manor was like that. The corridors could be quiet and empty, or I could run into people at every turn. 

I’d made an effort with my hair, but as much as my mother complained about the ponytail, the humidity in Savannah wasn’t my friend. I settled for a messy bun, but went to the trouble of putting on another of the casual sundresses she’d bought. It was the one Jane had pulled from the closet the first night. I couldn’t believe after all this time, Adelaide still thought I liked pink. Red heads don’t wear pink. Yes, usually the brown dominated the auburn, but my stay in Del Mar had brought out the reds and a few streaks of blonde. 

My stay in Del Mar had done more than that, but I wouldn’t let myself think about it—about him. We’d said one week. It may have been the best week of my entire life, but that was all we had. Besides, if we ever did find each other again, it wouldn’t be the same. Del Mar was special because it was fantasy, not real life. I didn’t think my heart could take Nox in my real life. He was too… too… Nox. That didn’t mean I couldn’t daydream about him. Real life can’t ruin daydreams. 

Each room I passed on my way to the rear terrace was pristine and empty. If I’d have walked around in the shorts and t-shirt that I slept in, I would have surely met Mother and Alton along the way. 

I walked around the grounds. Perhaps it was because it was Sunday, but everywhere I went, there was no one but me. I wasn’t looking for anyone, but it seemed strange that no one was about. 

Even with the heat of the summer, the gardens were beautiful. Path after path wove through flowers, some as tall as me. Iron benches dotted the path. As a little girl I’d pretended it was a maze and only I knew the way in and out. 

When I passed by the pool, the crystal clear water beckoned and I thought about swimming, but decided it wasn’t worth redoing my hair. Instead, I sat on the edge, pulled my dress higher on my thighs, and let my feet dangle in the tepid water. My mind slipped back to the last morning in Del Mar. 

It was the sunrise I’d been dreading—we’d been dreading. If I didn’t wake up, if I lay perfectly still with my body pressed against Nox, maybe I wouldn’t need to get on the plane, maybe I could stay in Del Mar forever. The warmth radiating from his skin covered and shielded me from the cool air-conditioned chill of the suite. 

Skin to skin, nothing separated us. 

“Are you awake,” he asked, his deep voice gravelly with sleep.

“No.” I buried my head against his chest. 

“Isn’t this early for you? Yesterday you didn’t wake until, what… ten?”

My cheeks filled with crimson. “I think you wore me out the other night.”

“Oh?”

Nox rolled me onto my back, his hands upon my shoulders and chest against mine. “Does that mean I didn’t do a good job wearing you out last night?”

I looked into the pale blueness of his eyes. It was barely light outside, but his gaze held that hint of menace that twisted my insides. He’d done a fine job of testing my limits. I still didn’t know where they were—not with him. It wasn’t that I’d ever imagined some of the suggestions Nox made. It was that when he proposed the limit, no matter what it was, I wanted to test it, for him and for me. I saw the happiness he derived, and I knew the happiness he could provide. Nox made each and every prospect sexy and pleasurable. Even if, like the wax, it didn’t start that way, Nox made sure it ended that way. 

I shook my head. “No, you did a fine job. It was just…”

The pad of his thumb tenderly caressed my cheek as his prominent brow furrowed. “Charli, why are you crying? Did I..?”

I swallowed and shook my head. I didn’t want Nox to think he’d done anything wrong. I also didn’t want to admit how strongly I felt for him, or how I didn’t want our time together to end. “I don’t want to wake up. If I stay asleep then today will never come.”

His lips gently brushed mine. It was meant as an affectionate kiss, but I didn’t want that. I wanted more, needed more. I wove my fingers through Nox’s dark hair and pulled him closer. The taste of his lips and his tongue as it wrestled with mine was the catalyst to my desire. Breathing no longer mattered as my back arched and I pushed my pebbled nipples against the hardness of his chest. 

We didn’t rush. For what seemed like an eternity, we lost ourselves in one another. It was much different than our first time, and different from every time after that. Nox had said he’d made love to me the night he brought me back to Del Mar after 101, but this was more. Every movement of his hands, tongue, and body was deliberate. He played me like an expert musician plays a prized instrument. 

My body ached with need and desire as he took me to amazing highs with catastrophic earth-shaking conclusions. I gripped the sheets and called out his name, afraid I’d fall, and yet each time he was there to catch me. When we both descended from the final high, I collapsed against his shoulder and slipped off to sleep. 

He’d granted my wish. The day wasn’t ready to begin. 

A warm breeze brought me back to reality, and I shifted against the edge of the pool. I had no idea where Nox was, but even from far away he could do things to my body. Looking down at my breasts, I thanked God that I was alone. My thin strapless bra and pink dress did little to conceal the thoughts my nipples broadcasted. 

I leaned back on my arms, lifted my face to the sun, and twisted my head from side to side. The slow movement allowed the warm wind access to my perspiration-moistened skin and freed the few stuck renegade strands of hair that had escaped from my messy bun. 

Is it the Georgia heat that turned up my internal thermostat or my thoughts?

I wasn’t sure how long I’d been outside when I made my way back toward the house and up the stone staircase, but when I entered the house, Mother and Alton were in the sitting room. They didn’t hear me enter and for a few minutes I stood and watched them. Last night I’d heard their exchange, but today, from their expensive casual clothes to the way Alton waited upon my mother, filling her wine glass, they appeared the perfect couple. 

It wasn’t until my shoes clicked upon the hardwood floor and Adelaide’s red-rimmed eyes met mine that I knew there was more to their current charade. She didn’t speak, but sighed, bit her lip, and turned toward the window. 

“Alexandria,” Alton said, “have a seat. We need to speak to you about our meeting tomorrow morning.”

I sat, but spoke to Adelaide. “Momma, what’s the matter?”

“I just can’t… I can’t…”

Alton stood taller by her side. “Your mother has been upset since our office discussion yesterday.”

I moved to the edge of the chair. “It’s fine,” I placated, like the good daughter I’d been taught to be. 

Tears coated my mother’s cheeks as she reached for Alton’s hand. 

“Momma, are you sick?”

“No.” She shook her head. “Alexandria, if only you would have tried.”

“Tried? What are you talking about?”

Her chin dropped to her chest. “The meeting tomorrow is to update you on your trust fund.”

“I thought it might be, but why are you so upset. If I get it early, I won’t do—”

“You’re not getting it early,” Alton said. “You no longer have access to it. It’s gone.”
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“GONE? I DON’T understand. How is a million dollars gone?” I stood, unable to contain my fury.

“You’ve lived on it for four years,” Alton said. “Stanford isn’t inexpensive. I guarantee it wasn’t a million any longer.”

“I review the online statements every month. It was not gone the last time I looked.”

“It’s been re-appropriated.” His tone slowed. “Before you decide to make any more threats, I assure you, it’s completely legal and within the guidelines of the clauses set forth by your grandparents.”

“Darling,” Mother interjected. “I didn’t want you to be blindsided at the attorney’s office like you were yesterday with Bryce. That was my fault. I should’ve talked to you about Bryce earlier in the day, but we were having such a nice time.” She dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. 

I didn’t give a rat’s ass about Bryce. I did about my trust fund. 

“Columbia?” I asked collapsing on one of the many sofas.

“That’s what we were saying yesterday. You don’t have the funds to attend Columbia.”

“Your first semester is paid,” Alton interjected. “You’ll need to transfer, or you could withdraw and receive a refund. It’s time you stop wasting money and concentrate on the future.”

I palmed my temples and pushed. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be happening. The future? Law school was my future.

“Dear, are you all right?”

“No, Mother, I’m not. I’m not all right. I was accepted into Columbia Law. Do you have any idea how difficult that is? No, you don’t. You don’t because as soon as you finished your degree—in art appreciation—at Emory—you married my father. You didn’t apply to graduate school. And you…” I stared at Alton. “…your master’s is from Georgia State!”

“I don’t need to defend my degree to you or to anyone else,” Alton said, the crimson creeping up his neck. “The difference is that I use my degree. You need to face the fact. It’s time to move home, stop playing student, and get married.”

“This isn’t 1920, 1950, or even 1980! I don’t need to marry.”

“Dear, calm down.”

I blinked my eyes hoping that if I did it enough times the scene in front of me would change. “I’m not saying I’ll never marry. I’m saying I’m only twenty-three years old.”

“You’ll be twenty-four soon enough, and weddings take time. To really do it right, we’ll need at least a year to plan.” Mother lowered her voice. “We don’t want people thinking you had to get married.”

My head began to twitch. The world was jumpy, like an old television that had difficulty keeping a signal. “You are saying I have to get married. It may not be because of pregnancy, but what you’re discussing is a shotgun wedding nevertheless.”

“No one is putting a gun to your head. Stop being so dramatic,” Alton said dismissively as he stood and refilled his tumbler of Cognac. 

I stood with a huff and paced back and forth in front of the large windows, my palms clenching and unclenching. Finally, I turned. “You said clauses. What clauses?”

“We can discuss that tomorrow.”

“No, we can discuss it today.”

Raising his chin, Alton’s eyes closed. “Hmm. I don’t have the wording memorized exactly, but there’s a clause about education. Undergraduate is specifically mentioned. Thankfully, Ralph was reviewing the document and found it.”

Thankfully?

“So you’re saying that it was intended to pay for my undergraduate degree, but not postgraduate? And you’re telling me after my first semester has been paid?”

“It was an oversight, dear.” She looked to Alton and back to me. “We discussed it at some length. It all became more pressing when Bryce’s incident became public.”

“You want me to marry Bryce. I don’t even have a say in who I marry?”

“It’s a matter of name. The Carmichael name and Montague, it’s a match made in blue-blood heaven. Your grandfather would approve.”

“Re-appropriated?” I asked Alton. “My money has been re-appropriated to where?”

“Again, the wording escapes me. However, the intended reasoning was for your focus, following college, to be on Montague. If you refuse to honor your obligation, in your absence the funds remaining in the trust revert back to the estate.”

I stared in disbelief. “To you. To both of you. You have my money available to you and you’re not giving it to me? Mother, you’re holding my education hostage so I’ll become you? Is that what you really want? You want to see me in an unhappy arranged marriage and not fulfill my dream?”

“Dear, we all have dreams. That’s what sleep is for. Life has responsibilities. Your responsibility is to Montague.” She reached for Alton’s hand and squeezed. They’d put on the performance for so long, they probably believed it themselves—when they weren’t arguing. “My marriage isn’t unhappy. Marriage takes work and compromise…”

I stopped listening to her before she began. Instead, I was preoccupied doing mental math. I had a few accounts and credit cards. I didn’t want to be in debt, but maybe if I could start class, and find a job, I could look into student loans. I’d never had a job or needed credit, but surely, a law student at Columbia was a good credit risk.

“…coming for dinner tonight. He wanted to see you.”

I turned my attention back to my mother. “Repeat that.”

“He wants to see you.”

“He, as in Bryce?”

“Well, yes. Whom else would I be talking about?”

“No.”

“Excuse me?” she asked. 

I walked toward the archway. “No. I have one semester. I’m taking it.”

“Alexandria,” Alton said, “technically, we could withdraw the payment for this semester. It was made in error.”

I swallowed my pride and concentrated on my mother. Moving to her, I knelt beside her knees and reached for her hand. “Momma, give me the one semester. Let me try to do this. I’m not saying I’ll never marry. Let me do what you never could.”

When she started to look at Alton, I squeezed her hand. “I am a Montague. You are a Montague. If you support me, no one can stop it.”

Her chin dropped as she exhaled. “No more money.”

“I have some cash. I’ll get a job.”

Tears moistened her blue eyes. “You’re so strong.”

I wasn’t. I was scared to death. I also wasn’t going to be railroaded into a lifetime sentence.

“This is a waste of your time and money,” Alton repeated his case. “If you do the sensible thing and withdraw from classes, we’ll let you keep the tuition.”

I straightened myself, stood tall, and pulled my shoulders back. “Say that again.”

“If you do the sensible thing, we’ll let you keep the tuition.”

I smirked and looked at Adelaide. “Did you hear that?” Before she could answer, I continued, “That tuition money is mine. I want to use it for Columbia.”

“What about your rent? What about other expenses?”

“I’ll find a job.”

Alton scoffed while my mother shook her head. Finally, she said, “Montague women aren’t meant for jobs. We’re meant for carrying on the name.”

“What name? My grandfather put this archaic clause in my trust fund and he was the one who let the name end. There are no more Montagues. Forever, it’s destined to be a middle name.”

“Alexandria Charles Montague Collins, whether it’s a middle name or not, Montague blood runs through your veins as strongly as Collins blood. It doesn’t matter if it’s passed on by a female or male, you are heir to one of the most prominent families this state or nation has ever known.”

I shook my head. “Bravo, Mother. If you’re right that it doesn’t matter, then make the decision. Give me one semester, because the way I feel right now, I’m not discussing this calmly over dinner with Bryce. I’m not marrying Bryce, and I’m not moving home. I’m leaving Montague Manor today with or without your blessing. If you ever want me to return, my leaving and one semester will be with your blessing.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “The choice is yours.”

“Laide, we discussed our daughter’s ploys.”

“I am not your daughter!” I snapped. 

Faster than I knew he could move, Alton stood and his open palm slapped my cheek.

Stunned, I took a step back. Turning to my mother I asked, “What do you say?”
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MY HANDS SHOOK as I got into the backseat of the taxi outside of Montague Manor. “To the airport.” 

I didn’t say another word to the driver as he drove the long oak-lined drive. I couldn’t form words, not in coherent sentences. I’d done well, in my opinion, during the confrontation. It was afterward, in my room with Jane, that I lost it. 

Jane told me that Brantley would drive me wherever I wanted to go, but I didn’t trust him. She was the only one I trusted at Montague Manor. I sucked in my breath and clenched my teeth together when the taxi reached the gate. I wouldn’t have put it past Alton to have the watchman stop the taxi. It wasn’t until we were free of the grounds of the estate that I remembered to breathe. Sitting silently, with my Montague head held high, I watched the passing landscape as we drove into Savannah. This driver wasn’t on Alton’s payroll, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be bought. I didn’t want him to know where I was truly going. 

I’d left the manor in too much of a hurry to book a flight. Besides it was Sunday, and the Savannah airport wasn’t that big. Sunday evening departures were few and far between. My plan was to be dropped at the airport and then take another taxi to a nearby hotel. I would find an early morning flight or I’d rent a car and drive to Atlanta. I didn’t care, as long as it was away from Montague Manor. 

My mind slid to Jane. I loved her as I should love my mother. She was the one who was always there for me. She was the one who rocked me when I was little and put the bandages on my scraped knees. She was the one who worked to protect me from the monsters that lurked in the shadows. My mother hadn’t been there then. Why did I think she’d be there now? 

Tears threatened as I considered the possibility that this could be the last time I was ever home, ever in Savannah, maybe even in Georgia. 

I’d walked calmly out of the sitting room when silence followed my question to Adelaide. I didn’t want to hear any more of Alton’s reasoning or Adelaide’s excuses. I made it all the way to my bedroom before I let the pain register. 

Everything I’d worked for, everything I’d accomplished while away at Stanford was for naught. According to them, it was a four-year reprieve, my chance to see the world. It wasn’t about education or bettering myself. They didn’t know how hard I’d worked to bury Alexandria and create Alex. None of it mattered. 

Alexandria Charles Montague Collins had her time away, now she had a duty. They didn’t care about my dream of law school, because the only dream I should have had was to marry, continue the bloodline, and live the genteel life of illusion. 

As I threw my possessions into my suitcase, I left the dresses my mother bought for me wadded up at the bottom of the closet, along with all the other gifts she’d left around the room. They weren’t for me. They were for Alexandria. 

For maybe the last time, my comfort came from Jane. She wrapped me in her arms as the hurt and rage came out of me in deep hiccupping sobs. I hadn’t cried like that since… since him. Though she rubbed my back and told me it would be all right, I knew, just like last time, it wouldn’t. 

The blessing I’d requested from my mother in the sitting room came via Jane. It was my mother who gave it, just not in person. I had one semester and some money in my checking and savings accounts in California. It wasn’t much, but it would get me to New York. Even if I survived until the holidays, even with my mother’s blessing, Jane and I both knew the beginning of the year would signal my death. 

If I didn’t return to Montague Manor, I never could. I’d be dead to my family. 

If I did return, I’d be dead to me. 

Either way, my diagnosis was terminal. 

My phone vibrated with a text message:

Chelsea: “CALL ME!”

I’d turned off my ringer. I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone. 

Me: “I WILL. GIVE ME A FEW.”

Chelsea: “WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED? ARE YOU COMING HOME?”

Me: “LATERS.”

In all the madness, my best friend still made me smile. This time she’d done it without even knowing. She did it by calling our apartment home. As usual, Chelsea was right. The two-bedroom flat we shared had been more of a home to me than Montague Manor had ever been. My shoulders straightened and I sucked in a breath as we pulled under the Departures sign. 

I had a home in Palo Alto and I would find one in New York. 

The Montague name didn’t own me—no one did. 
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NOX REACHED FOR the lapels of the robe and teased them apart.

“Hey, Mrs. Witt,” I reminded. 

“Do you know how badly…” His husky tone was thick, sending tingles through me. “…I wanted to look under your robe the other night?”

I rested my hands on his arms, making no effort to stop him from doing exactly what he wanted. “No, how badly?”

He loosened the sash from around my waist. As the tie fell dangling in its loops, the robe gaped open, revealing just the sides of my breasts. The warm pad of his finger skirted across my skin, moving the satin aside. With my breasts fully exposed I looked up and quickly away. His pale gaze swirled with an intensity that reverberated to my bones. With nothing more than his eyes, my breathing hitched and nipples hardened. 

I had absolutely no control or willpower when it came to this man. 

Nox lifted my chin, bringing our eyes back to one another. His lips gently touched mine. I moaned as his fingers captured my pebbled nipples. 

“Very, very badly.” His velvet words were a blowtorch, melting my insides. “I imagined what I’d find.”

I leaned into him. My head, suddenly heavy, fell backward as he continued to caress my breasts.

“I already knew you were stunning, ravishing even. I knew you had a smile that beckoned, holding me captive. In the short time before you left me alone in my suite, I saw a glimpse of the depth of your intelligence and humor. Your quick wit still keeps me on my toes.” He released my breasts and pulled me tight to his t-shirt-covered chest. “But I still didn’t know what was under that robe.”

I was lost in his words. 

“Do you know what I found?” he asked.

I shook my head. 

“I found an alluring body. Enticing breasts that I could caress for hours because I love how you respond. Your nipples fascinate me. I love how they not only harden but how the color darkens when you’re aroused.” His lips twitched as he stole a glance at my aroused nipples. “And your pussy… I found heaven inside of you. The way your body hugs me, the way it shudders as you come apart.” He kissed me again. “My imagination wasn’t even close to what I found.”

The world no longer registered. Nox and I were lost in the fog of him. 

“Excuse me, Mr. Nox,” Mrs. Witt called from the hallway. I turned away and quickly fastened my robe.

Nox laughed. “Mrs. Witt, your timing is impeccable.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I thought you should know that you have an email. I believe you’ll want to see it before your… your plans for today.”

“Thank you, I’ll take a look.”

Her footsteps disappeared. 

“Your housekeeper reads your emails?”

Nox walked to the other side of his desk and looked at his computer screen, but his head quickly snapped upward at my question. “Housekeeper? Mrs. Witt isn’t my housekeeper.” A smile snaked over his lips. “I can’t tell you any more. No information. I believe that was your rule, Miss Moore.”

I knew what he meant. I knew he was referring to our lack of last names. He was right. Who Mrs. Witt was, what her job entailed, or even its description, were none of my business. I reached for the cup of coffee that I’d set on the edge of his desk. 

“Because of you, my coffee is cold.”

He was deep in thought with whatever he was reading. My words hung unanswered in the air, until he looked up. “I’m surprised. I thought it was getting rather warm in here.”

I blew him a kiss, purposely avoiding the other side of his desk. I didn’t want him to think I was looking at his email. Although, the fact that it more than likely contained his last name did run though my consciousness. “Nox, I should go back to my suite.”

“No, stay.”

His command wasn’t said with any urgency, but the lack of request didn’t go unnoticed. 

“I’m interrupting you.”

“No,” his tone was brisker. “This asshole is interrupting me—us. This won’t take long. I’m going to call him and put this to rest, at least for now. His sense of urgency and mine are different.” Nox walked to where I was standing, and the menacing gleam that was heroin to my system flashed in his pale eyes. “Today my only urgency involves you. What would you like to do today?”

“I don’t want to be the cause of any problems. I’d hate to have you lose your job or account or whatever that is, over me.”

He caressed my cheek. “None of that is your concern. Don’t give it a second thought. Now about today: I know what I wanted about a minute ago, but we have all day. Would you like to stay here, go to the pool…” He added with a smirk, “Maybe we can see Max?” When I only pursed my lips, he went on, “Or the beach. We could rent a yacht. Have you eaten?”

I shook my head. “I still need to go to my suite and get some clothes. I don’t think this robe or my black dress make very appropriate beachwear.”

“Then the beach it is.” He tilted his head. “You know, if we stayed here and swam in the private pool, what’s under that robe would be perfectly acceptable.”

“Mrs. Witt?”

“May take the rest of the day off. She has family nearby. I think I can tell you that without breaking our rule or having to kill you. That’s part of why she traveled here with me.”

“Oh, but then who will read your emails?”

He pulled me close, our bodies molding together. “If you take a shower here, I’ll have the shop downstairs send up a swimsuit in your size.”

My head continued to move back and forth though I now had to look up. The result was my hair swaying over the satin on my back. “That’s not necessary. I have plenty of—”

His finger touched my lips. “Size…” He eyed me up and down. “…4?” 

“Yes, well before all the meals we’ve been eating. I’d go with a 6 now or maybe an 8.”

Nox smiled. “We had a good amount of exercise last night, but… if the 4 doesn’t fit, we’ll need to add more cardio to our schedule.”

I didn’t know if I could take more cardio. “Fine,” I said as I pulled away, but before I turned to leave, I asked, “Where’s my phone?”

“In the bedroom. It’s plugged in. I turned off the sound.”

Nodding, I went in search of my phone and a shower while Nox went back to his email. 
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“WHERE ARE YOU?”

“ARE YOU SPENDING THE NIGHT WITH MR. HANDSOME?”

“OMG YOU AREN’T ANSWERING. YOU ALWAYS ANSWER.”

“ARE YOU DEAD? TELL ME YOU’RE NOT DEAD.”

“IT’S AFTER TWO. YOU ARE SPENDING THE NIGHT!!!!”

“YOU DID IT! GO GIRL! OMG, ARE HIS BALLS BLUE?”

“HIS EQUIPMENT????”

“HE’S A LOOKER NOT A PRODUCER… AM I RIGHT?”

“IT’S OK IF IT WASN’T GOOD.”

“OR WAS IT SO GOOD YOU CAN’T RESPOND?”

“SEX COMA???”

“NO MATTER WHAT, I WANT DETAILS.”

“OK, NOW I’M WORRIED. IT’S MORNING.”

“SHOULD I CALL HOTEL SECURITY?”

“CALL ME! SEND A TEXT. YOU GET MAD WHEN I DON’T KEEP IN TOUCH.”

“I’M GIVING YOU ONE MORE HOUR… THAT’S IT.”

Tears blurred her texts as I scrolled down them and laughed at my best friend. 

Well, that was until I got to the last message. I didn’t think Nox would appreciate hotel security busting into his suite. I was beginning to think that maybe he didn’t work for anyone, but no matter what, I didn’t want anyone thinking he’d done something wrong. 

He’s done nothing wrong. 

Even the thought of things he’d done right twisted my insides. 

I checked the time Chelsea sent her last text message against the clock. Shit! I only had ten minutes to spare. 

I touched the CALL icon. 

She answered on the first ring. “Where the hell are you? Are you still with Mr. Handsome? I was just about to—”

“Stop. I’m fine, well…” Blood filled my cheeks. “…better than fine, really.”

“Better than fine,” Chelsea repeated. “I’m listening.”

I turned away from the bedroom door and covered my phone with my hand. “Chels, I’m standing in his bedroom wearing a robe. I’m not giving you any details—yet.”

“Just one, I need to know…”

“I thought you’d be…” Nox said, as he entered the room. 

I spun toward him and pointed at the phone. 

“So?” Chelsea asked. 

“Not blue,” I answered with a grin.

“Oh girl. I need more.”

“Chels, I need to go. I’ll be by our room…” Nox shook his head no as the menacing gleam I adored grew. “…or not. I’m spending most of the day with Nox.” 

Though I was talking to Chelsea, Nox had my full attention. He twisted the button inside the doorknob and stalked toward me. When he was mere inches away, he mouthed locked. Shook his head and quietly whispered, “No Mrs. Witt.”

“Chelsea, I need to…”

Nox’s gaze held me captive as he removed the phone from my hand and hit the red disconnect button. When he placed it back on the bedside stand, I considered protesting, but didn’t. Movement and speech were beyond my ability. Simple life processes were now my concern. Filling my lungs with shallow breaths was difficult. My heart had a new rhythm. Rushing blood filled my ears and prickled my skin. My body was hypersensitive to everything—the satin of the robe and the scent of desire. 

Nox’s movements were deliberate and predatory as he tugged the sash of my robe. I arched my back and gasped for air as his lips seized one of my nipples and he pulled with his teeth. Musk and need filled the room as he lifted me to the bed and slowly removed the robe from my shoulders. 

He led me back to the bed. The searing stare he’d given me at the pool the day we’d met was but a tepid glance compared to the way he looked at me now. In this moment, our roles were clear. I was his for the taking, vulnerable to his whims and malleable to his touch. He had complete control.

I’d never been as exposed or felt as worshipped. 

That was what Nox did: he worshipped, adoring my body—every inch. Beginning at my ankles, he kissed the insides of my legs. Slowly, his attentions moved upward until I nearly pierced the soft sheets with my fingernails as his tongue and lips devoured my tender core. With my essence on his lips, his assault continued until our tongues danced. By the time we made it to the shower, my body ached from satiation as well as wanton need. Though he’d brought me to soaring heights, he’d yet to fill me.

Chelsea was wrong—Nox had the equipment. Running my grasp up and down his stretched skin, I wordlessly told him what I’d screamed in the gas station. I wanted him. I needed him inside of me. 

I couldn’t contain my smile as he produced the small silver packet from the shower shelf. Using my teeth to open the condom, I wantonly sheathed his rock-solid erection. 

With the warm water washing over us, Nox lifted me against the tile and granted my desire. Clinging to his shoulders, I buried my face in the crook of his neck. Each thrust moved him deeper, pushing and stretching. My moans echoed within the glass stall as I sucked the saltiness from his skin. 

Though my mind questioned my ability to find the high he’d already provided, my body knew better. The more he fanned the flames of my desire, the more my muscles tightened and toes curled. Higher and higher we flew until our blaze of passion exploded, leaving us both victim to the spectacular detonation. With a guttural growl, he collapsed against the wall, pinning me in place. With the water still falling, waves of pleasure washed through me. 

When our eyes met, his lips curled into his sexy smile. “I don’t have the words,” he said. “Amazing seems woefully insufficient.” 
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A GENTLE BREEZE blew the sheer curtains of our cabana bed. The covering did little to shield us from the sun or from the other patrons as we rested upon the soft mattress. 

“I don’t remember the last time I spent an entire day like this.”

I rolled to my side, planted my elbow and popped my head on my hand. Staring into his pale eyes, I asked, “So you work a lot, even when you travel?”

He pulled me closer, flattening my breasts against his bare chest. “I do. I’ve had a few meetings since I arrived. That’s what brought me here this week.”

My cheeks rose. “I’m glad you had those meetings.”

He tucked a rogue strand of hair behind my ear and caressed my cheek. “Me too.” His menacing grin returned. “Have you spoken to your sister?”

My ongoing deception tugged at my conscience. “You mean since you so rudely disconnected my call.”

“Yes, but I didn’t hear you complain. Oh, I heard you,” he smirked. “But it didn’t sound like complaints.”

“Back to your question.” I couldn’t think about what we’d done. If I did, I’d want more. “I did talk to her, why?”

“I hope she doesn’t mind my stealing you for the rest of your vacation.”

I shrugged. “We live together for now. So I think we’ll be fine.”

“I’m glad I heard your answer to her question.”

I leaned back and narrowed my eyes. “What question?”

Nox rolled me over until my head was upon the pillow and he was over my chest. Raising his brows, he said, “I may have seen a few texts when I plugged in your phone.”

“You looked at my texts?”

“No, I plugged in your phone and they were there. And…”

My irritation floated away with the sound of the surf and the kiss of his lips. “And,” I replied, “I told her your balls aren’t blue.”

Nox laughed, his chest vibrating against mine. “Not anymore.”
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DREAMS, LIKE FAIRYTALES, all come to an end. We wake or turn that final page. There’s no escaping it. It may take days, years, or an entire lifetime, but forever doesn’t truly exist. No matter how hard we wish or try, the end always comes. 

Nox’s and my final day, the last day of my vacation, arrived. Though we’d both awakened early, we’d been granted a short reprieve when Nox successfully lulled me back to sleep. With the sun barely up, I’d drifted away in a sweet cloud of musk, wrapped in the arms of the man I barely knew. 

I didn’t know his last name, where he lived, or what he did, but I knew that in the six days and five nights we’d been together, I’d lost my heart to him. I didn’t know if he’d stolen it or if I’d given it. I even tried to convince myself that it wasn’t the entire thing… that it was only a piece of my heart that he now possessed. If that were true, it meant that I would survive. If it were only a piece and even if what I still had within me was broken, I stood a chance of repair. One day I might find the magic we shared. Someday when Alex was ready, when she wasn’t about to concentrate on law school, she could discover what I would soon be leaving. 

It was a good tale, a story of fabrication, and one I knew was a lie. The pain within me from the moment we woke was too intense. The evidence pointed to one conclusion: Nox hadn’t taken a piece of my heart. He had the entire thing. Repair would never come. It wasn’t possible to repair what no longer existed. 

With each breath, the void of my missing heart ached in my chest. 

Though I needed to pack my things and Chelsea and I needed to get to the airport, I wasn’t rushing. Instead, I was sitting across the small table on the balcony of the presidential suite, sipping coffee and moving eggs and fruit around my plate. Our time together was ticking away. The figurative clock would soon strike midnight. If this were Cinderella, I’d be running down the steps and leaving my glass slipper. 

For the first time since we’d met, our sentences felt forced—polite and proper. There were so many things we hadn’t said, so many things we wanted to say, but now it was too late. When we were showering, Nox joked about my missing my flight, but other than that, we’d avoided the subject. 

“Nox,” I said, debating with myself if I could be at least partially honest. “I know our agreement, and I still believe we should honor it. But there’s something I want you to know.”

His pale eyes looked up from his barely-eaten breakfast. Apparently neither of us had an appetite. “What?”

“I guess I want you to know that this week wasn’t me.”

Putting his fork down, he asked, “What do you mean? You’re not Charli?” 

I didn’t want to go there. “I mean that I’ve never before done what we’ve done. I want you to know that I don’t go around meeting men and doing what we did.”

His grin quirked. “You want me to know you don’t sleep around.”

I nodded. Why would he believe me? I let him fuck me in a public bathroom. I asked for it—for his cock. That didn’t sound like someone with standards. “It’s just that… well, I’m sure you have met… other women… had more opportunity…”

“Charli,” he reached across the table and laid his hand down, palm up.

A tear escaped my eye as I placed my hand in his. 

His surrounded mine with a squeeze. “I believe you.”

I forced a smile. 

“No matter how experienced you think I am or how many women there have been, I’m not what you think. I don’t do this either. I’ve told you—I have unique tastes, and honestly, they don’t bode well for most relationships. I have sources that keep me satisfied, but that’s not the same thing. I haven’t even tried to be in a relationship for quite awhile.” 

I looked at him through my lashes. On his face I saw the sincerity mirrored in his words. 

“There was something about you,” he went on, “about us, that was different—different than anything I’ve ever experienced. I was drawn to you that morning at the pool. There was—no, is—electricity that surrounds us like I’ve never known.”

The void in my chest gaped open. It was so painful I feared looking down. If I did, I was sure I’d see bloody shreds of vessels and flesh where my heart had been. Nox felt what I felt. It wasn’t just me. We had a connection and soon it would be over.

“I-I wish,” I said through ragged breaths, “I wish this were another time and place. I wish this were longer than a week. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

He squeezed my hand again. “I’m not asking—not because I don’t want that. I do. I’m not asking because we both went into this with the same expectations. Believe me, I’ve been racking my brain for ways to make you stay, for me to stay.” He looked around, taking in the balcony and the ocean beyond. His cheeks rose as he said, “I don’t really live here. I also have a life to return to.”

My eyes darted to his when he said life.

“Life, Charli, not wife. I didn’t lie. Both of us have lives. Maybe one day, if it’s meant to be, they’ll intersect. In the meantime, we’ll always have Del Mar and 101.” He added the last part with the menacing grin that made my tummy do somersaults. 

Nox stood and lifted my hand. When I rose, he pulled me into his arms and our lips met. I wanted to stay in his embrace forever. His kiss was tender and giving. The urgency we’d had over the past week had been replaced by a need to share what little of ourselves we could. His lips and tongue tasted like coffee. I knew that every time I drank a cup, I’d remember Nox. I’d also remember the way we fit together. Whenever I was chilled, I’d recall the warmth of his solid body against mine. That memory would become my blanket as I resumed my life, my real one. 

I longed to give him something, too. As his fingers raked the waves of my long hair, I wanted him to remember me, to remember us. I would have gladly given him anything he desired, but the pain in my chest meant I had nothing left to give. Nox already owned me—heart, body, and soul. 

I was no longer my own to bestow. 

“I’ll take you and Chelsea to the airport.”

I shook my head. “No, I can’t. I can’t do this again. This has to be our goodbye.” The word was a knife gutting the void. 

The vein and tendons in his neck told me that he wanted to argue, perhaps demand. After all, he hadn’t asked. The navy swirling in his light blue eyes also let me know that his emotions were on overload. He was debating his next words. 

“Please, Nox, please don’t make this more difficult than it already is.”

His lips captured mine. One last kiss—no longer gentle. This was rough and devouring. 

I moaned as our bodies melted together. 

When Nox released me, he brushed my bruised lips with his. It was as if he needed one more connection. “Charli, I’ll never forget you.” Taking my chin in his grasp, he said, “I’m not going to tell you which one or that I’m sorry for doing it, but when you discover the rule I broke, I hope you know that it was because of you.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand. What rule?”

He kissed my nose. “I said I wasn’t going to tell you.”

“Will you tell me why it was because of me?”

“Because since the first moment I saw you, I’ve made exceptions. I’ve done and said things that I do not, as a rule, do. You do that to me. You make me rebel even against myself.”

I nodded, understanding exactly what he was saying. Nox had done the same thing to me. He’d made Charli into someone Alex or Alexandria would never be. Because of him I’d cheated on myself. And I loved him for it.

My eyes closed as another tear cascaded down my cheek. I’d said the word, if only in my head. I loved Nox, a man with no last name.

“Goodbye,” I choked as I turned and walked away. I couldn’t turn back. I couldn’t see him in his jeans and white button-down shirt with the rolled-up sleeves. I couldn’t stare one more second into the stunning pale blue of his eyes or run my fingers over the scruffiness of his jaw. When the doors to the elevator closed, I collapsed against the paneling and the control panel’s buttons blurred as I continued to blink away the tears. 

Though my head ached from the pent-up pressure, it wasn’t until I was safely inside Chelsea’s and my suite that I let the sobs rain free. With my face buried in my best friend’s shoulder, I cried as my body convulsed with each tattered breath. 
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CHELSEA AND I settled into our airplane seats as other passengers walked by. People thought first-class was something special, but as person after person passed, first-class felt like a display case. I wished for a seat at the very back, a place where I could hide and no one would see. 

“Before we take off, can I get you anything to drink?” the way-too-perky flight attendant asked, placing napkins on the armrest between us. With a wink, she tapped my knee. “You know, honey, it’s not that bright in here. You can take off your sunglasses.”

“My friend has sensitive eyes,” Chelsea said. “We’ll both have champagne.”

After she walked away, I whispered, “I don’t feel like celebrating.”

Chelsea removed my sunglasses, shook her head and returned them to my face. “You need to celebrate. You need to look at this the way it was—something amazing and unique.”

The attendant handed us each our plastic glass with bubbling liquid. 

“I thought they used glass glasses in first-class,” Chelsea said, examining her cup.

“After we take off.”

“Because it’s safer to have real glass at 42,000 feet than sitting still on the ground?”

I shook my head. I’d never given it that much thought. 

“Come on,” she encouraged. “Let’s toast.”

“Chels…”

She tipped her cup toward mine. “To Charli with an i.”

“To Charli with…” Nox. I said the last part only to myself. Then I added, “Welcome back, Alex.”

Chelsea smiled. “You know, Alex isn’t so bad.” She shrugged. “I like her.” 

“Thanks. I’m glad. She’s not bad, but she doesn’t have an i.” Sighing, I reached under the seat in front of us and pulled out my purse. It didn’t matter that my eyes were red and puffy, I brought more attention to myself with the sunglasses than I did without them. I put them in their case. 

“You know,” Chelsea said, “I had a great time, even if you didn’t.”

My face snapped toward her. “I did!”

“There,” she declared triumphantly. “I wanted you to hear yourself admit that. You did have a great time.”

“I did.” I turned on my phone. “Have you put your phone in airplane mode?” I asked. 

“Hey, let me see that,” Chelsea said, grabbing my phone from my hand. 

Why are people constantly taking my phone? “What are you doing?” 

“I’ve been thinking about what you said, remember?”

I shook my aching head. “No, I don’t remember. Do you think they could get me something for this headache?”

“More champagne,” she murmured before she repeated the story I’d told her. “You said that he told you he broke a rule.”

My void grew. It was too early to remember his words. They weren’t only words in my memory. They were deep, velvety tones that tightened my insides while covering my skin in goose bumps. 

Involuntarily, I shuddered. 

If anyone notices, they’ll probably think I have the flu or some disease. If I don’t get my shit together, the FAA will put us all in quarantine. 

“Chelsea, give me my phone. They’re closing the door.”

“Look!” She pointed at the screen.

“Shit,” I whispered. My pulse was suddenly racing as my puffy eyes filled with tears. “Why? Why would he do that?”

“I think if I remember what you told me, he said it was because of you. You make him break his own rules.”

NOX- PRIVATE NUMBER was displayed on the screen of my phone with a telephone number below. 

“When?”

Chelsea shrugged. “Probably when he had you in a sex-induced coma.”

“Those don’t exist.”

“They do…” She wiggled her eyebrows. “…if you have too much sex.”

“Is that even possible?”

“Comatose? Hell yes.”

“No,” I corrected, “too much sex?”

“Not if it’s done right.”

Oh, Nox did it right. 

“I should delete it.”

She pulled the phone away and spoke in a stage whisper. “Like hell you should. You’re not thinking straight right now. Don’t you dare delete that number.”

“But we agreed to one week, no future, no past. This opens a door for a future.”

Chelsea pursed her lips. “No, it doesn’t. It’s simply the door. Opening it would require hitting that little green icon.”

“We said…”

“He broke the rule.” She shrugged. “Maybe you should call him to yell at him.”

“I can’t call him. I can’t.”

“Fine, that doesn’t mean that you have to barricade the door. It’s not hurting anything sitting there.”

Hesitantly, I put my phone in airplane mode, leaving Nox’s number where he’d left it. With a sigh, I laid my head back against the leather seat, closed my eyes, and remembered. I wasn’t sure my eyes would ever close that I didn’t see the sexy pale blue stare, the menacing one that left me breathless. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

“FORGET THEM, ALL of them,” Chelsea said, her voice coming through my phone loud and clear. 

Sitting cross-legged on the bed of my Savannah hotel room, I shook my head. I knew I was in Georgia, and she was in California so I knew she couldn’t see me, but I needed to move. I needed to explain. “I-I will. God! I can’t believe they did this. I really thought this was about my getting it early. How? How could they do this? I guess Alton doesn’t surprise me, but my mother?” 

“I mean what the hell? Did they really think you’d say, ‘Sure, let me just throw my dreams away’ and fall in with their plan?” 

I took another drink of wine. It was a cheap bottle from a drug store. On the way from the airport, I asked the taxi driver to stop. Sure, they had room service at the Hilton, but suddenly money was an object. It wasn’t like I was ever a compulsive shopper. I wasn’t my mother. My wardrobe was limited, but quality. That wasn’t for any reason other than habit. It was all I’d ever known. 

The wine I found at the store had two pluses: it was inexpensive and the bottle was big. I’d drunk this brand before with Chelsea, and while it didn’t exactly taste like the Montague private reserve, now that half the bottle was gone, I hardly noticed. One of the facts I needed to face: my days of spending more on wine were gone. 

Not gone. Postponed. 

If I could somehow stay in school, one day I’d buy the best that money had to offer. One day, I’d make Jane proud. I’d make me proud. Bryce said I’d be a lousy lawyer because I had standards. I disagreed. 

“Chels?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you think I can do it? Can I be a good attorney?”

“Hell yes!”

I pulled the phone away from my ear as a smile curved my now-stained lips. “Bryce said I’d be a bad one. My mother doesn’t want me to ever practice. And then there was the senator.” My whole body shivered. “I don’t know if I can do the good-ole-boy thing.”

“Honey,” she said, her tone mellowed, “they screwed you. Your family royally screwed you, and not the oh-that-was-fun kind of way.”

“I do like that way better.”

Chelsea laughed.

The label of the large bottle of wine caught my eye. Under the large drawing of a foot, I read the words California Wine. Despite my emotional breakdown, my thoughts went to Nox and my smile grew. 

“I know you do,” she said. “You could always give Mr. Handsome a call. Maybe he knows someone. We never figured out whom he worked for. Maybe he has some New York connections?”

I shook my head. “Let me get right on that. Hi, remember me? Charli? Well, first, that’s not my name, and, oh yes, my whole life was just flushed down the toilet. I didn’t call you when I was financially solvent, but now that I’m penniless, can you help me out?”

“You’re making it sound like it’s a bad idea.”

“It’s a very bad idea. If, and I mean if, I ever see him again, the last thing I want him to think is that I’m needy.” I lay back against the headboard. “I hate being needy. Alexandria was needy…”

“Babe, you’re going to do this. I know you are. First, you’re not penniless. You have a full jar of those in your room. Second, you created Alex and Charli. You will…”

I closed my eyes and listened as Chelsea gave me the pep talk I needed. However, the person I was seeing behind my closed lids wasn’t my best friend. The person who I saw had the palest blue eyes and chiseled jaw. He had hands that were strong but gentle. He wore the sexiest cologne, yet filled a room with the sweet aroma of musk and desire. 

I didn’t want to think about Nox, remember him, or dream of him. It just happened. Seeing California wines or the course number 101 made my insides tighten. Hell, just touching the high heels that had adorned the dashboard of the Boxster brought me to near orgasm. My vibrator had burned through more batteries than I cared to admit since we left Del Mar.

Nox was a piece of my history, my past, and I had come to terms with that. In a way, that made him better. We’d never have a first real fight. We’d never betray one another or end up in a sad relationship like my mother and Alton. Nox would always and forever be my prince. 

Thinking about him was better than thinking about my family. 

“What are you going to do?”

Chelsea’s question snapped me back to reality. “I don’t know. I was wondering if I could ask you a big favor.”

“Whatever you want, you’ve got it. Do you want me to sell blood? I’m there for you. Eggs? I heard you can make a lot doing that.” 

“Stop,” I said with a giggle. “It’s not quite that dramatic. No selling. I draw the line at prostitution. No, it’s just that I don’t have my ticket for Palo Alto. The movers are scheduled to get my stuff on Thursday. I’ve already paid them so I know they’re coming. It might be better financially for me to go straight to New York. My mother mentioned that my cousin Patrick lives in Manhattan. I’m not sure where, but I’ve been thinking I could call him. If he’ll let me bunk with him until my apartment is ready… then maybe…”

“I was listening. I really was. What was your question?”

“Will you pack the rest of my stuff?”

“Hmm, I’m not sure I can be trusted with your shoes.”

I took a deep breath. “I love you, I really do. But if you touch the black Louboutins, I will have to kill you.”

“No way. After what happened in those babies, I think you should consider putting them in some kind of glass case—you know, like the museums have?”

“So?”

“Yes, I’ll pack. First, call Patrick and be sure the plan’s a go. If it is, I’m going to miss your face. And I’m not leaving you alone in New York. We’re going to see each other again.”

“I love you, sister.” She was the sister I never had. 

“Back atcha. Text me. Tell me what’s happening.”

“I will.”

Just saying my plan out loud gave it strength. Alton and Adelaide expected me to submit to their plan. They thought I’d fold. I’m not folding, not without a fight. 

I’d already paid the deposit and first month’s rent on my apartment’s lease, but maybe if Patrick had room… I knew my chances were slim. I wouldn’t have had an extra room. The one-bedroom apartment I rented on the Upper West Side was nearly three thousand a month. That was for one bedroom, a living room, galley kitchen, and small bathroom. Square footage was extremely expensive in Manhattan. Not many people had extra bedrooms. Then again, in order to keep my dream alive, I’d sleep on a couch for three years. 

Taking another drink of my California wine, I scrolled through my contacts. I hadn’t seen Patrick since Christmas of my senior year at the academy. At that time he was a junior at Pratt. I thought I remembered hearing that he’d returned to Savannah for graduate school. That was why I was surprised when Mother mentioned he was back in Manhattan. I obviously hadn’t done a very good job of keeping up on family happenings. Heck, he might not even have the same phone number. 

I couldn’t call my mother to get his contact information, and I wasn’t sure Aunt Gwen would give it to me—not if she were in on Alton’s plan. 

I said a quick prayer and pushed his number. 

Patrick answered on the second ring. “No way!” His excitement brought a ray of sunlight to my darkened spirit. 

“You are still alive,” I said.

“Oh little cousin, I’m alive and kicking. Did I hear you’re going to Columbia soon?”

“You did.” Aunt Gwen must do a better job of keeping him informed than my mother did me. 

“And after all this time, I’m going to get to see all-grown-up Alexandria?”

“Alex.”

“Oh, excuse me…Alex.”

I shook my head. “Sorry. I just left the manor and I’m a little touchy.”

“Yeah, that place can do that to people. It has Uncle Alton in a constant state of pissiness.”

I laughed. “He’s pissy even when he’s out of town.”

“No shit! What’s going on with you?”

We talked about everything, except the reason I left Montague Manor and the reason I called. We talked about school and graduate school. He talked about interior design and how he was currently doing an internship with a well-known design firm in the business district. He said the name, but I didn’t know much about interior design and had never heard of it. 

It was when he said he lived on the Upper East Side that I perked up. 

“Wow,” I tried not to be too excited. “Pat, that’s not far from Columbia.”

“Other side of the park. I can probably see the buildings from my window. Great view.” 

“I can’t imagine how much a place like that costs. I have a deposit on a one-bedroom on the Upper West Side, not far from the campus.”

“Girl, we’ll be close. I’m so glad you called.”

I sucked in a breath. “God, Pat, I hate to ask this, but my apartment won’t be ready for another week, and I was wondering…” I let my words trail away. 

“Umm, when were you thinking?”

“Tomorrow.”

Whatever Patrick was drinking must have sprayed the walls of his fancy-addressed apartment. From my end, I only heard him choking and sputtering. “That’s not a lot of heads up. Let me… let me call you back.”

The little bit of hope I’d had left evaporated. “No. That’s all right.”

“Little cousin, don’t be all like that. Listen, I know you’ve been all big and grown up out in California, but New York’s not Stanford. It’s also not scary. You lived eighteen years in that house of horrors.” 

He had no idea.

“You can make it just fine here. Just like the song says, baby, If you can make it…” His impromptu rendition of New York, New York put the smile back on my face. 

“Pat, it’s fine. I’ll come up with something—”

“No. I just have to check with my… roommate.”

“What? No way. Is this a roommate or a roommate?” Patrick was always good looking. At the academy, even though he was older than me, I heard stories. He was well-known for his exploits: womanizer extraordinaire. Yet in private I never had that vibe. As a matter of fact, in private I had the opposite vibe. 

“You mean you saw my mother and she didn’t tell you all about it?”

I shook my head. “No, but you know the Fitzgerald code.”

Patrick laughed. “Well, they haven’t disowned me, but I don’t think they’re announcing it at parties either.”

He was doing better than me. I had until the holidays and then I would be officially disowned. The hell with them. I’ll disown them. 

“Are you happy?” I asked.

“More than I ever thought possible.”

I sighed. I knew that feeling, briefly. It was the best. “I don’t want to cause any problems.” I really didn’t. 

“No problems. Let me talk to Cy. I’m not sure if he’ll be in or out of town. He travels a lot. I’ll call you first thing in the morning. One way or another: We. Are. Getting. Together!”

“Thanks, Pat. Is this thing serious? I don’t want to intrude.”

“Love you, sweetie. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

As I disconnected our call, the text message icon blinked wildly. I needed to text Chelsea and let her know that I’d reached Patrick. 

I didn’t recognize the number, and no name came up with it. My teeth clenched as I swiped the screen. Of course, I didn’t know the number: it wasn’t programmed into my phone. That didn’t stop the message from popping up. 

Unknown number: “ALEX, THIS IS BRYCE. DON’T DO IT AGAIN. DON’T RUN AWAY. THIS WAS ALWAYS THE PLAN…” 

There were four messages. 

Do I read or delete?

I hit the little icon of a trashcan. 

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow I was leaving for New York. Tomorrow I was starting a new life. Neither the Montagues, Fitzgeralds, nor Spencers were going to dictate my life. They didn’t own me. If they thought I’d simply give up my dreams because of money, they didn’t know me. 

They knew the girl they expected me to be. They knew Alexandria. Alexandria was gone. Alex was flying to New York tomorrow. She had a life to live. 

There were millions of people in New York who had made it there. I would find a way. 
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WHAT THE HELL?

The taxi came to a stop at 1214 Fifth Avenue under a canopy, upon a private drive. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

“Yes, ma’am. Let me get your bags.”

I trailed behind, my mouth agape as I backed onto the sidewalk, craned my neck up and up and up. The blue sky framed the glistening glass building. It was different than the traditional elegance I associated with New York and the Upper East Side. Most of the buildings were made of stone and brick with artistry and craftsmanship rarely seen anymore. This was the Museum Mile, Central Park, and all things refined. 

This building, however, was different. 

I passed through the opened door in utter awe; it was ultra-modern. As my eyes adjusted, I took in the large open lobby. The floor was bleached oak and there was a big desk in front of a lit ornately paneled wall. 

How did Patrick live here? He was an intern. I knew the Fitzgeralds and Richardsons had money, old money, but I doubted either Uncle Preston or Aunt Gwen were willing to pay half of the rent on a place like this. 

I paused with my suitcase near a large pillar and began to text Patrick. Just as I hit send, the elevator doors opened and I was swallowed in a warm embrace. 

“Alex!” He pushed me away by the shoulders and spun me around. “Look at my little cousin, all grown up.” His brows moved up and down as his gaze settled on my breasts. “All grown up!”

I wiggled my brows back at him. Just like Bryce, Patrick had matured well. He wasn’t overly broad, but definitely fit. At about five-foot-ten, I guessed he was about one hundred and eighty pounds of muscle. His light brown hair had receded more than most for his age, but all that did was make his light brown eyes showcase his handsome face. “Not too bad yourself,” I said with another hug. He smelled divine. 

He reached for my suitcase. “Well, come on up. It’s not much… but we manage.”

Once alone in the elevators, I asked, “Damn, Pat, this place is amazing. How—”

He nudged my side. “Wait until you see our place.”

He was right. I couldn’t do anything but hum and say things like wow, as he walked me around their three-bedroom apartment. We were on the forty-sixth floor, and the view from the windows in the living room as well as from Pat and Cy’s room was breathtaking. We weren’t next to the trees in Central Park—we were above them. From the window, I could see the park, multiple baseball fields, the lake… the view went on and on. “I bet you can see my apartment building from here.”

“We can meet up in the park on Saturdays. Do you still run?”

I shrugged, still too stunned to speak. Finally, I answered, “Some.” I had run at the academy. It gave me something to do and an excuse to get away from Montague Manor. 

Patrick led me to a bedroom down the hallway from the open kitchen. 

I’d seen pictures of the place I’d rented. My new kitchen was sufficient, but looked like it belonged in a shoebox or maybe a galley of a boat. It could fit into a corner of his. 

I walked to the window in my room. The view was of roofs and buildings, not as amazing as the other direction, but still impressive. If I leaned to one side, I could catch a glimpse of the park. “So,” I began with my arms crossed over my chest, “apparently they pay interns really, really well.”

He put my bags on the bed. “Something like that. Do you want some lunch?”

I was starving. I’d taken one plane from Savannah to Charlotte and another from there to LaGuardia. It could have been worse, but it all began very early this morning. 

I sat at the breakfast bar while Pat moved around the kitchen, cutting and dicing. By the time he was done, we each had one of the best-looking salads I’d ever seen. 

“And you cook, too,” I said with a wink.

“Oh little cousin, I am a man of many talents.”

“Tell me about Cy.”

Patrick shook his head. “You tell me what’s going on. I called Mom last night after we got off the phone.”

Just like that—pop. My balloon deflated. 

My chin dropped to my chest and the tears I’d thought had dried turned back on. I brushed one from my cheek. 

Patrick covered my hand and squeezed it. “What the fuck did they do?”

That was such a loaded question. Did I go back to when I was ten? Did I open closet doors that were better left locked? Did I dust off skeletons that didn’t deserve to be brought back to life? Or did I concentrate on yesterday?

I took a deep breath and wiped my eyes with my napkin. “Recently?”

“Yes, sweetheart, otherwise we’d be here until tomorrow, and I only took one day off.”

I hadn’t even thought of that. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to take a day off for me.”

“I’m not. Look out there. It’s a fantastic summer day in the most beautiful city in the world. Let’s eat and go for a walk. If Central Park doesn’t make you feel better…” He widened his eyes. “…there’s a few little stores down on Fifth Avenue… oh, and some on Madison. I’ve got retail therapy down to a science.”

“I don’t think I’ll be doing much in the way of retail therapy.”

“Mom didn’t know…” His voice trailed away. 

I took a bite of my salad. “Transfer from Columbia to Savannah Law or drop out all together.” My voice raised an octave, mimicking my mother’s. “It is truly unnecessary for a Montague woman to work.” 

The light brown of Patrick’s eyes clouded. 

“Oh, and marry Bryce Spencer and carry on the bloodline. Chop-chop… make some babies.”

“Are they fuck’n nuts?”

I laughed. “Don’t we both know the answer to that question?”

His expression perked up. “But you’re here.” Then he added suspiciously, as if the thought just occurred to him, “You’re not here to complete transfer papers or withdraw, are you?”

My lips pursed tight as my head swayed side to side. 

“So you told them to fuck off?”

“I left after they told me my trust fund was being held hostage.”

“Hostage? They can’t do that. Can they?”

“Alton was citing clauses. Something about it covering undergraduate, but not graduate school and expenses. I didn’t look at the paperwork. I couldn’t stay in that place one minute more. All I know is that my trust fund is gone. I can access the account online and it’s been closed.” 

He leaned back his chair, pushing off with his arms. The action caused his biceps to budge from the edge of his short-sleeved shirt. “Nothing? They left you with nothing?”

I just nodded as I took another bite. The salad was fantastic. 

Patrick stood and paced, his hand going though his thinning hair. “Why would the powerful Fitzgeralds want everyone to know they’d let you go to New York with nothing?”

“I don’t think they expected me to leave. I think this is what my mom meant when she said her father didn’t want her going away. The way they see it, I had my chance—more of a chance than she did. I had four years in California. Now I owe them and the Montague name my life.” I spoke louder. “My body and my soul.”

He sat back down and gestured around the room. “This place… well, it’s Cy’s. His name is Cyrus. You probably figured that out, that I didn’t just win the lottery.”

I grinned. “It’s pretty high rent for an intern.”

“He’ll be home later tonight. I don’t know about a three-year commitment, but I’m sure he won’t mind you staying here for a little while. He knows people. He might be able to help.”

A seed of hope burst in my chest. It was small and in need of tending, but it was there. “Thank you. If he’ll do that for your cousin who you haven’t seen in nearly five years, I’d say you did win the lottery.” 

Patrick smiled and it did my heart good. I’d seen that smile before. I’d worn it. Whoever this Cy was, he made Patrick happy. 

“I hate that I need help,” I went on. “The thing is that I’m willing to work, but I’m not willing to miss this chance at law school, at Columbia.”

His gaze lightened. “Let me talk to him. In the meantime, let’s go for a walk across the park and find your apartment building. I need to know how long it’ll take me on Saturdays to get over there and wake your ass up. Cy hates to run and I love it. I need a running partner.”
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WE WERE BACK at Patrick’s place and I was back on the barstool watching him cook something that smelled like heaven. He’d chopped and measured and never once used a recipe. There were three pans on the stovetop with sauces that made my mouth water. In the oven was a beef something or other. It even had little leaves stuck to it with little pin things. It looked like it belonged in a Martha Stewart cookbook. 

“Where did you learn how to cook?” I asked, swirling the wine around my glass. 

He scrunched his brow. “Are you saying you don’t think it was from my mom?”

“Don’t get me wrong, Aunt Gwen is more domestic than Adelaide, but that just means she knows where the kitchen is located without directions.”

His laughter rumbled through the air. He really was handsome in a very non-rugged sort of way.

We’d spent most of the afternoon walking and talking. Central Park was beautiful. If I could make this work, I wanted to be Patrick’s running partner. I wanted to get to know my way around the paths and roads. I’d been there before, but each time I was struck by the tranquility of nature that was surrounded by one of the biggest cities in the world. I don’t think people who haven’t actually walked the paths, or had only seen it in movies or TV, had any idea of the true splendor.

We found my apartment building. By going through the park or along the north edge, it was about a ten- to fifteen-minute walk from here. If only life were simple and I knew for certain I would be moving to that little one-bedroom in another week. 

“So what did you think about your building?” Patrick asked as he refilled our glasses. 

As I reached for mine, my eyes lit up. It wasn’t the wine, but the location of my building. “Oh my gosh. I couldn’t believe it when we turned that corner.”

Patrick laughed. “Only you would sublet an apartment online that’s right by Tom’s Restaurant.”

“I recognized it right away. I’ve seen it a thousand times in reruns. It’s the one from Seinfeld.”

“Well, that settles it. Saturday mornings, you and I go for a run, and then we eat breakfast with Jerry and the gang.”

I shrugged and sipped the tart pinot grigio. It was a little better quality than what I’d had the night before. “If you’re buying, I’m eating. At least then I’ll have one meal a week.”

He rolled his eyes. “Dramatic much?”

“Sometimes.” I thought about the apartment. “When I did my search, I was looking for places close to the campus. I knew the park was close. I had no idea.” 

Just then the front door opened and we both turned that direction. 

“Cy,” Pat whispered.

“Really?” I asked with a smirk. “I thought maybe strangers come in your place without knocking.”

The footsteps neared and a handsome, distinguished man walked in, wearing a suit. I’m not sure if he was what I expected, but that wasn’t a bad thing. He had gray around his temples and peppered through his black hair. He was taller than Patrick, and his face held the lines of someone who spent his time thinking.

“Hello,” he greeted. Walking up to Patrick he leaned over his shoulder and kissed his cheek. “This smells fantastic.” He turned to me. “You must be Alexandria.”

I smiled. “I am.”

“She goes by Alex now,” Patrick corrected. 

“Alex, nice to meet you.” He reached for my hand. His grip was firm and hands soft. 

“It’s very nice to meet you, Cyrus. Thank you for allowing me to stay here for a few nights.”

“It’s Cy, and any cousin of Pat’s is a cousin of mine.”

“Oh,” I asked, ashamed I hadn’t thought of it before. “Are you married?”

The two exchanged a grin that made my tummy flip, and then Cy poured himself a glass of wine and loosened his tie. “No, we aren’t married, but if Patrick says you need a place to stay, I believe him.

“Excuse me for a minute while I get into something a little less stuffy. I can’t wait to get to know you, Alex.” He turned toward Patrick. “And I can’t wait to eat whatever that is you have cooking. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

I looked away as they shared another look. It was as if I were the third wheel with two honeymooners. And while it made me happy for Patrick, it also made me a little sad for myself. After Cy walked away, Patrick looked at me with a so-what-do-you-think? look. 

I lifted my glass. He did the same, as I professed, “To you. I approve.”

“Whoa, I’m so glad. I’ll be able to sleep tonight.”

I’d forgotten how easy banter was between Patrick and me. We had always gotten along. That may be why the rumors of him at academy bothered me. The guy the girls described wasn’t the cousin I knew. 

A few minutes later, I asked, “How did you find Cy?”

It was apparently Cy’s cue to return looking younger and even more handsome in jeans and a light blue button-down. The color made my breathing hitch. “Oh, I get this question,” he said with a grin. “He didn’t find me. I found him.”

Patrick nodded. “It’s true. Found me and saved me from a five-hundred-square-foot studio apartment with a tiny Pullman kitchen.”

“Can you imagine?” Cy asked. “All this culinary talent going to waste like that?”

I sighed. “Gosh, Cy, you don’t have any friends who are looking for someone to save, do you?”

When he only grinned, I stupidly added, “I’d prefer if they were gay.”

Oh my God!

Although the apartment filled with the deep sound of Patrick and Cy’s laughter, I was mortified. I needed to cut back on the wine. It must have been the salad at lunch and all the exercise. This was my second glass. I needed some food. 

Cy leaned against the counter and dipped a spoon in the thick white sauce. Blowing on the contents, he asked, “Man or woman?” 

My cheeks must have filled with pink. “I think I was kidding.”

“If you weren’t,” Patrick asked. 

I shrugged. “Well, I was thinking man. I mean, I can cook.” Patrick raised his brows my direction. “I can. It may not be like this, but I make a mean spaghetti sauce. And…” I looked down at the shorts and top I’d worn on our walk. “…I actually clean up pretty well. I could make a stellar arm ornament for business functions.” I thought of Nox’s description of women he’d dated. “And if there’s an illusion that’s trying to be perpetrated, I could do that too. If not, I’d be a great friend.”

“So you’re saying no sex?” Cy asked.

I squared my shoulders. “Am I giving you a résumé?”

“You asked if I had friends.”

“Well, I think maybe a blind date is the way to start that relationship, not, ‘Here’s my partner’s cousin. She’s down on her luck and needs a sugar daddy.’” 

Shit! 

“That’s not…” I tried to pry my foot from my mouth.

Cy laughed again. “Stop, you’re not telling me anything I don’t know. Look at Pat.” 

I did and noticed the pink in his cheeks. 

“He’s talented, intelligent, well-spoken, and incredibly handsome. I’m lucky to have him in my life.”

I took a deep breath and let it out. “Yes, I want what you have.”

“He’s also great in bed,” Cy added as his eyebrows wiggled.

Patrick and I both laughed. 

“In that case,” I clarified, “your friend better be straight.”

“Man or—”

“Man,” I quickly replied. 

After dinner as I helped Patrick with the dishes, Cy came into the kitchen. 

“Alex, may I look at you?”

I took a step back. “Look at me?”

“Your hair. May I touch it?”

My eyes darted to Patrick, who nodded. “Um, all right.”

He walked behind me and pulled the tie from my hair. Then he fluffed it and arranged the auburn waves on my shoulders and back. Cy took a few steps, walking around me, circling me. He never took his eyes from mine. Next, he gathered my hair and piled it high on my head. “Do you wear much makeup?”

“I can but not usually.”

“Stanford?”

This was increasingly uncomfortable. “Yes.”

“With honors?”

“Summa cum laude.”

“Columbia Law?”

Patrick nodded. 

“What are you two talking about?” I looked from one to the other. “You know I was joking, right?”

“Raised like me,” Patrick said. 

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Well-bred, manners, can handle yourself well in most situations,” Cy said. 

I shook my head. “Most, but right now I’m feeling uncomfortable.”

Cy handed me my hair tie and turned to Patrick. “If you trust her, give her the elevator pitch. If she’s interested, call Andrew and get her an appointment for the morning. I’ll arrange for an afternoon interview.”

My eyes widened. “Pat, what the hell are you two talking about?”

Patrick threw the towel he’d been holding on the counter and reached for my hand. “I’d pour you more wine, but this isn’t something you should consider when your faculties aren’t intact.” 

Tugging my hand, he pulled me toward the couch in the living room. It faced toward the large floor-to-ceiling windows. As we sat, I saw beyond the darkness of the park to the glimmering Upper West Side.

“Little cousin, I can trust you, can’t I? Like when we were kids, pinky-swear?”

“Y-Yes.”

His smile grew. It was like we were kids and he was about to tell me some secret, maybe about a Christmas present. “Listen to me,” he instructed. “When I’m all done you can ask questions or tell me I’m crazy, but promise you’ll listen to everything first.”

“I’ll listen.”

“I’m going to tell you about a company I work for.”

“The design firm?”

“No, although I do work there too. I’m going to tell you about the other company I work for. It’s very exclusive and privately run. People only learn about it by word of mouth. If you’re ever questioned by anyone outside of the network, you’ve never heard of it.”

“Pat, this—”

“No questions,” he reminded me. 

“Sorry.”

“Alex, let me tell you about Infidelity.”
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I STARED AT Patrick in disbelief. Words weren’t forming, not in a way where I could put them with others and string them into anything resembling a sentence. An elevator pitch, as in what Cy told Pat to give me, was by definition a succinct, persuasive summary, a sales tactic to be used when time was of the essence. 

I didn’t want short. I needed more.

Standing, I wrapped my arms around myself and silently walked to the windows. The spectacular view no longer registered. In the short time I’d been with Pat and Cy everything had seemed real. It was more than that—it felt real. I saw it. My life had been too much turmoil, too much emotion. Ever since Del Mar I’d been off kilter. I fought back the tears as I turned back to Patrick, still sitting silently on the couch, watching me with large eyes. 

Is that the male version of doe in the headlights? Because, in the words of Nox, after what Pat had just told me, the innocent ship has sailed.

Sucking my lip between my teeth I worked to turn the chaos in my mind into coherent thoughts. “Are… are you saying this is all a sham?” My body trembled and I looked around for a vent or fan, something to cause my sudden chill. “This is no better than Savannah—smoke and mirrors. No, it’s worse.” My volume rose. “Worse! Oh God, Patrick. How could you?”

He wasn’t angry. Instead, I sensed something between hurt and defiance. 

“Little cousin, don’t you dare judge me.”

“B-But you sold…”

“What? My body, my soul, my heart? I didn’t sell any of those. I simply agreed to rent them. Isn’t that what dating is? Isn’t that what happens when you meet someone and the two of you are mutually attracted to one another?” He stood and came closer. “Have you never…? Has no man ever had your heart?”

I squeezed my midsection tighter and nodded as tears now freely flowed down my cheeks. “Yes, but it wasn’t a business agreement.”

“It wasn’t? Did he buy you dinner?”

“Dinner, not an apartment and spending money.”

Patrick’s voice lowered. “Is that all your heart’s worth, a nice dinner?”

“No. No! That’s not what I mean.”

Pat turned me toward the window and hugged me from behind. His embrace was warm and comforting—nothing sexual—as he spoke near my shoulder. “Look out there. There are people in the park right now. There are people in Savannah. Those people would take what you have—your body, heart, and soul—for a lot less.” He kissed my cheek and turned me toward him. “You asked if what Cy and I have is real. The answer is yes. You asked me on the phone if I was happy. The answer is yes. I’d take it even further and say that I love him. So what? We found one another through a service. It’s like an online dating service, with perks.”

“I don’t think I understand. Cy said he found you. Did you have any say?”

“I filled out a profile and set my hard limits.”

“Your hard limits?” I asked, the phrase prickling my skin. 

“Yes. As the name insinuates, not all of the clients are single. I wasn’t willing to be a third wheel or the reason a marriage or relationship failed. That was one of my hard limits.”

“One?”

Patrick pursed his lips and furrowed his brow. “I restricted my profile to gay men. If you don’t think I could get it up for some hot, wealthy woman, well, you’re wrong, but if I did that, it would compromise who I am. Hard limits are important. Once those are set, Infidelity does its magic. The staff knows their clients. A profile isn’t available to the entire world. First, only an exclusive number of people even know that this part of Infidelity exists.”

We were sitting back where we started. “So Infidelity pairs clients with…”

“Employees,” Patrick answered. “I work for Infidelity. I get a monthly check from them. When Cy joined, he agreed to provide housing and living expenses. Theoretically, my check from Infidelity covers my incidentals. Since I also work for the design firm, I have that check too, and…” He smiled with a shrug. “…Cy is very generous. My checks are mostly invested. Infidelity works on yearly agreements. During that anniversary month, Infidelity provides extensive interviews to determine if the agreement is renewed. There is even a buy-out clause if two people decide they want to stay together, without the company.”

“What if you two hadn’t gotten along? Could you quit?”

“At the end of one year.”

I shook my head. “One year.”

“The people at Infidelity can explain it better than I, but the year thing is there for a reason. The client is putting a lot of resources into this relationship. They don’t want to do that to have it end in a week.” 

I took a deep breath. A week is too short.

“There’s something psychologically reassuring about a year,” Patrick explained. “Every day doesn’t have to be wine and roses. I told you that what I have with Cy is real. We fight. We make up. Make-up sex is awesome!”

I couldn’t believe I was smiling at him and really listening. 

“Pat, what? How? How did you even learn about this?”

He shrugged. “I can’t give specifics. Like for example, if you decide to look into this, you can’t tell anyone it was me and Cy, other than Karen, the intake representative at Infidelity. I can tell you I learned about it while I was at Pratt. I didn’t do it, not at first. Then, while I was working on my master’s, I had offers for different internships and decided to take the one here. As I was cooking macaroni and cheese on my tiny stovetop, I made the decision to call the person I’d met while attending Pratt. 

“It wasn’t an easy decision. During the intake interview, Infidelity was extremely transparent. Although they put a lot of money and resources into this, not all matches work as well as ours. The thing that sold me was the exclusivity. Infidelity pairs its employees once. They don’t serve as a pimp. If at the end of an agreement there’s a mutual decision to end the relationship, the employee receives a severance package and he or she is done. Clients are given two chances.

“The network is small,” he went on. “Confidentiality is paramount. To the world we are a couple. Cy has an important job. I’m his partner. He’s met Mom and Dad. I’ve met his family. No one,” he emphasized, “knows how we actually met.”

I considered all he said. “You said some of the clients are married.”

“Yes.”

“Do they provide the same… housing and living expenses?”

“Yes.”

I scrunched my nose. “Why? 

“Why would an employee want to be paired with a married client?” Patrick asked, clarifying my one-word question.

“Yes? Why?”

“Commitments. The job still pays the same, but since this client is splitting his or her time with the employee and the spouse, well, the employee’s services aren’t required as frequently. Like, say the employee has another commitment… law school, perhaps.”

I shook my head. “I-I can’t believe I’m even considering this, but married men? That’s my hard limit. What if Cy would’ve said no to the design firm?”

“It was in my profile. He knew I had a commitment to the firm. He came into this relationship understanding my priorities. Though I didn’t know him, I agreed to enter being willing to support his.”

“When is your one-year… anniversary… contract renegotiation?”

Patrick grinned. “It was last June. We’re in our second year.”

“You don’t regret it?”

“Little cousin, do I look like I regret it?”

I tried to take it all in, but the more I thought about it, the more questions I had. As in most of my times of indecision, since Del Mar, my thoughts went briefly to Nox. “Pat, what if you met someone else?”

“I’m not looking.”

“No, of course you’re not looking, but what if?”

“He’d have to wait until next June. Monogamy is in the agreement. It was also on my list of hard limits.”

A ridiculous thought occurred to me. “So if I agreed to this, I couldn’t commit to Bryce until my contract was up.”

“They call them agreements, not contracts.” He shrugged. “It’s a legal thing, and yes, but you couldn’t tell Bryce, Aunt Adelaide, or Uncle Alton about the agreement. No one can know.”

Patrick reached for my hand. “Little cousin, I know this is a lot to consider. Like I said, it took me almost two years before I decided to do it. 

“Cy said he could get you an interview tomorrow. That doesn’t mean you’ll be accepted. Infidelity has a rigorous intake process. They wouldn’t be as successful as they are and as exclusive, if everyone was granted employment.” He tilted his head. “And they wouldn’t be able to pay as well as they do.”

“Can you tell me how much?” I asked, curious despite the fact that I was disgusted with myself that I was giving this company any consideration.

“No, but I can tell you that they’ll pay you for the interview, for your time.”

“If I go to the interview tomorrow, I’ll be paid? No sex… just an interview?”

“Sex is down the line in this process,” Patrick said. “They’ll explain it better. Infidelity doesn’t sell sex. They foster companionships. And yes.”

“How much?”

“Five thousand dollars.”
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IT’S JUST AN interview. 

I’d said it over and over to myself as well as to Patrick. He’d taken a second day off work to help me with this, and I didn’t know if I was thankful that I had his hand to hold or if I should hate him forever for even suggesting this. More than once during the night I woke with near panic-attack-level doubts. 

I was a Montague and I was entertaining the idea of selling myself, my companionship, as Patrick continued to remind me. But then, I’d think about my mother and Alton. Was what they wanted me to do any less degrading? They wanted me to forfeit my dreams and sell myself to Bryce, and for what? For the Montague name. In their deal, I lost everything. I lost my dreams and the future I’d planned. I lost my ability to choose my own husband. Their scenario was a lifelong sentence. In their plan, I wasn’t only securing my own future unhappiness, but more than likely that of my children, future Montagues and Carmichaels. 

With Infidelity, if—and that was a big if—I was accepted by the company and I agreed, I could continue law school. If I did this and became an Infidelity employee, I would agree to one year. After that time I was free. There was no lifelong sentence and no children. 

That was part of my ongoing inner monologue as Patrick chatted away with Andrew, my first appointment of the day. Andrew was a stylist extraordinaire, apparently very high-priced, and sought-after. New clients rarely made it to Andrew’s chair for hair and makeup, but with one call from Patrick, I was there at ten-thirty in the morning. 

Patrick told me as we left the apartment that my attire didn’t matter. Andrew would have clothes for my interview. I got the distinct impression that I was in over my head, and I hadn’t done anything yet. 

Every now and then I’d catch some of Andrew and Patrick’s conversation. It was never about me, except to discuss colors of eye shadows or my blouse. Andrew shaded and perfected my complexion, painted my lips, and curled my hair. I was nothing more than a life-sized doll being made into something fit for display. 

The dressing room didn’t have a mirror as I shimmied out of my shorts and top and redressed, all the way from the lace underwear to a lace-accented, sleeveless sheath dress. I called Patrick to help me zip the back. When he did, the material came together hugging me in all the right places. 

“Little cousin, you look amazing.”

I didn’t know. I hadn’t seen myself. “Why the underwear? You said no sex.”

“Because it makes you feel sexy. It’s a package. You may not be selling sex, but in a classy way…” He helped me with the matching jacket, the one with matching lace cuffs. “…you need to ooze confidence. It’s a persona and, Alex Collins, you’re rocking it.”

I sat on the bench and eased my freshly painted toes into black suede Prada platforms with an ankle strap. When I was done, Patrick reached for my hand. 

“Come here, little one. Let me introduce you to Miss Alex Collins, Columbia law student, sexy and confident. Close those gorgeous golden eyes and when I say so, open them.”

My heart beat erratically as I blindly followed Patrick’s lead. With his hands on my shoulders he turned me to the side. 

“Open.”

I stood paralyzed as the woman in the mirror did the same. After the spa in Savannah with my mother, my hair was nice, but with the dresses she’d bought, I had the sensation of Alexandria, five years old and dressed for tea. That wasn’t whom I saw today. Patrick was right. My hair was up, professional with more than a hint of sex appeal. The charcoal gray dress and jacket with the straight skirt flattered my curves. At the same time, there was nothing about what I saw that said I was selling my body or my soul. Even the shoes. They were sexy, but could easily be worn to court. My makeup was flawless, with just the right amount of bronze to highlight the red and blonde highlights in my hair. 

Andrew and Patrick both stood behind me, waiting for my reaction. 

Finally, I let the façade of indifference break away, and my entire countenance beamed with approval. “Wow! I don’t know what else to say.” I turned to Andrew. “Thank you. Obviously, you’re a miracle worker.”

“No. I’m an artist. All I did was highlight what you already have. You’re stunning. You were before I began.”

“Thank you.”

When Patrick and I eased into the backseat of a taxi, he said, “I’m going to be dropped off at Kassee.” When I looked at him as though I had no idea what he was saying, because I didn’t, he went on, “the design firm. I can’t miss this afternoon.”

My pulse quickened. “B-But…”

Patrick squeezed my hand. “I would miss it for you. I would. But there’s a big sales pitch this afternoon. I’ve put a lot of time into this and my boss wouldn’t understand. Remember, Infidelity is an illusion so I couldn’t exactly explain what I’d be doing with you today. Don’t worry. You won’t be alone. Cy’s going to meet you in the lobby of 17 State Street. He’ll escort you to Infidelity.”

“All right. Pat?” I asked tentatively. “Is this a mistake? I had planned on looking for a job, like other people do.”

“That’s still an option. Go to the interview. See what Karen has to say. Then, if you decide waiting tables or maybe working the box office at the New Amsterdam Theater is what you’d prefer to do, do that. There’s no obligation until you sign the agreement.”

Five thousand dollars. 

That would double the money in my checking account. That would give me another month’s rent. I swallowed and nodded. 

Before Patrick got out of the taxi, he kissed my cheek. “I can’t wait to hear all about this tonight. Be ready to give me a full report.”

I nodded, the blood draining from my cheeks. As the taxi driver maneuvered us back out into traffic, I straightened my shoulders and plastered my Montague smile in place. I told myself that this was better than what Adelaide had done. This was on my terms. This was one year. My mother and stepfather had forced my hand and I hadn’t folded. 

One interview. 

I could do that. 
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“YOU’RE STUNNING,” CY whispered as he kissed my cheek. 

He’d been waiting for me in the lobby as I entered the blue-glass building with the distinctive curved façade. 

“Thank you. Andrew’s a miracle worker.”

“No. I may be gay, but I know a beautiful woman when I see one. So will Karen.” He placed my hand on the crook of his arm and led me toward the elevators. “I wouldn’t have made calls last night if I had any doubts. Tell me about yours.”

“My doubts?” I repeated. “I’m nervous.” 

Our voices were low. 

“Think of this like an admissions interview. That’s what it is. Alex, you passed that interview for both Stanford and Columbia. I think you can wow Karen.”

Since we’d entered the open elevator and were no longer alone, I didn’t respond. Cy hit the button for the 37th floor. The elevator stopped at several other floors as busy people stepped on and off. With each movement upward, my anxiety increased. This wasn’t like Stanford or Columbia. Those were accomplishments that I could one day list on my curriculum vitae. I was most certain that Infidelity would not be mentioned as previous employment. 

When the doors opened, the large lobby with a glass desk and the beautifully scrolled lettering spelling Infidelity on the fifteen-foot wall surprised me. 

“I thought this was a secret company?” I whispered.

“No, Infidelity is a website that caters to an exclusive crowd. It employs hundreds of people, everyone from writers and photographers, to janitorial personnel. It’s a legitimate Fortune 500 company.” 

Cy walked us to the desk and spoke to the receptionist. “Mr. Perry and Miss Collins here to see Ms. Flores.”

“Yes, Mr. Perry. Ms. Flores is expecting both of you. Let me tell her that you’re here.”

“Thank you.”

I watched as women and men walked past. They all seemed to have important business down one hallway or another. If I hadn’t heard Patrick’s elevator pitch the night before, I would never have known what other activities happened behind the walls of Infidelity. 

“Cyrus!” a gregarious middle-aged woman wearing a navy skirt and jacket said as she rushed towards us. 

“Karen,” Cyrus greeted her as they kissed one another on the cheeks. “Thank you for agreeing to meet our friend Alex.”

“Why, of course. Any friend of Cyrus Perry’s is a friend of mine.” She turned her attention to me and offered her hand. 

As we shook, I said, “Ms. Flores, very nice to meet you.”

“Miss Collins, my name is Karen and I look forward to meeting you. Please…” She gestured toward the hallway. “…let’s go to my office. We must talk.”

Cyrus nodded as we began our trek toward Karen Flores’s office. On our way, we passed multiple large office centers filled with cubicles and workers as well as private offices. Once we’d successfully wound around what I could accurately describe as a maze and I’d begun to wonder if in order to ever find my way out, I should have left a trail of breadcrumbs, we came to another elevator. Instead of one button, Karen pressed a badge against a sensor and turned to Cyrus. “How is Patrick?”

“He’s well. Thank you for asking.”

When the doors opened we stepped into the elevator. “I believe I heard he’s doing very well at Kassee.”

“Yes,” Cyrus said, his shoulders broadening with pride. “He’s a talented designer.”

I stood attentive as they conversed about Patrick’s attributes and promise of success. The entire scene was surreal. If only I didn’t know the backstory, if only I didn’t know that Cyrus had met Patrick with the help of this woman and Infidelity, I could take everything they said at face value. Now, however, with my knowledge, everything I heard was skewed. 

When the elevator moved, I knew we were moving upward, but how far up or the number of floors. The control panel had only two buttons: O and I. Karen had hit I. When the doors opened, I had the distinct impression we were now at the real Infidelity, the reason for our visit.

We were again met with a large glass desk, a receptionist, and the word Infidelity in beautiful scroll upon the wall behind her. The difference here, versus the other lobby, was that there was only one door beyond this woman and to pass through that door, a security code was required. 

Karen’s office was lovely with a full wall of windows that looked out on the financial district and beyond to the Brooklyn Bridge. While Cyrus and I sat in the two chairs facing the desk, Karen asked, “Would you like anything to drink? Water, tea, coffee, perhaps something stronger?”

They both looked at me. 

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

Karen settled behind her desk and opened a screen on her computer. “Alex Collins, twenty-three years old, soon to be twenty-four, recent graduate of Stanford University, graduated with honors, and currently enrolled at Columbia Law.” Her eyes widened. “Is that you?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Alex, tell me why Infidelity should consider bringing you into our fold.”

I sat straighter on the edge of my seat. “Ms. Flores, I’m not well versed enough with Infidelity to answer that question. I was given a brief synopsis of this company and what it does, but while it may be unusual, I’d prefer to learn more from you. While I’m intrigued, I have my future to consider. Besides the obvious financial benefit, I’d like to know what Infidelity can do for me.”

Karen smiled and sat back against her chair. “Yes, indeed.”

She continued to watch me as the silence grew. Finally, when I didn’t speak, she leaned forward and began, “I’m sure from the brief description that you received you have questions. Miss Collins, let me make this clear, at Infidelity we do not sell sex. That is not what Infidelity is about. I’d like to get that misconception off the table right away. At Infidelity our clients buy class, poise, companionship, and compatibility. Our clients are exclusive and successful. Our employees are confidential and classified. Currently, we have over one hundred employees in extremely high-profile relationships. Whether the client is a CEO, politician, or in the arts, no one, not even their closest friends and family, know where they found their significant other. The beauty of our service is that relationships take time. If a client is high profile, every potential partner is under suspicion. Here at Infidelity, we guarantee that nothing will ever be disclosed. That is one of the reasons that we are very selective as to whom we employ.

“I’ll be honest, Miss Collins. You are many things, but your life goal is what makes you a potential candidate for Infidelity. Yes, you’re beautiful. You’re also young. Youth spurs beauty. I can find beautiful women in every city or town in the country. You’re intelligent. Your education speaks to that. However, we have intelligent employees who were never granted access to institutions such as Stanford. It’s because of your dream for your future that you stand out. 

“I’d venture to say that one day you’d like to be a successful attorney, perhaps even enter the judicial system. You obviously have the résumé, assuming you complete Columbia. Maybe your goal is politics… my point is that you will adhere to our strict code of ethics and confidentiality. If you don’t, it’s your closet that will be decorated for Halloween.”

I nodded. That made sense. “Are your clients as well screened as your employees?”

“Yes.”

“I apologize for repeating myself, but what can Infidelity do for me?”

Karen stood and walked to the front of her desk. Sitting on the edge, she leaned back. “Miss Collins, your background check has just begun. From what I could obtain, it appears you didn’t have financial concerns while at Stanford. Your tuition, as well as monthly payments to your savings and checking accounts, was all paid by a trust fund brokered by the Savannah law firm of Hamilton and Porter. That trust fund is now gone.”

I swallowed and looked from Karen to Cy and back to Karen.

“Miss Collins, that is my business—our business. I know about my clients and about my employees. I don’t share that knowledge, but I make it my business to know.”

“Everything you said is correct,” I confirmed.

“The next natural conclusion is that you’re in need of money. If we broker a mutually beneficial agreement, Infidelity reimburses its employees well. The average employee receives twenty thousand dollars a month for living expenses. You see, it’s important for our employees to fit in with the clients and their world. While all of our clients agree to provide housing, their generosity beyond the basics—very high-end basics—is at their discretion.

“May I assume that twenty thousand dollars a month would be helpful in meeting your tuition expenses?” she asked.

No shit.

“Yes.”

“Beyond that, Miss Collins, while it may not seem as if it would, Infidelity will open doors for you. You’ll be seen with the best of the best. You’ll brush elbows and interact with people who may one day consider you for their law firm or vote on your nomination.”

“And they’ll know that I was—”

“No. No one knows where you and your client met except you, him, and me.” She looked to Cyrus. “Cyrus is officially your sponsor. No one comes to us without one. While he knows that you’re here, no one will inform him of the client who purchases your agreement.” She shrugged. “That said, Cyrus Perry is a smart man. He’ll figure it out, but if he were ever to share that, he would be removed from the Infidelity network.

“That is why you’ll never meet other employees, not in the capacity of colleagues. The few office staff and medical staff with whom you’ll interact are restricted by rather strong do-not-disclose agreements. They’re paid very well to keep secrets and forget who and what they see.”

Just like the house staff at Montague Manor.

“I would venture to guess,” Karen went on, “that you have met clients and employees alike without ever being the wiser. That is the beauty of Infidelity.”

“I-I…” I leaned on the arms of the chair. “…can’t… the man can’t be married.”

Karen smiled and walked back to the other side of the desk. “Cyrus, could you please give Alex and me a couple of hours. Let’s say until three thirty?”

Cy stood and looked at me. “Alex?”

I took a deep breath and slowly released it. “I’m willing to continue this discussion. Thank you, Cy.”

He smiled and turned back to Karen. “Take good care of her. She’s important to Pat and to me.” 

The last part of his sentence sent an unexpected flow through me, bringing warmth to my chilled extremities. 

For the next two hours Karen and I discussed everything that could be expected of me as well as things I deemed unacceptable. Our conversation wasn’t limited to sex, though we did discuss that. We also talked about living conditions and my need to have time for classes and studying. We discussed travel and whether or not I had a passport. We discussed schedules and domestic responsibilities. 

She even asked me about my preferences when dating. What I liked or looked for in a man. It often seemed as though I was completing a profile for an online dating service. I agreed to a photo session after our interview. Pictures were needed for my file. 

“Each employee is given one client,” Karen explained. “As you could assume, if a client is assigned to an agreement and it doesn’t work out, if we then assigned that same employee to another client and the two clients know one another, it would be easy for the second client’s confidentiality to be compromised. Therefore, we do our best to make compatible matches. 

She straightened her shoulders. “I’m rarely wrong.”

“I don’t have any say in who…”

“No, Miss Collins. That would require your reviewing client’s profiles. You’ll be introduced to one client and one client only.” She pulled a three-page agreement from a folder and laid it on her desk. 

The agreement was already completed with my name and today’s date. 

“If you sign this agreement of intent, you’ll be agreeing to a medical examination and psychological evaluation, to be completed today. Contingent upon the results of those evaluations, by signing this agreement you also agree to a one-year relationship with the client to whom you are assigned. One year from the date you are contacted with your assignment, you and the client must mutually agree to continue the relationship or the relationship will be discontinued. 

“The only exception to this rule, the only way it could be voided, is physical abuse. To date that has never happened with Infidelity. As I’ve said, we research our clients. However, I’ll give you a card with a number. If abuse is ever an issue, call the number on the card, not the local authorities. This exception makes null and void your length of contract, and removes you from our employment with financial compensation, but it does not remove you from the nondisclosure or confidentiality of Infidelity. Is that clear?”

“Yes.”

She pointed to a clause on page two. “Then please initial here.”

“During the agreed-upon one year,” Karen went on, “you agree to keep yourself monogamous with your client. That means that you will not date or have relations with another man or woman. Doing so could create a media scandal for your client. We’ve never had bad press and we don’t want to start. With some clients, the introduction of a significant other is best handled slowly. With others it is done on a faster schedule, like ripping off a Band-Aid. We have a public relations department that helps each client with his or her own unique situation.”

“Her?” I asked.

“Yes, our clients are both men and women. Our employees are both men and women. Do you agree to being faithful to your client for one year?”

I began to wonder how many of the people I’d met or people I’d seen on television or in social media were in fact clients and employees of Infidelity.

“Miss Collins?”

“Yes, I agree.”

“Are you currently in a relationship?”

While I should have thought of Bryce and the announcement Alton had planned to make at my party, my mind went to Nox.

“No, I’m not.”

She pointed again. “Please initial here.”

As I read through the agreement, the increased moisture of my palms made the pen in my grasp more difficult to hold. Nevertheless, I did hold it and I did initial. When we came to the final line, the one asking for my full legal signature, I took a deep breath and penned: Alexandria Collins. After all, if I were to own this decision, Alexandria would be coming along for the ride. 

A few hours later, Karen escorted me down the secret elevator. 

“Alex, I’ll be in touch with you. I know that your classes will be beginning shortly. This process takes time. We won’t have the results of your evaluations for at least a few days. After that, the pairing, while not rocket science, is an arduous procedure. Infidelity’s success is contingent upon a successful coupling. It could take weeks or longer if the perfect client has yet to join our organization. Please do not contact me. I’ll contact you. Once we learn the results of your evaluations, I’ll inform you of your employment status. Other than your reimbursement for your time today, financial compensation begins then. The five thousand dollars for today will appear in your bank account in the next three to five business days. We thank you for your time.”

“Thank you, Ms. Flores.”

We shook hands as she left me alone to enter the main elevator. With each floor of my descent, I wavered in my resolve. Twenty-four hours ago I’d never heard of Infidelity. Forty-eight hours ago I was walking away from Montague Manor. I straightened my shoulders. Alton and Adelaide would never know how I’d ensured my education. They’d never know that I’d sold myself. All they’d know is that I went to Columbia and they were never burdened with the bill. In my mind, my defiance of their plan gave my decision credence. 

Twenty thousand dollars per month for one year with no expense for rent. Even if I needed to purchase essentials, I could save money. I already had a decent wardrobe. After only one year, I could ensure my tuition at Columbia, not just for the rest of this year, but also for the entire three years of the program. 

When I stepped into the lobby Patrick and Cy were both there. Their questioning gazes asked what they couldn’t verbally. 

Patrick wrapped me in a hug. “Hey, little cousin, how are you?”

I shrugged. “I think I’m all right.”

Cy smiled at us. “I know a great little piano bar. Who’d like a drink?”

“Me,” Patrick and I said in unison. 
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UNDER THE LIGHTS of my private gym, the small beads of perspiration glistened on my skin. Faster and faster I pushed as sweat coated my body, saturating my shirt and shorts. Harder, quicker, one more mile… the internal commands kept me moving, kept my feet in rhythm as I continued my workout. Sometimes I wondered who I punished the most—me or the treadmill. I knew the treadmill wasn’t a person, yet sometimes I thought of it that way. 

I’d assign it a name and beat it into submission: each slap of my foot was a mark, each pounding mile was the pushing of my designated person’s limits. Allowing my mind to imagine while experiencing the physical exertion was socially more acceptable than the actual acts I envisioned. The law frowned upon bondage and corporal punishment. As CFO, senior vice president, and heir apparent of Demetri Enterprises, acting out my desires in real life would meet more than the law’s disapproval. My father, Oren Demetri, CEO and president of Demetri Enterprises, would head the line to cast the first stone. 

It didn’t matter that I’d spent the last six years learning the ins and outs of every company in the Demetri Enterprises portfolio. I knew the CEOs, as well as their assistants, by name. I knew which ones made profits and which ones reported losses, quarterly as well as annually. I knew the extent of our investment and the margin on our returns. 

My father would tell anyone who’d listen how he’d built Demetri Enterprises from nothing. He’d talk about his great ability, even at a young age, and how others had used it for their benefit. Then he’d bore the listener with his one-man rendition recounting his subjugated life of underappreciation, until the day he decided enough was enough and he deserved the benefits of his abilities—the day Demetri Enterprises was conceived. 

In all of Oren’s grand speech, he’d forget to mention how it all nearly came crashing down. He wouldn’t admit that he was unprepared for the crash that brought Wall Street to its knees. Experts have argued that it hadn’t been as bad as Black Monday in 1987; the difference was that the crash that almost ended Demetri Enterprises lasted longer. 

Talking heads discussed the loss of paper wealth versus real wealth. That comparison was indistinguishable when margins were called and there was nothing to give. With financial institutions closing their doors and the unemployment rate soaring, panic became the norm. 

Not long out of graduate school, it was my knowledge and understanding of the financial climate that kept Demetri from scrumming to the same fate as many other companies. My father may have birthed Demetri, he may have manhandled his way through board meetings and backroom agreements, but I had the education, knew the history, and worked my ass off to keep it solvent. 

While Oren swam his way out of a bottle, I worked the new environment. It was a different terrain. Not unnavigable. 

That’s not to say I didn’t take risks—I did. With me, Demetri Enterprises diversified. Every decision was calculated. It was a time when few businesses were investing. Therefore, even small investments were made with painstaking analysis. I didn’t approach an opportunity because someone in a dark room of a private club told me I should. I scrutinized the data, the market, the climate, everything. Not only did Demetri survive, it was now stronger than ever. 

That dedication to Demetri Enterprises cost me more than I ever imagined. I sold a part of my soul and lost her in the process. Would it have made it better if Oren had acknowledged my sacrifice? It wouldn’t have brought Jocelyn back.

One more mile. Just one more. 

The calves of my legs protested and my breathing labored, but the clock on the wall told me I had time. That’s what waking before the sun will do. It provided more hours of productive time—hours that others wasted in bed. I will have accomplished a ten-mile run, cleared the demons from my head—the ones that gathered in the night—and still be in the office before half of our employees. 

Since Jo, the name I called Jocelyn, I didn’t waste time. I never slept late, never took my mind off the prize—with one exception. One week. My one true taste of what life could’ve been. I’d forgotten what happiness was, and now that I remembered, I wished I didn’t.

Although I still checked my private cell phone daily for any sign of communication, in what remained of my heart I knew it wouldn’t come. The first day and even the second after Del Mar, I’d hoped. Charli had shaken my world, made me forget who I was and what I believed. She’d also made me forget that hope was nothing but a vindictive bastard that took up residence inside and gave a false promise of something outside of your control. 

In one short week, she’d made me forget that life was about control. Only I can control my own destiny. For a sliver of time I let myself have hope. With each passing day, I saw my error and worked to put that vindictive bastard back in the steel lined box it deserved. 

In hindsight, I should never have allowed myself that luxury. I should have seen the signs. I knew them all too well. Shit, I carried them. They were banners written in a language that only those who share in it can read. There was a sadness and a drive in Charli’s beautiful golden eyes, that I recognized and understood. We never said more, never shared our demons. We played by our rules. 

That didn’t mean I didn’t see her ghosts lurking and watching. I saw hers because I knew mine. Just like the companies and Demetri Enterprise investments, I knew the names of my ghosts. My prize for surviving, when Jo didn’t, would be that one day my ghosts would experience a punishment that only I could deliver. If Charli dreamt of the same fate for her ghosts, I understood how she was too focused to remember Del Mar. 

Beep, beep, beep.

The treadmill’s speed slowed and the incline decreased. A five-minute cooldown and I’d get ready for the office. As my steps slowed, I tried to think about the screen on the wall—the television broadcasting the latest financial news from the European markets. I willed myself to concentrate on the financial crisis in Greece. Hell, I even thought about what I’d eat for breakfast. 

None of it stuck. They were but fleeting thoughts as the scent of Charli’s auburn hair filled my senses—the sweet aroma as she slept, her back against my chest, my chin on her head, her soft curves wrapped in my arms, and her firm ass rubbing against me. Instead of running and pushing my legs for that last half-mile, when I closed my eyes, I was easing into her tight pussy, feeling her warmth as her body hugged me, contracting in warm waves. 

Beep, beep, beep.

Fuck!

Not only would my shower be cold again this morning, but my legs wouldn’t be the only part of me getting a workout. Jacking off just got moved to the top of my morning schedule. I should have known. Since Del Mar it had become a permanent staple in my routine. 
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I’D TEXTED ISAAC, my driver, to be outside of the building at seven o’clock. Traffic was beginning to build and leaving early could save me as much as twenty minutes on the nearly eight-mile drive. It all depended upon the backup on the FDR. 

I hadn’t looked at Isaac’s response until I was in the elevator. Every morning it was the same: YES, SIR, MR. DEMETRI, I WILL BE WAITING. That was why I was surprised when I read today’s.

Isaac: “MR. DEMETRI, MRS. WITT INSISTED ON ACCOMPANYING YOU TO THE OFFICE TODAY. SHE IS WAITING IN THE CAR.”

What the fuck?

Mrs. Witt wasn’t my housekeeper as Charli had surmised. Even Deloris laughed when I told her that. Deloris Witt was the head of my security. She wasn’t the muscle. Those were the people she hired. She was the brains. With a CIA background and computer skills that rivaled some of the best hackers in the world, she was the one who kept me informed on all things Demetri Enterprises. Hell, she kept me informed on all things Lennox Demetri. 

We had a regularly scheduled appointment every Monday morning. During that time she briefed me on everything I would need to know during the upcoming week. Today wasn’t Monday. It was Wednesday.

Deloris was more than the brains behind my security, she was one of the few people I considered a friend. Jocelyn introduced us, and after I lost my wife, Deloris was the only one who understood. Although there wasn’t enough of an age difference, Deloris had thought of Jocelyn as a daughter. Since Jo’s family shut me out, and my family didn’t care, Deloris Witt was the one who acknowledged my loss—our loss. Sometimes I wondered if her current devotion was because of me or because of Jo. Either way, it was there. 

Deloris had been with me in Del Mar because of the sensitive meetings scheduled during that trip and because she had family in the area. As the head of my security, she’d kept my detail intact and out of sight. As my friend, she’d been elated that I was interested in someone. It was impossible for her two roles not to meet.

From the time I met Charli at the pool in Del Mar, until hours before she entered the presidential suite, I had no doubt that Mrs. Witt knew everything about her. I didn’t need to ask. If she hadn’t known or had learned anything that she felt would be detrimental, she would have suggested I cancel the first dinner. Instead she made menu suggestions and helped. 

Although I was curious when I asked the front desk to deliver flowers to Charli’s room and learned there was no one by that name listed in their reservation, I never asked Deloris for more information. Even after Charli ran off, I sought out Chelsea myself. I wanted to learn about Charli with an i from the fascinating golden-eyed beauty herself. 

After the first night, after I found Charli in her suite, I specifically told Deloris that I didn’t want to know any more. The mystery of Charli was part of her allure. 

“Good morning, Mr. Demetri. It’s going to be another warm one.” The doorman greeted me as he opened the door to the street. I didn’t need the weather app on my phone. I had Hudson.

Instead of replying, I simply nodded, letting Hudson know that I’d heard. I was too preoccupied with the reason Deloris was in the backseat of my car.

Hudson was right, as usual. Humid air blanketed me as I exited the cool building, instantly plastering my starched shirt to my skin beneath my suit jacket. The semi-circular drive only held a few cars at once. That limitation often required drivers or taxis to idle out on the street and be called when the riders were ready for pick-up. Isaac was never on the street. If I said I’d be present at seven o’clock, I meant six fifty-five. I never wondered as I stepped onto the brick walkway if Isaac would be there. He always was. 

When I saw the large car, I knew it was Isaac, even though he wasn’t driving my usual Mercedes. Instead, he had one of the Demetri Enterprises limousines. The change in vehicle set my nerves on alert. Something was going down and whatever it was Deloris wanted to discuss it privately. 

Stepping from the driver’s seat, Isaac met me at the backseat door. “Sir, good morning. Did you receive my text?”

“Good morning, Isaac. I did. I see Mrs. Witt wasn’t comfortable in the sedan.”

“No, sir,” he answered as he opened my door. 

I tried to read Deloris’s expression as I sat, but with her experience she was a master of non-disclosure. 

Once the door was closed and we began to move, she began, “Mr. Demetri, I considered calling you last night, and then I decided this information was best shared in person.”

“You have my curiosity piqued. Is it Oren? Did he do something?”

“No, sir.” She uncharacteristically took a moment to consider her words. 

“Mrs. Witt…” When she addressed me as Mr. Demetri, it meant the matter was strictly business. “…out with it.”

“It’s about Infidelity.”

I clenched my teeth. I hated that company. Demetri Enterprises was one of its biggest investors. I wished I could blame my father for that one, say that he got involved one late night in a high-stakes poker game and ended up with a company that sold companionship, but I couldn’t. It was all me. It had nothing to do with the business itself. What I saw was a financial opportunity and took it. Demetri Enterprises was involved from the ground level of Infidelity and that partnership had netted us millions. My biggest fear was that one day the companionship side of Infidelity would be made public. The name, Infidelity, was bad enough. The exclusive website portion was a great cover and actually profitable. It was the companionship side that bothered me. Ashley Madison had been hacked. Infidelity could be too. 

On more than one occasion, I voiced my concerns to Deloris. She agreed that while anything was possible, she personally worked with Infidelity techs to ensure that the latest firewalls and preventive measures were constantly in place. 

“Was it compromised?” I asked, my question coming out more as a growl while I forced my shallow breaths to enter and exit from my nose. 

“No, sir. The information is secure. It’s something else. Something that I found yesterday.” 

She handed me a large manila envelope.

Releasing the clasp, I pulled out a picture, one printed on standard white paper. The medium made the photo grainy but that didn’t stop me from recognizing the woman. I knew her immediately, every inch of her. 

“What the fuck?” I asked as I checked the envelope for more information. “What does Charli have to do with Infidelity? How the fuck…?” I couldn’t make the necessary mental connections to form articulate questions. 

“I have more,” Mrs. Witt said. “I have her profile. But I thought maybe you might not want… well, you’d said you didn’t.”

“She has a profile?” I asked in disbelief.

“Yes, it was just created yesterday. From what I’ve seen, she was interviewed yesterday by Karen Flores. Ms. Flores’s comments were favorable. Her recommendation was to accept… umm… Charli’s application for employment, contingent upon the results of her medical and psychological evaluations. Miss Charli signed the agreement of intent.”

I turned my head to the window, trying to tether the rage flowing rapidly through my system. If this were a man delivering this news, I might very well have punched him, but it wasn’t. 

“Lennox,” Mrs. Witt said in a more placating tone. “I found this before it was forwarded to anyone. No clients have been considered. Besides the customary employees—doctor, psychologist, Karen, photographer, and assistants—no one knows about this. All of those people are bound by confidentiality.”

“How? Why?”

“I’m not sure of how, other than that a gentleman named Cyrus Perry is her sponsor.”

“Cyrus Perry, that name sounds vaguely familiar.”

“He’s not employed by Demetri or any of its subsidiaries. I’ll look further into him,” she said as she scribbled a note in the margin of her notebook. 

“Why?”

“From the profile, it appears as though she has had a recent loss of financial stability. She had a trust fund that’s now gone. She’s recently been accepted…” Deloris’s voice trailed away. “I’m sorry. I’ve probably already said more than you wanted to know.”

“She’s been accepted…?”

“To Columbia Law.”

Columbia Law School is here. Charli’s here in Manhattan.

“This profile was completed yesterday?” I asked. “Blocks from my office?” Infidelity had expanded to numerous locations throughout the country, yet Charli had been blocks from me.

“Yes, sir.”

If she had financial problems she should have called me. Why the fuck didn’t she call me? Did she delete my number? My jaw clenched and unclenched. Silence prevailed as my thoughts swirled. They were a tornado, a violent cyclone capable of massive destruction. Clenching my teeth, I tried to calm them, at least a little. 

Finally, Mrs. Witt asked, “Would you like me to call Ms. Flores?”

And what? Tell her to reject Charli? If she’d been willing to do this for money, what would she do if this didn’t work? As much as I hated Infidelity, the people there did a good job of insuring the health and wealth of their employees as well as the anonymity of their clients.

“No, Deloris. Give me Ms. Flores’s direct number. I’ll call her.”

“Sir, I don’t need to remind you that using your office or home phone…”

“No, you don’t.” 

Deloris reached into her purse and pulled out a flip phone. “This is a burner.”

I nodded. “Thank you. Thank you for bringing this directly to me.”

“Her profile?”

I sighed. “I would assume that if I asked Ms. Flores about Charli she wouldn’t know who I was speaking about?”

“That’s correct. The name on the profile is Alexandria Collins.”

Alexandria Collins? 

Where the hell did Charli come from?

As memories of Del Mar and 101 settled the storm in my head, I began to form a plan. “This conversation never occurred, and after I speak to Ms. Flores, Alexandria Collins’s profile will be deleted permanently. Can you take care of that for me?”

“Yes, sir.”
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AS I LAY in bed, the quiet apartment did nothing to ease my laziness that minute by minute was augmented by self-pity. It was after eleven in the morning and the one thing I wanted to do was call Chelsea. I kept thinking about the time difference and knew she’d be awake now. I wanted to talk to her and confess what I’d done. Patrick and Cy had been supportive and encouraging throughout last night, but they weren’t Chelsea, weren’t my best friend. They didn’t know me like she did. No one did. 

I couldn’t call. Speaking to her about Infidelity would be a breach of the agreement. 

I couldn’t even discuss the specifics last night with Cy and Patrick, and they knew about Infidelity. Even without my saying much, it was clear they both understood my ongoing inner turmoil. One minute, I was happy that I’d found a solution and law school was secure. During those moments, I wanted to hug Patrick and Cy. Then, five minutes later, I was mortified at the solution I’d accepted. I questioned my decision: maybe I should have looked around more for another job or I could have spoken to the bursar’s office at Columbia about student loans. 

It was as I lay in bed that I began to worry about my client. What if I didn’t like him? What if he didn’t like me? What if I ended up being the first exception to Infidelity’s abuse clause? What if he wasn’t my type? Though I’d answered a very intense and extensive list of questions, was that really enough to accurately pair me with someone I’d never met?

I also wondered about my apartment. I didn’t know if I should keep it or call and break the lease. Housing was mandatory for Infidelity. My client would provide it, and more than likely it would be with him. Then again, just because I was required to live with this unknown man, having a place of my own sounded nice. After all, my apartment was near campus. I could use it as a place to study. With a monthly salary of twenty thousand dollars, the apartment’s rent of three thousand was no longer an issue. 

I stared at the ceiling. As tears dripped like a leaky faucet from the corners of my eyes, I wondered if I could do this. At this moment, getting out of bed seemed a monumental effort. How could I follow through? My pillow was damp, but I made no attempt to hold back my tears. I contemplated curling into a ball and never moving. I’d tried that before, but no matter where I hid, Jane always found me. 

With each passing minute my sense of loathing grew. Every ounce of the repugnant emotion was directed at myself. I’d done this. I’d betrayed everything I’d ever stood for. I lied to myself, thinking that Alex was an improvement over Alexandria. She wasn’t. She was worse. I’d made this decision. It wasn’t done to me. 

Adelaide and Alton had been right about one thing: they knew Alexandria would sell herself given the right incentive. They just didn’t realize I would sell myself to a stranger. 

Would I be better off back at Montague Manor with Bryce?

The ringing of my phone shattered the silent air, stilled my interior monologue, and pulled me from my funk. The number flashing on the screen was unknown. I suddenly worried that it was Bryce. Why hadn’t I programmed his name in my phone before I deleted his text messages?

Wiping my eyes, I made the decision that I was done hiding. It never worked when I was young; it wouldn’t work now. I sat up and steeled my shoulders. Exhaling a deep breath, I answered on the fourth ring, barely saving the caller from my voicemail. “Hello.”

“Miss Collins?”

The voice wasn’t Bryce’s. It was a woman. “Yes, this is she,” I replied as my mind came to life with the possible identity of the caller: someone from Columbia—Alton had withdrawn my tuition, someone about my apartment—they needed to see me. I hadn’t had the chance to reach the correct possibility before the woman spoke. 

“Miss Collins, this is Karen Flores from Infidelity. We spoke yesterday.”

Did she really think I’d forgotten?

“Yes, Ms. Flores, I remember.” Maybe I failed the exam? Probably the psychological one. They thought I was too crazy to be someone’s companion. If I had failed, I wondered if I’d be relieved or upset. 

“Miss Collins, this is highly unusual. However, I need you to come to the office immediately.” 

“Immediately?”

“As soon as you can get here. How soon could that be?”

I hadn’t moved since last night. After the piano bar, Cy, Patrick, and I went to dinner. By that time, I’d consumed a few too many martinis. It wasn’t my drink of choice, mostly because I wasn’t used to them. After dinner, we came back to the apartment and Patrick poured me more than one glass of wine. The alcohol had undoubtedly been my coping mechanism, helping me come to terms with the decisions I’d made. I was getting closer to becoming Adelaide day by day.

Considering the circumstances, I decided I had the right to overindulge. That was fine then. Now I reeked of stale booze and needed a shower. “I’m afraid it will take me a few hours.”

“This is extremely important. Be here by one.”

Shit! That is in two hours.

“Yes, I can do that. Ms. Flores?”

“Yes?”

“Is there a problem with my application?”

“We’ll discuss it in person.” The line went dead. 

Reflexively, I tapped the first four numbers of Chelsea’s cell number. That was all it took to have her full number, name, and smiling face on my screen. Before I hit the green icon, I remembered that I couldn’t tell her about Infidelity or ask her what to do. The sense of loneliness surrounded me as I deleted the numbers and called Patrick.

“I don’t know,” he said. “That didn’t happen to me. I told you it was about three weeks before I was introduced…”

I sighed. “Well, I’d better get cleaned up and go.”

“Yes,” he confirmed. “Don’t be late and let me know what happens.”

“I will,” I said, disconnecting the call. Talking to Patrick didn’t ease my nerves. If anything, it made them worse. My stomach twisted as I worked to make myself less of a hungover, depressed excuse for a human and more of the confident put-together woman who’d been at Infidelity yesterday. 

I had no idea what to wear. I wished I could wear the suit I’d worn the day before, but that wouldn’t do. My clothing choices were limited. The movers weren’t going to get my things from California until tomorrow. All that I had with me were the clothes I’d taken to Savannah. 

With my clean hair—smelling like shampoo instead of old alcohol—pulled back into a low ponytail and my best attempt at reproducing Andrew’s makeup, I decided to wear a simple sleeveless navy sheath dress and navy pumps. If the dress had a jacket it would be very Jackie O. Luckily, I’d packed it with Montague Manor dining protocol in mind. 

That made me laugh. 

Well, thank you, Mother, for your ridiculous dress code. If you weren’t of that disposition, I wouldn’t have the proper attire to meet with my new pimp.

That sounded brash, even inside my own head, but I couldn’t think of a good argument to refute any of it. 

As the taxi approached 17 State Street, I rubbed my moist palms over my dress for the hundredth time and looked at my watch. The traffic was worse than it’d been yesterday, or maybe it was just my imagination. Either way, I was pushing my deadline when I raced into the lobby and pushed the up button in need of an elevator. 

There were so many elevators in New York. I wondered if anyone knew the exact number. There was the elevator in Patrick’s building and the one here. I could go an entire week in Palo Alto and never ride one elevator. I didn’t mind steps. That said, steps to a third floor and steps to the thirty-seventh were two different things. 

“Miss Collins—” I began to say to the receptionist sitting behind the large desk for Infidelity when she lifted her hand and stopped my words. 

She pushed a button near her ear and spoke into a Bluetooth, “Ms. Flores, Miss Collins has arrived.” She lifted her eyes to me. “She’ll be right out.”

I was certain that I was paranoid, but Karen’s greeting was less friendly than it seemed yesterday. I didn’t say anything until we were behind her closed office door. When we were, I asked, “Is there a problem? Have I done something wrong?”

Maybe someone heard me talking to Cy and Patrick. I worried about my five thousand dollars. I needed that money. Even if I was going to be told that I didn’t meet the criteria for Infidelity, I’d already made mental plans for the interview money.

Karen sat and adjusted her shoulders. “No, Miss Collins. You haven’t done anything wrong. Your pairing has moved with record speed.”

My heart stopped beating as the blood drained from my face and settled in my stomach. “M-My pairing?”

She had a black pen in her hand and twisted it as she spoke. “Yes. Today is the first day of your one-year commitment, the first day of your agreement.”

“I-I thought maybe you called me here to reject me.”

“No, Miss Collins. You are officially an Infidelity employee, and I have strict instructions for you.” She took a deep breath, stood, and walked to my side of the desk. Looking down, she continued, “Your agreement has been sold. The client paid not only the first and last month’s fee, but in order to expedite the process, he paid a rather large bonus. A percentage of that will be added to your first month’s salary.” 

The butterflies in my stomach turned into full-grown bats. 

Oh my God, this is happening.

“H-He’s not married, is he?” It was the first question that popped into my mind. 

“No. Your hard limits were taken into consideration.”

“Is he… is he nice?” 

Karen’s upper lip disappeared momentarily between her teeth before she answered. “Your client’s name is Mr. Demetri. He asked that I not say any more. Mr. Demetri is a very decisive man who knows what he wants. Alex, he wants you, and now he has you, for one year. Granted, I do not know him the way you will get to know him, but nice isn’t an adjective I’ve often heard associated with Mr. Demetri. I’ve only spoken to him on the telephone, but I’ve seen his picture. He’s handsome, refined, and well-mannered. He’s also high profile. He knows what’s at stake.” She reached back on her desk and picked up a card. “This is the card I promised you yesterday. I don’t believe it will be necessary, and, as I told you, it has never been needed in the history of Infidelity; however, you should keep it. It’s your safety net.”

My eyes widened as I reached for the card. Gripping was increasingly difficult with my trembling fingers. As I dropped the card in my purse, I asked, “Is he in New York? I can’t be somewhere else. Maybe I should withdraw my application?”

“Miss Collins, Mr. Demetri is aware of your law-school obligations. He’s an important man and has set his sights on you. From today until this date a year from now, for lack of a better phrase, Mr. Demetri owns you. When you signed the agreement yesterday afternoon, you forfeited the ability to withdraw.”

“W-What do I do?”

“Whatever he tells you to do.”

The thundering of my heart threatened to drown out her words. 

Whatever he tells you to do.

I fought to breathe, to take in deep breaths. “Will he contact me?”

She handed me a piece of paper, a Post-it note. Really? On the small yellow square was a telephone number. I recognized the Manhattan area code of 646. It was the same as Patrick’s. “You are to call him.”

“H-He wants me to call him?”

“Now.”

“Now?” I asked, staring at the ten numbers. 

“Miss Collins, I didn’t take the order as a request when I was given the instructions. Neither should you.”

My mouth dried as perspiration coated my skin. “You want me to call him right now, here… in front of you?”

She nodded. 

Shit!

“May I please have a drink of water?”

Karen stepped to a sideboard and poured a glass of water. The silver metal pitcher was covered in droplets of condensation. Next she opened a cabinet, removed a crystal decanter with amber liquid, and poured a finger into another tumbler. 

“Here,” she said, handing me both glasses. 

“Thank you.” I placed the strong-smelling liquid on a nearby table and took a long drink of the water. Placing the empty glass next to what I assumed was whiskey, I removed my phone from my purse and began to dial. 

6- My fingers shook. 4- Patrick’s name came to the screen. 6- I took a deep breath. 5- My screen read: NOX- PRIVATE NUMBER. 

My eyes widened as they simultaneously blurred with tears. 

“No.” My head moved from side to side as the barely audible word hung in the air. 

I looked at the yellow Post-it and back to my screen. It was the same number. 

My phone fell to my lap as I sucked in a breath and held tightly to my lower lip. “I-I can’t. I can’t call this number.” If I did I was breaking our rule. If I did I’d have to face him. It wouldn’t be like it was at Del Mar. This would be different. I would need him and he’d know it. “Please, Ms. Flores, please let me back out of my agreement. You don’t even need to pay me for yesterday. We’ll just call it a mistake, and I promise I won’t tell a soul.”

“Miss Collins, Mr. Demetri is waiting for your call.”

The words she’d said earlier rang through my mind. He set his sights on you. For the next year, he owns you.

I didn’t need to dial any more numbers; all I needed to do was touch the little green icon next to his name. 

Oh fuck. I’m going to open the door.

I pushed it. 

“Charli.” The deep, velvety voice came through my phone, sending shivers down my spine.

I reached for the whiskey and swallowed.

“Nox,” I replied, trying my best to sound confident.

“Mr. Demetri.” His tone held no emotion. “The rules have changed.”

 

 

The end of Betrayal…
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“MR. DEMETRI?” I couldn’t process, couldn’t do much more than to repeat his words. In only a matter of minutes I’d become a parrot, not the strong, confident woman I wanted to project. 

“Yes, Miss Collins. New rules… my rules. You should say thank you.”

I squeezed the phone tighter. The whiskey running through my veins had worked to still my trembling but had done little to slow my rapid heartbeat. I closed my eyes, trying to remember the man at Del Mar. His tone didn’t match.

“Miss Collins, I told you to say thank you.”

I wasn’t sure if it was hearing his deep voice again or the difference in his demeanor, but my tattered nerves were ping-ponging between an emotional breakdown and a hysterical fit of laughter. I looked up at Karen, unsure if she could hear. When she nodded, I knew she did. 

He owns you. Whatever he tells you to do.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“By calling my number you broke our rule. I told you once before how I’d respond if you ever again broke one of my rules. Do you remember?”

I remembered. I also remembered he hadn’t been specific. Now didn’t seem like the time to mention that. My chin dropped to my chest.

“Nox, please.”

“Mr. Demetri. Don’t make me repeat myself. Listen closely. This is exactly what you will do.” 

I swallowed. The rush of blood coursing through my ears, my injured pride, and the multiple rebuttals forming in my head and gathering at the tip of my tongue, all worked together to dim the volume of his words. Nevertheless, as the Infidelity employee I now was, I did as my client said and listened. 

“Go down to the street. My driver is waiting. His name is Isaac, and he’ll recognize you.”

“I-I—”

“Miss Collins, your opportunity for negotiation has passed. It’s time for our reunion. I paid handsomely for it.”

I might have thought it before, but now it was official: Nox owned me. 

I might have sold my soul, but by the way my insides clenched at the velvet voice, I knew that my soul wasn’t the only commodity Nox had purchased. 

After he finished speaking, I sat statuesque, holding the phone, waiting for anything, a goodbye, something. Instead, silence prevailed. When I turned the screen toward me I saw only his name and knew he’d hung up. 

Oh shit! Now what do I do?

As if reading my mind, Karen handed me the glass with the remaining whiskey, nodded, and said, “Whatever he tells you to do.”
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“He owns you. Whatever he tells you to do, you do”.

 

 

One year. No future. A past that won’t go away.

 

 

Lennox “Nox” Demetri broke his own rule by making a deal. It may not have been directly with the devil, but that doesn’t mean Satan himself isn’t watching. Was it fate that brought Charli into his life and his bed? What will happen when rules are broken and secrets are revealed?

 

“New rules… my rules.”

 

Alex “Charli” Collins found pleasure with Nox like she’d never known. That was before she knew his last name. Now that Infidelity is involved and the rules have changed, what will result when real life and fantasy collide? 

 

Is it really cheating if you’re doing it to yourself?

 

From New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Aleatha Romig comes a sexy, new dominant hero who knows what he wants and a strong-willed heroine who has plans of her own. With classic Aleatha Romig twists, turns, deceptions, and devotions, the depth of this new, epic dark romance reaches new levels and will have readers swooning one minute and screaming the next. 

 

Have you been Aleatha’d?

 

CUNNING is a full-length novel, over 360 pages, and the second of five books in the INFIDELITY series.

 

 

Infidelity - it isn’t what you think.
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“MR. DEMETRI?” I couldn’t process more than to repeat his words. I was a parrot, not the strong confident woman I wanted to project. 

“Yes, Miss Collins. New rules… my rules. You should say thank you.”

I squeezed the phone tighter. The whiskey running through my veins had lessened my trembling but done little to slow my rapid heartbeat. I closed my eyes, trying to remember the man from Del Mar. The tone didn’t match.

“Miss Collins, I said to say thank you.”

I wasn’t sure if it was hearing his deep voice again or the difference in his demeanor, but my tattered nerves were ping-ponging between an emotional breakdown and a hysterical fit of laughter. I looked up at Karen, unsure if she could hear. When she nodded, I knew she could. 

He owns you. Whatever he tells you to do.

“Thank you,” I whispered, though unsure what I was thanking him for.

“By calling my number you broke our rule. I’ve mentioned I don’t like to repeat myself, as well as how I’d respond if you ever again broke one of my rules. Do you remember?”

I remembered, but he hadn’t said specifically what he’d do. Now didn’t seem like the time to mention that. My chin dropped to my chest as I exhaled.

“Nox, please.”

He cleared his throat. “Mr. Demetri. Listen closely. This is exactly what you will do.” 

I swallowed. The rush of blood coursing through my ears, my injured pride, and the multiple rebuttals forming in my head all worked together to dim the volume of his words. Nevertheless, I listened.

“Go down to the street. My driver is waiting. His name is Isaac, and he’ll recognize you.”

“I-I—”

“Miss Collins, your opportunity to negotiate has passed. It’s time for our reunion. I paid handsomely for it.”

I may have thought it before, but now it was official: Nox owned me. I’d sold my soul, but by the way my insides clenched, I knew that my companionship wasn’t the only commodity Nox purchased. 

After he finished speaking, I sat statuesque, holding the phone, waiting for anything, a goodbye, something. Instead, silence prevailed. When I turned the screen toward me only his name remained. He’d hung up. 

Oh shit! Now what do I do?

As if reading my mind, Karen handed me the glass with the remaining whiskey, nodded, and said, “Whatever he tells you to do.”

I took the glass and drained the contents. 

Fire. 

As I closed my eyes, tears teetered on the lids, and my lips burned. The liquor scorched everything in its wake. From my tongue to my throat, the heat left a blistering trail all the way to my stomach. And then the fire dimmed. Warmth radiated to my fingers and toes, leaving me calmer than only moments before.

Karen took the glass from my hand and asked, “Would you like another?”

Would I? Would I like to be so drunk when I reached Nox’s car that I wouldn’t process the shame that overwhelmed me? The idea that he, the one man I’d wanted, knew what I’d done was almost unconscionable. I’d told him I didn’t sleep around, and yet he’d just purchased a year with me. If I had another drink, maybe then when I awoke in the morning, I wouldn’t remember our reunion, the one he paid handsomely for. 

I looked up at Karen’s face. This was her job, what she did day after day. Yet the confident demeanor I’d witnessed yesterday was gone. In her eyes was something between pity and fear. 

“Ms. Flores,” I asked, “has Mr. Demetri been a client before?”

Her shoulders straightened. “All of our clients are covered by our confidentiality clause. I’m not at liberty to discuss Mr. Demetri with you any further than what we’ve already exchanged.”

“That for the next year he owns me,” I repeated her earlier words. “But yesterday you said this could take weeks. How? How did we go from weeks to less than twenty-four hours?”

Karen dismissively walked back to her chair. “Thank you, Alex, for coming to Infidelity. You don’t need to return until your one-year anniversary. We’ll be in contact with you and Mr. Demetri as that date approaches.”

I stood, my volume rising with me. “What about training… or hell, I don’t know…?” The whiskey gave me strength. “…therapy? Surely, a company as successful…” I used air quotes. “…as Infidelity has some plan or program to help its employees, to ensure we don’t mess up or go insane.”

“You’re a Stanford grad and a Columbia Law student. Figure it out.”

My forehead lengthened as my jaw dropped. “Figure it out? Figure it out? I feel like I’m being thrown to the wolves.”

“Just one wolf, Miss Collins, and you’re not being thrown. You walked in here of your own volition. You will walk back out of here to your client’s waiting driver the same way—with your head held high. And you will not mention Infidelity to anyone—today or ever. You and Mr. Demetri are now a couple. When you’re in public, you are his.” She stood and leaned forward with her hands on the desk. “When you are in private, you are his. Currently, you’re making his driver wait. I don’t know Mr. Demetri well, but I’d venture to guess that he doesn’t like to wait. I’d also venture to guess from what I overhead that you do know Mr. Demetri, don’t you?”

It was my turn to be defensive. “Why, Ms. Flores, I thought that it was your job to know all.”

“Tick-tock. Your client is waiting. Your income will be deposited soon.” She lifted a brow. “You’re the employee; don’t forget that.”

I reached for my purse and turned to leave. 

“Miss Collins?”

When I spun back, Karen’s expression had softened.

“I wish you luck.”

Luck?

“Thank you,” I said, straightening my neck. I’m going to need it. I didn’t say the last part aloud. Instead, I left her office with my head held high and found my way back to the secret elevator. Thankfully a badge wasn’t needed to go down as it was to go up. 

As the doors closed, I collapsed against the wall with a whoosh and tried to decipher what just happened. Though my mind told me to be nervous, upset, maybe even scared, because that was definitely the vibe I got from Karen, I wasn’t. Well, maybe nervous. Perhaps it was the whiskey, but if I were honest, I was mostly excited. I didn’t know how Nox did it or if he was a longtime client. I didn’t know anything other than that soon I would be looking into the pale blue eyes I’d dreamt about. 

I didn’t ask him for help, but just as in Del Mar, he rescued me. 

Maybe he was Batman.

While walking from the secret elevator to the main elevators within the catacombs of Infinity my purse vibrated. I stopped and moved to the side of the hallway as it vibrated again. I removed my phone from my purse and held my breath as I swiped the screen. 

Am I ready to hear his voice again? Will he be upset that I’m making Isaac wait? Am I making him wait? 

A lump formed in my throat until I saw the name: PATRICK. 

“Pat,” I whispered into the phone.

“So… tell me. I’ve been worried sick. Is there a problem?”

“N-No, I can’t talk right now.”

“But you’re all right? Tell me you’re all right,” Patrick implored. 

“Yes.” The way my cheeks rose into a hint of a smile told me that I was—all right. This could have gone wrong in so many ways and instead had gone right beyond my wildest imagination.

“Tonight, girl. Tonight you’re filling me in. Cy’s out of town. It’ll just be us and some wine. I’ll cook—”

“I don’t think I’ll be there.”

“What? Why? You’re not going back to the house of horrors, are you? You can’t. You signed—”

“No, I’m not. I-I met someone.”

Patrick’s voice lowered to a stage whisper. “You couldn’t. It doesn’t work that way—not that fast. I don’t think that’s even possible.”

I looked around the hallway as people walked by. “Pat, I love you. I promise I’ll keep in touch. Thank you for all that you’ve done. Really. This is good.” My anticipation at seeing Nox again replaced the whiskey with adrenaline. “I need to go.”

With each step toward the main elevators and the entire way down the thirty-seven stories my mind filled with Nox. The memories I’d kept at bay came rushing back. My cheeks reddened as the number of people around me grew. I was almost certain they could read my mind. The voices in my head were so loud. 

I remembered his gaze and the way his pale eyes glistened with the menacing spark. I recalled his cologne, the woodsy scent that dominated my senses, and his touch, controlling yet adoring. I bit my lip to stop the sounds that longed to escape my lips.

This was my fantasy, my dream, and it was about to be my life. I should have thought about Bryce or the announcement Alton wanted to make. I didn’t. My thoughts were too overwhelmed with Nox. Nox Demetri. 

I shook my head. I now knew his last name. 

The warm August air went unnoticed as I pushed my way through the revolving glass doors and onto the sidewalk. Parked along the curb was a string of black cars. I stopped and rolled my upper lip between my teeth. 

What if Nox is inside one of the cars? 

“Miss Collins?”

I spun toward the tall man dressed like Brantley. His attire of dark slacks, a white shirt, and jacket, was the signature unassuming uniform of drivers everywhere. By his shaved head and wrinkle-free face, he was younger than my stepfather’s driver. He was also larger, with the muscled build of a bodyguard. 

“Miss Collins, I’m Isaac. I believe Mr. Demetri told you that I’d be picking you up?”

“Yes. Is No… Mr. Demetri with you?”

“No, ma’am.”

My earlier memories washed away in a wave of disappointment. I took a deep breath as I followed Isaac to the waiting car. When he opened the door to the backseat, I asked, “Where are you taking me?”

“I was told to ask you.”

“Me?”

“Your things. I’m to take you to recover your personal items.”

Isaac shut the door. My emotions were all over the place. One moment I was excited; the next I was scared. While Isaac walked around the car to the driver’s side, I fought a new urge to run. If I opened the door, I could flee into the sea of people. What would Nox’s driver do, tackle me? He was big enough to do that, but would he risk the scene?

“Which hotel?”

Isaac’s question returned me to reality, while the motion of the car confirmed that I’d missed my opportunity to run. We were now easing into the afternoon traffic. 

“Hotel?” I asked.

“Ma’am, where have you been staying?”

Did I want Nox to know that? Did I want him to know about Cy and Pat? Then again, we were now a couple, in private as well as public. That was what Karen said. I couldn’t spend the next year with him and not tell him about my cousin. My stomach twisted. My cousin. Would that mean I’d tell him about all of my family?

“Miss Collins?”

“I-I’m sorry, Isaac. I wasn’t staying in a hotel. I was staying with some friends: 1214 Fifth Avenue.”

He nodded and guided us through traffic toward the Upper East Side. I wasn’t a fan of being driven, but for once I didn’t mind. It gave me time to think and plan. 

To think about Nox. 

Retrieving my things, even if it were only the clothes I’d taken to Savannah, made this real. I’d told Patrick I wouldn’t be at his place tonight, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to move out altogether. 

With the effects of the whiskey waning, my mind began to overtake my body. Fright eclipsed excitement. Nox’s voice was different on the phone. His words were clipped and tone was harsh. Maybe I should be scared. Obviously, Karen was. At the very least, she seemed intimidated. 

I’d never felt that way around him—until now.

Isaac pulled into the small circular drive and handed me a card. “My cell phone number.”

As he opened my door, he nodded. “Miss Collins, I’ll be waiting. Mr. Demetri would like you to gather as quickly as possible only the personal items you need. He said that he’ll send for the rest later. Tonight you have plans.” 

I wanted to ask what kind of plans. I wanted to ask a lot of things, but instinctively I knew my questions wouldn’t be answered, at least not by Isaac. That wasn’t how this worked. I was only too well aware of the protocol. 

“I’ll stay close,” Isaac said. “Please call me when you’re ready, and I’ll be here.” His eyes widened. “Do you need help? I can park and help you carry…”

“No, I’ll be fine.”

It didn’t hit me until I entered Patrick’s apartment that I didn’t even know where I was going. I had orientation in less than two weeks, and I was being driven by someone I didn’t know to an undisclosed location to meet with a man who, up until a few hours ago, had no last name. 

I was breaking every rule in Jane’s safety handbook. The thought made me scoff as I packed my things. Hell, since I’d left Montague Manor—only three days ago—I’d not only thrown that handbook out the window, I’d shredded it.

Hurriedly, I left Patrick a note on the kitchen counter.

 

Patrick,

I can’t thank you and Cy enough for giving me a place to stay. For that, I love you.

I’ll keep in touch. Hopefully we can still run on Saturdays.

Love,

Your little cousin

 

My heart ached as I took one last glance at Patrick’s apartment. My thoughts and emotions were too jumbled to put it in words. Too many things had happened and too fast. My heart wanted what Pat and Cy shared. I didn’t want to think about how they met or how Nox and I found our way back together. I wanted to think about the fairytale, the way Patrick and Cy looked at one another, and the way my tummy fluttered at merely the thought of Nox’s gaze. 

I couldn’t think about my employment at Infidelity or about being owned. The way I was able to put one foot in front of the other was to look at everything in a new way. In my newly contrived perspective, I wasn’t bought by Nox: I freely gave myself to him. 

That was what I decided as I dialed Isaac’s number.
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ISAAC BARELY SPOKE as he drove, leaving me time to think. I couldn’t wrap my mind around what had happened, where I was, or even where I was going. The tumultuous tsunami of emotions billowed within me, the threatening winds frayed the edges of my well-bred façade. Nervousness and anxiety churned within me, their only outlet the uncharacteristic bobbing of my knee. 

My current situation was almost unfathomable. I couldn’t imagine how I’d feel if I were on my way to meet a stranger. How did that even work? Did the client and employee meet over drinks like a blind date? Surely they didn’t move in together immediately. Nox was different. He wasn’t a complete stranger. Granted, I only learned his last name today, yet I knew much more than a name. 

I knew that he possessed an intensity that fascinated me. I remembered the way deep navy swirled in his pale eyes when his emotions ran high. I’d seen only a snippet of his anger or annoyance with Max at the pool and then again as he spoke to someone on the phone. However, mostly the navy I witnessed was brought on by desire—something he wore like cologne, the need emanating so strongly that it lingered in the air, filling my lungs and laboring my breathing. 

My insides twisted and tummy fluttered as memories surfaced. I tried to come to terms with the reality. Soon, I’d be with him again. Unconsciously, I shifted on the leather seat, ashamed of how aroused I was by the mere thought. The tightening deep inside of me wasn’t new, but it’d been absent since Del Mar. When Chelsea and I’d boarded the plane, I feared I’d never again feel this yearning. A small grin broke through my mask. 

Isaac pulled the car over, making me aware of my surroundings. I hadn’t expected to arrive so soon. Even with slow traffic, we hadn’t traveled far from Patrick’s building. I looked up at the front of the Mandarin Hotel.

“This is where you’re taking me?” I asked, wondering how much Isaac knew about the situation. 

“Yes, ma’am. Would you like me to help you with your bags?” he asked as he opened my door.

Taking his hand as he helped me from the car, I said, “No. I can get them. I only have the two.” But before I finished my reply, he placed a room key within my grasp. 

Isaac pulled an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to me. “This is from Mr. Demetri. He said to tell you not to open or read it until you’re in the suite.”

I took a deep breath. 

He said to tell me. 

That shouldn’t make the butterflies in my tummy flutter, but it did. 

“The room number is on the back of the envelope,” Isaac continued, seemingly oblivious to my mental and physical state of both fear and arousal. “You have my number. If you need a ride anywhere, I’m at your service.”

“Thank you, Isaac.” I cleared my throat. “Mr. Demetri isn’t in the room?” I didn’t know if my words sounded as disappointed as I felt.

“No, ma’am. He’s at his office. I believe the letter…” He tipped his head toward the envelope in my hand. “…will explain everything.”

“All right. Thank you.”

As I turned toward the glass doors, a small bit of Central Park caught my eye and I turned. The warm city breeze moved small wisps of my auburn hair around my face as I stared. It was exactly what I needed. My cheeks rose at the glimpse of trees. The green leaves reminded me where I was—that I was still here, still in New York City, close to my cousin, and near Columbia. No matter how surreal the last twenty-four hours seemed, I was still where I wanted to be. Lifting my chin, I nodded at the doorman and took a step closer to my goal. 

Ornate lighting shone from a golden oval above my head and reflected onto the stunning marble floor of the lobby. The opulence neither impressed nor awed me as my gaze moved to a large staircase that curved up and behind the concierge’s desk. Briefly, the staircase reminded me of Montague Manor, but this one was different, more modern with a glass banister. 

The micro-thought of my childhood prison steeled my resolve. I might be an Infidelity employee; however, I was also a Montague. My new temporary role was for one reason—law school. I hadn’t been forced to sign at Infidelity. I chose to do it, finding it the solution I needed. Waiting tables would never pay my tuition, let alone allow me money to live. My mother and Alton pushed my hand and underestimated my desire. I was doing it so I could continue my dream, not theirs. 

Alex Collins was a survivor. 

With my newfound determination, I stepped quickly to the concierge desk, allowing the click-clack of my heels to announce my arrival. When the concierge looked up, I smiled. “Could you help me with directions to my room? I’m staying in…”

Each word I uttered exuded Montague confidence, not the shame of an Infidelity employee. Immediately, the concierge called for a bellman. Despite my protest, he insisted that it wouldn’t be right to allow a guest to roll her own luggage to the executive suite. 

As the elevator ascended, I recalled something Karen said yesterday, why employees of Infidelity were expected to be well-spoken and successful. If they weren’t, in this different yet similar world of smoke and mirrors, they’d be discovered. The companions on the arms of successful clients needed to be believable. Thanks to my Montague upbringing, when it came to illusion, I was a master. 

I did my best to appear nonchalant as the bellman used my key to open the door of the executive suite. As he flipped the switch in the dark entry, I scanned the luxurious suite. Beyond the light illuminating the foyer, the furnishings appeared modern and sleek while the walls were covered in heavy drapery that kept the late afternoon sunlight at bay. 

“Ma’am, I apologize,” the bellman said as he hurried across the living room, “your suite has a spectacular view. Let me open—”

His feet and words stopped. My heart leapt to my throat. Stepping from a darkened doorway was a man who immediately dominated the executive suite.

“Sir, I didn’t know that anyone…”

I no longer heard the man in the Mandarin uniform. Nox was all I saw. His silence filled the air, muting anything else. His pale eyes narrowed, capturing mine. Without words his icy gaze bore through me, planting my feet and sealing my lips. Displeasure radiated from his every pore. Rage rippled from his chiseled jaw as the muscles in his face and neck flexed. My knees grew weak as I realized this wasn’t the man I remembered, but rather the man whose voice I’d heard on the phone call. 

Only minutes earlier there had been so many things I’d planned to say and questions that consumed me. Yet now with Nox before me, none of them surfaced or made their presence known; instead, the suite warmed as my heartbeat raced. I gripped tighter to my purse. With the winds of his displeasure swirling about the suite, I needed an anchor, something to ground me. 

For only a second, I considered turning and leaving. Would he stop me with the bellman as a witness? And then just as quickly I knew it wouldn’t matter. Nox Demetri had influence, more than I’d realized. I took a deep breath. I wouldn’t be outrunning the powerful man before me, not for a year. 

Let the dog-and-pony show begin.

Nox reached into his pocket, removed his money clip, and handed the bellman a few bills. Finally, he spoke, shattering the silence with the power and majesty of rumbling thunder. Deep echoing words, not even directed at me, set my nervous system on high alert. To the outside world, the window coverings were just draperies, but inside they were the boundary containing the brewing storm, one that had already eclipsed the sunshine. Like other forces of nature, its strength was beautiful and frightening. The question, I wondered, was what destruction would be left in its wake? 

From my peripheral vision, I saw the bellman’s lips move as he backed away. When Nox spoke, the meaning of his words was lost. The tenor and tone reverberated through me, leaving my mouth dry and insides clenching. Before I could process, the click of the closing door signaled that we were now alone—I was alone with the man I’d dreamt of, the man who fascinated me, the man who currently owned me. 

While we stared in stunned silence, the temperature of the room continued to rise. This wasn’t the reunion I’d imagined or dreamt about. Closing my eyes, I inhaled. The woodsy scent of his cologne brought back memories, clouding my thoughts and tingling my skin. 

Blinking my eyes, I tried to swallow, to speak, but I couldn’t. The last few hours left me bewildered while his unexpected presence rendered me mute. I thought I had time before I would face him. Isaac said Nox was at work. He’d said he wouldn’t be here, but here he was. 

“Miss Collins.” Nox’s frosty greeting stilled the heat bubbling within me, covering everything in a layer of ice. I stepped back, trying to focus on his eyes, wanting to see the pale blue. 

Nox had other plans. Before I could process anything, he was in front of me. A gasp escaped my lips as his large hand encircled my waist and pulled me forward. The touch was electric, sending sparks in every direction. It was the lightning to his thunderous voice, and I was in the eye of the storm.

“Miss Collins, answer me. Do not make me repeat myself.”

I lifted my gaze as he pulled me closer, and our bodies melded together. 

What question did he ask? 

Though his words were cold, his touch was hot, blistering my skin. The stark contrast incited prickling goose bumps upon my flesh. Our hearts beat erratically as our chests united. 

“Nox,” I finally managed.

Roughly capturing my chin between his thumb and forefinger, he corrected, “Mr. Demetri. We’ve had this conversation already.”

I tried to nod willing the tears of the last few days to remain at bay. “Mr. Demetri.”

Brushing my long hair over my shoulders and away from my face, Nox continued to stare. Imprisoned in his grasp, I stood still as my eyes adjusted, and the strain of his expression became clear: the pulsing of the vein in his forehead and neck, the clenching and unclenching of his jaw. 

I wanted to touch him, to remember and for him to remember me. As I lifted my fingers toward the stubble of his cheeks, I recalled his directive on the phone, telling me to thank him. The words were once again on the tip of my tongue. However, before I could touch him, Nox released my chin and seized my hand. His grip tightened painfully around my fingers. 

“No,” he said, his face moving closer to mine, “Miss Collins, new rules. My rules.” 

With our lips close and his warm breath bathing my cheeks, his curt tone and clipped words created a new chasm between us. Though we were only inches apart, our separation seemed wider than it had been since the day we parted. 

“Speak, Miss Collins.” 

I watched his full lips as his unfamiliar tenor filled my ears. 

“I’ve yet to hear anything from those beautiful lips except my name.”

Whatever he tells you to do. Karen’s words repeated like a sickening cadence in the recesses of my mind. 

“Thank you,” I whispered, the words cracking with pent-up emotion.

Nox took a step back, his stare never wavering. Slowly, the tips of his lips curled upward. It wasn’t the sexy, menacing grin I’d learned to adore. This was different or maybe it was his eyes. The pale blue was glacier ice, absent of the navy swirls, absent of emotion. Calculation and determination shone in his gaze, sizing me up, scanning for weaknesses, and searching for secrets. I’d seen that stare before. I’d lived with it. 

My neck straightened and stance stiffened as I swallowed my last drop of saliva. “Thank you, Mr. Demetri.”

“For—?” he encouraged. 

“For helping me.”

The heat of his grasp disappeared as he released my waist, throwing me off balance and causing me to stumble backward. My shoulders collided with a wall awakening me to my surroundings and the fact that we were still in the entry. 

With all things Nox, I hadn’t realized that we hadn’t even entered the suite. The dark rooms beyond our bubble grew more ominous as Nox paced a small circle before stopping in front of me. 

Looming nearer, he replied, “Wrong answer, Miss Collins. I am not helping you. I’m helping myself. That’s what I do. What we had in Del Mar…” He gestured between us. “…what we did, that wasn’t me, not the me who succeeds in this filthy world. That was the me who believed he’d met a princess who enjoyed being treated like a slut.” His lips pressed together as he slowly shook his head. “You deceived me.”

I opened my mouth to disagree, to explain that I never deceived him, not about who I was, not about who I was with him. Then he uttered the one word that silenced me. 

“Charli.”

The weight of my one-week nickname crushed me.

“N-Nox, let me explain.”

“The truth seems to be the opposite.” His chin rose defiantly as he turned toward the darkened living room. “Come, Miss Collins. You have rules to learn and penalties to experience.”
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A COLD CHILL ran through me as I willed my feet forward. Déjà vu bogged my steps, as each one sunk deeper into invisible quicksand. I couldn’t survive a year with this Nox—no, with this Mr. Demetri. Somehow I had to revive my Nox. 

He stopped and turned on a lamp near the sofa, illuminating a small portion of the darkened room. Sitting within the circle of soft light, he leaned back and unbuttoned the grey jacket of his suit, revealing a white linen shirt and light blue tie. The tie moved as his wide chest expanded and contracted with each breath. All the while his stare drank me in. 

“Come closer. I want to see you and appreciate my investment.”

Slowly, I moved forward. His eyes unashamedly scanned up and down, lingering on some areas longer than others. The trail burned, not as it had before, but with a scalding sense of shame. Silence continued to tick away as I stood before him. Uncertainty filled my thoughts. 

When Nox shifted, his physical reaction was visible. 

“May we discuss—” I began.

“No. Do not speak.” 

I blinked my eyes and took a step toward the sofa.

“Stop.”

I did, mid-step. Merely a foot away was the man to whom I’d given my body and heart, and yet it wasn’t him. I didn’t know who this man was.

“Rules, Miss Collins. New rules.”

I lifted my chin. “So you’ve mentioned.”

He tilted his head to the side. “Make me a drink.”

I followed the direction he’d indicated. There was a bar, complete with many bottles of liquor. 

“A-A drink?” I asked with audible confusion. It wasn’t the first thing I’d thought he’d want me to do. 

“I know you saw doctors at Infidelity. Did they check your hearing?”

I straightened my neck and found my most placating tone. “What kind of drink would you like, Mr. Demetri?”

“Scotch, on the rocks.”

So this was this my new job—to be his waitress? 

Swallowing my pride, I walked to the bar and read the different bottles. I wasn’t a scotch drinker, but I found a bottle I recognized from Alton’s personal favorites. Thankfully, the ice bucket was full. I filled the bottom of a cocktail glass with the square cubes and poured the strong liquid over the top. The smell reminded me of the drink Karen gave me earlier in the day. Once I was finished, I turned back around. 

Nox merely nodded. 

I handed him the glass. “Your scotch, sir.”

He swirled the ice and amber liquid, momentarily mesmerized by their dance, and then his pale eyes were back to mine. 

“Take off your clothes.”

Shock undoubtedly showed in my expression and tone. “What?”

After taking a drink, he sat the cocktail glass upon the table and grinned. “Come here.”

My eyes narrowed. “Why?”

“My days of making exceptions are over. It’s time you learn my rules and what happens when you disobey.”

I inched closer. “I-I haven’t…”

He lifted his hand, palm up, beckoning me closer. Like a spider to a fly, his silent invitation enticed and excited me. For reasons I couldn’t comprehend, in Nox’s presence my will to argue waned as my desire to please grew. Slowly, I reached for his fingers and placed mine in his. As he encased my smaller hand, just like the first time, our connection formed a conduit, a portal for energy to flow from one to the other. Heat flooded my circulation, warming everything from my fingers to my toes. My gaze flew to his, and in that millisecond, I saw the navy I adored. No matter what he was trying to prove, our connection wasn’t gone. 

His Adam’s apple bobbed, and with a blink the navy disappeared. 

“Closer, Miss Collins. I’m going to show you what happens when my commands are met by questions. This should remind you to end your rebellious ways.”

My steps stuttered. 

“Over my knee.”

Is he fucking kidding me?

“What?”

In one fell swoop, he tugged my hand, pulling me closer and capturing me over his lap. 

“No! Nox, I’m not doing this. I won’t.”

He didn’t speak as I protested in vain. His erection prodded my stomach, as I went over his knee. Visions of Alton came raining through my mind. My mother’s headaches and the days she couldn’t make it out of bed. I wouldn’t live that way, not for a day and definitely not for a year. My limbs stiffened as I thrashed about. 

“Asshole, let me up.”

I was no match for his strength. With his left arm pushing against the small of my back and his right leg keeping my kicking feet back, I was effectively pinned, balanced in a way that provided me no leverage—no escape. The dimmed world around us was a blur seen beyond the veil of my hair brushing the floor. Panic overtook me as I felt him lift the hem of my dress. My reaction was primal. I was in survivor mode and did the only thing I could think to do. Reaching for his ankle and lifting his pant leg, I bit with all of my might. 

“Shit!”

His curse echoed as he pulled my hair to force me to release my bite and pushed me from his lap. Almost immediately, I was on the floor. 

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he barked, reaching for his ankle.

Scooting away as fast as I could, I replied, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

He stood and took two steps until he loomed over me. “Give me your hand.”

My lip disappeared between my teeth as I stared at his palm once again being offered. I shook my head. “I don’t want to be hit. I won’t agree to that. It’s my hard limit.”

“Come here.” This time his request was less cold than just moments earlier. 

Unable to resist, I reached out and Nox helped me to my feet. 

His large hands framed my cheeks as he searched my eyes, less scrutinizing and more curious than before. 

“My tastes—”

“Are unique,” I said, finishing his sentence. “I remember.”

“What you did—signing with Infidelity—was unacceptable.”

I sucked my lip back between my teeth and tried to comprehend his words. My signing with Infidelity was what brought us back together. Was being with me unacceptable? Would he prefer to be with someone else? He didn’t have to buy my agreement. Why did he?

“Are you listening?” he asked. 

I wasn’t. 

“No. I’m trying to understand. No one forced you to buy my agreement. If you didn’t want me—”

His grip on the sides of my face tightened as he walked me backward. Once my shoulders were against the wall, Nox released my cheeks and pinned my wrists above my head. The vein in his forehead pulsated with life, as he asked, “Did I say that? Did I ever say I didn’t want you?”

I swallowed, my emotions tugging my heart in too many directions. “I-I don’t understand.” I tried to free my hands. “And you’re hurting me.”

Ignoring my plea, he pulled my hands higher, making me shift to my toes. His shoulders broadened and neck straightened. “Come now, Miss Collins. From what I’ve heard, you’re a Stanford graduate on your way to Columbia. That sounds like you’re an intelligent woman. Prostitution shouldn’t be too difficult for you to comprehend.”

Heat bubbled from the floor, not erotic but stifling. I blinked my eyes, each time slower than the last, regulating my breathing and wishing to escape. My hands were beginning to feel numb as the grip on my wrists increased. 

If my childhood fantasies were true, I could click my heels together three times to escape. The only problem with my solution—and the difference between Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz and me—was that I didn’t want to go home. I wanted to go back to Del Mar and away from the decision I’d made. 

“Companionship,” I whispered. 

“Excuse me?”

“Companionship, not sex, not prostitution,” I said louder, forcing my eyes to meet his.

“Are you insinuating there’s a difference?”

I lifted my chin defiantly. “Yes.”

He released my wrists and led me to the sofa. I followed, mindful of his hands and doing my best to avoid landing across his lap again. This time we both sat.

“Let me tell you what I understand,” Nox said. 

I nodded, rubbing the circulation back into my wrists as the woodsy scent I’d missed settled around us. 

“For the next year, you’re mine. Tell me why.”

I swallowed the bile bubbling from my stomach. “Because you bought my agreement.”

“You. Not an agreement. I bought you.”

If he wanted me to feel cheap, he was succeeding. 

“Say it,” Nox commanded.

“You bought me.” The words came out stronger than I felt. 

I flinched as he reached toward my cheek. 

“No.” The velvety tenor washed over me. “Don’t flinch. Charli, I don’t hit. What I wanted to do—and still plan to do—isn’t hitting. I plan to spank that beautiful round ass. Do you know why?”

My body was defying me. Spanking was hitting. I knew that. I also knew the soft yet breathy tone that Nox was now using. That tone, combined with the way his warm touch caressed my cheek and neck and teased the neckline of my dress, brought my insides back to life. I moaned as he tugged my hair, pulling my eyes to his. 

“Answer.”

“You said,” I began, “it was because I signed with Infidelity. But,” I added quickly, “if you don’t like it, why are you a client?”

His gaze narrowed as he painfully wound his fingers in my hair. “New rules.” 

My lips came together, the pressure on my scalp keeping me mute. 

“My rules,” he went on. “When you signed your name on that agreement, you forfeited the right to question. You forfeited your hard limits. Your job for the next year is to say, ‘Yes, Mr. Demetri.’ Can you do that?”

I swallowed as he tilted my head back farther, and his lips found the sensitive skin behind my ear. 

“Miss Collins,” he spoke between demanding kisses, “answer.”

“I can,” I replied, “but it depends on what you want.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

My eyes opened wide. His tone had again changed. “Nox, I do have limits, hard limits.”

His assault on my neck ended. “No, Miss Collins, you don’t. I own you—one hundred percent—for the next year. What I say goes without question. You will show me the respect I deserve as your client. You are mine to do with as I please. Is that clear?”

“Yes,” I replied, the word choked out as resentment boiled within me. 

Nox cleared his throat. “You’ve just added more swats to your ass, not that I mind, but you will. Would you like to try that answer again?”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It wasn’t just my ears; it was my all of my senses. This wasn’t my prince. He was a dick. I worked to hide any sarcasm. “Yes, Mr. Demetri.” 

I lowered my eyes, unknowingly shaking my head. 

Nox tugged on my hair, lifting my gaze. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

I fought the tears that welled in my eyes and the cries that festered in my throat. Ignoring his fist in my hair, I looked into the icy blue. “You have no idea how difficult this was, how heart-wrenching. When I began to make the call and your number appeared…” I took a deep breath. “…I was relieved, but now…” I searched for any sign that my words were affecting him. “…now you’re making me feel cheap.” My volume rose. “If that’s what you want for the next year, a cheap whore, then you’re succeeding.”

One side of his lips quirked upward. “New rules, as I was saying. I always succeed. I always win. Know that, remember that.” He released my hair and fluffed it over my shoulders. “Also remember, you’re not a cheap whore.”

My chest clenched. “I-I’m not?”

Nox lifted my hand, encouraging me to stand. When I did, he tugged and I was once again across his lap. This time I didn’t fight. That didn’t mean I approved of what he was about to do. I didn’t. It meant that his next words sapped the fight from me. They hurt me more than his hands ever could. 

“No, Miss Collins. I paid a fortune for you. You’re the most expensive whore I’ve ever met.”

I closed my eyes as he lifted the skirt of my dress, bunching it at my waist and pulled my panties down to my knees. 

A low whistle filled the air before he said, “You do have a fine ass.”

As he rubbed my behind, his erection grew against my stomach. The first slap of his palm against my exposed skin echoed through the room as blood rushed to my ears and copper filled my mouth. My teeth clamped as I pierced the inside of my lower lip. Tears fell from my eyes, but I refused to allow myself to cry out. 

He punished and then would tease, spank and then caress. The opposite sensations produced an array of emotions. I hated the abuse to my ass, but loved what his fingers were doing. My vow of silence didn’t last long. Soon, both moans and whimpers filled the suite, punctuated by the sound of slapping skin. 

I didn’t only utter sounds. Nox made me repeat phrases. If I did, I was rewarded with his fingers within my folds. If I was too slow or not loud enough, the sting of his hand returned. 

By the time he was done, I’d admitted that he owned me, that I was his for the next year, and that my limits no longer existed but were his to decide. I’d agreed to all things in private and public. He was my job, and I belonged to him. 

I’d said what I was required to say. That didn’t mean I agreed. In Del Mar I’d given him my heart. I knew that now, because today he’d broken it. 

Once he was satisfied that I was demeaned enough, he pushed me from his lap and callously said, “I’ll be back. Read my instructions and be ready. I want my money’s worth.”

His words hung in the air to taunt me as he left me alone to gather the aching shreds of my heart. After the door shut, I slipped to my knees. Reaching for the lamp—currently the only source of light—I flung it against the marble floor. Sparks flew seconds before the room went dark. 
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I COULDN’T PROCESS the downward spiral of the last few days. With my panties secured in their rightful place, I eased my sore body against the wall in the dark suite and hugged my knees to my chest. Tears coated my cheeks as I worked to fit the pieces of the puzzle together. 

Memories, like slivers of my broken heart, scattered through my thoughts. Time lost meaning as my recent and long-ago past intertwined until I wasn’t sure what was real and what were memories. I remembered the card Karen gave me this afternoon. 

Could I call the number? Could I be the first to ever claim abuse? Or was this an injustice like others I’d suffered, ones where resolution never came?

The room blurred as more unshed tears raced for release. The entire scenario—Infidelity, Nox, and what he’d done—was embarrassing and degrading. I detested corporal punishment as a child—hated it—and yet at some point with Nox, it became erotic. My temples throbbed, ass hurt, and insides twisted with unfulfilled need. My body’s reaction was as upsetting to me as his actions. 

It was wrong. He was wrong. I was wrong. 

More and more memories swirled. The fragmented contrasts to childhood punishments churned the acid in my stomach. Those memories erased any desire Nox had elicited. 

I closed my eyes and gave in to a recollection I hadn’t thought of in years. 

Not every punishment began as a family conference. 

 

The distinctive click of the key turning in the lock echoed through my dark bedroom. Consciously, I held my breath, praying to stay silent. I should have gone into the closet. 

Why didn’t I go into the closet? 

My current location was only hidden by darkness and the obstruction of my massive bed. With little light, I could barely make out the pattern of the floral bedspread or bed skirt. Nevertheless, the web-like pattern of the lace skirt allowed me a limited view of the door, something I wouldn’t have had in the closet. Golden light from the hallway spilled over the carpet as the door slowly opened. I gulped my hiccupped cry, trying to stay hidden, waiting to see feet, and praying he wasn’t returning.

My pulse raced as the shoes came into view. Black shoes, lady’s shoes, and black slacks. I sighed with relief as my forehead dropped to my raised knees, and I braced my eyes for the flood of light. It didn’t come. The door closed, and the familiar click of the lock let my heartbeat slow, closer to its normal rhythm. Sometimes I wondered if I wore a beacon. No matter where I was, Jane always found me. 

“Child, what are you doing?”

I shook my head as she walked around the bed. Even with the thick carpet, the sound of her footsteps filled the room. I didn’t want to look up. I wanted to disappear. If only invisibility were real, I’d do that. I’d stay invisible so no one could see me, and if I were lucky, I wouldn’t see them. 

“Alexandria, baby, I’m talking to you.” Her tone was soft yet firm.

“N-No, you’re not. I’m not here. You can’t talk to someone who’s not here.” My words were muffled as I kept my head down. 

“You’re not here? Then where are you?”

“I’m invisible. You can’t see me.” At nine years old it made perfect sense. People did it in books. They used cloaks or took potions. Maybe if I believed, I could make it true.

“Invisible? If you’re invisible, aren’t you still here?”

I shrugged. She was right. Invisibility was the wrong wish. I wanted to be someone else in another life. 

Jane eased herself to the floor beside me. As she did, she blew out a long whoosh of breath and moaned, settling into her new position. Warmth radiated from her skin and covered me with a different cloak, one that enveloped both of us and only us. My cheeks briefly rose in a small smile. 

“I’m getting too old to be sitting on the floor.” She rubbed the top of my head. “But I did it for you. Now look up at old Jane. I want to see those beautiful eyes.”

I gave up on my invisibility, since it obviously wasn’t working; however, I didn’t look up as she asked. Instead, I fell across her chest, landing with my face against breasts as her arms encircled my shoulders. 

“Shhh,” she said as she stroked my hair. “What’s this all about?”

It took minutes or longer before the words came. “Do you think I could move away?”

“Move away from Montague Manor and your momma? Do you want to do that?”

“I do. Will you come with me?” It was the first spark of hope I’d had since Alton entered my room, mad again at something I did or didn’t do. I couldn’t tell. As much as I loved when he was out of town, his return was rarely worth the days of reprieve. He came home angry, as if he wanted to still be gone. I wanted him gone too. Why wouldn’t he stay gone? 

There was always some unforgivable sin that I’d committed in his absence. Many times like this evening, I didn’t even know what he was talking about. That didn’t matter. I’d learned that pleading my case was the spark to his rage. Admitting my guilt and taking my medicine, as he called it, was the quickest way to a speedy end. Tonight with his disgusting breath smelling like the drinks he always drank, he ranted on about how I was a disappointment—to Mother, him, and the Montague name. It was as if he blamed me that there wasn’t another Montague heir to take my place. 

Jane’s reassuring tone broke through my thoughts. “Now tell me how we’re gonna live. And where do you think we can go where your momma won’t find us?”

“We can change our names. I read a book about people who did that. You can work, and I bet momma doesn’t look. He said she’d be happier without me.”

Jane continued to rub my back. “Alexandria, your momma loves you.” She tapped my chest. “In here, you know that. Don’t you ever forget that. And one day you can move away.” She lifted my chin. “And when you do, old Jane will be so proud of you.” Her warm lips kissed my forehead. “Not just then—now too. Right now I’s proud of you. So is your momma.”

I lowered my eyes. “That’s not what—”

“Shhh. What did I say about that? You’re as beautiful on the inside as you are on the outside. Some peoples not. Some people look pretty but they’re ugly on the inside. Don’t let that ugly inside of you. You keep it out.” She tapped on my chest again. “That heart inside of you. Child, that’s yours. You protect it. One day you may decide to share it, but don’t do that because no one told you to. You do it because you found someone who is as beautiful on the inside as you.”

I nodded and laid my head back against her chest. After a few minutes, I confessed, “I really hate him. I do.”

“No, there’s no room in that beautiful heart for hate.”

“He hates me.”

She took a deep breath, making my head moved up and down. “I’m sure he’d say he doesn’t. Just remember, you are Alexandria Charles Montague Collins. Those gates out there… what do they say?”

“Montague Manor,” I mumbled. I’d heard this before. 

“Whose name is that?”

“Momma’s and mine.”

Jane nodded. “Just remember that.”

“I wish I could forget it.”

 

I took a deep breath and stood, doing my best to ignore the lingering soreness. Stepping over the broken lamp, I opened the drapes and blinked. The memory from my childhood and of Storm Nox dissipated as bright sunshine flooded the executive suite. Gazing out over the park, I looked to the northeast, toward Patrick’s apartment. 

His proximity gave me strength. Despite what Nox might think, I wasn’t alone. Soon I’d be starting classes. My world would grow. I’d done it before. I’d do it again. If my childhood hadn’t broken me, Nox Demetri wouldn’t. The memory I recalled was right. Jane was right. It was my heart. It wasn’t up to Nox or anyone else who I gave the power to break it or heal it. It was up to me, and I’d protect it. 

With each passing minute, I bargained with myself and made myself a deal. I’d recover my heart and put the pieces back together. The job of the heart was to pump blood. I’d glue the pieces of my heart using blood and tears, but they wouldn’t be my own. They’d come from those who’d wronged me—from Alton, my mother, and now Nox. 

When a year was up, I’d be the one to walk away but not until I had Nox Demetri completely under my spell. Not until he was the one who would need to pick up the pieces of his heart. In doing so, I’d also secure my schooling and determine just how much of myself I was willing to give to Montague. Alton might believe he won, but he didn’t know the truth. He’s the one who made me a fighter, and this fight wasn’t over. 

I opened the door to the balcony and inhaled the summer air. Each moment in the sunlight invigorated me. I’d lived behind smoke and mirrors my whole life. I could handle one more year. 

As I stared out at the park, I remembered the envelope Isaac gave me. Walking to the bar, the one where I made Nox a drink, I poured myself a glass of moscato—after all, by Montague Manor standards, it was still white-wine time—and sat carefully on one of the sofas as the warm air from the open door blew gently through the suite. 

Retrieving my purse, I found my phone and the envelope. I checked the time; it was nearly four-thirty. On the outside of the envelope was the room number. Tentatively, I ripped the seam and pulled the pages free. The first page was a handwritten letter. Though I’d only seen Nox’s handwriting on the note he left for me the first morning I awoke in his bed, I knew this note was penned by him. 

My steeled heart ached to flutter. Who handwrote notes anymore? 

And then I saw the second page. It was a photo—of me. By the outfit, I knew it was one of the shots taken yesterday at Infidelity, one that Karen said was for my profile. It wasn’t on photo paper. As a matter of fact, the page was creased throughout, as if it had been wadded and then straightened. 

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I began to read his words.

 

Charli, or should I say Miss Alexandria Collins?

 

I imagined our reunion and waited for my phone to ring. Never in my wildest imagination did I envision this (see picture). For the record, prostitution doesn’t become you… too much makeup can’t cover the beautiful princess in my memory… 

 

The paper blurred in my trembling hand. 

 

…Del Mar was a dream. Reality is here.

 

If it’s a whore you want to be, then I’m your man. I told you my tastes were unique. We’ve only scratched the surface. Miss Collins, you’re mine—body and soul—for the next twelve months. In Del Mar you gave me two nights; now I’ve purchased 365 more. They’re mine and only mine. 

 

Your ability to question or dispute me in any way was relinquished the moment you signed that agreement. 

 

Alexandria Collins, I’m a businessman. I don’t make bad investments. I will get what I paid for.

 

The butterflies I’d imagined at his handwritten note evaporated, washed away by a deluge of bile and contempt. How dare he address me in this manner? He doesn’t know with what I was faced. He doesn’t know me. Besides he’s obviously an Infidelity client. That negates his ability to act superior. 

Fuck him!

I forced myself to continue reading.

 

I look forward to tonight—not to fucking a princess who enjoyed being treated like a slut but to fucking a slut who for a week pretended to be a princess.

 

You have more instructions in the bedroom. 

 

Do not disobey me. 

 

~Mr. Demetri

 

I took a ragged breath, swallowed the contents of my wine glass, and stood. The shakiness of my knees wasn’t brought on by sadness, though I admitted it was there along with hurt. No, the trembling was rage. I balled the letter and the picture, smashing it into submission. 

After pouring another glass of wine, I made my way to the bedroom with a tug of my suitcase. It was still in the living room where the bellman had left it. Focusing on the bed, I barely noticed the luxury of the room. Upon the bed was a black dress. Reading the label, I recognized that it was a very nice black dress. Next to the dress were a pearl choker necklace, a shoebox, and another note. 

I ran my fingers over the pearls. The necklace was stunning, but in an odd way reminded me of a collar. Surely, that wasn’t his intention, was it?

I lifted the page in disgust. 

 

You have a five o’clock appointment in the hotel’s spa. Don’t be late. They have instructions on what to do. Don’t change them. 

 

Later tonight you will go to Mobar, the bar here in the Mandarin. Be there by eight. Wear what is on the bed and only what is on the bed. Order a lemon drop martini. Do not drink. Nurse it, play with it, run your fingers around the rim of the glass. Other than the bartender, don’t speak to anyone. As your finger slides circles over the smooth rim, imagine my fingers circling your tits, teasing your clit, and plunging deep in your pussy. I want you wet and ready for me.

 

I’ve never picked up a prostitute at a bar. I will tonight. (You see? My investment is already paying off. I have many more fantasies, and I’ve paid well to have them all come true.)

 

In this outfit, no one else will know what you truly are. They’ll see the princess. Reality will be our secret.

 

In the handbag is cash. Use it to pay for your drink and keep the rest. That’s what you wanted—to be paid. I’ll pay, and you will obey. 

 

It wasn’t signed. 

Dick!

I ground my teeth together as I stared at the sexy dress. He was right. No one would know. Well, the hell with him. I wasn’t that easily intimidated. He had a fantasy about picking up a prostitute? Fine, I’d role-play. But Mr. Nox Demetri was going to learn that despite his earlier show of force, I did have hard limits. I’d play his games but on my terms.

I picked up the phone and hit the button for the front desk.

“Hello, Miss Charli.”

That must have been the name Nox gave when he registered. “Hello, can you please connect me to the spa. I need to cancel my appointment.”
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I COULDN’T CONCENTRATE. Shit, I could barely function. Thoughts of Charli consumed my mind—her gorgeous eyes, the way she looked at me when I came out of that room and our gaze met. I hadn’t planned on going to the Mandarin yet or being there when she arrived. I had things to do, but I couldn’t stay away. I couldn’t not see her. The attraction was too strong. 

That was what she did to me. She made me lose focus on the world and see only her. 

In only the short time we’d been together, she’d gotten under my skin like no one else, even Jo. I’d never fallen so fast or so hard. I didn’t do drugs, never had. Nevertheless, I imagined that Charli was like cocaine. One casual hit at a party—that was all I was after in Del Mar. One hit, one week. Since returning to New York, I’d tried to deny my addiction. Each day we were apart was another day clean, another day sober. I was able to detox because she was out of my life. 

That was then. 

This is now, and now she’s mine.

Deloris said her name was Alexandria, or Alex, but that didn’t change anything. We’d confessed that our names were nicknames, and to me she’d always be my Charli. I just wasn’t ready to let her know that, not yet. For the time being, we’d stick with formality. From the moment Deloris showed me that envelope with her picture and told me that Charli had a profile, I’d been consumed, overpowered by the need to save and protect her from Infidelity as well as teach her a lesson. 

What she’d done—going to Infidelity and signing an agreement of intent—was stupid. It was dangerous. It was unacceptable. What would have happened if Deloris hadn’t discovered her profile? 

I knew what would have happened. 

She would have ended up in someone else’s bed. I believed her in Del Mar when she said she didn’t sleep around. What I needed to know was how the confident, intelligent, breathtaking woman I’d met in Del Mar was lured into the sordid world of Infidelity.

I wasn’t sure why she wanted to reduce herself to a whore, but if that was what she wanted, I was her man. With me, she’d stay safe. The possibilities of what could have happened if she’d truly gone into Infidelity sickened and enraged me. I couldn’t move forward until I’d punished her for her poor decision-making. 

Now that was done, and the new rules could begin. 

The reality was too obvious to deny. I was an addict in need of one person—Charli. 

Now that I’d seen her, touched her, and heard her voice—and moans—I’d do anything within my power to have more. In the few short hours since Deloris’s bombshell, Charli had me acting out of character. Never did I leave the office in the middle of the day. Never did I cancel meetings for personal reasons. And never did I travel without Isaac. 

My driver-slash-bodyguard was with her, and that thought consumed me. I wanted—no, needed—to be the one with her. Making my way back toward my office because some things couldn’t wait, I rode in the back of a taxi, another thing I rarely did. Shaking my head, I stared down at my hand. 

My cheeks rose at the tingling in my palm. Closing my eyes, I sighed. Damn, I was still hard thinking about the way her tight round ass reddened and the way she grew wet. She said she didn’t like it, but her body told me another story. I could listen to her sensuous body tell me bedtime tales for eternity. 

From her reaction alone, it seems that Miss Alexandria Collins and I have not even begun to discover her limits. Ideas of possibilities added to my uncomfortable situation. I couldn’t dwell on those thoughts, or I’d never be able to walk from the taxi to the office. The anticipation of what I could do to her may be the death of me—death by blue balls. 

One year wouldn’t be enough. 

I was done with Infidelity. I didn’t care how financially beneficial it had become: Demetri Enterprises was walking away before Infidelity imploded. Once I was out and no longer associated with it, that was what I planned to have happen. The bigger it grew, the more of a risk it presented. Already poor decisions had resulted in issues. I wanted out. 

My thoughts went back to Charli. I wanted to believe that she was lured, tricked, or scammed into signing with the agency. I didn’t want to believe that she stooped to sell her greatest commodity—herself. The cold, hard reality was that she had. She’d signed the agreement of intent. She’d signed a one-year commitment. What she didn’t realize was that it no longer existed.

I didn’t own her as she thought, not really. Hell, I didn’t want that. I only planned to let her think that I did for a while, so that she could fully experience the consequences of her actions. 

When I spoke to Ms. Flores this morning, I didn’t rent Charli for a year: I freed her. It cost a damn fortune, but I did it. I also told her to let Alexandria believe it was business as usual for Infidelity. I wanted Charli to think the deal was complete. And then, as soon as our conversation was done, Deloris deleted all of Charli’s files. There was no record of Alexandria Collins anywhere on the Infidelity network. I’d made myself very clear: Alexandria’s employment was terminated. The transaction cost me the entire year of her agreement, a bonus for expediting the process, as well as the additional fee for keeping the whole deal confidential. Fuck, I’d almost paid more for Charli than Demetri Enterprises originally invested in Infidelity. She was expensive, but I refused to allow her to be a whore. 

The taxi stopped outside the building housing multiple floors of Demetri Enterprises. As I glanced up at the glass structure, I realized that I’d accomplished nothing during the drive, not even looking at my phone. Running my hand over my face to refocus, the lingering scent of Charli almost derailed my efforts. Damn, I needed to get my head on straight or the next few hours would be a disaster. 

Oren was in town. 

If it weren’t for my dinner plans with dear old Dad, I would have stayed with Charli. My father’s timing couldn’t be worse. Or maybe it was Charli’s timing. Either way, I needed to get my head back in the game. Oren Demetri required one hundred percent concentration. If he didn’t have it, he’d sense it like a wild predator sensed weakness. I’d seen him mercilessly eat adversaries alive and spit out their bones, all the while keeping a smile on his face. I wouldn’t let Charli or anyone else allow me to slip up around him. 

For the next few hours I needed to push her to the back of my mind. That was all right. She had instructions, and as long as she followed them, her evening would be occupied until we met again. As I rode the elevator high into the sky and tried to concentrate on business, one final realization hit me: I didn’t own Alexandria Collins. From the first time I saw her in Del Mar, she owned me. 

My assistant, Dianne, looked up from her desk as soon as I entered her office, the area immediately outside of mine. 

“Mr. Demetri, thank goodness. I’ve been trying to reach you.”

I straightened my shoulders, forced myself back to reality, and reached for my phone from the pocket of my jacket. Swiping the screen I saw the number of missed calls and texts. “I told you that I’d be temporarily unavailable.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, following me into my office. “It’s Mr. Demetri. He’s called for you several times, and now he’s here.”

I stopped walking near the large windows. The tinted glass kept the sun’s rays from penetrating, but the shimmering buildings reflected the August heat. With her words, the buildings no longer registered. I ran my hand through my hair and shook my head as I spun back toward Dianne. “Here? Where?”

“The receptionist just called from the ground floor. She said he’s about three minutes behind you.”

“Shit. I’m supposed to meet him for dinner in an hour. I wonder what’s so damn important it couldn’t wait.”

“Also, Senator Carroll called. He’d like you to return his call today.”

I nodded. “Don’t mention that in front of my father.”

“Of course not. Would you like me to tell Mr. Demetri that you’re unavailable?”

I would, but it wouldn’t stop him. He’d barge right in even if I were in a meeting. It wouldn’t matter to him who I was talking to. After all, he was Oren Demetri. It’s his damn name on the letterhead. 

“No. I have a few minutes before my meeting with Ellis. Send him back.”

“Yes, sir.”

I took a seat behind my desk as Dianne closed the door giving me a moment of peace. Demetri Enterprises comprised three floors of the seventy-nine-story building, the fifty-sixth through the fifty-eighth floors. The elevator ride alone could take a while. 

The commotion beyond my closed door alerted me that it hadn’t taken as long as I’d hoped. 

“…Mr. Demetri, Mr. Demetri is here—” Dianne said as she opened my door, her voice disappearing into the booming tenor of my father. 

“Yeah, yeah, he knows who his father is. Lennox, can’t you train your girls better than that? I’m the CEO. I don’t need an introduction to you or to anyone in this damn company.”

I’d moved from my desk and nodded toward Dianne. Her expression was classic Oren encounter. By the way her eyes glazed over, she looked as if she’d just narrowly missed being hit by a bus. 

“Welcome, Oren. My office is your office.” I then added with all the sarcasm I could muster, “Feel free to barge in anytime.” I turned toward Dianne. “Thank you, Ms. O’Neal, my assistant. Tell Ellis our meeting may be a few minutes delayed. I’ll be in the conference room shortly.”

After the door was closed, I turned to my father. “Girls. Jesus, Dad, are you wanting a sexual harassment suit? Have you checked the calendar lately?”

He waved toward the door dismissively. “You never did have what it takes to run a tight ship. Besides, when I was your age, my girls knew what was expected of them and what would happen if they disappointed me.”

The muscles in my neck tensed as I took a step forward, unwilling to let him run his little tyrant show in my office. “I’m sure Mother appreciated that.”

“You’re not married, not anymore. A little discussion of company rules with that pretty little thing might loosen you up a little.”

My teeth clenched. I’d been in my father’s presence for barely a minute and I wanted him gone. Thankfully, he was usually in London. We worked much better with an ocean between us. “Why are you here?”

“Direct. Maybe there is hope for you.”

I fought the urge to move closer. If I did, he’d pat my shoulder or some other pretense of affection. It wasn’t affection. It was his posturing technique, one he’d undoubtedly perfected in the eighties. 

“I wanted to hear about your time in Del Mar.”

What the fuck?

“Del Mar? I told you about the meetings.”

“No,” Oren said as he settled into a chair in the corner of my office. The seat he chose was near a sofa and faced the door. Oren Demetri never sat with his back to the door. Rule number sixty-two: know your surroundings and have the exits and entrances in view at all times. 

Sitting at one of the chairs opposite my desk would have violated that rule. Rules can’t be violated. “No, son. You gave me the CliffsNotes. The shit with the Senate is too important to receive the condensed version. I get it. I do. You don’t trust the security of Demetri.” He cocked his head. “I know it’s safe on my end, but maybe that girl you have running your side of things isn’t as capable as you think.”

I sat on the sofa, unbuttoned my suit jacket, and leaned back with a huff. “I met with Senator Carroll on two occasions.”

“Two?” 

“Two,” I went on. “The House bill is currently being run through the Senate Finance Committee. Senator Carroll agrees with our proposal. The House bill would result in an exorbitant tax levy for us and corporations like ours. In this financial climate, the taxpayers are tired of big businesses getting breaks. The election is coming. However, with the global economy, even insinuating that businesses should up their tax burden is like showing us the door of the country. Hell, we can do business anywhere.”

“So if he agrees, what’s the problem?”

“The problem is that others got to the House Ways and Means committee before the bill was drafted. Tobacco and alcohol have been taxed to death with the sin tax. They’re rebelling. Senator Higgins from Georgia is one of the biggest proponents for the current wording. It cuts the sin tax by almost three percent and uses the wording in this new bill to make up the proposed lost revenue. The president won’t sign a bill that will add to the overall debt. It’s the wording. On face value it doesn’t look like our increase would be significant, but Carroll laid it out. It is. It could be crushing.”

I was already getting too technical for Oren, and I knew it. There was part of me that wanted to go on, to talk particulars, but by the way his eyes wandered about, I knew it wouldn’t serve any purpose other than to stroke my ego. Furthermore, it would delay my meeting with Ellis, my dinner with Oren, and most importantly, the meeting I was anticipating with Charli. 

“Then stop it.”

I nodded. “I’ve made calls. The hearings will start soon. We have experts lined up to speak and answer questions. Carroll isn’t alone. The Finance Committee is pretty evenly divided.”

Oren slapped the arm of the chair. “This shit didn’t get out of hand when I was running the U.S. side of Demetri. I had a handle…”

I clenched my jaw. This was bullshit. He never had a handle on any of this. If he had he wouldn’t have almost lost everything in 2009. He was just lucky to have started Demetri at a time when the government was doling out tax breaks like candy on Halloween. If I had to spend another minute with him now and then dinner, my blood pressure would be through the roof. That would undoubtedly not bode well for Charli. 

When he paused, I stood. “Dinner? Let’s make it early. I have plans.”

“You? You haven’t had plans…” 

…since Jocelyn. 

Well, even he had the decency not to complete his comment, not after what he’d said earlier. “I have plans. I can meet you at six o’clock.” 

“Four Seasons. I’ll be waiting.”

That meant he’d have an hour drinking lead on me. Great. I nodded, grabbed the folder on my desk, and made sure the screens on my computer were locked. “Show yourself out.” 

“Son, that wasn’t the only meeting in Del Mar I wanted to hear about.”

My feet stilled. “What are you talking about?”

“I know you met with Peterson.” He lowered his voice and nodded. “Working both sides of that sin tax—you’re starting to get this.”

I shook my head. He had no idea of my intentions. “We can discuss it tonight.”

Just before I reached the conference room, my phone buzzed. Normally I wouldn’t check, but it could be Isaac. I slowed my steps and checked the screen. It was a text from Deloris.

Deloris: “THREE UNSUCCESSFUL ATTEMPTS TO LOG ON TO YOUR OFFICE DESKTOP.”

My father’s a fucking idiot. If he thought I would give him carte blanche in my office, he was dumber than his Neanderthal attitude. 

Me: “OREN’S IN THE BUILDING.”

Deloris: “WILL KEEP WATCHING AND STOP FROM MY END.”

Me: “HE’LL NEVER CRACK YOUR SECURITY. BUT KEEP WATCHING.”

Deloris: “I ALWAYS DO.”

Pressing my lips together, I held back the smile. She was better than the lackluster security he had in London. As a matter of fact, unbeknownst to him, a few months back she upped their security and replaced a few questionable employees, saving his ass again.

Then I saw a message I’d missed. 

Isaac: “MISS COLLINS CANCELED THE SPA APPOINTMENT. SHE JUST LEFT THE HOTEL ON FOOT. WILL FOLLOW.”

I took a deep breath. Maybe our afternoon discussion of rules wasn’t enough. Though my hand would miss the delightful sensation, my belt would be more effective.
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AT 7:45 I STEPPED from the suite with my head held high. Nox left me five one-hundred-dollar bills, and while my plan was to save every penny, that wasn’t starting yet. Instead of going to the spa appointment, I used my time wisely, walking to a few different stores, purposely avoiding the higher-end clothing. Nox may have said I wasn’t a cheap whore, but he purposely made me feel that way. I intended to deliver. 

The off-the-shoulder skater dress was perfect—red and barely reaching the middle of my thighs. It was too short to follow Nox’s directions. I wasn’t obeying anyway. One more violation wouldn’t matter. Near the back of the store, I found a cheap gold armband that added to the illusion. Determined to avoid everything lying upon the king-sized bed, I found some strappy patent leather, high-heeled sandals and a matching purse, complete with a gaudy gold chain strap that matched my new armband. 

My makeup was a work of art. Golden shimmery eye shadow and heavy black eyeliner made the woman in the picture in Nox’s letter look like she’d been without makeup. Of course I found a lipstick to match the bright red of my dress. I curled and teased my hair, keeping one of my favorite childhood movies in the back of my mind. By the time I was done, Julia Roberts and Richard Gere would have been proud and offered me a role in Pretty Woman. 

The closer I came to Mobar, the faster my pulse surged. Twice he’d written not to disobey him. I’d disobeyed him on every count, and I had two more directions to defy before I was done. I just hoped Nox wasn’t there yet, because when he arrived, I planned not to be sitting alone. I also wasn’t planning on spending my time running my finger over the rim of a glass… and it wouldn’t be full either. 

I stopped at the entrance of the bar and scanned the room. There were tables with couples and more with groupings of people. I smiled at the clientele: mostly men and women wearing suits, probably visiting New York on business. I took a deep breath. It was showtime and my main audience had yet to arrive. That was good. I needed another drink before that reunion. 
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THE MUSCLES IN my neck twitched as I made my way toward Mobar. My note had been very specific as to attire and directions. Charli was mine for the next year. I planned to make her think she was completely at my disposal. 

Isaac told me that she’d already defied my orders by canceling the spa appointment. I also knew she’d walked to some nearby stores. After her spanking this afternoon, the idea that she was purposely defying me had me both pissed and aroused. 

I knew her dress size from Del Mar, but Deloris was the one who learned her shoe size. I didn’t read it, but apparently, Infidelity’s profile was extremely thorough. 

The black dress I had sent over from Saks was beaded, short, and dipped in the front and back. She couldn’t wear a bra, and I left explicit instructions for her not to wear anything else. The shoes were black with high heels and reminded me of the ones she’d displayed on the dashboard of the Boxster. I was fucking getting hard thinking about it. In the matching handbag was five hundred dollars in cash. It wasn’t as if she’d need to pay for anything. It was simply a reminder that I paid for her—she was mine. 

I would most definitely be fucking her tight pussy, but first I would fuck her mind. 

The upscale bar with the red walls and golden booths created the perfect ambiance. It was like walking into a 1950’s film, and Charli was the starlet. Every man’s fantasy was my reality. I was ready to see if she followed directions as well in New York as she had in Del Mar. My jaw clenched as I approached the bar. Charli didn’t see me. She couldn’t with the men on either side of her. 

What the hell?

She wasn’t wearing the black dress. I could only see a portion of the red material that hung from her slender shoulder as I moved closer. My entire body trembled. The walls and her dress weren’t the only red I saw… rushing blood tinted my vision as my teeth clenched. My day had gone from bad to worse, and soon hers would too. 

I laid my hand on one man’s shoulder and motioned with my head for him to get lost. For only a second he looked as though he might argue. Charli flinched, but didn’t turn toward me. One down, I then placed my hand on the other man’s shoulder, the one seated beside her. My words came out more as a growl. “You have my seat.”

He looked from me to Charli. She smiled at him, and the heat boiling from my collar told me that my face joined the party of red. If this asshole didn’t move in the next three seconds, I wasn’t responsible. 

“Goodbye, Chad,” Charli said. “Thank you for the drink.”

“Is this the guy you’re waiting for…?”

“Your three seconds are up, Chad.” My nostrils flared with exaggerated breaths. However, instead of decking him—as I wanted to do—I reached for Charli’s forearm. “We’re leaving. Now.”

“Do you know this jerk?” Chad asked, standing and meeting me chest to chest. 

If he only fucking knew how pissed I was, he’d be running with his tail between his legs. I stood taller, dwarfing him by at least six inches. When I turned toward Charli, I couldn’t believe my eyes. She wasn’t wearing anything that I’d bought. Under my grip was some cheap gold jewelry that looked like a snake twisted around her forearm. Her eyelids sparkled. She was made up like some kind of eighties’ throwback punk-rocker.

“We’re leaving,” I again growled.

Chad’s hand came to my chest. The man had balls—I’d give him that. “I asked the lady if she knew you.”

Charli’s bright red lips pursed in defiance, but under my grip her pulse thumped erratically. It would be easy to allow mine to do the same, to be what she remembered—what I remembered. Touching her ignited something inside of me that I was trying to pretend didn’t exist. Now, as my fingers surrounded her forearm, the connection was undeniable. Her agreement was for one year. I couldn’t let her go after a week. After a year would be impossible. 

But first she had a lesson to learn. 

“I thought I did,” Charli replied. 

Chad couldn’t hear the hurt and disappointment in those words. They weren’t meant for him. Well, too bad. I was disappointed too. 

“You thought?” Chad asked. “So you don’t?”

The fucker was persistent. “She knows me. And we’re leaving. Now.”

“Thank you again for the drink,” Charli said, calling over her shoulder as I pulled her from the stool and walked her out of the bar. Her cheap heels skidded across the floor as she moved to keep up with my determined gait. 

I needed to get her up to the room. If we weren’t alone in seconds, I’d explode. Leaning down to her ear as we neared the elevator, the muscles in my neck strained as I snarled, “Do you think this is funny?”

Charli made several attempts to free her arm, but my grip was iron. She would undoubtedly have a mark, probably the imprint of the ugly jewelry and maybe a bruise from my hold. But at that moment I didn’t give a fuck. She’d be lucky if it was the only mark I left on her skin by the time this night was done. 

“Let me go,” she whispered, still as determined as she’d been in the bar. 

“Never.”

When the doors to the elevator opened, I walked us to the rear wall as other passengers entered. Each one stood near the doors with their backs toward us. I didn’t give a shit about the other people as I turned my back on them and stared down at Charli. With my body as a shield, she was caged. 

My mind was fighting an epic battle, and I didn’t know which side would win. On one hand, I wanted to rip off the ugly red dress and fuck her into submission. My hand was done with its morning workouts, and seeing her, touching her, being this damn close to her, my cock was ready to get the party started. 

On the other hand, I wanted to punish her for her blatant disobedience. I wanted to redden her perfect round ass again. This time I’d use my belt, and she’d remember exactly what happened when she didn’t listen to me. 

We stared in silence as the elevator made its painfully slow climb. Finally the last couple got off, and we were alone with over fifteen floors to go. I squeezed tighter on the jewelry, feeling the metal bend. “I asked you a question. Do you fucking think this was funny?”
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FUNNY? NO I didn’t think any of this was funny.

Defiantly, I stared up into Nox’s eyes. The cold glacier blue of this afternoon was gone. Navy swirled in their depths. I was playing with fire, and I knew it. However, the longer we stood, our lips a whisper apart, his warm breath skirting my cheeks, and our hearts beating erratically against one another’s, I didn’t care if I got burned. No, I wanted to be burned. 

“Your caveman routine is getting old. Unhand me. Now.” 

His nostrils flared as the tendons in his neck flexed. Nox was a bull ready to charge and in the dress I purchased, I was the red cape. From the cyclone in his eyes to the force of his grip upon my arm, I watched the millions of thoughts swirling through his mind, thoughts that should scare me, but they didn’t. I was mad and hurt by his words. I wasn’t letting him off the hook that easily. 

“What the fuck were you doing down there? You’re mine.” The last part came as a low, menacing whisper that reverberated through the elevator. 

His declaration was both fire and ice, sending a chill down my spine while striking a match to the fire deep inside. Taking a step closer, his hard body pressed against mine to pin me to the wall, his chest flattening my breasts and his erection pushing against my tummy. Without warning his lips captured mine, their warmth setting my insides ablaze as our tongues battled. Tenderness was forgotten as he unapologetically took what he claimed to be his. 

The emotion he’d tried to contain earlier in the day exploded in the fury, washing over us as we melted together. It was as if he’d needed to taste me, to know I was real. 

When the elevator stopped, Nox stepped back, and I sucked my bruised lips between my teeth. His stare held me in place. In his eyes wasn’t the menacing gaze that melted my insides. This was different, new, unyielding. Without words, he dared me to speak, and I wanted to, but my mind and body weren’t sure what to say. At the moment they couldn’t reach a consensus. The doors opened. He seized my hand and wordlessly pulled me toward the suite. 

As my feet hurried to keep up, I reached for the arm cuff and tried to twist. The cheap metal wasn’t merely around my forearm: it was painfully digging into my skin. His grasp had bent the fake gold, turning my arm the same color as my dress.

Once we were behind the closed door, Nox said, “Go wash that shit off of your face.”

Is he serious?

“What—?”

The word was barely out before he again had my hand and pulled me toward the bathroom. 

“Nox, what the hell are you doing?” I asked as he turned on the shower. 

Water rained from multiple directions as he turned his attention back to me. Pinching my chin, he lifted my eyes to his. His tone was a low rumble, and his words came clipped. “Mr. Demetri. Say it.”

I stiffened my neck as the grasp on my chin tightened. “Mr. Demetri,” I repeated. 

“Apparently, this afternoon wasn’t enough for you to learn your lesson. Do we need to repeat it?”

“No,” I answered defiantly, though the thought of him spanking me again did something to me that I didn’t want to admit. 

“Miss Collins, this is my year. I paid for it. When I tell you to do something, you do it. Do not question, and do not make me repeat myself. Is that clear?”

My lips were glued shut. I couldn’t answer if I’d wanted. His eyes never left mine as he removed his suit jacket and threw it on the floor. By the steam gathering upon the inside of the glass doors and mirrors, the water had warmed. 

Nox reached under the spray, adjusted the temperature and reached for my hand. “You are so fucking stubborn. I don’t do stubborn.”

“Well, then you bought the wrong girl.” I didn’t know where the words came from, but they were out, and I couldn’t take them back. 

Tension crackled through the steam-filled air as his defined jaw clenched and unclenched. Before I realized what happened, Nox stepped into the shower and pulled me in with him. Fully clothed, complete with shoes we stood under the multiple sprays. 

Looking at our feet, I shook my head. I might be wearing cheap clothes, but he wasn’t. His leather loafers alone probably cost a thousand dollars. His sexy gray suit pants were getting wetter by the second as they clung to his body and revealed his growing desire beneath. 

“You’re crazy!”

“You’re right,” he confirmed. “I’ve been fucking crazy ever since I met you.” He thrust a washcloth at me. “Don’t make me repeat myself, Charli. Wash that shit off your face. I’m barely holding on here.”

Charli? 

My once teased hair was now soaked and lying flat against my head. I twisted the excess water from the cloth and did as he said. The more I scrubbed, the more the white cloth filled with black and sparkles. No doubt, with the excessive eyeliner I’d used, the shower had turned me into a raccoon. 

When I was done, I handed the cloth back to Nox. Without saying a word, he wrung it out, covered it in bodywash, and gently cleaned around my eyes. As he did, the atmospheric pressure shifted. The storm of raging tension that had surrounded us since our eyes met in the bar changed. The intensity was still off the charts, but this was something different. Whatever it was affected us both. Our breathing suddenly took effort as both of our chests rose and fell. 

“Take off that dress.”

Nox’s command echoed throughout the glass stall. I considered arguing, but common sense stopped my rebuttal. I’d already pushed him far enough. Starting at the neckline, I slowly exposed myself, inch by inch. His gaze followed the soaked material. As I revealed my breasts, my nipples hardened, and he let out a low growl. Down the dress went, exposing my tummy and red lace panties. 

Shaking his head, Nox ran his finger along the edge of my panties. With his large hands now at my hips, he asked, “Did you do anything I told you to do in my note?”

“No.” My honesty left a trail of vulnerability and shame. 

In one quick motion, Nox ripped the lace, and the shredded panties joined my dress on the shower floor. I blinked away the water as he tipped my face upward. 

“No more disobeying. Do you understand?”

I nodded—not in acknowledgment of his words, but in response to the rush from once again being in his presence. Nox electrified me in a way I’d never known, and even in the absurdity of our current situation, he was doing it again. The way he scanned my nakedness as his Adam’s apple bobbed tingled my skin. 

He hadn’t released my chin. “Say ‘Yes, Mr. Demetri.’”

My chest hurt. “N-Nox.”

His grip tightened. 

“Yes, Mr. Demetri.” 

He released my chin with a shove. “Undress me. I’m going to fuck you.”

I shouldn’t like his demands, but part of me did. As I started with his shirt, memories of Del Mar played in my mind. He’d told me that he didn’t usually ask for sex. He had in California. Nox had. But this wasn’t him—this was Mr. Demetri, and he wasn’t asking. By the way my insides twisted and thighs slid over one another, I wasn’t protesting. 

The shower’s spray made his shirt transparent and the buttons slick. I released them one by one, as more and more of his muscular chest became visible. It was as if he’d spent the last six weeks upping his workout. Once the buttons were undone, I shamelessly ran my hands over his defined torso. My bright red nail polish contrasted with his tanned skin.

Seizing my hands, Nox stopped my exploration. “No. My rules. You’ll do what I say, when I say. I didn’t tell you that you could touch me. Now, get down on your knees and undo my slacks.”

Biting my lip, I knelt before him and found myself eye level with a prominent bulge. I reached for his belt. 

“You’re lucky,” he said. 

Turning my attention away from the task at hand, I looked up at his serious expression, unsure at that moment why he considered me lucky.

Nox’s hand covered mine, the one on his belt. “I was very close to using this on your ass.”

Even under the spray, my eyes widened as my heart rate skyrocketed. 

He isn’t serious, is he?

He released my hand and caressed my cheek. “Oh, princess, I’m fucking serious.”

How does he do that? 

“Keep working on that belt. I’ve decided there are other ways to punish you.”

My hands trembled as I continued working and asked, “Wasn’t that what this afternoon was about?”

When I lowered the zipper, his heavy erection sprung free between his muscular thighs. Saliva pooled over my tongue. Silently, I swallowed. With everything in me, I wanted to take him in my mouth. I would have, but he’d just told me not to touch him. My chest ached with indecision, unsure what he wanted or what I should do. 

Nox opened the glass door, kicked off his shoes and threw his soaked shirt and slacks onto the floor. When he turned back around, my breath stuttered. The menacing gleam was back in his eyes. 

“This afternoon?” he asked. “Princess, that’s a question. Something you’re not supposed to ask. Just to clarify, for the next year, I can punish you anytime I want for any reason.” 

He reached for my hand and helped me stand. My high-heeled shoes slid on the wet tile. 

Nox continued, “I can punish you simply because I want to watch that firm ass turn red.” He palmed my ass and pulled me closer. Even with the shoes on I had to look up. “But…” he continued, “…that’s not the current reason. Tonight I’m accumulating a long list of offenses, all equally deserving of punishment. Let’s start with that stupid stunt you pulled downstairs in the bar.”

I lifted my chin and straightened my spine. Granted, with the way my nipples stood at attention, I didn’t appear as convincing as I would have liked. “You called me a cheap prostitute. So that’s what I gave you.”

His head moved slowly from side to side as he backed me against the tile wall. “No.” His velvet tone rolled like thunder as he tweaked an erect nipple. “I. Said. You. Weren’t. Cheap.” 

I gasped as he leaned down and nipped the sensitive skin behind my ear. His long fingers painfully dug into my behind as his erection prodded my stomach. 

Looking down at me, he said, “I paid a fortune for you. Princess, you’re the most expensive whore I’ve ever known.”

He spun my shoulders toward the wall as his words demeaned me. His actions were fast and rough, mixing pleasure with pain. But that wasn’t what I concentrated on. It was his voice, the way it reverberated through the humid air to my core. I listened to the sound and timbre—not the words—as he found the silver packet and my new punishment began. 
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THE LAST FEW days had been too much: my parents, Infidelity, and Nox—Mr. Demetri. By the time we made it to bed, I’d lost count of the number of times he’d taken me to detonation. Physically unable to do more, I surrendered to sleep, too tired and emotionally spent to endure more of Nox’s unique and not at all unpleasant punishment. He’d said it was all about him, how now it was my job to pleasure him, not the other way around. 

That was what he said.

It wasn’t what he’d done. 

My body responded to Nox Demetri in a way I couldn’t explain. With mere words or glances from him, I was putty, and he was the sculptor. Yes, he had his share of orgasms, but I’m most certain that if it were a contest, I would’ve won. 

During the night, I woke and instinctively cuddled closer to his warmth. The woodsy scent of his cologne lingered on the pillowcases while the musk of our passion saturated the air. I hated that he considered things different, and at the same time, I was in heaven being back in his arms. He’d told me more than once that my little stunt—as he referred to it—was juvenile and stupid, and he was probably right. 

And then I began to remember how angry—livid—I was at his note and his afternoon show of force. If I were completely honest with myself, I was hurt more than anything else. Disobeying every directive in that damn note was my way to rebel. I’d been told for most of my life that I was defiant and had authority issues. I wasn’t and I didn’t. When I was at the academy or at Stanford, I had no problem with teachers or professors. I did, however, have issues with assholes. Assholes like Alton. 

No longer wanting to be near Nox, I scooted away and rolled the other direction. In that note and yesterday afternoon, he’d been an asshole—a dick. In Del Mar I’d willingly given him control. I could do that again—give control to the sexy, seductive man who was also protective and sweet—but what he’d done and said yesterday was wrong. 

Calling me a whore—expensive or cheap—was neither protective nor sweet. Mr. Demetri had no idea what had taken me to Infidelity. He didn’t know my dreams or goals. My signing at Infidelity wasn’t about money—not really. It was about the same thing as my dressing like a cheap prostitute. It was my refusal to play by unfair rules. 

I’d willingly sold—or rented—myself for a year to spite my stepfather. Nox could demean me all he wanted—I’d lived through it before—as long as I had the ability to accomplish my goals. The more my mind pondered everything that happened, the more elusive sleep became. My body chilled with the realization that my consciousness had made a comparison that up until yesterday seemed impossible. 

Nox was behaving like Alton. 

He was. The difference was that I liked Nox. 

Is that past tense?

Fine. If Nox Demetri wanted to punish me for taking the opportunity to achieve my dream, so be it. I’d take his damn punishment, one orgasm at a time, and in one year I’d walk away with my tuition money in hand. 

If that made me a whore, then so be it. 

Letting out an exaggerated huff, I threw back the covers. As soon as I did, my gaze shot to the other side of the bed, praying I hadn’t awoken Nox. I didn’t want to talk to him. For the first time since his shadow covered my legs in Del Mar, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be with him. 

As I quietly made my way to the bathroom, I winced at the tenderness in my muscles. It was the same as I’d experienced in Del Mar. Damn, I should start running with Patrick. Maybe then my legs could handle Nox’s punishment. 

Finding a plush robe hanging on a hook, I wrapped it around me. Despite being upset with myself and angry with Mr. Demetri, when I saw the woman in the mirror, I smiled. Her wavy hair was wild from the shower and then the bed, and she had a lazy, satiated glaze to her golden eyes. My mind told me that I shouldn’t want Nox as much as I did or like the things he did and said. Alex knew it was wrong, but the woman in the reflection wasn’t complaining. 

As the memories came back, my body overtook my mind. I began wondering if he’d want to punish me again. Now that I’d had a nap and even though my body ached from the last round, I was pretty sure I was ready. Nox did that to me. Even if my mind didn’t agree, my body would always want more. 

When I stepped back onto the plush carpet of the bedroom, Nox’s demanding tone cut through the darkened silence. “Don’t even think about leaving while I’m asleep.”

My feet stilled at his suggestion. “I-I’m not.”

By the illumination of a distant electronic glow, I could see Nox sitting against the headboard, blankets bunched around his waist and his arms crossed over his bare chest. The myriad of emotions that man evoked in me was perplexing. My lungs forgot to inhale as I studied his handsome face. His chiseled jaw, covered in the perfect amount of stubble, mesmerized me as it clenched and unclenched. 

What is he thinking? And why does that question both scare and excite me?
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WHEN I DIDN’T speak or move, Nox demanded, “Come here. We didn’t do much talking last night. We have rules to discuss.”

Rules. I rolled my eyes. 

He was right. We hadn’t talked last night, not really. Walking to my side of the bed, I climbed in. With my robe still on, I mirrored Nox’s stance, pulling the covers over my waist and sitting against the headboard. 

He reached for my hand and tugged. “Here, princess, means next to me, not three feet away on the other side of the bed.”

I scooted a little closer. “Nox—Mr. Demetri,” I corrected. “I don’t know what you want from me, but I think you should know, I don’t follow directions well.” Especially when they’re delivered by assholes. I didn’t say that last part. 

He moved closer, removed the pillow from behind my head and laid me back. With his handsome face hovering above mine, he smoothed my unruly curls over the pillow. In the darkness, I saw the hint of a grin pulling at the corners of his lips, and my heart leapt with the hope of Nox, the man I’d known in Del Mar. 

“I’m rather perceptive. I’ve noticed your flaws.” As if opening a present, Nox untied the sash from around my waist and exposed my nude body. The intensity of his gaze electrified my skin, peppering it with goose bumps and turning my nipples to pebbles. He sucked on his finger and then traced a circle over my areola. The glint came back to his pale eyes. “I’ve also noticed your assets.”

My back arched as his voice rumbled through me, awakening my tender core. No longer concerned about the punishment he’d delivered the night before, I felt my insides clench with the promise of more. 

A moan echoed from my throat as he lowered his lips to one of my nipples. Sucking, he skillfully circled it with his tongue. His warm mouth pulled away leaving it slick, and then he blew, the contrast was almost painful. 

“We’re going to discuss my rules. First, forget the Mr. Demetri. My name is Lennox or Nox in private.” 

His torment of my neck, breasts, and tummy punctuated each statement. The stubble of his cheeks scratched while his teeth tantalized my taut skin. 

“I want to hear that you’re listening,” he said. “Say ‘Yes, Nox.’”

My voice came in breaths. “After last night, I was expecting Yes, sir or maybe Yes, master?”

He bit my nipple, sending shockwaves directly to my core. 

“Keep baiting me, princess.”

That was another direct order I planned to ignore. 

“Yes, Nox. My name is Alexandria, but I prefer Alex.” 

His lips moved lower. If he was trying to distract me, he was doing a good job.

“Where did Charli come from?”

“My middle name is Charles, after my grandfather.”

He nodded, delivering more abuse with his coarse stubble. “That’s good. I was concerned it was an outright lie. As I mentioned when we first met, truthfulness isn’t debatable. We both know what will happen if you lie to me.”

Shit! His fingers joined the battle for my attentions. My legs willingly parted as I tried to concentrate on my answers.

“Oh! Y-Yes, Nox. I didn’t lie. It’s a nickname.”

“Tell me about Columbia.”

I didn’t want to talk about anything. My hips moved as his hands and lips moved in tandem, their rhythm monopolizing my thoughts. 

“Columbia, Charli.” His reminder refocused my mind, though my body was lost to his ministrations. 

“I-I start in less than two weeks.”

“What if I told you no?”

The euphoria he’d created evaporated. My body stiffened as I pulled away from his touch. “Y-You can’t.” My volume rose. “No. It was in my profile, my hard limits.” Panic washed over me. He was like Alton. “Karen said—”

“Stop,” Nox said, touching a finger to my lips. “Suck.”

Without thinking, my lips parted, allowing his finger access, covering my tongue with the taste of my own essence. His erection throbbed against my hip. 

“I told you, your limits are now mine to define; however, I’m not saying no,” he whispered, his tone softening as he retrieved his finger.

“You’re not?”

“No. I think it’s fantastic that you’ve been accepted to Columbia Law. I just want to know how someone as intelligent as you obviously are, is stupid enough to work for Infidelity.”

I clenched my teeth to halt my reply. Our gazes locked. Nox was only inches away—our noses nearly touched as he awaited my response. 

The muscles in his neck strained. “Answer me.”

I was probably poking the proverbial beehive, but I couldn’t stop myself. “You’re a hypocrite. You’re awfully high and mighty for a client.”

“What?” he asked, pulling up as if to see me more clearly. 

“You act like Infidelity is bad.”

“It is.”

“Then why are you one of its clients?”

Nox shook his head and ran a hand over his stubble. “What I do is none of your business. What you do is mine.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Sorry, princess. Life’s not fair.” 

Reaching under my shoulders, Nox lay back and rolled us both until I was lying on top of him, skin to skin, nothing separating us. Unexpectedly, he swatted my behind. 

“Ouch!” I squealed, though the sting was more of shock than pain. 

Nox raised his brow. “I told you, I don’t repeat myself. I’ll spank you harder if you don’t answer my damn questions the first time.”

Not wanting to look into his pale eyes as I told him my story, I lowered my cheek to his chest and began, “I graduated from Stanford last spring. I’d always wanted to be an attorney. I wanted to do something good. When I was young, I believed in fairytales—until I didn’t. 

“Even when I knew they weren’t real and couldn’t happen to me, I still liked them. In them, the good people always won. Even though I learned that wasn’t true in real life, I wanted to make it true. 

“That’s why I want to practice law. I want to help defenseless people—people who can’t help themselves…” Something I couldn’t accomplish when I was the one who was defenseless. “…and I want to stop the bad people. I imagined that one day my career would be my own fairytale.” 

When Nox didn’t respond, I took a deep breath and continued, “I worked hard at Stanford.” Remembering our last conversation, I added, “I was honest when I told you I didn’t sleep around. I mostly studied. Chelsea gave me a hard time, but I think my dedication helped her, too.”

“Your sister?” His chest vibrated with his words.

I looked back to his eyes and braced myself for another swat to my ass. “No.”

The spank didn’t come, although a question did. “No?”

I shook my head. “No. Chelsea is my best friend. We call each other sister, but it’s not biological. We met our freshman year at Stanford.”

“Interesting,” Nox said. “We’ll talk more about that another time. Now back to Columbia and Infidelity.”

I settled against his chest again and sighed. “I graduated with honors and was accepted to two of the top law schools in the country, Columbia and Yale. When I was young, my grandparents created a trust fund for me. It was supposed to pay for my education. I thought it would last through law school, beyond even.”

“But it didn’t? What happened?”

I wasn’t ready to get that personal, not yet. I shrugged. “Bad investments, I don’t know the details. I was just informed that my first semester was paid, but that was all. No living expenses, nothing.”

“All right, that would be shocking, but surely you had other options. Student loans?”

I fought the onslaught of emotion that this subject evoked. Everything was still too raw; my mother’s actions still hurt. I couldn’t deal with that and Nox’s accusing tone. He had no way of knowing that I’d only learned of the loss less than a week ago or that the money wasn’t really gone, only being held hostage by my family. “I-I…” I took a ragged breath as I desperately tried to suppress the tears I’d allowed to flow after his punishment yesterday. “…please. I was without options. Everything I’d worked for…” A renegade tear slipped onto his chest. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

Nox’s strong arms embraced me, wrapping around me and cradling me against his chest. I became lost in him, overwhelmed by the beating of his heart, warmth of his skin, and masculine scent. We lingered unmoving for what seemed like ages. Beyond the heavy curtains of the hotel suite, darkness gave way to dawn. 

And then as if a switch had been flipped, Nox’s body stiffened and he rolled me back to the bed. With his head propped on his elbow, he stared at me. 

“Listen and listen carefully.”

Welcome back, Mr. Demetri. 

“Here are my new rules…” 

It was surreal how he morphed from one man to the other. In his arms, I was Charli, and he was Nox. Listening to him now, he was Mr. Demetri, and I was his whore. The dichotomy both frightened and reassured me. 

Is that what he wants, to elicit two such different emotions? 

“…three more days, then you’ll move into my apartment.”

My pulse quickened again. “Where do you live?”

“Westchester County.”

“I-I have classes. I have an apartment near campus. Maybe we could work…” 

Nox shook his head. “No. My rules. Break your lease.”

“B-But that’s too far away…”

“Arguing isn’t permitted.”

My heart thumped against my chest. Westchester County… how? 

“Yes, Mr. Demetri.” I hoped he heard the dripping sarcasm. 

His eyes narrowed, twisting my insides. “I should punish you for that.”

Okay, he heard it. 

“Perhaps there’s another…” I didn’t know what to ask or what to say. 

“I also have an apartment on West 77th.”

Oh thank God. 

“It’s where you’ll stay—where we’ll stay.” He wasn’t giving me a choice. “I rarely go to the house in Westchester. The apartment is closer to my office, and it’s not far from Columbia. I’ll get you a driver and a car.”

I shook my head. “I don’t like drivers.”

“You don’t?” he asked with a smirk. “Was Isaac so offensive? He’s usually pretty quiet.”

I wasn’t thinking of Isaac, but his response made me smile. “No, Isaac was fine.”

“Well, princess, how many drivers have you known?”

Nox didn’t know me at all. If he wanted to believe this money thing was new to me, I wasn’t going to burst his bubble. “It just seems like that would be intrusive. I mean, as if I was being watched.”

“Oh, you will be.”

“What?”

“You will be watched.”

His words prickled my skin. Everything he said had a definitive edge, almost daring me to question. This time I took the bait. “W-Why?”

“Because you’re mine.”

“I’m yours for the next year. I know that. What does that have to do with my being watched?”

“Exactly what I said. I don’t make an investment without protecting it. You’re mine. From what I’ve seen, you’ve demonstrated your inability to make reasonable judgments. For the next year, your decisions, your safety, and even your sensibility are all up to me.”

“Nox, I’m not a child.”

“No, Charli, you’re not. If you were, I’d ground your round ass to this suite and make you write a thousand times that signing that agreement with Infidelity was stupid. Maybe by the time you were done, you’d understand it to be true.”

I pressed my lips together to stop my rebuttal. He was a goddamned client. His hypocritical view didn’t make sense. Placing my hand against his chest, I tried another approach. “I can take the subway or the bus.” I willed my sarcasm to stay hidden. “Despite your lack of respect for my decision-making skills, I can manage mass transportation. I earned an A in my urban planning class at Stanford.” Okay, the last part was a bit much.

“This isn’t debatable. I’m involved in some dangerous things. If you’re in the public eye as my…” He paused. “…companion, then you need to be protected. We’re not discussing it. Besides, it’s already begun. It started yesterday.”

“I-I don’t like that.”

“Too bad. I didn’t ask you. I bought—”

“I know,” I quipped. “You bought me.” 

“My security detail is excellent. Most of the time you won’t even know they’re around.” Nox scoffed. “Well, last night, they did almost blow their cover in the bar. Chad was about to get more than he bargained for.” 

“Yesterday? So you knew? You knew I didn’t go to the spa?”

Nox nodded as his forehead wrinkled. “I knew. I wasn’t aware of how far you’d strayed from my orders.” He reached for my chin and pinched it between his thumb and finger. “Remember that. Think about it the next time you decide to go rogue. I’ll have a fuck’n GPS tracker placed in you if I need to. Don’t push this.” 

I swallowed. Security that sees without being seen—the Montague staff all over again. My stomach twisted. This would be a dream for most people. This was what Patrick enjoyed. Hell, Chelsea would be in heaven. I hated it. It was what I left in Savannah. “Nox, can we please talk about this?”

“No. Keep me informed of your schedule and I’ll do the same. You have things you need to do for school—get them done. Just remember we’re a couple. Don’t do anything that would make people question that. Your freedoms are yours until you squander them.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means, princess, I will ground your ass here or in my apartment, or anywhere I choose, if I need to. Don’t make me need to. I know you’re not a child.” He sat up and raked my body with the tip of his finger, from my collarbone to my core, stopping short of where he’d been before. “You’re a sexy-as-hell woman, and that alone makes the idea of having you tied up in my bed awaiting my return all the more appealing.” His lips quirked upward, and the menacing gaze that swirled with navy shimmered in his eyes. “Go ahead… do something like you did last night, and we’ll see how fast your freedoms disappear.”

I didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure what to say. It was the new internal battle that his words and actions waged within me. Alex didn’t like it, but Charli’s tummy was doing flip-flops with the memory of the satin binding in Del Mar. 

He brushed a finger between my folds and his grin blossomed to a full smile. “Maybe I’ll need to think of a different punishment. It seems as though you like the sound of that one too much.” 

I started to sit up. “This is bullshit. This isn’t what I signed up for.”

Nox seized my shoulders and pushed me back to the mattress. “You’re wrong. It’s exactly what you signed up for. And you got me. That fairytale you spoke about—I want that for you. I want you to get your law degree. Just never forget, fairytales don’t really exist, and the world’s not black and white. One person’s good is another person’s bad. I can make the next year of your life as pleasant or as miserable as I want. As I’ve mentioned, my tastes are unique, and to me, tears of pain taste as sweet as tears of joy. You signed the agreement, and it wasn’t to star as Cinderella. I’m about as far from Prince Charming as you’re going to find.”

My mouth dried as a cold chill settled over the room. This wasn’t the man I’d met in Del Mar. 

“I’m also a selfish bastard. I don’t share well. Never have. You’re going to learn to behave, and in public, you’ll be my queen—my princess. In private, you’re mine, which means whatever I want it to mean. I’m warning you: I’m not a good person, but I’m the only bad I want near you. Don’t mention the security again. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Nox.”

He sat up. “You have my number. Use it, but not frivolously during the day. I have work, but if you’re unsure if I’ll approve of something, call me. Keep in mind that my calls are all monitored. Don’t do anything stupid like sexting. My security will only see you naked if I want them to see you.”

What the hell?

He picked up his phone. “Work is where I need to be. We’re going to try our plans for last night again tonight. Do you think you can manage to follow my directions or would you prefer my belt?”

“Are those my only two options?” I asked with a sultry twang.

Nox stood, in all his incredible naked sexiness. “Tonight, seven o’clock, Mobar—take-two.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Demetri.”

“Watch it.” He tilted his head toward my side of the bed. “Your phone’s plugged in. I turned off the sound again. The vibrating woke me.”

Nox wiggled his brows. “That reminds me of something, but we’ll discuss it tonight. I’m taking a shower. Isaac will be here soon.”

I wasn’t exactly sure how this worked. “Do you want company?”

He walked toward me with his lips pursed together. Taking my hand, he helped me stand. His gaze burned as he slowly spun me around. “Do you still want me? After all of that?”

I did. I shouldn’t, but I did. 

“Yes, Nox,” I said the words he’d told me to say.

He kissed my neck sending chills over my heated skin. The erection that had faded twitched against my hip. 

“If I touched you, would I find you’re still wet? Would your pussy be eager for me?”

I nodded.

“Words, Charli.”

“Yes, Nox.”

His large hands trailed down my arms, a whisper of a touch. His gruff tone, now gone, was replaced by velvet words. “What do you want?” 

“You.”

“Who owns you?”

I closed my eyes. “You do.”

“Who is the only one who can bring you pleasure?”

My head became heavy on my spine and fell backward. “You.”

“And what do you want? Be specific.”

Nox was killing me. His warm breath on my skin, ghostly touch, and raspy tone had me piqued, twisted, and ready to combust.

“Your cock,” I whispered. I sounded like the whore he said I was. The word repulsed me, but what he was doing was turning me on more than I cared to admit. 

Nox’s breath disappeared. His warmth was gone, and the coolness that comes from being alone settled around me. 

“No.” His voice came from the other side of the room.

My eyes popped open. “What?”

“Was that a question, Charli, or did you not hear me?”

“I-I…” 

What the hell?

He stepped closer, pulling my eyes to his. “My year, my rules. I said no. I’ll decide when you deserve my cock and when you don’t. Tonight, if you’re a good girl and do as you’ve been told, by the time we get back to this suite, you won’t whisper your request. You’ll scream it.” 

I swallowed, but my mouth was again dry.

“In the meantime,” Nox continued, “do not take that responsibility into your own hands. You’re mine—all of you. The only one pleasuring that pussy for the next year is me.” 

Dick!

His game made me dizzy. His words dripped with ice while the menacing gleam in his eyes sent heat through my body, causing synapses to spark and crackle along the way. It was like power lines I’d seen on the news that exploded in the dead of winter. The heat running through the wires combined with the frigid temperatures made a lethal combination.

“Oh,” he added, “if you’re looking for your vibrator, well, that’s now in my possession. I’m sure I can come up with some inventive ideas for its use.” With that he turned and walked toward the bathroom.

Asshole!

My body trembled with the combination of rage and unmet need. The physical chill made my fingers cold. I reached for the robe, the one I’d worn earlier. As I did, I saw my phone. Under it was a note and something under the note. I lifted the page to reveal ten hundred-dollar bills—fanned out for effect. 

 

Charli~

Go shopping. Buy what I’d like, what I’d approve of. To the world you’re my queen. Only we know what happens behind closed doors.

 

Wrapping myself in the robe, I fought the rising bile burning my throat. Grabbing my phone, I stormed out of the bedroom. I may have to live with him, but it didn’t have to be in the same room. 

In the living room of the suite, I found the Keurig and made a cup of coffee. The thought of making two was easily dismissed. I was Nox’s whore, not his damn maid or cook.

With the robe around my body and the cup in my hands, I stood at the massive window and watched as sunlight and people brought the park back to life. When had I been on those paths with Patrick? It didn’t seem possible that it had only been a few days ago. How had everything gone so terribly wrong?

I refused to cry. I couldn’t let him see that. Instead, I settled on a sofa and picked up my phone. When I pushed the button, multiple text messages as well as Facebook notifications popped onto the screen. 

Perhaps it was time to change my relationship status. However, I didn’t think Facebook had expensive prostitute as an option. 

Two of the text messages were from a number without a name. My stomach sank. Should I put Bryce’s name in my phone? If I did, at least I’d know not to answer his calls. Maybe I should block the number. As I debated, I saw that the last text message I received was at nearly three in the morning. It was from Chelsea. Three o’clock in New York would’ve been midnight in California. 

I sighed. I hadn’t spoken or texted her since I signed the agreement. We rarely went a day, much less three, without talking. I was afraid to call. Afraid I’d blurt out the truth. Afraid of what she’d think, afraid to admit both how ashamed I felt and how disappointed I was in Nox.

Fighting the tears, I swiped my screen. 

Chelsea: “ALEX, I HAVEN’T HEARD FROM YOU IN A FEW DAYS. THE MOVERS ARE COMING TOMORROW. I’M READY. I NEED TO TALK TO YOU. CALL ME.” 
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BLOCKED NUMBER: “IT’S DONE.”

Burner phone: “YOU TOOK CARE OF HER?”

Blocked number: “I FOLLOWED YOUR DIRECTIONS.”

Burner phone: “GOOD. I’LL BE IN TOUCH.”

Blocked number: “THANK YOU, SIR.”
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I PULLED MY gaze away from my friend and looked toward my daughter running and laughing in the plush green grass with her nanny, Jane. Sipping my sangria, I contemplated calling down and reminding them that a refined Southern lady didn’t chase little boys, even if she was only three, almost four years old. And then I remembered Russell’s insistence upon allowing Alexandria to experience childhood. 

Of course she’d experience childhood. Everyone did. 

It didn’t matter; I couldn’t make him happy.

The constant tension, the lies, the masks—it all mocked me, reminding me of my duty, my birthright, and my slow death. Turning back to Suzy, I concentrated on my friend’s words and tried not to think about how sweaty or dirty Alexandria would become. It was Jane’s doing. She’d be the one to give her a bath. 

I shook my head. It was too hot to run. It was simply too hot.

The humid Savannah air filled my lungs, weighing me down, suffocating me. I wasn’t even thirty and I was old, not just physically, not just mentally, but socially and spiritually. Nothing within me held the light and colors of youth. I was the shell of their creation and yet it was all I knew, all I’d ever known. 

Who am I to assume it could be any better? 

I blinked my eyes as sun filtered through the pagoda and listened to my best friend. Sometimes the suffering of others helped me reevaluate my own. I still had time to save my marriage; hers was beyond repair. I wanted to save mine, not only because of the fallout Suzanna was experiencing, but also because it was my duty, my job, and I couldn’t face my father if I failed. It was plain and simple—and sad—but even as an adult, I wanted him to be proud. I wanted him to be content with his only heir. I couldn’t help that I wasn’t a male, but I could do my best in my non-existent brother’s stead. 

“Are you sure Jane won’t let them get too close to the lake?” Suzanna asked. “I don’t know what it is, but I’ve always been wary of it.”

This time, we both looked out over the stone patio to the lawn below. It was easily another hundred yards to the lake from where the children ran circles around Alexandria’s nanny. 

I took another sip of my sangria, thankful I wasn’t the one running after the children. Russell might insist on childish activities, but I didn’t want to be the one participating. I would just as soon get my exercise running on the treadmill or swimming. “We used to swim in it when we were their age.” The memory brought a smile to both of our faces.

“I don’t know why. I mean the pool is so much nicer.”

“Honey,” I said, drawing out the endearment with just the right amount of Southern drawl, “how are you doing?” My second glass of sangria gave me the courage to attack head-on the subject we’d avoided thus far.

Suzanna shrugged. “At least I’m sitting here at Montague Manor with my best friend. The whole world hasn’t ostracized me.” 

“No one is ostracizing you. It’s not your fault. Besides, I never liked Marcel anyway.”

“I know you’re just saying that.” She looked down and then up. “No one really knew him. But still, I’m the one who has to explain to Bryce that his father isn’t coming home. Every night I have to…” Her words faded away as she straightened her neck and pressed her lips together. 

It didn’t matter how many times I held her hand and told her that she wasn’t the talk of every social gathering or that the women she considered friends weren’t saying terrible things about her behind her back, she knew I was lying. She knew the women we considered friends and have for most of our lives were like rabid beasts when it came to scandal. 

“This isn’t the turn of the century. I don’t see why divorce is still considered such a failure.”

I leaned back and inhaled. My chest rose and fell yet the air didn’t come. It was this world—the world we were born into—where life was unforgiving, and if I didn’t do something soon, I would become another one of its casualties. 

“Suzy,” I said with my painted-on smile, “you’re here. Russell and I are here for you. My mother loves you like the daughter she never had.”

“Stop that. You know that’s not true.”

I widened my eyes. “It is true. It’s fine. This will blow over.”

“I just worry about what it’ll do to Bryce. He needs a father.”

“Marcel is really giving up custody?”

Suzanna nodded. “He…” She looked all directions. “Where are your parents?”

“Mother’s in the house and Father’s at work.”

“I swear, he’s going to work at Montague until he dies. I thought maybe after Russell was involved for awhile, he’d slow down.”

I pursed my lips. “And give up control? Have you met my father?”

Suzanna grinned. “What about Russell?”

“He’s at Montague too.” I leaned forward, studying her serious expression. “What is it?”

“Marcel wants a paternity test.”

I gasped. “No! He couldn’t think—”

“He does. He’s thought it for years.” Her hands flew to her chest. “Can you imagine?”

I shook my head. I couldn’t imagine. Sex wasn’t that great in the first place. Why would he ever suspect that Suzanna would want to do it with someone else?

“Is that why he left?”

Her head bobbed as she replied, “All those years of knowing about him and his flavor of the month and he had the audacity to accuse me. He threatened to make it public if I didn’t agree to the divorce.”

“Make what public? Let him have the test. I mean look at Bryce. He looks like Marcel—blond hair and gray eyes. He even acts like him.”

Suzanna laughed. “Oh, I hope not. I hope he doesn’t act like him.”

“The good him,” I corrected. “But Bryce does have a temper.”

“So does Marcel. He just does a better job of hiding it than some.”

I reached out and covered Suzanna’s hand. “Honey, I’m sorry. I know you don’t deserve that. Marcel just couldn’t handle it. I mean the Carmichael name requires a lot of… pretense.”

“Russell seems to be handling the Montague name all right.”

I shrugged and looked out to the children now sitting in a circle, engrossed in some story that Jane was telling. “I swear, she fills those children’s heads with the strangest ideas. Sometimes I wonder if she’s good for Alexandria.”

Suzanna smiled. “Oh, on days like today, when Bryce’s nanny is off, I’m perfectly happy with whatever stories she wants to tell.”

“Is Bryce doing all right?”

“He is. My father’s been a big help—when he’s not giving me the evil stare.” 

A chill ran through me. Both of our fathers had that look down to a science. In a room of people, they could telegraph it in some way that blinded everyone else in the room, but didn’t stop it from reaching its desired recipient. Whether the target was my mother or I, when it came to Charles Montague II, the arrival was paralyzing. 
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RUSSELL’S GAZE NARROWED as he opened our bedroom door and our eyes met. Trying to ignore his stare, I concentrated on the lotion I meticulously rubbed into my hands. After my shower, I’d used the same lotion on my arms and legs. The rosewood scent lingered around me like a cloud. I waited for him to speak, to say something, but as the silence grew, I finally turned his direction. 

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Like what? Like I’m surprised to find my wife in a nightgown in our bed?”

I sighed, placed the lotion bottle on my nightstand and pulled the blankets to my waist. Resting my head lightly against the headboard, I allowed my long brown hair to flow over my shoulders and said, “Russell, please.”

“Did you say goodnight to Alexandria?”

“Earlier, yes.”

“Earlier, when Jane took her for her bath, or earlier, once she was in bed?”

I reached for the light near the bed and turned the knob. “I can’t seem to do anything right in your eyes.”

“Why are you here? You haven’t been in our bedroom in a week?” 

When I didn’t answer, his look of discontent morphed into a cocky grin. Standing straight, he bowed at the waist in a grand gesture. “Let me rephrase. Mrs. Collins, to what do I owe this pleasure? And don’t insult either of us with Southern charm. Try for once in your adult life to be honest.”

“My father.”

Russell shook his head and walked to the dresser. He didn’t say a word as he removed his watch and unbuttoned his shirt. Only two years my senior, Russell Collins was a handsome man, yet as he disrobed my blood turned to ice. The solid no longer flowed through my veins as I waited for his response. 

“Your father? I guess I asked for the truth. So you’re telling me that I have Charles Montague II to thank for a woman in my bed?” He scoffed. “If I’d known he had that kind of power, I would’ve been more specific with my request.”

Though his insinuation hurt my pride, I continued with my honesty. “The staff told him I wasn’t sleeping in our room while you were in town.”

With his shirt now gone, Russell turned my way, walking closer and closer toward our bed. There was a time I found him attractive, maybe even sexually appealing. That time was over. “What did dear old Daddy tell you to do?”

I swallowed the bile that came with that answer. “He told me to make it right.”

“Aren’t you the perfect daughter? Daddy tells you to spread your legs and here you are.”

“Do you have to be so crude? I want to be with my husband. What’s wrong with that?”

“It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”

“No. It’s not,” I protested. “I can’t… I won’t… Suzanna was here today. Do you realize what the others are doing to her? They’re persecuting her, making up lies, shunning her. I’m a Montague. Our marriage can’t end like theirs. I’ll do whatever you want.”

“You’re pathetic. I don’t give a damn about Montague anymore. It’s not worth it.” He lifted his hands and gestured around. “This house, your father, the money…” His hands dropped. “There, I said it. I fucking said it. I don’t give a damn anymore about the money. I can’t live like this. I won’t. And furthermore, neither will Alexandria.”

With each insult, each word, my chin fell toward my chest… until the last phrase. I snapped my face toward his. “What did you just say?”

“You heard me. I’m taking her, and we’re leaving.”

“Y-You can’t. I-I can’t…” My chest ached. “…you know what the doctors said. You know I can’t have more children. She’s the only heir. She has to stay here.” My temples pounded. “And I don’t want you to leave.” I lowered one strap of my satin nightgown. 

Russell’s laughter filled the room. “Good try, sweetheart. I might have fallen for that a year ago, but I’m done. I’m not fucking an ice princess just because her daddy told her to lie there and take it. Sex isn’t our only problem, and it sure as hell isn’t our solution.”

“We can’t get a divorce, and under no circumstances can Alexandria leave Montague Manor. She’s the only thing I’ve ever done right.”

“Whose words are you using, yours or his?” 

Both, I was using both. My father blamed me when we first learned Alexandria was a girl. She was supposed to be a boy, a grandson—a Montague grandson. Then, when we learned there couldn’t be any more, that the complications with her birth were too extreme, she became my greatest accomplishment.

“She’s my daughter, our daughter,” I protested. “You can’t take her away from her mother. My father will never allow it. The courts won’t allow it.”

“Really? You’re going to let me drag this through court?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I think I know too much about Montague Corporation and too much about this fucked-up family. Quiet and quick is the way this will be done. I don’t want any money. I have money. I don’t want a damn thing from this house or this family except my daughter.”

Lifting back the covers, I lowered my feet to the floor and steeled my expression. From the time I was a child, I knew how to use my looks and my body. Whether it was a pout or flirtation, I had it mastered. I could do alluring. It worked before. “Russell,” I whispered as I bravely walked toward him. “I’m sorry if you haven’t been happy, if I haven’t made you happy.” I lowered the other strap over my shoulder and let my nightgown fall to the floor. Stepping from the satin puddle, I walked fully nude toward my husband, my flesh covered in goose bumps as the cold air hardened my nipples. Feeling them tighten I looked down and then up. “See what you do to me, what you still do to me?”

My heart seized as he took a step toward me, his body’s reaction becoming more prominent. Reaching behind my neck, Russell fisted my hair and pulled my head back. With a deep guttural edge to his voice, he lowered his lips to my neck. “You’re a fucking goddess. You know that. You know how beautiful you are.” He shoved me backward as I fell against the bed. “It’s all on the outside. I’m done.” 

He walked toward the bedroom door. “I have a business trip tomorrow, and when I get back, Alexandria and I are leaving.” 

“Where are you going now?”

“There are over ten bedrooms in this place. I think I can find one.”

“But the staff—”

“I don’t give a fuck what you tell dear old Daddy.” He winked. “Don’t worry about Alexandria. I’ll take Jane too. Alexandria won’t even notice you’re missing.”

The door slammed, leaving me cold and alone. After a few minutes, I pulled myself together, put my nightgown back on and covered it with a robe. Making my way through the outer room of our suite, I opened the door and peered down the hallway. Thankfully it was empty. Quietly, I walked toward the stairs on my way to the wine cellar. If anyone saw me, I’d retrieve two glasses. They didn’t need to know one was for my right hand and the other for my left. Let them draw their own conclusions. 

As I passed Alexandria’s door, a thin ray of light leaked into the hallway and I heard Russell’s voice. 

“…I love you, and I’ll be back soon.”

“I love you too, Daddy.” 

She was nearly four, and her vocabulary had always been advanced.

“Remember what I said, you’re as pretty on the inside as you are on the outside.”

Alexandria’s laughter filtered through the open door. “Daddy, stop tickling me.”

“What’s the rest? Tell me,” he coaxed. 

“My outside is pretty, too,” her little girl voice squealed over his laughter. 

“That’s right, princess.”

I walked silently toward the stairs. 
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HAVING CHARLI IN my bed was supposed to eliminate the morning jerk-off session, not make it worse. Damn, it was all I could do to get in the shower and not lose it all over the bathroom floor, especially as our wet clothes from last night’s shower greeted me, sprawled all over the floor. 

Earlier this morning, I’d sent a text to Isaac to have him send me another pair of shoes. I’d planned for clothes, but who in the hell stepped into a shower with their shoes on? The answer would be me. Not that I’d ever done anything like that before. Then again, I’d never been so fucking drunk with the combination of passion and rage that I didn’t know if I was coming or going. Last night I was on the edge of control. Desire and wrath made a lethal concoction, and in the heat of the moment, I wasn’t sure who would survive. Thankfully the only casualties were my Italian loafers. 

That was what Charli did to me. She made me into someone else.

Stepping under the cool spray, I fisted my length and closed my eyes as scenes from the same shower the night before played behind my closed eyelids: that ugly red dress falling from her shoulders, exposing her sexy body. Her gaudy makeup and those cheap high-heeled sandals that kept her balance in my control. 

My cock hardened as my hand became an unacceptable substitute for her tight, wet pussy. 

From the moment I saw her in the bar, I knew I was going to take her hard, but never in a million years did I anticipate how ready she’d be. Her slickness took away any resistance as I spun her around and took what was mine. Unapologetically, I filled her—no warm-up, no being sure she was ready. I pushed balls deep as each thrust drove into her, and my fingers dug into her hips. Primal need told me to pull out, rip off the condom, and release all over her soft skin. I wanted to mark her. I wanted the world to know she was mine. Instead, as soon as I was surrounded by her, I was lost. 

Thrust after thrust—she was heaven and I couldn’t or wouldn’t leave. 

My balls tightened and fist moved faster. Biting my lip, I recalled her moans echoing throughout the shower stall. Her pussy milking my cock as her body stiffened and her head fell forward. Giving her pleasure wasn’t my goal. Taking it was. However, over and over she imploded. Apparently, even angry sex was beyond description with Charli. 

“Fuck.” My forehead hit the wall as string after string of come painted the tile. “Shit,” I murmured as my shoulders shuddered and I blinked, bringing the world around me back into focus. 

I might have told myself I was punishing her by withholding my cock, but standing under the cool spray, it was pretty fucking obvious that she wasn’t the only one suffering. 

Stepping back upon the soft carpet of the bedroom, dripping wet, I was happy to find the room empty. I’d tried to stay quiet, but with what only thoughts of her did to me, I’d probably failed. The last thing I wanted was for her to know the power she had or how badly I wanted her. 

Once I was dressed for work, I took a deep breath and headed for the living room. With the door barely opened, I stopped to appreciate the view. She was a vision, sitting on the sofa with her knees near her chest and her phone in her hand. Charli was so engrossed in whatever she was reading, she didn’t see or hear me. I stared, wondering if she had any idea how gorgeous she was. Had anyone ever told her? Maybe her unpretentiousness was part of her allure. Somehow, with that beautiful hair, now sexy and wild, her mesmerizing eyes, and perfect body, she didn’t seem to realize what she did to me. 

The idea that she needed all that makeup or a garish outfit to stand out was absurd. It was wrong on her. Alexandria Collins—my Charli—exuded elegance and culture with the perfect hint of sexy vixen. It was a unique blend of perfect qualities. I didn’t know anything about her, not really. I knew that for a week I’d made her a princess, and with everything in me, I wanted that title for her for a lifetime. 

When she looked up and her eyes met mine, I consciously returned my expression to one of disinterest, the exact opposite of what I felt. Though difficult to maintain, I resisted the urge to smile. Judging by the way she frowned and lowered her eyes back to her phone, I’d succeeded. 

I could have walked out. I could have avoided twisting the proverbial knife, but I told her the truth when I said I was bad. I had one of the best teachers and too many years to perfect the craft. The words and cold tone came with ease. 

“Coffee?” I asked, nodding toward the cup on the table beside her. 

“Yes. You’re incredibly perceptive. Was it the cup or the aroma that gave it away?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“Neither am I. Tomorrow you’ll make my cup first. I take it black.”

Her golden eyes swirled with sadness as they found mine, yet her words were crisp and precise. “I remember how you like your coffee. I didn’t realize cook and maid were part of my job description.”

Damn, her spunk turned me on. I moved closer and gestured for her to stand. When she did, the robe she wore gaped open ever so slightly, allowing me a glimpse of her tits. They weren’t as visible as I would have liked, but with only the sides of her round globes showing, my cock thickened, twitching back to life. Lifting her chin, I brought her eyes to mine, and my tone turned purposely condescending. “Yes, Nox,” I began, “I’ll make you coffee and do whatever else you tell me to do.” 

Her stance stiffened before she repeated my words.

“Was that too difficult? If it was, I’d be glad to bend you over this sofa…” I looked out the large windows to the park and beyond. “…in front of half of New York City and give you a reason to remember.”

“No, it wasn’t difficult.”

Releasing her chin, I brushed her lips with mine. My grin grew. “I think I’d like that. I’d like to bend you over the arm of the sofa, lift this robe…” I teased the lapels and dragged my finger from her tits up to her collarbone. “…and admire your round ass. Then, I’d decide if I would spank you or fuck you.”

Her eyes closed as her head wobbled.

“Next, I’d decide if I’d leave you that way, your ass exposed and thighs slick, or if I’d allow you to cover yourself up before my security arrived.”

Charli’s eyes opened wide as she took a step back. “What? No.”

I lifted my brow. “Excuse me?”

“You said I don’t have a say in my limits, but I still have them. I’m with you. Only you.”

“Says the woman who signed away her rights. Says the woman who had a man on each arm last night.” I pulled her close. “I told you, I don’t share. No one but me can or will touch.” Her body relaxed in my embrace. “Looking, on the other hand,” I shrugged and went on. “…well, we’ll see how well you can follow my directions. Tonight?”

“Yes, Nox. Tonight, Mobar at seven o’clock. I’ll be there.”

“And tomorrow morning?”

“I’ll make you a cup of coffee.” Her eyes fluttered down.

I rubbed her cheek as a knock echoed from the door to the suite. “That’s a good girl. Are you sure you don’t want to give my security a show. We could just—”

Charli looked up, and on her lips was the first smile I’d seen all morning. My heart stuttered. The honest pleasure made her eyes light like golden reflections from the crowned jewels. 

“Oh my God,” she exclaimed. “You’re in socks.”

“How very perceptive of you.” I couldn’t help but send her words back at her. 

She stifled a laugh. “That’s why your security is coming here. You don’t have shoes to wear.”

“I’m glad you find this humorous.”

She shook her head. “I-I do.” 

“Go answer the door.”

Her expression turned suddenly sober as she looked down at the robe. “But, Nox, I’m not decent.”

“You’re also not bent over the sofa, but it can be arranged.”

“They’ll know…”

“That you spent the night with me,” I said, finishing her sentence. “My security will know that I fucked you?”

Another knock came from the door. 

“Yes,” she answered, pink filling her cheeks. 

“Door or sofa? They can know it or see it. Your choice.”

Charli pulled the lapels together, attempted to smooth her long hair, and tightened the robe’s sash as she walked toward the door. After a glance though the peephole, she turned back my direction, her expression confused. “It’s Mrs. Witt. I thought you said it was security?”

“Open the door, Charli.”
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ASSHOLE!

If I weren’t afraid that Nox would follow through on the sofa threat, I would’ve told him to shove it up his ass. But since yesterday afternoon, I wasn’t sure of anything. Taking a deep breath, I pretended I wasn’t wearing a robe and reeking of sex, plastered a confident smile to my face, and opened the door. 

“Mrs. Witt,” I said, waving toward the suite. “It’s nice to see you again. Come in.”

In her closed-lip smile, I read the judgment she wasn’t voicing. In her eyes I was taking the walk of shame, even though I hadn’t left the suite. 

“Miss Collins, nice to see you again.”

I reached for the bag she was carrying. “Would you like me to take that? I assume it’s for No—Mr. Demetri?”

Her lips turned upward as she presented the handles of the paper bag my direction and looked toward Nox. “Yes, I was told there was an unfortunate mishap with his shoes.”

“Yes,” his deep voice came from behind me as his warm breath tickled my neck. “I believe it was a puddle or something.”

“Oh,” Mrs. Witt replied. “I don’t remember it raining.”

I craned my neck backward. In Nox’s pale eyes was the smirk of amusement I’d missed. I didn’t know who Mrs. Witt was or why he referred to this woman as security, but whoever she was, it was clear they shared a comfortable relationship. 

I took a step back as Mrs. Witt came farther into the suite, and Nox shut the door. 

“If you two will excuse me, I need to—” I began as I handed Nox the bag, ready to make my way back to the bedroom. A shower was in order. 

“No,” Nox interrupted. 

I tilted my head. “No?”

He sat on the sofa, opened the bag, and removed a shoebox. 

Where and how did she buy him new shoes at six-thirty in the morning? 

As I pondered that question, Mrs. Witt sat on the edge of one of the chairs, and Nox spoke, “I’m on my way out. Charli, you remember Mrs. Witt?”

His perceptiveness was astounding. I just decided not to point that out once again. Instead, I nodded and smiled her direction. “Yes.”

“Deloris,” she corrected. “Call me Deloris. Now, is it Alexandria, Alex, or Charli?”

I narrowed my eyes, wondering how she knew so much about me. “My legal name is Alexandria. However, I prefer Alex. Charli is… well, it’s a nickname.” Though I’d only been Charli for one week of my life, even now I liked hearing it from Nox. I preferred it to Miss Collins. 

Nox stood, his shiny new loafers in place. “Deloris, I’ll speak to you later. Charli, remember everything we discussed.”

Still standing, my knees grew weak as I wondered why he appeared to be leaving while she was staying. 

“Charli?” he asked again, narrowing his pale gaze. 

“Yes, I remember.”

“Thank you, Deloris. I’m sure you can explain everything better than I.” With that he reached for the door handle and disappeared. 

As I turned back, Deloris Witt was smiling my direction. 

“Mrs. Witt, I mean Deloris, I’m apparently at a disadvantage. What are you supposed to explain to me?”

“Alex, please sit down. We need to talk.”

Securing my robe, I asked, “Would you like some coffee?” 

She shook her head. “No, I can’t stay. I just thought that perhaps Mr. Demetri might not have told you everything.” 

I sat back on the sofa. “I’m sorry. I’m confused, and you’re right, he hasn’t told me much. What do you know and why are you the one talking to me? I apologize if my forwardness is rude. I’ve had quite a week and my filter is obviously not working.”

“It’s not rude at all. As you may remember, I work for Lennox. I have for a long time. He mentioned that you assumed I was his housekeeper.” Her smile broadened. “I’m not. Alexandria… I mean, Alex, am I to assume that you’ll be with Lennox for the foreseeable future?”

“We’re… dating.”

“I realize it’s against the rules. However, I am fully aware of the origin of your new agreement.”

My pulse kicked up a notch or two. “We met in Del Mar, as you know. We planned on one week, but there was more. We decided not to fight it any longer.” It was the story I’d conspired to tell Chelsea. For the first time from my lips, I thought it sounded plausible.

“Yes. That does sound good. Is that the story the two of you have agreed upon?”

“We haven’t really discussed it.”

Mrs. Witt nodded. “That’s why I’m here. No one, not even Demetri Enterprises’ public relations can know the truth. Your stories must be the same. I like it so far; however, there may be questions. The best policy is not to answer them. No comment is your friend.”

“Questions? Who will ask questions?”

“Everyone. Anyone.”

When I didn’t answer, she continued, “It only takes a tweet or a picture posted on Instagram or Facebook to start the world talking. Lennox hasn’t dated anyone with any regularity since… well, for years. We were able to keep Del Mar off of social media and away from the reporters. That was one week. This will be a year. We won’t be able to keep it hidden. Not that we’re trying. As soon as you two appear together on a regular basis, the world will start talking.”

The world?

My stomach twisted. My family was part of the world. Bryce was part of the world. Before I could comment, she went on. 

“I’ve read your profile.” 

I couldn’t hide my shock. “What? Why?”

“Lennox has not. He didn’t want to learn about you from a file. He wants to learn about you from you.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks. If there was one thing Lennox Demetri was good at doing—and there was definitely more than one thing—it was getting to know me. 

“You were rather evasive about your family on your profile.”

I sat taller. “I’d rather not discuss my family.”

“So you do have one?”

“I wasn’t found in a cabbage patch, if that’s what you mean. We’re not close.”

“Alex, I run Mr. Demetri’s personal security as well as the security for Demetri Enterprises. I’m Lennox’s eyes and ears. I’ll be perfectly frank. I knew your last name in Del Mar. My top priority is Lennox and that won’t change. He wants you to be safe; therefore, you will. Today you’ll have Isaac at your disposal. He’s more than a driver. Isaac is fully capable of protecting you under all circumstances. 

“Since he is usually with Lennox, I’m currently working to fill the position of your driver and bodyguard.”

“I don’t want any of this,” I said, my voice as determined as I could make it. I remembered Nox’s lecture earlier this morning; however, the thought of having someone watching me all the time made me physically ill. 

“Demetri Enterprises is an umbrella.” Her eyes narrowed. “Do you know what that means?”

“It has a wide range of subsidiaries?” 

“Very good. There’s no reason for you to be any more familiar with Demetri Enterprises than Lennox chooses to make you. That said, some of the people in some of the rather diversified affiliations have been known to be less than savory. Don’t fight this, Miss Collins. You agreed to this year. Know that there are certain things with Lennox Demetri that are non-negotiable. Your safety is one.”

As I tried to comprehend, she continued, “I also have things that I consider non-negotiable. I will not mention your family to Lennox unless he asks. I also will not tolerate anyone getting close to Lennox in order to cause harm to him or Demetri Enterprises. If I have reason to suspect that, I won’t hesitate to rectify the decision I made in Del Mar when I allowed you to enter the presidential suite.”

My head moved from side to side. “Why would you think…? I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

“I believe you. I also think you should be honest with Lennox about who you are.”

“I’m not being dishonest. I’m Alexandria Collins. I don’t understand why anything else is relevant.”

She stood and smoothed the material of her slacks. “A few other things. Your income will be deposited into your bank account from an overseas account. Your interview and signing bonus will arrive today. Monthly payments will arrive on the fifteenth of each month, beginning next month. There won’t be any way to track these back to Infidelity.”

“Thank you.”

“Also, if you’d like, I’d be willing to investigate the sudden loss of your trust fund. At first glance, it seems at the least questionable and at the most fraudulent, perhaps illegal.”

“How do you know so much?”

“It’s my job. I’m very good at my job.” 

“You care about him, don’t you?” I asked. 

“I do.” Her expression softened. “In Del Mar, Lennox was someone I hadn’t seen in years. He smiled more and worried less about business. He took time to relax, time to be… a man. If you can do that for him, then you have my full and unwavering support. If you hurt him, I’ll be your worst nightmare.” Deloris scoffed. “I realize I don’t look like much, but power isn’t all about appearances.”

She was right. From appearances alone, I’d never imagine her to be anyone’s nightmare. Yet there was something in her voice. 

“I know all about power,” I said. “I believe it’s mostly about conviction. I believe you too. But let’s be honest. There’s no way to know what will happen between Nox and me. I know that Del Mar was the best week of my life, and the last week has been one of the worst. I know the man I met at the resort was a prince who took my breath away, and the man I met yesterday was not. I can’t promise you that neither one of us will get hurt. I can promise you that who I am and who my family is have nothing to do with my meeting Lennox Demetri. I’d never heard his full name until yesterday.

“I want to go to law school. I want to succeed in life on my own merit. If anything beyond this year is meant to be with Nox, then so be it. If it’s not…” I shrugged. “I’ve been disappointed before.”

Deloris opened her purse and laid a business card on the coffee table. “Don’t contact Karen Flores again. If you have any questions or concerns, call me.”

I wanted to believe this was good. Yet for some reason it felt like a safety net had been pulled out from under me. 

“Thank you.”

“Good luck to you, Alex. I hope this works out well for everyone. Your trust fund?” she asked. 

“You’ll look into it without telling Nox?”

“Yes.”

I nodded as tears prickled my eyes. “I never wanted to sign… If you’re the reason Nox found me, thank you.”

“I’ll be in touch.” Deloris took two steps toward the door and turned back around. “Give him some time. He’s more complicated than you can imagine. That man from Del Mar cares about you. Don’t rush him, and be patient. You awakened something in him that he forgot existed. For that reason, I’m here for you.” 

I nodded. “Thank you.” 
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FRESH AIR FILLED my lungs as I walked the sidewalk along Central Park West and made my way back to the hotel. I wasn’t purposely setting out to disobey Nox as I’d done the night before. This was different. I’d walked through Central Park only a few days ago. Walking along its perimeter with thousands of people wasn’t any different. 

When I left the hotel, I called Isaac and had him take me to Columbia. I needed to talk to the bursar’s office and confirm that Alton hadn’t gone back on his word. It was a pleasant surprise to learn that everything was a go for orientation in less than two weeks. 

Then I walked from the campus to my new apartment, met with the broker, and acquired the keys. When I initially contacted the broker earlier in the day, I intended to follow Nox’s suggestion and break the lease. When the broker told me it was empty and I could take immediate possession, I changed my mind. I’d made too many rash decisions in the last four days to make one more. Besides, my furniture was scheduled to be delivered, and seeing the deposit that Deloris mentioned earlier appear in my checking account convinced me I could afford the one-bedroom apartment. Besides, after a year I’d need someplace to live. From my perspective the apartment was my guarantee of next year’s housing. 

Although I hadn’t seen Nox’s apartment on West 77th, I was certain my little one-bedroom couldn’t compare to it or to Patrick and to Cy’s on the Upper East Side. Nevertheless, I liked it. With its wood floors, white walls, and a galley kitchen, it wasn’t pretentious. It was cozy. From its large old windows, I couldn’t see the park. Instead, they looked out onto a tree-lined street, and just down the block was Tom’s Restaurant on the corner. 

I planned to tell Nox—eventually.

Maybe once I had the keys and was ready to head back to the Mandarin, I should have called Isaac. But the sun was shining and I wanted to think. Deciding to enjoy the summer day, I chose to walk. Every now and then, I had the sensation of being watched. I probably was. Undoubtedly, Nox was receiving up-to-the-minute reports of my rogue behavior. 

The entire scenario was suffocating. 

Pausing, I sat on a park bench and checked my phone again. I was waiting for something from Chelsea. I’d sent her a couple of text messages, but I hadn’t heard anything since the text I found this morning. Today was the day the movers were picking up my things. I even tried repeatedly to call her, but after three rings it went straight to voicemail. 

I knew she didn’t forget. Her text said she was ready. I just wanted to touch base. I wanted to hear her voice. Now that I had my story, I wanted to tell her about Nox. 

Sighing, I got up and moved south along Central Park West. The energy of the city filled the warm air with excitement and anticipation. I’d been nervous about moving here, but Patrick was right. I smiled as his rendition of New York New York played in my head. 

If I could make it there… 

My thoughts went to Nox and his directions for tonight. I’d do it all, even the drink. We had a year. Baiting him at every move wasn’t a wise decision. Up until now, Nox was my fantasy. Del Mar had been that. Now we had reality, and it was a new road for both of us. If I wanted to be sure he was the one who would want this to go past a year, then I needed to play his game. 

I also contemplated calling Jane. Though I shouldn’t, I worried about my mother. She hadn’t tried to reach out to me since the confrontation in the sitting room. Unless Patrick told Aunt Gwen that I was here, my mother and Alton didn’t even know I was in New York. 

They could think I was back in California. That was the gist I caught from Bryce’s last text. He said something about the time difference, wondering if that was why I hadn’t responded. It wasn’t the reason, and I still hadn’t responded.

I didn’t want to hear from Bryce or talk to him. When I did, I’d need to let him know about Nox and that I was in a relationship. Maybe I could just change that Facebook status after all.

Pulling me from my thoughts, my phone rang, the melody reaching my ears moments after the vibration alerted me of its approach. I stopped and looked at the screen. I didn’t recognize the number, but I did know it was a California area code. 

“Hello,” I said. “This is Alex Collins.” I stepped back against the fence separating the sidewalk from the park and allowed other pedestrians to pass. 

“Ms. Collins,” the unfamiliar voice said. “I’m Felix. Me and my partner are supposed to move your things today.”

“Yes?” 

“There ain’t nobody here.”

“I’m sorry. What do you mean?”

“I mean. We’re here, at your apartment. We knock. Nobody answered. Ma’am, are you gonna be here soon? If not, we need to reschedule and there’s a fee.”

No, I’m not. 

“Felix, I arranged everything with your company. You’re not supposed to contact me. You’re supposed to contact my roommate, Chelsea Moore.”

“Yeah. We tried that. I called her. I hear her phone ringing. She ain’t answering. If we don’t get in your apartment, we’re going to need to reschedule.”

My pulse increased as his words echoed in my ear. “Wait. Please don’t reschedule. Let me call the manager of the complex. She’ll let you in. I’m sure there’s just been some misunderstanding.”

“We can wait a few more minutes. Then I need to call my supervisor.”

I nodded, though he obviously couldn’t see me. “I understand. Please don’t leave before talking to me again. I’ll call you back.”

About ten blocks from the Mandarin Hotel, my heart raced. I could see the south end of the park. It was after one in the afternoon. That meant it was after ten o’clock in California. I knew Chelsea liked to sleep in, but she wouldn’t still be asleep, not after her text. Speeding my steps, I called Chelsea again. Three rings and it went to voicemail. Instead of leaving a message, I scrolled my contacts and called our apartment complex’s main office. When someone answered, I hurriedly explained my situation. My words were breathy as my pace increased. 

“Please just wake her. I know she’s there. The mover said he could hear her phone ringing.”

The woman on the line began to lecture me on her responsibilities and how waking up tenants wasn’t one of them. 

Before she could go on, I interrupted, “I’ll pay. I just need the movers to get in.”

“Fine,” she replied. “I’ll call you as soon as we have your apartment opened.” 

This wasn’t like Chelsea. She had her faults, but never in four years had she let me down when it was important. I tried her phone again. Voicemail. 

Just as I was about to cross the street to the Mandarin, my phone rang. 

“Miss Collins?” It was the same lady from the complex’s office, except her tone was different. 

“Yes. Did you open my apartment?”

“Your roommate…”

Oh my God. 

My stomach dropped. 

“What?”

“We’ve called an ambulance.”
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I STOOD AT the tall windows overlooking the Financial District, completely oblivious to the scene before me. From fifty-eight stories up, I had a prestigious view of some of the most expensive real estate in the country, and none of it mattered. My mind was with Charli. If I weren’t careful, my body would follow. Not exactly the best state of affairs for conducting business. 

I’d managed to do that, but between each phone call or report, I’d slip back to the beautiful redhead and rehash her reasoning for Infidelity. I also wondered about her conversation this morning with Deloris. At least I’d know about that since I’d have my report soon. What I couldn’t comprehend was Charli’s reasoning.

The questions continued to haunt me. 

How did she go from law student to prostitute? Why didn’t she investigate other options? 

There had to be more she wasn’t telling me, probably more that Deloris knew. I wasn’t sure how long my curiosity would allow me to stick to my previous plan. I wanted to know more. I just wanted to learn it from her. I needed that, to trust her. 

Sitting back at my desk, I let out a long breath and rubbed my hand over my face. Trust. Could I do it? Was I ready to trust someone as I had with Jo? The painful pinch in my chest told me that I wasn’t, or maybe it was saying it came with a price. I could use Charli, as stipulated in the agreement she signed, but I already knew that wouldn’t be enough. She was under my skin from the first day I saw her. 

Trust needed to go both ways. She agreed to trust me in Del Mar. Now, if this was going to work, I would need her trust every day. But I needed more than that. I needed to trust her, understand her, and take care of her. 

It wasn’t like I wanted to control her every move. I didn’t. As a matter of fact, I loved her strong will and ambition and would support it. Not only financially. Hell, money wasn’t an issue. I wanted to support her dream. Listening to her talk about all she’d worked to accomplish, I wanted her to succeed. But on a personal level, I needed control. I needed to know she was safe. It wasn’t debatable. It was how I coped. 

Arguing about security was absurd. That was why I called Deloris—for her to explain. The subject was too black and white for me. I couldn’t have what happened to Jo…

This time I wouldn’t back down. Charli would have her own security detail, whether she wanted it or not. Today it was Isaac, but soon she’d have her own people. Deloris would see to that, be sure Charli had the best. Though I wasn’t currently acting as if I believed it, Alexandria Collins deserved the best. 

Letting her know that would take trust. It would take time.

Considering what I learned in California, time wasn’t a commodity that I had in excess, at least where some matters were concerned. Undoubtedly, there were things at Demetri Enterprises that warranted more attention than I’d given them—more than I’d given since Charli came into my life, even in California. 

While I was there, I did the essentials. I went to the meetings with the senator, did my homework on the bill before the Senate Finance Committee, and met with Peterson. I just didn’t go above and beyond. I usually knocked this shit out of the park. While in California, to continue the baseball metaphor, I’d simply covered my bases. I’d been too preoccupied with the first woman to catch my eye in years. Instead of plying Peterson for more information, I’d blown him off to relax in a beach cabana bed. 

It was out of character, and Oren knew it.

My father questioned me. Not only did he ask me bluntly once, he’d also alluded to it multiple times during dinner. He pried, trying to get me to confess. One day he’d know about Charli, but I wasn’t ready for that to happen. If I could keep the news of us from going viral for the next few days, then when it did, Oren Demetri would be back in London. 

That was why we were staying at the hotel. He never stayed at my apartment, but that wouldn’t stop him from coming by. Once he was gone, we’d go there. I’d meant what I said about keeping Charli away from bad. 

Oren was near the top of that list. 

“Mr. Demetri,” Dianne’s voice came through the speaker near my telephone. 

“Yes?”

“Mrs. Witt is here for you.”

I sighed. Good, maybe once this security issue was settled, I’d be able to relax enough to concentrate.

“Send her in.”

I rose as she entered and moved to the front of my desk. “Deloris, we seem to be seeing a lot of one another lately.”

She half-smiled. “It’s your bubbly personality. I can’t seem to stay away.” She looked down at my feet. “I’d love to know the story behind your new shoes.”

I lifted my brow. “And I’d like to hear how your morning meeting went.”

“It went well. Isaac is with Alex today. Last I heard he took her to Columbia. He’s been following her. I’ve searched through viable bodyguards and have come up with a short list of candidates. Do you want to see the list or meet them? Or would you like Miss Collins to interview them?”

“No. You take care of it. Do it today, and tomorrow her driver can come to the hotel and they can be introduced.” 

It was Deloris’s turn to purse her lips and look at me knowingly. “May I suggest you give her some warning so that she could be dressed?”

Lifting my brow, the side of my grin rose. “I’ll consider that.” 

She shook her head. “Before she knew what I did and what I know, she told me a nice story about how the two of you are now together.”

“Let me guess. It’s because of my bubbly personality?”

“She didn’t mention that,” Deloris said with a knowing gleam to her eyes. “Although I’m sure it played a significant role in her decision.”

I shook my head, thinking about what an ass I’d been. “I doubt that. What did she say?”

“She said that you met in Del Mar. You agreed to one week. When she moved to New York, the two of you decided you wanted more.” Deloris nodded. “I like it. It’s simple and difficult to refute.”

“Did you warn her about discussing it with others?”

“I did. I told her that no comment was her new best friend.”

I took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

“Lennox, she’s young, and she’s strong. Give her time. She’s more complicated than Jocelyn. I don’t believe everything is as it appears.”

I narrowed my gaze. “What are you saying?”

“You don’t want to know. You said that. I’m just saying that so far I like her—and I like the man you are when you’re with her. Most people don’t get a second chance at that kind of spark. Del Mar was something special. Now you have the chance for more. I would hate for your bubbly personality to ruin it.”

There were few people I’d allow to speak to me in this manner—no, that was wrong. There weren’t a few, there was one, and I was staring at her.

“Is that all?” I asked, making no attempt to feign that bubbly personality.

“No.” She shifted slightly in her chair. “There’s something else. You may want to sit.”

I gripped the edge of the desk behind me as I leaned back. “I’m treading water here. I’m not sure if I can handle another bombshell.”

“Not a bombshell,” she replied. “It’s more like mortar fire.”

I sighed. “Charli? Infidelity? Oren?”

“As I said, my discussion with Miss Collins went fine. I’ve had my say. Besides, it appeared you’re handling the situation in your own way. This is about Demetri Enterprises and Oren.”

Despite her earlier chiding, her choice of words amused me. I was handling Charli in my own way, and by the state of her dress—or undress—this morning, it would have appeared so. “Tell me about Demetri Enterprises and Oren.”

“Apparently, your father’s not only in New York to visit his son.” She woke her iPad. “After your dinner last night, he came back here to the main offices for a meeting.”

What the fuck?

She continued, “The executive offices were empty, except for the janitorial staff. He told them to leave and then used your office.”

The pounding in my temples reminded me to unclench my teeth. “In my office? A meeting? With whom?”

“Severus Davis.”

“Refresh my memory. How do I know that name?”

“On the surface, he’s a lobbyist. In reality, he’s a political gun for hire.”

“Thus the mortar fire?” I asked with a smirk. 

“Yes. Unfortunately, if you’re in Davis’s sights, I recommend wearing a bulletproof vest. History has shown that advice to be literal. Of course, there’s never any proof or connection; however, his opposition has disappeared more than once. The coincidences continue to surface.”

This was why Charli needed security. Deals weren’t made in boardrooms. They were made with handshakes and greased palms. Nothing was safe or easy. Quid pro quo had its consequences. 

“I’m assuming Davis hasn’t been on the Demetri payroll?” I asked.

“No, and I would know. That’s what made your father’s meeting rather odd. During the House Ways and Means Committee’s drafting of House bill 770, Severus worked for the sin-tax opponents. He’s made a name for himself on behalf of alcohol and tobacco. The ATF has him on a watch list.”

“Why would Oren meet with Davis if he’s working to push the bill through the Senate Committee with its current wording?”

“That’s what I wanted to know. Everything I heard on the audio footage from your office was unrelated. It appeared the meeting was strictly an introduction of sorts.”

I paced the length of my desk and back, pondering Deloris’s information. My father, president and CEO of Demetri Enterprises, one of the biggest opponents to the current wording of House bill 770, met with an influential lobbyist for the proponents of the bill—essentially, his enemy.

“Why would he meet with him at Demetri? If it’s illegal wouldn’t he do it somewhere else?”

“Unless it was a show of strength. Oren’s way of saying he’s still in charge.”

In name only. I was the one who did what needed to be done. 

“I also believe,” Deloris continued, “that Mr. Demetri thought it was safe. He doesn’t approve of any surveillance equipment in his personal offices. I believe he expects the same from you, thus making your office safe.”

“Arrogant ass. My office is safe—for me.”

“I learned a few other things about Mr. Davis.” She paused, gaining my full attention. “Infidelity. Mr. Davis is a recent client. What I learned in the last ten hours was that he and his wife have an understanding. She plays nice at social functions and does all that’s expected of her in public. In private, they agree to be… well… non-exclusive. Unfortunately, Mr. Davis’s most recent mistress retired, so to speak.”

“Retired? What does that mean? Was she with Infidelity?” My gut twisted as I thought of Charli ending up with the likes of this man.

“No, she wasn’t. It appeared it was an organic relationship. According to sources, his ex-mistress recently left for Europe to reevaluate her life. Not surprisingly, I can’t locate her. However, I haven’t had much time.

“The interesting phenomenon of Infidelity is,” she went on, “in my opinion, the reason for its success. Severus Davis didn’t contact Infidelity for himself. Marisa Davis did.”

My eyes narrowed. “Is that his wife? Tell me, Deloris, don’t you think that’s a bit fucked up?”

“I think Infidelity fulfills a need. People are willing to pay handsomely to have needs met.”

“How did you learn all of this? I thought you said Infidelity’s information was secure?”

She gave me a sideways grin. “It is. I make sure of it.”

I shook my head. “I’m glad you’re on my side. I need out of that company. I never should have—”

“As of now,” she interrupted, “Severus hasn’t been assigned an employee.” 

“Well, good. Then he won’t be disappointed when I shut the doors.” I made my way back to my chair and sat.

Deloris shrugged. “His wife already paid the twenty-five-thousand-dollar deposit.”

Yes. I was all too familiar with the amount of the deposit. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because it seems that you have a valuable resource at your disposal. Who will be closer to him, other than his wife, than that employee?”

My eyes widened. “Are you suggesting that instead of getting away from Infidelity, we utilize it to our benefit?”

“It seems to me that not only has Demetri Enterprises invested in the company, but recently a large sum of money was transferred to its accounts. Though the source of that money is untraceable, I believe that wielding the right information, Demetri could use this to its benefit.”

I shook my head. “The whole Melissa thing is still out there, then the thing with Charli. No this needs to be shut down before the shit hits the fan.”

Deloris appeared unusually disappointed as she shook her head. “I don’t know why Melissa was hired in the first place.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Yes, that client…” she said the word emphasizing the obvious bitter distaste she felt for him. “…was willing to pay extra for a younger employee.”

“And you’re defending this company?”

“No, Lennox, I’m not defending that particular set of circumstances. They should’ve told the client to go away. Unfortunately, he was willing to pay and she was willing to be paid. She was of legal age. I’m not blaming the victim here, but she’s the one who strayed from her agreement.”

“Has that been determined?”

“Everything appears as though she accepted a date with a graduate student, more than once. Her client, as you may recall, is married. Her services weren’t required on a daily basis, only when he was in town. She is young, suddenly had money, and although a student, she had time on her hands. It appears as though the young man, not her Infidelity client, was the perpetrator.

“The issue is that Melissa’s parents are encouraging legal action against the graduate student. The Infidelity client is nervous because he doesn’t want to be associated with any of this, and the graduate student’s family has the means to dig. That graduate student is denying everything. We worked to bury the story as did his family. Unfortunately, some small campus paper picked it up and it’s swirling around again.”

“Jesus, Deloris, let’s close this down now.”

“She isn’t blaming her client. She knows that by dating she broke the agreement and lost the best source of income she’d ever known. Melissa is blaming the graduate student.”

“It makes me ill. That could be the downfall of Infidelity right there. I want Demetri Enterprises out.” I stood taller. “Wait. You got Charli’s paperwork out of there. Can’t you do the same to Melissa’s?”

Deloris shook her head. “I could, but it’s different. Alex just entered the system. Melissa was in it. She received pay. She’d been assigned. She was the one who chose to break her agreement.”

“The graduate student is—”

I lifted my hand. “I don’t want to know more about this. I want it gone, taken care of, but instead you want to utilize Infidelity?”

“Lennox, just hear me out. That situation will be resolved, but Severus Davis is a credible threat. Having someone on the inside with him could potentially be game changing.”

“Do you have anyone in mind for the job? If Davis is as dangerous as he sounds, it would be a hazardous assignment. And please don’t tell me that he has a thing for eighteen-year-olds.”

Her lips flattened to a straight line. “No, thankfully, based on his retired mistress, I don’t believe so. I wanted your approval before I started working on this. I need to study his profile and see what I can do. Then I’ll get it in motion. I can’t give you the particulars. If I did…”

A smile pulled at the corners of my lips. “I pay you to keep me protected. So don’t say that if you told me you’d have to kill me.”

“Then, Mr. Demetri, I suggest you don’t ask.”

It wasn’t the first illegal operation we’d entered into, and I was most certain it wouldn’t be the last. But first I had to be sure of one thing. 

“Charli’s profile, you deleted it? It’s totally gone from Infidelity’s records, isn’t it?”

“It is. If Infidelity would blow up tomorrow, she was never there.”

I sighed. “All right, keep me posted.”

“As much as I can,” Deloris said with a tight-lipped smile. 

“Thank you. Maybe we can go back to weekly or bi-weekly meetings.”

She didn’t respond as she stared down at the screen of her phone. I’d seen that look before. Something had happened.

I leaned forward with my arms folded on my desk. “Deloris?”

“Sir, it’s Isaac. He’s following Miss Collins.”

“Following? Why isn’t he driving her?”

Deloris’s eyes opened wide. “Lennox, he thinks she’s headed to LaGuardia.” 
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UNCONSCIOUS. 

Chelsea was unconscious and admitted to Stanford University Medical Center. The woman from my apartment complex said the police were called. No one had answers. The door to our apartment was locked and there were no signs of forced entry. If the movers hadn’t come, they might not have found her. The lady even said the apartment wasn’t in disarray, except for the obvious packing. They couldn’t tell if anything was missing, but said usual high-theft items like electronics and jewelry were still there. From all accounts it looked like a crime of passion, yet Chelsea wasn’t seeing anyone. 

I didn’t care about any of the things in our apartment. I cared about Chelsea. Since we weren’t really family, I couldn’t learn anything from the hospital. They wouldn’t release her information.

Paying the driver, I rushed from the taxi at the curb of LaGuardia through the glass doors with only a carry-on and my purse. After I returned to the hotel, I hurriedly threw some essentials into my bag and left. I didn’t need to pack much; I had a whole apartment full of clothes and things in Palo Alto. My only thought, only concern, was getting to my best friend. 

Although Chelsea wasn’t close to her family, I called her mother. For one thing, she’d be able to get information. She and Chelsea’s sister were on their way to Stanford Medical Center. It would take them a few hours to get there from their home, but they’d still make it before me. 

Rushing around people who weren’t in as big of a hurry as me, I bypassed the ticket counter and headed toward security. Thankfully, I found a direct flight from LaGuardia to San Francisco. Unfortunately, even without a layover, the flight took six and a half hours from coast to coast. As I searched the Internet, Nox’s plans for tonight or even his reaction to my leaving New York weren’t part of the equation. I found the flight and booked it. After the last week, thinking about anything else was more than I could handle. 

Nox continued to enter my thoughts, and now that I had a minute, I let myself consider him. After the way he behaved yesterday and this morning, I couldn’t dwell on him or how he’d react to my impromptu trip. I’d take that medicine, to use an Alton idiom, when I returned. Right now, getting to my best friend was my only concern. 

It wasn’t like I disappeared. I left him a note in the hotel suite with a brief explanation. I almost called Isaac to drive me to the airport, but I knew how this worked. Isaac was supposed to be at my disposal; nevertheless, if Nox told him not to drive me, I would have missed my flight. That was why I opted for a taxi. To that driver, I was nothing more than a fare. 

Rushing toward security, I pulled up my ticket on my cell phone and freed my identification from my wallet. As the line inched closer to the TSA, my phone vibrated and rang with an incoming call. 

Shit. 

NOX- PRIVATE NUMBER covered the screen. With my pulse thumping loudly in my ears, I swiped the red end call icon. Of course he knew where I was. I didn’t know if he’d seen the note, or he just knew I wasn’t at the spa appointment. He’d said I was being watched. No matter how he learned, my not answering his call probably pissed him off more. I put my phone on silent and decided to worry about that later. I’d call him back once I made it to my gate. I couldn’t have a call and my ticket up at the same time. 

“Good afternoon, ID and ticket please.” 

I forced a smile and handed my phone and driver’s license to the agent. After he scanned both of them, he handed them back to me. 

“Have a good flight, Miss Collins.”

“Thank you.”

My flight wouldn’t depart for another fifty minutes, but with the way the rules were, I needed to be boarded by at least ten minutes before takeoff. My best friend was alone in a hospital, and I refused to miss my flight. 

I continued to weave around people, dodging children and luggage as my carry-on’s wheels spun, when my phone vibrated again. I didn’t take the time to look at the name. I was pretty sure I knew who it was. Taking a deep breath, I juggled my purse and bag as I swiped the green icon. I might as well get this over with.

“I was going to call,” I said breathlessly as I continued my race through the crowd.

“Alexandria? Is that you?”

My feet slowed as I moved to the side of the corridor and closed my eyes. I could hang up, but this conversation needed to happen sooner or later. 

“Bryce?”

“I’m not sure I believe you,” the unexpected voice said. “I guess I’m just glad you answered now.”

“Believe me?”

“That you were going to call. Alex, talk to me.”

“This isn’t a good time.”

“Apparently, there hasn’t been a good time since I left you after your party. I thought… I thought it was a nice night, down by the lake…”

I shook my head. I couldn’t do this, not right now. I should be telling him about Nox; instead, a question that had been nudging at me came to mind. I needed to hear his answer. “Did you know?” My question came with more emotion than I intended. 

“What? All I know is you’re gone again. And we want you back.”

I swallowed the tears as a lump formed in my throat, and the betrayal of Montague Manor reemerged. “Did you know? Bryce, answer me. Did you know Alton’s plans? Did you know about my trust fund?”

“Alex, there’s so much for us to talk about. I thought we’d have the chance on Sunday night—”

“Answer my fucking question!” I looked up in time to see a woman give me a grimace as she hurried by with her child. I took a deep breath and lowered my voice. “When we were talking and reminiscing at the lake, when we were talking about Nessie and you were proclaiming your innocence, did you know what my parents had planned?”

“Is that why you’re mad at me? You think I knew? I’m not even one hundred percent sure what you’re talking about now. I know that when I showed up on Sunday, your mother was indisposed and Alton told me you left—again. He said you’d be back, but he wasn’t sure when.”

He’s wrong. 

Bryce went on, “I know that it’s been almost a week and you’re not back.”

“I’m not going back. If you want to know why, ask Alton.”

Bryce’s tone softened. He was my childhood friend, the one I could rely on when no one else was there. “Ask Alton? Should I ask him about what happened while you were just recently home or when we were young?”

I clenched my teeth as my spine straightened. “Goodbye, Bryce. This isn’t a good time. I really need to go.”

“We need to talk in person. I’m tired of the no answers and unreturned text messages.” His tone slowed. “Alexandria, you don’t have to say anything. You know I’m the only one who really knows you, who was there for you. Let me be there for you now.”

Shaking my head back and forth, I tried to remember the young man I wanted away from, the one who suffocated me at every turn and claimed me as his own. But in that moment, my mind focused on one truth: of all the things Bryce had ever done, spanking me had never been one of them. 

A renegade tear slid down my cheek. 

“Bryce.” My voice cracked. 

“Alexandria, don’t throw us away. We’re meant to be together. It’s always been that way.”

“I’m going to hang up,” I warned. I couldn’t do this. 

“Wait. Let me tell you why I called.”

I stood taller and replied, “Make it fast.”

“I’m coming to see you. We need to talk in person. I need to tell you about your mom.”

“What? What about my mom?”

“When are you leaving California?”

My eyes scanned the corridor. “How do you know about California?”

“What do you mean? You live there—at least until you move to New York. When are you moving?”

“Bryce, no. Just tell me about my mother.”

“I already have a ticket. I’ve been trying to tell you, but you wouldn’t answer or return my text messages. I’ll be in Palo Alto tonight. I’m waiting for my flight out of Atlanta.”

Shit!

“It’s too late. I’m in New York.”

“You’ve never been able to lie to me. I’ll see you tonight.”

“I am in—” He didn’t hear me. Pulling the phone away from my ear, I stared at the screen. He’d hung up. As his number disappeared, the icon for missed calls came into view. Six missed calls: three from Nox, two from Deloris Witt, and one from Chelsea’s mother, Tina. 

I took a second to add Bryce’s name back to my phone. That way I would at least know it was him. Then with my head pounding and a lump in my throat, I called Tina. 

“Mrs. Moore, this is Alex. Have you learned anything?”

“We’re not there yet. Kelsey had to get off work. She’s working at the mall now—”

“Mrs. Moore, I’m about to board my flight. Why did you call?” I couldn’t care less about Kelsey or her job or why Chelsea’s mother would delay her drive to her injured daughter.

“The hospital called. Chelsea’s responding.”

“Oh thank God.” I needed some good news. 

“They said she doesn’t have any broken bones, just a lot of bruising.” 

“Is she talking?”

“Not yet, but she’s moving and responding.”

“Thank you.”

“Honey, you don’t need to fly out here. She’s going to be all right.”

I thought about that. I could stay in New York and avoid Bryce. Then again, I wanted to be sure Chelsea was really all right. If I avoided Bryce in California, would he come to New York? That wouldn’t be good, because… well, because of Nox.

I took a deep breath. “I’ll see you in about seven hours. I need to go.”
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BOARDING HAD BEGUN. When I booked, I took the last seat on this flight, which had me seated in a zone that hadn’t been called. As I waited, my stomach twisted with myriad thoughts turning cartwheels in my head. My mother? What did Bryce want to tell me about her? And then there was Nox. I needed to return his calls. I just couldn’t be talking when they needed to scan my ticket. Therefore, I decided to wait until after I was in my seat. 

With the announcement of my zone, I made my way forward. When I handed the woman my phone, instead of the little beep that I’d heard for the passengers ahead of me, the air filled with the shrill alarm. 

“Just a minute, Miss Collins. It appears there’s been a change to your ticket.”

“What? There can’t be. I just purchased it.”

“Give me a moment, ma’am.”

My jaw clenched as my hands began to tremble. Damn, him! This had to be Nox. It had to be. “Ma’am,” I said, “It scanned fine in security. I need to be on that plane. I need to get to San Francisco.” My sentences were clipped with desperation. 

She pushed a few buttons. “Not to worry. It appears you’ll make it. You’re still on the plane.” She smiled up at me. “It must be your lucky day. You’ve been upgraded to first class, seat 3D.” She handed me back my phone. “Enjoy your flight.”

My lucky day. Hardly. 

I shook my head as I entered the long causeway toward the airplane. Maybe I was just being paranoid. After all, my nerves were stretched and my imagination was working overtime. Upgraded. It made sense. I usually flew first class, so it was probably a coincidence. That’s what I told myself as I made it over the threshold, smiled at the flight attendant, and walked down the aisle to the third row. I lifted my carry-on up to the compartment above my seat and settled into 3D. As I sighed with relief at being on the plane and other passengers continued to board, I looked around the cabin. The rest of first class was already seated, except 3F. The seat beside me was empty. 

I tried to ignore the odd sensation that something wasn’t right. When I first booked the flight, the computer indicated that first class wasn’t available. I pushed those thoughts away as I swiped my phone, took a deep breath, and returned Nox’s multitude of calls. 
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“NO,” I REPEATED, as my mother, Olivia, held tightly to my hand. 

There had been so many conversation and decrees I’d heard while within the regal walls of my father’s home office. For all of my life it had been his throne room, his center for control. From within this room he’d make decisions and pass judgment, but today was different. Charles Montague II wasn’t telling. Like my mother and me, he was listening. Today’s news affected us all. 

“Mrs. Collins, the LAPD has significant evidence to believe the driver of the car was indeed your husband, Russell Collins.”

“It can’t be. He was just here. He’s on a business trip. I spoke to him yesterday.”

“What time did you speak to him?” 

My mind was a blur. It had been later, after dinner. Our conversation was short, but words were exchanged. That made it a conversation, right? “I don’t remember. After dinner.”

“Dinner’s always at seven,” my mother interjected, as if our unyielding schedule would somehow help the detective piece together our sordid lives or Russell’s death. 

Detective Michelson nodded and wrote in his notepad. “We’ll undoubtedly need to see your phone records.”

“I spoke to him on his cellular telephone. I called from the line in our bedroom.”

Michelson looked around as if taking in the grandeur of our home for the first time. “You have more than one telephone line?”

“Yes,” my father replied. “Is that significant?”

“No, it’s just common procedure in cases like this to clear the family.” 

Heaviness filled my chest as I thought about the man I married, the man with golden eyes and copper hair. The man I’d met at Emory with the background and breeding that pleased my father. I remembered who we’d been before we came back to Savannah, before we changed. I recalled his excitement when I told him I was pregnant. We’d never practiced birth control and yet it took us years and two miscarriages before I finally made it through the first trimester. Russell was elated to be a father. Even after the ultrasound that told us we were having a girl, he never wavered. To him, Alexandria wasn’t an heir; she was his child, his little girl. Now I’d need to tell her that he was gone.

“Laide?” My father’s voice pulled me from the past.

“What?” I scanned from my father seated on the other side of his desk, his eyes open wide in expectation, to Detective Michelson, a tall, balding man in a cheap suit who shifted from one foot to the other. “I’m sorry. Did you ask me something?”

“I apologize,” the detective said. “I know this is a difficult time. I don’t want to be the bearer of more bad news…”

Tears escaped my eyes as I stifled my cries. My hands trembled as the news registered. Russell was gone, forever. He’d never return. Each time my head bowed, my mother’s grasp of my hand would squeeze, reminding me to keep my head held high. Improper etiquette was unacceptable for a Montague, even when learning that I was now a widow at the ripe old age of twenty-nine. 

“The LAPD,” the detective continued, “wanted you notified in person, before news broke.”

Charles’s head bobbed up and down. “We appreciate that, Detective Michelson.”

“We know, Mr. Montague, how upsetting this is and what a shock it is. We wanted you to know the details before any different stories got out.”

My gaze shot to the detective. “Different stories? What are you talking about? You just said my husband was in an automobile crash. What different stories could there be?” Something he’d said earlier finally registered. “And why would you need to clear the family? Of what?”

“Dear,” my mother cooed. “Let the men do their jobs. I’m sure it was purely an accident.”

“Of course it was.” Turning my gaze toward Detective Michelson, I asked, “Are you insinuating that it wasn’t? Do you think someone purposely…” I couldn’t bring myself to say the words as my chin again dropped. 

“No, ma’am. I’m only saying that before Mr. Collins’s body can be brought back to Savannah, there needs to be a few tests. In cases like this, an autopsy is mandatory.”

“N-No,” I whispered. Gathering my strength and lifting my eyes, I looked across the large desk to my father, wordlessly pleading for his help. If anyone could stop this, Charles Montague II could. 

“Laide,” he said, his tone dripping with fatherly concern, “it’s their job.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want them to cut him open. No. I’m his family, Alexandria and I. We’re all he has… had. I say no. Can’t I say no?”

“I’m sorry,” the detective said again, though I doubted his sincerity. “It’s protocol. As I explained, the car exploded upon impact. His body was burned beyond recognition. Though the car was badly damaged, it was a rental, and LAPD was able to trace it to Mr. Collins. Upon preliminary examination by the medical examiner, the man driving that car met your husband’s description: height, weight, age, but his identity and cause of death can’t be one hundred percent confirmed without the autopsy.”

“Wait. What about dental records?” I asked. 

“We’ve already subpoenaed those from his dentist. However, that won’t confirm his cause of death.”

I stood and paced a small track near the front of Charles’s desk. My eyes filled with tears. “You said the car exploded. He couldn’t get out. Wasn’t that the cause of death?”

“On the surface. However, tests need to be done to confirm that there were no foreign substances in his system: drugs, excessive alcohol, anything. This isn’t debatable. The medical examiner has already begun.”

My stomach twisted. “Father? Isn’t there something you can do? I don’t want them to do this. He wouldn’t want that.”

Charles Montague II shook his head. “I think this is something that needs to be done. It will help with closure.”

“Closure? Closure! My husband is gone. I’m a widow and not even thirty years old, and you’re talking about closure. What about Alexandria? No matter what the results are, she’ll never be able to say goodbye to her father. I’ll never…” More tears flowed. 

“Mrs. Collins, was it your husband’s practice to drive at excessive speeds?”

I shrugged as I lowered myself back to the chair. “Russell liked fast cars. He never drove too fast with me or Alexandria.” I remembered a gift I gave him when we were first married. “He did one of those race-car fantasy weekends once.”

The detective continued to take notes as I spoke. 

“But he wasn’t a drinker. I doubt there’s anything you’ll find. He barely drank wine.”

“I hate to ask, but your marriage? LAPD wants to know if there were problems.”

My teary eyes opened wide. “No. That’s absurd.”

“I didn’t mean anything by that. It’s a standard question when life insurance is involved.”

Charles sat straighter. “Detective, does it look like my daughter is in need of insurance money?”

The tall, balding man shook his head. “Not on the surface, but these are all questions that need to be answered.”

“No,” I said with more conviction than I’d previously mustered. “What needs to happen is that Russell is brought home. We need to arrange a funeral, and I need to explain to our three-year-old daughter that her father is never coming home.”

“As soon as the autopsy—”

“Detective, I want my husband home.”

My blue eyes met my father’s. Slowly his lips formed a straight line and he nodded. I leaned back against the chair. 

“Tell me when my daughter’s wishes will be honored.” It wasn’t a question. Charles Montague II didn’t ask. He proclaimed. 

“As soon as possible. We’ll contact LAPD and do all we can.”

“Thank you, Detective Michelson. Please contact me with the results of any tests. I don’t believe you’ll find anything, but if you do, Montague Corporation needs to know what it’s up against.”

“Of course, sir.”

As one of the biggest employers for the area and beyond, Montague Corporation’s reputation was something the Savannah police would do all they could to maintain. 

“If that is all,” my mother said, “I believe my daughter needs some time. I’ll be happy to show you to the door.”

Detective Michelson nodded. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Olivia, please close the door.”

My eyes looked nervously toward my father’s as the door closed and silence prevailed. Listening to the police detective give gruesome details of my husband’s death should turn my stomach, and it did. But not as much as being left alone with Charles’s judgmental stare. 

Willing my neck to straighten, I took a deep breath and tried to ignore that the trembling I’d experienced when I first entered his office had resumed. 

Father stood and moved to the chair beside me, the one where my mother had been. “Don’t worry.” 

It wasn’t what I expected to hear. 

“But if they…”

“They won’t find anything out of the ordinary. Russell went for a joy ride. He lost control. Montague will make a public statement and ask for time—time for grieving.”

For the first time in years, my lungs filled as I inhaled. My chest rose and fell in rhythm as each breath delivered essential oxygen to my deprived bloodstream. Like water to the Georgia clay, it brought a seedling of hope where before hopelessness reigned. 

Charles’s words registered. His low monotone tenor infiltrated my new sense of freedom. “…a respectable time before you remarry.”

My face spun toward his. “Why? I don’t want to remarry.”

“That’s nonsense. Of course you’ll remarry. I believe someone older than Russell. He couldn’t control you the way you need.”

I stood, my head shaking from side to side. “I can’t bear children. There is no reason for me to remarry.”

“Adelaide, sit down and lower your voice.” 

Slowly, I did as he said. 

“I won’t live forever. I need to know that Montague Corporation is in capable hands.”

“What about me? What about Alexandria?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You had a mission—correction, two missions. You failed at both. The husband you chose was incapable. Maybe that was your real failure. Him. Russell Collins couldn’t produce a son, failed as a husband, and was a disappointment as a businessman. 

“The position of your husband is too important to allow for you to fail again. I’ll find an acceptable man to oversee my empire.”

“You’re crazy.” It was the first time I’d ever stood up to him.

“Excuse me?”

“Your empire? Heavens, who are you, the king of Savannah?”

“Adelaide.” His tone threatened to still my unusual outburst.

Nevertheless, I continued, “You point fingers, yet you seem to forget. You only produced a daughter yourself.”

“No.” The one word came out as a growl. “I haven’t forgotten. I’m reminded of that fact every day. That is why I’ll be the one who oversees this next husband. Your job, your duty is to give me a son-in-law capable of the tasks before me. I won’t risk your poor decision-making ability again. 

“You said you married for love. Well, Daughter, how did that work for you? Montague Corporation, my empire, is too important to let emotion be a deciding factor.”

No longer able to breathe, I sat mute as he went on and on about my future and that of Alexandria’s. 

“I could leave. I don’t need to do this.”

Father laughed. “Be my guest. Oh, that’s right. You have been for twenty-nine years. The door isn’t locked, but you’re not taking Alexandria.”

What the hell?

“You can’t take my daughter away from me.”

“They don’t allow children in prison. That’s what happens to women who kill their husbands.”

I wasn’t the one who commissioned his death. Charles knew that.

“I didn’t! I didn’t have anything to do with it. You just said that they won’t find anything.”

“They won’t, unless I want them to.”

Just like everything else, my opinion didn’t matter. It was my duty. I’d been told that since the day I was born. Arguing would prove futile. After all, this was his empire. King Charles II, supreme ruler of Montague Manor and beyond.

“When do you plan for me to marry? What’s an acceptable amount of time?”

His cold hand patted mine. “Don’t worry about that. Daddy will take care of everything. You mourn. But when you do…” He waved his hand up and down. “…remember to keep yourself… appealing. Russell may have grown tired of you, but you won’t let that happen again. You’re a Montague. Don’t ever forget that.”
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“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,” the captain’s announcement bellowed through the speakers. “We apologize for any inconvenience; however, the tower has informed us that there is a backup on the runway, and our departure from the gate will be delayed.”

I looked at my watch. It was time to take off and yet the cabin door was still open. I might be paranoid, but the longer I was unable to reach Nox, the more my mind created ridiculous scenarios. It wasn’t difficult for me to do. In first class I saw everything. I saw the string of unfamiliar faces that passed by after I boarded. I noticed when the passengers ceased boarding. I watched as the flight attendant began to close the cabin door and saw the attendant on the sky bridge, the one who does whatever happens outside the plane, whisper to the inside attendant. I noticed that they left the door open. 

Now, with the recent announcement, I wasn’t sure what to think. 

Surely, a plane of two hundred passengers wasn’t being delayed because of me. That idea was ridiculous. No one had that kind of power. 

I looked again at the phone in my hands. It should be turned off, but then again, we should be in the air. Since I was seated, I’d tried twice to call Nox. Each attempt went to voicemail. I hadn’t left a message. I didn’t know what to say. After all, I’d left a note. It wasn’t like leaving him in Del Mar. With our agreement, I knew I’d see him again, and I had the uncomfortable feeling that it would be similar to yesterday. 

I shifted in my seat with phantom memories of the sting of that reunion. 

The last thing I’d said to him was that I’d follow his directions and meet him in the bar at seven. I wasn’t trying to disobey him at every turn; however, he’d probably see it that way. 

Since the person in 3F never arrived, I unbuckled my seatbelt and scooted over to get closer to the tiny window. The view was my distraction, a way not to think about Chelsea and her injuries or Nox and his consequences. Instead, I concentrated on the people outside, the people on the ground scurrying about with carts of suitcases. The entire operation fascinated me. I didn’t really care how my checked luggage got from one airport to the next, but the fact that it did was in and of itself a feat. There were times when I’d run full speed through large airports, barely making my connecting flight, and yet my luggage was almost always there upon arrival. 

The vibration of my phone took me from the mundane thoughts of baggage and airports back to reality. 

NOX - PRIVATE NUMBER

I swallowed and faced the music. “Hello.”

“Hello? That’s your answer?”

My heart sank at his cold tone. What did I expect? 

“I’ve tried multiple times to reach you.”

“As have I. Explain.”

Okay. At least he is willing to listen. 

“Do you remember Chelsea?”

“Your sister, who isn’t?” Nox replied.

“Yes. I told you we lived together. We did, near Stanford in Palo Alto. Today was the day my belongings were supposed to be picked up by the movers and brought to New York.”

“You don’t need anything from California. I told you to shop today.”

I closed my eyes and tried to keep my voice low. “Please listen.” When he didn’t answer, I went on, “I did—need things. I scheduled this move before… before my life imploded. Anyway, today I received a call from the movers. They were there knocking and Chelsea wasn’t opening the door.”

“You’re flying to California to open a fucking door?”

“Shut up!” I whispered through clenched jaws. I was tired of his attitude. “Just listen. I love her. She’s more of a sister than I’ve ever had. I called our complex. They opened the door and found her. She was hurt. Nox, someone hurt her. They took her to the hospital and…” I tried unsuccessfully to keep the tears at bay. “…I need to see her. I need to be there. I’m sorry. This isn’t about you or us or anything. I need to be there…” My words trailed away as a newly boarding passenger caught my eye. “Are you kidding me?” I asked as my eyes met Deloris Witt’s. 

“Is that question for me?” he asked. “The last time I spoke you told me to shut up.”

I looked from Deloris to the seat beside me, stunned that she was there, and silently asking if she was supposed to sit in 3D. Shaking her head, she smiled and silently walked past. 

Well, at least she smiled.

“Did you…?”

My words trailed away as the next passenger boarded. The handsome man holding a phone to his ear, the one who had to duck his head as he entered, took my breath away. I wasn’t sure if it was due to the fact that he was there or how incredibly stunning he was in his suit. I wasn’t the only one to notice, apparently, for the flight attendants quickly offered their assistance, taking his suit coat and hanging it in the small closet. Behind him was another man I also knew. 

Smiling at the flight attendants, Nox’s eyes found mine. Removing the phone from his ear, he nodded my direction, hit the disconnect button, and slid his phone into the pocket of his slacks. 

I swallowed the lump in my throat, unsure what to do or say. Unable to comprehend, I sat paralyzed, my phone still to my ear. Nox whispered to Isaac, who nodded my direction before following Deloris farther back into the plane. 

Nox’s brow furrowed in question as he eased into the seat beside me. Without speaking, he reached for my phone and hit the disconnect button. A second later he leaned closer, and his warm lips collided with mine as a cloud of woodsy cologne replaced the stagnant cabin air. 

When he pulled away, navy swirled in the pale blue of his eyes. The menacing gaze that I adored bore into me, only inches away, speaking volumes that his lips had yet to utter. 

The dam on my emotions broke. It’d been too much for too long. I fell forward as his arms surrounded me and tears dampened his white shirt. 

“I’m sorry.” My apology came out muffled by his embrace. “I shouldn’t have left, but I’m so worried.”

“How is she? Have you heard anything?”

I leaned back and stared at this beautiful man. From his expression, the tenderness in his touch, and the concern in his voice, he wasn’t the man who’d left me this morning. He was the man from Del Mar. 

Before I could answer, I turned toward the attendant closing the main cabin door. The captain’s announcement came over the speakers. “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the delay. It seems as though the tower is now allowing us to proceed. For those of you having a connecting flight, I believe with current weather conditions, we will make it to San Francisco on schedule.”

I shook my head. “You delayed a plane?”

Nox reached for my chin and pulled my eyes to his. “You belong to me. I’m not letting you fly across the country by yourself.”

“How?”

“Why?” he asked, without answering my question. 

“I told you, Chelsea.”

“Charli, she was attacked in your apartment.”

I nodded. 

“No, you’re not listening. Someone attacked her, in your apartment.”

“You knew? Before our call?” I asked, astonished.

“Deloris figured it out. Don’t you see? Don’t you see how dangerous this is? I’m not being a caveman or a dick or any other name you want to call me. I’m being cautious. Today you tried to lose Isaac. You must stay with your security detail.”

“Is that why he’s here?” I asked. 

“For now. He’s here for both of us. I’m going to go with you to visit Chelsea. If you decide to stay with her and I need to return to New York, Mrs. Witt will assure the safety of both of us.”

I looked down as Nox reached for my hand and our fingers intertwined. The bright red nail polish from last night was gone, replaced with a new nude shade. The warmth of his touch flowed from our connection throughout my body, filling me with support I’d never known. 

“What?” he asked. 

“I was afraid you’d be upset.”

He kissed my nose. “Upset that you’re worried about your sister?”

I shook my head. “I told you…”

“Charli, a sister isn’t just blood. I don’t have any siblings, but there are people whom I’m closer to than my own blood. We’ll go and make sure Chelsea is all right. Then, if you want, we can bring her back to New York and keep her safe. If she means that much to you, she means that much to me.”

My head continued to move from side to side. “Who the fuck are you?”

Nox leaned close, his cologne clouding my thoughts. “I’m Batman, princess. Next time you want to fly across the country, tell me. I won’t delay two hundred people’s plans, and we can just fly in the bat plane.”

He shook his head as the plane began to move and pointed his chin toward my lap.

“What?”

“Fasten your seatbelt.”

Though I didn’t want to let go of his hand, I grinned and did as he said. “Actually,” I said, “I think I’m in your seat. Since this one was empty, I moved over to look out the window.”

“You can keep the window seat.” He reached again for my hand. This time, he lifted it to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “I prefer my current view.”

After we were in the air, I leaned back and tried to make sense of everything. “Nox?”

“Hmm?”

“How did Deloris figure it out? Did she see the note I left you?”

“You left me a note?”

“Yes,” I replied. “In the hotel suite.”

“No. It was your phone.”

“My phone?”

“Even though you tried to lose him, Isaac was watching you today. He said you were upset over a call and rushed back to the hotel.”

“I wasn’t trying to lose him. I wanted to walk, clear my head.”

“Then inform him. Don’t just go MIA.”

Had he seen me at my apartment?

“Please keep going, but then I need to tell you something.”

“Deloris checked your calls,” he explained. “Since all of your recent calls, except those to me, her, or Isaac, were to and from California, she did a little more research. I don’t know how she does what she does, but I know she’s invaluable.” He squeezed my hand. “What do you need to tell me?”

“You probably already know.”

“Even if I do, I’d rather hear it from you.”

My stomach twisted with what I was about to confess. I liked the man beside me, the one who was concerned about my safety, the one who listened and held my hand. If I told him I disobeyed his orders again, that I’d signed the lease and agreed to keep my apartment, would he morph into the man from yesterday and last night?

“I’m scared,” I confessed.

The flight attendant smiled at Nox as she handed him our drinks. As Nox handed the glass of red wine to me, his cheeks rose. “Let’s toast.”

“To?”

“To us, together again in California.” His smile broadened. 

Our glasses touched, and we each took a sip. 

“We could also toast to whatever it is you are about to tell me.”

I sighed. “I don’t think it’s toast-worthy, but here goes. I didn’t cancel my lease. I signed it today, in person, and have the keys to my apartment.”

By the way he nodded, I’d been right. He already knew. 

I gave him time to respond, but when he didn’t, I asked, “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking about how fun it will be when I get you alone.” 

The tension I’d felt moments ago in my stomach moved lower. 

“That’s what scares me,” I said, sounding more seductive than scared. 

“Oh, princess,” Nox whispered near my ear, “it should. It should. Your list of offenses never seems to end. If we were on the bat plane, I’d start your punishment now.”

With each word, my breasts heaved and my breathing labored. His lips teased my neck as his warm breath skirted my cheek. 

The low tone of his whisper rumbled through me. “You’re fucking gorgeous when you’re aroused.”

“I’m not,” I lied. 

“You are. You’re gorgeous,” he paused for a moment and inhaled. “And you’re so wet I smell it. Princess, you’re not scared; you’re turned on.”

I took a deep breath and tried to pretend he was mistaken. Lifting my glass of wine, I bravely turned his direction, keenly aware of the friction caused with shifting. Staring into his eyes, I proposed, “Another toast. To knowing last names, Mr. Demetri.”

He grinned. “Using that name isn’t going to save you.”
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Nox ushered me from the plane, up the causeway. I hadn’t had a chance to change clothes from the casual sundress and sandals I wore to Columbia this morning. It was fine for the flight, but now walking next to Nox in his silk suit and shiny new loafers, I felt woefully underdressed. We waited for Isaac and Deloris before we headed toward the exit. 

While Deloris spoke on her phone, Isaac wheeled my carry-on. 

I’d planned on taking a taxi to Stanford Medical, but as we stepped onto the sidewalk, Deloris nodded to a large black Suburban. As she did, the driver stepped out and opened the rear door. In minutes, Nox and I were settled in the backseat with Isaac in the front beside the driver. 

“Where’s Deloris?” I asked as we eased into traffic. 

Though Nox was busy reading something on his phone, he answered, “She’s taking care of our hotel rooms.”

“I don’t need a hotel room. I have an apartment.” I looked up in time to see Isaac’s eyes peer toward Nox’s in the rearview mirror. Their unspoken communication pushed my wrong buttons. “I have an apartment,” I repeated. “I didn’t bring many things because I have them there.”

Nox’s large hand splayed over my thigh. “You’re not staying in an apartment that was broken into or one that’s a crime scene.”

I exhaled. “I need things from there: clothes and other things.”

“Deloris will take care of that.”

“She’ll go to my apartment? How will she get in?”

He sighed. “I’m certain that if she wanted into your apartment, she’d have no difficulty. After all, someone broke in there with Chelsea present. However, that’s not her plan. As you can only imagine, the three of us had no time to pack.” He shrugged. “We could have, but then those passengers would have all missed their connecting flights. Anyway, she’ll have everything we need in the hotel rooms by the time we get there.”

I fell asleep with my head on Nox’s shoulder during the flight. After we landed, he hurried me from the plane. Now, with my immediate future apparently no longer in my control, I reached for my phone and took it out of airplane mode. In less than a minute, it came to life, popping like popcorn with incoming messages. 

“Are any of those about Chelsea?” Nox asked. 

Missed calls, text messages, and emails made their presence known. I’d been so overwhelmed by Nox’s presence and his nicer attitude, that I’d forgotten about my conversation with Bryce—that was until his name appeared on my screen. Ignoring it, I replied, “I missed two calls from her mother. I’m going to call her now.”

Nox nodded as I returned her call. Smirking, I turned toward Nox’s grimace as Tina answered. Her shrill voice was loud enough for everyone in the SUV to hear. In the short time we spoke, I learned that Chelsea was now awake, drowsy and bruised, and she was answering questions. 

When I hung up, I asked, “Would you like to know what she said?”

Nox laughed. “I think we all heard what she said.”

“Yes, Chelsea had to get it from somewhere. Tina Moore is a little over the top.”

“You’re not actually sisters, so that woman isn’t your mother.”

“Oh, no. Not even close.”

“What does that mean?”

I turned toward the window on my side and watched the familiar scenery. I hadn’t planned to return, not after what happened with my trust fund, but being back in Northern California felt right.

“Charli? What’s the matter?”

I shook my head and feigned a smile. “Nothing. I just loved living out here. I’m going to miss it.”

“Did you apply to Stanford Law?”

“No…” For the remainder of our drive we chatted about Columbia and Yale and why I’d applied to East Coast schools. We talked about my upcoming schedule as orientation began, and we even talked about my apartment.

“I hate to admit it…” Nox’s eyes shimmered. “…because I would love to punish you for signing that lease, but I think it’s a good thing you did.”

“You do?”

“Yes. If you convince Chelsea to move to New York, she can stay there.”

I hadn’t thought of that. “I figured the location was great.” I turned toward him animatedly. “It’s right down the street from Tom’s Restaurant.” 

He leaned down and kissed me. “You’re so cute when you’re excited. I’ll remember, no fancy restaurants. Diners are more your style.”

“No. I just think it’s neat. I also figured law school will take three years to finish. I’ll need a place to live in another year, so I might as well keep it.”

The tendons in Nox’s neck popped to attention as his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Are you certain of that?”

“Yes.” I looked his way and changed my mind. “No. Nox, I’m not certain of anything.”

He took my hand. “I’m certain that I’m glad Chelsea is doing better. I’m certain that after your short conversation with that very loud woman, the worry that was in your golden eyes has gone away, making them stunning. I’m also certain that I can’t wait until we’re at the hotel.”

His velvet tone rumbled through me like molten lava, melting everything in its path. 

“So you can…?” I prompted. 

He lifted his brow as his lips formed a lopsided smile. “Do whatever I want.”

I wanted to ask him what he wanted. I wanted to tell him no or tell him yes. I wanted to say things that I’d never said to a man, but I didn’t want to say them within earshot of Isaac and a driver I didn’t know. As indecision flirted with desire, I lifted his hand to my cheek and inhaled the magical woodsy cologne.

“Is there a problem with that plan, Miss Collins?”

Is he asking me? Do I once again have that power?

“No, Mr. Demetri, no problem at all.”

Nox smiled before our lips touched. The kiss was soft and chaste. Though my body ached for more, the spark in his eyes told me that the connection was only a taste of what was to come, an hors d’oeuvre before a five-course meal. As my mind filled with carnal possibilities of what Nox might want, my insides burned with hunger in anticipation of what was in store. 

As the SUV headed north, Nox silently went back to his messages, and I went back to mine. Though I had two voicemails from Bryce, I chose not to listen. After the conversation with Tina, I didn’t want the entire vehicle hearing everything he said. Both of his calls came within the last hour. I wasn’t sure how long his flight took from Atlanta, but it must have been quicker than ours from New York. Then again, he probably didn’t have anyone delaying his departure. If it weren’t that he’d traveled from Georgia to see me, I would do my best to avoid him altogether. Since he had, I couldn’t very well continue to evade him. 

I opted for sending a text message. 

Me: “I’M SORRY IF YOU’RE HERE. I CAN’T RETRIEVE MY VOICEMAILS. AN EMERGENCY HAS COME UP.”

He responded immediately. Nox looked my way with the vibration. His expression morphed from one of concentration on his messages to one that questioned mine. I shook my head and turned off the volume.

Bryce: “WHAT KIND OF EMERGENCY? ARE YOU OK?”

Me: “I’M OK. IT’S NOT ME. IT’S MY FRIEND.”

Bryce: “WHAT HAPPENED?”

Me: “I NEED TO GO. I’LL CALL YOU TOMORROW.”

Bryce: “NO. I FLEW TO SEE YOU. I’M SEEING YOU.”

Me: “NOT TONIGHT.”

Bryce: “I’M WAITING AT YOUR APARTMENT.”

Shit!

Me: “I’M NOT THERE.”

Bryce: “I’LL WAIT UNTIL YOU ARE.”

I gritted my teeth. This was ridiculous. 

Me: “I DON’T KNOW WHEN THAT WILL BE. PLEASE. I’LL CALL YOU TOMORROW.”

Though a message instantly appeared, I stopped replying.
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AWAKE AND RESPONDING. 

After a cursory knock, I pushed open the door to Chelsea’s hospital room. The conversation ceased as all eyes turned our direction. Tina Moore’s mouth opened, but instead of her customary shrill voice, nothing came out. Chelsea’s sister, Kelsey, stilled her fingers hovering above her phone, and Chelsea blinked. 

I rushed to my best friend’s side, evaluating her injuries. One eye was blackened, and a bandage was wrapped around her head. Hugging her softly, I asked, “How are you?”

She looked past me toward Nox. “Delusional, I’m definitely delusional,” she replied.

I grinned. “Chelsea, you remember Nox?”

She nodded. “Faintly,” she replied with a smile. “Sorry, not that memorable.” 

Nox came closer to her bed, his menacing grin in place. “I’m glad you’re all right. You had us worried.”

She stared up at him and then turned her eyes back to me. “I’m having an amazing hallucination right now.” She reached for my hand. “No, if I were imagining a tall, dark, and handsome man, I’m sorry, sweetie, I’d imagine him for me, not you.”

Nox stepped beside me and wrapped his arm around my waist. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said with a smirk. 

“Oh! It was meant as one.” 

We all turned toward Tina.

Nox offered his hand across Chelsea’s bed. “Mrs. Moore. Lennox Demetri.”

The same hazel eyes as Chelsea’s stared, unblinking. 

“Hello, Mrs. Moore,” I said when she didn’t speak. “Thank you for keeping me updated.”

Kelsey popped up next to her mother and thrust her hand forward. “Hi. I’m Chelsea’s sister, Kelsey.”

Nox shook her hand as I nodded. It was the longest sentence I’d heard Chelsea’s sister say in the four years I’d known her. Usually her face never left the screen of her telephone. 

Though she was bruised, the spark I loved was back in Chelsea’s eyes. 

“So,” she said, “I was going to get mad at you for not calling me for a few days, but…” She pursed her lips and furrowed her brow. “…since I’m going to assume you also have been comatose, I’ll forgive you.”

I laughed. “Not quite, but thanks. I’m sorry I haven’t called. Can you tell us what happened?”

She leaned back on the pillow and closed her eyes. “As I told the police and everyone else, I really don’t remember. I had everything packed and ready for the movers. I remember texting you and going to bed. I woke up, but I can’t remember why. I don’t know if I heard something…” She shook her head. “I walked into the living room and was hit by something or someone. That’s where it all ends.”

“You didn’t see anyone?” Nox asked.

“I think so, but only briefly. I can’t recall a face, just a presence.” She closed her eyes. “I know that doesn’t make sense.”

“Was your door locked?” Nox asked.

“I thought it was, but the police say there weren’t any signs of a break-in.”

I shook my head. “We always locked the door. I can’t imagine your not doing that.”

Chelsea sighed. “Me either. I just don’t get it. Everything is jumbled. The doctors say if I don’t force it, I may remember more.”

“What’s your diagnosis? How long are they keeping you here?” I asked.

“She has a concussion and bruises.” Tina said. “Luckily, nothing is broken.”

“Alex, I’m sorry about your stuff,” Chelsea said. “Mom said the movers didn’t take anything.”

“Are you kidding me? Don’t worry about stuff. I’m worried about you!” I turned toward Tina. “You went to our apartment?” 

“Yes, Chelsea wanted a few things. It’s weird. There’s no sign of scuffle. The only thing out of place is some furniture—I assume so they could wheel Chelsea out. All the boxes are still there.”

“I’ll get the movers rescheduled. The most important thing is that you’re safe. Did it look like anything was missing?” I asked Tina.

She shook her head. “Not that I could tell, but you girls will need to look to be sure.”

“Let me know what you think,” Chelsea said. “Then again, all your things are packed. It would be hard to tell if anything is missing.”

“Kelsey and I were planning on staying there tonight.” Tina looked from me to Nox and back. “But if you don’t want us to…”

“Is it safe?” Nox asked. 

“The locks work.”

“You’re welcome to stay,” I said. “We have a hotel room for the night. We didn’t know if the police would allow anyone to be there.” I turned to Chelsea. “How long do you need to stay here?”

“They’re doing some tests tomorrow. It all depends on the concussion.”

I bent down and kissed her cheek. “All right. I’ll be back in the morning.”

Nox took my hand as we said our goodbyes and left Chelsea with her mother and sister. Once in the hall, I giggled at everyone’s reaction to Nox. “I think you made quite the impression on Chelsea’s mother. She looked disappointed that we weren’t going to have a big slumber party tonight.”

Isaac followed two steps behind after leaving his post outside Chelsea’s door. I wasn’t sure I could get used to having him or anyone else omnipresent. It seemed more intrusive than the staff at Montague Manor. Maybe I’d grown used to them. Could I grow used to Isaac?

“As appealing as that sounded,” Nox scoffed, “I think I’d prefer our own slumber party.”

On the elevator with just the three of us, Nox pulled my hand behind my back as he held me close. His tongue teased my lower lip before he pulled away and stared down. The passion in his gaze was overwhelming as he drank me in.

“It’s so nice to see the worry gone from your eyes.”

“I was worried. Thank you for coming with me.”

The tips of his lips quirked upward. “I wanted to be sure you didn’t do something stupid.”

“Such as?”

“Drink California wine,” he replied with a smirk.

“Well, thank you, Mr. Demetri, for keeping me on the straight and narrow.”

He leaned close and whispered, “Straight, not narrow, and I do intend to keep you on it.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks as I giggled and looked at the back of Isaac’s head. If he heard Nox’s whisper, he showed no reaction. My laughter stopped short as a gasp escaped my lips when the doors opened, and my eyes met Bryce’s. 

Shit! What the hell is he doing here?

With my heartbeat quickening, Bryce took a step back and allowed us to exit. As he did, his chest widened, while simultaneously, Nox’s grip of my hand tightened. Comprehension was out of reach. My feet forgot how to move; nevertheless, Nox’s momentum pulled us forward. 

“Alexandria,” Bryce’s speech was clipped. “I was told I might find you here.” Red seeped from the collar of his shirt, moving up toward his clenched jaw as he nodded to Nox. “Mr. Demetri, I wasn’t aware the two of you knew one another.”

What the fuck? Bryce knows Nox?

“Edward. I wasn’t aware of a connection to you.”

Nox knows Bryce? 

I stood mute, my eyes darting back and forth as my two worlds collided in some show of male standoff within the hallway of the hospital. When Bryce looked up after settling his gaze on where Nox and my hands were still connected, I replied, “Bryce, I told you I couldn’t see you tonight.”

“You told me there was an emergency. I was concerned. There was a woman at your apartment complex who told me about your roommate. I thought you might need some support.”

“That job’s already taken,” Nox replied. “You’re a day late and a dollar short, as usual.”

Ignoring Nox’s comment, Bryce said, “Alexandria, I flew all the way out here.” He paused, softening his tone. “Give me a minute. You owe me that much.”

Ice and fire radiated from Nox’s grip. When I looked up into his steely expression, I saw his answer. Though he didn’t say a word, I heard the response he wanted—no, expected—me to say. However, Bryce was right. He’d flown across the country to see me. I could speak to him for a minute. Plus, he’d said he had information about my mother. I nodded to Nox. “I’ll be just a minute, if you and Isaac want to get the car.”

“The car’s waiting.”

I released Nox’s hand and touched his chest. The playfulness of seconds earlier was gone, replaced with the icy cold stare from yesterday. “Five minutes and I’ll be out.”

Capturing my waist, Nox pulled me close, our chests and hips colliding. In a deliberate display of affection—or was it possession—he covered my lips with his. As mine bruised from the force, I realized which it was. His kiss wasn’t meant to be one of affection. It was a warning of things to come as well as a claim, purposely staked in front of Bryce. When I pulled away, our gazes locked. In that moment, I tried to tell him that I heard him loud and clear and I understood. 

“Five minutes,” I repeated, sucking my tender lip between my teeth.

He turned his clenched jaw toward Bryce. “Edward.”

“Lennox.”
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WALKING AWAY FROM Nox, I became acutely aware of everything around me: the slickness of the tile floor beneath my sandals, the contrasting scent of Bryce’s cologne, and the burn of Nox’s stare singeing my back. I fought the urge to turn around and explain why I owed Bryce minutes of my time, to make Nox see that this wasn’t about him or about us. It was what I’d been raised to do and be, and I was about to end it all for good. 

As we strode toward the small cluster of chairs, I reconsidered. Maybe this talk was about us, Nox and me; because of him, I could finally end this farce with my childhood friend, boyfriend, and sometimes tormentor. Though it may seem that the Infidelity agreement imprisoned me for a year, in reality I would finally be free. 

With each step I consciously worked to keep distance between Bryce and me. That didn’t stop the displeasure that emanated from his being. Confusion, hurt, and anger mixed together and swirled around us. When we reached the waiting area, Bryce grabbed my forearm and spun me toward him. 

Through gritted teeth, he spat out his question. “What the hell are you doing with Lennox Demetri?”

My eyes went back toward the elevators. I didn’t see Nox, but Isaac was watching, ready to intervene. 

“Let go of me or that man over there will be here in two seconds, and you’ll have more to worry about than who I’m dating.”

His grip disappeared. As if I’d struck him, he took a staggering step backward. “Dating? You’re dating Lennox Demetri? You can’t.” He ran his hand through his blond hair. “Alexandria, we’re dating. How could you?”

“We are not dating. I’m not cheating on you. I’m seeing him.”

“When? How?” He sunk down to a sofa, his elbows on his knees and back to Isaac. Bryce lowered his head to his hands and spoke. His voice was heavily laden with defeat. “I don’t understand. I can’t even comprehend how you’d meet him, much less that you’re dating him.”

I sat beside Bryce, perched on the edge of the sofa, close enough to keep our conversation private, but far enough to avoid contact. “We met on vacation, about two months ago.”

“So when you were home, you were seeing him?”

“Bryce, I was going to tell you. Things between Lennox and I picked up again recently. It’s really none of your business.”

“None of my business? I get five minutes with you, the woman I planned to marry and he gets…” Bryce’s eyes opened wide. “…don’t tell me you’re sleeping with him.”

My eyes narrowed. “Why did you fly out here? You now have about three minutes.”

Anger returned to his tone. “Alton told you to be in his office in five minutes, and it took you twenty. For Demetri you suddenly remember how to keep time.”

I stood. “You’re upset. I accept that I should’ve told you sooner. I, however, never agreed to date you or to be the woman you planned to marry. I agreed to stay in touch. We’re in touch. Do you or don’t you have information about my mother?”

Bryce stood. “He’s dangerous. Why do you think he has that henchman with him, watching you? Demetri is dangerous. Even if you don’t want to be with me, you need to get away from him.”

“Goodbye, Bryce. I’ll call my mother to learn whatever it is you won’t tell me. Have a nice flight back to Savannah.” I turned to walk away, when Bryce blocked my path. 

His crimson cheeks and flaring nostrils moved directly in my line of vision, blocking out the world and making him the center. His words seethed with emotion. “You’ve been dating Lennox Demetri for two months, and your roommate is attacked. Don’t you see the connection?”

“No, I don’t.”

“For God’s sake, he killed his wife. He’s involved in things of which you can’t even comprehend—things a woman like you should never know. You need to come with me, now.”

It was my turn to step back. “You’re lying.”

“Do you know? Has he told you?”

I shook my head. “No, I know he was married and now he’s not.”

“Jesus, Alexandria, have you even Googled him? The feds have been trying to catch him and his father at one of their many illegal operations for years. You said you want to be an attorney. You want to help the innocent. You balked at helping me with that slut’s false accusations, and you’re in bed with a murderer. What law firm is going to hire you when you have a past with a criminal?”

“Miss Collins?” Isaac called, reminding me of my time limit. 

“I don’t believe you,” I said in barely a whisper. 

“It’s true. Come home. Go to Savannah Law, and get away from him now, before it’s too late. Before God-knows-what happens to you. Montague can keep you safe. If you’re afraid of him, tell Alton.”

Nox wasn’t the one who’d scared me, not really. The idea of going to Alton for help of any kind was ludicrous. “Goodbye, Bryce.”

He reached again for my arm and almost simultaneously Isaac appeared at my side. 

“Miss, are you all right?”

Bryce released his grip and lifted his hand, palm forward in the common sign of surrender. “Think about it,” he said. “Think about what I said.” 

Isaac and I turned to leave as Bryce’s accusations bounced through my mind. 

He continued to speak. “I’m staying here for a few days. You have my number. I can help.”

I didn’t respond as my feet hurried toward the doors and my pulse quickened. 

“Alexandria?”

I spun around but continued to walk backward. “Alex. My name is Alex.”

“Alex, Adelaide is ill. She wants you home.”

My feet once again stopped. 

Do I believe him? 

As I pondered, Isaac tapped my shoulder. I didn’t say another word as I turned, and the open entrance filled my view. On the driveway beyond the panes of glass sat the large black SUV. With the sky dark and the windows tinted, I couldn’t see into the backseat, but that didn’t stop me from feeling the icy blue stare. 

Could it be the stare of a murderer?

“Isaac?” I asked just before he opened the back door. 

“Yes?”

“I don’t know where we’re staying, but please ask the driver to go to my apartment first.”

“Ma’am, we’ll discuss it with Mr. Demetri.”

I’m back at Montague Manor. 

My knees weakened when Isaac opened the door. The expression before me caused my breath to stutter.

“Get in,” Nox commanded. “You need to explain.” 

A cold chill peppered my skin. My palms moistened as conversely my mouth dried. I tried to swallow. With my upper lip tucked between my teeth, I slid into the seat, settled against the soft leather, and fastened my seatbelt. I wanted to tell Nox so much, and then again, I didn’t want to say a word. 

His anger created static electricity that crackled around us. I knew when I agreed to speak to Bryce, I’d gone against Nox’s wishes. He didn’t need to say it. At the same time, Bryce’s accusations bombarded my thoughts. Why would he accuse Nox of illegal dealings? More than that, why would he accuse him of murder? Why hadn’t I researched Nox? What did I really know about the man beside me?

Silence settled around us as the Suburban moved forward. The atmosphere intensified, and sparks ignited as I waited for him to speak. 

When it became too much, we both did. 

I said, “I want to go to my apartment first.” 

He spat, “How in the hell do you know that scum?” 

Both came simultaneously as we turned toward one another. 

Nox’s finger covered my lips, silencing my request as well as my answer. 

“No,” he replied matter-of-factly. “We’re going to the hotel.”

“But—” 

My eyes flew to the rearview mirror, catching Isaac’s gaze. With an almost imperceptible nod of his head, he told me that we wouldn’t be going to my apartment, at least not tonight. 

Nox’s finger applied more pressure, encouraging my gaze to return to his. “The next sentence out of your mouth will be the answer to my question. I guarantee you don’t want me to repeat it.” He paused. “Nod if you understand.”

With my nod, his finger released my lips. 

“I’ve known Bryce all of my life. Our mothers are friends.”

Mothers. Was mine really ill?

“You’ve known Edward Spencer your entire life? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I got the distinct impression that he thinks of you as more than a friend.”

My head moved slowly from side to side. “You’re not wrong.”

“Is the feeling or was it ever mutual?”

“No,” I replied honestly. Even in high school I didn’t feel the way he did.

“There’s more to it,” he surmised. “More that you’re not saying.”

“I’ve answered your questions honestly. Will you answer mine?”

With the light of the passing cars, I watched as the muscles along his handsome face strained and his Adam’s apple bobbed. 

“This agreement that we have,” he began, “puts me in control.” His pale gaze turned to me. “Complete control.”

With each phrase his words slowed; on the contrary, each one hastened my heartbeat. 

“Yes, Nox.” It was the response he told me to say.

“Even without the agreement, what was the one thing I demanded in Del Mar?”

“Honesty.”

He reached for my hand. “I also told you I’d give it. I will. However, I’ll decide what you need to know. If you ask me a question that I’m not ready or able to answer, I won’t. I won’t lie to you, and never lie to me. The difference between the two of us is that you don’t have a choice in what questions you’ll answer. The choice you have is what you just exercised tonight.”

“What did I do?”

“You answered honestly, but withheld information.”

He was right. 

I looked down at our hands, mine in his. The swirling fury from seconds earlier had dissipated. Nox’s touch was warm and gentle. Could the man who held my hand have hurt his wife? Killed her? My heart wanted to say no. 

The entire scene at the hospital seemed unreal. I couldn’t fathom that he and Bryce knew one another or why they disliked each other. Nevertheless, whatever the reason for Nox’s concern, my answers had given him the reassurance he needed, and for that I was relieved. 

“So,” he said, pulling me from my thoughts. “If you understand that the questions you ask will only be answered at my discretion, go on.”

My gaze moved from Nox to the men in the front seat. This wasn’t the time to ask about his wife or even his business practices. No matter what Lennox Demetri did or had done, Isaac was loyal to him. Supposedly, I was under Isaac’s protection, but if I were a risk, even if it meant I had knowledge, I had no doubt where Isaac’s loyalty would lie. 

“How do you and Bry—Edward know one another?”

“Business.”

“Business?”

Nox lifted my knuckles to his lips. “Princess, that’s my honest answer. For now it will have to do.”

“And I got the feeling you don’t care for one another.”

“Was that a question?”

“No.” I sighed. “I don’t care anymore. I don’t want to talk or think about him.” The lights of San Francisco came into view. “Why did we come back to the city? Why not stay in Palo Alto?”

“Since I’m in California, I’m going to meet with a few people tomorrow. Isaac will stay with you and get you to and from the hospital. If you want to go to your apartment tomorrow, during the day, fine. He’ll go with you.” Nox laid his head back. His entire body relaxed against the seat. “It’s been a long day. I’m ready to get to the hotel.”

He was right again. It had been a long day, especially with the time difference. It was after midnight in New York. 

“Thank you.”

He leaned closer and kissed my cheek. “For what, princess?”

“For being here.” My lips curled to a smile. “For delaying all those people’s flight, for worrying about Chelsea, and for not being mad.”

He smirked. “Oh, I was mad… more than once, but I think you know that.”

“Well, you’re not showing it.”

“Not yet.”

My tummy somersaulted with his threat. That was all it was, I told myself. Besides what could he possibly have planned? 

He didn’t bring anything with him. Deloris supposedly did all the shopping for us. 

It wasn’t like he’d ask her to buy satin bindings, would he?

Then I remembered the candles in Del Mar. Nox hadn’t been the one to light them or the one to draw the bath. It was her.

Shit!

My nipples hardened beneath my sundress at the realization. He would. Nox would ask her to buy whatever he wanted. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

I COULDN’T HELP but stare as Charli dropped her purse, slipped out of her sandals, and walked to the table. Lifting the silver dome from the tray, she asked, “I thought we said we weren’t hungry?”

“Deloris obviously decided otherwise.”

Her tired grin enticed me, pulling me toward her like a magnet. Watching her walk away with Edward Spencer affected me more than I would admit. The way he looked at her and at me, rubbed me the wrong way. I couldn’t stand there another minute. I had to get out of the hospital. If I didn’t, I would have done or said something. 

I didn’t like Edward Spencer, even without his connection to Charli. He was involved with Senator Higgins with the House Ways and Means committee, but that wasn’t all. We’d crossed paths before. His techniques were slimy and backhanded. The idea of him near Charli made my blood boil. That was why I left Isaac to watch over her. If he’d so much as brushed his shoulder against her, I would have had the motherfucker on the floor. 

Her brevity in answering my questions calmed me. The way she met my eyes and willingly sat beside me in the SUV told me more about her than her words ever could. Alexandria Collins may acquiesce to my demands, but she was stronger than most, with a spine of steel and bigger balls than most of the people I crossed in business, more than Edward Spencer certainly. I demanded the truth, but I wouldn’t have known what that was. However, as her golden eyes met mine, and her breathing calmed, I believed her. I would, until she gave me reason not to. 

I moved close. The scent of her perfume lingered in the air as I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her close. “You’re not hungry?” I asked as my gaze left her beautiful face to scan the array of crackers and different types of cheese—the perfect late-night snack. 

Charli reached for a slice of what I assumed to be provolone and shrugged. “I didn’t think I was, but with it here, I am. Dinner on the plane was a long time ago.”

Before she could eat the cheese, I covered her lips with mine. Fever burned through me as she melted against my chest. One hand moved to her neck as the other held tight to her ass. She couldn’t break away if she wanted, but by the way our tongues wrestled, getting away wasn’t in her plans. 

When we came up for air, I said what I usually don’t. I confessed my feelings. “Watching you walk away with him pissed me off.”

“I know.” Her eyes fluttered downward as if she were suddenly interested in the cheese she was holding. “I knew you didn’t want me to.”

“But you did it anyway?”

Charli sighed. “Bryce is… part of the way I was raised.” She looked up as shadows I didn’t understand swirled within the gold. “He called earlier today… or yesterday. I don’t know what time it is.” She scoffed. 

“What?”

Shaking her head, she said, “Nothing. It’s just something he said about my ability to tell time. Anyway, he called and told me he was flying out here to see me.”

My gaze narrowed. “Out here? You told him you were coming, and you didn’t tell me?”

“No. I hadn’t spoken to him since the last time I was in our hometown. I hadn’t even told him yet that I’d moved to New York. He thought I was still here.”

I released her waist and picked up the bottle of wine and read the label. Deloris was good. She’d selected a red blend from the Bordeaux region of France. “Go on.”

Charli peered at the bottle. “Deloris knows you well, doesn’t she?”

“Probably better than anyone. After you tell me more about Edward, tell me about your meeting with her this morning.”

Charli huffed as she sat at the table and placed the cheese on a small cracker. “From now on, would you please warn me if I’m expected to meet with someone? I’d like to be dressed and maybe not reek of sex.”

I poured our wine and laughed. “I wouldn’t consider it reeking. You smelled fantastic. So good, as a matter of fact, that I want more of that lovely fragrance very soon.”

She shook her head as her cheeks blushed. “The meeting was fine. I got the impression she’s incredibly devoted to you and your company… Demetri Enterprises?”

“Yes, that’s the name of it. I’m loyal to her too. She’s one of the few people who’s earned that.”

“Is that how it works?”

We were sitting, eating, and talking, and damn, if it didn’t feel natural. Other than Deloris, I rarely just sat and talked. It was always about business or with a goal in mind. This was different, relaxing and yet stimulating. “How what works?” I asked.

“Your loyalty and devotion. They have to be earned?”

I hadn’t thought about it, but yes. “Either earned or lost. What about you? Do you just give them blindly?”

“No. I guess you’re right. I’ve been burnt, and well, I think they do need to be earned. I’m sorry I took off today. I wasn’t thinking about Deloris or you or Isaac. I was thinking about Chelsea.”

“Don’t do it again.”

Her chin lowered. “I’ll try not to. I can’t say I never will.” Only her eyes looked back up, veiled by her long lashes. “You said you want honesty. That’s honest.”

“You’re avoiding the first part of this conversation.”

“I’m not,” she said with her most innocent expression. “I’ve told you. He didn’t know I was in New York. That’s how close we are.”

“Why did he want to see you?”

She shrugged. “He and I dated in high school. He wants to date again. He thought we were.”

What the fuck?

“You went to Infidelity even though you were in a relationship?”

“We’re not. He wants to say we are. That’s why as weird as tonight was, it was good that it happened. He now knows that I’m with you.”

I leaned back and removed my tie. “I’m sure that made him happy.”

Her cheeks rose as they blossomed with a hint of pink. “No, it didn’t. I’m not sure which of you was more upset.”

My lips quirked as I ran the length of my tie across my palm. “I think you know the answer to that question.”

Charli’s stare concentrated on the tie as she inhaled. Her chest moved, showcasing her hardened nipples as they tented the front of her dress. “I’ve apologized for leaving,” she said mounting her own defense, “and I can’t control what other people do or where they are. It’s not fair for you to blame me because someone else showed up at the hospital.” 

I stood and walked behind her. Brushing her gorgeous hair away from her shoulder, I lowered my lips to her neck. As I began to speak and tickle her skin with my breath, she gasped, making my cock twitch. I wanted her more than I should, more than I could admit. My words became breathy. “I’ve mentioned before that life isn’t fair.” Goosebumps materialized as I gently nipped the sensitive skin. “And I’m not going to punish you because he showed up.” More kisses and taunting. “I’m going to punish you because you knowingly went against my wishes by walking away from me to go to him.”

“Nox…” She drew out my name, making it several syllables long as she tilted her head to the side. 

“You also put yourself in danger.”

She stiffened. 

Did she agree? Did she know how important it was to keep her security detail with her? I caressed her breasts, knowing why I could see her nipples. There was no bra under her dress. A new question monopolized my thoughts. 

Is she wearing panties? 

“Your security isn’t debatable.”

I helped her stand. In her bare feet, her face was even with my chest. She tilted her chin to look at me. “Tell me,” I prompted.

“My security isn’t debatable.”

“The next time you purposely dodge Isaac or your new bodyguard, I won’t spank your fine ass with my hand.”

She swallowed as she contemplated my threat. 

“Do you plan to eat any more?” I asked as I glanced toward the table. 

Leaning into me, her heartbeat thudded with mine. I hardened at her proximity, my intention pushing against her stomach. 

“I-I’m not hungry.”

“I am.” I tugged her hand toward the bedroom. “But not for food. There isn’t much I’ve asked Deloris about your profile, just one thing.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

“It was your medical exam.”

“What about it? Everything happened so fast, they didn’t tell me.”

“It’s clear. I’m clear. And you’re on birth control.” My brows rose questioning. When she merely smiled, I continued, “From now on, I’m going to feel your tight pussy around my cock with nothing separating us.” Her breathing deepened. “My rules.” I reminded her. “My decisions. Complete control.” With each word I backed her toward the bed. “What is the appropriate response, Charli?”

“Yes, Nox.”

Her knees buckled, and she fell back. With the way her beautiful red hair fanned out over the bedspread, she was so damn gorgeous, so sensual, and fucking mine. If I had my way, she’d reek of sex every day and night. The next time she saw Spencer or any other man, she’d have my seed inside of her. 

I reached for the hem of her dress and lifted it over her head. Her back arched allowing me to remove the material. Underneath she wore only pink lace panties. 

“Scoot back, Charli. I want to see you.”

As she moved I pulled down her panties and tossed them on the floor. 

“Spread your legs for me.”

Her breasts heaved as she obeyed, showing me her perfect pussy, glistening with her essence. I knew the answer, but I asked her anyway. 

“If I touch you, will I find you wet and ready?”

“Yes, Nox.” Her eyes closed as she leaned back on her elbows. 

“Ready for what?”

Her hips bucked with only my voice, only words. She was ready and I knew it. I had no intention of teasing her like I’d done this morning. I planned on following through. Undoing my belt, I slowly pulled it from the loops. As I did, her eyes sprang open, large golden windows to her every thought. When her lip disappeared between her teeth, I knew she was thinking about my threat, and I let her, even though that wasn’t my intention. Tonight’s pain wouldn’t be intentional. Tonight was about pleasure.

“Do I need to repeat my question?” I asked, running the black leather length over my palm.

“I’m ready for whatever you want.”

“What do you want?”

“Your cock.”

I fucking loved hearing her say that. My erection sprang free as I unbuttoned my trousers and pushed down my boxer briefs. My shoes and socks disappeared in a pile of clothes as I crawled across the mattress toward her, a lion sizing up my prey. Inch by inch, I made my way closer, until she was in front of me, her legs on either side. Dipping my head, I kissed the inside of her ankle, her calf, her knee. 

She didn’t fucking reek. She smelled amazing as I kissed and licked and teased. When I sucked her clit, the room echoed with her scream. The only pain I intended to deliver was that brought on by the intensity between us. I wanted every inch of her, inside and out. 

Her legs stiffened and toes curled, but I wasn’t ready to let her come. 

“Not yet, princess. Get up on your knees, on all fours.”

God she was stunning, doing exactly what I said as her body trembled in anticipation. 

“Are you going to spank me?” She asked with her ass fully exposed. 

I moved behind her, my finger dipping into her. Her face tilted upward as her mouth opened in pleasure. My fingers were slick as I circled her clit and her moans filled my ears. 

“One more time, tell me what you want.”

“Please, Nox, fuck me. I want you inside of me. I want to feel your cock, nothing separating us.”

Fuck!

Stroking myself as she spoke, I eased inside of her. With each inch she squeezed and stretched. I held tight to her hips, driving deeper until my balls tightened and slapped against her ass. 

“God! Princess, you feel so good.”

She didn’t answer as we fell into rhythm, her tits swaying as I thrust faster and faster. The friction built, a bubbling volcano ready to erupt. Higher and higher the pressure went as slapping skin and labored breathing dominated the bedroom. 

Sweat covered our flesh as the temperature rose. My fingers bit into her hips as I bent forward and bit her shoulder, her resulting moans changing me from hard to stone. 

Charli screamed my name as she came, her pussy hugging me through wave after wave of release. Her arms gave out as she fell onto the pillows. 

I pulled out. My primal instinct was too strong to fight. 

“Roll over.”

When she did, our eyes met. Hers were hooded with wanton desire and satiation. She bit her lip as she watched. Faster and faster I pumped until my cock throbbed and exploded, covering her stomach with my seed.

Would she be upset? 

I waited. 

With a shy smile, Charli rubbed the wetness, like lotion, over her stomach and breasts. Without a word, she knew my intention. Licking her fingers, she said, “I’m yours. You just marked me.”

Falling beside her, I kissed her lips. Our tastes intermingled. “Do you have a problem with that?”

Her smile grew as she rolled onto my shoulder, and I wrapped my arm around her. 

“Not as long as it goes both ways.”

“It does, princess. It absolutely does.”
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I STARED OUT the window at the bare skeletons of trees bending and swaying, pushed and pulled by the winter winds. They were like me and I was like them, a kinship of sorts, both submitting to external forces. 

Do I have a choice? 

Like the Tanya Tucker song said, be strong enough to bend. 

Ignoring all else, I continued my voyeurism. The world beyond the windowpane sparked with electricity: a flash of lightning followed by a crash of thunder. The momentary strike brought light to the shadows, illuminating fallen leaves swirling in a primitive dance. Eventually the pounding rain brought their song to an end, capturing and damning them to the cold, wet ground. The Savannah temperature wasn’t low enough to snow, yet the scent of winter hung heavily in the air. I couldn’t fathom living farther north. Winters in Savannah were dreary and dismal enough. Snow would be more than I could handle—it would break me. Even standing in the sitting room with a raging fire in the fireplace, I was chilled to the bone. Unconsciously, I wrapped my long sweater around me, overlapping the lapels as torrents of rain beat against the window, blurring the gray world outside. 

“Laide, don’t look so upset. Your father allowed you to narrow it down.”

I turned and stared incredulously at my mother. “This isn’t a job interview. I’m not H.R. This is my life, my future. I should have more than a say in narrowing the field.”

Olivia Montague pursed her lips. Her tone dripped with Southern charm, but her words were harsh and condescending. “Before you get yourself all worked up, remember that you did, dear. You chose Russell. Must we keep reminding you of that?”

Tucking my fingers under the warm cuffs, I paced the length of the sitting room, stopping briefly before the roaring flames. Extending my hands, I searched for the warmth, but felt none. Though the opening in the stone fireplace was easily five feet tall and more than six feet wide, it was as if I were standing in front of a picture or videotape. I’d seen one of those on television, the videotapes of fires. I supposed they were for people who didn’t have grand fireplaces in nearly every room. They essentially made a television into a fireplace, complete with the crackling and popping sounds. 

As I stood numbly waiting for my father’s decision, I imagined that I wasn’t standing before a real fire, but one that only looked and sounded authentic. It was the only excuse I could fathom for the unmelting ice in my veins. 

What is it like to live in a regular house with a fire only on a television? 

My only experience to anything similar was in college, in my apartment. With one bedroom, a living room, and a kitchen, Russell and I were happy or at least content. Then we married. Our wedding was one of the grandest affairs Savannah society had seen in decades. Following it, we moved in here, to Montague Manor. Suddenly we had everything and nothing. 

How would it be different with another man? 

The answer twisted in my viscera. It wouldn’t. 

“Here,” my mother said as she handed me a glass of cabernet. “This will take the chill off.”

The thick red liquid sloshed within the confines of the crystal goblet. I placed a second hand around the long slender stem, trying to still my trembling. 

“Laide, sit down over here by the fire. You never did like storms.”

She was wrong. I did. I do. The raw energy and potential for destruction fascinated me. Nevertheless, as the obedient daughter I’d been raised to be, I mindlessly walked to the velvet sofa. Sitting by the fire with no warmth, I took a hearty drink of my wine and said, “Maybe I’m coming down with something.” 

Mother sat facing me, crossing her ankles and tucking them under the sofa. “You’re not ill. You’re distraught, and it pains me to see you this way. Look at you. You’ve lost weight and are too pale. Maybe we should fly someplace warm and get some sun on your skin.”

I closed my eyes. I was about to learn whom I would marry and my mother wanted to go on holiday. I took another drink. “Did you want to marry Father?”

Olivia ran her finger over the rim of her wine goblet. “Of course I did.”

“Then why can’t you see that I don’t want to do this?”

“I think you’re looking at this the wrong way.”

I turned away from her gaze toward the flames. The lack of warmth fascinated me, much like the storm outside. If the blaze didn’t radiate heat, could I step into it? With each sip of my liquid courage, the urge grew stronger. I didn’t want to burn, but in that moment I knew I wouldn’t. How could a fire that didn’t give off heat hurt me? How could anything hurt me any longer? 

I’d lived through a loveless marriage and been a widow for over a year. In the last three months I’d begun dating, which mostly consisted of social events and family dinners. Was it dating when essentially my father was my pimp? 

I’d not only thought that word, I’d said it to Suzanna. At first we’d laughed about it, but somewhere during the last three months I’d lost my sense of humor. I’d lost more than that.

I didn’t try to meet new people. It wouldn’t matter if I did. Charles had a plan. My wishes were inconsequential. 

Mother reached for my hand, pulling me back to her and our conversation. I shook my head as the sitting room came back into focus. I was standing, mere inches from the hearth. When had I stood? I didn’t remember standing. Yet here I was. 

“Tell me about them,” she bid.

I licked my suddenly parched lips. “Tell you? Who?” 

“Laide, sit back down. Tell me about Marcus and Alton.”

I closed my eyes and sighed. “You’ve met them, both of them. They’ve both been here for multiple dinners.” I never knew for sure when Father would bring one of them around. Being constantly prepared was my duty. 

“I supported you about Alexandria. I’m not sure if you knew that.”

I shook my head. I didn’t. I didn’t know my mother ever said anything to support me to my father. 

“Of course, he didn’t say anything,” she went on, “but you notice that he didn’t push you.”

“I didn’t want her to become attached to either one, if it wouldn’t materialize.”

“What about you? Have you become attached?”

I shrugged. “I’ve known them both for years. I remember Mackenzie. We were friends. It’s strange. Marcus and Mackenzie and Russell and I used to do things together. And now, Marcus and I are both widowed.”

Mackenzie’s death was slower and more painful. Their marriage appeared real. Then again, so did Russell’s and mine. While an accident took my husband, cancer took his wife. I was younger than Marcus, by nearly ten years. Which was only two years less than the age difference between Alton Fitzgerald and me. Alton was never married. Neither man had children of his own. Though my father didn’t say it, I believed it was part of his screening process—no stepchildren to expect inheritance. 

At least Alexandria’s interest appeared to be protected. 

“So start with Marcus.”

Olivia looked at me as if she were waiting for me to tell her a great fairytale or love story. Truth be told, of the two I liked Marcus more. There was a gentle air about him and when we were alone, he asked more about Alexandria and me. It was probably because we knew one another better and longer. He’d worked with my father for as long as I could remember. It may have even helped that I knew Russell had liked him. 

I was afraid to voice that, because I felt as though in my parents’ eyes, an endorsement from Russell would be the end of Marcus. 

I tried reverse psychology. “I’d rather start with Alton.”

“You would?” she asked, sitting taller. 

“He seems very devoted to Montague.”

“Dear, you’re the one who said this isn’t a job interview.”

I stood and refilled my glass. As I did, I realized my trembling had stopped. The flames spit and sputtered as their warmth reached out to me. “The wood must not be dry enough.” Sparks flew to the hearth leaving tiny embers that soon turned dark. 

“Maybe some of the rain is getting through the flue?”

I turned my attention back toward the window. That made sense. It was raining cats and dogs. That combined with the wind made anything possible. Sitting back on the sofa, I slipped my feet from my shoes and curled my legs under me. “He’s intense.”

“What does that mean?”

I shrugged. “Like Father. I worry that it may be why Father won’t choose him.”

She perked up. “Laide, are you saying you want your father to choose Alton Fitzgerald? You’re not concerned about the age difference?”

“Like you said, I married for love once. This is for Montague, besides he’s only two years older than Marcus.”

“Both men come from good bloodlines. The Fitzgeralds and the Stocktons are both upstanding families.” She leaned forward. “Are you… Do… Have?”

“Are you asking me if I’ve slept with either one?”

“Yes,” she answered sheepishly. “I’ve only… with your father.”

I took a big drink of my newly filled wine glass. “Please, Mother. I can’t have this conversation with you.”

“Why not? I suppose you could with Suzy?”

“Yes, I could, but to answer your question, no, I haven’t.”

“Oh, Laide, that should have been part of your decision-making. After all, whether this is for you or Montague, you will be expected… you will be his wife.”

My heart thumped against the inside of my breastbone so painfully I wondered if it might explode. I used to like sex. It was all right, before Alexandria was born. Something happened. The psychologist I’d recently been seeing said it was me. He said I psychologically shut down after learning I couldn’t bear more children. I’d been told all my life that continuing the Montague name was my responsibility and since doing so was no longer an option, my body rejected sex.

I dried up—literally. For a year or two, Russell tried everything and anything to make it enjoyable. I even tried pretending. Finally, we both stopped. We stopped pretending. We stopped trying. I didn’t miss the sex. I missed the intimacy. 

Father was the one who insisted that I seek professional help. He said he wouldn’t condemn any man to a loveless, sexless marriage. Apparently, he could condemn me, but he drew the line at his future son-in-law. 

With the help of the therapist, I’d learned to embrace my sexuality, to think of myself as worthy of enjoying intimacy as well as sexual intercourse. He even encouraged me to masturbate. I was nearly certain that my mother would say my fingers would fall off or some other terrible consequence of such offensive behavior if she knew. I wasn’t sure what my father would say, but it wasn’t a conversation I intended to have. 

Nevertheless, I was getting better at it. I’d even brought myself to orgasm, a feat Russell hadn’t been able to accomplish since before Alexandria. 

“I’m aware of a wife’s duties, Mother. I think Dr. Sams has helped me.”

Her lips pressed into a straight line. “Everyone thinks you’re seeking help to deal with Russell’s death.” She fanned herself. “Oh, can you imagine the scandal if they only knew.”

“No one will know. I’ve managed to avoid all scandals.”

She nodded. “Yes, poor Suzy. If only she could’ve been as fortunate.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. My mother was wishing that my best friend had been widowed too, instead of dealing with a divorce. 

“Is she seeing anyone?” Mother asked. 

“Suzy? No one serious, but she does date.”

“Seeing the gentleman in public more frequently will be the next step for you, once your father makes his choice.”

My tongue darted out to moisten my dry lips. “That’s what I was told.”

“And for him to get acquainted with Alexandria,” she added. 

“What if the man he chooses doesn’t connect with…?”

“Stop fretting. You worry too much. Your father will take care of everything.” Standing, my mother walked closer and cupped one of my cheeks in her warm hand. “Look at you. I’m not sure if it’s the fire, the wine, or thinking about Mr. Fitzgerald or even Mr. Stockton. Whatever it is, your cheeks are pink and your blue eyes have a glow. It’s time, Laide. You need to start living again. You’re too young to shrivel away. If Suzy were my daughter, I’d insist she do the same, but there’s no talking to either of the Carmichaels.”

“They’re not opposed. They just aren’t pushing her.”

Olivia took a step back. “Dear, we’re not pushing you. It’s that you’re not getting any younger. You’re thirty, and well, neither are we—getting younger. Your father is over seventy. He… we would be happier knowing that you have someone to take care of you and that Montague Corporation is in competent hands.”

I’d lost my fight. 

That was what else I’d lost. My fight was gone. No matter the decision Charles Montague II reached, my future was set. I would be Mrs. Fitzgerald or Mrs. Stockton. 

Closing my eyes, I said a prayer that it was Mrs. Marcus Stockton. As soon as the words were recited mentally, I recognized their futility. God hadn’t listened before. What made me think he’d listen now?

“Mrs. Montague, Mrs. Collins,” the young maid said. “Mr. Montague has asked for you both to join him in his office.”

The crackling of the fire and the howl of the wind dimmed as the sound of blood coursing through my veins thumped in my ears. The increased speed of my circulation left me dizzy as I slipped my feet back into my shoes and stood. 

One glance at the fireplace reminded me that I could leave. I could gather Alexandria and find a house somewhere with a television for a fireplace.

“Laide, it’s time.”

My thought was but a distraction. I was Adelaide Montague. It was a life sentence. Freedom wasn’t an option. Charles Montague II would find me. 

I gulped the remainder of my wine and handed the glass to the girl in the maid’s uniform. I should know her name, but she was new. Mother ran the household staff, yet Father always had a way of finding the young and pretty candidates. Turning to her I said, “Bring me another glass in my father’s office.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Olivia reached for my arm, steadying my direction and propelling my steps. As we neared Father’s office, we both stilled. He wasn’t alone. Two deep, manly voices spoke, their words ending in a hearty laugh. They were congenially discussing a subject we couldn’t decipher. One voice was my father’s. The other was…

His blond hair did a good job of hiding the peppering of white. His gray eyes met mine as he stood and looked at me anew. From my toes to my head, he scanned, his chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. 

Alton Fitzgerald had just won the lottery, and I was his winning ticket. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

“GOOD MORNING, MISS COLLINS,” Isaac said as he opened the door to the black sedan. 

“Please call me Alex. After all, I’m using your first name.” 

Am I? Or is Isaac his last name?

He winked and pointed with his chin toward the car. As I sat in the backseat, he confirmed, “Yes, Alex, you are.” With his hand still on the door, he asked, “Shall we stop at your apartment before we go to the hospital?”

I glanced at my watch. “Mr. Demetri wants me to meet him for lunch, so let’s go straight to the hospital.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The door closed. As I settled against the soft leather, my mind went to my best friend. This morning, Nox again mentioned offering Chelsea my apartment. The idea made sense. The apartment was sitting there essentially empty. It would eventually have my furniture, and if Chelsea moved there, it could have more. Yet for some reason having her in New York felt wrong. It wasn’t that I didn’t love her and want her with me, but I’d been ready to make a clean break and move on to my new life. 

As Isaac moved into traffic, my mind followed that same train of thought… moving on. It was too bad that not everyone was willing to do that. Most definitely, Bryce wasn’t cooperating. This morning when I finally turned my attention to my phone, I was met with multiple text messages. As soon as they came on the screen, I sighed. 

For someone who could be a self-centered dick, Nox noticed everything, almost as if he could read my mind. Not only did he see, but he also paid attention. It was especially true during intimacy. In only the short time we’d known one another, he knew exactly what to do to elicit my body’s response. In many things, he knew better than I. However, that wasn’t all. He listened—an unusual characteristic with most of the men in my life. 

With only a sigh, he sensed my irritation. With a moan he heard my desire. 

My reaction to the text messages wasn’t meant as a conversation starter; nonetheless, that was what it became.  

 

“What’s the matter, princess? Is something bothering you?”

I looked up at Nox’s expression, his furrowed brow and widened eyes. There were so many things that should be bothering me—the accusations Bryce made, Chelsea being attacked, and even my new employment. However, waking in Nox’s arms, his warm body curled around mine, his arms around my waist, and his morning erection against my back, washed those concerns away. 

Last night and this morning had been reminiscent of Del Mar. I was putty in his hands, fresh and pliable, waiting for the master sculptor to work his magic and create whatever he desired—or to show me what I desired. 

Lying to Nox or dismissing Bryce’s text messages never crossed my mind. Honesty—that was what we’d both pledged. As much as I wanted to believe Nox, I also wanted him to believe me. He said he wouldn’t lie to me, nor would he tell me more than he felt was necessary. Nevertheless, when Bryce confronted me last night, he granted me something he never intended. Bryce opened the door for me to be honest with Nox about my childhood boyfriend. 

It felt liberating. 

I’d lived in smoke and mirrors for most of my life. I didn’t want to do that any longer. Taking a deep breath of clear secret-free air, I answered Nox’s question. “I have multiple text messages from Bryce.”

I don’t know what response I expected from Nox, but curiosity wasn’t it. 

“Is that a nickname?” 

“What?” I asked, suddenly distracted by the broad shoulders and flexing biceps crawling across the large mattress toward me. 

“His name is Edward Spencer,” Nox explained. “Yet you call him Bryce.”

“I’ve always called him Bryce… since I was old enough to talk.” I added the last part as a reminder that I’d known Bryce forever. “It’s his middle name, one of them anyway.”

“One of them? Who has multiple middle names?” Nox shrugged, falling beside me on my pillow. “My mother, I guess.” 

“Your mother?”

His pale blue eyes stared toward the ceiling while his warmth and intoxicating scent drew me closer. “She had her first, middle, and last name and her confirmation name. According to her that gave her four.”

“Had?” I asked, detecting a hint of sadness in his tone and faraway gaze. 

Nox’s handsome features pinched as he pushed away whatever thoughts he was thinking and ran his hand over his cheeks. In less than a second, he scooted up the headboard, leaned over, and kissed my nose. “Let’s hold off on some of that?” 

Was he asking? After one of his recent speeches, I didn’t think I had any choice in the matter; however, if I did, I’d take his offer of reprieve. I wasn’t ready to go there either, not into our families, not with him or with me. We each carried enough baggage individually. It would be better to understand that before we added family. 

Accepting his stay and before I opened any of Bryce’s messages, I tossed my phone on the bed and rolled toward him. The solid muscles and defined torso beckoned me. I reached out, wanting to trail my hands over the ripples of his abs, but before my fingers connected, I stopped.

Nox reached for my hand, still lingering in the air. “Charli, it’s all right. I’m fine. I’m just not ready…”

“No, I understand. I do.” Wanting to explain my hesitation, I went on, “I was going to touch you, and then I remembered what you said about only touching you when you said I could.”

He pulled my hand to his lips and kissed my palm before placing it on his chest. Tenderly he splayed my fingers until my hand settled over his beating heart. 

“I was mad,” he explained. “I still am about Infidelity, but I like your touching me.” His eyes sparkled below his disheveled hair. 

The sight of him with less than his normal GQ perfection made my cheeks rise. This sexier-than-hell man was with me, and I was seeing him as others didn’t. Gaining strength from his words, I bravely lifted myself over him and with a smirk, pushed him back against the mattress. My long hair hung in auburn waves beside our faces as our noses touched and our bare chests melded together. After teasing his lips and neck with a peppering of kisses, I said, “I don’t understand how you can say that about Infidelity, being a client and all, but…” I added before he could speak. “…I’m still in a shock that I’m in your arms and your bed. After Del Mar, I thought we’d never see one another. I thought… I’d never again know the way you make me feel.”

His smile widened as his hand dipped down squeezing my behind and holding me close. “How is that? How do I make you feel?”

“Mostly like a princess.”

“Mostly?”

I nodded. “You made a point when we first saw one another again.” I swallowed and diverted my eyes from his gaze. “I get it, and I know I still owe you that night at Mobar.”

Nox’s chest rose and fell beneath me. “I could remind you that you owe me a lot more than that. You owe me a year… but I won’t.”

Asshole. You just did.

“Instead…” He lifted my chin. “…I’ll remind myself how fucking glad I am that you’re back in my arms and my bed.”

I tried to smile. I wanted to believe he meant that in a good way. Before I could respond, he changed the subject. “Are you going to talk to Chelsea about moving to New York?”

I nodded. 

He kissed me gently. “Good. I’d say from what little experience I have with your sister…” 

I began to refute him as his finger touched my lips. 

“…having her close will save time on cross-country trips.”

I giggled. “She really isn’t that high maintenance. Her mother…”

Nox shook his head. “Oh please. I don’t want to know any more about that woman. She was… how do I put this?” His lips quirked from side to side. “Interesting.”

“Yes, that’s Tina Moore, interesting.”

He kissed me again. “I’d love to show you exactly how a princess should be treated and spend the entire day in this bed or against the wall or over the sofa…” He added another kiss to my forehead. “…but you, Miss Collins, wreak serious havoc on my work ethic, and if this is our new reality—that I get to wake every morning to your gorgeous body against mine—we both have things that we need to do and places we need to be.” He winked. “Knowing I’ll have you back in my arms tonight makes it much easier to leave you now.”

Nox rolled away, leaving me cooled by our sudden lack of connection. He stood, his boxer briefs tight and accentuating all the right parts, and then, as if the thought just occurred to him, he said, “Deloris bought you a few different outfits. Wear something nice and plan to meet me for lunch. I have an appointment. It’s time to start being my companion.”

Sitting back against the headboard, I pulled the sheets above my breasts. “What does that mean?”

“It means that I have a lunch meeting today with Senator Carroll. His wife, Shirley, often accompanies him. Today, I’ll have my new girlfriend with me.” 

I liked the way that sounded. “Your what?” I asked, my smile broadening as my brow quirked upward. 

He found his frosty tone, but the gleam in his eyes let me know he was teasing. “My… whatever I say.”

“Yes, Mr. Demetri.”

Nox shook his head. “I should spank you for that.”

“I’m afraid that would make us both late for our appointed duties.”

Smiling, he turned and walked toward the bathroom. His muscular ass, hidden behind the thin layer of material, thick thighs, and narrow waist held my full attention until he disappeared behind the door. 

Just as I began to reach for my phone, Nox peeked his head out of the bathroom. His menacing smirk stuttered my breathing, causing my heart to skip a beat, and the temperature of the room to rise. 

With his velvety tone, he said, “A shower with me or your phone with him? The decision is yours, Charli. Choose wisely. What will it be?”

 

Even now, riding north toward Palo Alto, fully dressed in the high-waisted blue skirted dress with a white linen bodice and matching blue pumps, my long hair secured in an Alexandria style and simple elegant pearl jewelry, the way my satiated body tingled, I knew I made the right decision. Even Bryce Spencer couldn’t upset me after the way my day started. 

No matter what Bryce said, I couldn’t comprehend that the man who worshiped me, lavishing my mind with declarations and my body with magical detonations, could or would hurt his wife. 

Thankfully in Bryce’s text messages, he hadn’t repeated his accusations. I had the feeling that my phone was now monitored. I never saw Nox look at it, but even if he didn’t, I believed that Deloris had the ability to do so. After all, Nox said she’d figured out I was leaving to go to California through my phone. 

“Miss Collins?”

Isaac’s voice turned my mindless gaze from the passing landscape to him. “Alex,” I corrected.

“Alex, the turn-off for your apartment is approaching. Are you sure you don’t want to stop there before the hospital?”

“I’m sure. I want to get to Chelsea. We can stop by the apartment later.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Did Mr. Demetri tell you what time he wanted me to meet him for lunch?”

“Yes, we should leave Palo Alto no later than eleven. Traffic is unpredictable.”

“Then, definitely, I don’t want to waste time at the apartment now.”
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WALKING INTO THE hospital with Isaac, I saw Tina Moore seated in a large chair in the lobby. I went directly to her. 

“Why aren’t you with Chelsea? Are they doing tests?”

“No,” she said, sipping a large white paper cup of coffee.

I stood taller, understanding why Nox didn’t like to repeat himself. “Then…” I prompted. 

She stood. “I figured you’d know. She said she was a friend of yours.”

“Who said?”

“The woman talking to Chelsea. She asked for privacy.”

I shook my head. “Is she someone from our apartment complex or a friend from our classes?”

Tina shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s kind of old to be in class with you, but I guess anything is possible. I think she said her name, but honestly, I was thinking about another cup of coffee. It’s still early.”

“Is she still there?”

“I think she is. Chelsea said she’d text when she left.” She pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans and swiped it with her thumb and shook her head. “I haven’t received one.”

I didn’t have time to spare, not with my lunch date. “Well, I’ll go on up. If it’s someone we both know, there shouldn’t be an issue.”

Tina reached for my elbow and lured me a few feet away from Isaac. “Where’s that hot guy?”

“Lennox?” I asked, as if I had so many hot guys buzzing around that I wasn’t sure which one she meant.

“Damn, he is…”

This was my best friend’s mother and while I agreed with her assessment, it made me more than a little uncomfortable to hear her go on about my boyfriend. I smiled at that title, or was it because he’d been the first to use the label. “He’s working today,” I said. “I need to meet him for lunch, so I’m in a hurry. I’m going to go on up to Chelsea’s room.”

Tina nodded with a grin. “Okay, honey. I’ll stay here for a while longer.”

A few minutes later, Isaac and I reached her door and I asked, “Would you like to come in?”

“No, I’ll stay here.”

I shook my head and opened the door, expecting to interrupt a conversation. Instead, Chelsea was alone, sitting on her bed and staring toward the window. 

“Hi.”

She turned toward me, her expression momentarily perplexed. “Hey. Where’s Mr. Handsome? And why do you look like you just walked out of a magazine?”

I giggled. “Why do you look so confused? Who was your visitor?” 

“Visitor?”

“Your mom said someone wanted to talk to you.” I walked closer and inspected her blackened eye. “Does that hurt?”

She scrunched her nose. “Not really. Only when I move my face, you know, smile or frown.”

“Honey, I’m so sorry. I still don’t understand what happened or why anyone would come into our apartment and hurt you.”

“I don’t either,” she admitted. 

“How do you feel about going back to the apartment?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Mom said it was fine last night.”

I wanted to ignore the hint of trepidation in her normally bubbly voice, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t let my feelings of uncertainty about her moving to New York stop my invitation, not if she no longer felt comfortable in our apartment. “Would you feel better in New York?”

Her eyes opened wide and she grimaced. 

“Sorry,” I said. “Stop moving your face.”

My directive made her laugh followed by another whimper. 

“Stop it,” Chelsea said, “I can’t not move my face. What do you mean New York? Are you finally picking up on all the hints I’ve dropped?”

“Yes, but more than that, I miss you.”

“You have Mr. Handsome. Surely you don’t want me cramping your style.”

I put my hands on my hips. “When have you ever cramped my style? I’d say I wouldn’t have a style if it weren’t for you.”

She eyed me up and down. “You did, and looking at you, I’d say you’ve got it back.”

I shrugged. “This is different. Nox asked me to meet him and a colleague for lunch.”

“You carry the classy Alex as well as you do the sexy Charli.”

I pulled up a chair and sat with a ridiculous grin on my face. “You know, I thought Charli was gone forever.”

Chelsea shook her head. “I’m glad she’s not. I like her smile.”

Palming my own raised cheeks, I admitted, “I do too!”

After a few minutes of catching up, Chelsea asked, “So, tell me why, now that Mr. Handsome is here, your old beau showed up?”

My smile disappeared. I’d read Bryce’s text messages this morning, and he didn’t mention going to Chelsea’s room. I hadn’t replied to any of them. I didn’t know what else to say except to tell him to go back to Savannah. “What do you mean?”

“He came here last night, not long after you left. As soon as he started talking, I knew he was the guy you were trying to dodge our freshman year. He said he was looking for you.”

“That’s ridiculous. We saw him downstairs. He knew where I was.”

“He didn’t act like it. He gave us a big story about how worried he was about your staying in the apartment. I remembered how hard it was for you to get rid of him. So I played along, trying to figure out his end game.”

“Did you,” I asked, “figure it out?”

That was one of her specialties, seeing people for whom they really were. Her freshness and realism were part of what drew me to her our freshman year. After living at Montague Manor, her ability to cut through all the pretenses was invigorating. It was also why she ended up with a major in psychology. She had an uncanny ability to figure people out.

“I got the feeling he wanted more information about when and where you were moving.” 

I ground my teeth. “I told him that I’d already moved. I know to him it doesn’t look like it.” I shook my head. “I’ll talk to him. Besides, if you agree to New York, soon we’ll both be there.”

“I thought your apartment was too small for two people.”

I tucked my chin down and looked at my best friend bashfully through my lashes. “I may not be using it.”

Her eyes once again opened wide followed by the wince. “Stop making me do that!”

“I’m not making you do anything.”

“Mr. Handsome? Really? Oh my God, Charli with an i is back and boy, is she moving fast.”

I shrugged. “I mean, I could pretend to live in the apartment, but why?”

“Oh, girl! Why indeed? But… what about the bombshell your mom dropped on you? Did you tell Mr. Handsome? Obviously, he’s able. Is he helping you?”

I shrugged. “Yes, he is.” That answer was easier than explaining the truth about Infidelity.

“So you told him?”

“Not all of it. We’re taking it slowly.”

She pursed her lips. “Charli…” She drew out my nickname. “You just said you won’t be using your apartment. Babe, that’s not slow. And…” She became more serious. “I can’t say yes to New York, not yet.”

It was my turn to look surprised. “Why? Did you get a job?”

“Maybe. I had an offer. I need to think about it.”

I sprang from my chair. “Chelsea, that’s great. What? Where? Is it in counseling?”

“It’s difficult to explain. I wasn’t expecting it. The offer came out of left field.”

“What offer? Tell me all about it.”

“It’s… I’m not sure.”

“Why are you being so mysterious?”

“Well, it wasn’t exactly an offer. It was an offer to interview. If I get it, I will live in Washington DC.” She looked out the window for a minute. “I would be able to travel to a home base.” Turning back to me, her hazel eyes sparkled, even though one was framed by the dark bruise. “New York would be a quicker commute than California.”

“Oh, that sounds so exciting. I’m sure Nox would be willing to help with travel back and forth.”

Chelsea shook her head. “I wouldn’t need help. If I get it, the pay is more than I ever imagined.”

“In DC?” I asked. “That sounds very exciting.”

Her lower lip disappeared between her teeth as she inhaled and exhaled. “It could be.”

The door opened and a woman in scrubs, pushing a cart with a computer, came in. “Hello, Chelsea. I’m Madden, your day nurse. May I see your wristband?”

Chelsea held it up and answered all of Madden’s questions: name, date of birth, and last four digits of her Social Security number. After she passed the mini-exam, Madden said, “I’m sorry to interrupt, but it’s time for your tests. Your doctor ordered a full panel of tests and scans. It will take us a few hours.”

I squeezed Chelsea’s hand. “That’s all right. I need to go to lunch. I’ll stop by the apartment before I come back. Text me and let me know if you’re breaking out of here today.”

The nurse turned my direction “The results won’t be conclusive until tomorrow.” She looked at her computer screen again. “I’m pretty sure the doctor won’t authorize her release until at least then.”

“Maybe this time,” I said in a stage whisper, “I’ll need to be the one to break you out.”

Chelsea smiled. “No way, girl, I’m the one who kicks ass at jail breaks.”
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AS I LEFT Chelsea’s room, I instinctively slowed, waiting for my shadow. Somewhere over the last few days, Isaac’s presence had become my normal. Deloris promised I’d soon have my own bodyguard and driver. Part of me wanted to keep Isaac. There was something about him that I didn’t mind. Maybe it was the way he made his presence known with Bryce. Maybe it was the realization that what happened to Chelsea could have happened to me. I didn’t want to buy into Nox’s paranoid mentality, but ignoring it didn’t seem wise either. 

My phone vibrated. Removing it from my purse, I hoped the call was from Nox. 

BRYCE flashed on my screen and I sighed.

With Isaac by my side, I debated my options. I could let the call go to voicemail or excuse myself to the bathroom and away from listening ears. While those thoughts raced through my mind, my better sense told me to just rip off the Band-Aid. Now that my world included Deloris and Isaac, my ability to hide calls or anything else seemed remote. No matter where I took the call, Nox would know. 

Taking a deep breath, I swiped the screen. 

“Hello?”

“Alexandria,” Bryce said, obviously unable to comply with my request for a shortened name. “Thank God you answered. I’ve been worried sick about you.”

I clenched my teeth, suddenly seething with the need to defend Nox. “Stop worrying. Go home. I’m fine. As soon as Chelsea’s out of the hospital, I’m going home.”

“That’s great,” he said with a sigh. “Your parents will be relieved. It’s too dangerous. You need to be home.”

I looked up at Isaac, almost certain he could hear every word, and shook my head. Since we were still walking through the hallways of the hospital, I kept my voice low. “No, you misunderstood. I’ll be going home to New York.”

Momentary silence. 

When I didn’t say more, he asked, “Have you at least Googled Demetri? Have you called Adelaide to learn what’s going on? Have you done any of the things I told you to do?”

I straightened my neck. “That you’ve told me to do? Welcome to the new world. I don’t do what you tell me to do. You mentioned those things last night and since then I’ve been a little busy.” 

“Busy doing what, Alexandria? Screwing a murderer?”

“Goodbye, Bryce.”

“No. Please, I’m sorry. I am.” His words gushed through the phone, one running over the other. “I know your orientation at Columbia starts soon. Just spend a few days at home, learn the particulars of what happened, and you’ll see that you belong in Savannah.”

Isaac opened the car door. I nodded as I eased into the seat. 

“You’re talking in circles, Bryce. Please go home, leave my friend alone, and report back to Alton that I’m not returning. Tell him he lost. His power play didn’t work. If you don’t know what I’m talking about, ask Adelaide and Alton.”

“I know what happened. I do. I also know it wasn’t them—it was you.” What the hell? “You can get it back. I overheard a conversation that I wasn’t supposed to hear. I wanted to tell you in person, but damn, I’m getting desperate.”

My chest ached with the reality of Montague Manor. I didn’t know if I believed Bryce or if Alton purposely set him up to overhear something. Either way, I doubted it was an accident. Everything there was calculated.

“Desperate? Why do you care?”

His sigh filled my ears. “Why do I care? Alexandria, I care because I love you. I’ve loved you since we were children.” 

I didn’t respond.

“I don’t want to have this conversation on the phone, but you’re not leaving me a choice.”

I swallowed. The emotion in his voice was getting to me, finding the small place inside of me, the place I’d tucked away, the place that had belonged to him since we were children running around the yards of Montague Manor and Carmichael Hall. 

“Are you listening to me?”

I nodded, a tear coming to my eye. “Yes, but I need to go.”

“Let me say this… please.”

“Hurry, Bryce.”

“I’ve dated other people over the last four years.”

I bristled. “Go back further.”

“Yes, I’ve dated others. I’m not going to lie. None of those other women meant anything to me. They were for a purpose, my distraction. Demetri is your distraction. I get that. I won’t hold that against you—against us. He caught your attention. But don’t you wonder why? Don’t you wonder why a criminal and big player in so many different scenarios would find you, Alexandria Montague Collins?”

What is he saying?

“He’s using you. He doesn’t care about anyone. He’s a user and a killer. You’re there for a reason. When that purpose is met, we can only hope he discards you, because, Alexandria, the other option scares the shit out of me. The other option is that you end up like his wife.”

His volume rose. “That can’t happen. We’ve been each other’s destiny. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. You’re my everything… my past… my future… the mother of—”

I shook my head, unwilling to listen to his words anymore. 

“Stop. Stop calling.”

“Why? Because Demetri will be upset? Does he look at your phone? Does he tell you whom you can talk to? You shouldn’t live like that.”

“No,” I corrected. “Don’t call because it upsets me. Goodbye.”

I disconnected the call and turned my eyes to the window. I didn’t need to look into the front seat to know Isaac heard every word I said. 

I turned off the volume on my phone and sent a text. 

To: NOX- PRIVATE NUMBER: 

Me: “WE’RE ON OUR WAY. I JUST SPOKE TO BRYCE. HOPEFULLY THIS SHIT WITH HIM IS DONE. I CAN’T WAIT TO SEE YOU.”

New questions gathered with my usual swirl of uncertainty. 

Was this smart? Could I find any shred of evidence that what Bryce was saying was true? Yes, he’d lied in the past, but did that mean I should disregard everything else? 

Keeping my eyes away from Isaac’s in the rearview mirror, I took a deep breath, opened the browser on my phone, and did what Bryce suggested, perhaps what I should have done as soon as I learned Lennox’s full name. 

I Googled Lennox Demetri. 

Multiple articles appeared, only the first few words were visible on each one. Some had pictures. His handsome face and light blue eyes made my insides clench. I clicked to enlarge the first picture. The article began. I didn’t mean to gasp, but I did. It wasn’t just his image that took my breath away. Not his sexiness or magnetism, but who was with him. 

Lennox Demetri recently seen…

Shit! 

Deloris was serious when she said the world—the whole damn world. 

The picture on my screen was a candid photograph, shot yesterday of the two of us standing in the San Francisco airport. I turned my phone to enlarge the image. My mouth dried. There was Nox, all attractive and GQ in his silk suit, and me, in a sundress, flat sandals, with my hair in a low ponytail looking like I just woke from a three-hour nap. The picture must have been taken while we were waiting for Deloris and Isaac to deplane, since we were alone. 

I scrolled and read. The short article was mostly about me. Not my identity. It said my name, Alexandria Collins. Realistically, they could have gotten that from anywhere, including my airline ticket information. Whoever wrote the article was more interested in publishing Lennox’s picture with a woman than researching the particulars. There was nothing about the delayed flight or my family. The emphasis was that Lennox Demetri, self-proclaimed bachelor since the death of his wife of four years, Jocelyn Demetri, was traveling with a woman. 

Jocelyn… the name made my heart hurt, not in a jealous way. I recalled how he’d looked up at the ceiling blankly when he mentioned his mother. That millisecond of emotion saddened me. What would it be like to discuss this other woman, his wife? Who was she? Obviously, she was married to him for four years. Undoubtedly, someone he loved. 

Not all marriages were about love—my mother was a prime example. No matter how long ago Jocelyn died, I knew Nox had only recently removed his wedding ring. How could a man who continued to wear his wedding ring, a man as hot and eligible as Nox, be accused of killing his wife? 

Question after question bombarded my thoughts. The Northern California landscape that I adored was but a blip on my radar, unnoticed as we drove toward the city, the elevations, the bay, the beauty. None of it registered. 

My pulse kicked up a notch when I noticed Jocelyn’s name was blue, as opposed to the black type. It was a link—a modern day portal giving me access to the all the answers to my questions. All I needed to do was touch it. Apprehensively, my finger hovered over her name. Before I could activate the link, I recalled something Deloris said. 

She said she’d read my profile, and even before that in Del Mar, she said she knew my last name. She left the distinct impression that she knew more, perhaps even that I was a Montague. Yet she made a point that Nox didn’t want to know her insights. He wanted to learn about me from me. 

Didn’t I owe Nox the same consideration? Shouldn’t I learn about Jocelyn from him, when and if he was ready to share? And then there was the fear of what I’d learn. What if what Bryce said was true? 

Before I could be tempted further, I closed the browser. 

When I turned to the window, we were already in the city. Beautiful building after building along the hilled streets brought back fond memories of San Francisco as I watched people and vendors filling the sidewalks.

“Miss Collins, we’re about at the restaurant.”

“Thank you. I texted Mr. Demetri to let him know we were on our way.”

“Yes, ma’am, so did I. He said to tell you that they were already seated.”

I looked at my watch, suddenly concerned with making a poor impression. “Are we late?”

“No. They recently arrived.”
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“HELLO, MISS COLLINS,” Senator Carroll said, as I approached the corner table, led by a pretty young hostess. 

Smiling, I nodded, but no matter how hard I tried, my attention was drawn to the pale blue eyes shining my direction. My heart fluttered like a schoolgirl’s when Nox came closer, kissed my cheek, and pulled back my chair. 

“You look stunning,” he whispered. 

His words filled my cheeks with pink as I turned back to the older gentleman across the table and the woman beside him. “Hello, Senator Carroll, Mrs. Carroll. Thank you for allowing me to intrude upon your meeting.”

“Nonsense, dear,” Mrs. Carroll said. “After all the years of listening to these two attempt to right the wrongs of politics and business, I’m thrilled to have someone else to share my misery.”

Mrs. Carroll was easily the age of my mother, and while she seemed nice, she reminded me of the country-club crowd surrounding the Montagues. 

“Don’t listen to her. She is enthralled by our conversations as well as our solutions,” Senator Carroll said.

“Solutions?” I asked, leaning closer to Mrs. Carroll. “Have they succeeded in righting the wrongs?” 

She laughed softly. “Why, you know, I don’t know. I have an awful habit of tuning it out.”

I smiled. “That does sound enthralling.”

“Actually,” Senator Carroll said after the waitress took my drink order, “Lennox mentioned that you’re a proud graduate of our state. Tell me why, after graduating from Stanford with honors, you’d leave this fine state to pursue education elsewhere. Keeping our finest graduates here is one of our top priorities.”

When I glanced at Nox, I saw a strange bit of pride in his gaze. 

“I adored living here. I hoped that after making my mark on the West Coast, I could tackle the East Coast.”

“Besides, I’m on the East Coast,” Nox added. 

“It is hard to compete with that,” Mrs. Carroll replied. 

“So moving back to California after law school isn’t out of the question?” the senator asked.

I shook my head. “I’ve recently learned that nothing is out of the question.”

“Right you are. Perhaps you may even convince Lennox to move with you?”

I merely smiled at the senator. When I turned toward Nox, the way he was looking at me did things to my insides that were inappropriate for our lunch meeting. 

“Which brings us to our next topic,” Senator Carroll, continued. “I was just trying to convince this man to consider relocating a few of his distribution centers. Perhaps you’d be better at that persuasion than I. We have some prime real estate…”

I listened as the senator and Nox talked about location, taxes, and logistics. As I ate my salad and sipped my water, I began to wonder what exactly my purpose was at this luncheon. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be with Nox, but I could easily be at the hospital or my apartment. Bryce’s words about Nox using me came to mind. But that was ridiculous. How could my presence mean anything to a senator from California?

Mrs. Carroll reached for my hand and whispered, “See what I mean?”

I shrugged. “It’s interesting.”

“Oh, dear, you must be infatuated.” 

“Excuse me?”

“I don’t blame you. I’ve known Lennox for a few years, and he’s never brought a woman to a luncheon. He’s obviously smitten with you…”

As she made small talk, Senator Carroll spoke to Nox. “…testimony will be starting soon. You know you have my vote. However, if I could go to a few other senators with rumors of relocation of those centers, I believe it would get the buzz going…”

“…our daughter will be attending Stanford…” Mrs. Carroll’s words drowned out the ones I wanted to hear of her husband’s. 

“…House bill 770… Higgins is a strong opponent…”

“…any advice you would share…”

My attention was pulled back and forth. I wanted to listen to Senator Carroll and Nox’s conversation, but with Shirley Carroll speaking near my ear, I was constantly pulled back to her. Had I heard the men mention Senator Higgins? Was that the same Higgins who was at my party in Savannah? What did that mean?

My stomach churned with Bryce’s words, making the lunch before me less appetizing. 

By the time we said our goodbyes, Nox led me away from the table, and we sat in the back of the waiting car, my thoughts were jumbled. It wasn’t difficult to deduce that they were discussing more than moving distribution centers. 

“Why was I there?”
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NOX LOOKED MY direction as Isaac moved the car into traffic. “Because I wanted you there.”

I leaned back against the seat with my lips together and tried to calm my nerves. Surely I wasn’t there because of some political struggle for votes. I never doubted Alton used my party as a means to influence Senator Higgins, but would Nox do the same thing?

“What’s the matter, Charli? Is that so hard to believe?” 

“Well, Nox.” My volume was louder than I intended. “I don’t know. I know next to nothing about you. I don’t know anything about the House bill you two were discussing. Every time it was mentioned, Shirley Carroll had another story to share.” 

He reached for my hand. “I wanted to spend time with you. There was nothing more than that.”

“So explain some of it. Tell me about the House bill.”

“You don’t need to worry about that. It would bore you. It’s something that could affect Demetri Enterprises.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, tell me about Demetri Enterprises?”

Nox’s brow lengthened. “Why?”

I exhaled. “Because you invited me to this lunch. I want to understand what was said or at least what my role was.”

“Your role?” he asked incredulously. “Your role is to be whatever I say. Today you were my companion. You kept Shirley Carroll occupied so Senator Carroll and I could speak.”

I folded my arms over my chest. “Arm candy. Is that it, Mr. Demetri?”

“Arm candy? Are you fucking kidding me? You don’t think I could have all the damn arm candy I want? Well, I could and I don’t. Not now, not ever. You aren’t arm candy. You’re intelligent and capable of carrying on a conversation with Mrs. Carroll…”

As he attested to my attributes, Karen Flores’s comments came back to me. Everything Nox was saying was why she said I made a good Infidelity employee. With each word, the pressure behind my temples as well as that in my chest built. 

“…Do you know the last time I took a date with me to an important meeting?” 

It was Bryce’s accusations combined with my luncheon role: I’d reached my boiling point. “No. As I said, I don’t know anything, and you obviously don’t want to tell me. I have no idea why you really wanted me there. I have no idea the last time you took a date to a meeting or whom. Have you taken anyone, or hasn’t there been anyone since Jocelyn?”

The air throughout the car crackled with the electrical tension of before. As soon as the question tumbled from my lips, I regretted it. The metaphoric clear blue skies surrounding us filled with rumbling gray. For only a moment, he stared at me, his gaze holding me mute. Then his body stiffened, and he turned toward the window. 

The loss of his stare allowed me to speak. “Nox, I’m sorry. I don’t know any more than her name. I want to know more. I started to research and then I stopped. I don’t want to learn something that important about you from the Internet. I want to learn about her from you.” I reached for his leg, wanting to feel our connection. 

Nox brushed my hand away. Turning, his voice again dripped with ice. “My rules—my information at my discretion. Why is that difficult for you to understand?”

I looked up to Isaac and back. “Please may we discuss this in private?”

“This is private.” He reached for my chin, painfully pinching it between his thumb and finger as his words slowed to a low growl. “We’re not discussing her in private or public. Don’t ever mention her name again.”

Tears bubbled in my throat as I maintained my Montague posture. When he released my chin, I turned toward the window. After swallowing the emotion, I modulated my voice. “I apologize, Mr. Demetri. I won’t mention her name again. I’m sorry I overstepped.”

“You did. Don’t let it happen again.” 

It wasn’t what I wanted him to say. I wanted him to apologize, to tell me he was sorry for overreacting. When I turned toward him, his entire presence was different. The familiarity we shared was gone. With his eyes focused beyond the window, he spoke through clenched jaws. “Whatever research you’ve done, you can’t possibly know what happened. Leave it alone. It’s none of your business.”

I nodded, my gaze also focused beyond the car window. The scenes outside blurred as tears teetered on my lids. Silence settled heavily in the car as we traveled back toward Palo Alto. It seemed that despite all our progress, in one stupid move I’d sent us back to the beginning. With each mile, my posture remained rigid, unchanged despite the chaos of thoughts and emotions within me. Oddly, I found a strange comfort in falling back on my upbringing. 

When we were over halfway back toward my apartment, Nox’s words shattered the stillness but did little to ease the tension. “Take Miss Collins back to the hotel.”

“Yes, sir,” Isaac replied, easing the car to the right to be able to take the next exit and turn around. 

I spun toward Nox. “What? No. I told Chelsea I’d be back to the hospital. I wanted to go to my apartment.”

Nox sat unmoving, his eyes now focused on his phone.

After a moment, I gathered my strength. “Did you hear me, or do I need to email you to get your attention?”

Quicker than I could comprehend, Nox turned toward me. His words seethed with contempt as he captured my thigh, his painful grip stopping any further rebuttal. “Watch it, Miss Collins. I suggest you consider your answer to my next question carefully.”

I tried to move his hand. “Stop it,” I hissed so only he’d hear. “Let go of me.”

“Who told you about her?”

His refusal to use her name didn’t go unnoticed. 

I tried again to loosen his grip. “You’re hurting me.”

He didn’t repeat his question, but he did lighten his hold of my thigh as his eyes opened in anticipation of my answer. Not wanting to make him repeat the question, I swallowed and answered, “You.”

He let go altogether. My answer wasn’t what he expected. 

Before he could question, I went on. “In Del Mar, when I saw the line of your wedding ring, you came to my suite and—”

“I didn’t tell you her name.”

I shook my head, ashamed I’d researched him and not granted him the same amount of privacy he’d given to me. “I read her name. I Googled you.”

“Why?”

I shrugged. “I-I had—have—so many questions.”

“Was this before or after I told you that my sharing of knowledge was at my discretion?”

We were now heading again back toward San Francisco. 

“It’s silly to take me back to the hotel. I’ll take a taxi if I need to. I’m going to my apartment and to see Chelsea.”

“No, you’re not.”

My eyes opened wide at the finality of his reply. He might consider this private, but I couldn’t help but be keenly aware of Isaac and his occasional glance in the rearview mirror. I leaned closer and whispered. “I’m not a child. You can’t forbid me from going somewhere.” 

“You’re not and I can. I told you that your freedoms were yours until you squandered them. Consider this your first…” He scoffed. “…your second lesson in following my directions.”

A lump formed in my throat. “W-What does that mean?”

“It means, Miss Collins, that I’m grounding your pretty little round ass to our hotel room. I have some business to attend to. You’ll behave and do as I say, which means no more searching for answers that are mine to give. When I return and assuming you’ve complied, I’ll decide what we do next. I suggest you spend your time reflecting on our new rules and the consequences for obeying versus defying me.”

This was ridiculous. He was making me feel like a rebellious child. For a moment I was even afraid he was going to spank me. How ludicrous was that? Not as absurd as the tightening in my insides that accompanied that thought. I was demented, and if he thought he could treat me like a fourteen-year-old, he was equally as crazy. 

Before I could refute him, Nox said, “It was Spencer, wasn’t it?”

I turned his direction and blinked, digesting his words. “What was?”

“He said something about her, something to make you question. Was it today or last night?”

The accusation in his tone spoke louder than his words. Nox was accusing me of listening to Bryce, rather than to him. The hurt in his voice and the truth behind his claim stung, physically constricting my chest and limiting my ability to breathe. 

I nodded. “Last night.”

Isaac pulled the car in front of the hotel. As he did, Nox reached for my hand and leaned his lips to my ear. “I won’t be long. Behave, or the thought you had a few minutes ago…” He cocked a brow. “…well, I’ll be doing more than grounding your ass.”

Hating that he could read me so easily, I pressed my lips together. Telling him he was nuts and that he couldn’t speak to me like that were on the tip of my tongue. While at the same time, I was uncomfortably aware of my body’s reaction to his threat. 

He lowered his tone. “I’m not letting go of your hand until you say what I want to hear.”

“Yes, Nox.”

With each step across the sidewalk, through the doors, to the elevator, and down the hallway, my indignation grew. I came to California for Chelsea. I came to be sure she was safe and to stay at my apartment. And now I was being sent to my room like a teenager because I brought up a topic I wasn’t supposed to discuss. Nox didn’t have the right to tell me what to do or where to go. Nor did he have the right to limit or censor information. 

What happened to Jocelyn? Why was he so sensitive about it?

Entering our suite, I threw my purse on the nearby sofa and kicked off my heels. 

I opened the balcony doors and stepped out into the Northern California sunshine. The breeze off the bay was chilled for an August afternoon. The difference in climates between here and New York came to the forefront of my mind. Early this morning, the fog characteristic of San Francisco lingered near the water and hung ominously around the mountains. With the passing of time, the afternoon sun shone, burning through the moisture and giving way to the beauty of the scenery, yet the air wasn’t hot or humid. I wrapped my arms around my own shoulders and sighed.

Deloris had provided both Nox and me with a mini wardrobe that suited every need. Just as I was about to change out of the dress and into jeans and a light sweater, one I’d seen hanging in the closet, I heard the vibration of my phone. 

Walking toward the sofa, I imagined Nox or Deloris checking to be assured of my compliance. Well, guess what, I’m here. I’m just not sure I will be in another few minutes. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. 

When had simple decisions become so complicated?

JANE

I swiped the screen before her call could go to voicemail. 

“Jane?”

“No, Alexandria.” 

The energy of the suite changed. My blood pumped with new force as the hairs on my arms and neck stood to attention. 

“I was afraid you wouldn’t answer my call,” my mother said. 

“Are you all right?”

She let out a hushed laugh. “Darling, I was calling to ask you the same question.”

Maybe it was because she didn’t say she was ill. Maybe it was because the last time I spoke to her she sent my world spiraling out of control. For whatever reason, my volume rose. “You called to learn if I was all right? Why, Mother? You didn’t care if I was all right the afternoon I left Montague Manor?”

“That’s not true. I’ve been worried sick about you. That’s why Bryce offered to see you, to talk to you, but then he learned about the break-in. Alexandria… were you there? Were you hurt?”

“No. I wasn’t there or hurt.”

“Oh thank God. Obviously, it isn’t safe for you to be with that dreadful girl. She must attract some unsavory people, people who’d do terrible things.”

I clenched my teeth. “Chelsea, Mother, is that who you mean? Well, Chelsea is safe. She was hurt, but she’s safe. Thank you for asking about my best friend.”

“Darling, Bryce mentioned something else to me. We’ve decided not to say anything to Alton, not yet. I wish you’d told me.”

This had to be about Nox, but I knew the game Mother was playing. I’d been raised to speak in circles and keep each word covered with sugar when in reality it was a ploy to discover more, to learn what was hidden. I had no intention of giving her more than she already knew. 

“What? What are you talking about?”

“When we spoke to you about Bryce, about his situation and the two of you, why didn’t you mention the young man you’re seeing?”

She made it sound like a high school dance. 

“You never asked me. None of you did. You all told me.”

“According to Bryce, this man is dangerous. I understand your desire for independence, but seeking that in the company of an unsavory individual isn’t the way to do it. I’ve talked to Alton about your trust fund. There’s so much more that we need to discuss, things you need to know and understand. You rushed out of here too quickly. I know I didn’t give you the support you wanted. For that, Alexandria, I’m sorry. 

“Seeing what a strong young lady you’ve become has helped me too. That’s why I’m calling you. I need to do what my parents never did. I need to explain everything to you.”

“Mom?” There was something genuine about her voice. A different tone than I was used to hearing.

“Yes?”

“Why did you really use Jane’s phone?”

“Darling, how long will you be in California?”

I shook my head, though I knew she couldn’t see it. “I’m not sure. It depends on Chelsea.” And Nox. But I didn’t say the last part. 

“Your father will be out of town for the next week. Will you please come here before you go to New York?”

I closed my eyes and bit my tongue, stopping myself from correcting her title of Alton. 

“Where is he?”

“Oh, I’m not sure, New York, Seattle, somewhere.” 

Marriage made in heaven. 

“You’re not sure where he is, but you know he’ll stay away?”

“Alexandria, Alton isn’t the enemy. He isn’t. He’s raised you since you were young. I wish the two of you would try to get along.”

Copper coated my taste buds as I bit harder on the inside of my lip, piercing it with the uncontrollable force. 

“Are you ill?” I asked. “Bryce said you were.”

“Not in the conventional sense of the word. I’m distraught. I need to speak to you, to explain. If that would be better without your father here, then I’m asking you to please come back and let me do that.”

“Meet me in New York.”

Silence. 

“Mother, meet me in New York. Let me show you around Columbia. We can have dinner with Patrick and…” I debated about mentioning Nox. “…and we can discuss what you want to discuss.”

“I-I don’t travel much without your father.”

“He travels all of the time without you. Do this, and we can talk.”

I waited as silence prevailed. I even looked at my phone to be sure the call hadn’t disconnected. 

“He doesn’t even know I called. That’s why I used Jane’s phone.”

This time it was my turn to stay quiet. 

“Alexandria, Bryce loves you. He always has. He wouldn’t… it wouldn’t be like…”

“Mother—”

“I’ll do it. I’ll be in New York on Sunday. I’ll make reservations in Manhattan. I can’t stay long. But, dear, Bryce needs you as much as you need him. Please listen to me and let me try to explain.”

I didn’t need Bryce. What made her think I did?

“Sunday. Let me know and I’ll arrange to pick you up at the airport.”

“Nonsense. I’ll have a driver scheduled.” Of course she would. Hell, I probably would have picked her up with a driver. “I’ll let you know when I’ll arrive.”

“Thanks, Momma. If you come to me, I’ll listen.” I couldn’t guarantee I’d do what she wanted, but I would listen.

“Phoenix.”

“Excuse me?”

“He’s not in New York. I just looked at his itinerary. Your father is in Phoenix.”

I wished. At least Alton wasn’t in New York.

The knock on the door startled me. “I need to go. Someone’s knocking on the door.”

“Be careful, dear. I’ll see you in a few days.”

“Please tell Jane I said hello.”

“I will…”

Her words faded as I peered through the peephole. The blonde hair and ruddy complexion came into view. If he were forty years older he’d look like the man my mother continually referred to as my father. I couldn’t remember Bryce’s father or even what Marcel Spencer looked like, but from the red covering Bryce’s cheeks and neck, I knew that the man outside the door was angry about something.

Shit! I can’t let Bryce Spencer into Nox’s suite. 
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MOTHER SQUEEZED MY hand, her usual Montague mask gone as her smile shone my direction. So much for reverse psychology. It was too late. She wouldn’t be able to influence Father. His decision was set.

“Adelaide,” Alton said with a grand gesture as he stepped forward and placed a warm kiss to my cheek. 

I tried to remember Dr. Sams’ therapy. I tried to take in this moment, not only with my eyes, but with all of my senses. Inhaling, I decided my future husband carried the aroma of expensive tobacco and whiskey. I recognized the whiskey. It was from my father’s private collection. No doubt while my mother calmed my nerves with Montague Manor private reserve wine, Charles and Alton were crossing the t’s and dotting the i’s of their agreement while the whiskey flowed.

I smiled, feigning delight in what everyone in the room knew to be a business deal. 

My senses. 

Dr. Sams’ voice played on a track only I could hear. “Don’t forget about sight. It’s second most important to smell. Our olfactory senses trigger the deepest memories, yet sight creates a picture. Look at your lover, inch by inch. Appreciate the beauty of the human body.”

Though I doubted he’d undergone the same therapy, it was what Alton had done when I entered the room, scanning me from head to toe. I returned the favor, beginning with his blonde hair. It was short, but not too short, parted on the side and combed back to perfection. His gray eyes reminded me of steel, glittering with small sparkles of blue and green. He was an attractive man with a confident smile. The paleness of his complexion lent itself to the rouge of blush as blood gathered in his cheeks. He was taller than Russell with a wider build. 

At forty-three, he still looked quite good. I suddenly wondered why he’d never married. After all, he was successful in his own right. Not only a trusted vice president at Montague Corporation but also the only son of William Fitzgerald, real estate tycoon from Atlanta, who made his fortune in the 1960’s. His only sister, Gwendolyn, was married to Preston Richardson. They had one son, Patrick. 

I listened halfheartedly as everyone spoke. My mind was a symphony of thoughts: outside words, Alton’s résumé, and Dr. Sams’ homework all swirled together in an unfamiliar melody. 

“While the engagement is slightly unorthodox, rest assured that I’m honored you want to be my wife.” Alton’s voice was deep and booming, much like my father’s. Only the tenor was different, giving the song a new pitch.

“Laide?” Charles asked, bringing my eyes to his. It was the conditioned response I never questioned. 

“Yes, Father?”

“Your fiancé is speaking to you.” His lips smiled, but his blue eyes, the same color as mine, sent a warning. I was zoning out, lost in my senses. My attention was needed in the present.

Lifting my chin to the man by my side, I inhaled again. The Montagues made their name and fortune from the tobacco fields that still dotted our estate. It seemed only fitting that my husband carried the aroma. His, however, was spicy, aged, and refined. I thought of how happy that must make Charles and smiled. “Alton, I’m overwhelmed. This is… will be…” I swallowed. “…I’m happy to be your wife.”

He reached for my hand. 

Warm. Clammy. 

No, Dr. Sams said to only think positive thoughts. Warm and tender. Yes, tender. Alton Fitzgerald was tender. That’s what I told myself. 

“I believe we should be upfront with my daughter, Alton.”

“Yes, sir.”

Father continued, “As Alton mentioned, this is unorthodox, but I believe it’s in the best interest of everyone. The decision has already been made. You know that, don’t you, Adelaide?”

With Alton still holding my hand, I decided it was comforting to have someone beside me as Charles began his speech. Looking to where our hands touched, I smiled. Turning back to my father, I replied, “Yes, I know. What’s next?” 

Yes, my fight was gone. I would be the perfect daughter and wife. 

“You two will be seen more and more together. In the spring, you’ll elope.”

“Elope?” I asked. 

“My dear,” Mother chimed in. “We did the big wedding. Now it’s more important to make it legal.”

“I have not,” Alton interjected. 

I turned his direction, wide-eyed. “You’ve not what?”

“I’ve not had a wedding. I told your father I thought eloping was better than a courthouse wedding. It would give us a real wedding, something special, without the large fuss.”

Slowly my head moved up and down. I liked that. Did that mean that Alton actually negotiated this with my father? He didn’t accept everything on Charles’s terms and yet my father agreed to Alton? I was curious. “What else was negotiated?” I asked. 

“Adelaide,” Alton said. “I’m afraid that term sounds too much like business legalities. I’d prefer you think of this as more personal, without deals and agreements.”

There was a timbre to his speech, a rhythm that steadied me. 

“Thank you, Alton. I appreciate that. However, no matter what my father’s told you, I’m capable of understanding the part I play in the negotiations that occurred. I’ll do everything in my power to make you a good wife. I’ll also agree to everything, but I want to know… I need to know what has been negotiated.”

He looked to my father. I followed back and forth as they wordlessly debated between themselves. 

Finally, my father cleared his throat. “As I said, you will elope. There will be a prenuptial agreement.”

I nodded, happy that my father thought to look out for my best interests. 

He went on, “I won’t bore you with the specifics, only the highlights. In the event of the death of either of you or divorce, all Montague holdings will revert to Alexandria.”

“Wait! What? Either of us?”

“Yes,” Charles said. “There’s more.”

I retrieved my hand and looked at Alton. “You agreed to this?”

“I did. We’re both healthy, and I’ve waited until now to marry. I have no intention of divorce. That clause is a non-issue.”

“But eventually… we won’t live forever.”

“Alexandria will be admonished to care for the remaining one of you,” Charles added. 

“By agreeing to this marriage, Alton accepts the fact that he’ll never produce an heir of his own. He’s aware of your inability to conceive.”

I hated how clinical he made it sound. No wonder I had issues with sex. Besides, the man’s forty-three years old. If he were to have children, he should have done it by now. 

“Laide, what you are about to hear may not be repeated,” my father warned. “Alton and I discussed this at some length, and I’ve decided that for it to work, you must be aware of the stakes.”

“What?”

“Do you agree?”

Though my pulse increased, I nodded. 

“As you mentioned, you and Alton won’t live forever, as obviously, neither will your mother and I. Contingent upon Alton Fitzgerald agreeing to this marriage is the guarantee that his progeny will inherit the Montague name and status and all that comes with it.”

I looked from person to person, unsure what I was missing. “Didn’t you just say that you agreed to no more children?”

“We aren’t discussing more children,” Alton corrected.

I searched for answers. “Patrick? Your nephew?”

“No!” Alton said with a laugh. “As I’m marrying you to obtain Montague rights, I want to guarantee that my son has the same opportunity.”

“Y-Your son?”

“Not opportunity,” Charles corrected. “As this agreement with you is set, so is Alexandria’s.”

I stood and paced back and forth. “She’s four years old. I’ve agreed to everything you’ve said. I understand it’s my duty. But she’s a… baby.”

“She’s a Montague. She’s the continuation of the name. It’s her duty as well as it is yours,” Charles said. 

“Son?” I turned to Alton. “Whom is Alexandria supposed to marry?”

Charles nodded at Alton, who returned the favor. Olivia stood and walked to the door. Everyone and everything happened in slow motion. I watched, detached, as if they all knew the stage cues and I was the only one without a script. So many emotions, so many lies. I wanted to remember Dr. Sams’ instructions, coping mechanisms he called it. But in the time it took for my mother to open the door, my world shattered. 

My best friend entered. 

“Suzy?” I asked. “Why are you here?”

“Olivia and I will be outside.” My father wasn’t asking, and within seconds I was alone with my best friend and my fiancé. 

Suzy’s eyes were uncharacteristically red and puffy. “God, I hate you right now,” she said as she hugged me. “But I’ll always love you.”

I couldn’t comprehend. “Why are you crying?”

“We make sacrifices for our children. Right?”

“I guess,” I replied. My eyes widened as I searched Alton and Suzy for answers. Slowly some surfaced, but they didn’t make sense. 

She reached for my hands and held them tightly in hers. “Bryce is my angel, my pride and joy. I suffered through the embarrassment of divorce and held my head high so he’d never be ashamed. Marcel was the loser, the one who abandoned us. He wanted a paternity test. I couldn’t allow that. If I would have, Bryce would have known the truth. The whole world would have known. They never can. He never can.”

Where the hell is that girl with my wine? I need the whole damn bottle! 

My arms flung up and down as I walked in circles and wedged the pieces of this new puzzle into place. Bryce… paternity test… blood thundered through my veins, the echo reverberating in my ears. The wine I’d drank sloshed about my stomach as my understanding grew.

“Say it. Say it!” My volume increased. I was like a caged lion, a wild beast consigned to a box on display. It was wrong. The lion was a king and deserved to be on the plains of Africa; instead, he was trapped as entertainment and amusement. Some may even argue his captivity served the purpose of education, giving children the opportunity to learn about animals not indigenous to their world. Someone needed to explain that to the king of the jungle. To him it was injustice. I felt the same way. At that moment, I was the lioness, also confined to a cage, on display, asked—no told—what to say and what to do. 

Suzy sniffled softly as Alton’s neck straightened and chest grew. 

“Edward Bryce Spencer is my son.” His tone bubbled over with pride, completely devoid of remorse. 

I looked into Suzy’s eyes. “You never, ever said a thing to me. I’m your best friend and you never told me that you and…” I turned toward the man who’d slept with my best friend, who’d ruined her marriage. “…how didn’t I know?”

“Laide, you knew Marcel and I weren’t happy.”

“Then why? After you and Marcel divorced, why didn’t the two of you…?”

They exchanged a look, one only shared by intimate familiarity. It made my stomach retch. 

“Oh my God.” I took a step backward. “You two did. You have. Oh God… you are…” My voice trailed away.

Suzy’s head moved vigorously from side to side. “No, Laide, we aren’t.” She took a deep breath. “We were. We were about to make it public when Russell…”

My temples throbbed. Where the fuck is my wine?

“As soon as you told me what your father said, about remarrying, I thought of Bryce.”

My knees gave out as I fell back to one of the chairs. “You thought of Bryce? My husband was dead. I was told I had to remarry…” I looked at her in disbelief. “…and you thought of your bastard son?”

Crimson seeped from Alton’s collar, filling his neck and cheeks. In my altered state of understanding, I had images of cartoons I’d seen as a child. Ones with a funny little bald-headed man wearing hunting gear. When he was mad, the redness rose, much like a thermometer, until the top of his head blew. That was what I saw as I looked toward the man I was about to marry. 

“Yes and no,” Suzy said with authority. “I thought of Bryce. I always think of Bryce. However, he’s not a bastard. Officially, he’s the son of Marcel Spencer. And,” she added with an air of confidence, “he will marry Alexandria Montague. He will hold claim to all of this.” She motioned about with her arms as she turned a small circle. “Just as Alton will.”

“You’re what?” I asked in disbelief. “A damn martyr?” 

Suzy held her chin high. “Yes. And I don’t regret a thing. Marcel and I tried for years for a child. He blamed me, though he’d never go to the doctor to learn differently. I figured he was right; I was broken. Then after Alton and I… after we…” She at least had the decency to look down. “I became pregnant. It wasn’t like Marcel and I weren’t still… I was his wife. I told him Bryce was his. I believe Marcel wanted to believe. But with time, he couldn’t.”

“Are you two?” I moved my eyes back and forth. “…still?”

Alton knelt beside my chair. “No. You two are friends. I wouldn’t do that. In a few months we’ll be married. Suzy and I are done.”

A tear descended my best friend’s cheek. 

“This is so sordid!” And then a new thought occurred to me. “My parents know?”

Suzy nodded. 

“Why? Why did my father agree to this?”

“Because I’m not Russell. I have a vested interest in making this marriage work, as much as you do. I want this.” He looked around the office and then peered at me with a raised brow. “Adelaide, I want you. I want Montague Corporation, but mostly I want to guarantee my son’s future success. You’ll never be able to give me a child. I can live with that, but I want to know that my son will have the best. This marriage will accomplish that.”

“But Alexandria…?”

“Is a child,” Suzy answered. “She and Bryce are best friends. Who better to marry than your best friend?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. I wasn’t about to marry my best friend. I was about to marry my best friend’s lover, and my parents were okay with it. Shaking my head, I looked at Alton. “How did you and Father negotiate this? When are the children supposed to wed?” My indignation grew. “When they’re eighteen? How about as soon as Alexandria has her period? Then she could reproduce.”

“Laide,” Suzy cooed, “don’t be ridiculous.”

I stood again and walked toward the windows. The storm had calmed, leaving the darkness of night looming over the Montague estate. In the reflection of the panes, I saw my likeness. But it wasn’t me. My eyes were too narrow with dark circles below each one. 

Alton’s voice brought me back into the room. “After Bryce completes graduate school. We built in eighteen months. Hopefully, they’ll be ready to marry sooner. If things go as they are now, it’ll be organic.”

I spun toward them. “What if it doesn’t?”

“They don’t have a choice,” Alton said. “It’s my hard limit for this marriage.”

I felt it in my hands first, the trembling. His hard limit… to marry me. 

“Is it that unappealing?” I asked louder than I intended. 

My back straightened as Alton came closer. “No.” His deep tone had softened as his gray eyes shone with flecks of blue and green. “Marrying you is very appealing. Marrying into your family is appealing, running Montague Corporation is appealing. Guaranteeing that Bryce will have it all after we’re gone is the icing on the cake.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek. 

From the corner of my eye, I saw Suzy quickly turn away.

“Laide,” he said with a smile. “I like that name. We’ll have many years together. This will be good. As parents we want what’s best for our children. This agreement assures all of us of that outcome.”

“But what if they don’t? What if they fall in love with someone else?”

He shook his head. “Love has nothing to do with it. This is business. We can grow to love one another. They have the advantage of starting out as childhood friends. According to the agreement, if either marries someone else, refuses to marry by the defined time limit, or marry and divorce, Montague Corporation and all assets of Montague, including Montague Manor will be sold. The proceeds will be transferred to Fitzgerald Investments. Montague will cease to exist.”

“No…” I shook my head. “My father would never agree to that.”

Alton caressed my cheek. “He already has. He did because he has faith in us.” He motioned to all three of us. “Faith that we’ll keep Montague intact. Faith that Alexandria and Bryce will have a long, happy marriage and provide us with a home full of grandchildren.” 

My daughter was four years old and he’s talking about grandchildren. 
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I BRACED MYSELF, steeling my shoulders as I prepared to open the door. With my hand near the knob, I heard voices. The wooden barrier did little to muffle their words as the small peephole became my only view of the scene on the other side. 

“May I help you?” Deloris’s voice was sharp yet professional. 

“No,” Bryce dismissed her as he turned back, rapping his knuckles again against the solid door. 

“Son.” Her demeaning title made me smile. “You’re knocking on my door. May I help you?”

Bryce took a step back, the crimson on his cheeks simmering in his new state of confusion. “Your door? I thought this was…” He stood straighter. “Is Alexandria Collins staying with you?”

“I’m not sure why who’s staying with me is any of your concern. You are…?”

“I-I am Edward Spencer, and I’m looking for my fiancée.” 

His word made my stomach churn. It took every bit of self-control not to open the door and correct him. 

“I assure you I don’t know who you mean. If you’ll excuse me, I need to enter my room.”

“You do know who I mean. I saw you. You were at her roommate’s hospital room this morning. You know Alexandria.”

Deloris was at Chelsea’s room? Why? When? Why was Bryce there?

“Son, I’ll gladly call security if you don’t step aside.”

“This isn’t…” He paused. “…this isn’t Lennox Demetri’s suite?”

Deloris’s eyes narrowed. “Mr. Spencer, I’m not sure who you are or who you think you are, but this room is registered to me. I’m staying in this room, and you have three seconds to allow me to enter.”

Not wanting to be standing and staring when she opened the door, I picked up my purse and hurried toward the bedroom. As I crossed the threshold, I suddenly worried that Deloris didn’t have a key. Then I realized whom I was thinking about. Of course she had a key. A moment later the locking mechanisms turned, and the door opened. I waited unseen for the door to close. Once it did, silence prevailed. 

With my shoes dangling from her fingertips, Deloris turned the corner and met me eye to eye. “Thankfully,” she said, “he didn’t pursue me. If he had, I’d need to convince him that four-inch navy pumps were now my shoe of choice.” 

I shrugged with a smile and reached for my shoes. “I remembered my purse.”

Deloris sat on the edge of the bed and patted the mattress beside her. “Alex, we need to talk.”

Taking a deep breath, I moved her direction and sat. 

“He’s mad at me.”

“Mr. Spencer?” she asked with a furrowed brow. 

I shrugged again. “Probably. But I don’t care about that. Nox, I mean, Lennox, is mad at me. I said something I shouldn’t have.”

She nodded knowingly. 

“You already know, don’t you?”

“I do,” she answered truthfully. “I was informed on my way here. Since Isaac is with him, Lennox didn’t want you left alone.” Her eyes widened as she tilted her head toward the living room. “I believe that was a good call. Please tell me that you weren’t about to open that door.”

I looked down at the shoes in my lap and sighed. 

I was.

“You think you know him?”

“Bryce or Nox?”

“Mr. Spencer.”

I swallowed. “Deloris, I do know him. I’ve known him my entire life.”

“It’s a common misconception. I’ve known Lennox for many years. I may know more about him than anyone, yet you know him in ways I don’t.”

My cheeks tingled with pink as I nodded. 

“Knowing someone and knowing that person are two different things. How much contact have you had with Mr. Spencer over the last few years?”

“Very little.”

“Alex, you have no reason to be honest with me, but I have no reason to be dishonest with you. Please tell me about Edward Spencer, the one you know.”

I replayed the day’s scenes in my head. “First, before I do.” I reached for her hand. “I will. I’m not stalling. I just want to know what Bryce meant when he said he saw you at Chelsea’s hospital room today?”

“I was there.”

I waited. When she didn’t offer more, I pried. “Why?”

“Because she was attacked in your apartment. Keeping you safe has become my job. I need to know all I can.”

I nodded. That made sense. “Was it before or after… were you the person with her who asked her mother for privacy?”

A small grin came to Deloris’s face. “Her mother is… it’s easier to talk without her around.”

I couldn’t agree more. Tina Moore was annoying at best. “Did you say anything to her about moving to New York?”

“No. Why?”

“Nox… Lennox thinks I should offer her my apartment. He said it would save on cross-country trips. The thing is, she really isn’t high maintenance. She didn’t ask me to come out here. It was my idea. I wanted to be sure she was safe.”

“I’m sure Miss Moore is debating all of her options. Now, please tell me about the man who claims to be your fiancé. You can see how that’s a direct violation of the agreement you signed?” 

I sighed. “Do you mind if I change into something more comfortable and we can talk?”

She patted my knee. “I don’t mind. I’ll be out in the living room.”

“Before you go, please tell me… how mad is he?”

Her shoulders moved up and down. “I’ve seen him more upset.”

“Why isn’t that comforting?”

“Change clothes. Then we’ll talk.”

An hour later, with my legs curled beneath me, wearing jeans and a sweater and sipping a glass of moscato, I was all talked out on the subject of Bryce Spencer. I’d told Deloris everything about him that I could think of, from how we were friends since birth, our mothers inseparable, the best of friends. I even told her about us dating at too young of an age and how I expected my mother to protest, but she never did. The conversation was cathartic, allowing me to purge a part of my life, a part I was happy to leave in the past. 

“Even while he was at Duke and I was still at the academy, he continued to pursue the relationship.” 

“You didn’t fight it?”

“No. I can’t explain it. There’s something about being back in my hometown that is…” I looked out the window toward the bay. “…well, it takes away my ability to fight.”

“Does Lennox do that to you?”

A grin pulled at the corners of my lips. “It’s different.”

“That makes me curious.”

“While I was at Stanford, I worked to become someone other than the obedient daughter I was raised to be. I worked to be independent and have my own beliefs. I’m proud of who I became and what I did. I want to carry that on to Columbia.”

I took a drink of my wine. 

“With Lennox…” It was odd to use that name. “…I’m still the me from Stanford. I want to please myself and have my own opinions, but I also want to please him.” I tilted my head to the side. “I don’t know if that makes sense.”

“It does,” Deloris said with a smile. “So you aren’t engaged?”

“No.”

“Never were?”

“No.”

“Mr. Spencer is…”

“Obsessed,” I volunteered. “I guess he feels entitled. If I never went away, if I’d attended Duke as he wanted, I probably would be engaged.”

Deloris reached for my hand. “Is that what you want?”

“It doesn’t matter, does it? You know about Infidelity. I couldn’t walk away from Lennox if I wanted to.”

“Do you want to?”

I stood and walked to the window. The early evening sun danced across the water. “No. I don’t want to be with Bryce. I want to be with Lennox, but he also scares me.”

“Lennox or Mr. Spencer?”

“Lennox.”

“He frightens you?”

“That’s the wrong word. I’m apprehensive. I shouldn’t have said anything about his wife today. It was that Bryce said some things, and it had me thinking, wondering.” I spun back around. “You know who my family is, don’t you?”

She nodded. 

“Does Nox?”

“I haven’t told him. I recommend that you do.”

“Is it that important?”

It was Deloris’s turn to ask questions. “Do you know anything about Melissa Summers?”

I pursed my lips and tried to recall that name. “I don’t. Should I?”

Our conversation ended as we both turned to the opening of the door. 

The energy of the room immediately shifted. Power surged through the air, crackling the molecules and setting off electricity. With only his eyes on me, the hairs on my arm stood to attention. I tried to read him, to decipher his disposition. 

Is he still upset?

“We’re leaving tomorrow.” 

His proclamation did little to assure me of his mood, though it did bring my conversation with my mother to mind, reminding me she was supposed to be in New York on Sunday. 

“Leaving? For…?” I asked, suddenly concerned I wouldn’t.

“Back to New York.” 

I sighed. 

In only a few elegant strides, Nox was across the room. My heart fluttered as I craned my neck up to look into his eyes. The anger from the car was gone but frost remained. I stiffened as he captured my waist and pulled me against him. “Have you behaved?” His question mocked me, reminding me of his directives and the grounding I’d just experienced. 

Shivers tingled up my spine as I considered his other threat. “Yes.” 

“That’s too bad,” he replied, releasing his hold. 

“I’m sorry…” 

His finger stopped my apology. “It’s done. Don’t mention it again… ever.”

I pressed my lips together, rolling them between my teeth. There was something in his demeanor that didn’t invite a reply. 

Nox turned his attention to Deloris. 

“Commercial or private?” she asked after a moment of unspoken dialogue. 

“Private. Take care of it. First, take Alex to her apartment and the hospital. Isaac is waiting.”

I stared back and forth as Deloris simply nodded. “Wait. Now I can go? What about you?”

“Have her back before too late.” He wasn’t speaking to me. 

“Nox, what the hell?”

He walked toward the bedroom, leaving us in silence. 

I turned toward Deloris with questions hanging in the air. 

“Come, Alex. We’ll be leaving first thing in the morning.”

I turned on my heels and followed Nox into the bedroom.

“Alex…” Deloris’s warning trailed behind me as I opened the door he’d closed and stepped inside. He turned, our eyes locked on one another, my gold questioning and searching, while his blue cooled a few more degrees, accusing. 

“Silent treatment?” I placed my hands on my hips. “Really? I never took you for the silent type.”

“Don’t,” he spoke though his jaw barely moved. 

“I said I’m sorry.”

Two strides or was it three? I wasn’t sure, but from where I was near the door and where he was near the bed, he was now before me, pushing me back until my shoulders crashed against the door. I gasped, trying to steady myself, confident Deloris could hear every sound. 

“I. Said. Don’t.”

“Tell me what to do,” I begged. “I don’t like having you mad.”

Securing my hands behind my back, he leaned closer, pinning me against the door. His warm breath bathed my cheeks as his nostrils flared. “Tell you what to do? I just told you to fucking don’t and you didn’t listen.”

Though his grip of my wrists tightened, I kept my chin high, never releasing his eyes from my gaze. The ice melted as swirls of navy displayed his whirlwind of emotion. 

“I should spank your ass for pushing this.”

I straightened my shoulders, ignoring the pain in my wrists. “Do it.”

I’d take the physical pain to get him to open up, to break this wall he was building around himself. 

Nox released his grip and took a step back. “What the hell did you just say?”

I daringly stepped toward him. “I said do it.”

He ran his hand through his hair and turned away. “Fuck, Charli. Don’t push me.”

I quickly moved in front of him, poking the proverbial stick in the beehive. “Just look at me, please.” 

Is this stupid? Am I pushing someone who’d hurt his wife? 

Once again our eyes met. “I’ll go to my apartment and the hospital, but first, will you at least tell me that I didn’t ruin everything? Tell me that what was happening between us, in Del Mar and beginning again on the plane… tell me it isn’t broken beyond repair.” With each phrase I stepped backward as he moved closer. 

“I can’t,” he said, stopping his forward motion.

My chest ached. I would have rather had the spanking—physical pain wouldn’t hurt as much as his words. “Y-You can’t?” I repeated, hoping I’d heard him wrong. 

“Trust. It’s my hard limit. I told you that I’d be honest with you on my own terms. You broke that trust by searching on your own.”

“And I’m sorry! How many ways can I say that? I’m sorry. All I know is her—”

My back collided with the wall. My gasp filled the air and the whoosh of blood coursing through my veins filled my ears. Nox’s chest expanded and contracted, and the muscles in his neck tightened.

“I told you to not mention her.” Spit escaped as his words hissed through closed teeth. “Simple instructions seem to be your downfall.”

Tears stung my eyes, not from the new pain in my shoulders but from the pain in his eyes. I should have left with Deloris. What the hell was I thinking? I was only making it worse. I lowered my chin, unable to bear his gaze, as a tear escaped my now-closed eyes. 

“You…” I searched for the right words. “Do you want to break the agreement?”

I was afraid to look up. I was afraid I’d see his pain replaced with relief. 
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“DELORIS.” 

I didn’t shout. I knew she was outside the bedroom door, ready to intervene, yet willing to allow me to make my own mistakes—again. 

“N-Nox?” Charli’s one-word question hung in the air. 

I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t stare into her golden eyes and see the hurt and disappointment. I was too busy feeling my own. 

How much did she know about Jocelyn? Did she know what happened? She couldn’t. It wasn’t public knowledge. Even Jo’s family didn’t know. I didn’t owe them that, not after the way they treated her and me. Even Oren didn’t know the whole truth. Only Deloris. 

“Alex,” Deloris said as she opened the door. 

Taking one step back from Charli, I stood still, not making eye contact with either one of them. Instead, I turned away, my chest heaving with the too many emotions Charli elicited in me, the ones I’d refused to acknowledge in years. Thank God for Deloris. Her calm settled me. I prided myself on self-control. I rarely lost my shit, but when I did… 

Once they were out of the bedroom, I walked to the bathroom. The sound of my shoes upon the tile dominated my thoughts. I closed the door and sunk to the side of the garden tub, elbows on my knees and head in my hands. 

Shit! Fuck!

I thought I had my shit together. I wouldn’t have come back to the suite if I didn’t. After I dropped Charli off at the hotel, I told Isaac to take me to her apartment. I wanted to see it for myself. The entire drive my fingers were sweeping the screen of my phone, searching the Internet, typing my own name, trying to find what she’d read. 

Since the night I lost Jo, I refused to do what I did earlier today. I refused to read the stories and speculations. They were out there in news articles as well as social media. Though they’d lost their steam over the years, they resurfaced from time to time. The Internet was a damn cesspool of ignorant cowards, people who only had balls when sitting behind a keyboard. Just once I’d like someone to have the guts to say to my face what they feel entitled to say via the World Wide Web. 

For years I’d ignored the accusations and moved on. I concentrated on Demetri Enterprises. It was easy to disregard strangers, but her family was different. The fuckers didn’t come to her funeral; instead, they sent the police. The warrant they wanted was never issued. The Matthewses probably think I did something to stop it. The truth wasn’t that convoluted. It was simple. There wasn’t any evidence, only their pathetic lies. 

If it weren’t for the ambulance-chasing attorney the Matthewses hired, it would be over, but it wasn’t. Their damn civil case was buried in so much red tape it would be at least a decade before it was ever seen by a judge. 

By the time we made it to Charli and Chelsea’s apartment, I was barely seeing straight. The memories were worse than the stories: Jo’s long brown hair, the way her brown eyes sparkled when she was excited, and her continued promises that everything would be all right, that she would be safe. 

Each article I read opened the damn floodgate until I was drowning. 

As we stepped into the small two-bedroom apartment, my nerves were already a wreck. Seeing the little bit of furniture out of place switched my gears from Jo to Charli. Unconsciously, my hands balled into fists. 

What if Charli was the one in the apartment instead of Chelsea? Was the attack because of me? 

Senator Carroll wanted me to bring distribution centers to California. That wasn’t all he wanted. Since the legalization of recreational marijuana in multiple states and the medical use in many others, including California, states were seeing the benefits—monetary benefits—in the way of tax revenue. Legalized marijuana was an even bigger cash cow than alcohol and tobacco. The market was ready for this untapped resource. 

While fighting the wording on House bill 770, Senator Carroll was paving the way for increased revenue. The Napa Valley had the perfect growing climate. The distribution centers he wanted would begin with wine—California wine—and be ready for the impending marijuana industry. 

The opponents of legalization and distribution weren’t as transparent as the alcohol and tobacco giants who opposed the bill’s wording, though they too were invested in the fight. No, the most dangerous opponents of legalization were the people the law would affect directly, the illegal drug cartels. The loss of income would start at the top and trickle down to the everyday dealer on the street. Most were well diversified into other forms of illegal drugs, but marijuana was still a viable income producer. The war was waging in multiple states, its armies not bound by maritime rules. 

Unfortunately, due to previous dealings, ones that helped to get Oren up and running over thirty years ago, the Demetris were on the radar of the largest cartels. We’d paid our dues, but with them the ledger was never closed. 

Getting involved in the legalization and distribution would upset people we didn’t need to upset. My interaction with Carroll over the years made it look like I was in favor of his stance. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the attack on Chelsea was a warning. Only I doubted Chelsea was the intended victim. 

With each step around their apartment, my determination to keep Charli safe battled with my need to learn who broke in, who violated the place she called home. The only furniture out of place was where the paramedic’s gurney came through to wheel Chelsea out. The tracks were still visible on the large rug in the center of the living room, as well as on the tile. 

It didn’t appear as though anything else was disturbed. The boxes that I assumed contained Charli’s things lined the far wall, box after box with words labeling the contents: kitchen, bath, books. Hell, Charli had at least six boxes labeled books. How many books did she need? 

I ran my hand over the cardboard trying to devise another reason for the break-in. In the bedroom, which I assumed to be Chelsea’s since it still looked lived in, there was a laptop on a desk and jewelry on the dresser. In the living room was a flat-screen television with a sound system and video components. If robbery was the motive, the perpetrator failed miserably. 

“Tell Deloris to have this all sent to my apartment,” I told Isaac, motioning to the boxes. 

“Yes, sir.” 

Once Charli decided what she needed with her, we’d have the rest sent to her apartment—correction, Chelsea’s apartment. 

If Chelsea agreed to the job proposal Deloris offered her this morning, she wouldn’t be spending much time in the apartment near Columbia. Getting her to New York was the first step. The second would be passing the entrance interview. If the people from Infidelity met her mother, they’d reject her, but the woman with Charli in Del Mar would pass with flying colors. The trick was not letting anyone from Infidelity know that she was a plant. Once she was accepted, Deloris would work her magic and pair her with Severus Davis. 

By the time we left the apartment, my nerves were shot. Thoughts of Jo combined with worry over Charli had me all over the place. I couldn’t go back to Charli, not yet. Isaac knew what I needed—my release. 

Before driving away, he removed a duffel bag from the trunk and placed it in the backseat. I didn’t need to look. Just seeing the bag made my pulse slow a beat. Since Charli came back into my life, I’d skipped my morning workouts. More accurately, I’d exchanged one workout for another. I needed the old-fashioned kind. 

That was exactly what Isaac found me. It wasn’t a big gym with a million people in color-coordinated workout clothes. The place was out of Palo Alto, down side streets and out of the way, nothing more than a storefront on a deserted strip mall; however, as soon as he parked the car, I knew it was what I needed. I didn’t want to be recognized or singled out. I needed to beat the shit out of a bag until my fists ached and my body stopped moving. 

Moving from the sunlit street to the dingy sweat-permeated interior, I didn’t say a word. Just inside the door was a small hallway with a tiny office to the side. I waited as Isaac spoke to the gray-haired man at the desk. The man’s leathery skin was dented with wrinkles and creases and his hair was long, tied back at the nape of his neck. Though the years appeared to have been tough on him, he still had the build of a fighter. I’d place money on the fact the man knew his way around a ring or maybe it was the street. Either way, when his dark eyes scanned me from head to toe, I knew exactly what he was thinking. 

I didn’t need to say a word to refute the impression he had of me in my silk suit and Italian loafers. I was ready to let my fists do the talking. I don’t know what Isaac said to him. I didn’t give a shit. All I wanted to do was pass through the door and work off the multitude of emotions coursing through my veins. 

The old man hit a button that filled the hallway with a shrill buzz as the door at the end opened. Stepping through the doorway I inhaled the scent of hard work and testosterone. This was the kind of gym that had been my home away from home when I was young. While Oren was busy building a name for himself and doing anything to get rich, I was left to my own devices. It didn’t matter how much money I had or what deals my father was brokering if I couldn’t stand up for myself. 

Oren thought it was a disgrace, and my mother was oblivious to my pastime, but as my father was making the Demetri name known, so was I. As a teenager, Lennox “Nox” Demetri was one of the top MMA fighters in New Jersey. 

It’d been a long time since I’d stepped into the octagon, bare-fisted, with nothing but my muscle shirt and track pants. It started as a pastime, a way to burn off steam, but the better I became, the more I was wanted. Studying business during the day and beating the shit out of thick-necked cocky bastards at night kept me busy, until it didn’t. 

Everything about it was dangerous. Each fight was riskier than the one before. The bigger my name, the more cocksuckers who wanted a piece of me. It worked until the day Oren’s world and mine collided. Cartels don’t limit their investments to illegal drugs. I came out alive, barely. The other guy didn’t fare any better. 

Staring at the boxing ring, I felt a pang of disappointment that it wasn’t the chain-linked octagon. I hadn’t fought like that since I was twenty years old when the name Nox disappeared from the circuit and from my life. And then one day I told Jo about it, and she liked the nickname. Instead of associating it with a shadowy past, it had new meaning. I hadn’t used it again until the day I took off my wedding ring—the day I met Charli. 

In a more refined sport of abuse, after I changed out of my suit into sweats and a t-shirt, I donned a pair of boxing gloves. Though I was confident I could take either or both of the posturing peacocks currently in the ring, I concentrated on the bag. My training came back. Pay attention. Keep my balance. Only move my feet when I’m not punching. Punch the damn bag—don’t push it. Breathe. Snap punches three to six reps. Move my feet. Find my rhythm. 

Before I even realized it, my punches were flowing. Sweat saturated my shirt as I moved effortlessly around the bag. My power built, the snap keeping my combinations flowing. It wasn’t long before I had an audience. 

When I took a breath, I noticed Isaac off to the side holding a bottle of water and talking to the man from the front. 

He stepped forward, handing me a towel and placing the straw near my lips. “He said he underestimated you, boss.”

I nodded. “I’m not done yet,” I said as I tossed the towel his direction. 

Isaac tilted his head toward the ring. “You have a few takers if you’re interested in stepping inside.”

It had been over ten years since I allowed myself to fight, to feel the power of my knuckles connecting with a person’s face. The sound of bones and cartilage crumbling was a drug, a high, and I’d been addicted, until it almost took me with it. I wasn’t ready to start that addiction again. I had enough on my plate with the woman in my bed. 

“I’m going to stick to the bag.”

“I’ll let them know.”

By the time I unlaced the gloves, my clothes were drenched but my head was clear. 

At least I thought it was… until I saw Charli again. 
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AS WEEKS PASSED, I became grateful to have someone beside me, someone who appreciated my father in a way Russell never had, yet at the same time, there was more happening around me that I didn’t understand. Alton’s relationship with my father was different than any I’d ever witnessed. Unlike Mother and I who simply agreed to each and every proposal, Alton’s sentiments and opinions were valued, even sought. 

When I asked Mother about it, she simply replied that it was the way it should be, a natural succession, a transference of power. It was what should have happened with Russell, but never did. On more than one occasion, I’d glean bits and pieces of conversations regarding Montague Corporation. They spoke about all aspects of the company, from diversifying investments to liquidating subsidiaries. For the first time in my life, I saw my father take pride in another individual. 

I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that my father’s acceptance of Alton influenced my own feelings. The man I was about to marry was receiving the praise and appreciation I’d desired all of my life. I’d never have it, but the fact that Alton was entering the family through me allowed me a smidgen of pride. For once, I’d done something to meet my father’s approval. 

As Father had proclaimed, Alton and I became the talk of Savannah: the confirmed bachelor smitten with the young widowed heir. Invitations no longer came addressed to me, but to both of us. Our presence was requested at everything from charity benefits to political fundraisers. The society pages kept the world up to date on our latest social function.

It didn’t take long to recognize that Alton craved what I’d taken for granted. The cameras documenting our every move, the mentions in the media, and the perks that came with the life of a Montague were his new drug. It didn’t matter if I was tired or wanted to stay at the estate with Alexandria, declining an invitation was prohibited. We had a name to represent. Though he claimed that name was Montague, with each such occasion the name Fitzgerald gained prestige. 

I quickly learned to read Alton’s moods and his expressions. Of course, I’d been well trained with my father, but Alton was quicker to ignite. Even with Father present, Alton’s passion for his beliefs was rarely tamed. When we were alone it was even more combustible. 

Though I was a widowed adult, my parents forbade Alton to move into the manor until after our marriage. That didn’t stop him from coming to my suite during his evening visits. My suite was the same one I’d shared with Russell and consisted of multiple rooms. The sitting room opened to the bedroom with a bathroom and dressing room attached. 

Dinner was always precisely at seven o’clock, and Alton and Father often arrived home to the estate around six. Sometimes he’d join Father for a cocktail, and other times he’d excuse himself to visit me. The timidity of a new suitor was lost on Alton. His confidence and self-assured demeanor met little resistance even from my father. 

With our elopement still weeks away, I received my first front-row seat to his determination. From the moment Alton entered my sitting room I sensed something was off. I swallowed the lump forming in my throat as I looked up into his eyes. Since the evening I learned about Bryce and Suzy, I continually searched for answers behind the slate gray. Once our conversation was done, it became a forbidden topic to everyone involved. It was as if the truth once freed was again captive to the shadows of Montague Manor.

Alton’s gaze narrowed as he scanned my form, still wearing my dressing gown. Usually I was dressed, but I’d spent the afternoon with Alexandria, and time had gotten away from me. Though I used to balk at Russell’s insistence of my interaction with our daughter, with him gone I found myself wanting to be with her. It might also be that she was getting older. No longer just a baby, even at nearly five, she was smart and funny. Merely the thought of one of her quick responses made me smile.

“Good evening, Laide.” His voice echoed against the tall walls as the flames in the fireplace crackled and supplied warmth. 

His presence stirred a mix of emotions inside of me. I found myself attracted, yet nervous, infatuated, yet apprehensive. I’d continued my sessions with Dr. Sams and consciously worked to boost the appropriate responses. Once our agreement was finalized, I asked for us to wait for sex until after we were married. Though he didn’t argue, I sensed he wanted more.

Part of me feared that he wouldn’t like sex with me. That he’d say the things Russell said, calling me names and making fun of me. I reasoned that if we were married, my inability wouldn’t matter. It would be too late, and he couldn’t back out. Then my father wouldn’t blame me for another failed marriage. At the same time, there was the part of me that thought of Suzy. As if I didn’t have enough issues, the idea of him comparing me to her, my best friend, added to my distress. 

Standing before my fiancé, I wrapped my arms around myself. The satin of my robe suddenly seemed transparent under my own fingers. I knew it wasn’t, but the look in his eyes told me it was. 

“Alton, I wasn’t expecting you this early.”

He shook his head, closed the door to the hallway, and walked closer. Each step increased his breathing as he stared down at me. “It’s after six.” He ran his hands over my arms. “I’ve never seen you like this.” 

I took a step back. “I-I should be dressed. Let me just go…” I attempted to move toward the bedroom. 

He held tight to my hand. “No.” His chest rose and fell. “I’ve had a shitty day, but I believe it just got better.”

I placed my hand on his chest and used my most appeasing tone. “Alton, let me get you a drink.”

“I don’t want a drink.”

Desire filled the suite, thick like a cloud surrounding and suffocating. I tried to recall Dr. Sams’ words. Senses. I inhaled, yet my lungs wouldn’t fill. The flames in the fireplace no longer crackled. The usual scent of tobacco didn’t register. Apprehension gave way to alarm as I tried to keep myself composed. 

“A-Alton, we said… not until…”

His lips took mine: primal and needy. The tender, chaste connection we’d had in the past erupted into more. I tried to back away, to breathe, but I couldn’t. His arms were around me, holding me close—too close. His body—shoulders, arms, and chest—eclipsed mine. I was gone, surrounded by him. His expensive suit coat was unbuttoned as my chest collided with his white shirt. He inclined my face as his fingers twisted in my recently styled hair. 

That was the thought that crossed my mind. It was another example of how dysfunctional my thought process was. I’d just styled my hair and now I’d need to do it again. Instead of worrying about what he wanted, I concentrated on my hair. I couldn’t go to dinner with my parents with my hair out of place. 

“I’ve been patient.” His words cut through the fog. They weren’t soft or gentle nor were they meant to reassure me. They were simply his reasoning, his declaration. “In the two months since our agreement, I’ve been alone.”

Two months? He bemoaned two months. I hadn’t slept with anyone in nearly two years. Even Russell and I hadn’t been intimate during the last few months of his life. The sting of my dead husband’s last rejection twisted in the pit of my empty stomach. 

“W-We’re going to elope soon.” I reminded him.

He pushed his erection against me. “Laide, I want you. You’re mine.” He forced my chin upward until I stared into his eyes. I sought the green and blue flecks that brought me comfort. The ones that glistened in the light of the fire, but they were gone. Cold determined steel stared down at me, leaving a chill as my breathing hitched. “Say it,” he demanded.

“I’m yours. I-I’m just not…”

My robe was gone, lost to the floor. My only protection against the hard rod at my belly was the thin covering of his trousers and my bra and underwear. I considered screaming. After all, the manor was full of people: not only my parents, but staff too. They were everywhere. Yet my chest ached with the truth of my words: I’m yours. I was. I belonged to Alton Fitzgerald. Even if we hadn’t said our vows, my father brokered the deal.

Questions of self-doubt surfaced. What if Alton didn’t like me? What if he rejected me as Russell did? What if he preferred Suzy? He could decide to stop the wedding, and then it would be my fault. 

I couldn’t have sex with him. I would disappoint him. In an act of desperation, I dropped to my knees. It was something I’d only done a few times to my husband. Though it never appealed to me, I knew he enjoyed it. Would Alton?

At his feet, I reached for his belt and stared up at him through veiled eyes. “I can help you wait a little longer.”

Indecision morphed his expression until a low rumble of laughter filled the room. His words came out thick. “Fuck yes.” He lifted my chin. “If the world could see you now. Adelaide Montague on her fucking knees.” 

Acid churned and curled within me as he reached for his belt and covered my hand. 

“You want to suck me?” he asked.

I nodded, hoping to sound convincing. “I want our wedding night to be special.”

“You’re fucking gorgeous on your knees.”

I swallowed the bile. 

“Say it,” Alton demanded, his hand still covering mine. 

I blinked as seductively as I could muster, my breasts heaving within their lace cups. “I’m yours.”

“No. Tell me what you want to do.”

I’d never said anything like this before. Nevertheless, to keep him from taking me, I formed the words. “I-I want to suck you.”

In moments, he freed himself, his length jutting out toward me. A low growl resonated from his throat as he thrust himself into my mouth. “Keep your hands behind your back,” he commanded as he moved me to his liking. 

I did as he said, holding tight to my own fingers as his laced through my hair and held me in position. I wasn’t sucking him as much as he was fucking my mouth. In and out. I concentrated on not gagging as his length pounded the back of my throat. Salty musk replaced the tobacco scent as he moved faster and faster.

My mind wandered. Did he lock the door? What if someone entered and saw us? What if Alexandria came in? What about my mother? 

And then realization struck. I avoided sex. I’d won, but at what cost? He was about to come. I recognized the sounds, the labored breathing and grunts as he moved faster and faster. My fingers unlaced and I pushed against his thighs. I’d never allowed Russell to go this far. 

It was degrading and wrong. I was a Montague, not a whore. 

My manicured nails scratched at his skin as I shoved and pushed. It didn’t matter; Alton was stronger. Tears filled my eyes and spilled onto my cheeks. My back arched. I tried to fall backward. It was to no avail. He was possessed.

Over and over he thrust. My scalp screamed at the pull of my hair. It was as if my fight fueled his actions. Sounds and obscenities came from his lips though I could barely hear them, the sound of him moving within me dominating my senses. 

Even as he came, Alton didn’t release my head. My mouth filled with his seed. My brain failed to comprehend the involuntary action. Spit or swallow? My cheeks distended as he continued to spew. No longer bile, vomit teased my throat as he filled my mouth. 

“Swallow, Laide.” His tone was soft as he spoke, petting my head and stroking my throat. All the while he kept himself inside my mouth, not allowing me to spit.

With tremendous will, I made myself swallow. It was like taking a pill that was too big. My eyes closed as I did it again and again until only dryness remained. Finally, I fell down to the floor, my knees collapsing with the awareness that it was over. 

Alton took a step back, put himself back into his boxers and pants and buckled his belt. Then gallantly he offered his hand. As I stood, he pulled me close and kissed me, his tongue probing mine, no doubt tasting himself. “You are quite the surprise.”

I tried to move away, but he held me tightly. 

Brushing back my hair, he searched my face. “Go fix your hair and makeup. I’m going to go down and have that drink with your father.”

New panic coiled though me. Was it not good for him? Did I do it wrong? Would he tell my father he didn’t want to marry me? I was pathetic, and I knew it. 

Alton wiped a tear that I didn’t know I’d shed. 

“You scratched the shit out of my thighs.” He laughed. “Those will be fun to explain in the sauna at the club.”

Shame reddened my cheeks. “I’m sorry. I’ve never…” My chin lowered. 

“Look at me.”

I did. The flecks were back in his eyes. 

“You’ve never… blown someone?”

“I’ve never… he never came.”

Alton cupped my cheek as a smile spread across his lips. “Then you’re a quick learner. Next time I’ll need to tie your hands. I don’t like to be scratched.”

There were too many things wrong with what had just happened. Too many things to even consider. Instead, I clung to the words next time. They meant he wasn’t going to tell my father he didn’t want to marry me. They meant I hadn’t disappointed him or Charles. They meant I’d done something right. 

Alton kissed my cheek and peered down my body, still only covered with a lacy bra and underwear. “I’m ready to be inside of you, but for the next month, I’ll take this.” He waited for my response, but I had none. “Clean up. Dinner is in twenty minutes.”

With that, he left me alone.
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WHAT IF I’D ruined everything? What if he wanted me gone? Could he even do that? 

I knew Deloris was outside the bedroom door when Nox and I argued. Despite the fact that she undoubtedly heard everything that happened, from the moment the two of us left the suite, she didn’t mention it. She respected our privacy. That wasn’t to say that the subject didn’t loom omnipresent—it did. However, neither of us mentioned Nox, Jocelyn, or what I’d said. 

Deloris possessed the answers to my questions, but I made the decision that I owed Nox the same courtesy he’d given me. I wouldn’t learn my information from Deloris. I wanted it from Nox, when he was ready. 

Entering my apartment that I had shared with Chelsea for three years was eerie. Just knowing that someone had been in there, touching Chelsea and our things, gave me the creeps. I walked from room to room. Nothing looked out of place, except tracks on the floor that I could only assume were made from the gurney

I was glad I came back. My time at Stanford and in California helped shape me into the woman I was now. Seeing it all again confirmed that it was time to move on. 

I wanted to do that, at Columbia and with Nox. 

Boxes of my things were neatly stacked against the wall. When I checked the kitchen cupboards, a lump formed in my throat. She’d packed everything that was mine, which was almost everything. Where our dishes had been were paper plates. Plastic cups replaced our glasses. I was leaving her with next to nothing when I wouldn’t even be using the things she’d packed. 

I began to pull the kitchen boxes out of the neat pile. 

“What are you doing?” Deloris asked. 

“If Chelsea decides not to move to New York, I want her to keep the things in these boxes.”

“Doesn’t it all belong to you?”

I nodded as I carried a box back to the kitchen. “Look in here.” I opened the cupboard. “She’d be left with nothing. I won’t even be using it. I can’t do that to her.”

There was something in Deloris’s smile that told me she approved. 

“I have the movers rescheduled. They’re coming on Monday. Everything will be in New York by Thursday.”

“That’s fast, faster than the movers I had scheduled.”

“Your friend needs to decide before Monday.” 

“I’ll let her know when we see her.”

“Is there anything you need from here?”

I shook my head. “No. She has everything packed. I don’t want to…” And then I remembered something. “Wait.” I found the many boxes labeled shoes. In the second box I found the shoebox I wanted. 

“I bought you shoes.”

“You did,” I replied with a smirk. “These pumps have a history, and I’m hoping I can add to their escapades.”

She lifted her hand. “I think that’s all I need to know. But,” she added curiously, “I’d love to know about that isolated rain shower the other night.”

Pink rushed to my cheeks. “No, I don’t think you would.” 

When we arrived at the hospital, Deloris was preoccupied with something on her tablet and suggested she stay in the car while I visit. Isaac waited outside the door as he’d done on each visit. I was glad to have some alone time with Chelsea. 

The minute I entered, I sensed her readiness to leave. 

“Are you here to break me out?”

I kissed her cheek, noticing how the bruise around her eye was beginning to change color and settle, moving down her cheek. 

“I’ve decided I don’t want to go back,” she said.

I pulled a chair beside her bed. “Back…?”

“To our apartment. I remember…”

“Oh God, Chels. What do you remember?”

She closed her eyes. “Not enough to help but I remember him touching me.”

“You didn’t say…” I searched for the right words, but they weren’t forming. “…he didn’t…”

“No. I wasn’t raped, but he touched me—not sexually. It was dark and he hit me with something from behind. I fell.” 

“You know it was a man?”

Her chest moved rapidly as her breathing became shallow. “I heard him talk. After he hit me…” Her eyes opened wide. “Oh shit. No. I just remembered. Never mind. I should tell the police.”

“What?”

She looked toward the door. “Are you alone?”

I pressed my lips together. “No. Nox is paranoid. I have Isaac with me.”

Chelsea reached for my hand. “Alex, he was angry. When he hit me from behind, I fell forward, face down. He rolled me over—when he did, he said I wasn’t the right one.”

Pulling my hand away, I jumped back as my heart began to race. “What the hell does that mean? Did you see him? Do you remember any details?” My questions ran over each other, not allowing her time to answer. 

“I don’t know what it meant, because even after he said that, he continued to hit me. Like he was sitting on me and punching me. I couldn’t see him. Maybe he was wearing something over his face.” She shook her head. “I can’t remember anything but his form.”

“Come to New York. If you get the job in D.C., fine. If not, at least you’re close to me. You can decide to take more classes or look for a job there. I’m sure there’s something. Please let Deloris take care of the movers. She’s amazing. She’ll get it all arranged.”

“Deloris?” Chelsea asked.

“The lady who came to see you this morning. She said she was here, just before I got here.”

“Let her take care of the movers?”

“Yes, she does, well, anything and everything. She works for Nox.”

Chelsea nodded. “Do you trust her?”

“Yes.” I laughed. “I know I said that really fast, and I’m not one to give out trust very easily, but Nox trusts her. So I do too.”

“All right.”

“All right? You’ll come to New York?”

“Yes. I think I’ll spend a little time with my mom. I don’t really want to be on a plane with a shiner.”

“You can always wear sunglasses.”

That made her smile. “I seem to remember someone doing that and the flight attendant making a comment.”

“Well, she was rude.”

“No, girl, you were sulking. But look at you now. Your Prince Charming is back.”

Prince Charming. Nox specifically said he wasn’t, and I may concur. Then again, many a prince began as a toad. Maybe he was both.

I debated telling Deloris and Nox about Chelsea’s memory. But as Isaac walked me to the car, I decided it could wait. I didn’t want to set Nox off again. I wanted to offer him something else, something I took away. 

For the first time since I left Nox in Del Mar, my perspective was different. I didn’t think about being an employee or his being a client; I thought in terms of us. The idea that I may have upset him enough for this to end made me realize that I wanted there to be an us. I didn’t care what Bryce said. I cared about Nox and the way I felt when I was around him—the way he was when he was around me. 

The man who lay beside me and stared up at the ceiling as he spoke about his mother, the man who loved his wife enough to wear his wedding ring even though she was gone, and the man who made me feel adored and worthy of his attention—that was the man I concentrated on. 

The suite was dark when we arrived. Since I’d had Isaac and Deloris with me, I couldn’t help but wonder where Nox had gone. I prayed it wasn’t back to New York. I didn’t call him. 

I believed he didn’t and took his absence as a sign, a chance to show him my change of heart. I set a plan into motion, one I’d only toyed with in my head. 

The first thing I did was order room service, complete with French wine. The man from room service must have thought I was crazy after trying repeatedly to convince me to order their premium California cabernet. Finally, I offered a finder’s bonus for French Bordeaux. The rest of the order went much smoother. 

Then I called my new accomplice and asked for Deloris’s help. I was pretty sure she’d done this for Nox once before; nevertheless, my cheeks may have reddened a bit as I asked for long pieces of silk and candles. Thankfully, I was talking to her on the phone and she couldn’t see. 

That was, until she arrived. Handing me the shopping bag, I again saw her approving smile. She confirmed it when she whispered, “I know where he is. What time should I prompt him to return?”

Her clandestine support was exactly the strength I needed. A mischievous smile materialized. “Give me half an hour.”

Deloris squeezed my hand. “Be patient with him. He’s a good man.”

I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and simply nodded. 

As I continued to set my plan in motion, I thought about my conversation with Chelsea. I did trust Deloris. She’d said Nox was a good man. He’d said that people needed to earn his trust. I wanted to do that. I wanted it mutually. Bryce’s accusations were only that. They hadn’t been substantiated, and besides that, Bryce had a history of breaking my trust. Nox hadn’t done that. Not yet.

The lavender bath I quickly took left its sweet aroma on my soft skin. My hair was up, secured in a messy bun with ringlets cascading down my back and around my face. My only attire was a rose-colored nightgown hanging seductively from thin spaghetti straps. Its style accentuated my breasts with a sheer lace bodice designed to hug all the right places and rich satin skirting that flowed to the floor. 

I hadn’t been this nervous since our first date in his presidential suite. The anticipation had my entire body on edge. My pulse beat erratically as my insides twisted. 

While lighting the candles around the suite and pouring the wine, I decided to trust the man who was about to enter. It might not be the decision Alexandria was raised to make, but it was the one my heart told me was right. It was time to listen. 

Precisely thirty minutes after Deloris left, the door to the suite opened and my breathing hitched. The sight of Nox Demetri took the very air from my lungs. I gripped the bedroom doorframe, my manicured nails holding tightly to the wood in an attempt to keep from falling. 

Silently, he surveyed the suite as his presence emitted confidence and allure. He was the pure definition of sex appeal, and that aura surrounded him like cologne. I’d never seen him dressed so casually—apart from swimwear—standing in jeans and a light-colored button-down shirt, bunched at his elbows. Nox was the oxygen I required to breathe. Inhaling him gave my lungs what they needed, filling me with him. 

I didn’t say a word as he stood taking in his surroundings. As if each candle were a reminder and a light of empowerment, his shoulders broadened and stance straightened. By the time he’d turned completely around, the menacing gleam I adored shone from his pale blue eyes as they sought me out, finding me leaning against the bedroom doorjamb with a glass of wine in my hand. 

Bravely, I moved forward. My bare feet padded against the floor. Each step brought friction from the lace of my nightgown as it rubbed my hardened nipples. With only his gaze he melted me, like the wax of the candles surrounding us. I was no longer solid, but pliable, wanting and needing more of his heat. 

Coming to a stop before him, I lowered my eyes and handed him the glass. “Your wine, Mr. Demetri.”

He took the glass and said, “I thought we should talk.”

Since I was looking down, the strain in his jeans caught my attention. I longed to reach out and stroke it; instead, my tongue darted to my suddenly dry lips. “If you want to talk, I’ll talk, but if that can wait, we can do something else.”

I took a deep breath and sank to my knees, unsure what I was doing. I’d read books. I remembered Del Mar. With everything in me, I hoped this was what he’d meant by his unique tastes. 

“Charli…”

“I won’t mention it again, Mr. Demetri, except to tell you that I was wrong earlier today. I disobeyed you, and I believe I should be punished.” I’d practiced that line multiple different ways, but saying it aloud was so different than each silent attempt. The spoken words heightened my arousal while simultaneously increasing a vulnerability I didn’t know I’d feel. With barely a drink of the French wine I’d poured, I was deliriously intoxicated by my words, his proximity, and the uncertainty of his actions. 

A deep sound, somewhere between a growl and a moan came from his throat. From my view, his shoes shifted. The hairs on my arms stood to attention as the room crackled, charged with energy. “Stand up, Charli.”

My heart stuttered in its cadence as I looked up to his hand. Placing mine in the palm of his, I stood. His glass of wine was now on a nearby table. He lifted my chin, our eyes once again fixed on one another’s. 

“Tell me what you’re doing.”

It was a command, not a request. “I’m trusting you, completely.”

His hands moved up and down my arms, their warmth comforting as I searched his expression. “You don’t need to prove anything to me. I reacted—”

I pushed myself up to the tips of my toes and covered his lips with mine. “I’m not proving. I’m showing. I didn’t even know your name in Del Mar, and I trusted you. Now that I know more about you, why would that diminish my trust?” 

His arms surrounded me, pulling me tighter until we were one, fused together by the sheer heat of his embrace. The fervor of his kiss took what I offered and gave in return. Our tongues, no longer interested in talking, moved together, stoking the fire of desire. As the passion grew, his stance morphed. Subtle at first, his lips became more demanding, more apparent, as he fisted my tendrils of auburn, propelling my head back and making my neck vulnerable to his whims. 

“Oh Nox,” I gasped as the scruff of his chin abraded my sensitive skin, and his teeth grazed behind my ear. 

“You’re sure?” he asked, his voice now gruff and thick with desire.

Totally intoxicated by his presence, my answers wouldn’t stand up in a court of law. I wasn’t thinking straight. Mutual pleasure and fulfillment were all I could think about. Nothing else mattered. Accusations and fears were beyond my current comprehension.

“Y-Yes.” I barely had the answer out when without a word he scooped me in his arms. I didn’t know what awaited me in the future—near or far—yet as he held me close and our mouths joined in a bruising kiss, I didn’t care. The concoction formed by the combination of his tenderness and force was addicting, and I wanted more.

Gently placing me upon the bed, Nox’s eyes immediately went to the lengths of satin I’d laid across the mattress. His menacing gleam questioned with simply the furrowing of his brow as he lifted one length of the black satin and ran it over his palm. 

Swallowing the saliva that moistened my throat, I simply said, “I trust you, Mr. Demetri.”

“That punishment you mentioned,” Nox said as he reached for the buckle of his belt.

My heart rate skyrocketed, but I refused to back down. Somehow I knew this was as vital to him as it was to me. 

“Yes, sir.”
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THE BREEZE SKIRTED my sun-kissed cheeks as it rustled the skirt of my wedding gown. Not as elaborate as the first wedding dress I’d worn, this tea-length designer original was ivory satin with tulle and taffeta skirting. The sweetheart neckline dipped teasingly between my breasts, creating the perfect showcase for the diamond necklace shimmering in the setting sunlight. 

“Do you take this man as your lawfully…” 

The words flowed from the officiant’s lips, words he’d undoubtedly repeated hundreds if not thousands of times. This was, after all, one of the top luxury wedding destinations. A former 11th-century palace on the cliffs beside the Amalfi Coast, Alton and I were saying our vows on a balcony above the Mediterranean Sea. Sparkling waves glistened in the vista of blue. 

Though it was a private affair, the proceedings were extravagant, even by Montague standards. In many ways, the entire production was more elaborate than my first wedding. The ancient walls and fresco-covered ceilings gave the impression of being inside a work of art. From our suite to our nuptials, everything was planned to perfection. Unlike my first wedding, my mother wasn’t the planner, and I had about as much say as I did the first time. This was all Alton. 

“I do,” I dutifully replied. 

“Do you…”

I took a deep breath, the skirt shifting slightly as I settled my nerves and concentrated on the gray eyes drinking me in. Their contentment warmed my soul. This was it. I knew it with every fiber of my being. This was a wedding and the culmination of a business deal. There were no loopholes, no backing out. Even death wouldn’t save me this time. Our only way to a future representative of the life I’d been born to live was through one another. 

“I do,” Alton said, squeezing my hand. 

It made me smile to know that the gold band I slid over Alton’s fourth finger was the first ring he’d ever worn. Of course, I wasn’t his first love nor was he mine. This wasn’t like it was with Russell, yet it was liberating. We held no pretense about feelings or the future. It was set, and we were but pawns in the grand scheme. 

I’d sold myself for Montague and for my father. Alton sold himself for the Montague name, control of Montague Corporation, and assuring all of that for Bryce. The thought of my daughter’s arranged future still turned my stomach, but Alexandria and Bryce’s friendship gave me hope. They were only five and seven years old. At least they had a foundation. 

It took me some time to come to terms with Suzy and the past she shared with my new husband. I wanted to hate her, as she said she wanted to hate me. But we were both sacrificing. Regardless, I found myself watching my fiancé and best friend for covert looks or clandestine touches. I searched for any sign that their relationship continued. If anything was present, I never saw it, or they did a good job of hiding it. 

I was hopeful but not naive. Life had been too hard, even being to the manor born, to wear rose-colored glasses. Fairytales didn’t exist. 

Alton was my future, and as much as I detested that he and Suzy shared a child, she was still my best friend. I didn’t want to, nor did I think I was strong enough to, continue without her in my life. More than that, we needed to stay close for our children and grandchildren. The Montagues and Carmichaels would come together. It would be easier for that to happen if we remained close. 

“With this ring…” Alton’s deep voice reverberated in my ears. 

The diamond-studded band slipped over my knuckle, the stones glittering in the remaining Italian sunshine. The engagement ring I wore from Russell was a Montague stone, one passed down from my father’s mother. For my new marriage, it was simply redesigned to a new, stunning setting, allowing the six-carat diamond to remain on my finger and in our family. 

Even with our travel, I’d avoided sex, but the clock was ticking. After the ceremony and celebratory dinner, my time was up. I appreciated Alton’s patience and knew I’d stretched it to its limit. 

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the officiant said, smiling at my husband. “Alton, you may kiss your bride.”

Your bride. My husband. It was official. 

I stared, mesmerized by my husband’s lips. I couldn’t tell Suzy, but I admitted to Dr. Sams how much I enjoyed his kiss. Strong and firm, his smile morphed to a pucker as my eyes closed, and our mouths joined. Sweet yet possessive, he claimed me as his. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, you are beautiful.” 

It wasn’t a declaration of feelings neither one of us was ready to proclaim. Still, his compliment and the use of my new name made me grin. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald.” Gwendolyn, my matron of honor and Alton’s sister, said. Hugging me, she placed my bouquet of fresh lilies into my hand. “Welcome to the family. I’ve always wanted a sister.”

I smiled at her words. Our ceremony was supposed to be private. Though some might later question my choice, for obvious reasons I couldn’t ask Suzy to stand with me. Therefore, Alton’s sister seemed the natural choice. I’d known her for most of my life. We ran in similar circles; however, until news of Alton’s and my engagement, we were never close. 

The Fitzgeralds were content with their standing—until Alton. Gwen was an attractive woman and never seemed overly impressed with the Montague name. Though that wouldn’t endear her to my father, it did to me. 

Without understanding the truth behind my marriage to her brother or the urgency for us to wed, she welcomed me into her life. I especially liked how well Alexandria got along with her and Preston’s son, Patrick. He was a year older than Bryce. When the three of them were at Montague Manor, I got the impression that Patrick favored Alexandria to Bryce. Briefly, I wondered if Gwen and Preston knew Bryce was their nephew. I didn’t see any indication they did. Asking Alton wasn’t an option. The subject was closed.

Only the eight of us, my parents, Alton and Gwen’s parents, Gwen and Preston, and Alton and I were present at the wedding and the dinner celebration. As if relieved that the deal was complete, my father was uncharacteristically cordial, even jovial during the dinner. Toasts were made, and the alcohol flowed as everyone rejoiced at the blending of our families. 

I would’ve liked to share the event with Alexandria. Even though she was young, this union affected her, but when I asked about bringing her, my suggestion was given as much credence as any other suggestions I’d made: quickly dismissed as if I’d never mentioned it. 

Alton made plans following the wedding for a two-week honeymoon. He made no secret that he didn’t intend to share me with Alexandria or anyone else during our trip. Our plans were to enjoy all the Mediterranean had to offer while our nuptials and romance were strategically leaked to the press. We were a couple in love, brought together after my tragic loss. I was the young widow who found love where there’d been friendship.

I’d read all the articles. Our pictures were shared on social pages beyond Georgia. Alton’s place within Montague Corporation was the topic of speculation by many financial prognosticators. Concern for the company’s future after Russell’s death was lessening. Stock prices were on the rise. 

The time finally came when we excused ourselves from the rest of the party. As we made our way to our suite, I thought about the flowing white negligee I’d found at an exclusive boutique in Savannah. Its sheer robe did nothing more than build anticipation of what was beneath, simply another layer to unwrap. 

The champagne during our dinner did wonders to calm my nerves. Once we were alone, I excused myself to go to the honeymoon suite’s bathroom. 

“No, Laide.”

I stopped. “No what?”

Alton stood in front of me, blocking my way. “I have no intentions of your leaving my sight, not tonight, not until I say.”

I smiled, playing his words off as the jest I hoped they were. I kissed his cheek. “Don’t worry, husband. I’ll only be a few minutes. I have a surprise for you.”

He didn’t budge. “I’ve waited for this.” He spun me around and busied himself with the back of my dress. In lieu of a zipper, there was a long row of pearl buttons. His large fingers patiently plied each button, slowly exposing my skin to his warm breath as the sound of his breathing hastened. “Don’t you agree?” he asked between kisses to my neck. “I’ve been patient.” His lips dipped lower, sending chills over my skin. “I’ve taken relief between your lips.” He turned me back around, his gray eyes darkened with desire. “Now I want more.” 

His phrases were breathy and heated. They stirred a part of me deep inside, a part I hadn’t felt in years. My head wobbled, falling backward as he pushed the material from my shoulders, allowing my wedding dress to pool around my pearl-accented heels. Only a silk slip, lace bra, and underwear protected me from his searing gaze. 

“Alton…”

“Shhh, Laide, listen to me. Don’t think. Don’t speak. Give in to me.”

I wanted to. I wanted to feel what I hadn’t felt since before Alexandria. I wanted from him what I’d only experienced with my own touch. 

“You’re now mine. Tell me that you’ll submit to me.”

I already had. Admitting it wasn’t difficult. 

The next two weeks passed, days sightseeing and nights learning more about my husband. I was finally able to show him my negligee, and he was able to bring me to orgasm more often than not. It was more than I’d ever accomplished before. Even when I didn’t, he did. I took comfort in that. 

The part of marriage that concerned me was Alton’s obsession with Montague. Even on our honeymoon, he was in constant contact with the office and my father. It was new to be together twenty-four hours a day. With so much time, I saw a side of him that I’d never fully recognized. The snippets I’d seen, I’d been able to rationalize. Now it was harder. 

Whether it was business related, poor service in a restaurant, or a comment from me, Alton’s speed to anger unnerved me. 

It was different than my father, more than words. I was used to domination—a fact of my existence as my father’s daughter—but being on the receiving end of a slap was new. The first time it happened was in our suite, less than a week into our marriage. He’d just finished a conversation with someone on the telephone. I knew he was upset, but we had reservations and a tour guide waiting. I don’t recall exactly what I said, but I’ll never forget the sting of his palm as it connected with my cheek. 

With my eyes filled with tears, I stared, unsure what to do or say. I was fearful of more, but that didn’t happen. Instead, he simply looked annoyed and asked, “What, Adelaide?”

“I-I can’t believe—”

“Don’t.”

My lips pressed into a straight line. 

“Don’t push me,” he warned. “Your job is to support me. Do you intend to quit that job—to fail another husband?” 

I didn’t respond. 

“If you think you can tell Daddy what I did and our agreement will be null and void, you’re mistaken. Moreover, I’m sure you don’t want to disappoint him—again. You and I—we’re in this for the long haul. I suggest you fix your makeup, plaster a smile on your face, and hurry. We have a tour to enjoy, Mrs. Fitzgerald.” 

Alton knew exactly what to say, which of my buttons to push. His venomous words stung, their poison exacting my obedience. Later I’d reflect and wonder how much Suzy told him about me and my insecurities, but at the time my mind couldn’t process that far. My hands shook as I did as he said and reasoned that he was right about the agreement as well as my job or role, depending on who was describing it. My duty was to support him, not irritate him. By the time I stepped back into the bedroom of our suite, I had my smile securely in place. 

It was a good thing. More than once our photo was captured as we toured the ancient ruins.
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WAKING EXHAUSTED YET content, I lay in the darkness of the hotel suite, listening to the beat of Nox’s heart. My head rested against his chest while his arm surrounded my shoulder. His body warmed me and his hold reassured me. I’d never imagined the overwhelming joy that came with giving myself completely to another person. 

Cathartic and liberating, the words seemed wrong for the actions of the night, yet from my soul I couldn’t form others. The tension I’d caused was gone—cleansed away. Mindful of my tolerance, Nox ensured my punishment didn’t last long, and the reward afterward made it worth every lash. With my behind on fire, he filled me, taking my attention away from the intensity of my outside to the sheer ecstasy happening within me. He was barely inside of me when I came with a release I’d never known. With no buildup or climb, a bomb exploded, the detonation shattering me. Starting from the tips of my curled toes, wave after wave crashed through me until forming words was beyond my capabilities. My nails bit crescent moons deep into my palms as my fists balled. The screaming of his name gave way to moans and whimpers. I was completely wrung out as my body convulsed around his, and the night had only begun. 

At some point we drank wine and ate food. If I hadn’t been the one to order it, I wouldn’t have been able to say what it was we ate. Most of the meal came to my lips via Nox’s fingers as my hands were useless, bound behind me in an elaborate weave of satin. The dependence made each bite of food or drink of wine more fulfilling, more intoxicating. It was as if the fine French wine’s alcohol content far exceeded the legal limit. Each morsel or sip brought to my lips at his discretion was a hit from a drug, the lack of control stimulating my bloodstream like cocaine. 

As we were about to fall asleep, I remembered things I wanted to say, information from Chelsea he’d want to know, yet settling into the cloud of musk, the lingering scent of sex, wax, and desire, I let them all slip away. I wasn’t hiding any of it from him. I wanted to relish the aftermath of our reunion. Make-up sex was all my mind could comprehend. 

Now, awakened by nothing in particular, those thoughts again weren’t at the forefront of my mind. Another one was. Stirring, Nox turned toward me as my head slipped to his bicep, and I curled into him. Skin to skin, my fingers splayed upon his chest. 

“Are you awake?” he whispered. 

“Yes.”

His gravelly voice rippled through the night. “Are you ready for round two?”

“Two?” I laughed. “I think you lost count. How about five or six?”

His lips brushed my forehead. “Then round seven?”

I shook my head. “Not really.” I didn’t want to admit how sore I was—in a good way. “I like this.”

His arm tightened around me. “Me too, princess.”

An unexpected tear leaked from my eye as the weight of our agreement settled over me. Quickly, I brushed it away, not wanting to ruin what we’d accomplished. Of course, I wasn’t successful. Mr. Intuitive hovered over me, his handsome features shadowed by the darkness. 

“What happened?” He stiffened, lifting his torso higher as if to see me clearer. “Did I go too far? I know what I said, but I was wrong. You may always express your limits. I never want to harm you.”

I shook my head. “It’s not… no.” I reached up, caressing his cheek, loving the stubble below the tips of my fingers. “Nox, you absolutely overwhelm me. I feel things with you I never knew existed.” I wasn’t sure how to verbalize what I felt. “It’s not just sex, though as you may have noticed, I’m not complaining.

“It’s you, being with you, sleeping with you, talking with you… I just wish…”

I let my voice and words trail away, swallowing the emotion I didn’t want to share. 

“You wish what?”

When I didn’t answer, he lifted my chin. “Charli? Don’t make me ask again. You’re the one who brought it up.”

“I was stupid and impulsive.”

“I know you’re too smart to bring up a recent topic. What are you talking about?”

I pulled away from his grasp and threw back the covers. In the dark room, I found my robe lying on a nearby chair and wrapped it around myself, securing the tie. Before he could ask his question again, I said, “You know what I did. You just don’t know why I did it.”

Nox was out of bed, his nakedness coming closer. His height dwarfed me as we both stood barefooted, staring in the darkness. 

“All right. Tell me. Tell me why you did it, and then I’ll know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Apprehension flooded my nervous system, fear that my honesty would sabotage our progress, yet equally fearful of leaving secrets unspoken. I noticed the clock near the bed. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning. We should be sleeping. Then again, that was six o’clock in New York, where we would spend the majority of our day. 

“Nox, I’m sorry. We should be sleeping.”

He quickly slipped into a pair of gym shorts, turned, and cupped my cheek. “If something is bothering you enough to interrupt your sleep, it should interrupt mine too. Give it to me, Charli. Let me help you.”

I took a step back. “You can’t help me.” I shrugged, my arms slapping my sides. “Actually you did, but it’s too late for more.”

With my eyes now adjusted to the darkness, I watched as he ran his hand through his hair. 

“You’re infuriating.”

“Me? Why?” 

“Because,” he explained, reaching for my hand and pulling me to a nearby sofa, “I hear you respond, but I have no fucking idea what you’re saying or talking about.”

“Infidelity.” The word hung in the air, a reminder of my stupidity.

When Nox didn’t respond, I went on, unsuccessful at keeping my words devoid of emotion. “I-I want to be here with you. After we left Del Mar, I cried… mourned… what we shared was more than I could’ve ever imagined. At first I wanted only one week. Chelsea told me I deserved it. She said men do it all the time. But, Nox, I couldn’t. I couldn’t separate sex with you from emotion.”

I stood, needing to move. “Maybe it’s because I’m female… but you got inside me…” My cheeks flushed. “…in more ways than one.” Okay, that wasn’t what I meant. “I hope you know what I’m trying to say.”

He reached for my hand and pulled me closer. “I know exactly what you mean.”

I collapsed on his lap, the warmth of his embrace surrounding me. 

“I just wish that now…”

“Go on.”

“I wish that it wasn’t different. I don’t want to be owned. I don’t want to be obligated to a defined time period. I want real.

“I’m worried that the only reason you came back to the suite last night was because you had to—because of the agreement. I’m afraid that if you could’ve left me, gotten on the airplane and gone back to New York, you would have.”

His words slowed, heavy with emotion. “You thought I’d leave you here?”

“No,” I corrected. “I was afraid you wanted to. I didn’t think you would.”

“I didn’t want to. I don’t want to.” His chest heaved as he smoothed my hair over my shoulder and tucked a piece behind my ear. “I was upset. I know there are things we need to share. It’s difficult for me to explain. What made me… what made Del Mar special was that you didn’t know me.”

I looked up at his beautiful features—his chiseled jawline and the way his brow protruded—as he carefully chose his words. I considered telling him to stop. I didn’t need to know any more if it brought him pain. But I couldn’t. 

“You didn’t see me the way I’ve been portrayed. It was refreshing and invigorating. You even mentioned my boss or bosses. You weren’t infatuated with money or standing. You were just you.” He played with my hair again. “The most beautiful woman to catch my eye in years. I didn’t enter our week wanting more, but I sure as hell left it wanting that. 

“It took every ounce of self-control I possessed to let you leave me that morning.”

“Why did you put your number in my phone?”

“Because I wanted you to break our rule.”

“So you could punish me?” My behind still smarted as I asked the question.

“No, so I could see you again. I told you that I take what I want. I didn’t want to take you. I wanted you to come back to me because you wanted me.”

Another renegade tear descended my cheek. 

Nox wiped it away with the pad of his thumb. “Don’t cry, princess.”

“I wanted to call you… “My phrases were separated by my stuttered breathing. “So many times I stared at your number, but my life is… was… hell, I don’t know… it’s crazy. I wanted to concentrate on school. And then it all imploded. I just wish I hadn’t signed and you hadn’t signed. I wish this was real and not a business agreement.”

He kissed my forehead. “As far as I’m concerned it’s real. I’m sorry you don’t feel that way.”

“But you made a point…”

His kiss moved to my lips. “I’m an ass. You’ll learn that, if you haven’t already.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. 

“I was livid when I learned of your agreement.” He took another deep breath. “I wasn’t planning on telling you this until I got my point across, but something tells me I’ve succeeded in doing so.” He gently kissed me. “I didn’t learn about your profile because I’m a client. I’ve never been a client.”

My eyes narrowed. “W-What do you mean?”

He sighed. “Demetri Enterprises is heavily invested in Infidelity. I hate the company. I’m constantly concerned about its ability to stay covert. Deloris monitors it, making sure all their systems are hack-proof.”

“So you didn’t?” I shot up from his lap. “You didn’t sign my agreement. You didn’t buy it?”

Nox shook his head. 

“B-But I received my first check.”

“I said I’m an ass. I just kept thinking if you would’ve gone into the system, the people or person… I couldn’t…” He stood and seized my shoulders. “Agreement or not, you’re mine. You were mine from the first time I saw you in Del Mar. I just needed you to see that.”

“So you lied to me? All this talk of honesty and trust and you lied?”

“Not really.”

“What the hell do you mean not really?” 

“I paid to buy out your contract.”

My stomach twisted. “You did what?”

“Demetri Enterprises is an investor. Infidelity isn’t my company. I couldn’t just pull you from the system. Your signing the agreement meant that the company—all the investors—expected a certain level of return on their investment. On you. I gave them that. I bought out your year. Your name is gone from their records. I bought your freedom.”

I staggered back to the sofa, sinking down. His words circled my mind: Bought. Freedom. Investment. “You were going to let me think that I was your expensive whore?”

“For a while,” he admitted. “Like I said, I was mad. I wanted you to understand the ramifications of what you’d done.” Nox fell to his knees with his hands on mine. “I didn’t want you to experience it, not with someone else.” He looked down, took a deep breath, and looked back up. “I’m a selfish bastard. I wanted you. I took the opportunity, and now you know the truth. This is real. You’re mine because I want you, not because I bought you. 

“You could walk away anytime you want.”

This changed everything. “What about living with you? I should stay in my own apartment.”

Disappointment laced his response. “If that’s what you want, but security is still non-negotiable.” 

My eyes widened. “I almost forgot… something Chelsea remembered.”

Nox’s grip of my knees tightened. “What?”

“Before I tell you, remember that we don’t know what this means.”

“Tell me. Now.”

“She remembered the man attacking her. After he knocked her down, when he rolled her over and saw her face, he said she was the wrong one.”

“Fuck!” Nox stood in one swift move. “No. You’re not moving into your own apartment.”

“You can’t make me—” 

Standing, he pulled me from the sofa into his arms. “I sure as fuck can. We don’t need a written agreement. We don’t need a fucking company. You, Alexandria Collins, are mine. You agreed to that, and I’m not letting you go, not without one hell of a fight. You’ve been seen with me. There are already social media posts. You’re mine to keep safe, and I intend to do that. That also means away from your high school boyfriend.” 

Each phrase came forth with more determination than the one before. 

“Do you have a problem with any of that?”

It was what I’d wanted, what I’d wished for. This was real, and hell yes, I wanted it too. 

I lowered my lids, peering up at him through a veil of lashes. “No, Mr. Demetri, I don’t have a problem at all.”

I jumped as he swatted my tender behind. “Ouch, I’m a tad sore if you don’t remember.”

His gaze glistened as the rising sun seeped from the edge of the curtains, causing his light blue to sparkle. “Oh, I remember. I want more than your ass sore, and if it’s not, I didn’t do a very good job.”

On the tips of my toes, I brushed my lips against his. “Real… this is real?”

“Yes, princess.”

“I’m yours and you’re mine?”

“Stop saying that like a question.”

I had so many more questions, yet for the first time, I also had answers. The way he had berated my employment while being a client no longer seemed hypocritical. It now made sense. I wondered how much my freedom cost him and at the same time, was thankful to him and Deloris for saving me from my own impetuousness. None of my questions or concerns seemed as important as my new reality. 

My smile broadened. “If I say ‘Yes, Mr. Demetri’ will it result in another spanking?”

His grin quirked, lifting one cheek while pressing his full lips together. With the menacing gaze that twisted my insides, he asked, “Why don’t you try it and find out?”
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AFTER WE STEPPED from the plane in New York, Deloris introduced Nox and I to a handsome, older gentleman. He wasn’t actually old, but he was older than Isaac. 

“Mr. Demetri, Miss Collins, may I introduce Jerrod, Miss Collins’s new driver.”

This man wasn’t only my driver, but my bodyguard too, someone with whom I’d be spending plenty of time. I noticed Nox eying him up and down as they shook hands. Jerrod’s dark hair mixed with white gave him a distinguished look, and his eyes were sharp and respectful of his employer. In his dark suit, my new companion appeared fit, not muscle-bound, but capable of protecting me.

“Hello, Jerrod,” I said, extending my hand. “Please call me Alex.”

“Ma’am,” he said, taking my hand. 

“Any questions,” Nox said, “direct them to Mrs. Witt. If there’s ever a problem or concern, contact me immediately.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Before long, we were all in a dark limousine headed toward the city. Only Nox, Deloris, and I were in the back. Isaac sat in the front with Jerrod. Through the closed dark glass I could only make out their silhouettes. 

“He’s been with Demetri for some time now. I consider him very trustworthy.” 

I wasn’t sure if Deloris was reassuring Nox or me. For a moment, I considered pleading my case again for no bodyguard, but before the words formed, I knew my breath would be wasted. I thought of asking for Isaac—I’d gotten used to him—but I didn’t. Nox and Isaac had more of a relationship than Isaac did with me. They had the same unspoken language that Nox and Deloris shared. I was the new person to the whole Demetri equation. It made sense that I’d have the new bodyguard. 

In no time, the three of us were busy with emails and text messages. I didn’t pay attention as Deloris and Nox discussed business. Their speaking of names I didn’t recognize and exchanging looks became the background to my own thoughts. 

I had a few text messages from Chelsea. The doctors were letting her out of the hospital in the morning. She planned to spend some time with her mother before moving to New York. I’d already informed Deloris of her plans. After Chelsea packed a suitcase for her visit with her mother, Deloris had movers ready to bring everything else to my apartment near the campus. Apparently, that was the destination of everything except my personal items. Those were going to Nox’s apartment—our apartment.

Living with him without being required to do so made me happy. I wanted to wake up in his arms and fall asleep listening to him breathe. The idea of settling into a routine with the handsome man beside me excited me more now that I knew Infidelity wasn’t party to it. 

I didn’t like that I was relying on him for my expenses, but he assured me it was what he wanted to do. That made it better than him having to do it because of an agreement. Of course, it also meant that either of us could walk away at any moment. 

It made it real. 

I texted Chelsea back to let her know we arrived. There were four new text messages from Bryce. I decided to delete them without opening any. I could read the first few words, but I chose not to. I’d made up my mind. I didn’t care what he said.

I also had one text message from my mother. It was from her, but not from her phone. I wouldn’t let myself think about that, about Alton and what she went through with that monster. I never understood why she put up with him or why she made me put up with him. Instead, I thought about seeing her without him. 

Adelaide: “WILL ARRIVE BEFORE NOON. BRUNCH?”

I texted back to Jane’s phone. 

Me: “YES. LET ME KNOW WHERE.”

Scrolling through my endless stream of emails, I found a few from my student counselor at Columbia. One gave a breakdown of my impending schedule. My fingers trembled with excitement. This was happening, my dream—and my fairytale. When I mentally added the last part of my thought, a silly grin graced my lips, and I caught a quick glance of the handsome man beside me. 

I was busy pulling up the attachments and making notes when I looked up and realized we weren’t in Manhattan. We were traveling too fast and too far. 

I saw a sign for I-95 north just before the car slowed to exit the highway.

“Where are we? Where are we going?”

Nox looked up and reached for my hand. His furrowed brow and protruding neck muscles said more than his words. His comfortable demeanor from this morning and the plane were gone. 

“I was trying to avoid this, but our trip made our relationship public quicker than I anticipated.”

The scenery around us changed quickly, from the interstate to a nice neighborhood of manicured lawns and large homes. The houses grew larger as we continued. There were now driveways blocked by iron gates. Every now and then, when a break in the trees and houses gave way, the glistening of blue water would catch my eye. 

“Where are we?” I asked again. 

“Rye, New York.”

“Rye? Westchester County? You were trying to avoid showing me your house?”

Nox took a deep breath and looked to Deloris, sitting across from us. “It is my house,” he explained. “But it’s also my family’s house.”

My heart beat faster. “Your family? I’m going to meet your family?”

I suddenly thought of Montague Manor and my attire. I’d only planned on traveling. I was wearing jeans and a comfortable flowing top. My hair was secured in a low side ponytail, and I wasn’t wearing much in the way of makeup. “Nox, I-I’m not dressed to meet your family.”

His serious expression shattered into a grin at my surge of panic. Tugging my hand to make me lean closer, he kissed me. “You’re beautiful. My father doesn’t deserve the grand treatment.”

My hand fell to his thigh, feeling the denim below my fingers. At least this time we were both dressed casually. “Your father,” I repeated. “Your mother?”

“Got tired of his shit a long time ago.”

“They’re divorced?” I thought she was gone, but then again, I didn’t really know. I tried to learn as much as I could. Shit! We were stopped at a gate. Why hadn’t he told me this sooner?

“They were,” he confirmed. “Unfortunately, when she finally found happiness, she became ill.”

The car stopped and I stared out at the front of the Demetri family home, a large modern stucco home with an ornate entry. 

“She has passed,” Deloris offered, completing Nox’s brief explanation. “Lennox’s father, Oren Demetri, usually resides in London. He’s here, but will be leaving tomorrow.”

“He wants to meet you,” Nox added with an edge of apprehension.

Was this because I was seen with his son, or could he possible know what I’d done with Infidelity?

Isaac opened the door, and I hesitated. “Should I be nervous?”

Nox squeezed my hand. “No. I’m not letting you out of my sight. Just ignore most of what he says. He can be… brash.”

We got out of the car and I fidgeted with my hair, waiting for Deloris, but she didn’t move. Isaac closed the door with her inside. 

“Deloris isn’t coming?”

“No, Isaac will stay so he can drive us back to the city. Jerrod is taking her home.” Nox tugged my hand away from my hair. “Stop worrying. You look beautiful.”

“Back to the city? Tonight?”

Before he could answer my question, we both turned to the opening of the front door. 

“Mr. Demetri,” the woman with a welcoming smile said. “It’s good to see you. Your father has been waiting.”

“Thank you, Silvia. California is a long way away.” He stopped before the woman. “Silvia, this is Alex Collins, my… girlfriend.”

I felt like a teenager the way that title made me smile. 

“Alex, this is Silvia, the longtime property manager and all-around boss of this house.”

A bit of my nervousness waned at her welcoming manner.

“Miss Collins, it’s nice to meet you. I haven’t been here too long…” She winked. “…it’s not like I have stories of a teenage Lennox or anything.”

My brows went up. “Oh, Miss… Silvia, we do need to talk.”

“No, you don’t,” Nox said with a grin as we entered the stunning foyer. 

Unlike the shadows of Montague Manor, everything about the house was open and bright. The classic architecture boasted bleached wooden floors, light beige walls, and white woodwork. Fresh flowers adorned the large oval table in the entry. Beyond, farther into the house, the glistening waters of Long Island Sound were visible through tall windows. 

“This is beautiful,” I said, as much to Silvia as to Nox. 

While he shrugged, Silvia smiled and replied, “Thank you. It’s usually pretty lonely here. It’s nice when people stay.” 

I had the feeling that comment was meant more for Nox. 

“Your father’s in his office. He’s on a call, but I’ll let you know as soon as he’s available.” She looked at me. “It’s nice to have you here. I can’t tell you how happy I am that Lennox brought someone here.”

I heard the unspoken part, the again. That didn’t mean I planned to recognize or vocalize it. Instead, I smiled and said, “Thank you. I apologize for not being more… presentable. We’ve been traveling.”

“Oh nonsense. This is Lennox’s home, not a formal occasion. You both are perfect. May I get you something, a drink after your travels?” 

Nox pulled my hand toward the back of the house. “Some iced tea would be nice. First, I’m going to take Alex outside before the sun sets.”

“Your father…”

“Can wait,” Nox called over his shoulder. 

I merely shrugged toward Silvia, my cheeks rising to expose my grin. Her smile was contagious. It seemed as if she genuinely adored Nox and might even approve of me. I couldn’t help but compare her friendly reception with that of the staff at Montague. Theirs would be so much different and impersonal—well, except for Jane. 

“I like her,” I said as we stepped out through the glass door at the end of a long living room. My feet stopped at the magnificent view. “Wow.” 

More words didn’t form as I took in his family’s backyard. We were standing on a block patio that led to and surrounded a lovely crystal-blue pool. Beside the pool was what appeared to be a pool house, made mostly of windows. Beyond the pool was an expanse of green grass, freshly mown with perfect stripes, alternating dark and light green. The lawn led down to the beach where a narrow strip of brown separated the green from the blue. The water sparkled with shimmers of the late-day sun. In the distance on the other side of the sound was what I believed to be New York. I tipped my head.

“Long Island,” Nox said, answering my unspoken question. 

“This is so pretty. Why don’t you come here more often?”

“Let me take you down to the water.”

I held tightly to his hand as we crossed the lawn, my shoes sinking into the soft grass. “We’re putting footprints in the grass.” 

His blue eyes narrowed. “We’re what?”

I looked behind us, seeing the crushed blades indicating our path. “We’re leaving footprints.”

Nox pulled my hand closer, causing me to bump against him. “You’re cute.” He kissed my forehead. 

Small round bushes partially hid a short wrought-iron fence. Going to the gate, he led me down a few steps until we were standing on the brown sand. Clusters of large rocks dotted the beach. 

“There, princess, no more damage to the grass.”

I ignored his comment, let go of his hand, and reached for a small pebble. Throwing it into the water, I said, “Seriously, this place is beautiful. Do you not live here because of the commute?”

He walked out to one of the large rocks, climbed on top, and sat with his knees near his chest. Leaning back on his arms, he tipped his chin toward the water. It was his invitation for me to join him. The shoes I wore were flats, but their soles were hard. Worried that I might slip, I slid my feet out of them and with bare feet climbed next to him. Having spent the day absorbing the sun’s rays, the dark rock was warm under my touch. 

“It holds memories,” he finally offered.

“Your mother?” I asked, placing my hand over his. 

He nodded. “Yes. She loved this house. It was one of the few good things he ever did for her. He was hardly here, which made it better. When they divorced the house was hers. She left it to me. Now, whenever he returns, he insists on staying here.” Nox shrugged. “I’m not sure if he stays here out of guilt or what. All I know is that it’s better to have him here than in the city.”

“Did she remarry?” I asked, trying to avoid the multiple emotional landmines he’d dropped.

“No. The happiness she found wasn’t with someone; it was on her own. After living with him for so long, she’d forgotten how to be her own person.” Nox turned his gaze from the water to me. “That’s why I want you to go to Columbia.”

My chest ached as my heart swelled. He’d thought about this. It wasn’t just saving me from Infidelity. He’d actually thought about my goals and dreams. “I-I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’re going to kick ass at Columbia like you did at Stanford. Say that when you’re done you won’t settle for anything but the best damn law firm out there. Or…”

“Or?”

“Or you could work for Demetri?”

I lifted my brows as I widened my eyes. “Mr. Demetri, I believe interviewing for a job as a lawyer is a bit premature.”

Our foreheads came together. “I think I’d like the idea of being your boss.”

“I thought you were, Mr. Demetri.”

His kiss was soft, more tender than usual. As our tongues found one another, Nox turned his hand and intertwined our fingers. It made me wonder if this house held other memories, ones of Jocelyn, ones he wasn’t ready to share.

We sat silently for a few minutes, enjoying the soft lap of the waves against the rocks and shore. Occasionally, a bird would swoop down, diving into the water and back out. It was amazing how peaceful it was. I loved the West Coast and the Pacific Ocean, but it was wild and untamed compared to the serenity of where we sat. 

“Come on…” He stood, offering me his hand. “…let’s get this over with so we can go back to Manhattan.”

“You don’t want to spend the night?”

“Not with Oren here. Do you?”

I lifted my shoulders before jumping to the sand and picking up my shoes. “I wouldn’t mind, but I have a brunch date tomorrow.”

Nox stopped. “A date?”

“Not as in date. It’s my mother, and now I feel bad for not telling you. I didn’t know if I was ready for you to meet her or learn about my crazy family. But now that I’m here meeting your father, I’m embarrassed.”

He shook his head. “Don’t be. We wouldn’t be here if I could’ve avoided it.”

“Why would you have avoided it?”

“Because I told you I want to keep you safe and away from all things bad. Princess, I’m bad because I had the best teacher. My father is the devil incarnate. If he hadn’t learned about you from the media, I would’ve avoided this for at least a few months, until he was back in the US or we had to be in London.”

There were so many things in that statement, but the last one took my attention. “London. Nox, I can’t run off to London while I’m in school.”

“I just told you that my father is the devil, and you’re worried about missing classes. No wonder you graduated with honors.”

I kissed his cheek. “I know the devil. He isn’t your father. At the worst your father is a minion. I’ve got you beside me and Isaac somewhere in the shadows. I’m not worried.”
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CHARLI WASN’T WORRIED, but I sure as hell was. Oren’s message was odd and unexpected. He’d seen a picture of us and called. I either had my phone off or was busy beating the shit out of a punching bag. Either way, I didn’t catch it. I did hear his message. 

It said that he was leaving Sunday for London, and we needed to talk. He was pissed that I left town with him in New York—until he saw the picture. From one photograph he’d ascertained that I was obviously thinking with my dick instead of my brain. We had things to discuss, and I better not have wasted my trip to California. 

In other words, I better have made progress with Senator Carroll. And lastly, he wanted to meet Alex, or did he say Alexandria? I thought it was Alex. After all, that was the name they used with the picture of the two of us at the San Francisco airport. 

I waited as Charli stopped halfway up the lawn to slip on her shoes. I wasn’t sure if she went part way barefooted to avoid damaging the grass or if it was to remove the sand from her feet. Whatever the cause, while I paused for her, I looked up at the house and saw him standing on the second-story balcony of the master bedroom watching. Even from a distance, our eyes met. My blue eyes came from him. Sometimes when we would stare at one another, it was eerie how similar they looked. I imagined he was my reflection in another thirty years. 

“Your iced tea is in the living room,” Silvia called as we entered the side door. 

“Thank you,” Charli replied. 

She’d been talking about the house when we both stopped, silenced by his presence. Oren Demetri stood there, his smile too wide, too friendly. For a moment, I had visions of the Joker. That made sense. If I were Batman, my nemesis would be the Joker. 

“Hello.” His voice boomed through the air. 

“Alex, this is my father, Oren.”

She extended her hand to shake, but when Oren reached for it, he turned hers palm down and gallantly kissed her knuckles. “Alexandria, you are lovely.”

Charli’s eyes widened at the use of her full name. What the hell?

“Mr. Demetri, it’s nice to meet you. Nox has told me many nice things about you.”

“Then it seems as though you two aren’t to the honest stage of your relationship. My son rarely has a nice thing to say about me.” He turned toward me and back to Charli. “And please, call me Oren.”

“Oren, please call me Alex.”

“Let’s have a seat, shall we?”

“Actually, Oren,” I said, “we’ve been traveling. I know you wanted to meet Alex, but why don’t we discuss the progress with the senator privately. I’m sure Silvia can keep Alex occupied. Then we need to get back to Manhattan.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. We have five bedrooms plus the guesthouse. You two will stay here. I’m sure you can each find a room or only one. It’s really none of my business.” 

Asshole.

“We would, but Alex has a meeting tomorrow, and I have work.”

“Tomorrow is Sunday. No one has meetings or work.”

“I do,” Charli volunteered. “I have a luncheon planned with my mother.”

Oren’s eyes widened as he stared at Charli. The silence lingered a little too long. What the hell was his problem? 

“Silvia!” 

Charli and I both flinched as he yelled for Silvia. God bless that woman. Anyone else would have told him to go to hell. I think it was living here alone all these years. Doing that, she could put up with his occasional visit. 

“Yes, Mr. Demetri?”

“I think something stronger than iced tea is appropriate.”

“Dad…” I said as Charli shook her head. 

“What will it be? Mixed drinks? Wine? Beer?”

He wasn’t taking no for an answer. Sure. What the hell? We had Isaac to drive. 

“Wine,” I finally answered. “We’ll both have a glass of red.”

Oren smiled. “You like wine, my dear?”

Charli’s hand found its way into mine. “Yes, I do.”

“White until six and red after?” He asked. 

Charli’s grip stiffened as Oren looked down at his watch. 

“Yes, it is after six.”

“Well,” she said, “I find that an acceptable timetable.”

When Silvia returned, she placed a tray with three glasses of wine on the coffee table. “Miss Collins, may I show you around a little more? Or would you rather stay here?”

I nodded toward Charli. 

“Thank you, Silvia. If you’ll both excuse me, I’m excited to see more of your lovely house.”

“It hardly compares to yours, but it’s home,” Oren mumbled as Charli stood.

What the fuck is he talking about?

Her complexion suddenly paled. I worried she might be ill as the glass of wine teetered in her grip. 

“Excuse me? What did you say?”

“I said it’s home, dear.”

Her golden eyes searched mine. All I could do was furrow my brow. I didn’t have any fucking idea what was happening. Slowly, she turned and Silvia led her away. Once they were gone, I leaned closer, picked up my glass of wine, and asked, “What the hell is going on?”

Oren dismissively patted my knee. “Let’s talk about Senator Carroll before we discuss your latest conquest.” 

“The fuck? My latest conquest. Alex isn’t a conquest.”

“I’m well aware of who Alexandria Collins is. I’m curious if you are.”

I stood. “What the fuck are you talking about.”

“Senator Carroll, Lennox. Does he think we have the votes?”

“How about Severus Davis? Maybe it’s time you come clean with me.”

Oren leaned back and crossed his ankle over his knee. After taking a prolonged sip of wine, he replied, “That girl may be better at her job than I’ve given her credit. What would you like to know?”

“Why did you meet with him?”

“Because he’s damn good at what he does.”

“He works for the other side.”

“Oh son, if only life were that easy. There aren’t two sides in this or any other dealing. There are so many more. Let’s take the tobacco giants, for example. I mean, look who’s in bed with them. Do you think they’re all against the legalization of marijuana?”

Who’s in bed with them? Severus Davis, the man you’re courting is the one in bed with them. I didn’t say that. Instead, I said, “Mostly. I thought we were discussing Senator Carroll and the votes needed for the bill to clear the Senate Finance Committee.”

“We are. Severus is working to get the bill to clear with the current wording. It will benefit the tobacco and alcohol giants.”

“And cost us millions. Carroll thinks we could guarantee a few more votes if we promise to move a few distribution centers to California.”

“Which will cost us millions. Where are you planning to pull them? Don’t you think we’ll piss off the voters in those states?”

Sitting, I sighed. “I was thinking about opening new facilities.”

“New? Why?”

“You just said it. Marijuana will be legal for recreational use in California before we know it. Let’s get in on the ground floor. Napa Valley is a great—”

“You’re jumping ahead, and you didn’t answer my question about tobacco.”

“I did. Most would be anti-legalization.”

“What if they wanted to partner with corporations like Demetri Enterprises?”

“Why?”

“What if they learned we were getting in on the ground floor?”

“How would they know that, unless you told Davis?”

“I didn’t tell Davis. I was feeling him out.”

“Go back to London, Dad. You’re seeing conspiracies where they don’t exist. I’m going to go find Char… Alex. We need to go.”

“She called you Nox.”

“So?” I answered defensively. 

Oren tilted his head to the side. “I haven’t heard that name in many years.”

“Stop. Don’t go there.”

I lifted my eyes from my glass in time to see Charli’s golden stare. By the shadows running through it, I knew she now saw what I’d warned her about. Oren Demetri was the devil. 

“Excuse me,” she said. “Is it a bad time for me to return?”

I finished the glass of wine, placed it on the table and stood. “No. Your timing is perfect. We’re going.”

Oren stood. “I would so enjoy getting to know you better. It seems that Lennox has other plans.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Demetri. I’m exhausted from traveling and have the brunch date tomorrow.”

He nodded. “I understand. Perhaps the next time I’m in the States we can visit. Please give Adelaide my love, and tell her that her daughter is as beautiful as she.”

Adelaide? 

Before I could question aloud, I reached for Charli. She looked as though she might fall as she stumbled backward. 

“Y-You know my mother?”

“Of course. For many years. I had no idea her little girl had grown into such a beautiful woman. I’m sure she’s proud.”

“What the fuck is going on?”

Oren patted my shoulder. “Son, language. You’re in front of a lady, a true blue-blooded American heiress. I’m sure you already knew that.”

I didn’t speak as I looked from Oren to Charli. What the hell was he saying? She wasn’t an heiress. She was penniless. She’d signed her life away at Infidelity. He was wrong. This was just Oren Demetri being evil, doing what he did best. 

“Silvia,” he called. “Let Lennox’s driver know they’re ready to leave.”

“Yes, sir.”

I didn’t tell my father goodbye or wish him a safe journey. I wasn’t thinking about pleasantries as I snatched Charli’s hand in mine and marched us both out the front door. I still didn’t know what was happening, but by the way her hand trembled in my grasp, I knew it was something big. 

When I looked down, her cheeks were damp and her eyes closed. 

I didn’t let her sorrow register. If I did, I’d go back in the house and confront my father. Instead, I concentrated on the peacefulness of the outside. With the sun almost set, the driveway was illuminated by the indirect lighting that shone toward the house and guesthouse. The sound of nature—waves and insects—filled the air as stars began to pepper the sky. I missed seeing stars. In the city, if they could be seen at all, they weren’t as vibrant as they were out here. 

Her soft body leaned into my arm, clenching my hand with all of her might. 

I’d blown up at Charli yesterday. I wasn’t going to jump to conclusions based on anything that Oren Demetri said. Besides, I had Deloris. She knew more about Charli than I did. She told me about the loss of her trust fund. Maybe she was related to someone, but an heiress didn’t rent out her companionship for a year. It didn’t make sense. 

The almost-blue shine of bright white headlights came from the garages as Isaac pulled a black Mercedes up to the door and stopped. Silently, we both entered the backseat. Leaving the gates, I leaned closer and whispered, “Tell me what in the hell he was talking about.”

More tears fell as she opened her eyes wide and nodded toward Isaac. “Please, can this wait?”

Wait?

I didn’t fucking want to wait. Then again, she was upset. I was the one who exposed her to Oren. It was my fault he upset her. I hated that motherfucker more with each passing day. He could go back to London and stay there for all I cared. 

I took a deep breath and wrapped my arm around her shoulder. She seemed smaller and more fragile, as I hugged her close. Kissing her head, I said, “Yes.”

Charli nodded against my chest. 

As I stared out the window I thought about Oren’s words. I concentrated on the part about Severus Davis, about the House bill, and about marijuana. It was all connected, but I already knew that. What I didn’t understand was what he meant about sides. Metaphorically I understood. 

Did he intend to side with big tobacco and alcohol on the fight against legalization? Or did he think they were secretly in favor? 

Fuck!

I needed to do more research, ask more questions. 

The sweet scent of Charli’s hair filled my senses as her head moved with even breaths. I lifted her chin, but her eyes remained closed. Long, damp lashes lay against her cheeks. She was out. She’d fallen asleep against my chest. I gently smoothed a few loose hairs away from her face. In the pale light from the front seat, I saw the pink in her cheeks and soft rosiness of her lips and smiled. 

In the house she’d looked as if she were about to faint. None of it made sense. 

What did she mean when she said she knew the devil? 

Surely now she knew she was mistaken. She’d just met him, and in a matter of minutes he had her stumbling and in tears. That was Oren Demetri. The man knew how to make a first impression.


[image: ]

 

 

 

“MRS. FITZGERALD. MRS. FITZGERALD.” 

Jane’s voice infiltrated my dreams, pulling me back to reality. Wherever I’d been mentally was better than here, better than the master suite of Montague Manor. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, it’s after noon. Alexandria’s been asking about you.”

I opened my eyes, only to quickly shut them again. 

Why is the room so bright? 

The floral wallpaper was an assault on my eyes. The matching draperies, bed covering, even the velvet sofas were color coordinated. It was all newly remodeled, seemingly seconds after my mother’s funeral. Alton had the designers drawing up proposals to make the master suite ours. 

“Jane,” I moaned as much as spoke. “It’s another migraine. Close the drapes. It’s too bright.”

The sound of rustling fabric let me know she was doing as I said. Each noise was magnified, making it much louder than it should have been. Every sense was exaggerated. I shifted, trying to sit up, but the intense pressure behind my eyes stilled my movement. I settled back into the soft pillow with a groan. 

A warm hand skirted my arm, the one outside the blankets. The light touch caused me to flinch. My arm was sore, but the movement brought flashing lights behind my eyelids, colors like fireworks or static, and more symptoms of a migraine. “Ma’am, your migraine left a bruise on your arm. Do you need some ice?” 

I barely shook my head. “No. I-It’s not what you think. I fell. It was my heels. They were too high last night.” I reached for the blanket and tucked my arm beneath it. “Go. Let me sleep.”

“You need some food.”

Food. Even the thought increased the nausea that my movement incited. Nothing sounded remotely good. I’d been the one to finalize the menu for last night’s function, yet I’d barely eaten.

“Go. Take care of Alexandria.”

“She’s fine. She be outside with Bryce. Hannah, his nanny, and Miss Suzanna. She here too. She’s askin’ about you.”

Outside… oh, keep them away from the lake. I didn’t say that aloud. Jane had heard me say it a million times. My entire body ached. It was like the flu, but worse. If only I could go back to sleep. That was where I’d find relief. 

“Tell her I’m indisposed. Then call Dr. Beck. Tell him about my migraine, my real migraine. Nothing else. Ask him to send over something for the pain. Tylenol isn’t working.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll call. Last time he say he need to see you.”

“If he says that again, tell him I can’t come in. I’m too ill. Besides I was in a week ago for my regular exam.”

“Your momma used to say—”

I pried my eyes open to the dimmer large suite. Having the curtains closed helped. Nevertheless, Jane’s face was blurry, weaving back and forth. “Stop,” I interrupted. “My mother isn’t here anymore and neither is my father. I’m the lady of the house. Do as I say.”

“Yes, ma’am. And Alexandria?”

“You take care of her.” She won’t even know I’m missing. Russell’s words never left my mind. He might be dead and gone, but the pain he’d inflicted lingered. It was just another reason to burrow myself into this bed and sleep. No one would miss me, not until…

As long as I was awake and dressed before six, before Alton got home, it would be all right. 

I closed my eyes with a sigh. The click of the closing door gave me peace in knowing I was once again alone. I gave in, fading into the world of my dreams, a world that didn’t exist. 

I was almost there when the nausea hit again. It pulled at my insides, churning the emptiness until bile bubbled, clawing its way up from the pit of my stomach. I threw back the covers and staggered hurriedly toward the bathroom. Straight lines were waves as my equilibrium adjusted. The room around me bent and twisted as I found the doorway. My long hair fell forward and I tried to bunch it in my shaking hand as heave after dry heave wracked my body. 

Exhausted, I collapsed onto the cool tile and curled around the base of the toilet, perspiration dripping from my body and making my nightgown damp. I think I fell asleep, but for how long, I had no idea. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald?” Jane’s concerned call woke me as she rushed into the bathroom. “Ma’am, what happened?”

“It’s this damn migraine!”

How many times do I need to tell her?

“This one is worse than usual,” I added, ashamed I’d yelled at the one person who always seemed to be there for me. 

Jane helped me sit. I closed my eyes and listened to her deep motherly voice. 

“I brought you some crackers and water. The doctor say you needs to drink.”

“Is he sending me some painkillers?” 

“Let me help you back to bed.”

I let her help me stand and I asked again, “Painkillers? Something stronger?”

“He say he need to see you. He say he’ll come here.”

She supported me as I rinsed my mouth, trying to get rid of the terrible taste. 

“That’s ridiculous,” I replied as she helped me to the bed. “No one makes house calls anymore.”

“Dr. Beck will, for you, Mrs. Montague Fitzgerald.” 

She said that as if I needed a reminder of whom I was. “When?”

“He be out soon.”

I closed my eyes with a sigh. I couldn’t let Dr. Beck see my arm. It was bad enough that Jane noticed it. Then again, she’d noticed other things in the past too. “Jane, can you get me a long-sleeved gown and my robe?” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

Wearing a clean nightgown, I leaned against the headboard with a long sigh. Vomiting must have helped. Maybe I ate something bad at the dinner last night. I couldn’t remember what I’d eaten. I did have wine. Maybe that was it. 

Last night’s function had been in the planning for nearly six months. When the idea was first proposed, it was to Mother and me. It wasn’t long after Father’s passing. The plan was for a fundraising dinner to jumpstart the Charles Montague II scholarship for Emory University. 

Originally, Mother and I’d thought it should go to Emory. That was, after all, where Father and I both attended. As the plans became more solidified, Alton decided the scholarship should stay local. He reasoned that it looked better for Montague to support local endeavors. With Mother’s recent passing, I was the only one to disagree. The scholarship was going to Savannah State University. 

The dinner was successful, raising over thirty thousand dollars. Much more money was expected from donations, but this did what it was supposed to do and began the intake of funds while bringing media attention to the scholarship. It was also good publicity for Montague Corporation. 

Over the years, I’d learned it didn’t matter what I did. If I socialized at a function, it was too much. If I sat quietly, I was rude. Though Alton doted over me the entire evening and we appeared the perfect couple, I knew. In his gaze and touch, I could tell he wasn’t happy. And then when I asked to leave earlier than he wanted, I’d crossed the final line. 

His displeasure started to become evident in the car with silent treatment. That was never a good thing. It meant he was holding back, calculating and waiting until we were home alone. Not that Brantley would dare stop Alton from belittling me the entire ride. Now that Father was gone, no one stopped him. 

Once we were in our suite, he didn’t strike me. The bruise on my arm was from him grabbing me. It was my reminder to pay attention and hear every degrading, derogatory thing he had to say. Apparently, it was much easier for Alton to yell when I was only inches away. 

My only defense was that I had a headache coming on. That was why I wanted to leave the dinner. As I rubbed the sleeve of my robe, feeling the tender skin beneath, I knew the headache wasn’t a viable defense. 

The knock on my door forced my eyes to open. I wiped the tear from my cheek and called toward the sound, “Come in.” 

This was unnecessary and bothersome. If Dr. Beck had sent out the medication instead of wanting to see me, I could be sleeping soundly with a much better chance of being the perfect wife by six o’clock. 

“Adelaide,” Dr. Beck said as he came closer. “I’m sorry you’re in pain.”

I’d known Dr. Beck since I was a student at the academy. He’d been a new doctor to the area, taking over an established practice. Since Father’s doctor had been the one to retire, Dr. Beck inherited the privilege of the Montague family. “I am,” I concurred. “This one is worse than normal. If you could, please prescribe something stronger.” 

“Before I do, I’d like you to do something for me.”

I sighed. “What?”

“I was looking at your lab work from a week ago. Have you noticed any other symptoms?”

I closed my eyes. “No. It’s my head. I’ve had migraines before. You’ve prescribed pain medicine before.”

“What about your breasts?”

My eyes opened. “My breasts? What about them?”

“Have they been sore or tender?”

I thought about his question. “Maybe. I haven’t thought about it.”

“Any nausea or vomiting?”

“Yes. I just did. I vomited. But that happens with these headaches.”

“Last week you said your last period was three weeks prior to your appointment. Have you begun menstruating?” 

“No. “I squinted my eyes. “Dr. Beck, you know I can’t get pregnant. You’re the one who told me that.”

He reached for my hand. “I said that with the damage your uterus sustained during Alexandria’s birth, conceiving another child was highly unlikely.”

“We had difficulty conceiving her. You made it seem like it was impossible.”

“Before I prescribe you a narcotic pain controller, I want to be certain you’re not pregnant.”

The nausea was back as my skin became coated in a new round of perspiration. I wrapped my arm around my midsection. “I-I can’t be.”

“You and Alton haven’t had sexual intercourse in the last month?”

“We have. But I can’t. He doesn’t think it’s possible.” I closed my eyes as tears streamed down my cheeks. “Please, he… I can’t.”

Dr. Beck opened the bag he’d brought with him and pulled out a pregnancy test. It wasn’t elaborate, much like the ones sold at the store. “I’m your doctor. I have been for most of your life. I won’t tell Alton anything you don’t want him to know.”

I couldn’t believe I was thinking this way. I couldn’t believe the words were in my head, much less the possibility of my saying them. I also couldn’t give Alton Fitzgerald a child of his own. It was bad enough that I subjected Alexandria to him. I refused to sentence another child to life with him.

I pulled back the covers and reached for the box he offered. “Doctor, if this is positive, what are my chances of carrying this baby to term?”

“We both know it would be a very difficult pregnancy.”

“Difficult for the baby or for me?”

“Both.”

It sounded selfish, but I also couldn’t leave Alexandria. I may not be the world’s best mother, but I was the only one she had. Her only family now that Russell and my parents were gone. I couldn’t fathom who would raise her. There was always the possibility of Gwen and Preston or Suzanna. Or Suzanna and Alton. 

I clenched my teeth. What would happen to Alexandria if Alton didn’t need her? 

Very few of my life’s decisions had been left to me. I was making this one. 

“If this is positive, I can’t do it.”

Dr. Beck nodded. “We can take care of it, and no one will know.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”
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I WOKE AS the world came into focus. Soft lips warmed my head as a deep velvet voice rumbled from my dreams to reality. And then I remembered… everything. 

My breakdown was completely out of character, but I’d felt blindsided—my two worlds once again colliding. How had Nox’s father known my mother? Now I’d need to tell Nox everything, and I didn’t think I was ready for that. My parents’ betrayal was still too raw.

I sat straight, wiping my lips and my eyes. 

I’d fallen asleep on Nox. 

I turned, disoriented, as he reached for my hand. “Sleepyhead, we’re here.”

The building outside the car’s window was unfamiliar, the glass doors similar to so many in the city. “Where? Where are we?”

“My—our apartment.”

My chin dropped. “Nox, maybe Isaac should take me to my apartment. I need to think for awhile.”

“No. You can think here. You have no furniture, food, or anything in your apartment. And most importantly, my apartment is safe.” He lifted my chin and brushed his lips against mine. “If that isn’t enough, I’m here and I have a fully stocked bar. After the way you looked with Oren, I think you could use one or both.”

I could definitely use the bar. 

“Both,” I finally said with a weary grin. 

I avoided looking up at Nox as we made our way through the lobby and into the elevator. I didn’t even notice the surroundings. I was sure the building was nice. Of course it was. None of it registered as I contemplated my impending explanation. 

I hadn’t meant to fall asleep in the car. It was the emotion and probably the glass of wine. The last meal we’d had was on the plane. As the elevator rose higher and higher, I thought less and less about what I needed to say and more about food. 

“Do you have food?” I whispered, though we were the only two in the elevator. 

Nox grinned. “The correct question is ‘do we have food?’ And the answer is yes. We also have a cook, but she wasn’t expecting us for one more day. So we have food, but I have no idea what.”

I nodded. “I can cook.”

His pale eyes widened. “You can?”

“Yes.” For some reason, Patrick came to mind. “I’m not a gourmet chef, but I can make a mean spaghetti and meatballs.”

“Meatballs? You do realize you’re talking to an Italian here.”

“Well…” I paused, scrunching my nose. “I’ve always bought my meatballs frozen.”

His free hand flew to his heart. “The sacrilege!” 

“How about toasted cheese?”

“Grilled-cheese sandwich?” he asked. 

“Same thing.”

“It sounds wonderful.” The doors opened. “What wine do you suppose goes with grilled-cheese sandwiches?”

“A California one,” we both said in unison. 

Nox opened the door and flipped a switch. Lights turned on throughout the living room and dining area like soft-white liquid washing away the darkness. This building was older than Patrick’s, but still modern by New York standards. The oak flooring contrasted with the light-colored walls. Like Patrick’s apartment, the impressive feature was the windows. Two adjoining walls were filled with floor-to-ceiling windows. The view of the lit-up city was stunning in each direction.

He reached for my hand. “Let me show you around.”

Silently, I agreed, following close behind as Nox took me from room to room. The first direction took us to a small hall with three doors. One led to a bathroom. The next led to a small bedroom with a queen-sized bed and other bedroom furniture. The last door opened to a larger bedroom, beautifully decorated in shades of brown and green. The four-poster bed was a California king that dominated the room. Directly across the room was a fireplace with a flat-screened television above. Near the windows showcasing more of the gorgeous city view sat a plush chair with a matching ottoman. Connected to the bedroom was a dressing room about the size of the first bedroom, except long and narrow with a padded bench in the middle. The walls were lined with cabinets and drawers. At the far end of the dressing room was a big, beautiful bathroom complete with a shower that had showerheads coming from all directions. The garden tub also had a view of the city below. The bathroom was accessible from the dressing room as well as the bedroom directly. 

When we completed the circle, and came back to the bedroom, I said with a smirk, “I’ll take this room.” 

“Yes, princess, you will.”

“I hope you don’t mind the smaller one.”

His lips quirked into a grin. “I’d ask you the same question, but as you know, you get the large one.”

I shook my head. 

The other direction from the dining area was another hallway. It led to an office, a workout room, and another full bath. 

“If you need your own office to study, we can have the second bedroom converted.”

“But if you did that, then where would you sleep?”

He squeezed my hand. “All of your things from the Mandarin and from our trip are here. I meant what I said about shopping. Get whatever you need. The weather’s different here than it is in Palo Alto. I’m sure you’ll need things.”

I didn’t want to think about spending more of his money.

“Do those doors near the table lead to the outside?”

Nox led the way and opened the door. The balcony was the length of the dining area and the office. There was a small table for two as well as long chaise lounges. We were high above the city. “Nox, this is gorgeous. I love the view.”

“Do you want to make those famous sandwiches or tell me what my father was talking about?”

“If that’s an either/or, I’ll make sandwiches.”

“It’s not,” he said as we went back inside. 

I rummaged through the refrigerator while Nox found bread and a frying pan. 

“Does your cook live here?” I asked. 

“If I want to live on grilled-cheese sandwiches she will.”

“As I said… spaghetti.”

“Not with frozen meatballs.”

“They’re not frozen once they’re cooked.”

“Her name is Lana,” he said. “She lives in the building and works for multiple tenants. She also cleans and does laundry.”

I nodded as I buttered the bread. “I don’t know where to start. Remember when you said that my not knowing your past was refreshing?”

“Yes.”

“The feeling was mutual. I wasn’t hiding my family… I just don’t like them. I spent four years in California pretending they didn’t exist.”

“Tell me how you’re an heiress, whatever the fuck that means, and why you resorted to Infidelity.”

The bread sizzled against the hot pan. “I had a trust fund and then I didn’t. I was desperate. Someone told me about Infidelity. I went on the interview. It’s just as I said. It was all true.”

“How does my father know who you are?”

I shrugged as I flipped the sandwiches over. “From the photo in the media, I presume. It had my name.”

“Alex Collins,” Nox said. “I’m sorry. I’m pretty good at names. Hilton, Trump—I would’ve figured that out. Collins? I’m coming up blank.”

“Collins was my father’s name. And before you ask, yes, he’s deceased. My mother’s maiden name…” My head dropped forward as butterflies grew to bats in my stomach, making the sandwiches less appealing. “…is—”

Nox appeared behind me, his solid arms around my waist. “Wait. Before you tell me this—because I have the feeling it’s important—let me pour our wine. Let’s enjoy the summer’s night on the balcony, eat our sandwiches, and bask in the fact that we met face to face with the devil and made it out alive.”

I tilted my head against his hard chest. “What if we didn’t?”

He spun me around and I looked up. 

“We did, Charli,” he said. “We’re here.”

“What if we can’t escape, and what if there’s more than one devil?”

“Then we’ll survive, because there are two of us.” He lifted my eyes to his and cupped my cheeks. “When I used to think about you, after Del Mar, when I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again, I used to think about your beautiful eyes.”

The pads of his thumbs caressed my cheeks. 

“They’re stunning and distinctive. Sometimes, when you didn’t know I watched you, I saw shadows. I still do.” 

I tried unsuccessfully to look away, but his hold wouldn’t budge. He was right. I hated how well Nox knew me without my telling him. I’d never considered myself to be transparent. Nevertheless, Nox saw inside of me, into my soul.

“I wondered about them,” he went on. “How does someone as young and successful as you have shadows? I believe whatever you’re about to tell me will answer at least part of that question.”

I nodded. “You have them too. I saw them yesterday.”

“I do.” His chest inflated and deflated. “Charli, I won’t rush you. Our agreement doesn’t exist. Don’t go anyplace to find the answers. I want you to wait until you’re ready, until you’re strong enough.”

“I’m not going…”

He touched my temple. “In there. Don’t go there.” Then he touched my heart. His hand lingered, not sexually, but reverently. “Or in here. If you’ve buried things for a reason, don’t uncover them until you can.”

Suddenly, Nox let go of me as the stench of burning toast reminded us of our sandwiches. 

“Shit!” I exclaimed as I turned back to the stove and moved the pan away from the hot burner. 

Nox pulled two plates from the cupboard, and I scooped the sandwiches from the pan and plopped them on the plates, placing the golden brown side facing up. 

I pursed my lips as I used the spatula to lift one corner of the sandwich and peek at the darker side. “That was your fault.”

“Mine? You’re the one claiming culinary genius.”

“You distracted me.”

He took the spatula from my hand and examined it closely. “Hmm. I just had an idea.”

Snatching it away, I said, “I have one too. It involves wine. I’ll take our sandwiches to the balcony.”

Nox’s sandwich was gone and mine was half-eaten when he refilled my glass of merlot. 

“I guess it wasn’t inedible?” I asked.

He grinned. “Well… I didn’t want you to feel bad.”

“Fine. Keep the cook. I have studying that I need to be doing anyway.”

He reached for the remaining half of my sandwich and asked, “Are you going to eat this?”

“I was.”

Tearing it in half, he handed me back the quarter. “I was hungrier than I realized and your cooking is divine. Now, onto whatever you were about to say in the kitchen before we were distracted by smoke.”

I did my best glare, sending pretend daggers his way before nibbling another bite of my sandwich. As I washed it down with a hearty drink of wine, I formulated my response. “My mother’s maiden name is Montague.” I stopped, waiting to see if it registered. 

Does he know the name? Will it matter? 

For what seemed like the longest time, he didn’t move, not even a blink. Then he stood and walked to the clear banister with the silver railing and turned his back toward me. 

“Montague?” he asked, looking out onto the city’s lights. “I don’t suppose Shakespeare wrote a play about your family?”

“Different Montagues, I believe.”

He turned around, his arms crossed over his chest. The position pulled the seams of his shirt, straining them against his shoulders. “As in Montague Corporation—tobacco.”

“Yes.”

Nox’s demeanor tensed. Just as quickly he seemed to see me. “You’re the fucking heir to Montague Corporation and some asshole investors lost your trust fund? Why the hell didn’t your family’s legal team sue their ass? Why hasn’t it been replaced? How the fuck did you end up at Infidelity?”

Each of his questions came louder than the one before.

I didn’t respond at first. I didn’t have the answers. I also didn’t cry. I’d cried too many tears. Finally, I said, “It wasn’t lost. It was reallocated. Deloris offered to look into it for me.”

Nox ran his hand over the scruff of his face. “Reallocated? Deloris knows about this, but I didn’t?”

“Deloris… well…” I shrugged. “…Deloris knows everything.” 

Nox nodded. 

“I-I didn’t want to talk about it,” I continued. “It’s still too raw.”

The way his broad shoulders relaxed relayed his understanding. “I won’t rush you, but you know, with Deloris and Demetri resources…”

“Please don’t. I don’t want to need them.”

After a prolonged silence, Nox asked, “My father knows your mother?” 

“I guess. It surprised me, too.”

“Your mother will be here tomorrow?”

“Yes.” 

“Does she know what happened to your trust fund?”

“Yes.” I finished the glass of wine and left it on the table as I walked toward him. His arms uncrossed in a silent invitation. The beat of his heart strengthened me. I craned my neck upward. “She knows because she sat there and watched as Satan himself took it from me.”

Nox’s embrace tensed, and then he rested his chin on the top of my head. “You don’t need it, princess.” He moved me to arm’s length and looked at me curiously. “You are a princess, by American standards.”

I shrugged. “I’ve never felt like one, not until I met you.”

He brought me back to his chest. “You don’t need the shadows or the devil… Satan, Lucifer, Alton Fitzgerald, or whatever name he goes by these days.”

Every cell in my body went rigid. “You know him?”

“Not personally, but Montague Corporation has a reputation. Your stepfather is part of that.”

I sighed. My temples throbbed, but my conscience was clear. 

“Your schooling is secure,” Nox reassured. “And you don’t owe me anything except clear golden eyes for as long as you’re willing to share them.”

I looked up at the handsome man holding me in his arms. “If you keep saying sweet things like that, I may let you sleep in my room.”

His chest rumbled with welcome laughter. 

“You know,” I went on, “if I’m a princess, I’m pretty sure that makes you Prince Charming.”

“Not even close.”
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ALEXANDRIA’S PARTY WAS over except for a few remaining gentlemen with Alton in his study. They were talking and laughing. I didn’t need to enter to know they were also drinking. I didn’t care. Part of me hoped they’d continue until after I was asleep, and he was too drunk to notice. 

On my way to our suite, I passed the kitchen and reminded the staff to clean each room as well as the patio. I had few responsibilities: the manor and the household staff were two of them. When we woke in the morning, if so much as a stray glass was found, I’d be the one to hear about it. 

Other than the little blow-up in Alton’s office, I wanted to think the night was a success. Alton was happy that Senator Higgins and Severus Davis were among the attendees. I didn’t see Marisa Davis tonight. Perhaps she had her own party planned. Not everyone had as open a marriage as those two. I shook my head. The world was changing. 

If only Alexandria would curb her remarks around Alton. The tension between the two of them was thick enough to cut with a knife. Perhaps it was my fault for not insisting that she understand her responsibility as I had. The way I saw it was that times were changing. I wanted—no needed—Alexandria to do her duty and marry Bryce. I didn’t want her to feel trapped. I knew that feeling all too well. Unfortunately, Alton wasn’t familiar with rebuttals and didn’t receive them well. 

As I made my way to the suite, I caught a glimpse of Alexandria and Bryce headed outside. 

In our suite, I slipped out of my dress and heels, and wiggled my toes in the plush carpet of the dressing room. I’d seen the way Alton had looked at Suzanna when we were all in his office. Now with him downstairs drinking, there was a good chance I wouldn’t be wearing my nightgown all night; nevertheless, I planned to enjoy it while I could. Pulling the pink satin over my head, I wrapped my robe around me and washed my face. 

With a glass of Montague Private Collection cabernet in hand, I walked from our suite, down the long second-floor hallway and made my way to the library, more than a little curious about what was happening outside. The second-story windows in the library faced the back of the house. 

Thick draperies hid me from the outside world as I stood at the tall leaded pane and took in the view of outdoors. The black sky sparkled with stars, little white dots shining with zest, competing with the large summer moon. The silvery rays of moonlight illuminated the estate, changing the color of the familiar red earth and green grass. The small lake my great-grandfather commissioned near the turn of the twentieth century shimmered like diamonds in the moonlight. 

I twisted the large rock on my left hand. My mother’s ring was equally as large. Charles Montague II couldn’t allow his wife’s ring to be less than his mother’s. That diamond was secured away, waiting for the day Bryce would put it on Alexandria’s finger. I’d been looking at some of the more modern settings. We could add to the large center stone. When the time came, I planned to ask Bryce what he wanted to do. 

Bringing the glass to my lips, I sipped, watching the two shadowed figures make their way across the expanse of grass to the lake’s edge. Warmth washed through me, the culmination of sacrifice and dedication. The children weren’t standing on the edge of a lake, but on the edge of our future. I couldn’t wait to have Alexandria back under the roof of Montague Manor, back in Savannah and with Bryce. 

Nearly twenty years ago her fate was sealed. I sighed, leaning against the tall window casing. For almost two decades one goal had sustained me, for Montague to be hers. I’ve waited, not quite twenty years for the four of us to be a family. The future was close enough to touch. The anticipation brought hope to my soul and the jitteriness of pure exhilaration as I couldn’t recall feeling. 

My beautiful, intelligent daughter didn’t know that she carried the weight of her family on her shoulders. I hadn’t wanted her to know. I’d wanted her to experience life in a way I never did. When she left for Stanford, I knew it was a temporary reprieve, that eventually she’d be summoned home. I also knew the experience would be good for her. It would help her be stronger. 

Just because her marriage was planned since she was a preschooler didn’t mean she couldn’t play a more vital role. I believed she would. Bryce wasn’t Alton or Charles. He would be a good husband, a loving husband, the kind of man my daughter deserved. It would help that they were friends. 

I was surprised to hear that she and Bryce were never intimate. While Suzy seemed displeased that Alexandria had never—what had she said?—’helped him out,’ I was once again proud of my daughter’s resolve. She did admit she wasn’t a virgin. She’s also almost twenty-four years old. Bryce wasn’t a virgin either.

I shook my head. I don’t know what that boy was thinking. This would all be much easier if we didn’t have the incident with Melissa Summers hanging over our heads. Then again, it could work in our favor, his plea for her help being the final straw to bring her back.

In a way, it gave me hope. I could never imagine Alton asking for my help the way Bryce had today, in front of all of us. He was brave and had a good heart. 

I took another glance toward the lake. The two children were standing facing one another. Their silhouettes stood out from the shimmering lake behind them. Bryce didn’t even know the timetable, that by Christmas of next year they must be wed. That was why it was better to push for earlier, maybe this Christmas. 

While the prospect of the impending marriage excited me, there was a twinge of guilt over the loss of Alexandria’s law degree. After all, I was proud of her accomplishments. Being accepted at both Yale and Columbia was impressive. At the same time, Alton was right. It was a waste of money for a degree she’d never use, never need. I’d tried to reason that Montague Corporation had a legal team. She could work for herself. At the very least, it would give her more basis for understanding the workings of Montague, something I’d never been able to do. 

He didn’t agree. Bryce would provide.

I didn’t correct him, but in actuality, Alexandria’s name would be the provider. 

Their marriage would seal the arrangement I agreed to years ago, but a baby… 

I took another drink. 

…A baby would cement it forever. It would join the Carmichaels and Montagues. Hell, it would join the Carmichaels, Fitzgeralds, and Montagues. Our grandchild would be the purest of blue-blood Southern royalty. Of course, people could only know about the Fitzgerald connection in name. The truth would cause too many problems. 

Bryce was already fighting the accusation of rape and assault. He didn’t need the world to know he was the bastard son of Alton Fitzgerald. 

“Laide.” 

As if thinking his name had summoned the devil himself, my breath caught in my chest. “In the library,” I called, not moving from my hiding place in the drapes. 

Alton’s footsteps reverberated through the large room as he came closer. “What are you doing?”

In my soft, flat slippers, Alton stood much taller and broader than I, even now with him in his mid-sixties.

“Shhh.” I reached for his hand and pulled him closer. “Look.”

He leaned toward the window. “Is that Bryce and Alexandria?”

“Yes.” I couldn’t contain the smile. “It’s going to work. I can feel it.”

“Don’t try to change my mind about the trust fund. I let you convince me to allow her to go out west. How many times did she come home during the four years?”

I swallowed. “She’s home now.”

“And that mouth of hers. Really, Laide, you should be ashamed of the daughter you raised.”

The small hairs on the back of my neck prickled. I’d done this dance so many times I could do it in my sleep. Agree with him, let him say his piece, and call it a night. I turned my gaze back to the lake. Pride in my daughter washed through me. 

“I’m not,” I replied. 

“What?”

I turned back to Alton. “I’m not ashamed. I’m not fighting you about her trust fund. I want her home. That will do it. She’ll learn to adjust, but I’m not ashamed of her.”

Even in the darkness, I knew his neck and face were turning red. I didn’t need to see the crimson. The color would be muted with only the light of the moon. I could feel it, feel the temperature rising. 

“Of course you’re not,” he said, stepping close to me. The warmth of his growing fury became evident against my breasts. “Tell me why you didn’t prepare her for tonight’s meeting with Bryce and Suzy.” He gripped my arm. 

I didn’t flinch. My eyes stayed locked on his. It was part of the dance. 

“And why you thought it would be a good idea to allow her to embarrass all of us with her insolent responses. All you needed to do was to inform her today while you were out. That’s what you said you were going to do.” 

I kept my tone even. “We were having a nice time. I mentioned that Bryce would be here, but she said she hadn’t spoken to him. I was under the impression they did speak. You made it sound as if they did.”

He took one last look out the window. 

“Bryce has even made it seem as if they did. How does he know so much about what she’s been doing?”

When Alton didn’t answer, I added, “Have you told him?”

“Don’t turn this around on me. You failed. You wonder why I don’t trust you with more things. Jesus, Laide, you can’t seem to handle much more than consuming your body’s weight in wine.”

I tried not to listen, not to let his words sink in. Instead, I thought about Alexandria, about how close it all was. All the years and it was coming together. 

Once they were married, Montague would be hers and Bryce’s. There were provisions for Alton and me, but my role would be over. It had been years since I’d read the agreement, and I wanted to check with Ralph Porter, but I was pretty sure that once Alexandria was married, I would no longer need to be. 

Alton’s monologue continued down the hallway and into our suite. 

It wasn’t a dialogue. It rarely was. 
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“MORE WATER, MISS? Perhaps a drink while you wait?”

I looked down at my phone again. It wasn’t like my mother to be late. I could easily compile an entire list of faults for Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald, but tardiness wasn’t one of them. 

I considered the offer of alcohol, but decided a clear head should prevail. “No, thank you. The other member of my party should be here any minute.”

The Rainbow Room was one of the most ostentatious places in Manhattan to have Sunday brunch. I would’ve preferred one of the little restaurants in SoHo or even Tom’s Restaurant, but this was more up my mother’s alley. I wasn’t the least bit surprised when she suggested it. Besides, I couldn’t picture her sitting in a vinyl booth with Formica tabletops, even if it was iconic. 

For a little more privacy as well as a spectacular view of the Empire State Building, I’d requested a table in the lounge. The restaurant was beautiful and newly renovated, but the clatter of diners as well as the gigantic buffet would make our uncomfortable reunion all that more difficult. And in the lounge, Jerrod could sit at the bar and inconspicuously keep his eye on me and everyone around me. Thus far we’d only said a few words to one another, but my new driver slash bodyguard seemed professional and competent. As I glanced his direction and our eyes instantly met, I knew he definitely had the omnipresent thing covered. 

Nox’s revelations as last night continued were borderline humorous. We were almost asleep when he sat up and said, “You have had drivers before, haven’t you?”

I just laughed and waited for him to lie back down so I could cuddle close. 

Though technically I was penniless, there was something about evening the playing field that was comforting for both of us. There was no doubt I appreciated Nox’s financial support, but his realizing that money wasn’t new to me did something for my self-esteem. Despite the entire Infidelity thing, I wasn’t an expensive whore after his money. 

The sight of my mother being ushered toward me brought me back to present. In the few seconds it took for her to reach my table, I did what I was sure she too was doing: assessing. She looked exactly the same as she did a week ago, the perfect Southern lady properly dressed with her chin held high. Adelaide had the look of complete superiority mastered. The only difference between today and a week ago was that today her eyes were clear, not red or puffy. 

Did she expect mine to be? Was this meeting supposed to be where I begged her for my birthright? 

As she approached, I stood, wondering what to say to my own mother. She stopped in front of me and nodded to the maître d’, who quietly thanked her and backed away. The clatter of dishes and voices of other patrons disappeared as the tightness in my chest grew. 

Before my very eyes, Adelaide Fitzgerald’s mask of perfection shattered. Apprehension, concern, perhaps even love twisted her customary expression. The façade she’d worn for most of my life fell to the floor, shards of flawlessness broke into a million pieces as she wrapped her arms around me, squeezing my shoulders with more emotion than I could recall her ever showing. 

I didn’t move or reciprocate. I was paralyzed and dumbfounded. 

I’d been mentally prepared to meet her ice with ice. I’d been ready to bask in my victory of remaining in school with the ability to live in New York, and all without her or Alton’s help. But this was different. The woman clinging to me in the middle of a Manhattan lounge high above the city was my momma. Tears prickled my perfectly painted eyes as my arms found their way around her quaking shoulders as she cried silently. 

Finally, she pulled away, her hands still on my arms and looked at me. It wasn’t the scan for imperfections I was accustomed to. Her blue eyes glistened with tears. She was looking in my eyes, really looking. 

“Alexandria, I love you.”

I couldn’t speak, could only nod as we both took ragged breaths and sat. 

“May I start you ladies out with something from the bar?”

We both turned to the waiter who had either been watching our public breakdown or magically appeared out of thin air. “Yes,” we said at the same time. Again our eyes met as our cheeks rose. 

“May I suggest our Bloody Mary?”

“That sounds perfect,” Mother said. “Alexandria?”

“Yes, thank you.”

She reached out for my hand. “Darling, you’re beautiful. I’ve been so worried about you, about how you’d live.”

The indignation I’d harbored for the past week found its way back through the emotion. I kept my voice low. “You weren’t worried enough to stop Alton from stealing my trust fund.”

“Are you truly going to start with accusations? I came all this way to see you and your school and you’re going immediately for the jugular?”

My school? Like this was second grade at the academy and I was going to show her the papier-mâché ornament I made. 

I sat taller and smoothed the napkin over my lap. “I’m so sorry, Mother. Perhaps we should discuss the lovely view. Do you see the Empire State Building over there?”

Her lips pursed. “This is difficult for me.”

“For you? Leaving me, the last Montague, penniless on the streets of New York is difficult—for you?”

“Dear, we never thought you’d leave. We never thought you’d walk away. That was your decision. You have a home. You don’t need to be on the streets of New York.” She leaned forward. “You aren’t on the streets, are you, dear?”

The waiter placed our drinks. Undoubtedly sensing the tenor of our conversation, he wisely left without speaking. 

“No, and you’re right. It was my decision—my choice. I chose to have a life, one away from Savannah, one where I’m happy.”

“You could be happy in Savannah,” she replied. 

“Like you?”

Her shoulders straightened. “I don’t understand why you continue to say things like that, why you throw that in my face. Don’t you realize that I did it all for you? You, Alexandria Charles Montague Collins. I did it for you.”

I closed my eyes as I took a sip of my Bloody Mary. It was tart and strong, making my throat clench as the burn made its way to my stomach. Before its effects could numb the ache in my heart, I took another longer sip. “Then stop.”

“Stop?”

She was stirring her drink with the large stalk of celery. Maybe that’s what I should have done. I swear my sips were pure vodka. 

“Yes, stop. If you’re putting up with Alton and living under his thumb for me, stop.”

After a prolonged drink, she spoke. Her tone was whimsical as if she were telling me a bedtime story. Not that I could ever remember her doing that. I was about to ask about Jane, but her words held my attention. 

“Your father loved you very much. He didn’t feel the same way about me.”

I stared, silenced by her uncustomary honesty. 

“He wanted to leave me, leave Montague, the company and manor. He detested everything to do with it, much like you.”

There was something in that sad statement that gave me hope. Maybe I was more like my father than I ever knew. 

“He didn’t want to leave you. He told me that he’d take you with him. You were all he cared about. He didn’t want the money, name, or status. Only you.”

I wiped a tear I didn’t know I shed. “But he never got the chance?”

She shook her head. “No.”

A new thought came to mind. He’d wanted to leave and then he died. My skin peppered with goose bumps. “Was he…? His accident…?” I couldn’t make myself ask the question that churned the Bloody Mary in the pit of my stomach, a question I’d never before pondered.

“The police did a thorough investigation. There was no sign of tampering or foul play.”

“So it was suspected? Why else would there be an investigation?”

“There are always investigations with accidents. Your father liked fast cars. He may have been driving that way because he was upset. We’d argued again over the telephone. He was on a business trip.”

“Why haven’t you ever told me this?”

Her slender shoulders moved up and down. “Alexandria, at what age is a daughter ready to learn the secrets of her past?”

“Did you love him? I’ve never heard you say you did.”

She pressed her lips together before speaking. “Russell Collins was one of the few men I’ve loved. In college I believe we were both in love.”

I exhaled. I wasn’t sure why I wanted to know that, but it made me content to think that at some point in my mother’s life, she was genuinely happy, that my parents were both happy.

“You may help yourself to the buffet at any time,” the magically appearing waiter said as he refilled my water glass. 

“Thank you.”

As we stood, Mother reached for my hand and squeezed. “Dear, when I decided to visit you, I decided to share more than that story with you. Please give me time.”

I squeezed her hand back and nodded. 

The volume of the room increased as we made our way toward the buffet. Live entertainment crooned as chefs manned the many tables. Artesian breads, bagels, and rolls were just the beginning. There was a raw bar with tuna tartare and sushi, as well as an assortment of oysters, mussels, and crab. Traditional breakfast foods such as waffles, grits, potatoes, and eggs were also present. The dessert bar was too decadent to approach. 

With plates overflowing we made it back to our table. 

“Tell me about the man you’re dating.”

“I see you’ve spoken to Bryce,” I said just before I took a bite of fruit. 

“Yes. He’s… well, heartbroken again. And Suzy…”

“He needs to move on.” And I don’t give a rat’s ass about Suzanna. I didn’t say the last part aloud. 

“But, dear, you agreed just a week ago to stay in contact with him. He’s been contacted by the Evanston police for a deposition.”

My fork stopped somewhere between my mouth and plate. “I thought Alton had that all taken care of.”

“He did. He had, but the girl’s parents won’t go away quietly. They’re preaching something about clearing their daughter’s name. They say she’s a victim and since her name is public… well, it’s all the fault of that campus newspaper.”

“Stop, Mother. It’s not the newspaper’s fault. It’s Bryce’s.”

Her blue eyes opened wide. “Alexandria, he didn’t do it. She’s just after money. That girl thought she found herself the goose that laid the golden egg. When Bryce rejected her, because you know his heart has always belonged to you, well, Melissa couldn’t take it. She pursued him and convinced him to have sex. Then she had someone else batter her. With Bryce’s DNA she had a case.”

My head moved from side to side. “Talk about blaming the victim. Jesus, Mother, how in the world did you come up with that story?”

“I didn’t. Suzy told me.”

Melissa? Why does that name sound familiar?

“Oh, and I can see where she’s impartial. Why would anyone do what you just described?”

“Things aren’t always as they appear. The girl was living in a very nice apartment, yet her parents can barely pay their mortgage.” Mother nodded as she took a bite of her brunch. “Yes, she was after money.”

“You seriously think she had to convince Bryce to have sex? Do you think that was difficult? If he was done dating her, why did he do that?”

“You should ask him, dear. Talk to him. He’s distraught over the deposition, especially now.” Mother’s blue eyes widened. “Just this week, she’s gone missing. The evidence doesn’t look good. He needs our support.”

What the hell?

“The girl is missing?”

“Yes.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “If you ask me, she knows that her lies will come out, and she’s just trying to stay out of the limelight. It’s a good thing Bryce was in California last week.”

I shook my head. 

“Why, Mother?”

Adelaide took a sip of her drink. “Because, dear, that was the last time she was seen.”

“No. Why does Bryce need our support?”

“Because he’s family. That’s what family does.”

I blinked my eyes, wondering if the scene would change. “No, Bryce isn’t family. He’s your best friend’s son. I’m family and you sent me away with nothing.”

“Alexandria, we did not send you away. I’ve done everything but get down on my knees and beg you to come home. You left. Never in a million years would we send you away. You’re a Montague. You belong at Montague Manor. There you’ll have all you need.”

“I need more than money.”

Her eyes opened wide. “What do you need?”

She is unreal. 

“How about emotional support?”

“Where better than from your family? And dear, Bryce loves you. He’ll support you.”

“God, Mother, I feel like we talk in circles. What do you know about the man I’m dating?”

“Bryce said he’s dangerous and involved in illegal activities.”

“Wow. Need we forget that the man you want me to date has rape charges pending… oh and assault and apparently a possible kidnapping? Yet to listen to you, I’m dating a mobster or something.”

Adelaide leaned forward. “Are you?”

“Of course not!”

“Well, I can see the attraction, the excitement, for a young lady such as yourself. You’ve been sheltered your entire life. A good looking man, wealthy—even if through dubious means—and mysterious.” She took another drink. “It’s every sheltered woman’s fantasy. But, dear, it’s not real life. Bryce, a man who’s known you all of your life, who loves you despite this little infatuation, that’s a real future.”

Little infatuation? Is she talking about me and Nox or Bryce and Melissa?

I tilted my head to the side. “Was it yours?”

“My?”

“Your fantasy?”

“Oh, I learned a long time ago that fantasies don’t come true.”

“That’s not what I asked. Do you know the name of my boyfriend?’

Adelaide’s chest rose and fell as she studied the contents of her plate and moved the food from place to place. Finally, she looked up and straightened her shoulders. Her tone was different, determined. “Alexandria, you played right into his hand. You may not realize how much we are alike, but he did. The young man’s name is Lennox Demetri and you must break it off with him immediately. Your future, our future, Montague’s future is depending upon you. 

“I didn’t see it. I didn’t understand it.” She continued, reaching for my hand. “I was too stupid. But not you. You’ve been strong your entire life… and smart. Alton couldn’t beat you, until now. Please, I will beg. Please come home.”
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“STOP ASKING ME to do that,” Alexandria implored. “I don’t understand a word of what you just said. What does Alton have to do with Lennox? And don’t you care if I’m happy?”

I did. With all of my heart, I cared. My fingers trembled as I clenched the mostly empty glass of Bloody Mary. How could I possibly explain the web of lies and deceit when I’d played a vital role in all of it? 

“Alexandria, I do want you to be happy. I believe Bryce can give you that.”

“You haven’t even met Lennox. How can you dismiss him?”

“I don’t need to meet Lennox.”

My beautiful daughter’s eyes dropped to the table. “You don’t even want to meet the man I think I love.”

Love? 

“Dear, you’ve only just met him.”

“I didn’t just meet him. We met—”

“In Del Mar,” I interrupted. 

“How? How did you know that? Oh, Bryce. That’s right. I told him I met Lennox this summer on vacation.”

“What made you choose to vacation in Del Mar?”

Alexandria shrugged. “Chelsea and I love the water, the coast. We wanted to go south.”

“But why Del Mar? Why that week?”

I motioned to the waiter for two more Bloody Marys. I wouldn’t be the only one needing it by the time I was done.

“Mother?” she questioned. 

“Newport Beach, Laguna Beach, Half Moon Bay. There are so many possibilities, and you chose Del Mar, the particular week that Lennox Demetri was there.”

“Fate?”

“That would be nice, but if you’re old enough to learn the truth about your father, you’re old enough to know that fairytales and fantasies don’t exist and neither does fate.”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying. If you’re insinuating that Nox was there for me, it’s not true.”

Nox?

“I didn’t say that. I’m saying you were there for him.”

“This isn’t making sense. I’d never heard of him. He’d never heard of me.”

I took a deep breath and tried to explain, “Sometimes… it’s a rare thing… but sometimes there’s an attraction too strong to resist. An invisible pull that even though you shouldn’t give into, you can’t resist, no matter the consequences or repercussions. Call it chemistry. Call it love at first sight.” 

The waiter took our empty glasses and brought full ones. 

“Was that you and my father?”

I smiled. “No. An attraction that strong never dies.”

Alexandria sat back and stared. Her expression turned as if the words she were about to utter tasted sour. “You and Alton?”

I couldn’t even justify that with words. 

I tried to explain, “You were about ten. He was the only time I ever broke the rules. It almost cost me everything.” I took a deep breath. “I’d do it again, and I wouldn’t stop him. In hindsight, it would’ve made things better.”

In the moments it took for me to collect my thoughts and decide what I could share, I remembered. I remembered how it all started. 

 

It was another dinner party, another function. I knew my role. With my parents gone, it was even more vital. However, ever since the death of my father, Alton’s power had grown. Both in and out of the boardroom, he was unstoppable. 

Usually when he traveled, he preferred to be alone. I knew he wasn’t really alone. I also knew that occasionally Suzy was unavailable while he was gone. I didn’t know how stupid they thought I was, but the truth was, I didn’t care. It was a break, a reprieve. It was time I could spend with Alexandria, time when I saw her smile. 

This trip was different. Alton needed his wife by his side. We were in New York and it was almost Christmas. I would’ve much rather been in Savannah than freezing in the north. People say snow is pretty. It chills me to the bone. 

Alton never told me about the business, about Montague Corporation. It was my name above the doors, yet I was too stupid to understand. At least that’s what I’d been told. I wanted to know, to learn, but that wasn’t my job. As we settled into the back of a limousine, with me trimmed out in jewelry and fur, decorated like a Christmas tree to appease the eye, I was reminded again not to speak, not to embarrass him. It was the same speech I heard before every affair. 

It usually didn’t matter. Once we crossed the threshold, he’d be off talking business and I’d be left with the wives to talk children, charities, and fashion. That was why I was always required to wear the finest and newest. It wasn’t enough to know the designer: I needed to own them. 

We always arrived in time for cocktails. According to Alton that was when deals were started. It was like fishing. Cocktail time was the time to bait the hook and cast the line. During dinner was the time to tighten the line, and after dinner, set the hook and reel them in. 

The room was festive, elegant, and chic. Though I didn’t know the amount, I was confident we’d spent a lot of money to attend this function. Busy with the other wives, some of whom I knew from other functions and many I didn’t, I looked up and our eyes met. 

I didn’t know who he was or even his name. All I saw were his eyes, the palest blue I’d ever seen, and they were looking at me. Like a scene from a movie, the rest of the room faded into a fog. The music and chattering stopped, replaced by the sound of my beating heart. 

“Hello.” His deep voice echoed in my mind, sending ripples through my body. 

I didn’t know how we’d come to be standing before one another. One second we were on separate sides of the room, and the next, he was kissing my hand, his lips warm and full. His touch was gentle yet strong. 

His black hair had just the right amount of whiteness. And from the way his tuxedo jacket hung from his broad shoulders, my imagination went wild with what was underneath. 

It was completely out of character for me. I never noticed other men. I never daydreamed about sex. I’d gotten to the point that it was doable, acceptable, and while there were things Alton insisted upon that I didn’t care for, I did it, and my body would react. 

This was altogether different. 

As the man before me spoke, my insides twisted and clenched with need. I imagined excusing ourselves and finding a coatroom, a bathroom, hell, I didn’t care, a janitor’s closet. All I knew was that for the first time in my life I was in lust. 

My tongue darted to my lip as I spoke. His tone was kind as he offered his name, Oren, and asked for mine. 

“Adelaide.” I didn’t add my last name or that I was with my husband. I didn’t even consider it. 

“A most beautiful name for an even more stunning woman.”

Perhaps it was that I hadn’t heard a compliment in years. I hadn’t been told I was pretty or kind. Nothing I did warranted praise. All too familiar with criticism, my cheeks reddened at his flattery. 

He noticed my wedding ring. How could he not? The ostentatious diamond was a neon sign glittering under the chandeliers. “Why do you act surprised? Surely the man who put that ring on your finger tells you so daily. He’d be a fool not to see the gem he has.”

Words escaped me. There were the rehearsed answers I’d given for years: ‘Yes, he’s a wonderful husband.’ ‘I’m the fortunate one to have him.’ Or even, ‘It’s as if we’re newlyweds.’ But they were all out of my reach at the moment. 

The two of us talked for minutes or was it an hour? I didn’t know. Never had I spoken so freely at an affair. Oren asked questions about me. He asked about my children, my child, her name, her age. He spoke about his son and his divorce, and I found myself enthralled with a life that didn’t shun divorce but saw it as an opportunity for a new life. 

He was a gentleman, acknowledging that I was a married woman. Other than the kiss to my hand, we didn’t touch. It wasn’t until another woman, one who with her husband often ran in the same circles as we, came up to me that I even remembered where we were. 

“Adelaide, Alton has been looking for you.”

The blood drained from my cheeks straight to my feet. 

Oren reached for my hand. “Are you all right?”

Though chemistry set off sparks at our connection, my husband’s name sent a cold chill of fear down my spine. I wasn’t well, and apparently I hadn’t hidden it well. Alton had been looking for me amongst the women and I wasn’t there. 

I squared my shoulders and remembered my place. Releasing Oren’s hand, I turned toward the woman, Kate or Kit, I didn’t remember her name nor did I care. “Thank you, I’ll be right there.”

Turning back to the handsome man who could be my downfall if I allowed it, I said, “It was a pleasure meeting you. Thank you for talking with me.”

Oren bowed slightly. “Thank you, Adelaide. The pleasure was all mine.”

“Fitzgerald,” I corrected. “Mrs. Alton Fitzgerald. I must really get back to my husband.”

As soon as I found Alton, I saw his disapproving glare and knew what my future held. Nevertheless, I stayed by his side throughout the rest of the night. 

Thank God we flew in a private plane. If we hadn’t surely TSA would have questioned us. Alton was usually skillful at delivering bruises in places easily hidden. That night he wasn’t. It was the worst beating of my life. I didn’t even learn Oren’s last name until somewhere in the middle of Alton’s tirade, when he said it. 

I’d never forget the way it sounded: Oren Demetri. Alton accused him of underworld dealings, dangerous things. 

Sometimes I wonder if I hadn’t reminded Alton that night that upon my death, Alexandria inherited everything, if that would’ve been the last night of my life. 

It wasn’t the last. 

It was only the beginning, the first time I met the love of my life. 

I just became more skillful at my own form of hiding.

 

“What? Stop. Who?” Alexandria asked, her words slowing. “Does this have anything to do with Oren Demetri?” 

I sat taller as my eyes narrowed. How did she know? 

“I met him last night,” she said.

My heartbeat quickened. 

“He said to give you his love. You two know each other?”

His love. 

“We met… a long time ago,” I tried to speak with as little emotion as possible. “If Lennox is anything like his father, you need to get away before it’s too late.”

“What does that even mean?”

It means he’ll hold your heart forever. That can’t happen. I didn’t say that. Instead, I said, “From what Bryce said, there’s a history regarding his dead wife.”

“Mother, Father died. How would you like it if people accused you of his demise? I trust Nox, just like I trust you.”

My eyes fluttered as I debated. “There’s so much you should know, but no way to tell you without making you hate me.” I studied my daughter’s expression. “More than you already do.”

“I don’t hate you. I don’t like you very much. It doesn’t seem as though you’ve ever backed me, supported me, especially in regard to Alton.”

“I can’t…” I swallowed. “Alton has been good for Montague Corporation. Bryce will be good for Montague Corporation. Montague is a renowned name for a reason. The business climate has been and is unsettled, yet Montague has survived.”

“Good. Let it survive. I have no aspirations for CEO. Let Bryce have it. I don’t care.”

“It has always been a family-owned-and-operated company. The subsidiaries are publicly traded, but the infrastructure has a governing board of directors. It must stay in the family or it will be sold.”

“What?”

“It may seem archaic, but it is the way it is.”

Alexandria leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. I hadn’t paid attention to her attire until now. Her charcoal gray dress with a complementary jacket was very high quality and quite stunning. My daughter wasn’t the little girl I’d raised. The woman across the table from me was just that—a woman. 

“If you moved home, we could get to know each other, not as mother and daughter, but as friends.”

“We could do that here. Appoint me.”

My gaze narrowed. “What are you saying?”

“Appoint me as CEO. Throw Alton out on his ass.”

“Alexandria, you know I can’t…”

“Are you or are you not on the board of directors? Do you as a Montague have the lion’s share of stock?”

“I am and I do, but in name only. Alton manages my votes and yours until you turn twenty-five, or you marry. Then yours will be managed by your husband.”

“Then go to Hamilton and Porter and get our rights back. If the CEO must be a Montague, it’s either you or me.”

“It can be our spouse.”

“I don’t have a spouse. Make it me. I’ll appoint people to run the show. I’ll simply be a figurehead.” 

“And you’ll move back to Savannah?”

Clouds passed behind her eyes. “I’m going to Columbia. I may even have a job lined up.” Something about that prospect gave her a momentary grin. She turned her attention back to me. “I’ll attend meetings but I won’t move back.”

The waiter took our plates and we stared for what seemed like hours. Finally, she spoke. 

“May I take you to Columbia? Patrick said he’ll meet us later.” 

I nodded. There were so many more things I needed to tell her and things I needed to sort out. “First, please answer my question about Del Mar. Who told you about that resort? Did you make the reservations or did that dreadf—or did Chelsea?”

Alexandria stood. “I did, Mother. I think I was looking at a few different places. It may have been Natalie from Hamilton and Porter who mentioned Del Mar.”

“You were speaking to Natalie?”

“Yes, I was coordinating the withdrawal of funds from my trust fund. After she mentioned it, I looked it up. It was lovely so I made the reservations.” 

“Why that week?”

Alexandria shrugged as she reached for her handbag. “As I recall, Natalie mentioned that the resort was normally booked far in advance, but she’d been recently looking and knew that they had some openings that week. It was too good of a deal to pass up.”

It finally made sense. After all these years Alton wanted Alexandria to fail, wanted our agreement to fail. That’s why he didn’t fight me about her going away to Stanford. If she didn’t marry Bryce, he’d get it all. He’d claim it was me that failed, but it was his plan all along. He’d gained the social status, and now the company and manor would be sold. The proceeds would go to Fitzgerald Investments. He’d walk away with everything, and Alexandria and I would be left with nothing. 

My hands trembled at the revelation. 

He’d used me to gain his status. In less than eighteen months, he could throw me away. Bryce wouldn’t have the Montague name, but Alton would allow him every luxury resulting from his coup d’état. 

“Mother,” Alexandria asked, “are you not feeling well?”

I needed to think, to plan. I needed Alexandria and Bryce to marry. Alton couldn’t win. He’d taken too much. I stood, looking down at the table, focusing. 

“Dear, what about the check?”

She looped her elbow through mine and began walking toward the entrance. “The man you don’t want to meet took care of it. We’ll be going to Columbia in my car.”

“Your car? I don’t understand.”

“I know you don’t. Maybe someday you’ll want to.”
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IT WAS HARD to believe this was my normal. Over a month had passed since my mother was in the city. I spoke to her on and off, but her pleas for my return to Savannah were getting old and her reasoning becoming more farfetched. I’d completely blocked Bryce’s calls. He told Mother that Nox made me do it. That wasn’t the truth. I did it because I wanted to. Now, Adelaide was his messenger, relaying his accusations as well as his plight. 

He’d been called to Evanston for his deposition. Mother said the Montague attorneys were happy with the results, but the girl was still missing. If she wasn’t found, there was the possibility of additional charges. Mother emphasized Bryce’s innocence, her concern that I was in a dangerous position, and how much I was needed in Savannah. She needed me, Montague needed me, and Bryce needed me. 

I didn’t need him, her, or Montague. As each day and night passed and Nox and I got to know one another better, her words lost their impact. 

I was happy. 

Such a simple statement that a month ago I feared I’d never be able to say. 

Today was my first day of classes, and I was there. Not only was I there, I was there with support unlike any I’d ever known. It started during orientation. On the Saturday morning following that first week, I went running with Patrick in Central Park. Thankfully, Jerrod was a fitness guy and didn’t mind running or keeping his distance. Having a security detail was becoming second nature. It was one of Nox’s hard limits. Arguing it would be a fight I wouldn’t win. Besides, ever since Chelsea’s attack, I decided it wasn’t a bad idea. Jerrod didn’t talk as much as Isaac, but he was nice and non-intrusive. 

That Saturday and every one since, my cousin was as animated as always. I didn’t tell him that I was out of Infidelity. I suspected that to him it would feel like I cheated the system or something. He and Cy were good, and both were pleased that I was content. I did tell him that Nox and I had a past—a one-week past. I laughed at his response. 

“One week to one year, little cousin, that’s pretty cool.”

He was right—it was. Except the one-year part was still under negotiation. Daily, weekly, monthly, the way real life and real relationships worked. 

When I returned to the apartment early that afternoon, I found Nox waiting, looking amazing in his gym shorts and Boston t-shirt. He was smiling at me like the cat that had just eaten the canary. 

“What did you do?” I asked. 

“Me? Why do you presume it’s me?”

I narrowed my gaze. “Because I do?” My answer came out more as a question.

“I know you said the dining room table would be fine for your studies, but you see, I’m slightly OCD.”

I laughed. “I’ve noticed, but with you I think the c stands for control, and I also think you need to reevaluate the degree.”

He shrugged and swatted my behind. “Guilty as charged.”

“Ouch,” I said playfully. The way his blue eyes shone with his characteristic menacing grin made my insides pinch. “Now tell me what you did.” 

“I’d rather show you.”

“I like the sound of that,” I said with a grin as he tugged my hand toward the bedroom. “But I just ran and I’m a little…”

My words trailed away as my feet stopped. Instead of entering the master bedroom, he took me to the smaller one. The bed that had been there that morning was gone, as was all of the bedroom furniture. In its place was a large glass desk, situated for optimal gazing at the city below. On the desk was a new computer, the screen as large as the one Nox had in his office. Along the wall, where the dresser used to be, were bookshelves—along the entire wall. I ran my hand along the woodwork beautifully crafted to match the rest of the apartment. 

“How?”

The shelves were partially filled with the books that arrived from Palo Alto, as well as all the ones I’d already picked up from Columbia, with plenty of room for more. In the corner was a beautiful plush chaise lounge. The large modern light hanging above made it the perfect spot for reading. 

“I-I don’t know what to say.”

Nox wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me close. “Say you won’t leave your school shit on the dining room table.”

I laughed, stretching to my tiptoes and giving him a kiss. “Thank you. But how did you get all of this done in a morning?”

“I may have talked to your cousin and arranged for you to stay out longer than you planned.”

“That’s why he insisted on coffee at Tom’s restaurant and seeing my apartment.”

“Stop saying that,” Nox reprimanded. “It’s Chelsea’s apartment.”

“You’re right. It is. And it’s all ready for her, too.”

“That’s good, because you’re staying put.”

I stepped away from his embrace and turned completely around. “I still can’t believe you did this.”

“I did it for me,” Nox insisted. “Remember, I’m the selfish bastard.”

“Oh, really, Mr. Demetri? How is this for you?”

He reached for my hand and pulled me toward the hallway. “Because now I have to sleep in your bedroom.”

“You do? There’s always the couch.”

That earned me another playful swat as well as a kiss. 

That was over two weeks ago. Tonight, the Tuesday after Labor Day and after my first day of real classes, it was time to celebrate. While I’d been busy getting ready for school—there was a lot of reading expected even before the first day—Nox had been busy with his work. I didn’t know in detail all that he did or how it was related to our lunch with Senator Carroll. I didn’t ask. 

After everything he’d done for me, I decided it was time I gave him what I owed him. It wasn’t so much that I owed him; I wanted to thank him. 

I sent him a text a little before five o’clock. 

Me: “SURVIVED FIRST DAY OF CLASSES. LET’S CELEBRATE?”

Nox: “SOUNDS GOOD.”

Me: “MEET ME AT 7?”

Nox: “WHERE?”

Me: “NOT TELLING.”

Nox: “THAT MAKES IT HARD TO MEET YOU.”

Me: “IT’S COVERED. ISAAC KNOWS.”

Nox: “WHAT THE HELL? MY EMPLOYEE. HE LISTENS TO ME. MY RULES.”

I grinned. 

Me: “NOT ANYMORE. THE RULES HAVE CHANGED.”

Nox: “WATCH IT. YOU’RE DANGEROUSLY CLOSE TO CROSSING A LINE.”

Me: “AND IF I DO?”

Nox: “PRINCESS, YOU DON’T WANT TO FIND OUT.”

Me: “I THINK I DO. SEE YOU AT 7.”

 

Checking the time on my phone, I slipped it back in the handbag. Only a few more minutes and Nox would arrive. Isaac would be sure he made it to Mobar on time. This was the fantasy he’d told me about, the one in his note. 

I intended to do everything in my power to make it come true. My mother was wrong. Some fantasies were real and so was fate. 

Sitting at the bar, my hair flowed over my shoulders in silky waves of auburn, and my makeup was more than I wore during the day, but not over the top. I wasn’t wearing excessive eyeliner or glittering eye shadow. If tonight ended in a shower, it wouldn’t be because of my appearance. 

As I glanced down at the beaded black dress I’d found what seemed like ages ago on the bed in the executive suite of the Mandarin hotel, I felt the pearl necklace around my neck. As appalled as I’d been at the idea of equating this choker to a collar, I no longer was. To me, it was like his note had read. To the world, a queen—a princess. Privately, whatever he wanted me to be. To the world, the necklace was chic and sexy. If privately it held other meaning, that was for us to know and enjoy. Though I’d crumpled his original note, if memory served me well, I’d followed Nox’s previous directions, almost to a T. The only thing I didn’t do was wear the shoes he’d bought; instead, I wore the Louboutin pumps from Del Mar. Their track record was too impressive not to include them in this night. Everything else he ordered was available. Besides my necklace and earrings, the dress and shoes were all I wore. 

As he’d ordered, there were no other men around me. Jerrod’s presence assured that. With only a look, he kept the bar stool on either side of me empty. A lemon drop martini sat on the bar in front of me. Slowly, I fingered the rim. With each slide around the edge, I imagined Nox. In my mind, it wasn’t my finger on the glass, but his on me, teasing my nipples—the ones that were now as hard as pebbles beneath the dress. It was his taunting my swollen clit and plunging deep inside of me. Circle by circle, my breathing became shallower and my insides clenched in anticipation.

My handbag beside the martini glass vibrated, momentarily breaking my trance. I freed my phone and read the text.

Nox: “YOU TAKE MY BREATH AWAY.”

Before I could move my head to find him, another message came through.

Nox: “DON’T TURN AROUND.”

I shook my head, wondering again how he did that.

And another. 

Nox: “ENTICING AND RADIANT. I KNOW IF IT WEREN’T FOR JERROD, EVERY MAN IN THIS BAR WOULD BE HITTING ON YOU. THEY’RE LOOKING AT YOU. IT’S ONLY HIS PRESENCE KEEPING THEM AWAY. IT MAKES ME WANT TO PUNCH EVERY ONE OF THEM AND GIVE JERROD A RAISE, BUT MORE THAN THAT, I WANT TO SHOW EVERYONE THAT YOU’RE MINE.”

I gasped. 

Me: “I AM YOURS. YOU MARKED ME.”

As I waited for the next response, a warm hand caressed my bare shoulder. I didn’t turn. He hadn’t given me permission. I didn’t need to. His woodsy cologne combined with the possessiveness of his touch told me all I needed to know. My head to the side as his lips grazed my neck. 

“I did,” he said, his deep voice rumbling through me like thunder. “You’re mine.”

“Yes, Nox.”

I stared at the sexiest man I knew as he eased onto the stool beside me. His gray suit coat accentuated his shoulders while the crisp white shirt glowed under the bar’s lights against the blue of his tie. My mind imagined other uses for his tie as his voice reverberated through the soft music playing in the background. 

“How’s your martini?”

“I haven’t tasted it.”

With a knowing smirk, Nox picked up the glass and brought it to my lips. The cool liquid was both sweet and tart. It spread warmth over my tongue and down my throat. His other hand splayed across my knee. 

“If I move my hand higher, what will I find?”

“Exactly what you ordered, Mr. Demetri.”

His grip didn’t move upward, but it tightened, the tips of his fingers blanching as they bit into the skin of my leg. 

“I fucking wish we still had the suite here.”

“Does that mean you’re picking me up?”

“Oh, princess. I’m not picking you up. I’m keeping you.”

The bartender appeared. “Sir, may I get you a drink?”

I looked down and ran my finger along the rim of my glass as he ordered. When he was done, he asked, “Did you and Isaac make more plans, or is this it?”

“I didn’t make any more plans with Isaac. I thought I’d leave the rest of the evening to you…” I licked my lips. “…Mr. Demetri.”

He leaned closer. “Keep it up, princess. I’m getting fucking hard every time you call me that.”

I looked down at my shoes and then lowered my lids. “I disobeyed you again.”

He furrowed his brow. “Tell me.”

“It’s the shoes. They’re not the ones you bought with this outfit.”

His menacing grin twinkled in his pale blue eyes. “I recognize those shoes. I remember seeing them on the dashboard of a car. I think I’ll let you keep them on while I punish you.”

I closed my eyes, my breasts rubbing against the weight of the beaded dress as I exhaled. 

“How was your first day of class?”

I kissed his cheek. “Do you have any idea how much it means to me that you even ask?”

“Why wouldn’t I ask?”

I shrugged. In all my years growing up, I couldn’t remember one time when Alton asked my mother about her day, unless there was something specific he was curious about. Did she call the florist or some other menial task he’d given her for the day. 

“Lana has dinner for us,” I volunteered. “Or we can eat here. As I said, the rest of the night is at your discretion.” 

Nox took a sip of his drink. “I’m sure they have wonderful food here, but I’d rather get you home to eat.”

I swallowed. There was something in his tone. The warm trail started by the martini was now ablaze with flames brought on by his thundering pitch and devious undertones. Blood rushed to my cheeks as my breathing hitched. “Yes, Mr. Demetri.”

He reached for some bills from his money clip and threw back the rest of his whiskey. With a menacing grin, he said, “You’re going to pay for making me uncomfortable.”

I picked up my purse. “I hope so.”

Nox nodded to Jerrod. It was a routine that was becoming familiar. It meant that Jerrod would call Isaac. By the time we reached the door, with Jerrod watching over us, Isaac would be waiting with the car. 

As we settled into the back of the sedan, I thought about the present I had back at the apartment for Nox. It was my vibrator. Whoever moved our things to the apartment from the Mandarin, put it with my bras and panties. With all that had happened, Nox hadn’t mentioned it since the first morning when he told me not to use it. I hadn’t. I couldn’t imagine needing it with him in my bed. However, the morning he did mention it, he’d said he had some inventive ideas. I was ready to learn what those were. 

As Isaac closed the door and Nox’s fingers stealthily moved to my inner thigh, I laid my head against the seat and stifled a moan. 

The anticipation was almost painful. 

“Spread your legs for me, princess.”

I did, thankful he’d whispered. This was a car, not a limousine. Nothing separated us from Isaac. Jerrod was driving the other car back to the apartment. My eyes darted to the rearview mirror. However as Nox lightly brushed the tips of his fingers against my folds, the world beyond us seemed inconsequential. 

“Nox.” I drew his name out to an untold number of syllables. 

His lips hovered near my ear as he brushed my hair aside. His warm breath laced with whiskey intoxicated me, sending goose bumps over my skin. “If I wanted to make you come, right here in the car on our way to our apartment, I would.”

I nodded with a whimper. 

“If I wanted to make you scream my name, I could. Tell me, Miss Collins, would you object?”

From planning the evening, to sitting and running my finger over my glass, I was wound tighter than I ever remembered. His words were erotic but I needed more. I shifted toward his touch. It wouldn’t take much, a pinch of my clit, a finger or two inside of me, and I’d be gone. “No, sir. No protest from me.” 

One hand stayed close, so close to where I needed it to be, while he continued his assault on my neck: from behind my ear to my collarbone and lower. Each kiss slow and warm as his teeth grazed my sensitive skin and the scruff of his cheeks abraded it. My tongue darted to my lips and eyes closed. 

My head moved as he fisted my hair, exposing me to his desires. I winced at the tug against my scalp as I shifted toward his other hand. The pressure was too much. I no longer thought about Isaac in the front seat or that we were surrounded by other cars in one of the busiest cities in the world. Unabashed, I opened my legs wider, encouraging him to move higher.

“No, Charli.”

My eyes opened. 

“My fantasy. My rules. I’ll touch you when I’m ready.”

“Shit,” the word came out breathily. 

He grinned as his fingers possessed. More and more he teased and taunted. His grip of my thigh tightened blanching my skin as his kisses moved lower into the V of my dress. 

“Please.” I heard my own plea, but couldn’t recall making it.

“What were you thinking about at the bar?” Nox’s warm breath skirted my tender flesh. “Tell me what you were thinking about as you ran your finger over the rim of your glass.”

“You.” I could barely form the words. “I was thinking about you.”

“What were you thinking about me doing?”

“This. More.” It was hard to concentrate. 

Why is it taking so long to get to the apartment?

His fingers skimmed over my clit, touching yet offering no relief. 

I couldn’t stifle the moan.

“More, Charli. I want more.”

“Fuck, Nox. So do I!”

His chest rumbled with sadistic laughter at my plight. 

My eyes opened again, and the brightly lit canopy of the apartment building came into focus. 

“Thank God,” I said. 

Nox laughed again. As Isaac parked and got out of the car to open our door, Nox said, “Trust me, princess. I plan to help you out the second we cross that threshold. But it won’t be a divine being you’ll be thanking. It’ll be me.”

I practically panted with anticipation as we made our way through the lobby. 
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PEOPLE. SO MANY PEOPLE. 

The doorman, people in the lobby, and in the elevator. My feet staggered. I was drunk though I’d barely consumed more than a couple of sips of my martini. I was intoxicated on Nox and on life. His strong arm steadied me as he led me from the elevator and down the hallway to our apartment door. Each step reminded me of my arousal as my essence coated my thighs. 

The key jiggled in the lock, the tumblers refusing to turn. Everything was happening in slow motion. I couldn’t speed it up. 

Before opening the door, Nox leaned down and kissed me. My body melted against his as he pulled me close. “I’m hurrying.”

“Not fast enough.”

The living room flooded with light as he opened and closed the door and flipped the switch. His lips captured mine, their heat the final degree to my combustion. Some scrumptious aroma emanated from the kitchen, awakening a different hunger I didn’t realize I possessed. 

My stomach growled—loudly. 

The blush of embarrassment covered my cheeks as my arm crossed over my stomach. 

A grin spread across Nox’s lips. “Hungry?” he asked, his eyes widening.

“I want to say no, but I think you know the answer.”

“I think I can satisfy both your needs. Go to the bedroom, take off the dress, but leave on the heels.” He reached for my chin and his demands slowed. “Climb on the bed and spread those sexy legs. When I walk in there, I want you positioned so I can see how much your pussy wants me.”

My mouth dried. 

“I’ll bring in a plate of food.” He kissed me. “You may eat—after me. And princess, I’m not eating whatever Lana made.”

My heart thumped against my chest. 

“Yes, Mr. Demetri.”

He rubbed his nose against mine. “Oh, just wait.” His lips softly brushed mine. 

I didn’t want soft. I pushed myself toward him. 

Nox shook his head. “So greedy. Remember, this is on my schedule. Now, go. I’ll be in the bedroom in a minute, and you’d better be ready.”

Excitement, curiosity, anxiousness… were only some of the many emotions flooding my bloodstream as I hurried toward our bedroom. Each step intensified the suspense. Being with Nox was like a high I never wanted to go away. If Nox were a pill, I’d sell my soul for a lifetime prescription. 

I eased the dress from my shoulders and shimmied out. The urge to relieve my own tension fluttered across my mind. It would be so easy. I knew it wouldn’t take long. Then again, on the bed was my vibrator, right where I’d left it. I had confidence that relief would be coming soon, and often. 

“Charli.” I turned toward the hallway, toward the sound of Nox’s voice. 

This was sooner than I expected. Nox appeared in the doorway. The passion and command of moments ago were gone. Even his tone was different. His eyes did a sweep of my body. “Get dressed. We need to get out of here.”

“What? Why?”

“Now,” he said as he scooped my dress from the floor and handed it back to me. 

“What happened?”

He held out his phone. “It’s the security system. Someone’s been in here.”

“Lana?”

“No. They didn’t use her code. It was a bogus code, something only a professional could do. The system didn’t catch it right away. It activated a delayed alarm. It only happened about twenty minutes ago. Deloris is on her way.”

I pulled the dress over my head as my hands began to tremble. Sometimes Nox worked late. I could’ve been here alone. What if? “Are you sure they’re gone?”

He looked down at the screen of his phone. “Yes. There are sensors throughout the apartment. No one’s here now but us.”

“You’re sure someone was in here? Is anything…” I turned a circle and looked around the bedroom. The damn vibrator mocked me from the middle of our bed. An intruder saw that. “…missing?”

Nox’s eyes followed mine. He quirked a brow. “I thought you didn’t have plans?”

“I was hoping you could come up with something.”

He reached for my hand and started to pull me out of the bedroom, but stopped. “We’re getting out of here. Go put something on under that dress and throw some things in an overnight bag. Try not to touch anything other than what you need. Deloris needs to be able to do what she does.”

I nodded. “You’re sure… no one.”

He kissed my forehead. “I wouldn’t fucking let you out of my sight if I wasn’t.”

Hurriedly, I did as he said. Fear replaced my desire. Clothes for tomorrow, a nightgown, underwear: I made a mental list as I threw things in my small suitcase. I rushed to the bathroom and gathered my cosmetics and toothbrush. 

“Do you want me to pack things for you?” I yelled toward the hallway. 

I didn’t hear his answer as I dashed across the hallway to my office and picked up the backpack I’d left there after class. It had all the books I’d need for tomorrow as well as my tablet. 

As I turned to ask Nox again if he wanted me to pack for him, I saw the plain white envelope lying on the middle of my desk. Slowly, I moved forward, confident it hadn’t been there earlier in the evening. My feet barely moved as I made my way around the desk. It was like a dream as I floated closer, as if the envelope were a snake and would sense my sudden movement and strike.

Alexandria was scrolled across the front. 

My heart did triple time as I reached for it. Blood coursed through my veins and through my ears, muting the world around me. With shaking fingers, I lifted it and opened the flap. 

The first page was a picture. I’d never seen the woman before, but she looked familiar. It was because she looked like me. Her hair wasn’t auburn but beautiful rich shades of brown, long and flowing about the same length as mine. Her eyes were a soft brown, darker than mine, but with golden flecks. She was smiling at the camera and dressed in something red. It was only a headshot. 

I sank to the chair. I didn’t want to keep looking, but like gawking at a train wreck, I couldn’t look away. My heart knew who she was, but it needed confirmation. I moved the picture to the back of the stack of pages and began to read. 

 

Alexandria,

I’m sure you’re mad or even freaked out that I had this put where you’d find it. I’m sorry. I won’t say that I’m not trying to scare you. I am.

 

You won’t return my calls. You won’t return my text messages even when Adelaide explained how much I need you. Now I need you to listen. Please listen. Please keep reading.

 

You know who she is, don’t you? The woman in the picture? 

 

Her name was Jocelyn Marie Matthews Demetri.

 

My stomach sank. I needed to stop, to show this to Nox, but I couldn’t. 

 

Was, Alexandria, she was. She’s dead. 

 

Your boyfriend killed her.

 

The Demetris are dangerous. I won’t go into all the illegal activities, including prostitution, but know that it’s there. I just want you to know about the man you’re sleeping with. The man she slept with. The man who killed her.

 

My empty stomach twisted violently. 

Stop! Stop! Stop reading! 

My heart screamed out, but my eyes continued to roam. 

 

Lennox wouldn’t allow her family to see her body. He had her cremated before any evidence could be found. 

 

Evidence. Her parents have both sworn statements about his abuse. On more than one occasion they witnessed bruises on her wrists. They’ve both testified to that. 

 

I looked to my wrists. There was a faint brown mark from where I’d pulled too hard against the satin. I continued to read. 

 

He was a workaholic. They say she was sad and scared. 

 

Their testimony is available. They have a civil suit pending against him. He bought off the judge for the petition of evidence in a criminal matter, but even the great Lennox Demetri can’t stop all the wheels of justice. 

 

Get out. Leave. Come home or at least move back to your apartment. 

 

Alexandria, I’m scared to death. 

 

I also think he’s behind framing me with Melissa. He could be the reason she’s missing. By getting rid of her, he can remove me from your life.

 

Lennox is dangerous. 

 

I’m begging you. Your mother is begging you. 

 

Ask him if he’s responsible for Jocelyn’s death… and get out!

 

Bryce

 

Why couldn’t he let this go? Why would he think Nox was connected to Melissa? That didn’t make sense. 

The letter consisted of two pages. Each handwritten page surrounded the picture. I didn’t want to move the last page of words. I didn’t want to see her again. 

I hadn’t realized I was crying until a tear splashed against the paper. 

When I looked up, my eyes met Nox’s. His pallor matched his cold icy eyes, so different than only minutes earlier. 

“You shouldn’t have touched it.”

I couldn’t comprehend. “Touched what?”

“That letter, Charli. You’re destroying evidence. Deloris can dust it for fingerprints.”

My head moved slowly back and forth as I realized I was holding Jocelyn’s picture. 

How angry would Nox be?

Before I could think, I was up on my feet, my heels sliding across the wooden floor as I backed away from him. “Where’s Deloris?”

“She’s on her way up. What’s the matter? What did that say?”

“I-I” I rolled my lips between my teeth. “I need to talk to her.”

Nox took a step toward me. His expression morphed from concern to something more intense as I once again took a step back. “What the fuck, Charli? Are you afraid of me?”

“No,” I answered too quickly and too loudly. 

When he closed the distance, he snatched the papers from my hand. I didn’t release them quickly enough. The momentary tug of war allowed them to fall. They fluttered to the floor, Jocelyn’s smiling face looking up at us. 

Color returned to his face as red covered his cheeks. The vein in his forehead bulged, and the muscles in his neck tensed. “What the fuck is this?”

I blinked, afraid to speak, yet unable to stay silent. I searched his eyes and worked to even my voice. “I think it’s nothing. I think it’s my family trying to scare me.”

“You think?” He lifted her picture from the floor. “Your family broke into our apartment?”

I shook my head. “I doubt it. They probably paid someone.”

Nox couldn’t pull his eyes away from Jocelyn. The edge of the page crumpled as his grasp tightened. 

“Please look at me,” I begged.

The muscles in his temples flexed as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. 

“Nox!” 

Slowly, he looked away from her to me. 

“Just tell me that you had nothing to do with her death. Tell me you weren’t responsible, and we will go to the hotel, or stay here. There’s no threat.”

He didn’t speak. 

“Please, Nox,” I begged, reaching for his hands, wanting to help him, to take away the pain this letter caused. “Please. I didn’t gather this information. It was thrown at me. It doesn’t even make sense. Just tell me you aren’t responsible for her death, and I’ll ignore everything the letter said.”

The floor dropped out from under me as his answer echoed against the freshly painted walls. 

“I can’t.”
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The end of Cunning…

Learn what is next for Nox and Charli in DECEPTION
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Coming May 3, 2016, the continuing story of Charli and Nox, the Montagues and Demetris. As secrets are revealed and shadows are uncovered more than trust will be lost. Who will survive the depth of DECEPTION?

 

Book #3 of the Infidelity series, DECEPTION, by Aleatha Romig.

Pre-order from Amazon.
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LEND IT: Did you enjoy Cunning? Do you have a friend who’d enjoy Cunning? Cunning may be lent one time. Sharing is caring!

 

RECOMMEND IT: Do you have multiple friends who’d enjoy Cunning? Tell them about it! Call, text, post, tweet… your recommendation is the nicest gift you can give to an author!

 

REVIEW IT: Tell the world. Please go to the retailer where you purchased this book, as well as Goodreads, and write a review. Please share your thoughts about CUNNING on:

 

*Amazon, CUNNING, Customer Reviews

*Goodreads.com/Aleatha Romig

 


[image: ]

 

 

 

Do you love Aleatha’s writing? Do you want to know the latest about Infidelity? Consequences? Tales From the Dark Side? and Aleatha’s new series coming in 2016 from Thomas and Mercer?

Do you like EXCLUSIVE content (never released scenes, never released excerpts, and more)? Would you like the monthly chance to win prizes (signed books and gift cards)? Then sign up today for Aleatha’s monthly newsletter and stay informed on all things Aleatha Romig.

 

Sign up for Aleatha’s NEWSLETTER: (recipients receive exclusive material and offers)

 

You can also find Aleatha@

 

Check out her website: http://aleatharomig.wix.com/aleatha

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AleathaRomig

Twitter: https://twitter.com/AleathaRomig

Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5131072.Aleatha_Romig

Instagram: http://instagram.com/aleatharomig

Email Aleatha: aleatharomig@gmail.com

 

You may also listen Aleatha Romig books on Audible.
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I don’t often do dedications. I’m making an exception. 

 

I want to dedicate this book to the greatest man I had the pleasure of knowing. To the man who ended up with me because he fell in love with my mother. To the man who changed both of our lives for the better from the first day we met. 

 

This is not to my “stepfather,” but to my dad and grandpa to my children.

 

Thank you for loving me, having faith in my dreams, and always supporting me. 

 

I hope I made you proud.

 

You will live forever in the hearts of those of us who loved you.
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The Infidelity series contains adult content and is intended for mature audiences. While the use of overly descriptive language is infrequent, the subject matter is targeted at readers over the age of eighteen. 

Infidelity is a five-book romantic suspense series. Each individual book will end in a way that will hopefully make you want more until we reach the end of the epic journey. 

The Infidelity series does not advocate or glorify cheating. This series is about the inner struggle of compromising your beliefs for your heart. It is about cheating on yourself, not someone else. 

I hope you enjoy the epic tale of INFIDELITY! 
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Book THREE of FIVE in Aleatha Romig’s INFIDELITY series.

 

“Infidelity - it isn’t what you think”

 

It all began in Del Mar, a chance meeting with a single rule—one week only.

 

Or did it?

 

Lennox ‘Nox’ Demetri and Alexandria ‘Charli’ Collins had every intention of following their agreement but rules are made to be broken. In CUNNING they are reunited with Nox setting down new rules for the game and Charli having no choice but to follow them. 

 

Now, once again, the game has changed. Nox and Charli’s hot sensual encounter has grown into something more but it is threatened with secrets and regrets. Is it their love and intense sexual chemistry that’s pushing them together or something darker, a puppetmaster behind the scenes pulling the strings on their love affair? 

 

Shadowy villains lurk around each corner and everyone is suspect as Nox’s and Charli’s pasts collide with the present and threaten to compel them back to their predestined fates. 

 

Can deals brokered in the past be negated by something as pure as love and as steamy as the attraction shared by Nox and Charli? Or was it all a deception—starting with that very first meeting?

 

From New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Aleatha Romig comes a sexy, new dominant hero who knows what he wants and a strong-willed heroine who has plans of her own. With classic Aleatha Romig twists and turns, the depth of this epic romantic suspense continues to reach new levels as past and present intertwine. The Infidelity series will have readers swooning one minute and screaming the next. 

 

Have you been Aleatha’d?

 

DECEPTION is a full-length novel, over 350 pages, and the third of five books in the INFIDELITY series - It isn’t what you think!

(This series is not about nor does it advocate or condone cheating)
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I SAW THE plain white envelope lying on the middle of my desk. Slowly, I moved forward, confident it hadn’t been there earlier in the evening. My feet barely moved as I made my way around the desk. It was like a dream as I floated closer, as if the envelope were a snake and would sense my sudden movement and strike.

Alexandria was scrolled across the front. 

My heart did triple time as I reached for it. Blood coursed through my veins and through my ears, muting the world around me. With shaking fingers, I lifted it and opened the flap. 

The first page was a picture. I’d never seen the woman before, but she looked familiar. It was because she looked like me. Her hair wasn’t auburn but beautiful rich shades of brown, long and flowing about the same length as mine. Her eyes were a soft brown, darker than mine, but with golden flecks. She was smiling at the camera and dressed in something red. It was only a headshot. 

I sank to the chair. I didn’t want to keep looking, but like gawking at a train wreck, I couldn’t look away. My heart knew who she was, but it needed confirmation. I moved the picture to the back of the stack of pages and began to read. 

 

Alexandria,

I’m sure you’re mad or even freaked out that I had this put where you’d find it. I’m sorry. I won’t say that I’m not trying to scare you. I am.

You won’t return my calls. You won’t return my text messages even when Adelaide explained how much I need you. Now I need you to listen. Please listen. Please keep reading.

You know who she is, don’t you? The woman in the picture? 

Her name was Jocelyn Marie Matthews Demetri.

 

My stomach sank. I needed to stop, to show this to Nox, but I couldn’t. 

 

Was, Alexandria, she was. She’s dead. 

Your boyfriend killed her.

The Demetris are dangerous. I won’t go into all the illegal activities, including prostitution, but know that it’s there. I just want you to know about the man you’re sleeping with. The man she slept with. The man who killed her.

 

My empty stomach twisted violently. 

Stop! Stop! Stop reading! 

My heart screamed out, but my eyes continued to roam. 

 

Lennox wouldn’t allow her family to see her body. He had her cremated before any evidence could be found. 

Evidence. Her parents have both sworn statements about his abuse. On more than one occasion they witnessed bruises on her wrists. They’ve both testified to that. 

 

I looked to my wrists. There was a faint brown mark from where I’d pulled too hard against the satin. I continued to read. 

 

He was a workaholic. They say she was sad and scared. 

Their testimony is available. They have a civil suit pending against him. He bought off the judge for the petition of evidence in a criminal matter, but even the great Lennox Demetri can’t stop all the wheels of justice. 

Get out. Leave. Come home or at least move back to your apartment. 

Alexandria, I’m scared to death. 

I also think he’s behind framing me with Melissa. He could be the reason she’s missing. By getting rid of her, he can remove me from your life.

Lennox is dangerous. 

I’m begging you. Your mother is begging you. 

Ask him if he’s responsible for Jocelyn’s death… and get out!

 

Bryce

 

Why couldn’t he let this go? Why would he think Nox was connected to Melissa? That didn’t make sense. 

The letter consisted of two pages. Each handwritten page surrounded the picture. I didn’t want to move the last page of words. I didn’t want to see her again. 

I hadn’t realized I was crying until a tear splashed against the paper. 

When I looked up, my eyes met Nox’s. His pallor matched his cold, icy eyes, so different than only minutes earlier. 

“You shouldn’t have touched it.”

I couldn’t comprehend. “Touched what?”

“That letter, Charli. You’re destroying evidence. Deloris can dust it for fingerprints.”

My head moved slowly back and forth as I realized I was holding Jocelyn’s picture. 

How angry would Nox be?

Before I could think, I was up on my feet, my heels sliding across the wooden floor as I backed away from him. “Where’s Deloris?”

“She’s on her way up. What’s the matter? What did that say?”

“I-I…” I rolled my lips between my teeth. “I need to talk to her.”

Nox took a step toward me. His expression morphed from concern to something more intense as I once again took a step back. “What the fuck, Charli? Are you afraid of me?”

“No,” I answered too quickly and too loudly. 

When he closed the distance, he snatched the papers from my hand. I didn’t release them quickly enough. The momentary tug of war allowed them to fall. They fluttered to the floor, Jocelyn’s smiling face looking up at us. 

Color returned to his face as red covered his cheeks. The vein in his forehead bulged, and the muscles in his neck tensed. “What the fuck is this?”

I blinked, afraid to speak, yet unable to stay silent. I searched his eyes and worked to even my voice. “I think it’s nothing. I think it’s my family trying to scare me.”

“You think?” He lifted her picture from the floor. “Your family broke into our apartment?”

I shook my head. “I doubt it. They probably paid someone.”

Nox couldn’t pull his eyes away from Jocelyn. The edge of the page crumpled as his grasp tightened. 

“Please look at me,” I begged.

The muscles in his temples flexed as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. 

“Nox!” 

Slowly, he looked away from her to me. 

“Just tell me that you had nothing to do with her death. Tell me you weren’t responsible, and we will go to the hotel, or stay here. There’s no threat.”

He didn’t speak. 

“Please, Nox,” I begged, reaching for his hands, wanting to help him, to take away the pain this letter caused. “Please. I didn’t gather this information. It was thrown at me. It doesn’t even make sense. Just tell me you aren’t responsible for her death, and I’ll ignore everything the letter said.”

The floor dropped out from under me as his answer echoed against the freshly painted walls. 

“I can’t.”
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“I CAN’T.” 

Nox’s deep voice echoed from the walls of my newly decorated office. Their vibrations amplified within my soul, the meaning lost as I searched his icy blue stare. 

I can’t. 

Indecision and uncertainty rushed through me. 

Who was this man? 

Did I even know? 

Nothing mattered but the one recurring question that, while answered, remained unexplained. 

Please, Nox, tell me that you’re not responsible for her death.

My heartbeat quickened as I stepped back from the man who had been my lover, from the man whom I’d trusted. Mute and deaf. The words I can’t were the only ones I heard over the deafening silence. Yet there was more. The world unrelentingly spun, tilting on its axis as life continued beyond my fog. 

Nox’s large hand reached for me, pulling me from the abyss of my thoughts. Like fur-lined handcuffs, his grip was strong and unbreakable while at the same time gentle and comforting. The expression upon his handsome face changed before my eyes. The anger or defiance I’d seen only seconds before morphed, combining with hurt and concern. 

“Charli,” Nox said. 

My name hung in the air like the clanging of a church bell, the next ring coming before the other disappeared, each time louder than the time before. 

My knees gave way as my retreat met with the freshly painted wall. I couldn’t back any farther away. Down was my only option. As I descended into a crouching position, so did Nox. Our physical connection severed, though our gaze remained set. 

Afraid to look away, from the corner of my eye I saw her face. Not that of Deloris, now holding tightly to the doorjamb, her complexion as pale as the walls, but of Jocelyn. She smiled knowingly up from the floor near my feet, still clad in the Louboutins. The high heels forced my knees toward my breasts. I grabbed onto my own tender wrists, clung to my legs, and willed my invisibility cloak of childhood to cover me.

What would Jocelyn have said if she were here? Would she assure me of my lover’s innocence or warn me of his dangerous ways? Would she hate me for being with her husband or thank me for reminding him to live?

“Alex. Alex,” Deloris spoke my name in a steadfast tone as she touched Nox’s shoulder and moved slowly toward me. 

She didn’t stare at the beautiful face of the woman in the picture. If I didn’t know her well, I’d say she didn’t see it, but that wasn’t true. Deloris Witt saw everything. She knew everything. In one glance she’d summed up what had happened—how my world had crumbled in a heap of broken dreams. 

Her conclusions were always correct. 

At Deloris’s encouragement, Nox stood and backed away, his distance allowing me to breathe, giving me oxygen and filling my lungs. The much-needed air gave my body what it needed to carry on its involuntary processes. I couldn’t comprehend or consciously think as my body shuddered with pent-up sobs, and Deloris reached for my hand. 

“Alex, let me help you stand.”

The tightness of my own grip around my knees had gone unnoticed until I released my hold and the circulation returned to my hands and arms, pink returning to my stone-cold fingertips. I wobbled as I stood, unsure why the world was on tilt. 

Perhaps I was drunk. 

No, I’d barely touched the lemon drop martini. One sip, or was it two? 

The room spun around me. Lines that had been straight were now curves, ebbing and bowing. My empty stomach reeled before it free-fell from unknown heights. I stumbled toward the plush chaise lounge. 

Nox was immediately at my side, his strong arm encircling my waist as he steadied me.

“Don’t touch me.” It was the first phrase I’d uttered, my first comprehensible thought. 

His warmth disappeared as I sank onto the soft chair, still gripping Deloris’s hand. 

“Alex, may I get you something? Water?”

Is she serious? Water? I shook my head.

My dry tongue darted to my parched lips as I tried to steady not only my voice but also the ricocheting of my heart. Surely they could both hear it bouncing between my spine and ribs. I couldn’t look at Nox. I needed space.

“Deloris,” I began, searching her eyes for comprehension. “Will you please take me to my apartment?”

“Fuck.” Nox’s expletive was barely a whisper, yet it filled the room with his displeasure. 

“Alex, you’re safer here,” Deloris offered.

My senses returned. Noises registered—the hum of the air conditioning and the beat of Nox’s shoes as he paced against the polished wood floor. The aroma of our uneaten dinner wafted through the air. 

“Safer here?” I rebuked. “This apartment was broken into. Your perfect security was breached. I hardly consider that safe.” Each statement came with more conviction. 

“It was,” Deloris admitted. “However, if you two had stayed out a little longer, I would’ve had this resolved without your knowledge and you’d still feel safe. I guarantee, I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

I narrowed my glare as indignation grew. “Without my knowledge? Without my knowledge? If we’d stayed out longer, I would never have known about the letter? It was addressed to me!”

I released her hand, her hold no longer comforting. “What else don’t I know? What else has been hidden from me?”

“Charli,” Nox’s velvet timbre reverberated through the cooled air. “It’s for your own good.”

“My own good?” 

“Lennox and I have tried to explain,” Deloris said. “There are constant threats. It doesn’t do you or anyone any good to know all of the details. It would be—”

“Suffocating?” I offered the appropriate word to complete her sentence as I stood, my bones now solidly capable of supporting my weight. 

“Unnecessary,” Nox corrected. 

Slowly I spun, taking in the office that had been designed for me. I ran my hand over the back of the chaise, the fibers of the plush material bending to the pressure of my touch. I caught the brown-eyed smile of the picture still lying upon the floor. She was young and beautiful and had a life of promise ahead, and now she was dead. 

My neck and shoulders straightened. “Answers, Nox. I need answers or I’m leaving.”

Nox took a step toward me. My glare stalled his movement, but not his declaration. “You can’t leave. I won’t allow it.” 

“What the fuck are going to do? Are you going to lock me in this apartment? Ground me? Tie me up in your bed? That was what you said before. Well, too bad. You can’t.”

His lips formed a straight line that in only seconds grew increasingly thin. Without speaking he was telling me he could do that and more. Suddenly that thought was no longer erotic but frightening. 

My eyes roamed, unable to endure the intensity of Nox’s stare. Deloris had gathered the pages of Bryce’s letter, using a tissue to pick them from the floor. 

“I’ll assume you both handled these pages?” she asked.

“Yes,” Nox answered.

“I’ll have them dusted.”

“Why?” I asked. “Bryce signed the letter.”

Daggers launched from the icy blueness of Nox’s eyes. “Bryce? Edward Spencer? I thought you said your family?”

“What?”

He stepped closer, his chest nearing mine, cologne again clouding my thoughts as I fought to project a sense of calm I truly didn’t feel. 

“You said you thought it was your family trying to scare you. Edward Spencer isn’t your family.” He emphasized the last word. 

“My family’s complicated. He claims to be speaking for my mother. The point is, there’s no reason to dust anything. We know who it came from.”

My gaze moved away from Nox, back to Deloris. She was silent as she read the letter, my letter, the one addressed to me. 

“Privacy. Is that what I give up if I stay here?”

“If?” Nox repeated.

“Lennox, you should read this,” Deloris spoke from the other side of the room.

I slapped my hands against my thighs. “Sure, everyone fucking read my letter. Let’s get Isaac and Jerrod in here. I know, call Lana. Is there anyone else?” I pursed my lips waiting for a response. Finally, I went on. “All I want is answers; instead, I’m getting more and more questions.”

Deloris turned toward me. “There’s a plethora of accusations in this letter. Don’t you agree that they could be best addressed if Lennox knew what he was supposed to answer?”

“I’ve already asked the most important one.”

Nox’s eyes narrowed in a silent warning, telling me to avoid the subject that loomed around us, the figurative elephant prancing around the room, its trunk raised like a trumpet alarming each of us of its path of destruction. A momentary tinge of apprehension infiltrated my righteous anger as the question resurfaced—did Nox kill Jocelyn? 

His posture straightened as he tightened his jaw and lifted his hand toward Deloris. When she hesitated, he said, “I’ve already touched it. What difference does it make if I handle it again?”

She shook her head and pulled another tissue from the box. Handing that first to Nox, she then passed him the letter. 

I shook my head dismissively and reached for my backpack. My overnight bag was already packed. 

As I stepped toward the doorway, Nox’s command stilled my footsteps. 

“Stop.”

Images of Alton raced through my mind as I spun Nox’s direction. “I’m not a child. If you won’t talk to me, I’m not staying here.”

“You’re not going to that apartment. The security isn’t complete.”

I rolled my eyes as I let out a long sigh. “You’re putting security in my apartment?”

“Chelsea’s,” he corrected. “And of course.”

Shaking my head, I replied, “You’re unbelievable. Did you think to ask me? Ask Chelsea? I mean, she interviewed for that job. If she gets the one in DC she won’t even be here that much.”

“Alex…” 

I lifted my hand to silence Deloris. I was tired of listening to them answer my questions in circles. “Call Jerrod, or I will. I’m leaving.”

“No, you’re—”

“Yes, I am.”

“Jerrod works for me,” Nox declared.

Fuck him! This was Alton all over again.

My neck straightened in indignation. “Then I’ll take a cab. You want a say in this? That’s your choice. This time it’s my number in your phone and the ball’s in your court. If you’re ever ready to talk to me, to be honest with me, call. Otherwise…” I took a deep breath, debating the end of my sentence. “…otherwise, don’t.”

“Charli, do not leave this apartment.”

His order hung in the air, the final word. Nevertheless, I walked into the bedroom seeing the vibrator upon the bed. Its presence mocked me. Ignoring it and the plans that I’d had for this evening, I found my overnight case.

How had our date gone from amazing to shit in record time? The ring of my phone encouraged me forward, moving me toward the living room, where earlier—when this evening had hope—I’d dropped my handbag. 

The screen read JERROD.

“Hello,” I said after pushing the green icon.

“Ma’am, I’ll have the car out front in five minutes.”

I wasn’t sure if it had been Nox or Deloris who’d contacted him, but at least I wouldn’t need to get a cab. 

A tear slid down my cheek as I closed my eyes. “Thank you, Jerrod. I’ll be there.”

My destination options came in rapid succession. I could go to my and Chelsea’s apartment. If I did, I was not only disobeying Nox by leaving, but also by going where he told me specifically not to go. Then again, until he could be honest with me, I didn’t need to listen to his directives. I could go to Patrick and Cy’s apartment. Surely it was safe. Or I could do as Bryce’s note implored and travel back to Savannah. 

With a heavy heart, I stifled a ragged breath and turned back toward the glacial-blue eyes. Though Nox watched my every move, he didn’t speak. Silently, I turned toward the door and exited our apartment. 
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FUCK!

I pulled my phone from my pocket as the apartment door closed. After two pushes and one ring, Jerrod answered. 

“I want to know where you take her.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Keep both me and Deloris informed. I want round-the-clock surveillance.”

“Yes, sir. You’ll be constantly informed. She won’t make a move that you don’t know about.”

Damn, that sounded wrong. I wasn’t trying to suffocate Charli. That was her word. I was assuring her safety. Why couldn’t she see that?

“Safety. That’s my number-one objective.”

“Yes, sir,” Jerrod replied. 

I disconnected the call and looked back at Deloris. She was sitting on the sofa hammering out a text message. Briefly her eyes met mine and then with a slight shake of her head, her attention was drawn back to the screen of her phone. My teeth ached with the pressure as I held my jaws together—tighter and tighter. If I didn’t find another outlet, surely my teeth would shatter. 

As soon as she hit send, Deloris sighed and looked up. 

I waited. 

The silence continued. 

Finally, I spoke. “Tell me how in the fuck someone broke in here.”

Her head moved from side to side. “I can’t.”

What the hell kind of answer was that? 

Then, as if delayed, her words hit hard, drying my mouth and weakening my knees as I fell to the sofa. A swoosh escaped my lips as if I’d truly been struck, the impact causing the air to exit my lungs. Her words were the same ones I’d given Charli.

“I can’t,” I said again, confessing my rare inability. 

“No, I can’t,” she said, misinterpreting my statement as a question for her. “It doesn’t make sense. You know my security is top-notch. I don’t believe Edward Spencer or anyone connected with the Montagues was responsible for this note. They never would’ve been able to trick the system.”

I stared in disbelief. That wasn’t what I’d meant by I can’t. I’d meant that I couldn’t tell Charli the truth about Jo. Not yet. I hadn’t verbalized it since it happened, not in a concise statement, nor in a long, breathy rambling statement. Until a few weeks ago, I hadn’t even looked at the online reports. I didn’t think I could say it aloud.

Though Jo’s death was almost five years ago, if I closed my eyes it seemed like yesterday. It seemed like today. Adrenaline flooded my system as perspiration moistened my palms. I didn’t want to think about it. The anger. The blood. But it was there, in the forefront of my mind. 

It had been the day that wouldn’t end. Maybe it hadn’t. Maybe it was still today. 

It was like that movie Groundhog Day. I couldn’t think of a worse hell. 

“Lennox, I’ll get to the bottom of this.”

I nodded, unsure if the awful images in my mind would come bubbling out if I spoke.

“You read the accusations?” she asked.

I nodded again. The list came together in my mind: murder, abuse, hiding evidence, coercion of a judge, illegal activities including prostitution. Then it hit me. “The letter blamed me for Melissa Summer’s disappearance. Who would have any knowledge of that? And prostitution? That has to be referring to Infidelity.” I thought some more. “The writer called Charli Alexandria. It seems as though only her family uses that name for her.”

Deloris looked my way, her shoulders stiff as she contemplated. “It’s her name. Anyone who knows the Montagues of Savannah would refer to her that way. That isn’t enough for me to immediately jump to her family. I believe that’s the direction the writer wanted us to look. It’s the direction the person assumed would have the most impact on Alex.”

I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. “I shouldn’t have let her go.”

Both Deloris’s and my phone buzzed. 

Text message. 

Jerrod: “I JUST DROPPED MISS COLLINS AT 1214 FIFTH AVENUE. SHE SAID SHE WOULD SPEND THE NIGHT.” 

“That’s Patrick’s building,” I volunteered. “At least she isn’t alone.” 

Deloris nodded as she replied to the text message. When she was done, she said, “I’m glad she didn’t go to the apartment.”

“Get the surveillance set up there tomorrow. I want it complete. If she decides to move there, I need to know she’s safe.”

Unable to take the pressure anymore, I stood with an exasperated breath. “Fuck. This isn’t the way tonight was supposed to go.” I ran my palms over my stubbly cheeks. I should be balls deep in Charli right now, not sitting here with Deloris trying to put together pieces of a puzzle that didn’t fit.

“Did he walk her to Patrick’s apartment?” I asked.

“I assume he drove her to the building.”

Panic flooded my system. “I’ve been there before. He lives on the forty-sixth floor. Someone… anyone could—”

Deloris raised a finger as she put her phone to her ear. After a moment, she lowered the phone, disconnected the first call, and scrolled the screen. “I have Patrick’s number—”

“You tried Charli and she didn’t answer?”

What the fuck?

“She could have the ringer off.”

I paced back and forth, waiting for Patrick to answer. The anticipation set my already overwrought nerves into overdrive. Each one zinged to life until my skin felt stretched—too small for my bones.

“Mr. Richardson, my name is Deloris Witt. I work for Lennox Demetri.” Pause. “Yes, I see.” Pause. “Thank you. Please let her know that we wanted to ensure her safe arrival to your apartment.” Pause. “Thank you, Mr. Richardson. Goodbye.”

My lungs filled to capacity. “She’s there?”

“Yes. She wasn’t with him at that moment, but she’s there, in the apartment.”

“Wasn’t with him?”

“He said she was changing clothes. Lennox, she’s safe.”

I tried not to think about the black beaded dress she was no longer wearing or the gorgeous body that was now clad in something no doubt more comfortable. I didn’t want to imagine her across town, instead of glistening with perspiration beneath me. 

“She was right.”

I turned incredulously at Deloris’s assessment. “Right? About leaving?”

“Not about leaving, but about stopping her. You couldn’t stop her.” Deloris shrugged. “I’m not doubting your ability, but legally, you can’t make her stay here.”

“I could if her Infidelity contract were real.”

“If it were…” she said, contemplating her response, “…you could appeal to her commitment to that agreement, but you couldn’t use it as justification in a court of law. Don’t forget, Infidelity doesn’t exist.”

For probably the first time, I wanted it to exist. I wanted Alexandria Collins’s signature beside mine. I wanted the right to demand her return. When I didn’t respond, Deloris spoke again. 

“The most important one?”

I narrowed my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

“Alex said that though she’d read an entire laundry list of accusations claiming everything from abuse and extortion to murder, that she only asked you about the most important one.”

“Jo.” My one-word answer was all I could say.

“And you answered her. You told her you weren’t responsible.”

I shook my head. “I told her the truth. Didn’t you see how fucking frightened she was when you entered her office?”

“Lennox,” her tone softened. “Call her. Talk to her. Don’t let your guilt over Jocelyn infect what you and Alex have.”

I paced the length of the living room and stared out at the lights of New York City. From high above, the streets were filled with taillights, creating red ribbons of moving and stationary cars. Even late into the evening, traffic flowed in fits and starts. 

“I can’t talk about it. I can’t think about it.” I spun back around. “If I do, if I try, it’s like living it all over again.” I shook my head. “Fuck. Make sure Charli’s safe. We both know the truth. The best way to ensure Charli’s safety is to keep her away from me.”

“Lennox.”

I hated it. But now that I’d said it, I knew I was right. “Find out who wrote that letter. Find out who knows my secrets.”

“Whomever that person is needs to be stopped.”

“First, I want to know why.” I took a deep breath and tried to look at the letter from a different angle. Not from my perspective, but from the writer’s. “What was the objective?”

“It specifically told Alex to get away from you, to leave you.” 

“So it worked. Who besides Edward Spencer would benefit from that? Who besides him would want us separated?”

“What do you know about her family?” Deloris asked. 

“I know she speaks regularly to her mother. I know the calls exasperate her. I know that her stepfather had something to do with taking away her trust fund. And from the business world, I know he’s an arrogant ass who, like Oren, believes deals are made with greased palms over Cognac.” 

I turned back to the lights. If I took a step back, the window became a colorful mirror reflecting my own image. Instead, I stepped closer. The man in that reflection disgusted me. Charli deserved to be with someone who was above reproach, above the accusations in that letter. I didn’t want to believe that person was the slimebag Spencer.

My gut twisted as I turned again. 

“How is there a connection between Edward Spencer and Melissa Summers?”

Deloris’s eyes met mine. “I tried to tell you. You said you didn’t want to know.”

“I fucking want to know now.”

“He’s the grad student.”

What the fuck?

“How had I not put that together?”

“Because you didn’t want to see it. You didn’t want to associate Alex with someone like Edward Spencer.”

“Where’s the letter?”

“Lennox, even with a tissue, fingerprints can be smudged. It’s better not to touch it.”

“What did it say about Melissa?”

“Just a minute.”

Deloris walked into the kitchen. I waited as cupboards opened and closed. When she returned, she had three large plastic bags, the kind that zipped closed at the top. With care and precision, she gently inserted each page into its own bag. Finding the right page, she handed it to me. My eyes searched for the passage. 

 

Alexandria, I’m scared to death. 

I also think he’s behind framing me with Melissa. He could be the reason she’s missing. By getting rid of her, he can remove me from your life.

Lennox is dangerous. 

I’m begging you. Your mother is begging you. 

 

“He’s saying I’m dangerous but he’s the one who raped and beat Melissa Summers?” My mind spun. “If Melissa dated him…” My stomach turned with the revelation. “…couldn’t she have told him about Infidelity?”

“She would’ve had opportunity. But by the letter of the agreement, she wasn’t allowed to tell anyone.”

“Obviously, she didn’t follow the agreement to the letter because if she had, she wouldn’t have dated someone other than her client.” I lifted my brow. “Do you still doubt that this was written by Spencer?”

Deloris pursed her lips. “I don’t think he, the Montagues, nor the Fitzgeralds have the ability to circumvent my security. Did he write it? I can’t answer that. Did he put it in here? I can answer that unequivocally no. I need to take these and dust them first. I should also dust the apartment… if we haven’t already done too much damage.”

“You want me to leave?”

“I turned off the stove. Your dinner is a tad overcooked.”

I turned in a small circle, taking in the apartment. I’d lived here for years and it’d been fine. I was comfortable and content. Now, without Charli, it seemed empty and too quiet. She’d been gone for less than an hour and I missed… well, everything about her. I walked back to the bedroom to gather a few clothes. 

Her damn vibrator was still on the bed. It was bad enough that someone had been in our apartment. I couldn’t leave it there for Deloris or her team to dust. I lifted the purple silicone-covered shaft. It was curved and smooth. My thoughts went to the delicious ways I could use it on Charli. I imagined her moans and screams as I pushed the buttons. There was a music option that would allow the device to respond to my voice. She should be in my bed—in our bed—and with words and this stupid toy I should be taking her to new heights. 

The room came into focus, but I wasn’t seeing what was really there. 

I was seeing what wasn’t. 

Her delicate hands were bound with an intricate winding of satin and secured above her head. Her beautiful hair was piled high, and stray auburn wisps surrounding her face contrasted with her flushed complexion. My chest heaved as her sexy body was displayed—each curve, each angle—for my optimum viewing pleasure. In my imagination she was nude, except for the black shoes she’d worn to Mobar, the same shoes that had adorned the dashboard of the Boxster. Her ankles were untethered, bound only by my instructions. Her legs were spread, slightly bent, with her knees out and the heels of her sexy shoes threatening to perforate the soft Egyptian threaded sheets. As the humming vibrations rippled through the air, her body trembled in anticipation, and she stifled a whimper. I loved the way she squirmed as she fought between maintaining the position I demanded and her body’s natural reactions. 

My lips quirked as I added a satin blindfold to my fantasy. It was something we’d never done, but then again, we’d never played with her vibrator either. Without sight, her senses would be heightened. The quiet hum would be louder, a roar in the otherwise silence of our room. My words would be amplified, sending shockwaves from her ears to her pussy that clenched and dripped with unmet need. 

I’d tease her mercilessly, giving her small tastes of what was to come. 

Then I remembered my earlier directives. I’d told her that I’d bring her dinner. The lack of sight would affect that too. Nibbles of the food that Lana had prepared would be just enough to provide the energy she’d need for our night of fun, but never enough to satisfy. 

Keeping her wanting and deprived would be my goal, until it wasn’t. 

It wouldn’t be only her swollen clit or glistening silky folds that would tell me of her wonton desires, her fragrance would fill the air until she couldn’t take it anymore and submitted to words, asking, begging, and finally demanding relief. The purple shaft would bring her some, but only as much as I allowed. It wouldn’t be enough.

“Your cock. Stop being a dick. I want your cock, now!” 

A full-on smile graced my lips at the imaginary dialogue. It was as if I almost heard her voice, the way it cracked with urgency and determination. 

“Lennox, I have my team on their way.”

Deloris’s voice from the living room pulled me from my fantasy as reality fell hard upon my shoulders. I hit the switch again, stopping the hum as the erection my thoughts had created quickly faded. By the time I had a few clothes packed and the vibrator stowed within its case in a drawer, my physical response was completely gone.

Just like my dreams.

Just like Charli. 
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“YOU KNOW YOU can’t leave him,” Patrick said as he squeezed my knee. “I can tell you’re upset. I don’t know what he did, but you simply can’t. It’s not allowed.”

I twisted the stem of the wine glass, the red liquid swirling within the globe. Thankfully, Cy wasn’t home and it was just Patrick and I. “Thanks for letting me borrow your gym shorts and t-shirt.”

He laughed. “Besides the fact that you kind of look like they’re swallowing you whole, you look cute. I don’t often get to see a beautiful woman wearing my clothes.”

I looked up through my damp lashes as his words tugged my lips into a small smile. “Beautiful? Yeah, I feel gorgeous right now.”

“Well, you’ve got the too-big clothes going for you, plus the red blotchy thing and puffy eyes. A little snot as you sniffle. Little cousin, you’re dazzling.”

I sighed. “Can I just stay here for a day or two and figure things out?”

“You know you can. I don’t even need to ask Cy. You’re always welcome, but what about your apartment?”

My shoulders moved up and down. “I told Chelsea she could stay there. She’s flying from California at the end of this week. I hate to get all settled only to have her displace me. Besides, I feel like I’d be on display there.”

“Display?”

“It’s a security thing. I’m kind of over it.”

Pat leaned back against the couch. “I had a good feeling seeing you with Lennox. Besides, you have that whole one-week history…” He fingered the rim of his wine glass, and I tried to ignore how it reminded me of my martini glass only hours before. “I’m sure you can work through this.”

“He has my number.”

“If these were normal circumstances, I’d tell you to forget all about him. I mean, who needs someone like Lennox Demetri? I can only imagine it’d be awful to have a boyfriend who redecorates a room for you, practically weeks after you move in. One who cares enough about your dreams to pay for your education and buy you whatever you want or need, one who gives you the ability to tell Uncle Alton and Aunt Adelaide to stick their conditions up their tight asses. And girl, his looks. Damn, nobody wants to put up with those sexy blue eyes. I mean the way they light up when you walk into a room and he looks at you like he’d eat you whole. I can see how that would get old fast.” He took a drink of his wine. “Honestly, I’m not sure how you managed to stay for this long.” He shrugged. “There’s always good ole Bryce.”

I sat forward, put my wine glass on the coffee table, and after placing my elbows on my knees, cradled my head. “I don’t need Bryce. Why do I need a man?”

“If you don’t know the answer to that question, my opinion of Lennox Demetri has just plummeted. I mean, I’m sure you have a vibrator.”

I sighed. The thought of the purple shaft tore at my heart. I looked up. “Pat, I should get some sleep. I have class early in the morning, and I’m sure you’ve got work.”

Setting his wine glass next to mine, he reached for my hand and turned it over. With his other hand, he gently touched my wrist. Unknowingly, I gasped and sucked my upper lip between my teeth as his fingers caressed my tender skin. 

Suddenly all playfulness was gone from his expression. “Did he hurt you?”

I pulled my hand free. “No.”

“Alex, this is something totally different. I mean, the agreement has one out, and if your wrist is bruised.” He stood. “If that bastard—”

“Stop, Pat. Nox didn’t hurt me.”

“You what…” he asked incredulously, “…ran into a wall? Maybe you tripped?”

“No. None of those things. You’re wrong.”

He shook his head. “When you first got here, I thought you were mad. You weren’t mad. You were scared. You’re scared of him, aren’t you?”

Am I? 

“No,” I said sitting taller. “I’m not. He didn’t hurt me, not physically. It’s about trust.” I stood, picked up my wine glass, took a long sip, and paced to the windows. With my back toward him, I asked, “How much does Cy know about you?”

I almost heard him shrug. “He knows me better than anyone.”

I turned. “Does he know what the girls said about you at academy?”

“That I’m great in bed?” he asked with a smirk.

“That you used them. All you wanted to do was get in their pants and move on.”

“It doesn’t take your friend Chelsea with a psychology degree to figure out that I was in denial.”

“That’s what I mean. Does Cy know about you?”

“We’ve talked. He’s older. It was tough for him to come out too.” Patrick shrugged. “He doesn’t talk about it much, but he was married, to a woman,” he added. 

“Did they have children?”

“No. It didn’t last very long. You don’t know what it’s like…”

My chest grew tight, listening to him discuss his own struggles both as a teenager and a young adult. We were pretty close in our young teens, yet I didn’t know. It was but another shadow that lurked the hallways of Montague Manor, dancing in the darkness around the Fitzgeralds. Despite Patrick’s insecurities, he always appeared the opposite: cocky and self-assured. 

I settled back onto the sofa. 

When he was done, he asked, “Did you never suspect?”

I nodded. “I did. I remember hating the things other girls said about you. With our age difference, I usually heard secondhand rumors, but it never seemed like the Patrick Richardson they described was my Pat.”

He smiled a weary smile. “I always loved you.”

“Past tense?”

“No. I mean when it was just the two of us, I didn’t feel the need to overcompensate. We existed in our own world whether at Montague Manor or at my house.” He shrugged. “It wasn’t as if our parents gave a rat’s ass what we did, as long as we didn’t interrupt whatever they were doing.” A smile grew on his face, causing his cheeks to rise. “The only one who knew what we were up to was Jane.”

The mention of her name loosened the boa constrictor I’d had wrapped around my chest and I grinned.

“The best part of my childhood,” I said with a sigh. “She’s still at the manor.”

“Really? I would’ve thought after you moved away…”

“I get the feeling she takes care of Momma.”

“That’s good. Aunt Adelaide needs someone in her corner.” His gaze narrowed. “Speaking of running into walls, I remember more than once when she’d been pretty clumsy.” He nodded his head toward my wrists. “I don’t want the same for you.”

Indignation rose. “Neither do I. Don’t worry about that. Nox would never—”

“I don’t know him that well,” he interrupted. “But I do know Spence. I never understood why you dated him for so long.”

Maybe it was the wine or my crying, but I didn’t understand the connection. “What do you mean? We were young.”

“But you’ve never really liked him.”

My shoulders sank. “I did… like him… as a friend. When we were young, other than you, he was the only one I ever saw, the only person close to my age. I was surrounded by stuffy adults. Jane was my nanny and playmate, but it wasn’t the same as being around kids. Since Momma and Suzanna were so close, Bryce was there a lot.”

He nodded. “I remember being thrilled when we’d go to your place and he wasn’t there. I think I even asked my mom once if he lived there.”

“See? He was my best friend.”

“Until he was your boyfriend.”

The thought churned the wine in my stomach. Bryce was my best friend. Isn’t that what a lover should be? Nox and I had never been friends. Maybe that was why I was able to walk away today, or was it yesterday? I picked up my phone lying upon the table. I swiped the screen to the clock—after midnight—and the icon that displayed missed calls. 

I sucked in my breath. I’d had the ringer off. I’d told Nox the ball was in his court, and then I wasn’t there when he lobbed it back. 

I hit the small icon. Two missed calls—Deloris and Bryce. 

The boa squeezed tighter. Nox hadn’t tried to call. 

A tear escaped my eye as I brushed it away. 

I would call Deloris tomorrow… and Bryce? 

What should I say? Hey, Bryce, I got your letter and it worked. I left Lennox. According to you, I’m safe. However, that’s only true if death by broken heart wasn’t possible. 

I looked up to Patrick’s expectant expression. “Tell me he called. He did, didn’t he?”

My head moved from side to side. “Not him, his…” What was Deloris? “…assistant called.”

“Oh, yes. A woman—she said her name was Witt—called while you were changing clothes. I’m so sorry I forgot.”

“She called you?”

“Yes, she wanted to be sure you were here.”

I sighed and leaned back. “It’s suffocating, the driver-slash-bodyguard constant surveillance. I hate it.”

Ignoring my pleas to retire, Patrick poured more wine into our glasses. “I’d guess it has to do with his wife.”

“What?”

“What?” His eyes opened wide as he shifted on the couch. It was like Christmas-time secrets all over again. “You mean you’re assigned to someone like Lennox Demetri and you didn’t Google that shit?” 

“I… we… we promised we’d learn about each other from each other.”

“And so he told you about the hit?”

The hit?

My heartbeat quickened, the rapid rhythm chasing away the constricting snake. “No… I mean… we haven’t discussed.”

“Oh, there are fascinating theories. See the thing is, no one knows for sure. It was all very hush-hush.”

“I’m not sure…”

His countenance fell. “Okay, I won’t say any more, but if Mr. Sexy is overly worried about your safety, from what I gathered, he has reason.”

“I don’t know.”

He sucked his bottom lip between his teeth. “I can’t believe you’ve been with him for all this time and you don’t know.”

“Pat, you’re killing me. I want to know. I do. But it’s this thing we have. I mean, I wouldn’t want him Googling me.”

“Little cousin, you’re boring.”

“Hey!”

“I mean, sure, you’re all heiress and shit, but come on… I grew up with you. That house of horrors was real, but you survived. Millions of people have had childhoods not even as bad as yours and not come out nearly as unscathed.”

“Do I seem unscathed?”

“No,” he replied, “you seem battered and a little bruised.”

When his eyes went back to my wrists, I let out an exasperated sigh. “Not abuse, kink, and… well…” I felt the rush of crimson fill my cheeks. “…I like it. Now drop it.”

“My! We need more wine.”

“No. I need to go to bed.”

“Since this heart-to-heart is about to end, let me tell you what I’ve observed.”

My entire body relaxed as I emptied my glass and laid my head back on the top of the couch. “Fine. Hurry because I’m about to pass out.”

“Whatever Lennox Demetri did to upset you.” I heard his eyebrows wiggle. “And now that I know about some preferences, I’m less concerned and more intrigued. But I digress. Whatever he did to upset you hasn’t altered your feelings for him. You’ve defended him at every turn. I mean, I have heart-stopping information that may or may not be accurate and you’d rather abide by a promise than hear me out. 

“Going back to him isn’t optional. He owns you for a year. The fact that he allowed you this temper tantrum shows me that he’s an all-right guy. He could’ve refused to allow you to leave.”

I opened my eyes and lifted my gaze. “And what, Pat, tie me to the bed?”

“Whoa,” he lifted his hand. “I’m still coming to terms with my little cousin and kink. I don’t want any more details.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Literally, no. Figuratively, yes.” 

Before I could speak, he went on. 

“Here’s one more observation. For some reason, Spence—Bryce holds a part of your heart. Maybe it’s because for a rich, spoiled princess, your childhood was pretty sucky and you associate him with the better-than-awful parts.”

I wanted to protest Patrick’s description of me as well as a few other parts of his statement, but he lifted his hand again. 

“My point is that I was only one year ahead of Spence at the academy. You may not know this, but I threatened his ass when you two started dating.”

It was my turn for my eyes to open wide. “You did?”

“I did. He was jacking off his mouth about you, about things I wanted to believe weren’t true.”

My stomach turned. We never did anything. What the hell was he saying?

“I told him that you deserved respect and gave him a nice, long list of easy lays. I told him that if he ever hurt you, I’d hurt him.”

My face scrunched in disbelief. “You told him to screw other girls but not to hurt me? That doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t now, but it did then. My mom told me about the charges pending in Evanston. I know Uncle Alton is throwing money at it left and right, but I wasn’t the only one who had a reputation at the academy. From what I heard, Spence liked it rougher than kink. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised that he got carried away and beat the shit out of that girl.”

There were too many parts to his statement to dissect each one. “He had a reputation? Before he dated me?”

“While. Little cousin, all those girls were my cover. You were his.” He shook his head. “I’m not saying he’s gay. I’m saying his preferences don’t make for his Carmichael-Spencer reputation. If you ask me, from all you’ve said, that’s what he wants back. The thing is, I never thought of you as a spoiled princess, maybe because I saw the inside of your castle. Now him…” Patrick shrugged. “…I never understood it. Spence walked around Montague like the royal son, when in reality, he was nothing more than a pauper.” 

“The Carmichaels—”

“Weren’t the Montagues. Hell, they weren’t even the Fitzgeralds.”

I shook my head. 

“For some reason, Spence had, correction, has, entitlement perfected. If you ask me, you or I should be the ones entitled. Instead, we’re the ones signing our companionship away for a year at a time and he’s back in Savannah crying in his milk, wanting more.”

I stood and this time I took my wine glass to the kitchen and set it in the sink. When I returned to the living room, Pat was still sitting on the couch staring into space. I walked close and planted a kiss on his forehead. 

“I love you. Thank you for always being there for me. Not just now, but always.”

He reached out and secured my hand. Turning it over he gently traced the faint bruise on my wrist. “You trust him.”

It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. 

“I don’t know what’s going on in that pretty head of yours, but trust is something that should be difficult to earn and way too easy to lose. Once it’s lost, regaining it is difficult. Spence may have earned it when he was three, but little cousin, if you knew all I do, you’d never put it in his grasp again.”

“But with the rumors about Lennox’s wife…” I almost stopped my question. “…you’d let him have it?”

Patrick shrugged. “It’s not mine to give. But from the look of your wrist, you’ve given it. Do you really want to take it away?”

Do I?

The boa was back.

“Good night, Pat.”


[image: ]

 

 

 

“MR. DEMETRI,” NIKKI, my newest secretary, said as she opened the door to my office. “Daryl Frazier is here to see you.”

I glanced at the clock on the corner of my desk. He was five minutes early—as far as I was concerned, a point in his favor. 

“Show him in, and bring us both coffee.”

“Yes, sir.” 

I didn’t listen as she asked Daryl the obligatory questions—cream? sugar? Life would be much easier if everyone drank coffee the way it was intended, black. What was the point if sugar and cream muted the strong, robust flavor?

“Mr. Demetri,” Daryl said as he entered my office, his hand extended. 

“Oren,” I corrected as he took the seat across my wide desk. “As you can imagine, my schedule is quite busy. I’m glad my girl was able to squeeze you in, but to be honest, I don’t have much time.”

“Yes, sir, I’ll jump right to the point.”

The door once again opened. Nikki entered, her tight skirt accentuating her small waist, her high heels defining her shapely legs, but it was the neckline on the silk blouse that demanded Daryl’s and my attention. The large scoop fell low enough to showcase her most obvious assets, however, not too low to have them openly on display.

“Your coffee,” she said as she bent at the waist and sat two cups of steaming-hot brown liquid on my desk. 

“Thank you, sweetheart,” I replied. “Hold my calls.”

“Yes, Mr. Demetri.”

“You were saying?” I encouraged Daryl, as I reclined slightly, rocking my large leather chair and moving my eyes away from Nikki’s assets. 

“Yes, there’s this parcel of land, just south of Danbury.”

“Connecticut,” I confirmed.

“Yes, sir. It was just made available. As you’re probably aware, the population of this area has grown exponentially…”

Being on the receiving line of elevator pitches never got old. For years, ever since I worked to make a name, I was the one delivering the pitch, the one doing what needed to be done.

I wasn’t born to money but worked damn hard for it. Born to a longshoreman, I had a respectable example of hard work. I also saw firsthand who really made the money. It wasn’t my father or the other men who worked their asses off on the docks or out on the boats. It wasn’t their supervisors, because my father made it that far. It was the men who owned the docks. 

It was the families that owned the city.

It was the ones who took risks.

My parents wanted me to accomplish something no other Demetri had done. They wanted me to get an education. They believed that would give me the ticket to move beyond the blue-collared world. 

I did, but it didn’t.

Oh, it helped. It opened doors, but the real doors required more than a piece of paper or letters after my name. 

I worked hard—night shift on the docks doing the same job my father had done, while I took classes during the day. I not only learned about business, I saw it. I watched who was paid to keep everything running smoothly, heard stories of unlikely alliances, and knew the truth about the unions. 

I’d heard my whole life how they took their piece of my father’s paycheck. He never complained because, according to him, the union and its representatives were why he made good money—why a man with an eighth-grade education could support a family. They were also why he had health insurance and a retirement plan. He willingly paid his dues, and they took care of him. It was the way it was done. 

There were men and women in my classes at New York University who came from money, those with the proverbial silver spoon. I never conceded to their birthright. Most of them had no idea where I came from or that I worked all night to sit in the same class as them. The more I got to know them, the more I recognized that half of them would be eaten alive in a place like the docks of Brooklyn or New York City. 

Business was not learned only in books.

I did what my parents—God rest their souls—wanted and completed my degree. In the long run, it did for me what working the docks did—it gave me connections. I knew not only the men and the families I needed to know but also up-and-coming people in the world of business. Some things had been too good for too long. I heard the rumors of change. With my fingers dipped in both pies, I was prepared to move with it.

When I first graduated from NYU, I played the game. I worked for the man. I applied for legitimate jobs in big glass buildings. I wore the best suit I could afford and perfected my pitch. I knew the recession was hitting everyone hard, but I refused to give up. I knew the sacrifices that my parents had made for me and refused to squander them. 

I made my name known working my way through the ranks. 

It was there in the glass buildings with the fancy views that I learned that it was the same game. Everyone played it. Just like the dockworkers, everyone paid. It didn’t take me long to change my goal. I didn’t long to be someone else’s best employee. No. To truly succeed, I needed to be the one who received the payouts. 

I determined that Oren Demetri would be on the receiving end, not the one paying out. 

I renewed alliances. My friends had friends who had family. We knew who deserved their cut and who didn’t but got it anyway. It wasn’t the same as my education at NYU; however, it was just as valuable. 

The economy improved. Energy was no longer in short supply and business was once again booming. And then the FBI began its stings. Feds began questioning and taping and building cases that didn’t need to be built. 

The well-oiled machines that had controlled the docks, the construction industry—from the materials to the workers—and the city since the early 1900’s began to falter. The commission was still strong, but not what it had been. Just last December, Castellano—Big Paulie—was murdered on the streets of Manhattan, and the rumblings stirred something inside me—a drive.

My father didn’t have the same option. Not only because he didn’t have a degree, but because his timing was wrong, and his dedication was to my mother and me. That’s not to say I didn’t care about my family. I’ve always adored Angelina. She’s been the love of my life since I heard her laugh in sophomore English. 

I still remember her sitting with three other girls looking at a magazine. If I closed my eyes, I could see her—brown hair, big blue eyes, dressed in jeans and a Metallica t-shirt. She was about as far from the type of girl I usually noticed as possible. 

My preference had always been women like Nikki, those who dolled themselves up, knew their assets, and didn’t mind flaunting them. That wasn’t Angelina. It was as if she didn’t realize how fucking beautiful she was or the way her laughter brought sunlight to the classroom, even to a tired schmuck who’d worked all night, gone home to shower, and dragged himself to class. 

It took me time, years, to finally make my move. I had a name to build. A beautiful intelligent woman like Angelina Costello deserved better than the son of a dockworker. Besides, her family had connections. Her family was connections. I knew the name and valued my life. It wasn’t until the name Oren Demetri had clout that I could pursue a woman like her. 

As Daryl Frazier opened the canister of blueprints and laid the large sheets of paper over my desk, I smirked at how far I’d come. No longer was I the one searching out investors. People were coming to me. I’d taken those lessons and in this new climate, turned them into a reputable business. Demetri Enterprises. It sounded official. 

The families taught me something that NYU only confirmed. Never put all your eggs in one basket. That’s what my father and all the men like him had done. They’d worked hard, given everything they had, for one thing—a paycheck. People who received paychecks never got rich. It was the ones who wrote the checks who made the real money.

“And you can see how this subdivision will fill a need not met in the city. These lots are half an acre each. The clearance requires twelve feet on each side of every structure. As you can imagine, people who’ve lived in the city will pay big money for that much space. It’ll be like a mile to them.”

“Do you have the prospective on utilities?”

“Yes,” he said, as he dug in his briefcase for another folder. 
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OUR BROWNSTONE IN Windsor Terrace wasn’t as grand as I wanted, but Angelina never complained. My goal was to move my family—my wife and one-year-old son, Lennox—from Brooklyn one day. It would take time. Currently, the money coming in was mostly going back out. It was the way it worked and I knew it. 

I looked at my watch as I parked my car. It was later than I’d promised to return home. I’d told Angelina I’d be home for dinner. I’d planned to be. After the meeting with Frazier, I had multiple more. I was on my way to call it a night, when I got the call. 

I’d been invited to Carlisle’s, an out-of-the-way little restaurant and bar in Little Italy. The invitation meant two things: my growing success was getting noticed and—since no one refused an invitation—I was going. The meeting went well. I had faith it would. Angelina’s cousin Vinnie had been the one to invite me. Family took care of family. 

From the porch I saw the faint glow of a lamp in the living room. Quietly, I opened the front door. On the sofa, covered in a blanket, was my wife. Her long hair was mussed as some of it was bound in a low ponytail and some was free with bits over her beautiful face. 

I stood mesmerized for a moment or two, unsure if I should wake her or allow her to sleep. On the end table near her head was a small white box with a thick, golden-colored antennae. It was the newest baby monitor, the one she’d wanted. With it, she could hear Lennox from anywhere in the house even though he was upstairs in the nursery. 

I’d always told her not to wait up for me. 

Since our son was born, she needed sleep. He was a demanding little guy who now, at nearly a year, was finally sleeping through the night. Every now and then, he’d wake just to see if he could get a response. 

Angelina turned, her bedroom eyes slowly opening. “You’re home?” Her raspy voice sent shivers down my spine. Even now, it was like her laughter from college. It was my sunshine. 

“I’m sorry about dinner.”

She shook her head as she sat up, the blanket falling and her large t-shirt-type nightgown falling from her bare shoulder. It made me smile. If I’d been asked when I was younger, I would have said my wife would wear silk negligees, not oversized cotton shirts. 

“I got your message,” she said. “There are leftovers in the refrigerator if you’re hungry. I can warm it up.” She shrugged. “I made lasagna.” 

I sat beside her and reached for her hand. “Damn, I love your lasagna. Baby, Vinnie called. I couldn’t say no.”

“Did it go… okay?”

I leaned forward and covered her lips with mine. She was so damn beautiful. 

As the temperature of the room increased, Angelina pulled slightly away while a smile graced her lips. “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

“Yes, it went very well. I have a few investment opportunities, and it seems as though the backing is there.”

Her smile faded as her hand fidgeted in mine. “Oren, things are going well. I love our home. I miss you. If you take that money you know they’ll expect more.”

“Yes, baby, and so will I. I’m not keeping the money, I’m paying it forward. The interest I’ll collect will more than cover what I’ll owe. I was looking at plans today for a new neighborhood just south of Danbury. The houses will be spaced apart with yards. Just imagine a real yard for Lennox. “We could have a swing set and a patio.”

“We have a yard,” she said. 

We didn’t. We had a postage stamp of grass out our back door. That hardly made a yard. 

“These houses will be on half an acre. I was thinking that I might commission two lots. That would be a whole acre. That’s more land than we’ve ever owned.”

She stood. “I’m going to check on Lennox. Are you sure you’re not hungry?”

I stood and pulled her close. “Not for food.”

Angelina playfully shook her head. “Well then, you’d better plan on eating lasagna for breakfast for the next few days.”

The corners of my lips moved upward. “The breakfast of champions.” 
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AFTER TOSSING AND turning for most of the night, I woke early and decided that more sleep was not in my immediate future. The cold sheets were my stark reminder that I was alone. In only a short time, I’d grown accustomed to waking beside Nox, basking in the warmth radiating from his hard body. Closing my eyes, I imagined the way I’d often find his muscular arm draped protectively over my waist as our bodies spooned, fitting together as one. As night turned to morning, even in his sleep his erection would probe my back, the best alarm clock I’d ever had. 

Sighing in the dark of Patrick’s spare room, I concentrated on what had happened to that fairytale. I thought about what I knew or what I thought I knew. I replayed the scene from the night before a hundred times. As I did, I realized that I hadn’t asked Nox if he’d killed his wife. I’d asked him to tell me that he wasn’t responsible for her death. 

What would a man like Nox deem as responsible? What did Pat mean about a hit? What kind of case and testimony did Jocelyn’s family have against Nox? Why hadn’t it already been pursued if her death occurred years ago?

More questions swirled. 

I recalled weeks ago that Deloris told me Demetri Enterprises was an umbrella, one with some nefarious subsidiaries. Well, she hadn’t used that word, but now with Bryce’s note, it seemed accurate. Nox had said that Demetri Enterprises was an investor in Infidelity. Was that what Bryce meant by prostitution? 

Still lying upon the bed, my shoulders straightened indignantly, my bare feet sliding upon the soft sheets as I wondered how Bryce would feel if he learned that for only a brief time, I’d been an employee of Infidelity. If Pat were right that Bryce needed me for a cover, maybe I wouldn’t be his best choice. 

I also wondered if Patrick had considered Millie Ashmore, my high school best friend, an easy lay? Was she on the list he’d supplied? The idea of her, the girl claiming to be my friend, sleeping with not only my boyfriend but also my cousin made me physically ill. 

I threw back the blankets. The train of thought I was riding had taken a downward spiral. It was time to disembark before it crashed. Willing myself forward, I decided to get my day going. Despite all hell breaking loose around me, I had class this morning, followed by a discussion session. From everything I’d gathered, the discussion was invaluable. 

Thirty-five minutes later, showered and dressed for class, I was contemplating my breakfast and raiding the refrigerator of fruit when Pat entered, all debonair and dressed for work. His spicy cologne reached me even before his footsteps stopped. 

Turning his direction, like a thief with my hand caught in the cookie jar, I smiled. “You really do clean up well!” As he made his best GQ-worthy pose, I giggled and asked, “How are things at Kassee?” 

“Going really well. Are you finding everything you want?”

“Yes,” I replied as I laid the food on the counter. “You did say make yourself at home.”

“I did,” he confirmed. “I don’t know if you remember, but on the day of your… interview, I had a presentation at Kassee that I couldn’t miss?”

Though that wasn’t high on my radar that day, I did remember. 

“I do. Did it go well?”

His brown eyes sparkled as he took a piece of my pineapple. “It went so well, later, one of the partners talked to me about employment after my internship is complete.”

“Pat, that’s fantastic. What does Cy think?”

“Hmm?”

I squinted my eyes his direction. “Why are you humming at me?”

“Because as much as you’re fighting it, you’re thinking like one of a couple. If you weren’t, you’d have said, that’s fantastic. What are you going to do?”

I shrugged as I hit the button on the coffee machine. It hissed and sputtered filling the kitchen with the delectable aroma of a French roast brew as I recalled my lonely wake-up. “I miss him. I woke up this morning and rolled toward him.”

Pat’s fingers laced through mine. “Honey, I bet he feels the same. Call him. Do it now, or you’ll never be able to concentrate on those boring professors.”

I squeezed his hand and then released mine. “Thanks for the advice, but as I said, I left the ball in his court.”

“You know, you can’t—”

I interrupted, almost telling him I could, but settled for saying, “I know.”

Pat glanced at the clock on the microwave. “I didn’t think you went to class this early.”

It wasn’t even seven. Since I was up, leaving early was part of my rebellion against surveillance strategy. “I don’t, but since I’m up I thought I’d head to campus and get a little reading done in the library before class.”

“You can stay here. I’m heading out. It’ll be quiet.”

I shrugged. “I know. Thanks, but I need to move.”

Patrick kissed my forehead. “Sure thing. You move. Have you called that bodyguard guy to drive you?”

I stood taller, holding my cup of coffee in both hands and gently blew across the steaming molten java. Looking at my cousin through my lashes I replied, “Nope.”

“Tsk-tsk. Are you trying to poke the beehive?”

“I haven’t had this subject in class yet, but as a law student, I believe pleading the fifth is an acceptable answer.”

“Alex…”

“And I promise I’ll be in touch, but if my GPS is off on my phone, don’t let that worry you. I will still be around.”

“Great. That Witt woman will be blowing up my phone. If I don’t get that position at the firm due to too many personal—”

I shook my head. “Fine, I’ll send her a text.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that. I need to run.”

“Run?”

“To the subway station.” He looked down at his clothes. “Run and ruin this look? Never.”

I smiled at his words, a little jealous of his ability to choose his own mode of transportation. “See you tonight.”

“Are you sure?” 

“It’s my plan. If it changes, I’ll let you know.”

“Sure thing, little cousin, have a good day.”

I attempted another sip of my coffee as he walked down the hall toward the door. The beep of the buttons upon the keypad and the turning of the tumblers as the door unlocked and opened let me know Patrick’s apartment was safe. And then suddenly my lips sputtered coffee as my throat forgot to swallow. Breaths stilled in my chest and the energy of the once-calm apartment crackled like lightning around me. I forced the hot coffee down as I fumbled with the cup, barely settling it upon the counter as the heavy footsteps belonging to the deep velvet voice I’d just heard grew louder, making their way my direction. 

Fight or flight? 

I assessed my surroundings. If I ran, where could I go? I contemplated dashing behind the breakfast bar, but decided in the nick of time that it was a juvenile thought and meeting those dazzling blue eyes head-on was better than flight. 

My neck straightened as I feigned strength. Let the fight begin.

“Charli.”

Thunder. 

Nox’s gaze found me and then scanned the kitchen, momentarily settling upon my coffee and back to me. 

“Mr. Demetri,” I said. “Would you like a cup of coffee? I know you like it black.”

He stepped closer. The cloud of woodsy cologne gently replaced the robust French roast. 

In one graceful yet powerful move, I was pinned, my hips against his. With one arm around my waist and the other my shoulders, my breasts rubbed against his chest. Fighting the urge to be swallowed by the embrace I’d feared I’d never experience again, I boldly lifted my chin. 

His voice was strong and even. “I can’t give you the answer you wanted last night, but not for the obvious reason.”

My mind spun as I pushed back against his hold. 

“No,” he replied. “I can’t give you the answer, not because of what it is, but because I’m not ready.”

I pulled back to look deeper into the navy swirls. I recalled the night I’d told Nox I was a Montague, the night he told me not to force any answers, to give them when I was ready in my mind and my heart. He was asking for the same consideration.

I nodded. “I understand.”

His chest deflated as he released his breath. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I told you that I trusted you, but then I left.”

The tips of his lips moved upward as his tone became more demanding. “I’m not letting you go, not now, not ever.” His large hands splayed, pulling his grip of me tighter. “I never should’ve let you leave last night. I should have tied your beautiful body to my bed.”

“Nox—” 

His warm lips stopped my rebuttal, seizing my words and dominating my thoughts. A surprised whimper escaped before morphing into a moan, as his hand moved to my neck and his kiss deepened. Fierce and proprietary, his hands roamed as his mouth took what was his. Shamelessly seeking, his tongue didn’t tease but sought its mate. The world around us disappeared as we tangoed—sigh for sigh and nip for nip. 

My feet left the floor as my ass landed upon the edge of the counter. I wished I were wearing a dress as my legs surrounded his waist and my ankles locked him within my grasp. 

This wasn’t concession but a blatant reassertion of possession, no longer one-sided—Nox wasn’t the client nor was I the employee. We were both demanding something of the other we’d never had. Something we’d skirted around, offered in lighthearted declarations, but learned last night we hadn’t truly given. 

This kiss was about becoming one, melding together in a way that was unbreakable, in a way that wouldn’t be threatened by the outside world. Not by accusations or words on a piece of paper. Not by shadows that lurked in my eyes or ghosts in his past. Not even by the devil himself. 

As my lips bruised and our ferocity simmered, my eyes fluttered open. Through veiled lashes I sought the blue I desired. Once our gazes met, mine was no longer veiled. My chin rose and chest filled with determination. 

“When push came to shove,” I admitted, “I failed.”

His eyes closed as he shook his head. “You weren’t alone. We both did. What else could you have done? I was the one doing the shoving. I didn’t try to stop you.”

“We can’t let them do this to us. I told you that Alton is the devil. He’s influenced Bryce all of Bryce’s life. We can’t let them have that control.”

Though my legs slackened and his grip loosened, I was still surrounded by Nox’s embrace. The comforting peace of his masculine cologne urged me forward, to hop from the counter, tug on his hand, and pull him toward my room, the room where I’d barely slept, and allow myself to be swallowed up completely. Yet I resisted. 

“I’m not sure they do,” he said.

“I know. They only have it if we let them.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. Deloris isn’t sure that note was written by Edward Spencer.”

I leaned back, furrowing my brow. “Why?”

“It has to do with the content. She’s dusting it for prints. She also doesn’t believe anyone from your family, or anyone they hired, could breach her security.” His brows rose. “That’s part of the reason I’m here.”

An unswallowable lump formed in my suddenly dry throat. Lowering myself back to the floor, I asked, “What do you mean?”

He stepped back, assessing me at arm’s length. “You look ready for class.”

“I am,” I replied as I sheepishly straightened my blouse. Sometime during the last five minutes it had become seriously misaligned. “I was.”

“When were you planning on heading to the campus?”

“Soon.”

“And where’s your phone?”

“Nox, why the twenty questions?”

“Apparently, during the night your GPS stopped working.”

It hadn’t. I’d purposely turned it off. I pursed my lips. “Huh. Really? That’s curious. I wonder how that happened?” I shrugged. “Perhaps I hit a button by mistake.”

“And I checked with Jerrod. He hasn’t received your call or text this morning.”

Though my heartbeat had increased, I tilted my head casually and sighed. “It’s a nice day. I had time to walk across the park.”

Nox linked our hands together and lifted my knuckles to his lips. “Well, isn’t that convenient?” 

“Convenient?”

“Yes. I have a plane to catch to DC I need to be there for a hearing, but since it’s the Batplane and I’m Batman, I have time for a stroll through the park.”

“Nox…”

“I won’t be back from DC until Friday, but I’m warning you. If you decide to do any other strolls or accidentally turn off your GPS, when I get back, not only will I enjoy punishing your sexy ass, I’ll seriously look into that GPS implant.” He lifted his brow. “I would bet Mrs. Witt would know where that could be done.”

I bet she did.

Though I saw the gleam that I loved behind his threat, I also heard his sincerity. 

His gaze narrowed. “Please, push me, princess. You see, I didn’t sleep well last night and I’d be happy to give you a reminder to behave before I leave.”

I gently shook my head. “Mr. Demetri, I do love it when you beg, but I’m afraid that if we did that… reminder thing, I’d miss class and you’d miss your hearing.”

As I gathered my things for the day, Nox lifted my backpack, and I asked, “You won’t be back until Friday?”

“No. There are a few days of testimony scheduled on a bill in the finance committee.”

Did I want to know more about the bill? Not really. What I didn’t want to do was be alone. “Then while you’re gone, I want to stay here. I don’t want to be in our apartment alone.”

Nox stopped midstep and scanned Patrick’s kitchen and living room. 

“Stop,” I demanded. 

“Stop what?” he asked innocently.

“I see what you’re doing. I can see the wheels turning. You’re not having additional security added to Cy and Pat’s apartment. If you balk, I’ll stay at my apartment.”

“That’s where I want you.”

“The one I’m letting Chelsea use.”

He swatted my behind. “Is that an ultimatum?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Only if you make it one.”

“Miss Collins, you drive a hard bargain.”

I lifted my brow. “Does that mean I won?”

“No, princess. I choose my battles better than that.” His gaze narrowed, yet the gleam I loved flickered in the swirls of navy. “And believe me, if we’re at battle, you’ll know it.” 

“Is that a threat?”

“Promise. It’s a promise.”
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THE RIGHT AMOUNT of briskness hung in the morning air to add a chill as we stepped from the lobby of Patrick’s apartment building onto Fifth Avenue. Since I’d spent last night in a hotel—alone—I hadn’t received my daily weather report from Hudson, the doorman at my building. Undoubtedly, had I been there, he would have greeted me this morning with ‘Good morning, Mr. Demetri. There’s a hint of autumn in the air. Stay warm.’ The thought brought a smile to my face as Charli zipped her jacket before tucking her hand back into mine. 

I didn’t want to let her go last night, now, or ever. 

When it came to Jo and memories of her death, I found myself helpless, just like I’d been that night. I clung tighter to Charli’s hand.

Lennox Demetri didn’t do helpless. It wasn’t in my DNA. I needed to put this behind me.

As we began walking toward the park, I squeezed her warm hand, not because I wanted the beautiful golden eyes to lock with mine—though I did. Not because I needed to know she was here beside me—though I did. I squeezed Charli’s hand to feel the warmth that reassured me that she was alive. 

Last night, alone in the hotel room, I recalled holding Jo’s hand, her cold, pale skin. I remembered her lips, their unnatural color. I’d done it to her. If it weren’t for me, she would have been warm and her lips would have been pink. 

“Why don’t you run?”

Charli’s voice brought me back from the edge and loosened my grip, no doubt restoring circulation to her petite hand.

“I do. You know I do.”

“You run on a treadmill. That isn’t running.”

“It most certainly is,” I replied, happy to be in a nonsensical discussion about nothing of importance. It was one of Charli’s continual gifts. She reminded me that life wasn’t always a level-five emergency, threats weren’t around every corner. Triviality had a place of importance. It added balance. Deloris saw that in Del Mar long before I did. It was a part of my life I hadn’t even realized was missing until I found it again. 

“Well…” Her voice came through the city sounds—traffic and the murmurs of other pedestrians—as we made our way west. “…I guess you get the exercise.”

I pulled her hand closer causing her to bump into my arm. “Are you saying I’m out of shape?”

She laughed. “I’m saying that we should run in the park in the morning instead of in your gym. I mean, look at this.” Her golden eyes scanned the vista before us. Hints of orange, red, and yellow dotted the landscape. The green that had prevailed all summer was giving way to the inevitability of change.

My gym was secure. This park wasn’t. But instead, I gave her a different excuse. “I have monitors in my gym and can catch up on the news and overnight turns in the markets. Besides, you don’t run every morning.”

“You only have one treadmill.”

“I’ll buy a second treadmill,” I offered. 

“Stop. You don’t need to buy anything.” Her smile turned bashful. “Besides, it’s okay. I’ll settle for our normal morning workout.”

My lips twitched as my cheeks rose. “I missed that workout this morning.”

“Me too,” she replied, her voice merely a breathy whisper, as if she was concerned that the others around us could hear our topic of conversation. And then I caught a glimpse of Charli’s pink cheeks and laughed. By the expression on her face, anyone who looked our way could probably figure out what we were talking about. 

“Nox.” She turned to me in all seriousness. “I’m going to call Bryce and let him know it didn’t work.”

“No.” I didn’t want her talking, texting, or fucking sending smoke signals to him. If that letter came from him, then he knew more about Demetri Enterprises than he should—too much.

Her smile and crimson blush disappeared. “I respect your opinion, I really do, but I’m not asking you. I’m telling you. I’ve thought about it, and I’m calling him.”

“Princess, I’m not being a dick.” I never planned to let her forget the title she’d given me in Del Mar after our standing ovation at the gas station. “Before you call, let Deloris do her thing. Let’s be sure he’s the one who wrote it. If he didn’t, he won’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

Her brow furrowed as she considered my argument. “I don’t understand how she thinks it could be someone else. Who would know that stuff?”

We had plenty of time before her class and testimony wasn’t scheduled to start on the hearing until after the lunch recess. I tugged her hand to stop and led us to a park bench. As we stilled and sat, for the first time since we’d left Patrick’s apartment, I saw my security. It wasn’t Isaac or Jerrod. They were both parked near the library at Columbia. These were men Deloris kept near. I knew names, but our interaction was minimal, or at least that was how it was supposed to be. 

“Charli,” I searched for the right words. 

Her golden eyes widened, sparkling in the sunshine that filtered through the canopy of leaves. 

“Last night, you said to call if I was ready to talk.”

“Yes.”

I sat straighter, never letting go of her hand. “I’m not.”

Her gaze moved away before returning. “I guess that’s why you didn’t call?”

Involuntarily, my cheeks rose. “I didn’t, did I?”

“No.”

“I suppose I’m more direct.”

She nodded. “Yes, Mr. Demetri, I’ve noticed that about you.”

I took a deep breath. “Deloris told you that Demetri Enterprises is connected to some less than savory dealings. Mostly I can blame Oren.”

“Mostly?” she asked. 

“Mostly,” I confirmed. “But Infidelity, for example, that was me. I learned about the company. I’m the one who made the investment. Some of the people we do business with very well could be involved in straight-up prostitution. I don’t know. I don’t want to know. So whether that letter was referring to Infidelity or a less organized business, the fact is that Demetri Enterprises could more than likely be connected to prostitution. As for the accusations regarding Jocelyn, I’ve told you, I can’t talk about it.” I squeezed her hand again and brushed my lips over hers. “Be patient with me. When I’m ready, you’re the one I’ll share with. I just need to find the right words.”

“Have you spoken to anyone?”

I looked away, trying to forget the images that plagued my sleepless night. “I spoke to the police when…”

Her eyes widened as she listened to my words.

“When it happened,” I continued. “That letter said I hid things from her family. That’s not exactly the truth.”

Charli didn’t speak, allowing me the freedom to divulge what I could. 

“Jocelyn wasn’t close to them, not after we got together. They didn’t want her with me.” I shrugged. “Much like your family.”

“Nox, it isn’t that my family doesn’t want me with you. They don’t even know you. My mother is fixated on Bryce. She has been for as long as I can remember.”

“The Matthewses didn’t like me. They were the stereotypical Midwestern family. Jocelyn wasn’t as independent as you. She never had lofty career aspirations. We met young and well, they wanted more for their daughter than me.”

Charli’s head moved slowly from side to side. 

“What?”

“I’m trying hard not to interrupt you. Please, keep going.” 

My lips twitched. “Begging now, are we?”

Her cheeks blushed. “I’m going to ignore that. Fine. I was wondering how they wanted more than you?”

I shifted, allowing my knees to fall farther apart as I clenched my own hand and studied the ground near my shoes. “They said I was nothing more than the son of a two-bit swindler from Brooklyn. I was where I was because I rode my father’s underworld coattails.” 

“You don’t see yourself that way, do you?”

“I try not to.”

Charli reached for my hand and intertwined our fingers. “I don’t know what you do,” she said. “I know you work hard. I didn’t know you were from Brooklyn. So what? You took me to the house in Westchester. But Nox, I didn’t even know your last name in Del Mar and I knew you were a man of substance.”

I looked up to her beautiful face framed in the auburn waves. Though she’d pulled most of her hair back, small wisps blew gently in the breeze to tease her cheeks and lips. I reached out and tucked a rogue strand behind her ear. “You’ve spoken to your mother. That letter said that she wants you away from me. No doubt, she doesn’t think I’ll do for her blue-blood daughter.”

Anger flashed in her golden eyes. “Do you have any idea how much I hate that?”

Before I could reply, she went on. 

“I’m so sick of the whole blue-blood world. Shit, it’s like the Westminster dog show. The breeding pool is getting smaller and smaller. Pretty soon the only way to maintain pedigree will be to marry siblings or cousins!”

“Patrick did give me a suspicious look this morning.”

Her anger simmered. “He’s not really my cousin. Other than the fact that he’s gay, we could marry.”

“He’s not?” My back straightened. How many fake family members was she going to claim?

“Not by blood. He’s Alton’s nephew—his sister’s son. I tell anyone and everyone that I’m not related to Alton Fitzgerald. I wouldn’t want that man’s blood in my veins.”

“So Patrick is your stepcousin?”

“Yes.”

“Back to your earlier question,” I said, “after Jo was gone, I didn’t talk about it. I never told the Matthewses the whole story. If they’d come to me, I might have, but they didn’t. Instead they made accusations. The only one who knows everything is Deloris. She knows because she worked for us then.”

“Isaac?”

“Yes, but not all the details. He didn’t work as closely with Jo. Deloris filled in as Jo’s family when they turned their back on her.

“Were… are her parents well-to-do?”

“No.”

Charli shook her head. “I don’t understand why they thought you were so bad, why they’d accuse you?”

“Because with me she lived a life they didn’t understand. They wanted her to meet a nice lawyer or doctor and settle down in a small town and live the perfect life behind a white picket fence. They never imagined her in New York City in a high-rise apartment, flying here and there. It didn’t make sense to them. If she didn’t call, they assumed it was because of me. If she didn’t attend her great-uncle’s eightieth birthday, it was my fault.”

Silence hung heavily in the air as I waited for Charli’s response. When I didn’t say more, she did. 

“Thank you.” As she spoke, she lifted my left hand and kissed my palm.

“For?” I asked. 

“For talking to me. I still don’t know what happened, but…” She turned my hand and swiped the pad of her finger over the mostly faded line where my wedding ring had been. “…I believe you loved her.”

She looked around the park—Were those tears in her eyes? Why would she be crying?—before she continued, “I wish I could have met her, but then again, if I could, you wouldn’t be here with me.” She brushed a tear from her cheek. “I told you before that I trusted you. I’ve tried to show you that, by giving you a part of me, a vulnerable part, and you’ve never hurt me. This morning, this talk, I feel as if this time you’re giving me something. I promise to do my best to care for this sliver of your past as you’ve cared for me. I’ll treasure her memory, as much as you’re willing to share. 

“She’s a part of who you are, Nox. And for helping to make the man who holds my hand and my heart, I thank her.”

I let go of her hand and pulled her toward me. This wasn’t where I’d intended to go during our walk. I’d said more than I’d ever said and still there was so much to say. As our lips came together, I marveled at Charli’s understanding. 

She was right. I was the man I am today partially because of Jo. No one lived through that kind of love and loss and walked away without scars. I’d read somewhere that scars served a purpose. They created tougher skin. They became a shield and made a person stronger. Jo had done that. Loving her and losing her had made me strong and unbending. 

Not until Charli had I even had a desire to bend. 

When our kiss ended, words continued to flow. I rarely spoke without thinking, yet this morning it was as if I had no control. My voice was strong yet quiet. The words didn’t come from my lips but my heart. They were words I’d never thought I’d say again, but I wanted to. The need was too great to suppress. She needed to know the truth. 

My world dangled on a string as I spoke and waited for her reply. “I love you.” 
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THEY SAY THAT men fall in love faster, but women fall harder. I didn’t know if that were true. I didn’t know much of anything as leaves swirled and danced about Nox and I in the late summer breeze. Beyond the small world of our park bench, people carried on their daily routines completely oblivious to the declarations being made. Some ran while others walked. Mothers pushed babies in strollers with wheels large enough to be upon a bicycle, and others walked dogs of all sizes, tethered to leashes and unimpressed with the other canines that they passed. 

As Nox’s words registered, my mother’s expectations crashed down around me. 

The pressure in my heart and chest was crippling as everything multiplied. 

Love.

Duty.

Legacy.

Nox.

Had I ever been loved—truly loved?

The unfamiliar emotion lifted me above the colorful trees and my own mayhem. I wanted to believe that his declaration wasn’t a whim or the result of being apart for one night. It wasn’t how I interpreted it. I didn’t believe that a man like Lennox Demetri made casual professions of love.

Love was the way Nox made me feel like his princess, whether we walked the paths of the park or the sidewalks of New York City. It was the trust I had in him to bind me helpless, yet to know without a doubt that he’d never harm me. It was my desire to take away the pain of Jocelyn’s death while at the same time leave space for the memories of his first love. 

My lips smiled as tears fell from my eyes. Sleep deprivation did that to me—made me emotional—but so did a declaration of love from a man like Lennox Demetri. 

“I love you, too.”

The words weren’t said to pacify him or as an expression of gratitude for his honesty. They were real and with everything inside of me, I wanted to show more than tell him. I leaned closer.

Again our lips united and his hand went to my neck pulling me towards him. The breeze and birds disappeared. The morning chill was replaced with liquid warmth washing through us and melting us together. We were on an island—alone. No other people, birds, or squirrels—nothing and then…  

Chaos.

Commotion.

My blood raced in double time while simultaneously my breath stilled in my chest, and my heart, which had just been made whole, crashed to the depths of my stomach. Men I didn’t know or recognize ran toward us, yelling Nox’s name.

“Mr. Demetri!” It came over and over, hushed in a veil of secrecy as they surrounded us. 

The sudden turmoil paralyzed me as people screamed and sirens wailed in the distance. 

Thick, strong hands pulled at my arms, lifting me from the bench as Nox’s grip of my hand held steady like an iron vise. Together we moved, or more accurately we were moved, from the place where we’d declared our love.

We’d been somewhere within the interior of the park, and yet somehow a large black SUV appeared, and the men in dark suits hurried us inside. One sat in the front by a driver I didn’t recognize while the other large man piled in beside me. Sandwiched between Nox and a man I didn’t know, I huddled closer to Nox, my mind a whirl of uncertainty. 

Outside of the tinted windows, the mothers with strollers, people with dogs, runners and walkers, all stopped and stared, turning and pointing. Some yelled while others stood with their mouths agape as confusion played on their expressions. The same mystification stirred inside of me as my backpack landed at my feet and the vehicle began to move forward. 

What happened?

Where are we going?

Are we being kidnapped?

Determination as I’d never seen covered Nox’s expression. No longer was he the man that I loved: he was obsessed or possessed—I couldn’t tell. Mechanically, he scanned me from head to toe. 

“Are you all right?”

I nodded, also giving myself a once-over. 

“You’re sure? You aren’t hurt?”

“N-no.” The word came out shakily as I looked at him. “What about you? Are you all right?”

“Fuckers,” he mumbled. “I’m fine. Assholes are going to pay…”

“What happened?”

My question lingered in the air. He wasn’t talking to me any longer—his brow creased as he pulled his phone from his pocket. Within seconds, words and orders were being barked. The person on the other end of the line couldn’t have been responding. He wasn’t giving him or her a chance. His questions came rapid-fire, never pausing for answers. Names I didn’t recognize—Costello and Bonetti—flew from his lips as accusations abounded. 

Out of the park, the car moved through traffic. 

“Shots.” 

It was a word I heard in Nox’s tirade. 

I tried to remember. I hadn’t heard shots nor had I seen them. But then again, could one really see a shot or only its end result? It wasn’t like real life was a movie that could be slowed for special effects. 

“Break-in—shots—attempted murder—testimony.”

Though Nox spoke in a language I recognized, one I’d spoken my entire life, I couldn’t decipher his meaning.

A chill rushed over my skin, leaving goose bumps in its wake. I pulled my light jacket tighter around my shoulders and pushed my hands, now free of Nox’s grasp, deep into the pockets. 

Not long into Nox’s monologue I realized it was Deloris on the other end of the call. 

The SUV eased onto the highway and I recognized the signs: I-95 north. We were headed to Nox’s family home in Westchester County. 

My class and discussion group would go unattended. And although it upset me that once again I hadn’t been consulted, I also understood. I just wasn’t sure if being shot at was an acceptable excuse for absence on the second full day of classes. 
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“WELCOME,” SILVIA SAID as she hurriedly ushered us both inside. 

By the way she scanned the driveway, undoubtedly she’d been informed of what had occurred. 

“Alex,” she said, reaching for my hand, “you’re ice cold. Let me get you something warm. Coffee? Tea?”

Nox kissed my forehead before disappearing in the other direction and leaving me alone with the kind woman I’d only met once. 

“Coffee, thank you.” Forming longer sentences was suddenly outside of my repertoire. 

I trailed a step behind Silvia as she walked toward the kitchen. The glistening Long Island Sound shone through the large windows with small white caps skirting across the blue water. I opened the glass door and inhaled the warm breeze. 

“Dear, are you all right?”

Once again I looked down at my own body, scanning it as if it belonged to someone else. Flat ballet-type shoes peered out from the legs of my tight jeans and my top hung loosely from the edge of my light jacket. I unzipped the jacket, needing to be sure everything was fine underneath. Removing it, I said, “Physically. I-I don’t know or understand what just happened.”

“You’re safe. That’s what matters.”

She reached for the glass door that I’d opened and pulled it shut. 

“Silvia, I think maybe I’d like to go out to the pool, just to feel some sunshine.”

She reached for my arm. “Alex, please stay inside until everything is secure.”

How did she know about everything?

The cold chill from earlier returned. “You don’t think…” I wasn’t sure how to ask my question. “…someone would hurt us here?”

“I’ve been with the Demetris for a long time. I was briefed before your arrival. What just happened was unusually brazen. The two of you were in Central Park, for goodness’ sake. If someone wanted to find you, it wouldn’t be difficult for that person to connect the dots. It’s a matter of public record that this house belongs to Lennox.” She released my arm and tended to the coffee. “This house is safe. I know that. However, outside needs to be secured. And there could be someone on a boat or a flyover for that matter. Staying inside is best.”

Oh my God!

My eyes widened at the wall of windows. “You’re sure we’re all right with the windows?”

“I’m sure, dear.”

My knees gave out as I sank onto a chair near the kitchen table and tucked my trembling hands between my knees. 

Silvia turned my way. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Keeping you safe is the objective.”

I nodded, overwhelmed and a bit perplexed over her knowledge and level of comfort with this kind of emergency. 

“Does this happen? Has it happened?” I asked.

Her eyes softened. “Not every day. Not every year. But the Demetris need to be prepared.”

“I-I.” Words began to fail me. I wanted Nox. I wanted to be locked in a bunker or perhaps secured on a desert island with him. 

Silvia handed me a warm cup. “I have an idea. Let’s go to the pool house. It’s beautiful and you can enjoy the sunshine without going outdoors. It will help you ward away the chill.”

Without speaking, I stood and nodded. I didn’t know what else to do. 

As we made our way through a breezeway, Silvia turned back toward me, her sparkling eyes bringing life to her expression. “I may have alluded to this before, but I’ve been around here for a while…” She allowed her words to trail away suggestively. 

“Teenage Lennox?” I asked, remembering her words from over a month before. 

She lifted her brow and pursed her lips. “Perhaps…”

I smiled, appreciating her willingness to ease my mind and refocus my attention. Nevertheless, her warnings clung to me like a fog, keeping the warming rays of sunshine just out of reach. 

Before reaching the pool house, Nox’s voice boomed from the depths of the house. Silvia’s eyes met mine. 

“Can you tell what he said?” I asked.

“No, but sometimes I hear his father in him.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know much about his family and haven’t been around that long, but I’d suspect that wouldn’t be a welcomed analogy.”

She grinned. “If you asked either of them, they’d say they’re oil and water, but my assessment is different.”

“It is?” I asked as we entered the pool house. 

I stood and turned. The small outbuilding was gorgeous: glass covered three walls with sunshine lighting the interior. The other wall had a beautiful limestone brick fireplace in the center between large windows, and the ceiling was covered in knotty pine. The furnishings were comfortable, done along the lines of a family room, complete with a large round table. For some reason, it reminded me of Christmas displays and what it would be like to have a family gathered near for the holidays. In December the outside would be cold and covered in snow, yet the inside would be as warm as it was today. 

Nothing like the cold stuffiness of the manor. 

“I love this home,” I said. “There’s something about it that makes me feel… I’m not sure of the right word. Homey?”

Silvia smiled. “That’s what Angelina wanted.”

“Angelina?”

“Lennox’s mother. All she ever wanted was this house filled with family.”

I feigned a smile. “That’s sad.”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Silvia replied. “The house is Lennox’s. One day he could fulfill his mother’s wish.”

The skin of my neck prickled. “I don’t know, but I hope that someday Lennox fulfills his own dreams. I know what it’s like to have other people’s dreams thrust on you. I wouldn’t want that for him.”

Silvia nodded. “How old are you?”

Sitting on the edge of one of the long sofas facing the sound, I grinned. “Twenty-three. Why?”

“You seem older.”

“I hope that’s a good thing. Or do you recommend that once this is over, I visit my mother’s plastic surgeon for emergency intervention?”

“Oh, no!” she replied, aghast. 

We both laughed as we settled on the soft cushions. Silvia curled her legs under herself in a position that told me she was comfortable in this home. I slipped my shoes from my feet and did the same, letting my toes warm beneath me. 

Taking a deep breath, I prompted, “Oil and water?” 

She shrugged. “I see the two of them more like Italian dressing.” 

I smiled. “Italian would seem appropriate.”

“Yes. It needs both oil and water. If you let it settle, it separates, but if you shake it up, the two ingredients blend. They need one another, complement one another, and wouldn’t be the same without the other.”

“I like that. How do you think Lennox or Oren would feel about your assessment?”

“I know how they’d feel. Both of them would balk.”

“Loudly?” I said with a hint of a question.

“It doesn’t take being around that long to know that to be true.”

I sighed and placed the warm cup on the table. “Silvia, I don’t even know what happened this morning. It all happened so fast.”

Her head moved up and down. “You’re safe here. Inside of this place is a fortress.”

“I’m supposed to be in class. I mean, who’s to say I couldn’t? You don’t think that I was the target, do you?” Each word was softer than the one before as my mouth grew increasingly dry. 

Silvia stared for a minute. “At this point, with what we know, it’s impossible to say for sure.”

I stood and paced around the large room. “Who were those men who drove us here? They weren’t our normal security.”

“Demetris have many layers of security. It is the way it is.” 

I crossed my arms over my chest and hugged myself tighter. “How? How do they live like that?”

I didn’t realize she’d moved yet Silvia was now behind me. “For some people, the transition to this life is difficult. Those people have never experienced anything like a bodyguard or driver or house staff. They think a commercial company’s alarm system is security. And then, there are others…” She touched my shoulder. “…like you, who have lived with this their entire lives and are more comfortable.”

Tears teetered on my lids as the Long Island Sound blurred. Did everyone know my past? “But this felt different.”

“Because the risk was different,” she replied. 

I turned toward her. “What do you mean?”

“Being a child under the protection of your parents feels suffocating. Lennox fought it for most of his teenage life. However, protecting someone you love, whether it’s your child or your soul mate is different. The risk is higher.”

I finally understood Nox’s obsession. I still didn’t like the loss of privacy, but more than that, I was worried about him. “Silvia, someone tried…” A delayed sob formed in my chest. “…to kill him.”

She wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “You’re both safe.”

“I-I love him.”

Her hand rubbed circles on my back as my head settled upon her shoulder. “I know. He loves you too. And you have no way of knowing how happy that makes all of us who also love him. He’ll keep you safe.”

“Charli,” Nox’s voice echoed against the glass walls. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

I CLOSED THE door to our suite and took one last look at the outer room. How many times had I dreaded entering this room? There was a surprising comfort in knowing I’d never do it again. 

I was well aware that from the outside looking in I’d never appeared strong. God knew I wasn’t the woman my daughter was, but nevertheless, I’d fought a gallant fight and I was tired.

From the time I was born, I was reminded of my obligation, my duty. No one will ever know how hard I prayed for my mother to have another child. Not another child. I prayed for a son—a brother, an heir. If only that would have happened, my life would have been so incredibly different. I could have been the daughter my mother wanted—refined and regal—and I wouldn’t have had to become my father’s poor excuse for a son. 

I didn’t understand it when I was younger, but as my mother aged, she shared more and more of our history. She and my father married when she was young. He’d completed his undergraduate and graduate school at Emory. She, however, had only completed her freshman year of undergraduate school where she’d planned to study art appreciation. I must have gotten my love of art from her. It was nice to think of my mother with some fondness. 

I found it difficult to believe, but apparently my mother’s parents didn’t approve of her marrying the great Charles Montague II. With his being nearly thirteen years older than her, my grandparents saw him more as a predator than a suitor. 

Considering that Alton, my father’s choice for my husband, was twelve years my senior, I found that tidbit of information borderline hilarious. My mother, of course, never saw the irony. 

While the assessment could have been considered appropriate for Alton Fitzgerald, according to my mother, it wasn’t for my father. She never faltered in her profession of love for him. She told stories of seeing him around Savannah, the most eligible bachelor. She spoke of his looks, how handsome all the women thought he was. It wasn’t his money that drew her to him. The Cains were more than comfortable and well positioned within the Savannah hierarchy. It was his Southern charm and honor.

No matter how hard I tried, I never saw it. 

Oh, I saw his persuasiveness—some would call it bullying—with both Mother and me. I also saw the way he dominated every business deal and conversation. But charm and honor? If they were present, they were attributes he never felt warranted displaying for his only child. 

In her final days, my mother admitted to their difficulty in having children. I wasn’t born until my father was nearly fifty years old. Taking a young wife was supposed to assure his progeny. I had to wonder if his animosity regarding my ability to conceive was misdirected aggression. 

Perhaps it was. Maybe he didn’t treat my mother the way he’d treated me. Even after his death, my mother claimed to have never felt bullied. She called it willingness to submit. Now, as I reminisce, I see that too as a trait I inherited. 

Does one inherit a behavior or is it taught? It was the old nature-versus-nurture debate. 

When I was younger, I would have said it was nurture, a learned behavior; however, now I disagree. Alexandria changed my mind. 

My daughter didn’t contain a submissive bone in her body. Though since three years of age, she was raised without her father, she was Russell through and through. Her independence and self-reliance were honorable. Alton never thought so, but why would he? 

To him, anyone who questioned his authority was the enemy. With the power Alexandria held, though she didn’t know it, she certainly qualified as a foe. Somehow, she’d been keenly aware of their animosity from the time she was young. I can’t recall a time when the two of them hadn’t clashed. 

A memory from Alexandria’s childhood returned. I settled on the sofa as the scene I’d buried came back to life in my mind. She was young, not even a teenager. The thought churned my stomach. 

It was all right; the indigestion wouldn’t last long.

 

Alexandria threw her napkin on the table, her golden eyes shooting daggers at not only Alton, but also at me. 

I knew what she wanted. Hiding emotions wasn’t one of my daughter’s strong suits. She wanted me to disagree with her stepfather. She wanted me to speak up and override the verdict to send her to her room without finishing her dinner. 

I honestly couldn’t remember her offense—only that it once again set him off. 

That wasn’t hard to do—to light his fuse. Alton Fitzgerald was a bomb with a trigger ignition. He’d been gone for business, a reprieve for all of Montague Manor, but nothing good ever lasted. With his return came the fireworks of re-acclimation. The cycle repeated frequently enough to make it predictable. 

I didn’t argue as she stomped away. I knew she wouldn’t go hungry. Jane would make sure of that. 

It wasn’t that I didn’t care for my own daughter. I did. I was the reason Jane was there. I was the one who, to this day, fought for her employment. Our system worked. Alexandria wasn’t the only one who experienced the fireworks and aftershocks of Alton’s return to the manor. That was what I did. My reasoning was that if he were busy with me, he’d ignore her. If I were to take food to Alexandria, Alton would see. He would know. 

When my father was alive, it was better. As much as I blamed Charles Montague II for my life, he did everything he could for Alexandria. His preoccupation of Alton’s time wasn’t appreciated until it was gone. 

I never knew what happened on Alton’s business trips. He didn’t share any information regarding Montague Corporation. The amount of alcohol consumed upon his arrival was my barometer of the success of the trip. By that scale, his latest trip hadn’t gone well. He was way into his fifth or sixth Cognac by dinner. The fact that Alexandria had remained at the table until the main course was in and of itself remarkable. 

What made this evening different than any other in my mind was the conversation that ensued after Alexandria’s animated exit. Once she was gone, Alton returned the daggers she’d sent our way to me. 

“Your daughter needs to learn a lesson.”

I lifted my wine, praying the Montague Private Label had increased its alcohol content. “You sent her to her room. I’m sure that will have an effect.”

He scoffed. “Embarrassing. She attends the best school money can buy, and she’s still disrespectful. Really, Laide, would your father have ever permitted you to speak like that?”

I lifted my fork, stabbing the meal upon my plate with vigor. If I allowed him to bellow, soon he’d lose steam. 

His palm hit the shiny mahogany table. 

The maid standing near the door to the kitchen jumped, the water sloshing in the pitcher within her hands. 

“I asked you a question, Mrs. Fitzgerald. Are you having difficulty with your hearing? Maybe I should call Dr. Beck. I’m sure he can do more than prescribe you narcotics.”

“I heard you. I don’t have an answer.”

“Why? Are you too drugged out? Does the good doctor know that you pop his pain pills and wash them down with copious amounts of wine?”

I closed my eyes. “I don’t believe I would’ve spoken that way to my father. Alexandria isn’t me.” And you aren’t her father. I didn’t say the last part, though if Alexandria had been present, she would have. “Alton, let’s finish dinner. You’ll feel better in the morning. Traveling always makes you irritable.”

His volume rose. “You’re turning this around on me?”

It was a no-win conversation. “Perhaps we should go upstairs?”

It wasn’t a proposal I wanted accepted, but then again, after as much as he’d drunk, I had hope that he’d fall asleep after only a few minutes. 

His laugh was an octave higher than normal. I turned his direction while the shrill sound sent chills down my spine. “Sometimes,” he said, enunciating each word, “I wonder why I spend my nights with you when there’s a spitfire in need of taming down the hall.”

Blood no longer flowed through my veins. It stilled, falling to my feet, leaving me dizzy and dazed. The fork I’d been holding fell to the table, the clink going unnoticed as Alton’s tormenting grin and gray eyes dared me to respond. 

Just briefly, my eyes met the young girl’s with the water. Silently, I tipped my head, motioning for her to go into the kitchen. As the door swung shut, I turned back toward my husband. “What did you just say?”

His brows rose, disappearing under his graying hair. “You heard me. Sending Alexandria to her room doesn’t seem to work. Spanking her ass doesn’t work. Charles wanted me to turn you into an acceptable wife.” He shrugged. “I did. Someday Bryce will thank me.”

I didn’t remember reaching for the steak knife lying beside my plate. I didn’t remember standing. Of all the things Alton had said and done to me, I’d never argued. I’d never fought back. 

Before his inebriated mind could process it, I was behind his chair, the blade of the knife firmly pressed against his throat. 

“You ever touch my daughter like that and I’ll kill you. I will kill both of us.” The knife grazed his skin as I applied pressure. “You don’t even need to be asleep. I’ll slit your throat or poison your brandy. You’ll never see it coming, but I swear to God, you’ll die, and before you do I’ll cut off your cock with a dull knife. That, Mr. Fitzgerald, is a promise. I’d willingly spend eternity in prison or in hell. It wouldn’t be any different than what I live every day.”

Defensively he reached for my hand. With strength I never knew I had, I held tight to the knife and turned it. The tip was now buried a few millimeters in the soft notch at the base of his throat. 

“Say it again. Come on, Alton. We’ll end this farce right now.”

Blood dripped from his skin onto the white shirt, a small trail making a growing stain.

“Laide.”

His wits returned as he squeezed my wrist, causing the knife to drop onto the floor, blood still visible on the blade. In less time than I could fathom, he stood. Suddenly, I was bent over the table, glasses and dishes crashing as their contents covered the table and floor. My hands were secured tightly behind me as my cheek smashed into a dish of something soft. 

The Montague staff was too well trained, too frightened of Alton, and too well paid. No one would enter the dining room. No one would stop whatever was about to happen to me. 

My stomach twisted as Alton’s erection probed my backside. Painfully he twisted my wrists, leaned his lips next to my ear, and loudly whispered, “That’s what I’m talking about. Maybe she did get some of that spirit from you after all.” 

With each word he rubbed himself against me and gathered both of my hands in one of his. Pulling my hair, he lifted my face, the sauce that had been my pillow dripped from my cheek. His menacing tone continued and his Cognac breath soured my stomach. “Maybe I have my hands full, after all.”

I didn’t have a response. All I could think about was that I’d won. He wouldn’t see it that way, but I’d fought and kept his attentions on me. My victory came in Alexandria’s safety.

“Keep me satisfied, Laide. I like the idea of what I’m going to do to you after your little stunt.” 

I felt him stand taller, humming as he assessed his wounds. He tugged my arms farther, eliciting a whimper I tried to suppress. 

“You made me bleed.” He laughed. “Yes, this is going to be fun.” With his lips once again near my ear, he whispered, “If I bleed, so do you.”

 

The night was one I’d rather forget, but Alexandria was worth every minute. 

I’d made a promise, and on some level, Alton knew I’d keep it. 

Though I wasn’t plunging the knife into his neck, my plan for this evening would have a similar result. I’d tried everything. Alexandria wouldn’t listen, and I didn’t blame her. She was happy. I could hear it in her voice. 

My daughter wasn’t me. She was Russell through and through. She didn’t care about Montague. She didn’t love Bryce. And with each passing day, Bryce’s discontent with her decision was becoming more evident. Instead of getting closer to my goal, as I’d thought we were a few weeks ago, we were farther and farther away. 

The realization that Alton had somehow influenced Alexandria and Lennox’s meeting was the final straw. No longer wearing rose-colored Montague glasses, I saw the writing on the wall. Hell, I could read it, even the fine print. Alton believed he’d won.

I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t taken this course of action sooner. Perhaps I wanted to believe in fate. I wanted to believe in the fairytales Alexandria loved as a child. I wanted to believe the promise my mother made—if I did all I could, it would all work out. 

The reality wasn’t as pretty. The answer had been at my fingertips all along. A few calls to Dr. Beck’s office, more complaints about my migraines and the medicine arrived. That combined with the last prescription, the one I’d yet to use, gave me plenty of pills. 

I’d fought my best fight. Now the finest thing I could do for Alexandria was to die. 

The answer was so simple.

My death was one of the few outs for Charles’s will. If I died, the estate automatically reverted to her. Of course, Alton would fight. He’d fight her. But he wouldn’t win. She not only had her grandfather’s will on her side, she had Lennox Demetri. I didn’t know him, but I had faith that if he were anything like his father, he’d help her get what was hers. 

Nevertheless, my daughter’s finest weapon wasn’t a piece of paper or a man. I took great pride in seeing that Alexandria’s greatest weapon against Alton and the atrocities of Montague Manor was what she’d always possessed—her own determination. 

Spitfire.

I smiled and let my wish go audibly from my lips, “Rain down hell on him, darling.” 

With my face washed and wearing my favorite nightgown and robe, I opened both bottles of pills, emptying them into a glass. There were more than I expected. But they were small. For twenty years I’d been an expert swallower. These pills would be nothing. 

I started to pour myself a glass of water, when something from my memory came back. If I were going to leave this world, the last liquid to pass my lips would be a glass of Montague Private Collection.

I lifted the phone near the bed and called the kitchen. 

“Yes, Mrs. Fitzgerald?”

I suddenly wondered if I’d have to keep that name in the afterlife. I supposed it depended where I landed. Surely, God wouldn’t make me keep it. Satan would think it was proper punishment. “Yes, bring a bottle of Montague cabernet to my suite—1986.”

“A bottle, ma’am?”

“Did I stutter?”

“No, ma’am. One or two glasses?”

Stupid girl. The entire staff knew that Alton was gone, out of town until Labor Day weekend. “One,” I replied, hanging up the receiver and relishing the idea that for once I didn’t give a damn when Alton would be home. 

As I waited, I paced the sitting room, uncharacteristically giddy over my future, or lack thereof. I couldn’t remember ever feeling as certain about a decision. The weight of the years disappeared. If I’d known the serenity I’d feel, I would have decided this course years ago. Then again, Alexandria might not have been able to handle it years ago. Perhaps my calm came in believing that now she could. 

A knock.

“Mrs. Fitzgerald?”

I wrapped my robe tighter around my waist. The voice wasn’t some faceless maid. It was one I knew, one I recognized. It belonged to Jane. Hearing it brought a slew of emotions I’d successfully buried. 

She’d been the best thing to happen to both Alexandria and to me. Years ago, Russell had said that Alexandria wouldn’t miss me as long as she had Jane. My eyes filled with tears as she entered, carrying the wine I’d ordered, and I prayed that Russell was right. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, are you all right?”

I nodded, pressing my lips together. 

“Ma’am, you ain’t usually upset when Mr. Fitzgerald’s gone.” 

I shook my head. “Jane, I’m not upset. I’m just… nostalgic.”

“Let me help you,” she volunteered. 

Before I could stop her, she opened the door to the bedroom. I followed behind, my heart beating in overtime. Please don’t let her see… 

I didn’t get a chance to finish my plea. 

Jane picked up the glass from the bedside stand, the lower fourth of which was filled with small white oblong pills.

“Nostalgic?” she asked. 

I shook my head and reached for the glass. “Jane, forget you saw this. I promise it’s for the better. I just… I-I…” 

She wrapped her arms around me, her embrace swallowing my shoulders. 

“Ma’am, no. You can’t do this. Not to you. Not to Miss Alexandria.” 

My head continued to move back and forth. “You don’t know. You don’t understand.”

“I do.” For the first time since we’d hired her, her voice grew angry. “I do understand.”

“No, Jane, you don’t.”

“Ma’am, I don’t know what you thinks we see or what we hears. But we see everything. Ma’am, Miss Alexandria, she needs you.”

“She doesn’t. I’ve tried, but this is the answer.”

“It ain’t.”

My neck straightened as I took a step back. “It is not your place to argue with me.”

“You can’t fire me from heaven.” Before I could respond, she continued, “And you can’t assure Alexandria’s future from there, neither.”

“I can.” My hand fluttered to my throat as I glanced around the master suite bedroom that I hated. “It’s the answer I should’ve seen years ago.”

“No, ma’am. There’s a codicil.”

I turned back toward Jane. 

“Mr. Fitzgerald know it,” she said. “Mr. Montague, he told him to tell you. He didn’t, did he?”

I stared into her dark eyes. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying…” She stood taller. “…I see. I listen, and, ma’am, I know.”

“A codicil? To my father’s will?”

“Yes, ma’am. Mr. Montague, he do it, just before he die.”

“Do you know what it says?” I asked. 

“I never read it.” She shook her head. “That’s not my place, but I do know it made Mr. Fitzgerald mighty angry.”

What didn’t make Mr. Fitzgerald angry?

I exhaled as my knees gave out and I sank to the edge of the bed. “I-I need to read it.” My mind, which only moments ago seemed clear, now muddied with this new information. “W-why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know that he didn’t tell you.” She crouched down, until our eyes met. “And that ain’t my place neither.”

“He didn’t tell me.” I reached for her hand. “Thank you, Jane.” I had three days before Alton’s return. Air filled my lungs, giving me determination I’d thought was gone. Holding tightly to Jane’s hand, I started to devise a new plan. “First thing in the morning, I need to go into Savannah. I need to pay a visit to Ralph Porter’s office.”

Jane smiled and stood. “Yes, ma’am, I tell Bentley to be ready by nine.” She picked up the cup of pills again. “You going to need these?”

I shrugged. “It depends on what the codicil says.”

“How about I hold on to them, so no one finds them?”

I nodded. “Thank you, Jane. Leave the wine.”

“Yes, ma’am.”
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CHARLI AND SILVIA both turned at the sound of my voice. Mindlessly, I scanned Charli’s beautiful frame—unscathed and unharmed. My mind knew it to be true, but the need to confirm it was almost unstoppable.

“Come here,” I commanded. 

Charli didn’t question the demand as she stepped toward me, her feet bare and her golden eyes wide and swirling with a kaleidoscope of emotion—fear, concern, and anxiety all vied for top billing.

“Silvia, please give us a few minutes,” I said as I reached for Charli’s hand. 

“Anything you need. I can prepare lunch.”

I nodded as I led Charli through the house. The pool house had too many windows for my liking. I didn’t know what Silvia was thinking by bringing her out here. Yes, the windows throughout the house had been constructed with bulletproof glass. Nevertheless, that didn’t make them less transparent. Anyone with the right equipment could see directly into the interior. Hell, they could read the time on a watch if they had the right zooming capability and the desire to do so. We passed through the kitchen, living room, and halfway up the stairs before Charli spoke. 

“Where are you taking me?”

Without answering, I opened the doors to the bedroom where I’d slept for the last four years. The interior was crisp, clean, and relatively austere, decorated in muted tones of brown. It wasn’t as large or as ornate as the master suite, but that room contained too many ghosts. We had enough to battle without thinking about any of that. 

While Charli halted near the door, I silently walked to the windows; like the master suite, they faced the sound. After confirming the lock was secure on the balcony door, I closed the thick wooden blinds. With only slits of light infiltrating our world, I walked back to Charli, or did I float? After the morning we’d shared, having her here, safe and in my arms, felt like a dream. 

I cupped her cheek as my normally sure voice cracked with emotion. “I’m so sorry.”

Though her face had inclined to my touch, she shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. You kept me safe.”

The fury I’d unleashed on Deloris, the same rage that refused to stay at bay during my conversation with Oren, bubbled in my gut, the acid burning my throat. “You shouldn’t have to live like this.”

“Like what? Explain it to me.”

Letting go of her, I spun in the darkness, wanting to pounce, needing to attack, and yet trying with all of my might to project a sense of calm. I didn’t want to scare my Charli any more than she undoubtedly was. “Someone shot at us this morning.”

Even in the dim light I saw her lips pale from the pressure as she held them tightly together. Finally she replied, “I gathered that from the conversation. But I didn’t see anything.” Her volume rose. “I didn’t hear anything. How do we know?”

“You didn’t see her?” My chest clenched. How had she missed the carnage? 

“Her?” Charli asked as she sank to the edge of the bed. “The shooter was a woman?”

I took a deep breath, wishing I didn’t need to tell her, to explain. However, it was her words from last night, her anger at being unaware that propelled me forward. No doubt this wouldn’t go well, but if she wanted to know, I needed to be the one to tell her. With a deep breath, I knelt beside her knees, taking her hands in mine. “We don’t know who the shooter was, man or woman. Security believes a silencer was used. There was nothing to hear. Our primary objective was to get out of there.”

“I don’t understand.”

Releasing her hands, I reached for my phone. The news app was usually an annoyance, but today it could explain what I couldn’t. I touched the screen until the story appeared. Once it did, I handed my phone to Charli. As she read, her expression of confusion turned to horror. 

“I-is she dead?”

“She’s in surgery.”

Charli stood, rushing past me to get to the bathroom. It must have been her first guess since I hadn’t yet shown her around. I followed and found her kneeling near the toilet. 

“Charli…”

She shook her head before laying it upon her arm, currently draped over the seat. “I thought I was going to be sick. I want to be sick. But I can’t. I can’t even… That woman, she’s a mother. She was pushing a stroller!”

I offered her my hand. 

She shook her head dismissively as she asked, “You’re telling me that someone tried to shoot us and missed, hitting a mother instead?”

“We don’t know who they were trying to shoot. It happened so fast. Security saw her fall, but they couldn’t stop it. She just happened to move between us and the shooter at the right time.”

“Right time? Nox, that woman is a mother! She’s in surgery and may never see her child again. Her child may never know her because she was jogging near us…”

Charli’s words trailed away as she crumpled onto the tile.

I reached for her shoulders. “It’s tragic, but she very well could have unknowingly saved our lives. Saved your life. I’ll help her and her family as much as I can. But, Charli—God forgive me—I’d sacrifice a hundred mothers, a million people to keep you safe.”

Taking my hand, she stood, her body falling into mine. 

Scooping her into my arms, I carried her to the bed, pulled back the covers, and lowered her body to the mattress, and then sat beside her. With a few adjustments, I ensured her comfort as I arranged the pillows and blankets, all the while trying not to notice the tears that silently coated her cheeks. 

“I’m sorry,” I offered again, wiping a tear with the pad of my thumb. I sat straight, suppressing the emotion my decision evoked. I’d wallow in it later. Now was about being strong for Charli. “The best way to keep you safe is to stop whatever this is between us.”

Charli’s eyes, which had been nearly closed, opened wide. “No.” Her voice was resilient and determined. 

“I can’t let…”

She reached for my chest, her fingers lingering on the small buttons of my shirt. “Can I trust you?”

My gaze narrowed. “Of course.”

“So what you tell me is the truth?”

My indignation grew. What the hell was she talking about? “Yes, unequivocally.” 

“You wouldn’t tell me something just to make me feel better?”

“If you’re talking about that woman, she’s in surgery. As soon as I hear more, I’ll—”

“No, Nox,” she said, stopping me. “I’m not talking about that woman. I’m talking about what you said to me in the park. What you said moments before all hell broke loose.”

Head bowed, my chin collided with my chest as I reached for her beautiful face. Even with the tears and frightful pallor, she was stunning. Her current line of questioning returned a hue of pink to her cheeks. “I told you that I loved you,” I said. “I haven’t said those words since…”

She reached for my cheeks and pulled me closer. Just before our lips met, she said, “I’ve never said those words, and Lennox Demetri…” She brushed a soft kiss on me. “…I love you. You’re not getting rid of me that easily.”

The pressure from everything that had happened came boiling out. Moisture threatened my vision as the scene before me lost focus. I pulled her closer, not wanting her to see my weakness. With a lump in my throat, I said, “I love you so much. I can’t lose you.”

“I’m here. I’m safe.”

Without thinking I ripped away the blankets I’d only recently used to cover her. As soon as they were gone, I reached for the hem of her shirt and lifted it over her head. “I need to see you.”

Charli didn’t argue or protest. She lifted her arms and hips, allowing me to remove her clothing, piece by piece, until I’d exposed each and every inch of her beautiful body. 

“Stand up.”

After only a moment’s hesitation, she swallowed and did as I commanded. Totally nude, she stood before me. 

“Turn around.”

She slowly rotated as my eyes moved up and down her gorgeous body, scrutinizing her sexy curves, and athletic angles. 

No holes. Not even a scratch. She was perfect in every way. 

With her magnificent body completely bare, I offered her my hand and pulled her to me. Warm and safe, I drank in her presence. Soft, round breasts met me at nearly eye level as I remained seated on the edge of the bed. They fit perfectly in the palm of my hand as my fingers tenderly caressed each one, eliciting soft mews from her lips as her nipples darkened and turned to hard, pebbled peaks. 

Reaching for her waist, I pivoted, returning her to the bed, her long red hair fanning around her serene face. Calm and surreal, she lay still, before lifting her arms above her head and giving herself to me, mine for the taking. With only the tips of my fingers I grazed her warm skin. From the inside of her wrists to her shoulders, her collarbone to her breasts, with both hands I circled her waist and hips. Whimpers filled the room as goose bumps appeared in the wake of my exploration.

Whole. 

Safe and complete—the mantra repeated until my brain accepted it as fact. 

Her eyes that had watched my every move were now closed as she concentrated on my touch. No longer content to allow my hands the thrill of discovery, my lips joined the mission. 

“O-oh, Nox.”

I spread her legs and lowered myself to her core. Only moments before she’d been distraught. No longer. Now, her entire body shivered with need. I’d found an outlet for the emotion that had been pent up inside of me, and she was delicious. 

Charli’s fingernails dug into scalp and her knees parted as she encouraged my actions. My first taste was slow and deep, sweet and enticing. Her hips bucked as my tongue lapped and swirled around her clit. I wanted to make her forget, to make her feel safe. I wanted to take her mind to better places. Lick by lick she responded, withering under my command.

And then the dam I’d attempted to construct within myself burst. My self-control dissolved into her chorus of moans and sounds of ecstasy. No longer did I seek only to please; I was starving for the delicacy before me. Like a man deprived of nutrients, I needed more. 

Her hips writhed beneath my unrelenting grasp as I sucked her essence. Each drop was but an appetizer, a hors d’oeuvre that only whetted my appetite. My name joined the other sounds filling the air around us as her legs stiffened and body convulsed. 

“P-please,” she begged breathlessly.

I didn’t need to hear more. In seconds my shoes hit the floor. My pants and boxers were below my knees. I released my rock-hard length, now throbbing in my own grasp. 

Her veiled eyes stared into mine. When her gaze dropped to my erection, the smile she’d kept tamed beamed in anticipation as her lower lip disappeared between her teeth. We kissed, my teeth tugging her lip free as her tongue sought out her own taste. Though I wasn’t sure it was possible, I grew even harder. 

Without words, I encouraged her to roll to her stomach and lifted her ass as she settled on her elbows. For only a moment I took the time to appreciate the masterpiece before me. The Mona Lisa or Starry Night couldn’t compare to her beauty: poised, ready, and willing. Charli was picturesque with her entrance and thighs glistening. Her body offered no resistance but pushed toward me as she released a loud gasp and my length slid deep inside. The walls of her pussy stretched and accommodated as they tightened around me. Thrust for thrust, I drove deeper and deeper until her arms gave out, leaving her cries of pleasure muffled by the pillows. My fingers blanched as they dug into her hips, choreographing her movements. Harder and harder, I was possessed. The friction was a drug concoction, a mixture of a stimulant to keep going and a tranquilizer to ease my earlier mayhem. The room filled with her wordless screams as again she detonated, her muscles rigid before finally going slack. 

I pulled out and rolled her so that I could see her golden stare, no longer fearful, her beautiful eyes were hooded, satiated, and satisfied. She whimpered a protest as I once again plunged into her core. Slowly I teased, in and out, my dick purposely rubbing her sensitive clit. So amazingly responsive, she began to again move with me. Our bodies synced in a rhythm of their own. The urgency from before was gone. My only desire was to linger in its wake. This was somehow different than it had ever been. I wasn’t fucking Charli, but loving her. More and slower, her expression morphed, as the realization became clear to us both. 

We were making love. 

I was in Charli and in heaven. In the eye of the storm, I was making love to the new love of my life. 

Again her eyes closed, back arched, and lips formed a circle as we came at the same time. My body trembled violently as a growl tore, not from my throat but from my chest, and I released inside of her. Though she’d fallen slack against the soft sheets, I continued to come, a never-ending fountain as I released more than my seed. 

I filled her with me. 

I was hers. 

When I was finally done, I collapsed, covering her with my body, shielding her from the evil that lurked about us. If I could, I’d keep us here forever. But I couldn’t. Once again, I had work that I needed to do at Demetri Enterprises, business that couldn’t be postponed. 

Her breathing slowed to a point that I wondered if she were asleep. I kissed her forehead and her nose as I pulled out of her. Slowly her lids fluttered as a grin covered her bruised pink lips. 

“I think I’m about ready to fall into a sex-induced coma.”

My cheeks rose. “I’d like to keep you perpetually induced.”

“Hmm.” She wiggled beneath me. 

No longer connected, I rolled to the side and pulled her close. “Charli, I still need to leave. I’ll be late for this afternoon’s testimony, but I have to be there.”
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“NO.” THE CALM that had settled over me, lulling me into the coma that Chelsea had warned me about, disappeared. “I don’t want you to go.”

Nox’s brow furrowed. “You’ll be safe. You’re staying here.”

Reaching for the sheets, I pulled them up to my breast and sat against the headboard. Indignation rose. “No. You said we don’t know who the target was. You can’t go to Washington. That’s where you’re supposed to be. If you go there, you could be walking into a trap.”

Lying beside me, Nox lifted his arm and covered his eyes with his bicep. It was then I realized he was still wearing his white silk shirt. His tie was gone and I suspected that his pants were somewhere buried in the mountain of blankets, yet his shirt was pristinely white—albeit wrinkled—in the darkened room. 

“That’s why you’re staying here,” he said. 

“What? No. I have class. I already missed today.” Though the scent of sex lingered, my thighs still wet, and my muscles clenched, the mood of moments before was gone. “You can’t go to Washington and expect me to stay hidden in this house.”

Nox sat up and in one swift move he was before me, our noses touching. “I can and I do. This conversation is done.”

Common sense told me to let the dust settle, allow him his little show of dominance and then revisit the subject. Then again, if he were in DC there wouldn’t be time for renegotiations. “No.”

The covers flew as Nox sat, swung his long, muscular legs off the side of the bed, and searched for the rest of his clothes. 

“Don’t you understand?” he asked.

“Yes. I get it. I get that you’re protective. I understand something terrible happened today. I won’t walk in the park. I’ll let Jerrod drive me everywhere. I have a responsibility to my schooling.”

“Fuck, Charli, so do I. I have a responsibility and it’s you.”

He was now standing, straightening his shirt, pushing it down into his pants, and securing his buttons, zipper, and belt. Before I devised a plausible response, he continued, “I was not supposed to be in Central Park this morning.”

“Yes, I know. You were only there because of…” A cold chill covered my skin as it prickled with fear. “…me.”

“Deloris has a full team working on this. There was a communication that went out to Jerrod and Isaac about our change in plans. The network is supposed to be secure, but fuck, I’m not sure of anything anymore.”

“H-has she learned anything more about the break-in?”

Nox’s hand ran through his sex-messed hair. “Her priority shifted when someone decided to use us for target practice.”

“But they could be connected?”

He nodded. “They could.” He leaned down upon the bed. “Both are connected to you.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m not saying you’re involved, though some on her team are insinuating that.”

What?

“I’m saying,” he went on, “that someone could be trying to get to me through you. First, there was the attack on Chelsea, then the break-in at our apartment, and now this. I’m saying that this house is the safest place for you until we know more. Even Oren agrees.”

Oren? He spoke with his father? 

“Contact your professors. Claim illness, the flu, I don’t give a fuck. Ask to read from home. If you need anything from the apartment, tell Jerrod or Deloris. They’ll get it and bring it to you.” His blue eyes widened. “Don’t they offer teleconferencing of the lectures?”

My gaze narrowed. “How would you know that?”

“You, Miss Collins, left all of your school shit all over the kitchen table for over two weeks. Did you not think I’d at least glance at all the crap?”

I folded my arms over my sheet-covered breasts. “Nox, I don’t want to start my career as a law student as the one hearing the recorded lecture. I want to be the one sitting in the front row and asking the pertinent questions. Do you think I graduated with honors by doing the minimum?”

“No, princess, I don’t. I think you knocked it out of the park, because believe me, what we just did here, well, let me say, you hit a home run.” He planted a kiss on the top of my head. “I fucking hate this. I do. I want you to succeed. I also need to know you’re alive and safe. Today’s Wednesday. Give Deloris a day or two. Call Columbia. Tell them whatever you need to tell them. I’ll be back on the weekend.”

“Weekend?” I asked. “You want me to stay here for three days? What about Patrick’s apartment?”

Nox’s blue stare lowered a degree or two. The temperature was nearing freezing. Ice was not far away. “Alexandria Collins, this conversation is done.”

“I only have my laptop.”

“My office is your office. Help yourself. I’ll leave all the necessary passwords on the desk.”

“Deloris?”

“She’ll be out here later. Let her or Jerrod know what you need and they’ll bring it.”

I sighed, laying my head back against the headboard. 

“And stay inside,” he went on. “I’m not even a fan of the pool house, at least until Deloris is certain of the perimeter.”

Perimeter? I’m in a damn war zone. 

“I don’t have a choice, do I?”

“Princess, you have a choice. If you choose me, then that’s your choice.”

“Fuck, Nox, of course my choice is you. Just tell me that I’ll be able to go back and be the student in the front row.”

“As soon as it’s safe.”

“What about you?” I asked. 

“What about me?”

“How will I know you’re safe? Are you flying commercial or in your Batplane?”

“Batplane. The super-secret gadgets let me fly under the radar.”

I smiled at his grin and the menacing gleam, yet if he could be worried about me, I could be worried about him. “I still haven’t seen your cape, and I’d say we’re past the third date.”

“No, princess, you haven’t seen my cape, but you’ve seen under the mask. You do realize that makes you part of a very elite group.” 

Though he was joking, I found more than a little bit of truth in his humor. Lennox Demetri had shown me a side of himself that I doubted many people had seen or even knew existed. 

I pursed my lips. “Fine. I’ll stay here. Just promise me that you’ll come back. Promise me that you’ll stay safe.”

Once again he leaned down on the bed. This time he kissed me, soft and chaste. “I promise. Thank you for not fighting me on this. I need to concentrate on the hearing.” He looked down at his phone. “I need to be going.”

I nodded. “I’m going to take a quick shower. Will you please ask Silvia to hold my lunch?”

When he looked up, the menacing gleam was gone. 

“What?” I asked.

“Look at this.” For the second time today, he thrust his phone my direction. “You might want to reconsider what you tell your professors.”

My stomach dropped as I secured his phone in my now-shaky grasp. The video queued on the screen needed only for me to push the small triangle in order for it to play. In the still picture I could make out a crowd of people. 

I hit the triangle. 

The sound was terrible, mostly static and unrecognizable voices. The picture was shaky and unfocused. It had undoubtedly been taken with someone’s cell phone. It wasn’t until near the end when the photographer zoomed in on a couple being escorted into an SUV that I saw myself. Instead of keeping my head down like Nox had done, I looked up over my shoulder at the crowd. There wasn’t a name, but it wouldn’t take long before it was figured out. 

The small news snippet asked if anyone knew how this couple was involved in the shooting of an innocent woman in Central Park. 

I dropped the phone on the bed, my stomach bubbling with acid and dread. “What? What can I do?”

“Stay put. Let me talk to Deloris. Don’t call Columbia or talk to anyone until she tells you what to say.”

I nodded. 

“Princess, I love you. Don’t go rogue on me. With all the fucking chaos, please let me have the peace of knowing that you’re safe.”

The corner of my lips quirked upward as I tilted my head. “Only because you begged, Mr. Demetri. I do love it when you beg.”

Nox came closer and reached for my hand, encouraging me to stand.

“No,” I shook my head. “I’m… well, I reek.”

“Fucking stop saying that,” he admonished as he pulled me to my feet. “You smell amazing.” He smoothed my hair. “And your hair is perfect. Hot sex is the best hairstyle on you.”

My cheeks filled with warmth as they undoubtedly colored with crimson. 

He pulled me close, my bare skin against his slacks and shirt. I inhaled as the cold buckle of his belt sent a chill against my stomach. “Alexandria Collins, I meant it when I said I love you. I will beg you every fucking day if it keeps you with me, but…” The gleam returned to his sexy blue eyes. “…I expect to be obeyed.” I fidgeted in his grasp. “Princess, I’ll be glad to spank your ass, just don’t make me do it because of your putting yourself in danger.”

“Is that a promise, Mr. Demetri?”

He shook his head. “Are you trying to make me later than I already am?”

I nodded. “Guilty as charged. I’m trying to make you want to stay with me. Maybe you should punish me now?”

He shook his head again. “I should, and I do want to stay.” He kissed me, his tongue teasing my lips, urging them to part. Willingly, I opened, taking all that he had to offer. When he pulled away, he continued. “I’ll call.”

“Nox?”

“Yes, princess?”

“I love you, too. You told me that you’re always truthful. You promised you’d come back safe. I’m holding you to that.”

“I won’t disappoint.”

I couldn’t stop the grin, though my chest felt as though my heart might break. He was right. He hadn’t disappointed me yet.

I stood nude in the darkened room, the evidence of our lovemaking fresh upon my thighs as Nox disappeared through the door, leaving me alone. 
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I PUSHED THE chicken salad around my plate, separating the grapes from the nuts. I liked them all, but I wasn’t hungry. Lifting my gaze from my plate, I stared out of the breakfast-nook windows toward the water. The afternoon sun looked warm as it shone not only on the crystal blue pool, but also beyond the deep green lawn to the sound. The scene was beautiful, calming even. 

I needed something to calm me as I waited for Nox’s call. How long did it take to fly from New York to DC? Considering the time it took for my shower and now lunch, he’d been gone for nearly an hour. Rationally I knew he’d also need to be driven back to the city, but that didn’t stop my heart from aching. 

My phone sat beside my plate. If I weren’t waiting for his call, I’d turn off the sound. From the clamor of noises—notifications, emails, and tweets—I suspected that my name had been discovered as one of the people leaving the scene of a shooting. 

What did that even mean?

We couldn’t be suspects, could we?

With a huff, I pushed back the plate, grabbed my phone and the tall glass of iced tea. Even with the shower, I’d like something else to wear. My capris and top seemed jaded by the memories of the scene in the park. As I walked around Nox’s lovely home, I didn’t notice the elegant furnishings or the stately architecture. My mind was desperately trying to replay the morning scene. 

In the photo I was looking beyond the bodyguards, looking out to the crowd. Yet I couldn’t recall seeing the victim. 

My nearly empty stomach twisted. 

The woman’s only crime was jogging. I jogged in the park every Saturday. I’d just been talking to Nox, telling him how we should run in the park instead of on a treadmill. That was all she’d been doing—exercising, and with her child no less. 

I was an English and political science major. Physics was never my thing. After calculus I went into micro- and macroeconomics. I understood math as a property of finance, not angles and projections. Somehow, a bullet aimed at either Nox or me was shot from a gun with one of us in the sights and by a person who I would venture to guess was good at what he or she did, when at just precisely the right moment, this woman stepped into its trajectory. 

How ironic was that? 

The shrill ring of my phone pulled me from my thoughts. I recognized the tune. It was my mother. I took a deep breath as I turned the screen toward me and confirmed the name. 

I could let it go to voicemail, but eventually I’d need to talk to her. Had she seen my picture? Did she know I was—at the very least—connected to a violent crime in Central Park?

Taking a deep breath, I swiped the screen and held tightly to my midsection. With my phone to my ear, I said, “Hi, Momma.”

“Alexandria, I’m sending a plane. Where in the fuck are you? You’re coming home today.”

The phone didn’t need to be at my ear. Silvia, no matter where she was in the house, could probably hear. It wasn’t the words that set my nerves into overdrive. It was the voice. 

With the small hairs standing at attention on the back of my neck, I sucked in another breath. “Alton, where’s my mother?”
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“FAMILY,” CARMINE COSTELLO said as he hugged Angelina. 

“Zio,” she replied with a smile. 

“Oren,” he said, his hand extended. 

“Sir, we’re happy to be here today.”

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Costello replied as he walked through the house, his arm around my wife, his niece. 

What I’d said was partially true. Angelina and I would never decline an invitation to her uncle’s home. That wasn’t only because he was her family, her father’s brother, but because he was the head of her family. No one declined an invitation.

It wasn’t as easy as it had been to get to the Costello home. When we’d still lived in Brooklyn, we could walk. Now we had our house in Westchester County. Sometimes it was as though they had forgotten that we’d moved. I couldn’t count the number of times I’d received late-night phone calls requesting my presence at a family meeting. Thankfully, late at night, the traffic was more forgiving. 

This wasn’t late at night. It was a sunny Sunday afternoon and the tree-lined street was filled with cars. We’d practically needed to walk from our old brownstone in order to find a place to park. 

Angelina’s Uncle Carmine had met us at the top of the tall steps at the threshold of his home. As we made our way down the long hallway toward the beautiful courtyard out back, the other guests came into view. In the world where Angelina was born, this was an honor to be amongst these people. We were on the inside, along with family that was either blood or who’d earned their way to the inner circle. Earning that right came with the same price—blood. 

Blood in, blood out. 

The backyard was festive with voices and laughter. Angelina made her way over to Vinny’s wife, Bella, and offered her congratulations. We weren’t celebrating her accomplishment, but that of her daughter. We were all gathered to celebrate the first communion of Carmine’s granddaughter and Vincent’s daughter, Luisa, the princess.

I turned to talk to Lennox, to remind him to behave, but he was already gone. He’d run off to the area of the yard where the other children were playing. He was with Luca, Vincent’s boy, who was the same age as Lennox. The way Luca stood holding court over his siblings and cousins reminded me more of his grandfather than of his father. 

“Oren,” Vinny said as he patted my shoulder. “Good to have you here. I heard Angel speaking to Rose. That gift, man, you didn’t need to do that.”

The gift was a silver jewelry box engraved with Luisa’s name and a white gold cross necklace. It was expensive, but nothing but the best for Carmine Costello’s family. 

“You know how it is,” I said, watching the ease in which Angelina intermingled with the other wives. “Your cousin was the one who picked it out.”

Vinny laughed. “Glad to hear that jewelry box shopping isn’t your thing.”

“No, but jewelry…” I left the innuendo floating in the wind as a young girl brought us each a beer. 

I’d recently inquired about a few upper-end jewelry stores. They were ripe for the picking. The recent housing boom had taken the lion’s share of disposable income, leaving the high-end jewelry market in the affluent suburbs strapped for cash. It was a great investment that I was sure would pay off in merchandise, revenue, and real estate. The buildings themselves were in prime locations. Demetri Enterprises would broaden its umbrella, including more reputable businesses.

I had the investors and the backing, and had worked out most of the kinks.

The problem was that only one of the buildings was in the Costello family neighborhood. I couldn’t buy just one. The deal was for three and two were in a neighborhood watched over by another family. Personally, I didn’t have a problem. I knew the rules. I’d either be paying family for the pleasure of doing business or someone else. 

That would’ve worked if I weren’t married to a Costello, but I was. The deal wouldn’t nor could it be finalized without Carmine’s approval. 

“Not today,” Vinny said as he tilted his head toward his father. “He knows. He’s considering. That’s all I’ve got right now.”

I nodded as I brought the brown bottle to my lips and took a swallow. 

“This legit thing,” he asked, “you really want to make it work?” 

“I do, as much as I can.” I lowered my voice. “I know it’ll never be one hundred percent. I’ll take what I can… for her.” I looked up to see Angelina looking my way, her blue eyes smiling as our gazes met.

“Yeah, I get it. Things aren’t the way they were, but we’re family. We look out for one another. And there are rules,” he added, as if I needed to be reminded. 

My chest expanded with my intake of air, though it suddenly felt tight. Although Vinny had just told me that his daughter’s party wasn’t the place to talk business, he’d essentially laid it on the line. My quest for legitimate business would always be at the grace of family. They’d decide what I could and couldn’t do. As long as I stayed in their good graces, I had options. That meant not only seeking approval, but also allowing anything under the Demetri Enterprises umbrella to be available to the family whenever they wanted it. 

“Oren,” Carmine’s booming voice interrupted our private conversation. 

“Sir, nice party.”

“Yes, Luisa is a vision. As you know, I never had a daughter of my own.” He patted Vinny on the shoulder. “Sons… a man needs his sons, but a girl, a beautiful girl… my Vincent here’s been blessed with both. Look at Luisa. I’m sorry you, Angelina, and Lennox didn’t make the church service. Her white dress…” He shook his head. “…a princess. She looked like a princess.” 

“The sparkling tiara added to the effect,” Vinny offered with a grin. 

“Nothing but the best,” Carmine said, tilting his head toward his son, excusing him from the conversation. 

I found myself standing taller, wondering if this was my thirty-second elevator pitch. I’d just been told not to bring up the stores here at the party. It was, after all, Luisa’s day, but how often did I have a one-on-one with Carmine Costello?

“Daughters, you know what I mean,” Carmine asked, “with only a son?”

I nodded. “I do. Our son means everything.”

“But Angelina, she’d like a daughter?”

I shrugged. “We’ve both decided one child is what we want.”

With his lips together, he moved his head—actually his entire upper body—up and down, whether in agreement or concentration, I wasn’t sure. 

“Angelina, she’s like my daughter.”

This time I agreed. I’d known that since before I got up the nerve to ask her on our first date. 

“That’s why she means so much to me. She’s happy. Tell me she’s happy,” Carmine implored.

“Sir, I believe she is.”

“You believe? A man must be sure. That woman over there is either your world or she’s not. There’s no in between.”

“She is.” I meant every word as I followed her with my eyes. We’d had our share of fights. She had her uncle’s temper, like a loose cannon, and yet she was also the most loving mother and wife. 

The move had been the hardest thing on our marriage. She’d been happy in Brooklyn, but she deserved more. Even though she didn’t see it, I wanted to show not only her, but also Carmine and the rest of the Costellos that I could take care of their pride and joy. I could give her more than she’d had. The house in Rye was everything she’d ever said she wanted. 

From vacations where we’d sat near a pool and she told me how much she enjoyed it, to walks along the shore where she’d commented on the water. I’d remembered every word, every time she’d smiled and told me she was happy. I tried to put it all in one package. The house had everything she loved and more. The attached guesthouse would be perfect for someone to help her. I didn’t build her a grand home for her to be the one who had to care of it. 

Though she’d moved to Rye, getting her to accept domestic help had not yet happened. 

“Why spend money on someone to do what I love to do?” she’d ask. “I love caring for my family. Cleaning is part of that.”

I explained that she’d have more time for other things. She could go out with her friends, shop, or spend time in the city. 

“I want to spend time with you and Lennox.” It was her answer to everything. Sometimes I swore I heard her recite it in her sleep. 

She’d been raised in the world of Costellos, yet she didn’t understand the time commitment her family required of me. Making my way and navigating both worlds was equivalent to two full-time jobs. 

The house was built for her, designed with luxury and safety in mind, yet the one amenity she wanted—me—didn’t have time to be present. I had a name to build and a reputation to prove. 

“Before her father died,” Carmine said, “I promised my brother that I’d look after her. If I ever thought she wasn’t happy, I would need to say my piece.”

I wasn’t worried about him saying his piece. I was worried about what would come after the verbal lashing. 

“Zio,” Angelina said as she stepped between her uncle and me. “You aren’t talking business, are you? I seem to recall a ‘no business at family events’ rule.”

“Tesoro, you know I’m the one who made that rule and we don’t break rules, do we, Oren?”

“No, sir, we don’t.”

So this wasn’t my opportunity for my elevator pitch. I wouldn’t be talking to Carmine Costello about the jewelry stores today. 

I took another drink of my beer and grimaced. The liquid had warmed in the summer heat and the warmth of my grasp. 

“Sir, a fresh beer?” the young girl who’d given me the first beer asked.

“Yes,” I said, nodding and handing her my warm brown bottle.

“Thank you,” Angelina called after the girl who’d hurried away to get me another drink. 

When Carmine walked away, I pulled my wife close and whispered in her ear. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“What?”

“Having someone to bring you drinks?”

Her soft blue eyes fluttered in consideration. “Someone who is at your beck and call and does what you say without receiving gratitude?”

My neck straightened. 

What the hell?

This wasn’t the place to start a fight. “What are you talking about?”

“Just now, you couldn’t even say thank you.”

“To her? That girl? It’s her job. Do you think people thank me for doing my job?”

“No,” she said definitively. 

“You’re right, they don’t,” I confirmed.

Angelina looked around the room, her expression perfect, her smile big and happy. It was her eyes that told me she was mad. No longer soft, fire burned behind the color, darkening it to a molten pool of navy lava. “Not the question I answered,” she explained. “My no was in reference to your earlier question as in, no, I don’t think that would be nice. No sense subjecting anyone else to what I endure daily.”

What she endures?

“This is hardly—” I began, keeping my voice low.

Her smile was still too large as she kissed my cheek. “Of course it isn’t. The only time I ever see you is when we can’t talk. Excuse me, tesoro, I must help Bella.”

I fought the urge to tug her hand and explain that she didn’t need to help. That was why they had that young girl here. It could be that way for her too, but I didn’t reach for her hand. In a matter of seconds she was gone and the young girl was back with my beer. 

“Here you are, sir.”

Taking it, I nodded, but before she walked away, I remembered my wife’s reprimand. “Thank you.”

The girl’s face lit up as if my words had impact. “You’re welcome.”
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“RALPH, I WANT to see my father’s will.”

“Adelaide, this is unexpected. I didn’t have you scheduled…”

“I won’t take much of your time. I’m certain that Montague keeps you and your firm busy enough to warrant me a few minutes alone with the document.”

He ran a pen through his fingers, slowly twisting it as it weaved a course above one digit, below the next. More than likely he wasn’t even aware he was doing it. My mother detested nervous habits. She pointed out that they were signs of weakness. Something as simple as the bobbing of a knee showed vulnerability. 

I sat statuesque, perched on the edge of the red leather chair facing Ralph Porter’s desk, my knees together and back straight. If some people thought they could intimidate me after twenty years with Alton Fitzgerald, they were seriously deluding themselves. 

“You see,” he began, “we don’t just keep those kinds of documents sitting around. You can understand their sensitivity. If you’d have let me or Natalie know that you were coming, we could have pulled the will.” He feigned looking at his computer screen. “With the holiday coming, we’re very busy. I could have it for you on Tuesday.”

“No.”

His eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

“I said no. I’m here today. My time, too, is valuable. Am I or am I not an heir to Charles Montague II?”

Ralph’s shoulders moved back and then forward. “Adelaide, I don’t understand what’s gotten into you. Perhaps if you just ask me whatever it is that you want to know, I can answer your question. The wording of these documents is legalese and confusing.”

Asshole. 

He might as well say what Alton’s been saying for twenty years. ‘You’re too stupid to understand.’

“Despite public opinion to the contrary,” I replied, “I do know how to read.”

He shifted in his chair. “Now, Laide, that isn’t what I meant.”

“Mrs. Fitzgerald. Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald, and I’ll thank you to remember that.”

“Yes, of course,” Ralph said, his thinning gray hair doing little to hide the crimson now seeping from his skin. “It’s just that we’ve known one another for most of our lives. I helped when Russell died. I worked for your father…” 

“Yes, Ralph, you’ve been a great asset to my family, our company, and to me. Tell me why you don’t want me to see my father’s will.”

“I-it isn’t me.”

My neck straightened. “Mr. Fitzgerald cannot restrict who sees and doesn’t see my father’s will.”

“He can…”

I narrowed my blue eyes. “Legally, Ralph? Because if I don’t see that will and all of the codicils today, I will seek new representation. I will see my father’s will today or by court order. So if Mr. Fitzgerald’s request doesn’t have legal backing, I suggest you reconsider your answer to my next question.” I paused. “When can you have my father’s last will and testament and any and all codicils sitting on a table in front of me?”

“I-I need to at least consult Mr. Fitz—”

“No, you do not.”

“You don’t understand the position you’re putting me in—that you’re putting our firm in. If he learned that you—”

My cheeks rose as my head tilted slightly to the left. I may be in my early fifties, but between personal trainers and plastic surgeons, I’d done what my father had told me to do and kept the wrapping on the package appealing. My words dripped with Southern charm. “Then you have you your answer, Ralph.”

His eyes opened wide. “My answer?”

“Mr. Fitzgerald doesn’t need to learn a thing. This…” I motioned between us. “…will be our little secret.” I winked. “Isn’t that what old friends do for one another? We keep secrets. You see, I don’t plan on announcing to anyone that we had this chat, not as long as I get to see what I came to see.” My lips pursed. “But then again, if this becomes a big ‘ole fight, if I have to involve another law firm…” I contemplated. “There’s a new firm, Preston, Madden, and Owen, I believe…” 

“Why?” he asked. 

Continuing, I oozed charisma. “Now, Ralph, that right there is a question friends don’t ask one another. You see, a woman’s age, her dress size, and why she does whatever in the hell she sets her mind to do are all off-limits for friends. And we are friends, aren’t we?”

Nearly an hour later, clutching my purse, I paced back and forth in the small conference room. There were two windows that looked out to a small parking lot. The September sun shone bright and warm. After all, this was Georgia. Autumn may be on the calendar in less than three weeks, but rarely did we see the cooler temperatures until much closer to the holidays. 

It was hard to believe I was thinking holidays when only last night I’d been ready to leave this world behind. As my manicured nails pinched the leather exterior of my handbag, I contemplated what I was about to read. Part of me feared that I might not understand it. I’d been told for so long how stupid I really was. 

I tried to recall reading the original document after Alton’s and my engagement was announced. That was the last time I’d seen my father’s will, and as I recalled, I’d only seen the section and subsection related to our marriage and that of Alexandria and Bryce’s. My father was an incredibly wealthy man with many holdings. His entire last will and testament was ridiculously wordy. 

My purse vibrated with an incoming call. I glanced toward the door I’d wanted to open for at least the last forty-five minutes. Ralph had told me that I could leave and return, but I refused. I was here and didn’t plan to leave without accomplishing my goal. 

Another vibration.

Opening my purse, I looked at the screen and sighed. ALTON.

I didn’t know how to do the thing that the kids did, how they gave each caller their own distinctive ring, but if I could, I’d have some ominous song alert me of my husband’s calls. I’d read a book that talked about a dark song called Fatal Lullaby. After reading the book, I listened to the song over and over. It was perfect for the book, and in hindsight, would be the perfect ring for Alton’s calls.

Another vibration.

Even just the idea of that song announcing him—such a secret and tiny rebellion—brought a smile to my face as I pulled the phone from my purse. Swiping the screen, I said, “Hello, Alton.”

“Where are you?” 

I shook my head. If Ralph had called Alton, I’d leave this damn office and head straight for Preston, Madden, and Owen. “I’m in Savannah. Do you need something?”

“Yes, why the hell else would I call?”

I bit my lip. I had so many responses. “What do you need?” 

“I’ll be back on Friday night. The damn meetings were supposed to only last until…” I listened as he ranted about something that made no difference to me other than to alert me of his impending return. Once the entire conversation was complete, I deciphered that he’d wanted me to check on the caterers for our annual Labor Day barbeque. When I assured him that it was all taken care of, he went on a rampage about someone leaving a message on his cell. 

The damn world didn’t know how important he was—yada yada yada. He couldn’t bother with mundane… blah blah blah. I tuned him out at some point only to come back to the conversation when he said, “…and Brantley said he’d taken you downtown. You don’t usually leave the manor on Wednesdays unless you do that luncheon, but it’s not this week. What are you doing?”

“Dear, we’re having our annual barbeque in a few days. I didn’t think you’d want me wearing some old thing I’d worn to other outings all summer long. It just wouldn’t do.”

“Shopping? You’re shopping?”

“Yes. Is there a problem with that?”

“No. Fuck, I don’t give a shit. Get me something, too.”

“Certainly. We’ll be dressed for the occasion.”

“I need to go. Wait on me for dinner Friday night.”

My teeth ground together, yet my words dripped with sincerity. “Yes, Alton. I’ll see you then.”

The line went dead just as the door opened. It wasn’t Ralph, but some young man, possibly younger than Alexandria. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald,” he said as he placed a box on the table. “Your father had many documents. Mr. Porter asked me to help you find whatever it is you want to find.” He looked at the box, shook his head, and brushed the dust from his hands. “Would you like a cup of coffee or something? We might need it to get through all of this.”

There was something I liked about him. In this world of sharks, he was refreshingly naïve. 

“Do you work here?”

“Yes, ma’am, I’m an intern from Savannah Law.”

Savannah Law—that was where I wanted Alexandria to go. “Really? My daughter’s a first-year law student.”

His eyes widened. “She is? I’m second-year.” He shook his head. “I haven’t met many of the first-years. Maybe she should be here with you?”

“I’d like that very much, but she attends Columbia, in New York.”

He let out a low whistle. “I didn’t even apply there. Wow. You must be proud.”

“I am. Son, what’s your name?”

“Stephen.”

“Stephen, I’d love some coffee.” I took the lid off the box. “We may even need sandwiches before the day is through.” I felt the gleam in my eyes. “You weren’t planning on doing anything else today, were you?”

His smile turned bashful. “Not after Mr. Porter told me to help you.”

I nodded. “Good answer, Stephen. You get the coffee—I’ll take mine with cream—and I’ll start removing the files.”

“Ma’am, they’re kind of old. Some of these haven’t seen the light of day for nearly fifteen years. You might get dusty.”

“My name’s Adelaide, and I’ve been dusty before. Not to worry.”

“Yes, ma’am, I mean Miss Adelaide, I’ll be right back with coffee.”

Some of these? 

Stephen’s words hit a cord. “Stephen,” I called, though he’d already stepped away. 

A moment later he was back. “Yes, do you want something else?”

“No, I have a question. What did you mean that some of these haven’t seen the light of day in nearly fifteen years? Does that mean that some have?”

“Well, yes. We have a content inventory. Usually we don’t bring all the records at once. Usually particular documents or even sections are requested. It’s all cataloged.”

The box only contained files. 

“Where is the catalog?”

“I can access it from the server.”

“On your computer?”

“Yes, ma’am… I mean, Adelaide.”

I waved away his correction. “Stephen, will you please bring us coffee and your laptop. I’d like to see who’s accessed these files, which files they’ve accessed, and when.”

His countenance fell. No doubt he’d been hoping to dismiss me before sandwiches became necessary. “Yes, right away.”

“Oh, and Stephen?”

“Yes?”

“If Mr. Porter doesn’t ask you for particulars, you don’t need to share with him what we discover.”

“If he does?”

I shrugged. “I’m the heir to Montague Corporation. We’re always looking for good men to work and run our legal division. Hiring from local universities is one of my husband’s favorite things.” 

“Yes, Adelaide, coffee, one cream?”

“Thank you.”
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I POINTED TO the clause. It was the last amendment, the last codicil added to my father’s legal last will and testament. On the top of the typed page was a date with my father’s initials and those of Ralph Porter. 

“What does this date mean?” I asked. 

My shoes were now neatly stowed in the corner of the small room. The hem of my silk blouse hung loosely from my skirt. The table was completely covered in papers, including the wrappers of the sandwiches we’d ordered hours ago. The only thing missing from my long morning and afternoon was wine. And while my body craved it, my mind was happy to be alert and awake. 

Stephen was just as comfortable. His jacket and tie were gone and his shirt was unbuttoned at the collar. The blinds on the two windows were closed in an attempt to keep the late afternoon sun at bay. Nevertheless, the temperature of the small room had risen, despite our attempts at manipulating the thermostat. 

“It’s the date this codicil was approved by your father.”

I stared as my chest tightened. 

“Why?” he asked. “Is it significant?”

My head bobbed, though I couldn’t form the words. “I-it’s the day he died.”

The young man beside me sucked in a breath. “Th-that…” He stammered, “can’t be right. Maybe it’s a typo?”

“It could be right. He died during the evening, a heart attack after he fell asleep.” They say that a quick and painless death is like being kissed by an angel. I always wondered how he warranted a kiss. Maybe this codicil was it?

Stephen’s head moved side to side. “Whoa, that’s just… weird… coincidental.”

Frankly, it seemed suddenly too coincidental.

I pushed further thoughts of my father’s death from my mind. “Okay, tell me again about this amendment.”

He took a drink from the water bottle. “In effect, it qualifies the provisions in Article XII. The article that deals with the marriage…” His words softened as if he had a difficult time believing that such a thing would be mandated from the afterlife. “…of your daughter, Alexandria Charles Montague Collins, to Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer.”

“Qualifies?”

“Basically it’s saying that any manipulation by any of the interested parties alters the provisions.”

“If someone involved in this agreement does anything to persuade the outcome—” I tried to paraphrase.

“Sorry, ma’am, it specifically states that if anyone does anything to dissuade, to interfere with the natural progression of, or to stop the planned arrangement, then that person null and voids his or her assets or any claim to said assets.”

“What about this?” I asked as I pointed.

“In the event that the marriage doesn’t go as planned, Montague Corporation will remain a viable entity; however, the current board of trustees will be dissolved, and the entire corporate structure will become a publicly traded company.”

“But the original article stated it would be sold and the proceeds would go to Fitzgerald Investments?”

“Adelaide, that’s what a codicil does, it allows people to change their minds.”

“What about the assets?”

Stephen shook his head. “If the marriage doesn’t occur, or either person marries someone else, your father’s last will and testament will enter probate again where all interested parties must make a case for their rights. Assuming that the earlier mentioned interference isn’t an issue, theoretically, the estate will be equally divided amongst the living heirs.”

“This has been present for fifteen years and it’s the first time I’m seeing it? Why is that?”

“I don’t have an answer for you. I can tell you that after the addition of the codicil and apparently your father’s death, there was an attempt to revoke the codicil, to make it null and void. The presiding judge refused to remove it.”

I didn’t need to ask who had made that attempt.

I removed my phone from my purse and turned on my camera. Page by page, I photographed Article XII as well as the codicils. When I was done, I said, “Stephen, thank you. Let me help you put this all back in the box. Would it be possible to forget to log what we saw into that catalog?”

He shook his head. 

“I understand. Then could it simply say that we explored the contents of the documents with no specifics?”

His expression blossomed. “That space for content is too small to describe all that we did.”

“And who’s made aware of that catalog?” I asked.

“Only people who seek the information. It isn’t automatically given to anyone.” He shrugged. “If it were, you’d be on that list.”

That was true.

“Thank you again,” I said. “I’d be happy to buy you a drink. You are old enough to drink, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am, and after today, I’d like a drink.”

“Me too, Stephen. I feel like celebrating.”
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“TELL ME WHERE you are,” Alton’s booming voice demanded.

I wasn’t born yesterday. If my GPS worked for Nox, it also worked for Alton. “Let me talk to my mother, or I’m hanging up.”

“I didn’t realize that Columbia had a satellite campus in Rye.” He said the word like it was a backwoods Georgia dot on the map, not one of the nicest, most expensive zip codes in New York. 

Asshole.

“It doesn’t.”

“Well, obviously, this law school farce didn’t last long. Second day and you’re already skipping class.”

“Goodbye.” 

Before I could disconnect the line, my mother’s voice came through the cell phone. “Alexandria, are you all right?”

“Yes, Mother, I’m fine.”

“Tell us what happened.”

Nox had told me not to talk to anyone about this morning until I heard from Deloris. Did that include my family? “I really don’t know.” It was mostly true. The scene was a blur. 

“Bullshit!” Alton’s voice boomed from the background, turning my stomach and setting my teeth on edge. 

“Speakerphone? Really, Mother?” I wondered if they were in his office at that damn ostentatious conference table. Were we now doing long-distance family discipline sessions? Soon it would be time to talk about how once again I’d disappointed my family and sullied the Montague name. 

“Dear, your father is worried sick. You were involved in a shooting! Your face was on the news. Do you have any idea of the repercussions to Montague Corporation?”

Yep, there it is!

So many issues—number one, he’s not my father! Number two, I was shot at and Montague Corporation is the biggest concern?

“I wasn’t involved. It happened. We left. I don’t know more.”

“But you’re not at class?”

“No, I’m not. The shooting interrupted my schedule.”

“You’re coming home,” Alton’s voice again demanded. “Why the hell are you in Rye when you should be here?”

I shook my head. “Why should I be there?”

“Dear,” my mother tried to explain, “obviously, there’s danger. It’s that young man.”

“Just like his father,” Alton added.

Continuing as if Alton hadn’t spoken, my mother went on, “You need to be safe. From what I saw on the news, you’re not. I love you, Alexandria. I want to know you’re safe.”

“Momma, when you can call and talk to me without your husband in the background, we can discuss it. You know my number.”

“He’s right, dear. Why Rye?”

That was it. I was turning off the damn GPS. I’d tell Deloris, Jerrod, and Nox. As long as I was here, I didn’t need to broadcast it to the world. 

I took a deep breath. “Rye is where…” I stopped talking as Deloris entered the room, her head moving from side to side and her lips puckered in the universal ‘shh’ sign. 

“Who is that?” she whispered.

I covered the mouthpiece of my phone. “My… parents.” I hated that description, but it was a shorter explanation. “They saw the video.”

“Of course they did. It’s had over half a million hits.” 

“Who are you talking to?” my mother asked. 

“Mom, I need to go. I’m fine—completely fine. I’ll call you later when you can talk.”

“Alexandria, your father is insistent about sending the plane. He’s looking it up right now. There’s a private airport not far from where you are…”

My eyes opened wide toward Deloris. I knew she could hear as she continued to shake her head back and forth. 

“Don’t send a plane,” I said. “I’m fine. I’ll be back to class tomorrow. Savannah really doesn’t fit into my schedule.”

This time it was my mother who covered the mouthpiece. Behind the muffling of her hand, I could hear hers and Alton’s voices though I couldn’t make out their words. 

“Alex, hang up,” Deloris said.

I shrugged. “I’ve tried.”

She reached for the phone. Before I realized what she’d done, she hit the disconnect button. “Yes,” she confirmed with her ear to the phone. “It wasn’t difficult. The button worked.”

What the hell?

“That was my mother, and what you just did was rude.”

“It may have been rude, but after what I just learned, it was warranted.”

“Is it…?” My stomach dropped. Anger at her behavior immediately turned to panic. “…Nox? Oh my God, is he… did something happen?” 

She reached for my hand. “Come, let’s sit.”

My flat shoes that I’d found near the sofa in the pool house held tightly to the wooden floor, keeping me steadfast. “Tell me, Deloris.”

She shook her head as she tugged my hand. “It’s not Lennox. He’s in flight. He’s fine. It’s about the letter.”

I followed her to one of the long sofas. After we sat, I asked, “What about the letter?”

“Think carefully. Who touched it?”

I tried to recall. It seemed like weeks or even months ago, not last night. I remembered going into my new office, seeing it sitting on my desk, and picking it up. Nox took it from my hands, and then Deloris handled it with a tissue. “Me, Nox, and then you.”

“What about the envelope?”

I shrugged. “Me. I don’t even think Nox touched it. I was the one to open it. He grabbed the pages from me, but the envelope… I don’t remember if I threw it away or left it on the desk.”

“It was on the desk,” she confirmed. 

“Why?”

“Because there’s a partial print on the envelope. The letter itself has your prints and Lennox’s. The other prints are being verified. So far Mr. Spencer’s prints have not been detected.”

My eyes grew wide. “What?”

“I’ve alerted Lennox, but I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

My head moved from side to side. “Maybe Bryce wore gloves or something.”

“Why would he wear gloves and sign his name?”

I don’t know.

“D-do you have it, or even a copy?” I asked. “Maybe if I looked at it again, I could tell if it was really his signature.”

“I didn’t bring it with me, but I have a picture.” Deloris reached into her bag and pulled out her tablet. As it came to life, she said, “The only other prints on the paper were not in our system, but I found the possible match in a database of employees.”

I didn’t understand. 

“Demetri Enterprise employees?” I asked.

“No, Infidelity.”

I gasped.

“Do you recognize the name Whitney Blessings?” Deloris asked.

I shook my head. “Karen said we wouldn’t know any of the other employees.”

“You wouldn’t know her from Infidelity. You might know her because of where she works—her main job,” she qualified.

“Why? Where does she work?”

“Montague Corporation. She’s your father’s—I mean your stepfather’s—secretary. Personal assistant. Her job description isn’t very specific.”

My stomach twisted. What did this mean? Was Alton an Infidelity client?

“That doesn’t make sense. I mean I’ve known forever that he screwed around on my mom, but why would he be a client?”

“Are you saying that he’s such a charismatic charmer that paying for companionship would be beneath him?”

I scrunched my nose as bile bubbled from the pits of my empty stomach. 

Gross!

“No, that’s not what I mean. I-I just never imagined he’d be a client.”

“I didn’t say he was. I said his assistant is an employee, and I believe she touched the letter—more accurately the paper—possibly long before the words were written and it became a letter. This theory leads me to believe that the paper at the very least came from your stepfather’s office.” 

I tried to process. “Maybe Bryce got the paper from there. He works at Montague in the corporate offices.”

“That’s a possibility. But wasn’t your stepfather on that call?” Deloris asked. 

“Yes. He called me on my mother’s phone.” 

“Why would he do that?”

I shrugged. “Because he knew I wouldn’t have answered if he’d used his own phone.”

“And he wanted…?” she asked. 

“He said he was sending a plane. He wants me home… to Savannah,” I clarified. 

Deloris’s expression remained blank, neither concerned nor anxious, as if dealing with threatening letters full of Demetri secrets was an everyday occurrence. She turned her attention to her tablet. 

My phone buzzed with a recognizable ring.

The screen read ALTON.

Deloris’s green eyes met mine. I’d never looked at their color before. With the sunlight from the windows, flakes of gold and brown shone from their depths. Perhaps she was showing more emotion than usual, though she was much better at hiding it. “Alex, I apologize for cutting your call with your mother short. I’m concerned.” 

My phone rang again. 

“Lennox,” she continued, “has entrusted me with many tasks. Keeping you safe is one of them, one he holds as my greatest priority.”

Another ring. 

“And him,” I said. 

Deloris nodded. “As you know, that is my number-one priority. I should be with him in DC right now…”

Ring.

“If I don’t answer this, it will go to voicemail.”

She hitched a shoulder. “Would that be bad?”

“You saw the screen?”

“I did.”

My phone vibrated, indicating the call was sent to voicemail. 

Though I had no desire to answer that call or listen to the message, I knew without a doubt I’d pissed Alton off, more than usual. Not only did he think I’d hung up on him but now I’d refused to answer his call. 

“Here,” Deloris said as she pulled up the picture of the letter I’d found. She scrolled to the final page, the one with the signature. It simply read Bryce. 

“You know,” I said, “he goes by different names.”

Deloris’s eyes opened wider. “That seems to be a trend I’m noticing with both of you.”

I tilted my head to the side. “Touché. But I was never Charli, not until Del Mar. I wasn’t even Alex until Stanford. I was always Alexandria. That was the name on the outside of the envelope. My point is that my cousin, Patrick, knew Bryce… well, forever. He calls him Spence. I’d never thought about it until the other night when Pat was talking about him. Over and over, he referred to him as Spence. Nox knows him, somehow, and calls him Edward.”

“His first name.”

“Yes, Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that only some of us who have known him forever call him Bryce. According to Nox, in business, he goes by Edward.”

“The letter was signed Bryce.”

I nodded. “Which is the way he’d sign it if it were from him to me.”

“You’re saying that others may mistakenly use one of his other names?”

“Yes. For example, if Nox received a letter from me and it was signed Alexandria, you could assume it wasn’t written by me.”

“What do your parents call him?”

The little bit of chicken salad I’d managed to eat hardened in my stomach. “Bryce. It’s what his mother calls him too.”

“What do you think of the writing?”

I shrugged. “It’s messy. It’s barely legible and it could be his. It’s been a long time since we passed notes at the academy. I would say it is his writing, but…” My eyes opened wider. “…you could have a handwriting expert look at it.”

“I could,” Deloris confirmed. 

My phone buzzed again. 

I didn’t need the screen. I knew the tune. “It’s my mother.”

“Or your stepfather using your mother’s phone.”

“This is only going to escalate,” I warned. “Trust me. I have experience.”

Ring.

“My job is to keep you safe,” Deloris said. “But you’re not a prisoner. Do you want to go to Savannah? Would you feel safer in your home?”

My home?

I knew the answer. I knew where I felt the safest, and it was in the arms of the man in DC. I hadn’t considered Montague Manor my home since the day I boarded the plane to Stanford. My home had been with Chelsea, and over the past month, it had been with Nox. 

“No. I trust Nox. He trusts you. I know my stepfather and that isn’t reassuring. I want to assure my mom I’m all right. But I don’t want to leave.”

Ring.

She reached toward me. “May I help?”

Uncertainty flooded my system, testing my last statement, pushing me to my limit. If I handed my phone to Deloris, I was making a big leap of faith, trusting her not only where I was concerned, but also my mother, or God forbid, Alton. 

Ring. 

As I handed her my phone, Deloris nodded, neither appearing happy or discontent with my decision. 

“Hello?” she said.

I could hear Alton’s voice again. 

“This is Mrs. Witt, Mr. Demetri’s associate…”

Lifting my glass of iced tea from the table, I stood and paced near the windows, listening to both sides of the conversation as Deloris spoke with Alton. I loved her calm. Nothing rattled her, not even a billowing blowhard threatening legal charges. 

“I assure you that Miss Collins, a legal adult, is safe and here of her own free will…”

I looked around for a clock. What time was it? Was Nox in DC? 

I jumped as a hand touched my shoulder. I turned to the soft brown eyes of Silvia. 

“Alex, Mr. Demetri is on the house line for you.”

My heart swelled. “Thank God! He probably tried my cell. My parents have had it monopolized.” I tilted my head toward Deloris, still in conversation. 

“No, not Lennox, his father, Oren.”
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“WHAT?” I ASKED Silvia as I tried to comprehend her words. “Nox’s father wants to speak to me?”

“Yes,” she said. “You can take the call in Lennox’s office, if you’d like.” She tilted her head toward Deloris. “It would be more private.”

More private? I still hadn’t been told the story I was supposed to relay about the shooting. I’d pleaded ignorant with my parents, but if I recalled, Nox had mentioned his father’s name, as if he’d spoken to him since our return to this house. If he had, then undoubtedly, Mr. Demetri knew what had happened. 

I stared for another moment at Deloris, wondering if I should speak to her first.

“Alex, what would you like me to tell him?” Silvia asked.

I straightened my shoulders. I wasn’t good at waiting for permission to speak. If Nox had spoken to his father, then I could too. “Please tell him I’ll be right there.” I looked around. “I don’t believe I’ve been to the office. Can you show me?”

I nodded to Deloris who was still doing her best to reassure my mother of my well-being and followed Silvia from the sitting room. Ironically, I recalled seeing Oren Demetri for the first time in that room, sitting very close to where Deloris now sat. 

The office was as beautiful as the rest of the house. It too was walled with windows: one side looked out to a patio, surrounded by greenery that I remembered led to the pool deck. The other wall of windows looked out to the pool itself, with the sound beyond. 

“How could anyone get work done in here with that amazing view?” I asked as Silvia lifted the phone on the desk. 

She smiled her response before hitting a button and speaking. “Mr. Demetri, Miss Collins is here.” She handed me the phone. “I’ll ask Mrs. Witt to give you a few minutes.”

“Thank you, Silvia,” I said, sitting behind the desk. Before I spoke, I saw the piece of paper, folded in half and lying on the ink blotter. On the outside was sprawled Charli~. 

Unlike Bryce’s writing, Nox’s script was neat, flowing and legible. I’d asked him about it once, and he’d blamed Catholic school. A smile came to my lips, imagining Lennox Demetri being instructed by mean nuns. Maybe that was where he acquired his delectation for corporal punishment. 

 

Charli~

My office is your office, like my heart. It belongs to you.

The password to access Internet is… 

 

My cheeks warmed as I read. Each little thing that Nox did endeared him more and more to me. Alton would never give anyone, not even my mother, full access to his office or his computer. 

 

Though I can’t wait to take you up on your offer and punish your sexy ass for making me hard with just memories of you, I will travel easier knowing you’re here and safe. 

Don’t disappoint me. If you do, I guarantee you will not be sitting comfortably for a while.

 

Love~

Your Nox

 

My Nox. 

I shifted in the big leather chair, my backside tingling with phantom repercussions of that threat. At the same time the blush from my cheeks blossomed, warming my entire body as I sat, thankful that he’d folded this note so that Silvia couldn’t read his affection or warning. 

I suddenly wondered if talking to Nox’s father would be considered disappointing him? I didn’t have time to consider it before Oren’s voice came through the handset. 

“Miss Collins.” His tone was deep-sounding like Nox’s, though Oren’s had more of an accent. If Nox sounded like his father, I would have known his roots ran deep in Brooklyn. 

“Alex, please call me Alex, Mr. Demetri.”

“Likewise, Alex, I believe I’ve already asked you to call me Oren.”

There was something in his tone that put me on alert and made me sit taller. “Yes, Oren. Thank you for calling.”

“Now, you don’t know why I called. Perhaps you should hold off on the gratitude.”

“All right?” I replied. 

“I’m happy to hear you sound strong and safe. When I spoke with my son earlier today, he was rather concerned.”

“It was a frightening experience,” I admitted. 

“But you are all right, no injuries?”

I shook my head. “I’m fine. I’m concerned about the woman who was struck.”

“That’s kind of you, but she really isn’t your concern.”

“Your son is.”

“Excuse me?” he asked. 

“Your son is my concern. I’m worried about him. I’m here in your home. I’m safe. He’s not. He’s on his way to Washington.” As soon as I mentioned Nox’s destination, my stomach twisted. What if he didn’t want his father to know where he was?

“Yes. He’s doing his job for Demetri Enterprises. That’s why I called to speak to you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“My son has taken a shine to you. Alex, you may not realize this, but it has been a long time since anyone has distracted Lennox from his responsibilities. Since that time, he’s done many beneficial things for our company. I don’t want to see his talents wasted.”

My neck stiffened. “Perhaps you need to explain yourself. I’m not following you.”

“Come now. I’ve done my research. You’re a very intelligent woman. It should be obvious to you that in the short time since the two of you met, Lennox’s attention has been less on his work and more on you. There are deals that won’t wait. There are responsibilities that we cannot afford to have him neglect.”

“If you’ve done your research, you’re aware that I too have responsibilities. I should be in class today, not sitting in Lennox’s home.”

“My home. And you’re a guest. You’re welcome as long as my son wants you there. I want you to understand, however, that if being with you puts my son’s life in danger, I will do all I can to discourage your association.”

I blinked a few times, trying to make sense of his words. “You’re blaming me for what happened today?”

“I’m not blaming anyone. I’m simply stating the fact that before his attention was diverted, my son was not being shot at.”

“This may come as a shock, but today was my first shooting, too.”

Oren’s laugh rumbled through the handset. “Bravo, Alexandria.”

“Excuse me?”

“You have forza! And I like it. It’s obvious what Lennox sees in you.”

Forza? What the hell was that?

“Strength,” Oren answered before I could question. 

Maybe it was a Demetri trait—the ability to answer unasked questions. 

“I apologize,” he went on, “for my insinuations. You aren’t like she was. I get the feeling you’re not pining away, waiting for him to return. As you said, you have your own responsibilities. You’re beautiful like your mother but have your father’s forza d’animo.”

More Italian. I’d need a translator if this conversation was to continue. Instead of asking for the meaning, I replied, “Oren, Alton Fitzgerald isn’t my father. He’s my stepfather, and saying that I have any of his qualities, in my opinion, is not a compliment.”

“Alexandria, I was not speaking of Alton Fitzgerald. That man is a pig. I hope my assessment doesn’t offend. I was speaking of your father, Russell Collins.”

I stared at the beautiful room, the windows, the furnishings, and the ornate bookcases, but none of it registered. “Did you know my father?”

“I do.”

What the hell?

“Oren, my father died when I was three years old.”

“You’re right. Russell Collins died.”

“What does that mean?”

“I only meant that you would make him proud. He would be very pleased with the young woman you have become.”

The entire conversation was making me uncomfortable. “Thank you for calling. I have no intentions of hurting your son. His safety and his success are my main priorities.”

“Don’t let them be.”

“What?”

“Don’t give up your dreams for my son. He isn’t worth it.”

Indignation rose. How dare Oren Demetri call, question Nox’s and my relationship, and then demean his own son? “I would disagree; however, the point is moot. He has encouraged my dreams as I have his. It’s what two people do who love one another.”

“Hmm, I do appreciate your forza. Goodbye, for now, Alex. This conversation has been enlightening.”

I couldn’t disagree more. If anything, it left me totally puzzled. 

“Goodbye, Oren. I’ll be sure to tell Nox you called.”

“That’s your choice, dear.” 

The line went dead. 

Slowly, I returned the handset to the cradle and stared at the phone. 

What the hell had that been about? Was he telling me he didn’t want me dating Nox, and then saying he did? What about my father? How did he know both my mother and my father? Maybe he knew them as a couple. 

The repeated rapping of a knock upon the door pulled me from my questions. 

“Come in,” I called. 

The door opened as Deloris entered, my phone in her hand. “You missed a call from Lennox.”

My heart dropped to the floor. I fought the urge to stand, afraid the wheels of the chair would crush it, tearing it to shreds. “Did you speak to him?”

“No, I was still speaking with Mr. Fitzgerald. By the way, he’s an interesting man. I’m guessing that he isn’t accustomed to hearing no, especially not from a woman.”

My one cheek rose in a lopsided grin. “I’d say that’s a pretty accurate assumption.”

“Your GPS—” 

“I turned it off. I was going to talk to you about that. I’m not doing it to hide from you or Jerrod or Nox. I’m doing it so my location isn’t broadcast to everyone, including my family.”

Deloris nodded. “I concur. We can give you another tracker. You can keep it in your purse or I could have it put on jewelry? Something that will stay with you, but that others can’t access.”

Silvia entered with a soft knock to the open door. “Is there anything I can get either of you?”

Since I was still at Nox’s desk, I asked. “Do you know what I did with my backpack?” I remembered having it in the SUV on the way here. I hoped I hadn’t left it there. “Since I’m here at this desk, I could work on some schoolwork.”

“I put it in your room. I also put the things Mrs. Witt brought up there.”

My room. I liked the sound of that. Despite what Oren had said, I knew this was Lennox’s house. He’d said his mother had left it to him.

“Thanks, Silvia. I can get it.”

“Nonsense. I’ll bring it down.”

I smiled as she left us alone. 

“I brought you a few days’ worth of clothes,” Deloris said. “Lennox should be back Friday night.”

I shook my head. “I can’t stay here. I have to go to class tomorrow.”

Her lips formed a straight line. 

“You were the one who said I’m not a prisoner,” I reminded her. “I have a responsibility to do the best I can in school.”

“Lennox wants—”

“He wants me to be safe. I will be. I’ll wear the GPS you devise. I’ll not walk in the park or do any unplanned activities or outings. Jerrod can drive me.”

“Alex, Jerrod is no longer with us. Isaac is in DC. I think in the meantime, if you must leave this house, I’ll have one of the men from this morning assigned to you.”

“Why? I was used to Jerrod.”

She swallowed before meeting my gaze. “My job requires decisions that most people never want to make, ones most people are unaware even exist. You need to let me do my job. I can’t nor will I explain every decision.”

“That’s a reasonable request, but considering everything that’s happened, I should know why you fired Jerrod.”

“The partial print on the envelope matches his.”

I leaned back, causing the chair to recline as I blew out a puff of air. I was obviously becoming numb to the mortar fire occurring around me. “You think he…”

“I think that it would be difficult to breach my security unless you were familiar with the system and understood the way it worked. I had to look at this from the inside. I don’t believe he wrote the letter. I believe Jerrod was involved in placing it.”

“Whom did he do it for?”

“We’re currently in talks to discover that bit of information.” 

Talks? 

Was that code for something? What lengths would Deloris Witt go to in order to learn valuable information? 

She nodded toward my phone. “Call Lennox back. Let him know you’ve spoken to your parents and his father.”

My eyes widened.

“Are you surprised that I knew that?”

I shook my head. “I guess not.”

“After you talk with him, you and I will devise your story for this morning. Then, we’ll discuss tomorrow.”

“I’ll call Nox, but as far as our discussion about tomorrow, it will be about what time we need to leave here for me to get to class.”

She nodded. “It would make both our lives much easier—yours and mine—if you wouldn’t fight Lennox at every turn.”

I tilted my head to the side. “I’m not fighting, and for the record, I’m well aware of how he may respond. I’m not fighting that either.”

Deloris lifted her hand. “There are some things that are better for me not to know.”

“I thought you were like Oz, great, powerful, and all-knowing.”

She didn’t respond to my statement as she walked to the windows overlooking the pool. 

“The perimeter is clear,” Deloris said. “I wouldn’t recommend going to the shore, but the pool house or even the pool deck is safe.”

I suddenly wondered if there were people stationed outside, dressed from head to foot in black, watching for any unusual activity from the bushes, ready to pounce or shoot without hesitation. Maybe I’d watched too many spy movies, but my imagination was running overtime. 

“Thank you,” I replied. “We can talk after I call Nox.”

“I’ll give you some privacy,” she said, walking toward the door. When she reached the threshold, she was met by Silvia. 

“Let me leave this with you,” Silvia offered as she walked past Deloris and sat the backpack on the floor near the desk. 

“Thank you.”

Once I was alone and the door was closed, I hit my incoming calls. Nox answered on the second ring. 

“Are you trying to give me a heart attack by not answering? I couldn’t reach Jerrod either. Your fucking GPS isn’t working. Tell me you’re still at my house.”

I couldn’t help but smile at his loving greeting. “Hi, it’s good to hear your voice, too.”
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AFTER MY CALL with Charli and another with Deloris, I quietly eased into a chair near the back of the gallery. The room was near capacity with afternoon testimony before the Senate Finance Committee in full swing. From my position, I could see the backs of most of the attendees. According to Oren’s rules, I was where I should be—no one seated behind me. In the small space between the chairs and wall, Isaac stood, also watching. While my concentration should be on the proceedings and testimony, his was on the surroundings and occupants. 

Rarely did I travel without him. Usually, he would have been with me, regardless of what had happened this morning—it was his job—but now it seemed even more paramount. Isaac had been with me for going on seven years. Next to Deloris, he was my most trusted associate. 

I needed to add Charli to that list. Considering the strides we’d made in our relatively new relationship, that shouldn’t be hard, but it was. Oren had taught me well. Few people deserved trust. Those who did earned it. I knew if I’d talked to my father about it, he’d tell me that after our short time together, Charli hadn’t earned it. 

Fuck! 

I didn’t fucking care if her name was Montague or even Davis—as in Severus Davis, the man testifying—at this point. The way I felt, the overpowering need to protect her, the way she made me feel, like I did deserve a woman like her, negated his warnings. I wasn’t being impulsive, nor was I thinking with my dick, as he’d said about my impromptu trip to San Francisco. I was thinking with my heart. I’d only ever listened to it once in my life. At thirty-two years old, it was time to give the vital organ one more listen. 

After Isaac picked me up at my house in Rye, for the first ten minutes of our drive, he apologized profusely for not being present in Central Park. I told him it was all right. It was. 

It wasn’t his fault. It was mine. 

I was the one who told Isaac to drop me off. I was the one who texted him and told him to meet me at Columbia. I was the one who allowed Charli’s desire for fresh air and sunshine to nearly be our demise. 

If the shooter hadn’t hit that woman, again, I would be responsible.

Me.

Her.

It was what Charli did to me. 

I’d thought about the entire scenario from the moment I left Charli at the house. The danger we’d averted consumed my thoughts as Isaac drove and during my flight to DC. The entire time, as I read notes and prepared for the task ahead, Alexandria Collins was on my mind. Sometime during that reflection, I made a decision. I couldn’t allow her to do it any longer. This morning, I’d been thinking with my dick or maybe my heart. There was a time for that, but not when I needed to keep my head in the game.

I wouldn’t let that happen again. 

I wouldn’t allow Charli to lower my defenses or lessen my instincts. Those predispositions had protected me throughout my life. They’d kept me safe and alive. If I’d have listened to them instead of concentrating on work, Jo would still be alive. 

A new and unaccustomed discomfort filled my chest. For the first time—ever—I wasn’t overwhelmed with sadness at the thought of my wife. I loved her. I always would, but Charli said something this morning that I couldn’t shake. If Jocelyn were alive, I wouldn’t have met Charli. We wouldn’t be together. It wasn’t like I’d have ever left Jo. I wouldn’t. 

I was a one-woman man.

A smile graced my lips as I thought about Charli—as I thought about being buried balls deep inside of her earlier today. How in the fuck could I imagine doing what so many men did? How could I imagine indulging in other women when I had the best, most amazing, sexy-as-hell, intelligent, witty, and beautiful woman waiting in my home? 

The last words she’d said in the bedroom came back, asking me to punish her, asking me to stay with her. 

Fuck!

I needed to think about the testimony and listen to the speaker. If I didn’t, I’d grow so uncomfortably hard sitting right here amongst this gallery of finance assholes that I wouldn’t be able to stand. 

No matter what the future held, I couldn’t imagine cheating on, or leaving Charli—or losing her. Thankfully, at this moment, I could divert my attention knowing that she was safe with Deloris and Silvia. Tomorrow was another day. I refused to think about her back in Manhattan or about the possibility of dissension among Deloris’s ranks. 

I also couldn’t think about Jerrod right now, even though Deloris had told me what was happening. Worrying about it was Deloris’s job. She’d find out what happened.

“No, sir.” The answer of the gentleman behind the microphone refocused my attention to the front of the room and reminded me why I was here instead of beside Charli. 

“What can you tell us about the implications of this minimal increase in taxes?”

Minimal? Has he read the same draft I have?

“The revenue will be invaluable to the states involved…”

Fuck.

My fists balled as I listened to Severus Davis. The fact that this paid mouthpiece was testifying in an expert role was laughable. 

While Davis waxed eloquently, the committee seemed enthralled with his answers. Step by step, he shared figure after figure, effectively painting a completely inaccurate picture. I pulled my phone from my pocket and quickly took notes. 

This was why I needed to be here—to hear exactly what was being said, the lies our side needed to combat. 

As Senator Higgins finished his questions, the committee called an end to today’s testimony. 

Severus stood and turned toward the galley. When he did, his head moved back and forth in rapid succession. As he did a double take, our eyes met. 

I nodded, standing with the others in the crowd. 

“He looks surprised to see you,” Isaac whispered from behind me. 

I agreed. Perhaps I’d assumed wrongly earlier. Perhaps the instigator of the hit was standing at the front of the room. Perhaps Davis had anticipated my being in a morgue in New York City, instead of at the hearing. 

“I’m going to speak with him,” I replied, unwilling to walk away. Rule number twenty-seven of Oren Demetri’s decrees to live by—never back down from a challenge. The statute had been good to me during my MMA years. 

“Mr. Davis,” I said, standing tall and addressing him as soon as he stepped from the well. “I couldn’t help but notice that you were looking my direction.” 

“Mr. Demetri.” He nodded. “I suppose I didn’t spot you earlier. I thought you might not make it.”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I found your testimony… what is the right word? Entertaining.”

“I don’t think that’s the right word. Enlightening would be more appropriate.”

“To-may-toes, to-mah-toes.”

“Hardly.” 

He sounded less than amused with my assessment. “My father said that the two of you had a nice meeting a month ago. I’m sorry I missed it.”

Davis’s brows rose. “I’m surprised Oren bothered to mention it. The exchange was rather uninformative. Perhaps the two of us could make more progress?”

With my lips pressed together I nodded. “I’ll need to check my schedule. I’m always interested in hearing the plights of others.”

“Plights, Mr. Demetri? My clients are hardly enduring plights. As you may have heard during my testimony, the bill will benefit everyone.”

“Everyone? I suppose that’s a matter of opinion.”

“As long as it’s the opinion of the committee, that’s all that matters.”

“Thankfully, today was only the first day of testimony.”

He nodded. “And you plan to stay in DC for the remaining testimony?”

“I do.”

“Then we should talk…” He looked around the emptying room. “…perhaps in a more private location?”

“I look forward to it,” I said as I stepped back, allowing him to pass. 

Isaac remained near the back of the room, now closer to the door. As I followed Davis, Isaac waited and exited behind me. Once we were in the hall, he whispered, “Shall I get the car?”

“I’m not in a hurry. I’d like to talk to Carroll.”

“Yes, sir.” 
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MY COSTLY SUITE was filled with all the amenities: a bar, a living room, a scenic view of the Washington Monument, currently lit up against the night sky. Though I couldn’t see it from my room high in the sky, I knew that just west of the bright white-illuminated monument, beyond the reflecting pool, sat our sixteenth president. Abraham Lincoln presided over the district in the throne-like chair, day after day, overlooking the ramifications of his decisions. 

Over a hundred and fifty years later.

“What do you think, Abe? Are you happy with what you see?” I sneered at my own negativity. 

He’d made historic decisions that changed our country forever. Without his insight, America would be a different place. A simple man from the Midwest, born in Kentucky and raised in Indiana, he grew to adulthood in Illinois. It wasn’t the résumé of a great leader, yet history said otherwise. And yet after everything President Lincoln accomplished, he’d succumbed to the fate that had tried to take me out just this morning. 

He’d been assassinated. 

The idea sent a cold chill down my spine. 

Assassinated. 

Shot.

Killed.

The difference, as I saw it, was that Mrs. Lincoln hadn’t been a possible victim. 

I needed to know who the intended recipient of the bullet was. 

Me or Charli?

After seeing the look on Davis’s face, I believed it was me. But it could have just as easily been Charli. She was now my weak link, the one I’d sacrifice anything for. For that reason she needed protection. 

This wasn’t my first personal brush with death. The grim reaper and I were old friends. Before he took Jo, I had my own near miss with him. The final result of that encounter was much more painful than what Charli and I’d experienced this morning. 

It was the night I found myself staring across the octagon at my cousin Luca Costello. 

Family. 

From the time I was old enough to understand, my parents told me that family was important. Luca was the son of Vincent Costello, my mother’s cousin. She and Vincent were close. My grandfather died young, and she and Vincent had been raised like siblings by his parents, Carmine and Rosa. When Luca and I were children, we’d played in backyards and parking lots all over Brooklyn. Together we were little shits who had one another’s back. After we moved to Rye, I rarely saw Luca. Nevertheless, kick-the-can in some back alley was a far cry from the MMA octagon. 

When that night came, I was “Nox” Demetri, MMA champion. In my short career I was the youngest contender to accumulate so many wins—in points and knock outs—more than anyone else in the Newark area. 

The MMA establishment was on my side. The organizers of the fight club in Jersey had made a fortune on me. 

The thing about MMA was that it was a crapshoot. I never knew who’d step into the octagon with me. I was listed as the headliner—but not in public record. It wasn’t like the fight club had a banner flying behind a plane on the Jersey shore or even a lighted placard outside the gym that was more of a warehouse. 

Word of mouth was the means of broadcast. 

Nox Demetri, undefeated MMA champion. It drew the best opponents. 

Cocksuckers lined up, begging and pleading with the organizers for a chance to take me down. That was what I did—NYU during the day and then I’d cross the bridge to Newark and fight at night. My parents were done raising me. They were done with one another. Oren was busy screwing everything in a skirt and making backroom deals to better the Demetri name. And my mother spent her time in Rye finally coming out of the oppression of twenty years wasted on him. I was happy for her. Him, I didn’t give a shit.

MMA started as a pastime and grew into my own rebellion. I knew what I was doing. I knew who I was making money for. It was my own version of Oren Demetri’s deals. 

I’d heard my parents’ warnings. I knew about the neighborhoods and my mother’s family name. But I’d never been a part of it. Especially after we moved. That didn’t mean I didn’t know. 

By doing what I was doing, where I was doing it, I was accomplishing two things: I was making the Demetri name known for me, not Oren, and I was screwing Oren’s backroom deals at the same time. The underground world of MMA included families and cartels and all kinds of people who my father would rather me not know.

Fuck him. 

At twenty I thought I was immune. That was until I saw Luca and Vincent and I knew. 

I’d been making my name known and bringing a fortune to the wrong people. 

I understood… 

Instead of being in college like I was, Luca worked his father’s crews, running some and second-in-command on others. At barely twenty, being the son of the head of the family, Luca had a reputation for following orders. I’d heard the rumors and seen the news. Luca was proficient at eliminating problems. Guns, knives, or his hands were all options. He’d already beaten one murder charge and had another one pending. 

My cousin had willingly done what I hadn’t wanted to do—follow in his father’s footsteps. 

Vincent, Luca’s father, wanted my involvement in the MMA enterprise to stop. That night he was present, ringside, to be sure it came to an end. I just wasn’t sure if he was there to watch a warning or a hit.

My father’s admonition came back to me, his anger at my pastime. His insistence that I do something else, that I have more respect for my name and where I came from. I hadn’t listened. 

The moment Luca’s eyes met mine a sense of dread washed over me like I’d never before felt—especially, in the octagon. When I turned back to Vincent, I knew there was going to be a beat-down and that Luca had been sent to teach me a lesson. 

I was good at fighting, the best at mixed martial arts, but death wasn’t my goal. 

The hit they had planned wasn’t a clean shot from a gun. 

What they had planned wouldn’t be fast and painless. 

Instantly I understood that what I’d done as a purposeful disgrace to my father had farther-reaching repercussions. I was a Demetri, but I was also a Costello. I wasn’t sure if Vincent had planned this solely for me, or if it was meant to hurt Oren, too. All I knew with some certainty was that I was about to be bludgeoned to death before hundreds of witnesses. 

Three rounds, five minutes per round. 

Normally the fight was stopped when the injuries got to be too much. Still, I knew in the pit of my stomach as Vincent stared at the organizer that no one would step in. No one would stop what was about to happen.

Back in my hotel suite, over ten years later, I closed my eyes and pushed away the memory of the blood and gore. The sound of bones crunching beneath my fists, the crumbling as my fist contacted bone and cartilage. The eerie realization that my bones were breaking too. 

In a sadistic way, it was addicting to be the perpetrator. 

Crunch.

The sound a person made as he expelled the breath he needed to continue his involuntary functions. Somewhere between a ‘whoof’ and a ‘sigh.’ During my time in the octagon, I’d become hooked on the pain and anguish. 

Receiving it in greater measure wasn’t as exhilarating. 

I survived. Luca survived. 

Oren had appeared sometime during the fight. My memory wasn’t clear. But as I recovered, I wisely decided to heed his warnings. 

Vincent gave me a choice: I could continue to do what I’d grown to love, the carnage and destruction, but instead of doing it for my own name, I would do it as Luca did it—for family. Or I could disappear from that world and have my freedom. 

Everything came with a price. 

Though I hated to admit it, I knew that somehow I owed that freedom to my father. I still don’t know the price he paid, but in order to maintain it, my duty was to step away from MMA and never look back, and to do my part to make Demetri Enterprises a success—a reputable success. 

That incident helped me understand that not everything Oren had told me were lies. I never wanted to admit that he’d actually worked hard to get where he was, but he had. My father had worked both sides of the business world and made Demetri as legitimate as he could. As I healed I vowed that I’d be the one to take it further, seeing for the first time how, in many ways, his hands had been tied. 

I pushed the thoughts of my young adulthood away as I made my way back to my computer in my hotel suite. The pristine furnishings in the suite were all part of the life I’d helped to create, the life Oren had begun but I’d continued. 

Was today’s incident in the park another warning? Or was it intended as more?

Questions still loomed. Could I blame today’s incident on Davis and the hearing at hand, or were there old ghosts from past dealings who still believed I should pay? 

Was that freedom that I’d been granted years ago still mine to enjoy?

A voice in my head told me to do what I’d done last time and heed the warning. I knew what happened when I didn’t listen. The consequences were devastating.

The transcript from today’s earlier proceedings sat before me as I tried to concentrate. The dinner that Isaac had brought me sat untouched. I needed to learn what I’d missed while dodging bullets and getting lost in Charli. 

Today the hearing had been mostly dominated by testimony from those in favor of the bill’s current wording. To listen to the so-called experts, this bill would do everything from saving baby seals to curing childhood cancer—literally. The revenue they claimed would come from the increase in tax was already appropriated to specific destinations, yet the testimony made it sound as if it would be sitting in the form of a great big check, waiting for appropriation into everyone’s favorite pork-barrel project. 

I dialed Senator Carroll’s private cell phone. 

“Doyle,” I said after he answered. “I’m very concerned about the whales.”

“Whales?”

“Seals will benefit from this bill but who’s looking out for the whales?”

“Lennox, I’m more concerned about you and that pretty little girlfriend of yours. I’ve been completely distraught over what you told me following today’s testimony.”

“We’re both safe,” I answered, bristling at Senator Carroll’s description of Charli. 

She was beyond pretty, and hearing the words from his lips made them sound inadequate. I fought the urge to tell him that Charli wasn’t just pretty. She was ravishing, a spitfire with a mind of her own, who could tear him and any other condescending man to shreds. I’d warn him to approach with caution, because though she may appear tame, in reality she was almost too hot to handle. In her eyes she held her essence. They glistened with joy and love even when danger and pain surrounded her. Her beauty went further than her gorgeous exterior. She was enthralling and alluring. 

Pretty was a disservice to my girlfriend. She was way beyond that, and most importantly, she was mine. 

“Should you be here?” Doyle Carroll asked. 

“Yes. I don’t have proof that the attempted shooting had any connection to this hearing. I’m scheduled to testify tomorrow. Davis not only acted like he was surprised to see me, but also surprised I’d be returning for the next few days.”

“He’s baiting you. That man knows the schedule backwards and forwards.”

“Well, I didn’t bite, but I admit he’s on my list of suspects.”

“He’s on many people’s lists, and I don’t think any of them have him listed as ‘good.’”

“I’m reading today’s testimony. Tell me what I’m not reading.”

“What you’re not reading?” Doyle Carroll asked. 

“Tell me what I missed that didn’t make the transcripts,” I clarified. 

“Higgins seemed pretty confident. It’s as if he knows he has the votes, but that isn’t possible by my count. I’m not confident we have them either. It’s close, very close.”

“Who’s on the line?”

“Two minority, Hatchett from Oregon and Kelley from Tennessee and three majority, New York, Michigan, and Wisconsin.” 

“New York? I thought she was on our side?” I asked.

“She was. Now she’s not sure.”

“It was the seals, wasn’t it?”

“Lennox, I’d like to think the committee is smarter than that, but to the extent possible, you need to emphasize that the appropriations have already been earmarked, that it won’t be a pork-barrel smörgåsbord, and that this will cost jobs. Give specifics. Talk about how the increase in tax will cause companies not only to cut employees but quite possibly take business elsewhere.”

I sighed. “I have that all planned. I was just wondering if I should mention the obvious whale omission?”

Doyle laughed. “I do appreciate your sense of humor. I’m glad you’re here, and I’m glad that son-of-a-bitch missed.”

“Thanks. I’m happy about that, too.” 

A call beeped into my phone and I looked at the screen. 

“Doyle,” I said, “I have a call. I don’t recognize the number, but with the way my day’s gone, I’d better answer.”

“I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Yes, I’ll be there.”

I swiped the screen, hanging up one call and connecting to the next. “Hello.”

“Demetri, it’s Severus Davis.”

“Severus, nice to hear from you.”

“Join me for a drink?”

I looked around my suite and down at my comfortable jeans. I would rather stay where I was, but this was the shit that got things done. This was what I did, what Oren had done. “Where?”

“The bar in your hotel.”

“My hotel?” He knew where I was staying?

“Yes. I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“See you there.”

I hung up and called Deloris. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

“THE PARTY FOR my granddaughter, it was nice?” Carmine Costello asked as he settled against the large chair in his office. 

I was back in his home, back in Brooklyn. It didn’t matter that I had businesses to run and a wife constantly complaining that I wasn’t around. I was replying to a summons that had me trekking from Westchester to New York City, and from the city to Brooklyn. I needed a fucking helicopter to cut down on travel time, or maybe a clone. Then I could be in two places at once. 

“Yes, sir,” I answered. My face set in its customary expression of full attention and respect, as if saying anything negative about his granddaughter’s first communion celebration was an option. “It was lovely, but not as lovely as Luisa. She beamed.”

Carmine smiled, his full cheeks lifting in approval, just before he looked about the room at his men and his features changed. “Enough. Tell us about the jewelry stores.”

I leaned back casually, attempting to show both my wife’s uncle and his minions that I wasn’t intimidated. After all, I was family. “There are three,” I explained. “I’ve done my research. They have potential. Their current inventory is valued at nearly as much as the asking price. That doesn’t include the property, which as you know is invaluable. Acquiring a storefront on the island is like striking oil.”

Carmine leaned back and nodded. 

“Of course you’re familiar with the one near here. The other two—”

“I know where they’re located,” Carmine interrupted. “I also know that you’ve been talking to the other families.”

I fought the urge to sit taller. “Yes. I’ve been in negotiation.”

“Have I missed our negotiation?” Carmine asked.

“Sir, I’ve spoken with Vincent multiple times. He’s been aware of everything. He told me to wait before I brought it to you.”

Carmine leaned forward, placed his elbows on his desk as his fingertips met, one at a time, until both hands came together. I was most certain he wasn’t about to pray. If he was, I was the one who needed divine intervention. “I see. So it’s Vincent’s approval you seek?”

“No, sir.”

“You don’t seek my son’s approval?”

Over the years, everyone knew that Vincent had become Carmine’s second-in-command. He was a made man, had been for nearly ten years, back when the families wielded more power than they did today. 

That said, I was quickly discovering that their loss of power could be more myth than reality. 

“I do seek Vincent’s approval, but yours is the most vital. Even the other dons are waiting…” My words trailed away as Carmine’s hand came up indicating my silence. 

When the room was silent, he nodded to Jimmy, the man on his right. The burly hulk was more than a bodyguard: he was known as the enforcer. The last thing anyone wanted to see was Jimmy’s mug at his door in the middle of the night. If that ever happened, it would be the last thing that person ever saw, as well as the only warning that morning wouldn’t come. 

Without speaking, Jimmy stepped back and led the parade as the room cleared, leaving Carmine and me alone. 

“Oren, you’re family. My Angelina, she loves you. Lennox, he’s family.”

My chest constricted as I tried to breathe. Lennox was only ten years old. He was the real reason I’d moved Angelina to Westchester County and the reason I wanted to make Demetri Enterprises legitimate. I didn’t want him to be sitting in the same position as me. If I had my way, he’d never know the truth behind the business. That was why I worked countless hours. I secretly hoped that with time, the families’ powers would be whittled away. By the time my son was old enough, he could truly run legitimate operations. 

“Yes, family,” I confirmed. 

Carmine nodded. “Trust, Oren. I’ve trusted you with Angelina, but you see, I’m not convinced that you’ve made her happy. Will you make me happy?”

“Sir, our marriage is healthy. I love Angelina, and her happiness is my goal. Sometimes she is… feisty.”

Carmine’s laugh filled the room, echoing from the bookshelves to the walls. Being an interior room, it lacked windows. I’d never thought that was by accident. “Feisty… good word. She’s a Costello. We’ve been called worse.” He lowered his voice. “She confided in my Rosa that she wants a daughter.”

I couldn’t hide the surprise from my face. “We—we talked about it.”

“Sometimes women, they say one thing, they mean another.”

“You want me to give my wife a daughter? I-I can’t promise a daughter. Even if we were to have another child, it could be a boy.”

Carmine nodded. “But you’re willing… to try?”

What the fuck?

“Angelina and I should talk.”

“Yes, you should.” His forehead wrinkled. “But I’m sure I don’t have to tell you… talking won’t give my girl her daughter.”

I was at a loss for words as I simply nodded my head. 

“Oren, I have a job for you. You do want me to be happy, don’t you?”

He has a job? Impregnating my wife is a job? Or is it more?

“Sir?”

“I want you to accompany Vincent to California.”

I clenched my jaw and immediately regretted the knee-jerk reaction. Perhaps if I relaxed it, my tension would go unnoticed. 

Carmine’s eyes widened. “Or are you too busy to take a trip with my son?”

Of course it didn’t go unnoticed. “No, sir, I’d be happy to go to California.”

“I’ve never asked you to help the family before, but, son, I need to know where your loyalties lie. After all, you have been negotiating with others and not with me.”

Loyalties?

“I assure you that my loyalties—”

“Words. It’s all words until I see evidence with my own eyes.”

“May I ask,” I began, “what this job will entail?”

Carmine shrugged. “It isn’t a family connection. It’s a debt—a favor. A man who once helped me asked me for assistance. That’s what we do: we help our friends. Right, son?”

“Yes, of course.”

“This man,” Carmine said, “has a problem and asked that we help him get rid of it.”

My pulse raced. His words between the lines were louder than the ones he spoke. I’d lived around it, even before Angelina. After all, my father worked the docks. I knew the score. I knew what was done, but I’d never participated, not in anything of this magnitude. I’d arranged money laundering, even allowing my reputable business to service those needs. I’d collected debts—financial debts—but never had I participated in murder. 

“Son, you want my help. I’m requiring yours in exchange. After the jewelry stores, there will be other businesses, other endeavors. I’d like to offer my allegiance. I need to know it’s reciprocated. Is that a problem?”

The knots in my stomach painfully twisted. “No, sir. No problem.”

“Tomorrow.”

I looked around the office before my eyes settled again on Carmine. “Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow, you and Vincent will help my friend. It’ll look like an accident—quiet and quick. It needs to happen fast. This problem is due back to his home in Savannah in a few days and if he returns, well, let’s just say, my friend won’t be happy.”

“Sir, I’ve never…”

“But this time, Vincent, he’ll teach you. You’ll learn. You’ll witness and participate.” And then you too will be indebted to the Costellos for their silence.

Carmine didn’t need to say the last part. It was more than implied. 

“Yes, sir.”

“And,” Carmine said, “when you return, I’ll not only consider your request for the jewelry stores, but I’ll have a gift for my Angelina.” 

“A gift?”

“Let’s not ruin the surprise. Go. Come back when it’s done. The future is full of possibilities.” Carmine stood and walked to my side of the desk. With his hand upon my shoulder, he smiled. “Because, son, we’re family.”
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I SAT BESIDE Vincent at a table in the hotel bar. Our backs were against the wall as we watched the red-haired Irishman at the bar. He wasn’t drinking alcohol, like the other businessmen around him. Instead, I’d heard him order his meal with a sweet tea. Stupid Southerners. Alcohol could plausibly cause an accident. Not so much sweet tea. 

“Go talk to him,” Vinny said with a tilt of his head. 

The knots from yesterday’s meeting with Carmine had yet to unwind. If anything they’d grown larger and tighter. My gaze went back to the man. I didn’t want to talk to him, get to know him, or even be associated with him. Why? Why would I want to do that? 

I had so many fucking questions that I’d never be able to ask. 

Too deep. I’m in too fucking deep. 

“Talk to him? Why?” I asked.

“Because an accident needs to look like an accident. Falling from a plane, if the person don’t fly, looks suspicious. We need to know his likes and dislikes.”

“Like a fucking dating service?”

Vincent’s eyes narrowed, reminding me of my wife’s. “Like a job. You’re a negotiator, go talk.” 

That fucking word—negotiator. It was Carmine all over again.

“Find out what he likes,” Vincent said, “what will help us. What will work. I’ll be here, waiting.”

I turned my stare from the man at the bar to my cousin-in-law. “I don’t want this for Lennox.”

Vincent’s brow furrowed. “You have balls. I’ll give you that.”

“I mean it. I married Angelina. I made my requests and ambitions known. One day it’ll be you in the large house with the goons at your side. I don’t want this for Lennox.”

“This life is an honor. I’m taking after my father, who took after his. It’s what Luca will do, what he should do. The honorable thing. You don’t want your son to be honorable?”

“I want my son to have choices.”

“Family isn’t a choice,” Vincent said. 

“It can be. It’ll be your choice.”

“Then don’t disappoint me or my father. The future isn’t written.”

It wasn’t a written promise, but it was the best I’d get. 

Nodding, I took a deep breath and stood. My eyes swept the bar. The barstool to the left of the man was empty. Easing my way across the crowded bar, with an exaggerated breath, I eased onto the stool and nodded in his direction. 

When the bartender came close, I flagged him down. “I’ll take a tall of whatever you have on draft.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Rough day?” the red-headed man asked. 

“Worse than normal,” I replied. 

He looked up from his plate to the television above the bar. Brightly painted cars were circling on a track. There were lights and people in large stands. Wherever the race was occurring, it was nighttime. The sound was muted, but the ticker near the top of the screen ran continually with numbers in order of their laps led. I’d never been much into racing, especially NASCAR. I didn’t have time for such pastimes. 

“Who’s leading?” I asked, feigning interest. 

“Gordon, but the damn caution just started. I hate when they end under caution.”

I looked back at the television. “You like racing?”

“Yeah, the faster the better. How about you?”

I shrugged. “I’m not much of a fan. Kind of busy these days.” 

The man nodded, turned my direction, and extended his hand. “Russell, Russell Collins. What brings you to LA?”

I shook his hand. “Oren. I’m here on business.” 

“Yeah, me too. Where’s home?”

“New York. You?”

Russell ran his hand over his hair. “Georgia, for now.”

“For now?” I asked. 

“I’m not looking forward to going back.”

“You’re not?” I asked casually, sipping my beer. 

“No. Fucking shit’s going to hit the fan. But it’s been a long time in coming.”

I took a longer drink before setting the glass in front of me. “I’m not an expert, but you can talk about it. My wife tells me I need to talk more.”

Russell chuckled. “So you have one of those too?” He looked down at his left hand and then over to mine, assessing our wedding bands. 

“Yes, for now,” I confessed. It was the first time I’d said it aloud. It was cathartic and safe. I figured in the grand scheme of life, it wouldn’t matter. This man wasn’t long for this world. Maybe for once I could be honest and say that my marriage was not getting better; it was falling further and further into misery. 

“I told mine that it was over,” Russell said. “Let me just say, it was fucking liberating. Saying the words was like loosening a damn vise from my chest.”

I wasn’t sure what it was about the anonymity of conversing with a stranger, but for the next hour or so, both Russell Collins and I took full advantage. We said things that cleansed and relieved. I wasn’t a fucking priest, but maybe, just maybe, I was able to help him, because I knew that come tomorrow, his time for absolution would be over. 
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AFTER THROWING A suit coat over my shirt and not bothering to change out of my jeans, I made my way down to the bar. The area was large with clusters of tables and plants surrounding a central circular bar glistening with glass columns illuminated in blue light. As I scanned the room, I didn’t see Davis, but many tables were occupied by familiar faces. If Davis had been looking for privacy, this wasn’t the place. Then again, maybe that wasn’t his objective. Maybe it was to have us seen together. 

Well, game on. 

I wasn’t Oren meeting in a closed office building. 

Near a back corner, I found an available table with high-back chairs and settled in. Directly behind me within the far wall of the bar was a giant fish tank holding an array of colorful sea creatures, strangely shaped fish, and bright coral. It was a world within our world, carrying on their lives as if they weren’t placed behind glass for the entertainment of others. 

From my vantage point, I could survey the growing crowd, which included a good number of the same faces from today’s hearing. My gaze settled on the profile of a man I’d never met, but his exploits were well renowned. Though young, he didn’t have a problem with standing by his convictions. The junior senator from Oregon could just possibly be the person to help swing the vote our way. Oregon was one state where Demetri wasn’t invested. Maybe it was time? As I stood to introduce myself, a waitress approached. 

“Hey honey,” she purred, “can I get you something?” Her eyes scanned from my face to my feet and back to my eyes as her smile grew even wider. Maybe it was because if someone had looked at Charli the way this woman had just looked at me, I’d lose my shit. Instead of feeling flattered, her attention turned my stomach. I’d much rather be back with Charli.

“Grey goose, straight up.”

“Sure thing, honey. I’ll be right back.” She winked. “If I can do anything else, don’t hesitate to ask?”

“Drink’s all I need.”

“Suit yourself, but the night’s young. You can always change your mind.”

Her plastic smile never wavered as she walked away, her hips suggestively swaying from side to side. 

“Looks like you could have some company tonight, if you’re so inclined.”

I turned toward the voice of Severus Davis, who now had landed his hand upon my shoulder. 

“I’m not so inclined,” I replied. 

He nodded toward a woman I knew wasn’t his wife, Maura, nor was she Chelsea. He puffed his chest. “I’m a little tied up myself.” Lifting his brow, he asked, “If you know what I mean?” 

I wasn’t sure why he felt the need to share or why he thought I’d be interested. It wasn’t as if I was about to suggest a three-way with the waitress. 

Asshole! 

The woman who’d been with him walked away and settled at the blue bar. The way her long bare legs were crossed suggestively at the knee caused her skirt to ride higher on her thighs. Her breasts were covered, but the material of the blouse was tight enough to make out the straps of her bra. Her center of gravity was definitely ill-proportioned. If she wasn’t careful, she could topple over into the drink she’d just ordered. 

As we both sat and he mumbled something else about his companion, I thought about how hearing the details of Davis’s sex life was not on my list of desirable activities. 

“Your wife is welcome to join us,” I suggested.

Severus laughed. “My wife doesn’t travel with me, not if she can avoid it. Catalina does.”

Nodding, I pursed my lips. “That’s convenient.” 

He shrugged. “She’s new, but so far I like what I’ve seen.” He leaned closer. “And there isn’t much I haven’t seen.” He looked around. “Where’s that cute little waitress that’s hot for you. Flag her down. I could use a drink.”

“New? You recently became involved?” This wasn’t any of my business, but I wanted to know what the hell happened to our plant. Why wasn’t Chelsea the one with him, learning his secrets?

“Yep.” He inclined his head toward the bar. “Real looker. I’d say more, but I plan to have her around for a while.”

“I would suspect in your line of work it’s difficult to know who you can trust.”

“It can be.” 

“Congratulations on finding someone.” I tried to push my questions about Chelsea and Infidelity out of my head. Something had obviously happened and as soon as I got back to the room, I intended to find out what. Changing the subject, I asked, “Now, what progress were you talking about earlier today?”

“I’d say this is an example of knowing who I can trust. Is that someone you?”

The waitress returned with my drink. I swirled the colorless liquor as Davis ordered his own poison and told her to put Catalina’s drinks on his bill. 

She turned back my way. “Would you like me to put your vodka on your room, sweetie?”

I grinned. Certainly sweetheart, let me give you that number. “No.” I pulled a hundred-dollar bill from my money clip. “Keep them coming, I’ve got it covered.”

“Sure thing.” Her lips teased a smile as she turned and walked away.

“Shame,” Davis said. “Look at those legs. There’s a lot that could be done—”

“Severus, to answer your question, trust is a two-way street. First, why don’t you fill me in on your thoughts about the uninformative meeting with my father?”
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“WHO IN THE hell is Catalina? Is she from Infidelity? What happened to Chelsea?” My questions came fast and furious. 

“Mr. Demetri, I’ll try to explain.”

I gripped my phone tighter as I paced back and forth in front of the windows. In my current state I didn’t notice that the lights of Washington DC shimmered stories below. “Mrs. Witt…” If we were going to play this professional tone, I was ready. “…this was your plan. This was your idea, and now it seems to have been blown to hell. I’m not accustomed to incompetence coming from you. What happened to Chelsea?”

“She interviewed with Infidelity while in California. She was accepted as an employee. Her profile was being assimilated just the other day. I’d kept Severus Davis’s request on the back burner, hidden to the Infidelity staff. That was where it all stood the last time I looked, not more than a few days ago. Something must have happened.”

“You think?” I felt the vein in my neck throbbing. This fucking day needed to end and the next two along with it, so I could be back with Charli.

“Mr. Demetri, for the last thirty hours I’ve concentrated on you and Miss Collins. You’re both alive and safe. That was my prime objective.”

“Tell me that Charli is still in Westchester and dear old Dad hasn’t made any more calls.”

“She is and he hasn’t. As she told you, she’s demanding to go to class tomorrow.”

I ran my free hand through my hair as I collapsed on the sofa. “I’d rather have her safe where she is. That house is a fortress.” My chest seized as I started to say that it was the safest place for her to be, but I knew that even in that haven, tragedy could happen. 

As I collected my thoughts, Deloris spoke. “It is. Obviously, what happened before won’t happen again. Silvia is there. She’s making sure.”

Silvia had been gone that horrible night. She was never gone—or at least rarely. I hadn’t known Jo would be alone for the night. It wasn’t like there would have been others in our apartment. I was working. But at least if she’d been in the city there would have been people nearby instead of iron gates and impenetrable perimeters. 

“What’s the new guy’s name?” I asked, changing the subject to Charli’s new bodyguard.

“Clayton. He’s not new.”

“Jerrod wasn’t new either.” The day had been too long. My filter was gone.

“Jerrod swears he didn’t intend any harm. It was simply a family request or so he was told.”

I was immediately on my feet. “And he fucking thinks that’s okay, to deliver secret letters to my girlfriend who’s living in my home? The man is fired.” 

“Yes, sir. That wasn’t a question.”

“Make sure Clayton is with her. I don’t care if he has to sit in her damn class.”

“She told you about the GPS on her phone?”

“Yes,” I answered with a little less determination. 

Earlier today when I’d called Charli, she didn’t answer and her GPS was off. Well, when she called back, I was on the verge of blowing a gasket. 

My head was about to explode. 

My voice alone should have fucking scared the shit out of her. If she’d been next to me, instead of states away, I would have tanned her fine ass and asked questions later. The thought made my lips quirk to a grin. She wasn’t the least bit intimidated. Hell, even the threat of a spanking didn’t unsettle her. 

I had a sudden flashback of how she’d even asked for it. 

Before I left she fucking told me to do it.

Instead of backing down or apologizing like anyone else with any sense would have done, when I answered her call with my tirade, my Charli laughed, a sweet harmony rippling through the phone and effectively silencing my slew of accusations. 

For a moment, her reaction silenced everything I’d planned to say. The rage and helplessness at not knowing her exact location, of not being sure of her safety, dissipated into the ring of her laughter.

She had no way of knowing how deeply she affected me. In my dark world of secrets and deals, she was the light—a breath of fresh air in a smoke-filled room. She filled me with a promise of something that I’d forgotten existed—a promise of more, of love, laughter, and life. 

I shook my head, concentrating on Deloris rather than the images I created in my head by combining memories with desires. After I got off this call, I’d see if I could interest Charli in phone sex. It wouldn’t be as good as the real thing, but right now, it would have to do. God knew, I certainly wasn’t interested in the waitress downstairs. 

“…will have it tomorrow.”

“What? Sorry, I was distracted. You’ll have what tomorrow?”

“The GPS chip.”

“Shit,” I replied. “I wasn’t serious when I told Charli I’d have one implanted.”

“That’s possible,” Deloris said matter-of-factly. “But that wasn’t what I just described. The chip I’m talking about is small, charged by solar power. As long as she wears it in the sun or even under most artificial light, it will stay charged.”

I tried to imagine what she was saying. “Wear what?”

“Jewelry, Lennox. Maybe our connection is bad?”

Or maybe I was busy daydreaming about Charli’s reddened ass and wasn’t listening. “That must be it,” I said. “What kind of jewelry?”

“Necklace. It’s even waterproof. She can shower in it. Though I’d recommend she take it off to swim.”

Or bathe? 

Deloris went on as I tried to keep at bay the images of Charli submerged in a tub of bubbles, “…and with this, you can pinpoint her location even if the GPS locator on her phone is turned off. As she probably told you, we weren’t the only ones who could see the GPS signal on her phone. So could her parents. They know she’s here, that she’s at your house in Rye.”

I took a deep breath. Charli had told me that and about Oren too. Unfortunately, my father’s knowledge of our near brush with death wasn’t due to a picture on the Internet; it was because of me. I called him and ranted about the shooting, certain there were family ties. During my tirade, I’d told him that Charli and I were in Westchester. 

“Yes,” I said, “Charli told me. She also said you spoke to her stepfather.”

“Yes, interesting man.”

“I hear more of a story?”

“Another day perhaps,” Deloris said. “My plate is overflowing.”

“I like the jewelry idea,” I admitted. “Did she agree?”

“In principle. I don’t have the necklace yet, but I hope she’ll be all right with it.”

“Find out about Chelsea. If we blew it and she can’t be with Davis, get her out of Infidelity. You got Charli out. Get Chelsea out too. I don’t care if she’s expecting the job. Get her something else that pays as well. I’ve been uncomfortable about involving her from the beginning. I can’t imagine what Charli would say. Chelsea is her best friend.”

“Let me work on it. I’ll keep you posted. And tomorrow, after Alex is back in the city, I’ll fly to DC and install the GPS software on your phone and Isaac’s. With the way things have been going, I’m not even trusting our network to send you the links. After I put the app on your phones, you’ll both have access to her whereabouts.” She paused. “Are you still okay with Isaac?”

I didn’t need to consider my answer. “Yes. Jerrod is one thing, but Isaac’s been with me almost as long as you have.” I hesitated. “You don’t have reason to suspect him?” 

“No, I don’t, but after Jerrod, I’m watching everyone.”
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I KNEW IT was my imagination. Nox’s home in Rye wasn’t Montague Manor. There weren’t shadows lurking behind locked doors. And yet after finishing dinner and retiring to the room Silvia referred to as mine, the one where Nox had brought me earlier in the day, I had the strange sensation of being surrounded by knowing spirits. They were the ghosts of occupants past. 

Not literal ghosts. There weren’t white floating figures swirling about the room; nevertheless, I felt a strange combination of safety and danger—a reassuring calm in the interior stillness while an alarm wailed beyond the walls. 

All day I’d longed to go outside, to feel the sun on my skin. Now it seemed as if the heavens had opened, purging the sins from the air as the roar of the wind howled beyond the wooden blinds. Though my childish imagination could make it into more, it was simply a late summer storm. Very common as warm days clashed with cooler nights. Winds raged and torrents of rain peppered the windows, the latter’s crash loud enough to mimic a spray of ricocheting bullets. 

Stop it!

Not a good image. 

Washing my face and brushing my teeth, I prepared for bed and contemplated the ups and downs of the day. When I woke this morning, I had no idea what to expect in my relationship with Nox. Was it done or at least paused? I had been nervous and confused, unsure of how I felt or where we stood. 

As I changed into something more comfortable, that feeling seemed like it occurred a lifetime ago—before we thwarted death, before we consummated our new declarations of love, and most importantly, before I learned more about my mystery man. He’d been that—a mystery—in Del Mar, and now, the more I knew about him and saw the man behind the mask, the more of an enigma he became. 

It was as if every answer was wrapped in a hundred questions. 

The best part about being here in his home was getting to know Silvia. She was the only family Nox seemed to claim. Though they weren’t related, I remembered the day he’d told me that he understood how Chelsea and I were as close as sisters. He’d said he didn’t have siblings, but that some bonds were stronger than blood. I had the feeling that included Silvia. 

As the day progressed, Silvia and I became better acquainted. She willingly shared how she’d worked for the Demetris since she was very young. By the way she spoke of Nox’s mother, I got the feeling that they had been close. When she spoke of her youth, Silvia said that she began working too young, not even finishing school until Angelina stepped in. After Silvia’s father died, earning money was the most important thing to her mother. If that meant selling her teenage daughter off as domestic help, she did it. 

The Demetris weren’t her first employers. At thirteen she’d gone to work for a wealthy family member of Angelina’s. As I listened to her stories, I began to construct a family history, one that Nox had yet to share. 

I knew how Nox and I felt about learning one another’s private information, but the way I saw it, he was the one to leave me alone with Silvia. The first time I’d met her, she offered to tell me stories of a teenage Lennox. He had to know what would happen. 

In our time together, Nox and I had limited what we had shared about our past. All I knew about his family was that his mother passed after she and Oren divorced, how Oren had started Demetri Enterprises, and how Nox didn’t believe his father appreciated his dedication to the business.

Silvia commented more than once that Oren and Lennox were more similar than either cared to admit. They were both determined, hardworking, and stubborn. From what I knew, I couldn’t help but agree—especially with her last assessment. 

In every instance, Silvia spoke fondly of Angelina. Apparently, Silvia had worked for Lennox’s mother until the day she died. She even admitted that she’d almost moved away after Angelina passed. She no longer needed the Demetris financially. Angelina had ensured her economic independence. Silvia admitted that she probably would have left were it not for Lennox. 

After the support Angelina had given to her, Silvia wanted to fill that role for Lennox. Despite their relative closeness in age, she wanted to be there for him. 

I wanted to ask about Oren and why he was absent, but I didn’t want to interrupt her memories. 

She shared as we sat, cooked, and ate. Intertwined throughout each story were innuendos that there was more than she could say. Though I didn’t fully understand exactly what she meant, I’d already learned that it would take more than a couple months with Lennox Demetri to make sense of his world. 

I supposed it would be the same for him, if he were at Montague Manor. Perhaps that was one of the elements that drew us together, a shared sadness for childhoods lost.

By the time I retired for the evening, I sensed that Silvia and I were now friends. Since Nox’s happiness was one of her priorities, I knew that she was someone I wanted on my side. The only unsettling feeling I had while at Westchester, besides the obvious external threat, was when Silvia and Deloris were together. Maybe it was simply because my day had been too long and too dramatic. Maybe I was seeing clues that weren’t there. But I got the feeling they weren’t close.

Now as I settled in my room with a warm cup of Earl Gray tea, I longed for the reassurance I’d felt sitting with Silvia. Instead, as the wind blew and the rain coming off the sound pounded against the windows, I was tired and uneasy. My mind was a blur with all that had happened, and I wanted nothing more than to rest in Nox’s arms and feel his strength around me as he protected me from the ghosts and shadows. 

Though I wanted to call him, I hesitated. Nox was working, away doing whatever it was he did. Oren had all but said I was a distraction. Calling Nox would only confirm his father’s opinion. I hated comparing Nox to Alton, but I truly had no other reference. I rarely remembered my mother talking, or wanting to talk to Alton when he was away. 

So instead of calling Nox, I tried Chelsea. 

Her phone rang three times before going to voicemail. 

“Hey girl,” I said, trying to sound more upbeat than I felt. “Let me know when you’re coming in to New York City. I know you have that big secret job in DC.” And then the thought occurred to me. “Oh my goodness, Nox is in DC for business. Maybe I’ll be able to visit you there when my classes allow. In the meantime, I’m ready for some girl time. Things have been… well, this message isn’t long enough to finish that sentence. We need wine. Tell me you’re getting to New York before Friday. I miss you! Call me.”

I disconnected the call even more uneasy with not being able to reach her. Since leaving Montague over four years ago, after my graduation from the academy, I’d always been with Chelsea and then with Nox. I told myself that it was normal to feel alone. I just needed to face it. After all, I was the one who had planned to live alone in that apartment. Well, I had considered a cat. 

As I was about to pull back the covers, it occurred to me that this was the same bed where earlier Nox and I had come back together—literally. 

My face flushed as I recalled his passion and hunger. The way he looked at me, needing to assure himself with his eyes and touch that I was whole and unscathed. 

My mind couldn’t process that someone as possessive and protective as Nox could or would ever hurt his wife. 

He wouldn’t.

I just wanted to know why he felt responsible. Had something like today happened? Patrick had mentioned a hit.

Then a realization struck that changed my train of thought. The bed was made.

No longer merely flushed, heat filled my cheeks, no doubt turning them redder than my hair. I hadn’t made the bed. I was certain Nox didn’t. 

That meant the entire time I was getting to know Silvia, she already knew me or about Nox and me, about how close we were. 

As that embarrassing thought resonated through my consciousness, my phone rang. 

My sullen heart leapt, hoping it was Chelsea. 

“Hello,” I answered, not looking at the screen, but knowing that the tune meant it was a friend versus a foe.

“What the hell, little cousin?”

I grinned, hearing Patrick’s voice. 

“Yes, sorry for the cryptic message earlier today.”

After Deloris and I talked about what I could say, I simply left Pat a message saying I wouldn’t be staying there tonight. I didn’t mention anything other than that Nox and I were fine. Leaving details of my day on his voicemail didn’t seem like a good idea. 

“Cryptic?” Pat asked. “Girl, I couldn’t have figured that out with a decoder ring. All it told me was that you were well enough to call. At least hearing your voice left me a trail of breadcrumbs to follow. What the hell happened?”

I recalled Deloris’s advice—keep it simple. “After you left the apartment, I told Nox I wanted to walk to class. Well, you know him?” I didn’t wait for him to respond. “He’s not very big on my walking alone.”

“Apparently he has reason!”

I ignored Pat’s comment and continued, “Nox walked with me and while we were in the park, chaos broke out. It was frightening. I didn’t see much. It all happened so fast. Nox has… people.”

“A good looking man with people. Jackpot!”

I shrugged. “This time I’m not complaining. The people were a good thing. They whisked in from the commotion and took us away.”

“You don’t think that what happened—the shot—was meant for one of you, do you?”

“Shot? So you heard about it?”

“Heard? I saw your face pop up on my news app. It scared the shit out of me.”

It wasn’t until my talks with Silvia that I began to think that maybe the shots could have been meant for one of us. I guess in some ways, Silvia’s innuendos scared me more than anything Deloris or Nox had said.

“I have no way of knowing who the person was shooting at,” I replied, “but why? Why would anyone want to do that?”

“Little cousin, I don’t know. I’m just glad you’re both okay. I saw on that news app that the woman who was shot is in stable condition.”

A bit of the fog that had begun to settle around me lifted. “That’s great news.”

“So I imagine you’ll be staying wherever Mr. Good-looking has you hidden away for what, the next year?”

I shook my head, now sitting against the headboard, my legs tucked under the blankets. “No, I’ve got class. I’ll be back in the city tomorrow.”

“You? What about Mr. Good-looking?”

My cheeks rose. “Why don’t you or Chelsea call him by his name?”

“I don’t know. I like Mr. Good-looking. If your friend calls him the same, she and I’ll get along fine.”

“She calls him Mr. Handsome.”

“Same difference,” Patrick replied. 

“Mr. Whatever-You-All-Want-To-Call-Him is working out of town. I was going to call you and ask if maybe I could—”

“If you could shack up with Mr. Sex Appeal himself?”

“So now we all have code names?”

“You’re the one living in a spy movie. I want some of the action.”

“Okay, so Mr. Sex Appeal? You’re saying that Cy will be back? That’s his code name, right?” I asked with a grin. 

“Oh, little cousin, that hurts. I was referring to me.”

“How about I just call you Pat? We can say it’s short for Mr. Sex Appeal.”

“That works for me, and Cy won’t be back until Friday. You’re always welcome. You know that.”

“Thanks. I’m waiting to hear from Chelsea. She’s due in the city tomorrow or Friday. I’m so messed up with everything, I can’t remember.”

“We can have a slumber party.”

“I love that idea,” I said, “but if she gets in, she’ll want to hang out at the apartment on 112th.”

“As long as you’re okay. Just so you know, I hesitated leaving you this morning. I may have hung out for a minute or two, but then as things sounded like you and Mr. Good-looking were getting along, I felt a little like a stalker and snuck out.”

Memories of Nox telling me that he loved me and my professing the same gave way to thoughts of this bed. I shifted against the soft sheets. “Yes, other than the minor little problem with the shooting, we’re doing much better.”

“You sure know how to keep life exciting. Your face is everywhere. Even my mother called. I hadn’t spoken to her for a few weeks.”

I scrunched my nose. “Sorry.”

“No, don’t be. I wanted you to know that she and my dad were worried. She even said that Aunt Adelaide and Uncle Alton were upset.”

“Yes, they called.”

“And…?” Patrick encouraged. 

“Same old story. Come home to Savan—” An incoming call interrupted my sentence. 

I peered at the screen. Talking meant there wasn’t a tune to alert me to friend or foe, only a vibration. 

NOX PRIVATE NUMBER.

I sucked in a breath. “Hey, Pat, Mr. Good-looking is calling.”

“Oh, then girl, you talk to that man. Tell him to hurry up and finish whatever work he’s doing and get his fine ass back to you.”

Fine ass? Most definitely.

My smile blossomed to full bloom. “I will. See you tomorrow.”

“Love you, little cousin.”

“Me too.” I swiped the screen. 
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“MR. DEMETRI,” I said, connecting to his call. “I didn’t want to bother you while you were working.”

“You could never bother me.” His voice rumbled deeper than the thunder beyond the windows. 

The sound of his voice lifted any remaining fog, the rich bass tone resonating through the room, eclipsing the outside winds and rolling to my core. 

“I seem to recall some rules,” I teased.

Nox cleared his throat. “I do like rules.”

“Something about only calling you if I had a question that you needed to answer.”

“I believe I’ve mentioned that the rules have changed.” 

“So that means I can sext?”

“Only if you want Deloris and quite probably other members of my security to see it.”

I wasn’t sure what had gotten into me. Well, that wasn’t true. I was thinking about what had been inside of me earlier this afternoon, more accurately who. “Only if that’s what you want, Mr. Demetri.”

“Fuck!” His expletive came out like a growl. “I’ve told you before what will happen to you for making me uncomfortable. When you say my name that way, it makes me so fucking hard, it hurts.”

“I wish I could make it feel better,” I purred, pushing my limits on seductress. The power my words wielded was suddenly intoxicating. 

“Tell me where you are.”

I bristled at the change in his tone. Apparently, Nox wasn’t in the mood for my seduction. I answered him, “I’m still in Rye. I told you I’d spend the night.”

“Where are you?” Nox asked again. “Exactly.”

“I-I’m in the bedroom. What’s the matter?”

“No questions,” Nox said with an air of dominance that twisted my insides. “That’s my job. Yours is to reply appropriately. What are you supposed to say?”

My heartbeat quickened. “Yes, Nox.”

“Are you in the same bedroom we were in this morning?”

I fought to breathe and speak as my response came out in a whisper. “Yes.”

“Do you remember my lips on you?”

“Yes.”

“How about my hands, my fingers?”

My suddenly dry tongue darted to my parched lips. “Yes.”

“I know you were sounding all sexy a minute ago, and I like that, but right now, princess, I need to be in control. Do you have a problem with that?”

“No, Nox.”

“Listen carefully.”

I nodded, though I knew he couldn’t see me. 

“If I were there, I’d do what I did this morning. I’d unwrap you, like a fucking Christmas present. Each piece of your clothing would find its way to the floor as I exposed your perfect, sexy-as-hell body. I’d run my fingers and tongue over every inch of that soft skin, tasting you and leaving goose bumps as a trail of my exploration.”

My eyes closed as his words touched me. 

“Princess, I’d punish your ass for your insolence in pushing to go back to the city tomorrow and for scaring the shit out of me by not answering your phone. Then after I turned it fire-engine red, I’d make it feel better, showing you how much I admire your strength and determination.”

My neck strained as I sucked in a breath, lifting my behind from the mattress and imagined all he described. 

“I’m not there,” Nox continued, “but I’m going to take what I can get. Do you have a problem with that?”

“N-no.” My voice sounded wonton, even to my own ears. 

“Now, princess, tell me what you’re wearing.”

I hurriedly kicked back the covers, revealing my yoga pants and stocking-covered feet. “A big t-shirt, yoga pants, socks…” 

“Stop.” 

I sucked my lower lip between my teeth, waiting for his next command. 

“Tell me what I want you to be wearing.”

“Nox?”

“Is the bedroom door locked?” he asked. 

“I-I don’t remember, but Silvia went back to her part of the house. She gave me her number.”

“Lock the door, Charli.”

Without thinking, my feet, covered with fuzzy socks, landed on the soft rug that surrounded the big bed. My socks slid as I skated across the wood floor, no longer worried about ghosts or Demetri secrets. 

My thoughts were now consumed with everything Nox. 

I tested the knob. As I did, it clicked and the small button within the knob popped out. I pushed the button back in and verbally confirmed my mission. “The door’s locked.”

“Are the blinds shut?”

I turned toward the windows. Was it still raining? I couldn’t hear anything but the way Nox’s voice reverberated through the phone, sending shockwaves throughout my body, my blood coursing to keep up. “They’re shut.”

“Keep the lights on.” 

My hand lingered over the switch. Would he know if I disobeyed?

“Tell me they’re on.”

With a sigh, I did as he said and moved my hand away from the switch. “They’re still on.”

“Now, put me on speaker phone. I want you to fix the attire problem we mentioned earlier.”

My lower lip disappeared as I hit the speaker button and laid my phone on the bed. 

“Charli, you need to respond to me. I can only hear you.”

“Yes, Nox.” My t-shirt grazed my now-sensitive hard nipples. “I-I promise, I’m responding.”

His deep laugh echoed through the room. “Tell me. How?”

I pushed the yoga pants over my hips, stepping out of them. One by one, I kicked off my socks. Though my skin became covered with goose bumps at the timbre of his voice, the chill I’d felt earlier was gone. 

“M-my nipples are hard.”

“And now you’re wearing…?”

“Only my panties.”

“The blue ones from earlier?”

I shook my head. “No, these are white.”

“White?” A laugh rumbled from his throat. “White is for good girls and what I want to do to you isn’t appropriate for good girls. Princess, if I were there, I’d fuck you so dirty you’d never wear white again.”

I sucked in a breath. “I wish you were here.”

“Me too. I’m so fucking hard. We’re going to keep going. Are you still all right with that, my naughty princess?”

“Yes, Nox.”

“Before you take off the panties, go to the closet.”

The closet?

“I want you to find one of my belts.”

“O-oh God…” I murmured, both anxious and excited about his unspoken plans. Reaching for the phone, I carried it into the large closet, switched on the light and began opening drawers. 

“Talk, Charli. Tell me you’re doing as I said.”

“Yes, Nox. I’m looking for your belts.”

“On the right,” he directed. 

I turned that direction and opened another drawer. There, perfectly coiled, were different belts in varying colors. “Do you have a favorite?” I asked.

“Whichever one you use tonight will be my favorite.”

The tips of my fingers tingled as I reached in the drawer. Brushing the leather, I imagined each one against my skin. As my breaths became shallower, I pulled one from the drawer. It was black with a small silver buckle that resembled a swirl. “I have a black one.”

“Now take my belt back to the bed. But before you climb on the bed, take off those white lace panties.”

My head spun around, looking for a camera. “How do you know they’re lace?”

“Because all your panties are lace.”

My lips quirked to a grin as I eased the white lace down my legs. Even in a sexier-than-hell moment, when Nox was acting all dominant, his intimate knowledge and attention to something as simple as the material of my underwear filled me with warmth. 

“They’re off,” I said with a hint more confidence.

“Now answer my question from before.”

“What question?”

“No, princess, that’s a question. Remember I told you that asking was my job, not yours? What happens when you disobey?”

My pulse soared as my gaze went to the belt. “I remember what you said, but I don’t remember your question.”

“Tell me how you’re responding.” Nox drew out the word.

“My nipples.” My answer was now only partially true. The walk to the closet and mixed emotions had softened them. 

“Put the belt beside you, and since you’re using the speaker phone, you have both hands available to cup your breasts.”

As soon as I did, my nipples pebbled, back to the hardened nubs from before. 

“Harder, princess, pinch your nipples. I want to hear you.”

Again, I closed my eyes and obeyed. My caresses that were soft at first took on strength of their own. Nox’s commands as well as the tone of his voice encouraged my movements. More than one whimper escaped my lips as I twisted and tugged, each painful tweak sending pulsations of pleasure to my core. 

“That’s it,” he encouraged. “Tell me how it feels.”

My hips squirmed against the bed. “Good. And bad.”

“Bad?”

“Good, definitely good.” I moaned as my nails scraped the tender skin. “It hurts, but it feels good.”

“Fuck,” he growled. “Tell me about your pussy.”

I moaned as my hands left my breasts and trailed down my ribcage, my palms flattening as they spanned over my stomach. Unknowingly, my back arched as my fingers inched lower. 

“Spread those sexy legs. Tell me if you’re wet.”

I knew the answer before confirmation. 

“Y-yes,” I replied as one finger tentatively searched between my folds. 

Though Nox was speaking through the phone, it was as if he were with me, beside me, guiding me. “Say it. Yes, what?”

“I’m wet.”

“What do you want?” His question floated in the air, the tenor knowing and the tone demanding response. 

“I want you.”

“Charli.” In one word I’d been reprimanded.

“Your cock,” I corrected. “Nox. God, I wish you were here.”

“Move the phone so I can hear you.”

My stomach twisted as I moved the cell phone to the mattress between my spread legs. 

“It’s there,” I said, my desire heightened while at the same time I felt ashamed that my arousal would be audible. 

“Work your fingers, princess, plunge them deep. Let me hear it. I want to imagine that my chin is dripping with you. I want to imagine that slick wetness on my tongue and on my dick. Move those fingers.” 

To my horror, as I did what he said in the otherwise quiet room, I too could hear the sound of my essence, the wetness echoing through the large room as I thrust my fingers in and out. 

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” he said. 

My neck arched against the pillows as my knees fell farther apart. “O-oh, Nox…” I couldn’t stop the indecipherable sounds as I concentrated on his voice and did as he said, imagined it was him.

“Not yet, you’re not coming yet.”

He was wrong. I was. Maybe if I tried to keep it quiet.

“Stop.” His command stilled my fingers. “I can hear you. Did you think I couldn’t? Princess, you make the most fantastic sounds when you’re about to come. Maybe after your punishment, I’ll let you come.”

“W-what are you talking about?” I asked, lost in the ecstasy his voice and commands induced.

“Another question. Princess, it’s time for the belt.”

A cold chill blanketed my warm skin. The perspiration that had glistened at the tone of his instructions turned to frost as I stared at the belt beside me. For only a moment, I envisioned a snake, coiled and ready to strike. “W-what do you want me to do?”

“Listen to me. Will you do that?”

I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat. 

“Princess?” he asked. “Are you ready?”

What is it about this man? Is there anything that he could ask me to do that I wouldn’t?

“Will I get to come?” I asked.

“Another question. That’s three. I also bet you’ve spent the day learning things I might not be ready for you to know. Tell me, princess, do you need to be punished?”

Fuck! How did he do that, make me want what I shouldn’t?

“Mr. Demetri, you’re right.” I concentrated on the painful pitch in my core. “I’ve disobeyed.”

“Pick up the belt and fold it in half.” 

My hands trembled as I did as he said. I sat up, mindlessly running the leather across my palm, imagining that it was Nox doing the same. 

“I’m ready,” I bravely replied. 

“Are you still lying back?”

As I moved he undoubtedly heard the rustling of the sheets. “No.”

“Lie back, like you were. I want your head and that beautiful hair on a pillow with your legs spread wide. If I were there, I’d be looking at that perfect pink pussy.”

My breathing hitched as I moved to the position he described. The cold buckle in my grasp warmed with each second as my anticipation grew. 

“Tell me what I’d see if I were there,” he demanded.

“Me, I’m ready.” 

“Would I see how ready you are? How much your pussy wants my cock?”

“Y-yes.” I said, losing myself to his commands. 

“You’re so damn hot. My dick is fucking stone. Each time that belt leaves a stripe on your gorgeous skin, each time you do what I say, I want you to imagine my hand pumping. In my mind, I’m coming all over that freshly pink flesh. Princess, never forget that I fucking love you. With each strike, I’m marking you, again and again.”

I could barely breathe as the image of him leaning over me, his length in his grasp, dominated my thoughts. 

“Do you have a problem with this?”

“Yes,” I bravely replied. 

“You do?”

“Fuck, Nox, I wish you were here. I want it all.”

“Me too. Close your eyes and do exactly what I say…”

I couldn’t concentrate. The room around me was no longer present. I was suspended, floating in the sound of his voice, the deep dominating timbre telling, demanding, and commanding. Though my hands were delivering the punishment, it was all him. My hands were merely an extension of his, lost to his will.

A gasp filled the air and my hips buckled as the first lash landed upon my stomach… 
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“MISS COLLINS, MISSING one day of class does not usually result in a discussion with your counseling faculty. Your case appears to be unique.”

I sat perched on the edge of a chair in my faculty counselor’s office, facing her desk as she shuffled through notes. “I don’t understand. I called yesterday afternoon and explained the situation.”

“Your name is associated with our school. The most recent newscast has you listed as a first-year student.”

I nodded. “I was at the wrong place at the wrong time. The situation was traumatic and I…” I wasn’t sure how to end the sentence. I was taken away into hiding. I was transported before I realized what happened. I have a boyfriend who is extremely protective and well protected. Before I knew what happened his bodyguards swooped in… I had too many options.

The counselor nodded. “I understand. What you saw would be traumatic for anyone. I’ve lived in New York for most of my life and have never been that close to a shooting. According to the news report, you were seen being taken away from the scene with a Mr. Demetri.” 

I didn’t respond to confirm or deny her observation, though I found the use of Nox’s name interesting or maybe confusing. 

As I pondered, she continued, “One of the reasons I called you to my office is because the university has counselors, ones who could help you deal with this. You’re about to embark on a very busy semester. If this situation weighs too heavily…”

I sighed as she continued with her recommendation for therapy. If she only knew that in the grand scheme of the last few months of my life, this incident was a minor blip—now that I knew the woman who was shot in our stead was going to survive. That was, until she mentioned a name I never wanted associated with me. 

“Our other concern is the call I received yesterday from your stepfather, Alton Fitzgerald.”

The relief I’d felt at her concern for my mental health faded as the small hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention and my back straightened. “Why would he call you?”

“At first he was calling to see if you were here, to check on your safety.”

Bullshit. He wasn’t checking on my safety. 

“At first?” I asked. 

“He voiced concerns about tuition and about your missing class. He’s concerned about your handling the responsibility…”

My teeth ground together as she continued. Finally, unable to take it anymore, I interrupted. “Dr. Renaud, I graduated with honors from Stanford. This is only the first week of classes. I did well on all of my evaluations during orientation. My stepfather has no right to voice his opinions.”

“He said that you might say that. He also made it known that he had other ways to influence Columbia. We rely heavily upon donations.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that accepting you into our program was a well-thought-out decision, not one that our admissions committee made lightly. We put a lot of time into our selection process. Please don’t give us reason to doubt our decision.”

“As far as my tuition is concerned, I’m paying for my classes, not my stepfather or my mother.” Okay, it wasn’t me, but Nox. “I’ve secured the remainder of my tuition for the next three years. In the future, I’d like the name Alton Fitzgerald removed from all of my records. Speaking to him about me will be considered a breach of my privacy.”

Dr. Renaud sat silently for a moment, studying me, and then her veneer shattered and she smiled. “I like you. Show this same fortitude in your classes and I have no doubt that our decision to admit you as one of our students was a correct one. As a matter of fact, after what I just saw, I’d like to recommend you for an internship with one of your professors.”

I tried to keep up. One minute it seemed as though I was fighting for my right to continue as a student and the next she was talking to me about an internship. “Which professor? What would the internship entail?”

My stomach twisted with new nerves as she spoke about the duties required of all the interns. The work would mostly involve research, citing old cases and finding precedents to substantiate the cases in—or preparing to be in—litigation. My counselor joked that computers and databases made the research less exhausting than it had been back in her day; nevertheless, the work would require extensive time and would be unpaid. Despite all of that, she emphasized the benefits. Being accepted for this opportunity would give real-world application to my studies, making it not only an excellent experience but would also look great on a résumé. 

“You may not be aware,” she said, “but Professor Walters is well known for his work in federal litigation in the fight against legalization of recreational marijuana. His research as well as sources was groundbreaking in its day. Having your name associated with Joseph Walters will open many doors.”

My name associated… will open doors? 

Bryce’s warning of Nox came back to me. Was she speaking of opening doors for me, or would having a Montague, a tobacco giant, working with Professor Walters help him?

Surely that wasn’t what she’d meant. 

I was just overwrought. It was the perfect ingredient for triggering my overactive imagination. 

Dr. Renaud’s words brought my focus back to her as she said, “I’d be happy to recommend you to Professor Walters, but my recommendation alone wouldn’t guarantee you a spot.”

I nodded and, swallowing my concern, I considered the time commitment. Nox had his work and gladly supported me and my time for studies, but how would he feel about my spending more hours on this internship?

Why did I suddenly care?

Was I doing what Patrick said and beginning to think like a part of a couple?

In California, at Stanford, I would have willingly jumped at an opportunity like this. 

“Dr. Renaud, is there an application or something I need to complete?”

She hit a few keys on her computer. “Let me email you the link.”

My chest rose and fell with the unfamiliar conflict of my future versus my present. Feigning a smile, I said, “Thank you for thinking of me for this opportunity. I’ll do some research and take a look at the application.”

“Miss Collins, these internships are coveted. Consider that as you’re doing your research.”

As I left Dr. Renaud’s office, I checked my phone and saw that I had fifteen minutes until my next class. Since that meeting with my faculty counselor had been unplanned, I decided to text Clayton, my new driver-slash-bodyguard. 

Despite the warm afternoon, as I stepped against a building into the shadow to better see my screen, I thought of Jerrod. I’d grown accustomed to his presence and he’d failed me—us. The idea that the man who’d been assigned to me, who’d accompanied me for nearly the last month, was even partially responsible for the letter in our apartment filled me with a sense of doubt. I wanted to trust all of Deloris’s decisions, because I knew Nox did, but how could I be sure about Clayton? Would I be better off with someone from Montague Manor? If I did, who would it be? No matter how eloquently Alton professed his concern over my safety, giving up Brantley, his right-hand man, wouldn’t be an option. 

My mouth filled with a sour taste. I didn’t want Brantley anyway. 

If only I were the naïve woman Nox assumed I was when he first told me that I would have a driver, when I first protested. If I were, I wouldn’t be familiar with the way the system worked. Yes, the man or woman entrusted with my safety would be my bodyguard, but life experience told me that no matter where he or she came from—Deloris or Montague—I wouldn’t be the person who the bodyguard ultimately reported to. Supposedly, where I sought security was my choice, but in reality all it did was determine who would receive the reports of my daily activities, Nox or Alton. Knowing which answer I wanted, I shook my head and fingered the new drop-pearl necklace dangling from my neck. 

The style looked chic and simple: a large ivory pearl floating freely within a diamond-dusted platinum cage. To the unknowing, it was a beautiful, understated accessory. Only a few people knew that the pearl wasn’t real but an iridescent casing around a microchip that broadcast my location via GPS to Deloris. More than that, it recorded my movements, my respiration, and even my heart rate. 

Deloris had offered earrings, beautiful pearl-looking ones with a serpentine diamond base. The issue was that she wanted me to wear the jewelry all of the time—twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. I didn’t like sleeping in earrings, but I could in a necklace. According to her, it only needed to be removed when I swam. 

When she explained that I should basically not remove it, I narrowed my eyes and asked her to confirm that there wasn’t a camera attached to the necklace. She promised me that it was more like the health bracelets everyone wore, with the added benefit of pinpoint-accurate global positioning. 

Recalling my telephone conversation with Nox from the night before, my face warmed. More than likely my cheeks were changing to the same color as the markings I’d willingly delivered to my own body as I worried about the heart-rate part of this necklace. I wasn’t sure I wanted Nox’s security to know that much about me. 

I could hear them now. “Her heart rate is too high. Maybe we should call an ambulance?” And then they’d rush in and find me and their boss in some compromising position. 

Shaking my head, I sent my text message to Clayton: 

“I WILL BE DONE IN AN HOUR AND A HALF. YOU CAN PICK ME UP THEN, SAME PLACE YOU DROPPED ME OFF.”

Almost immediately Clayton’s response buzzed on my phone.

“YES, MA’AM. I’LL BE THERE.”
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I FELT ODD watching Lana cook, but not Pat. I loved seeing how he combined ingredients to create heavenly meals. I sat at the counter overlooking his kitchen. Just beyond the smooth surface and my glass of chardonnay, my cousin was once again preparing magic in a pan—in three pans, to be more exact.

“Did you see the latest about the woman who was shot?” Patrick asked. 

I cradled my head in my hands with my elbows on the granite. I had too many things to think about. I wanted her to be safe and spend my time with other concerns. “No. What did it say?” 

“Oh! This isn’t a hold-your-head kind of thing.” His voice was full of animation. “They’ve changed their mind about her being an innocent bystander.”

I lifted my eyes. “What do you mean?”

His brow lengthened, revealing more of his forehead with his thinning hair, and his light brown eyes danced with secrets. “I don’t know for sure.”

“You lost me.”

“I think you should call that Mrs. Witt lady. All I know is that they said the case has been changed to attempted murder.”

“Wouldn’t it be anyway? I mean, she was shot. It’s not like I’ve been questioned and the police think Nox or I was the intended target.”

“That’s the thing. In the beginning they were saying that she was a woman in the wrong place at the wrong time. Now there’s something about her relationship with her husband, questioning his whereabouts. It all makes it sound as if she was the intended target.” He continued to dice and stir, filling the air with the wonderful aroma of onions and peppers. “I could be reading too much into it, but I bet that woman knows more.”

“The woman who was shot?” I asked.

“No, that Witt woman.”

I shook my head. “Pat, I don’t know if I can entertain any more conspiracy theories.”

“But don’t you get it? If she was the intended target, it wasn’t you or Mr. Good-looking.”

I took a deep breath and leaned back against the tall stool. “That would be nice.”

“By the way, does he know you’re here?”

“Yes. My sleepover is Demetri-approved.”

“What about Montague? Do they approve?”

I shrugged. “Does it make me a terrible daughter if I say that my fucks are completely used with other concerns? I have no more to give.”

Patrick laughed. “No, little cousin, I think you deserve that. Now where were you last night?”

“Nox’s house…” If it had been almost anyone else, I wasn’t sure if I’d have answered the question so freely, but Patrick made me feel safe, just as he had all of our lives, protecting me in ways I didn’t even know. 

After dinner, I asked, “Do you know anything about marijuana legislation?” 

“You mean, did I consider moving to Colorado?”

A smile brightened my face. “That wasn’t what I meant. I need to look up some things about one of my professors.”

“I’m sure you could ask the Witt lady.”

I hadn’t thought of that. “No, it’s not that big of a deal. My faculty advisor wants to recommend me for an internship…”

“Because you don’t have enough on your plate?”

My lips formed a straight line. “Because she said it would be good for me.” I considered what she’d said. “It would be a good name association. I don’t know. I think it’s something Bryce said to me that’s eating at me.”

Patrick plopped down on the sofa and kicked his feet onto the glass coffee table. Faking a full body shiver, he said, “I’d think most anything he said would eat at you. Kind of like a tapeworm, you know, from the inside until nothing was left. Why are you even considering what he’d say?”

“I don’t know. I’m confused. Two nights ago, when I came over here, I’d learned something about Nox, something unsettling. I still don’t know the details, but it seems that maybe some of Bryce’s warnings weren’t just hot air.”

“You’re not second-guessing that handsome man, are you? Not that you can,” he added.

“I’m not. But what if there’s more that I need to consider? This is about the internship. Bryce warned me that Nox was using me for my name, which is ridiculous since he didn’t even know it. Now I’m wondering about this professor. Would a tobacco name like Montague be an asset to his team?”

“That’s not something I could even begin to answer.”

“Maybe I should ask Bryce?”

Patrick’s nose scrunched. 

I shook my head. “Or maybe not. I just don’t know anymore. Sometimes I think—”

The ringing of my phone, the friend-not-foe tune, redirected my attention. The screen read CHELSEA.

A weight I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying lifted from my chest. I’d missed my best friend, and soon she’d be with me in New York. I hadn’t originally been sure I wanted her here, but after being without her for over a month, I couldn’t wait for any little bit of time that we could find to be together. 

“Hey! I’m so glad to see your name! When are you getting your butt to New York?”

Her incomprehensible sobs were all I could hear. 

I jumped from the couch, clenching my phone in my grasp. “What is it?” I waited. “Chelsea, talk to me. Are you all right? Where are you?”
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SITTING IN THE dark near the window in the library had become one of my favorite places to be. In the evenings I’d often make my way to the serenity of the solitude there. The velvet chaise near the large leaded-glass panes provided the perfect view. Though it was early autumn, the evening and early nighttime air was still warm. I liked to open the window and enjoy the gentle breeze as it silently fluttered the drapes. The scene below rarely changed. In some ways the moonlit, pristine manicured lawns, various gardens, pool, and lake gave me a sense of immortality. 

As I brought my wine to my lips, the thought of immortality made me snicker. Just a little over a week ago, I was ready to test my mortality. My shoulders straightened. That was the past. Now I had a new purpose, a reason to move forward. 

Settling against the plush velvet while taking in the never-changing scene a story below, I contemplated something Alexandria had said the last time she was here. She’d said that things at Montague Manor never changed. Even in her youth, she understood what generations before her had known: Montague Manor remained the same. 

Throughout my life I’d found a sense of comfort in that. The landscape before me was the same as it had been for my mother and most likely for my grandmother. Even with consistent renovations and updated amenities, the manor and grounds were timeless. 

I used to wonder what it all looked like hundreds of years ago, when the tobacco plantation was first settled. I’d ponder if the first Charles Montague knew how far-reaching his investment would take his ancestors or the impact it would have on their lives. Would it have been better to have descended from those who lived in one of the hundreds of tiny homes that once covered this property? 

Those were the people who were now free of the burden that came with being a Montague. 

Over the years, the peacefulness of the library had become my refuge. I’d long since given up the idea that the bedroom suite I shared with Alton was a place of anything but misery. The physical abuse wasn’t constant. It was the mental strain, the constant concern over my husband’s state of mind. The only reprieves came in his absence, which were too infrequent for my liking. 

I sipped my wine. 

If only he liked fast cars the way Russell had. 

Since my visit to Hamilton and Porter a week before, my mind had been consumed with the possibilities of my discovery. I’d studied each photograph of each page, the article, and each and every word of the codicil. For days I worried that Alton had been alerted to my visit. I waited for the proverbial shoe to drop. 

It never did. 

My only conclusion was that Ralph Porter feared Alton Fitzgerald’s wrath at allowing me access to my father’s last will and testament even more than I was afraid of my husband’s reaction to learning of my exploration. That was fine with me. I wasn’t ready to announce my findings. I still wasn’t sure of their consequences. After all, Alton still professed his desire for Alexandria and Bryce’s marriage. He even appeared genuinely concerned when we learned of Alexandria’s horrifying experience just yesterday. 

According to Article XII, if anything happened to Alexandria prior to her ability to wed Bryce, both Alton and I would be left without access to Montague assets. I supposed that it was my father’s way of protecting his youngest heir. 

What I couldn’t understand was why Charles Montague II decided to add the codicil and why he did it just before his death. Could my father have known about Alton’s mistreatment of me and regretted his earlier decisions and the faith he’d given to my husband? 

My father was a proud and determined man who, in a moment of uncertainty about the future of his beloved company and assets, made a deal with the devil, using his daughter and granddaughter as collateral. The mere possibility that in my father’s final days he’d decided to right that wrong gave me a new and unusual feeling of empowerment. Just maybe, for once, Charles Montague realized that his daughter and granddaughter were more important than Montague. Perhaps he saw the monster he’d helped create and with a sense of dread at what might happen upon his own demise, Charles II regretted his decision. 

My newfound paternal appreciation was muddied with thoughts of his demise. 

I held tightly to my wine glass, wrapping both hands around the globe. 

The Montague Private Collection chardonnay sloshed within the goblet as I began to tremble. It was after six o’clock, yet since my discovery, I’d avoided my normal reds. The lighter white wine didn’t dull my senses the way the red did. With my new knowledge of the codicil, I couldn’t afford to slip into my previous preferred state of oblivion. However, as my thoughts volleyed and settled around thoughts of my father, I couldn’t seem to control the way I shook. It was as if I were cold, despite my long-sleeved robe and the soft throw over my legs. 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. No longer seeing the manicured lawns, I worked to calm the theories that vigorously bombarded my mind.

Maybe I should call for a cabernet? 

I didn’t want to consider the possibility that lingered outside of my consciousness: the idea that my father’s death wasn’t the result of his age. It wasn’t the result of a high level of stress. That maybe—just maybe—there was a more sinister explanation and that explanation was the man who had slept beside me for nearly twenty years. 

I’d be hard-pressed to compile a list of my husband’s finer qualities, but never had I considered murder. Then again, my father was guilty of the same crime, and Alton had always strived to emulate Charles Montague. 

Shaking my head, I lifted the crystal to my lips and enjoyed the unique blend of the Montague chardonnay. With a hint of citrus as well as pear, it went down smoothly, its light flavor teasing my palate but doing little to derail my train of thought. 

I took another drink. 

I couldn’t think about my father’s death. Instead, I needed to concentrate on what he’d done during his life—on the codicil. Since leaving Ralph’s office, I had more and more questions. I planned to revisit Stephen once Alton left town again. I wanted to know who had viewed the will over the years and when. In all of Stephen’s and my exploration, I’d forgotten to take a good look at the ledger. I also wanted to know which judge in Savannah had the fortitude to deny my husband his request to void the codicil. That would be a judge I’d want on my side. 

Another question that lingered in my mind was how I could prove Alton’s involvement in sabotaging the wedding. I was convinced that Alexandria was purposely persuaded to visit Del Mar the same week as Lennox Demetri was there. 

My theory centered around Oren. 

Over time, Alton had made innuendos, accusing me of infidelity. While I was certain that it was his own promiscuity that made him suspicious, more than once he’d mentioned Oren Demetri. Thankfully, Alton never had evidence. Our affair was the one endeavor that I managed to successfully conspire to keep under Alton’s radar. Our rendezvous were well planned and orchestrated. Whenever the topic reared its ugly head, my obvious defense was Alton’s reaction the night in New York after Oren and I had only spoken. Why would I risk my husband’s wrath after that?

To Alton’s knowledge, I’d never lied to him. In many ways, I believed he thought himself above my deception. What the great Alton Fitzgerald didn’t realize was that I’d been taught to deceive by the best. 

When I finally broke off my relationship with Oren, it was for one reason: I wanted more of him—his companionship, his adoration, his love. I wanted a life unlike anything I’d ever before known. I wanted it more than I wanted anything else. 

Each touch, each kiss, each encounter was but a grain of sand filling the hourglass of my life. With him, I was no longer empty. As the individual grains began to accumulate, the need to be with him was all-consuming. 

When we were apart, I thought of him and the way his pale blue eyes scanned my soul. The way he looked at me was more than a scan of my body. Oren Demetri saw inside of me. He knew my innermost thoughts, sometimes even before I did. His voice sent shivers down my spine. Even the memory of his tenor prickled my skin. His touch was like no other I’d ever experienced. A master at his craft, Oren never took, but gave in a way that made me hungry for more. 

I’d almost agreed to Oren’s requests, leaving Alton, Montague Manor, and everything I’d strived for in my life. He offered me a home and a life—not just me, but Alexandria too. In Oren’s arms I no longer cared about my heritage or duties. In his embrace I was simply a woman, in love, being loved. 

Such a simple concept and yet one so foreign. 

I couldn’t fight it any more. It had to stop.

If I’d spent one more second in his grasp, or one more grain of sand would have fallen into the pile at the bottom of my hourglass, the scale would have irrevocably tipped. 

It would have pushed me over the edge. 

I couldn’t do it. My responsibilities screamed at me from the grave, in my father’s voice. Generations of Montagues needed me to stay the course. We’d all sacrificed too much to give into emotion. 

Yet sometime during those years of deception, I sensed that Alton knew. Not cognitively—he would have beaten me worse than before—but intuitively. That was why I believed he reasoned that Alexandria could possibly be attracted to Lennox. In my mind, it was a last-ditch effort on his part, but as the clock continued to tick, desperate times called for desperate measures. 

My theories centered on Alton’s belief in the old adage: like mother, like daughter. 

His bet paid off. 

Now all I had to do was prove his involvement. My next visit to Hamilton and Porter included a private discussion with Natalie, the secretary who’d mentioned Del Mar to Alexandria. 

My subsequent sip of chardonnay lodged in my throat, the citrus flavor no longer smooth but coarse, as it refused to go down when accompanied by the bellow of my husband’s voice. 

“Adelaide!” He repeated my name, softer then louder as he neared the library.

Consciously, I forced the liquid down, struggling to turn off the pictures on my phone and finding my voice. “I’m in here.”

“Why in the hell do you sit in here in the damn dark?”

The room filled with light as he hit the switch. As I blinked my eyes at the brightness, I pushed my phone under the throw and stood to meet him. I had no idea what had happened, but as he entered, the library filled with the cloud of rage that accompanied him. 

Placing my glass on the nearby table, I seized my own suddenly chilled hands in an attempt to hide that my trembling from earlier had resumed. At the way the hairs stood tall on my arms, I deducted one thing—he knew about my visit to the lawyers. Defiantly, I lifted my chin and tried to recall the rebuttal I’d planned as my excuse. However, thoughts failed me as he continued his tirade. 

“I sent the damn maid to find you and she came back empty-handed. Where the fuck have you been?”

Still scrambling with my defense, I stammered, “I-I’ve been here. I enjoy the view. It’s still warm enough to have the windows open—” 

“Everything is hitting the fucking fan!”

I stared up at his face, his chest near enough to mine that I felt the heat radiating from him. His normal crimson, the visible flush of his anger, seeped from his collar up his neck and over his cheeks. 

“Everything? What are you talking about?”

“Come down to my office now. You need to know what’s happened.”

My hand fluttered near my neck as I took a step backward. My knees grew weak as I sank to the chaise. “Alexandria? What happened?”

Alton’s eyes narrowed. “No, Adelaide, for once it’s not your daughter who’s trying to ruin everything.”

My throat grew dry. I had to know what was in store. “Did I—”

He didn’t let me finish. “Not everything is about you!” He scanned my attire. “Get down to my office. Don’t worry about getting dressed. It’s only Suzy and Bryce. This needs a family conference.”

Relief and confusion replaced my initial anxiety. 

I shook my head. It was after ten o’clock. Why in the hell were Suzy and Bryce in his office? “What happened?”

He turned abruptly around. “Just shut up and listen. You’ll learn everything in a minute. We need to put a fucking stop to this circus.”

I stayed rooted to the library floor, the bright lights now obscuring the peaceful view. In the large leaded windows I saw only my own reflection. For a moment, I watched as the woman in the glass straightened her shoulders and secured the ties of her robe. 

This was my house. I’d long ago decided not to let my best friend’s presence in any situation, even when we were categorized as family, intimidate me. If Alton wanted a family conference, I’d take my place as Mrs. Fitzgerald at that damn table and smile smugly at the whore who willingly made my life easier. Maybe when this was done, he’d find a reason to go into town—work perhaps—and I’d have a nice night’s sleep. 

“Adelaide, now!”

I refilled my glass, emptying the bottle upon the table and followed in the wake of Alton’s displeasure. 
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ONLY A FEW steps behind, I entered Alton’s office and stepped into his cloud of malcontent. My eyes searched the regal room. Beyond the large windows was only darkness, a contrast to the stark illumination within. The bookcases, filled with treasures that belonged to my father and his father before him, created a colorful addition to the darkness of the wood trim. The air only moments before had been light and freely flowed into my lungs. Now, it was heavy, weighted down with something I didn’t understand. No longer did it substantiate life: it suffocated, effectively snuffing out what before it had promoted.

Pressing my lips together, I assessed what had happened. All I’d been told was that the perpetrator of this offense was neither Alexandria nor I, for once. Considering the amount of tension hanging in the air like dark smoke, I was eternally grateful for the reprieve from being the center of yet another mishap. My best friend, Suzanna, stood uncharacteristically quiet, leaning against the far wall, her arms crossed over her breasts and a solemn look upon her face. Her eyes didn’t seek to find me. Instead, they stayed set on Alton, pleading some unspoken request. 

I’d seen their glances, their silent conversations shared by lovers. Despite everything Alton had done, seeing the way they looked at one another often left me feeling sad and empty. I wasn’t my husband’s love, his soul mate, or even his partner in life. I was merely his winning lottery ticket, the one he kept crumpled in his pocket. As long as it was there, he was rich beyond his wildest dreams, more powerful than any Fitzgerald before him, and in control of the kingdom bestowed upon him by Charles II. 

Tonight was different. 

The physical pain I saw in Suzy’s eyes made me flinch. Something had happened, something that left her not only uneasy but fearful. 

Questions crept into my consciousness—things I’d never allowed myself to think or at least to dwell upon. Had Alton abused her, the way he did me? Had he hurt her, with more than the pain of rejecting her to marry me? Did she know the things he’d done? Had he told her? Had she seen? 

As I stared at her grave expression, I felt an unusual twinge of sympathy for my best friend. In her gaze, I read a tale. Perhaps it was the years we’d been friends. Perhaps it was because of what we’d shared. Whatever the cause, I saw it, plain and simple. She was a woman who’d sacrificed her dream of happiness for her son. A woman who’d given away the man she admired and adored to let him achieve his desires. 

She was a woman who for the first time had truly seen the monster behind the mask. Suzanna was looking at Alton as if she’d just met him. As if she’d just seen the extremes to which he could and would go to make his dreams come true. 

Anguish emanated from her as if she were seeing her dreams dashed for the first time. As if she were looking at the person to whom she’d stupidly given her past, present, and future, only to watch him casually hold it in his grasp, with the ability to crush it with one word. 

Her dark eyes shone with a terror that I personally knew too well. 

Bryce, on the other hand, was pacing near the far end of the conference table—angry, defiant, a caged lion—as heat radiated from his body. Never before had I noticed the resemblance to his biological father. I’d always allowed myself to associate his coloring with Marcus’s. Truly, Suzanna’s ex-husband and Alton hadn’t been that different in their physical stature. But in this room, Bryce was Alton, complete with red leaching from his neck to his cheeks, and even his ears. The way his chest expanded and contracted with every breath stilled my steps. Though Bryce could be very different, in that second I knew he could also be his father, despite his ignorance of his true parentage.

I said a silent prayer of thanks to God for letting me know about the codicil and for a daughter who stood up not only to me, but also to Alton and—unbeknownst to her—her grandfather’s wishes. I’d been wrong about the young man near the end of the table. Bryce wouldn’t make Alexandria a good husband any more than Alton had made one for me. 

Perhaps I had naïvely hoped that adding love and friendship to the equation would tame the beast within. Looking at Suzy and her current state of devastation, I knew that wasn’t true. 

Nothing could calm Alton’s rage once it was ready to unfurl, and in my heart, I knew Bryce would be no different. 

Quietly, unnoticed by the other occupants of the room, I slipped into my chair at the large table with my glass of wine firmly in hand. As if my entrance had opened a valve allowing some of the pressure to release, each participant slowly followed suit: Alton, Suzy, and finally at his father’s prompting, Bryce.

I wanted to ask what had happened, what everyone else in the room knew, but I was better trained. I would learn when it was my turn to learn. This was Alton’s show, and it would progress on his terms. 

“I don’t understand—” Bryce began.

“No!”

Suzy and I both sat taller at Alton’s reprimand. Though I’d heard that tone directed at both Alexandria and myself, never had I heard him speak to Bryce with it.

Somewhere between a kicked puppy and a stunned shark, Bryce stopped, his gray eyes wide as he stared the length of the table. 

Alton ran his hand through his thinning hair and stood, simply unable to contain his anger. His chest expanded and contracted. The sound of his labored breathing filled the office as we sat watching and waiting. I looked again toward Suzy. 

Once again, our eyes didn’t meet. Hers were downcast as a trail of tears made its way down her pale cheeks. 

Confident of my innocence, I considered speaking. Before I could utter a word, Alton poured Cognac from a decanter into a crystal tumbler. One finger, two, he kept pouring. I bit my tongue as he took the glass to his lips and drank. His Adam’s apple bobbed as the fiery liquid undoubtedly scorched his throat. He didn’t stop. 

Once the glass was empty, he turned and threw it into the fireplace. Everyone took a collective breath as shards of crystal fell like snow, littering the hearth. Had there been a fire, the reflections may have been beautiful; instead, they fell to the ashes, their luster extinguished.

“Maybe we should have told them.” Alton spoke to the room. 

Suzy’s eyes met mine for the first time this evening, as they swirled with a combination of sadness and confusion. 

No one dared speak. 

“I can’t even find the fucking words,” Alton began as he sat with an exaggerated huff. “Bryce has taken it upon himself to secure a…” He shook his head searching for the right word. “…relationship.”

Suzy’s chin fell to her chest. No doubt she already knew the information that Alton was sharing with me. 

“I-I don’t understand,” I said. 

“He couldn’t wait,” Alton went on, each phrase louder than the one before. “I told him to wait. I told him to have faith in Alexandria, but he panicked.”

Bryce’s chin rose rebelliously. “I didn’t panic.”

Alton crossed his arms over his chest. “You imbecile. You have no idea of the mess you’ve made.”

My thoughts spun. How could what Bryce had done be worse than the mess with Melissa? Yet never had Alton chastised Bryce in front of me during any of that—the accusations of abuse, rape, or even her disappearance. 

“What did you do?” I asked Bryce, not confident enough in my innocence to ask Alton. 

He shrugged. “Apparently, I fucked everything up. I don’t know what everything is.”

“Bryce, language,” Suzanna reprimanded. 

We all turned her direction. 

Really? Your son has been accused of rape, abuse, kidnapping, and possibly murder and you’re going to correct his language?

I didn’t say that, but from the look on both Alton’s and my face, I was certain we were both thinking the same thing. 

“No, Suzy,” Alton said, “Bryce’s account is accurate. He fucked everything. I don’t just mean an eighteen-year-old coed or Millie Ashmore or any other willing or unwilling partner. I mean everything that we’ve all strived to achieve.”

Bryce leaned back against his chair, his arms crossed to mirror his father’s. “Maybe if you’d tell me what everything means.”

“It means your marriage with Alexandria.”

Bryce’s hands came down, slapping his palms against the table. “You don’t think I’ve tried? I have. I tried while she was at Stanford. I went to California. I watched her, waiting for the right time to step back into her life. I asked her—no, begged her—to help me with the Evanston police, the deposition, the charges regarding Melissa. 

“She has moved on. She’s with Demetri now and won’t even talk to me.” Bryce stood and resumed pacing. “I can’t go into that courtroom without some kind of defense. I need a credible alibi, a reason to disprove everything that Melissa’s parents’ attorneys throw our way.” He turned toward Alton. “It’s what the Montague legal team told me to do.”

“And I told you that Alexandria was your person.” Alton glared. “I told you that people would believe that story. You’d dated for years when you were younger. I said I was working on getting her home.”

By doing what? I wanted to ask, but I couldn’t interrupt their verbal back and forth.

Bryce shook his head. “Believe me, I’d force Alexandria if I could. But I can’t get within fifty feet of her.” His eyes narrowed. “And neither can you. So don’t act as if this is all my fault. You’ve been saying she’ll be back, but guess what? Melissa is still missing. The case is building. I didn’t have anything to do with her disappearance, yet I’m at the top of their list of suspects.”

Suzy and I turned back to Alton, our lips held tightly together as if respectfully watching a tennis match. 

“How? How did you even learn about this… this business?” Alton asked.

Bryce lifted his brows knowingly. “From Melissa.”

“She told you?”

“Yes. She wanted out of it. She said if we were together she could get out.”

As the room fell silent, I found my voice. “What business? What are you talking about?”

When neither man spoke, finally Suzy volunteered, “It seems that Bryce purchased a companion.”

I opened my eyes wide. “You bought a prostitute?” Then I thought some more. “So what?”

Both Alton and Suzy looked at me. 

I went on. “So what? I mean, I’m not happy about it. Alexandria won’t be happy, but really, who cares? Compared to abuse, rape, kidnapping… well, soliciting prostitution seems rather unimportant.”

“Bryce didn’t purchase a woman for a night,” Alton explained. “He purchased her for a year.”

Suzy nodded as my mouth opened. 

“A year?” I asked. “You can do that?”

“It isn’t sex, per se,” Bryce said. “It’s companionship. It’s a ready-made relationship with a backstory that will provide the perfect alibi for my defense.” He sat back down. “Alexandria would have been ideal, in more ways than one.” He turned his gaze on me. “You know how much I’ve always loved her? But I can’t wait, and frankly, I don’t think waiting would do any good.”

“There are things in the works,” Alton said. 

“Why?” Bryce asked. “Why is this such a big deal?”

“Bryce,” Suzy began, “you know it has always been our dream for our families to unite…”

As she spoke, I stole a glance toward Alton. He was still on the edge of rage, on a warpath. Why? This could be his out. If my theory was correct that he’d intended to sabotage Alexandria and Bryce’s wedding, this could be what he was looking for. Why then did he seem so upset?

Thoughts and theories continued to churn. If Alton hadn’t been the one to tell Bryce about this company, then I suddenly worried that I wouldn’t be able to prove Alton was responsible for the children not fulfilling the terms of my father’s will. Could I have been wrong about my theory? 

The reason Alton was enraged had to be the codicil. 

If Bryce and Alexandria didn’t marry, no longer would all of Montague holdings go to Fitzgerald Investments, as per our original agreement. With the codicil they’d go into probate. Alton could lose everything. Bryce would be left with nothing. The rightful heirs would succeed.

I worked to calm my excitement. Our salvation was in sight.

“There’s more to this that you should know, Laide,” my husband said.

Since he’d used my name, I assumed Suzy was already privy to the additional information. I tried to concentrate. “Okay?”

“Bryce, tell Adelaide the name of your companion.”

“Alton,” Bryce said, “it makes perfect sense. A relationship with Chelsea Moore justifies my trips to California. I can substantiate that we were together.” 

Chelsea Moore? What trips to California?

“Though you weren’t,” Suzy added. 

“No, we weren’t,” Bryce confirmed. “But we can make it look like we were.” He shrugged. “She’s not bad looking and since she and Alexandria were roommates for four years, we have a plausible reason for not telling anyone about our relationship.”

I lifted the wine glass to my lips and drank until every drop was gone. Placing the glass upon the table, I stared Bryce’s direction. “That girl? She’s a prostitute? My daughter was living with a prostitute?”

“It isn’t really prostitution,” Suzy said. “It’s companionship, a relationship…”

My chest became tight. The answer was right before us, but I couldn’t let him do this to my daughter. “No.”

Everyone looked my way. “No,” I repeated. “Bryce, you can’t do that. Not to Alexandria. It’ll kill her to think you slept with another of her best friends. Trust me, I know. This isn’t right. I don’t want my daughter living with that kind of pain.”

His eyes shone as his lips fought the unavoidable need to move upward. 

The wine in my stomach seemed to curdle as his cruel intentions suddenly became clear. “You little bastard!”

“Laide!” Alton and Suzy said in unison. 

“You little piece of shit,” I continued, glaring toward Bryce. “That’s why you’re doing this, isn’t it? It isn’t just about an alibi. You want to hurt Alexandria. She’s with another man and you have your feelings hurt, so instead of manning up, you’re hitting her where you know it’ll hurt.”

A mask of serenity covered what should have been Bryce’s smug expression. He was the poster child for innocence. He had always been the boy who never did wrong, but was always wronged. The poor young man who’d been unjustly accused. His continence was perfected. 

Maybe he wasn’t just like his father. He had his share of his mother inside of him too. She’d taught him well how to wear the mask and only show the world what was intended for them to see. 

“Adelaide, that’s enough!” Alton bellowed. “We have more important concerns than Alexandria’s hurt feelings.”

I stood, confident that I didn’t give a flying fuck what happened to Bryce. The codicil said that if the wedding didn’t occur, all interested parties would have the chance to profess their claim to their rightful share. I was a Montague. My claim was set. If I had anything to say about it, the young man at the end of the table would be the one to suffer—he and his pathetic excuse for a father.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’ve done everything I could to follow my father’s wishes. I have nothing to fear.” 

Alton’s eyes narrowed. “What the hell? You read the will before we married. You know what’ll happen if they don’t wed.”

My pulse quickened at my misstep. I turned toward my husband. “What I meant was that I have faith in you, dear. You took care of the original charges against Bryce. You’ll make all of these other charges go away and then make that dreadful girl follow suit. By the time you do, even Alexandria will no longer care that he’d sought companionship in another of her friends. In the meantime, I’ll do my best to convince Alexandria that Bryce’s heart is still hers.”

“This arrangement can’t last a year,” Alton said to no one in particular. “Just long enough to convince the lawyers to drop the charges.” 

“And then her usefulness will be done,” I added. 

“And then what? I’m here alone?” Bryce asked. “Hell no. I’ve paid for a year. Besides, I can’t have two ex-girlfriends disappear.” 

“Not disappear, sweetheart,” Suzy said. “Paid to go away. It’s worked before.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Before? Do you care to explain that?”

Marcus? She was talking about paying off Marcus, her ex-husband, I convinced myself.

Right?


[image: ]

 

 

 

DESPITE OREN’S ARGUMENT to the contrary, my priorities were in line.

My testimony before the Senate committee was complete. I’d emphasized the points I’d set out to highlight. I’d talked with Senator Carroll, tried to get a feel for Severus Davis, and even learned more about the progress he’d hoped to achieve in our negotiations. I’d also introduced myself to Grant Higgins, the senator from the great state of Georgia, as well as the junior senator from Oregon. Now, the Senate Finance Committee’s decision was in their hands. 

The ruling could come down as early as tomorrow. I’d planned to stay in DC and face the committee as they justified their decision. 

I’d like to say that I was confident the committee would call for the rewording of the bill, and that they would back our side—the side of Senator Carroll and others who understood the future ramifications in store in the event of overtaxation of domestic businesses.

I couldn’t. 

I didn’t trust Higgins, Davis, or the swing votes. 

Nevertheless, I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my time on the chance that my presence in the hearing room would turn the tide.

It may have taken me years and obvious failure, but I had a new priority. After listening to Charli’s voice, full of emotion and confusion, as she told me about her cryptic conversation with Chelsea, I knew my presence in New York was more important.

As she spoke, I heard the distraught voice of Jo. I recalled how my days and nights of traveling upset her. Despite the experience of my childhood, seeing my mother’s disappointment and sadness when my father would choose work over her, I’d done the same thing. 

I had been responsible for putting the same sadness in my wife’s eyes that I’d witnessed as a young child, and naïvely, I hadn’t made the connection. At that time, I’d believed my work superseded all else—Demetri Enterprises needed me. Just like the company had needed my father. Unwittingly, I’d fallen into Oren’s footsteps, wearing the same shoes and making the same mistakes. 

Of course, back then, I hadn’t seen my choices as mistakes. After all, I’d been told and conditioned to believe that real men didn’t make mistakes. Every action and decision was a conscious choice. Everything had a purpose. 

Like he was in so many other things, my father was wrong about that. 

Real men did make mistakes. We made decisions for the right reasons, to accomplish the right outcomes, that in the end harmed others—ones we loved. Even though our choices weren’t made with malice, that didn’t lessen the pain they inflicted. 

The real lesson, the one my father forgot to teach me—or maybe one he never learned—was that it wasn’t about making mistakes. They were part of life. It was about repeating them. That was where the real men became separated from lesser men.

Character wasn’t about perfection. It was about wisdom and the ability to learn and change. 

If I were to talk to Oren, my father would tell me to stay in Washington and face the committee as they read the ruling. I could hear his voice echoing in my head. I’d followed that advice in the past. If I chose to do that again, I was the one who hadn’t learned. I’d made that mistake before. I didn’t intend to make it again. 

That was why, late Thursday night—or very early Friday morning—essentially, a day before I was meant to be back in New York, I was riding the elevator to Patrick’s apartment, to the woman I loved. In her voice I heard her pain and holding her in my arms would trump Demetri Enterprises every time. 

As I rode upward, my mind drifted to Jocelyn. Since Charli, I found myself thinking of my first wife with more appreciation and less sadness. With each day, the guilt over her death lessened as the gratitude for the time we shared strengthened. Jocelyn and I had both been so young. Fresh out of grad school, we thought we had all the answers when in reality we had much to learn. 

I was ambitious and strived to show not only Oren, but also the world what I could accomplish. In that process, I’d neglected her. I’d pushed her to fight for my attention, causing me to do what no husband should do. 

I’d reacted instead of responded.

I’d failed her. 

Her death would forever be on my hands and my heart, but maybe, with Charli beside me, I could rise above it. Maybe Jo could smile down and wish me the happiness that since her death I’d deemed myself unworthy of having. 

In the quiet elevator, I said a silent thank-you. “Thank you, Jo, for showing me the man I should be. You’ll always be part of me. I’m sorry that I wasn’t that man for you.” I hung my head, keeping tears at bay. “I’ll always regret the consequences of my decisions.” I took a deep breath. “But in the end, because of you, I know that I’ll do everything possible not to let that happen again.” 

As the doors opened, I blinked away the past. 

The corridor was quiet since it was after midnight. I had no intention of waking the entire floor; however, I knew that Charli was here. She didn’t know I was coming, and since landing, I’d been unable to reach her. That didn’t matter. When she didn’t answer, I checked the new app Deloris had installed on my phone. The GPS tracker in Charli’s new necklace indicated that she was in Patrick’s apartment. A quick call to Clayton confirmed her location. 

It did my heart and mind good to know that she was still where she’d promised she would be. That was one of the many things I loved about Charli. She was young, but she wasn’t immature. She didn’t play games. She knew how important it was to me to know that she was safe. Even when she’d walked out of the apartment, she’d gone with Jerrod. 

She’d also given me the opportunity to explain. I’d been the one who needed time. I still needed time, and thankfully, being the amazing woman she was, Charli was giving it to me. 

If I were completely honest with myself, I understood Charli’s desire to be with her cousin. After everything that had happened in the last few days, she didn’t want to be alone in our apartment, the place where someone—someone she’d trusted, someone I’d told her she could trust—had betrayed her. Betrayed us. If being with Patrick gave her the comfort she needed, then that was where she should be. 

Her choice of location was inconsequential. As long as she was wearing the necklace, Deloris had more than Clayton assuring her safety. After all, her well-being, both physical and emotional, was my goal. 

As I neared Patrick’s apartment, my arms ached with the desire to be the one to give Charli everything that she needed for her to feel safe.

During our conversation about Chelsea, Charli sounded heartbroken and confused. All I could get was that Chelsea had repeatedly apologized, saying that she’d never meant to hurt her. According to Charli, Chelsea had been nearly incoherent, crying and slurring her words. 

Charli didn’t get anything else from the conversation. She couldn’t even figure out her best friend’s location. Was Chelsea in DC? That was why Charli had called. I was there, and she asked if I could find Chelsea. 

Unfortunately, it wasn’t that easy.

It wasn’t like Chelsea wore a GPS necklace. 

It was true that I knew more about her friend than I let on, that Chelsea was working for Infidelity, had not been assigned to Severus Davis as we’d planned, and was quite possibly assigned to someone else—I didn’t know who or where. 

Though I couldn’t tell Charli that Deloris was working to unravel the Infidelity web of deceit and free Chelsea. I could say that we were doing our best to find her friend. 

Softly, my knuckles rapped on Patrick’s door. A moment later, it opened, and Patrick’s tired, light brown eyes peered from around the door. “She’s asleep,” he said as he opened the door wider.

“I figured. Sorry I woke you.” I’d called his number after speaking to Clayton.

My gaze scanned Charli’s cousin from head to toe. His middle-of-the-night persona didn’t match his usual demeanor. Normally, Patrick was the epitome of chic, dressed to the T with a cocky kind of attitude that made you smile in approval and admiration, not turn away in disgust. In the short time I’d known him, I’d come to enjoy his gregariousness. However, in the middle of the night, wearing only an old faded Beatles t-shirt and gym shorts, he looked like any other guy in a dorm, well apart from his receding hairline. That made him obviously older than a coed. 

I noticed the way his chest stayed inflated as he scanned me and shut the door. 

“Sleep’s overrated,” Patrick said as he led me into his apartment. 

It wasn’t the first time I’d been inside his apartment. Charli had brought me here to meet him and Cyrus. The building where they lived was nice, more modern than mine, more so than most in the area. Currently the lights in his living room and entry were low and the windows were covered. During the day, I recalled that the apartment had a great view of the park. 

It hadn’t taken Deloris long to learn that Cyrus was in investment banking and Patrick was an interior design intern. Between the two of them, they were obviously doing well. I also knew how their relationship began. According to Deloris, they were on their second year of their agreement. I couldn’t fault them for their part in Infidelity. Maybe the company did have its benefits.

“Alex was pretty upset about Chelsea,” Patrick volunteered. “I have no idea what’s going on with her and neither does Alex. After Chelsea called, Alex tried but she couldn’t get Chelsea to answer her calls or texts. It’s weird. Before Chelsea’s call, Alex thought her friend was going to be here, like move to New York, possibly tomorrow…” Patrick shook his head. “…today, I guess. Poor thing, Alex has had a lot thrown at her in the last few months. Losing her best friend wasn’t supposed to be one of them.”

I felt more than a pang of guilt. “I’m responsible for most of what’s been thrown at her.”

Patrick stood taller. “Not the way I see it.”

I let out an exaggerated breath. “Well, I don’t know how you see it.” Since Charli was asleep in the other room, I tried to keep my voice down. “The other day she was in the line of gunfire because of me.”

“The news said that the victim was the intended target, a domestic thing.”

That was what the news said, and I knew how they’d been led in that direction. It was a cover to take the heat off of me, to make Charli’s and my presence at the scene fade away as unimportant background information. 

“I can still feel responsible,” I said, turning to take in the semidark living room and wondering which hallway would lead me to my Charli. 

“Yes, sure,” Patrick said, bringing my focus back to him, “you can feel responsible. But if you were the cause of more of her heartache…” His tone suddenly became more confident than cocky. “…I wouldn’t have let you in.”

My eyes widened, amused that this little runt thought he could stop me. 

“I wouldn’t,” Patrick confirmed, as if reading my thoughts. “You don’t know half the shit she’s put up with in her life. She’s a lot stronger than you think.”

I didn’t know much of her past, but I never doubted her strength. “I think she’s strong.”

“Yet you ran here to rescue her?” Patrick asked. “So that you could tell her what to do?”

What the hell? 

It was my turn to stand tall, at least ten inches taller than him. “I’m not rescuing her. I’m not sure what’s happening with Chelsea, but I do know Charli cares about her. I don’t plan to tell her what to do. I’m here to help her.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to explain my actions to him, but I went on. “I’m here to support your cousin. Help her.”

The expression of protective brother that Patrick had been wearing since he opened the door morphed into a smile as he nodded. “Right answer. That’s exactly what my little cousin needs. She’s had people telling her what to do her entire life.”

Oh, I liked telling her what to do, but not about her life or her friends. My demands were more in the directives that included getting her on her knees or lifting her hands so I could bind them. Though that thought sent my blood rushing south, that wasn’t what I sought tonight. 

Tonight I simply wanted to hold her. I’d also like to know more about what Patrick was saying, more about Charli’s life, more about Alexandria Collins. I wanted to know everything. Not because she owed me an explanation or I demanded one, but because I wanted to share everything in her life, present, past and future. 

A pang of guilt flitted across my conscience. 

If I want to know all about her, then I owe her the same.

“She…” I said, ignoring the inner voice, “…doesn’t talk much about her life before Stanford.”

“It’s not my place to say, but if you ask me, in some ways, Alex started living when she went out west. Unfortunately, what she was doing before—living or merely surviving—is trying to suck her back into its black-hole abyss.”

My neck straightened, the hairs on my arms standing to attention with his warning. I could only assume that he was referring to the calls and even the letter telling her to go back to Savannah. 

Patrick was right. It wasn’t his place to tell me. It was up to Charli. But if it was that serious, then we needed to talk.

“Thanks for taking my call,” I said, “and for letting me in. I should take her back to our place and let you get some sleep.”

Patrick moved his head back and forth. “No, man, let her rest. I’ll show you to her room.” His lips quirked to a grin. “And for the record, as I said earlier, if you’d not given me the right answer, I’d be showing you the door out of here.”

My brows rose. You and what army? That was what I wanted to say, but instead, I smiled.

Patrick was obviously protective of my Charli, and I liked that. I knew from experience I couldn’t always be around. I could have Deloris, Isaac, and Clayton nearby. Charli could wear a GPS necklace that allowed me to see her exact location at the touch of an app, but nothing compared to having someone who loved you looking out for you. If this runt was willing to take me on for her, he was all right in my book. 

“Glad I met your approval.” This time they were his brows that rose, and I suddenly remembered which way his boat sailed. 

“Oh, yes, you do. But since we’re both taken, and you bat for the other team, might as well let Alex have the fun.”

I just laughed as I followed him down a hallway. 

Patrick stopped at a door and inclined his head. “Help her.” He flattened his lips to a straight line. “Oh and that thing I mentioned about sleep, about it being underrated? Well, I do have work tomorrow… or today… so keep it down.”

I didn’t take orders well, but there was something in his voice that caused my smile to grow as I nodded. 

He turned and walked away as I reached for the knob and turned it. Pushing the door open, I searched the room, and as my eyes adjusted, I saw small slits of light from the night sky that fell from between the blinds. Illuminated by stripes of moonlight and stretched out on a bed smaller than the one we usually shared was my Charli, her body covered with blankets. Her beautiful hair flowed over the pillow, the auburn waves more brown than red in the semidarkness. As I inched closer, I watched as her chest rose and fell in a quiet rhythm. She was sound asleep. Every muscle of my body ached to lean down and kiss her slightly parted lips, to wake her and explore some of the demands that had skirted across my thoughts just moments ago. 

Instead, I pulled my phone from my slacks pocket and pounded out a text message.

Me: “PICK ME UP AT THE FRONT OF PATRICK’S BUILDING AT 6. I’M SPENDING THE REST OF THE NIGHT HERE.”

Isaac: “YES, SIR.”

Laying my phone on the bedside stand, I eased out of my clothes, leaving them folded on a nearby chair. With only my boxers remaining, I locked the door. Another door was slightly ajar and I found a bathroom. It’d been a long day. The tall shower looked incredibly inviting. It would feel wonderful to get in and wash it all away, but the pull from the woman in the bed was too strong. She was a magnet that I couldn’t resist. 

After I finished in the bathroom, splashing my face with water and quickly using her toothbrush, I returned to the bedroom. Pulling back the blankets, my cheeks rose. Usually, Charli slept in nothing, or maybe she started in a nightgown but by the time we fell asleep, her warm skin was fully at my disposal. Tonight she was wearing soft shorts and a shiny top with delicate straps that draped over her slender shoulders. Even in the dimness, I saw goose bumps materialize as she shivered at the loss of blankets. Still asleep, she pulled her arms and legs closer to her body. 

I eased into the bed, spooning behind her. With my chin above her head as I settled against the soft pillow, my nose wrinkled as her hair tickled it. Flowers and perfume filled my lungs as her round ass fit perfectly against my hips. For the first time since I’d left her in Westchester County, I relaxed, each and every muscle in my body releasing tension as I wrapped her in my arms and she melted against me. 

With a deep sigh, I covered us with the blankets. 

All at once, Charli gasped and tensed. Then she turned, her small hands moving up my chest and framing my face. In the darkened room, her eyes opened, blinking as if she couldn’t comprehend what she was seeing. 

“Y-you’re here?” Her voice was thick with sleep.

I kissed her forehead and nodded, my kisses raining downward over her nose and finally her lips. “Yes, princess, I’m here.”

“But, why? You’re in Washington.”

“No. I was in Washington. Now I’m here. You are more important than anything there or anywhere.”

She shook her head. “You shouldn’t have. I don’t want to interrupt your work.”

I pulled her closer, the soft material of her top doing little to cover the pebbling her earlier chill had brought to her nipples, now against my bare chest. “Never, ever, think anything is more important than you. You were upset.”

Charli continued to move her head back and forth. “No, Nox. It’s what he said. I don’t want to do that to you. I’ll be upset. You don’t have to take care of me or rescue me.”

He said?

“I don’t have to,” I confirmed. “I want to. I want to be there for you, when you’re upset, when you’re happy…” My hands roamed down the small of her back and over her round ass. “…and whenever you breathe.”

Charli sighed as she melted against me and tilted her head against my chest. “Thank you.”

I started to ask her what she was talking about when she said something about it being what he said, but by the way her body fit perfectly against mine, the way her breathing steadied, and the way she relaxed in my arms, I let her sleep. 

“I love you, princess.”

Her unspoken contentedness was all I needed to drift away. 
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PEOPLE EASED THEIR way between tables, filling most of the chairs. I watched as some people took more than their fair share of space. For a weeknight, the little restaurant off the beaten path was crowded. It was a local treasure. Tourists liked the flashy new places, but this was where the residents congregated, where the food and drinks never disappointed. From my vantage point, I could see the entire room. It was mostly filled with couples, sipping wine and talking close. That was what couples did: they leaned near one another and shared their space, their breath. 

If I were home, I might be doing that. Who was I kidding? More than likely not. 

I glanced again at my watch. I was early, waiting for Vincent to arrive. It was one of those meetings that I couldn’t or wouldn’t miss. Since he’d taken over the family business, my command appearances were required less frequently than they’d been under Carmine’s regime. Since Carmine had passed away, somehow Vincent’s less frequent requests made them seem more significant, as if each one was of extreme importance.

It didn’t matter that it was nearly ten o’clock or that I’d promised Angelina I’d be home early tonight. My marriage and the happiness of it was less of a concern to Angelina’s cousin than it had been to her uncle. 

Vincent was all about profit, money, and keeping it flowing. 

The world was changing and my attempt at legitimate business was the kick-start the Costellos needed and utilized. While his father had been more old-school, Vincent was younger—my age—and saw the promising ways of the future: the new millennium and technology. 

No longer did families need bodies on every corner, watching from the shadows. Surveillance technology was the new answer. One man could watch dozens or more places of business. Conversations could be heard, everything up to the dropping of a pen. Secrets were getting harder and harder to conceal, and it was just the way Vincent liked it. 

The guys younger than us admired his fortitude as well as his savvy. Vincent was branching out by including other families, ones his father had ignored. 

I had to admit that Angelina’s cousin was smart. He also had a level head. It was a lethal combination. 

The families weren’t the only ones with the ability to listen and record. Hell, the feds had done it to them in the eighties. Now it was sleeker and more sophisticated and didn’t require the muscle of the old days. Cameras and bugs uncovered dirt—knowledge. As they say, knowledge was power. 

Vincent Costello was all about power. 

I looked down at the screen of my Blackberry. The little handheld device was revolutionary. I could check email, look up information on my companies, see stocks in real time, and even send messages to my wife.

The problem was with receiving messages from Angelina. She had to send them first.

From my Manhattan office I texted her after I’d received Vincent’s call and explained that there wasn’t time for me to go home to Westchester and then make it back to Brooklyn. At the most I would have been home for an hour or two. 

It made more sense for me to stay at the office and do my daily analysis. 

She’d yet to respond.

Some of the different companies, businesses, enterprises—whatever I called them—beneath the Demetri umbrella required constant supervision. Ledgers needed to be watched. In the world of business, I had many qualified employees, vice presidents and CEO’s of minor subsidiaries. I didn’t trust one of them, not one. 

Thankfully, as technology improved so did my ability to oversee. I had daily, weekly, and monthly reports. I had accountants who double-checked the first set of accountants. It was a checks-and-balances system to rival any, and it worked. Demetri Enterprises was growing, buying, and expanding. I’d moved beyond the boroughs, beyond the East Coast. 

In the last year, I’d taken Demetri Enterprises international. 

London was ripe for everything financial. The time zone alone set it apart. 

More and more production was happening in Asia. At the start of business in London, it was the close of business in Japan and by noon, New York was waking. No wonder it was the financial mecca. And the farther I ventured from New York, the more independent Demetri Enterprises became. Of course, it wasn’t completely free of family obligation. If it were, I’d be home right now, instead of sipping a watered-down whiskey and waiting for the rest of my party to join me. 

I checked my Blackberry again. Nothing from Angelina. 

No doubt, she was pissed off.

Again.

I’d promised to be there. Tonight was a dinner with a new family that had moved in down the street. Part of the appeal of Rye for me had been the large parcels of land. It wasn’t like the brownstones in Brooklyn, one right on top of the next. In Westchester County we didn’t need to know our neighbors. That wasn’t my wife’s attitude. She thrived on people and community. 

I tried, I did. But I didn’t have time for backyard barbeques or football games or any of the other thousands of things she wanted to do. 

If it weren’t for Silvia—Carmine’s present for doing my duty nearly five years ago—I’d feel guiltier. 

Who would have thought of a person as a gift? 

That was essentially what Silvia had been. Five years older than Lennox, Carmine gave her to us. Yes, she was meant to help Angelina around the house, but she’d also become ours to raise. Over the last five years, her role had gone from domestic help to something between a younger sister and daughter for Angelina. At least once she was with us it stopped the talk about another child. 

Fifteen years old when she arrived, Silvia was nervous and uneducated. Domestic work was all she’d ever done. Her biological mother basically sold her off as house staff to the Costellos when she was barely a teenager. 

It could have been worse for her. Unfortunately, I’d been around enough to see that too. But Angelina wasn’t satisfied with a maid: she insisted on more. Silvia became her new obsession. That wasn’t to imply that she neglected Lennox—she didn’t. With a son and a daughter, Angelina was busy day and night. 

Under Angelina’s tutelage, Silvia studied, passed her GED, and was now enrolled in college courses. Of course, she also helped take care of the house and was—to my great surprise—an excellent cook. In many ways Silvia had become my wife’s best friend. The change in Silvia’s demeanor since she arrived was nothing short of phenomenal. She was now confident, a quick learner, and everything that Angelina would want in a daughter. Not to mention she wasn’t homely. 

When she first came to us, Silvia had been skinny and lanky. That wasn’t the case today. Though her heritage wasn’t Italian, she’d perfected the behavior. If she were met on the street, no one would know that she wasn’t a member of our family or that she’d once been sold off as nothing more than a maid. 

The bell on the front door of the restaurant jingled, alerting me that someone was entering or exiting. I recognized the two men walking my direction and stood as Vincent and Jimmy-the-enforcer approached. Jimmy had worked faithfully for Carmine until his death. Vincent obviously appreciated his service. Having Jimmy the man beside the head of the family was one of the few things that hadn’t changed. 

“Oren,” Vincent said with a nod as he sat, the three of us crowding near the far end of the table, back to the wall. Basic survival strategy. 

Almost immediately the dark-haired waitress was back to our table. On her tray she had Vincent’s and Jimmy’s drinks. There wasn’t any need to take their order—everyone knew who they were and what they drank. In this part of town, they were regulars. Their table was always ready. 

“I’m glad I was in town when you called,” I said, “What’s this about?”

“Montague.”

I almost choked on my whiskey as the name rolled off his tongue. Though I hadn’t thought about Russell Collins on a daily basis, the job Carmine had sent me on was the turning point in my life and career. I’d done my best to forget the choices made in California. It had been a risk and not one I wanted to repeat. 

More than once I’d thought about the wife and daughter Russell Collins described. I may have even looked them up, taken a small peek into their lives. Perhaps it was a sense of debt that I felt for my part in the price Russell had paid. 

“I recall that name,” I said nonchalantly. “What about it?”

“I don’t know for sure how their paths crossed or why,” Vincent began as a prelude to whatever he was about to ask of me. “From what my father told me, there was something about shipping, transporting tobacco up and down the coast. Montagues are best known for their tobacco. High quality. 

“Anyway,” Vincent continued, “my father was able to reach some remarkable deals with the dockworkers. It was the seventies, the energy crisis. Before the big roundup and sting. Families had more respect. Old man Montague, who wasn’t too old then, was grateful.

“Years later Montague helped my father out of financial straits. There was a debt my father owed, one that with accruing interest put more than a few of our family’s assets at risk. Exhausting his usual options, my father went to Montague. They were even. Until…”

I didn’t need to hear until. I knew until. “Yes, I know that part. Now what?”

“The old man wants our help again. The description fits him now. He’s getting older and concerned about the future of his name and company.”

I stared into the melting ice cubes as I spun them mindlessly in my glass. “Cut to the point, Vinny. I’m not—”

Vincent’s large hand fell to the table, loudly and very close to mine. “Oren, careful. We’re family, but even family is respectful. Tell me that you’re respectful.”

“Yes. I’m respectful and thankful for all of the help…”

“Surveillance.”

“What?” I asked. 

“You know that we have some of the best equipment with some of the best people who watch out for our interests. Talking to Montague made me realize how everyone could benefit from that technology. Under your umbrella, you will form a security company. We’ll use our guys. It will look and sound legit.” 

I clenched my teeth as he continued to describe his plan for a new subsidiary of Demetri Enterprises. 

“One of the first jobs,” he went on, “and let me say, a lucrative one at that, will be for Montague.”

I shook my head. “In his factories? On the dock? In his office buildings? What are we talking about? How many hubs? Round the clock?”

“You get it started. Do what you do. Get other jobs so this one doesn’t stand out, but the main goal is his home and corporate office.”

His home?

I’d seen it when I checked on Collins’s wife and daughter. The thing was a castle. It was just missing the moat. 

“Have you seen his home?” I asked.

Vincent’s eyes widened. “I have. Why have you?”

“I did my research after… California.”

“Then you know he has a daughter and his wife’s remarried?”

I shrugged as if I hadn’t paid that close of attention to Russell Collins’s widow. As if I hadn’t watched her more than once in Savannah or seen her and her little girl. 

That night, years ago, at the bar, Collins had described his marriage as one from hell with a wife as cold and frigid as a witch’s tit. But that wasn’t what I’d seen. If I’d allow myself to have any feelings, one way or another, regarding Collins or his widow, I’d admit that I was glad she’d found someone after the death of her husband. She was too young and beautiful to spend the rest of her life alone. 

“Yes, I’d heard she had,” I replied casually. 

“Old man Montague wants to be sure the new husband is the man to keep Montague going. He wants to know without a doubt that when he passes to the afterworld, Alton Fitzgerald will look after the Montague name and legacy.”

“And this can’t be done with an established company?”

“Not if it’s to be kept under wraps. He doesn’t want anyone at Montague to be the wiser. No one will know but the old man.”

I’d grown cold over the years, but I wasn’t dead, not yet. Murder would have been a quicker favor. Nevertheless, I was relieved that it hadn’t been the request that he’d made. Setting up a front for some cameras and bugs could be done with a lighter conscience—assuming I still had one.

“Give me a month or two,” I said. “It takes time to get the permits and set up the real estate.”

“No more than two.”

Vincent downed the rest of his drink and slapped the glass on the table. “Tell my cousin I said hello.”

“I will.” If she’s talking to me. 

“One more thing, how’s Lennox doing?”

My chest tightened. Vincent had been the one I’d specifically asked to keep Lennox out of the family business. “Busy. He’s in school, playing all kinds of sports. You know Angelina, she wants him involved in everything.”

“Everything except the family business?”

“He’s only fifteen.”

“Do you have any idea what I knew at fifteen?” Vincent asked. 

“Two months,” I promised, avoiding the subject. “I’ll have the security company up and running in two months.”

Vincent patted my shoulder. “Luca wants to get the cousins together this summer. New boat.”

“Give Angelina a call. She’s in charge of our social calendar.”

“Until next time.”

“Next time,” I repeated, as I stayed seated and watched him and Jimmy turn their backs my direction and walk casually toward the exit. 

The bell on the door jingled.
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WAS THAT A DREAM?

As wake and sleep intermingled and the morning sun eased through the blinds, the question floated through my mind. 

Stretching my arms and legs across the mattress, the soft sheets caressed my bare skin as the newly familiar, wonderful ache of contentment settled into my core. Despite my hand only finding an empty bed, I knew the answer to my question: it’d been real. 

A smile tugged at the corners of my lips as my fingertips skimmed from my new necklace down to my bare breasts, running circles around my overly sensitive nipples. With a satisfied moan, my hands moved farther down my naked body. When I’d gone to sleep, I’d been wearing pajamas.

Now, I wasn’t.

My smile blossomed fuller as I turned my head to inhale the masculine, woodsy scent of Nox’s cologne that lingered upon the cool pillow beside me. I’d heard that smell was the strongest of our senses when it came to memories and arousal. With my eyes closed, the unique fragrance transported me to the presidential suite in Del Mar and the first time I’d smelled the remarkable scent. I warmed at the recollection of Nox’s jacket as he’d placed it upon my shoulders. 

It wasn’t a dream.

Nox had been here beside me, with me, and inside of me.

Despite the multiple glasses of wine I’d consumed last night, I’d had trouble falling asleep, distraught and confused over Chelsea. I still didn’t understand why she’d been apologizing, why she wouldn’t talk, or why I couldn’t reach her after her call. After tossing and turning, I’d decided to take the sleeping pill Patrick had offered. 

Within minutes, my eyelids grew heavy, and a restless sleep ensued until at some time during the night, a strong arm pulled me against a solid chest. Wrapped in Nox’s warm embrace, my world righted. I recalled turning in his arms and facing him, touching his handsome face. In the darkness, his features were hidden, yet under the tips of my fingers I saw his prominent cheekbones, scruffy cheeks, and chiseled jaw. I didn’t need to see the light blue of his eyes to convince myself that Nox was real. His presence filled not only the bedroom and bed, but also my soul. 

With him beside me, I’d drifted into a deeper slumber. Nox’s presence hadn’t taken away my concern over my best friend, but his presence alone had lessened my burden, allowing me to share my concerns and sleep soundly.

Now, as I started to shift the blankets, I recalled that we’d not only slept, but early this morning as Nox woke, we’d done rather more than that. 

Still groggy, I’d awakened to my favorite alarm—the pleasurable probing of Nox’s morning erection slowly grinding against the small of my back. As his large fingers splayed over my tummy, pulling me closer and moving downward, my core clenched and more than my consciousness awakened. So had my wanton desires.

In those early hours, I became lost in the sensation that was Nox. My eyes barely fluttered open as my pajamas disappeared, and he stretched and filled me in the most delicious way. As he moved, my back arched in pleasure and his lips found mine. Each breath in and out—warm and heady as our chests heaved skin against skin—gave the other person the air essential for life. It was as if the oxygen and carbon dioxide could only be found in the other. Without our exchange of breaths, I would have ceased to exist. For a time, the world beyond our bubble was forgotten. My every thought was consumed with the man above me, holding me, dominating my world, and making love to me. 

His presence satisfied me while his words offered comfort. Declarations of his love and professions of my worth filled a void that my friend’s odd behavior had created. 

After Nox started my morning with a series of satisfying detonations, he kissed me goodbye and apologized for leaving so early. The last thing he’d said before I drifted back to sleep was that he’d see me tonight at our apartment. 

As I recalled the conversation—or his statement and my sleepy acceptance—his parting words may have been more of a dictate, but I didn’t care. I wanted to be back in our space. I hadn’t been there since I’d walked out on him the night I’d received that letter. 

Though that had only been three days ago, with all that had happened, it seemed like a lifetime.

I still didn’t know exactly what had happened to Jocelyn, but I knew that I trusted the man who’d surprised me in my bed as I’d slept. I also believed Patrick trusted him. If he didn’t, I suspected that my cousin wouldn’t have allowed Nox into my room. No matter how dominating Lennox Demetri could be, Patrick was half Fitzgerald. I knew from experience that blood gave Pat more than his fair share of stubbornness. 

It wasn’t until I woke again over an hour later that I even realized that we’d made love in my cousin’s apartment. My cheeks reddened as I imagined meeting Patrick in the kitchen. 

Nearly forty minutes later, I did, both of us dressed and ready for our days. 

“Little cousin, did your night get better?” Patrick asked as I came into the kitchen. 

My shoulder lifted nonchalantly as I unsuccessfully kept a goofy grin from overtaking my face. “I slept better than I expected.”

“Hmm.”

“What?” I asked. 

“Nothing, I’m just making an observation.”

I stopped opening the container of Greek yogurt and looked down at myself. After I’d awakened alone, I’d taken a shower and dressed. Despite Nox’s approval of my post-sex scent, I’d been sure to cleanse it away. My ballet flats showed from the cuffs of my skinny jeans rolled fashionably above my ankles and my blouse fell to below my waist. My hair was plaited off to one side, lying upon my shoulder in a braid of amber, and my makeup was sparse but fresh. 

Pursing my lips, I looked back to Patrick. “What are you observing?”

His cheeks rose. “My beautiful little cousin—happy, and if I’m completely honest, rather satiated, too.” 

I shook my head as I peeled back the yogurt’s lid. “Am I wearing a sign or were we too loud?”

He laughed. “Neither. I just like seeing you happy. Really happy. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you glow like that—ever.”

“I am,” I admitted as I shrugged and lifted the spoon near my lips, “I can’t explain it. It’s not as if I’ve forgotten about Chelsea. I haven’t. I have no idea what’s happening with her. I hope to figure it out, but in the meantime, there’s something about Nox that I’ve never experienced before. He makes me feel…” My breakfast began to blur with welling tears. “…special.”

Patrick stepped down from the barstool and came around the counter, wrapping his arm around my shoulder. His cologne filled my senses, making me smile. “Don’t cry. You deserve this. It doesn’t matter how it happened. Don’t think about that. I feel the same way about Cy. We’re the lucky ones.”

A twinge of guilt settled over me—I hadn’t been thinking about Infidelity. Instead of correcting his assumptions, I said, “Damn, Pat, you smell great! I’m surprised Cy doesn’t keep that cologne locked up. I mean, it’s divine!”

Patrick’s brown eyes sparkled. “He’s coming home tonight. After the wake-up I heard this morning, I’m not sorry we’ll have the place to ourselves.”

“You’re kicking me out?”

“Never! I assumed that Mr. Good-looking wanted you home.”

It was true, he did. But I felt refreshingly playful. “Then you’re saying that I cramp your style?”

Pat took a step back and swept his hand over his chest. “Do I look like my style is ever cramped?”

I laughed. “No, not at all. But you’re right. I’m going back to our place tonight. Thanks for letting me stay.”

“You know that you’re always welcome.”

“Always? Even when you’re wanting alone time?” I wiggled my brows. 

He kissed my forehead. “Always.”

After my breakfast, I packed my few things, called Clayton, and wheeled my luggage with my backpack and purse down to the lobby. No sooner had I stepped from the glass doors that my driver pulled up to the curb. 

“After you drop me off at class, can you please take my things back to Mr. Demetri’s apartment?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

That was the extent of our conversation as we weaved through the morning traffic, moving from the Upper East to the Upper West Side. 
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AS THE KEY turned in the lock of our apartment door, my chest constricted with an unhealthy sense of trepidation. It had been three days since I’d walked out of here. Three days since I’d read the letter. 

Did I know any more than I had that night?

I knew that Nox had implied that he felt a responsibility in Jocelyn’s death, but never had he said he’d hurt her. My heart refused to allow that possibility to linger in my thoughts. I took a deep breath. My complicated man wasn’t ready to tell me more, and as curious as I was, I respected his privacy as he had mine. 

The aroma of heaven in the oven met me as I opened the door. Without hesitation, I dropped my backpack near the door, secured the locks, entered my code on the keypad, and made my way toward the kitchen. 

The table near the large windows was set for two, complete with unlit candles. The way the wax beaded along the tall spindles made my tummy flip and lower muscles clench—after our night in Del Mar, I’d never look at candle wax the same way again. Wine glasses were waiting for their contents while plates awaited our meal. A bottle of oil sat near the candles and next to a basket of bread, its crust crisp while the center appeared decadently soft. 

On the counter I found a note from Lana and grinned as I read what she wrote:

 

Miss Collins/Mr. Demetri,

I trust that this won’t be another meal that I end up dishing into your trash. I hope you enjoy it. It is the menu you requested.

 

Happy dining,

Lana

 

I hadn’t requested it. That meant Nox had. 

The way my stomach growled told me that I had no intention of letting this meal join the others that had apparently been thrown away. I eased the oven door open. Hot air hit my face warming the chain of my new necklace as a brief burning sensation surrounded my neck. Reaching for the platinum cage holding the pearl, I inhaled the succulent scent. Cheeses bubbled with red sauce in the pan of lasagna. I had the distinct feeling that Lana wouldn’t use frozen meatballs if she were to make spaghetti. 

I checked my phone to see if I’d received a text from Nox. In the short time we’d lived together, he was pretty good at letting me know if he was to be late. 

There was only one text. It was from Jane’s phone, but I knew before I read the message that it wasn’t from Jane. 

Mother: “I’M SORRY YOU DON’T WANT TO COME HOME OR TALK. THIS ISN’T ABOUT WHAT HAPPENED OR YOUR REFUSAL TO COME HOME. THERE IS SO MUCH I SHOULD HAVE TOLD YOU. TIME WAS RUNNING OUT. BUT I’VE SINCE LEARNED MORE.

I NEED TO TELL YOU. I KNOW IF I DO, YOU’LL KNOW WHAT TO DO. ALEXANDRIA, YOU’RE SO SMART. SO INDEPENDENT. SO MUCH LIKE YOUR FATHER. PLEASE AGREE TO SEE ME. I’LL MEET YOU IN NEW YORK. ALTON WILL BE LEAVING NEXT WEEK. CALL THIS PHONE AND TALK TO JANE. LET HER KNOW WHEN WOULD BE THE BEST TIME. 

I’M NOT TRYING TO INTERRUPT YOUR SCHOOLING. BUT THIS NEW INFORMATION IS VITAL TO BOTH OUR FUTURES. 

PLEASE, PLEASE, RESPOND.

LOVE, YOUR MOMMA”

I stared down at the screen and wished that it would all go away. I wished that it had never happened, that she’d never married Alton, that my father had never died. I wished for a life of happiness and security. 

Slowly, the room around me came back into focus, as well as the table that was set and the uncertain time of my boyfriend’s arrival. Suddenly, even that uncertainty made me smile. In Savannah, dinner was always at seven. There were few exceptions to that rule. 

Mr. Lennox Demetri and his affinity for rules didn’t include mundane things like the time for dinner, and like most other things about Nox, I liked that. I’d found what I’d always sought—a life that was real, happy, and secure with just the right amount of spontaneity. 

As I debated the response I’d give my mother, I turned the oven to warm, made my way back to my office with my backpack, and apprehensively reached for the light switch. I’d spoken to both Deloris and Clayton and been reassured that the apartment was secure, but each room held a slight amount of apprehension for me. 

Turning on the light, I let out a breath at the order on my desk. The note that had started this chain of events was gone. Everything was as it had been. 

Remembering my surprise I’d had for Nox that fateful night, I made my way to our bedroom. The bed was made, pillows covering the headboard. But my attention went to the middle of the bed, the place where I’d left my vibrator. It was gone. 

Knots formed in my empty stomach as I imagined Bryce or even Jerrod seeing it. Maybe it was Deloris. My knees grew weak as I sank to the edge of the large king-sized mattress and worked to fight my embarrassment. It wasn’t as if they all didn’t know what Nox and I did, that we had sex, but that didn’t mean I wanted them seeing proof of it. 

And then I remembered Jane finding my vibrator in Savannah. 

I lay back on the bed and pulled out my phone. Instead of texting, I hit the call button and looked at the clock. It was nearly seven. I hoped that Alton and Mother would be eating or having pre-dinner cocktails. Either way, I thought it might be a time when Jane could talk. 

She answered on the second ring. “Child, you called!”

My entire body warmed at the robust sound of her voice through my phone. “Yes, Jane, I did. I wanted to talk.”

“Well, you know what time it is. You know your momma is getting ready for dinner.”

I nodded, though she couldn’t see me. “Yes, I know that things never change in Savannah. I wanted to talk to you.”

“To me?” she asked.

“Yes. Since things never change in Savannah or with my momma, I thought maybe if I talked to you…”

Jane’s tone slowed in the way it did when she wanted me to listen. “Things do change. Some of it… well, it’s kind of slow. But it happens. Don’t be so hard on your momma. She’s done her best.” An edge of excitement came into her voice. “And, well, some of the changes, they’re good.”

I lifted my head, my elbows supporting my weight. “Tell me.”

“It isn’t my place to tell. But your momma, she wants to talk to you.”

“What? You said good. So she isn’t ill, is she?” I remembered Bryce telling me that she wasn’t well a month ago in California.

“No, nothing like that,” Jane said. “Changes. This old place ain’t seen changes in, well, in a long time.”

I shook my head. “Tell her…” I took a deep breath. “…tell her that I can talk to her.”

“Child, I will. She probably call you back on my phone.”

“All right. I’ll be waiting. But…”

“What is it?”

“I’m staying here. I’m working hard, and I want my dream.”

“Alex, honey, that’s all anybody wants, they dream. Everybody has them. Your momma, she wanted that too.”

My teeth raked my lower lip. “Did she ever get it?”

“It’s not too late—it’s never too late, not until the good Lord calls us home. I’ll tell her you called.”

Her answer gave me a little bit of hope and at the same time filled my mind with new questions. 

Why had I never thought of my mother as having her own dreams? Or could her dreams have been for me? What had she sacrificed for those dreams? Was Jane right? Was there still time? 

“Thank you, Jane.”

“You remember?” she asked. 

My cheeks rose, just as they had since I was old enough to remember. “Yes, I remember.”

“Prettier inside—that’s what you are. And on the outside, you’s beautiful.”

“I love you.”

“You know I love you,” Jane replied, before the line went dead. 

My lungs filled with air just before I collapsed back onto the bed with an exhale. The search for my lost vibrator was forgotten as my brief conversation with Jane replayed in my mind. Unbeknownst to me, tears leaked from the corners of my eyes, emotions I never intended to shed. I hated Savannah, but there were parts, like Jane and even my mother, that continued to call to me, to pull me back. 

They were pieces of who I’d been, or maybe they were part of who I was today. 

Alexandria? Alex? Or Charli…? 

Perhaps it took all three—the scared little girl, the independent young woman, and the woman ready to trust and love—to make me whole. If that were true, then I couldn’t leave any one part behind. I needed to face the past and present and recognize that I hadn’t done it alone. I’d had help all along. 
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“WHY MUST SHE come here?” I asked as I secured my hair in a French twist. Usually I was completely ready for dinner by the time Alton joined me. Tonight was different. Instead of being down in the parlor or in his study as he usually was when he came home from the office, he was in our suite, briefing me on our upcoming dinner from hell. 

“Because, Laide, it’s part of the illusion,” Alton answered with a tone that suggested I was asking something of common knowledge, like why the sky was blue or the sea was green. “And,” he continued, “according to Bryce, she’s having trouble with this whole thing. The little whore was willing to take the money, but she never expected it to be from someone who had a history with Alexandria.”

I straightened my shoulders as I inspected my hair and makeup. “I never liked her, not when she lived with our daughter. But I-I…” I searched for the right words. “…never thought she was a prostitute.” 

Alton was watching my response, his eyes narrowing with each of my words. 

“I never trusted her,” I continued. “Do you think she was using Alexandria for her own benefit, encouraging Alexandria’s rebellion for just such an occasion as this?” 

Alton tilted his head, thoughtfully, just before throwing back the two fingers of Cognac from the tumbler in his hand. Since the meeting in his office a few nights ago, he’d at least calmed over the whole subject. 

He’d attended a few meetings with Bryce’s attorneys, the ones working the case about Melissa, and suddenly, Alton Fitzgerald was once again Bryce’s biggest advocate. Alton explained that the company from which Bryce had secured Chelsea’s companionship—which was just gentlemanly talk for ‘bought a whore’—was reputable and secure. The clients were mostly well-known names and the chance of it becoming public that Chelsea was anything other than a sincere girlfriend was minimal to nonexistent. Apparently, in the entire history of the company, there’d never been such a breach. 

“Then it all makes sense,” he replied to my question. “It works. It all works as a grand plot brewing for years, substantiating Bryce and Chelsea’s long-term relationship.” 

I walked to the highboy in our suite, my high heels sinking into the plush carpet and reached for the already-poured glass of cabernet. Swirling the dark red liquid, I tried to think of the right way to say what I was thinking, a way to question this plan without setting my husband off again. “Will you explain that?”

He huffed as he settled into a plush high-back leather chair and lifted his shoes to the ottoman. “Laide, for Christ’s sake, use your head. You just said it yourself. Think like the little slut. She found herself rooming with Alexandria Montague. She saw the potential. When Bryce went to California to visit Alexandria, Chelsea ran interference, telling Bryce that Alexandria didn’t want to see him and telling Alexandria to stay away from Bryce. She was in the perfect position to cause dissension.” 

I sipped the thick wine that my husband had poured for me. There was something off about its flavor. I looked at the bottle. It was from our private collection. Maybe it was the year. Maybe it was that I’d been avoiding the cabernets, merlots, and other reds and drinking more whites lately, even more water. 

Ever since learning about the codicil, I’d avoided the heavier alcohol, striving to keep sharp. Not only didn’t I want to accidentally let on what I knew, I was listening and taking in everything that was said and done around me. 

For years—too many—I’d let the world rotate around me, content to stay blissfully dissociated and unaware, but no longer. Time was of the essence and by Alton’s reaction to Bryce’s plan, there was more happening than I knew. It was time to do as Jane did. 

I didn’t mean manual labor. Heaven forbid. I meant listen. Jane said that was what she did, how she knew about the codicil. My guess was that she knew a lot more than she let on. I was following her lead. 

I nodded in acknowledgment of Alton’s explanation. 

He went on telling me exactly why I should accept Bryce and Chelsea’s cover story, while at the same time analyze her. He wanted to be sure she was believable before they went out into public together, before the vultures began to circle and questions were asked.

I listened as recent events infiltrated my thoughts. During one of Alton’s latest trips, I’d met again with Stephen, the young intern. Together, we’d looked closer at the ledger of views for all of my father’s documents. It appeared that when Charles was alive, it wasn’t uncommon for my father to meet with Ralph Porter and go over issues and legal papers. It wasn’t until weeks before my father’s death that Charles had met with both Ralph and Alton. 

All that Stephen and I could decipher was that they were looking at the structure of Montague Corporation. 

Even after digging, we weren’t able to pinpoint any specific modifications that were made as a result of the meeting. Most of the documents pertaining to Montague Corporation were held by the board of trustees. Legally, I was a member—the member with the most stock—yet I couldn’t exercise my rights, not without alerting my husband. Alton had been named my proxy in all matters Montague. Stephen explained that by legal recourse, I could get my rights back. 

The only other time that Alton and Father had visited the firm together was prior to Alton’s and my wedding and I’d been with them. It was when we signed the necessary paperwork for the agreement to our marriage. Some may consider it a prenuptial agreement, but in reality it was the fulfillment of Article XII of my father’s last will and testament. 

I liked Stephen. I was most certain that Ralph had sent him my way in hopes of derailing whatever it was he thought I would find. Perhaps Ralph believed that together Stephen and I would be the blind leading the blind. However, I knew more about the Montague family than I’d ever been allowed to previously voice, and Stephen was extremely well versed in legalese—not only because he was a second-year law student at Savannah Law and an intern in an esteemed law practice, but also because of his undergraduate work where he’d majored in philosophy. Stephen had an uncanny ability to decipher the written word. 

“Are you listening?”

I lifted my gaze to my husband’s. His gray eyes darkened as he awaited my response. 

“I am. I’m concerned that I won’t be able to hide my distaste for this entire situation. How can I possibly not let on that I know she’s a prostitute?”

“Come now, Adelaide, you’re an expert at this.”

I stopped my hand with the wine goblet poised at my lips, uncertain if I’d actually received a compliment. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that you can grin and bear it with the best of them.”

It wasn’t a compliment. “Perhaps you’d like to enlighten me with specific examples.”

“No, I’d like you to do as I said and welcome this girl into our home as you would Alexandria’s suitor, that Demetri young man.”

I took a deep breath. “I haven’t met him. But the glaring difference is that Alexandria hasn’t paid for his companionship.” I emphasized the word Bryce had used. 

“Not to our knowledge.”

I narrowed my gaze. “Alexandria has no access to any of her money. And from what I understand, that Demetri young man isn’t in need of financial support.”

Alton took a step closer. “Really, Adelaide, I thought we were done discussing the attributes of the Demetris. Unless you’d like to reopen old wounds.”

I pressed my lips together. If only he knew the extent to which I’d explored Oren Demetri’s attributes. In my husband’s mind, he was talking about one encounter. Little did he know that it lasted for years. “I believe that you made your opinion of Lennox’s father very clear.”

Removing the glass from my hand, Alton stared down into my eyes. The intensity was both frightening and exhilarating. I’d trained myself too well to look away, a lesser woman would. But I’d danced this tango too many times. In these situations, my survival mechanism was to become a voyeur. No longer present as a participant, I watched from outside, fascinated by the carnage from the imminent wreck. 

With each passing second, my husband’s expression hardened. Before I knew what he’d done, his hand was around my throat, causing me to stumble backward until my shoulders collided with the wall. He applied just enough pressure to my neck that I needed to raise my chin to breathe. “This isn’t a wise choice of conversation.”

“I don’t believe it was I who brought it up.”

The pressure increased but only marginally. “We will have a united front when we dine. Is that clear?”

The telltale taste of copper seeped onto my tongue as I pierced my lip, biting back the response I wanted to say. “Yes, you’re very clear.”

“For the record, that young man comes from a lineage of criminals, in all meanings of the word. Underhanded business as well as underworld dealings. He will never step foot in my home.”

It wasn’t a question. I was most certain Alexandria would agree with Alton, though not for the same reasons. “I have not met him,” I emphasized what I’d said before. 

“But his father…”

My gaze stayed fixed though the pressure on my neck increased. I knew better than to change my expression. Any alteration could be misconstrued. 

“You know, Adelaide, not all whores are purchased through a company.”

No, some secure their place in your life with their bastard son. I didn’t say that. 

When I didn’t respond, he released me.

I inhaled, allowing my lungs to fully expand. “What about Alexandria?” I asked, rubbing my fingers over my neck and reaching for my glass. The wine felt good as it coated my throat. 

“What about her?”

“Her reaction to all of this. I don’t know how you think this will get her and Bryce back together.”

“Have you told her?”

“No. I haven’t spoken to her. She still isn’t answering my calls since you used my phone.”

Alton shook his head. “That girl needs to be taught manners.”

I walked toward the mirror. The skin of my neck was red, though he hadn’t squeezed hard enough to leave the markings of his fingers. 

Alton went to my dresser and opened two doors revealing multiple drawers filled with jewelry. As he searched, he said, “I was working to get her back here before this change of events. As with everything else, I’ve given up on your ability to influence her decisions. Besides, I won’t allow this Moore girl to change the intended outcome.” 

Turning from my jewelry, Alton silently handed me a beaded necklace. It was shaped like a large triangle, the design hanging like a scarf secured high on my neck with the point falling just over the neckline of my dress. 

It would hide any signs of his recent power play.

Illusion.

Willingly, I took the jewelry, removed the necklace I’d been wearing, and attempted to secure the larger one. But as I did, Alton came up behind me and reached for the clasps. I lowered my hands as he latched the necklace. Next, he leaned toward my ear and brushed the side of my neck with his lips. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, I suggest that you make your daughter listen.” The scent of tobacco and Cognac filled my senses, and his voice rumbled through me, a stark contrast to the menacing meaning of his warning. “This cover story will be just that. The way I see it, it will bring Alexandria to her senses.” With the necklace secure, our eyes met in the mirror and his hands cupped my shoulders. “It is in everyone’s best interest to keep those people, that family, away from Montague women. I would hate to see anyone get hurt.”

He handed me my glass. “Drink up, darling, we have family waiting.”

I took the glass, but instead of drinking, I lifted my brow. “Does that mean Suzy is here?”

“Why of course.”

I emptied the contents of the glass and left it on the table near the door. To hell with my new pledge to stay alert—some instances were better left forgotten. I was certain that it would take more than one glass of cabernet to make it through this dinner. 

Nervous laughter came from the parlor as we descended the grand stairs. We stood at the archway, my arm in the crook of my husband’s as the farce played out around us. Bryce was at the far end of the room, an empty tumbler in his hand. No doubt, he’d had the same before-dinner cocktail as his father. 

Nothing but the best Cognac for the Fitzgeralds, even the illegitimate ones. 

Though I felt no pity for Bryce, I saw through his bravado. The look in his gray eyes as he turned toward Alton and me—he wasn’t looking at me. His full attention was on his father, seeking his approval, pleading for a sign that this plan would work out. 

I fought the urge to turn to my husband and witness his silent response. Just as I was about to look, my attention went to the two women on the small velvet loveseat. My best friend was absolutely doting over Bryce’s new slut. 

Though I’d met Chelsea before, in this environment she looked different. No doubt Suzy had helped with the slut’s appearance. She wasn’t unattractive. With her hair up and her lovely young figure accentuating a stunning black cocktail-length dress, she turned from Suzy to me, her hazel eyes reflecting the same plea I’d just seen in Bryce’s. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald,” Chelsea said as she stood. 

“Adelaide,” Suzy offered. “There’s no need for formalities.”

I took a step forward. 

Chelsea extended her hand, but I merely nodded. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald…” I let my stone-cold gaze move from Chelsea to Suzanna and back to Chelsea. “…will work just fine, Miss Moore.”
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“CHARLI?”

The sound of my name resonated through my dreams, pulling me from my slumber as a warm touch skirted my back, tracing my spine before resting on my shoulder. The connection created a lifeline back to reality. It was one I hadn’t realized I needed or even wanted. For so long I’d pretended to be strong. I probably wasn’t fooling anyone, except maybe myself. I’d thought that during all of those years in Montague Manor that I’d been alone, but I hadn’t.

Jane’s voice over the phone, her words, and reassurance—they’d always been there, whenever I needed them. More than that, she’d been the one to constantly remind me that I had my mother’s support, even when I couldn’t see it. Most of all, Jane had told me that I was loved, was kind, and was beautiful—inside and out. 

In the time after the call and before I’d drifted to sleep, I recalled the night years ago, the night before I left for Stanford and my mother’s visit to my room. In Montague Manor I’d learned to be strong, but I’d had help—invaluable help. Without Jane’s and my mother’s encouragement, I may never have been brave enough to start over in California, to become Alex. 

My heart ached at the realization. Chelsea had been part of that transition too. She’d been my cheerleader and my rock. She’d helped me close out the shadows of my past and welcome the light of my present and future. I’d never fully confided in her or in anyone, but somehow they knew. Somehow those closest to me knew exactly what I’d needed.

And now I didn’t know where Chelsea was. She needed me and I couldn’t help her. 

“Charli?”

I turned my attention toward the deep velvet voice. Nox’s timbre rumbled through the darkened room, its tenor beckoning as his voice overflowed with concern. As he came into focus, his handsome face contorted with uncertainty. His brow furrowed and chiseled jaw clenched. The vein in his neck jumped to life, throbbing with his increased pulse.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, reaching up to touch his cheek.

He lifted my shoulders, securing them in his strong hands as he pulled me to a sitting position and held me against his chest. “Princess, I’m sorry.”

The haze of sleep left me disoriented and unsure. 

Why is he sorry?

“Nox?” It was the only word I could mutter as my cheek smashed against his suit coat and he held me tighter. His cologne filled my senses. Beneath the soft material of his jacket, his hard chest cradled me while his erratic heartbeat troubled me. 

“I shouldn’t have left you here alone,” he said, “not after last time.”

I tried to move my head from side to side. “No, it’s not… I’m fine. What’s upset you?”

“You,” Nox replied. “I’m worried about you. Why are you crying?”

My fingers found their way to my face as I pulled away from his embrace. He was right. I hadn’t realized I’d been crying, but my cheeks were wet. I blinked my swollen lids and wiped away the evidence. 

“I’m fine. I think I fell asleep.”

Now at arm’s length, Nox’s pale blue eyes scanned my features, seeing not only me, but inside of me. Even in the sparse illumination that spilled like golden liquid from the hallway, I saw the navy swirls as he assessed my words and my expression. 

“I would’ve been home sooner,” Nox explained, “but just as I was about to leave the office, I got a phone call that I needed to take. I should’ve called you when it was done.”

Still shaking my head, I replied, “Stop, I’m fine. I’m not that fragile.”

“Then tell me what happened.”

I reached for his hand, still holding my shoulder, turned and lifted his palm to my lips. Giving it a kiss I held it near my cheek and smiled. “I think everything is catching up with me.”

As I was about to lace our fingers together, Nox’s gaze went to the bed and then to my phone atop it. He dropped my hand, reached for it, and swiped the screen. 

Last call: JANE 

Nox’s eyes moved from the screen to mine. “Tell me who she is and why her call upset you? Does this have anything to do with Chelsea?”

Though his request was more of a demand, I didn’t answer; instead, I shrugged. “I’m worried about her. I’ve tried to call Chelsea, but her phone is off.”

“Did this Jane person tell you something?”

“It’s nothing. As I said, I think everything has caught up with me. It’s been a busy week. I’m just happy it’s over and you’re home. Thank you for coming last night.” I broadened my grin. “And this morning.” 

Nox wasn’t easily distracted, though my mind had drifted to a few of our early morning scenes. “Charli, something upset you. Who is the woman on the call?” This time his question was more persistent than before. 

“I’ll tell you…” I tried for a more upbeat tone. “… if we can go eat that dinner Lana prepared.”

Nox looked toward the clock. “It’s almost eight. Why didn’t you eat without me?”

My ear met my shoulder as I lifted the corners of my lips. “It appears that I napped instead.”

“So you’re well rested?” he asked, his brows rising with a hint of a promise that he’d moved on from his earlier concern. As he spoke, he removed his suit jacket, folded it, and placed it onto a nearby chair. “I hope her dinner isn’t ruined.” 

“It smelled great when I peeked at it earlier. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t use frozen meatballs.”

Nox grinned. “No. That would be cause for immediate dismissal.” 

“Oh? Should I start looking for a new place to live?”

“No, princess, just let Lana do the cooking. You have different duties.”

“Oh, I do?”

The gleam in his eyes and the view he provided as he continued to remove his tie left me momentarily tongue-tied. “Fine,” I finally said. “I turned down the heat in the oven. It was my contribution to dinner. It should all be fine.”

Nox reached for my hand and helped me stand. “It does smell wonderful,” he agreed before his gaze narrowed. “If it didn’t, I might decide to keep you in here and skip food.”

“Keep me in here?” My tone turned sultry with a touch of innocence. “How would you plan to keep me? Tied to the bed?”

One of Nox’s brows twitched. “Careful. Food is beginning to lose its appeal.”

His innuendo reminded me why I’d entered the bedroom in the first place. “Do you know…?” My question faltered as I searched for the right words and fought the embarrassment brought on by the subject. 

My mind told me that it was silly. No one in the world knew me as intimately as Nox Demetri. Simply asking him the location of my vibrator shouldn’t make me nervous. Maybe it was because he’d once told me I wasn’t allowed to use it. The thing was—I didn’t want to be the one in control.

“Do I know… what?” Nox asked, pulling me close, his arm firmly around my waist. “How to tie satin into the perfect knots that keep you exactly where I want you?”

Our hips came crashing together, prompted by his embrace. My breathing hitched as I worked to stay focused on my goal and not allow my thoughts to imagine what he described. With my neck bowed backward, I tilted my head seductively and lowered my lashes. “No, Mr. Demetri. I know the answer to that question. I was wondering if you knew where my vibrator was? Last time I saw it, it was on the bed.”

His menacing gaze, which over the last week had been replaced with concern and worry, resurfaced with a vengeance. Its reappearance caused my heart to tremble and body to quake in anticipation. 

“Miss Collins, was that the reason for your angst? Were you so horny that you were crying over a lost vibrator, one that I believe I told you was off-limits? Is that what happens when I’m merely an hour late?”

“No!” I said playfully as I pushed against his unmoving chest. 

“Really now,” he cooed, “I’m certain I can help you with that need and many more. Maybe we should forget dinner?”

“Food, Mr. Demetri. That was where we were going. Lana’s note said that some of her meals of late have ended up in the trash. This won’t be one of them. Unless you plan to starve me?”

“No. Starving you doesn’t sound like fun. Causing you to cry out my name in sexual frustration… now that sounds promising.” 

My tummy did flip-flops as his grin joined the navy swirls within the light blue of his eyes. It wasn’t fair that after a long day he could be so handsome and have the ability to twist my insides with mere words and glances. 

“And for the record,” Nox continued, “I do know where your vibrator is. And since you’ve successfully avoided answering my direct questions about the call, I believe our after-dinner activity has been planned. Just wait, Miss Collins, my interrogation technique is very effective.” He tugged me closer. “So much so, that if some of my methods weren’t considered illegal by the Geneva Convention, Homeland Security would certainly use it to learn secret intelligence.”

“I haven’t avoided…” I began in my own defense, ignoring the tantalizing cocktail rushing through my blood, the one created by equal measures of anticipation at his promise and the right amount of trepidation at his threat. 

Nox bent toward me and kissed my forehead. His deep voice resonated his new warning. “Princess, don’t make it worse.”

“I’m not. It’s just that—”

He shook his head, our noses touching. 

“We could just go for sweet and slow,” I tried. “This morning was… well, amazing seems woefully insufficient.” 

Nox smiled at my use of the same words he’d said in Del Mar. “Yes, princess, I agree. But tonight is about learning your secrets, one way or the other. Before this night is over, you’ll be telling me what I want to know or suffering the consequences.” He tugged my hand, pulling me toward the hallway and kitchen. “Sustenance first, sex coma later.”

Trailing a step behind, I bit my lower lip as my mind filled with possibilities and my insides twisted to a pleasurable and painful pitch. If I didn’t think I’d need the nutrition, I’d agree to forgo dinner. 
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SECRETS WEREN’T SECRETS unless they were hidden away. Those things that we shared openly, that we talked, laughed, and even cried about, couldn’t hurt us because they were out there for the world to see. It was the things that we kept hidden, that we didn’t share, that lurked in the shadows—those held the power to hurt, harm, and even destroy. 

Nox and I both had them—secrets we hadn’t shared. 

Perhaps it wasn’t that we didn’t want to share. It was that we didn’t know how.

After our meal, Nox went to a drawer in our closet and found my missing vibrator. Apparently, it wasn’t missing at all, but hidden from possible prying eyes. 

“I got the impression that you weren’t against voyeurism?” I asked with a smirk. 

“Oh, princess, it depends on my mood.” He suggestively lifted one brow. “After I have that sexy body perfectly positioned, do you think I should call Isaac?”

“No,” I answered too quickly.

As Nox surveyed the items in the drawer, I stepped behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist. I didn’t want whatever he had planned filled with confessions. I wanted them out of the way so we could concentrate on other things. 

With my cheek against his back, I said, “Jane was my nanny.”

He didn’t turn, but stood taller. By the way his muscles tensed, I knew I had his full attention. 

“Did you call her or did she call you?”

“I called her.”

“Why did her call upset you?”

I shrugged against his warmth. “I think it’s because she’s one of the few parts of my childhood I don’t want to forget.”

Nox turned and surrounded me with his arms. “Then don’t.”

He made it sound so simple.

“I love her, as I should love…” I tucked my lips between my teeth, not wanting to cry or ruin the mood he’d been trying to create. “I’m sorry. I wanted to answer your question so we could think about other things.” I tilted my head toward his open drawer. Lengths of black satin lay neatly coiled beside the pink case of my vibrator. There were also candles and an accumulation of other toys we’d only begun to enjoy. 

Before Nox, I’d never seen most of the accessories. Warmth filled my cheeks as I considered my new knowledge. Who would have ever thought a flogger could be so erotic?

Nox reached for my chin, holding it between his thumb and index finger and brought my moist eyes to his. “I’ve seen your shadows. I want to help rid your golden eyes of them, to make them clear. Your eyes are stunning when they’re focused and not filled with concerns from your past. I’ve seen them shining with wonder as you sit for hours and read about things that would bore most of the world. They’ve been filled with anticipation as you watch my every move, wondering what I will do next. Those are the eyes I adore. If you talk about the shadows, share them with me, they can’t linger in there anymore.”

When I tried to look down, he held my face steady. This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have answered his question, should have let the evening go where he’d planned. Since I couldn’t move my gaze away, my only escape was to close my eyes. 

I did, allowing my lashes to lie upon my cheeks. 

“No, Charli. Look at me. You brought this up.”

I peered upward. “You asked. You said you were going to make me tell you.”

“If I thought anything in this drawer could erase that sadness, I wouldn’t hesitate, but, princess, you’re the only one who can do that.” He ran the pad of his thumb over my lips. “I won’t make you tell me anything. I want you to want to tell me. Do you understand?”

I nodded against his hold. 

“I’ll ask you questions. Tell me what you can.” 

His words scared me more than anything in his drawer. The sweet lash of knotted leather would be easier to endure than answering questions, especially if he found the right ones to ask. 

Fear at that thought squeezed the muscles of my throat, holding back my answer. Nevertheless, I managed a whispered reply. “I’ll try.” 

Nox shut the drawer, and I let out an exaggerated breath. “I’m sorry. Your plans were better than this.”

“Don’t be sorry. My plans can wait.”

Tenderly, he led me back to the bedroom. “This Jane, do you know where she is now?”

I nodded and took a deep breath. “Yes, she’s at my… at my parents’ house.” The explanation left a sour taste on my tongue. 

“It bothers you to say parents, doesn’t it?” Nox asked.

I nodded again. 

“You said you loved her like you should have loved… your mother?”

I lowered my lids. “I do love my mother. But I’ve hurt her.” I shook my head. “I’ve never meant to cause her pain, but she’s been nonetheless hurt because of me. I think I knew it. That was why it was easier to…”

“To leave?” Nox asked. 

“Yes. But she keeps begging me to come back. I can’t. I can’t bear it. Seeing him makes me physically ill.”

“Him? Your stepfather?”

“Yes,” I answered quickly. “I don’t know what I want to say. I guess I do love my mother, too. I stay away because when I’m around my mother, I say things that upset him. And over the years she’s paid for more of my mistakes than I have.” My voice trailed to a whisper. “And I paid dearly.” 

Nox’s shoulders tightened as he guided me to the bed. Though we were both fully clothed, he pulled me close and wrapped his arm over my shoulder as we both sat against the headboard. 

“Can you tell me what that bastard did?” 

The delicious dinner of lasagna and bread that we’d recently consumed churned in my stomach. Maybe it was the wine that had loosened my lips. Even so, my chest ached as if it had been cracked open, the breastbone physically fractured. There was something about the pain that was excruciating yet also liberating. I’d stored so many memories, encased and entombed them. The break freed them. In a few words they’d no longer be shadows but light in our darkened room. 

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. With Nox’s arm keeping me safe and giving me strength, I began to explain. “My mother always endured more of his wrath. Now that I’m older and more perceptive, I wonder if she asked for it, took it on intentionally to spare me. All those years I thought she didn’t care, thought she didn’t see. She’d spend days in her suite, claiming migraines. But now, as I listen to her desperation to see me, to talk to me, and listened to Jane, I wonder if maybe there was more, more that a little girl or a teenager didn’t see, couldn’t comprehend.”

“Your stepfather hurt your mother?”

I nodded. 

“Once? Twice?”

“Always. Abuse—mental, emotional, physical. You name it.” 

“Alex,” Nox said, his use of my real name an indication of how serious he was taking this conversation. “What about you? Did he abuse you?”

“Psychologically. Verbally. I was never good enough, at anything. Always an embarrassment. Never the Montague I should be.” 

“What did he…?”

My tongue darted to my lips, moistening them so that I could continue. “I’ve never talked about it. Not even to Jane, but she knew. She always knew. She would always find me and do what she could to help.” I sighed. “She used to tell me that one day I could leave Montague Manor and I’d find a life that would make me happy.” 

I placed my hands on Nox’s chest, small white buttons ran from his open collar to beneath his pants. Warmth radiated through the thin fabric as his heart pounded a steady rhythm below my touch. “I think,” I declared with new determination, “that I have.”

“You have?”

“I’ve found it. I know you have secrets too. I know you have shadows, but in your shadows, mine feel less threatening. For the first time, I feel free to talk about things that I’ve always kept quiet. I don’t want to tell you any of this so that you’ll right a wrong or even to make you share your shadows. I want to tell you so that you’ll know that I trust you.”

I looked back toward the closet and his closed drawer of sex toys. “Not just with my body and safety, but also with my secrets and love. I’ve never felt that way before, except for Jane.”

Nox’s eyes squinted as he seemed to consider my comparison. 

“Not sexually… not like you. But listening to Jane’s voice today, I know I’ve always loved and been loved by her, because more than anyone at Montague Manor, I trusted her.” I swallowed, forcing my emotion down. “You and her. You’re the only two people I think I’ve completely trusted.” I shrugged. “Chelsea is close, but I never told her what had happened. And my mother, maybe I owe her more than I’ve given.”

“Did he touch you?” The tension in Nox’s expression appeared almost painful. 

“Not sexually.”

The arm around me loosened. 

I went on. “He was a fan of corporal punishment.”

Nox’s back straightened against the headboard. When I turned, I saw his eyes shut. 

“When…” he began, “…I… when you bit my ankle…” He took a deep breath and moved in front of me, so that we were eye to eye. “I thought you were mad, but you were scared… of me? Because of him?” 

It seemed so long ago. 

“I was…” I admitted, “…both—mad and scared.”

“Oh, fuck. Charli, I didn’t mean…”

I brushed my lips against his. “You were… different.” I felt the crimson fill my cheeks. “Even though you were upset, there wasn’t the rage. You made it… I didn’t the first time, but since… I guess I like it.” Our lips touched again. “Because once I learned your mission for that first time, to teach me a lesson for signing the agreement, I’m pretty sure that harming or degrading me isn’t your goal. I trust you not to do that. I trust you to make it right, to take the pain and make it pleasure.”

His hand slipped behind my neck, securing my gaze to his. In his pale blue eyes was a mixture of pride and regret, happiness that he held my trust and sadness that he could have lost it. 

“Never,” he said. “Never would harming or degrading you be my goal. I was upset about the agreement, but everything since and before has been for pleasure.” He shook his head. “If I’d known… I never would have…”

I touched his lips, silencing his words. “Nox, I haven’t found my hard limit with you, but when—and if—I do, I trust you’ll respect it.”

“Princess, you’ll never have to resort to biting again.”

I shrugged. “Maybe I want to.”

His lips twitched and his eyes twinkled with traces of his menacing grin. “Then, princess, we may have to revisit some of your more recent likes. Because biting is a punishable offense.” His touch skirted my arms, before he tucked me back against his chest. “Thank you for sharing some of your shadows with me. By the way, I’d like to teach your stepfather what happens to men who hurt women and little girls.”

“I don’t want that. I want to forget it happened, but I can’t forget that my mother still lives with it.”

“Why? Why doesn’t she leave him?”

“To her, divorce is worse. What happens in the halls and shadows of Montague Manor goes unspoken. To the world, they’re a happy couple. It’s usually at night. I used to hide in my room as their voices carried. I never knew if I was going to be first or second. I’d stare at my door and pray that it wouldn’t open.

“Some children are afraid of the boogeyman. I didn’t wonder if he was a myth. I knew he lived down the hall.”

The words kept pouring out. “He travels. He always has. My father was killed in an accident while traveling. I was only three, but I remember praying that Alton would meet the same fate. I didn’t understand how it could happen to my father, a man who I really can’t remember, but it wouldn’t happen to a monster like Alton.”

Nox stiffened and turned, hovering above me, his arms on both sides of me, like a shield. “You don’t have to worry or pray for his demise. Not anymore. I told you before: I’m the only bad I want near you.”

Readjusting his weight, Nox reached for the buttons on my blouse and one by one began to undo them. “Princess, I’m feeling a little more like sweet and amazing. We’ll save the vibrator for another day.”

I didn’t argue. After my blouse was gone, Nox unbuttoned his shirt and eased it over his shoulders revealing his muscular chest. As my fingertips grazed his warm skin, he unlatched my bra. Skin to skin, our flesh united. His warmth pinned me to the mattress as his tone turned to velvet, coaxing and soothing, taking my mind from the past and keeping it in the present. Tenderly he filled me with more than hope for shadow-free tomorrows. In his arms I felt safe, as if my secrets were no longer burdens but links connecting and holding us together. 

Because in his capable hands, we fit perfectly together with no room for shadows. 
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IT WASN’T MY normal gathering. Thirty thousand dollars a plate was steep, no matter how much money Demetri Enterprises was grossing. Nevertheless, I was here, dressed to kill in a custom tuxedo. One simply didn’t rent a tuxedo for such an affair. 

The convention hall was filled with white lights and Christmas decorations, creating a chic and festive atmosphere. Maybe it was because this was my first Christmas as a divorced man. Maybe it was that Lennox would be staying with his mother for the holidays. No matter the reason, I’d accepted the invitation to this fundraiser. My gift to myself. 

Merry fucking Christmas.

When I received the invitation, I decided that attending the fundraiser was my chance to show my success in my own backyard, prove that Demetri belonged among the other names in attendance. 

I’d avoided most social gatherings, especially large ones, since my divorce. It wasn’t for lack of a companion. I could easily have someone on my arm. It was that I didn’t have the energy. My focus was the business. Angelina was better at the social graces. She could mesmerize a table of people with her stories and carry on a conversation with anyone about anything. 

In hindsight, I realized it was probably because she was starved for adult conversation. Though Lennox was about to graduate high school and Silvia was somewhere in her early twenties, conversations with them, in my opinion, weren’t exactly stimulating. That could be why I avoided those too.

As I glanced at the growing crowd, I wondered with whom I would start. I may not hold a table captive with talk about the latest movie but I could talk business with the best of them. It was all I ever discussed anymore. Stocks and shares. The fluctuations of the market and the impending shitstorm as interest rates continued to fall. 

Conversation and networking were why I hadn’t brought a companion to this event. I could talk shop with the other men, put a face with the Demetri name, and make my mark in a legitimate business climate away from the chains that bound me in Brooklyn. 

I didn’t want, nor did I have the energy, to coddle a woman with small talk. I’d grown tired of doing that with Angelina, and I knew her. Indulging a relative stranger, even with the promise of sex afterward, was a nauseating proposition. 

The tart champagne constricted the muscles in my throat as I sipped from the tall fluted glass. I’d arrived in time for the cocktail hour. The time before the meal. The time to introduce myself and assess the multitude of opportunities. I scanned the room seeing the usual suspects as well as others I’d never met. 

I had a good idea who’d be present. The price tag alone made the guest list elite. 

It was then that I saw her. 

A vision across the room.

Though it had been years since I’d seen her in Savannah, I immediately recognized Adelaide Montague. Even in my subconscious I avoided the name Collins. 

She was stunning, slender and petite, yet despite her small stature, in my eyes she was a glowing pinnacle surrounded by a sea of frivolity. The way she stood, holding herself as the regal lady she unquestionably was—well, it was mesmerizing. I tried to look away, tried to refocus on the crowd, on the business at hand, but I couldn’t. There was something about her presence that drew me closer. Overwhelming and enticing, she was beauty and class personified, and yet there was an aura of sadness around her that tore at my heart. 

Could I be the cause? 

I had to know.

Three strides or was it five? I didn’t care, because once they were complete, she was looking directly at me. Blue eyes filled with a sparkle that broke through the sadness. In the eyes of an angel was a ravishing hunger. She captivated me by her complexity before she uttered a word. 

I wanted to know more. To know her thoughts and her dreams. To hear her sorrows and share in her joys. Somehow this beautiful lady before me was more complicated than any other woman I’d ever known. I longed to peel back her layers, knowing in my heart that her perfected exterior, as stunning as it was, paled in comparison to what lay beneath. 

“Hello.” The greeting rolled off my tongue as I reached for her small, soft hand, bowed ever so slightly at the hip, and lifted her delicate fingers to my lips. The faintest scent of perfume graced the air as her pulse beneath my touch thumped in beat with her racing heart. It was floral—jasmine and lavender. The aroma entered my breath, filled my lungs, and marked my memory for eternity. 

“I’m Oren, and you are?”

Our gazes held steady. The dance of unfed hunger that swayed and moved beneath the surface of her stare wouldn’t allow me to look away. I didn’t want to blink, to close my eyes, or lose a millisecond of her presence. I wanted the vision before me etched in my mind forever. 

“Adelaide.” 

Her voice sang to me like a siren calling to a sailor from the depths of the ocean. 

With only one word, I knew that like the mythological creatures, this woman was dangerous. First, she was married. If I hadn’t known that already, it was glaringly obvious by the gigantic rock on her left hand. Second, I was confident that despite the success of Demetri Enterprises, she was out of my league. I was less than nothing to the likes of a Montague.

Could fate change perceptions?

For the first time in my life, I believed it could. 

Years ago, in a California bar, I’d heard the description of a frigid woman who’d made life unbearable. Like other opinions, I now knew that one had been totally erroneous. Adelaide Montague wasn’t an ice princess. She couldn’t be. During the few seconds that I’d held her hand, the fire that coursed through her veins created a spark that jolted my cold, dark heart back to life. 

“A most beautiful name for an even more stunning woman.” 

I expected her to shake off my compliment, to tell me that she was taken. I expected her tone to be dismissive, addressing me as the lower-class man I was. What I didn’t expect was for her cheeks to blush and her breathing to hitch. For a moment I stared, perplexed as to why this woman, who shouldn’t even be talking to me, was surprised by my acknowledgment of her obvious beauty. 

“Why do you act surprised?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Surely the man who put that ring on your finger tells you that daily? He’d be a fool not to see the gem that he has.”

She didn’t respond, not directly. Adelaide Montague wasn’t the type of woman to bask in flattery. Instead, she asked about me, and what brought me to the event this evening. She spoke in earnest, genuinely interested in someone like me. Before I knew it, I was talking about things I’d only previously thought. I explained that this was my first Christmas as a single man in over twenty years. I talked about the solitude of my New York apartment and how I’d miss spending Christmas morning with my son. 

I’d never spoken those words aloud. Yet in the presence of a woman completely out of my league, I babbled on and on. Our conversation wasn’t one-sided. It was back and forth as Adelaide too contributed to the discussion. She spoke about her daughter, Alexandria, and how much she’d grown. At ten years old, she was becoming a young lady, not the small girl she used to be. 

We laughed about our children’s stubbornness. It was a trait I’d never before valued in Lennox that suddenly seemed humorous as she told the tale of Alexandria and a pair of shears. Apparently after an afternoon of refusing a haircut, her daughter had taken it upon herself to create her own style. The result was something so outrageous that Adelaide claimed to have not seen it herself. Instead, a beautician was summoned and now her daughter had a flattering but short hairstyle. 

Topics came and went as we chatted. It wasn’t until a woman approached and whispered something in Adelaide’s ear that I saw the sadness that had been with her earlier return. For a time, she’d been happy. I knew it wasn’t just wishful thinking but fact. 

Her momentary joy blended with the lavender and jasmine settled into my senses. The intoxicating concoction invigorated me in a way that I hadn’t felt in years. 

With a return of Adelaide’s sadness, the chasm inside of me widened. Though I’d been harboring the void for years, I’d never realized its profound depth until for a brief moment in time it was gone. The money and success. The approval and adoration. All that I’d worked my life to achieve would never fill the emptiness. I knew that now, because for an hour it had been gone. 

Turning from the woman back to me, Adelaide was now a shell of the vibrant lady with whom I’d been speaking. Even the melody of her voice had changed, now melancholy and mechanical. “It was a pleasure meeting you,” she said. “Thank you for talking to me.”

How this lovely lady could thank me was incomprehensible. “Thank you, Adelaide. The pleasure was all mine.”

“Fitzgerald,” she added, as if I didn’t know. “Mrs. Alton Fitzgerald. I must really get back to my husband.”

Though her spirit had been taken by the words of the other woman, the departure of her being left me chilled and alone. 

For the rest of the evening, every now and then, I’d chance a glance in her direction. Never again did our eyes meet. She was consumed with her task at hand. Never again did she falter as she portrayed the attentive and dutiful wife at her husband’s side. 

I recalled the relief I’d felt when I’d heard she remarried. After all, even Collins himself had known they weren’t meant to be together. But as I watched Adelaide with Alton Fitzgerald, I looked for anything to indicate that she was better off with him than alone. 

I found nothing. 
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IT WASN’T MY place to intrude in her life. 

Throughout my marriage I’d occasionally found solace in the arms of other women, but none of them had been married. Then again, I had been. In the eyes of the church a sin was a sin, yet somehow I’d justified it as warranted. 

Adelaide Fitzgerald was different. 

For the first time, I wanted another man’s wife.

The desire consumed me.

I knew that for me, hell was imminent. My list of sins was not limited to adultery. I fought against the chance of bringing Adelaide with me to the fiery pits… and then I justified my need. Instead of me dragging her to the depths of hell, I saw her as an angel, perhaps capable of granting me salvation on earth before my destiny commenced. 

Achieving my deliverance wasn’t easy. 

She lived in a fortress. Literally. 

It was Vincent’s favor from two years ago that proved my way in. The cameras that Charles Montague had commissioned were still operational. He’d since passed away and the contract with Demetri’s surveillance company no longer existed, but the cameras were still there. 

I wasn’t a wizard at technology. Finances were my forte, but I knew enough. I could watch from afar and see that Alton Fitzgerald traveled, often leaving his wife and stepdaughter alone with a multitude of servants. Though the cameras were throughout the house, I respected Adelaide too much to intrude. I simply used the information from the downstairs rooms as a way to gauge my approach. 

Our first chance meeting came the following spring, during one of her husband’s trips. I flew to Savannah, making it a point that our paths would cross. 

I wanted to see her, to look into her eyes and see the fire that I’d felt when I first held her hand. 

After that, the next move was up to her. Absolution was granted not taken. It was my angel’s choice if she’d give it to me. 

I’d sat across the table from some of the most dangerous men in the country, perhaps the world. I’d watched other men take their last breaths. I’d secured deals that were nefarious at best. And never had I been as nervous as I was waiting at a table in the restaurant that I knew she frequented. 

If she ignored me, or worse, pretended she didn’t recognize me, I planned to walk away. I’d chalk up our conversation to cosmic fate, a rare occurrence when stars aligned, and accept my damnation. 

Rarely did Adelaide’s schedule change. Twice a month she met other women for lunch in a private dining room at an upscale tearoom. With a large tip to the right person, I was seated just outside of her destination. She’d need to walk past me to access the room. 

Would she be alone, accompanied by friends, or perhaps flanked by a bodyguard? 

Doubts swirled through my mind as I sipped sweet tea and waited. Unfortunately, the restaurant didn’t serve alcohol. I could have used a stiff drink.

The moment she entered the area where I sat, my lungs seized, hungry for a hint of jasmine and lavender. I couldn’t have been more obvious if I’d rented a sign, one of the ones with lights that flashed to indicate an arrow. If I had, the sign would have undoubtedly read, ‘heartsick fool’ as it pointed to me. 

Each step she took was focused, her eyes on the door of the private dining room. She’d almost passed right by me when her steps stuttered and her blue-eyed gaze locked on mine. Suddenly her hand fluttered near her neck and the color drained from her cheeks. 

“Oren.” My name floated in the air as a whisper, quickly swallowed by the din of the other diners. 

Nevertheless, it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. I hadn’t allowed myself to admit how devastated I would have been if she’d not remembered me. But she had, and my head was alive with the promise of spring as bees buzzed and birds sang.

“Adelaide.” No other words came to mind. 

“How? How are you here?” she asked, but just as soon, she stiffened and looked both directions.

“I’m not here to cause you problems.”

“Then why?” Her question was again a whisper. 

I stood, my hands aching to touch hers. “Because I haven’t thought of anyone else since the night we met. Because I’ve dreamt of seeing you again, talking to you, hearing your voice and laughter.”

Tears filled her eyes as she shook her head. “I-I can’t. If anyone… If my husb—”

I handed her a piece of paper that I’d kept in the pocket of my pants. “My number. I don’t know how this will work, but it’s up to you if you call me. I’ll be in town for two more days.”

Part of me expected her to reject the offer. 

I believe there was part of her that knew she should. Her hand trembled as she slowly reached forward, taking the paper and tucking it in her handbag. 

“Yes. Mr. Demetri, it was nice to see you again.” This time her volume was louder, intentionally audible to those nearby. “I will certainly tell my husband you were in town. Unfortunately, he won’t be back for two more days.” 

The final words of her statement seemed to ring in my ears, reverberating off the walls. I smiled and nodded, all the time praying that I was inferring her reply the way she intended. 
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THEY SAY THAT lightning doesn’t strike twice. I disagree. 

The next afternoon Adelaide Montague—the last name I chose to use—arrived in a cab and met me at a motel outside of Savannah. The location was her idea, though I doubted she’d ever been to such an establishment. 

That was the point. 

No one at the motel off of US 95, north of Savannah, would recognize her. 

“I-I’m not sure why I came here,” she said once she was in the room, her hand again fluttering near her neck. 

“I’m not expecting anything, Adelaide. I just wanted to see you again.”

The hunger I’d witnessed at the fundraiser was camouflaged behind a shadow of fear. The thought that I was the source of terror tore at my insides. I longed to reassure her. Slowly, I took a step toward her. 

“I’ve never felt an attraction to another woman,” I said, “like I do to you. Tell me if it’s one-sided. If it is, tell me no and I’ll walk away.”

“Oren.” 

My name came out as a heartbreaking tune as it tumbled from her lips. 

“Adelaide, tell me no.” I inched closer. 

I reached for her hand, encasing her fingers in mine, and though they said it wouldn’t, lightning struck again. Electricity and energy flowed from her to me, and back. We were a circuit of power spinning wildly out of control. Soon we would combust. 

I stepped even closer, my chest just inches from hers. I longed to feel her heartbeat as her breasts heaved and she fought to breathe. 

“Last chance, Adelaide. Say no, or I’m going to kiss you.”

“Kiss me?” she asked as if the possibility surprised her. 

“Yes, I’ve spent the last months imagining your taste and the feel of your lips against mine. You’re so close. I’m losing control. I need to know if my imagination was close to reality. Say no.”

Adelaide lifted her chin, bringing her lips a whisper from mine. “I’ve never wanted to say yes more.” 

In a seedy motel in Georgia, the world stopped spinning and lightning exploded. 

My imagination paled to the reality of Adelaide Montague.
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“IT’S BEEN OVER two weeks,” I said, my arms crossed over my chest as I leaned against my desk and stared. 

“We need to tell Alex. She’s going to find out sooner or later.”

I took a deep breath and stared down at Deloris Witt. Perhaps over the years I’d overestimated her abilities. In most things, most instances, she was unstoppable—Superwoman. If that were true, then this assignment, Chelsea Moore and Infidelity, had become her kryptonite. 

“I keep hoping you’ll have it resolved.”

“It isn’t that easy,” Deloris said. “Chelsea’s doing what she’s supposed to do. She’s integrating into his life.”

The thought turned my stomach. “Have you spoken to her?”

“Yes, a couple of times. She understands that the plan didn’t go as we’d hoped.”

“No shit!” I huffed and walked the length of my downtown office, stopping just before the large windows and turning back around. “Is she… all right?”

“All employees are given a card, a number to call in case of mistreatment.”

My mind went to Charli, the day she thought she was an employee, the day I’d frightened her more than I realized. “All employees?”

“Yes,” Deloris replied. 

“Did Karen Flores give a card to Charli?”

“She did. The first morning I met with Alex, I told her to call me, not Karen.”

I wanted to know. I needed to know. “Did she…?”

The sides of Deloris’s lips moved downward in a scowl. “Lennox, please don’t. I would have told you if she had. I don’t want to know why you’re even asking. The phone call is only supposed to be made if the employee feels that she is in danger with the client. I realize it was all a setup with Alex, but I’d like to think that I know you, and I’m getting to know Alex well enough to say she has never felt endangered in your presence. Tell me that’s the case.” 

“It’s just that some of my…”

Her hand went up. “Too much information. No. Alex never called the number. I’ve given Chelsea the same option, to call me, if she’s unsure about calling her handler, a woman with Infidelity in California. Chelsea hasn’t called either number.”

I blew out a long breath as I sat behind my desk. “This is bad enough. If she ends up hurt in any way, Charli will be… I can’t even come up with a word. I believe irate is a vast understatement.”

“I wish I could say for certain that Chelsea is unharmed. I’ve only spoken with her — it’s too much of a risk to see her. I do know that it’s taken her a while to come to terms with the entire agreement.”

“Then why?” I asked. “I don’t understand. Tell her to call the number. Get out.”

“It’s not that simple. It comes down to dollars and cents—mostly dollars. Since signing with Infidelity, besides the ten thousand we gave her for agreeing to our plan in the first place, the one to be placed with Severus Davis, she’s earned twenty-five thousand from Infidelity. That’s thirty-five thousand dollars.”

“She’s Charli’s best friend. Surely the money isn’t that important.”

“Alex was out of Chelsea’s league. If they hadn’t been roommates, they probably never would have met. It just so happened that they hit it off, but yes, the money is that important. Chelsea attended Stanford for one year on scholarship. After that, she transferred to a state school. She’s the first person in her family to graduate from college. You met her sister?”

I nodded, remembering the hospital room in Palo Alto. 

“She graduated high school over a year ago and has been working at a store in a local mall. Chelsea now has the money to send her to college. You can only imagine what Chelsea’s mother thinks of her daughter’s new income.”

Her mother. Strange, loud woman. 

“But does Mrs. Moore know what Chelsea is doing for that income?”

“No,” Deloris replied. “No one can know. It’s the way it works. Spencer got her a job at Montague Corporation. It’s the perfect cover for why she’s in Savannah.”

“What about Edward’s family and friends?”

“As I said, she’s integrating. According to Chelsea, the most difficult part has been facing Alex’s mother. Apparently the two never hit it off. She said she’d always had the feeling Alex’s mother didn’t like her and since she showed up with Mr. Spencer, supposedly having had a secret affair for years behind Alex’s back, Mrs. Fitzgerald has been less than pleasant.”

“I can’t say as though I blame her.”

Deloris shrugged. “Chelsea is doing all she can to make this work. The last time we spoke she said she only has forty-nine and a half weeks to go. The young lady is a trouper. I don’t see this ending sooner than the length of the agreement. Not without further scandal and to be honest, Edward Spencer can’t afford more scandal. He’s been called in for questioning on Melissa Summer’s disappearance twice.”

“What about Melissa’s client?” I asked. 

“He had an airtight alibi for the night she was assaulted. From everything I’ve seen and accessed, he isn’t a suspect in her disappearance.”

“Are there any other suspects?”

“No one who’s been questioned.”

I leaned back, pushing my chair to recline slightly. “What if they have reason to do more than suspect Spencer? What if they have enough to make a case?”

“It’s my understanding that Chelsea is his new alibi. He was in California the week Melissa disappeared.”

“Didn’t Charli say that Spencer called her the same day we all arrived? That he said he was on his way there?”

Deloris pulled up a file on her iPad. “She didn’t tell me that. But you’re right: he called her. His number was on her phone. Remember I told you that I deduced that Alex was going to California because other than Isaac, you, and me, all her other calls came from California, including the one from Edward Spencer. I was able to confirm his location with his travel documents. He was in California—he flew into San Francisco on the day before we all traveled out there.”

I shook my head. “Maybe I had that wrong. Too many fucked-up things since then.”

“Tell her, Lennox. I can pull up an article from a Savannah gossip blog. You can say I showed it to you. Just tell her,” Deloris implored. 

“It’s not going away, is it?”

“No. And Chelsea has resigned herself to that fact. She won’t tell anyone that it was me who got her involved in Infidelity. Remember, the company doesn’t really exist.”

I ran my hand through my hair. “Fuck.”
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I PULLED MY suit jacket closed, latching the button as I stepped from the car. I wasn’t sure if the chill was from the weather or the thought of my impending conversation with Charli. 

Without a doubt, autumn was setting its claws into the Northeast. The breeze blowing between the buildings, especially now that the sun had set, contained more than a mild nip. October was almost here, and in New York it wouldn’t be long before the snow began to flurry.

As traffic continued to pass, I noticed the small trees bordered by iron fences along the street. They grew in perfect squares of ground surrounded by sidewalk. Even under the streetlights, they were bright with color. Orange and yellow leaves blew in the cold wind as brown ones chased one another in cyclones that danced upon the pavement. 

“Seven o’clock?” Isaac asked as he closed the car door behind me. 

“Yes. Tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, sir.”

Another few steps and the glass door opened. 

“It’s getting colder every night, sir.”

One side of my face rose in a lopsided grin. There was something comforting in the predictability of my doorman. “Yes, Hudson, it is.”

“Miss Collins hasn’t returned. But I do expect her soon.”

My steps stuttered. “What? I thought she was home from class hours ago.”

“Yes, sir, she was. She left about an hour ago and asked me to let you know that she didn’t plan to be gone long.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and swiped the screen. One text message. How had I not seen it?

Charli: “RUNNING WITH PATRICK. WILL BE HOME SOON.”

Instinctively I looked back out the windows only to see my own image. The sky was dark, creating a mirror instead of a portal to the world beyond the glass. Dark and cold. The muscles in my neck tightened. 

“Was she alone?” I asked Hudson. 

“No, Mr. Clayton was with her. I don’t think he appreciates Miss Collins’s affinity for healthy living.”

I smiled at his observation. “Thank you, Hudson.”

“Yes, sir. Have a nice night.”

As the elevator moved upward, I tapped on Charli’s GPS app. Another tap and a tiny map appeared with a moving blue dot. It was ridiculous how much comfort I found in that simple pearl necklace. I could even tap another icon and see that her heart rate was slightly elevated. 

Charli didn’t usually run in the evenings, but as I walked toward our apartment, the thought of her returning and being in need of a shower had my mind imagining all sorts of possibilities. 

A succulent aroma met me at the door. I wasn’t sure how much I paid Lana, but the woman needed a raise. No wonder Charli was running. The meals that Lana prepared had become more elaborate since I was no longer eating alone. Consuming them as frequently as we did would require more exercise or soon, a new, bigger-sized wardrobe. 

I tossed my keys on the table near the door and flipped the switches to bring the apartment to life. As I did, the lights of the city disappeared and the windows reflected the interior. It wasn’t often that I came home to an empty apartment. Though Charli had been living with me for less than two months, I’d grown accustomed to her presence. From her clothes in the closet to her cosmetics in the bathroom, she was part of our home. 

I’d never imagined that I’d ever again have someone in my life and never dreamed that another would acclimate to my lifestyle so well. It was as if we belonged together, in every sense of the word. Even minutes without her in our home left a part of me void, creating a space that only she could fill. 

I never intended for this to happen. Or imagined that one simple business trip to Del Mar could forever change my life. I chuckled as I took off my suit jacket and went to the kitchen to check out Lana’s culinary creation. Who would have thought that a meeting I hadn’t even wanted to attend would have brought someone as wonderful as Charli to my life?

“Nox?” Her voice rang through the apartment, accentuated by the sound of the front door closing.

“In the kitchen,” I yelled as I waited for her to enter. 

Catching her in my arms, I spun her around. She looked too fucking good and too carefree to tell her about Chelsea. Not yet. 

“Stop!” Charli said with a giggle. “I’m gross and need a shower before we eat.”

“You had me worried.” I smoothed back the unruly locks of her auburn hair, strands that had gone rogue during her run. “I’m not used to getting home and finding you gone.”

“I sent you a text.”

“I know, but I like you here.”

“I tried to get back here first. Pat had a rough day and wanted to run…” Her eyes sparkled, forehead shimmered with perspiration, and muscles quivered from her exertion in the cool weather. 

I couldn’t not voice my assessment. “Damn, you’re beautiful.”

Charli’s face bowed, burrowing into my chest. “I’m disgusting. Give me ten minutes.”

“No.”

“No?” Her eyes opened wide.

“I just turned our dinner to warm. And well, with you in my arms, I’m feeling a little dirty myself.” I arched my brows as I emphasized the word dirty. 

“Oh.” The gold of her eyes shimmered. “In that case. I have some good news.”

“You do?”

“Yes,” Charli said, taking my hand in hers. “I’ve got an absurdly large shower off my room. Since you don’t really have a room anymore, thus no en-suite bath, I’ll let you share mine. No sense wasting water.”

“Beautiful and a conservationist. How’d I get so lucky?”

“I seem to recall a ridiculous pickup line by a pool…” 
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LIGHT ASSAULTED MY eyes as the beige walls of our bedroom suite swayed, the ornate woodwork no longer present in straight lines but in undulating waves as it bowed against the contrasting color. Slamming my eyes shut, I held tight to the mattress as if it were a life raft capable of jettisoning me into the ocean’s depths. Surely that made the most sense. Instead of being on a bed in an old Southern manor, I was being tossed at sea on a succession of whitecaps. 

The rocky waters had my stomach reeling and head pounding. 

A migraine.

Scrunching my lids tighter, I forced all light from my eyes. The movement caused my face to ache. It didn’t matter. I knew from experience that even a smidgen of light could be all it took to send my body into a full-blown revolt. The way I felt, I wasn’t sure I could swim to the shore or find the attached bathroom. Everything was too far away. If only I could sink into my pillows as if they were clouds made of fluff, not hard, fiber-filled units. 

With attention to my breathing, I exhaled twice for every inhale. Slowly the racing in my veins slowed and my body relaxed just a bit. I tried to listen to the room around me, praying that I was alone. 

I hadn’t had a headache this bad in years, not since I’d started the preventive medication that I took religiously. I fought to recall the night before. The day before. Anything. It was a fog covered in dark smoke. My memory was a cool, damp spring morning and visibility was zero. I knew the terrain. I’d navigated it for what seemed like forever, but I couldn’t find a recognizable marker. 

I slowly reached for the bed around me and patted it softly as I confirmed that I was indeed alone. 

The breathing had helped.

Inch by inch, I moved toward the edge of the mattress, slowly as to not incite a stampede of hooves that waited upon the plain for the first rock to fall. 

With my feet nearing the floor, I attempted to rise, to sit upward. 

How could a woman who weighed less than one hundred and twenty pounds have a head that easily exceeded a ton? 

It was so heavy, too heavy.

I bit my bottom lip as I pushed off from the bed.

Success. 

I was sitting. 

Slowly, I tried to open my eyes. Only one at first, allowing just the faintest of light to penetrate my darkened world. 

Glaring. 

Draperies that covered nearly two walls of our suite were opened, allowing the Georgia sun entrance as it streamed inside, blanketing the room in an assault of illumination. 

Morning? Afternoon? 

I had no reference other than I was certain it wasn’t night. 

My phone and a clock were only a few feet away, but I knew that focusing on the little numbers would be that first rock, the one to start the avalanche, the one to incite the stampede through my body. Like Mufasa from the Lion King, I would certainly perish. 

With my head held securely in my hands and my elbows on my knees, I worked to clear the fog. I recalled taking my medicine yesterday and the day before. I understood how it worked. Missing doses lessened its effect. The medication took nearly a month to reach its effective dose. I would never miss one, not even one. 

Last night Alton and I had been to a dinner out near the coast. The eloquent seafood restaurant was refined and catered to Georgia’s elite. It had been our first time out in public with Bryce and Chelsea. Not only had she accompanied him to Evanston for another deposition, they’d made more than a few appearances around town. The locals were beginning to talk. Though I knew it was only a matter of time before Alexandria heard the rumors, I couldn’t bring myself to be the one to tell her unless it was in person. 

That was one of the topics I’d planned to discuss when I visited New York City. My plans had been foiled as I waited for Alton to leave on one of his trips. They normally occurred frequently, yet lately he’d stayed in town. I wasn’t sure if it was because of the Chelsea thing, but he’d cancelled his last trip. It was the week I’d hoped to visit Alexandria. Jane had called and asked if we could reschedule. 

Two weeks later and I was still waiting for Alton to leave. 

It had become the story of my life. 

The other thing that had happened since Chelsea had arrived was that my husband had been overly attentive. I assumed it had to do with appearances. Nevertheless, I couldn’t manage a one-day trip even if I tried. 

Through it all, I’d stayed true to my plan of trying to prove that Alton was somehow involved in orchestrating Alexandria and Lennox’s meeting. Though I’d spoken to Natalie about it, nothing seemed to verify my suspicions. If anything, by Alton’s reaction to Chelsea, he was growing tired of the continued charade and ready to finalize Bryce and Alexandria’s nuptials. 

It didn’t make sense.

Water was all I drank yesterday prior to dinnertime. I recalled Alton once again coming to our suite instead of staying downstairs, ever dutifully making us both before-dinner cocktails. Mine had been wine. My first glass of the day. And then in the limousine I had a second glass. 

The restaurant was simply beautiful. Though she tried to hide it, Chelsea’s unease at being out of her element was glaringly obvious. If I didn’t hate the entire plan I may have felt a smidgen of pity for the poor girl. It appeared as though she was trying. It also made me wonder if none of Alexandria’s refinement had rubbed off on her during their years of living together. 

How Chelsea was hired for this position was beyond me. 

Looks. Sex. 

Apparently she had a brain, but I’d yet to witness it. As the evening progressed, I got the feeling that even Bryce was losing patience with some of her uncouth ways. The looks that I saw exchanged between she and Bryce reinforced my belief that Alexandria should not be married to him. 

Many wouldn’t recognize the warnings, but I’d lived with them for over twenty years. Chelsea’s trepidation was real. Even without the confirmation of physical bruising, I was most certain that Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer was indeed his father’s son. 

That was where the night began to fade away. Like a club illuminated by strobe lighting, there were flashes of memory. Nothing stood out. Nothing seemed out of place. The restaurant. Another drink on the veranda overlooking the ocean. A photo opportunity with the four of us. The limousine ride back to the manor. Waking in a shower of sunshine. 

Hours were missing. There were large gaping holes. 

Two glasses of wine before the restaurant and maybe two during dinner. 

It was barely a luncheon’s worth of alcohol. 

Maybe the memory loss had been caused by the onset of the migraine. 

Slowly, I stood and made my way to the bathroom and opened the drawer of my vanity. Through squinted eyes, I caught a glimpse of the woman in the mirror. Surely she wasn’t me. Her hair was uncustomarily disheveled. And her eyes… I pushed against the bags that seemed to have grown beneath. Why were they so puffy?

What the hell?

Once this headache was gone, my plastic surgeon would be on speed dial. 

It would only take a few of my Vicodin to ease the pain. After all, I hadn’t taken any for quite some time. I’d been saving them for another use. And then, Jane found them… 

I rummaged around the drawer, pulling bottles out and throwing them onto the counter. The clatter tore at my nerves as one by one, large and small plastic containers littered the vanity. They were the same as any found at a common drugstore. Acetaminophen. Aspirin. Even ibuprofen. There wasn’t one prescription bottle, not one amber container with my name printed upon the label. 

No Vicodin. No Percocet. Not even any codeine. 

Damn Jane! 

This was her doing. I knew it. 

Not only had she taken the pills I’d had in the glass, she’d come into our suite, my room, my bathroom, and rid the drawers and cabinets of all my narcotics. Hadn’t she seen the progress I’d made since that night, since meeting with Stephen?

My body trembled as I imagined calling and yelling at her. 

I’d call first and yell later. I wasn’t sure my head could take the volume. Even the thought of speaking above a whisper twisted my stomach and increased the throb in my temples. 

A knock at the outer door of my suite echoed like a jackhammer off the marble tile of the bathroom. 

Thank the sweet Lord. This had to be Jane. 

Reaching for the doorjamb, I steadied myself, tightened the robe I’d found hanging near the shower, and made my way toward the outer door of our suite. 

This would save me the trouble of calling. 

I smoothed my hair as I trekked across the front sitting room. 

Another knock.

“Stop,” my request was barely audible as I reached unsteadily for the doorknob. 

“Jane—” I stopped speaking as Dr. Beck’s solemn expression came into focus. 

“Adelaide.”

My eyes squinted as I tried to make sense of his presence. “Dr. Beck, why are you here?”

He reached for my hand and held it gently in his as he assessed its movement. “Let’s get you seated. You’re shaking.”

I didn’t move from the doorway. “Who called you?”

“One of your staff. She said you needed me, and I can see she was right.” As he spoke he moved toward me, causing me to step backward until we were both inside the suite. Quietly he shut the door. “How are you?” His words came quietly with an inflection of sympathy. 

I reached for my temples. “I have a migraine, and I can’t find my medicine. I was about to call Jane. I think she knows where it is.”

Dr. Beck’s head moved back and forth. “Adelaide, I’ve prescribed over two months’ worth of Vicodin in the last thirty days. I understand that things can be misplaced, but this is getting out of hand.” 

“Yes, I know. I haven’t taken it. I don’t need you to give me more. I need Jane to bring me the medicine I have.”

“Why would Jane have your medicine?”

“Because… she takes care of me.” I straightened my shoulders. “It’s her job. Now tell me why you’re here.”

“I was called and asked to come,” he said again. “I was told you needed more medicine. That you weren’t waking and with Mr. Fitzgerald out of town, your people were concerned.”

Out of town? He hadn’t said he was going out of town. 

I should call Stephen and see if he’s learned any more. I could call Alexandria and go to New York. The thoughts came and went… fleeting moments of cognitive comprehension. I turned to Dr. Beck. “What time is it?”

Dr. Beck looked down at his watch. “It’s nearly four.”

My eyes opened wide, only to have them close again. Inhale. Exhale. “In the afternoon? No. It can’t be four. I have a luncheon at the museum.”

Dr. Beck’s hand covered mine. “How many Vicodin have you taken?”

“I haven’t taken any. I haven’t needed them. Not since you prescribed the daily medication. Well, not since it started working. This is the first migraine in months, maybe longer.”

“Yet you called the office yourself for more Vicodin only a few weeks ago.”

I let out a long breath. “For situations like this. To have it on hand.” I shook my head. “Doctor, how did this happen? I-I don’t recall last night.”

“What do you mean you don’t recall?”

“There are gaps, like blackouts.”

“I’ve spoken to you about the side effects of narcotics and alcohol.”

“But I haven’t taken the narcotics. And…” I spoke louder than I intended, “…my alcohol intake is down.”

Dr. Beck looked down at my hand under his. “Adelaide, you’re still shaking. I was told you haven’t eaten. You need to eat.”

The confusion and fog added to my unease. “One Vicodin, please, Dr. Beck. I know you have one. You never come to see me without it.”

Dr. Beck opened the bag he’d placed on the floor near his chair. “You haven’t taken any today?”

“I just woke. I don’t understand what’s happening.”

He pulled an amber bottle from the bag. The sight was like showing a cookie jar to a toddler. My heart rate increased in anticipation. Dr. Beck turned the childproof cap and sprinkled a palm full of white oblong tablets into his hand. 

My mouth watered as I raked my bottom lip between my teeth and swallowed. Those were 5-milligram tablets. I’d recognize them anywhere. 

“Doctor, those are only fives. I need two.”

Begrudgingly, he pinched two from his hand and poured the rest back into the bottle. “Can I get you a glass of water?”

I pointed toward the highboy across the room. “There’s water over there.”

Dr. Beck held the pills captive as he went to the highboy, no doubt assessing the bottles of alcohol. It was, after all, the place where as of late Alton had decided to prepare his evening cocktails. After filling a glass with water from a bottle, he lifted a re-corked bottle of Montague Private Collection. “Have you had any of this today?” 

“No. I just woke.” Exasperation and desperation were evident in my voice. 

He returned and handed me the glass of water. I took a sip and then held out my hand for the capsules. 

“Adelaide, I think I should run some tests. The memory loss. The sleeping all day. This isn’t like you.”

The fingers of my hand opened and closed in a silent plea for the pills. After a moment of hesitation, he placed the capsules in my palm. Before I could place them in my mouth, he held my clenched fist.

“Come to my office tomorrow.”

It wasn’t a request. It didn’t matter though. At that moment I’d agree to anything. It could have been the devil himself—I knew him intimately. I would have said yes no matter what the request or command as long as I got the pills. 

“Yes.” 
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I SENT CHELSEA another text message. It was my daily routine: each morning before class and each afternoon on my way home. I was beginning to wonder if she’d changed her number. That was the thing with text messages: the sender had no way of knowing if the recipient actually received the message. It wasn’t like email that would bounce back a non-receivable message. And it had. 

Chelsea’s email address, the one she’d had the entire time we were in California, was no longer active. 

I scrolled back through my text messages. It had been over three weeks. Not only couldn’t I reach Chelsea, but I also couldn’t reach her mother. All of my calls to Tina Moore had gone straight to voicemail where her mailbox was full. In desperation, I looked her mother up on the Internet. I didn’t know why she wasn’t answering my cell phone calls, but maybe she still had a house phone. 

My heart leapt with a flicker of hope when I found a number. 

With Clayton driving me back to the apartment, I programmed her number and called.

“Hello?” The voice answered.

I recognized Tina Moore immediately. “Mrs. Moore, this is Alex Collins.”

“Alex.” Her normally gregarious tone dulled. “It’s nice to hear from you. I’m surprised you called.”

My fingers gripped the phone tighter. “Why would you be surprised?”

“It’s that Chelsea told me what happened. I don’t blame you for being upset. Sometimes things happen. I was shocked myself.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve been trying to reach Chelsea for nearly three weeks. Her email is changed, and I’m not even sure she’s getting my texts.”

“Probably not,” Tina said matter-of-factly. “She has a new phone now with her job. I don’t think she’s using both.”

That knowledge made me feel better, in a way. At least Chelsea hadn’t been ignoring me, but why hadn’t she called? “Her job?” I asked. “The last time we spoke she said she didn’t get the job in DC.”

“No, not DC. She’s in Savannah.”

I blinked as Clayton drove us through late-afternoon traffic. “What? She’s in Savannah, as in Georgia?”

“Yes, dear. You really should talk with her. This is rather awkward.”

Since when did Tina Moore worry about anything being awkward? “I’d love to talk to her. I don’t know why she thinks I’m angry. I’m worried. I’ve been worried sick since our last conversation.”

“There’s nothing to be worried about. Chelsea’s fine. She’s working for some large cigarette company in the human resources department. Silly me, I thought a psychology major would go into counseling or something, but apparently it’s a good background for HR.”

Cigarette? Did she mean tobacco?

I had to be somehow misconstruing. “The company, do you know the name?”

“Yes. Goodness, she’s said it a few times. Milburn or Montgate… something like that. You know like the old Shakespeare play everyone reads in high school.”

“Montague?” I asked. Acid bubbled from my stomach as I said the name. “Montague Corporation.”

“I think that’s it!” Tina declared triumphantly. 

“Chelsea is working for Montague Corporation?”

“Yes, in their HR department.”

I didn’t give a shit what department she was in. I was more concerned with why in God’s name my best friend would be working for Montague. She had to know it was my family’s company. Or did she? I’d purposely avoided all things Montague while at Stanford. Chelsea knew my name was Collins and my parents’ last name was Fitzgerald. I couldn’t recall if I’d ever mentioned Montague. But without a doubt, she knew I was from Savannah.

“Mrs. Moore,” I asked, “why does Chelsea think I’m angry?”

“Well, like I said, you two should talk. Are you still seeing that incredibly handsome gentleman?”

Subject change!

“I am. Please don’t change the subject.”

“I’m not. That’s the point. That’s what I told her. Really, you two should talk.”

I took a deep breath and held the phone between my shoulder and ear as I unzipped my backpack and searched for a pen and a piece of paper. “Would you please give me her new number?”

“I-I don’t know.”

“This doesn’t make any sense. Why wouldn’t you know if you can give me her number? She’s my best friend and something isn’t right. I can feel it.” I was getting more worked up than I’d been before I called. 

“You know, I believe in those things.”

“What?”

“It’s like a sixth sense. I think they’re real.”

The woman was batshit crazy.

“Her number?” I asked again.

“Alex, dear, I’ll tell her we spoke. I’ll tell her to give you a call. You really don’t sound as upset as she said.”

“Not with her,” I clarified. “I’m upset that I can’t reach her.”

“Yes, well, I’ll let her know. I need to go now.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Moore.” For nothing.

I held my phone as I peered out the car’s window. The skies were gray and a cold rain had been falling off and on throughout day. It was the perfect weather for the way that call made me feel.

What the hell? 

Chelsea was working for Montague. Maybe that was why she thought I’d be angry. Maybe she did know it was my family’s company, and I knew without a doubt that she knew how I felt about my family. But a job is a job. 

If she’d gotten hired solely based on her degree and qualifications, I didn’t give a shit. I was happy for her. What concerned me was the rodent of suspicion that began to claw to life in the recesses of my mind: the belief that everything wasn’t that simple. 

Why would my roommate, Chelsea Moore, whom my mother never seemed to like, be offered a job at Montague? 

Someone was up to something and I feared that Chelsea would be the one who’d end up hurt in the process. 

Once I was back in our apartment, I went to my office and Googled Montague Corporation. The picture on the website of the CEO made my skin crawl. It was probably taken over ten years ago. Alton’s hair still had a hint of blond, but his eyes were just as beady as ever. 

It had felt good to be honest with Nox about things from my childhood. I’d been truthful, but not too explicit. Seeing Alton’s picture filled me with the dread I used to feel knowing he was home, under the same roof. It wasn’t only the corporal punishments or that I was a constant disappointment. It was his need to demean and belittle everything from my choices to my accomplishments. It was as if doing it made him more powerful. 

I knew Alton had nothing to do with the daily hire of employees at Montague Corporation. That job was beneath him, unless it was to hire his own assistants. He liked having a part in that. Youth, big breasts, and long legs were the main requirements. I was pretty sure those particular attributes rated more than the ability to read and write. 

My stomach churned at the thought of Chelsea working near him. Thank God she was in HR and not in administration. 

I scrolled the website until I found an information telephone number. 

Deciding if I would use my entire name, I programmed the number into my phone and hit call. It took an incessant amount of number-pushing, but I finally reached a real person. 

“Montague Corporation, how may I assist your call?”

“I’m trying to reach one of your employees,” I replied. 

“Ma’am, this is the general information number.”

“Then I need the number for your human resources department.”

“If this is a job inquiry, we ask that you visit our website at www—”

“No,” I said, interrupting the receptionist, “this isn’t a job inquiry. I need to speak to an employee who works in HR.”

“Do you know the party’s extension?”

“I don’t,” I said incredulously. “That’s why I called you.”

“I’m sorry—”

“Your name?” I asked, using my most authoritative tone.

“Kate.”

“Kate, perhaps you’d like my name?” 

“Ma’am, I can’t—”

“Alexandria Montague Collins. I will mention your lack of assistance to my father, Alton Fitzgerald, the next time we speak.” I spat out the words, not wanting them to remain on my tongue any longer than necessary. Kate didn’t need to know I had no intention of speaking to him anytime soon. 

“Miss Collins, I’m sorry. May I connect you to human resources? Who is the employee you’d like to reach?”

“Chelsea Moore. I believe she was a recent hire.”

“Yes, she’d still be in our directory…”

Suddenly, Kate and I were best friends. She couldn’t do enough to help me, other than actually connect me to Chelsea. According to the person who answered in HR, Miss Moore was out of the office, but they would take my message. 

As I hung up, I contemplated my new knowledge. At the very least I’d confirmed that Chelsea was all right. She was living in Savannah and employed at Montague Corporation. I couldn’t make heads or tails out of why, but that information was more than I knew this morning. I also knew to stop sending text messages to a phone she was no longer using. 

I considered calling my mother or Jane and asking them what they knew, but what were the chances that either one of them knew anything about Chelsea? I was most certain that my best friend and mother weren’t frequenting the same establishments. I imagined Chelsea with a plastic ‘to go’ cup on River Street. My mother had never been to River Street after dark, and she’d lived in Savannah her entire life. 

I had one last hope. 

Since none of it made sense to me, I decided to call the one person who made sense out of everything. 

“Deloris,” I said when she answered.

“Alex. Is everything all right?”

“Yes, fine.” As the words came from my lips, I heard the front door of the apartment open. I stilled and listened, knowing it was too early for Nox.

“Hello?” The friendly female voice came from the living room as the alarm system beeped with the input of a code. 

I covered the mouthpiece. “Lana, I’m in my office.”

In merely a few seconds, she was stepping through the threshold. Lana was a nice-looking woman in her early forties with shoulder-length brown hair and a fit build. Whenever I saw her, she was dressed casually in blue jeans and Sketchers. I supposed there was no need to dress formally to cook, clean, and do laundry.

“It’s just me,” she said with a smile. “I’m never sure if anyone is here.”

“Only me,” I confirmed. “But I’ll stay out of your way. Mr. Demetri has made it perfectly clear that your cooking is preferred to mine.”

Her cheeks rose as she beamed at the compliment. “I’m sure if you had more time…”

I waved her off. “No. Time won’t help my culinary skills.” I pointed to my phone. 

“Oh, sorry,” she said in a whisper. “I’ll be in the kitchen.”

I nodded as I went back to Deloris. “Sorry, Deloris. Lana just got here.”

“What can I do for you?” Deloris asked. 

“I just learned that Chelsea has a new job.”

“You did?” she asked with more concern in her voice than seemed warranted.

“It’s not bad,” I reassured. “At least, I hope it isn’t.”

“It’s not?”

“Her mother told me that she’s working for Montague Corporation. Do you think that’s coincidental or just plain weird?”

“I suppose it could be either.”

I tilted my head and stretched out my plea. “I was wondering… if in your spare time… you could do a little research? I just want to know that my family isn’t up to something.”

“I’ll see what I can learn.”

A weight lifted from my chest as if I’d passed the baton of concern from me to her. From the little she’d learned about my trust fund, I knew I was passing my distress to capable hands. “Thank you, Deloris. You’re the best.”

The sound of an incoming call rang through my phone. I looked at the screen. 

NOX - PRIVATE NUMBER

I hadn’t changed the name he’d entered in Del Mar. 

“I need to go. Nox’s calling.”

“Okay. I’ll let you know what I discover,” Deloris replied.

“Thanks again.”

I swiped the screen. 

“Hey,” I said with more joy in my voice than I’d felt all afternoon.

“Princess,” Nox’s deep velvety voice rumbled through me, washing away the last traces of anxiety over Chelsea and filling me with his presence. “Tell me you’re home,” he demanded.

My fingers instinctively went to my necklace. “I’m sure you can look at your phone and figure out exactly where I am.”

“I can,” he confirmed. “But I like hearing it from you better.”

“I’m home.”

“Is Lana there?”

“She just arrived,” I said. 

“Tell her not to worry about dinner. I’m taking the most gorgeous woman in New York City out to dinner tonight.”

“You are? What will I eat while you’re out?” I asked with a smirk. 

“Have I mentioned how much I love that sassy mouth?”

“Is there a special occasion?” My thoughts volleyed between excitement to be out on a date and the reading assignment that was due on Monday. 

“Yes,” his voice slowed. “I plan to wine and dine her so I can seduce her later.”

My heart fluttered as my cheeks rose. “Mr. Demetri, that sounds intriguing. However, I’d bet any woman would be open to the suggestion of your seduction, even without the wine and dine.”

“But you see, I don’t want any woman. I want the woman who takes my breath away on a daily basis. I want the enamoring and alluring woman who blows my mind with her stubborn, smartass replies. I want the woman who’s intelligent beyond my comprehension. I know that she is excessively gifted, because she reads these ridiculously thick law books that would put me to sleep with only one paragraph. And I know she reads those books, because even though she has her own office and I’ve told her not to, she leaves them lying around the apartment.”

My smile grew. “Maybe you should bring that up to her?”

“Yes, princess, reminding her of my rules was part of tonight’s plan.”

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “After the wine and dine?”

“Whenever I say, because let me tell you that right now even the thought of what I have planned is making me uncomfortable. You see, I’m lucky enough to know what it’s like to have that gorgeous woman near me, to listen to her sweet voice—her moans and cries.”

Fuck!

“I’ve seen her fine ass reddened and know how tight she is when she’s coming apart around me.” 

“Jesus, Nox.” My words were more of a whimper as my ass tingled with phantom redness. I loved that even after my confession of childhood issues, Nox didn’t treat me with kid gloves. Instead, he made me feel strong and capable in the midst of his dominance. 

“So be a good girl,” he said, “and tell Lana to leave, or she may be in for more of a show than she wants.”

I nodded, trying to moisten my tongue and lips, but it was quite obvious that my mouth had gone dry, sending all the moisture to another part of my body. “Yes, Mr. Demetri. And when will you be arriving?”

“Six sharp, but you have a delivery coming any minute.”

“I do?”

“Your clothes for our evening,” he said. “Listen carefully, because I expect to be obeyed. The only items I want added to the ensemble that will arrive are those fuck-me black shoes and your necklace.”

My insides torqued at the memory of the shoes he described planted on the dashboard of the Boxster on Highway 101. 

“Do as you’re told,” Nox warned, “and I’ll be nice and let you come. I believe it’s time to bring your vibrator back to life.”

“And if I don’t do as you say?” I asked playfully.

Nox laughed. “Sassy and sexy. Don’t worry, princess, I have plans for that too.”

The line went dead. 

I sat unmoving for a minute, my chest rising and falling with exaggerated breaths as I imagined the possibilities for Nox’s plans. And then, hearing the sound of pots and pans coming from the kitchen, I stood. 

“Lana,” I called as I headed her direction. 
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I STARED NERVOUSLY at the full-length mirror in our dressing room. When I’d opened the large box that had arrived earlier in the day, I gasped, shocked at the dress Nox had ordered. It wasn’t the dress itself. It was beautiful: direct from Saks Fifth Avenue with a designer tag. What surprised me was the color. 

Red. Bright candy-apple red. Bring-traffic-to-a-screeching-halt red. I had to wonder if it was some kind of play on the skater dress I’d purchased months ago. 

If it were, I didn’t believe he’d selected this one to make me look like a whore. The red dress I removed from the box was classy and would cover me in all the right places. Nevertheless, I’d searched the box and accompanying bags for a gold armband, like the one I wore that night but found none. As I looked from bag to bag, I also didn’t find a bra or panties. There was, however, a black lace garter belt and accompanying lace-top stockings. 

Holding Nox’s choice of undergarments in my hands, I felt the contrasting sensations of the rough yet soft lace beneath my fingers, and it infused my bloodstream with adrenaline. The hormone flowed and swirled throughout my system until my heart raced and insides clenched. 

Once I’d showered and completed my makeup, I secured my hair. With my auburn color, I mostly avoided wearing reds and pinks. Keeping that in mind, I styled it up, sophisticated yet alluring, purposely leaving long curls to dance and bob delicately around my shoulders. 

At nearly six o’clock, I eased into the clothes he’d had delivered. Small clasps dangled from the garter belt and linked to the stockings, leaving my thighs and core uncovered. The different sensations from the various materials, or lack thereof, electrified my skin. Soft nylon caressed my legs, the lace of the belt hugged my hips and lower waist, and at the same time, my upper thighs were exposed and vulnerable. 

I imagined how the bare skin would tingle as cool autumn air blew under the skirt of the dress and how that same skin would warm as my flesh rubbed together ever so slightly as I took each step. I closed my eyes and allowed one of my hands to cup my own breast as the other drifted lower. Brushing my clit and pinching my nipple, my core tightened. Instinctively, I knew that wind and friction wouldn’t be the only elements I’d be exposed to with this choice of undergarments. There would be nothing separating me from Nox’s inclinations. 

Before my imagination took me too far, I eased the red dress over the lingerie. The fabric fit perfectly in all the right places. Tighter at the breasts, it was strapless with a high-low hem and chic pleats near the trim waist. The hem, even at its highest point was only slightly above my knees. In the back it dropped nearly to my calves. Even if I spun in a small circle and the skirt flared, no one could see what I wore underneath. Only the black nylons and my black Louboutins were visible. 

While the ensemble underneath was sexy and flirtatious, it was totally hidden to everyone else. As I continued to peer in the mirror, I recalled something Nox had said. The memory brought a smile to my already-pink cheeks. 

He’d said the world would see a princess, but only we would know the truth. 

The truth was that Nox’s choice of clothing didn’t make me feel like the Infidelity whore he’d been alluding to at that time. Not anymore. With Lennox Demetri, whether I wore blue jeans and a t-shirt or scandalous undergarments, he made me feel like the woman he’d met in Del Mar, the princess who enjoyed the thrill of being a secret slut. 

“Stunning.”

The deep velvet voice thundered throughout the dressing room, pulling me from my imagination-induced trance. I hadn’t even heard the beeps of the alarm or the opening and closing of the door. My cheeks blushed brighter, matching my dress, as I imagined Nox arriving only moments earlier and finding me with only the garter belt, stockings, and my own roaming hands. 

Before I could spin toward him, Nox’s embrace surrounded me from behind, and his cologne settled around me in an intoxicating cloud. With his chin above my shoulder he spoke near my ear, the warmth of his breath prickling my skin.

“You are the most gorgeous woman in all of New York City.” His lips found my neck, and soft and slow kisses trailed downward over my collarbone. “No,” he corrected, “in the world.” 

My head wobbled as I tried unsuccessfully to stifle a moan. 

Nox’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “I trust you’re wearing everything I sent?”

I nodded, my chest rising and falling, the motion making my new necklace bob against the red material. 

“And nothing else?”

“Nothing.” The word came out breathlessly, though I was inhaling quicker than I could exhale. “Do you want to see?”

“Oh, I do. I want to do more than see,” he promised. 

I veiled my eyes at the timbre of his tone. 

“Call me a masochist,” he went on, “but, princess, for the next few hours I want to imagine what you have under that dress. I will touch it and you, but my eyes will have to wait until I have you back here where I want you.” He pulled me closer, my back against his front and my bottom tight against his erection. “Feel what you’re doing to me? But I know it’ll be worth it, because, fuck, seeing you in our bed, your hands tied, wearing nothing but that garter, stockings, and those sexy shoes will be better than any Christmas morning, ever.”

I couldn’t stop the whimper as my body clenched with need. “Sadist,” I said with a lustful smirk. “That’s what you are.”

I opened my eyes in time to see his menacing grin. 

“That too, princess. That too.” He gave me one more kiss, this time chastely on my cheek. “The car is waiting, but I need about five minutes to shower and change.”

I reached for his hands, still around my waist. “Don’t change. I love you the way you are.”

His cheeks rose higher. “More. Five minutes.”

And with that, his warmth was gone. 

My eyes followed Nox and I bit my lip, watching as he quickly stripped and walked toward the bathroom. His jacket, tie, shirt, belt, and trousers created a trail, like breadcrumbs leading to my pleasure, my ecstasy. With only words and a few kisses, Nox had turned my thighs slick. When the water thundered from the confines of the shower, I considered forgoing our date, stripping out of the dress, and joining him under the warm spray. 

However, the masochistic part of me wouldn’t allow it. I wanted everything he’d described from dinner on the town to the dessert back at the apartment. Perhaps I had a hint of sadism, too, because the idea of Nox suffering with blue balls while we ate brought an even bigger smile to my face. 

As I was about to walk to the bedroom to find the handbag and light sweater that had accompanied the Saks delivery, I noticed the belt Nox had dropped haphazardly to the floor. My fingers covered my freshly painted lips to stifle a gasp. 

I would recognize that belt over any of Nox’s assortment. What caught my attention was the buckle—very distinctive silver with a swirl. It was the same one I’d found in his closet in Rye, the one he’d told me to use, and the one he’d told me to bring back to the city. 

Minutes later, his delicious cologne alerted me to his presence in the living room before anything else. It was when I turned that he took my breath away. It wasn’t fair that I’d been getting ready for hours and in five minutes Nox was a walking Adonis. All showered and fresh, his pale blue eyes glowed over the perfect trimmed amount of scruff, while his neck was smooth and freshly shaven. The blue suit he now wore with a silver tie was crisp and clean. However, what caught my attention was the silver swirl of his belt’s buckle. He’d put the same one back on. 

Nox’s lips quirked upward as he followed my gaze and touched the buckle. “Yes, princess, it’s definitely become my favorite, but the problem seems to be that you’ve been too obedient.”

I considered confessing my brief stint of self-pleasure, but instead, I squared my shoulders and stepped toward him—this dominant, loving, overprotective dichotomy of a man who towered over me. With mere inches separating us, I lowered my voice and strung out my words, bringing just a hint of my Southern accent back to life. “Oh, Mr. Demetri, give me a chance. I can be very bad.” 
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DON’T WISH AWAY your todays thinking about tomorrow.

It was something Jane used to tell me. 

As Nox and I rode in the back of the black sedan to a small Italian restaurant, as we walked to a booth with a flickering red candle, one apparently reserved for us, and as my high-heeled shoes clicked on the worn wooden floor, I was doing exactly what Jane had told me not to do. I was thinking about what was to come… yes, literally and figuratively.

While my sexy lingerie and Nox’s teasing touches in the car had me wound tighter than a drum, the dimly lit room and the tantalizing aroma of garlic, awakened a new hunger. The growling of my stomach as we sat, alerted the man holding my hand to my newfound desire. With simply a glint in his light blue eyes, I saw his thoughts. 

Princess, you’d better eat. You’ll need your strength. 

Nox hadn’t said the words, but my two cravings—him and food—converged into one insatiable hunger. I was on the brink of sexual as well as nutritional starvation and my only source of gratification was the man with the knowing gleam.

Standing back, Nox allowed me to enter the booth. As I sat, he surprised me by scooting in next to me. “What?” I asked.

“I don’t like having my back toward the door,” he replied nonchalantly. “This way we can both see the entire restaurant.” 

His explanation sounded plausible. After all, he was right. Other than the kitchen, from our vantage point we could see the entire place. I’d never eaten at this restaurant, but with one glance I knew it was one of the establishments that the locals loved—a diamond in the rough hidden from tourists. 

“Have you eaten here before?” I asked. 

“Many times. Next to my mother’s and Silvia’s, Antonio makes the best lasagna on the planet.”

“I thought Lana’s was amazing.”

Nox’s large hand splayed over my thigh, revealing the real reason for our seating arrangement. I sucked in a deep breath as his fingers slowly moved, lifting the hem of my dress. 

“Wait until you taste this,” he said enthusiastically, making no reference to his wandering hand. “It’s like heaven on your tongue.”

As his fingers inched upward, an older man with a chef’s apron and a thick mustache appeared. “Mr. Demetri, so good to have you here. It’s been too long.”

I swallowed as Nox’s hand stilled, staying hidden beneath the red fabric. 

“Antonio.” Nox nodded at the man. “What have I said? Oren is Mr. Demetri. I’m Lennox.” He turned my direction. “And this is my beautiful girl friend, Alexandria.”

“Alexandria,” Antonio said, lifting his hand toward me palm up. 

I managed to free my right hand from behind Nox’s arm as his fingers stayed fused to my thigh. 

Taking my hand, Antonio bowed at the waist and kissed my knuckles. “A beautiful name for an even lovelier woman.”

I grinned. “Thank you.”

“So,” Antonio asked, “what are you doing with Lennox?”

My head sprang back in surprise. “I-I…”

As I fought for words, Antonio went on, “My wife, she die two years ago.” He motioned dramatically toward his chest. “I’m available.” He gestured around the room. “All this could be yours. Say the word.”

My smile grew. “That’s quite the offer, Antonio.” I leaned slightly forward. “Maybe you and I should talk when Lennox isn’t around.”

Nox’s fingers inched upward, staking his claim as well as making it difficult for me to keep my concentration on Antonio.

Antonio winked and nudged Nox’s shoulder. “I like her. You hold on to this one.” He lowered his tone. “If he doesn’t…” Antonio was speaking to me. “…you call me.”

I placed my hand over Nox’s to stop its ascension. “I will keep that in mind.”

“Dolcetto?” Antonio asked Nox.

“Si.” 

It was only one simple word, yet the way the Italian rolled from Nox’s lips, caused me to turn and look at him anew. 

“Subito,” Antonio replied with a grin and turned away. 

“You speak Italian?” I asked with more than a bit of awe to my voice. 

“Princess, we’ve yet to explore my large array of talents. Speaking of which…” Nox’s fingers grazed the lace top of one of the stockings and a low murmur resonated from his throat. Just as he began to move his fingers higher, Antonio reappeared, a bottle of wine in his hand and two glasses. Next to Antonio was a young woman carrying a large plate with antipasto—meats, olives, mushrooms, anchovies, artichoke hearts and a variety of cheeses and two smaller plates. 

While Antonio spoke, uncorked the bottle, and poured a small amount of wine into one of the glasses, the pad of Nox’s finger moved back and forth over the clasp connecting the garter belt with the stockings. As Antonio handed Nox the glass, Nox unsnapped the clasp and moved his hand to secure the goblet offered. The small elastic strap sprang from the stockings, causing me to jump with an embarrassing, audible gasp.

Pink flooded my cheeks as Antonio asked, “Signorina, you no like vino?”

“I do.” My response came too fast as Nox’s pale eyes danced with navy. Mischief filled his expression as he took a sip of the wine and drank in my embarrassment.

“Perfect,” Nox announced, before lifting the same glass to my lips. 

Obediently, I sipped the medium-bodied red wine, allowing it to linger on my tongue. It wasn’t nearly as thick as a cabernet and had a slightly tangy flavor. After swallowing, I nodded in agreement. “Delicious.”

“The primo?” Antonio asked. 

“Antonio,” Nox said with a shake of his head. “Nothing but the lasagna. You know it’s my favorite.”

“Si,” he said, and again he was gone. 

Nox’s eyes sparkled with the reflection of the flickering candle as he poured wine into both glasses. “You seem a little jumpy, princess?”

I shook my head. “Dick,” I muttered under my breath. 

Nox leaned closer. “Keep begging, beautiful. You’ll have it.”

Young ladies came and went, bringing glasses and water as well as clearing away the antipasto. Next, the lasagna arrived. Visually it was as appealing as Nox had promised, but it was the aroma that had my mouth watering. When I reached for my fork, Nox shook his head. 

Unsure what he’d meant, I pulled my hands back to my lap. Nox took his fork and cut off a corner of our second course. Before offering me a bite, he reached for my water glass. Lifting it to my lips he said, “Drink.”

My tummy fluttered with butterfly wings as I did as he said. 

“Cleansing the palate,” he explained. 

Pouting his full lips, Nox blew gently on the combination of warm noodles, cheeses, and sauces, and then he directed the fork toward me. “Close your eyes and open your mouth.”

Such a simple request, yet his words made the butterflies in my tummy turn to bats as both of my hungers screamed for fulfillment. Dutifully I lowered my lids and opened my lips.

The lasagna was heaven, just as Nox had said. It enticed my tongue just before I swallowed, and the deliciousness made its way toward my stomach to feed and hopefully calm the ravenous bats. When I was certain I couldn’t eat another bite, the young ladies returned, one with a platter of chicken and fish and the other with an assortment of vegetables. 

I shook my head after they walked away. “Are you trying to make me fat?”

“No, princess. I’m making sure you have the sustenance to endure all that I have planned for the evening.”

My breath caught in my lungs as I lifted my fork piled with broccoli and zucchini. “I’m not sure I can anymore. After all of this food, I may be sleeping.”

Nox leaned closer, his hand back on my thigh. His fingers splayed. “I’m most confident I can keep you awake.”

When the tray of cannolis, tiramisu, biscuits, and slivers of cheesecake arrived, I helplessly shook my head. “No, I can’t.”

Nox graciously declined the dolce—the sweet ending to our meal—explaining that we were too full to eat another bite. It was Antonio who insisted that he box them up and we take them home. 

Moments later we were back in the sedan with a Styrofoam box of delectable delights. 

With his eyes fixed only on me, Nox moved the small white container from my lap to the floor. His hand moved shamelessly under my dress. I’d long since given up the idea that Isaac and even Clayton wouldn’t witness some of their boss’s advances. Nox simply didn’t seem to care that they were present. 

I gasped. 

At the brush of his fingers on my bare skin, my blood forgot its assignment. Digesting my food was no longer a priority. My circulatory system accelerated its functions with a vengeance, tightening my core. 

“N-Nox,” I panted as I leaned toward him. 

“My patience has expired,” Nox said, lifting my skirt and exposing the top of the stockings. 

The sound he expelled was somewhere between a growl and a hiss as he tenderly refastened the small clasp from the garter belt to the top lace of the stockings. 

“Is that really necessary?” I asked. “I mean, won’t you be unhooking that soon?”

Nox’s grin broadened as his fingers moved higher. “Not until I have you begging for relief.” 

Begging? I was ready to start before we ever made it to the apartment. 

Hours? Days? Weeks? Later… 

More likely only minutes… 

We were in our apartment. Nox placed the food container on the kitchen counter and tugged my hand toward the bedroom. Only briefly did I consider that the pastries should be refrigerated. 

Maybe less than briefly. 

The sweets were forgotten as Nox spun me around and slowly lowered the zipper on the back of my dress. Breathlessly, he stood back and watched as the red material puddled at my feet, leaving my breasts exposed with only the garter belt, stockings, and shoes remaining. 

“Not even fucking close,” Nox exclaimed. “My imagination… you are so damn sexy.” His pale eyes raked over me from my Louboutins to my auburn hair, burning my skin as his gaze scorched everything in its path. 

While the air in our room filled with electricity, the ions and neutrons pulsed faster and faster. I found it hard to believe that this man staring at me had just eaten a four-course meal. Everything about him emanated an air of starvation. 

My flesh tingled with goose bumps as I realized that I was his next meal. 

“Up on the bed, princess.” 

I looked down questioningly at my shoes and back to Nox. 

Silently, he shook his head before adding, “No, I want you just like you are.” 

As I turned toward the bed, his large hand landed loudly upon my bare ass, the sting sending vibrations to my core and reminding me of the silver buckle. 

“I-I forgot,” I confessed as I scooted up the mattress to the headboard. “I wanted to misbehave.” 

When I turned back around, my lungs fought to inhale. Surprise. Uncertainty. Anticipation. Excitement. My mind swirled with emotions as Nox walked from the dressing room, his expression contracting my insides to a painful pitch. In his hands he held a pink case and a coil of satin. 

He really is going to awaken my vibrator. 

“It’s a good thing you didn’t…” he said and after a pause added, “…misbehave.” 

“It is?” 

Nox opened the case to my purple vibrator. “Because, princess, tonight’s punishment wouldn’t be my belt, though as I said, the one I’m wearing is now my favorite. I told you on the phone how I’d punish you. Do you remember?” 

My exposed breasts rose and fell as my nipples tightened. “By not letting me come?” I asked, my voice softening as my thighs came together and lip disappeared behind my teeth. I could barely recall his question as my mind fully focused on the man before me. With the pink case and satin placed on the edge of the bed, Nox removed his clothes piece by piece until each one had disappeared, falling messily to the floor surrounding our bed. 

Once he was naked, his broad chest turned my direction, and rock-hard erection sprung forward, pointing toward the ceiling. “Only good girls get to come,” he said as reached for the coil of black satin and crawled across the mattress toward me. 

I wanted to reach out and touch him, to take his length in my grasp and stroke the solid rod covered with his velvety smooth, stretched skin. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t move or speak. I couldn’t do anything but watch with wide eyes as Nox’s defined muscles flexed and he inched closer. Each movement reminded me of a panther slowly approaching its prey. 

I was the prey. 

The warmth of Nox’s body covered mine, his flesh a spark to my kindling. Heat surged as he moved upward and lifted my hands.

“Do you trust me?”

It was the same question he always asked, and each time the answer came with less hesitation. “I do.” 

Carefully, Nox bound my wrists before securing them to the headboard. I tugged against the restraints as he ran the tips of his fingers from the inside of my wrist, along my exposed breasts, all the way down to my waist. His chest inflated as he teased the edge of the garter belt. His hands continued their exploration as he ran lower, moving my legs to his desired position. When Nox was done, my knees were bent, the high heels were against the sheets, and my core was fully exposed. 

Lowering his lips he kissed the inside of my thigh just above the stocking—but not as high as I wanted—and deeply inhaled. “You’re fucking perfect.” His deep tone sent ripples through my body causing my insides to quiver. Glancing up at me with navy swirling in his light blue eyes, Nox added, “I was wrong earlier at the restaurant.”

“You were?”

“That lasagna wasn’t heaven on my tongue.” He lowered his head and ran his tongue along the seam of my folds. 

“N-Nox!” I writhed against the restraints as his strong, unyielding grip held my hips in place. 

He teased my core, my clit, and lapped at my essence. Mercilessly, he set off flares as the kindling of my flesh scorched from his searing touch. I longed to weave my fingers through his dark hair, to push him harder against me; instead, he taunted, igniting sparks but not allowing them to fully combust. 

As I moaned in both agony and ecstasy, Nox sat back and reached for the vibrator. With a flip of a switch, the room filled with the combination of its echoing hum and my mindless whimpers of unmet need. 

Nox’s brow lengthened as he moved closer. In his hand wasn’t the vibrator that I’d expected. In his grasp was a black blindfold, one that I’d never before seen. Without a word, he eased the elastic over my head, darkening my world. 

With the loss of vision, the vibrator’s hum was amplified. Each movement made as Nox shifted upon the bed was more pronounced. Even the scent of our impending union was heightened. I flinched as Nox sucked one of my nipples, his teeth grazing the hardened nub. Anticipation covered my skin, leaving chills as well as a sheen of perspiration in its wake. My breathing hitched and my heartbeat hastened as I waited, blind to his next move.

Then all at once, Nox’s thunderous voice reverberated against the walls, his question echoing in my ears. “Tell me, princess, you didn’t really want to misbehave, did you?”
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“RESPECT,” VINCENT SAID through the phone. “It seems that you haven’t taught your son to respect the family. It’s time he learned.”

My throat clenched at his threat. “I have. He’s young. What are you talking about?”

“Young? Lennox is twenty years old. He’s an old man in our world.”

“He’s not in our world.”

“And whose fault is that?” Vincent asked.

“Mine. It was my choice. We had an agreement. I don’t know what you’re doing, but do it to me instead.”

“It’s too late.”

My knees gave out as I sunk to my chair behind my desk. The office where I sat disappeared, as did the view from the windows overlooking the financial district. Nothing mattered. “I have respect. I pay my dues. Do you want more? I can do that. I will, because we’re family. Family, Vincent. Lennox is family.”

“Newark.” 

It was his only response before the line went dead. 

Newark. What the hell?

And then I knew. I remembered Lennox’s ridiculous hobby. I’d told him to stop—more than once. I’d told him that he shouldn’t be spending so much time in New Jersey. Brooklyn was where his family was. New York was his home as he attended NYU. 

I pushed the button on my desk phone. “Michelle?”

“Yes, Mr. Demetri?”

“Have my car brought up from the garage. I need to leave.”

“Sir, you have one more meeting.”

“Cancel it.”

“But, sir, Judge Walters is already here.”

Joseph Walters had already been helpful in a few court rulings over the years through his influence in not only New York, but also his connections elsewhere. Not only was he moving up in the circuit courts, he had tenure at Columbia.

“Michelle, send him in and call for my car.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Judge,” I said, rounding the desk as Michelle led him into my office. “I apologize. I just received an urgent call. I’m afraid I’ll need to cut this meeting short.”

Joseph nodded. “I understand, Oren. Things happen. I just wanted to let you know that I see the wheels turning. I don’t like where it’s going.”

“Marijuana?” I asked. 

“Yes. Legalization will upset many people. Many groups who have a vested interest in it remaining, shall I say, untethered by legal restraints and regulations.”

The Costello family had never dealt in drugs of any kind. It was a hard, fast rule of Carmine’s, and Vincent had stood strong on the same belief. It wasn’t that the Costellos were against making money in illegal endeavors. It was that there were others who specialized in the drug trade. Others who knew to pay their dues. Everything from marijuana to cocaine, meth, and crack. Most recently the news reported increased heroin usage, especially across the bridge.

In Newark.

“Judge, I really need to go. What can I do to stop the trend for legalization?”

“I know you have connections.” 

Yes, quid pro quo. 

“Ones that wouldn’t be appropriate for me to speak to directly,” he continued. “I can help with writing the legislation. I need to know more, to learn details. If you can help me with that, I can help you. I recently saw an emissions bill that could end up costing Demetri Enterprises a fortune in government penalties or refinery alterations to avoid them.”

“You tell me who and what,” I said, looking at my watch. “I appreciate the heads-up on the emissions. Next week?”

“Yes,” Joseph Walters agreed as we exited my office together. 

“Michelle,” I called toward her desk. “Lock up my office. I’ll be back in the morning.”

“Have a good evening, Mr. Demetri.”

Good wasn’t the description I had in store for me. 

As we stepped into the elevator, Walters lowered his voice to a whisper. “I was thinking about the Bonettis.”

I nodded my understanding and acceptance of his request. Yes, the Bonettis were the center of the drug cartels in Newark. 

“Thank you, Oren. I’m sure we can make this mutually beneficial.”

I found the warehouse off South Street in the Ironbound district, and the irony wasn’t lost on me. This was Bonetti territory, the same people Joseph Walters had just asked me to contact. That wasn’t my goal for tonight. 

It wasn’t my first time at this particular warehouse. I’d been here a time or two to watch Lennox do what he did. I didn’t like it. Hell, I’d spent most of my life keeping him away from shit like this, but even I had to admit he was good. 

I made my way through the crowd as the stench of sweat and something worse assaulted my nose. In my thousand-dollar suit and Italian loafers, I wasn’t exactly dressed for a fight club, but it didn’t seem to matter. People were screaming and calling out Lennox’s name. Not Lennox, but Nox, some asinine stage name he’d assumed. 

Elbowing through the mass of people who’d come to watch at ten dollars a head, I made my way toward the tall chain-linked ring. It took a while before I got close enough to see, but when I did, my feet stilled, the roar of the crowd silenced, and the scene blurred. 

Bruised and battered, wearing a bloody white wife-beater and track pants, my son wobbled on the balls of his feet, his fists clenched and eyes focused on his cousin, Luca Costello. 

Both of their faces had begun to swell as blood and spit splattered the first rows of spectators. It was there, ringside, that I saw Vincent Costello. Within seconds, I was there, pushing Jimmy out of the way and moving beside Angelina’s cousin. 

“Tell me what you want and make this stop,” I pleaded. “They’re going to kill each other and then what do we have? We both lose our sons. Is that what you want?”

My stomach heaved as the crunch of cartilage and bone forced us both to turn toward the ring. This time it was Luca who’d taken the hit. He spat blood onto the floor. 

“Ten percent on all,” Vincent said. 

“All?” I asked. I paid the Costellos ten percent of all earnings in New York, but Demetri Enterprises had grown globally. 

“All.”

“Fine. Make it stop. You’re nearly killing our sons over money?”

“Respect,” Vincent said. “I stop this. You pay. Lennox, he’s good. He has talent. It’s time he uses it in an honorable way—for the family.”

“I’ll pay,” I confirmed. “Stop this now.” Both young men were looking as though they might fall helplessly to the mat. 

Vincent turned to Jimmy and nodded. Immediately, a referee or announcer, I didn’t know who he was, stepped into the ring and the vise that had been crushing my chest loosened a bit. 

I stood, my new focus on getting to Lennox, when Vincent grabbed my arm. “We’ll talk.”

It wasn’t a request but a summons. “Yes, Vincent. We’ll talk.”

Lennox’s left eye was nearly eclipsed by the red and purple swelling. I supported his weight as he draped an arm over my shoulder. The crowd parted as I helped—carried—Lennox, my over six-foot-tall son, and Vincent did the same for Luca. 

“Brooklyn,” Vincent said, his way of telling me to take Lennox somewhere else. Luca would be going to seek medical treatment in Brooklyn. Both of the boys couldn’t be at the same hospital or it would be questioned. 

I nodded and assessed my son. Was he well enough to tolerate the drive to Westchester? “Lennox, do you hear me?”

“H-he… a hit?”

“Do you hear me?”

“I’m alive.”

He was. He was alive. 

If I got him to Rye, Angelina would be close. She’d be better for him during his recovery than I.

“We’re going to the hospital in Rye,” I said after I had us both in the car. Though I had him belted in and his seat reclined, he continued to jerk his head forward and mumble things I couldn’t make out. 
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“WHY WON’T THEY tell us more? It’s been hours,” Angelina said as she stood again. Up and down, back and forth. It was as if she needed to keep moving. 

“Because he’s an adult.” I didn’t like the answer any more than she did, and obviously he hadn’t acted like an adult, but nevertheless, according to his age, it was the truth. It was the hospital’s policy. It didn’t matter who brought him here or who was paying the damn bill. Fucking regulations. 

My ex-wife finally spun toward me. 

“I want you to be honest with me.”

“About?” I’d fallen into that trap too many times to count.

“About tonight. It doesn’t make sense,” Angelina said, wringing her hands as she again paced the small waiting area. 

Sitting back in an orange vinyl-covered chair, I stretched out my legs. There were red droplets on the leather of my shoes. I’d washed Lennox’s blood from my hands, but my suit and maybe my shoes were probably ruined. 

“I don’t understand,” she said, her blue eyes darkening. “What did you do?”

“Me? I saved our son’s life.”

“We’re family, Vincent and I. He wouldn’t do this if he didn’t have a reason.”

“He said he was teaching Lennox respect.”

Angelina lowered her tone. “Lennox or you? Why’d he call you and not me?”

I stood and tried to keep my volume low. “I don’t know. Maybe he didn’t want his princess cousin to show up in the warehouse district and watch her son beaten to death.”

“You promised something, didn’t you?”

I shrugged. “Money. He wants more.”

Her lip disappeared between her teeth like it did when she was thinking. “Money doesn’t show respect. He wants more.” She straightened her neck. “Tell me.”

“He wants Lennox to work for the family.”

Angelina’s blue eyes widened in panic. “Tell me you didn’t agree. Please, Oren, tell me you said no.”

“Fuck, have you ever said no to Vincent?”

“Yes,” she said matter-of-factly. 

“I didn’t answer. I purposely left it unanswered.”

“Then I will.”

I spun like a caged animal, unable to move more than a few feet in any direction, and ran my hand through my hair. “No. It’s not a woman’s—”

“It’s a mother’s place,” she declared.

“How does it look when Lennox’s mother is the one who faces Vincent, fights his battles?”

“It’s not his battle yet. I’ll talk to Vincent before it gets to Lennox. And I’ll tell you how it looks. It looks like we’re still a family…” She motioned between the two of us. “…like we still talk, and that we both still care about our son’s future. It looks like the princess finally decided to take control of her reign.”

“Excuse me, Mr. and Mrs. Demetri?” the small woman in light green scrubs asked. 

We both turned and answered in unison. “Yes.”

“You can see your son now.”

I reached for Angelina’s hand. “I’ll talk to Vincent if you want me to. I’d never ask you—”

She squeezed my fingers and smiled. “No. You didn’t ask. Let me do it. It’ll go better. I’m certain.”

She was right. It probably would. 

“The money is his,” I confirmed. “I don’t give a fuck.”

“You do. You care and not just about the money. I guess I always knew that. I was just too hurt and lonely to see it. We’ll do this. Lennox deserves more than what we had.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off of my ex-wife. Sometime during the last twenty years she’d become more, or had it just been since our divorce? “Angelina,” I began. 

She squeezed my hand again. “Oren, stop. This is about our son. We’ll make it right.”

“I’m just…” I searched for the right word. “…awed.”

“Don’t be,” Angelina said. “It took me being me—seeing the world alone—to finally figure it all out. I’m sorry I couldn’t have done it when we were married.”

“I never…”

She smiled a sad, knowing smile. “We both did what we know. Whether Lennox ever admits it or not, he needs both of us.”

He did. Lennox needed us, and he deserved more than his mother and I had. I’d never be the hands-on baseball dad who cheered my son on from the stands, but I would do what I could to ensure that he had the chance for a future without all of the strings that had been attached to mine. 

I was a hard man. Life had made me that way. My heart was shielded, a fortress that was accessible to few people. The woman beside me would always have her place. We’d shared too much to let something like divorce also serve as an eviction notice. The young man down the hall was part of me. His place was secure. The only other person who resided in my cold heart belonged to someone else. 

While I didn’t see the last changing although I’d sell what was left of my soul to make it happen, Adelaide still was part of me and among the three people who would forever be my priority. Whatever I had to do, I would do. Whether it was from the sidelines or in their face. Having only three people to care about allowed me to stay focused when the world around me became unclear. 

I let go of Angelina’s hand and we walked to Lennox’s hospital room. 
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I SETTLED AT my desk in my office, moving my mouse and summoning my computer to wake. Water dripped from my freshly washed hair as I wrapped the sweater around my shoulders, relishing its warmth. The apartment was tepid and lonely. It had been a couple of weeks since Nox took me out on our date, and over that time I’d developed a love/hate relationship with what had been my purple friend. I loved what Nox could do with it while I hated how much I craved the things he did. 

It was as if my body operated with a series of switches that only he could flip. 

Low. 

Medium. 

High. 

Out of this world. 

I was addicted to everything about Nox. 

That was all right when we were together, but for the last two nights, he’d been out of town. Thankfully, he was due back this afternoon. I tried for other relief. 

Glancing out the window, I decided that the blue sky was deceiving. 

Earlier this Saturday morning, I’d gone out running with Patrick. When I did, I’d nearly frozen my fingers. Late October weather in New York was as diverse as any I’d ever known. No doubt that in Savannah, as well as Palo Alto, the mornings were without frost. Here, the afternoons could warm to a pleasant temperature, but the mornings resembled a scene from Disney’s Frozen. Thankfully, the skies hadn’t decided to snow, but by the way I stood under the shower’s spray for longer than normal this morning, trying to return warmth to my extremities, I doubted it would be long. 

My legal methods paper had been turned in and the next writing project was started. The outline was growing as I found more and more references. Sometimes I wondered if there would be more to law than reading, researching, and writing. 

Over the last few weeks, I’d decided not to apply for the internship that Dr. Renaud had suggested. I would have tried for it in California at Stanford. I knew I would have. But life was less complicated there. Though my faculty counselor seemed disappointed in my decision, I had my reasons, none of which I felt compelled to share. 

Although Patrick sometimes referred to me as a rich, spoiled princess, I wasn’t narcissistic or self-centered enough to believe that my life was more complicated than those of my classmates. Yet I knew my limits—well, some that didn’t involve a certain blue-eyed, sexy-as-hell man. 

I knew how important school and success in my classes were to my future. I also knew that the internship would open doors and look great on my résumé. Nevertheless, I was only capable of focusing on so many things at one time. 

I adored the man whose bed I shared—Lennox Demetri was a force of nature, the centrifugal force that steadied my world’s rotation. His presence cemented the tilt. It overwhelmed me while at the same time bestowing gifts. Equal measures came and went that were forever fluid—giving and taking. 

His strong, steady commands brought a sense of balance, grounding me with an anchor of love and support. Never did an evening pass that he didn’t ask about my day—classes, concerns and even my family and friends. 

Through the weeks and months, we’d had ups and downs. He’d had business successes and disappointments. There was something happening in California with Senator Carroll that had dominated more of his time than he’d wanted. 

Often he’d ask if I could travel with him. Only a day or two at a stretch, but with law school, I couldn’t. 

The necklace that Deloris had made for me may have bothered me before the shooting in Central Park. Now, I found it comforting that there were people who cared about me and my safety. It was nice that the information was limited and not available to everyone as it was with the GPS on my phone. 

Though my mother and I had scheduled a few meetings, they’d never occurred. Something had always superseded her plans. I was tiring of the anticipation. 

I didn’t want to visit Savannah, but with each week, my mother’s messages were more evasive and cryptic. I spoke often to Jane, but I couldn’t get a real feel for what was happening at Montague Manor. The last time we were supposed to get together, Jane called to let me know that instead of coming to New York, my mother had decided to travel with Alton out west. 

She decided? I found that hard to believe.

It had been nearly a month since I’d spoken to Tina Moore, yet I’d only received one voicemail from Chelsea. The number on the phone she used was blocked, so I couldn’t call back. 

I’d replayed her message over and over, searching for a clue. I’d listened so many times that I had it memorized. 

“Girl, Mom said you called. Things have been hectic. You know what we said? Life throws us curves, but we learn to swerve.” 

What the hell?

I knew the song, but we’d never said it to one another. The next line said: ‘Me, I swung and I missed and the next thing you know, I’m reminiscing… ’

I had no idea what she was trying to tell me or why she couldn’t just say it. 

Had she tried something that didn’t work? Was she reminiscing?

I missed her humor and her smile, the way she’d cut through the bullshit and tell it like it was. I missed my friend. The apartment by Columbia was sitting empty. 

As I tried to concentrate on my paper, I saw the notification for unopened emails. Mostly I avoided them. Maybe it was the cool morning, my uncertainty about my mother, or the quiet apartment. Maybe it was my way of avoiding my paper that I had to write, but for whatever reason I decided to skim the subject lines and senders. 

One name jumped from the screen: Millie Ashmore.

Why would Millie be emailing me? Wasn’t she busy with her wedding plans? 

I shook my head, wondering if I should open the email, wondering if she would actually have the nerve to send me something as ridiculous as an invitation to a wedding shower or worse, expect me to help plan it. 

With better judgment on hiatus, I clicked open the email. 

 

To: Alexandria Collins

From: Millie Ashmore

 

I’m so sorry you couldn’t help plan it, but I would just die if you didn’t come. My bridal shower is going to be the Friday after Thanksgiving. I had Leslie schedule it when we thought you would be in town. 

 

I understand that you might feel uncomfortable with Chelsea there, but you shouldn’t. You know we’re here for you.

 

Love and Kisses,

Millie

 

What the hell?

I stared at the screen in disbelief. Not only had she had the audacity to think I wanted to be at her shower, but Chelsea was going to be there? 

I did what I’d sworn not to do. 

Being sure my location was turned off on my computer, I logged into Facebook. 

First, I searched Chelsea Moore. The last posting she’d made was late August. It was a picture of her in the hospital bed with thumbs up and said that she was well. 

With a feeling of impending dread, I searched Millie Ashmore. Her page was full of posts and pictures. There were wedding dresses and wedding cakes. The picture that caught my eye and turned my stomach was of Millie and several other women in a booth at a bar. I recognized the location as one of the bars on River Street. Most of the women were laughing and holding drinks. And on the end, looking scared and reserved—two adjectives I never thought I’d use for my best friend—was Chelsea. 

I clicked the picture and made it bigger. 

Chelsea’s hair, which over the years had been every color from fuchsia to green, was a rich amber, pulled back in a low twist. Her royal blue dress was formfitting yet modest. As I stared, I had a flashback of standing with her at a full-length mirror in Del Mar, talking about how we could be sisters. For the first time, I saw the resemblance. 

She looked like me. 

She could be me. 

My good sense told me to exit out and forget what I saw. 

I didn’t listen. 

My hand had a mind of its own as I scrolled Millie’s page. The magnitude of information was a wealth of Savannah’s twenty-somethings’ social life, all compiled in one place. As I rolled my mouse, it all played out before my eyes: people with whom I’d attended academy living the high life in clubs and mansions, by pools as well as in rooms with chandeliers. It was the life where I was raised, and in picture after picture over the last month, Chelsea was present. 

And then my breath caught in my chest, painfully stagnant, unable to flow in or out of my lungs. The screen blurred with tears as beside my best friend, with his arm draped over her shoulder, was Bryce. 

I thought he’d given up on me, finally freeing me from his plans. 

But that wasn’t what had happened. I wiped the warm, salty droplets away from my cheeks with the back of my hand. I wasn’t shedding tears for Bryce, but for Chelsea. 

Sometime while I’d been preoccupied, she’d stepped into my life. Granted, it was the one I hadn’t wanted, the one I’d rejected, but that didn’t lessen the pain. My best friend had become me.

Time passed as my work on my paper was forgotten, and I searched the Internet for clues that could help me understand. 

It was only a shred of self-control that stopped me from dialing Bryce’s number and asking to speak to Chelsea. Would she be with him? Why?

It was the photo in the news article that opened my eyes. 

The picture showed Bryce and Chelsea walking into the courthouse in Evanston, Illinois, hand in hand. They were both named in the caption and following Chelsea’s name was the descriptor: longtime girlfriend. The article pertained to Bryce’s most recent depositions. Though the Evanston police were promising that they were close to issuing an arrest warrant for Edward Carmichael Spencer for his involvement in the disappearance of Melissa Summers, the defense claimed insufficient evidence. Supporting Bryce’s claim of innocence was his own testimony as well as Chelsea Moore’s. Mr. Spencer claimed to have been in California visiting Miss Moore at the time of Miss Summers’s disappearance. Miss Moore’s statement, as well as Mr. Spencer’s travel records, substantiated his claim. 

Visiting her?

Do I feel jealous?

No.

Dazed and confused was more like it. 

Bryce hadn’t been visiting Chelsea. Then I remembered that she’d said he’d been to her hospital room. She’d said that she barely knew who he was, certainly not that they were involved. 

Had she lied to me? Had he been at the hospital to see her and not me?

My head ached as I tried to unweave truth from fiction. The two were twisted too tightly to unravel. 

The sound of the front door knocked at my consciousness, the beeps of the alarm pulling me to the present. The clock on the corner of my screen read nearly five in the evening. I’d been sitting there since before noon and none of my work had been accomplished. 

“Charli,” Nox’s deep voice resonated through the apartment. 

Mindlessly, I realized that my hair had dried in unruly ringlets, and I was without makeup. I wiped my cheeks and nose with a Kleenex as I peered up to the doorway.

He instantly recognized my angst. I didn’t try to hide it. I couldn’t hide anything from Lennox Demetri even if I wanted to. He knew me better than I knew myself. 

“Charli, what’s going on?”

I shook my head. “Y-you’re home?”

He came toward me, and I drank him in: his long legs covered in jeans, white v-neck t-shirt that hugged his chest, showing enough definition to make me want to reach out and touch it, and the wool suit coat that emanated the sexy aroma of his cologne. 

Nox reached for my hand and pulled me to his muscular chest. “Is it your mother?” 

He knew I’d been concerned about her. 

I shook my head. “I-I don’t understand.”

I didn’t know how to explain what I’d learned. Would Nox misconstrue my feelings as jealousy? I wasn’t jealous. I had him. I didn’t want Bryce, but I didn’t understand how Chelsea was with him, living my life. Had she set me up all along? Had our friendship ever been real?

“What, princess?”

“It’s Chelsea.”

His body tensed. “Is she all right?”

I narrowed my eyes as I leaned back to scan his features. Emotions ricocheted through his pale eyes. Concern was present, but it wasn’t alone. Something was off. 

“You knew,” I said.

His tone, smooth as velvet, tried to lull me to think otherwise, but it was his body’s reaction to her name that convinced me he had previous knowledge—more than he wanted to admit. 

“You knew about her,” I accused. “When I told you that she was in Savannah, you already knew, didn’t you?”

“I wasn’t sure…”

I took a step back. “You lied to me?”

Nox reached for my arms, gently holding me by my shoulders. “I’ve never lied to you.”

“Have you always told me the truth?”

“Yes.”

“All of the truth?”

His neck straightened as his chin jettisoned outward. “I told you from the beginning that I’d never lie to you. I also told you that I’d share things when I was ready.”

“When you were ready?” My volume increased with each word. “This wasn’t about you. This wasn’t about your past or your secrets. I’ve remained content to take what you’ve given me, even though I’ve shared more with you. Lennox, this was about my best friend. I was worried about her and you knew that she was in Savannah being me?”

His features scrunched in obvious confusion. “Being you?”
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“HAMILTON AND PORTER, Natalie speaking. How may I help you?”

My hand trembled uncontrollably as I held tightly to the phone. “Natalie, this is Mrs. Fitzgerald.” I took a deep breath. “I want to speak to Stephen.”

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, it’s nice to hear from you.”

I closed my eyes in frustration; chatting wasn’t my intention. I needed to talk to Stephen. The last time we spoke he was checking on Montague Corporation assets. It had occurred to me that after all of this time, I had no idea how much money everything was worth. 

If the codicil were about to go into effect, what would it mean? What was I willing to fight for? 

“Natalie, I’m not feeling well. Stephen, please?”

“Ma’am, Stephen is no longer with Hamilton and Porter. Perhaps Mr. Porter can help you?”

“What?” I asked in confusion. “We had a meeting scheduled.”

“Ma’am, he left rather suddenly. Mr. Porter would be happy to meet with you.”

I fell back against the plush sofa in my suite. I was still wearing my dressing gown and it was after noon. Ever since the horrible migraine that I’d had nearly a month ago, everything seemed off. My appetite was nonexistent and my sleep patterns were shot to hell. 

Even wine had lost its appeal. The only thing keeping me going was hoping that soon I’d figure out a way to make my father’s codicil go into effect. It was the first thing I thought about when I woke and the last before I went to sleep.

Alton claimed that my behavior was so unusual that he didn’t want to leave me home alone. He told me to travel with him. I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like I was any help. Most of the time I didn’t attend his dinners with investors or clients. The new medication Dr. Beck had given me to prevent the migraines had me too out of sorts.

Today was the first time in months that he’d left town without me. He would only be gone for the day, but I’d hoped to meet briefly with Stephen. 

Though I hadn’t been happy about the Chelsea thing, Alton said it had helped in weakening the prosecutor’s case against Bryce. The last conversation I’d overheard was that Montague Manor was going to settle the civil lawsuit with Melissa’s parents. According to the attorneys at Montague, it was the respectful thing to do, in light of her disappearance. 

From what I’d observed, Chelsea was getting better at fitting in with Bryce’s friends. There was something almost familiar about the way she now dressed and spoke. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but she was worlds away from the young lady I’d met during Alexandria’s first year of college. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald? Are you still there?” 

“Yes, Natalie,” I said, concentrating on the phone call. “I’m just… disappointed. Do you have a number where I can reach Stephen? He was such a great help to me.”

“No, ma’am,” Natalie said. “Mr. Porter is available this afternoon at two-thirty. Will that work for you?”

I sighed once again. That would mean not only getting dressed, but also showering. “Yes, tell Ralph that I believe I can make it.”

“Wonderful. Mr. Porter will see you then.”

I disconnected the call and stood, bracing myself on the arm of the sofa. 

Dr. Beck had run a few tests, one he called a metals test. The results took months, not days. I didn’t care what he did, as long as he figured out what was happening. I hadn’t had another excruciating migraine since the one he’d witnessed, but I knew things weren’t right. 

I dialed Jane’s number, and like the reliable person she was, she answered on the first ring. 

An hour later, with her help, I was presentable and walking out the door. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald,” Jane said. “Brantley’s with Mr. Fitzgerald. Are you sure you can drive yourself?” Her big dark eyes begged me to say no.

“Nonsense. I’ve been driving myself around for years. I can do it today.”

“Ma’am, I need to go to town. I can drive you. My errand won’t be long.”

I shook my head. The shower had helped me feel better. “I’m not a child. Just because Mr. Fitzgerald likes to be driven doesn’t mean that I do.”

She nodded. “Yes. Could you call me…?”

“I’ll be home before dinner. Don’t you worry. Is the car out front?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I couldn’t understand what had happened to Stephen and why he’d left his internship so abruptly. By the time I reached Hamilton and Porter, my hands were back to trembling. The ostentatious office, established largely through the exorbitant billings of corporations and families like the Montagues and Fitzgeralds, was regally positioned in a historic district in downtown Savannah. It made for a beautifully constructed building with ornate craftsmanship but one terrible for parking. As I’d searched and searched for a space along the street, my nerves stretched beyond their already frayed state. 

The autumn sun shone with new intensity, keeping the Georgia temperature pleasant while continuing its assault on my eyes. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald,” Natalie greeted as I entered the main lobby and she looked up at the opening of the glass front door. “Are you all right?” she added with obvious concern as she rushed around her large reception desk toward me. 

I steadied myself on a nearby chair my fingers sinking into the fabric. I stood taller, feigning the strength I wanted to possess as the room around me tilted. The polished oak floor was a fast-moving river, flowing beneath my precarious footing. I pulled my hand back. The furnishings were liquid and the walls alive. Rationally, I knew that wasn’t true, but their movement both fascinated and terrified me as I took off my sunglasses and blinked away the illusion. 

Only seconds later, the wild carousel I’d been riding slowed, the music softening as Natalie’s words finally held meaning. “Yes, Natalie. I’m fine. Is Ralph ready to see me?”

I took another step, cautious to avoid the raging torrents. 

“Yes, may I help you?”

I narrowed my gaze. “Help me? I’m perfectly capable of walking to Ralph’s office.”

“Yes, ma’am. Ice water?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted, checking the river below my feet again. Was it icy or warm? Thankfully, rocks created a path that kept me dry. 

When I looked up from my steps, Natalie’s eyes were narrowed. 

“Sure, Natalie, ice water.” My answer seemed to bring her some relief. Maybe she’d been wondering the same thing too.

The office seemed uncharacteristically quiet as we rode the old elevator to the second floor. I breathed a sigh of relief as the iron scissor gate, which she manually pulled shut, stopped the flowing floor. 

Isn’t there usually someone else who mans the antique elevator? 

Ralph stood as I entered his office. It was exactly the same as it had always been. No liquid floors or moving chairs. Quickly, Natalie closed the door and left Ralph and me alone.

After shaking hands, I sat on the edge of the chair facing his desk. It didn’t seem that long ago that I’d done the same thing, demanding to see my father’s will. In reality, that had been nearly two months ago. 

“Adelaide, you’re looking well.”

“Thank you, Ralph,” I replied. “Please tell me about Stephen.”

“Stephen?” he asked with a questionable inflection. 

“The intern from Savannah Law. The young man you had help me.”

Ralph shook his head. “Help you? I don’t understand. The last time you were in here, I helped you.” He laughed. “You know, we used to utilize interns, but found it was more problem than it was worth. As you can only imagine, we have confidential information within our walls…”

My stomach knotted as I stared at Ralph’s features. His lips moved like a movie out of sync, the sound of his words reaching me after the movement of his mouth. It was as if everything he said was delayed in a time continuum. Natalie entered, handing me a stemmed glass with water and just as quickly exited, leaving us alone.

“As I told you weeks ago…” he continued, “…I’m not able to share the documents of your father’s will with you.”

I moved my gaze beyond his face to his desk and tried to concentrate. “Ralph, we settled this. I was here. I’ve been here multiple times. My name is on the ledger for my father’s documents. I’ve seen them. I’ve seen the will and the codicil.”

His brow furrowed. “Adelaide, can I get you something stronger than that water? Maybe something to settle your nerves… like whiskey? I know…” he said triumphantly, “…I have wine. A nice bottle of Montague Private Collection. It was a Christmas gift last year.”

“I don’t want wine. I have an entire cellar of Montague wine. I’m Adelaide Montague.” I stood as my volume rose.

Ralph came around his desk and reached for my hand, his lowered tone of voice no doubt attempting to pacify me. “Laide, it’s all right. I know who you are.”

“Of course you do! Get the ledger. Get the papers.” I pulled my hand away. “I know all about it. I’ve reread Article XII. Why are you looking at me as if I’m crazy?”

“You’re getting yourself agitated.”

“No,” I said convincingly. “I’m not getting myself anything. I want to see the ledger for my father’s papers, for his last will and testament.”

“All right. Have a seat. Let me pull it up on my computer.”

I sat back down as my heart beat in time with the keys of his computer, too fast, as he clicked and searched for the file. 

“Laide,” he said, turning a large screen my direction. “Here it is. You see the last person to access the documents was your husband over five years ago.”

I shook my head. “That’s not true. I watched Stephen enter our names every time I was here.”

Ralph pursed his lips. “Perhaps I should call Alton? Do you have a driver?”

“Stop it!” I declared. “I was here.”

“Yes, of course. Now, you aren’t driving, are you?”

I narrowed my gaze. “Ralph Porter, I don’t know what you’re trying to do or to pull, but I want you to access those papers. I want to see them this afternoon.”

“They’re in storage and haven’t seen the light of day as I said, for years. It would take one of the paralegals at least a day to locate them.”

I clamped my lips together. “I’m not leaving.”

His head tilted apologetically to the side. “Laide, I would if I could. You don’t have access.”

“What do you mean, I don’t have access? I’m Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald. I’m joint heir to Charles Montague II with my daughter, Alexandria.” 

“Dear, we’ve established who you are.”

“As I said two months ago, you will show me those papers or I’ll take Montague’s business somewhere else…” I tried to recall the name of the new firm in town. Surely they’d be happy to gain the Montague business. “Preston, Madden, and Owen.”

Ralph tapped again on his computer and the screen changed. I narrowed my eyes as I made out the top of the page. It was obviously a scan of a paper document. The first line read: Power of Attorney.

“What?” I asked again.

“Laide, this is why you don’t have access.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know. We all know. Do as the doctors say. When you’re better—in a better frame of mind—I’m sure we can have the order reversed.”

“My state of mind is fine!” 

Ralph touched a button on his phone and Natalie’s voice filled the room. “Yes, Mr. Porter?”

“Natalie, could you please call Mrs. Fitzgerald a cab? And then I’ll drive her car. I can’t in good conscience allow her to drive.”

I stood again, clenching my purse to my stomach. “No, that won’t be necessary. I’m going.”

“Adelaide, I really must insist.”

When he stepped toward me, I backed away. “Do not touch me, Ralph. If you do I’ll leave here and go directly to that new firm and sue your ass for sexual assault.”

He lifted his hands, palms toward me. “I’m trying to help you.”

“Help me? How did you make that document without my signature? I’d never give up my rights.”

Ralph leaned over the desk and reached for his mouse. Scrolling down the document, two maybe three pages later, he pointed. There it was—my signature. “You did. On this document and on the medical power of attorney. You understood that your husband is in a better state to make your decisions.” He took another step toward me. “Just as you did twenty years ago when you signed over your voting rights on the Board of Trustees of Montague Corporation. It’s what Charles wanted. He wanted someone to take care of you. 

“Are you sure I can’t call Alton?”

My mind spun in confusion. “No.” I was less convincing than earlier. “Ralph, I’m perfectly capable of driving.”

“I don’t want to have to defend a DUI lawsuit where you’re deemed incapable of driving.” 

“DUI?” I asked. “I’m not under the influence. I have not had a drink all day.”

His eyes went over to the conference table. My breath stuttered as I followed his gaze. On the table was an open bottle of wine. I recognized the label without reading it: Montague Private Collection. The bottle was open with two glasses sitting near, one empty but obviously used with my shade of lipstick on the rim. The other glass was nearly full. 

“I understand that this is difficult on you,” Ralph said. “You know that we’re here for you?”

I shook my head slowly, but the tempo increased as I held tighter to my purse. “No! I didn’t have a drink. I didn’t.”

“Mr. Porter,” Natalie said from the doorway. “I’d be happy to drive Mrs. Fitzgerald, and then you can drive her car?”

I turned to Natalie. “Do you remember our conversation about Del Mar?”

She smiled, sweet and sad. “I’m sorry, no. But it is a lovely place. Have you been?”

“Adelaide,” Ralph said, “please give me your keys and we won’t need to mention this to Alton.”

I swallowed as I looked from Ralph to Natalie. 

Alton. He’d be mortified that I’d made a scene, even if I didn’t remember making it. Also, he’d question why I was here and possibly learn that I knew about the codicil. 

Looking back to Ralph, I said, “Please, please don’t say anything.” I handed him my keys.

Natalie reached for my elbow. “Mrs. Fitzgerald, I’m parked out back. I can take you so no one else sees us leave.”

I nodded as I took one last look at the table. The wine in the glass was red. It wasn’t six o’clock. 
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CHARLI WAS RIGHT. Not only did I know about Chelsea being in Savannah when she told me, but I knew a lot more. I also knew that my amazing girlfriend had shared more about her past than I had about mine. When Charli simply stared, I asked, “What the hell do you mean?”

“About which part?” she asked, bristling, “About Chelsea being me or your not telling me… anything?”

“Her being you,” I confirmed.

Charli’s lips formed a straight line as she stared at me. 

I couldn’t help that I wasn’t ready to delve into my shadows. I hadn’t, not since that terrible night. As long as she was content with what I gave her, why would I want to relive what happened—what I’d done. And if I did open that door and shed light on that past, what would Charli do with that knowledge? What would she do when she knew the monster that I had been? 

“I mean,” Charli said, “Chelsea’s living my old life.” She spun from my arms toward the computer. “Here, let me show you some pictures.”

What the hell?

“Chelsea sent you pictures?” 

“No. I went to Facebook. I’m almost never on there, but after Millie’s weird email, I had to see.”

She was dropping names like bombs in a war zone. “Charli, calm down. Who’s Millie?”

“She used to be a friend.” 

Used to be?

Charli’s large golden eyes peered up at me as her sexy body leaned over the desk and keyboard. In that instant, I noticed how sensual yet sweet she looked. Though I knew she’d been upset, she’d calmed. Her hair was different with lots of long curls, and her face was clear of makeup. For only a second, I wondered why she normally wore it. She didn’t need it. I reached out to touch the auburn curls.

She pulled her head away. “Stop it. I never dried my hair. It looks awful.”

“You could never look awful.” I tried a grin as I pulled gently on one of the spring-like curls wondering if it would bounce. It did. “I like it.” 

“Look here,” she said, ignoring my attempt to lighten the mood and pointing to the computer screen. 

The picture was of a group of women about Charli’s age, seated in a semicircular booth. I narrowed my gaze as I scanned across the women. By their clothes and the background, it appeared as though they were clubbing. The one on the end caught my eye. 

I pointed. “Chelsea?”

“Look at her! She’s never worn a dress like that or done her hair that way. She’s being me!”

I tugged Charli’s hand and pulled her back to me. “No one can be you. There’s only one you, and I’m lucky enough to have you all to myself.” I touched her hair again, petting the ringlets. “And she doesn’t look like you. I mean, look at you. You’re all fun and curly, and she’s all pinned back and stuffy.”

The corner of Charli’s lips moved upward as she took an exaggerated breath. “We’ve switched. I’m living the bracelet, doing what Chelsea would do, and she’s doing what I did.”

The bracelet? 

She was talking in riddles.

“No, princess. I’ve seen you all straitlaced and proper. I know she’s your friend, but she doesn’t come close to having your flair or class.” I cupped her cheeks. “I remember the first time I saw you all sophisticated. I’d seen you sexy as hell in Del Mar as well as bent over a sink in a roadside gas station.” Pink returned to her cheeks. “It wasn’t until you walked into that restaurant in San Francisco to have lunch with Senator Carroll and me that I saw the sophisticate from Savannah. My God, I almost forgot my own name.” I lifted her face toward mine. “Princess, you are you. Chelsea could never be anything more than a cheap imitation. And I don’t see her trying to do that. Do you?” 

I released her cheeks as my hands slid to her slender shoulders.

“I don’t know,” she said as she released her breath and collapsed against my chest. 

Allowing my hands to move lower, I wrapped my arms around her sensual body and held her close. Slowly, her muscles relaxed, melting into me. 

“And you’re not her,” I went on. “She’s the one who hasn’t called. You’re too caring for that. You’d never do that.”

“God,” Charli said, now holding on to my waist, her hands locked behind my back under my jacket. “Next thing you know she’ll be married to him and pregnant.”

My jaw clenched at the word. I tilted Charli’s chin toward me. “Why would you even say that?”

“Because that’s what my mother has been telling me to do forever. Get married… to Bryce…” She spoke with an exaggerated Southern accent. “…and have babies. Hurry up, you’re not getting any younger.”

“You just turned twenty-four.”

“I know.” Her golden eyes were veiled by thick lashes. “I don’t know how to feel. I don’t give a damn that Bryce’s attention has moved away from me. Actually, I’m thrilled.” Her face tilted ever so slightly to the side. “I have my hands full with you.”

“So you’re not wanting a threesome?”

This time she smiled. “Mr. Demetri, you’re definitely enough man for me. Besides, I thought you said you didn’t share.”

“I don’t. I just wanted to be sure you were satisfied.” 

She wrinkled her nose. “Do you really need to wonder?”

I shrugged. “I’ve been gone. It’s been a few days since I’ve heard the sexy, satisfied noises you make.” I widened my gaze. “But I’m free right now. We could take care of that?”

Her smile dimmed. “I-I’m confused. Right now, I don’t know what to feel. Chelsea was my best friend, and I can’t help but wonder if any of it was real. Was everything really just a big scam, a way to move herself up the social ladder?”

“What’s your heart telling you?” I asked, praying she’d have faith in Chelsea.

“It says Chelsea was never interested in social status and this is out of character. My eyes tell me something totally different. I’m not sure if I can believe my heart.”

“What does it say about me?”

She tucked her head back against my chest. “It says that I love you.” Her head sprang back up. “But you knew, didn’t you?”

“That Chelsea was in Savannah and working for your family’s business? You told me. About her being you? I had no idea.” Those were all true statements. 

“My heart,” she went on, “is telling me that something isn’t right. I don’t like it. I don’t want her with Bryce, not because I’m jealous but because…” Her lip disappeared between her teeth. “…I don’t believe him about Melissa Summers, that college freshman. I don’t know if he had anything to do with her disappearance, but I do think he was the one who hurt her. I hate myself for saying that. I know how important his mother is to mine, but I can’t shake the feeling. Sometimes he can be nice and remind me of my childhood friend. Other times, there’s a look or action and he reminds me of Alton. That’s not a compliment.”

“I didn’t think it was.” I leaned back. “Do you have more work to do or do you want to go grab some dinner?”

“Is it that late?” Charli asked. “I wasted my whole day on this. Tomorrow I need to work on my paper.”

“Then tonight, my lady, you are mine. Dinner and then I get to hear those satisfied moans.”

“It could be like that old movie Jane loved and we used to watch: When Harry Met Sally. I could just make noises while we eat.”

“Princess, I’ve never seen it, but the noises you’re going to make won’t be faked. I’ll have the real ones.”

“You seem pretty sure of yourself, Mr. Demetri?”

Instead of answering, I kissed her lips lightly, letting mine skirt across hers. As she began to pull away, I moved my hand to her neck, winding her beautiful hair around my fingers and moving her head to the side. With her neck exposed, I kissed the sensitive skin behind her ear, painstakingly slow, each touch of my lips lingering longer as I moved down her neck. By the time I reached her collarbone, her flesh was sprinkled with goose bumps. When I nipped her skin, a soft moan escaped her open lips.

With a grin, I said, “Yes, I’m very sure of myself.”

Later that night, after I’d elicited not one, but a chorus of sounds, some I’d never heard, Charli cuddled close. Her soft curves fit perfectly against my chest as I wrapped an arm around her shoulder. For only a few moments, she traced the ridges of my torso before her fingers splayed and breathing evened. 

As she drifted off to sleep, I thought again about what she’d said, how I hadn’t shared with her like she had with me. Since the first time she told me about her childhood, she’d shared more. Each story solidified my hatred for Alton Fitzgerald while at the same time caused my love and admiration for Charli to grow. She was so strong to have survived—not only survived, but to have become the marvelous woman she was today. 

I also recalled what she’d said that her mother had wanted her to do: marry and have babies—with Edward Spencer. 

I wasn’t proud of how Chelsea ended up in Savannah, and it was never intended. But if her being there, making the money she wanted, and being Edward’s alibi, kept Charli away from that prick, it was worth it. I may be damned to hell for subjecting Chelsea to whatever was happening there, but I had no hard limits when it came to the extremes I’d go to save my Charli. 

She deserved more than my protection. After all she’d given me, Charli deserved to know the truth. 

My eyes squeezed closed. I hadn’t allowed myself to think of that night in detail—in living color. No. That was such an erroneous term for that night. The color wasn’t living. It was dying. 

Moisture stayed trapped behind my lids as I remembered the blood, the stickiness as it covered my hands. Having Jo’s blood on me wasn’t at all like it had been when I fought in the MMA octagon. Then, I’d enjoyed the sensation, the destruction and carnage. That night was different. As panic overtook me and I shook her lifeless body, a part of my soul died. 

How could I share that with Charli? If she knew what I was capable of doing, she’d never trust me again. 

“Nox?” Her sleepy voice broke through my memories. “What’s the matter?”


[image: ]

 

 

 

THE VIBRATION OF Nox’s chest awakened me from my sleep. At first, I wasn’t sure what I was hearing or feeling. My senses were spent, overwhelmed by his mastery and sexual proclivity. I’d fallen into the beginning of my favorite comatose state when he began to stir. The darkness of our room and softness of our bed shielded me from what was happening until slowly the sadness that emanated from his every pore filled our space, wrapping me in his misery. His breathing became ragged as his chest tensed and body trembled. 

“Nox?” I asked again. 

“Go to sleep, princess.” He choked on the words. 

I lifted my head. Unable to see clearly through the dark, I reached toward him. He captured my hand before it touched his cheek. 

“Please let me touch you.”

Nox cleared his throat. “It’s my hard limit.”

“Touching you?” I asked, trying to understand. 

“No…” His tone returned to the velvety rumble that I adored. “…something you said earlier today.”

I shook my head, my hand still captive in his grasp. I didn’t try to remove it, but relaxed as he held it in the dark. Then no longer captured, our fingers intertwined. “I don’t remember what I said. I said a lot of things.”

“You said that your mother wanted you to marry Spencer and have babies.”

I scoffed. “I think that plan’s been blown all to hell.”

“It’s not the Spencer part. I want to know how you feel about children.”

I sat taller and pulled the sheets over my breasts. All the while his grip of my hand stayed true, as if he couldn’t let me go, as if for once, I was his lifeline. “I don’t know… I think I’m too young.” I shrugged. “I guess my mom had me when she was about my age, but I want other things first.”

“But eventually?” 

“I suppose,” I admitted. 

Nox let go of my hand. “I don’t.”

His declaration sounded final as if debate wasn’t an option. Those two words drilled a small hole into my unspoken dreams. I’d never expended much energy on the subject, but I also didn’t think I could totally write it off. “I think this conversation is premature.”

He sat up now too, meeting me against the headboard, both of us staring into the darkness. “Jocelyn died because of me.”

My breath stilled, fearing that if I reacted in any way he wouldn’t continue talking.

“That letter was right,” he went on. “If it weren’t for me, she’d be alive. I killed her.” 

I turned toward him. My eyes had adjusted to the darkness enough that I could make out his profile: his protruding brow and straight nose. I couldn’t see his high cheekbones, but I knew they were there. Even in the shadows I saw the movement, the way his chiseled jaw flexed as he clenched and contemplated his next words. 

“Her family,” Nox went on, “has been suing me for years, a civil suit. It’s a matter of public record. My people have worked to bury it, but it’s there. I’m not sure why your stepfather or Edward Spencer thought it needed to come out, other than to show you the monster I am. But the letter was also wrong—I didn’t stop her parents from seeing her. They didn’t come. I know you hate your stepfather, and you should. But I’d never wish the separation Jo had with her family on anyone.”

His head bowed as his chin fell to his chest. 

Through the darkness, I reached toward him, finding his large hand, the one that had been holding mine, and again laced our fingers together. “I don’t believe you’d hurt the person you loved. And I know you loved her. I’m okay with that. Nox, you wore your wedding ring until Del Mar. I don’t know what you think you did, but you didn’t kill her.” 

“I did. Her blood was on my hands.”

I wasn’t sure where the bravery was coming from. I was lying naked, next to a man who was confessing murder, yet I refused to believe it. “You don’t mean literally.” 

He turned toward me and lifted both of his hands, releasing mine. Holding them in the air, he said, “I. Mean. Literally.”

“Stop it. Now you’re the one trying to scare me and it won’t work.”

“I’m not trying to scare you. I’m trying to tell you the truth.”

I reached for his face. “What does this have to do with your hard limits? Security? Babies? Somehow they’re connected.”

“She was impulsive… liked to go here and there. I was gone a lot. My father had a terrible time when the markets crashed in ‘09. It was around the same time my mother had died. I’d recently gotten out of grad school and understood the financial climate better than he did. Things had changed since he started Demetri Enterprises. I worked nonstop and traveled, more than I do now. I knew Jocelyn didn’t like it but I just kept promising her that one day we’d have more time.”

Releasing his cheeks, I kissed one, and wrapped my arms around his chest with my head lying on his torso. I wanted to comfort him and be close. I wanted to support my strong boyfriend as he finally freed some of his shadows. 

Nox sighed and returned his arm to my shoulders as his words vibrated from his chest. “Deloris began working for Jocelyn and me. She understood that some of the deals Oren had made could come back on us. I told Jo constantly to be careful, to keep me informed. Sometimes I think she’d upset me so that I’d notice her. It was this sick dance we did. 

“I’d be consumed with work and she’d do something to piss me off. We’d fight and make up. But the thing was, I did notice her. I was just obsessed with Demetri Enterprises and proving that I was capable of continuing what Oren had begun.” 

“What happened?” I asked, my head still on his chest. 

“We didn’t have time for children. We both knew that. I insisted that she do something to prevent it from happening. She had one of those things, an IUD, inserted.”

“It didn’t work?” 

I could feel his head shake. “It did and didn’t.” 

“Jo had just figured it out. She hadn’t told anyone, even me. No one except Deloris.” He took a deep breath. “I didn’t know. If I’d known, I never…” 

“Nox.”

“She left our apartment. Not here. I moved… after. Anyway, she went to Rye. It was mine—ours—since my mom was gone. Jocelyn wanted to surprise me. I was supposed to be there after work. I didn’t know,” he repeated. “She wanted us to be alone, make the announcement special. She made everyone leave the property, even Silvia. 

“I continually told her to stay safe. She promised.”

Dread filled my body like a weight in the pit of my stomach as his words came thick, dripping with pain and regret. 

“I ended up working late,” Nox went on, “like I always did. When I got to the house, the kitchen was bright, table was set, and on my plate was an envelope. Inside was a card with a date. At first I didn’t understand. Then I realized it was in the future, a little under eight months away. When I flipped it over it said, boy or girl?

“I should have been happy, but I wasn’t. I was livid. How could she do this? We’d talked about it. I’d said not yet. Part of me thought maybe this was just another cry for attention. My emotions were all over the place.”

My heart beat faster as his story came quicker. 

“I screamed her name. Except for the kitchen and dining room, the house was dark. I kept yelling but she didn’t answer.”

His head bowed as emotion ripped through him. “God, Charli, there was so much blood.”

I sat up. “What happened? Did someone break in? Is that why you don’t go to Rye?”

“The light was on beside the bed. She was lying on her side with her knees drawn up. At first I thought she was sleeping, but then I noticed how pale she looked. Not pale, white. It was her lips. The color was wrong. I called her name again, screamed it, but she didn’t move. When I pulled back the blankets, there was blood, so much blood.” 

Nox was on a roll. His eyes were open, but he wasn’t seeing me. He was seeing her. 

“I couldn’t stop myself. I shook her. If I could just wake her….”

“She didn’t wake?”

“The coroner said she’d hemorrhaged. He called it an ectopic pregnancy. The IUD didn’t allow the egg to implant where it was supposed to, so it implanted in her fallopian tube. They estimated she was only about seven weeks along.”

“Nox, you didn’t kill her. You aren’t responsible.”

He threw back the covers and stood. His gorgeous nude body paced beside the bed. “Did you listen to what I said? I’ve never told this whole story—maybe ever.”

“I did listen. It was an accident. It wasn’t your fault.” 

“She had the IUD because of me. She was pregnant because of me. If I’d gotten home when I said I would, I could have gotten her to the hospital in time. Fuck, Charli, there are so many ifs. It’s all on me. I should just pay her parents and be done with it. But I know she wouldn’t want that. She wouldn’t want them to have a dime because of her. I never told them exactly how she died.”

“Deloris knows?”

Nox nodded. “The media speculated all sorts of things. They said everything from my murdering her to a hit. Deloris was the only one thinking straight. She had the foresight to have everyone, from the EMTs to the coroner, sign a do-not-disclose statement. Records were sealed. I don’t know how she does what she does, but Deloris handled it all.” 

He sat back on the edge of the bed with his back toward me. 

I crawled close and draped my arms over his broad shoulders, burying my cheek against his back. 

“The coroner said that it happens,” Nox said. His voice now filled with defeat. “He said she was probably having abdominal pain and that was why she’d lain down.” He reached up and rubbed my arm. “Charli, when you asked, I couldn’t tell you that I didn’t do it, because I did. I don’t lie. I won’t.” He tugged my hand, bringing my face in front of his. “I don’t want to let you go, but if now that you know the truth, you don’t want to be here, I won’t stop you.”

As I stared into his eyes, for the first time I truly understood his obsessions. I was looking not only at a man who loved with all of his heart, but a man who needed control and needed to keep those he cared about safe. I saw pain and guilt that he’d held onto for far too long. Swirling in his pale eyes I also saw fear, a weakness he didn’t want to admit. 

It was the dread of losing his new chance at love, his new chance at life, something that up until recently he’d given up on ever feeling again. And that was the one answer I could give him. I couldn’t take away his pain or his loss, but I could offer to spend the rest of my life trying to fill that void. 

“I don’t want to go anywhere,” I said. “I love you more than I did an hour ago. I’ll do everything in my power to keep her promises if you’ll let me.” 

“Her promises?” Nox asked. 

“To love you and do my best to stay safe.”

His warm palm caressed my cheek. “I don’t want to ever lose you.”

“Then hold on tight. I’m not going anywhere.”
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IT HAD BEEN nearly a week since Nox’s confession and neither of us had brought it up again. We didn’t need to. I was more than satisfied with his honesty and had no desire to hear or see again the pain I’d witnessed that night. Instead, I wanted to see the light blue of his gaze, the menacing gleam, and the grin that told me he was up to something. I wanted to wake in his arms and fall asleep listening to him breathe. 

I adored the way he always found me the first thing after entering the apartment. It didn’t matter where I was—my office studying, the kitchen getting Lana’s meal ready, or even soaking in a tub after a long day. It was as if I wore a tracker. Well, I did, but he didn’t use his phone. He followed his heart and his need to confirm that I was present and safe, just as I’d promised. 

When Nox found me, the first words from his lips were always, How was your day? Though they didn’t vary, I never felt that they were said with anything less than genuine interest. Of all the things he did and said, it was close to my favorite. 

There was this thing that he did when my hands were bound that topped the list, but I couldn’t think about that too much or I wouldn’t accomplish anything else. 

I had just finished my lunch on campus when I saw the text. I didn’t recognize the number, but I didn’t need to. She told me who she was. 

Unknown number: 

“ALEX, IT’S CHELSEA. I KNOW YOU PROBABLY HATE ME AND I’M NOT SUPPOSED TO CALL YOU. DOES TEXTING COUNT? I THINK IT DOES. I THOUGHT YOU SHOULD KNOW THAT YOUR MOM IS SICK. SHE’S GETTING WORSE AND NOW THEY’RE TALKING ABOUT PUTTING HER IN A HOSPITAL. EVEN THOUGH I DON’T HAVE THE RIGHT TO SAY IT, I THINK YOU SHOULD BE HERE. 

 

PLEASE DON’T TELL ANYONE, ESPECIALLY BRYCE, THAT I CONTACTED YOU. 

I’M DELETING THIS TEXT FROM MY PHONE AS SOON AS I SEND. 

 

I AM SORRY. PLEASE DON’T CALL ME BACK.”
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I STARED IN disbelief at the screen of my phone. I may have doubted that Chelsea had really been the one to send the text had it not been for the one line: does texting count? That was definitely Chelsea, the one to find the loophole in every agreement. 

I couldn’t think about why she knew what was happening at Montague Manor and I didn’t, or why she wasn’t supposed to contact me, or a million other concerns. I needed to concentrate on the most important one. 

My mother.

I picked up what remained of my lunch and threw it in a trash bin as I looked around the cafe. Clayton was sitting at a table near a window, looking at both his iPad and occasionally my direction. Having him tag along seemed extreme, but since I knew Nox’s reasoning, I didn’t argue. 

Bryce had said my mother was sick once and it wasn’t true. I held onto that hope as I scrolled my contacts and called the one person who would tell me what was really happening. 

Jane answered on the third ring. 

“Hello?”

Didn’t my name come up? 

I immediately stood taller, my nerves on alert.

“Jane, it’s Alex.”

“Yes, I understand.”

I lowered my voice. “You can’t talk right now?”

“That’s right.”

“Can you just tell me how Momma is?”

“So sad,” she said. “I wish with all my heart it was different.”

Tears filled my eyes as the world lost focus. “Do I need to be there?”

“I can’t say. But it’d be the answer to my prayers. Bye, now. I needs to go.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” Though I asked my question, Jane didn’t hear. The line had gone dead. 

My stomach dropped to the ground as a million questions ran through my mind, all vying for voice. What was wrong with my mother? Why couldn’t Jane speak to me? Why wasn’t anyone telling me what was happening? How long had it been going on?

My hands trembled as I found a chair, sat, and called Nox’s phone. It was rare for me to bother him during the day. I’d probably only done it less than a half dozen times. He respected my school and my time, and I respected his. 

After four rings, his cell phone went to voicemail and my head fell forward, my chin to my chest as I waited to leave a message.

“Nox.” I whispered his name, “I’m sorry to bother you.” With each phrase, emotion rained over me. What started as a gentle shower quickly became a torrent, drowning me in a rapid river of regret. 

Why hadn’t I called her? Why hadn’t I gone to see her when she couldn’t come to me?

“I-it’s my mother. I don’t know what’s happened.” My voice cracked, leaving space for the tears that now cascaded down my cheeks. “She’s sick.” I gulped air, my chest suddenly tight. “Very sick. I need to get to Savannah.”

I didn’t ask. I told him what I needed to do. There was no doubt that I was going. 

I disconnected the call and called Deloris. Thankfully, she answered right away. 

“Alex. What can I do for you?”

I wiped my nose with the back of my hand and licked my salty lips. My mouth was suddenly dry as I worked to keep the tears silent. “I need to get to Savannah.”

“What?” she asked. 

I stood, and with the phone to my ear, I paced small circles in the cafe. “My mother’s ill. I just found out. I don’t know any details, but I know I need to get there. Something’s wrong, terribly wrong.”

“Clayton and I’ll go with you,” Deloris volunteered. 

I nodded. “Thank you. I called Nox, but he didn’t answer.” One hand went to my necklace. “I’m not running as I did when Chelsea was hurt, but I need to go now.” 

“Tell Clayton to take you to the airport. I’ll have a plane ready. Lennox will surely want to come when he finds out.”

My chest ached as my regrets grew. “Deloris, I’ve said some things to my mother over the years… but I love her.”

“Of course you do.”

“I-I’m not sure if Alton… I don’t know about staying at the manor. If Nox…” I’d never had a man stay with me in Savannah. I’d never had one who I wanted to have stay with me. All I knew was that if my mother was ill, the choice would be up to Alton, and I doubted he’d be as accommodating as Oren had been in Westchester County.

“I’ll book a suite for the two of you in Savannah. Unless you want to stay at your home.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding. “A suite would be wonderful. No, I don’t want to stay there. My home is here in New York. That’s just a house.” A house of horrors was what Patrick called it. “A suite would be perfect.”

“Alex, go tell Clayton. Let me get everything else settled.”

“Thank you,” I said with relief as I turned, my eyes meeting Clayton’s.

We met halfway across the cafe. No doubt he could see my wordless plea. “Ma’am?” 

“I just spoke to Deloris. I need to get to Savannah. She said to have you take me to the airport.” I shook my head. “But she didn’t say which one.”

“I’m sure she meant the private hangars, but I’ll call and check. Give me five minutes, and I’ll have the car out front on 116th Street.” 

I nodded and waved him away as my phone vibrated. 

NOX - PRIVATE NUMBER

“Nox,” I answered. 

“Princess, wait for me. I can leave in a couple of hours.”

I shook my head. “No.”

“No?”

“It’s over a two-hour flight. Deloris is getting it set up,” I explained, more composed than I’d been only minutes earlier. “I don’t want to wait any longer than necessary. I don’t know what’s happening. The way Jane sounded, it’s not good.”

“I don’t want you walking in there alone.”

I reached for my necklace. “I’m not alone. You’re always with me.”

“Charli.”

I closed my eyes. “I have to do this for my momma.” I choked on the word. “Please understand. Deloris will be there, and she said she’d get us a suite in Savannah. I won’t stay at the manor. Hopefully, I can find out where my mother is, and I won’t even need to go to the manor.”

“Princess,” he implored, “a couple of hours.”

“I love you, Nox. I’ll be safe. I promise, and I’ll see you tonight. Text me as soon as you land in Savannah.”

“You text me. Let me know what’s happening. No matter what, Charli, I’m there for you.”

I nodded. “I know. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Clayton had been right about the private hangar. Lennox didn’t own his own plane, but Demetri Enterprises had some kind of leasing contract to ensure that one was always available, whether for him, Oren, or any other high-ranking member of their company.

“Are you sure this is okay?” I asked Deloris. “I mean this is a business contract. This isn’t business.”

She patted my hand as the plane taxied on the runway and we waited for our turn to take off. “Yes, it’s fine. You have an in with one of the CEO’s. He said you could.”

My cheeks rose. “Thank you for helping me. I’m scared.”

“What do you know?”

“Nothing.”

“How’d you learn about this?”

“Chelsea,” I replied, not thinking about anything but what could be happening in Savannah. 

“Chelsea?” 

Deloris’s reaction reminded me of Chelsea’s plea for anonymity. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone it was her.” 

“She called you?”

“Text,” I said as I found my phone in my purse and swiped the screen. Seconds later I handed it to her. “See. She doesn’t want anyone to know. I don’t understand why I wasn’t called before now if my mother’s so ill.”

After reading the text, Deloris turned on her iPad. “Chelsea said some hospital. Let me do a search of hospitals in the area and see what I can find.”

I nodded as I laid my head back against the leather seat and the small plane ascended. Over the next two hours, Deloris searched the patient records of all of the major hospitals and came up empty. Nothing. No Adelaide Fitzgerald was registered anywhere. 

“Alex,” she asked as we neared Savannah, “have you heard of Mongolia Woods?”

“No.”

“It’s a private facility west of Savannah that specializes in rehab for alcohol and drug addiction.”

“What? Are you serious? My mother is going to dry out?”

“Does she drink?”

“Yes, but not… well, it’s never been a problem.”

She turned the screen of her iPad toward me. The old Southern estate looked similar to Montague Manor with giant oak trees draped with Spanish moss along a driveway. She swiped the screen and the next picture was of a lovely old home, large, but not as large as the manor.

“That’s where she is?” I asked. “So she’s not dying. It’s not cancer or something?”

Deloris nodded. “That’s where she is. She was admitted a few hours ago. But her records aren’t fully updated. I don’t know exactly why she’s there. I’d venture to guess that it’s not a life-threatening diagnosis; however, alcohol and drug abuse can lead to death.” 

“She’s always drank, but I’ve never known anyone who could handle it better than her. But drugs? My mother would never take drugs.” I handed Deloris back her iPad. “How do you do that? Is it public record?”

“No. I have ways. The thing is, this place is fully subsidized through private funds. What little information that I can gather, your mother has a strict no-visitor status for the first forty-eight hours.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “I’m her daughter. They’ll let me see her.”

“We’ll do our best.” 
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MY FINGERS DRUMMED on the inside of the window of the large black SUV that Deloris had secured for our use in Savannah. Clayton sat at the steering wheel while I sat alone in the backseat. It had been over fifteen minutes since Deloris had disappeared into the front entrance of Mongolia Woods. I’d wanted to go with her, to plead my own case, but she thought she would have better success on my behalf.

Click, click, my nails tapped on the glass as time stood still and I impatiently waited. 

Beyond the windows, the Georgia sun reminded me that warm weather still existed in late October, even if New York had surrendered to the impending winter. 

I pushed my sunglasses onto my head as my purse vibrated in my lap. 

NOX - PRIVATE NUMBER

I sighed, wishing he were beside me instead of back in the frigid North. 

Nox: “ANY WORD”?

Me: “NOT YET. DELORIS IS STILL INSIDE.”

Nox: “I’M LEAVING IN A FEW MINUTES. THE BATPLANE IS FUELED AND READY. I’LL BE THERE IN STEALTH SPEED.”

Me: “BRING YOUR CAPE. I THINK I SHOULD HAVE SEEN THAT BY NOW.” 

Nox: “SEE YOU SOON.”

Me: “LOVE YOU.”

Nox: “MORE.” 

I took a deep breath, realizing that for the first time since Chelsea’s text, I was actually smiling. My brief reprieve quickly dimmed at the sound of Clayton’s words. 

“Ma’am, Mrs. Witt is coming.”

I lifted my eyes from my phone toward the facility. Deloris was descending the large concrete steps. Her lips pursed tight as she navigated the unfamiliar terrain. She looked our way. There was nothing encouraging in her expression. 

A moment later she was in the backseat beside me, speaking. Her tone was placating and calm. “I learned that she is stable, but they won’t allow anyone to see her.”

Disappointment gutted me as hope faded away. “No. Let me go in. Let me talk to them. She’s my mother!”

“Alex, they know who you are. The problem…”

Deloris’s words dimmed as rage bubbled from my toes, engulfing my entire body with scorching heat. I knew the problem. I saw the problem. Alton Fitzgerald was the problem. 

My mother’s husband buttoned his suit coat as he exited the same door that Deloris had just used.

Without thinking, I opened the door of the SUV.

“Alex…” 

I didn’t hear Deloris’s warning or Clayton’s door open as blood coursed noisily through my ears. Adjusting my sunglasses, I stepped quickly toward my stepfather. 

“Let me see my mother.”
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SIGNATURE CRIMSON FLOWED upward from the starched white collar of his shirt as Alton Fitzgerald stopped midstep and turned my direction. “It appears as though the prodigal daughter has returned.”

I didn’t stop walking until I was right before him. “I want to see her.”

“You’ll have to understand that I have no intentions of slaying a fatted calf on this occasion simply because you’ve decided to grace us with your presence.”

“What happened?” I asked.

He looked over my shoulder toward the SUV as a limousine pulled past it and up to the edge of the walkway. 

I turned back to see both Clayton and Deloris standing beside the SUV looking as though they were both ready to run in my direction. 

“Come home and we’ll discuss this. Alone,” he emphasized the last word. 

“Discuss it now. I don’t want to go back to the manor. I want to see my mother.”

Alton’s tone lowered. “You see, Alexandria, that’s the problem. For too long you’ve been coddled. Your days of getting what you want are over. It’s time you acquiesced to your future, the same way Laide did.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course you don’t. You’ve been too wrapped up in your own frivolities to worry about what’s important. Perhaps if you hadn’t been off in New York, you would have been able to help your mother. Now her fate is in my hands.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

I cringed as he reached toward me and placed a hand on my shoulder. My stomach turned as he inclined his face closer to mine and his warm, putrid breath filled my nose. 

“Turn around, Alexandria.”

I did, not because I wanted to obey him, but because I needed to breathe fresh air. Brantley was standing near the open door to the limousine. 

Alton spoke near my ear, his hand still holding my shoulder. “If you want to see your mother, or if she has a chance of ever being released from this facility, you will get in that car and do as you’re told.”

I looked back toward Deloris and Clayton. 

“Alexandria, I won’t ask again.”

My eyes closed, blocking out the afternoon sun as I clenched my teeth and shook his hand away. With a deep breath, I took one step and then another. As I walked the plank to my own death, I said goodbye to Charli.

Alexandria nodded to Brantley and climbed into the backseat of the limousine. 

Before the door was shut, encasing us in the cool, dim interior, my phone vibrated with an incoming call. 

“Give me your purse,” Alton said with his hand extended. 

I lifted my sunglasses to the top of my head and stared. “What? No.”

Tears prickled my eyes and I turned quickly as my face stung from the slap of his palm against my cheek. 

What the hell?

I sent daggers flying from my eyes as I blinked away the moisture. 

“Your mother is no longer a factor. Listen to me the first time and I won’t need to be sure of your attention.” Alton extended his hand again. “I don’t repeat myself.”

When I didn’t move, he reached for my purse, his glare daring me to stop him. 

Stupid! Why did I get into this car?

With the scenery moving beyond the tinted windows and the limousine in motion, I sat statuesque trying to contemplate my next move. 

Alton removed my phone and gave me back my purse. 

I held my tongue, as I’d been taught to do, as he turned off its power and placed it in his pocket. Though my thoughts were filled with too many things to register, Chelsea’s text message came to mind. I hadn’t erased it. If Alton turned on the phone, he’d see it. 

“Alton,” I tried for my most respectful tone. “Please tell me about my mother.”

He leaned back against the seat, seemingly composing his response. “Your time in New York is done. Your mother wanted a Christmas wedding. I think if Suzy gets started on the plans, it can still be accomplished. The only variable will be if Adelaide is well enough to attend.” Alton sighed, cocked his head to the side. With a straight-lipped grin, he added, “I suppose that’s up to you. 

“Welcome home, Alexandria.”
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The end of DECEPTION… 

Find out what happens next in ENTRAPMENT
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Coming September 13, 2016, the continuing story of Charli and Nox, the Montagues and Demetris. Deals and agreements loom like shadows in Montague Manor. What will happen as promises are broken and choices are lost? 

Can and will love survive ENTRAPMENT?

 

Book #4 of the five-book Infidelity series, ENTRAPMENT, by Aleatha Romig.

Pre-order from Amazon.
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LEND IT: Did you enjoy DECEPTION? Do you have a friend who’d enjoy DECEPTION? DECEPTION may be lent one time. Sharing is caring!

 

 

RECOMMEND IT: Do you have multiple friends who’d enjoy DECEPTION? Tell them about it! Call, text, post, tweet… your recommendation is the nicest gift you can give to an author!
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Do you love Aleatha’s writing? Do you want to know the latest about Infidelity? Consequences? Tales From the Dark Side? and Aleatha’s new series coming in 2016 from Thomas and Mercer?

Do you like EXCLUSIVE content (never released scenes, never released excerpts, and more)? Would you like the monthly chance to win prizes (signed books and gift cards)? Then sign up today for Aleatha’s monthly newsletter and stay informed on all things Aleatha Romig.

 

Sign up for Aleatha’s NEWSLETTER: 

(recipients receive exclusive material and offers)

 

You can also find Aleatha@

 

Check out her website: http://aleatharomig.wix.com/aleatha

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AleathaRomig

Twitter: https://twitter.com/AleathaRomig

Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5131072.Aleatha_Romig

Instagram: http://instagram.com/aleatharomig

Email Aleatha: aleatharomig@gmail.com
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“The snare is set—leaving friendships, lives, and futures dangling in the balance”

 

 

 

ENTRAPMENT continues the epic new romantic suspense series INFIDELITY, featuring Lennox “Nox” Demetri, Alexandria “Charli” Collins, the Montagues, and the Demetris.

 

The thrills, heat, and suspense continue to add up…

 

 

One chance meeting

plus… 

One sexy, possessive alpha and one spunky, determined heroine 

plus… 

One week of uncontainable, unbridled passion

plus… 

One impulsive decision 

times… 
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divided by… 

The sum of intertwining pasts, lies, and broken rules 

equals… 

 

 

ENTRAPMENT

 

 

“Infidelity - it isn’t what you think”

 

 

Don’t miss this latest novel in the Infidelity series from New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Aleatha Romig. The classic twists, turns, deceptions, and devotions will have readers on the edge of their seats, discovering answers that continue to pose questions. Be ready to swoon one minute and scream the next. 

 

Have you been Aleatha’d?

 

ENTRAPMENT is the fourth of five full-length novels in the INFIDELITY series: Betrayal, Cunning, Deception, Entrapment, and Fidelity.

 

*This series does not advocate nor does it condone cheating.
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SIGNATURE CRIMSON FLOWED upward from the starched white collar of his shirt as Alton Fitzgerald stopped midstep and turned my direction. “It appears as though the prodigal daughter has returned.”

I didn’t stop walking until I was right before him. “I want to see her.”

“You’ll have to understand that I have no intentions of slaying a fatted calf on this occasion simply because you’ve decided to grace us with your presence.”

“What happened?” I asked.

He looked over my shoulder toward the SUV as a limousine pulled past it and up to the edge of the walkway. 

I turned back to see both Clayton and Deloris standing beside the SUV, looking as though they were both ready to run in my direction. 

“Come home and we’ll discuss this. Alone,” he emphasized the last word. 

“Discuss it now. I don’t want to go back to the manor. I want to see my mother.”

Alton’s tone lowered. “You see, Alexandria, that’s the problem. For too long you’ve been coddled. Your days of getting what you want are over. It’s time you acquiesced to your future, the same way Laide did.” 

I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course you don’t. You’ve been too wrapped up in your own frivolities to worry about what’s important. Perhaps if you hadn’t been off in New York, you would have been able to help your mother. Now her fate is in my hands.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

I cringed as he reached toward me and placed a hand on my shoulder. My stomach turned as he inclined his face closer to mine and his warm, putrid breath filled my nose. 

“Turn around, Alexandria.”

I did, not because I wanted to obey him, but because I needed to breathe fresh air. Brantley was standing near the open door to the limousine. 

Alton spoke near my ear, his hand still holding my shoulder. “If you want to see your mother, or if she has a chance of ever being released from this facility, you will get in that car and do as you’re told.”

I looked back toward Deloris and Clayton. 

“Alexandria, I won’t ask again.”

My eyes closed, blocking out the afternoon sun as I clenched my teeth and shook his hand away. With a deep breath, I took one step and then another. As I walked the plank to my own death, I said goodbye to Charli.

Alexandria nodded to Brantley and climbed into the backseat of the limousine. 

Before the door was shut, encasing us in the cool, dim interior, my phone vibrated with an incoming call. 

“Give me your purse,” Alton said with his hand extended. 

I lifted my sunglasses to the top of my head and stared. “What? No.”

Tears prickled my eyes and I turned quickly as my face stung from the slap of his palm against my cheek. 

What the hell?

I sent daggers flying from my eyes as I blinked away the moisture. 

“Your mother is no longer a factor. Listen to me the first time and I won’t need to be sure of your attention.” Alton extended his hand again. “I don’t repeat myself.”

When I didn’t move, he reached for my purse, his glare daring me to stop him. 

Stupid! Why did I get into this car?

With the scenery moving beyond the tinted windows and the limousine in motion, I sat statuesque, trying to contemplate my next move. 

Alton removed my phone and gave me back my purse. 

I held my tongue, as I’d been taught to do, as he turned off its power and placed it in his pocket. Though my thoughts were filled with too many things to register, Chelsea’s text message came to mind. I hadn’t erased it. If Alton turned on the phone, he’d see it. 

“Alton,” I tried for my most respectful tone. “Please tell me about my mother.”

He leaned back against the seat, seemingly composing his response. “Your time in New York is done. Your mother wanted a Christmas wedding. I think if Suzy gets started on the plans, it can still be accomplished. The only variable will be if Adelaide is well enough to attend.” Alton sighed, cocked his head to the side. With a straight-lipped grin, he added, “I suppose that’s up to you. 

“Welcome home, Alexandria.”
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I TRIED TO process Alton’s words… 

Christmas wedding.

Suzy.

His question…

Will Adelaide be well enough to attend?

And finally, his declaration…

Welcome home. 

The words formed phrases in my native language. I understood each one individually, but not combined. Their meaning—in the order spoken—was beyond my comprehension. With the sting of his slap still tingling on my cheek, I pressed my lips together and waited for more, for him to explain what he’d said, what he’d decreed. 

I’d played this game too many times—I knew the rules and the outcomes. My few winning moments had come in my mother’s presence. She wasn’t here. I was alone with Alton in the moving limousine. Not completely alone, because Brantley was behind the clouded glass, though no matter the reason, he’d never intervene. 

I swallowed my thoughts and retorts. They’d only earn me another slap. Even in times of confusion, the old me—the one who understood her predicament—knew that if I were to survive, self-preservation and common sense needed to overrule impulse. 

Now that I’d willingly entered Alton’s trap, survival was my new goal. 

The wheels of the limousine turned and time passed, but Alton didn’t offer anything more. No explanation. No enlightenment. 

With each ticking second, the silence loomed around us, settling like a cloud. The muted hum of tires against the pavement drowned out our breathing. There were no words or piped-in music; even Brantley remained silent, his silhouette beyond the clouded window barely moving. It was as if most of the world had stopped, leaving me a captive unable to affect the future. 

Mile after mile, the car continued forward, undoubtedly taking us to Montague Manor, away from life and—almost literally—toward death. Charli couldn’t live behind the iron gates and tall stone walls. She wouldn’t survive. 

Summoning Alexandria, I turned toward my mother’s husband. His lips thinned as his attention moved from the side window to the screen of his phone. Though I stared, not once did his beady eyes turn my way or his words offer an explanation. By the smug satisfaction in his expression, he appeared confident that he had my acceptance or at the very least, my compliance. My neck straightened as I realized that in my stepfather’s mind, I’d already acquiesced to my future as my mother had done. 

What the hell did that even mean?

Taking a deep breath, I lifted my chin. “Will you explain yourself?”

His gaze turned my direction as his smile faded. “My mistake. I assumed a Stanford graduate would understand a simple statement. But by all means, Alexandria, I can dumb it down for you. After all, I’ve been doing that for your mother for the last twenty years.”

Copper coated my tongue as I applied the pressure necessary to bite back my retort. 

“As I stated,” he offered in a most condescending tone, “we will discuss this at length once we’re home.”

Stifling my disgust, I called on my childhood training and did my best to equal his patronizing pitch. “Perhaps I need to make this simple for you also. You see, I have a home, in New York. I have classes and a boyfriend. Despite what you assume, I can’t acquiesce to anything that will interfere with any of that.”

Instead of being offended, Alton smirked. “It’s you who doesn’t seem to understand. Alexandria, you don’t have a choice.”

This can’t be real. 

I continued to stare, waiting for the telltale crimson to rise from his collar. In some strange way, its absence frightened me more than its predictable presence. The anger, his normal barometer, was gone. In its place was an arrogant confidence that sent a chill down my spine. 

“Do you have anything to say?” Alton Fitzgerald asked. 

To an outsider, his question could be construed as an offer of enlightenment. That wasn’t what my stepfather was doing. His inquiry served no other purpose than to bait me into saying something—anything—to warrant another of his slaps. 

Taking a deep breath, I tried for another angle. “Please, tell me about my mother.”

“In due time.” 

Suddenly, I startled. A shrill ring filled the interior of the limousine. As Alton reached for his phone, he nodded my direction, pressed his pale lips together, and wordlessly silenced me. 

“Hello, Suzy.”

Suzanna Spencer was Bryce’s mother and my mother’s best friend. Would Suzanna tell me what was happening? Surely she was worried about my mother. That had to be why she was calling Alton.

With a conscious effort to appear as though I wasn’t listening, I turned toward the window. The muscles of my neck tightened as the scenery beyond the glass became increasingly familiar. No longer near Savannah’s city proper, the roads were now more rural. Canopies of trees created dimmed tunnels as Brantley swiftly drove us in and out of sunlight. 

Mulling over each of Alton’s responses, I searched for a morsel of information. With each statement, I came up empty. Each sentence, each response, was calculated and well thought out. 

As the strobe of light continued to illuminate, I contemplated what I’d been told thus far. Both my mother and Jane had mentioned that things in Savannah were changing; however, with each mile we moved nearer to Montague Manor, I knew that wasn’t true. 

Settlers created these paths hundreds of years ago. Horses and wagon wheels had carved the Georgia clay, their tracks making what would later become today’s paved and pristine roads. Though the settlers wouldn’t recognize the current hardened black surfaces, the trees lining the route were still the same. 

It was another example of the Savannah way: change without actual change. 

Alton continued his conversation with his back toward the car’s back window, leaving me seated to his left. My seat faced the side, directly across from the door that had led to my current imprisonment. My gaze wandered from window to window. 

My lips came together as I suppressed a gasp and my pulse quickened. I shouldn’t have been surprised by what I saw in my peripheral vision, but I was. My childhood had a way of doing that—isolating me—but from where I sat I could see from the corner of my eye that I wasn’t alone. A few car lengths behind the limousine was Clayton’s black SUV. 

What did Deloris think she could do, run the gate at Montague Manor? 

That would never happen. Alton’s employees were too well trained. They’d never let Deloris and Clayton pass. 

I clutched my purse, wishing for my phone. If only I could send a text… let Deloris know not to try. Her efforts would be futile, possibly instigating other problems. 

Why hadn’t I shared more with her about the operations of Montague Manor? 

Then again, there was a part of me that wanted her to try, wanting her and Clayton to storm the gate. I imagined the guards calling the police. When they arrived, I’d tell them the truth—that I’d been taken against my will and my mother was in danger. In the story forming in my head, the good people would win and the bad ones would lose. 

That was how fantasies worked. 

This wasn’t a fantasy or a fairytale.

This was Montague—I knew too well that the bad would win. They always did. 

Alton’s conversation went on as I continued to try to glean any news of my mother. Other than a comment or two saying he’d tell Suzy about that situation later, nothing about my mother was mentioned. He mentioned Bryce’s name but not Chelsea’s. 

Momentarily I closed my eyes and tried to decipher the puzzle being laid before me. Pieces were being moved, but I couldn’t make out their destination. 

For only a second before Alton powered off my phone, I’d seen the screen. It was Deloris’s name. She’d been the one who’d called, undoubtedly wanting answers, wondering what I’d done by getting into this car and why I’d done it. I wanted to believe she was talking to Nox, messaging him, or somehow relating what had happened. 

Why did I get in this car?

The question ate at my insides until a hole remained. 

It was a familiar void, one I’d carried for most of my life, one that up until recently, allowed me to cope and survive. It took away my emotions. I worked to fill my lungs, to fill the emptiness with air. I would survive. I’ve done it before. 

But this time was different. This time I had help. Though Alton may believe I was alone, I wasn’t.

Nox was with me. 

I reached for my necklace and ran the platinum cage up and down the chain. He may not be with me physically, but he was there. I was with him—a small dot on his phone, but there nonetheless. 

Nox knew many of my secrets, my shadows, and he still loved me. I loved him. That was something that I’d never before had. It was something my mother never had. The knowledge that I did—I do—gave me strength. 

The void inside of me shrank as Nox’s love rushed through my veins and swirled with my own regret. I opened my eyes, wishing I could go back in time. Wishing I could undo my decision to get in this car. 

Suddenly, I stiffened my neck, straightened my shoulders, and held my breath. It was the involuntary response to the simple movement of Alton’s arm. 

The corner of his lips rose. His gray gaze momentarily met mine as he dramatically lifted his wrist and pulled back the cuff of his suit coat. “We should be to the manor in less than ten minutes,” he spoke into his phone. “Have everyone assembled in my office. I’m done with this farce.”

I exhaled as he disconnected his call, mad at my own show of weakness. My flinch had shown vulnerability. I needed to be strong if I held a chance of saving my mother. 

With a thin grin, wide enough to expose his stained teeth, Alton reached out and patted my knee. “Patience, as soon as we get back to the manor, Father will explain everything.”

I fought back the rebuttal and concentrated on the reason I’d gotten into the car. I zeroed in on my mother. Alton could say whatever he wanted about my future. It wasn’t his to decide. However, what he’d said about my mother’s fate was accurate. As her husband, her future was in his hands. No doubt he had the legal documentation to back his power. 

He already had power over her shares of Montague. How difficult would it be for him to obtain more, the power to make all of her decisions, especially if she’d been deemed legally ill? 

There was so much I needed to know. 

Who admitted her to Magnolia Woods?

From some of my reading, I knew that the legalities changed if someone admitted him- or herself to a facility as opposed to being committed by another. 

“My mother?” I asked again.

“You see, she has a problem.”

I waited. 

“As time passed and your mother requested your return, she became more and more distraught.” It was the same word my mother had used when I questioned her about Bryce’s accusations that she was ill. “None of us realized the extent to which she’d fallen, the state of depression that she was in. Perhaps it was because your mother never complained. We didn’t see it until it was too late.”

“What do you mean too late?”

“Her behavior became…” He paused. “…odd. Very unlike the Laide we all knew. She drank more than usual, but not only that. It wasn’t just the constant wine—that wasn’t out of character. It was that she suffered more and more headaches and asked Dr. Beck for stronger and stronger painkillers.”

My lips pressed together as he doled out small bits of information. 

“She stopped taking the medicine the doctor prescribed, the one that kept her migraines away. We can only suspect it was because she wanted the stronger drugs.”

I shook my head. “She’s always drank, but she’s always handled it well.”

“There were a few incidents.” He laid his head against the seat. “I almost hate to tell you.”

My mouth dried. “What? What incidents?”

“Laide began hallucinating. She’d drive somewhere, refusing to be driven, and then not know where she was. She started to forget, well, everything and fabricated tales that made no sense at all. This hospitalization is for her own good.”

“Did she agree to Magnolia Woods herself? Was this her idea?”

Alton scoffed. “It’s obvious that the simplest of decisions are now beyond her ability. Dressing, showering, eating…”

My chest ached. It was clear that she hadn’t admitted herself. “Please, I want to see her.”

He shook his head. “She wouldn’t know you.”

“What do you mean she wouldn’t know me? I’m her daughter.”

“The doctors say that it’ll take time. The combination of drugs and alcohol can’t be stopped suddenly; the withdrawals could be life-threatening. She’s lost weight and cutting off what her body craves would be dangerous for her heart.”

“Her heart? She’s never had heart problems.”

His eyes narrowed. “Alexandria, how well do you really know what’s going on with your mother? Maybe if you’d done as she requested, if you’d come home, gone to Savannah Law, or been here, you might have seen the signs. You might have seen them earlier than we did. But you didn’t. You were selfish and now… now the narcotics have damaged her heart and mind.”

Tears welled in my eyes as I tried to remember recent conversations. I sought anything that could refute what he said, but I couldn’t think of one rebuttal. In the recent past, my mother had seemed scattered. She’d said things about duty and information, about changes… none of it made sense. That didn’t mean I’d thought she was losing touch with reality. I’d thought she was desperate. Maybe she was. Maybe she needed me and I didn’t hear the reality behind her pleas. 

“Thank you.”

His brows rose. “Yes?”

“For telling me.” I knew how to play this damn game. “Please let me see her. I don’t care if she doesn’t know me. I want to be there for her now.”

“New York?”

I wanted to say that it wouldn’t go away. 

I prayed that if I spoke to Dr. Renaud, my opportunities would remain at Columbia. I wanted to believe that Nox would support my decision to help my mother, but I didn’t know if any of that were true. “I’ll contact Columbia. They offer teleconferencing of lectures. I only have another month of this semester before finals.” The accommodating words tasted vile on my tongue. “And then if I have to, I can look into transferring to Savannah.”

“There’s more,” Alton said, “things that you’ll soon understand, but for now, that’s a start.”

Just as I began to believe I’d done what I needed to do, said what I’d needed to say, if only to buy me some time until I could get to my mother, Alton’s tone changed. 

“I expect to be obeyed.”

The dreadful taste left behind by my vile acceptance of my near future bubbled from my stomach to my throat. I shivered at the finality of Alton’s decree.

“I may not be your father,” he went on, “but you will, from this point on, show me the respect that comes with that title. No one sees Adelaide, except through me. There have been decisions made in the past that affect your future as well as your mother’s and Montague’s. It’s not within your ability to argue these decisions. They’re done.”

The car slowed as the large iron gate moved to the side. I fought the urge to look through the back window to see if Clayton and Deloris were still behind the limousine. I feared that if I did, I’d alert Alton.

“They won’t be allowed in,” he said with more than a hint of disdain. “Ever.”

My heart sank as I turned to the back window and watched the gate close. The limousine’s tires bounced against the long driveway as we moved beneath the giant oak trees. 

“When we enter the manor,” he continued, “go directly to my office. Suzy and Bryce will be there. I have a few things to discuss with the front guards. Remember what I said. Your refusals and disrespectful tone are done. Don’t make me refocus your attention again.”

I fought the nausea twisting in my gut as the car came to a stop on the circular cobblestone driveway.

Before the door opened, Alton leaned closer, his hand once again on my knee. “In each directive, Alexandria, I want you to ask yourself two questions.”

His words were heavy chains, securing my obedience as well as my captivity. I didn’t dare speak for if I did, I’d surely say something I’d regret, something to cause him to refocus me. 

“Ask yourself,” he went on, “do I want to see my mother? And do I want her to get better?”

The door opposite me opened, flooding the interior with light. Though it came with a blast of warm Georgia autumn air, my flesh prickled with a familiar chill. 

Before I could move or speak, Alton squeezed my knee. “I’m waiting.”

Swallowing the bile, I replied, “I want to see her and I want her better.”

“Very well. Remember that.” He motioned for me to get out first. 

Lowering my sunglasses over my eyes, I accepted Brantley’s hand. 

“Welcome home, Miss Alexandria.”

Not acknowledging his words, I looked up and up toward the tall walls filled with windows. There was no need to correct the name Brantley had used to address me. Instead, I forced myself forward, step by step, as my flat shoes moved over the cobblestone toward the opening front door. 


[image: ]

 

 

 

DETONATIONS OF RED.

Flashes of white.

Explosions—visible to only me—momentarily hindered my vision. Blinking, I tried to make sense of Deloris’s text message. 

“ALEX GOT INTO A CAR WITH ALTON FITZGERALD. WE ARE FOLLOWING.”

Though the plane ascended higher and higher, my heart fell to an abyss, the place where my stomach used to be. 

I read it again.

The words refused to change.

Emotions boiled within me, creating a turbulent concoction capable of destruction. I looked toward the small window, expecting to see swirling clouds, but saw only the deceiving blueness of a complacent sky. Despite the misleading calm, disbelief, hurt, and rage swirled through my body, rushing through my blood, tightening my chest, and weakening my knees. Unconsciously, my fingers balled, creating fists that needed to connect with something—with anything—as I increased the pressure on the phone. Surely it would crack and shatter.

I read the words again and again. 

They didn’t make sense. 

Charli wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t willingly get into her stepfather’s car. 

Something terrible had happened. 

I’d witnessed her apprehension and disgust when it came to Alton Fitzgerald. She’d shared her fears and some of her stories. He was the other devil, the one she spoke of. No matter what he’d done to her or not done to her in the past, being with him was dangerous. She knew that and so did I. 

Charli wouldn’t willingly go with him, not after she’d promised me she’d stay safe. 

I clenched my teeth, hearing her words in my mind, her promises… her lies. 

When she refused to wait for me for this trip to Savannah, Charli had promised she’d stay with Deloris. 

According to this text message, she hadn’t. 

That’s what the words on my screen were telling me. Deloris’s message confirmed that Charli had done the one thing I forbade her from doing. She’d put the one person whom I’d entrusted to her care in danger.

She’d willingly sacrificed herself. 

I needed to understand why. 

I needed to speak to her, but I couldn’t. 

Since the plane had just left the ground, I couldn’t make a call until we were high enough for the Wi-Fi to be activated; however, that didn’t stop my rant. Pounding the tabletop before me with the butt of my fist, a tirade of words spewed forth. The outburst, infused with obscenities, echoed uselessly through the cabin. 

Wisely, Isaac remained quiet, rightfully assuming I’d share more when I was ready. The flight attendant, though, was new. She didn’t know me. 

“Mr. Demetri, is everything all right?” she asked, her eyes bigger than dinner plates as she hurried around a wall and moved toward me. With each step she teetered one way and then the next, her body thrown off balance as the plane continued its ascent. 

“No! Nothing is all right. Go sit down before you fall. There’s nothing you can do.”

“Sir,” she said, looking down at the phone still in my hand. “If we’re not yet out of the range of cell towers, we will be soon, but once we have Wi-Fi you’ll be able to Face Time.”

I reined in what little self-control still remained. This wasn’t my first flight. “I’m aware.”

“However, if you don’t want to wait, the plane has a satellite phone. Would you like to use that?”

What? Why didn’t I think of that?

Because I’m too stunned to process. 

“Yes. Get it right away.”

Her knees buckled as she maneuvered toward the cockpit, her hands supporting her one way and then the other. 

“I’M CALLING ON THE SATELLITE PHONE. I WANT DETAILS!”

I sent the text to Deloris, not caring if it would send or if she would get it. Just pushing the letters gave me something to do. 

As soon as the flight attendant placed the satellite phone in my hand, I began dialing the longer-than-normal string of numbers. With each second that I waited for the connection, my blood pressure rose another notch. The rush coursing through my veins filled my ears with an internal roar, muting the engine’s drone. 

Ring. 

Ring.

Ring.

“You have reached—”

Though the plane continued its climb, at the sound of her voice, my stomach took another nosedive. Hitting the disconnect button, I called Mrs. Witt. She probably should have been my first call, but I needed to try to reach Charli. I wanted to know that I could. 

Now, I knew that I couldn’t. 

As the satellite phone again waited to connect, I reached for my own phone and pushed the app on Charli’s tracker. 

Nothing. 

My mind reasoned that it wasn’t because she was unreachable. She may have gotten into a car, but she wouldn’t take off the necklace. There was nothing on the app, because we didn’t yet have Wi-Fi access and the cellular service was unavailable. 

As soon as the satellite phone began to ring, Deloris answered, “Lennox we’re following her…” 

“What the hell happened? Where is she? Where is that bastard taking her? Why the fuck did she get in his car? Why didn’t you stop her? Did he threaten her?”

“She’s a few hundred yards ahead of us on the street. We’re making our way out of the city. According to her tracker, her heart rate is elevated, but otherwise, we believe she’s safe. According to the GPS it seems as though we’re headed toward her home.”

“Her home?” I asked incredulously. “No, Deloris, her home is in New York.”

“Her family home,” she corrected. “I told her not to go to him. I called after her. I’ve told you before that Alex has a mind of her own.”

“Did he force her? Where the fuck was Clayton?”

“He was here. He still is—with me. We were merely a few feet away. She insisted on talking to Mr. Fitzgerald. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but I imagine it was about her mother.” Deloris spoke fast, barely taking a breath between each statement. “She’s a patient at a facility called Magnolia Woods. They said she is stable, but I couldn’t get any further information. I’m working on accessing their database. The staff refused to allow Alex access to her mother. 

“Alex was right to assume it was Mr. Fitzgerald’s doing. He was there. I spoke with him briefly. He refused to do more than that. He made it clear that Alex wouldn’t be allowed in unless through him. I was about to explain that all to her when he came out of the facility. She didn’t listen—”

“And you…?” I interrupted. 

“We observed her conversation from a safe distance, but as soon as she stepped toward the open car door, we both went after her. Lennox, it happened quickly. By the time we reached the car, the doors were closed and it was moving. We hurried back to our car and followed. We are following.”

“Have you called her?”

“Of course. I called immediately. She didn’t answer. I’ve tried several more times and it goes straight to voicemail.”

“I tried, too. I can’t even see her tracker app.”

“I can,” Deloris reassured me. “Like I said, other than elevated heart rate, her vitals appear normal.”

I leaned back and closed my eyes. Behind my lids I saw her—my Charli. A collage of images bombarded my thoughts. As if we were still together, I saw her, still sleeping this morning in our bed. The image helped me breathe. My chest rose and fell as I recalled her scent, flowers and perfume, the perfect mixture. I hadn’t awakened her. Instead, I’d slipped from the warmth of the covers to let her sleep. She didn’t need to wake as early and I had things to do. 

Even after my workout, she was still asleep. She’d been working diligently this last week on something for class, something that took most of her time. I’d never questioned or demanded more of her. Law school was too important to her. That made it important to me.

The rock forming in the pit of my stomach hardened. What would happen? What would this mean for her classes? What did that asshole of a stepfather have planned? 

“Deloris,” I said when her end of the line went silent, “get her. I don’t give a damn what you have to do. Run their fucking car off the road. I don’t care. Just get her.”

“Do you have any idea of the repercussions of something like that? The Fitzgeralds are powerful. I’m not saying more so than the Demetris. I’m saying it’s different.”

“I don’t give a fuck!” 

The flight attendant peered around a wall near the front of the plane and just as quickly disappeared. 

“We’re in Savannah. This is their world. Let us follow. We’ll try to get in, but I’ve seen pictures of her home. It’s very well protected.”

“From the outside,” I said. 

“What does that mean?”

“It means, she doesn’t want to be there. It means she’s safer outside of that prison. That’s what she calls it. Deloris, we can’t leave her there.”

“I’ll do all I can.”

“Do more. And have a car waiting for me. If you’re not allowed in, I’ll get in. I won’t stop until she’s in my arms.”

And then, after I’ve held her tight and reassured her that everything will be okay, I’ll redden her perfect ass for putting herself in danger and frightening everyone.

“Do it!” I yelled, interrupting something Deloris had been saying. 

Disconnecting the signal from the satellite phone, I checked my cell phone. The Wi-Fi was now working. With only a sweep of my finger, I opened her tracker app and found her blue dot. 

Fuck! It was moving. The GPS zeroed in, allowing a map to materialize around the dot. I sat helplessly as the blue dot moved along Georgia roads. 

“I’m coming to get you, Charli. And then…”

The blue dot slowed, yet at the bottom of the screen I could see that her pulse was increasing.

I enlarged the map, zeroing in on her location. 

The dot moved again. It was a private lane. 

Deloris was right. That bastard took her back to Montague Manor. 

I sent a message via Facetime. 

“I CAN SEE SHE’S AT MONTAGUE MANOR. LET ME KNOW IF YOU GET IN.”
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EACH STEP WAS a piece of every nightmare I’d ever had. 

Though my exterior remained calm, the perfect Montague, my insides twisted and pushed upward… filling my throat with the acrid taste of dread. I swallowed continuously as I put one foot in front of the other. I inhaled as a sense of drowning overwhelmed me. Looking around, I knew that no one within the manor would throw me a life raft. I was alone in a sea of people. 

Eyes peered my way briefly before looking respectfully down. The walls of the grand entryway were lined with Montague staff, obedient soldiers at their posts, reinforcing Alton’s unquestioned command. People I recognized—both from my past as well as my last visit—and many more that I didn’t stood at their positions, creating a path toward Alton’s office. 

“Hello, Miss Alexandria.” 

“Welcome home, Miss Alexandria.” 

My anxiety built with each greeting. Knots upon knots formed in my stomach as my heart raced. Pressing my lips together, I dutifully nodded toward the familiar and unfamiliar faces. Memories in this same hall—of my haircut as well as other injustices—flashed through my thoughts momentarily, mixing the past with the present. Each recollection was a cue, well played by my stepfather, to reinforce that this was his domain and in it everyone bowed to him. 

My designated path through the foyer took me past the grand stairs and toward Alton’s office. With each step I lost a shred of my newfound independence. The pieces were breadcrumbs that could lead me out… but breadcrumbs were transient and easily swept away. Soon they’d disappear, just like Charli. 

I straightened my shoulders. Alexandria Charles Montague Collins was home.

Seeing the last member of the staff positioned near the door to Alton’s office made my feet still. The lump that had formed in my throat burst as tears teetered on my lids. Her dark eyes said volumes, yet not a word was initially spoken. 

This wasn’t the place or the time. 

I knew that. 

Nevertheless, with everything inside of me, I longed to fall against Jane’s chest and be wrapped in her embrace. 

“Not yet, child. We will. We’ll talk. I’ll help. I always have.” 

Her rich supporting tone filled me, though her lips never moved. No one else heard her encouragement; it wasn’t spoken with her lips but with her heart. Yet through our connection, I heard every word. Not only heard, but I took it in, willing it to give me the strength to continue.

Nodding ever so slightly, I lifted my chin. 

Let the dog-and-pony show begin. 

Jane nodded. Not enough that most would notice, but I saw. 

Swallowing past the dryness in my mouth while wishing away the moisture in my eyes, I stood before the large door. 

“Miss Alex, I’ll get your room ready.”

Her true voice washed through me, a river of warmth in this cold, dark place. I turned toward Jane. Alex. Unlike every other greeting, she’d called me Alex. 

“Thank you, Jane. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Our gazes met in silent communication as the door to Alton’s office opened, diverting my attention.

“Alexandria, come in,” Suzanna’s voice cut in, taking away the warmth and insulation of Jane’s greeting. Something in Suzanna’s tone was different. I couldn’t pinpoint it, but if she were heartbroken over my mother, in that millisecond I didn’t sense it. 

While I debated my greeting, I stepped through the threshold and stopped. 

Nothing could have prepared me for whom I saw. 

Standing near the large windows was the one person I never expected to see in my house, not without my invitation. As she turned my direction, I scanned my best friend. Out of context, people and things become unfamiliar. How, after four years of living side by side with the woman before me, could she suddenly seem a stranger? 

I didn’t know nor could I fathom. 

Silently, indignantly, her posture straightened. Her petite, toned body, modestly covered with a pink linen dress, stiffened. The simple but elegant dress hugged all the right places. It was lovely, but not a style she’d ever before worn. Her hair, now a shade of auburn, was smartly twisted behind her head, and her shoes were the perfect accessory. Around her neck was a simple string of pearls. 

Chelsea Moore was beautiful. 

She always had been in my eyes. 

Yet today was different. Staring back at me wasn’t my best friend, but a sad, haunting reflection. If we’d been dressed to match, I may have even entertained the idea that I wasn’t seeing her, but my own image reflecting in the large window. 

However, the day wasn’t done. The sun outside was still shining and the windows weren’t dark. The room went silent as we stared at one another. In her hazel stare were too many emotions to register.

I was here, in Savannah, in Montague Manor, because of her text message. Yet in that moment my overwhelming thought was relief that I’d finally found her. I had visual confirmation that she was well. The other people in the room, Bryce and Suzanna, faded into the surrounding mist as I hurried toward Chelsea. 

“Oh my God, Chelsea.” I reached for her shoulders and pulled her close. 

Her head shook as she stiffly accepted my embrace. 

I pushed her to arm’s length. “What the hell is going on?”

“Alex… Alexandria,” she corrected. “I’m sorry.” Never had she called me by my birth name. 

Bryce stepped closer. “It’s nice of you to finally join us.”

The small hairs on the back of my neck stood to attention at his greeting. He sounded more like Alton than himself. The knots in my stomach tangled tighter. This was a fucking nightmare, one I didn’t see ending soon. 

“Yes, Alexandria, welcome home.” Suzanna’s greeting returned the entire room to focus. 

I moved my gaze from Chelsea to Bryce to Suzanna and finally to the room. Everything was the same as it had always been. The unchanged bookcases covered the walls while heavy draperies fell beside the windows. It was but another piece of the Montague fortune, regal and ostentatious. 

To me the beauty was absent. It had never been present. In my mind, the ornate woodwork and bold regal colors were muted by shadows. Never had I held the appropriate esteem for the finery of Montague Manor. It wasn’t a mansion. It wasn’t beautiful. It was a prison and the reality was too overpowering to ignore: I was once again its prisoner. 

My chest expanded, pushing my breasts toward my blouse, but I couldn’t inhale. Something had changed. As I struggled to fill my lungs, I realized it was the air. It felt different. 

Is that even possible? Does air feel like anything? Can it be felt? 

It wasn’t as if a breeze blew. On the contrary, the air in Alton’s office was still, heavy, and stagnant. 

As I looked around the room at the occupants and the surroundings, they all moved. I once again had the sensation of being the odd person out, the only one without stage cues. This time I wanted them. I wanted a script in my hand or a teleprompter in the corner—anything for direction. 

Hell, I’d take a damn compass. 

My phone had a compass, but Alton still had that.

Coming to my rescue, Suzanna motioned toward the long table. “Dear, let’s all sit. Your father will be here soon.”

I shook my head. “Suzanna, what can you tell me about my mother?”

“It’s good that you’re here. She needs you.”

“What does that mean? Alton said she’s… she’s mixed up?”

Suzanna reached for my hand. “Alexandria, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but she’s delusional. I suppose as her friend, I should have seen it. I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

Without giving it too much thought, I pulled back the heavy chair—my assigned seat—and sat. “For how long?”

Suzanna’s lips came together and her eyes dimmed. “That’s the thing, we aren’t sure. Now we’re questioning everything. Has she said anything to you that seemed out of the ordinary?”

As I contemplated our last few conversations, Bryce sat at the far end of the table and Chelsea sat a few chairs down from me. As Suzanna hovered near my mother’s seat—the place a Montague had always sat—the arrangement felt wrong. 

“Can you think of anything that she may have said that seemed odd?” Bryce asked, rephrasing his mother’s question. 

My head moved from side to side as I stared at him. “Why are you here? And you?” I asked Chelsea. “I mean, fine, Suzanna, you’re Momma’s best friend, but I don’t—”

“Family, dear,” Suzanna said, lowering herself to my mother’s seat. “We’re all fam—”

“That’s my mother’s—”

“And we were asked to be here,” Bryce added before I could make my protest known. 

“Told to be,” Chelsea muttered under her breath. 

By the way Bryce turned toward her and his expression flashed, he’d also heard her. 

“Wait,” I said. “I want answers.” No longer content to stay seated, I pushed my chair backward and stood. “This isn’t from my mother, but from… Facebook… news articles… what the hell is the deal with the two of you?”

Chelsea’s chest rose as her chin fell. The stagnant silence resumed until Bryce met my gaze.

“We’re glad you’re home. I love you.”

I placed my hands on the table. Wrinkling my nose, I narrowed my eyes and stared his direction, as if by squinting I could understand his words. “Obviously,” I mocked. 

“No, Alexandria, I do. I always have.” He looked at Chelsea. “She knows. I never lied to her. But you wouldn’t talk to me. You wouldn’t respond to me. Over the last four years I traveled many times to California to see you.”

He what? 

“During those trips, Chelsea met with me. She would tell me that you didn’t want to see me, explaining how busy you were.” 

He laid his arm on the table toward Chelsea. Though her gaze hadn’t looked up from the table, she lifted her hand and placed it in the palm of his. As their fingers intertwined, he continued, “We grew close. It’s been going on for a few years. We never intended for it to go this far, but well, I had to explain to the courts that I couldn’t possibly be the person responsible for Melissa’s disappearance. I was in California with Chelsea.”

“What?” 

He lifted her hand and brought her knuckles to his lips. The action revived the knots in my stomach, tightening and re-forming in gaggles of tangles. 

“Didn’t Melissa go missing around the same time that Chelsea was hurt? Do you know who hurt her?” I asked.

Still, my best friend’s gaze stayed fixed upon the table. 

“I know that I was glad I was there for her,” Bryce said. “I only wish I wouldn’t have left her alone that night.”

“B-but you called me from Atlanta the next day. I remember your saying that. I was in the airport on the way to see her. You couldn’t have been in California.”

“I was. I lied. We still didn’t want you to know.”

My knees gave out as I slid back to the chair. “Chels? Tell me. You’ve never lied to me. Bryce has. I want to hear it from you.”

A tear fell from her hazel eyes as she finally met my gaze. “I’m sorry. I have lied to you.”

A weight landed on my chest, its heaviness crushing me as I scrabbled for breath. 

“Do you two…? Do you love each other?”

“I told you,” Bryce said. “I love you. I always will.”

“What the fuck? You’re a pig. You’re holding her hand and professing your love for me? That doesn’t make any sense. And you’re some sick fuck if you think it does.”

“Alexandria! Language,” Suzanna reprimanded.

I momentarily turned toward my mother’s friend. After only a second, I shook my head dismissively and turned back to Chelsea. 

“I don’t believe you.”

“It’s true,” Chelsea confirmed. 

I tried to recall, but the pieces weren’t fitting together. “But in your hospital room, you said he was there and that you didn’t recognize—”

“I knew you’d run into him in the lobby. I wanted to throw you off.”

“No, no… this isn’t right. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Why?” Bryce asked defensively. “You can be screwing someone on the side, but I can’t?”

“Are you kidding me? Lennox isn’t on the side.” My volume rose with each phrase. “And besides, you’ve been screwing people on the side since we were in high school. I recently heard about your behavior at the academy. Chelsea, Millie, how many of my friends? Does it turn you on to know you’re fucking my friends?”

“I don’t know; does it turn you on to know you’re with a criminal?”

“Children!” 

Suzanna’s reprimand went unnoticed as I countered, “He’s not a…”

My words faded away as we all turned toward the opening of the office door. The air that was just heated plummeted to an uncomfortable chill at Alton’s icy stare. 

“Alexandria,” he said, calling me out over Bryce, “that’ll be enough! It’s time you start behaving like the Montague you are and not some spoiled brat or brokenhearted schoolgirl. You have a position to maintain, which doesn’t include tirades.” He took a step into the room and shut the door behind him. “The staff can hear you all the way to the foyer and beyond. Your mother would be disappointed at again another example of your poor behavior.” He placed his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t make me correct you again in front of family and friends.”

Daggers flew from my eyes as my skin was repulsed by his touch. It took me a minute to realize that Alton had the same effect on Suzanna and Chelsea that he had on me. Both of them were perched on the edge of their seat, waiting for the king’s next decree. 

Slowly he walked to the highboy and lifted a crystal decanter. Pouring the amber liquid into a tumbler, he sighed. Silence prevailed as he lifted the glass to his lips. His eyes closed and Adam’s apple bobbed as he drank, never pausing until the contents were gone. Again he poured, but this time he turned back toward the table. With his tumbler over half full, he carried it to the head of the table and moved his gaze from Suzanna to Bryce to Chelsea and finally to me. 

I wanted him to say something to Suzanna about where she was seated, but he didn’t. Instead he took a deep breath and sat.

“This is better. I expect continued silence as I explain.”
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ALTON’S VOICE RESONATED through the office. “What I’m about to say may come as a shock. It may seem archaic, but I guarantee it’s true and legal. Ralph Porter volunteered to be here to show you the documentation, but I told him it wouldn’t be necessary. No one in this room would refute my claim.”

It was a dare, one I wasn’t stupid enough to accept. I had no idea what Alton was about to say, but whatever it was, when I could, I would most certainly be requiring documentation. 

“This all began after Russell Collins died,” Alton went on, speaking to me. “Your grandfather was concerned about the future of Montague—everything Montague. You can understand how anxious he was about leaving it in Adelaide’s hands. He wanted to know, needed to know, that a capable man was in control. He chose me.”

“He chose you?” The words slipped out before I could censor them. 

Alton’s gray eyes captured mine. “Do not interrupt. Do you remember your two questions?”

Do I want to see my mother? And do I want her to get better?

“Yes,” I said, raising my chin. 

“Unless your answer to either of those is no, do not speak until I’m done. Is that clear, Alexandria?”

How the hell do I answer that? 

I nodded. 

“Very well. As I said, your grandfather chose me. I’ve always had Montague’s best interests at heart. As CEO and the majority shareholder in Montague Corporation, I’ve spent the last twenty years seeing to its success.”

I wanted to point out that his shares were really my mother’s and mine, but now didn’t seem like a good time. 

“Charles was a smart man. He didn’t believe in leaving anything to chance, not Adelaide’s choice in a husband, nor the next generation.”

The casual jumper I’d worn to class this morning had a long-sleeved top and on my legs were gray tights. The outfit was perfect for the cooler New York weather. In the SUV waiting for Deloris outside Magnolia Woods, it had been too warm. Now, in the depths of Montague Manor, I was once again chilled. As his statement settled over me, goose bumps materialized under the long sleeves and knit tights. “W-what does that mean?”

I jumped as Alton’s palm slapped the shiny surface of the large table, the reverberations echoing as a reminder of my required silence. I pressed my lips together and focused on him. No longer did I care that Suzanna, Bryce, and Chelsea were present. In the depths of my bones I understood that whatever Alton was about to say would have life-changing repercussions. 

“As I was saying…” He took another drink of his whiskey. “…even the next generation. As was the case with Charles and Olivia, Adelaide and I won’t live forever. Montague is a family-owned corporation. It always has been. It remains so. The majority of stock must be held by Montagues. Charles’s last will and testament provided that in the case of only female heirs, their husbands would have the voting power over their stock. I’ve had the proxy for your shares, Alexandria; however, that will end when you turn 25. Prior to that time, it’s essential that you marry so that your husband can be proxy of your shares.”

Marry? What the hell?

My mind immediately went to Nox. We weren’t ready for that step. Besides, I doubted that was Alton’s plan. As his decree sank deeper into my soul, I understood that this whole thing was archaic and felt confident that my grandfather couldn’t dictate my future from his grave. No one had that right or privilege. This had to be illegal. 

“We…” Alton gestured toward Suzanna. “…had left it up to your mother to inform you of your duties and responsibilities as a Montague. She failed… as she has in so many other things. Currently she’s ill, gravely so. The doctors are working to rid her body of the toxins she’s willingly ingested. They aren’t certain that she’ll ever fully recover, but one thing is certain: without your compliance, she won’t.”

A stunned silence fell over the room. Alton had everyone’s undivided attention. 

“Alton, tell her the best part.”

I turned toward Bryce and his self-assured expression. He didn’t look like a concerned friend who’d recently learned of my mother’s infirmity. Instead, he looked like a child about to receive a gift. My skin crawled with trepidation of what, or more accurately, who that gift would be. 

I turned back to my stepfather. 

“Charles didn’t leave your marriage or the future of Montague to chance any more than he did your mother’s. Heaven knows, the sorts you’ve been hanging around with lately would be the end to a reputable company like Montague. That relationship is over. It’s time you did what is expected—”

My fingers instinctively went to my necklace, rolling the diamond-dusted cage between the tips of my fingers and confirming the connection that Alton claimed was forever severed. Fury and heartache filled my soul. This wasn’t right. The pressure within me built. 

Warning be damned. 

I needed to move or I’d blow, vomiting right there on the table. Hurriedly, I moved my chair back and stood, shaking my head. “No, this isn’t real. It can’t be happening. There is no way in hell I’m agreeing to any of this.” 

I looked around the table. All of them seemed calm, as if they weren’t hearing this news for the first time. Then it hit me. They weren’t. Everyone here knew this—even Chelsea.

“You’re all crazy if you think I’ll go along with this.”

“Alexandria!” Alton stood, but just as quickly Bryce did too. 

In one or two steps Bryce was beside me, spinning me toward him and away from Alton. “Your grandfather chose me. I’ve seen the will. Truly until recently, I had no idea. No one told either of us because they wanted it to be real. Alexandria, think back to us… to the us we were when we were younger. It was real. It can be again. We have an advantage that your parents never had. We have a past. We can have a future.”

My knees weakened and the room tilted. Bryce’s grip on my shoulders kept me upright. I peered beyond his shoulder. Still sitting at the table, virtually unmoving, was Chelsea, watching this scene play out before her. How did she fit into this? None of it made sense.

“Alexandria,” Alton’s stern tone came from behind me. 

I began to pivot his direction. 

“No,” Bryce said, keeping tight his grip and not allowing me to spin, “she’s confused. Give her some time.” 

I stared up at Bryce. 

What was happening? Why was he standing up to Alton on my behalf? Had anyone ever stood up to Alton? 

I couldn’t recall it happening in my presence. 

Bryce’s grip slipped to my arms and though it lightened, it stayed steady. “Alexandria, we’ll work this out.” It was the tone of my friend, my childhood playmate, and the person who shared my past. And then, releasing his hold, in one swift move he placed himself between Alton and me. Reaching back, his hand went to mine as his chin raised and he met Alton eye to eye. “That’s enough for today.”

I was too stunned to fight or to remove my hand from his grip. In the short time since I’d entered Alton’s car, my fight had found its hiding place. I wanted to believe it wasn’t gone, rather that I knew when to let it out. Now wasn’t the time. 

Crimson seeped from Alton’s collar. “There’s more she needs to understand.”

“Give her time.”

“She doesn’t have time.”

“She doesn’t have weeks or months, but she has hours and days. I’ll take her to Magnolia Woods this afternoon and then tomorrow we can discuss it more.”

Magnolia Woods. I held my breath.

“Adelaide can’t have visitors,” Alton said, “not for the first forty-eight hours.”

Bryce didn’t give up. “She can if you say she can.”

My lips remained sealed as the two went back and forth. I was a voyeur, one who understood that in this world my voice held no power. If I spoke, no one would even hear. 

“No,” Alton decreed. “Alexandria can’t leave the manor until we have everything around her secure.”

Bryce turned back to me. “You know what he’s talking about, don’t you?”

I wasn’t sure I knew anything. “I-I’m not sure.”

“Your life has been in danger. It is in danger. We need to be sure you’re protected.”

“I am,” I volunteered. “Clayton won’t allow…” My words faded with the expression on both men’s faces. “That’s it. You’re afraid if I leave the grounds that Lennox’s people…”

“We need to be sure.” 

Bryce squeezed the hand he still held. “You see, it’s not us stopping you from seeing your mother. We could go now. You could see her, but we can’t risk your safety. It’s because of him.”

“My safety? Lennox’s people won’t hurt me.”

“They’ve already tried.”

My attention went back to Alton. 

“What are you saying?”

“The shooting in Central Park was an attempt to get you out of his life. You’re not wanted there and being with him or seen with him ever again is dangerous and forbidden.”

“No, you can’t do that. Besides,” I protested, “that’s not true. The shooting was a domestic thing. The woman’s husband was taken in for questioning.”

“It was a ruse,” Bryce said. “Alton hired private detectives to dig deeper. The shooter was hired by Demetri.”

My head moved from side to side. “You’re lying. Nox was there. I saw how upset he was. He would never hire anyone to hurt me, and why would he risk his own life?”

I remembered his declaration of love that very morning. I recalled his concern, obsession, and need to know that I was safe. Then I recalled the lies that had been spread over the last few months: the apartment break-in, Bryce’s letter, Chelsea’s attack. 

“You’re trying to scare me, just like the letter. It won’t…”

Bryce released my hand and reached for my cheeks. Though I wanted to pull away, he was all that stood between Alton and me. 

When my gaze met his, he said, “Listen to us, Alexandria. We have proof. Lennox Demetri didn’t hire the shooter; his father, Oren Demetri, did.”

“N-no…”

“The entire family is dangerous.”

“They’re criminals,” Alton said, his booming voice filling the room. 

I pulled away from Bryce and turned back to Alton. 

“Lennox is not a criminal.”

“Being associated with the Demetris makes you linked to their connections,” my stepfather said. “The shooting wasn’t a risk. The criminals in bed with those people could take out one man in a crowded stadium. Having you hit while at the same time missing his son wasn’t even a concern for the likes of your so-called boyfriend’s father. The only glitch came with the misstep of some unfortunate woman pushing a stroller.”

“No. I spoke with Oren.”

“What?” Alton’s voice bellowed. 

Bryce again faced Alton, his chest growing with each second as his neck and shoulders stiffened. “We’re done for today. Let Alexandria rest. She’s not going anywhere. Once security is set, I’ll take her to her mother.”

“That won’t be for a day or two.”

“Is that your word?” I asked. 

Alton’s brow furrowed. “My word?”

“That in a day or two I’ll be able to see her?”

He looked from me to Bryce to Suzanna and back to me. “Once everything is secure.”

“I need my phone. If you want to assure that the Demetris don’t storm this place, you need to let me talk to Lennox.”

He scoffed. “No. No one, especially the likes of him, will storm my home. Montague security, like everything else Montague, is superior to that of those criminals.” He lifted a brow. “No letters will be left for you in here.”

The whirlwind of emotion I’d held back broke free. Tears came to my eyes at the crushing wait of the situation. “It was you. You placed that letter full of lies on my desk.”

Alton shrugged. “It wasn’t me. I wouldn’t enter that den of iniquity.”

“I have to talk to him.”

“There’s nothing to say. Go to your room.”

“I’m not a twelve-year-old.”

Suzanna stood. “Alexandria, get some rest. Tomorrow, photographers are coming. You need to look your best.”

“What?”

“Yes, we need professional engagement pictures. After all, the announcement will be on Monday’s society page.”

Monday? This was Thursday. 

I turned toward Alton. “I have class. I need to contact Columbia about the teleconferencing.”

He looked at his watch. “It’s after four in the afternoon. You can contact them tomorrow in my presence. Nothing will interfere with these plans.”

“But… I need to speak to Nox.”

Bryce let go of my hand and took a deep breath. “Don’t mention his name again.”

“What?”

He turned toward Alton. “Done for today?”

“Fine. Take her to her room and come back here.”

“Wait? I can go…” 

Bryce again reached for my hand. “Just learn when to keep your mouth shut,” he said, pulling me toward the door. 

I looked back in time to see Alton lean toward Suzanna before Bryce opened the door and continued his unwelcomed advice.

“It’ll make this go a lot easier.” 

The cool air of the hallway reawakened my spirit, and I pulled my hand away. The members of the Montague staff were no longer lining the walls. The grand entry was empty except for the sound of our shoes on the marble floor. 

“I don’t need your advice or your help. I’ve done this before.” I stopped, affirming my stance. “Bryce, you can’t possibly think I’ll go along with this.”

His cheeks rose as he reached again for my hand. Though I tried to pull it away, his grip was stronger. “Don’t fight it, Alexandria. I more than think you’ll go along with this. I know you will. You’ll go along with everything, because if you don’t, there will be repercussions that only you could have stopped.” His lips thinned. “You’d never allow that to happen.”

“Are you now threatening my mother too?”

“No. That’s all Alton. Soon you’ll understand. When you do, you’ll be smiling like the blushing bride-to-be. Now, let me walk you to your room.”

I managed to free my hand. “I’m capable of finding my own way. And you sure as hell aren’t joining me in there.”

Bryce shook his head. “I will accompany you. Alton doesn’t want you finding anyone else or attempting to leave. You know that isn’t possible, don’t you?”

I didn’t answer as the weight of his words held me captive. Silently we climbed the grand stairs. At the top we both turned the corner down the hallway leading to my room. Once we were there, Bryce reached for the handle.

“Don’t leave your room. Alton will let you know when you can. It’s for your own safety,” he added. 

I took a step over the threshold but immediately turned toward him. “Do not come in here.”

Bryce smirked. “Always the proper lady, except when you’re spreading your legs for trash like Demetri.”

My palm stung as it contacted his cheek. Just as fast, Bryce seized my wrist. “Hmmm, maybe I should thank him. I didn’t realize you liked it rough.”

“Let go of me.”

“Don’t get too confident,” he said. “I’ll be in this room. Not just in here: I’ll live here. I’ll be your husband. Even before then, you’ll reconsider that invitation, because, Alexandria, I’m all you have here. And as I said before, you don’t want to be responsible for what will happen when you disappoint me.”

“What the hell does that even mean?”

“You’ll see.” And with that, Bryce gestured for me to step back. When I did, he pulled the door shut, leaving me staring at the white wood as the tumblers in the lock turned.
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VOICES CAME AND went, but their words were lost. I wasn’t sure when it happened or how, but the stress and formality of life had been washed away on a cleansing wave. Nothing mattered, not even my own consciousness. 

My head no longer ached with the pounding that kept beat to my heart. Lights no longer blinded, and my body no longer convulsed. 

In a place I didn’t recognize, surrounded by voices I didn’t know, I was content.

Such a strange word, content. 

It didn’t mean happy nor sad. It was the even keel of emotion, a plateau with no peaks or valleys. It was serenity and peace.

In the recesses of my mind, I recalled a plan to end my own life. Maybe I had. Maybe this was the afterworld. Was there really no heaven or hell, was it simply a sedentary satisfaction that took away the joys and pain of everyday life? 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, you have to drink. If you don’t, we’ll need to reinsert another IV. You don’t want that, do you?”

In the purgatory of contentment, I was still chained to the name I wanted to forget. I’d hoped that God would allow me to go back to the name Montague, to leave Fitzgerald behind, but alas, this wasn’t heaven. It must be hell. Another of my hopes dashed. 

“Mrs. Fitzgerald…”

I didn’t answer the voice. I didn’t try to comply. I was neither thirsty nor hungry. The pricks in my arm were only momentary and then the rest could occur without my help. The voices didn’t need my help. My daughter didn’t need my help. My husband certainly didn’t want my help. The reality was clear: I was useless to them and to myself. 

I had no desire to reach out to them or even to decipher where I was. It was all beyond me. Inward was the way to go. 
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“ADELAIDE, OPEN YOUR eyes,” the deep rumbling timbre woke me from my dreams. 

The handsome face before me surpassed any dream my mind could possibly create. My cheeks rose as I lifted my lips toward Oren’s and reached for his scruffy cheeks. 

“I love waking with you.”

“You could do it every day. Just say the word.”

My chest ached with heaviness, not from his broad chest covering mine, but from the weight of life and responsibility.

His kisses came quicker, a rapid attack on my lips and cheeks. “Stop that.”

“What?” I asked, looking into the depths of his light blue eyes. 

“Don’t think about it. Don’t think about the future. I’m sorry I said what I did. I know your decision. I understand. Let me see the beautiful smile that just woke, not the sadness my offer brought.”

Rubbing my palm over his cheek, his morning beard abraded my skin, reminding me of the sensation of his same scruff on other parts of my body. There was something about this man, something I’d never before experienced that left my insides twisted in a constant state of need. 

“I love your offer.”

“Your eyes say differently.”

Reaching for the sheet, I wiggled away, pulling it against my bare breasts. “Please, Oren, please stop asking me… reminding me that there’s a life out there, one I never imagined.”

He threw back the covers and turned away. “How? How could you live this long and never know that you can be happy?”

It was a loaded question. Instead of answering, I went for humor—as if there could be humor in what we were saying. “Are you calling me old?”

His neck twisted as he craned his face back in my direction. His piercing blue eyes drank me in. I must be a fright, first thing in the morning, my hair in who knows what condition after a night filled with passion. Subconsciously, I reached for my hair to smooth the tangles. 

In mere moments, Oren was back, our noses touching and my hand in his grasp. “Old, no. Beautiful, vibrant, and full of life. Forgive me, amore mio…” He kissed the knuckles of the hand he held captive. “…for wanting to see you smile. For wanting to be the one who makes you smile. For feeling so damn honored to be with you, beside you…” More kisses. “…inside you. When I’m with you, I don’t feel like the peasant who’s pretending to be a prince. Adelaide, with you I’m a prince, a king, and you’re my queen.”

“Take me, my king.” The words were barely out when Oren did as I asked. Consuming me, shielding me from the world beyond, and filling me until there was no room for anyone but him. Tenderly yet possessively, we became one. Where one began and the other ended was beyond my comprehension. We fit together as if we’d only survive with the other. Alone we were but half of a whole. 

Our short getaways, our small reprieves, left me tender and satisfied as I’d never known. My body ached for what Oren could give me, yet after a night or even an afternoon, I was marked in a way that I feared would be visible. 

Never had lovemaking been like it was with him. In the past, it had been sex, and I did what I had to do. With Oren it was technically the same act and yet it couldn’t have been more different. I longed to please him and to be pleased by him. Feelings and sensations that I’d only read about detonated inside of me. Sounds and words slipped from my lips as the world around me exploded until there was nothing left but charred remains. 

The one thing I longed to say, I kept hidden. I couldn’t call out his name in passion, though it was on the tip of my tongue. It was too great of a risk, too much of a danger. One slip, one misspoken word, and my world would implode. 

Wrapped in a soft robe, my hair freshly washed, I gazed across the small round table as I held a steaming cup of coffee to my lips. Oren Demetri might have been nearly thirteen years my senior, but there was nothing about him that said old. In years he was a little older than my husband, and yet in his mid-fifties, Oren was more handsome than anyone I’d ever known. His firm body, trim waist, and broad shoulders rivaled those of a much younger man. His jet-black hair held the perfect amount of white, creating the distinguished look that only men could carry. 

“When will I see you again?” 

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “It’s too hard for me to plan.” 

He reached across the table and covered my free hand with his. I stared at the contrast in our skin. Though I doubted he spent much time in the sun, mine paled in comparison. 

“You know I’ll do whatever I can. Just let me know.”

I nodded as the familiar sense of dread bubbled up from my toes, filling me with trepidation at my return home. “I know. I also know this isn’t fair of me to ask of you.”

“It isn’t fair of me to ask you to give up your life.” His cheeks rose. “But I’ll do it until you agree.”

“Alexandria…”

“Would get along well with Lennox. I’m certain of it.”

I scoffed. “Oh please. She already has one arranged marriage in her future.”

“That’s not what I meant. She sounds like a strong-willed little girl. It would do Lennox good to learn he isn’t always the top dog.”

“If only she had a brother.”

“She could.”

I stood, taking the cup of coffee with me. “I can wish, but that’s all it will ever be. If you can’t agree to that—”

Oren’s strong arm encircled my waist from behind and pulled my back against his chest. Closing my eyes, I lingered in his embrace, allowing his aftershave to mark my senses and fill me with his scent. 

“You won’t get rid of me that easily. I just worry about you… with him.”

Spinning, I lifted my chin to see into his blue eyes. “That’s why I need to go home today. He won’t be back until the day after tomorrow. There’s a chance he won’t even know that I left the manor.”

“But if he does?”

“If he does, I have my story. The Metropolitan Museum of Art has a new El Greco exhibit. As a member of the Savannah Art League, I volunteered to preview it. There’s talk of part of the exhibit traveling. We’re in the process of submitting a grant to have some of it showcased at the Telfair.”

“When do you have to leave?”

“Later tonight. I was going to go to the Met first.”

“May I accompany you?”

It was New York City. The museum would be filled with thousands of people. Would anyone know me?

Oren’s expression darkened. “I understand if you don’t—”

Lifting myself up onto my toes, I kissed his lips, quieting his words. “Mr. Demetri, I hesitated for no other reason than I never took you for the art type.”

“And why is that? I’ve lived in and around New York my entire life. I’ve learned to appreciate the finer things.” He pulled me closer. “And with each taste, I want more.”

“If you’re sure you don’t have work and won’t be bored.”

“I have work, but it can wait. And bored, with you? I don’t think that’s even possible.”
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“I’M GOING TO lift you. You need to change positions.”

Who’s lifting me? Where?

“Let me go back,” I said. The request came out before I could censor my response. Maybe this isn’t purgatory, not if I can go back to Oren. Maybe this is heaven.

“Ma’am, you can go home when the doctor thinks you’re ready.”

I blinked as light and unfamiliar scenery filled my field of vision. “W-where am I?”

“Magnolia Woods. You’ve been here for almost a day.”

“A day?” That didn’t make sense. I looked from the round face of an unfamiliar young man to the pinch in my right arm and assessed a multitude of clear tubes and various long needles unsuccessfully hidden behind lines of tape. “What is that? I don’t want it.” I reached for the tubes. “Take them out.”

The man in blue scrubs reached for my hand. “Don’t touch those.”

“But I don’t want it.”

“You don’t know what it is.”

“Whatever it is, it’s made a whole day go away. I don’t want that. Where’s my husband? Where’s my doctor?”

“Dr. Miller will be in later today.”

“Dr. Miller?” My mind was fuzzy, but I wouldn’t forget my doctor. He’d been my doctor for most of my life. “Not Miller. My doctor is Dr. Beck.” 

The man painfully squeezed my hand that he still held. “If I let go of your hand, will you leave your IV alone or do I need to restrain you?”

“Restrain me? Do you know who I am?”

“I think the real question is if you know who you are.”

“Of course I know who I am. I’m Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald.”

“Well, Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald, your doctor’s name isn’t Beck, it’s Miller, and if you so much as pick at the tape covering those needles, I won’t think twice about restraining your hands to the sides of your bed. Is that clear?”

“Who do you—?”

“My name is Mack. I’m one of your nurses here at Magnolia Woods and you’ll learn to listen to me. I don’t make idle threats.”

I turned away from Mack and back toward the IV. “What’s in there?”

“Whatever Dr. Miller says.”

“I need to get up.”

“Yes, ma’am, that’s why I sat you up. You can’t get out of bed yet, but they want you sitting.”

“What do you mean I can’t? I can get out.” I reached for the railing. 

Mack pushed my shoulder back. “No. You can’t. You’re restricted to your bed until they get your tests back.”

“What tests?” With each statement, my mind seemed to clear. 

“Mrs. Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald,” he repeated my name with an unnecessarily patronizing tone, “our job is to get you clean. We don’t care how many names you have. You’re the one who filled your body with all kinds of chemicals. It’ll take some time, but we’ll get you clean.”

“I-I haven’t…” Or had I? Did I finally take those pills, the ones Jane took away from me? There were so many blank spots in my recent memory. “No, this isn’t right.”

“Tell me what pills you’ve been taking.”

“I haven’t taken any pills except my migraine prevention.”

“Don’t lie to me. We’ll have the results soon.”

“I-I’m not lying.”

“And wine. How much wine have you been drinking?”

“What?” I reached again for the railing. “I want out of here. I want Dr. Beck. Where’s my family?”

Shaking his head, Mack walked to the boxes that created a wall of monitor-looking things near the IV. “Just relax. You’re getting upset. I’ll up your dosage and you’ll be all happy again.”

“I don’t want…” I reached for my arm. “S-stop…”

Warmth filled my veins, weighing down my limbs and stopping my rebuttal. 

“That’s it. You sleep.”

As the room began to fade, my left arm was lifted and a cold bracelet closed over my wrist. 
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ONLY BRIEFLY DID the slam of the shutting door echo in the waiting SUV as Isaac secured his seatbelt. Seconds later he spoke, “Sir, I have GPS that’ll take us directly to Miss Collins.”

There wasn’t any need to fill him in. He’d been with me since we took off for Savannah. He’d witnessed my tirade and the subsequent return to my senses.

Shedding my suit jacket, I settled against the backseat. The damn Georgia heat only added to my angst, each degree pushing my temper higher and nerves tighter.

“Just a minute. I’m getting Deloris on speakerphone. Let’s find out if there’re any new developments.” It was wishful thinking, but that’s what had happened since I learned of Charli’s decision to enter her stepfather’s car—I’d wished. I’d wished she’d waited for me. I’d wished she wouldn’t have done it. I’d wished I’d find her waiting in our hotel suite, a silky nightgown covering her petite body, with a glass of whiskey awaiting my arrival. 

However, according to the blue dot on my app, none of those wishes would come true. I’d told Charli once that life wasn’t a fairytale and I wasn’t Prince Charming, but in my wishes, I imagined storming the castle and freeing the princess. That’s what she was to me: my princess.

“Yes, sir,” Isaac answered, keeping the SUV idling in place.

As we waited, the hum of the air conditioning created a cooling breeze, slowly changing the interior from stuffy and unbearable to merely uncomfortable. Deloris’s phone began to ring over the artificial cool, its chime coming not from the speakers but from my phone.

Her voice came through loud and clear. “Lennox, you’ve landed.”

“We have. Now I want to get Charli. I see on the app that she’s still there.”

“She is,” Deloris admitted. “I still can’t reach her by phone. It appears to be turned off. As I told you, the house has a gated entrance. I was told in very specific terms that we wouldn’t be admitted onto the grounds. The guard even knew our names. He mentioned you and said he had orders not to allow your entrance either.” 

My chest tightened as she continued to speak.

“Is there another way onto the property? Surely everyone doesn’t use the front gate.”

“Yes. I’ve been studying the maps and satellite images. I’d assume that every entrance is at the least monitored and at the most, guarded or gated.”

“Damn it. If nothing else, I need to get word to her, let her know we’re working on this, that we haven’t abandoned her.”

“Lennox, I’ve tried to reach Chelsea. Her phone is off too.”

I hadn’t thought of her. “Do you think she’s there? Why would she be there?”

“I don’t know if she is. She’s the one who sent Alex the text message about her mother. I figured if I reached her, we could confirm Alex’s safety. Right now, all I can tell you with one-hundred-percent certainty is that according to the necklace, she’s inside the manor, her pulse is still elevated, and her respirations are quick.”

Fuck! Fuck!

“Send Isaac your location,” I said, “We’ll meet you after we go to the manor. Just that word, manor, sounds like a fucking horror movie. I don’t like it.”

“Lennox—”

“Don’t tell me not to go.” I nodded to Isaac as he put the car in gear. “I have to make an attempt. I have to try. If I don’t get in, then at least I can tell her I tried. I can’t look her in the eyes if I don’t.”

Her golden eyes.

Deloris sighed. “I understand. I just sent Isaac the location of the hotel. You have a suite. I hope you bring her back with you.”

I hoped that too, maybe even wished it. How long had it been since I’d put my faith in things like hope and wishes? Those words had faded from my vocabulary after Jo. Now that they were back, they were anything but encouraging. They were a carrot dangling at the end of a stick, perpetually out of reach yet just visible enough to make me try. They were words of uncertainty and words I despised. Yet for Charli, I did hope. I did wish. But I knew that wouldn’t be enough. 

If the positions were reversed—if I were the one who had Charli—I wouldn’t let her stepfather within fifty feet of her. I hadn’t. For the last few months I’d done everything possible to keep her safe and away from that asshole who was capable of casting unwanted shadows in her beautiful golden eyes. 

I had to think about a plan, about the future. “In the meantime, what are you doing?” I asked, not allowing myself to think of Charli stuck in a place she loathed as much as she hated her childhood home. 

“I went back to Magnolia Woods,” Deloris explained. “The staff was unusually uncooperative, but that wasn’t why I was there. I was there to infiltrate their internal database.”

“Tell me that you were successful.”

“I was. I had to manually extract information; firewalls prevented it from being accessed online. Now that I’ve breached those, I can see everything, including all of Mrs. Fitzgerald’s records.”

“And?”

“I’m sifting through it all as we speak. I’ll tell you more in person.”

“So this wasn’t a ruse just to get Charli here? Her mother really is sick?”

“She is. They have her on some strong medications. I’m trying to learn more about them and some of their other notations as we speak. I’m much better with hacking than I am with these medical terms.”

I nodded as the scenes outside the windows changed. As the large trees and Spanish moss grew thicker along the side of the road, I imagined having Charli beside me, the two of us, together, on the way to visit her mother. That’s how it should have been. If only she’d have waited. 

Imagining.

Wishing.

Hoping.

This wasn’t me. I was a man of action. 

Clenching my fists, I vowed not to stop until those words were replaced with the reality of Charli Collins being where she belonged.

 

[image: ]

 

“SIR, WE’RE GETTING close. Mrs. Witt sent a few alternative entrances. Do you want to try those or go to the front gate?”

“Front gate.” I almost said that I don’t do things through backdoors, that I’m too open and upfront for that. I almost asked if Isaac had me confused with my father, but before I could say any of that, I realized that for Charli, I’d fucking climb a fence or maneuver under a gate. 

Could that be the difference between Oren and me? Could it be that I’d never had the motivation to sneak around and do backdoor shit? I’d been too hung up on appearing better than him, when in reality I wasn’t. As the SUV moved forward, I knew without a doubt, there was nothing I wouldn’t do to get Charli back in my arms. 

Nothing.

If that made me like Oren Demetri, then fuck it. 

The SUV slowed as we turned onto a lane lined with oak trees draped in Spanish moss. The house—or fucking manor—wasn’t visible, only trees and a tall wrought-iron fence with a guard building beside the gate. 

Of course, it wasn’t just a speaker. Alton fucking Fitzgerald had an actual guard at his gate. What the hell? Did he think he was like the King of Savannah?

Suddenly, I recalled introducing Charli to Oren. I remembered him saying that Charli was royalty, genuine American blue-blooded royalty. I’d had no idea. Even after I’d learned that about her lineage, I never imagined this type of money or home. 

The reality set my blood to boil. How the fuck did someone from this heritage end up at Infidelity? 

Because of Alton Fitzgerald, that was how. 

As the SUV approached, an unfamiliar churning began in the pit of my stomach. Royalty. Fuck. Charli wasn’t someone who should have been at Infidelity. She was someone who deserved the best. My bloodstream filled with a sense of inferiority I hadn’t felt in years. It was the memories of Jo’s parents and their low opinion of me. 

If I was no better than Oren’s son, hailing from a family of dockworkers, then who the hell did I think I was demanding Charli’s release? 

Before I could consider my answer, the SUV rolled to a stop as it pulled up to the gate. 

“Mr. Demetri?”

Isaac’s simple use of my name was exactly what I needed. I wasn’t the simple son of a dockworker. I was Mr. Demetri, Lennox Demetri. I’d worked hard to get where I was. Fuck, even my father had worked hard. We may not have come from generations of money, but we earned ours. I’d paid for it with hard work and sacrifice, and I sure as hell wasn’t sacrificing Charli.

I nodded in the rearview mirror toward Isaac as my window lowered and a man stepped from the small guardhouse with a tablet in his hand. 

“Do you have an appointment?” he asked.

“No. I’m here to see Char-Alexandria Collins.”

“Your name, sir?”

“Lennox Demetri.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Demetri, Miss Collins is not accepting guests at this time.”

“At this time?” I asked. “When do you anticipate she’ll be accepting guests?”

He looked down at his tablet. “Your name again?”

Motherfucker knew my name. Nevertheless, I kept my raging emotions in check. “Demetri, Lennox Demetri.”

His eyes opened wide in recognition. “Sir, she left a letter for you should you come by.”

I took a deep breath. “I haven’t just come by. I’m here for her, to get her.”

The man stepped back into the guardhouse and came out with an envelope. On the outside penned in female handwriting was one word: Lennox.

My brow lengthened. “You say that this is from Miss Collins?”

“Yes, sir. She gave it to me herself. She also asked me to tell you not to return. She said the letter would explain everything.”

Lennox. 

There’s no fucking way that Charli would write a note or letter to Lennox. Hell, even Mr. Demetri would have been more plausible. “When Miss Collins handed this to you herself,” I asked, “what was she wearing?”

“Excuse me?”

“What was Miss Collins wearing?” I’d left before she was up and dressed for class. However, I knew her closet, her clothes. I knew how her dresses hung in all the right places, how fucking sexy she was in soft pants and a sweatshirt. I’d know if he were lying.

The man’s head shook as he looked back at the tablet. “Um, it’s not my job to notice her attire. It’s actually inappropriate.”

“Her hair? How was she wearing it?”

“Sir, your questions are inappropriate.”

“Are you an employee of the Fitzgeralds?” I asked.

“Yes, sir. Obviously.”

“And your job is in security?”

“Yes.”

“Yet you’re unobservant?”

“No,” he replied. “That’s not what I mean. I mean that looking at Miss Collins like that, paying attention to her clothes and her hair could…”

“Could what? Get you fired?”

“Sir, Miss Collins would like you to leave and not attempt to return. Mr. Fitzgerald has also stated the same wishes.”

I bet he had.

I nodded toward the guardhouse. “Do you have the ability to call the house?”

“Yes.”

“Do it. Call the house. I’m not leaving until I speak to Miss Collins.”

Perspiration dotted the security guard’s forehead and upper lip. “Sir, you can be escorted off the property. This is privately owned…”

I gripped the edge of the envelope tighter. “Call. If she tells me to leave, I’ll leave.” Isaac’s eyes caught mine in the rearview mirror.

As the guard stepped back inside the small building, I eased open the flap of the envelope. The one page unfolded as I freed it from the envelope. 

 

 

Lennox,

 

I know this seems sudden, but it isn’t. My mother needs me. Don’t try to reach me. My phone is off. I need time with my family.

I need more than time and space. I need—no I want—to do what I have known I would do my entire life. I can’t do that and continue seeing you. We are done. Forget about Del Mar. Forget the rules. 

Go back to New York. Send my school things. Everything else you can keep or burn. I don’t care. Move on with your life. 

I am moving on with mine.

Goodbye,

 

Alex

 

 

Rules. 

My eyes locked on that word as my teeth clenched. It wasn’t her, but who would know about the rules?

“Sir,” the man outside my window pulled my attention away from the letter, the writing, and words. I didn’t want to look away. No longer was I a CFO of Demetri Enterprises or even a concerned boyfriend. I was a detective, deciphering each clue. 

Did the writing look like it could be hers? It could. It was similar, feminine. However, the wording made me skeptical. Fuck skeptical. I don’t know how in the fuck they knew about the rules, but in my heart, I knew this letter wasn’t written or even dictated by my Charli.

“Yes?” I finally replied, pulling my gaze away from the letter and narrowing it toward the guard.

“Miss Collins said to tell you that the letter is self-explanatory and to please leave.”

The ends of my lips rose. “Are we being recorded?”

The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Why?”

“It’s a simple question. I want to know if Mr. Fitzgerald will see this.”

“I’m not sure who will…”

I peered up to the roofline of the small building. Just under the eave was a protruding dark dome. I cocked my head to the side. “Please tell Alex that I got her letter and hear her loud and clear. This isn’t over.”

“Sir?”

I tapped Isaac’s shoulder. “We can go.” I turned back to the guard, his complexion paling by the second. “Tell Mr. Fitzgerald to rest assured, we will be back.”
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IT TOOK ME a few seconds to process… the turning of the tumblers… the rapid beating of my heart… 

I was locked inside my childhood bedroom.

My heart continued to pound, the beat no longer contained in my chest, but hammering in my ears.

Slowly, I turned, not stopping until I made a complete circle. 

My room—the familiar wallpaper. 

My bed—the floral cover and eyelet skirt and canopy. 

My windows—their draperies pulled, bound by ropes of satin to reveal the cobblestone driveway below.

Everything was as it had been, months ago, years ago… forever. 

Unchanged.

The thought of thriller movies and books itched at my consciousness. Had I ever left? Had I ever been free? Or in some sick twist of fate, was I where I’d always been and everything else—Nox, Stanford, and Columbia—was but a dream, an illusion?

As shadows of the past lurked in the dim corners, I reached for my necklace. The diamond-dusted cage did more than roll between the pads of my fingers. It was my reassurance and confirmation that I had been free. I had lived a life away from Montague Manor.

I took a deep breath. 

Though a million thoughts of friends, foes, and family ran through my mind, with the necklace in my grasp, I momentarily closed my eyes. Behind my lids I saw Nox’s light blue eyes swirling with emotion. The swirls weren’t an indication of the passion I craved or even the anger I anticipated. The concoctions of blue were filled with pride and appreciation. 

Never once had Nox demeaned my dreams. His constant encouragement, whether I was reading a ridiculously boring case study or working into the early morning on a paper, was omnipresent. “You can do this, princess. I know you can. Not only are you beautiful, you’re the most intelligent woman I know. I’m coming for you, but in the meantime, you’ve got this. You’re smarter than them. I’m coming and I love you. Don’t let the shadows win.”

It was like when I’d seen Jane. She hadn’t spoken her encouragement, yet I’d heard it. My rapid pulse slowed as I opened my eyes and turned another circle. His deep voice was so real it reverberated through me, to my core, yet I was hearing with my heart and not my ears. 

Swallowing the continually rising bile, I assessed my situation. The current problem at hand wasn’t my mother, Chelsea, or even the accusations that Nox’s father was responsible for the shooting. I couldn’t do anything about or for any of them if I were locked in my bedroom. I had to concentrate on my current predicament. 

As my slow spin came to a stop, I was once again facing the door. 

That prick had locked it from the outside. 

My teeth clenched and shadows faded as my indignation grew.

I wasn’t a child capable of being sent to my room, yet that was what had happened. 

And for a moment, I’d allowed it. Now, I recognized the error of my thinking. My childhood room wasn’t exactly the same. As a child—and up to and including my last visit—I’d been the one to lock my bedroom door from the inside. It had been my security, knowing that the door would stay shut and unwanted visitors would stay out. 

This time was different. The door had been locked from the outside. 

I crouched low, leveling my eye with the lock. The keyhole provided a small glimpse—a peephole—to the corridor. A sigh escaped my lips as I shook my head. Either Bryce was an idiot and didn’t understand the function of skeleton keys and locks or he’d taken the key on purpose to allow me to escape.

One more time, I turned and scanned the room. It was time to learn if it really were unchanged. 

Making my way to my dresser, I opened the bottom right drawer. Inside were clothes I hadn’t worn in years, neatly folded in small stacks. Running my hand to the back of the drawer, I brushed the tips of my fingers along the drawer’s seam. My lungs forgot to inhale as I moved them from left to right, and then, the tip of my fingers brushed it.

One of the extra keys.

Skeleton keys… 

Within Montague Manor, they were all the same. It had been a fact that had led to many sleepless nights, but this time, now, it brought a smile to my face. I wasn’t locked in nor could I be, as long as I possessed a key. 

I hurried to my jewelry box, still sitting atop a bookcase near my old television. It looked just like it had years ago, not even a speck of dust. Opening the delicate top doors, I revealed the uppermost compartment. It was designed with lines of indentions. Each one was made to hold a ring. Small silver rings as well as those with birthstones filled some of the indentions. With only a pinch of the green velvet, I lifted the false bottom to reveal the hidden compartment. A smile formed as I peered down at another key. 

Over the years, I’d acquired quite the collection. I was certain there were at least three or four others hidden throughout the room. 

With the first key secured in my pocket, I replaced the velvet lining and left the second key hidden. Of course, none of them would work if Bryce had left the key askew in the other side of the lock. That was unless I had the long needle-nosed instrument to turn the key from within. The tool was shaped like an ice pick, with a curly tip. I believe it was originally used as something that aided in buttoning shoes—a long time ago. Unlike my supply of keys, I no longer had the funny-shaped device. I had one at one time, but during my last visit I’d noticed it was missing. At that time it didn’t seem important. After all, I hadn’t planned to return.

Now, here I am.

Regardless of whether or not I had the long-nosed, twisted instrument, as long as there wasn’t another key in the lock on the other side of the door, I was free. More importantly, or at least equally important, with a key, I could keep the lock secured from my side. 

When I turned again, the telephone on the bedside stand caught my attention. Rushing forward, I lifted the receiver. When I was younger, the phone had mostly been used for intra-house communication. My mother would call or Jane. I could call the staff to bring me whatever I needed. Calls could be made outside of the manor, but mostly I’d used my cell phone for that. 

Lifting the receiver to my ear, I listened. It’s amusing how one holds his or her breath in anticipation, as if the breathing could obscure the distinct pitch of a dial tone. There was nothing to conceal. 

No dial tone. 

Only silence.

Repeatedly, I pushed the long skinny button on the cradle. Nothing. As I reached for the cord, I noticed what should have been obvious. It was missing. The telephone wasn’t plugged into the wall. It was merely a decoration or perhaps, a taunt to highlight my isolation.

“You can do this, princess.” The deep timbre reverberated in my soul. 

Patting the key in my pocket, I hung up the useless phone. I needed to bide my time until later and sneak downstairs to a telephone that worked. When I did, I’d call Nox. I’d hear the tenor that I loved, not in my mind, but through the receiver. 

Once again, I fingered the small platinum cage hanging from my necklace and closed my eyes. If I could hear him, perhaps he could hear me. I spoke with my mind and my heart. 

Nox, I’m here. I’ll come back to you, I promise. I have to see my mother. I have to be sure she’s safe and getting better. Please don’t give up on me. I need your strength and encouragement. 

If only I hadn’t insisted that the necklace not have an audio connection to Deloris or Demetri security. When I’d made that request, I’d been concerned about people listening to our private moments, but now… Now, I wished with all my might that I could speak to him, to let him know I was safe and would return.

Marry Bryce!

The absurdity of Alton’s proclamation washed over me. Pacing the length of my room, I shook my head. 

Ludicrous! 

What made Alton and Bryce think that I’d go along with this archaic edict? As if my grandfather could dictate my future from his grave. It was ridiculous. 

Do I want to see my mother? And do I want her to get better?

I sank to the edge of my bed as Alton’s questions returned to my mind. With a sigh, I lay back and stared up at the underside of the canopy. What was happening with her? What drugs had she taken? Why would she do that? How did her condition get this out of hand without anyone seeing or noticing?

My eyes opened wide as I quickly sat and moved my gaze to the door. 

Shit! The key was still in my pocket. 

The tumblers turned. Their clicks filled the silence, interrupted only by the once-again increased beat of my heart. My gaze darted from side to side as I contemplated my next move. I could run to the door and try to insert the key. 

I’d waited too long. That wouldn’t work. 

I could run to the bathroom and lock that door. 

Again, too late. 

As the door began to move inward, I knew my only option was the same as downstairs. Face Alton head on.

Standing, I swallowed and lifted my chin.

The dark skin of her hand was the first thing I saw. Her beautiful big brown eyes were next.

“Miss Alex…”

I rushed forward. With each step my fight and strength evaporated. By the time her arms embraced my shoulders, tears coated my cheeks and my body liquefied against her bosom.

“Hush, child. We need to talk.”

Nodding, I took a step back as Jane turned and closed the door. Once she did, she inserted a key and turned it until the tumblers locked. Another small twist and the key was secure, only able to be removed from the other side with the long gadget.

When she turned back toward me, Jane opened her hand. In her palm was another key. “For you.”

I willingly took it, not explaining that I already had one in my pocket and others hidden around the room. Instead, I reached for the silver key and tightly squeezed it in my own fist. “Thank you, Jane.” 

“You’re a smart lady. You don’t need a lock to keep you here.”

I nodded. “I don’t want to be here, but I-I can’t leave until I see Momma.”

Jane reached for my hand and walked me back toward my bed. At the foot there was a long bench covered in light-yellow crushed velvet. As we both sat, she said, “That’s what I mean. You need to show him that you ain’t leaving. The door can be left wide open and you’re not going back to New York.”

New York. Just the words hurt my heart.

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Yes, you do. Your momma needs you.” Jane squeezed my hand. “Child, she needs you more than she’s ever needed anyone. You’re the one, the only one, who can help her.”

I wiped a tear from my cheek. “Tell me about her.”

Jane’s lips came together. 

“Jane, don’t hold back. I need to know.”

“Child, she’s a strong woman. I know you may thinks she’s not, but she is. Heaven knows he don’t think so. But she’s more than strong.” Her brown eyes beamed. “She’s smart. She tried to do what’s right. She did. Don’t you ever doubt that. And she loves you, more than life, more than herself. You.”

“What happened?”

Jane shook her head. “I don’t know. She had pills from Dr. Beck. They help when she has her migraines. She had…”

“What? She had what?”

“A lot of them, but here’s the thing. I took them. She gave them to me for safekeeping. She’d been taking this other medicine, the one that keeps the headaches away, and they were happening less and less. I had her pain pills. I still do.” 

Jane stood and paced to the window and back. “I took all her prescriptions except the preventive ones. She was trying. I see her with water not wine.” Jane shrugged. “I don’t know. Then she start acting funny… strange-like. Saying things and getting confused. I called Dr. Beck and he came out here, more than once. But it got worse, not better. It don’t make sense.”

I couldn’t follow. “What doesn’t make sense?”

Jane stood, letting out a deep breath. “Mr. Fitzgerald, he got mad at Dr. Beck. He say that Dr. Beck wasn’t helping but making it worse. I couldn’t say anything. It’s not my place.”

“What would you have said?”

“I would have said that it wasn’t him—Dr. Beck wasn’t making it worse. The doctor would talk to me. He knows I love your momma. I’d do anything to help her.”

My heart fluttered at her words. Jane was the glue that kept my momma and me together. She wasn’t an employee. I’d never seen her that way. When she said she loved, it was real and deep. It was the kind that made you feel warm and safe. Knowing that she’d been that for Momma made me smile. 

“Dr. Beck, he was worried,” Jane went on. “Your momma told him she wasn’t taking pills and honest to goodness, she wasn’t drinking like she used to… but… then she would.”

“I’m not following.”

Jane sank to the bench. “I can’t say what I think. I ain’t got no proof.”

“What do you think?”

“I think your momma be a smart lady. I think she started to know things, things Mr. Fitzgerald didn’t want her to know. And I think she… she’s ill and she needs help. She needs you.”

The anger I’d suppressed to be the obedient Alexandria that Alton required flooded my bloodstream, reminding me of who I really was. I stood and stared down at Jane. My question came out harsher than I’d intended. “Tell me. Do you think he did something?”

Jane’s eyes opened wide. 

“I mean something new,” I clarified. “He wouldn’t poison her? Would he?”

She lowered her chin as she shook her head. “I never thought so. I didn’t. I did everything to take care of her. Now with Dr. Beck’s questions and how fast it all happened… I don’t know.”

I was now the one pacing. “Is Dr. Beck still seeing her?”

“I don’t think so. I hear Mr. Fitzgerald and Miss Suzanna talking. I think Mr. Fitzgerald, he fired Dr. Beck and Mrs. Fitzgerald has a new doctor at that Magnolia place. But before that, Dr. Beck run tests. He said it wasn’t making sense and he wanted to know what was in her blood. He said the results take time.” She peered up, moisture filling her dark eyes. “I don’t think he has the answers yet.”

“Jane, I need to talk to Dr. Beck.”

She nodded. “Child, I got his number. But I think my phone’s being watched.” Her eyes widened. “I mean listened to.” She shook her head. “Can they do that? Or am I going crazy too? Maybe we all crazy?”

I scoffed, thinking of Deloris. “Oh, no, Jane, you’re not crazy. I know they can do that. I’m not sure Alton knows how, but I’d guess he could pay someone. He took my phone. I don’t have any way to call, and Dr. Beck isn’t the only one I need to call.”

“That young man?”

I nodded as a sad smile filled my cheeks. “I need to let him know what’s happening. He’s, well…” I contemplated the best way to describe Nox. “…protective. I can’t imagine what he’s thinking or going through. Somehow I need to let him know that I’m okay. And then, there’s school. Alton said he’d let me call Columbia tomorrow, but I need my own way of communicating without him listening to every word.”

“I don’t think my phone is your answer. You know how your momma used to call you on it?”

“Yes.”

“She stopped doing it. Said if she did, he’d know. I don’t know if he did or if it was part of the crazy. She never said more about it, but it scared me. So when you called this morning, I wasn’t sure what to say.”

I sighed. That made sense as to why she sounded so strange. 

“What about now?” I looked up at the ceiling. “You don’t think they can hear us now, do you?”

Her eyes followed mine. “I-I ain’t never thought about that.”

“I don’t even know what to look for.”

Jane closed her eyes and shook her head again. “If they can, we’ll know soon enough.”

We both turned toward the door. Silence prevailed as we stared. When it didn’t move or even rattle, we both took a deep breath. 

Her hand went to her chest. “Honest, Miss Alex, I don’t know what to think or feel. I don’t know if it real or not.”

“What do you think Momma knew that Alton didn’t want her to know? Was it about him and other women?”

Jane blew out a long breath. “No! Well, yes, she knew that for a long time. She’d say if some whore would help him out, more power to her. It’d be one time she don’t have to.”

My eyes widened. “My momma said that?”

Her cheeks rose. “Yes, sorry. I guess I thought you were old enough to hear that.”

“I-I guess I am, but oh my. If that’s not it, what did she know? Do you have any idea?”

“I don’t know exactly. But it has to do with your marriage to Mr. Spencer.”

I put my hands on my hips. “I’m not marrying Mr. Spencer. I’m not marrying anyone right now, but if I did, it wouldn’t be him.”

Jane tilted her head to the side. “It’d be that young man?”

I shrugged. “We haven’t talked about anything like that. We’ve only been dating since… well, we met last summer.”

“But you like him? You’re living with him?”

I couldn’t hide my smile. “I do and yes. I have an apartment, but as I said, he’s protective. I’m safer at his apartment. Besides, I want to be there.”

“Not here.”

“No, Jane. I want to be with Lennox, but I’m here for Momma, and I’m not leaving until I know she’s going to be all right.”

Jane stood and walked toward me. Reaching for my hands, she smiled. “Child, I ain’t never been happier to hear your voice than I was when you called. How did you know? I was praying. Was it God? Did He tell you to call?”

My stomach twisted. “Something like that.”

“Praise the Lord. Miss Alex, I know you can help.”

“I hope so, Jane. I hope so.”
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THE HANDS OF the clock moved painstakingly slowly as the sky beyond my bedroom morphed from Georgia sapphire blue to a deep, velvety black and eventually filled with stars. Sitting in the sill of the giant window, I watched the driveway. The cobblestones were no longer illuminated with lights. They’d all been turned off near midnight. Now, nearing two in the morning, only the silvery shadows cast by the moon lit the property in front of Montague Manor. 

There wasn’t much to see. If my bedroom faced toward the back of the original plantation, I could watch the lake and the fields beyond. However, my view was limited to the front. I’d imagined Clayton’s SUV barreling toward the manor. 

It hadn’t happened. Not one car had come up the drive, not since I took up my post. One had left. I’d watched from behind the curtain. I was a spy trying my best to understand this strange yet familiar terrain. 

The car had left after Jane’s visit, after dinner had been brought, and after the sun had set. I’d stood perfectly still as the black sedan drove to the door. I didn’t know the driver, yet he wore the customary uniform. It was when the passengers made their way down the broad steps that I knew he worked for the Spencers. The first to come into view was Miss Suzanna, flanked by Alton. My stomach churned as he guided her toward the car, his hand securely placed in the small of her back. 

Friendly gesture? 

I wondered, until he leaned closer to kiss her goodbye. It was on her cheek, but something felt wrong, as if it were more than friendship. I had a sinking suspicion that their camaraderie wasn’t based upon common concern over my mother. 

However, before I could let my thoughts linger, my attention quickly diverted to the next couple: Bryce and Chelsea. Judging by the time, nearly nine o’clock, the four of them must have enjoyed a nice dinner here at Montague Manor. 

My heart ached and mind questioned my new reality. I was sequestered to my bedroom while Chelsea dined in the Montague Manor dining room. The question turned to indignation as Bryce helped her into the backseat and she turned toward him and smiled. 

The simple expression was the twisting of a knife, one I hadn’t even realized had been inserted into my heart. How does one suffer a stab wound without knowing? I couldn’t answer. Nevertheless, in that moment, seeing her smile up at Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer, the flesh of my chest tore as the blade plunged deeper. 

I’d hoped for more information from Jane, but she hadn’t been the one to bring my meal or retrieve the tray. I didn’t know the young lady, though she fit Alton’s profile: young, attractive, and silent. 

Each passing minute and hour, my mind swirled with the reality around me as well as what was happening away from Montague Manor. Though I had the ability to leave my bedroom, I worried about the possible repercussions. Would Alton suspect that Jane had given me the means? What would that mean for her? Why hadn’t she been back?

I waited and bided my time until the nighttime silence settled over the manor. 

During my wait, I’d realized that other than seeing Nox’s telephone number once on a Post-it note in Karen Flores’s office, I’d never known the digits. Instead, I’d relied upon my phone to hold that vital information. Though I racked my brain, the numbers were nowhere to be found. 

I contemplated locating my phone. Would Alton take it with him to the master suite? Could it be in his office? For hours I paced and contemplated until I found myself settled on the giant windowsill overlooking the main entry and exit of Montague Manor. 

At some point, I searched my purse and wallet. What had I done with that Post-it note? Had I saved it? If I had, I couldn’t find it. However, tucked away behind a credit card in my wallet was a business card, one I’d been given in case of an emergency, one that when I’d received it, I’d considered less of a lifeline and more of an anchor, one that I’d feared had been capable of drowning me in my poor decisions. 

Now, after two in the morning, with Deloris’s card and number secured in the pocket of my robe, it was time to search for a telephone. During my childhood, each and every room had been wired for the house phones. Within the manor were multiple lines and direct buttons to access the staff. The phone system was much like what a large hotel would still have today. 

The tumblers clicked as I turned the key. Their echo seemed louder than it would ever have been during the day. Twisting and pulling the crystal doorknob toward me, I peered out into the hallway. Part of me feared there might be a guard sitting outside my room, but there was none. As quietly as I could, I closed my door and relocked it. If anyone came by and tried the handle, they would hopefully assume I was inside. 

The corridor was dark and silent, except for the occasional small nightlight between every few doors, illuminating the way. I inserted the key and opened an empty bedroom. With a click of the light, I saw that the bedside stand was devoid of a telephone. Quietly, I repeated the task, room by room. Not one contained a telephone. Apparently, even Montague Manor moved with the times. Everyone had gone cellular. 

When I reached the end of the hall, I second-guessed my plan. I could stay on the second floor and make my way to the library. The downside was that it was closer to Mother and Alton’s suite. The upside was that it held less of a chance of meeting staff. Then again, at this hour would anyone be awake?

As I lingered, my heart beat rapidly, creating a cadence like a drumline or a firing squad. I refused to decide which one. 

Staying close to the wall, I made my way down the grand stairs one step at a time, allowing my eyes to adjust to the darkened foyer. I’d left my slippers in my room, deciding instead that I could be quieter in bare feet. Step by step, I moved closer to the ground floor.

I forced myself to inhale and exhale, certain that if I didn’t, I’d pass out before finding a way to reach Deloris. Like the second level, the first floor was quiet. Only the hum of the air conditioning dominated the air as I moved along the corridor I’d walked earlier in the day. Alton’s office was risky, but I knew without a doubt it contained a telephone. 

I took a deep breath as I reached for the door handle. Would it be locked? 

I pushed the door inward and it opened. Peering inside, I once again held my breath, a part of me fearful that he’d be present. Shadows lurked in the darkness, their presence were felt more than seen. I stepped within and waited for my eyes to adjust. At least in the hallways there’d been indirect lighting. Alton’s office was black. Even the draperies appeared to be pulled, blocking the moon’s rays. I pushed the door closed behind me as the latch clicked closed. 

I debated on turning on the lights, knowing that there was a lamp on a nearby end table between two high-backed leather chairs. My thoughts went to the setup of the room. Twenty-four years of experience combined with an embedded memory of this room allowed me to walk without colliding into anything. Perhaps the unwillingness of Montague Manor to change had its advantages. 

I fumbled for the switch. 

Light was faster than sound, yet before my fingers twisted the knob, I heard the footsteps.

“Oh!” I stifled a gasp. My heart that had slowed to normal speed jumpstarted, the jolt sending shock waves throughout my body. 

An arm went around my waist as a hand covered my lips. In a fraction of a second, I was held tightly against a hard body. 

“He said you’d try this.” Bryce’s low growl came near my ear. “I told him you were smarter than that. I guess I was wrong.” 

I’d seen him leave with Chelsea. How was he here?

His warm whiskey breath teased my neck, sending chills from my spine to my bare toes. I fought against his hold.

“Please, Bryce…” My words came out muffled by his hand.

Without thinking, I quickly bent forward and snapped backward with all my force. The back of my head collided with his face. What did it hit? His nose? His chin? At the same time my elbow met with his stomach.

Ooaf. 

It wasn’t a word but a sound as his grip loosened. Without pause, I broke free and raced for the door. 

The sliver of light shining beneath the large door was my goal, my finish line or perhaps my start line. Once beyond, I imagined screaming for help as I ran back upstairs. Lunging forward, my bare feet tripped on the plush carpet as they were captured. Helplessly, I fell forward, ending my race before it began. 

My arms flew out, barely catching myself and saving my face from hitting the carpet as Bryce pulled me backward, causing my robe to move upward moments before he landed on top of me. I fought to breathe as his weight covered my back. Slowly he moved, a deep laugh filling the darkened office as he readjusted, the entire time keeping me pinned as he straddled my body.

“Damn, you nearly broke my fucking nose.” His breath and words were close as he leaned down, pulling my head backward with his fist in my hair. 

“Let me up,” I demanded. 

Kicking my feet I met air as Bryce released my hair and grabbed my shoulders. I was helpless as he turned me over, holding me down, straddling my waist, and securing my arms at my side. 

“Asshole,” I spewed. “Let me go.”

For a split second, in the lightening darkness, his face and outline of his broad shoulders came into view. From the shadows around his eyes, I feared he’d slap me as Alton had done. Instead, he painfully seized my chin. “Shut the fuck up, Alexandria.”

When I didn’t respond, he leaned closer. “Even though I was wrong, I can’t tell you how fucking happy I am to finally have the right one.”

“What?”

The word was barely out when his hand went from my chin to my lips, crushing them painfully against my teeth until my chin was down as far as it could go. The telltale taste of copper alerted me to blood. 

“I told you earlier,” he said, his warning slowing in a menacing tone, “you need to learn to keep your mouth shut. Now is an excellent time to give that a try.” He bent forward until our noses were nearly touching. “Can you do that? Can you listen for just a minute?”

My head barely moved as I attempted to nod. 

Again, his laugh filled the office. “I like your spunk almost as much as your willingness to submit. We’ll have more fun than I’d imagined.”

It wasn’t only his words that twisted my stomach, but the realization that his erection was probing my stomach as he leaned down.

Slowly he lessened the pressure against my mouth. I sucked my bruised lips between my teeth as he sat taller. 

“You have two choices,” Bryce said. “I let you up and we talk about whatever it was you were going to do, or I keep you here and call your father. I have my cell phone in my pocket. Think about it: do you really want him to know he was right?”

It wasn’t only that I didn’t want him to call Alton. More importantly, I wanted him off of me. “Let me up.” When he didn’t move, I added, “Please.”

His knuckles caressed my cheek. “That’s the Alexandria I know, polite and genteel.”

Though internally I shivered, I did my best to remain still. “Bryce, please don’t do anything that will ruin us. Please help me.”

His chest heaved with indecision. “Us? Really, Alexandria? Are you now saying there’s an us?” He moved his attention from my face to the lapels of my robe. Brushing them aside, he revealed my nightgown.

My stomach twisted. “Bryce, you don’t want it to be like this.” 

His eyes opened wider. “How do you want it to be?”

I wanted it to be never, but that wouldn’t get him off of me. “You know I don’t want it.” His knees applied pressure to my wrists secured at my sides as he sat taller. “But,” I added, “if it’s in our future, I want it to be special.”

Bryce leaned down. “Was your first time with him special?” 

Pinned beneath Bryce, I was at a definite disadvantage; nevertheless, I couldn’t answer him forthrightly and tell him that despite being treated like a slut, my first time with Nox had been magical.

I couldn’t think about Nox and our first time. I couldn’t think about Del Mar or Highway 101. I couldn’t think about the gas station or later in his suite. I had to concentrate on Bryce and getting him off of me. “I could ask you the same question, but the her would be rather ambiguous.” 

Bryce’s chest expanded as he took a deep breath, lifted his weight to his knees, and then swung to my side. Scrambling as fast as I could, I crawled backward and stood. But before I could run for the door, Bryce backed me into one of the leather chairs near the light. 

His tone was low and slow. “We’re getting married. I’ll have you, and I’m not spending the rest of my life apologizing for fucking willing participants.” He reached again for my chin. “Alexandria, I believe you were reaching for that light. Do it. Turn it on and see what you did to me.”

“Bryce…”

“Do it!”

I fumbled again for the switch, my moist fingers having difficulty grasping as I turned the small knob. Fearful of seeing what I’d felt against my stomach, I closed my eyes before the light registered. 

He again squeezed my chin. “Open your damn eyes. Look at me.”

Taking a deep breath, I did as he said. With his grasp of my chin, he had my face directed toward his. It wasn’t what I expected, but I soon realized what he wanted me to see. 

“Y-your cheek?” I said, lifting my hand to the raised knot, now a shade of deep pink. 

He closed his eyes as I ran my fingers over the contusion. 

When his eyes opened, he turned and sank into the other chair, on the opposite side of the lamp. “We may have to postpone our engagement pictures.”

“Good idea,” I said.

“Postpone. Not cancel,” he clarified as he leaned back against the high back and sighed. 

I nearly laughed at the sight of his mussed blond hair. Normally he was one of those preppy-looking men without a hair out of place. I took a deep breath and focused on my mission. “Bryce, this isn’t going to happen.”

His gray eyes opened wide as a smile broke across his face. “I’d tell you not to fight it, but damn, I think I like it when you fight.” He rubbed his own cheek. “But I’ll need to do something to ensure you don’t leave marks, at least not ones that show.”

My eyes fluttered closed in a silent attempt to stop the bile. “I need to make a call. Please, let me call a friend. I just need to tell her that I’m all right.”

“Her?”
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THE DAMN PINGING of my iPad brought me back to reality. I ran my hand through my hair as I tried to make sense of the sound. It was dark, the middle of the night, yet the sound wouldn’t stop.

Ping.

Ping.

I’d finally fallen asleep after a few too many fingers of whiskey. It didn’t seem to matter how much alcohol I consumed—it wasn’t enough to wash away my guilt at not being able to help Charli. I should be with her. She should be with me. 

Her crumpled letter, the one that both Deloris and I knew wasn’t from her, lay on the bedside stand beside my bed. Though she hadn’t been the one to write it, its presence gave me a sense of connection. Next to the letter was my phone. I’d sent her multiple text messages and even left a couple of voicemails. My mind told me it was useless, but I couldn’t seem to stop. 

I continued to reason that when she finally turned on her phone, she’d see that I’d tried, that despite the roadblocks, I’d done my best to reach her and wouldn’t stop. 

Pulling myself from my stupor, I opened my tablet. My personal messages were multiplying by the second. Each one was from Deloris. 

What the hell?

Was she sleeping on a button?

I opened the first, second, and then the third. They were all the same. 

“ALEX IS ON THE PHONE. COME TO MY ROOM.”

The sheets around my legs were suddenly restraints hindering my movement. Kicking them away, wearing only gym shorts and a t-shirt, I rushed from the lonely bedroom and through the front room of my suite. Without stopping for shoes, I grabbed the room key and hurried out into the hallway. A few doors down, I came to Deloris’s room. I would have known the number, but with the door slightly ajar I could hear Deloris’s voice. 

The next voice I heard momentarily stopped me in my tracks. I would have recognized it anywhere. Taking a breath, I barreled inside. The door bounced against the inside wall. 

“What—?” 

Quickly, Deloris turned my direction, pursed her lips and put her finger to her mouth. 

“Of course…” she said. I couldn’t remember what Charli had asked; I’d been too astonished to hear her voice. 

“I want to speak to her,” I whispered.

Deloris shook her head as she asked, “Alex, can you repeat that? I think we have a bad connection.”

Charli’s voice filled Deloris’s room. “Can you hear me now?”

“Yes, can you tell me again what you said? Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I’m fine. I wanted you to know.”

“Ch—”

This time it was Deloris’s hand that stopped me as she thrust a note my direction. 

 

 

Don’t talk. She’s on speaker and she’s not alone.

 

 

Who the fuck is with her? Is it her stepfather? Who and why? It’s two-fucking-thirty in the morning. Why isn’t she alone?

Those were my unspoken questions as I pressed my lips together and listened. 

“How’s your mother?”

I marveled at the calm in Deloris’s voice. It wasn’t mirrored by her body language. Standing in a robe, she was uncharacteristically rigid. 

“I-I don’t know yet,” Charli answered. “I want to go see her, but I need your help.”

“My help? Of course. What do you want me to do?”

“Go back to New York.”

Fuck that!

I spun like a caged lion as I silently pleaded to Deloris, hoping that telepathically she’d hear my rebuttal.

“Alex, how will that help?”

“Alt—my family—is concerned that if I leave the manor something could happen to me.”

“You know that we’d never allow anything to happen.”

“That’s the thing,” Charli said, “they’re afraid you’ll be the cause. I can’t see my mother until they’re assured that I won’t be taken, by you or Lennox.”

Lennox. She did it again. Could the letter have been from her? Was this her way of letting us know that she was speaking under duress? The letter may not have been her, but the person on the phone definitely was. I didn’t only know her voice, but her sounds, moans, and pleas. 

I shook my head—so much for telepathic—as Deloris’s eyes widened, looking my direction. 

“Is my word enough that we’ve left or do they need more?” Deloris asked.

“Um, I trust your word, but…” She paused. “…they would like proof. A flight manifest showing that you, Lennox, and Clayton have left Savannah.”

“Fuck,” I mumbled under my breath as I turned away.

“How can I reach you?”

“You can’t.”

“Excuse me?” Deloris asked. 

“I can’t use my phone right now, and I don’t have access to my email. You can send the flight manifest to altonfitzgerald at montaguecorp dot com.”

“What about this number? Can I call you back on this number?”

“No, this is my stepfather’s home office. He wouldn’t be pleased.”

“I don’t fucking care…” 

“Deloris,” Charli said, “please tell me you’re alone or I’ll need to hang up.”

“It’s the TV, Alex. I thought I’d muted it.” Deloris’s glare stopped anything else from escaping my lips. 

“Do you still want Lennox to follow your instructions in the letter you left for him at the gate?”

“Letter?” She paused again. “Oh, yes. Please.”

“All of your clothes or only the summer ones?”

What? The letter had said only supplies for class.

“Um,” she answered, “all, I suppose.”

“Alex, you know all you have to do is—”

“Deloris,” she interrupted. “I need to go, but first, I wanted to say thank you, to you and everyone. Please do as I ask. I need to see my mother and until you’re gone, I can’t. And tell…” Her voice bubbled with emotion, tearing at my heart. “…him that I’m sorry. This is the way it was always supposed to be, what I was supposed to do. I just didn’t know it. I didn’t understand. Now I do. We were never supposed to happen.”

It took every ounce of my strength to stay quiet. I wanted to scream at the phone, at Charli, at whoever the fuck was with her. She wasn’t telling the truth. I knew more than her voice, moans, and pleas. I knew her heart. We were supposed to happen. 

Why the hell would I end up in Del Mar? Why the hell would I go to the large pool? It was fate and whatever shit she was being fed couldn’t stop that. It wouldn’t stop us. 

“Alex—” Deloris began. 

“Goodbye.”

The hotel room filled with silence as we both stared at Deloris’s phone. The call was done. 

“What the fuck?” I asked. 

“She was obviously being coached. I just don’t know who was with her.”

“Why did she call you?”

“She didn’t say,” Deloris answered. “But at the least we confirmed that she didn’t write the letter.”

“We never thought she did. What I want to know is how did the person who wrote it know about rules?”

Deloris shrugged. “Would Alex have told someone?”

I ran my hand through my hair, still moving, spinning in place. “I don’t know. She hasn’t had much contact with anyone but her mother and a woman named Jane.”

“What about Chelsea?” 

“What about her?”

“Would she know that? She was with Alex in Del Mar.”

I couldn’t think or reason. “Maybe. What did she say before I got here?”

“Not much. She said that she arrived to the manor safely, and that she’d dropped her phone. It wasn’t working right now.”

“That’s fucking bullshit. She didn’t drop it. I mean it’s not on, but I don’t believe she dropped it.”

Deloris shrugged. “Lennox, she obviously sounded… coerced.” 

“No shit. She also referred to me as Lennox in that conversation,” I said. “I think that means something.”

“It’s your name.”

“It’s not what she calls me. She’s giving us clues, clues that whoever is with her wouldn’t understand.” My chest tightened as I pulled at my own hair. The pain in my scalp was to help me think. “Fuck, Deloris, they’re making her say things she doesn’t want to say.”

Deloris stood, meeting me head-on. “She called. I’d venture to guess it took some work on her part to do that. I’d also guess that there was more in that conversation than either of us heard. I recorded it. I’ll go back over it, a million times if I have to. I won’t stop until I’ve deciphered every one of her meanings.”

“I’m not leaving Savannah without her.”

“Just because we leave doesn’t mean we have to stay gone.”

My eyes closed as I sank down onto the sofa. “If we don’t leave, they won’t let her see her mother.”

“Wait…” Deloris said as she pushed buttons on her phone. The recording of the call began to replay in snippets: 

“My help… by you or Lennox… they’d like proof. A flight manifest showing that you, Lennox, and Clayton have left Savannah.” Deloris hit rewind and replayed the last sentence. “A flight manifest showing that you, Lennox, and Clayton have left Savannah.”

Deloris’s eyes widened. “Did you hear that?”

“Yes,” I said dejectedly, “twice, or I guess, three times.”

“No. Think about what she said. Who needs to leave?”

“All of us.”

“Lennox, that wasn’t what she said. She named me, you, and Clayton.”

The puzzle Deloris was showing me began to make sense in my tired, heart-wrenched mind. “She didn’t say Isaac. Maybe she doesn’t know he’s here.”

“Or maybe she knows, but no one else does. After all, Clayton and I were seen at Magnolia Woods. You were seen at the gate.”

“Isaac was with me.”

“He was a driver, behind a window. He could have been from a rented service.”

“Isaac can stay while we leave?”

Deloris nodded. 
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MY BACK TENSED as Clayton drove Deloris and me through the gate into the private airport. 

“This pisses me off,” I said for the hundredth time. 

“You’ve mentioned.”

I turned toward the window, seeing the Georgia red clay as the sun made its way above the horizon. “We’re giving in to him. I fucking hate it.”

“We aren’t. We’re helping Alex by doing as she asked.”

“She didn’t mean it. I know she didn’t.”

“Give me time, Lennox. Give her time. There’s a game going on here and we unfortunately aren’t familiar with the rules. The thing I keep reminding myself is that she is.”

“Rules?” I repeated. “When was the last time you spoke to Chelsea?”

“It’s been over a week.”

I turned toward her. “If she wrote the note, maybe she was giving us a clue too? Maybe she is familiar enough with the Montagues that she knows the rules, enough that could help?”

“I’ll keep trying. I haven’t been able to reach her since Alex… since yesterday. One thing’s for sure: Alex is familiar with the rules and with Mr. Fitzgerald,” Deloris confirmed. “I’m sure she told you in confidence, but the more I know about her childhood, the mansion, about everything Montague, the more I can help her.”

I recalled Charli’s honesty, how she’d said she wanted to tell me about her shadows. She said her honesty wasn’t so I could right the wrongs done to her, but so that she could show me she trusted me with things she’d hidden from others. 

“I don’t know what will help you.”

The car stopped on the tarmac, near the Demetri Enterprises plane. As Clayton opened the rear door, Deloris said, “I’ll go get the manifest from the airport and have them send it to Mr. Fitzgerald. I’ll meet you on the plane.”

Each step toward the stairs was harder than the last. Each step up seemed like quicksand, its muck sucking me back to the Georgia clay. I stopped halfway up the stairs and looked out at the landscape. Beyond the airport the land was flat, the expanse mostly filled with the lightening sky. 

What was Charli doing? What was she enduring?

I recalled the night in our apartment when she first shared. 

 

“Did he abuse you?” I asked. 

She didn’t hesitate with her answer: “Psychologically. Verbally. I was never good enough at anything. Always an embarrassment. Never the Montague I should be.”

Fuck! 

 

That was what she was saying on the phone. This was what she was supposed to do and be. I didn’t know what that meant, but that was it. I knew it—in my heart, in my soul—and it frightened me, not for me, but for her. Whatever was happening wasn’t what she wanted, but what she was supposed to do.

If only I’d pushed more. 

But I hadn’t, and now I was at a loss. 

As I gazed out the window looking for Deloris, it hit me. She was wrong. I wasn’t the one who could answer her questions, but there was someone who could. 

Pulling out my phone, I searched my contacts. The name had to be there. I’d called him at least once before. My watch read 7:26. Maybe if I hurried, I could catch Patrick before he left for work. 
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“ALEXANDRIA? ALEXANDRIA?” MY name echoed through my tired mind, punctuated by raps upon my bedroom door. 

I pulled myself from my bed, wrapped my robe around me, and made my way to the door. “Hello.” My voice sounded sleepy even to my own ears. 

“I’m coming in.”

“Suzanna?” I asked, though I knew it was her voice on the other side of the locked door.

Last night, after my call to Deloris, Bryce insisted on returning me to my room, only after I relinquished my key. I tried to explain that I wouldn’t leave; I’d only wanted to make a call. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. Thankfully, he had taken no for everything else. 

Each time we were together, it was as if there was a power struggle going on within him: his desire to please Alton versus being the Bryce of my childhood. Since it was feasible that Alton would eventually learn I’d made the call to Deloris from his phone, Bryce could counter, saying he’d orchestrated my dialogue as well as confiscated my means for further escape. Giving him the key was a no brainer. When I’d explained that it was one I’d had hidden in my room for years, he didn’t seem to question. I didn’t mention there were numerous others waiting to take its place. 

I turned back to the clock. It was nearly ten in the morning. 

A new panic washed through me. Had Alton left for Montague Corporation? Had I lost my chance to contact Columbia?

I took a step back as the tumblers clicked and Suzanna unlocked the door. As the door opened, she instructed the same staff girl from last night to enter, pushing what I assumed to be my breakfast, or at least, a cart with an assortment of covered plates, a carafe, cups, and glasses. 

Pulling my robe closed, I watched as Suzanna directed the girl where to place everything and then instructed her to leave. Once we were alone, Bryce’s mother turned toward me, her expression filled with artificial compassion. 

“Alexandria, how are you?” Each word dripped with her saccharine-coated Southern drawl.

That was her lead in? 

I forced my bitchiest smile. “I’m peachy. Thank you so much for asking. After all, you just unlocked my door to enter. Doesn’t that sound like fun to you?”

“Really…” She sat opposite the tray at a small table in my room and lifted the silver dome. “…dear, you should eat. I heard you had an eventful night.”

I lifted my brows. “It’s nice that Bryce discusses things with his mother. I’d like to do the same.”

“Look, the cook made you pancakes. You’ve always loved pancakes.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Not since I was seven.” I sat and reached for the carafe of coffee. Though there were two cups; I only poured mine. By the time I stirred in the cream, Suzanna huffed and poured her own cup. 

Bitch, I’m not your maid. I didn’t say that. Instead, I offered the small pitcher. “Cream?”

Reaching for the pitcher, Suzanna said, “Darling, you really do have the ability to make this better. It’s up to you.”

“If it’s up to me, I want to see my mother and go back to New York.” It wasn’t what Jane had told me to say, but it was the truth.

“That’s not what I mean. I mean, you and me, we should be friends. Your father has requested that I plan your wedding for the Saturday before Christmas.” Her eyes lit up. “That’s Christmas Eve. Can you imagine how beautiful it will be? Now, think about it. We don’t have much time. Who do you want to stand up with you? Every girl imagines her dream wedding. Tell me about yours.” 

After taking a sip of her coffee, she nodded knowingly. “Just because this is rushed, doesn’t mean we have to skimp. Your father wouldn’t hear of that. He wants the biggest, grandest wedding Savannah has seen in years… decades even. This is monumental—the Carmichaels, Fitzgeralds, and Montagues, all becoming one.”

I grimaced over the rim of my cup as she enthusiastically spoke. I had visions of the newscasters who were able to describe the destruction of a mass disaster with a smile on their faces. 

Five thousand dead as a tsunami devastates… on a lighter note, the Miss America pageant will go on as planned. 

“…really can be an epic event. I’ve started the guest list—”

“Excuse me,” I interrupted, reining in my sarcasm. “There’s no Fitzgerald in that equation.” I stood ready to say that I’d rather marry a Fitzgerald than a Carmichael, when an idea hit me. “Patrick.”

Suzanna stared. “What?”

“I want Patrick Richardson to stand with me.”

“Well, of course, he could be a groomsman.”

“I didn’t say that,” I corrected. “I want him to stand with me.” I shrugged. “I would probably have chosen Chelsea, but you can see where that may be a bit uncomfortable. I’m no longer close to any of my classmates from the academy and those at Stanford didn’t know about… well, this.” I motioned around the room. “I want Patrick.”

“Dear, we’d need to discuss that with your father. I know he isn’t pleased with the life choices Patrick has made.”

Infidelity or being gay? I’d go with Infidelity, since homosexuality wasn’t actually a choice. Then again, Infidelity was a secret, so apparently it was Patrick’s sexuality that Alton didn’t approve of.

I tilted my head. “I don’t want to know how you know what Alton thinks, but if you call him my father one more time, I’ll spill my coffee all over your lovely cream dress.”

“Alexandria! I’m trying to help you.”

I slammed my nearly empty cup onto the table. “Let’s get something straight. I don’t want to marry your son. I have never wanted to marry your son. I won’t marry your son, but I will play this damn game to get to my mother. Now how about you stop pretending to be my best friend and you start being Momma’s?”

She stood. “I-I’m simply aghast.” 

As she fluttered around my room, with her hand near her throat, I sat back in my chair and laughed. It started as a simple giggle, but as the seconds passed the rumble grew to a resounding full-body laugh. 

Finally, she cleared her throat. “You don’t seem to understand. This wedding is happening. Don’t you want a choice in choosing your wedding dress?”

“You’re right, I don’t understand. How about instead of giving me a choice in dresses, I get a choice in grooms?”

She squared her shoulders. “Alexandria, I came here this morning to help you.”

Standing to meet her, I asked, “Why don’t you tell me about my mother? Better yet, since you have the key to my freedom, why don’t you take me to my mother? Let me see her condition for myself.” 

Her tongue darted to her lips and she nodded. “I-I think we should concentrate on where we can do the most good, where we can make the most progress. As it is, we have less than two months before you and Bryce say your vows. There are showers that need to be planned, registries that need to be completed, and a honeymoon planned. You’ll be pleased to know I’ve secured the Presbyterian Church…”

I narrowed my gaze. “Are you serious?” The Presbyterian Church was one of the oldest, most historic churches in Savannah. It didn’t seem possible that she could reserve that on such short notice, especially on Christmas Eve. The donation must have been enough to cover my law school for the full three years, including my housing. Well, at least now I knew where my trust fund went. 

Setting her coffee cup on the table, Suzanna brushed the imaginary lint from the skirt of her dress. “Alexandria, your father…” She emphasized the words, daring me to reach for my coffee. “…expects you in his office at noon. The photographer was due here at two for your engagement pictures, but it seems as though that needs to be postponed.” She took a step closer and lifted a brow. “Perhaps you and Bryce could manage to keep marks limited to places covered by clothing, at least for the near future.”

“I was fucking fighting him—”

Her palm neared my cheek, but just as quickly I leaned away, saving myself from another slap and seized her wrist. Clenching my teeth, I squeezed. “Don’t think that you ever can strike me.”

She pulled her wrist away, rubbing the area I’d just held. “You may have been off gallivanting around the world and your mother may have coddled you, but, Miss Collins, you’re back in Savannah and proper ladies don’t say fuck. From this time forward, that word will be stricken from your vocabulary either willingly or by force. The choice is yours.”

“Do you even give a fuck about my mother?” I opened my eyes in question as well as disobedience. 

“Laide is my best friend. Of course I care. Don’t you understand, Alexandria? I’m here with you, putting up with your insolent behavior for her. Do you think Alton would do this? The answer is no. He would not and will not put up with your disrespectful conduct. I’m here to help you and help Laide. I guess the question is… Do you give a fuck what happens to her?”

It was Alton’s question, restated. 

Suzanna turned on her heels and walked toward the door. With her hand on the crystal handle, she added, “I’ll leave your door unlocked. Shower, dress, and be in your father’s office before noon. If your answer to my last question is yes, then don’t be a second late.”

I wanted her gone. I also didn’t want to obey anything she, Bryce, or Alton said, but I was trapped. “Suzanna?”

“Yes?”

“He said I could call Columbia. Is he here? I could go down and call my faculty advisor now. I’ve already missed a class yesterday afternoon and another this morning.”

She eyed me up and down. “A proper lady doesn’t walk around Montague Manor in a bathrobe.”

After twisting the knob, she opened the door and just as quickly disappeared as the door closed. 
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I TURNED THE key from my side of my door and returned it to my jewelry box. I couldn’t make myself go into the bathroom and shower knowing the door could be opened. I had visions of emerging from the bathroom to someone—anyone—in my room. I doubted it would be Alton, but then again, anything was possible. In my opinion, Bryce and Suzanna were equally unacceptable visitors. 

Before my shower, I’d moved the cart with my breakfast back into the hallway. The key was a risk, a way to alert others that I had another. I’d hoped that placing the cart in the hallway would stop the young girl from trying to enter my room.

As I looked for clothes, I realized that it didn’t matter that the things I’d packed in New York were with Deloris and Nox. My closet was full. There were both clothes that I’d left in Savannah as well as new ones. Even the bathroom cabinets were filled with my choice of cosmetics. I remembered that Jane had unpacked for me during my last visit, but with each new discovery, I feared there was another explanation, someone else who helped to plan for my return. 

No one else would have known my preferences so exactly except the person who’d shared my life and my apartment for the last four years. Everything was correct, all the way down to the brand names and colors of eye shadow. I didn’t want to think that Chelsea purposely sent me the text message to lure me back to Savannah. I rationalized that even if she had, given my mother’s condition, I was glad I was back. 

Besides, if Chelsea hadn’t contacted me, would anyone have even told me about my momma? 

As I prepared for my command performance in Alton’s office, it occurred to me that although my closet and cosmetics were satisfactory, I didn’t have everything that I needed. I needed my backpack, school supplies, and birth control medication. 

The absence of my medicine gave me another idea. Perhaps it was as farfetched as having Patrick in my wedding—that would never happen—but it was worth a try. I needed my birth control medicine. If Alton wouldn’t let me have my things from New York, there was only one alternative: I would need to see Dr. Beck—alone. 

Taking one last look in the mirror, I shrugged. The simple dress and flat shoes were a compromise. I’d have preferred jeans and a light sweater, but I was playing his game. If I were sequestered to the manor, my attire wouldn’t matter. My goal was to get to Magnolia Woods. For that, I needed to look my part. 

With a deep breath, I made my way toward Alton’s office. It was the same path I’d taken during the middle of the night, minus the check of neighboring rooms. Though the passages were brighter during the day, the Montague Manor shadows never fully evaporated. They lurked within the dim and less-traveled passageways. 

I fought to breathe as blood drained from my cheeks. It was 11:50 as I lifted my hand to knock on the office door. I had always despised this room, and here I was, entering it for the third time in the last twenty-four hours. 

I may have thought it before, but the dog-and-pony show was now in full swing. 
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I PACED NEAR the windows of my office. The world beyond the glass continued to move. Small cars created ribbons of traffic, and tiny dots of all different colors walked along the sidewalks. The colors of the dots were created with jackets and coats, hats and gloves, possibly even scarves. While the early afternoon sun cast shadows on the ribbons and dots, it did little to warm the air. But this was New York. The residents were tough and would persevere. Despite the late October breeze blowing fiercely between the buildings, all of the dots moved forward, onward as if my world weren’t on the brink of imploding. 

I was from here, born in Brooklyn, raised in Rye. I was resilient, yet I didn’t feel that way. Instead, I felt defeated. Why was I back in New York? 

How could I face Charli one day, admitting that I’d left her… in that house of horrors?

Nothing about my brief talk with Patrick this morning alleviated my level of stress. We hadn’t had much time and he had a prior obligation. That was why the two of us had a dinner meeting scheduled for tomorrow. Nevertheless, during our quick chat, he’d confirmed my unspoken fears. With each response, I had the sickening realization that I hadn’t grasped the depth of Charli’s despair when she first arrived in New York. I could make excuses. I could blame my own rage, but that didn’t change the fact that she’d been in pain and I hadn’t recognized it. 

That wouldn’t happen again. 

According to Patrick, the loss of Charli’s trust fund was sudden and recent. She’d told me about it, but not in detail. She’d said that her mother and Alton Fitzgerald had taken it. What she hadn’t told me was that they offered her another option. Her alternative to being penniless was to transfer to Savannah Law, marry Edward Spencer, and live at Montague Manor. 

My Charli hadn’t caved to their will. She’d fought them… and found Infidelity. Though the company was supposed to be a secret, it seemed as though it was truly the worst-kept kind. Patrick was the one who’d told Charli about it. He still assumed I was her client. In his mind, that made the topic open for discussion. 

As I watched the ribbons and dots, I palmed my temples. My head ached from both too much whiskey and not enough sleep. Sleeping hadn’t been an option after Charli’s call. 

There was something else that bothered me. Patrick had said more than once that he was happy Charli had found me and that we’d been paired together. He didn’t know what an ass I’d been, how I’d treated her, chastising her for a choice and decision that should have been praised. Not that I do or did condone Infidelity, but she should have been applauded for standing up to the injustices she’d endured. That wasn’t what I’d done. Instead, I’d belittled and punished her. 

What made it all worse—ten times, a thousand times, a million fucking times worse—was that now, despite it all, she was back under their roof again. The independence she’d exerted was taken away from her in an instant. Patrick had no doubt that somehow they’d sucked her back in. He did question the possibility of ever truly freeing her, especially as long as her mother was ill. A black hole, he called it.

I didn’t argue, though I vehemently disagreed. I’d free her if it were the last damn thing I did. But first, my goal was to understand my opponents. I wanted to know every detail, from the layout of Montague Manor—the grounds and the house—to the way Alton Fitzgerald took his coffee. I wanted to know everything. 

I’d learn as much from Patrick as possible and once I did, I’d free her. And then I’d spend the rest of my life atoning for my unacceptable behavior. Never again would she feel trapped. Never again would she be sucked into the Montague darkness. I’d do anything and everything to fulfill one promise I’d made her. I’d said it when I was upset, but I meant every damn word. 

Alexandria Charli Montague Collins is mine. She belongs to me. I’m not a good man, but I’m the only fucking bad I want near her. 

That had been my promise and my threat. I wouldn’t rest until I made it her reality. 

For the millionth time, I opened the tracker app on my phone. Her blue dot was still at the manor. As soon as it moved, I’d alert Isaac. He had access to the same app. I knew he was also watching, but it made me feel better to see her, even if she was a blue dot. 

I even spoke to the blue dot: “Charli, I may have left Savannah, but know it was only because you asked. It’s only because it’ll help you see your mother. Don’t think of me as being gone. I’m still with you and you’re with me. Stay strong, princess. I’ll get you back… this bad man needs you. You’re my good, my light.”

The beep of the intercom beckoned my focus toward the speaker on my desk phone and away from the tracker app. “Mr. Demetri, your father is on line two.”

If I stood perfectly still, could I ignore Dianne’s message and pretend I didn’t hear her?

I took a deep breath, said a silent prayer that I was up-to-date on whatever the fuck he was going to ask, and pushed the button. “Thank you, Dianne. I’ll take his call.”

Easing myself into my desk chair, I lifted the receiver and pushed the connection for line two. “Oren.”

“Lennox. Tell me what’s happening.”

That was such a broad request. My mind scrambled with what he could possibly be referring to. “There’s a lot happening. Care to narrow that down?”

“I could ask about the distribution centers you promised Carroll or the way you outsmarted Davis with the House bill, but I’m more interested in why two separate private Demetri-contracted planes went to Savannah. I’m interested in why five people went to Savannah and only three returned to New York.” His tenor uncharacteristically slowed. “I’m interested in why Miss Collins didn’t return. I was under the impression she was a studious person, intent on her law degree.”

“How the fuck do you know this?”

Oren’s volume rose. “I’m the damn CEO of Demetri Enterprises. You may think I’m sitting in London not paying any fucking attention, but I see everything. Every manifest is copied and sent to me. Every proposal goes past me before it goes further. I started this company from nothing—”

I pushed back against the chair, my temper and temperature rising exponentially. “I know!” I interrupted. “I’ve heard this fucking speech. Get to your point.”

“Why is Miss Collins in Savannah without you?”

I ran my hand through my hair. I must be not only sleep-deprived, but also fucking delusional, because for a moment I imagined hearing genuine concern in my father’s voice, concern over my life, my girlfriend, perhaps even more than how it related to Demetri Enterprises. “Why the hell do you care?”

“So it was just a fling? A conquest? You threw her away, or did she leave you?”

My head moved from side to side. “You really don’t want to have this conversation with me right now.”

“Mr. Demetri,” Dianne’s voice came through the speaker. 

“Hold on, Dad,” I said leaning forward and hitting the button. “Not now, Dianne. I’m still on the phone.”

“Sir, Mr. Demetri—”

I lifted my eyes to the opening of my office door, momentarily stunned as my father entered with Dianne half a step behind. 

“Sir, he’s here.”

Slamming the receiver down, I replied, “I can see that.” My stare sent daggers toward my father. Fuck him. He didn’t have any idea what I was going through.

As our eyes locked, I expected the daggers in return. I expected some arbitrary lecture about how my name was associated with his company and in reality it was his name on the letterhead. I expected anything other than what I saw. In the split second since he’d entered, the arrogant prick I expected was gone. In my father’s pale eyes was something I hadn’t seen in years. 

Emotion. Concern. Perhaps even helplessness. 

“Dianne, close the door. Give us a minute.”

Oren placed his phone in his pocket. 

“You didn’t think you should’ve started that conversation with I’m here?”

“Tell me what’s happening. Don’t bullshit. I want to know.”

“Why?”

He walked to the chair near the sofa. The one he always used, the one facing the door. 

“Son, that’s a long story.”
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AS THE DOOR opened, Bryce met me face to face. For only a moment I forgot to walk; instead, I stood mesmerized by Bryce’s face, more accurately, by the large egg-like elevation on his left cheek. I fought to pull my gaze from the purple contusion to his eyes. Once I did, my lower lip disappeared between my teeth. 

“Sorry.” As soon as the apology left my lips, I regretted uttering the word. I wasn’t sorry that I’d head-butted him. I was sorry that he’d caught me, wrestled me to the ground, and gotten aroused. I was sorry I’d allowed him to choreograph my conversation with Deloris. I could go on and on with my regrets. Head-butting him wasn’t one of them. Shrugging, I added with a grin, “Not really. Maybe you should think twice before you tackle me again.”

His eyes narrowed and voice lowered to a whisper. Cocking his head toward Alton and Suzanna, he said, “This is another instance when you should keep your mouth shut.”

Bile swirled in the pit of my stomach as I took a breath and stepped through the threshold. 

“Mother,” Bryce said. 

Suzanna nodded. “I’m glad you could make it on time. I see your ability to tell time has improved, Alexandria.” 

Bitch.

I summoned my most accommodating tone and even allowed a bit of Southern drawl to sweeten my response. “Thank you for noticing. It was difficult without my phone, but at least the clock in my room works.” 

“Hmm,” Suzanna said, pursing her lips. “Well, Bryce has asked that we give you and your father some privacy.” She looked toward her son. “He hopes that with fewer distractions, you’ll understand.”

I was in a strange quandary. I didn’t want Suzanna and Bryce present, yet I didn’t want to be alone with Alton. Yesterday, Bryce had stood up to Alton on my behalf. I’d never seen anyone do that, not even my mother. That didn’t mean I wanted to admit I wanted him here. 

Instead, I focused on my indignation at their insinuation. “I’m capable of understanding, distractions or not. It’s the absurdity of the information that has me thrown.”

“I don’t have all day,” Alton announced as he sat behind his desk. 

So this wasn’t going to happen at the table—another gray area for me. Each unfamiliar move seemed to throw me off-kilter. 

Bryce stepped closer and reached for my hand. “Would you rather have us stay? Me stay?”

I didn’t want him to ask, nor was I willing to admit to anything. Retrieving my hand, I shrugged. “It seems to me that I’m the only one who doesn’t know all the information. Just tell me so I can go see my mother.”

“That hasn’t been—” Alton began.

“They’re gone,” Bryce interrupted. “You showed me the manifest.” 

My heart sank with the knowledge he so casually offered. I was truly here without them. Nox and Deloris had done what I’d asked, leaving me alone. I held out hope they’d caught my message about Isaac. However, as I faced this room, it didn’t matter. I was alone. I reminded myself to concentrate on my mother. 

Alton’s eyes narrowed toward Bryce in some unspoken exchange. Finally, he said, “That doesn’t mean it’s safe.”

“We’ll take security. I won’t leave her alone.”

“Alexandria,” Alton said, “sit down. First things first.”

“I agree,” I consented as I eased into a chair across from his desk. “First things first: you promised me a call to Columbia.”

“It’s done.”

“What? What do you mean it’s done? You said I could call.”

“The day is half over. I assumed an institution as prestigious as Columbia Law would do business at a more reasonable hour and I was right.”

“What did you say?”

Alton leaned back and lifted his brow. “It was an interesting conversation. I spoke with a Dr. Renaud.” 

“Yes, she’s my faculty counselor.”

“She was surprised to hear from me, again—your father—in connection to your records.”

My stomach twisted as I recalled telling her that Alton had no say over anything regarding me. “You have to understand, I’m an adult. I should have been the one who called.”

“While that’s debatable—”

“It’s not,” I interjected. “Talking to parents is against university policy. She has to talk to me.”

He waved his hand. “The subject is irrelevant. After a brief discussion and reminders, the situation is resolved. You’re now on a family-emergency leave.”

“What does that even mean? How will that affect this semester?” Panic filled my bloodstream. “I can’t go on leave. I’ll finish from here. I can watch lectures online and communicate with my professors via email and teleconferencing. I only have a little over a month left until the end of the semester. I don’t under—”

Alton lifted his hand. “Enough. I took care of it.”

“Really, dear,” Suzanna said, her words once again filled with sugar. “You’ll be too busy. What, with the wedding arrangements and of course, your mother, you don’t have time for school.”

I turned toward Suzanna, my jaw clenched in helpless frustration. “I can make time.”

Alton opened a manila folder on his desk and gestured toward the chair beside me. “Suzy, sit. Bryce, pull over another chair. Brantley is waiting to take us back to Montague Corporation. The world doesn’t stop because Alexandria has decided to grace us.”

I didn’t decide to grace them. I was kidnapped, tricked, and captured. 

Momentarily, the loss of Columbia drowned out the commotion of everyone sitting around me. I turned toward Bryce. “You’re going back to work? What about going to see my mother?”

Before Bryce could respond, Alton began. “I explained the groundwork yesterday. Basically, your grandfather legally secured the future of Montague by tying up loose ends before his death.” He handed me a piece of paper. 

Leaning forward I took what he offered, curious yet dreading what I was about to read. 

“This is a section of Charles Montague II’s last will and testament,” Alton explained. “It’s a copy. You can imagine the magnitude of the actual document. This is the part that concerns you.”

I stared down at the words. The room quieted, taking a collective breath, as I read. 

 

Article XII - Provisions for Montague holdings

 

If at the time of my passing these provisions have not been satisfied, it is the responsibility of my heirs, Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald and Alexandria Charles Montague Collins, to willingly and legally satisfy the following criteria at the appropriate dates. Failure to do so will result in the loss of all inheritance, including but not limited to assets, property, shares, personal properties, and the residual remainder of my Estate. 

As is now the case, it is essential that Adelaide Montague remain married to Alton Fitzgerald for the remainder of their earthly lives. As Adelaide’s husband, Alton Fitzgerald will have all rights set forth as the primary stockholder in Montague Corporation. If either party files for divorce or attempts to end the marriage, all Montague holdings revert to Alexandria Collins. 

Upon the death of either A. Fitzgerald or A.M. Fitzgerald prior to the coming-of-age of A. Collins, all Montague holdings will be held in trust for her until the age of twenty-five or until she has completed a college degree, whichever comes first. 

Once the age or degree completion has occurred, in order for A. Collins to inherit the Montague holdings and assets and to fulfill the requirements set forth in this legal document she must adhere to the following: 

Being of the legal age of twenty-five (or having completed her college degree), Alexandria Collins must agree to a legal union with a husband who too will represent her and their biological children’s shares in Montague Corporation as well as in the running of private Montague assets. 

It is my desire, and thus forth the determination of this last will and testament, that A. Collins will marry Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer, the son of Suzanna Carmichael Spencer, as outlined below. 

E. Spencer must first complete undergraduate and graduate school and prove himself worthy of Montague Corporation. Upon completion of his postgraduate degree, no more than eighteen months may transpire before their union. 

Upon their marriage, controlling interest in all things Montague will revert to A. Collins and E. Spencer, with provisions for the continued support and oversight by A. Fitzgerald and A.M. Fitzgerald until the time it is determined that either or both is no longer competent.

If this union does not occur, all Montague holdings and assets will be liquidated. The assets will henceforth be bequeathed to Fitzgerald Investments, leaving both heirs and their descendants without Montague assets. 

If the marriage of A. Collins and E. Spencer fails to survive, resulting in divorce or premature death, all Montague holdings and assets will be liquidated and henceforth bequeathed to Fitzgerald Investments, with one exception: in the instance that a male heir exists over the age of twenty-five, the designated heir will retain all holdings and controlling interest. 

If it is found that anyone mentioned in this article willfully and purposely hinders my wishes, that beneficiary will be stricken from receiving his or her share of the inheritance. 

 

Once I’d finished, I didn’t look up. Instead, I read it again from the beginning, looking for something I’d missed the first time. With each paragraph dictating my life and essentially the lives of my children, my head moved from side to side. If this were a test question, I’d answer that it was illegal. 

Finally, I looked up and said what I was thinking. “This can’t be legal.” 

“I assure you, it is—beneficiary stipulations.”

“This is why my momma never left you?”

Alton’s brow furrowed. “Why, Alexandria, would you presume that your mother wanted to leave me?”

“Wait!” I said. “She can’t die. She has to get better. It says in here that if she dies—”

“Your mother won’t die,” Alton said. “I told you to ask yourself if you wanted to see her and if you wanted her better. Dying isn’t nor was it an option.”

I stared in disbelief, remembering Jane’s concerns. Instead of asking Alton if he’d hurt my mother, I changed the subject. “Where is Jane?”

Alton’s head twitched. “What?”

“Where is Jane? I saw her briefly after I arrived.” I could have said ‘was kidnapped and locked in my room,’ but I didn’t. “Where is she? I haven’t seen her since.”

“I don’t know the location of each member of the household staff. That’s your mother’s duty and obviously she isn’t currently capable.”

“Then who’s overseeing the staff?”

“It’ll be your job as lady of Montague Manor, once you and Bryce marry, which is another reason for a leave from your studies. This is a big estate.”

Because hiring cooks and gardeners was more important than my degree? Staying focused, I asked, “Who’s doing it now?”

“I am,” Suzanna volunteered. “I’m doing all I can to help your mother.”

I turned her way. “Where is Jane?”

“She’s no longer with Montague.”

There wasn’t enough gravity in the atmosphere to keep me seated. “What? Why?”

Alton lifted his hand. “The two of you may discuss household staff and budgets after I leave. The information in that document is as simple as I can make it. Tell me, Alexandria, do you plan to fulfill your responsibility as a Montague?”

How many times had my mother asked me a similar question? Yet never had she explained exactly what would be expected of me as a Montague.

“When was this archaic document written?”

“After your mother and I married, nearly twenty years ago.”

Standing behind my chair, I held tightly to the formed back, squeezing the leather until the tips of my fingers blanched. “I was four and my future was dictated?”

Bryce shrugged. “Mine was too, but I’m not fighting it.”

“Why?” I asked louder than I should. “Why aren’t you fighting it? Why would you want to go along with this plan? Do you want to be married to someone who doesn’t love you?”

“This is business, not love,” Alton said. 

Bryce stood and faced me. His gray eyes swirled with sadness. “No. I want to marry my best friend. I want to marry the pretty girl who used to swim with me in the lake. I want to marry the beautiful girl who accompanied me to the dances at the academy, who visited me at Duke. I want to raise children with her and have them attend the same academy. I want to hold her hand as our son swims and our daughter runs. That’s what I want.”

I couldn’t form words, not in coherent sentences. 

He reached for my hand. “I know this seems out of left field, but really it isn’t. You know I’ve always wanted to marry you, long before I knew about this stupid will. I’ve loved you since we were children.”

“Bryce?” Suzanna asked. 

The world moved in slow motion as Bryce’s Adam’s apple bobbed and he fell to one knee. I took a step back when he released my hand and reached into the pocket of his suit coat. 

“No, please don’t do this,” I whispered. 

Undeterred, he removed a small box from his pocket and opened it to a diamond engagement ring. The stone was huge. I wouldn’t say it was pretty or stunning. It was big. Other than my mother’s, I couldn’t recall seeing a bigger center stone. The diamond sat in prongs on a platinum rather than yellow-gold band. That alone told me that it wasn’t my mother’s ring. 

“Remember,” his voice cracked with emotion, “when I told you I had a ring at Duke?”

I nodded.

“This isn’t it.”

“It isn’t?”

“No. This diamond belonged to your grandmother, Olivia. With your mother’s help, I had it reset in a more modern setting. See, Alexandria, this is what she wants, too.” He swallowed again. “I’d be honored if you’d wear it, if you’d wear it forever and be my wife.”

My head moved from side to side. “Bryce…” Tears filled my eyes. “…I don’t love you.” I hesitated, but continued. “I love someone else.”

The muscles and tendons in Bryce’s neck tightened. “You heard Alton. This isn’t about love.”

I looked back at Alton. Suzanna was beside him with tears in her eyes. 

Is she nuts? 

I concentrated on Alton. “If I say no? If I refuse?”

“Magnolia Woods expects payment. You’re free to walk away from Montague, but what will happen to your mother?”

“But she can’t die. You said that.”

“Oh, I thought you’d learned by now that there are fates worse than death.”
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WHERE TO START?

Maybe at the end? 

My gaze held tightly to Lennox’s as years’ worth of memories swirled, creating a cyclone that threatened to blow our fragile relationship to pieces. I’d never intended to share this part of my life. That’s not true. I would have done anything to truly share it—with Adelaide, Lennox, and Alexandria. That was before. 

After it ended, the way it ended… it was never anything my son needed to know… until it was. 

Until now. 

When Adelaide left me the final time, she’d made it perfectly clear that we were done, forever and always. The only solace I found in her goodbye was the pain I saw in her beautiful blue eyes and sadness I heard in her voice. 

If that makes me more of a bastard, then I guess I am. I would have moved heaven and earth for that woman, but she never allowed it. I couldn’t have given her the life she had. Instead, I could have given her more. Not in money. I would have given her the love and respect she deserved. I did for years… until I couldn’t. 

Honestly, I couldn’t blame her for leaving me, not after what I told her. It was one thing to be in love with a man with a dubious past and equally questionable present. That could be easily overlooked as long as the particulars were arbitrary. It was another—too much—to learn that the objectionable past intersected with hers. 

Who the hell was I kidding? 

It hadn’t intersected: it had collided. 

I walked away that day with my head held high, knowing that I’d done what I had to do. I’d done not only what was expected of me, but what was required. I couldn’t face a future with Adelaide without telling her the truth—the whole, painful truth. It turned out to be more than she could handle. 

Outwardly I was stoic. It was inside that I ached… more than ached. When she told me to leave, when I walked away, Adelaide Montague took what was left of my heart and humanity. 

Angelina was gone. Lennox was running Demetri Enterprises, and my Adelaide had told me to go, never to return. When I thought life couldn’t get worse, it did. 

The markets crashed. My justification began to disintegrate before my eyes. Every move, every decision, everything I’d done, everything I’d agreed to, was for Lennox’s future and for Demetri Enterprises. In my mind, the two went hand in hand. I’d built one, neglecting everything else for the other. And then, in two months, the value of it all dropped over fifty percent. 

Only on paper, the newscasters said. That wasn’t the truth. I understood how businessmen in the 1920’s found solace in jumping from their office windows. More than once, the thought crossed my mind. I’d endured too much: Angelina’s death, Adelaide’s rejection, and the drop in Demetri holdings. Lennox was married and had what was left of Demetri Enterprises. I was no longer needed. 

I’d said I was moving to London for the company. After all, it was a global financial crisis and if we were to survive, Demetri needed to be at the epicenter. 

That wasn’t the entire truth. I wanted to be away. I couldn’t face the day-to-day emptiness any longer. Lennox had Jocelyn. Silvia was content with them and her own life. For the first time in my life, no one needed or cared what I did or where I went. It was the coward’s alternative to jumping to my death. I’d seen too many men take their last breaths. I couldn’t do that, but I could fade away.

For years I did. I tried to forget the two women in my life—the two who had left me—and distance myself from the son who didn’t know me. It wasn’t his fault. I’d never tried. That wasn’t who I was. 

In the beginning, I worked diligently to distance myself, geographically as well as emotionally. I deleted the applications that allowed me visual access to Montague Manor. The cameras were outdated and the software was archaic by today’s standards. Who’s to say the cameras weren’t eventually found? 

Old man Montague, as Vincent had called him, never had cameras installed in the master suites. He was looking at the main living areas as well as office space in the home and at Montague Corporation. It pained me to view even the ones of the main floor, seeing Adelaide wandering aimlessly from room to room, always with a glass in her hand. 

Never did I see the woman in my memories. The smile she wore while in her home was faux, a cheap imitation. I’d seen the real one, the designer original, the one that lit up her blue eyes. I’d heard her laughter and knew that what she showed to those who should be closest to her wasn’t genuine. It was too painful, like the twisting of a knife. I couldn’t watch any more of it. 

Now, with the recent turn of events, I wish I could. Then again, I doubted the system could even be supported by today’s networks, not without a remodulation of the entire system. It wasn’t like I could send a crew to Montague Manor and announce that their home-security cameras needed to be upgraded. 

Though many memories of Adelaide replayed in my head, one that never left me was of her concern over her daughter’s future. She was continually concerned over her father’s wishes for Alexandria’s future, her predetermined marriage to be exact. From all of Adelaide’s accounts of Alexandria, I never doubted the girl’s ability to fight. It seemed as though she’d been doing that most of her life, ever since I took away her defender. 

That thought ate at me, over and over, through the years. 

And then Lennox suffered a tragic loss. Of course he didn’t turn to me. I’d never turned to him. 

It was a long shot, a pipe dream, a way to unite us once again. Leading two people to the same resort was easier than being sure they’d connect. Neither of them suspected a thing. 

I’d taken Adelaide’s daughter’s defender from her when she was too young to understand. Lennox had lost the women he held most dear. Bringing the two of them together was perhaps a shot at redemption, one last attempt to right a wrong that in reality could never be righted. 

If I understood what Adelaide had said, if Alexandria married someone other than the young man her grandfather wanted, the Montague fortune would be given to Adelaide’s husband. 

I’m a selfish bastard, but that scenario didn’t sound unappealing. My hope was that if that happened, that bastard would leave Adelaide. She would no longer be of any use to him. If that happened then I could offer her a new life—if she would have me. 

It had been years since she’d learned my secret. Perhaps time truly did heal all wounds. 

It had all worked even better than I’d planned… until now. 

Something had happened and I was at a momentary loss. It was time to come clean with Lennox and offer my assistance. It was time that father and son stopped working opposite sides and became a team. If one Demetri could accomplish the things each of us had, then together we could be unstoppable. 

“Dad, what is it?”

“Do you have anything stronger than water in this office?”

Lennox’s eyes narrowed. “Are you ill?”

“No.” I stood and walked to the windows. The early evening traffic was starting to build. It was late in London, yet here I was in New York. “I need to tell you something, something I should have told you before.”

“Is it about the company?” he asked, standing. 

I ran my hand through my hair. “In a way, but not like you think.”

“Fuck, Dad, I’m not thinking anything. Say something. I have a shitload of things going on right now. If you can’t tell me, then go back to London and we’ll talk another time.”

“I wanted you to meet Alexandria.”

Lennox took a step back. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“She needed you. You needed her. I don’t know why you let her go back to Savannah, but you need to go get her.”

His eyes widened. “I don’t know what the fuck you know about Alex or Savannah, or any of the cryptic shit you said at the house a few months ago, but I tried. I went to her house. It isn’t a house—”

“It’s a castle,” I said, completing his sentence. “Is she there because she wants to leave you?”

“No!”

“Then why?”

Lennox turned a small circle. “Why the fuck do you care?”

“I’ve cared for a long time.” I took a deep breath. “Alcohol?”

Lennox nodded and walked toward a sideboard. Pushing a button, a panel in the wall moved, revealing a well-stocked selection. 

I lifted my brow. “Nice. I approve.”

“Hmm.” 

His back was toward me. 

“I guess I don’t say that enough.”

Lennox turned toward me with two tumblers of amber liquid in his hands. “Never, actually. I went for straight up.”

“Lennox, I was never a good father.”

“Or a husband… do you want me to go on?”

I took one of the tumblers. Swirling the liquid, I contemplated my reason for flying to New York. Two swallows or was it one? The smooth oak-flavored whiskey only burnt for a second before it was gone. I handed him back the glass. “I’ll take another.”

Lennox didn’t answer as he turned and refilled my drink. 

“There have been two women I’ve loved.”

His shoulders moved. “Too bad Mom wasn’t one of them.”

When he turned back my way, I said, “If you were anyone else, you’d be lying on the floor right now.”

He extended the drink. “Go for it, Dad. I’ve had a shitty few days.”

“Your mother was my first love. You don’t understand what happens to people when life interferes, but it never took away our love. I loved your mother until the day she died. When she died she took a part of my heart with her, a part that will always be hers.”

Lennox took a deep breath, swirled his drink, and tipped the crystal to his lips. Equally as quickly, his tumbler was empty. “I do know.”

My chest ached at his tone. “I’m sorry. You do. And you’re too young to live with that. That’s why Alexandria was—no, is—good for you.”

Lennox refilled his glass and asked, “The second? During, before, or after Mom.”

I shrugged. “During but after.”

Gulping the fiery liquid, he slammed his empty tumbler on the counter and walked back toward the chairs where we had been sitting. “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t give a fuck who you cheated on Mom with.”

“During, because I never stopped loving Angelina. I met the second one after your mother and I divorced.” My cheeks rose in a sad smile. “Angelina even knew. She asked me. She said she could tell I was happy in a way I hadn’t been for a while. You may not understand this, but she approved. We loved one another enough to want the other to be happy.”

“So you didn’t cheat?”

“Not with anyone who mattered. That’s all I’ll say on that.”

Lennox shook his head. “What did you mean that you wanted me to meet Alex? We just randomly met. It wasn’t arranged. I didn’t even know who she was. She didn’t know who I was. Did she?”

My head moved from side to side. “I don’t think so.”

“Then what?”

“I knew she needed someone. You needed someone. It seemed like a good idea.”

“How could you possibly know what she needed or needs?”

“She needs you. Tell me what’s happening and let’s help her together. I don’t know her stepfather, but what I do know is that I don’t trust him. From what I’ve seen and heard, Alexandria is a smart young woman. Because of that, she’s a threat to him. She’ll need more than smarts to get out of the trap that was set for her when she was young.

“I know you have no reason to trust me or turn to me, Lennox, but I can help. I want to help.”

“I’m going to ask this one more time. Why?”

“Adelaide Montague.”
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TAKING A DEEP breath I turned from Alton to Bryce and back. “No.”

For the first time since my return to Montague Manor, I’d stood up for myself. If that wasn’t satisfying enough, watching the signature crimson rise from Alton’s collar made it the entire package. Perhaps if I continued to push, Mr. Alton Fitzgerald would have his own cardiac event? If he did, an alternate provision to my grandfather’s will would go into effect. The thought was my mini-Christmas and for only a moment I reveled in it. 

A loud thump filled the room as Alton’s palms came down hard on the desk. 

“Alexandria?” Bryce was now standing.

“Two questions,” Alton growled. 

“Yes and yes,” I replied. 

“It doesn’t appear as though.”

“Appearances?” I lifted my brow. “Is that your goal?”

“No,” Alton answered. “What’s yours?”

“Seeing Momma and her getting better.”

“Then put on the damn ring.” 

When I looked at Bryce, he had the ring out of the box, the band pinched between his thumb and finger as he stared down at the stone. Many would consider it beautiful. I should, but I didn’t. I should relish the idea that it was my grandmother’s. However, something about my recently acquired knowledge regarding her husband and how he’d damned not only me and my future children, but also my mother in a questionably binding document soured my appreciation. 

I extended my hand toward Bryce, palm up. It wasn’t the romantic proposal one dreams about. It wasn’t the man I loved, down on one knee, slipping the band over my finger. 

Slowly, he released the ring to my grasp. I lifted my hand up and down. The damn ring was actually heavy. 

If I wear it, will I need to start lifting weights with my right arm to keep my definition even? 

It was a silly thought, but strange things passed through my mind while the real world continued on a crash course toward disaster. 

Anticipation filled the air as all eyes were on me. 

“Put it on,” Alton repeated as Bryce and Suzanna waited. 

“Let’s negotiate,” I offered, setting the ring on Alton’s desk and sitting back down. 

“Alexandria, I don’t have time for your childish—”

This time I lifted my hand. “Hardly childish. I’m negotiating for my future as well as my mother’s.” Before he could speak, I sat erect and continued, “I will be able to go see her—now. I have clearance to visit her regularly.” His mouth opened, but I didn’t stop. “My door is no longer locked from the outside. I agree to stay here in Savannah, but I won’t be a prisoner.” 

I turned toward Suzanna. “I’ll take over the household staff and that includes reinstating Jane. And I will personally contact Dr. Renaud. I will complete this semester online. If that isn’t possible, then I’ll do what needs to be done, including traveling back to New York.”

“No New York,” Alton countered. 

“I need to speak to her.”

He nodded. 

“And I’ll have access to a car. Let me clarify: a car, not a driver. If I’m playing this damn game, you’ll need to trust me.”

“I don’t. I never have.”

It was my turn to shake my head. “I’ve found only untrustworthy people have a problem trusting.”

“You’ll go back to him.”

My chest rose and fell. “I want to. I won’t deny that. I need to explain things to him so he doesn’t think I just left arbitrarily. But no, I won’t go back. I’ll make sure Momma is all right first.”

“First? What about the wedding?” Suzanna asked. 

“We can plan it.”

“Alexandria?” Bryce asked again. “What does that mean?”

“Right now my answer is no. I’ll wear the ring. I’ll play the part, but I can’t agree to marry you.”

“Then your mother will lose everything.” Alton spoke without a hint of concern. “I hear there’s some top-notch indigent care being offered at a local homeless shelter.”

The temperature of the room elevated. “Do you agree?” My question wasn’t for Bryce. I wasn’t even bringing him in on the conversation. 

“Don’t you think you should be talking to your fiancé?” Suzanna asked.

My head tilted to the side as I stared at Alton. “Did you negotiate your marriage with my mother or with my grandfather?”

He nodded. “Very well. Put on the damn ring.”

It seemed heavier than the first time as I lifted it from the shiny surface of the desk. Prisms of color danced across the reflection as the stone caught the artificial light. Closing my eyes, I spoke to Nox. No one else could hear, but I prayed that he could. 

“This isn’t real. Let me explain. Please know that I’m doing what I have to. I love you—only you.”

I slipped the band over my knuckle, hoping that maybe it wouldn’t fit, that it would need to be sized, but no. It was perfect. 

I turned toward Bryce. “Take me to my mother or I’m going alone.”

His gaze moved from me to Alton and back. “I’ll take you.”
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THE EARLY AFTERNOON sun warmed my skin as Bryce and I stood awkwardly silent just beyond the front doors. Though I’d been outside yesterday, as I filled my lungs with the fresh air, I had a sense of relief. With each breath I longed for more freedom, more than just from my room or the manor, but for the freedom that came with California and New York. 

The diamond ring on my hand was my reminder that freedom was currently beyond my reach. No longer would I know the exhilaration of independence, not until I figured a way out of this obligation—this life sentence. 

First I had to see my momma. 

The dark bark of the oak trees caught my attention. In New York, the leaves were changing colors or even gone this late in October. Here, the black bark and wide-reaching limbs held tightly to the deep green leaves. As a child I rarely gave it thought, but now the fact that not until the new leaves came in the spring would the old ones fall seemed ironic. 

In New York, each season was different—a fresh start. Here, the old ways held tight until the new pushed them to their death. I was the new. The season of old leaves was about to end. 

“Do you really want to manage the staff?”

I turned my sunglass-covered eyes toward Bryce. “What?” 

He shrugged. “It’s a good thing, I think.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You told Alton you want to be in charge of the household staff. Is it just for Jane, or do you want to do it?”

It was hard to hide my thoughts—my nose itched to scrunch and my lips to purse—but if I was going to do this, I needed to try. Keeping my expression as sincere as possible, I replied, “It’s both. Don’t you remember how wonderful Jane always was?”

Bryce nodded. “Yeah, I liked her.”

“I more than like her. I love her. She’s devoted her life to this house. There’s no reason to dismiss her now.”

We both turned to the sound of tires as they turned upon the cobblestone. From the garages, a black sedan approached. Bryce’s hand moved to the small of my back. He leaned toward my ear and added, “Since she was your nanny, I suppose she’d be good with our babies.”

It was impossible to hide the disgust from my expression. Thankfully, I was facing the car. I took a step away from his touch. “Bryce, I’m not ready—”

Reaching for my shoulder, he turned me toward him. In an instant, my childhood friend was gone. “I’d be worried about no sex, since you were always so determined. I got it. You had issues. I respected that. But now, Alexandria, things have changed.”

“Nothing’s changed. I don’t—”

The tendons in his neck stretched, coming to life under the skin. “Everything has changed. You’ve spread your legs for him: you will for me.” 

“And how would you know that?”

“Lennox Demetri…” Bryce said the name I was forbidden to utter. “…doesn’t seem like the type to have a live-in roommate without benefits.”

I lifted my chin toward the front of Montague Manor. “The difference with this situation is that I’m not living with you. I’m in my own home.” I shrugged. “Don’t worry. There are plenty of bedrooms. Maybe you can bring Chelsea. I’m sure she’ll keep you busy.”

His grip on my arm tightened with each phrase. I should have stopped talking. This could be one of the times he’d spoken about. Yet like the bile rising from my stomach, once the words began, I couldn’t stop. “Or how about you fill the manor with your whores? For example, Millie. She’ll be devastated that her wedding will be overshadowed by ours, but maybe you can make it up to her.”

“Are you done?” Bryce’s words came through clenched teeth as a driver I didn’t recognize stood patiently with the back door to the car open. 

“For now.”

“Get in the car before I change my mind about taking you to Magnolia Woods.”

I shrugged away from his grasp and turned toward the car. I’d wanted Bryce to drive, but since we were getting in the backseat, it appeared that we would have company. 

As soon as the door shut, Bryce angled himself toward me, his face millimeters from mine. “You’ll be ready, trust me. I’m not marrying a virgin or an ice princess. I’ll give you time.” I fought the need to flinch as his breath filled my lungs and his knuckles caressed my cheek. “You’ll soon figure out, I’m either your only friend or your worst enemy. Think about it, fiancée.” His hand dropped from my cheek to my thigh. “I think you’ll decide that spreading these legs willingly for me will be in everyone’s best interest.”

I covered his hand with mine and pushed. “Don’t make me head-butt you again.”

My neck straightened as his lips covered mine. Soft and warm. Mushy. I didn’t move, not an inch. Bryce pulled back and shook his head. “You’ll learn.”

I quickly turned toward the window, refusing to look his way. The car slowed as we neared the gate. When it did, my heart leapt as I noticed the SUV waiting on the other side. Had Nox and Deloris found a way? My fingertips ached to touch my necklace. 

And just as quickly, disappointment washed away my hopes. 

Now seat-belted next to me, Bryce placed his hand again on my thigh, this time near my knee. He tipped his head toward the large black vehicle. “That’s more Montague security. Alton’s not taking a chance on anything happening to you.”

“How very kind of him.”

“Yes, Alexandria, if anything happened, we couldn’t wed and then where would that leave Adelaide?”

Thankful I was still wearing the sunglasses, I made myself turn his direction. “I still don’t get it. What do you get out of this?”

“What do I get?”

The sedan was open, yet the driver wasn’t even a thought in my mind. Maybe it was the way I was raised? Montague employees heard without hearing. Perhaps it was Nox’s openness in front of Isaac and Clayton? No matter the reason, I spoke without concern for the man’s thoughts or ability to hear. 

Glancing backward as we drove along the main road, I got a quick look at the driver and passenger of the SUV. They were two men I didn’t recognize. 

Sighing, I turned toward Bryce. “Yes, what do you get? A loveless marriage. Why? Obviously, other women are interested.”

“One day you’ll realize that I don’t want the other women. They’ve just… I don’t know… kept me occupied. I’ve wanted you since I can remember. And with this gift from your grandfather, I get you.” He gestured forward to the driver. “I get all of this—the manor, the corporation, and Alton’s approval. I get it all.”

“Why would his approval matter to you?”

Bryce shrugged. “I guess because I’ll never have my real father’s. Doesn’t it mean something to you? You know what it’s like not to know your own father.” 

I hated that Bryce knew me so well. 

“I do, but no,” I answered honestly, thankful that he’d taken his hand off of me. “I’ve never had Alton’s approval and I don’t give a damn about it.” I remembered Oren mentioning my father. “I’d rather have my real father’s. And though I never can, I’d like to think he’d approve of the decisions I’ve made.”

As soon as I spoke, I knew that I’d said it right. 

Made. 

Past tense. 

Because the decisions I was making and might continue to make weren’t ones that I believed my father or anyone else would find acceptable. Not if what Oren and my mother had said were accurate. Not if I was truly like Russell Collins. 

With each mile toward Magnolia Woods, I allowed my mind to drift. Russell Collins. He didn’t often cross my mind. Had his marriage to my mother been brokered like her and Alton’s? What decisions had my momma ever been allowed to make in her own life?
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“MOMMA?” 

The murmur of voices filled my ears. I couldn’t make out their words or even if they were talking to me. I didn’t want to care. I wanted to go back to my memories, thoughts of him, thoughts I hadn’t allowed myself to entertain for years. Oren was calling to me, but so was she. 

My baby. 

My daughter. 

My Alexandria. 

Was she a dream? A memory? 

They were all mixing together. It was difficult to keep them straight. 

“Adelaide.”

“She doesn’t know… We’ve tried… She was fighting…”

The murmurs continued as I tried to reason. The bed where I lay was different. I wasn’t in my room—our room. And then I remembered. 

The unfamiliar room. 

The man. 

The bracelet. 

My eyelids fought to blink, to move. 

Was I still wearing the bracelet? I thought I was, but everything was detached. Even my Alexandria’s voice. 

“Momma, can you hear me?”

I can hear you? Where are you? The responses formed in my mind, but I couldn’t make my lips or tongue articulate the sounds. Dead weight. Falling. I was sinking and I couldn’t make it stop.

Was this what quicksand was like? An unstoppable force dragging me down, each moment deeper than the last until an all-encompassing presence surrounded me. Comforting, yet suffocating. 

Alexandria called out again. 

This time there were more than words. A touch. A warm touch that momentarily stilled the ice-cold free fall. 

Though I couldn’t speak, the touch of her hand on my cold skin was an answer to my unspoken question. She was here. My Alexandria was here. 

I’m not alone. 

If only I could talk to her, touch her, and let her know I was okay. 

I would be now. She was here. 

When did that happen? When did the mother become the child? 

Though it was rarely I who’d comforted Alexandria in the night or saved her from bad dreams, now she was the one to rescue me. Not from bad dreams—my dreams were my solace. Alexandria would rescue us both from our reality. 

“Momma…” 

I love you.

I couldn’t speak. My body no longer responded. 

The effort was too much, too monumental. 

I surrendered to the dreams. It wasn’t really surrendering, not to the quicksand, not to the sensation that dulled my senses. I was relinquishing the fight and giving myself time to re-emerge, time to work my way out of the muck and find my way back to a life I wanted to live. 

I’d fought too hard to fully surrender. It was what was expected of me, but I was ready to be done with what was expected. I wanted more. 

Allowing my body and mind to give way to memories, I passed the baton to Alexandria. She would fight for our future while I concentrated on having one. 

“Adelaide.”

Alexandria was beyond my reach, but Oren wasn’t. 

 

I lifted my tired eyes to the most stunning blue—soft yet intensely light—and at the same time, filled with their own darkness. I could gaze into their depths for days, but alas, we didn’t have days. My cheeks rose in a grin seconds before I lifted my lips to his. 

“Where were you?” 

The fresh air swirling around us was clear, yet I hadn’t been here. I’d been lost in an unfamiliar place. How could I make him understand? “What do you mean?”

“I was talking to you, but you seemed far away.”

My head moved dismissively from side to side. I could never get used to the way Oren Demetri saw me, saw into me. It was strange and foreign, exposing me like no other person had ever done. Neither Russell nor Alton had ever tried to see me, to know me. I doubted that even my mother had truly seen me. Only Oren Demetri. 

Though Oren and I’d been seeing one another for years, our time spent collectively hardly amounted to a month. 

An hour of stolen time. A day or maybe two. It was the most we could arrange. Though we both wanted more, we willingly settled for what we could get. 

“I could tell you a lie, but I don’t think you’d believe me.”

Oren reached for my hand and pulled me closer. The world around us was oblivious to our plight. What did they see? Two middle-aged lovers? An old married couple? Or perhaps the truth: two people in love, trapped in bodies and lives that laughed at our plight. We weren’t young and the world wasn’t ours for the taking. We’d both been wronged, hurt, and disappointed. We’d seen the possibilities and we’d settled for so much less. Yet in spirit while together, we were young lovers. The experience was foreign while continually new and exhilarating. 

“Why would you lie to me?” Oren asked. 

I pondered my response. “Because it’s what I do.”

We began to walk, hand in hand, along the water’s edge. The state park was virtually empty of visitors this early in the year. Too cool… except for the wildlife. We both smiled, momentarily distracted by the serene sight of deer grazing in the distance. Oren tugged my hand, pulling us to a downed tree, close to the intracoastal waterway. Judging by its smooth texture, I imagined the tree had been horizontal for nearly as long as it was vertical. 

“I don’t believe you.”

The breath caught in my chest. It was a reflex reaction to being questioned, something I avoided at all costs with my husband. But one look at the hand holding mine and I remembered this wasn’t my husband, though I wished he could be. Exhaling, I shrugged. “It is. It’s what I was raised to do. A proper Southern lady never complains or speaks of her problems, not in public, not to anyone outside her immediate circle.”

Small lines formed near the corners of Oren’s eyes as his cheeks pushed higher and higher. “Well, tell me. How much closer do we need to be, than what we were an hour ago in the cabin, for me to be considered inside your immediate circle? Because it seemed that we were very close.” He shrugged. “If you know of a way to be closer, I’m open to learning.”

Warmth filled my cheeks, not from the spring breeze, but from his words and tone. The way his deep timbre settled over me calmed the quaking his earlier statement had induced. “No, I’m most certain I don’t know of any way to be closer.” Feeling uncharacteristically playful, I added, “And I’m most certain it is you who has taught me.”

He lifted my knuckles to his lips. “No, Adelaide, I’m constantly the student when it comes to you.”

“Then we’ve learned together.”

“Then what was the faraway look?” Oren asked again, not letting the subject drop. 

“Too many things.” I took a deep breath. “I almost don’t want to ask, but how is Angelina?” 

The light in Oren’s eyes faded. “Not well. She’s holding on for Lennox’s wedding, but I’m afraid…”

I waited, silently offering him the strength to continue. In most instances it was reversed: Oren usually gave me the encouragement to go on, but this was different. This was his first love. I wasn’t jealous of Angelina Demetri. Perhaps I was, but only because I envied her name, not her. Oren loved her, and I knew he loved me. 

Despite that they were no longer together, he never once said anything unkind about his ex-wife, even during our first meeting after his divorce. Theirs was a relationship I longed to have. I marveled at their love and maturity. They’d grown together and apart. They’d created a life they both adored. They created a baby boy who was now a man. I’d listened to Oren’s stories, ones he told with a sad smile. Through those I’d felt his joys and pains. 

When they were younger, Angelina had been his dream, but with her came more than he ever imagined. I’m certain that through the years and stories, Oren has spared me the details. Nevertheless, I now understood why Alton called the Demetris criminals. 

At the same time, never in Oren’s presence did I feel that he was anything less than a knight in shining armor. I’d pondered the injustice that someone who did what was expected of him and what he had to do could be considered a criminal, when someone else did what he did, not for love, honor, nor family, but rather for money and power, and that man was considered a business tycoon. 

“Afraid?” I encouraged when Oren stopped speaking. 

“That she won’t make it to the wedding. I’ve tried to talk to Lennox, but it’s like talking to a wall. He won’t speak to me about his mother.” Oren shrugged. “I understand. In his eyes I’m the villain. I’ll take the title, but I don’t want her to miss the wedding.”

My heart broke a little at the emotion in his deep voice. “Why are you the villain? You aren’t a villain.”

“Oh, Adelaide, have you not listened through the years? I am. I’m the worst.”

I palmed his cheek, enjoying the soft beard growth. He’d forgotten to pack a razor, and though it embarrassed me to admit it, I loved the feel and not only on my hand. “No, you couldn’t be the worst. You’re a good man, Oren Demetri. Angelina knows that. I know that. One day Lennox will too.”

Tenderly he moved my hand to his lips. Soft kisses rained over my skin. “It’s the way of this generation. We’re to blame; Angelina and I knew that. We didn’t want him to be indebted as we had been. Somewhere in the process, he lost the respect for his family and elders. 

“But he’s alive. He’s strong. He’s getting married and will have children one day. His life is free from the chains that still bind me but will soon be broken for Angelina. We don’t regret a thing.”

I marveled at his selflessness. “When is the wedding?”

“Summer.”

“They can’t move it up?”

He shook his head. “Adelaide, I don’t know. He won’t talk to me about it—something about Jocelyn’s parents. I know Angelina and Sylvia are helping. Everything I know is through Angelina. The last time we spoke she was too weak to talk for long.”

I kissed his cheek. “She knows you care.”

“If every cent I’d ever earned would save her…”

“You can’t save everyone.”

“I can save you… if you’ll let me.”

The weight of my life fell heavily upon my chest, knocking the air from my lungs. I inhaled, trying to fill them. As I did, the view of the waterway caught my attention. “I’ve lived in Savannah my entire life and never been to this park.”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“How very astute of you, Mr. Demetri.”

“It’s beautiful. I’ll buy a cabin here if I can see you more often.”

I giggled. “It’s a state park. I don’t think they sell cabins.”

“A big enough donation and one could be mine.”

My smile fell. “No.”

Oren pulled my chin toward him. “Why do you give him that power?”

“What power?”

“He wouldn’t know if I donated to a park.”

“You don’t know. He’s connected—his thumb is in every pie. You can’t understand.”

Oren smiled. “I understand. I understand more than you know. Money talks.”

I pulled away. “And most of it is mine. Yet I can’t do a thing.”

“You can,” he reminded me. “You can let me save you.”
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“YOU KNOW? HOW do you know?” Patrick asked, staring at me over the tall glasses of beer. 

My head throbbed—literally. My forehead. I suspected the vein on my brow was visibly pulsing, the telltale sign of my frustration. The damn thing throbbed in time with my aching temples and clenched jaw. “I didn’t know it had happened. I knew it was supposed to.”

“You knew she was supposed to marry that ass and you let her leave?”

I lowered my tone as I leaned across the small table. “I didn’t let her leave. She left to visit her mother who supposedly is ill. I told you before: she makes her own decisions. I was on my way. And I didn’t know about the arrangement until after she left. If she only would have waited.”

Patrick studied me for a minute before speaking. “Patience was never one of her virtues. She can be impulsive.”

“That’s not always bad.”

“I’ll take your word on that. The other day after you called me, I called my mother. She didn’t know anything about Alex and Spence. She didn’t even know Alex was in town. Then she called me this morning with news of the engagement. How could you have known before her?”

“I didn’t know anything had happened. I didn’t fucking know they were calling family members. I only found out the other night about the last will and testament.”

“What will?” Patrick asked. 

Fuck!

I closed my eyes and forced myself to take a deep breath. “It’s an arranged thing. I don’t know if Charli even knew about it. If you don’t, she probably didn’t.”

“I don’t know anything about a will. Whose will are we talking about, Aunt Adelaide’s? She’s not that ill, is she?”

“Everyone should have a will. But no, not her mother’s. Has Charli said anything to you about marrying Edward Spencer?” I hated voicing the question, using the words marrying and Edward Spencer in the same sentence.

“Yes, but not in a positive way. It was part of their conditions I told you about for her trust fund. She said it flippantly…” His tone mimicked Charli’s. “…hurry up, marry Bryce Spencer, and carry on the bloodline. Chop-chop… make some babies.”

My heart wrenched at the thought. That wasn’t happening. I didn’t give a damn who’d received engraved announcements, it wasn’t happening.

“Besides,” Patrick continued, “she can’t do this, not while she’s under the agreement.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think she wants to. I believe she’s being railroaded somehow. Do you think she’d do this to save the manor or Montague Corporation?”

It was what Oren remembered, what Charli’s mom had told him, something about duties for Montague. As Oren spoke, I recalled Charli using similar wording after a conversation with her mother—duties and obligation. When she had, she was as confused as Patrick appeared to be now. 

The whole thing was so fucked up!

I refused to think too much about my father with Charli’s mother. I couldn’t come up with a better description than… fucked up. 

But there was something else, something I never imagined. It was the tone of Oren’s voice… 

I hadn’t heard that level of passion or compassion in my father’s voice—ever. 

“I don’t think she gives a shit about either one,” Patrick said. “I know she doesn’t care about the manor. She hates that place.”

“Why? Be honest with me.”

“So you’ll do what? Storm the gate?”

“If I fucking have to. I went there—”

“And let me guess. They wouldn’t let you in?”

“I was informed that ‘Miss Collins wasn’t receiving visitors.’”

Patrick shook his head. “I’m going.”

“You are?”

“I’d been thinking about it since you called, but then my mother gave me the perfect excuse. There’s going to be a party, a week from tonight, to announce their engagement to the social elite of Savannah and beyond.”

“I’ve got a week to stop this.”

Patrick’s lips curled upward. “I seem to remember something about a week… in Del Mar, right?”

“That was different.”

My thoughts went back to my father. After what he’d shared, even Del Mar felt tainted. I couldn’t think about his claim of bringing Charli and I together. It didn’t matter anyway. Having us at the same resort didn’t guarantee what had happened. The connection between us was organic attraction, pure and simple, a primitive draw. We’d both felt it, an irresistible pull. Oren may have orchestrated our presence—sending me there on business and having some woman tell Charli where to stay—but approaching her chair was all me. 

As I imagined Charli lying there in the Southern California sun, her e-reader and big hat, the skimpy bathing suit… I missed some of what Patrick was saying. 

“…the corporation. Why would she give a shit? They’ve never cared about her dreams.”

“Tell me what I’m up against. How can I get in the manor?”

“You can’t. It’s simple. The place is fortified like Fort Knox. My uncle is… damn…” He grinned. “…there are so many ways to end that sentence, but I’ll go with meticulous.”

“About…?” I prompted. 

“Everything. Almost compulsively. He’s been married to Alex’s mom as long as I can remember. Even that. He acts like he’s a Montague, like everything Montague is his. He holds on to everything with an iron grip. He’s a grade-A control freak.”

I exhaled. “Then he’s met his match.”

Patrick shook his head. “I’d venture to guess he thinks he’s already won. After all, he has her back. According to my mother, she’s wearing Spencer’s ring, some family heirloom. The engagement party is being planned. For something of this magnitude, the manor will be filled to the gills with not only the cream of Savannah society, but I’d imagine the guest list will also include people from all over—anyone who wants an invitation to the wedding will be present. There will also be security, a shit ton of it.” 

“It’s bullshit.”

“It is and all I can think about is how much Alex hates this shit. Dog-and-pony show. That’s what she used to call it. We used to make fun of the pretense. Now they’ve got her in a starring role.”

“And you’re going to attend this farce?”

“Cy and I both.”

“Good. She needs you. Do you think you can get her alone?”

“I’m going to do my best. Tell me something first. Why are you so worried? Is it the agreement? If she tells Uncle Alton, he could expose Infidelity.”

“I’m worried because I love her. It has nothing to do with the fucking agreement.”

“You’re not going to go back on it, are you?”

What a fucking dumb question. “I’m not asking for my money back, if that’s what you mean. She won’t say anything to him about it.” Besides she’s no longer involved and more than likely, he already knows about the company. I didn’t say that last part, but according to Deloris, Alton Fitzgerald’s secretary is an employee. And then there’s Chelsea. Theoretically, Alton shouldn’t know about that, but obviously Spencer does. Infidelity: the worst-kept secret.

“What will were you talking about?”

“If you don’t know, I’d suppose you aren’t meant to.”

Patrick’s eyes opened wide. “Are we trying to get her out together or not?”

“Don’t tell anyone.”

“Lips are sealed.”

“Her grandfather’s will has a provision dictating her marriage to Spencer and following a specific timetable. We don’t know the particulars, but my assistant is working on it. The problem is that back when the old man died, nothing was electronic. It’s much harder to get actual paper documents.”

“Damn, that lady’s good.”

“She is,” I agreed, though she hadn’t been the one to give me that information I was sharing. I reached into the breast pocket of my jacket and pulled out a small cell phone. “Try to get this to her. I’m sure they’ve taken hers.”

Patrick reached for the phone and charger and nodded. “She got lucky getting assigned to you.”

“No, I’m not a good person either, but I’m the only bad I want around her. Charli belongs to me and I’m going to get her back. A woman like your cousin doesn’t change her mind during the course of three days. Three days ago she was in our apartment, in our bed. That doesn’t even scratch the surface. Think of what this is doing to her education. She’s worked too hard for this.”

I leaned forward again. “If Spencer so much as touches her, I’ll kill him. I’m not talking murder-for-hire. I’ll take him out with my bare hands.”

“And then you’ll be in jail and Alex will be alone or worse yet, abandoned at the house of horrors.”

“You’re right.” I cocked my head to the side. “I’ll miss the satisfaction, but I know people.”

Patrick shrugged. “I believe you. Truth is, other than his mommy, I doubt he’d be missed and you’d be doing the world a service.”

“No love lost?” I asked. “If you all grew up together, shouldn’t you know Spencer?”

“I do, and no. No love lost is right. He’s a snake and if I thought you needed it, I’d contribute to the murder-for-hire fund. I know a few women who might chip in too.”

“If you keep saying things like that, I’m back to storming the manor.”

“Some of the accusations against him are more conjecture than substance, but not all… Take that current thing with that girl from Northwestern. I can’t believe he’s going to beat that rap. No matter what that ass does, he always walks away smelling like a rose.” Patrick looked down at the small cell phone still in his hand. “I’ve tried several times to call her. All I get is voicemail.”

“She called my assistant and mentioned that she dropped her phone, but I don’t believe her.” I took a drink of my beer as Patrick tucked the small phone and charger in his pocket. “Tell me about the manor.”

“House of horrors.”

“I hate that name.”

“Well, you should. She does. What do you want to know?” he asked. “It’s bigger than a fucking palace. The grounds go on forever. It used to be a tobacco plantation. I guess it still kind of is. I mean they still grow tobacco but it has more: gardens, pool, tennis courts, lake, woods…”

“They’re not letting me in the front gate. Tell me how I can get on the grounds. If there will be a crowd there next Saturday, one more person shouldn’t trigger a red flag.”

“I don’t know if you can. Uncle Alton will probably have a ‘WANTED’ picture of you posted in every room.” He narrowed his eyes. “Give me a minute. I’m trying to think. It’s been years since I wandered around that place, way back when we were kids.”

I pulled out my phone and opened an email from Deloris. “This is the aerial view of the property. Does it bring anything back?”

Patrick reached for my phone and swiped the screen, moving the image around; he enlarged and reduced the size systematically. As he studied the image, I took another drink of my beer and imagined Charli engaged to Edward Spencer. Swallowing became difficult as the pressure in my throat built. 

She hadn’t given into them when they left her penniless. I needed to know what had caused the change. I needed to know why she’d agreed to this dog-and-pony show, as Patrick called it. 

“See this?” Patrick asked, pointing to the image. 

Though it was grainy, I could make out a dirt access road. Deloris and I had noticed it before, but we weren’t sure if it was monitored or even accessible. 

“Yes, do you know if it’s monitored?”

He shook his head. “It didn’t used to be. It’s about a fifteen-minute walk from the house to this wooded area.” He pointed again. “This road runs through it and connects to a little-used country road. I think the name is Shaw or something like that. A long time ago the road was used by the workers who tended the fields and picked the tobacco. Now that’s mostly done with machines. Of course, they still need workers, but when Uncle Alton took over, he didn’t want just anyone to be able to come and go on the property. He added another entrance, closer to the curing barns. That one has another guardhouse and workers sign in and out. This old road hasn’t been used for as long as I can remember, except to sneak Alex on and off the grounds a time or two.”

For the first time since Charli entered that car, a smile tried to break my bleak expression. “You snuck her away from the manor when you were younger?”

“Only a few times. She’s younger than me, but sometimes during boring family events, we’d escape for a few hours. We’d drive to town, get ice cream or catch a movie. I’d drive separately and after the mandatory family shit, I’d claim some excuse to leave.” He used air quotes on the last word. “She’d tell everyone she was going to bed and then we’d meet back on that road. At the time, we went there because we knew it wasn’t monitored. I don’t think Aunt Adelaide or Uncle Alton ever found out. 

“Jane probably knew,” he added. 

“What’s the deal with her?”

“Who, Jane?”

I nodded. 

“Nothing. She was Alex’s nanny when she was younger, probably her best friend.”

“Do you know her last name? Why isn’t she helping to get her out of this?” 

“I don’t know her last name. She’s just Jane. If anyone could help, it would probably be her. She was always good at keeping Alex’s secrets.”

I got a small bit of comfort just knowing that Charli had someone she could trust. 

“Tell me the truth, because if you say yes, I’ll fucking storm the damn gates.”

Patrick’s eyes opened wide. 

“Do you think they’ve hurt her… or will?”

His chest rose and fell as he considered his response. “It depends on your definition of hurt. Montague Manor is a messed-up house. Alex knows the rules, the ones about not talking. She never said specifically what went on. You’ve got to understand how this works where we’re from. We don’t talk about things. They happen. Everyone knows, but nothing is formally said. But I do know that she’s always hated my uncle. Hated. Like the two of them can barely stand to be in the same room. So for her to get into his car willingly… for her to agree to his terms… it’s big.

“I always got the feeling that whatever happened between them when she was younger was more psychological, but still, she lived with it for most of her life. That shit has lasting power whether she wants to believe it or not. My uncle’s not a great guy. I remember hearing my parents talk about his and Aunt Adelaide’s marriage. They thought Alex’s mom would leave him, but she never did. It’s part of that control-freak thing.”

“Does your aunt really have a drinking problem? Is that legit?”

“I can’t once remember her without a glass. But in all honesty, if I were married to that man, I’d be drinking too.” 

“Get Charli the phone,” I said. “And let her know I’ll be on that old road. She just needs to get to me and I’ll get her out of there.”

Patrick nodded. “I’ll try, but I’d guess she has her reasons for being there. She didn’t cave to them over the whole trust fund thing. I’m guessing it has something to do with Aunt Adelaide. My mom didn’t have much information on her, only that she’s ill. Remember, we don’t talk about things like that.” Pat took another drink and lifted his brow. “Informally, hell yes. I’m sure my poor aunt is the talk of the social circles. My point is that Alex may not want to leave.”

His words churned the beer in my gut. 

“I need to know,” I said. “At least I need to talk to her. I’ll do it on that phone, but I’d rather do it in person. I’d rather look into her eyes when she tells me why she got in that fucking car. You’ve got to go to that party and get to her. How about the house? You could call there.”

Patrick nodded. “I could, but I think it’s better if I don’t. You don’t know my uncle. My chances of getting near her are better if he has no idea that we’re already close. If I show my hand too soon, I could be added to the do-not-invite list.”

“Then we could crash the festivities together.”

“Cy’s pretty excited to see the manor. He’s also worried about Alex.”

“Then don’t get uninvited.”
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I SAT QUIETLY perched on the chair opposite Dr. Miller’s desk at Magnolia Woods. Though Alton was in the chair beside me, I occupied my time with taking in the surroundings. The office was large for an institution; however, I’d venture to guess that at one time it had been a home, a grand Georgia mansion. The dark oak paneling gave a warm yet regal feel and the large windows, unblocked by drapes, looked out upon the lush, scenic grounds. 

It was supposedly the best private facility in the state. According to the brochure I’d taken from the reception area, many clients came from out of state and even internationally to experience the skilled and caring staff as well as the luxurious surroundings. Even now out on the lawn were many clients, walking the paths through the gardens and enjoying the mild autumn air and sunshine. 

If only Momma could be one of them. 

She wasn’t.

Before going to our meeting, Alton and I visited Momma’s room. She was the same as she’d been yesterday and the day before. Only briefly did her eyes open as if recognizing my voice, but then just as quickly, she was asleep.

I wanted to believe she’d get better. I wanted to talk to her and let her know I was here. Instead, I smoothed back her hair, noticed the sprinkling of gray that had never before been visible and made a mental note to find out about the facility’s salon or learn if I could bring a beautician to her. It wasn’t much, but I knew how important appearances were to my momma, and no makeup and gray roots were not what she would want. 

I held her hand and talked. With Alton present, I told her about my moving to Savannah and about making plans for a Christmas Eve wedding. I never said I was engaged and avoided using Bryce’s name. It wasn’t necessary. Alton was there to fill in the blanks. 

“I did it, Laide,” he’d said. “I told you I would. It’s all going to work out. Alexandria understands her responsibility and is ready to take her place where she belongs.”

I knew better than to contradict him. 

That didn’t mean that I agreed, only that I’d avoided further confrontation. 

My goal was to meet and talk with Dr. Miller. If I had to play nice to do that, I would. 

“Where is that man? Doesn’t he know I have a schedule to maintain?”

Alton’s impatience pulled me from thoughts of my mother. “The receptionist said he had an emergency, but that he’d be here as soon as possible.”

Alton stood and paced about the office. “Two more minutes and we’re leaving. I have better uses of my time…”

His words trailed away as the door opened. 

“Mr. Fitzgerald,” a tall, handsome man said, nodding toward Alton. 

Alton extended his hand. “Dr. Miller, I was just telling my daughter—”

“Yes, your daughter,” Dr. Miller said as he turned my direction and extended his hand. “Alexandria? Isn’t that correct?”

His shining brown eyes scanned me before settling on mine as we shook hands. 

“Dr. Miller, we heard you have information regarding my mother?”

“Yes.” He made his way to the other side of the desk as Alton retook the chair to my left. 

No longer shining, his expression dulled as his words slowed. “I understand that you, Mr. Fitzgerald, are a busy man. I’ll get right to the heart of the subject.”

I sat taller, scooting to the edge of the chair, my back and neck straight with my knees and ankles together and my hands neatly folded on my lap. It was the perfect posture, yet inside I was a bundle of nerves, each one stretching and snapping as the tension built. 

Dr. Miller opened an old-fashioned folder upon his desk. “The blood tests indicate high levels of the opioid hydrocodone. We’re running further tests that will indicate the length of exposure and at what levels.”

“Why is that significant?” Alton asked. “You know what she took. Isn’t that all that matters?”

“Knowing is part of the plan,” Dr. Miller said. “It’s a good thing you brought her here. An overdose of this nature can be fatal.”

I sucked in a breath, though my lungs remained empty. This was real. It wasn’t a ploy. I blinked away the moisture and concentrated on Dr. Miller’s words. 

“Fatal?” I asked. 

“Yes, Miss Fitzgerald.”

“Collins.”

“Collins, I’m sorry. Well, thankfully, your father realized the severity and sought treatment. From her previous records from…” He thumbed through the papers in the file. “…Dr. Beck, Adelaide’s normal body weight is anywhere from 122 to 119. Currently she weighs 109 pounds. Loss of appetite and nausea are early signs of hydrocodone overdose. Other symptoms include confusion and weakness.” He turned toward Alton. “Didn’t you say that she had been acting confused?”

“Yes, saying things that made no sense. She even drove to local places and would become lost. I’d receive calls that she was out and about. I’d send someone to get her and later she’d have no memory of the incident.”

Dr. Miller shook his head. “Mrs. Fitzgerald also had a blood alcohol concentration of 0.22%.”

“Is that high?” I asked. 

“The legal limit for driving in Georgia is 0.08%. Your mother’s level was almost triple that content. Most people are unconscious at 0.30%. A significant factor is that we didn’t take her blood for over an hour after she was admitted. The body metabolizes alcohol at a rate of 0.016% per hour.” Again he turned to Alton. “You brought her in during the late morning. Was it usual for your wife to drink early in the morning?”

Alton shook his head. “Doctor, I’m usually at work when my wife wakes. I don’t know how early she begins drinking. It did seem as though she had been consuming more as of late.”

“It’s the combination,” Dr. Miller explained. “Mixing opioids and alcohol creates a depressed state. The two chemicals interact in a way that creates negative effects. The opioids slow the central nervous system, decreasing respiration and pain signals. Vicodin also contains acetaminophen, which blocks the pain signals. That’s why it helped with Adelaide’s headaches. Alcohol is also a depressant, slowing respiration and other body functions. It’s different than Vicodin, but both put strain on the body and organs, especially the liver. We have more tests scheduled to assess her liver enzymes as well as the function of her other organs, including her heart.”

“Her heart? Does she have heart problems?” I remembered Alton saying that she did, but I wanted to hear it from the doctor. 

“The combination of opioids and alcohol creates hypotension. The slowing of the heart muscle leads to abnormally low blood pressure. Just as high blood pressure is dangerous for the heart so is low blood pressure. We haven’t fully assessed the damage that Mrs. Fitzgerald has done to herself.”

“Why is she sedated?” I asked. 

“The process of detoxification is tricky. Your mother’s body has become accustomed to the toxins. Removing them has its own array of side effects: irritability, anxiety, headaches, nightmares, and insomnia. The primary nurse assigned to Mrs. Fitzgerald has noted episodes of anxiety and paranoia while attempting to minimize the current medication. It’s for your mother’s own good and comfort to sleep through the difficult process.”

“Is she in pain?”

“No, Miss Collins, your mother is blissfully unaware. The midazolam in her IV is keeping her from experiencing the brutal reality of her choices.”

“How long will she be medicated?”

“I can’t answer that,” Dr. Miller said. “We’re doing continual tests. The liver enzymes will be essential. If it’s too damaged, if the enzymes are too high, we will need to rethink our treatment. We don’t want to cause additional damage.”

“Doctor,” Alton said, “do whatever you need to do. Money isn’t an object.”

“She’s a lucky woman. This treatment is not always covered by insurance and can be quite costly. Once the toxins are removed from her body, intense counseling will be necessary.”

Alton turned toward me. “Alexandria, don’t you agree that your mother should have the best care that money can buy?”

My respirations came quick and shallow. I’d hoped for a miracle. I’d prayed that when I arrived at this place, I’d find my mother the vital woman I remembered. Instead, she was exactly as Alton had said. 

“Alexandria?” he asked again. “Dr. Miller and I are waiting for your answer. Do you agree that your mother should continue treatment here at Magnolia Woods?”

Do you agree to sacrifice your life and happiness to save your mother? That was the real question he was asking. 

Swallowing, I nodded at Dr. Miller. “Will you please keep me informed?”

Dr. Miller’s gaze moved quickly from mine to Alton’s and back. “Your father is the only one your mother listed on her HIPAA form, but this is a private facility so as long as he gives his approval, we can speak directly with you.

“Mr. Fitzgerald?”

“Alexandria?” Alton asked again, his tone strained by the repeated attempts to get me to answer. 

“Yes and yes,” I said, still not looking his direction. 

“Test results come to me first,” Alton said. “Daily communication can be shared with our daughter. I’m sure she’ll have more time to spend with her mother than I.”

“Very well, Miss Collins, I’ll be sure that information is added to your mother’s chart.”
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COMPROMISES. 

That was the word I liked to use as I assessed my plight. 

I hadn’t given in to every mandate nor had I blazed my own way. Five days of compromises. Five days of avoidance. And most of all, five days without any contact from Nox. 

With each passing day, I’d begun to wonder if he’d given up on me. Did he think about me as I thought about him? Had he heard what I’d done, the compromises I’d made?

I worked to block out the thoughts of him—the sound of his voice, touch of his hands, warmth of his lips, and even the aroma of his skin. It was difficult during the day, but at least then I had distractions. At night it was impossible. 

Though I’d spent each night after the first alone behind my self-locked bedroom door, in my mind Nox was with me. My hands would roam, recalling his mastery. Moans fought to tumble from my lips as my fingers became a sad substitute in mimicking his skills. There were even times when my body would quake as I imagined his blue gaze upon my exposed core, watching and approving as his deep voice directed, pushing me higher over the brink. 

But alas, the fantasy always faded.

Reality left me cold, lonely, and faced with the stark reality of his absence. A warm washcloth did little when compared to the heat of his tongue, lapping the essence from my moist thighs. 

I pushed the thoughts away and inhaled the warm afternoon breeze. I’d found one of the smaller courtyards at Magnolia Woods to be a nice, quiet place to catch up on my studies. Isolated and remote, it was reserved for family and not frequented by clients. As with most afternoons, I was alone as small wisps of auburn fluttered about my face and I concentrated on my new tablet.

It was part of the compromise Alton and I’d made. After our meeting with Dr. Miller, I was granted access to Columbia and all the accounts associated with my schooling: email, class groups, and lecture videos. I’d spoken with Dr. Renaud and received clearance to complete this semester’s studies via Internet. I wasn’t sure if her concession was based on protocol or if she was tired of dealing with my new drama. Either way, I was happy to finish my semester. 

While Alton mentioned that he’d paid for the semester, I reminded him that the second semester was paid as well. When he responded that there was still time to drop those classes, instead of arguing, I changed the subject. It was my new plan: denial. I didn’t need to answer negatively or affirmatively as long as I avoided precarious topics. 

Completing my classes was acceptable to everyone involved as long as I also attended to my new responsibilities. The one I’d asked for—the household staff—had taken care of itself. 

One phone call and I had Jane reinstated at Montague Manor. Though Suzanna had terminated her employment, Jane hadn’t actually left, claiming she needed time to find housing. After all, she’d lived at the manor for over twenty years. It wasn’t easy losing a job and a house. Despite Suzanna’s wishes, Jane didn’t lose either. 

As it turned out, Jane had helped my mother with the staff. She knew everyone and knew each one’s responsibilities. Other than the need for my approval, the job was hers. I promoted her to house manager, giving her not only the title, but also a nice increase in salary. After all she had endured over the years, there wasn’t enough money in the Montague accounts to repay her. Nevertheless, I intended to give it a try.

Another of my responsibilities was currently sitting on the terrace table beside my tablet’s keyboard. I couldn’t type with the ostentatious rock on my finger. The damn thing would swivel and type its own notes if I wasn’t careful. I dutifully wore it when in the right company. That primarily meant Alton, Bryce, or Suzanna. Other than in their presence, it often found its way into my pocket. 

Though I negotiated for a car, it hadn’t happened. I reasoned that it had been only four days since our discussions. Without a car of my own, my getting to and from Magnolia Woods was dependent upon drivers and came with an extra car of security. 

Each visit to Magnolia Woods seemed harder than the last. I held tight to the hope that once Momma was through the worst of her detox, she would be able to be weaned off the sedative. With my new tablet, I’d thoroughly researched the medications that Dr. Miller mentioned. I’d hoped to find something to indicate that it was all a farce, but nothing gave me that hope. 

The hours spent at the facility made me both sad and happy. Sad at her condition: her mumblings didn’t make sense. Dr. Miller had said that nightmares could accompany the detox, and yet I had the feeling she was content, perhaps even happy, in whatever world she was living. The positive side to that was she didn’t need to be restrained. The first day Bryce had brought me here, her wrists were secured to the bedrails. 

If the medication kept that from happening, I couldn’t argue. 

The courtyard was a break in the mundane, a time for me to breathe fresh air while Momma continued to rest. I found solace in being away from Montague Manor. It wasn’t as if I had many options, at least not ones approved by Alton, but Magnolia Woods was one. 

Though I wore the ring, I continued to shut Bryce down. It had been less than a week. I’d spent four years avoiding sex with him, and yet he was more determined than ever. 

His cheek was mostly healed—which was good, considering our engagement pictures were scheduled for Thursday afternoon, Suzanna and I had an appointment with an exclusive wedding planner on Friday, and the grand announcement party was on Saturday. It was the stair-steps of shame: smaller at first and increasingly difficult. 

I could smile for a camera and perhaps feign excitement for the plans, but an entire evening of entertaining seemed too much. 

“Miss Collins?”

I turned toward a familiar voice and all at once, my sadness washed away in a flood of relief. “Isaac!”

“Shhh,” he prompted, looking from side to side. 

“How?” I followed his darting eyes and lowered my voice to a whisper. “How are you here?”

He offered me his hand. “James Vitoni, ma’am.” 

I took his hand. Had I ever known his last name? Where did Isaac come from? “Mr. Vitoni?”

“My father is a patient here. I happened to notice you sitting alone and wondered if you could use company.”

“Your father?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, I’ve been out of the country off and on for the last three years and just recently learned of his dementia. It’s sad. He doesn’t recognize me.”

“Because…?” I asked in a whisper.

Isaac lifted one brow with a slight grin. “He’s never seen me before in his life. It was the best we could do.”

My chest filled with the warm breeze as my cheeks rose. “My security is outside. They don’t come in with me.”

“I’ve been watching.”

We kept our voices low as we spoke. 

I swallowed. “Does this mean he hasn’t given up?”

Isaac’s grin became a full smile. “Ma’am, have you ever met my boss?”

“Yes, I’m glad to say I have.”

“Giving up is not in his repertoire.” 

“I’ve always been a fan of persistence.”

“Then let me be the first to say, you’ve found the right man.”

Isaac’s gaze left me and went to the tablet and then beside the tablet. 

I reached for the ring and standing slightly shoved it into the depths of a pocket. “I-I need to explain.”

Isaac shook his head. “He knows.”

The newfound relief evaporated. “He knows? How? It hasn’t been announced.”

“He knows about the will. He knows about your mother. He wants to hear it all from you.”

Tears teetered on my lower lids as I imagined his thoughts. “Tell him I didn’t want…”

Isaac touched my hand. “Miss Collins, please don’t. We can’t bring attention to our conversation. I’ve been watching your security. They don’t always stay outside. Periodically they enter the facility.”

“They do?”

“Yes, ma’am, you’re being watched, and I should get back to my father.”

“Are you really visiting someone?”

“Yes, but like I said, he doesn’t remember me.”

I shook my head. “Isaac, I can’t talk to him. Alton will know, but tell him I love him. Tell him I’m working on a plan. Getting my mother well is the first step.”

“James,” Isaac corrected. “I’ll tell him.” His voice rose, “But like I said, he isn’t remembering. It’s very sad.”

Before I could question, we both turned to see one of Alton’s men entering the courtyard. 

“Miss Collins, is there anything I can get you?”

I lifted my chin. This was one of the drivers. I wasn’t even trying to learn their names. It wouldn’t matter. They rotated multiple times a day. I’d decided it was a ploy to keep me from getting close to anyone. “Time,” I replied. “I’m not ready to go back.” 

“Miss, Mr. Fitzgerald phoned. You’re expected back to the manor in an hour.”

“Then I still have twenty minutes.” I turned back to Isaac and extended my hand. “Mr. Vitoni, nice to meet you. I do hope your father gets better because memories can be a great solace.”

“Yes. It was nice to meet you, too. Perhaps we’ll see one another again.”

“I hope so,” I said, gathering my tablet and book and placing them in a backpack. Turning to Alton’s man, I said, “I’ll be in my mother’s room for the next twenty minutes. There’s no need to follow me or come back inside. I’ll be out to the car in time.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the driver said. 

Just as I was about to enter my mother’s room, I turned back toward footsteps. 

“Miss Collins, I believe you left this on the table.”

Isaac extended a small light-pink pouch toward me. Before I could protest, he added, “I believe it fell out of your backpack. I’d hate for you to lose it or have it fall into the wrong hands.” He tilted his head toward the right. Above his head was a translucent black nub, obviously a camera. 

“Thank you, Mr. Vitoni.”

I slipped the pouch into my backpack and joined my mother. A few minutes before I was required to be outside, I slipped into the public bathroom near the front of the facility. I’d already noticed the cameras in my mother’s room. I supposed that they could be justified. These were patients that required monitoring. I’d even noticed one in her private bath. 

Closing the door on a stall and assuring my privacy, I opened my backpack and removed the pink pouch. It was small, about the size of an eyeglass case. Slowly I unsnapped the front. Inside was a small cell phone and charger. 

The small stall melted around me as tears blurred my vision. During the months Nox and I had dated, he’d showered me with many gifts, but nothing filled me with the joy and relief of the small disposable phone. I couldn’t call now. It wasn’t safe. But I would—I could. I finally could. 

With shaking hands, I stuffed the phone and charger deep into an inside pocket of the backpack and then filled the pouch with lipstick and lip gloss. Tossing it back into the backpack, I worked to suppress the first real smile on my face in nearly a week and made my way out to the waiting car. 
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FOR THE ENTIRE drive back to Montague Manor my mind was filled with Nox. These weren’t the same images I conjured in my bed. These were real. 

Lennox Demetri was more than sex, though I adored everything that man did and would do. Together we’d continued to search for my hard limit, but as of yet, no matter what he suggested or what we tried, we’d failed to find it. Though I always knew that no was an option, thus far, I’d not found the reason to say it. 

In the last few months, Nox had become so much more than the man at Del Mar. He’d become my best friend. It may be too soon to say soul mate, but he was close. 

He’d not only filled my days and nights with passion, but also with love and security. 

I looked to the front seat. The men Alton employed didn’t create the sense of safety I felt when with Nox, or even what I’d felt during the few minutes I was with Isaac. To the man driving the car, I was a job, an assignment. With Nox I was half of a whole. From the way he’d ask me about my day, to the way our fingers intertwined as we walked, we completed one another. I’d read about connections like ours, and they sounded like a fantasy—ours was a reality. The phone buried in my backpack proved it. Even separated, we were one. 

I rolled the platinum diamond-covered cage between the pads of my fingers and sighed, knowing that Nox hadn’t given up on me. He knew what was happening and was still trying to help me. 

Of course he knew: he had Deloris. I didn’t know how she did what she did, I was just glad she did. Not only that, they’d figured out my clue, letting them know that Isaac had avoided Alton’s radar. 

As I watched the passing scenery and contemplated calling, I found my cheeks raising, bringing a smile to my lips. I needed to get myself under control, but the anticipation had me almost giddy. For the first time since I’d entered the limousine last week, I had real hope, knowledge that soon I’d hear Nox’s deep voice. I thought about my explanation. I wasn’t naive enough to think he’d like it, but he would accept it, as I had accepted his explanations. 

My smile grew shy as I considered how things might be different if we were talking in person. I fidgeted against the leather seat as I imagined his hand reddening my behind. The phantom sting shouldn’t turn me on, but it did. I’d taken real punishment in my life, and what Nox delivered was not the same. I’d willingly take his hand or belt, because when they delivered the burn, it was but a precursor for the high that would follow. 

I squeezed my thighs tighter as my mind filled with sensual thoughts. 

The scenery alerted me that Montague Manor was near, lessening my fantasy and smile. I would explain everything to him, from the will to the engagement ring. I’d tell him the truth and share my plan. In the days that I’d been in Georgia, I’d spoken to those around me. I’d answered questions and made small talk. I’d agreed to a life I didn’t want and I’d even indulged Suzanna in her quest for planning. 

When our paths crossed, as they occasionally did, I’d said a few words to the person I’d considered my best friend. And whenever possible I’d talked in small snippets to Jane. However, since our heartfelt reunion that preceded her dismissal, we’d kept our discussions generic and focused on the household activities. 

Through all of that, I hadn’t shared. I hadn’t opened up. 

At first I was worried that my room was monitored. After all, my new tablet was. When Alton gave it to me, he’d said it was only for use with classes and made it clear that he’d know if I used it to contact anyone else. I hadn’t, but I had done a search for microphones and monitoring devices. 

I had a plan that if questioned, my research was for a class case study. The truth was I’d wanted to see what the devices looked like, how small they could be. I was overwhelmed. The average person on the street could purchase small almost-undetectable cameras. ‘Nanny Cams’ is what many of them were called—outlet covers, clocks, picture frames, and even light bulbs. Some were fitted in electric razors, belt buckles, and makeup mirrors. If the possibilities were that limitless for the average person, I couldn’t fathom what a professional could obtain. 

It took me an entire evening, but I searched every square inch of my room. I unplugged my clock and unscrewed every light bulb. I even unscrewed outlet covers. My mind told me I was paranoid, but my heart wouldn’t let me stop looking. 

I didn’t find a thing, nothing unusual. 

That didn’t mean that I planned to talk to Nox in my room. Fighting back the smile, I decided that a nice long walk in the gardens was definitely in my future. First I had to learn why I’d been summoned back to the manor. 

We passed through the gate, leaving our trailing SUV behind and approached the manor. As we came closer, Bryce stepped onto the front porch. A quick check of my watch told me it was only a little after three in the afternoon. He should be at work, not here. Quickly, I fumbled for my new ring and shoved it on my finger. With the excitement of the cell phone, I’d completely forgotten. 

As the tires rolled slowly over the cobblestones, I searched for answers. Why was he here? What had happened? Since I’d just left my mother, I knew she wasn’t the issue. As the car got closer, I made out Bryce’s expression—his rigid features, ruddy complexion, and clenched jaw—and knew that something had. 

The car had barely come to a stop when my door opened. It wasn’t the driver who’d opened it; he was still in the front seat. The man at the door’s handle was my fiancé, barking orders as he opened the door wider. “Alexandria, get out of the car now.”

What the hell?

“Bryce? What the—”

“Now!” He repeated, shoving his hand my direction. 

Rebelliously, I avoided his touch, reached for my backpack, and eased myself out of the car. Before I could ask again, he gripped my upper arm. 

“Tell me you’re not that dumb.”

“Tell you what?” I asked, turning toward him while trying to free my arm. “Bryce, let go of me.” 

“Get used to my hands on you, darling, and take my advice.” He leaned down, his menacing whisper spewing warm, moist breath close to my ear. “Don’t say another word. I sure as fuck hope you’re not as stupid as he thinks.” 

My heart raced with my possible crime. I’d played their damn game. I was wearing the ring. Had the driver told them about Isaac? No, James. James Vitoni, that was his name. 

Pulling me forward, Bryce dragged me into the manor and through the entryway. Digging my heels in did little to slow his process. The marble floor created a skating rink for my flat-soled shoes. “Stop it!” 

Bryce’s steps stalled and he looked down at me. His hold of my arm didn’t loosen though his glare took the pain away. Blood drained from my cheeks as I stared at this man, the one I thought I knew. My circulatory system forgot to work as the world wavered and I fought to remain conscious. This stare, this expression, wasn’t Bryce. This was my stepfather reincarnate. Rage and wrath surrounded him, oozing from his every pore. It wasn’t only visible in the depths of his gray eyes. It was palpable. The sting returned as more of my arm’s circulation was cut off. 

“What, Alexandria? What is your excuse this time? I’ve stood up for you. I’ve fought for you to see your mother and take your damn classes, and this is what you do?”

The air around us was filled with a sickening scent. It was like the heavy, calm dampness before an intense electrical storm. The tiny hairs upon my arms and back of my neck stood to attention, small soldiers prepared for a battle. It was coming… I just wasn’t sure why. 

“What? What do you think I’ve done? I’ve done everything you and Alton said. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

His jaw clenched as he stared down at me. “I fucking hope you’re telling the truth. Not only for your own sake.”

Goose bumps materialized like needles pricking my skin as my tiny soldiers prepared for battle. 

Bryce didn’t wait for a response as he pulled me toward the office. 

Alton’s expression matched Bryce’s as we crossed the threshold. 

“Alexandria, sit.”

Bryce shoved me toward a chair at the long table. 

Rubbing the feeling back into my arm, I stumbled toward my newly assigned seat. “What the hell is—?”

I hadn’t noticed Suzanna; however, as our eyes met and the sting of her slap resonated from my cheek, she had my full attention. I stood taller. “If you ever strike me again, I will see you on the floor.” My threat rumbled through the regal room. 

“You are a Montague,” she began, undaunted. “It’s time you started acting like it. Crude language will not be tolerated.”

“And who the fuck do you think you are?”

This time I caught her hand before it connected, squeezing her wrist. 

“Alexandria…”

She didn’t finish her plea as Bryce seized my shoulders from behind. “Sit,” he said, pulling out the chair he’d shoved me toward earlier. “Mother, step back.”

I turned in time to witness Alton with my backpack, unbuckling the main compartment. I hadn’t even realized I’d dropped it. 

“Would someone tell me what you’re doing?”

“I recognized him,” Bryce said. 

“Who? You recognized who?” As I voiced my question, I recalled Isaac with me at the hospital when Nox and I’d gone to see Chelsea. Isaac had stayed with me while Bryce wanted to talk. 

“Don’t play dumb. It doesn’t suit you,” Bryce said, his arms crossed over his chest as Alton turned the backpack over and emptied the contents onto the table. The pink pouch Isaac had handed me was like a beacon under the glowing ceiling lights as my tablet and book slid to freedom. 

“What are you doing?” I asked Alton. Turning toward Bryce I said, “I don’t know whom you’re talking about.” I scrunched my forehead. “Do you mean the man at Magnolia Woods? Are you all this pissed because I had a conversation with a brokenhearted son of another patient?”

I waited, but the cell phone didn’t appear. The inner pocket where I’d placed it had a zipper. I prayed I’d closed it. 

Alton handed Bryce the pouch. “Make this easier,” Bryce said, holding the pouch. “Alexandria, tell us what he gave you. You can still help your mother.”

I sat taller. “I will help my mother. That man, James… somebody… Vitoni, I think he said, is the son of a patient at the facility. He said his father doesn’t even remember him. I don’t know what you’re insinuating.”

“He works for him,” Bryce said. “I remember him from when I visited Chelsea.”

Though the way he worded that made my skin crawl, I remained focused. “I guess he does look a little like Lennox’s driver.” I’d been forbidden from saying his name, but damn it, I could throw words with the best of them. “Call the facility. Ask. His last name was Vitoni. I’d assume that’s his father’s last name too. That’s usually the way it works.” I said the last part while eying Alton. 

The pouch was still in Bryce’s hand. 

“Open it,” I prompted. “It’s my lipstick holder. It must have fallen out of my backpack while I was sitting in the courtyard. That man saw it and brought it to me.”

“And he just happened to know where you were headed?” Bryce asked. 

“Do you people have nothing better to do than watch surveillance footage day and night? You should get a better pastime. I promise I’m not that exciting.”

Bryce handed me the pouch. “Last chance. Tell us the truth and you don’t have to open it.”

This time I stood. “I don’t have to do anything.” I unsnapped the pouch and dumped two tubes of lipstick and one of lip gloss onto the table. “I’ll do it to prove you’re all assholes.” I quickly turned toward Suzanna. “Don’t even think about it.”

She pursed her lips and shook her head. 

“Sorry, dear,” I replied, my tone mimicking hers as I sat again. “I didn’t sign up to be your daughter-in-law, but since it looks like that’s the plan, maybe you should fucking get used to me.”

“Alexandria!”

Bryce once again seized my shoulders from behind. “Apologize.”

What the hell?

Though his grip tightened, I remained mute. 

Finally, I said, “I don’t think I’m the one who needs to apologize. Let go of me and tell me you were wrong. That guy wasn’t whom you thought. The pouch is simply a lipstick holder, and this whole interrogation was unnecessary.”

Alton spoke over everyone. “I just sent an email to Magnolia Woods. If there isn’t a patient there with the name of Vitoni, this isn’t over.”

I started to stand, but was quickly pushed back down. “Stop touching me!” I yelled at Bryce. 

Leaning close, he whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “Now’s the time to stop talking, but don’t worry, darling…” His threat dripped in syrupy sweetness. “…when I do touch you, you’ll enjoy it.”

My stomach rolled. 

“Well, shit.”

We all turned toward Alton. 

His chest widened with a deep breath. “Dennis Vitoni has been a patient at Magnolia Woods for the past seventeen months. His son, James, was recently located and has been with his father for the last two days.”

I shrugged away Bryce’s hands. “If we’re finished, I have more schoolwork to do.”

“No,” Suzanna said. “We have a driver waiting to take us to a quaint little boutique in Brooklet. They have the best wedding dresses in the South.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “You can’t be serious? I’m not going with you to look for wedding dresses.”

“Would you prefer if Chelsea joined us?”

“No.”

“You do realize that the wedding is in less than two months and nothing has been decided. We’re going to meet with the planner tomorrow. He needs colors. You need a dress. Who is standing with you? Bryce, who is standing with you? The church is set, and given the time constraint, your father and I have decided it would be best to have the reception here.”

I was trapped in an alternate universe. Only minutes ago I’d been screaming at this woman and now she was chatting on and on about wedding plans. 

“The party is Saturday night?” I tried to deflect her quest.

“Yes,” Suzanna answered. 

“Shouldn’t that be your concern right now? The other stuff can wait.”

“We’re leaving,” Alton announced, picking up the backpack off the floor where he’d dropped it and throwing it onto the table. When he did, the phone’s charger sailed across the hard surface. 

As Bryce started to reach for it, I stood and reached for his hand. “Can we talk before you leave?”

His eyes narrowed as he stared down at me. 

My heart beat erratically as I searched for anything to divert his attention. “Please.” I tilted my head to the side. “I don’t want you to leave upset. I understand that the man resembled the driver at the hospital, but as you heard, he’s just the son of an ill patient. He’s distraught over his father. You can understand that, right?”

I reached for the tablet and one by one put everything back into my backpack, including the phone’s charger. 

“Now, Bryce,” Alton said, “or take another car. I’m leaving.”

I put my hand on his arm. “Alone?”

“And then you’ll go with my mom?”

I nodded, hating myself for what I was doing, yet thankful I’d saved the phone.

“I’ll be to Montague Corp. soon.”

“Hurry, dear,” Suzanna prompted. “The driver is waiting. You can freshen up in the car.”

I didn’t respond to Suzanna, keeping my eyes on Bryce. The room lost its life-giving air as Alton and Suzanna stepped from the office. It was the first time either had done as I’d asked, and in doing so, they were leaving me alone with Bryce. 
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“THEY’RE WATCHING HER every move,” Isaac reported. 

I gripped the cell phone tighter as I leaned forward and placed my elbows on the desk—so much for concentrating on Demetri Enterprises. That was all right. Oren was in the office down the hall, doing what I should be attending to. For the first time I could recall, his help didn’t seem suffocating or intrusive. As much as I’d always hated to admit it, my father did know the ins and outs of Demetri Enterprises. I didn’t always agree with his tactics, but they were what had gotten this company up and running. 

“Were you able to talk to her? Give her the cell phone?” My heart seized waiting the millisecond for his response. It was like the day she’d become mine through Infidelity, only a million times worse. I was supposed to be working then too, but the thought of her in that hotel room or in the car, knowing that Isaac had spoken to her… I couldn’t not see her. 

This was worse. I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t talk to her. Not if she didn’t have a phone. I didn’t care that I’d given another phone to Patrick. He wouldn’t see Charli for four more days. I wasn’t sure I’d make it one day more without hearing her voice. Four more days would be impossible. 

“Yes to both questions,” Isaac said. “The cover is working well.”

Getting Isaac established as the son of one of Magnolia Wood’s patients was ingenious and Deloris’s idea. From all she could deduce, the patient and his son were estranged. The son lived in Oregon and traveled frequently to China on business. Currently he was overseas. Though the son, James, had been contacted numerous times by the Magnolia Woods’ staff, there was no record that he’d ever visited or signed in. The only visitor the patient had ever had during his stay was an attorney.

Deloris sent Isaac all the information she could uncover. Isaac knew his pretend father’s life history, financial information, and even his passwords. He knew the names of cousins and uncles. The lonely man’s plight worked to our benefit. 

On her one call, Charli had told us to leave Isaac behind. We’d done what we could to use that to our advantage.

“More. Tell me every word she said.”

The man had a photographic memory, apparently that included audio too. I couldn’t fathom that Charli would even consider that I’d give up on her. It was because of them. In five days they’d begun to wear her down. 

“She said to tell you she loves you, and she’s working on a plan.”

It wasn’t her voice, yet I could hear it. I could hear the sweet melody as she told me she loved me, as her smile blossomed and beautiful golden eyes shone. The memory was so intense it was as if she were with me, not a phone, not Isaac’s voice. 

“The only plan that matters is getting her home,” I said. “At least in the meantime, the cover story can keep you near her, since that seems to be the only place they allow her to go unaccompanied.”

“Sir, she doesn’t go anywhere unaccompanied. That’s what I was saying. Not only is there a driver, there are always at least two other people nearby.”

I didn’t want to think about that, about how she argued when I’d insisted on my security. That seemed like years ago, not months. At that time, I’d had no idea that her response was based on personal experience, that she was all too aware of the intrusion. Fuck! There was so much about my Charli that I’d wrongly assumed. 

I took a deep breath. “Do you have any information on the access road I told you about?”

“I’ve checked it out. At one time, the location may have been a vital artery for the estate or plantation but not any longer. It’s literally a mile from anything other than woods and fields. Since this year’s tobacco crop has already been harvested, the labor workforce on the plantation is down to bare bones. Those that do still work there seem to be working in the curing barns.” 

“Do people still do that?” I asked. “I’d have thought it was done with machines.”

“From what I’ve seen there are fifteen men that sign in on weekdays and three that sign in on the weekend. I haven’t been in the curing barns so I’m not sure how it’s done. They all enter on another road, closer to those barns.”

“Are you saying you’ve been on the estate?”

“I’ve parked in the wooded area. The trees make a great cover, even if there is any aerial observation. From there, I’ve walked some. I’ve thoroughly searched the old road and found nothing that indicates it’s monitored. It has an old gate that partially covers the road, but the chains holding it closed are rusted and broken. The road itself, the shaded part under the trees, is covered with an overgrowth of moss. It’s as if it’s been forgotten by the twenty-first century.”

That sounded perfect to me. 

“Can you get close to the manor?”

“I haven’t tried to go beyond the woods. With the crop harvested, the vast fields are rather wide open. I can go during the night if you want me to.”

I did, but I didn’t want him to get caught. He was my only current connection. As detached as he was, Isaac was all I had until Saturday. 

“No. As long as I can get to the road from the outside and Charli can get there from the estate, I’m going to have to wait until Saturday.”

My answer killed me a little on the inside. I wanted to be her knight in shining armor. I wanted with everything in me to storm the gate, but it would have to wait. Gallantry wasn’t worth losing the war over. Alton had her. He’d won a battle. I’d had her safe. That was my win, though at the time it wasn’t her own family I thought I was protecting her from. Isaac said she looked safe. If she could hold out a little longer, we would prevail. 

I turned at the sound of the door to my office opening. 

“Dianne told me you were on a call with Isaac,” Deloris said in a stage whisper. “I told her not to bother you.”

I nodded. “Do you want to talk to him?”

“Put him on speaker.”

“Isaac, Mrs. Witt is here.” I hit speaker and laid the phone on my desk. 

“Mrs. Witt,” he replied. 

“Isaac, have you seen Chelsea Moore?”

“Not since the Sunday after Alex arrived. I’ve been monitoring the front gate and she was in a car with Edward, his mother, and a driver. I haven’t looked for her. I’ve been concentrating on Alex.”

“Why?” I asked. 

Deloris took the seat opposite my desk and leaned toward the phone so we could both be heard. “She just called me.”

There was something ominous in her voice. “What about?”

Deloris’s expression was solemn. “She wants out. She’s scared.” Neither Isaac nor I spoke. “She said it’s been worse since Alex arrived, a lot worse.” 

“What’s worse? You never said there was a problem.”

“Apparently under the letter of the Infidelity bylaw, she has legitimate grounds for canceling her agreement.”

I knew the Infidelity agreement. I knew the one reason to terminate it. There was only one.

Abuse.

“That motherfucker! Get her out. Isaac, find her and get her out.”

“Wait,” Deloris said. 

“Wait?” I asked. “No. She’s Charli’s friend. We got her in this mess. We have to get her out.”

“I said she wants out, not that she’s ready to leave.”

I narrowed my gaze. “What the hell does that mean?”

“She’s afraid that if she leaves…” Deloris sat taller and took a deep breath. “…she’s afraid if she leaves that instead of her, Mr. Spencer will hurt Alex.”

I sprung to my feet as I paced to the other side of the room and back. “What the fuck has he done?”

“I can get her,” Isaac volunteered. “She doesn’t have the security detail they have on Miss Collins.”

I turned toward Deloris, praying for some kind of encouragement, something. Her expression was grave. 

“Both of them,” I said. “I want them both out.”

“Then what about her mother?” Deloris asked. 

We both turned as my office door opened again. Fuck! It was a damn party. 

“I thought we were doing this together?” Oren asked, closing the door again. 

I waved him in as Deloris sat taller. 

“What did you just say about Alexandria’s mother?” Oren asked. 

I swallowed. I hadn’t told my father about Chelsea or about the connection with Infidelity. “There’s something we didn’t discuss.”

He made his way to the other chair near my desk, moved it so the back was toward the far wall and sat. With his arms crossed over his chest, Oren said, “Tell me.”

I looked at Deloris, but she was looking at me. I took a deep breath and sat again at my desk. “I’ll explain more later. For now, Alex’s roommate during college was a woman named Chelsea Moore. We had an idea regarding the House bill and a few other things happening with the legalization of marijuana…”

“You offered her something undercover?”

I was shocked at how his mind had jumped to the right conclusion. “Yes.”

“Does Alexandria know you put her friend in this position?”

“No, but that’s only the tip of the iceberg. For the placement to work, she needed to go through a company, a companionship company—”

“Infidelity or full-fledged prostitution?”

“Infidelity,” Deloris answered. “She was supposed to go to Severus Davis. It was all worked out and then the shooting happened and well, sir, it was me. I let the ball drop.”

“That isn’t the point,” I interjected. “The point is that Chelsea was then assigned to Edward Spencer.”

Oren dropped his crossed arms and sat taller. “The man engaged to Alexandria? Doesn’t that render the Infidelity agreement null and void?”

“No,” Deloris answered. “Severus is married. The profile Chelsea agreed to uphold included pairing with married men. She’s still under a one-year obligation, even if this wedding would occur.”

I shook my head. I hadn’t thought of that. “But there are grounds to nullify her agreement.”

“He’s hurt her?” Oren asked. 

“How do you know so much about Infidelity agreements?” 

“Son, you invested a shit ton of money in that company. Of course I know what it’s about.” He nodded toward the phone. “Is that your man?”

“Yes. Isaac, my father, Oren Demetri, has joined this discussion.”

“Yes, sir. Hello, Mr. Demetri.”

“Can you get this girl out of there?”

“Yes.” 

“I’m afraid it isn’t that easy,” Deloris went on. “Miss Moore doesn’t want to leave without Miss Collins. She fears for her safety if she isn’t there.”

“Then get them both. Do it now.”

“Dad, there’s more. If Isaac gets the two ladies, it leaves Adelaide alone.”

“Bullshit, take her too.”

“Sir, she’s very ill,” Isaac said. “I’ve seen her. She’s not coherent.” 

Oren took a deep breath. “We’ll get the best doctors. She won’t be alone.”

“There are complicating factors,” Deloris said.

“What the hell—?”

My phone chimed with an incoming call. On the screen was the name MISS COLLINS #2 PHONE. 

“Isaac, Charli is calling. I’ll call you back.”

I didn’t wait for his response as I swiped the screen. “Charli?”

“N-Nox, I-I’m so sorry…” 
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SHAKING… UNCONTROLLABLE… 

It rattled my bones and my teeth… 

Pounding… like drums… 

Sounding in my temples until I ached. Not only my head—everything—every part of me.

The world didn’t make sense. Thoughts and truth jumbled until fiction became factual and reality became make-believe. 

There were voices, Alton’s, Oren’s, and even Alexandria’s. They came and went in a fog of uncertainty. 

Yet Oren and Alexandria weren’t really here; they both had to be part of a dream, my mind playing tricks, hallucinations. They came and went in my consciousness or was it my unconsciousness? The voices seemed real, taking on new tones and cadences. 

The past mixed with the present until they blended into one. Had they really come? Oren and Alexandria? Or could it be that those were the two I longed for, wished for, needed, if only to say goodbye. Surely I couldn’t go on much longer, not like this.

Somehow the world around me became cold and sterile, a place I loathed—even more than my home and my husband. Those were familiar. This was not. Why would they leave me here? If hell were truly levels, I’d descended lower than ever before. I needed to go home, even wanted to go back, but I was sinking faster than I could crawl to the surface.

Please don’t leave me here. I’m not done. 

My father and mother told me from the time I was young that I had responsibilities. I clawed at the darkness, needing to get back. There was more I needed to do. I felt it… but I couldn’t recall any particulars. The memories wouldn’t come. They stayed just out of reach… 

Time passed in undefined segments. Yes, science may say it was all related to the sun and rotation of the earth, but that wasn’t true. There were times that I recalled that I’d wanted to last forever, yet greedily time moved forward at uncharted speed. Weeks became days and days hours. And then there were those instances that dragged on and on, as if the earth had slowed both its rotation and spin. Hours lasted for days and days for weeks. Weeks became months… months became years. 

Wherever I was, in this sterile place seconds moved like hours, each one dragging on and on until years were passed, beyond my reach… or was it only days? The boredom ate away deliberation until nothing existed—no topics or thoughts—nothing except a void, a black hole of consciousness. 

I searched for memories… faces… names. I tried to count, to recall events. I wouldn’t go quietly. I refused. Drowning in the pits was not my end. I would fight to return, claw my way up from the depths. No one else could save me, not this time, not that anyone ever had. As always, it was up to me, and I wanted it—for my daughter, for my love, but also—for the first time—for me.

And then… 

I was present. 

Tears filled my closed eyes with the relief. The bed beneath me was familiar. I was in my suite at Montague Manor. And yet, the familiar setting didn’t fully relieve my anxiety. It should have, yet the uneasiness was there, bubbling through me, twisting my world. Something wasn’t right. My sealed eyelids opened, if only a bit, as I stole a glimpse around the room. My stomach heaved as the lines of woodwork, doorframes, and molding weaved and bowed. 

My suite that had forever been inanimate slowly came to life. 

My rational mind told me it wasn’t true, yet I saw it. I felt it. The energy was real and stifling. The beige walls were once again covered with wallpaper from the past. The ivy print on the once stagnant wallpaper grew before my eyes. No longer contained to its parchment, it twisted and twirled, growing and filling the suite, creating a jungle of obstacles. 

“Jane.” My plea was soft at first, but with each request my volume rose. 

The one-word name sparked wicks of explosions strategically placed within my brain. Pain—like small detonations—obstructed my vision. I couldn’t see the vines for the blinding white light, but I knew they were there. I felt them touching me, my ankles my wrists, binding me. 

I thrashed at their touch.

“Jane!” I called louder still, battering the vines away.

“Jane…” 

Covering me, strangling me. 

A low laugh rumbled through our suite. I wasn’t alone. Alton was here. 

“Please,” I begged. “Please make it stop.”

“Laide, my Laide.” 

I couldn’t see him, yet his touch was real. Knuckles caressing my cheeks, uncharacteristically gentle. I hated asking for his help, but I couldn’t refrain. “Please, help. Get Jane.” 

“Jane isn’t here. Neither are you… neither am I. You’re delusional.”

No!

I shook my head, but this time it barely moved. The ivy had matured, its vines thick and coarse as rope covering the bed, wrapping me in their grip. “Get them off! Please get them off.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

Warm tears leaked from my closed eyes. I couldn’t pry them open, the light was too bright, the pounding too severe. That didn’t mean I wasn’t aware. I was. Like insects scattering across my skin, the vines continued to weave and wrap; alive and possessed, they tied me to the bed, covering my legs, body, breasts, and arms. I couldn’t move. 

Oh God! 

The foliage was infested. True insects scattered with tiny legs and feet, crawling, eating, and nesting… on me… in me. I feared speaking, afraid they’d enter my mouth. My nose was vulnerable as I blew from my nostrils. Like a bull, I tried to keep them away. My ears and hair crawled with hundreds of thousands of bugs. 

I spit my request, “Help! Please, make it stop. Not my face, don’t let them on my face.”

No one answered. The only sound above his fading laugh was the buzzing and hissing as the infestation continued. 

My heart thundered in my ears as I struggled against the vines and insects. With my energy depleting I waited, scared to live and terrified to die. 

Did I lose consciousness? I wasn’t sure. The buzzing was gone, yet my skin was on fire. Every inch itched with the venom the tiny beasts had left behind. 

I was still bound, unable to ease the growing need to scratch. My screams and pleas echoed in the distance until the explosions in my head became literal flames, burning my skin and hopefully the vines. 

“Help me. Make it stop. Put it out!”

If only I could move, unwrap the vines, but I was bound in a fire… a sacrifice to a god I didn’t know. 

“Please, not my face.”

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, no one is covering your face.”

I blinked once and then twice: the suite was gone and so was the fire. Yet the stench remained, deep within my lungs, the odor of burning flesh. Was it mine or the insects? Had the fire scared them away?

No longer hot, cold water lingered upon my skin. Chilled to the bone, the trembling resumed. My dressing gown clung to my breasts and legs. Yet the moisture did little to relieve the itch and burn that I’d endured as a result of the abusive vines and insects. 

Still bound, I turned from side to side, seeking relief. “It itches,” I tried to explain. “Please free my hands.”

“Do you promise to leave the IVs alone? You’ve been pretty out of it for the last few days.”

“Days?”

My eyes slowly opened, expecting the excruciating pain. Instead, my vision was met with a dull ache. The explosions had ended. My open eyes found only destruction and devastation, the remnants of a battle lost. 

“Jane?” I asked, though I knew I wasn’t in my suite. I prayed she wouldn’t leave me. 

“No Jane here,” the man’s voice replied. 

I wanted to cover myself. It wasn’t proper to be in this place, wherever it was, with a man I didn’t know, wearing a dampened gown. I couldn’t. My arms were trapped and body heavy. 

“Please, I won’t touch the IVs.”

Each second that I waited irritated my skin. It crawled with the memory of the infestation. Surely I was covered in marks, bites, and scratches. Like the flames, I longed to soothe it; my entire body prickled. If only I could scratch. If only I could soak. That was what I needed, to soak in a bath. 

I needed Jane. 

My left arm was the first to be freed, yet it weighed too much to be of any use, falling to the bed and refusing to move. My mind sent instructions, telling it to move, to scratch, to abrade my irritated skin. If only I could, I knew it would bring relief. But, alas, my own limb laughed at my inability. 

Pushing with my feet I was able turn my entire body, a little bit at first and then more. The movement helped my back. No doubt the ivy had wrapped totally around me. There wasn’t a place that didn’t need relief.

“Mrs. Fitzgerald, you need to hold still.”

“Itches. My whole body.”

“You’re soaked in sweat. DTs do that.”

DTs? 

I couldn’t comprehend what he meant. 

D and T, what was that?

And then it began… the rumble of an impending earthquake. Starting at my toes, a tremor like I’d never felt before. It grew until my entire body quaked. Loud and primitive, a roar filled the room, its vibrations threatening to shatter the windows and still my erratic heart. 

Was the jungle back? Were there animals? 

Alarms and buzzers… voices… so far away.

Oh God. 

My teeth were going to break: they chattered so hard. I couldn’t stop them from gnashing until my jaw became rigid. 

All control was lost. 

I was here. I felt it. I knew it was me—even the roar—and yet my body was an entity of its own. Tension faded, expelling my bodily fluids… 

Oh dear Lord, please help me.

My heavy arm was lifted and then… 

Blackness… and calm. 
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THE CLAY PATH beneath my shoes was lined by stripped tobacco stalks for nearly as far as the eye could see. I’d ventured beyond the lawns, gardens, tennis courts, and past the pool, until the harvested fields were all around me. The manor was but a dot in the landscape, and I prayed that I’d found the place beyond Alton’s security. 

In my solitude, for the first time in nearly a week, I wasn’t alone. Fingering the tracker necklace, Nox’s voice reached beyond my ears to my heart. The tidal wave of relief brought on by his presence, even though only through the phone, staggered my steps. 

“I’m so sorry… I didn’t want to…” My feet stilled as I gripped the small phone tighter. My blurry gaze darted about the landscape as I tried to catch my breath, determined not to cry any more than I already was. I couldn’t waste our precious minutes as a broken-down mess. 

“Princess, it’ll be all right.”

His tone rumbled through me, weakening my knees until I collapsed upon the hard Georgia clay. 

“You don’t understand,” I said, barely able to get the words out before my voice broke. “I-I kissed him.”

“What?” His one-word question held no judgment. Instead, there was restraint, as if Nox were doing his best, not only to stay calm himself, but also to keep me that way too. That was what he did: despite what would be his justified anger or hurt, he still put me first. 

“When Isaac gave me the phone, Bryce recognized him—”

“Shit!”

“But,” I continued, “the Vitoni thing worked. Alton checked and it all was verified. I don’t know how you did it, but thank God you did. I convinced Bryce that even though he might have looked like your driver, he wasn’t. They searched my backpack.” I hiccupped a suppressed sob. “They’re watching my every move. I hate it. It’s so much worse than…” I didn’t want to say worse than him, because that wasn’t what I meant. I understood Nox’s need to keep me safe. Alton’s need wasn’t based on protection but on control. It was different. 

“Clayton?” Nox offered. 

“I want Clayton back.”

“Is that the only person you want back?”

“Oh God, no. I miss you so much. There are so many things I need to tell you.”

“Tell me why. That’s what I need to know.”

Exhaling, I laid my head back upon a grassy patch near the path and looked up at the blue sky. Small white clouds moved slowly across the expanse, forming shapes and images that continued to change and morph. The small vision exemplified my life. No matter how much I hated that things stayed the same in Savannah, things that I wanted to remain the same changed and morphed like wisps of clouds. 

I wanted Nox, New York, Columbia, and even Clayton. I missed Deloris, Lana, and my classmates. I missed our routine. I missed the life we’d made. 

Another cry bubbled from my chest. I’d tried to be strong around Alton and Bryce, even Jane, but this was Nox and I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t pretend, not with him. 

“My mom, oh, Nox, she’s so sick.”

“Princess, you’re not alone. You know that, don’t you?”

I nodded as tears coated my cheeks. 

“I’m watching you,” he continued. “You’re a blue dot, the most beautiful blue dot I’ve ever seen. Clayton and Deloris are watching you too, and so is Isaac.” 

His words, their timbre, washed through me, taking away the shame that had been left from giving into Alton’s demands and refilled my depleted strength. 

“I was afraid you’d give up on me.”

“Never. That’s not even an option.”

“When I saw him… James,” I said, recalling his fake name. “You’ll never know how much it meant to me. Despite all I’ve done, seeing him made me feel like you still believed in me.”

“Of course I do. I always will.” 

A reassuring silence settled over us. Just hearing his breathing calmed me. 

“It’s good to hear your voice,” Nox said, “but I’m a greedy son-of-a-bitch. I want more than your voice. I want every part of you. We’re getting you out. We have a plan.”

I closed my eyes. Everything inside of me wanted to let him come and get me, but I couldn’t. “Nox, you can’t.”

“You’re wrong. I can. We have it all worked out. During the party on Saturday, Patrick is going to help—”

“Stop.” I couldn’t listen to his strategy and go through with mine. 

“No, Charli, you need to listen. It’ll work. According to Patrick there’ll be a lot of people.”

“Nox, I can’t leave. If I do, the provisions of the will go into effect. I can’t do that to my mom.”

“Have you seen the will?”

“I’ve seen the part that’s important. I want to see the whole thing, but I’m biding my time. You don’t understand how tyrannical Alton can be. I can’t rush it.”

I hadn’t even been able to arrange an appointment with Dr. Beck. Nothing was within my control.

“Fuck, Charli, you haven’t rushed anything. It’s been five days. That’s not rushing.” His voice softened. “Talk to me. Are you safe? Has anyone hurt you?”

Instinctively I reached for my arm, the place where Bryce had gripped it. The skin was tender, making me wonder if it would bruise. And then I lifted the tips of my fingers to my left cheek. It seemed to be everyone’s target. Maybe that was because Alton and Suzanna were both right-handed. I couldn’t overthink it. 

“Charli?” My name came as a question and a warning. Nox wanted an honest answer, and he wanted it now. 

“No,” I choked out my response. 

“No, you’re not safe or no, no one has hurt you?”

“I’m fine, Nox. Really. I just miss you. I miss my life. I-I don’t want this to be my life, but it has to be for awhile.”

“You’re killing me. What about Columbia? What about your dreams?”

I loved that he cared. “I spoke with Dr. Renaud. I’m watching classes via teleconferencing and submitting my work online.” Nox sighed. “Thank you for my school things, they arrived yesterday.”

“Did you find everything?”

I lifted my head. “Tell me there wasn’t anything in there for me. By the time it made it to me it had all been inspected—for my safety.” My tone alone on the last part said more than my words.

“No, princess. I wanted to. I wanted to write you a ten-page letter. I wanted to tell you how much I love you and how we’ll get you out, but I was advised against it. That sounds like it was good advice.”

“It was. They’re watching everything. They saw Isaac—I mean, James—give me the case. I don’t know what made me hide the phone and put lipstick in the case, but if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t be talking to you now.”

“It’s because you’re smarter than them, than the whole lot of them.” It was like his encouragement that I’d imagined, only better. “Charli Collins, you can do this, you can save your mother and yourself. Deloris is working on getting your grandfather’s will. The problem is that it’s only on paper. If it were electronic, she’d already have it.”

“Nox, I love you. Please remember that. I wish we were together. I wish I were in your arms.”

His tone lowered. “Princess, if we were together, by now you’d be over my knee.”

My cheeks rose. “As long as I ended up in your arms.”

“You’d start there and finish there, but in the middle, I’d redden your beautiful ass for putting us both through this hell. Tell me why you got in that car.”

“I told you. My momma is sick, so much more than I ever imagined. If I didn’t go with Alton, he wouldn’t let me see her. If I don’t do as he says, he’ll let her suffer. He’ll take away all her money.”

“Isn’t it hers? That’s what Deloris has said.”

“It is,” I confirmed. “According to the part of the will I saw, if I don’t marry Bryce and stay married to him…” The words hurt, not just saying them, but also knowing what they must be doing to Nox. “…all of Montague will be liquidated and the assets diverted to Fitzgerald Investments. That includes the corporation, the manor, the investments—all of the assets. Everything. My momma and I’ll be left penniless.”

“You know I wouldn’t let that happen.”

“I can’t… I can’t accept that from you. My mother isn’t your responsibility. Neither am I. And you know that if this just concerned me, I’d walk. I did when they took my trust fund. If she were well, I’d seriously consider it. But she isn’t.”

“You are my responsibility.” His tone was final and decisive. “And with you comes whomever you want. Your mother will never be indigent.”

“That’s the word he used.”

“He’s a bastard and he’s playing on your emotions. Charli, let Patrick help you get to the old road, the one where he used to pick you up after family gatherings.”

My chest swelled, not only with the memories, but also the idea of Nox and Patrick talking, planning, and working together to support me. I considered his offer. It would be easy to be saved, to be rescued. But Nox had told me he wasn’t Prince Charming, and I refused to be the damsel in distress. This was my fight. I needed to see it through, not just for me, but also for my momma. 

“I-I can’t. It won’t work. It’s a long walk from the manor to the road. By the time I get back, they’ll notice. I can’t possibly be gone that long during the party.” 

“Fuck, you aren’t going back. While I’m getting you, Isaac will get your mom. It’ll happen before anyone knows what hit them. Then you’ll both be safe. We’ll get her all the medical care she needs in New York.”

I took a deep breath. “I want that. With all my heart, I want that, but if we leave, he wins. I don’t give a damn about Montague, but it’s what my momma has worked for her whole life. He can’t win.”

“He won’t. You do what you need to do to get to me on Saturday. Just don’t fucking kiss him again.”

My skin prickled with shame. “I had to think of something. He was about to find the phone. I tried to distract him. I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. I hate it. I hate the idea of him in the same fucking room as you. Touching you. Kissing you.” Each phrase was deeper, like a growl. “I hate it, Charli, but it’s him. I don’t hate you. I don’t blame you. I want you safe. And while I know firsthand how distracting you can be, come up with another distraction. 

“You should probably know that once you’re safe, he’s going down and so is your stepfather. They aren’t winning, unless body bags are prizes.”

Why didn’t that upset me? It should, but it didn’t. 

“Nox, this isn’t your battle; it’s mine. I have to fight it.”

“Princess, you can, with me by your side.”

“I’ll call you whenever I can. I can’t make any promises. Just know that I’m safe.”

“One more thing,” Nox said. “Take care of Chelsea.”

My neck stiffened. “Why would you say that? You have no idea. I can’t even process. She helped them, luring me back here. She barely looks at me, and she’s with—”

“I know more than I can say, especially now. We need time to talk, but she’s trying to help you.”

“No, Nox, she isn’t. She’s living my life. She used me for four years and I never saw it. I thought she was my friend. She’s no better than them.”

“Princess, you have every reason to lash out, but she’s not the right target.”

I sat up as my volume rose. “Fuck that. You haven’t seen her. Ask me to stay safe. Fuck, ask me to stab Alton in his sleep, but don’t put Chelsea on my watch list. I’m sure as hell not on hers.”

“You’ve said it yourself: things aren’t always what they seem. Would I lie to you?”

“I don’t know, Nox, would you? Because this seems out of left field.”

“No, I wouldn’t and I haven’t.”

“Then tell me why I should take care of her? As far as I’m concerned, she and Millie can start their own harem. Let them be Bryce’s distraction. I don’t care.” 

“Do you trust me?” 

Nox’s question set my mind spinning to every time he’d asked me that, to satin bindings, hot wax, and crops. My skin tingled and core clenched. “Yes, I trust you.”

“Then do it—help her. Saturday night we’ll start with you in my arms.”

“I-I can’t promise…”

“I can. I love you, Charli. Hold on until Saturday.”

“Nox, I love you, too. I probably should go. Please don’t give up on me.”

“Never.”

Begrudgingly, I disconnected the call, wiped my tear-stained face, and attempted to pull myself together. The severed connection ripped a hole in my chest, creating a void that longed to be filled. For only a few minutes it had. I could have talked to him forever, but my mind was a ticking clock, and for today, my time was about to run out. I needed to get back to the manor. 

Sadness and fear bubbled through me, paralyzing me to my near future. The road Nox mentioned was closer than the manor. Could I go there and call him, have Isaac come today? 

My body tingled with excitement… I could.

No. I couldn’t. 

Like a clear sky after a storm, the excitement disappeared. All energy was gone. For only a moment my weary body collapsed back onto the grass. Overhead, the white clouds were filling with colors: multiple shades of pinks and purples. 

Dusk was looming on the horizon. 

Saturday. 

Hold on until Saturday. 

I could do that. I could make it for four more days. I’d survived five, but at what cost?

The impending twilight propelled me up and forward. I couldn’t be late for dinner. Heaven forbid. It was always at seven. 

As I began walking back toward the manor, my thoughts returned to the scene in Alton’s office. I detested what I’d done, but saving the phone and speaking to Nox made it worth it. 

The end justified the means. 

It wasn’t a legal defense, but sometimes it was true. 

Seeing the phone’s charger sail across the shiny table had made my heart skip a beat. In that second I knew one thing: I hadn’t zipped the inside compartment and the phone could easily be next. 

When I’d moved my lipstick, I should have secured the phone. But then again, I’d never expected the search and interrogation. I’d never imagined that I was being so closely watched. 

The crimson shades of the Savannah sunset intensified as I continued walking, not seeing the world around me, but reliving this afternoon’s scene.

 

I searched Bryce’s gray eyes, looking for a sign of the person I used to know, a clue that the boy I’d considered a friend still existed somewhere beneath this Alton clone. 

The shutting of the door echoed through the silence, alerting us that we were alone. 

Bryce looked from me to my backpack and to me again. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why don’t you want me mad?”

My mouth went dry as I looked up to him. “Because you were right.” His eyes opened wider. “About what you said the first day you took me to see my mom. You said that you were either my only friend or my worst enemy. I seem to have enough of the latter; I could use a friend.”

“A friend?” he asked, lifting my left hand and looking down at the diamond. 

My eyes closed, lingering in the darkness, encouraging me to continue. “I never asked for more.”

“Sometimes life gives us surprises, gifts we never knew we wanted or in my case, never knew were possible. You see, Alexandria, you’re my gift. I’ve wanted you and you’ve shut me down, time after time. Yes, I dated the great Alexandria Montague Collins. I had a reputation, but never did I get from you what I wanted most.”

I tried to move away, but my body was captive between him and the table. “Can’t we go slowly?”

He caressed my cheek. “How fucking slow do you want to go? Any slower and we’d be in reverse. You’re not a scared kid and I’m not a fumbling teenager. I know what I like. It’ll happen. And you’ll like it too. Let’s get past that and move on.”

“I don’t want our first time to be something we’re getting past.”

His thin lips twisted into a smirk. “Darling, things have changed. It’s time you learned to accept it. You aren’t in charge of this. The only reason I’m not fucking you on this table right now is out of respect for what we once had. Each time you screw with us, each time you think you’ve worked a way out of this, another bit of that respect is chucked out the proverbial window.” He took a step toward me, but there was nowhere for me to retreat. The table’s edge bit into the back of my upper thighs as his hips pressed closer. “It’s up to you, because I’m ready to take you and make you mine. I’m ready to wash all memories of Demetri from your mind. Because once my dick is buried inside of you…” His smirk grew at my uncontrolled grimace. “What’s the matter, darling, you can dish out the language to my mother, but you can’t take it?”

I swallowed the bile. “Go on, Bryce, if it makes you feel like a real man to threaten to rape me, go on.”

“I’m not threatening and I’m not going to rape you. I’m going to make my fiancée mine. I’m going to fuck you so good, you won’t remember ever being with anyone else.”

I was certain that wasn’t possible.

“This wasn’t the discussion I had in mind,” I said, “when I said I didn’t want you to leave angry.”

“Then what do you propose, Miss Collins?”

I willed the repulsion to diminish. It was just a kiss, a means to save the phone, a means to get to Nox. I could do it. 

“A kiss, a real kiss.”

Bryce stood taller. “I want to make love and you’re offering me a kiss? That’s kind of like offering a starving man a cracker. It may sustain me, but it won’t ease the hunger.”

“With Chelsea around, I doubt you’re starving.”

He shrugged. “McDonald’s is hardly satisfying when I have caviar in the palm of my hand.”

I took a deep breath, hoping to get away from the food analogies. I didn’t want to think about him and Chelsea. Not that I gave a shit who he screwed as long as it wasn’t me. Then again, maybe I did care, enough to also wish it wasn’t her. 

“I get it. I’m not in charge. I understand that the decision is now yours.” With each phrase his expression softened. “But I also believe that we’re more than fiancés. We were friends. It’s something Alton and Momma didn’t have. I’m asking you to please not ruin that, not to take that advantage away. I meant what I said: I want you as my friend, even after we’re married.” 

The words came easier than I expected. 

“You scared me when I got home.” I went on. “I don’t like seeing you that way. I want my friend.”

His hand slipped behind my head, down to my neck. As it did, all hopes of a chaste, friendly kiss evaporated. 

“Show me, Alex.”

I exhaled. Alex. For the first time since I’d returned, he called me the name I wanted to be called. Lifting my chin, my lips met his. With everything in me, I wanted to back away, but I was trapped. Instead, I closed my eyes and imagined full, possessive lips, ones below light blue eyes. 

Bryce’s tongue pushed against the seam of my lips. 

With a warm tear descending my cheek, I granted him access. It was a small concession, I reminded myself. I’d kissed him before when we were young. I’d given in this much. This was no different. This was for Nox. This was for the phone. 

With increased fervor, Bryce’s fingers entwined in my hair and he pulled me closer, bruising my mouth and flattening my breasts against his chest. I struggled to breathe as his tongue probed. My body fought the urge to fight, to take in air and rid myself of his invasion. 

When Bryce finally loosened his grasp, his gray eyes searched me, looking for my true emotion. I was slowly blinking mine open, only showing small openings to my thoughts. I couldn’t let him see my feelings and I was too upset to hide them; instead, I lowered my chin, rested my forehead against his chest, and concentrated on breathing, each inhale deeper than the last. While I worked to keep my revulsion at bay, Bryce stroked my hair with a newfound gentleness, one he hadn’t shown during the kiss.

I’d calmed him, if only for a moment. 

“I want this too,” he said. 

An answer wouldn’t come, not without crying. I simply nodded. 

Bryce lifted my chin, forcing our eyes to meet. “I’m not mad anymore.”

“Friend?” I managed to ask.

“Fiancé.”

“Thank you.” I didn’t know why I was thanking him, but it seemed right for the mood we’d created. “For being patient.”

“My mother is waiting for you.”

I nodded again, lifted my backpack, and walked toward the door. 

“‘I’ll run this up to my room, and then I’ll be out.” After I brush my teeth and gargle for ten minutes. I didn’t add the last part. 

Bryce reached for the bag. “I’ll take it. Mom said you have an appointment.”

I forced a smile. “Yes, for wedding dresses. I appreciate your offer, fiancé.” I lifted myself to my toes and brushed my lips over his. “Alton is waiting for you. Of the two, I think your mom will be the easiest to pacify.”

With his eyes wide and a growing grin, Bryce shrugged. “You’re probably right. I’ll see you tonight. We’ll be back.”

Damn, couldn’t he eat at his own house? “We’ll?”

“All of us. I’m hoping this new—or renewed—friendship is still present.”

Did all of us include Chelsea? I didn’t ask. Instead, I took a step toward the stairs. “I’ll see you tonight.” Before he could answer, I hurried upward with my backpack in hand and visions of cool mint toothpaste. 
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AS I MADE my way toward the manor, images of the afternoon scene with Bryce were easily overshadowed by thoughts of Nox and our call. I’d stowed the phone and charger in an old storage shed beyond the tennis courts. It was seldom used since no one played tennis. The small building held rackets and balls as well as maintenance equipment. It was also supplied with electricity, so I could keep the phone charged. 

I didn’t want to leave it, but I feared taking it back into the house. Closing and latching the old shed, I turned toward the manor. From a distance, the windows’ golden glow likened it to a Thomas Kincaid picture, an inviting image with the warm illumination contrasting the cooling Georgia evening. 

It was an illusion. 

As I entered through a back patio door, there was no welcoming warmth filling the cool air. Only the clatter of dishes and staff from the kitchen and dining area gave the mansion life. I avoided the office and sitting rooms as I slipped inside and glanced at my watch. 

I’d made it in time with minutes to spare. Circumventing the main hallways, I scurried up the back stairs near the kitchen toward my room. As I rounded the last bend, I nearly ran into Jane. Her large hands cupped my shoulders while a relieved smile overtook her face.

“Child, thank the good Lord. You had me worried. Mr. Fitzgerald’s been asking for you.”

The memories of Nox faded like my expression as my nerves jumped to life. “I went for a walk. After the afternoon with Suzanna, I needed air.”

She tugged me up the last few stairs. “Hurry. I’ll tell him you’re getting ready. Dinner’s soon.”

“I will.” I lowered my volume. “Do you know what he wants?”

“Something about your momma. That place called here for you too, when you’re out with Miss Carmichael.”

“But I came back and no one said anything.”

“Child, you was here and then gone. I went to your room and you were out of here.”

I took a deep breath and released it slowly. “This is why I need a phone. You need to be able to reach me.”

Jane turned down a hallway toward my room, leaving me half of a step behind. “Keep doing like you doing. It’ll come.” She stopped at the door and inserted the key. Pushing the door wide, she continued. “I don’t know what they want. But you’re helping her. I know you are.”

“Thanks, Jane.”

“Now hurry.”

I smiled. “I thought I was now your boss.”

“You always have been.” Her shoulders straightened and eyes brightened. “But now I’m the house manager.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Love you, child… Miss Alex.”

“I love you, too.”

She lowered her voice again. “That fresh air did you good. The smile on your face was mighty pretty as you were coming up those stairs.”

It wasn’t the air that had given me the smile, but Nox. I shrugged, not willing to share him, even with Jane. “The land has always been one of the things I liked around here. It’s beautiful. I could walk around all day.”

“Okay, that sounds good.” She winked. “Cause if I was to guess, you was thinking about someplace besides here.” She gently pushed me through my doorway. “Now hurry. You need to be downstairs in seven minutes.”

“Yes, Miss House Manager.”

With that, I shut the door, pulling my own key from my pocket and locking it again from the inside. 

Hurriedly, I splashed my face, added fresh mascara and lip gloss, and ran a brush through my hair. A few clips and it was styled. Slipping out of my jeans and light sweater, I pulled a blue dress over my head, and stepped into a pair of pumps. 

As I took one quick look in the mirror, the pearl necklace bobbed over the neckline. The illusion I’d created wasn’t too bad for a four-minute makeover. Just as I was about to head back downstairs, I remembered the lack of warmth at Montague Manor. Autumn was trying to break the lingering summer heat. Generally it was a futile effort as long as the sun shone, but with nightfall, autumn found victory. I turned back to my closet for a sweater when my doorknob began to turn. 

It could rattle all day and all night, but unless the person had that funny little gadget, it wouldn’t open. Taking a deep breath, I called, “I’m on my way.”

“Alex?”

The sweater slipped from my grip and fluttered to the floor. 

I stepped closer to the door. “Are you alone?”

“Yes,” Chelsea replied. 

The calm Nox had given me slipped completely out of my reach as hurt, anger, and even jealousy bubbled to life inside of me. Turning the key and opening the door, I stood resolute in the frame. “If you’re coming to assure I make it to dinner, as you can see I’m on my way.”

Chelsea nodded as a tear escaped her sad hazel eyes. “I-I see. That’s not why I’m here. I hoped I could slip away…”

“And what? Spy on me? Tell Alton and Bryce more about me?” I gestured toward the suite. “You obviously filled them in on my favorite products. No one else would’ve known.”

I blocked her forward motion, keeping her in the hallway. 

“Alex, I know what it looks like. I know what I’ve said, but I love you. You’re my friend. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

I shook my head. “You have a funny way of showing it. What is it with all my supposed friends who think the best way to get to me is to screw Bryce?”

“I-I should go…” she said, turning away. 

The pain swirling in Chelsea’s eyes reminded me of what Nox had said, how he’d told me to take care of her. “Wait. What wasn’t supposed to happen? Why are you still here anyway? I mean, how does it look now that Bryce is engaged?”

Swallowing her tears, she lifted her chin. “It looks like I’m a whore.” Her eyes closed as more tears escaped. “And I am.”

I don’t know if it was the raw emotion in her voice, the honesty, or what Nox had said, but something in the way Chelsea held herself broke a piece of my heart, starting a crack that had the potential to shatter the anger and hurt I’d been harboring. 

I reached for her shoulders. “What happened to you? Where’s my Chelsea?”

She shook her head, still not looking at me. “I can’t tell you. I can’t tell anyone. We don’t have time… I just couldn’t spend another meal with you… hating me.”

As I wrapped her in my arms, four years of togetherness began to chip away at a few months of separation punctuated by a few days of disgust. 

Slowly she pulled back, mascara streaking down her cheeks. 

I reached for her hand. “Come in here. Clean up or they’ll know.”

Chelsea nodded and followed me inside. As she did her eyes opened wider, taking in the suite. 

“Have you been in here before?”

“No, I didn’t even know for sure where I was going. I saw you come in from the back of the house. I excused myself and followed you up the stairs. Then I waited until Jane left.” 

Chelsea followed me to the bathroom and reached for a tissue. 

“I almost chickened out,” she added.

“Chelsea Moore doesn’t chicken out of anything.”

Her cheeks fell. “She does now.”

When she threw the tissue to the counter, I closed the bathroom door and reached for her hand. “Did they make you text me?”

“Your stepfather did. Bryce knew, but Mr. Fitzgerald told me what to say.”

“And you did it?” My chest ached. 

Chelsea turned away, only meeting my eyes in the mirror. “You’ve seen her. She needs you. Without you, she would’ve gotten worse. I know you’ve hated your mom, but I think there’s so much more.”

I pursed my lips and widened my eyes. 

In barely a whisper, I said, “Unless this is part of their plan, stop. I’ve looked everywhere, but I can’t shake the feeling this room is bugged. We might be safe here in the bathroom.”

Swallowing she stood taller. “Oh God…”

Fear, confusion, even terror… the emotions leaped from her hazel eyes. “I-I…”

My heart told me that everything I saw was honest. My Chelsea wasn’t a good actor: she never had been. She’d always been the one to say what she thought, the fresh air that had inflated my life raft when I’d moved west. I looked down at my watch and back to her reflection. “We need to go. Let me try to handle this. Can you go along with me?”

Maintaining our whisper, she met me face to face. “Honestly, I don’t know. I’ll try.”

“Please, Chels. We can do much more together than apart. We’ve already proven that.”

“Fucking jail break?” she asked with a hint of her old self. 

“I’ve been told you’re kick-ass.”

She shrugged. “Maybe I can remember how, as long as I have my best friend by my side.”
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CHELSEA SLIPPED DOWN the back stairs while I waited and descended the front. We were both late, not by normal standards, but this wasn’t normal. This was Montague Manor. 

“Where the hell have you…” Bryce’s growl rumbled from the dining room as I approached through another entrance. The damn room had doors in all directions. It was designed for large parties. Guests could even enter from the terrace, if the French doors were open. Tonight they weren’t, yet the drapes were open, giving a view of the lawns and lake. 

The idea to see if the tennis courts were visible from the sitting room was a fleeting thought. Bryce’s tenor zeroed my attention past Alton and Suzanna, who were already seated, to him. His question wasn’t meant for me, though I recognized the tone. It was the same one I’d heard earlier in the day, but that wasn’t what held my attention. It was the way he gripped Chelsea’s arm that sent the small hairs on my arms to attention. 

What the fuck was his problem?

Before she could answer, I entered. “It seems that tardiness is rampant tonight,” I volunteered, taking some of the heat off Chelsea.

Ignoring her, I bravely walked to Bryce, meeting his agitated gaze with one of calm. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t decide on which dress looked best.” I turned a small circle. As our stare connected for the second time, I noticed his mellowing a bit. 

He released Chelsea’s arm as I took another step closer. “You were right,” I cooed. 

“I was?”

I lifted one brow and slowed my cadence. “You’re back.”

While Chelsea hurried to her seat, Bryce leaned forward to offer me a kiss. Our lips barely touched, when Alton’s bellow saved the day. 

“You’re late. Dinner is being served.”

My smile wasn’t fake: it was ironic. Never could I remember welcoming my stepfather’s intrusion as I did at that moment. Thankfully, Bryce appeared to misconstrue its meaning as he met my expression with a smile equally as large. 

“Nice dress,” he whispered as we turned to our assigned seats.

Silence and glances prevailed throughout the first two courses as Alton and Suzanna spoke about our wedding dress excursion. Why Alton was interested was beyond me. It wasn’t as if he’d have carried on a long conversation with my mother had she been the one to shop. 

After the main course was placed before us, I turned to Alton. “I was told you were looking for me?”

“Where were you?”

“Surely you know. Don’t you see all?”

As his beady eyes narrowed, I continued, hoping to minimize my sarcasm. “On a walk. Other than Magnolia Woods and shopping, I haven’t been outside. You’re the one who told me to get used to being here. The part of here that I adore is the land. 

“The fields look bare and sad. When was the harvest?”

“Really, Alexandria, do you think I worry myself with the planting and harvesting schedule?”

I shrugged. “Honestly, yes.”

“Don’t be late for dinner again.”

“I wouldn’t have been, if I hadn’t been ambushed.”

“Really, dear, you’re so dramatic,” Suzanna said. “Who ambushed you? Not Bryce. He was with us.”

“No, not Bryce. Chelsea.”

Chelsea’s hand stopped mid-lift, the fork dangling in the air precariously above the fine china as all eyes turned toward her. 

“That’s where you were?” Bryce asked, obviously questioning Chelsea.

“Yes,” I volunteered. “It seems she wants…” I lifted my glass of wine and took a sip, allowing the anticipation to build.

“What? What does she want?” Bryce asked. 

“For us not to hate one another. For me to forgive her for her lies and conniving ways, for four years of deception, cunning, and betrayal.”

“Alex?” Emotion choked Chelsea’s one word. 

“What?” I asked dramatically. “Isn’t this what we’re all about now… openness?”

“Yes,” Alton answered.

“Excuse me?” I turned his way.

“Chelsea isn’t going anywhere. It would be best for the two of you to… get along.”

I furrowed my brow. “That doesn’t work for me.”

I avoided looking at my friend, knowing my words were inflicting pain, yet confident I was on the right path.

“I’m proud of you, Chelsea,” Suzanna said. “I know what a difficult position you’re in. Alexandria, this really would be the best. It would be perfect if you could show a united front on Saturday.”

“Hmm?” I asked. “Maybe me on one side of Bryce and Chelsea on the other?”

“That would—”

“Not exactly,” Alton said, interrupting Bryce. 

“Then what… exactly?”

“Chelsea resumes her role as your friend and roommate.”

“And stops sleeping with my fiancé?”

There were comments from both Bryce and Chelsea, but I wasn’t listening to them. I was back to negotiating. For that to be successful, it had to be with Alton. 

He lifted his napkin and dabbed his thin lips. “In public.”

This time I turned the direction of Bryce and Chelsea. “You had sex in public?”

“No, Alexandria!” Suzanna interjected. “That’s not what your father meant. He meant that what happens in private is… private. In public, Chelsea resigns herself to being your friend and Bryce’s ex. She’s part of your crowd now. The others will take their cues from you. If you don’t show any animosity, the other girls will follow suit.”

What was this, a fucking sorority? The Chi Omega of Savannah’s upper echelon. 

“What do you expect us to do?” I asked. “Have a sleepover and make up?”

It was Suzanna who answered. “I think that’s a perfect idea. Maybe you could think about the maid-of-honor role too?” Her nose scrunched dramatically. “It’s a much better solution than the one you proposed.”

“Have you spoken to Alton…”

“No,” she answered. “I was hoping…”

“That’s enough,” Alton proclaimed. “I don’t care about the details. Chelsea is moving in here tonight.”

“Wait a minute…” Bryce’s words stalled as we all turned his direction. 

Asshole. If I wasn’t able to screw Nox, he didn’t need to be screwing anyone either. Still, that consequence was merely the icing on the cake. My first goal had been to talk to Chelsea. If I gained her a reprieve from Bryce, all the better. 

“Fine.” Bryce threw his hands in the air. “Fine. If this is what you want, Alexandria… fine.”

I couldn’t give in too quickly. “I never said it was.”

“I did,” Alton proclaimed. “Now eat. When we’re done, Chelsea can go get a few things from Carmichael Hall while I fill you in on your mother.”

“My mother? I was there…” 

“Her DTs are getting worse,” Suzanna said shaking her head.

“What? She was sleeping comfortably when I left?”

Alton lifted his hand. “You were the one absent when I tried to speak to you. This will wait. I’m not letting the subject upset our dinner.”

“The subject? My mother?”

“Alexandria.”

“I need a phone.”

Alton didn’t answer, no one did. As if a switch had been flipped… heavy silence fell over the room, interrupted only by the occasional sound of forks upon china and food being consumed. 
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THE VICTORIAN DISTRICT. That’s what they called this area of Savannah. I’d been here before, to this exact house. In many ways, it reminded me of the brownstones in Brooklyn, but made of wood and with more color. In the darkness the colors were muted, but during the day, they were like a rainbow, blues and greens, even shades of pink. The houses were semi-detached, giving each a side yard, yet their floor plans were similar to what I had known. The structure was narrow, deep, and tall. Without the woodwork and architectural bric-a-brac, they would resemble the old shotgun style seen more frequently in New Orleans. 

Through the years and with the renovations, the value of homes in this area of Savannah had increased significantly. And while being a secretary at the esteemed law firm of Hamilton and Porter in this historic city was a noble job, it wasn’t what one considered lucrative. Not lucrative enough to be able to afford one of these townhomes. That took extra income, the kind not found on a tax return. 

I peered up and down the quiet street. Nighttime had fallen hours ago, taking the residents inside and allowing quaint, old-fashioned streetlights to be the only source of illumination. The black iron fence separating the small front yard from the street wasn’t locked. I’d already checked that. It seemed like she’d learn. It hadn’t been locked the last time I was here either. 

That little stretch of green helped the residents of this area believe they were better than the brownstones and many of the shotgun houses. These fine dwellers had a front yard. 

I couldn’t help but shake my head. Through the years it had become obvious that the things people considered important became trivial as the life they lived slipped away. The item on the grocery list with the star was no longer significant. The appointment at the beauty parlor was no longer paramount. The new car or green patch of earth no longer mattered. 

Death had a way of refocusing both men and women. 

The sad observation was that the clarity given to these misguided souls came too late for action. Perhaps there was solace in the knowledge or could it be remorse? If only the realization had come when there was time to rectify goals. That was seldom the case.

The gate creaked as I lifted the lever and pushed it inward. The slam as it shut behind me echoed on the empty street, awakening a dog a few doors down. Thankfully, after a few halfhearted barks to do his job, the canine forgot its interruption and quieted. 

Historically accurate, the porch was as it had been a hundred years earlier. Revisions included new boards and paint, but not surveillance. There were no visual doorbells or cameras. My image would not be captured or saved. 

With a handkerchief covering my finger, I pushed the round button. A chime played within, its tune barely audible at my distance. The unlit porch light should probably have been an indication that Miss Natalie Banks wasn’t expecting visitors, but this was the South. Hospitality, even at a late hour, was inbred. 

Keeping my face away from the side window, I waited as the interior entry filled with light. Seconds later, the door opened. 

“May I…” Miss Banks’s welcome stopped as our eyes met. 

Recognition and terror were easily misconstrued. Perhaps it was that I’d witnessed them both, often in conjunction, one right after the other. Her gaze darted around me. 

“M-Mr. Demetri?”

“No one has seen me, which is neither an advantage nor a disadvantage. It’s rude to entertain on your porch, Miss Banks.”

She hesitated for only a moment before taking a step back. “Please, come in.”

Nodding, I stepped over the threshold. Neat and clean, the foyer was narrow with the staircase to my left and a formal sitting room to my right. The solid oak floors glistened with the artificial light as Natalie Banks took another step backward on a narrow hallway that led past the stairs toward the kitchen. 

“I’d forgotten what a very nice home you have.”

Bobbing her head quickly she tugged at the hem of her shirt. “Thank you. Would you like something to drink? The kitchen is—”

My cheeks rose. “No, I’d like something else.”

I hadn’t been the only contributor to her unreported income, but I had made a significant donation after she helped to point Alexandria toward the resort in Del Mar, a far larger donation than the task was worth. That made us family. 

Family watched over one another. They helped one another out. They repaid debts. Hers had just come due. 
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SEIZURES. 

Alton had delivered the news as if he were giving me Montague’s stock report, assuring me that I could visit again in the morning. Thankfully, I’d convinced Bryce to stay with me as I heard the news. I honestly had no idea what Alton had been about to tell me, only that I was trying to give Chelsea space to get her own things without his help.

She got Suzanna and I took Bryce. 

Now, an hour or more later after more of a battle than I’d waged in five days, I was racing through the hallways of Magnolia Woods. When we arrived, I didn’t stop to sign a registry or even speak to the woman at the front desk. This was after visiting hours and the woman was too busy painting her nails or reading some smut to notice as we passed by. 

The only one we’d spoken to was the outside guard, who’d begrudgingly allowed us to enter. 

“Alexandria, slow down.”

I didn’t listen to Bryce as my shoes slid over the tiles and I made the final turn. 

“Ma’am?” A large man in scrubs said, scrambling to his feet from a chair near the window as I burst through the door. 

“I’m Miss Collins, and you are?”

“Mack, Mack Warren, Mrs. Fitzgerald’s night nurse.”

The room was dim, illuminated by only the display of multiple monitors. Hurriedly, I stepped toward her bed and turned on the nearby lamp. 

I gasped. 

The lamp did little to help my vision. If anything, the scene before me blurred, as if a mist had settled over us, softening the reality. I reached for my heart as it painfully clenched and my stomach dropped to my feet. The woman on the bed was a shell of the mother I knew, even less than the one I’d left this afternoon. The vital lady in my memory was always dressed impeccably and the perfect belle. That lady was nowhere to be found. 

The patient lying before me wearing a hospital gown that clung to her perspiration-drenched skin revealing her too-thin frame was a stranger. This person’s brown hair was dull, matted, and damp against her scalp and her complexion a pale shade of gray. 

I choked out my words as I reached for her hand. “Momma, I’m here. It’s Alexandria.” The coolness of her touch sent a chill through me as if I were holding an ice cube instead of her extremity. “It’s going to be all right. You’re going to get better.”

Bryce came up behind me, his radiating warmth a contrast to my mother; though he wasn’t touching me, his breath skirted my neck. “I-I’m sorry…”

I turned on him, lashing out on the only one I could. “Sorry? You’re sorry? Look at her. I should have been here, not having some stupid family dinner. You knew about her seizures and didn’t say a word. I don’t want to hear that you’re sorry.”

He lifted his hands in surrender, but his eyes held both fight and a warning. His yielding was a show for Mack, but I’d take advantage of my temporary upper hand. 

“Alex, I’m not the enemy here. When did I have the opportunity to tell you? You left the manor. I couldn’t reach you. I tried.”

Standing tall, I held back the tears as I turned again to my mother. Her skin beneath mine was clammy and moist. The longer I stood, the more my nose prickled and the rank air settled around us. I turned to Mack. “You’re her nurse. Why haven’t you cleaned her?”

“I-I didn’t know if she would have another seizure.”

My head swiveled from side to side. “What difference does that make? She needs a bath. If she has another seizure, then do it again.”

Though his shoulders straightened, he didn’t speak. 

“You heard her,” Bryce said.

I grimaced at his support, hating it almost as much as his opposition. “Forget it,” I said. “Get me a basin with warm, soapy water and another with fresh warm water. I’ll also need washcloths and towels.” I turned to Bryce. “You’ll need to step out.”

“I can’t leave you alone.”

“Of course you can. I’ve been here for five days, most of it alone. Besides, Mack will be here. Go, give my mother some privacy.” Dismissing him, I continued my orders to Mack. “I’ll wash her. You change her bed and get me one of her nightgowns. Mrs. Montague Fitzgerald shouldn’t be wearing a hospital gown. I can guarantee we’re paying for better care than she’s received.”

His jaw clenched. “Miss, our clients may have money, but they’re all the same: addicts. Her name isn’t—”

Bryce began to speak, but I lifted my hand. “Mr. Warren, stop now or get a new job tomorrow.” It may have been years since I’d been a pretentious snob, but old inbred habits were hard to forget. 

“Did you misunderstand the lady?” Bryce asked when the nurse remained still.

Mack’s gaze narrowed, but just as quickly, he began gathering supplies, moving to and from the private bath with the basins. 

“Bryce, go into the hallway. I’ll call you back as soon as we’re done.”

“Alexandria, you don’t have to do this. That’s what these people are here for.”

“You’re wrong. I do and I am.” I turned back to Mack. “I want to wash her hair too. How do we do that in the bed?”

I pulled down her sheets. 

“Oh my God! What the hell happened to her arms? They’re a mass of scratches, and why are there bruises around her wrists?”

“It was her,” he explained. “She’d been doing good and the restraints were off, and then all at once she started screaming. She was hallucinating, yelling about vines and insects, saying it itched. I cleaned some of the blood away after I got her restrained again.”

I gently caressed blue and red marks on her dainty wrist. “She’s what, one hundred and ten pounds? What the hell are you restraining her with?”

“That isn’t it. She fought it, pulling and thrashing, before the seizures started. Once they did, her whole body fought. That’s why they’re bruised.”

Each explanation tore at my heart. I lifted each wrist. It wasn’t anything like the faint lines from Nox’s bindings. My mother’s wrists were irritated and inflamed. “Help me move her.”

My mother was but a feather in Mack’s arms as he rolled and lifted her, aiding me in cleaning her as well as changing the bed’s clothes. 

By the time we were done, she was clean, fully clothed in a pink nightgown with her clean yet damp hair combed over her shoulders. If it weren’t for the catheter, I would have insisted on undergarments as well. 

Compromises. 

I found myself making them at each turn. 

The bags of fluid hanging near the head of her bed had multiplied since I’d left earlier in the day. “What medicines have been added?”

“Anticonvulsants. They had to up the dose from what they first put her on, but the seizures finally stopped.”

“I want to speak to Dr. Miller.”

“It’s, like, midnight. He’s off call.”

“How much do we pay for my mother’s care?” I didn’t let him answer. “I’m confident it includes a constant connection to her team.”

“I-I don’t know…”

“Call him. Get him in here or at least on the phone.” I stared up at this man. “Now.”

“I’m not supposed to leave her.”

“Then use your cell phone, or leave her in my care, which is obviously better than what she’s had, and go call him.” I walked to the closed door. “Bryce?” 

He nodded from where he’d been, leaning against the far wall, and walked toward me. 

“Mack was just about to get ahold of Dr. Miller for me. Can you assure him we won’t leave Momma’s side?”

Bryce looked down at his watch. “Alexandria, it’s nearly midnight. What can the doctor possibly do now that he can’t do in the morning? Besides, we have pictures—”

Maybe it was my expression, I don’t know. All I know is after our eyes met, Bryce turned toward Mack. 

“Do it now.”

“Yes, sir,” Mack said, heading for the door. 

“I fucking hate this patriarchal society,” I mumbled as Mack left. “Savannah needs a lesson in equality.”

Bryce shrugged. “I don’t know. You seemed to be holding your own.” He walked closer to Momma. “Look at her. She looks better already.”

I pulled a chair closer to the bed and lifted her hand. Pushing back the soft silk sleeves of her nightgown, I showed Bryce one of her wrists. “Look at this.”

His brow furrowed. “What the hell?”

“This isn’t right. Please help me help her. Please. How would you feel if it were your mother in this bed?”

“I’d hate it. I’d do anything I could to help her.”

“Then please don’t make this harder for me, for her.”

His chest expanded and contracted with deep breaths. “What? What do you think I can do?”

“You said it earlier. I’m not in charge; you are.”

“I don’t think you’re talking sex?”

“No, I’m not. I’m saying Alton listens to you. I need a phone. I need this place to be able to reach me. I need you, him, and your mom to reach me. Jane…”

As I said her name, Mack reentered the room. “Dr. Miller said you can call him.” He handed me a slip of paper with his number. “You just said something.”

Taking the paper, I asked, “What?”

“Jane. That was a name your mother was calling out.”

“She was talking?”

“Yeah, like I said. She was saying stupid stuff about vines and bugs, but she also kept calling for Jane. Is that your sister?”

“No, but if my mother wants Jane, she’ll have Jane.”

Mack shrugged. “I can’t leave this room until my replacement comes in the morning. You can stay, but she’s pretty drugged. I don’t think she’ll be fighting any more vines or bugs.”

I lifted my hand toward Bryce, palm up. When his eyes opened in question, I replied, “Give me your phone. I’m calling Dr. Miller.”

He began to hesitate, but it was short-lived. “Here,” he said, handing me the phone from his pocket. “I’m listening to the conversation.”

“Suit yourself. I’ll put him on speaker and we can all listen.”

The conversation was less new information and more confirmation. 

Earlier in the day they’d lessened her medication, trying to lure her out of her drug-induced sleep. Dr. Miller said it isn’t good to keep her that way. They’d hoped that she’d been unconscious long enough to have missed the severe delirium tremens—the DTs. But as she began to come out of the medicine, she became delirious, hallucinating and shaking. Before they could restrain her again, she attacked herself, scratching at her own skin. It took multiple orderlies, but they stopped her before she tore her face, once again restraining her hands. 

That was when the seizures began. According to the tests, she had two severe ones. They used to be categorized as grand mal but now they’re called tonic-clonic. It’s the type of seizure that’s characterized by loss of consciousness and violent muscle contractions. Dr. Miller explained that usually those types of seizures are caused by abnormal electrical activity throughout the brain, but in Momma’s case they’re believed to be a byproduct of the alcohol and opioid withdrawal. 

By the time we left the hospital, I was too exhausted and upset to object to Bryce’s hand on the small of my back or the way he helped me into the car. Though he’d driven, we had our customary security team of two individuals following close behind. 

Once we were moving, Bryce reached over and touched my knee. It registered as wrong, yet I couldn’t protest. Not because I was unable, but because my mind was with my mother, not on another violation of my space. My problem seemed rather trivial in comparison. 

“Don’t yell at me,” Bryce said, “but I am sorry about your mom. I’ve always liked her. She’s been like my second mother my entire life.”

I nodded as I watched the darkened scenes pass by the windows. “Thank you. Thank you for letting me call Dr. Miller.”

“Friends and fiancés,” Bryce said, his smile visible by the dashboard light. “I’ll talk to Alton. I’m sure if he concedes, your phone will be closely monitored. So don’t screw it up, but I’ll do my best to get you a phone.”

I reached down to where his hand still rested on the hem of my dress and put mine on top of his. The huge diamond glittered from the artificial lights. Red and green numbers made the dashboard look like some kind of control pit. His car was equipped with everything, yet I saw nothing. I was even too tired to consider the obvious overcompensation. “Thank you.” 
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A TUNNEL OF blue light shone from the headlights, illuminating the long driveway. The large oak trees bowed and the Spanish moss twisted. By the howl of the wind, it was more than a breeze. An autumn storm was brewing. With November nearly here, cold and warm fronts were battling for domination. 

As Bryce stopped the car before the front steps of Montague Manor, he squeezed my hand. “I could come in with you.”

“I-I don’t know… if Alton would approve.”

Apparently it was the right answer, at least one Bryce willingly accepted. 

“Then let me walk you to the door.”

“It isn’t necessary. It’s late. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I didn’t linger long enough for a goodnight kiss; instead, I pushed the door open. When I did, the wind grabbed ahold, pulling the door from my grip and whipping my hair about my face. “Oh! It feels like a storm.”

Stepping from the car, I steadied myself as I pushed the door closed. If Bryce had said anything else, I hadn’t heard, not over the howling winds. Even in the darkness, lost leaves and pine needles swirled on the driveway, small cyclones preparing for a bigger event. 

That was what I was doing, dancing to the music Alton and Bryce selected, biding my time for the big event. What would that event be, Saturday night or maybe my wedding? 

The building storm no longer registered as I slipped inside and closed the large doors to the manor. I knew all too well that this place was a fortress, impenetrable to outside forces. Through the dimmed foyer and up the stairs, I made my way to my room. I longed for the phone from the shed and even considered going out to find it, but my body ached from the exhaustion and my heart hurt from the sight of my mother. Sleep was what I needed. 

Turning the key, I pushed open my bedroom door as flashes of lightning shone from the unblocked windows. I rushed to close the drapes to keep the storm outside. I had enough turmoil within: Mother Nature could keep her mayhem outside.

Looking below, I sighed at the now-empty driveway. Thankfully, Bryce had left. 

It was after midnight. Only three more days until Saturday. 

My mantra… 

I could keep him at bay for three more days, I was confident. However, if things didn’t go as Nox planned, that timetable went from three days to seven weeks. Seven weeks until our wedding. Could I keep Bryce from sex for seven weeks?

With the second window covered, I turned and faced my dark room. 

Sometimes clues went unnoticed. Signs were present, but things like storms and drapes demanded attention. Was it a sound or a feeling? I didn’t know.

What I knew with increased certainty was that the small hairs on my arms weren’t standing at attention because of the electrical storm outside my window. As a sense of dread loomed stronger than before, I realized that I hadn’t locked my door. Somehow I’d been more concerned with the storm.

What was I sensing? 

In my heart I knew that it wasn’t only my nerves on high alert. Somehow I knew that I wasn’t alone. Someone was in my room.

Why hadn’t I turned on the light?

Blood rushed through my ears, muting the autumn storm. Breathing… had that been what I’d heard?

Survival. The continual flashes from around the draperies gave me snapshots of sight. The growing thunder rolled as I searched for a weapon. The key. The skeleton key was still in my hand. My mind swirled with the possible uses. Stab him in the eye, the neck… where were the most vulnerable points?

“Alex?” The voice came from the direction of my bed.

“Oh fuck. Chelsea.” I reached for a lamp and twisted the switch. Sitting on my bed with her knees pulled up to her chest was my best friend. “What the hell are you doing?”

“They gave me a room down the hallway, but I-I guess… I wanted to talk to you.”

Indignation grew disproportionately to her presence. My fist found my hip. “Or were you checking to see if I came home alone? What? Are we doing a three-way now?”

Her soft hazel eyes grew wide, swirling with shock, hurt, and disbelief. The emotions were all present, each one fighting for its chance to shine.

“I-I thought tonight at dinner was…” Her forehead fell to her knees, muting her words. “God, Alex. We can’t get past this, can we?”

Lifting her tear-stained face, she pulled her knees closer. The action brought my attention away from her as a whole to her as my friend. The pajamas she wore were really a pair of shorts and the top was sleeveless. It wasn’t different from what she’d worn for four years, but she was different. I flipped on another light.

“Oh my God,” I said, my hand moving to my mouth, unable to keep the disgust from my voice. 

Her eyes opened wide, meeting mine, as I went toward her. 

Only a few feet away, I remembered my fear that the room was bugged. “Come with me.”

Briefly, she hesitated before crawling from near my headboard to standing by the bed and following me into the bathroom. As soon as I shut the door with us both inside, I flipped the switch and the room filled with light, much more light than in the bedroom. 

Her complexion was gaunt with her makeup gone. Without asking, I reached for her chin and pulled it toward me. “Oh Chels.” I lifted the tips of my fingers to her left cheek, barely touching the remnants of green. It wasn’t an obvious flinch, but she did. I let go and took a step back. Surrounding her upper arm was a dark purple handprint, complete with individual finger marks. It was what I’d seen in the bedroom, what had prompted me to bring her in here. 

Tears filled my eyes as she slowly lifted her top. We’d been roommates for years. It wasn’t as if we paraded around our apartment naked, but the occasional changing of clothes occurred in one another’s presence, enough that we shouldn’t be shocked by the other’s nudity. 

Yet as the hem of the tank top rose, my stomach dropped and my body forgot how to move. I couldn’t speak or reach out. I couldn’t do anything but stare at the multiple bruises, strategically placed where they’d be covered by her clothes. 

Though my mouth dried, I managed to speak. “Why? What the hell?”

Pulling her shirt back down, Chelsea collapsed onto the edge of the garden tub. Down, down, and further down she went until her head was bowed, held only by her arms resting upon her knees. 

“I-I can’t… any… more.” Her voice was uncharacteristically soft, muted by her position. She looked up, tears coating her cheeks. “I tried… for you, but… I’ve never been more afraid.”

My legs gave out as I fell down and held onto her knees. “Then why? Why would you do this? Was it really for the money?”

Bristling at my touch upon her knee, she abruptly stood. “It’s easy for you, isn’t it? You’ve always had it. Even in school, even when they took it. You walked right from one bank account to another. That’s fine. Make assumptions, Alex. Thanks for understanding.”

“What the hell? I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re the one who stepped into my life. I never asked you to do it.”

“Not you, but you said it would be all right. You said to trust her.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. Look at you.” Standing, I grabbed her slim shoulders and turned her toward the large mirror. Standing beside her, I said, “Look at your hair. Think about the way you dress. This isn’t you. It’s me—the Alexandria me. Did you lie to me for four years?” 

She faced me, her eyes blazing. “Is that what you really think? What’s the matter, are you jealous? It isn’t enough that you have Nox, you don’t want me to have Bryce? Well, fuck you. I’m done. I was trying to stay… to help… to take the heat… but fuck you, Alexandria Charles Montague Collins. With each passing day I see how totally screwed up this whole life is. I don’t want it. It’s not worth it. If that’s what you think of me, then you’re not worth it.” She lifted her shirt again. “And good luck with this life. You’re going to need it.”

Allowing the top to drop, she reached for the doorknob. Just as quick I stood in her way. 

“Chelsea, I don’t get it. I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t. Have you even tried?”

“Have I tried? No. I’ve been a little preoccupied with my mother.”

“How bad is she?” Chelsea asked, concern infiltrating her anger. 

“Bad. The DTs from withdrawal are wreaking havoc on her body. It’s worse than I could’ve ever imagined.” 

She nodded. “You needed to be here. No one else would be watching after her, not like you.” She shrugged. “Besides, I think he really does like you. I mean, if he’s capable of it, it’s you.”

“How long have the two of you…? This started when? Our freshman year? Sophomore?”

Chelsea paced the small space, shaking her head. “Is that what you think?”

“It’s what you said. It’s what he said.”

“I didn’t have a choice, and him… he lies more than he tells the truth. I’m his cover for the Melissa Summers scandal. Did that story work so well that even you didn’t see the truth?”

“I-I don’t know.”

“Alex, Bryce is a pig. I hate him.”

There was a hint of something in her voice. I took a step back and looked at her. My Chelsea wasn’t gone. Hidden under the auburn hair dye and expensive clothes, she was still there. When she was downstairs, she might not have been the same woman I’d lived with, but now hearing a bit of that spark, I knew in my heart that my friend hadn’t been completely broken. Little by little she was trying to come back. “Why would you agree to this, to be his cover… to allow all of this?” I asked, motioning up and down her body. 

“Agree? Allow? Is that what you think?” Indignation returned to her tone. “Are you going to allow it? Because I have news for you: it will happen.”

“I’m not marrying him.”

“Really? That’s not what I’ve been hearing. Tonight at dinner Suzanna was going on and on about the perfect gown the two of you found.”

“This place is an illusion. I’ve told you that before—forever. Nothing here is real.”

“It feels pretty fucking real to me.”

As Chelsea sank back to the edge of the tub, I recalled Nox’s request, the reason I’d tried to get her here to Montague and away from Bryce, even if I wasn’t sure I wanted that. “Chelsea, why would Nox ask me to help you?”

Her eyes lit up. “He did? When?”

“Um, the last time I spoke to him. He said something about things not being the way they seem.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter anyway. I can’t do this. Just like Stanford. I can’t even be a whore right. Just another item to add to my list of failures.”

Again I melted by her feet. “Chels, you’re not a whore or a failure. You’re sleeping with a jerk, but that doesn’t make you a whore. You’re smart. They hired you at Montague for HR. I’ve always thought you were one of the smartest—especially when it came to street smarts—women I know.”

She swallowed. “I-I wish I could explain. I really want to help you, but I have one out and I want to take it. Since you’ve been back, I-I can’t do anything or say anything… he scares me.” She reached for my hands. “Really scares me. He’s said a few things. I might be wrong, but I think it was him in our apartment. If not him, he was involved. I don’t know why and I can’t prove it.”

One out—what did she mean?

Before I could process, she was back to the subject of the attack in Palo Alto. “He would do it.”

“I-I don’t know if he’s capable—”

With tears again filling Chelsea’s eyes, she nodded. “Yes, Alex, he is. Tell me what happened the first day you arrived, during the night?”

It had only been days, but it seemed like much longer. I thought back. “I wanted to make a call.”

“Nox?”

I shrugged. “Of course, but I didn’t have his number. I had Deloris’s.” Chelsea didn’t speak so I went on, recalling the night. “Alton had taken my phone. I was supposed to be locked in my room, but I had a key. I tried in this wing, room after room, but couldn’t find a working house phone. It was the middle of the night, so I snuck down to Alton’s office.”

“And?”

“Bryce was there, waiting. He caught me. He pushed me to the floor…” Saying it aloud made it even worse than when I’d experienced it. “Somehow I convinced him to let me up and let me call. He listened to the call and afterward took the key and locked me back in this room.”

“Were you relieved he didn’t… take it further?”

I nodded. “Yes, he was… aroused. I was afraid…” I couldn’t go on. Not with the way Chelsea was looking at me. “Why? Tell me. Did he go back to Carmichael Hall?”

“Yes.”

“That’s where you were staying?”

“Yes.” Each response was quieter than the one before.

“Chelsea, what happened?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m not talking about it. No one needs to hear that and I don’t want to relive it.”

It was as if someone reached into my chest and squeezed my heart while someone else punched me in the gut. Oh God. What was she suffering for me? This couldn’t go on. 

I stood and paced, back and forth, as my plan and Nox’s went through my head. “I can’t tell you more, but I can help you. I can get you out of here.”

“And then I’m leaving you. I don’t want to—”

“No, you’re not leaving me. You’re giving me one less concern.”

She shook her head. “Can I stay with you tonight in your room? I’d like for one night to sleep and feel… well… safe.”

I’d never considered Montague Manor as safe, but if it could be that for Chelsea, who was I to stop her?

“Yes, but in the morning… we fell asleep talking. They can’t know that we’ve made up. They can’t suspect or they might figure out that you’re leaving.”

“I don’t want to leave without you.”

“I don’t want you to stay.”

As we climbed into bed, I asked, “How is your job at Montague Corporation?”

“Fake,” she said as her head fell against the pillow. 

“It’s not real?”

She yawned. “You said it, Alex. Nothing here is real.”
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IT HAD BEEN over a week since I’d seen my Charli asleep in our bed. Now I was a voyeur, watching from afar, through an electronic feed from Isaac’s phone. 

With everything in me I wanted to be there, to be sure she’d arrive and that the plan had a chance of working. Charli didn’t know what was in store: it was too risky. For this to work, she needed to appear and be completely unaware. 

From the limited view I could see the tea room. From Isaac’s description, the restaurant seemed to be the epitome of girly. It would never survive in Brooklyn and maybe not even in Rye. From the lace tablecloths and tiny teacups to the crystal chandeliers and dainty cakes, I could list a thousand reasons why it was not my kind of place. 

There was one reason that it was, and according to Isaac she’d just entered. 

He whispered his commentary as I waited across town. 

“She’s with two others. I don’t see her security. It seems as though you were right. As long as she’s with Mrs. Spencer, she doesn’t have her direct shadows.”

“Good,” I replied. “Isaac, my man, I kind of hate you right now.”

“Because I get to drink tea out of a dollhouse-sized cup?”

“That, and you’re seeing her.”

“Boss, if all goes well, so will you. Soon.”

“Tell me what you see.”

“They’re sitting. She’s… she’s…”

“What?”

“Smiling and talking. I don’t know her that well, but it doesn’t seem genuine. Not like I’ve seen her with you.” He paused. “Not even like I’ve seen her alone. She seems tense, like she’s nervous. Are you sure she doesn’t know?”

“How the hell could I have told her?”

“Good point. They’re ordering something and Mrs. Spencer is doing most of the talking.”

“Is it just the two of them?”

“No. Chelsea Moore is with them.”

I wanted to know more—what is she wearing, was her hair up or down—but the things running through my thoughts seemed trivial. I’d never voice them to Oren, but nothing was trivial when it came to my Charli.

“Sir, more coffee?” the waitress’s voice transcended the phone. 

I waited for Isaac to answer and said, “I thought you were drinking tea?”

“I had to man up somewhere. This setting you have me in is seriously threatening my man card.”

“Get her to me and your man card will stay valid.”

“Waiting.”

As silence filled our conversation, I thought about why Charli was there—about her mother.

Since Deloris had infiltrated Magnolia Wood’s system, she’d been following Charli’s mother’s medical records and notations. Mrs. Fitzgerald had recently regained consciousness, though she was still heavily medicated. The doctor believed the worst of the withdrawal symptoms were over. However, she wasn’t able to keep down any food or drink. Instead they had her on intravenous fluids and nutrients. 

The doctor Deloris had consulted asked for Mrs. Fitzgerald’s previous records. Why they hadn’t been sent in their entirety to Magnolia Woods didn’t make sense. It also didn’t matter. Mrs. Fitzgerald’s regular doctor was online. It was only a matter of minutes before Deloris had everything. Currently, our consulting physician was mulling through years of information. 

Oren was determined that we would have everything in place that she needed by tomorrow. He even had a room in Rye converted to a makeshift hospital room, a full-time nurse hired, and a doctor on standby. He believed an actual hospital was too risky, and I had to agree. 

It seemed that Fitzgerald had Charli on constant surveillance, but not her mother, not Adelaide. Other than the regular security at Magnolia Woods, there was nothing extra. No personal guards. No additional cameras. No doubt, Alton Fitzgerald didn’t feel that his wife’s future was a concern, perhaps other than to keep her as bait for Charli. 

Demetri Enterprises had a reputable and well-established security company under our umbrella. It had been in operation for over fifteen years. With their help and Deloris’s hacking skills, the cameras at Magnolia Woods could be easily manipulated. Put on a loop, a determined amount of time could pass without anyone knowing that Mrs. Fitzgerald had been taken. 

Our biggest concern was transport. However, now that she was conscious, the plan was falling into place. 

Charli’s voice penetrated the din of muted chaos in Isaac’s background. I didn’t think Isaac was that close to her, yet I heard a simple sound and immediately knew it was her. My heart stopped. Not literally, but I wanted more. More than just her tone. I wanted words and moans. I wanted it all. 

Just as I thought I might not make it another minute, Isaac spoke, “Sir, it’s happening. A hostess just brought Patrick and an older woman to the table.”

“His mother,” I confirmed. 

“Miss Collins seems very happy to see her cousin.”

“Good.” The word came out on a sigh. That was what we wanted, needed, for her to be genuinely surprised by Patrick’s early arrival. 

I imagined Charli jumping up and hugging him. 

I didn’t only hate Isaac, but suddenly, Patrick was on my list. 

“Sir, I’m going to pay and leave. Patrick saw me and nodded. All plans seem to be progressing on schedule.”

“I hope you’re right. You’re sure you don’t see her security?”

“Not inside the restaurant.”

“Thank you, Isaac. Since you drank coffee and not tea, I believe your man card is safe.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The line went dead. 

Now all I could do was wait here in this Savannah hotel suite. 

We hadn’t flown to Savannah, as would have made sense. Instead we flew to Macon and drove two and a half hours to Savannah. Our hotel was reserved under a fictitious name and we were only using cash. While I doubted Charli’s stepfather’s ability to know everything that was happening in his town, I wasn’t willing to jeopardize the future of our plan. 

Even having Isaac at the restaurant was a risk, but we needed visual confirmation, both that Charli and Patrick had arrived and for Patrick, that Isaac was ready with the next step. 
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I RELEASED PATRICK’S neck as tears prickled my eyes. “I’ve missed you.”

“Well, not anymore, little cousin, I’m here.” He reached for my hand and eyed the garish diamond. Wiggling his eyebrows, he said, “Let the celebration begin!”

He was too jovial, even for Patrick. My eyes narrowed. 

He reassuringly squeezed the hand in his grasp. “What’s the matter? Forget how to have fun?”

“Probably.”

“Never fear, I’ll help you remember.”

“Alexandria,” Aunt Gwen said with a quick hug of my shoulders. 

“Aunt Gwen, what a surprise.”

“Well, yes, Patrick likes a little fanfare.”

My cheeks rose. “Yes, he does.”

The wait staff pulled up chairs, creating places for Aunt Gwen and Patrick to sit. Once I was seated again, I asked, “Pat, I thought you weren’t coming until tonight?”

“Cy couldn’t come here until then, but I decided if you could have a family reunion, so could I.”

“And we’re so glad he did,” Aunt Gwen said, patting Pat’s knee. “Dear, how is Adelaide? It’s so difficult to get any information from my brother.”

“She’s better. They think she’s through the worst part.”

Patrick’s composure changed. “Is she… was she… is it really…?”

I nodded, not wanting to say too much. It wasn’t right. 

Chelsea reached for my hand, but before she could give me a show of support, I pulled it away, tucking it daintily on my lap. By the way Suzanna’s lips pursed, our minor display hadn’t gone unnoticed. In the past few days since Chelsea had moved to Montague Manor, we’d managed to keep our renewed friendship covert, as well as to keep her and Bryce’s together moments to public only, at least to our eyes. We’d also managed to monopolize my time with pictures, dresses, caterers, and the like. He was becoming increasingly impatient, with both of us, it seemed. 

As silence fell over the table, Aunt Gwen asked, “So tell me about the wedding plans? This is rather fast, isn’t it?”

I lifted my cup to my lips, hoping if I sipped my tea long enough, Suzanna would take over. It didn’t take long and she was on a roll. “It’s because Bryce and Alexandria are too excited to wait.” She widened her eyes. “No other reason. I hope people don’t assume…”

My stomach twisted, curdling the creamer in the tea I’d swallowed. That was just what I wanted—people thinking I was having a shotgun wedding because I was having Bryce’s baby. 

Before I could respond, Suzanna went on, reciting the plans both set and those yet to be determined—dresses, colors, decisions, and indecisions. 

“Don’t you think red would be beautiful for a Christmas Eve wedding?” Suzanna asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, Alexandria seems to be partial to black, but I think it’s morbid for a wedding.”

Gwen looked my direction as I shrugged. “Black is formal…” she replied in my defense.

I tuned them out, wishing I could talk to Pat, wishing I could find out what he and Nox had discussed, and basically wishing I were anyplace but here.

Abruptly, Pat stood and reached across the table. “Alex, let’s go. I don’t think your mind is on this conversation.”

My heart raced. What was he doing?

“Besides, I want to see Aunt Adelaide. Let’s go see your mom.”

I looked from side to side, my eyes meeting briefly with Suzanna’s. Fuck her. I didn’t need her permission. “Um, yes, I’d like that, but I don’t have a car.”

“We do,” Aunt Gwen volunteered. “Go ahead, you two. I can take a cab home.”

“Nonsense,” Suzanna chimed in. “Alexandria has too much to do—”

“To visit her own mother for an hour or two?” Aunt Gwen asked indignantly. 

“No… well, her father…”

“Should be there too, but I suspect he’s at work.” Gwen turned to us. “Give her my love.”

Patrick took my hand as he spoke to the table. “Do not fear, I’ll personally deliver the princess back to the house of… the manor as soon as we’re done. No harm, no foul. We just need to stop by my hotel and then on to the hospital.” He kissed my cheek. “Thanks, cousin, it wouldn’t be a family reunion if I didn’t get to see my aunt.” He turned to his mother. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

“Of course not. I do mind that you’re staying in a hotel. You have a home.”

Pat’s cheeks rose and his nose scrunched. “Thanks, Mom. Baby steps for Dad.” 

Still holding my hand, Patrick tugged me toward the front of the restaurant. 

“Wait,” I said, stalling our exit. “What about my security?” 

“Little cousin, you’ve got me. I’m as badass as they get.”

Part of me wanted to wait for Suzanna’s permission, but who the hell was that part of me? Not someone I wanted to be. I smiled up at Pat. “Damn right. I sure wouldn’t mess with you.” I reached playfully for his bicep. “Check out those guns.” I turned back to the table. “I’ll be back to the manor as soon as we’re done.”

“Alexandria,” Suzanna said, “I’m not sure your father or Bryce—”

“Have fun,” Gwen interrupted. “Be sure to tell Adelaide I said hello and let her know we’re praying for her.” Aunt Gwen waved us off as she turned back to Suzanna. “Have you decided on a caterer? You know I just adore…”

A long black limousine pulled up to the curb the moment we stepped onto the sidewalk. Hurriedly, Patrick opened the door and rushed us inside. 

Taking in the spacious interior, I leaned my head back against the seat and sighed. It was the most free I’d felt in over a week. “Thanks, Pat. Are you trying to lose my detail? This kind of feels like it did when we were kids.”

“Not quite. We aren’t going for ice cream or a movie.”

“No, but for a few hours I’m not being watched.”

With the car now moving, he looked out the back window. “I think we may have ditched them.”

I shook my head. “Not for long. They’re bloodhounds.”

“Do you have a new phone?”

“Yes, I just got it yesterday. I don’t think you’re on my approved list of calls.”

He shook his head. “Girl, why are you letting them do this? Is Aunt Adelaide that bad?”

Tears moistened my vision. “She is. She was.” 

“She wouldn’t want you selling your soul.” 

“I’m not. I have a plan.”

After a few turns right and left, the car came to a stop. 

Pat winked. “I have a plan, too. Let’s go up to my suite and then we’ll visit Aunt Adelaide.”

“You’re right,” I conceded. “It’s not the same as ice cream, but I’ll take it.”

“Before we do, can I see your new phone?”

Furrowing my brow, I opened my purse. “You’re reminding me of Alton.”

“Oh! Girl, never say that again.” He took the phone from my hand and laid it on the seat. “GPS. This is how they’re able to find you.”

“And you don’t want them knowing I’m going to your room, because…”

He handed me a key card. “Suite 2003. I figure twenty minutes to Magnolia Woods and twenty back. I’ll visit for an hour.” He leaned forward and kissed my cheek. “Consider this an early wedding present.”

I could hardly comprehend his words. “What are you saying?” 

Was he saying what I thought he was saying?

“Go. He’s waiting. And take that chandelier off your finger.”

“I-I can’t. They’ll know… somehow, they’ll know.”

Pat shook his head. “You’re wasting time. And darling, you don’t want to make that gorgeous man wait.”

As I dropped the diamond ring into my purse, I looked at the phone. “If they call… they will, Pat. I know it. Either Bryce or Alton will call.”

He waved me out of the car and away. “I haven’t met a man I couldn’t handle.”

Just before opening the door, I leaned over and hugged him. “I love you.”

“Yeah, yeah. I hear that from all the beautiful women. Sorry, sweetie, I’m happily taken.” He winked. “And so are you… go.”

As I stepped from the car, I looked up and down the street. We weren’t at the front door of the Riverfront Hotel. The limousine had stopped at a side door. Touching the card to the sensor, the door opened. My heart rate increased as I went down a few stairs. Anticipation and fear mingled through my bloodstream as I stood before a bank of elevators. 

The whole experience was very covert. No front lobby or bellmen, by the time the elevator doors shut, I hadn’t even passed another guest. 

With each floor the elevator ascended, my destination became more real. Like a schoolgirl, my palms moistened and heartbeat quickened. I glanced toward the shiny doors wondering if I looked all right. When I’d dressed this morning, I never imagined it would be for a reunion. By the time the elevator stopped, my knees wobbled like jelly, stumbling my steps. 

The signs indicating room numbers were there—these rooms to the right and those to the left. 

I had the sensation of floating, not walking. It happened so suddenly I hadn’t had time to process. Nothing about the historic hotel registered, only room numbers as I searched for 2003. As I turned the final corner to the executive suite, the sound of voices—men’s voices—murmuring behind me came into range. 

One sound and my elation turned to dread. 

Oh God. The sign for 2003 was right before me, but if I stopped and they saw me, I could be leading them directly to Nox. I couldn’t do that. 

Taking a deep breath and accepting my fate, I passed my destination and continued to walk, slowing my steps, each one dragging until the men were directly behind me. 

“Miss?”

“Yes?” I asked, turning their direction. They were both wearing matching navy jackets with golden emblems on the lapel. 

“Can we help you?”

“No.” The word came out breathy as I expelled the air I’d been holding. “Thank you. I’m on my way to my room.”

“If you need anything, just call.” And with that, they were gone, beyond me, moving quickly down the long hallway. 

As soon as they passed the bend, I turned around and hurried back to 2003. 

As the card neared the sensor, the green light appeared. 

Having the knowledge that I would again be face to face with Nox hadn’t prepared me for the reality. Seconds, hours, days, a week… it seemed like ages since we’d been together. One conversation was all we’d been able to manage, and now… 

My breathing hitched as the door opened. 
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ELECTRICITY SURGED THROUGH me as Nox’s hand met mine, pulling me closer until nothing separated us but two layers of clothes I desperately wanted gone. I was engulfed in his embrace. His strong arms surrounded me as his spicy scent enveloped us like a cloud. 

“Princess…” 

The only word uttered rumbled to my core as our lips found their way back to where they belonged. Strong and possessive, his lips dominated, took, and gave. It was the way a kiss should be. 

I didn’t wait for his tongue to probe, as mine sought out his warmth. 

Moans and whimpers filled the suite as large hands tugged my hair, pulling my head backward and exposing my sensitive flesh. My body willingly surrendered and became putty in his hands and pliable to his touch. His midday scruff teased while his lips taunted. 

Buttons were but an obstacle as I pulled at his shirt, freeing each one until my fingers could roam his chest. Mine splayed as they sought the heat and definition that encased his thundering heart. The rhythm beat its mating call as his breathing labored. Soon, it wasn’t only his shirt that was gone: my dress was up and over my head, leaving my bra and panties as my only defense. 

His kisses and caresses stopped for only a moment as Nox held me at arm’s length, devouring me with his gaze. Unashamedly, his blue stare started at my high heels and slowly moved upward. Each moment was fire, burning my skin, leaving goose bumps in its wake until even my scalp prickled. 

“You’re so fucking beautiful.” He turned me completely around. Once my circle was complete, he demanded, “Tell me he hasn’t hurt you.”

I shook my head… “I’m here. I’m fine.” … all the time praying he wouldn’t notice my arm. It hadn’t really discolored, but with Nox, anything was possible. The man had a sixth sense. 

Not wanting him to notice, I took a step closer and reached for his belt. “Please, make me forget everyone but you.”

Nox stilled, suddenly becoming an ice statue. Coolness rolled off of him in waves. Too late, I realized how my plea had sounded. “No, Nox. Only the kiss. That was all. But take that away, please. Fill me with you. Give me the strength to go back.”

“I don’t fucking want you going back.”

I reached for his hand and pulled him toward what I hoped was a bedroom. 

The curtains within were closed, blocking out the Georgia afternoon sun. If I pretended, we could be anywhere: in any hotel, in any part of the world. We could be back in Del Mar, New York, or perhaps on the moon. I didn’t care, as long as I was with the man worshipping me, loving me, professing his love and admiration. Covering his lips with mine, I swallowed his words. They were meant for me. I’d keep them deep inside me, allowing them to fortify me when life couldn’t. 

I refused to think beyond us… beyond our bubble.

The soft bed bowed to our weight as we fell together onto the comforter. There were things we needed to say and plans we needed to make, but none of that mattered as my body screamed for what only Nox could give. 

My bra disappeared as he captured and caressed my breasts. I writhed at his skillful touch. My nipples beaded as he sucked one and then the other. His lips moved lower, forever kissing, nipping, and biting until he was over my stomach. 

“Princess, I need to get you home to Lana’s cooking. Are they not feeding you?”

I didn’t answer as his touch dominated my thoughts. Food wasn’t even on my radar. My focus was overtaken with the sensation of panties moving from my hips, to my knees, and then beyond. 

When had I taken off my shoes? I couldn’t remember. 

My legs willingly opened as he kissed my inner thighs. 

“I missed everything about you, princess. Your scent, your taste.”

My nails gripped the comforter as Nox buried his head at my core. It had been so long. I wanted everything about this man, but what I desired most was what I’d yelled for in a California gas station. “Please, Nox. Please, fill me.”

He moved upward. The woodsy scent of his cologne mixed with my essence on his lips created an intoxicating cloud as his blue eyes sparked and he hovered above me. “Say it.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks as I obeyed. “I want your cock.”

Without hesitation, he granted my wish. My back arched as my core conformed to his invasion. Whimpers echoed, bouncing against the walls and blending with moans as I welcomed the delicious stretch. In and out, Nox plunged. Over and over, we moved in sync, one pushing until the roles reversed. Together we soared upward until we were the only two at the top of the peak. 

In the distance there was a storm building, and yet neither of us was willing to seek shelter. Nox Demetri was the only refuge I desired. Surrendering to his expertise, I enjoyed the view as he thrust deeper and deeper, taking me beyond the mountain, higher up into the rumbling clouds. His broad shoulders strained as the tendons in his neck came to life. Muscle and definition encased this powerful man and I couldn’t get enough.

I held on tight—to the bed, to him. He was both the wind beneath my wings and the anchor for my life’s journey. I couldn’t let go. Surely if I did, I’d fly away.

“O-oh, Nox!”

Beginning at my toes, my body stiffened, tighter and tighter until words no longer formed. Lightning and thunder from a late-night Georgia squall would never exude power like that of the eruption building within me. 

I lost my grip, surrendering to the strength. Sounds of satiation spilled from my lips as I gave in to the detonations clenching my core—once, twice, too numerous to count. They continued overtaking my body as they created a wave capable of complete destruction, a tsunami of orgasmic proportion.

My mind was adrift with only us. 

As the seas began to calm, I floated above the water and below the clouds. 

I could go up or down, fly or swim. It wasn’t my decision. Faster and faster Nox thrust, bringing me higher, back to the stratosphere. My body and mind were no longer singular but willingly joined with his. One more surge, and then, all at once, the suite filled with a guttural growl, a roar that resonated from the depths of his soul. His broad shoulders relaxed and we both drifted back to earth.

My entire body fell slack as Nox collapsed upon my chest, his thundering heart against mine. Pants and hums of satisfaction combined with our labored breathing until our hearts found their normal rhythm. 

With him over me, in me, and around me, I was safe and secure, encased in a Nox cocoon. It was exactly where I wanted to be. My lids fluttered as I imagined falling asleep in his arms. 

Easing out of me, Nox hovered above, shifting his weight to his elbows, and stared down into my eyes. I couldn’t look away; I didn’t want to. 

“Stay with me.”

Just like that, the spell was broken. 

I pushed against his chest. “Nox, don’t.”

He rolled to his side, his gorgeous body fully on display as he ran his hands through his hair. “Don’t? Do you fucking know what I went through to get you here?”

I reached for the comforter and pulled. Covering myself, I retorted, “Do you have any idea of the risk I took coming here?”

He sat up. “Charli, listen to me. Stay. We have everything set up for your mom and Isaac can get Chelsea. Don’t go back. Don’t put yourself at risk.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking. I did what you said. I talked to Chelsea.” My chin dropped to my chest. “God, Nox, he’s hurt her.”

Nox stood, his body rigid as his hands clenched to fists and the muscles and tendons in his arms bulged with the interior pressure. “Fuck this. You’re not going within one hundred feet of that bastard. He’s hurt Melissa and now Chelsea. There’s no way in hell I’m letting you go back. You’re not going to be next.”

I stood, pulling the comforter with me. “I am. I don’t care what you say.”

“What?”

“You heard me. I’m sick of having everyone else decide what’s best for me. I love you, Lennox Demetri. If you love me, you’ll trust me.” 

“Trust me.”

“I have. I do, but I know there’s more to this situation than meets the eye. I feel it. I’ve talked to Jane. My mom, she was on to something before she got sick. I don’t trust that bastard. Alton hurt her—I know it. And I don’t just mean the abuse she’s endured. I mean this illness. It’s wrong. I’m not walking away and letting him win.”

Nox reached for my shoulders. “Then fight him—from New York. We should have a copy of the will soon. If not tonight, tomorrow.”

My neck stiffened. “How?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. It’s not electronic. How can you—”

“Oren.”

“Oren? You told Oren?”

“Charli, there are a lot of things I need to tell you—some things I’ve just learned and other things I’ve known.”

I looked down at my watch. “Now isn’t the time. I need to get back.” My neck straightened. “I am going back.”

“Tomorrow night I’ll be on that road. Find a way there.”

“I will. After what Chelsea told me, I can’t leave her. Somehow we’ll both get there.”

Nox took a deep breath. “Fuck. She told you?”

“She was emotional—”

“Charli, you have to know that having her end up with Edward Spencer wasn’t the plan. It was supposed to be Severus Davis. It all happened so fast.”

My stomach dropped as I clung to the comforter. “What did you just say? What do you mean it was supposed to be… Davis… that’s a name related to that Senate bill… right? The man at my party. Why? How?”

“Your party? I don’t know, but yes, he’s a lobbyist. It was supposed to be controlled.”

“Shit, Nox.” My words slowed. “Supposed to be? Have her end up with? Please tell me you’re not talking about Infidelity.”

His eyes widened as his Adam’s apple bobbed. 

“Lennox Demetri, what do you mean the plan? Did you lure my friend into Infidelity when you hate the damn company? Did you know what was happening to her all those months I was worried sick?” 

He turned away, rubbing his palms over his cheeks.

“Answer me!”

He spun back, his jaw set with navy blazing in his eyes. “Yes. It was a stupid decision on all of our parts. Yes, she’s in Infidelity. Yes, she has an agreement with Spencer. Yes, Deloris is the one who told her about it. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.”

The muscles of my throat squeezed, choking off my first response as my knees gave out. I sank to the edge of the bed. “Th-that’s what she meant when she said I’d told her to trust her. The her was Deloris. Oh God… I was part of it. You made me part of it.”

“No. It was Chelsea’s decision. We’ve offered her an out. She wanted to stay for you…” He squared his shoulders. “…and for the money.”

My head moved back and forth as I scanned the floor for my clothes. Heat filled my bloodstream and my temperature rose. I’d accused my best friend of wanting money. I’d meant the Carmichael money, not Infidelity’s. 

Shit!

“I need to get dressed. I need to be ready when Patrick comes to get me. I can’t stay with you, not if she’s there… not if my mom is still there… I can’t leave if those bastards haven’t all paid for what they’ve done.”

Nox reached again for my shoulders. “Charli—”

“Don’t! This isn’t just about the last week. This is about more. You saw me suffering. Hell, you came back to New York to comfort me when I was devastated over Chelsea’s message and you knew! You didn’t just know… you were responsible.”

“I didn’t know then. I found out… but not that night.”

I waved him off as I found my bra and panties and put them on. “I-I can’t deal with this, not until both she and my mom are safe.”

“We’ll get her. I’ll send Isaac right now and then your mom.”

I shook my head. “No, Chelsea is staying at Montague Manor. Isaac can’t get close.”

Stepping into my dress, I pulled the arms up over my shoulders, smoothed the skirt, and walked to the mirror. My hair was a mess—a sexy mess but a mess nevertheless. Ignoring Nox’s pleas, I combed my curls, using my fingers, and straightened it the best I could. Finding lipstick in my purse, I applied a coat. 

The diamond mocked me from the bottom of the handbag. Snapping the purse shut, I turned. “Goodbye.” 

Nox was now wearing his trousers, but his belt was unbuckled and his chest was beautifully displayed. I imagined how nice it would be to fall back into his embrace, absorb his woodsy scent and hibernate in his arms, to just allow life to go on outside my safe enclosure. Instead I stood resolute. “I need to leave.”

“Not like this,” he said. “I don’t want you going like this.”

My watch said otherwise. Patrick was probably waiting. Just as I was about to protest, Nox’s phone chimed. Struggling to remove his eyes from me, he walked to his phone and lifted it. 

After reading the text, he said, “It’s Patrick.” Defeat showed in his eyes and rang in his tone.

I may not be a princess and Nox may not be Prince Charming, but the clock had struck midnight. My time had run out. Straightening my shoulders, I repeated, “I need to go.”

In two strides he was back, his hands encircling my waist as he bent forward. His nose neared mine. “Princess, I could make you stay.”

“Tie me to the bed? Sorry, Nox, I’m no longer in the mood.”

His chest grew as he inhaled. “This doesn’t change a thing. This is over tomorrow. Tell me you’ll be on that road. Tell me that tomorrow night I’ll fall asleep with you in my arms.” 

“I’ll do what’s best, Nox. That’s all I can promise.”
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“MR. DEMETRI?” DELORIS WITT said, her inflection sounding more like a question, as if she were somewhat surprised I’d be knocking on the door to her hotel suite. 

It wasn’t like we had offices here in Savannah. We were dealing with the hand we’d been dealt. When she didn’t ask me in, I went ahead with my current concern. “Where is he?” 

If anyone knew Lennox’s location, it would be her. Over the years, I’d had my doubts as to how efficient this woman was with the tasks Lennox entrusted to her care. After all, I’d witnessed more than a few of her blunders. Then again, I’d witnessed her successes. No matter which, I didn’t doubt her loyalty to Lennox. That alone made her an invaluable employee. 

However, as she stood resolute in the doorway, it seemed that her devotion to my son did not extend to me. As a matter of fact, it was obvious she didn’t trust me, evident by the unnecessary amount of time she spent double-checking any information I shared. 

While that would make some men suspicious, it moved Deloris Witt up a notch in my book. She was correct: I wasn’t the most trustworthy person. I’d been known to do whatever needed to be done, damn the cost. 

That said, I had my limits—hard limits. Doing anything to screw over my son or my own company were on top of that list. By the way her eyes narrowed, Deloris Witt didn’t know that. The way I saw it, by not trusting me she was showing good instincts. That was a person to have in Lennox’s corner. 

“Mr. Demetri, Lennox is indisposed at this time.”

“What the hell does indisposed mean? I need to see him.” 

I opened my hand to reveal a pen drive—thirty-two gigs of information that no doubt took a certain secretary from Hamilton and Porter more than a few hours to scan. Many of the documents were pictures while others were hastily scanned with a hand scanner. I didn’t give a damn how I got the information, as long as I got it.

 

The bar was tucked away from the historic, touristy area of Savannah. I saw Natalie Banks as soon as I entered, seated at the bar, wearing a plain blue dress and looking a little bit haggard. Easing up onto the empty stool beside her, I put my hands on the bar and looked straight ahead. Behind the rows of bottles was a mirror. There were golden scrolled letters upon the framed glass, but I couldn’t make out their message as many were faded beyond recognition. I wasn’t looking at the letters; I was looking at Natalie. Through the old mirror I made out her expression. 

I wouldn’t say she was happy to see me. 

“Did you get it?” I asked quietly, still looking toward the mirror.

She didn’t turn my way. “Do you have any idea what Mr. Porter or Mr. Hamilton would do…?”

“My answer’s the same as it was last night. I don’t care. The consequences are inconsequential to me, other than what will happen if you don’t produce the documents I want.”

“I have some money. My parents left me a small life insurance policy…”

She stopped talking, looking down into her drink as the bartender approached.

“Drink?” he asked.

For the first time, I turned toward Natalie and sized up what was in her glass. Based on the small size, it was strong and on the rocks. “Do you have Corsair?”

“Triple Smoke.”

“I’ll take it neat and another drink for the lady. Give her a double of whatever she’s drinking.”

Natalie’s shoulders slumped before she looked up from the glass and nodded. As soon as the bartender walked away, she continued, “The policy isn’t a lot, especially to you, I’m sure, but I can pay more… like on credit?”

I reached for a handful of peanuts from the little wooden bowl. Popping one in my mouth, I laughed. “No, I’m doing you a favor. Being indebted to me isn’t what you want.”

“I could lose my job. Worse… if Mr. Fitz—”

“Shhh,” I growled under my breath. “I don’t want to hear his name or have anything to do with that man. This isn’t about him.”

In the reflection I watched her eyes close. 

“It was wrong,” she confessed. “I knew when I was doing it, but I had to. He said I did.”

She’d given me a synopsis last night at her home. While it may have been under a bit of duress, I’d found that, in general, information was often more accurate that way. Surprise interrogations didn’t give people time to manufacture a story. Believable lying took time and effort. Telling the truth was much easier. And when people were put in a heated situation, it was usually the ugly truth that boiled to the top.

“You worked to gaslight Mrs. Fitzgerald…” I almost choked on the name. “…made the woman believe she was crazy, falsified legal documents, transferred her rights to her husband, and you’re concerned that talking to me will risk your job?”

She lifted the glass, brought it to her lips, and drank. She didn’t stop until the last bits of ice clanked in the otherwise empty tumbler. The way she grimaced and her neck tightened told me that whatever she was drinking wasn’t her usual drug of choice. 

Briefly she turned my direction. I didn’t look into her eyes—the emotion or lack of it wasn’t my concern. I was the monster and she was the prey. Nothing else mattered. 

“No, Mr. Demetri,” she said. “I’m not concerned about my job; it’s my soul I’m worried about.”

My cheeks rose as she turned back to the mirror. Meeting her gaze, I replied, “Then consider this your good deed, your repentance for sins otherwise unatoned for. Tell me, who else knows what you and your boss did… well, other than the husband.”

“No one. Well…” 

The bartender stepped up, placing the drinks in front of us. I reached into my pocket and laid a hundred-dollar bill on the bar. He nodded and walked away. 

“Well?” I prompted. 

“There was this intern who worked with Mrs. Fitzgerald. He doesn’t know what we did, but he knows about the codicil.”

“Is he still employed by your firm?”

She shook her head as she lifted the glass and spun her wrist. “No. Another reason to worry about my soul.”

“Then it seems that redemption is due.”

“Please, don’t tell anyone where you got it.”

“Where I got what?”

Part of me expected copies, maybe boxes of papers. Instead, she reached into her purse and removed a pen drive. Though technology was wonderful, I would have liked to be able to see proof of what she was delivering. “How do I know this contains what I want it to contain?”

“Because, Mr. Demetri, you know where I live, where I work, and as you mentioned last night, where my niece attends school. She’s a baby.”

“Yes, beautiful girl. Not really a baby. Eleven, correct?” Before she could answer, I added, “That’s a woman in many cultures.”

Natalie sat taller though her shoulders resumed their slump. “It’s all there. I haven’t slept since your visit. It took me most of the night and some stolen time today, but I promise it’s all there, even the power of attorney.”

I lifted my hand, drawing the bartender’s attention, tipped my glass and drained the contents—rich smoke with a hint of cherry and beech. Not bad for an American single malt. 

“Another, sir?”

“No, I believe I’m done.” I tapped the C-note. 

“Change?”

I shook my head. “Nice doing business with you.”

“Yes, sir.”

I stood, pushing in the barstool. “Until we meet again, Ms. Banks.”

“I hope not,” Natalie said, low enough for only me to hear. 

Winking in the mirror, I added, “Take care of that pretty niece.”

 

Still standing at the door, Mrs. Witt looked at her watch. “I expect him soon.”

“May I come in?” It seemed like a foregone conclusion, but obviously only to me. 

Deloris stepped back and opened the door wider. The front room of her suite was transformed into a work center with multiple laptops, a hot spot, and a video feed of Magnolia Woods playing on the television. I was drawn to the feed, longing for more than a glimpse of Adelaide.

“Nice,” I surmised. 

“Thank you.”

I took a seat in the far corner, in a spot where I could watch both the door and the room. “Tell me the truth, Mrs. Witt: you don’t like me much, do you?”

She didn’t miss a beat. “No, sir, I don’t.”

Her honesty made me laugh. “Well then, you won’t be too upset to learn the feeling was mutual.”

“Was?” she asked. 

I shrugged. “You don’t trust me. I’m not trustworthy. You have good instincts. I’ve always been good at technology, but it’s moving faster than I can keep up.” I nodded toward her setup. “Your skills are impressive. I’ve been watching what you do. I even put in a few questionable employees in my security department.”

I smiled at her microexpression and added, “No need to worry. They never had any real access, but I knew you were watching.”

Deloris sat opposite me. “You were testing me?”

“If I were, you passed. Not only did you fire and replace them, you did it without fanfare. No calls, no proclamations. I was impressed.”

“I-I should have known.”

“No, that wouldn’t have been much of a test.”

I leaned forward. “Tell me your thoughts on the shooting.”

“A test?”

“No! Rest assured of one thing: I’d never take a chance with my son’s life.”

She nodded. “I do believe that. I’ve spoken with Silvia for some more insight. The jury is out on her, but obviously she’s been with the Demetris for a long time.”

I nodded. “Family. There’s no need to question.”

“All family is above reproach?”

“Family is family.” 

Deloris nodded. “My gut says the shooting wasn’t family—Costello or Bonetti. There was nothing to gain, no statement to make. My money is on Severus Davis.” Her head began to shake back and forth. “But I can’t prove it. Ballistics, trajectory—nothing is helpful. The police are equally as baffled.” 

“Yet they had enough to suspect the woman’s husband?”

“Suspect, not accuse. That’s because we planted it all, circumstantial evidence. None of it would hold up in court. It was enough to take the heat off Lennox and Alex.”

“Have you completely ruled out family?” I clarified, “I’m not talking Demetri. There was another person.”

Deloris took a deep breath. “I haven’t. I can’t prove that either. Though I haven’t seen the same honor regarding taking a risk with someone’s life.” She tilted her head toward the TV, making the muscles in my neck stiffen.

“The break-in?” I asked, refusing to lose focus.

“Which one?”

“Palo Alto.”

“I believe it was Edward Spencer. He was there. He went to the complex claiming to be Alex’s fiancé and they let him in. His fingerprints became a non-issue. It was handled very poorly.” 

“Lennox’s apartment?”

“Alton Fitzgerald, I’m sure of it. He paid Jerrod to place the letter. Though his person told Jerrod it was because Mrs. Fitzgerald couldn’t reach her daughter; I believe Jerrod thought he was being helpful.”

“A mistake I can assume won’t be repeated?”

“No, sir, it won’t. I also believe that Alton Fitzgerald was trying to scare Alex into coming here to Savannah. When that didn’t work, he resorted to using his wife.”

The hairs on my arms prickled. There were few people I loathed who still walked this earth. I was ready to make that one less. “Melissa Summers?” I asked.

“Is currently safe.”

I nodded, happy she’d confirmed my suspicions. “Currently?”

“Currently.”

“Does Lennox know?”

“He hasn’t asked. He mentioned that he wanted the problem to go away, so she did.”

My cheeks rose as I nodded in admiration. “And Mr. Spencer taking the heat?”

She shrugged. “An unintended bonus.”

We both turned as the door opened and Lennox and Isaac entered. 

“What the hell?” Lennox asked. “Did something happen?”

His hair was windblown or was it just disheveled? And his shirt was wrinkled. Not terrible. It didn’t look like he’d slept in it, but for Lennox it was unusual. “What the hell happened to you? You look like something the cat dragged in.”

He flopped into a chair and looked up at the television. “Nothing. Anything new?” 

“No,” Deloris answered. “I was able to splice some video from two days ago into this feed. It appears as though she was there with Patrick.”

Lennox nodded. 

“The security?” 

“Patrick lost them. When they headed toward the hospital, I called and he left. He picked her up on the back street. By the time Fitzgerald’s men picked up the trail, Patrick and Alex were on their way back to the manor.” 

Lennox took a deep breath and turned my way. “Dad, what do you want?”

I wanted to know what in the hell they were saying. I wanted to know that they weren’t dumb enough to risk everything so Lennox could dip his dick. I wanted to believe that Adelaide was in more capable hands than that. 

However, with age comes wisdom and patience. This wasn’t the time for a confrontation. Swallowing my questions, I pulled the pen drive from my pocket. “I thought we might go through this together and find out what exactly we’re up against. There’s an interesting codicil.” 

“A codicil?” Deloris asked. 

“You got it? The will?” Lennox asked.

“Yes, I did. There’s a codicil and some questionable signatures on recent power-of-attorney documents. I’m sure there’s a hell of a lot more, but I haven’t had much of a chance to go through it.”

Lennox nodded. “I shouldn’t have doubted you. How did you get old man Montague’s will?”

I shrugged. “Perseverance.” 

Deloris stood and put out her hand. “May I have the honor?”

My lips quirked to a grin. “Can I trust you?”

“Not with your life.”

With a scoff, I handed her the pen drive. 

“You have your own copy, don’t you?” she asked. 

“Of course. Won’t you have one also in a matter of minutes?”

“I doubt it’ll take me that long.”
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I SLIPPED INTO the limousine, let out an exaggerated breath, and collapsed against the seat.

“I’m not going to lie,” Patrick said as the car began to move, “I expected a bigger smile. Someone isn’t doing his job. Maybe I should have gotten you a vibrator instead?”

I shook my head. “Thank you, Pat. I-I…” Though I did my best to stop them, tears bubbled to the surface.

Breathe in and out… breathe in and out… 

The words repeated in my head.

Patrick moved seats, wrapping his arm around my shoulder and pulling me close. “Christ, Alex, what’s happening?”

Pat’s cologne filled my senses as I worked to inhale my outburst. Instead of swallowing my emotions, my too-fast breathing stirred them up, making them fester and boil until they came out in big hiccupping sobs. 

It had all been too much too quickly… 

Nox.

My momma.

Chelsea. 

Nox. 

Infidelity. 

Nox. 

Bryce. 

The wedding.

Nox. 

Suzanna.

“I’m… so… tired,” I managed to say between gasps of air.

Patrick didn’t speak. Instead, he hugged me tighter. 

“I-I can’t… keep this up.” It was the cleansing confession I’d wanted to make to Nox, the embrace and support I’d wanted from him, but I hadn’t talked to him, not really. Our time was monopolized by our reunion—our reunification. It wasn’t that I was complaining. I wasn’t… my body wasn’t. Making love had been another release I’d wanted, but now I needed more. “I’m tired of fighting.”

Pat loosened his embrace and pushed a button to open the window between us and the driver. When it opened, the eyes of another stranger peered back through the rearview mirror. 

Was it bad to long for some familiarity? This stranger wasn’t Pat’s fault; the car and driver belonged to Aunt Gwen and Uncle Preston. More tears squeezed from my closing eyes as I longed for Isaac or Clayton.

“Sir?” the unnamed driver asked. 

“Is there an ice cream shop around here? I can’t remember.”

“Yes, sir, on Broughton.”

I stared at Pat and shook my head. “No, we need to get back. You don’t know how they get.”

“Leopold’s!” Patrick exclaimed. “I haven’t been there… well, in years.” Enthusiasm twinkled in his light brown eyes. “Come on, cuz. That’s better than the DQ we used to get when we escaped the manor.”

“I-I can’t.”

Ignoring my protest, Patrick informed the driver to circle back to Leopold’s, closed the screen, and pulled the phone I’d been granted just the day before from his pocket. Swiping the screen, he put the phone to his ear. “No, this is Patrick again.”

I couldn’t make out what Bryce was saying, yet without words his displeasure emanated from the phone to the car. The prospect of ice cream or any other food became even less appealing. 

“Of course she’s here,” Pat said, “but before I hand her the phone, we both wanted you to know we’ll be a little bit late… We’re stopping for ice cream.” Patrick rolled his eyes at whatever Bryce said. “Nope. Not a problem.” His responses came separated by short breaks. “Sure, but she’s upset about Aunt Adelaide, make it worse and I’ll…” Pat smiled “No, a promise.” 

His self-assured merriment was contagious, making my cheeks rise as I took the phone. 

“Alexandria?” With one word, my glimmer of cheerfulness was gone.

“Bryce.”

“Ice cream? Mother says there’s a list of things to get ready for the party.”

I sighed. “That’s what the staff is for. She simply needs to tell Jane and it will be taken care of. Pat is determined to cheer me up.”

“Cheer you up? What happened? How’s your mom? Is she talking more today?” 

Shit! I hadn’t even asked Pat.

“Is she talking?”

Pat shook his head, his smile fading. 

“Yes,” Bryce confirmed. “You were there, weren’t you?”

“Of course I was there. No, she’s not talking, but she’s calm.” I said the last part hoping I was right. Pat nodded to confirm. 

“This is all very stressful.”

“You think?” I asked impudently. 

“You don’t need to be out all day. Come—”

I sat taller, my eyes on Pat. “You’re welcome to your opinion, Bryce, but I’m not asking and neither was Patrick.” The words gave my self-esteem a much-needed boost while at the same time planting a seed of dread. The shifts in his demeanor were difficult to predict. Nevertheless, I persevered. “We’ll be back after ice cream. Instead of being upset, be happy that I’m keeping you informed.”

“Really? Do you think I don’t know where you are and where you’ve been?”

My stomach dropped. 

“I’m sure you’re getting up-to-the-minute reports.”

“Since you don’t need my permission, let me give you my advice: get back to the manor before your father.”

My jaw clenched. “I’ll take that into consideration. Goodbye.” Before he could respond, I hit the red button and shoved the phone back in my purse. Laying my head back on the seat, I let out a long sigh as I closed my eyes. 

Barely an hour earlier I was coming undone with the man I love, and now I was back in the madhouse that was now my life. 

“I knew I was right,” Patrick said, shaking his head.

“About what?”

“Everything. You need a break, more than my gift, though I do wonder why you didn’t have a smile ear to ear when we picked you up.”

Ignoring the subject of Nox, I asked, “How was my mom?” 

His shoulder rose and fell. “I don’t have anything to compare it to. The nurse said she’s better. They couldn’t give me much information, but they said she was better.”

“I should have gone. Now I won’t see her until tomorrow.”

He reached for my hand. “Sweetie, you couldn’t do anything for her. Despite the fact that you still look forlorn, you needed that break.” His eyes widened. “You haven’t lost him, you can’t. Girl, that man loves you.”

I shook my head. “I hope I don’t. I love him too… I’m not marrying Bryce.” Saying the words reminded me of the ring. I’d slip it on later. 

“The road, tomorrow night?” Patrick asked. 

“You know about that?”

“Yes, it was my idea.”

“It’s at least fifteen minutes. I don’t know…”

Pat winked. “Girl, Cy and I are ready to take the heat. We’ll be the life of the party. Your engagement may be a big deal, but a Fitzgerald officially coming out with all of Savannah watching.” He waved me off. “Honey, I’m sorry, but you’re going to be halfway down the society page. My man and I will have top billing.”

“You want that?”

“Why the hell not? I don’t care how our relationship started. Cy and I are real. Mom has accepted it, and Dad can speak civilly to Cy. It’s a start. What better place to make all the rumors true than Montague Manor?” 

He said Montague Manor as if it was a famous Broadway playhouse and they’d be center stage. I leaned closer and gave him a hug. “I love you.”

“Yeah, I know,” he said with a kiss to my forehead.

“You really do smell divine. I need the name of your cologne.”

“And have that man of yours wear it? No way. He’s got the tall, dark genetic thing happening. Let me have something.”

As the car pulled along the curb, a glimmer of hope sprang to life, lighting a spark to my otherwise dark outlook. I used to love this shop. Leopold’s had been in Savannah as long as I could remember and decades before. 

Coming here had been my treat when I was young. Jane would bring me, letting me choose my favorite flavor. If it wasn’t too hot outside, she even let me get a cone. The memories warmed my heart. 

I took in the historic shop. Just like everything else in Savannah, it was exactly the same, from the red scrolled Leopold’s Ice Cream sign to the old brick facade and large glass windows. As the driver opened the door, I caught a glimpse of the line of patrons, waiting their turn for the premium ice cream. 

I stilled. “Seriously, Pat, I don’t have time for this.”

He nudged me with his shoulder. “I helped satisfy one need. Now let’s take care of putting some more meat on your bones.”

As we found our place in line, I whispered, “Nox said something about that.”

“What?”

“He said I needed to get back to his cook’s dinners.”

Pat scanned me up and down. “Honey, you’re beautiful, but they’re killing you slowly. Not even slowly. You’ve been with them, what, a week?”

I nodded. “It seems like forever.”

Step by step we moved forward. It took a few minutes before we were under the awning and out of the direct sun. As if finding solitude in the shade, Pat leaned close. “Talk to me.”

“About what?” 

My most innocent Southern-belle voice did nothing to stop Patrick’s brow from furrowing. “How about we start with the meltdown in the car?”

“I’d rather talk about flavors.”

“Oh, girl, you’ve always been vanilla.”

I used to be. I tilted my head to the side. “Not anymore.”

“There,” he said, “look at that beautiful smile. Whatever dirty thoughts are going through your head, keep them on repeat. I like seeing you smile.”

With the scent of sugar filling my senses, we inched forward, reminding my stomach that I enjoyed the simpler things in life, like ice cream and talking to a friend. “I’m sorry for the meltdown. It’s not like me, but I’m not me. It doesn’t make sense, but being with Nox…” I closed my lips and scanned the restaurant. Speaking softer, I went on, “…being with him for even a short time reminded me of who I am when I’m with him, and I miss her. I hate the person I am here.

“I’m on edge. I can’t trust anyone.”

“Hey?”

“Okay, only Jane…” I winked. “…and you. And what’s the deal with Aunt Gwen? Does she know your plan… did she know?”

Pat shook his head. “Apparently my mother’s not a fan of your future mother-in-law. It goes way back. Mom didn’t spill the dirt, but I have my suspicions. When I told her I wanted to get you away from the wicked witch for a little while, she asked how she could help.”

“Hmm. I wonder what happened?” I scrunched my nose. “I get the feeling Suzanna’s after Alton. It seems like she’s stepped in as his best friend and confidant. It pisses me off. She’s supposed to be my momma’s best friend, but since I’ve been back, she hasn’t been to the hospital once.” 

“Has Uncle Alton?”

“Twice. Once when we met with the doctor. The other time he just showed up. I’m not sure if it was for her or just verifying that I was where I was supposed to be. He should have known. Normally I lead a damn parade.” I looked around as we stepped to the counter. “I feel kind of vulnerable without the usual shadows.”

“We lost them. Once they’d figured out where you’d gone—to Magnolia Woods—Mrs. Witt called and we left.”

At the sound of Deloris’s name, I turned toward Pat in disbelief. 

“Can I take your order?” asked the girl at the counter, interrupting our conversation. 

Scanning the cases, I whispered to Pat, “I should probably get yogurt.” 

“Because?”

I opened my eyes wide. “I have a wedding dress to fit into.”

He shook his head. “Live dangerously.”

“Believe me, I am.” I turned to the young lady. “I can’t decide between chocolate raspberry swirl and coffee chocolate chip. Which do you recommend?”

Before she could respond, Patrick said, “Give her a scoop of each and put some hot fudge on top. I’ll take two scoops of Rum Bisque with caramel sauce on mine.” He looked at me and grinned. “Oh, and add whipped cream and two bottles of water.”

A few minutes later we were seated near the back of the shop amongst the picture-lined walls. 

“Deloris helped with this afternoon?” I asked.

“Helped? She provided your alibi.”

“My alibi?” I nearly hummed at the divine sweetness melting on my tongue. 

“Wrong word,” he corrected. “Because you don’t need one. Somehow she hacked the cameras at Magnolia and spliced in images of you from before. We were never in a frame at the same time, but somehow it looks like you were there.”

I sighed, leaning back. “I was worried about that. But don’t you think this is a bit ridiculous?”

He tilted his head. “Have you really chosen a wedding dress? You can’t do that without your man of honor.”

“I told Suzanna I wanted you, but she nixed it.”

“Wait a minute? Whose wedding is this anyway?”

“Since I don’t want it to be mine, it feels like hers.”

“I know Mr. Good-looking’s plan to free the princess. Tell me yours.”

“My plan is to get my mother better. If that means I have to play along until Christmas Eve, then so be it.”

“I don’t want you with that jerk—within his grasp for that long. I say you find another plan. Listen to your Prince Charming. Get out now.”

“He told me once that he was no Prince Charming.” I shrugged. “He’s offered to steal Momma. To take her to someplace else for treatment.”

“Well, I don’t know the official definition of a Prince Charming, but I’d suspect he comes pretty close. That man is a keeper.”

I pursed my lips as I dug my spoon into the frozen goodness and freed a piece of chocolate.

“Tell me what that was…” He waved his spoon toward me. “…that face.”

“I didn’t make a face.”

“You most certainly did. What did he do?” He leaned closer and widened his eyes. “Is it kinky?”

“No.” My indignation rose. “It was deceitful. And I shouldn’t tell… but fuck it.” I kept my words hushed, but they came out with more vigor. “Infidelity is the worst-kept secret.”

“Don’t tell me he wants out of your agreement. He knows you don’t really want—”

“No, nothing like that. He… well, Deloris… Chelsea…”

Patrick shook his head. “The way that girl just sat there by you, after she’s been all over your fiancé… tsk-tsk.”

“It isn’t how it looks. We’ve made up. I was mad, but now I know what happened. And after this afternoon, I know who’s responsible.”

“For her messing around behind your back for years? And you were so worried about her.”

“No. It’s an act. She’s Bryce’s cover for the whole Melissa thing. He’ll probably be cleared of her disappearance because of Chelsea.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

I shrugged. “There are too many pieces to this puzzle to get upset about one or two. I don’t know that he is responsible. I also can’t say he isn’t.”

“But the fact he’s using your friend as his cover? You’re okay with that?”

I didn’t answer as I plopped the chocolate chunk between my lips.

“Just like your momma,” Pat said.

“What do you mean?”

He lowered his voice. “You know my mother would never say, but I think the reason she doesn’t like Miss Suzanna is because of what you said… Uncle Alton. Mom hinted that it’s been mighty convenient for him, and either your mom’s been blind, clueless, or she doesn’t give a shit. Either way, my mom thinks Miss Suzanna is a whore.” He shrugged. “It’ll be history repeating itself. Just like Uncle Alton, Spence will have a wife and her best friend—his own whore.”

I laid the spoon down on the table and covered my stomach. “Jeez, Pat, I think I’m going to be sick. Besides, I’m not sure that could be true. 

“I shouldn’t say, but I learned that someone who works closely with Alton is also employed by Infidelity. I doubt he’s that virile.” I shook my head, freeing another piece of chocolate. “It’s as if the employees are everywhere and I’ve never noticed.”

“I think they are. I don’t think it’s as unusual as I’d first thought. But it doesn’t matter. You’re not going through with this. You’re meeting Mr. Good-looking Saturday night and blowing this popsicle stand.”

“It’s an ice-cream shop and I’m afraid it won’t be that easy. I’m not leaving without both Momma and Chelsea.”

“I get your mom, but why do you even—”

“Because they set her up. She’s not Bryce’s cover because she wants to be. She’s his cover because he bought her agreement.”

It took a second, maybe two, but Patrick’s spoon clanked to the table and his eyes grew two sizes. “Are you shitting me?”

I shook my head. “I told you, they’re everywhere. And the bad part is that Deloris talked her into it. Chelsea’s never had money. I’m sure the interview payment alone was more money than she’s ever had at one time. Now she’s been here for a few months.” The whole thing made me sick. 

“Why would Deloris send her here? Was it to spy on your family?”

“Nox said Chelsea wasn’t supposed to go to Bryce, but to someone else and somehow the plan was messed up. And now she needs out.”

Patrick sighed. “There’s no out, not for a year.”

“Yes there is… one.”

Once again his brown eyes narrowed. “If you’re fucking serious, I’m taking you back to the hotel. You’re done with that scumbag.”

“I’m serious, but I can’t help Chelsea from the hotel. I can at Montague.”

“I’m here for you. You say the word and I’ll give him some of his own.”

I smiled, taking in Patrick’s physique. “I think you could.”

“Oh, little cousin, I could, and more importantly, I would.”
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LEAVING PATRICK IN the limousine was like walking in the final steps of a condemned man. It was that scene, the one in all the movies: the long corridor, flanked by shadows and impending doom. As I entered Montague Manor, the entire setting was there, all the way to the eerie lighting and hushed background voices. As they came into range, the voices sparked both recognition and curiosity. 

Though the foyer was empty, the voices alerted me that I’d exceeded Bryce’s deadline. 

A booming laugh followed by deep male retorts confirmed that my stepfather was home. 

Curiosity was a strange thing. My brain told me to go up to my room, shower, and prepare for dinner. However, my feet followed the sounds and voices as if taking me to answers I may not otherwise find. 

The door to Alton’s office was closed; nevertheless, I stilled near its threshold. The room beyond was quiet. The voices were coming from farther within the manor. I followed the corridor as it opened to a bright sitting room near the back of the house. It was the same room where Alton and Momma had taken my trust fund. The pristine windows glowed with the orange of the remaining early evening sunlight. The storm last night had cleared the air, literally. The sky was sapphire blue, cleared of moisture, except for the pink and purple of the impending sunset swirling near the horizon. 

“That’s the best news I’ve heard in months.” 

Alton’s voice coming from the den refocused my mission. The doors were ajar. Was it an invitation or a trap? 

“Mr. Fitzgerald, I wouldn’t have missed this. Thank you for including me.”

I turned the corner, needing to see the face of the man speaking. Like old recordings or songs, I tried to fit the voice with a name. I’d heard it before. I just couldn’t place it. I stepped through the open doorway.

“Alexandria,” Alton said, his gray eyes narrowing my direction. “I trust your excursion was worth it?”

A lump formed in my throat as I considered his dual meaning. At the same time, the gentleman turned, a tumbler of amber liquid in his grasp.

“Miss Collins?”

The temperature of the room rose. “Senator Carroll?”

“Doyle, you know my daughter?”

I extended my hand as the senator came near. He wasn’t the only guest in the room. While we shook, I took in the strange gathering including Bryce, who was walking toward me.

“It’s a pleasure to see you again,” Senator Carroll said.

“Darling,” Bryce said, placing his hand in the small of my back, “you didn’t tell me you knew the senator.”

I turned his way. “I guess it never came up.”

Bryce extended his other hand, the one holding his crystal tumbler and made formal introductions. “Gentlemen, my fiancée, Alexandria Collins.”

“Collins. Yes,” Senator Carroll said. “That’s what threw me off. Of course.”

As my heart pounded with the likelihood that whatever was happening was not legal and could possibly affect Lennox and Demetri Enterprises, I tried to remain calm, exuding the perfect exterior. 

“You remember Senator Grant Higgins,” Bryce prompted, “from your welcome-home party and Severus Davis.”

Graduation party.

Nodding, I forced a smile as each man came forward and shook my hand. 

“Congratulations, Miss Collins,” Mr. Davis said. 

“On?”

“Why, your wedding of course.”

The room broke into a rumble of laughter as the pressure from Bryce’s hand increased on my back. 

Playing off my mistake, I smiled. “Yes, how silly of me. I suppose I’m just overwhelmed with all the planning.” I turned to Bryce. “Did your mother tell you we decided on the dress style for the bridesmaids?”

Though his eyes narrowed, his voice rang joyfully. “No, she didn’t. That’s wonderful. I’d love to hear all about your day.”

“Nonsense, you’re busy and I was about to clean up for dinner.”

He leaned closer inhaling, his nose near my neck. Leaning back, he eyed me up and down. “That seems like a good idea.” 

What the hell was he doing? The lump from earlier was back. Pushing it down, I turned back to the room. “Well, gentlemen, it is a pleasure. I hope to see you again.”

Senator Carroll spoke first. “Tomorrow night. We’re happy to share in your celebration.”

Though Bryce moved toward the door, I stopped, asking, “We? Is Mrs. Carroll with you?”

His cheeks rose as he exchanged looks with Mr. Davis. “Um, she isn’t, but when Shirley learns this is your party…” He gestured about. “…and home, I’m sure I can convince her to jump on a plane and join me. She isn’t usually much for traveling, but I’d expect that for you, she’d make an exception.”

“It will be nice to see her again if she can make it. Please tell her I said hello.”

“I will.”

“Gentlemen,” Bryce said, nodding and leading me toward the door and out into the hallway.

Severus Davis’s voice bellowed as we walked away. “Well, I hope that doesn’t mean I need to call Marisa.” His comment was met with another round of hearty laughs. 

As we approached the front stairs and I tried to wrap my mind around that grouping, Bryce stopped. 

“What were you all discussing?” I asked. 

“Where the hell have you been?”

His sudden change in mood made me take a step back. “At Leopold’s with Patrick. We called.”

“You left my mother over three hours ago. Your security detail had a hell of a time. Do you know how upset Alton was when they informed him that you were alone?”

“I wasn’t alone. I was with Patrick.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” Narrowing his gaze, he scanned me again from head to toe. 

“What is your problem?”

“It’s… I don’t know… something’s different.”

I shook my head. “You’re delusional. You spend too much time with Alton.”

“Where’s your ring?”

Shit!

I fumbled for my purse, opening it and fishing the diamond from the depths. Pushing it on my finger, I smiled. “There. I’m not used to wearing it. It’s so heavy.”

Bryce narrowed his gaze and nodded. “Get used to it.”

“I’m trying.”

When I stepped onto the first step, so did Bryce. “Where are you going?”

“To your room.”

“Why?”

“I haven’t seen my fiancée alone in days.”

Gathering my wits, I said, “And you have a room with two senators, my stepfather, and a lobbyist. Don’t you think that I can wait? Besides, I need to clean up for dinner. Apparently, I’m different.”

“Does Patrick wear cologne?” 

I shook my head. “Yes, and it’s divine. I don’t know the brand, but I can ask.” I had, but that didn’t seem important.

“No, it’s just…” Bryce shook his head. “I told you to be here before Alton.” 

“You didn’t tell me what time that would be.” I splayed my hand over his chest and faked a grin. “This is earlier than normal. Now, go. I’m confident that you shouldn’t miss whatever they’re discussing.”

He leaned closer, his lips near mine, his Cognac breath teasing my nose. “Weed, that’s what they’re discussing. It’s rather comical. I doubt any of them have ever tried it.” He brushed my cheek. “Do you remember that one time at Duke?”

Weed? Pot? Marijuana?

I shrugged. “I remember. It made me sick.”

I fought the urge to flinch as he brushed his lips over mine. Cold and tight. The connection was nothing like the electricity with Nox. Unconsciously, I sighed at the thought of the man I loved. 

Bryce pulled me closer, misreading my body’s clues. “Go on. Clean up. You’ve had a long day.” He kissed me again. “And for God’s sake, put on some perfume. You smell like… your cousin.”

“I do?”

He kissed me again, this time probing my lips. 

I closed my eyes as his wet tongue parted my lips. When he pulled away, he added, “But you taste like good whiskey and ice cream.”

“I think it’s you who tastes like whiskey.”

Hurriedly I moved up the stairs, each step praying I wasn’t being followed. By the time I reached the top, my heart was thumping in my chest. 

“What the hell?” I muttered, unsure how to decipher the clues Bryce was giving. Did he have any idea where I’d really been? I should have cleaned myself at the hotel, but I’d been too upset to think about that. 

A million thoughts fought for top billing as I made my way to my room. 

Locking the door behind me, I relished the solitude. When had it happened? When had this room become a sanctuary? When had the rest of the house become so bad that my room became the least evil? 

I sat on the edge of my bed and lay back. It wasn’t the underside of the canopy that filled my vision, but memories of the afternoon before the spell was broken, when the world was right and safe. I wanted that with all my heart. I also wanted to tell Nox or even Deloris that Senator Carroll was in my house with Senator Higgins and Severus Davis.

Suddenly I sat up. Davis was old, not as old as Alton, but much older than Bryce. That was the person Chelsea was supposed to have been paired with. Did she know that? Did she know he was here? Had she agreed, knowing his age and that he was married?

Why?

Suddenly, getting ready for dinner lost its importance. 

I rushed down the corridor and knocked on Chelsea’s door. Slowly it opened. 

“Where did you and Patrick go?” she asked.

“To visit my mom and then we went for ice cream.”

She eyed me up and down. 

What the hell? Was I wearing a sign? 

“Hmm,” she said, opening the door wider. “Do you want to come in?”

“I do. What’s the matter? Did Suzanna get her panties in a wad?”

Chelsea shrugged. “No more than usual. I came up here as soon as I could, hoping to miss the drama.”

I reached for her hand and tugged her toward two chairs near the window. As we sat, I noticed her view. It was neither of the front of the house nor the back. From this bedroom’s window was a view of fields. As I looked more down than out—closer to the house—the tennis courts and small building were visible.

Reaching for my necklace, I took a deep breath. If I could slip out there, I could tell Nox what was happening. 

I turned my focus back on Chelsea. “Tell me why you’re here. How did you of all people become Bryce’s alibi?”

“I can’t. I don’t know.”

“That doesn’t make sense. I mean, if what you’ve said is true, then you never met him until the night at the hospital. Tell me how you got from maybe having a job in D.C. to being with him.”

Saying D.C. hit a cord. That would have been where she’d be if she’d been assigned to Severus Davis. Did he know that he could have had Chelsea? How did it all work?

Dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a tank top, not the attire for dinner, she pulled her knees to her chest and perched her bare feet on the edge of the plush chair. “Alex, I wish I could tell you. I’m dying to talk to someone about it, but I can’t. All I can say is that we’ve told the Evanston police the same story. Bryce was with me when Melissa disappeared.”

I shook my head. “But was he?”

“He was there in California before he told you he was. He has travel records proving he was there off and on during the full four years.”

My stomach twisted. “You lied to the police?”

“I didn’t have a choice. They were relentless. They even did tests on his cars and things. They came to Carmichael Hall… it was… scary.”

“But… your testimony?”

She shrugged. “I don’t think it’s really testimony. It wasn’t court. I pray it doesn’t get that far. It was a deposition.”

“God, you still falsified information. That’s perjury.”

“I didn’t have a choice…” Chelsea’s defense faded away. 

I took a deep breath. “Because of the agreement.” 

Her eyes widened. “What did you say?”

“I know about Infidelity. I didn’t know that was what you did, but I know about the company.”

Chelsea jumped from the chair and stood, facing the window. 

I waited, but instead of words, her shoulders quaked and head fell forward. 

Standing, I slowly made my way to her. She wasn’t far away, only a step, maybe two, but for a moment the distance seemed insurmountable. When I laid my hand on her shoulder, she spun toward me. 

“I don’t know how you know,” she said between sniffles, “but since you do, now you know I am a whore.”

I recalled Karen Flores’s words, the ones I’d repeated to Nox. “It’s companionship, not sex.”

“How?”

“It’s a long story, but let me just say… I understand the allure, the promise of the compensation for what seems like not much sacrifice. But it is. You and your body are more valuable than that agreement. I’m more valuable than that agreement.” 

She shook her head. “Look around. You can’t possibly know what it’s like. I’ve hated every day and yet in two months with the deal I made, Infidelity, and the HR job at Montague, I’ve earned enough to pay my sister’s tuition for two years at a state school.” She sighed. “It feels good to say Infidelity aloud.”

“Babe, you’re not a whore any more than I am.”

“No, you’re wrong. Bryce is all too willing to remind me daily of my title.”

“Fuck him!”

“I’d rather not,” she said with a grimace. “Besides, why would you even say that you’re a whore? You didn’t sign your life away.”

“No, I didn’t, just my companionship.”

Her steps stuttered backward as her hands went to her lips. “Nox?”

“Yes, but it’s complicated.”

“Oh my God.” The wheels of recognition turned in her head. “The trust fund. That’s why. How? Did Deloris tell you about it too?”

“Not exactly. Deloris found my profile and she stopped it. Nox—well, his company—is an investor.”

“He’s not your client?”

“Not technically. Tell me what Deloris asked you to do.”

Chelsea made her way back to the chair. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It was supposed to be some guy. I saw his picture, kind of distinguished. He’s married. I figured I’d only see him when he wasn’t with his wife. The rest of the time I could have a life and at the same time earn this income. I’m not a prude, but that wasn’t what happened.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Do you remember that guy’s name?”

“Yeah, it was like the teacher in Harry Potter, Severus.”

“Did you ever meet him? Does Bryce know that was who you were supposed to be paired with?”

Her head moved back and forth. “No… and no. Bryce told me how he found me. He thought it was pretty funny.” Her face contorted in disgust. “He was very proud of himself.”

I sank back to the chair. “You don’t have to tell me—”

She sat taller. “He put in specifics: hair length, body type, age. He described you.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“That’s why you were right when you said I looked and dressed like you. He made me, even making me dye my hair.”

“God, Chels, I don’t know what to say.”

“It’s not your fault. I did it.”

“But I told you to trust Deloris. I had no idea… Oh, but before I forget, the guy you were supposed to be with? He’s downstairs.”

“He’s what?”

I reached for her hand. “Not for you. It’s some political thing, two senators and Severus Davis. He’s a lobbyist.”

“But Deloris wanted me to spy on him. That was the plan. There must be some connection between him and Nox?”

“I don’t really know. Maybe since we’re both here, we can keep our ears open. But know this: I’m getting you out of here. You don’t deserve—”

My words trailed away, stilled by pounding from the hallway. Bryce’s angry voice echoed down the corridor and penetrated the door. 

My gaze met Chelsea’s. 

“He’s yelling for you,” she said.

“Maybe if we stay quiet.” I walked to the door, hoping to see if he had gone.

Just as I reached for the doorknob, Chelsea’s door swung open wide with little regard for the other side. Quickly, I jumped back, barely avoiding a collision. 

Bryce’s expression —the one I likened to Alton—was back, complete with the red neck and ears. 

“What?” I asked, wishing we’d locked her door. “What are you doing up here?” I looked to Chelsea and back. “Bryce, you should leave. We need to get ready for dinner.”

He shoved the screen of his phone toward me. The picture was black and white and of poor quality. 

“What? That’s me.” It was me, by my mother’s bed, her hand in mine.

“Today?” he asked. 

Shit! The floor suddenly fell out from under me—more accurately, from under my alibi. The dress was different. 
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DELORIS INSERTED THE pen drive into her computer and pulled the documents up on her screen. 

“I’ll send it to your iPad,” she said as her fingers flew over the keys. 

“And mine?” my father asked. 

Deloris looked over her shoulder. “Do you really need it twice?”

Oren shrugged. “Just curious if you have my private email address.”

She laughed as my iPad dinged with the incoming email. 

“I’ll take that as a yes,” he said, leaning back and bringing his tablet to life. “This is a long last will and testament,” he continued. “I mean, I’ve seen some crazy shit, but old man Montague took control to a whole new level, all the way down to dictating his granddaughter’s future. You can look at the entire document, but I suggest we all concentrate on Article XII for right now.”

I looked over at Isaac. He was present, but silent. Instead of scanning the document, he was watching Charli’s necklace app. 

“Any change?” I asked. 

“No, sir. She’s back at the manor.” He shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if this heart-rate indicator works.”

“Of course it does,” Deloris said. “Why?”

“Like now, if it’s working, her pulse is ridiculously high. One hundred and thirty. That’s double what it is when she’s sleeping.”

My skin prickled. “If she just would have stayed.”

Oren turned my way. “A week ago?”

“No, today. I had her for a short time.”

“And you let her go?”

“She won’t leave her mother or Chelsea.”

“Fuck!” Oren stood. “You don’t think they’ve figured out that you two were together, do you?”

“No. We took care of everything.”

Oren turned on me. “We’re so fucking close. Don’t blow it because you’re…”

“Because I’m what? I’m worried sick. I needed to see her, to touch her. I’m beyond frightened with every new thing we learn about Spencer. I knew he was a slime in business, but now… I’m not going to blow this. I’ll storm that damn party if she doesn’t get to that road.”

“Gentlemen,” Deloris interjected, “we have a document.”

I took a deep breath and turned away from my father’s icy stare. 

Oren had to have the last word. “This isn’t just about Alexandria. She’s the strongest one of the lot. She can make it one more day.”

His words made my skin bristle. I sat back down and picked up my tablet, praying he was right.

But if he was, then why the hell was her pulse elevated?

Focusing on the screen, I scrolled the pages, slowing for the subtitles until I reached: Article XII Provisions for Montague Holdings. 

The room fell silent as we all read:

 

If at the time of my passing these provisions have not been satisfied, it is the responsibility of my heirs, Adelaide Montague Fitzgerald and Alexandria Charles Montague Collins, to willingly and legally satisfy the following criteria upon the appropriate dates. Failure to do so will result in the loss of all inheritance including but not limited to assets, property, company shares, personal properties, and the residence and remainder of my Estate. 

As is now the case, it is essential that Adelaide Montague remain married to Alton Fitzgerald for the remainder of their earthly lives. As Adelaide’s husband, Alton Fitzgerald will have all rights set forth as the primary stockholder in Montague Corporation. If either party files for divorce or attempts to end the marriage, all Montague holdings revert to Alexandria Collins. 

 

I stopped there. “Why on earth hasn’t Alex’s mother done that?”

“Divorce?” Oren asked. 

“Yes, she would be free and the holdings would be outside of Fitzgerald’s control.”

Oren pressed his lips together. “I blame myself for not getting my hands on this document ten years ago.”

Deloris turned toward my father. Her expression wanted more. I hadn’t told her the history between my dad and Charli’s mom, only that he wanted to help. Though she looked curious, I knew she wouldn’t ask. Finally, she turned back to her screen and we all continued to read.

 

Upon the death of either A. Fitzgerald or A.M. Fitzgerald prior to the coming of age of A. Collins, all Montague holdings will be held in trust for her until the age of twenty-five or until she has completed a college degree, whichever comes first. 

Once the age or degree completion has occurred, in order for A. Collins to inherit the Montague holdings and assets and to fulfill the requirements set forth in this legal document she must adhere to the following: 

Being of the legal age of twenty-five (or having completed her college degree), Alexandria Collins must agree to a legal union with a husband who too will represent her and their biological children’s shares in Montague Corporation as well as in the running of private Montague assets. 

 

“I volunteer,” I mumbled. It wasn’t a proposal, but that didn’t make it any less valid. Charli and I had never talked about marriage, but I’d do it, not because of this damn will or anything related to her family’s money. I’d take her naked and penniless. The first part of those conditions brought images to my mind that were better left subdued. 

I turned back to the tablet. 

 

It is my desire, and thus forth the determination of this Will, that A. Collins will marry Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer, the son of Suzanna Carmichael Spencer, as outlined below. 

 

“How the fuck is this legal?”

“I’m not sure it is,” Deloris said. 

 

E. Spencer must first complete undergraduate and graduate school and prove himself worthy of Montague Corporation. Upon completion of his postgraduate degree, no more than eighteen months may transpire before their union. 

 

“Prove himself worthy?” Oren asked aloud. “Does that include accusations of abuse and suspicion of foul play in a woman’s disappearance?”

Though no one answered and we continued to read, for the first time, I was more curious about Melissa Summers’s disappearance. Fuck Infidelity. If the entire company were to become public with the investigation, it was worth it if it saved Charli. 

 

Upon their marriage, controlling interest in all things Montague will revert to A. Collins and E. Spencer, with provisions for the continued support and oversight by A. Fitzgerald and A.M. Fitzgerald until the time it is determined that either or both is no longer competent.

 

“Do you think…?” I began.

“That the bastard is making the case for Adelaide’s mental competency before it is legally brought into question? I sure as hell do,” Oren said. “I even have some information on that subject. I’ll tell you later. Keep reading.”

 

If this union does not occur, all Montague holdings and assets will be liquidated. The assets will henceforth be bequeathed to Fitzgerald Investments, leaving both heirs and their descendants without Montague assets. 

If the marriage of A. Collins and E. Spencer fails to survive, resulting in divorce or premature death, all Montague holdings and assets will be liquidated and henceforth bequeathed to Fitzgerald Investments, with one exception: in the instance of a male heir over the age of twenty-five, the designated heir will retain all holdings and controlling interest. 

If it is found that any one person mentioned in this article willfully and purposely hinders my wishes, that beneficiary will be stricken from receiving his or her share of the inheritance. 

 

“This can’t be legal. It would never hold up under appeal,” I said. 

“Beneficiary stipulations,” Oren said, as if the phrase were something he referred to daily. 

“What?”

“It’s the imposing of stipulations for inheritance on beneficiaries. It’s done more often than you think.”

“Often it’s something like completing school or where funds are only available to pay for education or housing,” Deloris added. 

“This is bullshit. Charli doesn’t need this. She doesn’t want it. Why is she going through with this?”

“Is she?” Deloris asked. “Or is she biding her time for her mother?”

We should have talked more this afternoon. I should have asked more questions. 

“This doesn’t change a thing,” I announced after finishing. “We’re going to go on with our plans. Fuck Montague.”

“Not so fast.” 

We all turned to Oren. 

“I told you that there’s a codicil. Scroll to near the end.”

Oren reached for his phone and sent a text. 

“An important date?” I asked. 

“In a way.”

Before I could begin reading, there was a knock on the door.

“Expecting someone?” Deloris asked. 

“As a matter of fact, I am,” Oren said as he stood and walked toward the door. “Turn off the Magnolia Woods feed.”

With a button, the TV screen went black and Oren reached for the handle. 

A young man stood nervously at the door. 

“Mr. Crawford.”

The boy nodded. “Mr. Demetri.”

“Come in,” Oren opened the door wide, his invitation too gracious.

I stood. “Mr. Crawford? What is the—”

“During my perseverance…” Oren began as the young man shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the next and looked about the room. “…I learned of a job Mr. Crawford had recently lost.”

The boy nodded. “You can call me Stephen.”

“Yes, well Stephen was employed by Hamilton and Porter, the law firm who held this will. Stephen had the pleasure of working with Adelaide regarding this same will.”

My father suddenly had my attention. “Mrs. Fitzgerald knew about it?”

“Yes,” Stephen said. “I-I worked with her on several occasions.” He looked toward Oren. 

“Go on, son. These are my colleagues. We’re all trying to help Mrs. Fitzgerald and if you can help us help her, we can help you.”

He swallowed. “You have the will?”

“Yes.”

“Um, okay. Well, there’s a codicil.”

“We just got to that,” I volunteered. 

“There are a few things you might not realize if you hadn’t worked with Adela—I mean, Mrs. Fitzgerald.”

“Like what?” Oren prompted. 

“Sir, this is confidential information.”

“Are you still employed by Hamilton and Porter?”

“No, but I signed a non-disclosure—”

“Did anything feel wrong about what Ralph Porter asked you to do?”

“I feel like I abandoned Mrs. Fitzgerald. She was really excited about the codicil.”

Oren turned to Deloris. “Turn the feed back on.”

I nodded.

The TV filled with a picture of Adelaide’s room. 

“Stephen, when was the last time you saw Adelaide?” Oren asked. 

He stood taller. “It was right before I was let go. We had a meeting scheduled near the beginning of October, but I wasn’t allowed to meet with her. The last time was nearly a month earlier. She would schedule and then reschedule.”

Oren pointed to the screen. “Look closely. That’s Adelaide.”

He sucked in a breath as he walked toward the screen. “What happened to her?”

“That’s what we are trying to find out. Could it be that she learned information she wasn’t supposed to know?”

Stephen’s eyes widened in horror. “Shit. I… this is dangerous. Surely…”

Oren’s hand came down on Stephen’s shoulder. “Son, no one will know your role or that you helped us. I can assure you of your safety and that of your young family. How old is that baby?”

My stomach twisted at the ease of my father’s words. Deloris’s eyes darted my way. It had been years since I’d witnessed this side of him in action, and yet at this moment, I didn’t loathe his choice or strategy. 

“Fifteen months.”

“Stephen, you help us, and you and that pretty young wife and your little son will do much better. You can transfer to any law school in the country. I’ve seen your grades. You’re a hardworking young man. It’s a shame to waste your education at Savannah Law.”

“It’s a good school…”

“So is Stanford, Harvard, Yale…”

He turned back to the screen. “I liked her. Will she get better?”

“Yes,” Oren replied unequivocally. 

“Can I see the codicil?”

Oren nodded at Deloris and it appeared on the TV, replacing Magnolia Woods.

“Okay,” Stephen said, scanning the words. “See this?” He pointed at the date and the initials CM. “This date is obviously the date the codicil was approved. What isn’t stated is that according to Adelaide…” He looked at Oren as if he needed his permission to use her first name. 

“Go on.”

“According to her, that is the same date her father died.”

“So this isn’t legal?” Deloris asked. 

Stephen shook his head. “No, it is. Mr. Montague passed away in his sleep that night from a sudden heart attack. He was legally competent when he approved the document.”

When no one spoke, he went on. “I thought that was rather strange. I asked Natalie about it. She’s one of the legal assistants. She told me not to worry about it.”

“So you didn’t?”

“I didn’t say anything. But I can’t shake the feeling that it’s strangely coincidental.”

“Can you explain the codicil?” I asked. 

“You’ve seen the will, so you know about Article XII?” 

We nodded. 

“It’s weird shit. I mean imposing beneficiary stipulations is a common practice, but I’ve never seen… even in school… anything as strange as the mandates in this one.” He scrunched his features. “Can you imagine, some dead guy dictating who you have to marry?”

“The codicil?” I asked again, the agitation not lost in my tone. 

“Yes, well. In a nutshell, it qualifies the provisions in Article XII, basically saying that any manipulation by any of the interested parties alters the provisions.”

I shook my head at the reality. This addition to old man Montague’s will said that if anyone does anything to dissuade, to interfere with the natural progression of, or to stop the planned arrangement, then that person null and voids his or her assets or any claim to said assets. It also nullifies the bequeathing of the liquidated assets to Fitzgerald Investments. Obviously he had some trust issues. 

“So if the marriage doesn’t go as planned, Montague Corporation will remain a viable entity, not being liquidated as originally set forth in Article XII?” I asked. 

Stephen shrugged, scanning the document. “It does specify that the current board of trustees will be dissolved, and the entire corporate structure will become a publicly traded company. And if the marriage of her daughter to the guy named doesn’t occur, or either person marries someone else, this will then enters probate where all interested parties must make a case for their rights. Assuming that the earlier mentioned interference isn’t an issue, theoretically, the estate will be equally divided amongst the living heirs.”

“So for clarification, this codicil null and voided the consequences of Article XII?” Deloris asked. 

“Yes,” Stephen confirmed.

“I wonder what made Mr. Montague change his mind,” she added. 

“Miss Adelaide wondered the same thing.” Stephen turned back to Oren. “I hope this can help her. She was so excited about the codicil. She couldn’t understand why she hadn’t known about it. She kept saying, if only… if only.”

Oren reached for the edge of the table, stabilizing himself as he turned back to the room. “Thank you, Stephen.” He reached into his inner jacket pocket and took out a legal-sized envelope. From the look of it, I assumed it held cash. “This should help you to relocate. Contact my assistant. The choice of schools is yours.”

Stephen held the envelope for a minute before passing it back. “Thank you. I appreciate it. I’d love to attend any one of those schools you mentioned. However, I can’t.” He shook his head. “Mr. Fitzgerald offered me money too. I didn’t take it either. It’s bad enough that I broke the non-disclosure agreement, but it wasn’t for the money. I was serious. Miss Adelaide was a kind woman. She doesn’t deserve to be wherever that is. I tried to help her.” He shrugged. “I’m afraid the information I helped her find and understand may have led to what happened to her. For that reason, I’m happy to help you. 

“I won’t tell anyone, and I trust you won’t either. Just help her. And if you can… that date thing has kept me awake at night. It just feels wrong.”

I stood and stepped forward, fucking impressed with this man’s balls. At the same time, I knew Oren’s game—the indebtedness that fueled mutual obligation. I couldn’t predict Oren’s next move. Instead, I extended my hand. “Stephen, you’re a good man. You’ll make a fine attorney. I know someone else who believes in doing the right thing and helping those who can’t help themselves. The law profession would be a better place if there were more like the two of you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Demetri.”

My grip tightened as Isaac’s attention shifted from his phone to Stephen. “We weren’t introduced.”

His gaze shot between Oren and me. “I’m sorry if I presumed. It’s the resemblance. Are you not related?”

“Mr. Crawford, take care of yourself.”

“And that baby,” Oren added. 

Deloris stood. “May I show you to the door?”

“Can I…? Will I know if you help her?”

“I suspect there will be rumors.”
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THE SCENE HAPPENED around me, with me, and yet I was always a step behind. 

The picture on Bryce’s phone was of me. Was it a trick?

“Bryce, what are you saying?”

He seized my upper arm, the same place he’d grabbed it the other day, pulling me closer. “I’m asking you a fucking question.”

I fought his grip. “Let go of me. You’re hurting me.” 

We moved about the room, all three of us in a dance choreographed by both rage and fear. 

“As soon as I saw you in the den, I knew something was off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but then it hit me. The dress you were wearing…” Releasing my arm he shoved me away and scanned me from head to toe. “That you’re still wearing… isn’t the same as in the feed from Magnolia Woods.” He paced a small circle. “I fucking warned you. When you first got here, I tried to tell you.” He stepped closer. “I wanted this to be different, but I won’t be made a fool of!”

Though every part of me wanted to back away from his approach, I didn’t. I couldn’t. I wouldn’t give him that power over me. Not for a day, a week, until our wedding, or forever. 

I lifted my chin. “Just spit it out. What are you accusing me of, because I have many more accusations to throw at you?”

The next second happened in a flash. Since I’d entered Alton’s car, I’d been struck twice: once by him and once by Suzanna. Theirs were nothing like the power in Bryce’s slap. It wasn’t a slap, but a backhand, knuckles connecting with bone, flesh hitting flesh. 

I staggered and screamed.

Not from the pain—I hadn’t felt it.

From the shock.

My one word—“NO!”—rang through Chelsea’s suite, the one syllable going on for what seemed like forever as my knees gave way and I fell to the floor beside my friend. 

She was curled on her side, cradling her cheek with her chest heaving from the unexpected blow.

“What the hell did you just do?” I screamed up at him. 

Who is this man?

Surely not my childhood friend. Not the man who’d begrudgingly left my virtue intact as a teenager. Not the man who was pretending to be my fiancé. 

“Get up,” he bellowed. His demand fell like a wet blanket as I stared up toward him, Chelsea’s head now in my lap. 

He didn’t stop. “I said get the fuck up.”

Gently I eased her head off my lap and back to the carpet. Slowly I stood up, ready to face the monster who’d been hiding, the wolf in sheep’s clothing. As I rose, I knew without a doubt that Bryce Spencer was capable of hurting Melissa Summers. It was the accusations of his other crimes that I still didn’t understand. 

“Not you,” he spat. “You.”

I gasped as the toe of his shoe reared back and kicked Chelsea’s leg. 

I moved between them and put my hands out, trying to block him. My effort was similar to that of the buoys that floated out from the shore, capable of holding their own space, yet unable to slow the power of the waves. 

“Bryce, stop it.”

He ran his hand through his hair as Chelsea scooted back, away from him yet still on the floor. 

“Get up!”

When I saw her begin to rise, I moved again. “No, Chelsea. Don’t do it. Bryce, get the fuck out of here.”

Glaring my direction, he bulldozed past, reached for her arm, and yanked her to her feet. “This is your fault, Alexandria. She can thank you later for what’s about to happen.”

“Nothing is about to happen,” I retorted. “There’s a room full of men downstairs. Go. Leave us alone. We have to get ready for dinner.” It was a lame excuse, but my mind was a blur, scrambling for any shred of sanity. 

His voice found an even-keeled, almost eerie calm. With his gaze now fixed on Chelsea, he said, “Leave the room, Alexandria.”

What?

“No.”

“Now!” No longer crimson as he turned to me, his face was red, bright red, a glowing contrast to his blond hair and light gray eyes. There was something different about them too, something I couldn’t place yet felt hauntingly familiar. 

I opened Chelsea’s door and turned once more back to Bryce. He’d released Chelsea’s arm as he turned to be sure I’d left. Instead, I pulled the door open wider and stepped toward him. As my chest met his, I thrust my key toward Chelsea and said, “Go now. Lock my door.”

It happened so fast. She didn’t hesitate as she took off running, her bare feet gripping the soft carpet as she sprinted away.

Bryce took a deep breath and moved toward me, each step enlisting my retreat, pushing me back and back until the wall stopped my progress. Caging me against the wall with one arm on either side of my face, he leaned closer. “You’ll regret that. Not as much as her, but you will.”

“What the hell is your problem? Is it Patrick?” Because he’s ready to kick your ass.

I didn’t say that last part. 

“Right now, my problem is you.”

“Fine, then don’t marry me.”

He seized my chin, his fingers painfully squeezing my face. “Shut the fuck up. Learn to keep your mouth closed and, I’ll add, your legs together—to anyone but me. If you can manage to follow those simple instructions, things will improve for you and my whore.”

His callous words bit more than his grip. 

“Don’t talk about her like that.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t differentiate, not when there were two whores in here.”

Was her room bugged? Had he heard that I’d signed with Infidelity? 

Shit! How stupid could I have been? 

“Bryce… what’s going on?”

“You weren’t at Magnolia Woods today. I called. You weren’t there, only Patrick. That means one thing. It means you were with him.” He let go of my chin and caressed my cheek. The change from brutality to gentleness added to my queasiness. “Darling, if you can fuck, then I can too.” His smile broadened. “I might even let you watch.”

“I didn’t—”

“Don’t fucking lie to me. I warned you. I told you that you’d go along with everything, because if you didn’t, you wouldn’t be able to live with the repercussions.” His tone softened, his timbre a mocking sweetness. “I can’t do to you what I want, not right now.”

The calculating coldness in his eyes sent a cold chill tingling down my spine. 

“Because,” he went on, explaining his psychotic reasoning, “in less than an hour you’re going to be downstairs in a fucking different dress, wearing your ring, and playing the perfect fiancée. We have a party tomorrow. It’s a shame Chelsea won’t make it.”

I had trouble keeping up. “But Suzanna and Alton want her there. A united front.”

“But you don’t. She’s a whore. Everyone knows that and when asked, that will be your answer.”

I shook my head. “No. I won’t do that to her. I won’t—”

His hand covered my lips. “You will or I’ll tell Alton about today. I’ll let him know that instead of visiting Adelaide, you were screwing a criminal. And then your visiting privileges with your mother will be revoked.” He moved his head slowly from side to side as a grin came to his lips. “As I said, you will cooperate. Won’t you, darling? Best friend or worst enemy. I suggest you work on reminding me why you want it to be friend.”

“Leave Chelsea alone. She hasn’t done anything. If you want to take this out on someone—not that I’m admitting to anything—then take it out on me.”

“If only I could, but bruises won’t go well with dinner tonight or the party tomorrow night. And, darling…” He allowed the endearment to hang in the air. “…I don’t do sloppy seconds.

“Go now, it’s nearly time for dinner.” He reached for a bit of my hair. “Fix your hair and makeup. Make yourself beautiful.” He ran his knuckles over my cheek as his tenor flowed like silk. “Because you can be stunning, Alexandria. I’ve seen it. I’ve watched you. From now on, you’ll wear that gorgeous smile for me, won’t you?”

I stared, terrified of his next mood swing. 

He brushed his finger over my lips. “When I ask you a question, I expect an answer.”

I nodded. It wasn’t so much a concession as it was manipulation. By giving him the answer he wanted, I controlled his response. 

Bryce smiled. “Now, here’s a question for you. Tell me you don’t want to be late for dinner; you don’t want to be late again today, do you?”

I hadn’t had a chance to respond when unexpectedly his fist collided with the wall, merely inches from my face. The plaster was no match for his punch as fine dust fluttered around us.

I gasped, shuddering as his growing erection pressed against my stomach. 

“I asked you a question.” The red crept back up to his ears. “Fucking answer it…” Before it could register, he reached down the neckline of my dress and under my bra, painfully pinching and twisting my nipple. 

I screamed as I tried unsuccessfully to move away. 

Bryce grinned. “…or, darling, I’ll find places your dress will hide, places to leave my mark. Now answer.”

“No,” I replied quickly, gathering what was left of my self-control and pushing his hand away. “I don’t want to be late.”

He leaned closer, his nose touching my neck as he inhaled. “And shower. Exchanging you for her was supposed to rid me of a whore, not make another one my future wife.”

Bryce took a step back, giving me the space to stand straighter. 

Was he allowing me to leave? Would he follow me?

I stayed planted and softened my tone. “Please, Bryce. She’s my friend. Please, don’t do anything.”

He let out a breath. “I know you may not understand, but I’ve paid a lot of money to do whatever I want.” One side of his lips quirked upward. “As I said, she’s a whore but for you… for now… I’ll go back downstairs and make nice with your father.” He tilted his head toward the fist print—the indentation in the wall. “Don’t make any assumptions. Locks won’t keep me out.”
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BRYCE’S LIPS QUIRKED. “I don’t give a fuck how many keys you have.”

I held my breath and rebuttal as Bryce turned, leaving me alone in Chelsea’s room. His last words, his menacing cold stare, fueled the rush of adrenaline flooding my system. Still standing, I reached for my own hands, gripped the large diamond, and tried to make sense of the shaking. I squeezed my hands in an effort to quiet the trembling, but as it registered, I realized it was no longer contained to my hands but racking my entire body, making my knees increasingly weak. 

Like a jittery statue I stood waiting, fearful that he would return and yet more terrified that he’d look elsewhere to wreak his fury. As time stood still, air returned to my lungs and slowed my tremors. My breaths were the only sound as I searched for noise of him down the hall with Chelsea. 

Though I wanted to help my friend, my body refused to move, paralyzed by what I’d seen and heard. Quietness prevailed as Bryce’s footsteps disappeared in the distance, replacing the horror with relief. No longer rigid, my bones became pliable, giving way to the forces of gravity. With a suppressed sob, I melted against the pockmarked wall and puddled on the carpet. 

Oh my God. 

He’s a monster. 

With only my eyes, I rapidly searched the room for a clock. I needed to get ready. I needed to check on Chelsea, yet I didn’t have the strength. Seconds became minutes as time passed and my heart beat out a cadence, a rhythm composed by dread. I couldn’t marry that man. I couldn’t spend another day with him nor would I allow Chelsea to. He was a psychopath, cold and without empathy or remorse. I’d never witnessed such uncaring eyes. 

In a matter of minutes his anger had superseded rage, moving to a frigid terrain, colder than anything I’d ever seen. It was nothing like Nox’s worst temper. It was even worse than Alton. Bryce was distant and disconnected. 

When I closed my eyes, his calculating stare filled my unseeing vision. 

Was that the last thing Melissa Summers had seen? What had she experienced? I may have doubted it before, but not any longer: Edward Bryce Spencer was capable of murder. I knew it in my soul.

“Alex?”

I blinked my eyes as Chelsea came into focus.

“Are you all right?” she asked, reaching for my hand. 

Her right cheek was red and the contusion was raised. 

“Me?” I gently touched the irritated skin. “What about you?”

Tugging my hand, she pulled me to stand. “I’m okay, because of you. I’m sorry I ran. I should have stood up to him, like you did. I-I told you, he scares me.”

I nodded. “I see it. I do.” I stilled our steps as we moved toward my room. “Chelsea, don’t stand up for me. Don’t. He said he will…” I could hardly make myself say the words. “…that he can hurt you, because he can do anything he wants to you. He can’t hurt me. I have to be at dinner and the party.”

Chelsea’s arms wrapped about her midsection. “I-I can’t stop him. You can’t stop him.”

I pulled her through my suite and into my bathroom, leaving two locked doors between us and the hallway. “I can. I’m getting you out of here. I have a plan.”
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WITH A FEW minutes to spare, I took a deep breath, made my way down the grand stairs and toward the dining room. I’d done as Bryce said, complete with a shower, washing away any scent of Nox or Patrick and replacing it with bodywash, shampoo, and perfume. My dress was new, even to me. It had been hanging in a garment bag, another costume for my new role. 

I settled at the unoccupied dining table, happy for a moment of peace to collect my thoughts. 

“Would you like a glass of wine?” the young lady manning the dining room asked. 

I’d like a whole bottle, but I’d settle for a glass. “Yes, thank you. Cabernet.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As she disappeared into the kitchen, Suzanna and Bryce entered. The calm was gone, yet I didn’t turn to watch them enter. I was too terrified of what I’d see. 

“Alexandria, how was your mother?”

Apprehensively, my head moved their direction, my gaze fluttering between Suzanna and her son. Was this another trap? Almost imperceptibly, Bryce shook his head, telling me to play the role. Perfect fiancée. That was what he’d demanded.

“She is getting better. The nurses keep saying she is.”

“I need to go see her,” Suzanna said. “Tomorrow morning I’ll join you.”

Before I could accept her proposal, Bryce spoke; each of his phrases poked another hole in my boat of hope. Soon it would sink, my titanic of dreams imprisoned in the ocean’s depths. 

“Mother, you’re going to need to go alone. Alexandria will be occupied tomorrow. Perhaps,” he went on, “she’ll be available on Sunday.” It depends on her performance at the party. 

I heard the last part loud and clear, even though he didn’t voice it aloud. 

“Occupied?” Suzanna turned my way. “Doing what?”

The young lady placed the glass of Montague Private Collection before me as Suzanna sat. I shrugged. “It’s news to me, too. You’ll need to ask your son.”

He lifted his glass of whiskey and grinned. “Our plans are yet to be determined.” He circled his wrist, clanking the iced cubes. “There are so many variables.”

The air cooled, not only with his words but also his too-calm tone. The chill settled over the room, leaving a trail of goose bumps on my skin. 

“Nice dress,” Bryce said, coming behind me and kissing my cheek. 

“An unplanned excursion,” Suzanna said excitedly. “That sounds like a great idea. Just don’t get too carried away. Remember you have to be back in time to get ready for the party. The guests will begin to arrive at six.”

The room fell silent as Alton entered. 

Nodding, he grinned. “Now this is what I like to see. Everyone in place…” His eyes narrowed as he eyed the empty place setting. “Where is Chelsea?”

“Alexandria?” Bryce prompted. 

Knots formed in my stomach as my mouth dried. My volume was barely audible. “I can’t do it.”

Everyone’s eyes were on me: Alton and Suzanna’s questioning and Bryce’s warning. 

“I think you can.” His response was also soft.

I turned toward him, fighting the tears. “No. I can’t.”

“What is it?” Suzanna asked with a genuine concern in her voice.

Bryce’s eyes narrowed.

I shook my head and turning to Suzanna, spoke louder. “I’ve tried, really I have, but if I have to face my academy classmates and the society of Savannah tomorrow night, I can’t do it with that whore in tow.” The word hurt my heart. I was thankful she couldn’t hear me.

“Alexandria!” Suzanna shrieked. 

I turned toward Alton as he sat. “Imagine how my mother would have felt sharing the stage with you and some whore you were screwing right under her nose.”

“This isn’t about your mother or me…” As his lame excuse rang out, there was something in Suzanna’s expression that confirmed Pat’s accusations. 

“Or had she?” I asked.

“We’re losing focus of the point,” Bryce interjected. “Alexandria drew a line in the sand. Chelsea will stay, but not publicly. It’s Alexandria’s decision.” 

“I don’t like it,” Suzanna said. “Chelsea needs to work at Montague and face people in Savannah. If you snub her, you’re sentencing her to public ridicule.” 

“And if I embrace her,” I replied, “I’m sentencing myself to the same. It won’t be as overt, but you know it will be there.”

Alton lifted his hand as the staff entered with plates of salads. “That’s enough.” He turned to the young girl. “Take a dinner to Miss Moore’s room. Apparently she won’t be joining us.”

“Sir?” The girl asked, looking my direction.

“I’ve already requested that. I let the staff know that she’d be eating in her room for the foreseeable future.”

“That isn’t necessary,” Suzanna said in Chelsea’s defense. “If you don’t want her here, she’ll move back to Carmichael Hall.”

“No.” 

“Why not?” Suzanna asked. “At least there she won’t be forced to face your animosity.”

I turned to Bryce. 

With a sweet expression of satisfaction gracing his thin lips, he lifted his glass. “Mother, I think that’s an excellent idea.”

The knots in my stomach multiplied. 

“Fine,” Alton said dismissively. “After the party. This is all too much drama. I’ve had enough. No more discussion about Miss Moore.”

After the party. Thank God. 

My boat of hope wasn’t beyond repair.

Course after course came and went. The conversation—what little there was—focused on the unimportant and uncontroversial. I tried to bring up the subject of the earlier meeting in Alton’s den, but each attempt was met with one-word answers. 

“Really, Alexandria, you may be in law school, but many things are above you. Let the men worry about those things. That’s why you’re marrying. You concentrate on ladies’ things.”

It was the sexism sprinkled with negativity that I’d lived with most of my life. It wouldn’t matter if I graduated with honors. I was female and obviously not bright enough to recognize illegal dealings when I saw them. Each passing minute burned another piece of my soul. I wanted nothing more than to end the family farce and make my way back to the refuge of my room. 

Locks may not keep Bryce out, but I had a plan. I’d asked Jane to join me for a movie. 

As dinner concluded and Alton stood, I dabbed my lips and placed my napkin beside my plate. Scooting my chair away from the table, Bryce’s question stopped me. 

“How about a walk, Alexandria?”

My thundering pulse warned me, yet I couldn’t allow his attention to go back to Chelsea. “That sounds marvelous.” My smile was too big. “Maybe another night. I’m exhausted. We could sit for a while in the sitting room?” In plain sight of Alton, Suzanna, and the staff.

His thin lips quirked. “Darling, I’m sure you can find the energy. After all, you had energy this afternoon. Surely you have time for me, your fiancé? Or would you like to tell us all about your afternoon?” 

My breasts pressed upward against the satin lining of my dress. The tight bodice restricted my ability to take in a deep breath as a prickly sensation cut down my spine. “Of course I have energy for you. I-I’d love to walk. Maybe to the lake?” I asked, hoping for my childhood friend’s return. 

“I was thinking the woods.”

What the hell?

“Nonsense,” Suzanna interjected. “It’s dark. You two have a big day tomorrow.”

“Mother, we aren’t children.”

“You aren’t, but before you go gallivanting off, I think the four of us have things we need to discuss before tomorrow.”

“Such as?” I baited, hoping for a reprieve. 

“While speaking to Gwen earlier this afternoon, I realized that there will be suspicions and questions. You both need to have your stories straight.”

I nodded. 

“The three of you handle this,” Alton said dismissively. “I have pressing matters.”

No one refuted Alton’s claim as he stood. Seconds later he was gone leaving the three of us alone. 

“Now,” Suzanna went on, “with this abrupt change regarding Chelsea, we need to decide—”

“There’s nothing to decide,” Bryce said. “Alexandria is sticking by her conviction.” He stood, giving me hope that he might be joining Alton.

“Well, yes,” Suzanna said as she turned to me, “but, dear, you can’t say that to others. You can’t use that ‘w’ word.”

Instead of leaving, Bryce moved to the chair beside me and splayed his hand over my lower thigh. His eyes opened expectedly. “Alexandria?”

The knots within my stomach churned with the little bit of food I’d managed to consume. Simultaneously, my skin coated with perspiration at the growing pressure of Bryce’s hand. My teeth clenched as the pain increased.

“Suzanna,” I fought to keep my expression from displaying what was happening. “I don’t know if I can comply. It’s the truth. There are too many lies to remember. I simply can’t add another one.”

The tips of Bryce’s fingers continued to dig, pressing the material of my dress into my skin, near my kneecap. 

“The truth?” he asked. “You mean the story you’ll tell anyone who asks? Maybe you could remind us?” 

The room dimmed, yet I obediently turned toward my fiancé, pleading with my eyes for him to stop the pressure. I reached below the table, yet I couldn’t ease the force. My voice cracked. “Bryce?”

“We’re waiting.”

I couldn’t move away, not without bringing attention to his actions. I swallowed the pain. “What story? You mean the truth that she’s a whore?”

“Who will you tell?” His question was for no other reason than to make me speak, to make me recite his venom in front of his mother. 

Suzanna was gone. Not in reality but through my anguished vision. The way his fingers dug near my kneecap sent excruciating jolts of pain through my entire leg. I clawed at his hand, yet each action only increased the pressure while at the same time, his expression remained curious and enthralled. Surely he wouldn’t dislocate my knee… I wanted to believe. 

I recalled the story I’d been fed, but never recited. 

Letting go of his hand, I moved mine to his arm, visible to watching eyes, and concentrated on him. My volume rose above the blood coursing through my ears. “I’ll tell everyone that I’ve always loved you. I’d tried to fight it. While in California I thought you’d given up on me. I didn’t know that Chelsea was intercepting our messages, lying to me…” 

I blinked with relief as the pressure eased a bit. 

“Go on.”

“…it wasn’t until I came back for my mother and saw Chelsea with you that I knew.”

“What?” he prompted.

“That we were meant to be together. That I’d been deceived by a gold-digging whore who’d pretended to be my friend.”

My eyes closed and I sighed as he softened his touch. No longer forceful, his hand moved upward, higher on my thigh. For only a moment, the relief overpowered the reality. My hand dropped to his, stopping his progress. 

Bryce’s gaze narrowed in warning before turning toward his mother. “Is there anything else you want to discuss or may we take that walk?”

The entire room came back into focus. 

Moisture glistened in Suzanna’s eyes as she clasped her hands near her heart. “Oh, oh. You don’t know how happy I am… I didn’t think… I was worried…” She stood and rushed to our side of the table, her movement freeing me from Bryce’s wandering hand. 

Throwing herself toward me, Suzanna wrapped me in a hug. “This will work. It will. I’m so happy to hear that you agree. Wait until I tell your father.”

Bryce’s chair moved as he stood. “She does agree.” He extended his hand. “Alexandria, my love, our walk awaits.”
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HOW COULD BRYCE spew hateful, threatening things one minute and sound suave and debonair the next? Each word he uttered had me on the edge of my figurative seat, fearful of the other shoe dropping. 

Placing my hand in his, I stood, searching for an out. I turned back to his mother. “Suzanna?”

Bryce’s fingers wrapped around my hand, squeezing tighter and tighter. 

“Yes?” she answered.

“Have a nice evening.”

“Thank you, dear. I’m more than pleased with your change in attitude.”

I feigned a smile. “You can thank your son for showing me the light.”

Her cheeks rose higher, her gleaming smile radiating true appreciation toward Bryce. 

Had she really raised a psychopath without knowing? 

“You two have fun.”

Pulling me closer, Bryce held my hand while circling his other arm around my waist. “Oh, we will, Mother. Right, darling?”

In a few short days I’d come to abhor that term of endearment. The way he said it was like a warning and threat, rolled in a thin coat of gallantry. A poisonous concoction sugarcoated to appear benign. 

Soon we were to the back doors, the French doors leading out to the limestone patio. Once through and out under the starlit sky, Bryce paused and looked up at the manor. “I don’t know if you remember,” he began, “but I asked you a few months ago why you wouldn’t want to live here and I told you that I would.” He pulled me to his side. “And now I will. Just imagine, one day it will be our kids running around these lawns like we used to do.”

I shivered as the cool chill of the autumn night air settled over us. 

“Are you cold?”

“I suppose I should have grabbed a sweater.”

With his arm still around me, Bryce ran his other hand up and down my arm. When he touched the area he’d seized earlier in the day, I involuntarily flinched. 

“Don’t do that.”

“What?” I asked. “It’s not my fault that my arm is sore.”

We were to the edge of the steps, standing above the lawn with the lake in the distance. He turned me toward him, purposely clenching each arm. “It is. I want to hear you say that.”

Bile came to a boil in my stomach, simmering higher and higher by the second as my internal temperature rose. 

“What?”

“Say it, Alexandria. You did such a good job with Mother. I’m sure you’ll have no problem telling anyone who asks about Chelsea as to what kind of a whore she really is. Now I want to hear you admit that it’s your fault your arm is sore.”

“Bryce? What’s gotten into you?”

He took a step toward the edge, turning us both toward the flight of stone stairs. “I could ask you the same question, but I don’t want to know the answer.” He looked out beyond the lawn. “Have you ever thought about how high we are? How far down it is to the lawn?”

I tried to take a step back, but his grip of my arms increased. “Now, darling, your arm?”

Like the grip of Nessie—the imaginary monster in the lake below—his words and tone squeezed my chest, seizing my thundering heart and smashing it against my ribs. My chin moved upward at his forced encouragement. 

“Look at me while you say it. I want to see that you’re telling the truth.”

I swallowed, searching for moisture. My tongue darted to my parched lips as I formed my response. “My arm… I shouldn’t have stepped in between you and Chelsea.”

“No, don’t use her name. Say what she is.”

I blinked away the tears. “Bryce?”

He looked to my bodice, reminding me of the agony he’d inflicted on my nipple. With a sickening grin, his eyes found mine. “Try again.”

The words hurt my heart, squeezing it as if they were a knife, cutting not only me, but also Chelsea. “A whore.”

Applying more pressure to my chin, he cooed, “Darling, this will go much better if you learn when to speak and what to say. She’s not just any whore: she’s mine. Start over and say it right.”

Sick bastard.

“I shouldn’t have stepped in between you and your whore.” 

“Go on.”

I wasn’t sure where I was supposed to go. 

“Claim responsibility and I’ll accept your apology.”

My neck stiffened. My apology? 

My head snapped back as Bryce pulled my hair. “Attitude is not acceptable. I believe your father told you that.”

“I-I didn’t.”

He let go of both my chin and hair and then gently wiped a renegade tear from my cheek. “Don’t cry, darling, you’ll get the hang of this. After all, you’re the one who was accepted to Stanford and Columbia.”

“Bryce, I don’t want us to be like this. I-I don’t… you’re scaring me.”

He lifted my hand and brought my knuckles to his lips. “After what you did today, you deserve to be wary, don’t you think?”

I still hadn’t admitted anything. 

“Bryce, I know what you think, but it’s not true. If I’d been with Len—” I quickly remembered not to say his name. “If I’d been with him… think about it. Do you think I’d return here? 

“I was with Pat. We went to see my mom. I didn’t sign in. They know me now. I don’t know why they told you I wasn’t there, other than the shift may have changed.”

“The dress?”

“I can’t explain it. Maybe there’s something weird with the cameras. Do you remember that dress that went viral a few years ago? Some people saw one color while others saw another.” I took a step away from the stairs. “I wouldn’t risk Alton or you,” I added, “getting upset. And now…” My chest ached. “…dear God, with Chelsea, I wouldn’t—”

His fingers covered my lips. “Not a name.”

I closed my eyes, allowing my lashes to linger near my cheeks as I tried to settle the mayhem inside of me. “Your whore.” I took a breath. “It doesn’t matter why you think that, she isn’t. She’s my friend.”

Taking my hand, he walked us again to the stairs, this time we descended step by step. “That was one of the problems with California. Savannah has better quality friends. After tomorrow night, you and I’ll socialize with Millie and Ian, Jess and Justin, and Leslie and Hamilton. They never thought much of my whore.”

Each time he said that, referred to her like that, my skin bristled and stomach twisted. 

“Of course,” he continued, “you’ll need to confirm all their suspicions. The story you told my mother will do nicely. I’m sure that after tomorrow night, you’ll have it down pat.”

We reached the bottom walkway. With the manor’s lights behind us, the lawn sparkled. The moisture was a combination of the aftereffects of the sprinklers and a thin layer of dew that had begun to form. 

Small slivers of moonlight illuminated the lake and fields beyond the lawns. 

I looked down at my feet, my high heels. “I’m really not wearing the right shoes.”

“Then take them off.”

As I considered the option, a breeze picked up over the fields and lake. Small waves shone in the silver cast as remaining leaves rustled. I wrapped my arms around my midsection. 

“I’m cold.”

With a huff, Bryce removed his suit coat and placed it over my shoulders. My eyes burned at the scent of his unfamiliar cologne. I longed for Nox’s woodsy scent or even Patrick’s divine secret formula. 

“There, now take off your shoes. We’re walking.”

Shivering beneath his suit jacket, I asked, “Why? What’s your end goal?”

“My end goal? My end goal is to teach you a lesson, one about honesty and respect.”

“Please, I get it. I do. I don’t need to walk through wet grass to prove it. What do you want?”

“First, walking in the wet grass isn’t my plan.” He looked out toward the lake and then off to the horizon. “I’m sure we can get far enough away from the manor that no one will see us as you keep up this role.” He eyed me up and down. “Second, I’m done waiting. If it means taking you in wet grass or Georgia mud, I don’t fucking care.

“No matter what you say…” He blatantly reached for my core, thankfully still covered by my dress and panties. “…you’re now mine. That means when those legs spread, it’ll be my dick making you scream.”

I took a staggered step back. “Not like this. No.”

“As I said, I don’t do sloppy seconds.” He tilted his head. “But since we’re being honest with one another and you’re sticking to your story about this afternoon, then sloppy seconds is no longer an issue. Right, darling?” He encircled my waist and pulled me to him, bringing our hips together until his growing erection beneath his trousers probed my stomach. 

I tried not to stiffen, not to show any outward sign of the repugnance seething through me. I was caught in a no-win situation, and with each passing second, my panic grew. 

“Bryce?”

In the light of the moon, his complexion took on an eerie paleness. “Darling, I’m getting off with you tonight.” The tip of his finger grazed my lips. “In your mouth.” His touch moved lower. “On your tits.” His hand moved toward my core. “Or inside your cunt, I don’t care. It’s happening.”

Breath came too fast as panic rushed through me. “Why?”

He rubbed himself against me. “Do you need to ask? You asked me to ‘take it out on you.’ Your wish is my command, darling.” He reached again for my hand. “Over there, by the tennis courts… I’m going to take it out.”

My feet slid on the wet grass, still in my heels. “I don’t want this.”

He stopped, his voice again morphing to cold. “Wrong. You want it. Say you do.”

I swallowed. “Please, Bryce.”

His grin broke through the coolness. “Close. Begging is acceptable. Now, tell me you want me to take you. No, tell me you want me to fuck you. Come on, darling. No, I know! Tell me that you want to fuck me and you’ll do it better than my whore.”

I couldn’t process. The words were nowhere to be found. Neither was air. Where had it gone? I tried to inhale as his fingers twisted my hair. My entire body went rigid.

“Alex! Alex!”

Bryce and I both turned. Like a release valve, the tension fled my muscles as I stumbled backward and took a ragged breath. Up on the patio, waving in our direction were Patrick and Cy. 

“Fuck!” Bryce said through clenched teeth. His curse was louder than a mumble but not loud enough for anyone but me to hear. We were too far away.

“Pat! Cy!” I yelled toward them.

Placing my hand on Bryce’s chest, I held him a few inches away. “Please, Bryce, I’m sorry you were upset. I played the perfect fiancée for dinner. It’s your turn. Play nice with Pat.”

He sneered. “I seem to remember that same speech years ago.”

“You two always were…” I shrugged. “…not the most compatible.”

“Well, obviously we have different tastes.”

“Cyrus is a very nice man. He cares for Patrick and is good to him.” Unlike how you’ve been tonight. “Isn’t that what’s important?”

As I turned toward the steps, Bryce reached for my hand and brought me back to him. “This isn’t over. The only positive thing about this interruption is that I’ll get to hear your story again. We can consider this a practice performance for tomorrow night. Remember: don’t use her name, and she’s not just any whore—she’s mine. I want to hear every word.” 

“I-I… Bryce, Pat knows her, knows of her.”

With us turned toward the manor, the patio lights illuminated his lips as they curled upward. “All the better.” Bryce leaned down to kiss my cheek. “Don’t mind me. I’ll be the one enjoying the show.” He tugged my hand one more time. “Do a good job. If you don’t, you won’t be the only one to face the consequences.” 

I didn’t answer. Instead, I hurried toward the stairs and climbed the steps until I was engulfed in Pat’s embrace. 

“Problems?” he whispered.

I couldn’t respond with Bryce only seconds behind me. Instead, I nodded and reached for Cy. His arms wrapped around my shoulders. 

“It’s been a while,” he whispered. Kissing my cheek he added louder, “Nice little place you have here.”

“Thanks.” I wanted to say that I preferred Nox’s apartment or theirs. I had so many things I wanted to say. Instead, I turned to Bryce. “May I introduce my fiancé, Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer?” 

Pat smirked “Are you sure there isn’t another name in there? I remember a few you were called when at the academy.”

Cy extended his hand. “I’m Cyrus Perry, but Cy is fine.”

Bryce shook his hand, ignoring Pat. “Edward or Bryce. Nice to meet you.”

I guess I’d never noticed how much Pat and Bryce truly disliked one another. At that moment, I didn’t give a damn. I was too happy that once again my cousin had saved the day. “Can I show you around?” I asked. “Or how about a drink? Alton has an extensive liquor selection in the house.”

“Oh girl,” Pat said, “you had us at can!”

I walked beside Pat as Cy spoke with Bryce. 

Soon we were all seated in the sitting room, Bryce glued to my side, attentive and touching. It took a few minutes and a finger or two of Alton’s best Cognac, but soon Bryce was paying less attention to me, and more to talking business, companies, and banking, I didn’t care what they talked about as long as it kept Bryce occupied. 

“How about you show me around?” Pat asked.

Like a bloodhound, Bryce looked my way, splaying his fingers over my knee. Turning away from Cy, he said, “Really?” It was first direct thing Bryce had said to Pat. “I’m sure you know your way around.”

Pat shrugged. “It’s been a while.” He winked at me. “Things change, right? And I don’t know about the big plans. I want to hear about the party and reception. Mom said they’re both here.”

Cy leaned back. “That sounds enthralling.”

Bryce smirked. “Girls will be girls.”

Asshole. 

Instead of taking offense, Pat rose and reached for my hand. “Tell me, do you plan on utilizing the patio? I’ve always loved the view…”

Cy swallowed more Cognac. “So, Edward, what do you think it will take for that to happen?”

Bryce turned back to Cy. “Distribution is the key…”

I sighed as they continued talking and Pat and I stepped back toward the patio. Once we were outside, he said, “When I first saw you… you didn’t answer… did something happen?”

I turned toward the lake. “It is a pretty view.”

“Little cousin?”

I held back the tears and shook my head. “So much… I can’t. If I do, the tears will never stop.”

His brown eyes narrowed. “Are you okay?” His questions were still coming low enough for only me. 

“I suppose, but time will tell.”

“Alexandria.” 

Pat and I turned as Bryce opened the French door. 

“Come in, darling. I don’t want you to get cold.”

I caught Patrick’s expression, but didn’t respond to my cousin. I turned back to Bryce. 

He kissed my cheek. “Good girl.” 

Once we were both back inside, Bryce went back to where he’d been sitting. Leaning back, he said, “Cyrus and I could use more Cognac. Why don’t you get that for us, darling?”

Patrick’s jaw clenched. “Let me help you.”

Swallowing… biting the inside of my lip… I was doing anything to keep from giving into the tears bubbling just under the surface. 

“The road… tomorrow?” Pat whispered.

I blinked the renegade tear away.

“Your mom will be okay,” he spoke near my ear. “They have it worked out.”

He stood with his back to the others and mouthed, “Do it.”

“Yes.” It was all I could say before stepping around him and carrying the decanter of Cognac to Cyrus and Bryce. 
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“IF YOU DON’T kill him, I will,” Pat said.

I paced back and forth in my hotel suite, holding my phone in a death grip. “You saw her again?”

“Yes. Cy and I went to the manor. We saw and talked to her, if you can call it that.”

“What do you mean, ‘if you can call it that’?”

“The ass was omnipresent. I even refused to leave until Alex retired to her room. I made lame excuses every time asshole hinted that we should go. Once she excused herself—she’d made plans with Jane for a movie night—then I wouldn’t leave until Spence’s car was pulled up.”

I shook my head and walked again to the window and back. I’d wear a damn hole in this carpeting if I didn’t get out of here soon. Storm the fucking castle—that’s what I wanted to do. That’s what my gut, or was it my heart, wanted me to do. 

Hell, six months ago the damn thing had been a black hole in my chest, hard and uncaring. Charli had done this to me, made me feel, made me love, and now she was breaking my heart. It was breaking, thinking of her with him. “Fuck!” I said. “Twenty-four hours. She just needs to make it one more day.”

Patrick sighed. “At least we got her through the night. I don’t know what happened between this afternoon and now, but something did. She couldn’t say, but I felt it.”

The sky over Savannah had darkened. In the window’s reflection I saw my image… I thought it was me. The bulging vein on my forehead, tendons throbbing in my neck, and clenched jaw were more pronounced than normal. My poor teeth wouldn’t last much longer if I gritted them any tighter. “What do you mean? Do you think they found out about us, about this afternoon?”

Was it this afternoon or yesterday? I searched for a clock. Time didn’t fucking move.

“If Spence knew,” Patrick said, “he didn’t let on, not to me nor Cy. He was all endearments and caresses. Sticky sweet. It was nauseating.”

“I’ll kill him.”

“She… it wasn’t like she enjoyed his attention. I mean she wore the Montague smile, but I know her. She looked… for lack of a better word… scared. Cy and I talked about it. I wish I could give you another assessment, but that’s what I have.”

“Scared? What do you think it is? Do you think that asshole would threaten her?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

The idea made my fingers fist. I’d show that fucker what it felt like to be scared. After all, Charli was the strongest woman I knew. I couldn’t allow the thoughts to linger. If I did, I was hitting something: a wall? A door? I didn’t care. 

Patrick went on, “Even at the academy, he had a narcissistic air, but now… with his coronation into the royal Montagues at hand, there’s something else… egotistical arrogance. I get the sense that he’s feeling invincible.” 

There would be no quick death for that fucker.

My Charli deserved to be worshiped. The only thing that should ever scare her is one of the books she likes to read or if she’ll make it across town in time for class. Never in her own home, never in her life, should her fear be real. 

Patrick and I both knew that Spencer was using Charli for power and social status. What made it worse was that he was doing it with her stepfather’s blessing. She’d been right. He was the devil, and that devil was selling her for his own future.

Now that we had the will, it all made sense. It was the codicil—without Spencer and Charli’s marriage, Alton Fitzgerald could lose everything. It was the information Adelaide had recently learned with Stephen Crawford’s help. After nearly twenty years with that ass, she’d finally found a way out. 

Unfortunately, Fitzgerald learned that she knew. According to Oren’s contact at Hamilton and Porter, Ralph Porter contacted Alton Fitzgerald… told him of his wife’s discovery. The attorney was another name on my list. It was growing by the day… by the damn hour.

What happened next was systematic sabotage. Fitzgerald set Adelaide up for failure… the doctor overseeing her medical information found a metals test performed by Adelaide’s primary care doctor nearly two months ago. He’d tested for mercury, arsenic, cadmium, and chromium. 

Though the results were negative, what stood out to our physician was that Mrs. Fitzgerald’s doctor was suspicious. She’s ordered a hair follicle test. It shows all drug usage, including alcohol for the last ninety days. Isaac secured the sample a day ago, after visiting his ‘father.’ 

The results should be available soon. Her hope is to see exactly what drugs were and have been in Adelaide’s system and the amount. 

As far as publicly, we all believe that the point of this illness was to deem Adelaide Fitzgerald incompetent. Under the influence of whatever was in her system, her behavior became erratic, her accusations easily dismissed. Eventually the chemicals in her system became too much for her frail body to handle. 

It was a desperate play, but Alton Fitzgerald was desperate. He needed both his marriage and Charli’s to Spencer. He needed the initial stipulations of old man Montague’s will to go into effect so that no one would look for the codicil. 

If for any reason it was brought to light, the life Alton Fitzgerald had enjoyed would come to a crashing end. 

Patrick’s end of the call went quiet. He’d been talking about tomorrow… or today. Where the fuck was a clock? I’d missed something. 

“Is Cy good with the plan?” I asked.

“For Alex, he is. He said he’s come out before, he can do it again.”

“Did you see anyone else while you were at the manor?”

“Staff, but Spence dismissed them, happy to have Alex waiting on him.”

“Are you fucking trying to get me to commit murder, because I’m ready?”

“Man, I want you as pissed off as I am.”

“What about Chelsea?” I asked.

“I saw her at the restaurant this afternoon. She looked fine—not happy, but fine. I didn’t see her tonight. Maybe she wasn’t there.”

Maybe it wasn’t midnight yet. Why the hell won’t the clock move?

“Isaac’s been watching,” I said. “According to him, she was taken back to Montague Manor and hasn’t left. He’s been watching the entrance.”

Pat scoffed. “So I didn’t need to let you know that I was there?”

“You didn’t need to, but if you hadn’t called, I would’ve called you.”

“I assured Alex that you had it worked out to get her mother. Tell me that I didn’t lie to her.”

I shook my head. “You didn’t. It’s planned for during the party. We don’t want to set off any alarms before. Once the guests begin to arrive, things will get chaotic. That’s to our advantage.”

“Are you personally getting her?”

“No. My father has that honor.”

“Your father?” Pat asked. “I guess that’s what families do.”

It was my turn to scoff. “Well, that’s not far off, but it’s complicated. Apparently, Oren and Adelaide have met. He wants to help.”

“Alex has a full corner of support. Looking at her tonight, I think she may have forgotten that. Man, she’s hurting.”

“What the fuck!” My growl resonated through the suite. 

“No, not literally,” Pat reassured. “She was thrilled to see us, yet anytime we started to talk, that asshole stopped it.”

“She let him?” That didn’t sound like my Charli. “She’d tell me to fuck off. Actually, she’d call me a dick.” The thought made me smile. 

Pat laughed. It wasn’t real, but it broke the tension. 

“If you hear anything,” I said, “…call. I don’t give a damn what time it is.”

“I will. By the way, they gave her a phone. I held it when she was with you.”

“Is that secret code for you’ve got her number?”

“It is. I’m sure it’s monitored.”

“I’d be disappointed in those assholes if it wasn’t. I won’t call it, but I want it.”

“I don’t know what it will do for us, but sure.” 

As I disconnected the line, I looked at the number I’d written. 

Ten digits that would let me hear her voice. 

Ten digits that could cause her more problems. I refused to be the source of any more of her anguish.

Instead of calling, I sent the number to Deloris and opened my app. Lying on the bed, I watched as she materialized. Not her, but her blue dot. 

My cheeks rose. My Charli was the most beautiful blue dot in the world. I read her numbers. Her normal pulse gave me hope that she was safe with Jane, sound asleep, and ready for the big day we had coming. 

I replayed Patrick’s assessments in my head. 

Scared.

Afraid.

With each recollection, sleep slipped further and further away. What had Edward Spencer done? What had he threatened? And why with a house full of staff, was the Montague heir waiting on him?

Fucking bastard wanted the power. He wanted others to see it. I knew his type. I despised his type. People who equated fear with power were bullies in the true sense of the word. 

Just because my Charli could submit didn’t mean she was weak. On the contrary, it took a strong woman to be submissive, to relent and trust. That was the woman she was. 

Charli was fucking hot as hell when she gave herself—on her knees, her chin bowed, and eyes veiled. When she acquiesced, it was a gift, an offer to surrender her body and mind—her two most powerful assets. That’s what submission was meant to be, a gift. Something given, not something that was required or taken. 

Knowing that she’d willingly trusted me with all of herself, even in Del Mar, showed me what an amazing and resilient woman she was. 

I’d never forced her. I never would. 

That was the differentiation between unique tastes and abuse. A true dominant—the opposite of a submissive—understood and respected the fact that the submissive was the one with the true power. 

From our first meeting, the first time her golden eyes met mine, I never doubted that she was in control. I was captured by her spell. 

Whether it was the pleasure of reddening her skin with my hand, a belt, or with the knots of a crop, it was never about power. Our power exchange was about pleasure—hers and mine. Whether I bound her with satin or a word, the anticipation was an aphrodisiac to us both. It wasn’t only about her body, but also her mind. With someone as intelligent as Charli, the mind was as powerful as any bindings, and foreplay was as important as execution. With only words, her thighs would glisten, hips would writhe, and nipples would harden. 

Charli was the most responsive and sexual woman I’d ever known. 

That wasn’t her only quality. Her sexuality didn’t define her being. My Charli was also the smartest and most determined. 

Fucking stubborn. 

While I had plans to redden her ass for that, it was a trait I nonetheless admired. 

I couldn’t—wouldn’t—think about what he’d done to scare her. Instead, I’d think about what could be done to frighten him. Bullies thrived on weakness. 

“I have news for you, Spencer, I’m not weak. I’m also fucking smarter than you. You’re going down and when you do, you’ll be the one to suffer.”
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THE RINGING OF the phone pulled me from my sleep. I rubbed my face, trying to focus. 

Since I was still dressed, I must have fallen asleep watching Charli’s app. I reached for my phone. Isaac’s name was on the screen. 

“What?” 

“Boss,” Isaac said, “she’s out of the manor.”

I searched for the clock. What time was it? How late had I slept?”

“Where’s she going?”

“It looks like Magnolia Woods. She’s not alone.”

“Spencer?” Just saying his name lit the wick of my explosive blood pressure.

“Not the one you think. She’s with Mrs. Spencer.”

His mother? “What makes you think they’re going to Magnolia Woods? The last few times she’s gone with his mother, they’ve gone on wedding planning excursions.”

“That number you sent us last night? Mrs. Witt tapped into it. She’s been listening to all of Miss Collins’s calls. Mr. Spencer called her earlier this morning. Mrs. Witt overheard Miss Collins’s destination.”

I nodded. “I’m heading to Deloris’s room. We’ll keep an eye on the feed. Call if anything changes.”

“Yes, sir.”

Fifteen minutes later, showered and in clean clothes, I was in Deloris’s suite, drinking coffee and watching the rotating feed from Magnolia Woods. The world beyond her closed drapes was alive with Saturday morning bustle. Tourists and locals walked the historic streets, going on with their lives as if there weren’t others in the balance. 

I waited. When Deloris didn’t offer, I asked, “How did she sound?” 

Looking up from her computer, Deloris smiled. 

“I know,” I admitted. “I sound like a pussy.”

“No, Lennox, you sound concerned. You sound like a man who’s worried sick over the woman he loves. While I’m sorry the two of you are going through this, I’m glad you’ve both realized how special your relationship is.”

“Sometimes I think about Jo.” There weren’t many people I’d have this conversation with. Only two. Deloris was one of them. “I think about how I didn’t know… how helpless I was. I don’t want to be that way with Charli. I won’t be.”

“It’s no secret that I loved Jocelyn almost like a daughter. She was a beautiful, naïve soul. Alex is different. If you’d had Jocelyn in your bed yesterday and told her that you didn’t want her to go back to her family, she would’ve stayed.”

I closed my eyes, remembering not Jo, but Charli in Patrick’s suite. I could feel the softness of her warm skin, smell her intoxicating scent, and hear the echoes of her whimpers and moans. 

“Lennox?”

I tore my gaze away from my nearly empty cup of coffee and pushed away the images. “I don’t think that is a compliment for Charli.”

“On the contrary. Alex keeps you on your toes. Despite what you may think, you don’t control her.”

The tendons of my neck stretched. 

“Listen to me,” Deloris went on. “She lets you. She’s okay with it.” She shrugged. “I could even go so far as to say that she enjoys it. There are some things I don’t want to know. Nevertheless, it’s not the same. What makes the two of you work is that you’re both stubborn.”

“Me?” I gave my most innocent stare. Honestly, it was a sad effort. There was nothing innocent about me.

“Yes. I can see that what’s happening is hurting you, but it’s hurting her too. If she hadn’t done everything she could to save her mother, Alex would never have forgiven herself.”

“And if I don’t do everything to save her, I’ll never forgive myself.”

Deloris nodded. “Tonight. The plan’s set.”

Finishing my coffee, I set the cup down. “Now tell me about the call you overheard.”

“I recorded it.”

“What the fuck? Why haven’t you said anything?”

“Because I’m not confident that I should share it.”

“It’s not your fucking choice. You work for me, in case you’ve forgotten.”

“Lennox. Like I said, Alex is strong and stubborn. Wait until you have her in your arms. Wait until you know she’s safe. I think… it’s better if you wait.”

“Play it.”

Deloris shook her head. Pursing her lips, she typed on her keyboard. Seconds later, the recording began.

“Yes?” 

My chest ached. Was it really only a day since I’d held her in my arms?

“Yes?” Spencer’s smug voice resonated. “Try again, darling. I’m sure that screen told you who was calling.”

What the fuck was his deal?

“Bryce, I just woke. I didn’t read the screen.”

“Then you’re well rested.”

“Not really. I didn’t sleep well.”

“That isn’t my concern. Your concern is putting that stunning smile on your face. Do you think you can manage that?”

“I’ll work on it.”

“Hurry. Mother will be there soon.”

“Why?” Charli asked. 

“I think appreciation should be your response. Gratitude. Where are your manners?”

What the fuck? I stood, unable to listen and sit. My eyes met Deloris’s. 

Her lips pressed tighter together. “Lennox, you’ve heard enough—”

I raised my hand, silencing her. Charli was already speaking. 

“…thankful for?”

“I’m agreeing to your request to visit your mother. That’s what we do. We’re going to be married. We want each other happy, right?”

“So I’m going to Magnolia Woods?”

“Mother will accompany you. I’d hate to have anything happen with today’s visit. She’ll be with you the entire time.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s it, darling. After your visit she will bring you back here and you can elaborate on your gratitude.”

“To Carmichael Hall? Why not here?”

What the hell? She’s petitioning for Montague Manor. What the hell is up with Carmichael Hall? 

“Manners,” Spencer reminded her. 

“Thank you for the invitation, but I need to prepare for the party.”

“We have unfinished business. Carmichael Hall is a place where your fucking cousin won’t materialize to disrupt our plans again.”

My chest tightened. “What the fuck does—”

This time Deloris lifted her hand.

“Bryce, please.”

“It’s simple, darling, you or I’ll send for my whore.”

The muscles in my neck clenched. 

“Maybe both? Perhaps you’d like to see what happens when—”

“Alton said she’d move back after the party.”

“I didn’t say I was having her brought here to stay, only to prove my point. She can return. Surely she’ll still be able to walk.”

“Stop. I’ll be there.”

“What did she just say?” I screamed at the computer.

“…my good girl. Be sure to tell my mother how much you appreciate her company.”

“Yes. I need to get ready.”

“You do that. I’ll see you soon. I’m sure you’ll enjoy our afternoon plans.”

“Goodbye, Bryce.”

Silence filled the line. 

Deloris’s eyes met mine. 

My jaw ached as I said, “He needs to suffer.” 

“I’ve been thinking…”
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“MRS. FITZGERALD.”

My eyelids were so heavy, so incredibly thick. Yet I knew the voice. I concentrated on opening them. Slowly at first, I allowed just a slit of light. It was there, the world beyond my closed eyes. I blinked once and then twice.

Light blue walls. White trim. Monitors and beeps. 

I blinked again. 

“Praise the Lord! Mrs. Fitzgerald. You going to open those eyes today?”

My lids fluttered as she came into view. “J-Jane? Is that you?”

“Yes, yes! Ma’am, I’m here. I’m with you.”

I let out a long breath and closed my eyes. So tired. 

Jane was here? Why? This wasn’t my home. I wasn’t in my suite. 

That reality had been made painfully clear each time I’d awakened over the last few hours, or was it days? Maybe it was weeks? When had time lost its meaning?

I sucked in a deep breath as my tongue darted to my rough, crusty lips, snagging the flaking skin. “I-I’m thirsty.”

A straw appeared at my lips. 

“Here you go, Mrs. Fitzgerald. You drink.”

I did. Slurp after slurp. I sipped the cool, clear liquid filling my mouth, covering my tongue and coating my throat. Each drop was heaven, like rain to parched Georgia clay. 

When she pulled it away, I slowly opened my eyes. She was real. Jane was real. Her lovely brown skin glowed. I sought out her knowing eyes. 

For the first time, in what seemed like a lifetime, my cheeks rose and lips parted. “You’re the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen.” I lifted my heavy hand, searching for hers. 

Warmth enveloped mine as she took it and squeezed. “Ma’am, you’re a mighty good sight yourself.”

I shook my head. “I-I doubt that.” 

The room beyond Jane came back into view. Sterile. That had been one of the words going through my head in recent memory. “How? What happened?” I lowered my voice. “Jane, did I take those pills?”

“Not the ones I took. I still has them.”

“Then…” I tried to remember. “I don’t understand.”

“Ma’am, you get better. That’s all that matters. You’re talking. Wait until Miss Alex sees you.”

My smile faded. Miss Alex, my daughter. I’d dreamt about her, but it wasn’t real. I couldn’t remember how long it had been since I’d seen her. Then again, my memories were fuzzy, distant, out of reach. “Maybe one day. Alexandria is busy with her life.”

“No, Mrs. Fitzgerald. She’s been here—every day. She’s been takin’ care of you. She’s the one who’s been bossing around your nurses.”

“I-I thought it was a dream.”

“No dream. It’s real.” Jane squeezed my hand.

My heart leapt as the beeps of the machines created an even rhythm. I tried to think. If Alexandria had really been with me, could Oren have been too? “Whom else, Jane? Whom else has come to see me?”

Jane shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. Mr. Fitzgerald and Mr. Spencer, they come with Miss Alex.

“Ma’am, your head… does it hurt?”

I assessed my head. “No, it doesn’t.” Squinting my eyes, I asked, “Why would Alexandria be here with Mr. Spencer?”

“They… well, they engaged. There’s a big party tonight at the manor to announce it, all official-like.”

“What? Why? What happened to Lennox?”

“Her beau from New York?” Jane shook her head. “She came back. She’s doing what she need to do.”

I tried to lift my arm. “Jane, help me sit up.” My right arm was attached to a web of tubes. There were only two needles, but each one divided and split. I tugged again. “I want out of here. I need to see my daughter, to talk to her.”

She reached for the button and sat me up. “I was with her last night. She might not be able to be here today. She has that party, but, ma’am, she’ll do her best to come Sunday.”

“Sunday? What day is… try? What do you mean?”

“Mr. Spencer… he—”

No. I couldn’t let her do that. I pulled harder. The needles tugged against my skin and pulled at the tape. “Jane, get these out. I need to talk to her. She can’t…” I tugged harder. “This doesn’t need…” 

Alarms sounded. 

Beep! Beep! 

Sirens wailed and lights flashed their echoes and flickers filling the room. 

“W-what’s happening?” Jane asked as the door flew open. It bounced off the wall as person after person rushed into the small space, shouting orders. 

“Ma’am, get out.”

“Miss Collins said—”

“Ma’am…” 

A man in scrubs pushed Jane backward as others rushed toward my monitors. 

“Please, let her stay!”

Jane’s big brown eyes opened wider as they backed her away.

“Wait! Jane, tell Alexandria…”

A woman pulled at my IV. I turned in time to watch her insert a syringe. 

“Please, no. I want those out. Jane…”

Voices faded… the room disappeared. 

Had it been real? Had I really talked to Jane? 

Or was it make-believe? My mind playing tricks. Maybe it was a performance, a play, and the curtain had fallen. The scene was over… and now the theater was empty. 

“J-Jane…” I tried to scream. “No!” The word didn’t come. My lips no longer moved. 

So heavy. Everything was so heavy.

 

“Wake up, Adelaide, I’m here. You’re safe.”

As his gorgeous blue eyes filled my vision, small crinkles formed in their corners. I pushed back toward the pillow and admired the incredible man in my bed. More accurately, the man in the bed we were sharing. 

I lifted my palm to his cheek and savored the abrasive beard growth. Before my thoughts could wander, I said, “I’m sorry, Oren. Did I wake you?”

Warm lips peppered my forehead as his masculine scent filled my senses. Cologne mixed with intensity. It was an addicting potion, one I needed to quit, but like every other addiction, I’d been too weak. That was part of my nightmare, the part that I didn’t want to do. 

I inhaled, letting the magic scent enveloping us settle my taut nerves. 

“I’d wake with you every day,” he said. 

“I didn’t mean to… I was dreaming.”

Oren sat up and pulled me toward him. Resting my head on his chest filled my ears with the rhythmic beat of his heart. Without thinking, my fingers found their way to his fine, dark chest hair. I twirled the softness with my manicured nails as I relished his strong arm around my shoulder. 

His deep voice rumbled through his chest. “It sounded a little less like a dream and more like a nightmare.”

I shrugged in his embrace. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Oren shifted, laying me back on the pillow and hovering above. “Adelaide, how many years have we been seeing one another?”

I extended my bottom lip, playing up my Southern charm. “Don’t you know?”

His nose came close to mine as warm breath skirted my cheeks. “I know the number of minutes. My point is that there’s nothing you can say that I can’t hear. You’ve heard my woes, my regrets. How, after that, could I ever hold anything against you?”

I lifted my lips to his. “You see, Mr. Demetri, I’m not a good woman. I’m an unfaithful wife. That’s a mortal sin. I’m doomed to hell. There’s nothing I can do about it.”

His features contorted. “Adelaide, that pains me. I’m the cause of your damnation, but I do believe there’s one recourse for salvation.”

“You do? And what would that be… confession?”

“You just confessed.”

“Then what can I do to do to find redemption?”

I knew the answer. I just didn’t want to say it.

He reached for my hand, bringing it out from under the blanket. “You replace this ring with mine.”

A lump formed in my throat. “I-I—”

“Don’t say you won’t…or say you can’t… say not yet.”

“Oren, my future is set. It has been.”

“My love, you’ve already experienced damnation. It’s time for you to experience the life you deserve. You’ve been in hell. Let me give you a slice of heaven.” 

I began to speak, but his firm lips captured mine, taking away my rebuttal. 

“Not yet…” he encouraged. “You can say it.”

I shook my head. “I can’t hurt you any more than I have. I won’t give you false hope.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Don’t you deserve hope?” he asked. 

“No. I don’t. I don’t deserve any of this. But Alexandria does.”

“She’s still in high school.”

“Yes, she has so much ahead of her.”

“And so should you.”

My eyes closed. It was my nightmare, the one I’d been dreading. “Oren,” I took a deep breath. Securing the sheet over my breasts, I moved to the edge of the bed. “I-I came to see you this last time for a reason.”

He moved behind me, his scruffy chin on my shoulder. “Adelaide, not the last. We have our entire lives. You can see me for whatever reason you want. The sky is blue. The grass is green. I’m available for you whenever.”

I shook my head. “It’s not fair.” I stood and paced, the sheet creating a flowing train that twisted around my legs as I walked back and forth. “I’ve been thinking about Angelina.”

“About Angelina? Why?”

“The two of you… you deserve to find that again. I’m holding you back.”

Oren stood, his voice booming. “What the hell?”

It was my nightmare. The man I loved… I knew he was capable of darkness—he had to be. He couldn’t have confessed to the things he’d said he’d done without a dark side. Yet, I’d never seen it. 

Not until now.

As his features morphed I took a step back, anticipating the anger from my nightmare. The more I’d thought about this day, this goodbye, the more frequent the nightmares came. It was time. I had to face him. I had to face the change from Oren to Alton. 

Maybe part of me wanted that. I needed to see it to truly walk away.

“Adelaide, I found that kind of love… in you. You are il mio amore. I don’t want any other woman.”

His love.

Tears filled my eyes. “No. This has gone on too long. For years—years that you could have been with someone out in the open, someone who could be with you day in and day out, and someone who could help you care for Lennox and Silvia. I’ve been selfish.”

As Oren reached for my shoulders, I flinched. 

“Stop it,” he said, not letting me go.

“Please…”

“Adelaide, you know I’d never hurt you. I told you the truth. I wanted you to know what I’d done. Be honest with me. Is that the reason you want to end this, because of him? Because you can’t be with a man like me?” 

A man like him… A loving, kind, and forgiving man. A man whose mere presence makes my heart beat faster and whose words melt my insides until there’s nothing left that could possibly stand without his strong arms. Was that what he meant? 

No. 

He’d asked me if I could live with a man who’d done dark, terrible things. A man who’d done what he needed to do, not only for his goals, but for his family and dreams. A man who’d done what my father had demanded. 

I could live my life with him. I wanted Oren with everything in me. 

Russell’s fate was sealed with or without Oren Demetri the day he threatened to leave me and take Alexandria. 

I would live with what Oren had done. I could love him for the rest of my life, but that answer wouldn’t sever this relationship. It wouldn’t set this wonderful man free. 

I lifted my chin. “I can’t. It was fun while it lasted, but no. I can’t.”

Oren’s hands dropped, their gentle grip leaving my shoulders and falling to his sides. “I thought…”

“You thought wrong. I’ve had a good time, but it’s time I work on my marriage.”

“He’s a pig. You’ll accept him over me?”

A thousand times no. 

“Yes.” As his blue eyes lost their luster, it was confirmed. I didn’t deserve Oren Demetri. Straightening my shoulders, I walked to the bathroom. “Goodbye, Oren. Please leave.”

 

“Momma?”

I didn’t try to respond. It wasn’t any more real than Oren or Jane.
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AS WE APPROACHED, I saw Jane pacing nervously outside Momma’s door. 

“What happened?” I asked, rushing ahead of Suzanna.

Jane’s dark eyes overflowed with tears, leaving her cheeks damp. “Oh, Miss Alex, she was talking. She was good… so good.” She reached for my hands. “And then she got upset. She wanted to talk to you. I didn’t know you was coming. She pulled at her IVs. Alarms and lights. They all came running in… They gave her more medicine.”

“She was talking?”

Jane nodded. “Yes. I told her you were here. She thought she’d dreamed you.” A hint of a smile blossomed behind her sadness. “I told her that you was real. You are.”

“What’s this all about?” Suzanna asked, coming up to us. 

Jane stood taller and wiped her cheeks. 

“Momma was awake and talking,” I explained.

“And you’re upset? Why? Why aren’t we in there? What did she say?”

Jane turned toward her. “She asked questions.”

“What questions?”

“She asked who visited her.”

“Oh, Jane…” I said. “She’s going to be better.”

Jane nodded hopefully.

“What did she remember?” Suzanna asked. “Was she hallucinating?”

I turned. “Why would you assume she was hallucinating?”

“Dear, I’m not assuming. I know how delusional she’d been.”

Jane spoke to me. “Miss Collins, whatever they gave her knocked her out real fast. I’m worried it’s hurting her.”

I looked past her into the room. There were three people standing around her bed. “I’ll find out.”

Suzanna reached for my arm. “They are doctors and nurses. I’d assume they know more about her care than a maid.”

“Excuse me?”

“What?”

“Suzanna, thank you for coming here with me. I’d like some privacy as I speak to Momma’s doctors.”

“I didn’t come with you. You wouldn’t be here without me.” She adjusted the purse hanging from her wrist and turned back to Jane. “Why are you here? Do you not have enough work at the manor to keep you busy?”

“She has plenty of work. I asked her to come here. Momma asked for her.”

“She asked for you?” Suzanna asked, her nose wrinkling on the last word.

“Yes, ma’am, she did. Miss Collins, you let me know what I can do for your momma.” 

I reached for her hand. “Jane, come with me to talk to the doctors. You were there. You can tell them what happened.” I turned to Suzanna. “Be a dear…” My tone dripped with sugar, sweeter than Southern sweet tea. “…give us a minute. There’s a beautiful courtyard. If you go and have a seat, I’ll have a nice cup of coffee sent out there. Once we know what’s happening, I’ll come get you.”

“Bryce would not be pleased.”

My eyes opened wide and hands flew to my chest. “I’d hope not! I’m sure someone as empathetic as your son would be devastated that my momma was on the edge of recovery and took a downward spiral.” I leaned closer. “That is what you meant? Wasn’t it?”

“Well…” 

I waved to a man in an all-white uniform. “Sir, could you please get my future mother-in-law a cup of coffee with cream and two sugars? She’ll be in the courtyard.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He turned to Suzanna. “May I show you the way?”

Her chin lifted. “Alexandria, I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

“I can’t wait.”

I reached for Jane’s hand and tugged her into Momma’s room. The bottom of the door scraped against the floor as it opened. 

“I told you—” A man spoke without turning.

I stood taller. “Excuse me. Are you speaking to me?”

The man spun. “Oh, Miss Collins…” 

“What happened?”

“Your mother had another incident. We had to medicate her.”

“Have you tried to find out exactly what happened?”

“She was talking,” Jane volunteered. 

“We don’t need to ask. Your mother is closely monitored. The alarms told us all we needed to know.”

I took a step forward and gasped at the ties once again around her wrists. “Undo those restraints. What is your problem?”

“She was trying to remove her IVs. You don’t seem to understand that these are for her own good.”

“She is unconscious. Remove them now. I’ll sit with her and assure her compliance.”

“Ma’am, with the amount of medication she was given, she won’t be regaining consciousness for quite a while.”

My skin tingled as the incompetency unraveled my last nerve. “Then remove the restraints now.”

I looked at Jane as the male nurse begrudgingly released the Velcro restraints. Immediately, we both rushed to her sides and massaged her wrists. “Is there anything else you need to do to help her?” I asked indignantly. 

“No, I’m just being sure…”

“We have it covered.”

“Ma’am?”

“Go. Tell Dr. Miller I want to speak to him and let my future mother-in-law in the courtyard know that plans have changed. I need to stay here until Dr. Miller arrives.”

“Ma’am, the doctor isn’t scheduled to be here until later this afternoon.”

I pulled a chair beside Momma’s bed. “Not a problem. I’ll wait.”

Once we were alone, Jane leaned close. “Child, I can stay.”

“We can both stay.”

“What about the party?”

“The guests don’t arrive until six. I’ll be back by then.”

“I thought you said Mr. Spencer wasn’t going to let you come here today?”

“I’m here. He wants me over at Carmichael Hall.”

Jane grinned. “But you’re staying here?”

“Yes, Jane. I am.”

Her smile broadened.

The news didn’t go over as well with Suzanna. 

As she entered the room, it was obvious that it was her first visit. Her hand flew to her lips as she took in my momma, the bed, and the monitors. “Oh…”

Her feigned show of sensitivity didn’t move me, nor did her list of reasons that I needed to return to Carmichael Hall. Though I knew my decision would come back to haunt me, I stood my ground. 

“Something significant happened. I can’t play nice at the party without knowing the doctor’s thoughts.”

Even while on phone calls with Bryce and Alton, I didn’t falter. 

“Jane, I do have one favor.”

“Anything.”

“Can you do anything to get Chelsea away from Montague Manor until closer to the party?”

Her gaze narrowed, but she didn’t question. Jane had been at Montague too long. A moment later I heard her make a call. I wasn’t sure to whom she spoke, but once she was done, she turned to me. 

“Miss Moore will be busy today. She’s going to help organize the deliveries. We’ve got a mighty big party happening and we need everyone’s help.”

“Will she still be at the manor?”

“No, Miss Alex. Miss Moore will be all over Savannah confirming the suppliers. It would’ve been me, but I’m busy.”

I took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

Once I’d upset everyone, I settled next to Momma on one side of her bed and Jane on the other. Even with the steady beeps of the monitors, cold room, and blind-covered window, it was the most relaxed I’d been since I arrived. I was with the only two people who cared for me—and whom I cared for—at Montague Manor. 

“Was she really coherent?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

“She was,” Jane whispered. “The other day, while I was out working with suppliers for the party, I stopped by Dr. Beck’s office.”

“You did?”

She nodded. “I don’t know if it good or bad. The test… it didn’t show any poisonous metals. He thought with the old house, maybe lead, but no. Everything show that the medicine in her… it was what he prescribed her.”

My heart sank. “So she did overdose?”

“I don’t think it’s that simple. I told Dr. Beck, just like I told you: she didn’t have the pills. I did. I still have them. Dr. Beck didn’t give her more. The medicine they found in her with those tests was the same as what he’d prescribed. I just don’t think it was hers.”

“What about her preventive medication? They say she stopped taking it.”

Jane shook her head. “She took it every day. I know what they say, but many mornings I watched her take it, even after she start having problems. I made sure she took it. I don’t understand why…”

I took a deep breath, letting Jane’s words penetrate my thoughts. Alton was a fucking genius. It was the perfect overdose: slip Momma more of the medicine she already took—a lot more. 

After he and I had met with Dr. Miller, the minute I had my school-approved tablet, I’d looked up the side effects of opioids: headaches, dizziness, vomiting. Essentially, too much Vicodin and Momma would think she was having a migraine. Increase the dosage and get the added benefits of anxiety, shakiness, and erratic behavior. Combine that with alcohol, another depressant… memory and sleeping issues. Take away her preventive headache medicine. It was the perfect storm. 

“This morning, was she really that out of control? Did they need to subdue her?”

“I’ve seen your momma more upset, a lot more. If they let me, I would have talked to her. She just wanted you.”

Her words gripped my chest, squeezing my heart. “I-I…”

Jane reached for my hand. “She needs us.”

“I’m trying.”

“Is it wrong,” Jane asked, “that I’m worried about her, more worried about her here?”

I swallowed. “No. I am too.” 

I wasn’t sure how Nox’s people planned to help my mother and get her out of here, but with each passing minute, I was thankful they were. I was also worried that they wouldn’t succeed. Looking at my momma, I feared that if they failed, she was out of options. 
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JANE AND I slipped into the back of the manor, forgoing the front door. Just before making my way up to my room, I remembered Chelsea. 

I worked my way to her room, avoiding the first floor. After all, it was a madhouse. There were people everywhere, arranging flowers, setting up buffets, and stocking various bars. I’d forgotten to ask Jane how many people were invited. Maybe it wasn’t forgetfulness as much as apathy. I didn’t give a shit. 

Gently I knocked on Chelsea’s door and waited.

“Hello?”

“Chels, it’s me.”

The door opened. I hadn’t seen her since last night. She was wearing slacks and a blouse with her hair in a ponytail. Though her cheek was covered with makeup, the purple showed through. 

“God. I’m sorry that I arranged for you to go out like that.”

She shrugged as she opened the door further, walked to a table, and picked up a pair of sunglasses. “The advantage of Georgia, even in November, is it’s usually sunny.” She slipped on the glasses, covering the bruise. “Besides, I was happy to get out of here.”

“Have you seen him?” I asked, not having time to dance around the elephant in the room.

She shook her head. “No, but he called. He was pissed that I wasn’t waiting here. He said you stood him up, so it was my job…”

She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to. 

I took her hand and pulled her to the bathroom. Once the door was shut and she took off the sunglasses, shame and sadness shone in her hazel eyes, but there were no tears. It made me proud of my friend. Hopefully, she was done shedding them over bad choices and assholes. 

“I’m afraid we screwed up,” I confessed.

“Why?”

“Your room. I’ve assumed mine was bugged, but yesterday when we spoke…” The thoughts increased my pulse. “…I’m afraid they may now know about my connection to Infidelity.”

Chelsea sighed. “Yeah, I’d hate for me to be the only whore.”

I took a step back. 

“No,” she quickly replied. “I’m sorry. I’m mad. I’m scared. I’m lashing out at you… because I can. I didn’t mean it.”

Though I’d felt the impact, I understood. “I’m getting you out tonight. I told you my plan. It’ll work. The downstairs is buzzing. By later, it will be total chaos and confusion.”

“Did you know that there were thirty-two floral arrangements delivered?” Chelsea asked. “Thirty-two big ones! Helping to coordinate all of that was part of my job today. There’s a kitchen with cooks and yet the caterers brought more cooks and over twenty servers.” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine your wedding.”

“Well, don’t. I’m getting out before that happens. He scares me, too.” 

“Alex, what will happen to your mom?”

I let out a long breath. “Hopefully Nox can help.” I couldn’t say more. What if the bathroom was bugged? What if Bryce got ahold of Chelsea and forced her to confess? 

As he’d said about our day’s plans… there were too many variables.

“You haven’t been summoned to the party, have you?”

Chelsea shook her head. “The opposite.”

I stood taller, tilting my head. “What does that mean?”

“When he called, he told me to stay here in this room. He said if things didn’t go well at the party, he wanted to know he had an option…” She expelled a deep breath as her hands fell to her sides. “If you don’t behave—that was the word he used—I’ll be punished. He wants to know his ‘whore’ is available.”

I reached for her shoulders. “No one, no one,” I repeated, “deserves to be treated like he’s treating you. I don’t give a shit what the agreement says. Deloris will get you out of it.” I touched her cheek. “Abuse is an out—I believe one that may even come with compensation. They should fucking screen their clients better.”

“I don’t even care anymore about the money. I did. I’ve saved most of it. But what good is putting my sister through school if I’m not alive to see her graduate?”

She paced a small circle. “But… are you sure? I don’t want to leave you, and I don’t want to stay.” 

“It won’t be for long. I can’t do this either. I’ve accomplished some of what I set out to do. I know things. I’ve seen things. If I wouldn’t have come here… well, I did. Now I need to do what someone has asked me to do more times than I can count. I need to trust in him.”

“You’re not talking about Bryce?”

“Hell no!” I looked down at my watch. “I need to go get ready. I’ll be back. When I do, it won’t be for long. I know what Bryce said, but hang out in my room until it’s time. I’ll behave.” The word tasted sour. “He won’t have any reason to come up here. Keep the door locked. It’ll make me feel better.”

Chelsea nodded. “I love you.”

“Like a sister,” I said, kissing her unmarred cheek. 
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FRESHLY SHOWERED, MY hair dried but not yet styled, with a robe wrapped around me, I decided to assess the dress I’d be wearing. All I’d been told was that it would cover my breasts. I hadn’t really been told that, but that’s what Bryce implied as he pinched my nipple to elicit my attention. It was the area the dress would cover… where he could bruise.

I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind. I couldn’t revive the fright of last night, the inevitability of his threat… I couldn’t do that and stand beside him playing the perfect fiancée role. 

Instead, I worked to conjure thoughts of my childhood friend, the one afraid of Nessie—the monster our mothers had concocted to keep us from the lake. Ironic that they’d made up a beast to keep us safe when my living with one was their goal.

Even the childhood memories were tarnished. Had anything been real? 

Of course not, this was the world of smoke and mirrors. 

As I lifted the new garment bag from the rack in my closet, the sound of knocking warned me of another intrusion. 

Fuck! 

Please don’t be Bryce.

“Hello?” I asked through the locked door.

“Alexandria?”

After releasing the wedged key, I pulled it open. Peering modestly around the edge, I eyed Suzanna up and down. Her dress was pristine, a sapphire blue with a scooped neckline and her hair was styled in some throwback beehive from the sixties. Okay, it was more of a bouffant, but it still looked ridiculous. Her eye makeup was overdone and lips were too red. If the intent had been to make her look younger, she’d missed the mark. 

“Suzanna,” I cooed. “Don’t you look lovely? What can I do for you?”

Her lips pursed. “Open the door. I was going to tell you this morning, but… well, plans changed.”

“What? I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to spend the afternoon with you and Bryce. But yes, my mother is resting comfortably. Thank you for asking.”

Clearing her throat, she stepped to the side, allowing her entourage to come into view. 

“Open the door. Your team of stylists hasn’t much time.”

“Stylists? I don’t need…” My protests fell on deaf ears as Suzanna and three other women bulldozed their way into my suite. Within minutes my bathroom was transformed into a salon. Straighteners and curling irons of all widths lined the marble counter while palettes of foundation, blush, and eye shadow littered any available spaces. 

A chair was brought in, and I was encouraged to sit and obey.

Though I repeated my objection, soon I was doing as I’d been bid while Suzanna was filling me in on the upcoming festivities. 

Looking at her watch, she laid out the schedule. “Though it’s supposed to begin at six, guests may arrive sooner. The staff is ready to greet them. The bars and hors d’oeuvres will be ready. Your father and I will welcome everyone as they first arrive.” She leaned toward the mirror and ran her finger through the creases of her open mouth, as if it could help the garish color. “Of course,” she went on, “he doesn’t plan to do that for long. He’s expecting a list of distinguished VIP guests, many of whom he’ll be entertaining privately in his den.” 

Did my stepfather sing and dance and I’d been blissfully unaware for over twenty years? I would’ve asked but the brush tugging my hair from one direction, sponges applying layers of foundation to my face from another, while at the same time my nails were receiving a glistening coat of gel, kept my rebukes to a minimum. 

“I’ve told Bryce to join you up here—” 

“Why?” I managed to interrupt. 

I’d avoided him all day, minus a few calls. I didn’t want to see him until we were surrounded by tens or hundreds of guests. The more the merrier. 

“So… the two of you can make a grand entrance.” She said it like it was as obvious as the too-low scoop of her neckline. 

“And what time should we enter?” 

“Not until after 6:30.”

My stomach sank. “Is Bryce here?”

“Not yet. It’s nearly 5:20. I expect him soon. Can you believe it? The cars have already begun to line up at the gate.” She was almost giddy. “This is truly the social event. Your wedding… oh, it will be spectacular! I’ve told Bryce to come in another entrance.”

I could barely form the words. “Y-you did? Which one?”

“The one near the curing barns is the closest.”

I let out a breath. Thank God it wasn’t the old road.

“The guards would never allow guests to enter there,” she went on. “It’s only for field workers, but on this occasion, I believe it will help Bryce avoid the traffic jam.” 

Suzanna reached for my shoulder as my hands were occupied. My nails were busy drying under little purple lights. “Isn’t this the most exciting?” Her voice screeched with delight. “I bet Mildred Ashmore is green, just positively green!” 

Mildred was Millie’s mother. No doubt they’d been working day and night on Millie and Ian’s wedding. After all, that was the reason Millie couldn’t go on to graduate school. 

As soon as the small contraption dinged, Suzanna pulled my hand from the light and stared at my engagement ring “And wait until they all see this! It’ll be the talk of the town—no, of the nation. Who cares about the Kardashians? Quick-rich trash if you ask me. The Carmichaels and Fitzgeralds and the Montagues… this is what real American royalty is made of.”

I began to remind her that the Fitzgeralds weren’t part of the equation when the woman with a palette, one that looked like an artist’s board, told me to close my eyes and open them wide. 

“How do I…?” I began to ask. 

She demonstrated. Her eyes closed, brow lengthened, and lips set to an oblong ‘O.’ 

While I did as she said, Suzanna continued her monologue. 
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THE CLOCK SAID a little past six as two of the women secured an ivory lace dress over my head and fastened the row of buttons. It landed just above my knees; nevertheless, for some this could be a wedding dress. I suspected it cost as much as most. I’d seen the tag. The name alone added ten thousand dollars to the price tag, probably more. 

Priorities at Montague Manor seemed to be awry. Alton called my law school education a frivolous waste of money. He threatened to stop all funding of my mother’s private care, and yet he authorized a Gucci cocktail dress and a catered party for only God knew how many.

“Wait until you see these shoes!” Suzanna exclaimed as she opened a box. Inside was a sparkling pair of strappy crystal sandals. The narrow heel had to be at least four inches. “They’re Jimmy Choo.” 

“Yes, I recognize the name inside the shoe.”

“Oh, Alexandria, don’t you see? Once you marry Bryce, nothing is outside your budget.”

What the hell? The woman was living in a fantasy world. 

“You do realize that it’s all mine, right?”

“What, dear?” she asked as she lifted a shoe, watching the colored reflections of light bounce off the embedded crystals.

“The money,” I explained, “the name… it’s mine. I don’t need to marry Bryce for that.”

My words sullied her joyous expression. “But you do. If you don’t, you lose it all. You read the will. Consider your coming of age in this house simply a preview of the life you can have.”

“Miss,” one of the women said, “let me help you with the shoes. We don’t want to risk the nail polish.”

I sat, slipping my feet into each shoe while biting back my response. It wouldn’t be productive, and it could alert her, if not to my plan, at least to my intentions. None of which included marrying her psychotic son.

Instead, I feigned a smile, perfectly maneuvering my painted lips. “You’re right, and more than that, it secures your spot. Queen Regent?” 

Suzanna’s microexpression faltered, but not for long. She was the queen of illusion. With a dutiful grin, she replied, “Dear, I’m just here to help Bryce and fill in wherever your mother is unable to do so. Once she’s back, it’ll be as it always has been.”

I wanted to ask how exactly that was, but I didn’t get the chance. 

Another clock had struck the witching hour. Not literally, but the demons were gathering nevertheless. 

“And really,” Suzanna went on, “I must get down to your father and help him greet the guests. You know how he is when people are late?”

“I’d say you already are.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Once he sees how stunning you look, he’ll understand.” Though I had my back turned, I heard her open the door. 

“Mother?”

My neck stiffened. I didn’t need to see to know who was standing at the threshold of my room. I hadn’t let Bryce enter this room since we were teenagers, and now he was here.

“Bryce,” Suzanna cooed. “Don’t you look handsome? Come on in…”

It didn’t matter. I wasn’t the one to offer the invitation. 

Slowly, I stood and turned. Our eyes met. 
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“ALEXANDRIA, STUNNING!”

I secured my smile, the one Bryce had told me to wear. My gaze scanned him from head to toe, assessing him as he was me. His gray suit was tailored to fit, trimmer at the waist, wider at the shoulders. The legs were slightly narrower than the ones Nox wore, yet still considered stylish. He had on an ivory vest, tie, and handkerchief that matched the color of my dress and a white starched shirt. 

I stepped closer, reaching for his shoulder. “You’re very handsome yourself.”

Lifting my hand, Bryce leaned toward me and inhaled. “Aww, is that perfume you’re wearing? It’s an improvement over cologne.”

I swallowed my rebuttal and spoke words he’d want to hear. “The only cologne I want to wear is yours.”

Bryce stepped back, holding me at arm’s length. “This is an improvement.”

I stepped forward, pressing myself against him, and kissed his cheek. “This is our party, our formal engagement. I know I’ve fought this outcome, but being with Momma…” I tugged his hand, pulling him toward the yellow bench at the end of my bed. As we sat, I continued, “…being with her today…”

My long mascara-covered lashes veiled my gaze. “Thank you for understanding and allowing me to be there.”

He didn’t speak, but ran his hands over my arms. I consciously didn’t flinch as he tested the area that yesterday was sore. It still was, but I didn’t mention it. 

“…when I was with Momma,” I continued, “I realized that this is happening. I could fight you and Alton, but what good would it do? Bryce, she was better for a little bit. She spoke to Jane, but then they medicated her. I can’t leave her. I won’t.”

“And this?” He motioned between us. 

“Is my future. Momma tried to tell me. You tried to tell me. I didn’t listen. Next week I want to transfer to Savannah for the rest of my schooling.”

Bryce narrowed his eyes. “Alton thinks it’s a waste of money.”

“After we’re married it doesn’t matter what he thinks. That’s what the will said. It’ll all be ours… As my husband, you’ll make the decisions, not Alton.”

With each phrase his chest inflated, bigger and bigger, like a balloon. If I kept going would he pop or maybe fly away?

“Children?” he asked, not leaving any stone unturned.

“I suppose it’s something we need to discuss.”

He ran his hand over my knee. Unlike the night before, it wasn’t forceful. On the contrary, it was meant to be enticing as he moved his splayed fingers under my dress. 

“Talking won’t make heirs.”

Heirs. I hated that word. 

I laid my hand on his, the fabric of my dress separating our touch. “No… and neither will coming in my mouth or on my breasts…” I was using his threat from last night. “I believe my momma would love to have grandchildren running these lawns.”

“Like we used to do?” He moved closer until his chest was against mine. Removing his hand from my thigh, he laid it over my breasts. “Your heart is beating fast.”

It was. Like a warning, it was about ready to leap from my chest. 

“Because I’m nervous.”

“Of?”

“Them… downstairs.”

“Why?”

“What if they don’t believe us? What if they assume I’m pregnant?”

His lips covered mine, stopping my questions. I moaned as his tongue probed. 

It was more of a ‘yuck’ but I prayed that wasn’t the way it sounded. “Bryce?” I finally managed. 

“You’re going to do this? You’re going to behave?”

I shook my head. “No, it’s not about behaving. It’s about facing the facts. We’re going to be married. Last night… you…” I stood. “I didn’t like it. I don’t want to be afraid of my own husband. I can’t live like that.”

He stood. Even in my four-inch heels, Bryce was taller. Not as tall as Nox, but tall enough to be threatening. I’d been working on my speech all day in my head while sitting with Momma and Jane, even during the useless meeting with Dr. Miller. I’d hoped I could deliver it in small snippets as mingling allowed. Never had I intended to be alone with him, but now that I was, I hoped I sounded convincing.

“Chelsea?” he asked, his neck straightening. 

“Your whore?” I corrected. 

A satisfied grin covered his face, his ruddy cheeks lifting under his gray eyes and gelled-back blond hair. “Go on.”

“I-I don’t want to share you, but if I have to, I’d prefer not to be reminded every day.”

He nodded. “I believe we can find some common ground.” 

“Savannah Law?” I asked again. 

Bryce lifted my hand, bringing the diamond near his lips as he kissed my knuckles. “Let’s get through tonight. The most important thing is that you’ve come to terms with leaving Columbia.”

I nodded. 

“Say it.”

I hated this man. 

“I’ve come to terms with not going back to Columbia after finishing this semester.”

“Nice add.”

“Thank you. We won’t be married until December 24. The semester will be complete and besides, Alton said—”

“Alton doesn’t know what I know. He doesn’t know about the magical changing dress. I suggest you concentrate on keeping in my good graces.” He shrugged. “No doubt you’ve seen my whore today?”

Each time he casually referred to her in that manner was like a slap. The bruises just didn’t show. Maybe that was his intention. 

“Yes, we’ve spoken.”

“Remember, only you can keep her from your punishment.”

I reached again for his shoulder. “I want that too. I promise.”

Again his lips covered mine. This time his hand roamed up and down my side, over the row of individual satin buttons. When his kiss ended, he reached for my hand and turned me, making me pirouette in my sparkling shoes on the balls of my feet. 

“Tell me there’s a zipper under those buttons.” 

My cheeks lifted and head tilted suggestively. “I can’t. Just think how the anticipation will build.”

“Go,” he said. “I’ve smeared your lipstick. They’ll be expecting us.”

Once in the bathroom, I fixed the lipstick, taking away the smears and adding another coat. As I did, I secured my necklace in the gap of my bra and I lifted the diamond choker that had come with my ensemble. Like the ring I wore, it was ostentatious and would be noticed by everyone. 

“Bryce?” I called through the cracked-open door. 

The door moved as he stood in the threshold. “Yes?”

I lifted the choker toward him. “Could you help? The stylists left before they put this on.”

He reached for the necklace and stood behind me. Our gazes met in the mirror as he secured the diamonds around my neck. Leaning down, he kissed the area behind my ear. I closed my eyes, blocking him out, hating myself, and again hoping it appeared differently. 

“Alex, I want this too.”

Alex.

Once the clasp was secure, I spun toward him until my arms were around his neck. “Can we forget yesterday?”

“That’s up to you, darling.”

“Me?”

“Tomorrow we’ll discuss it.”

In other words, it depended upon how well I played my role. I nodded. “Tomorrow.”

He took my hand and led me toward the stairs. Just before we made it to the landing, I stopped. 

“Oh, I forgot my handbag.”

“Why do you need a handbag; you’re in your own house?”

“I can’t run up here every time I want to freshen my makeup.” I pursed my lips. “You, Mr. Spencer, may have a history with women and whores but you have learning to do when it comes to getting used to a wife.”

He smiled. “Hurry. We’re supposed to be down there.”

“I will,” I called over my shoulder as I skidded around the corner and down the hallway. I moved quickly past my door to Chelsea’s. One knock and the door opened. I reached into my bra and handed her what she needed for her escape. 

“Are you sure?” she whispered.

“Shh,” I whispered as I nodded and looked back toward the landing. As her door closed, I rushed back to my suite. Taking a deep breath, I ran toward the bathroom and found my purse. It was crystal encrusted, a Jimmy Choo, and matched the shoes. Before I could exit, I came to a stop, teetering on my heels.

“What?” I asked, assessing Bryce’s expression. Had he followed me? Did he see me with Chelsea? I waited.

“I thought you said you were hurrying?”

Dismissively I shook my head and released a breath. “Again, you have some learning to do. This is hurrying.” I lifted the tube of lipstick and dropped it into the purse. “My handbag’s no good if there isn’t lipstick inside.”

Shaking his head, Bryce offered me his arm. Placing my hand in the crook, I looked up at his gray eyes. 

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Let’s get this show started.”

Dog-and-pony show. Things never change.

All eyes turned our direction as we descended the stairs. It was a sea of people. I smiled as I scanned for familiar faces. The foyer was becoming more crowded as people continued to flow in. 

“It’s the guards,” Bryce whispered as we continued our descent. “Alton’s stationed extra men. He’s very specific about who can enter. They’re doing a rigorous screening. It’s taking longer than normal for everyone to arrive.”

The foyer was almost full yet the door continued to open. As the stairs curved I saw the crowd extending toward the sitting room, parlors, and den. There were people everywhere. “There’s more coming?”

“Over a hundred invitations were sent, so that’s at least two hundred people.”

I gripped his arm tighter. “For an engagement party?”

His gray eyes widened. “You should see Mother’s guest list for the wedding.”

“Alexandria! Edward!”

“Congratulations!”

We moved about the rooms. It was difficult and slow. Everyone wanted to talk to us, to hear our story, how our love had survived through the years. 

“Alexandria,” Shirley Carroll came up, extending her hand. 

“Mrs. Carroll, let me introduce my fiancé, Edward Spencer.”

Bryce gallantly took her hand. “Carroll? You can’t be Senator Carroll’s wife. Daughter perhaps?”

I nearly rolled my eyes. Was this seriously how he did business? No wonder Nox thought he was a slime. He had used-car-salesman written all over him.

“Oh, Mr. Spencer, aren’t you the most?”

“He is,” I confirmed. “And where is your husband?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. As soon as Doyle arrived, he was whisked off to some secret men’s club.”

Bryce’s arm tensed under my touch. 

I turned his way. “Do you think you should be included? This is your party.” I was hoping I was reminding him that after our wedding, he would be in charge, not Alton. 

“I…” He scanned the crowd, no doubt taking note of who was missing. 

“Really,” I cooed. “I’d love to show Mrs. Carroll around and mingle. I saw Millie and Jess in the crowd. I promise that I’ll be fine. I’d hate for important discussions to happen without you.”

His chest grew as the buttons on the ivory vest strained. 

“Oh dear,” Shirley Carroll said to me, “get used to this kind of thing. It’s the way it is. The men always have life-and-death decisions in the balance.”

Bryce turned, put his hand on mine, and leaned in for a kiss. “People are watching.”

I feigned a laugh. “There are hundreds of eyes, now go.”

A waiter approached offering Mrs. Carroll and I a flute of champagne. After we each took one, I nodded. “Can I show you around?”

“That would be fabulous. I’ve never been to Savannah before…”

“Alex,” Pat said a few minutes later, coming up beside me. “Have you seen my significant other?”

“I haven’t. I haven’t even seen you.” I turned to Shirley. “Mrs. Carroll, this is my dear cousin, Patrick Richardson. Pat, may I introduce you to Shirley Carroll, Senator Carroll’s wife.”

“From… California?” 

“Why, yes. I didn’t think that people in Georgia would know that.”

Pat’s lips quirked. “I am from here. However, now I live with my partner in New York. It’s your husband’s work regarding the legalization of cultivating marijuana that I’m familiar with.”

I worked to not give Pat a double take. 

“Yes, it’s something he’s hoping to push on a national level…”

Once Shirley Carroll stepped aside to speak to someone else, I asked, “What do you know about the legalized marijuana cultivation?”

Pat shrugged. “Nothing. Or I didn’t until last night. While you and I were trying to talk, Spence was giving Cy an earful. According to Cy, Spence was spouting statistics about the potential of growing and manufacturing cannabis in Georgia and then shipping it to states where it’s legal. Just as with tobacco, the environment here has great potential for marijuana growth. Unfortunately, that’s currently illegal. Your friend Senator Higgins is working on a new bill. 

“He was telling Cy that with the added support of representatives in states like California…”


[image: ]

 

 

 

I CHECKED MY watch. Deloris was securing the video loop at precisely eight o’clock. The staff change at Magnolia Woods happened at seven. That meant that the nurse currently on duty was Adelaide’s night nurse until five in the morning. Our surveillance had enlightened us as to much about the staff’s habits. While some of the nurses—who Deloris discovered were rarely actually registered nurses—napped in a nearby chair waiting for alarms or commotion from their patients, others read or stared for hours on end at their cell phones, no doubt heightening their social media status with pictures of kittens and puppies or better yet, political propaganda. 

Adelaide’s nurse, a big burly man named Mack, was fond of his social media, yet he often chose sleeping as his favorite way to pass the time. 

As I eased through the entry from the courtyard—the one that Isaac had left unlocked—I envisioned the scenes I’d watched multiple times. I recalled Mack securing Adelaide’s hands. I heard his tenor as he mocked her social status, calling her an addict. I’d willingly taken the lives of men whose crimes were less offensive. 

I scanned right and left. The hallway was clear. Though I kept my face down and away from the cameras, to the possible passerby I shouldn’t be noticed. I looked the part, complete with the white lab coat—identical to the ones worn by the doctors on staff—and an electronic name badge. 

My anticipation grew as step by step, I made my way toward her room. Though I’d watched her through the Magnolia Woods feed in Deloris’s suite, it had been years since I’d seen her, face to face. That is, unless dreams count as reality.

It was 8:02. The surveillance from Adelaide’s room was now on loop. To anyone viewing it, it would show whatever had happened in the last hour, over and over, until Deloris released the live feed. 

Without hesitation, I opened the door. The swishing against the tile alerted Mack that I’d entered. It was unfortunate—for him—that the sound hadn’t told him more about his future or lack thereof. Yet rarely was that as obvious. 

Perhaps that was a blessing. 

Immediately he stood. “Doctor?” He eyed me suspiciously. “Do I know you? Visiting hours are over.”

“I think you misunderstand; I’m not visiting.”

Adelaide stirred and began to mumble as her head turned from side to side. 

Mack turned her way. “Damn depressant is wearing off.”

“O-Oren?”

Though her voice was barely a whisper, my name was clear—to me.

My heart thumped against my chest. Not now, not yet. Don’t talk.

“Don’t mind her. She’s delirious. She babbles about people and names that she’s made up.”

“Has she said that name before?”

He stepped closer, reading my badge. “Dr. Pope? Are you new?”

“No, I’m usually here during the day. Tonight I’m covering for Miller.”

“Usually they tell us—” 

“Usually I don’t explain myself. Tell me what’s happening.”

Mack stood taller. “After what happened this morning, there are strict orders—as you probably know—that this patient isn’t to regain full consciousness, not for a while.”

I nodded. “I was informed about what happened this morning. Did you say the medications are starting to wear off again?”

“Yes, this morning they gave her eight milligrams of Versed. As you can imagine, she’s been out. If you’ll sign off, I’ll give her four more milligrams and some fentanyl.” He laughed. “She’ll be sleeping like a baby for the rest of the night.”

“Is that what you recommend, Mack?”

“Yeah, I mean, the standing order is only for two milligrams, but why open the door to trouble? Her husband was pissed off about her talking this morning. The morning shift is taking shit for it. I don’t want that douche upset at me.”

“Is that how you discuss all our clients and their families?”

Mack shifted from foot to foot. “Yes, no, well… I’m sorry, Doctor. I-I’m used to Dr. Miller.”

I nodded. “Let me see her chart.”

He tilted his head toward the corner of the room to a rolling cart and computer. It was conveniently located next to Mack’s favorite chair. 

Swiveling the cart toward me, I looked at the screen. “I’m recommending that we take her for a CT scan. I wouldn’t want that douche upset that his wife’s brain has turned to mush from too much sedation.”

“Are you serious…?” His eyes opened wide. “Radiology is closed.”

“I’ll make a call. You get a gurney.”

“This isn’t protocol and I’m not an orderly.” 

“No. You’re also not a doctor. If I don’t have a gurney in less than three minutes, you’ll no longer be a night nurse at Magnolia Woods.” 

If I hadn’t known that Deloris was watching his every move through the Magnolia Woods security feed, I may have been concerned. I wasn’t. My attention was focused on Adelaide. A few minutes later, Mack was back, pushing a gurney. “I’m not sure about this… I’m supposed to stay with her.”

“There’s an ambulance arriving shortly from Regional. You will accompany her. She’ll get the scan and be back in bed before she or her douche of a husband realizes that you were on the verge of overmedicating her.”

“I-I… it’s not me… it’s the orders.”

“Mack, stop talking and help me move her.”

He looked me up and down. “Doctor? Y-you’re going to help?”

I put my hands behind her shoulders. As my fingers touched her soft skin, the dam I’d built around the memories of Adelaide Montague severed. The broken shards tore at my heart, bringing an onslaught of emotion back to the desiccated organ. “Lift.”

As soon as Adelaide was disconnected from the monitors and secured with her IVs, I said, “Now, on her chart…”

Mack followed me to the computer. 

It was good that he had a thing for benzodiazepines. The syringe slipped effortlessly through his neck. I’ve heard it said that delivering an injection is like piercing the skin of an orange. That wasn’t true. The human skin gives much less resistance. A sharp needle penetrates like a knife through softened butter—so can a sharp knife, but that was a story for another day.

Mack’s body went slack, falling into the chair. 

He was right. Eight milligrams worked fast, even on a big man like him. The difference between his injection and the one he wanted to give Adelaide was that the one that he received didn’t contain the fentanyl. There was no pain control for this asshole. Only sleep, to be followed by a headache from hell. I considered it my contribution to his training. Perhaps after experiencing the side effects firsthand, he’d become more empathetic to his future patients. 

His girth slumped forward in the chair, leaving his chin resting on his chest. 

I could have adjusted his windpipe. Theoretically, this position restricted his airway, a common cause of asphyxiation. I shrugged. Though that hadn’t been my goal, if it happened, I wouldn’t lose sleep. 

Using pillows, I created the illusion of a patient. It was the monitors that had been attached to Adelaide that could have been our downfall if it weren’t for Deloris’s physician contact. She said that they would alert the main nursing station that their patient was no longer present. In moments I created a false loop. It was similar to the video surveillance but electrical, tricking the monitors into believing that they were still connected to a body and everything was registering normally. 

My phone vibrated with an incoming text.

“AMBULANCE IS HERE.”

“HALLWAY CAMERAS?” I replied. 

“MOMENTARILY OFFLINE. FRONT GUARD OCCUPIED AND RECEPTIONIST INDISPOSED.”

I shook my head. Indisposed? Was someone screwing the receptionist? I didn’t care. Maybe it was the guard. 

Covering Adelaide’s sleeping face with the blanket, I eased the gurney into the hallway. The wheels turned effortlessly on the tile floor as we passed the other patients’ rooms. Each door remained closed as we glided toward the reception area. 

As soon as we arrived, the front door opened, filling the entry with a gust of night air. Dressed in the emergency-transport uniform, Clayton nodded. “You called for an ambulance?”

“I did.” 

He reached for the foot of the gurney. “Doctor, may I help?”

Within moments, Adelaide’s gurney was loaded in the back of the transport, me at her side and Clayton driving. I didn’t have monitors to tell me her status. Instead, it was my hand upon her warm, bruised wrist, the thump of her pulse beneath my fingertips, and the rise and fall of her chest that reassured me she was alive. Another indication was the way my heart drummed an erratic cadence as if it had just received a life-giving electrical jolt, because if hers were to stop, surely mine would too.

It wasn’t until we passed the front gate that mine finally found its normal rhythm. I sent a group text.

“WE HAVE HER.”

Smoothing back her long hair, I leaned close. “Adelaide, can you hear me?”

Again her head moved from side to side. “Not real. Not real.”

“Oh, amore mio, it’s real.” 
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MY SHOES POUNDED the Georgia clay. Back and forth I paced, watching my phone: the time, Charli’s app, and Oren’s texts. The sky was dark, barely a sliver of moon lighting the expanse from the woods to the manor. 

“Are you sure she can find the way?” I asked Isaac.

“It’s not difficult. You can see the lights of the manor.”

I moved to the edge of the trees. We could see it. In the distance was Montague Manor, high on a hill, ablaze with golden lighting. Even from this far away, I could make out figures as people came and went on the back patio. Each one was smaller than ants, but they were there. 

My phone buzzed and I read the text. 

“It’s from my dad. They have Adelaide. They’re rushing her to the airport.”

“Step one,” Isaac confirmed. “Now as long as no one at Magnolia Woods is tipped off and informs Mr. Fitzgerald.”

I shook my head. “Damn, my nerves are shot. I can do deals. I can spend millions, but tonight is almost more than I can take.”

“It’s almost there, boss.”

I eased myself to the ground and settled on a soft, grassy spot near the trees. From my new position, I had a full view of the manor and the fields in between. The barren tobacco stalks stood out against the night, as the air near the ground seemed to thicken. 

Was it an optical illusion?

“Deloris hacked the guest list,” Isaac said, sitting near me and breaking the tension. “One hundred and twenty-two invitations.”

I didn’t give a shit. Not one shit. I only cared about one person. 

I reconsidered. I also cared about Patrick and Chelsea, because Charli did. It was more than that with Patrick. He’d shown me more than once that he loved his cousin. Throughout this whole thing, he’d been helpful, even instrumental. 

“Any names you recognize?” I asked, less interested in the guest list than I was in making time move faster. If only I could hit fast-forward. If only I could have Charli secured in a plane as Oren was doing now with Adelaide.

My gaze moved about, from the soupy landscape up to the clear sky. Above us were stars, thousands of stars. Even in Rye there weren’t as many. 

“Doyle and Shirley Carroll, Severus Davis and guest.”

Isaac suddenly had my attention. “Are you shitting me?”

His eyes opened wide. “No, sir, I’m not. Senator and Mrs. Grant Higgins.” He continued with names that seemed unlikely to be at the same gathering. Was there more to this party?

Though I struggled with the possibilities—legislation, tax breaks, marijuana—I pushed them away. Those were thoughts for another day. Now I was concentrating on the task at hand. 

Isaac jumped to his feet. “She’s moving!”

His words seemed almost to be an illusion. I’d imagined them so many times for them to be real. I swiped my screen, pulling up Charli’s app and praying that what he’d just said was true.

“Shit!” I held my breath. The blue dot—her blue dot—was moving away from the manor. Her heart rate was elevated, but then again, she was moving fast. 

“God, princess,” I spoke to the app. “Don’t bring attention to yourself. Be careful.”

I stood, searching the horizon, hoping and praying to catch a glimpse. There was nothing in the expanse between the light of the manor and us except darkness in varying shades of gray and black. As night had fallen, so had a sparse layer of fog. Though I longed for a clearer view, I hoped that the soupy air was the cover that Charli needed—the invisibility cloak she’d spoken of wanting in her childhood—an extra layer of protection to aid her in her escape. 

“I wish I could tell her that we have her mom.”

“Hopefully she got out of there before anyone learned that Mrs. Fitzgerald was missing.”

“I hope.” My hands fisted at my impotence. When had I relied upon hope and wishes? I should fucking be running, meeting her, and saving her. “Hurry, Charli,” I spoke into the darkness.

After a few minutes of country-filled silence, Isaac asked, “Miss Moore?” 

Animals scurried and insects sang their songs as my nerves continued to stretch. Frogs croaked a deep, brooding melody while the occasional screech of an owl nearly bolted my blood pressure even higher. 

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Patrick didn’t know. Only that Charli had a plan.”

Trust me. Her words came back as I once again paced, my shoes becoming covered by a fine layer of red dust. Trust—I’d asked that same thing of Charli many times. Now it was my turn. I fucking hated the wait. It was hell. 

No, it was worse than hell. 

Hell would be my own damnation. This wasn’t me. I’d willingly sacrifice myself if it were possible. Instead, the one teetering on the edge of purgatory was my love, the amazing woman, the one who owned me heart and soul. 

Without her, I was in hell.

“Fifteen minutes,” I said aloud.

“Sir?”

“That’s what Patrick had said. He said it was a fifteen-minute walk from the manor to this road.”

Isaac shook his head. “She’s not walking. She’s running.”

My throat clenched and eyes narrowed as I scanned the horizon. Fog played tricks, erasing images and creating others.

And then it happened. 

The crickets and cicadas stopped their songs. The frogs became silenced and birds stilled on the branches above. Even the breeze forgot to blow. 

In the distance, coming toward us… I saw her. 

She was running as fast as she could. 

I couldn’t wait. I couldn’t stand still. 

“Sir, no.”

I took off, my feet pounding harder and faster than they ever had on my treadmill. I pushed onward toward her figure. In the foggy darkness, I could make out her hair, a ponytail swinging back and forth as she ran. A goddess. I took in her figure: her curves became a dark, accentuated hourglass against the dim, impressionistic background.

“Charli!” I couldn’t remain silent.

We were too far away from the manor. No one but Charli and Isaac could hear me. Isaac’s footsteps were right behind me. I didn’t give a damn about the guards posted around the property. My Charli was getting closer. She’d done it, entrusted me with her future, her mother’s, and even Chelsea’s. 

Chelsea?

I turned back to Isaac. “She’s alone.”

“Sir? Where’s Miss Moore?”

My gut twisted. “I don’t know. I only see one…”

“Nox?” The female voice speaking my name stopped me in my tracks. 

Gutted like a fish, I stood paralyzed as the figure came closer. 

Her chest heaved with heavy breathing as she fell at my feet. 

I lifted her shoulders until she was standing. It wasn’t her face that I saw; instead, it was the necklace, the one Charli was supposed to be wearing. “What the hell? Where is she?”

Chelsea’s chest rattled with sobs and ragged breaths as she leaned toward me. “S-she told me to wear it and to come. S-she said you’d help me.”

The trembling started in my hands as my grip tightened. “Where is she?” My question came too loud. 

With the closeness, her features were visible. No longer relieved, a new terror contorted her expression as she tried to back away. Her efforts were futile: my grip of her shoulders was iron. She wasn’t getting away. Her body within my grasp shook as her breaths turned to cries. “I-I’m sorry.”

Blood raged at record speed through my veins, thundering like a growing rumble pounding in my ears.

“Where the fuck is she?”

“Sir?” Isaac’s voice was the calm to my storm. He extended his hand. “Miss Moore? We’ll help you.” She reached for him. “Sir… let go of her.”

Common sense disappeared as I released Chelsea. Nothing mattered besides getting to Charli. One foot in front of the other, I took off running. Visibility limited the path to only a few feet in front of me as I blindly ran the same course Chelsea had come. That wasn’t completely true. Above the ground, below the stars, the fucking manor was a blazing finish line, a shining beacon that with the fog appeared to be outlined in flashes of blue. 

What the hell? 

Was I the only one hidden by the fog, or were there others? As my feet continued to pound, I didn’t care. No one mattered except Charli. I wasn’t leaving without her. 
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PATRICK’S EYES MET mine before he looked at his watch. It was his silent plea, and he was right. I needed to leave; however, since Bryce had left Alton’s den, he hadn’t left my side. With each glass of champagne or tumbler of whiskey, his enthusiasm for our marriage grew. 

“I’m happy,” Millie said, her expression displaying the opposite. “I’m just shocked. Why Christmas Eve?” She eyed my midsection. “Is there more we should know?”

“Only that we’re in love!” Bryce said, kissing my cheek and leaving the stench of whiskey hanging in the air. “Right, darling?”

“We are.” I smiled her way. Extending my hand and forcing my finger to support the giant rock, I asked, “Have you seen my engagement ring? I remember you showing me yours.”

“I-it’s beautiful.”

As Bryce reached for another drink, I leaned Millie’s way and scrunched my nose. “Do you really think so? I think it’s too big, gaudy even?”

Her eyes widened. “No. It’s perfect.” 

I couldn’t help the smirk as she shoved her hand in the pocket of Ian’s jacket.

“Now,” I went on enthusiastically, “I don’t know all the details. Miss Suzanna is in charge, but there will be showers. You know, personal and family. Oh, you’ll be there, won’t you?” I reached for Millie’s and Jess’s hands. “I want you at every one!”

They both smiled, their desire to be part of the Carmichael-Montague wedding superseding their jealousy, if only for a moment. Millie and Jess nodded. “Of course,” they said in unison. “We wouldn’t miss them.”

“And a bachelor party!” Bryce’s voice rang out louder than necessary as he patted Ian’s and Justin’s shoulders. “I know…” He turned to me. “We can invite my whore.”

My entire body froze as Jess’s and Millie’s eyes sprung wide. 

I put my hand on Bryce’s arm. “Dear, you’re a little loud.”

“And why shouldn’t I be? It’s my party.” He leaned closer. “You said it yourself… this is all mine. It will be.”

Like the beacon I’d been raised to heed, the reddening complexion from across the room caught my attention. It wasn’t my fiancé—he was beside me. It was my stepfather. The crowd seemed to part as he moved toward us. 

What the hell was wrong?

My mind spun with the things I’d done and things I knew. 

Did he know about Chelsea? Had someone gotten to Momma? Had Magnolia Woods notified Alton that she was missing or did they catch Nox’s man in the act?

My breath hitched as Alton came to a stop. His hand fell to Bryce’s shoulder. “Bryce, come with me.”

I inhaled at my momentary clemency.

“I’m a little busy,” Bryce replied, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulling me closer. 

Alton cleared his voice. “We need you in my office now.” When Bryce merely took another sip of his drink, Alton added. “We need your decision.” 

Alton turned, no doubt expecting to be followed.

Bryce’s eyes widened before they narrowed my way. “Did you hear that? My decision?”

“Yes, I heard.”

He waved toward the group. “Go on, darling. While I’m away, tell them what you told my mother and your cousin.” He whispered loud enough to be heard. “You know, about my whore.”

I nodded. “I will. You go with Alton.”

As Bryce walked away, Millie leaned close. 

“Alexandria?” she asked with a note of pity in her tone. 

Fuck this. I didn’t need Millie Ashmore’s pity. The story I was told to recite could just as easily have been about her. I looked up at where Pat had been standing. He was gone. 

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to find Pat.”

Millie squeezed my hand. “Is he… is it true? Is Patrick…?”

“Excuse me,” I repeated.

I soon found Pat standing near the open doors to the patio. Large silver heaters dotted the stone terrace, creating a comfortable area for guests to mingle. He reached for my hand and nodded.

This was it. Alton and Bryce were busy. It was my chance to escape. The seed of hope I’d refused to water sprung to life, its shell bursting open with anticipation, maybe even expectation. Soon, none of this pretense would matter. 

Returning his small nod and with a hopeful grin, I turned toward the limestone steps. A thick layer of fog had settled near the fields, even obstructing the lake. Anything beyond the immediate lawn was masked in a cloud. No one would notice if I disappeared, at least not at first. This was the invisibility cloak I’d hoped for as a child. All I needed to do was make it to the fog. As I handed Pat my champagne flute, his eyes opened wide. 

“Uncle Alt—”

A heavy hand landed upon my shoulder. “Where do you think you’re going?”

I turned, perspiration dotting my skin as my shoulder shuddered with Alton’s touch. Fighting the urge to flinch away, I nodded toward the lawn at the few people standing below and answered, “To talk to the guests out there.” 

“No, Alexandria. When I summoned Bryce, I meant you also. You’re half of a whole now. Get used to it. Your presence is needed in the office too.”

I wanted to scream for help. I wanted to hold on to Pat. 

I couldn’t. 

Alton’s stare took away my protest. Instead, I solemnly nodded to Pat and obediently turned toward Alton’s office.

Everything was again happening in slow motion as my mind tried to make sense of the changing paradigm. The terrace outside and rooms inside hadn’t changed. The voices of the guests combined with rings of laughter created the same low murmur. But now their song was a mysterious melody seemingly written to keep time with the rhythm of my frantic heartbeat.

As we made our way through the crowd, I reached for my necklace—my connection. Instead of the platinum-dusted cage, my fingertips met the diamond choker. 

Oh, Nox. I’m coming, just a few more minutes. I took a deep breath. Please let Chelsea be with you. 

It was my silent plea as I smiled politely toward the people we passed. Each one smiled and nodded. Was I paranoid? Had their expressions changed? Were they now somehow different, filled with anticipation, as if they knew the fate awaiting me? 

“What’s happening?” I whispered to Alton. “Is there something wrong?”

His hand, no longer on my shoulder, grasped my upper arm. As he hastened our progress, he leaned close, his stained teeth and thin lips set in a fake yet sneering smile. It wasn’t aimed at me, but at the people we passed. “Keep walking.” 

With each word a gust of warm, sickeningly sweet, whiskey-ladened breath assaulted my senses, skirting over my cheek, and making my stomach churn. “Don’t do anything stupid.” His grip tightened as he spoke cordially to the people we passed. Once we were away from the crowd, he went on, “Nothing is wrong, daughter. Our schedule has just changed.”

My mind was a whirlwind with possibilities. 

What had happened? Had he learned our plans?

Was my mother free? Did Alton know? Or was the attempt thwarted?

Did Chelsea make it to Nox? Or was it a trap? Did Alton’s men follow her? Had they done something to Nox?

My lungs forgot to inhale as I fought the bubbling panic. Who would I find in Alton’s office? What had happened? I had visions of a bound Chelsea, maybe even Nox… my mother… dead… 

It was no longer my conscious effort that made my feet continue to step. The cause was either continual motion or the forward momentum in Alton’s grip. With each foot forward, my body and mind disconnected. Terror and dread fermented into a bubbling witch’s brew. The poisonous concoction filled my bloodstream until oxygen no longer flowed. There was no water near. The lake was hundreds of yards away veiled in fog, and yet I was drowning from within. 

All at once the chaotic din of guests faded. Nothingness rang like the fading clanks of a church bell as we crossed the threshold into Alton’s office. Bryce had assumed the lead, the drum major to our parade, reaching our destination first. Alton and I were the middle with Suzanna following closely behind. To everyone we’d passed, we were the perfect family unit.

Smoke and mirrors.

I scanned the empty room. There was no one there. No bound Chelsea. No Nox or my mother. The unfulfillment of my fears filled my lungs, giving me the illusion of strength. 

“What schedule change?” I asked, pulling my arm free. “What are you talking about?”

Alton’s hand moved as his gray eyes blazed. At the same moment, Bryce stepped forward, reaching for my hand and hurling me behind him. I wobbled on my thin heels, balancing on the balls of my feet as I found myself pressed against Bryce’s back, his body suddenly my shield protecting me from Alton’s intended slap.

“Stop,” Bryce proclaimed. His speech no longer slurred. “We have guests. Alexandria’s question has merit. Why don’t you inform us of what you want and I’ll give you my decision?”

“Your decision?” Alton asked incredulously. “You’ll give me your decision? Isn’t that special? This isn’t about your decisions. I built this…” He gestured about. “…all of this. 

“Your decisions have gotten us to where we are today, where we are at this very moment. If you were anyone else…”

His volume grew and spittle rained with each phrase he spat. 

“As it is, I’m not allowing you to make any more decisions.” Crimson moved upward filling his saggy neck like a cloth-absorbing dye and creeping onward toward his cheeks and ears. 

“Alton, calm down. Bryce didn’t mean…” Though Suzanna’s words faded into the background, her tone seemed to placate his sudden rage. 

Had the world lost its tilt or was it suddenly in a tailspin? 

I couldn’t decide as the scene in which I was captive lost touch with reality. 

Even from behind Bryce, I could see the growing glow of his neck, now also red. 

The monster I’d created with my talk of his impending power was facing the monster I’d always known. Somehow I was a part of this. It was my life, yet the power was shifting—an alternate universe, one where Bryce and Suzanna were no longer my tormentors but my saviors. 

I peered around Bryce’s shoulder. 

Without another word, Alton pulled out his phone and typed a text message. Once he was done, he lifted his beady eyes and smiled. 

I shifted my feet, more uncomfortable with his faux happiness than I’d been with his anger. I was accustomed to his wrath. Bryce gripped my hand tighter. Alton’s new demeanor sent a chill through the air that even he could sense.

“Did something happen?” I asked from behind Bryce.

“Something is about to happen,” Alton replied.

We all turned to the knock on the door. 

“Suzy, get the door and then secure it.”

Secure it?

“We don’t want to be interrupted,” Alton added.

Without hesitation she obeyed, opening the door and quickly shutting it. I recognized the gentleman entering as one of the guests. I’d briefly spoken to him and his wife. There were so many people… I couldn’t remember his name. That was all right; Alton was again introducing us as he handed the man a paper. 

“Thank you for your service, Keith. Bryce and Alexandria, you know Judge Townsend?”

“This is a bit unusual,” the judge said, “but I believe we can make it work.” He turned toward Bryce and me. “Your guests will be ecstatic.” 

I looked up at Bryce. Was there comfort in the fact that we shared the same expression of confusion? 

“Alexandria and Bryce,” Alton announced, “Judge Townsend is here to marry you. Now.”

“N-now?” My knees gave way as my stomach fell to my feet. Yet I didn’t fall. My new savior was once again omnipresent. Bryce’s arm caught me and pulled me upright again. 

My vision filled with the man I was about to marry: his gray eyes, blond hair, and ruddy cheeks. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t what I wanted. I’d had a plan. My finish line was almost in sight.

“No!” I shrieked. “My momma.” I turned to Alton. “You said my mother could be here. You promised.”

“I’m afraid that’s no longer possible.” 

What the hell does that mean?

Alton turned to Judge Townsend. “Keith, we need to expedite this process. You can predate the license?”

“B-but the wedding?” Suzanna protested, once again coming to my rescue. “This is just the legal part… right? We can still have the ceremony?”

Alton stopped Suzanna’s objections with merely a look, one I’d seen many times. 

He motioned for the judge to continue as the noise level from the guests increased. Their low din had grown to a rumbling roar. 

What is happening?

“Keith?” Alton urged. 

“Er, yes.” He looked from me to Bryce. “Today we gather to celebrate—”

“No,” Alton interrupted, his neck tensing. “Get to the legal part.”

Judge Townsend nodded and looked down at the paper in his hand. “Okay, well, Edward Bryce Carmichael Spencer, do you take Alexandria Charles Montague Collins to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

Bryce’s support of my waist increased, pulling me closer against his side. “Yes, I do.”

My sinking heart seized as the doorknob to the office rattled. 

“It’s locked,” Alton said as if to reassure us. “I told you we wouldn’t be disturbed. Keep going.”

Rapid-fire knocks came pounding on the wood. The banging grew louder. 

“Keep going!” Alton screamed.

Voices called from beyond the door. “Mr. Fitzgerald! Mr. Spencer!”

Alton reached for Judge Townsend’s arm. “Keith, do this now if you ever want to see that bench again.”

Judge Townsend’s eyes widened as he turned back to us.

“Alexandria Charles Montague Collins, do you take…”
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