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Prologue

Sela

“Come on. Up you go. Time to get you home.”

A hand grips me at my upper arm and pulls me from the bed. My head spins and bile rises in my throat. I’m dizzy and hurt everywhere.

“Hey now,” he chides me. “You forgot to button your jeans.”

I look down through blurry eyes and watch in a daze as his hands work at my zipper, pulling it up and then fastening the button. I sway back and forth, my legs feeling like they’re filled with Jell-O.

“There now. You’re all presentable,” he says with a dark laugh, and his hand is back on my arm. He guides me down a long hallway. I stumble twice, but he hauls me back up, his fingers digging into my flesh painfully. He leads me to a large, curved staircase and my right hand goes out to hold on to the wrought-iron banister. I stare in odd fascination at the dark ring of bruises around my wrist, which causes me to miss the first step and I almost go down.

“Easy now,” he says in a gentle voice as he uses his grip on my arm to catch me. “Don’t want you falling down these stairs and breaking your neck now, do we?”

A surge of fear wells up inside of me and I drop my eyes to my feet, watching as he carefully escorts me down the staircase. Blaring music, the chatter of maybe a hundred voices and people laughing.

Party noise.

My head is so heavy that it’s a monumental effort to lift it when we reach the bottom, and my heels practically slide out from underneath me when they hit the slick marble tile of the grand foyer. I remember thinking it was so pretty when I first walked in.

“JT…man, she is a mess,” someone says…a man. I recognize his voice. I call on every muscle in my neck to cooperate and raise my head, swiveling it to the left.

Ice-cold, pale blue eyes laugh at me. Thin blond hair so colorless it’s almost white. Skin almost as ghostlike.

Albino?

He’s smirking at me. A knowing look.

“Oh, fuck, she feels good,” he moans as he slams in and out of me. I try to push him off me but I can’t move my arms. I lift my head, first connecting my gaze with pale, evil blue eyes as they squint in grotesque pleasure, and then tilt my head backward. Someone…can’t really see him…holding my wrists down.

I shake my head, trying to clear it of the horror.

“Let me dump her in a cab and then she won’t be our mess anymore,” the guy holding my arm says. I force my head to turn his way, my vision still going in and out of focus.

He’s tall.

Really tall. Dark blond hair.

That’s all I get.

My tongue feels so thick and I’m not sure my words come out right. “Who are you?”

“Baby,” he says with what I think is a grin. A gray haze clouds my eyes and I see what I think are a row of sparkling teeth flashing at me. “I just made all your fantasies come true. Don’t you remember?”

The guy with the pale eyes laughs hysterically, but I can’t muster up the energy to look back at him. My head drops and I stare at the white and black diamond tiles and the tips of my red heels.

More pressure on my arm and I’m guided across the foyer. The music is so loud it hurts my ears and the laughter…is everyone laughing at me? Even though I’m not sure, I feel my cheeks burning with embarrassment.

“Allow me to get the door,” a deep voice says, and I struggle to lift my gaze…narrow my eyelids to focus, and see someone reaching for a heavy, black iron door with a scroll design over frosted glass. On his wrist…that tattoo.

“Think she’ll suck my dick?” Tan hands work at a belt buckle, slips the leather free, and pops the top button. A red bird on the inside of his wrist.

Pain shoots through my scalp as someone grabs my hair. I can feel a deep-seated scream start to push up from my throat, but it’s so dry, it never makes it out.

“I don’t know,” a man says with a laugh from behind me, gives my head a shake. “She might bite it. I’d fuck her somewhere else if I were you. There’s two other holes.”

Pain…terrible, horrible pain in my ass…

I’m finally able to scream, but it’s cut off as something is shoved in my mouth.

I think it’s my panties.

The door swings open slowly and the faceless, blurry man leads me through it. Three concrete steps down and my feet hit gravel. My ankles immediately roll from the uneven terrain and my knees start to buckle.

The man hauls me up again and then slips a supportive arm around my waist.

“You really are a mess,” he says almost tenderly.

The cool night air helps to clear my mind a bit. I turn my head…easier now, and look at him again.

Brown eyes.

He has brown eyes.

How did I not notice that before?

He must sense that I’m looking at him, because he turns and tilts his head to look down at me. His eyes roam over my face and he gives an almost apologetic smile as he releases my arm to lift his hand. I close my eyes briefly as his fingertips come up to my hair just near my temple.

“Damn, baby…sorry…looks like we left some spunk in your hair,” he says with a taunting laugh.

What?

My own hand raises and I touch my blond locks in confusion. There’s something in my hair…stiff and brittle-feeling.

“I’m going to come,” he grunts as he rams in and out of me so hard it feels like my hips are going to dislocate. “Hold her mouth open.”

Something presses into the hinges of my jaw, forcing my mouth open. The cotton panties in my mouth are pulled out and I suck in air. The man on me…in me right now…blurred and shadowed.

Tears in my eyes making it even harder to see.

“That’s it,” he groans, slams into me one more time, then abruptly he’s gone. I can hear a snapping sound, someone straddling my chest, and then warm, wet liquid starts dribbling into my mouth, hitting my cheek…my temple.

Laughter.

Men laughing.

I choke in surprise on the bitter taste, my tongue working to push it back out, but then a large hand is clamped over my mouth and nose, cutting off my air supply.

“Swallow it,” he says gruffly. “All of it.”

My throat contracts, releases, and then I swallow and choke. I blink the tears from my eyes as he rolls off me. I turn my head to the left and watch him pull his pants up. His chest is naked.

And there’s a huge red bird tattooed across his ribs.

I jerk back from his touch and almost fall on my butt. He chuckles and wraps his arm around my waist tighter.

“Easy now,” he says in a soothing tone, and starts to walk me down the gravel driveway to where a yellow car sits.

A cab.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask, my own voice sounding like a faraway echo.

“I’m taking you home. What’s your address?”

I give it to him, hoping he can understand what I say, because I can’t.

“You were great, baby. Want to do that again sometime, come back and ask for JT.”

“I didn’t like that,” I insist in a thick voice. I’m starting to feel nauseous again. It hurts really bad between my legs…my butt…

“Doesn’t matter,” he says arrogantly. “You won’t remember it tomorrow anyway.”

The back door of the cab opens and I’m lowered into the seat. My head, which feels like it weighs five hundred pounds, falls back until it presses into the foam cushion. I can hear my address being given to the driver.

I close my eyes and surrender to the darkness.

—

“Come on, honey…wake up.” A large hand shakes me by my shoulder. I peel my eyes open, my head now pounding. I push up from the cold vinyl seat and realize I’m in a car.

The backseat of a car.

“Get going.” Pushing my hair out of my face, I see a portly Indian man staring at me with dark brown eyes. “I’ve got another fare to collect.”

Swinging my legs out, I exit the backseat, realizing I don’t have my purse. Did I even have it tonight?

“I don’t have anything to pay you with,” I mumble as I pat my back jeans pockets, vaguely remembering I had a large purse with me tonight but no clue where it is right now. 

“Already taken care of,” he says, and I wonder who paid him. I sort of remember someone helping me into the cab, but now I’m not sure.

I look over the top of the cab and see my house with the cheerful yellow light awaiting me on the front porch.

“Thank you,” I mutter, and walk around the back of the cab. When I reach the mailbox at the end of my driveway, I hold on to it with one hand as I lean to the side and remove first one high heel, then the other. I leave them lying there. Oddly, my feet don’t hurt, but that might be the only part of me that doesn’t. I immediately feel steadier as my bare feet traverse the concrete driveway up to the small sidewalk that cuts across the front yard to the porch.

I make it up the four small steps and manage to reach on top of the doorframe for the spare key. The house is quiet when I walk in, both of my parents presumably sound asleep.

I try to be as quiet as I can as I walk down the short hallway, periodically reaching my hand out to steady myself on the wall. At my desk, I pull the chair out and sit down heavily, a pained cry coming out as another sharp stab of pain reverberates through my bottom. Tears well up in my eyes and I grab clumsily at my journal.

Opening the small spiral notebook, I don’t bother trying to find the next available page. I just open it up somewhere around the middle and pick up my blue gel pen beside it. I write slowly, disregarding the drip of tears on the pages beside my words.

Today is my 16th birthday.

I was raped.

I think I deserved it.

The pen falls from my fingers as I push up from my desk. I close the notebook and stand from the chair, feeling beyond weary. My soul feels dank. My heart fragile like spun glass.

Red birds.

White hair.

Pain.

Spunk in my hair.

I walk back out of my room, down the hallway and through the living room. Into the darkened kitchen where I don’t even bother turning on a light. What I need is in the utility drawer right by the entrance, and there’s enough moonlight coming in through the windows over the sink so I can see well enough.

It takes but a moment to pull the drawer open and for me to grab it with surety.

Back down the hall and into the bathroom.

I turn the light on and immediately raise my face to the mirror over the small vanity.

Golden-blond hair tangled with white crust at my temple. Denim-blue eyes bloodshot with dark circles underneath. Purple marks on my throat and at my jaw.

“You’re a real mess, Sela,” I whisper to my reflection.

For a bizarre moment, I think she gives a sad nod of agreement back at me, but I blink hard. It’s just me…the girl who wanted the attention and got it in all the wrong ways.

I grip the box cutter in my right hand, lower my face, and stare at it. My eyes flick to my left wrist and I see the purple bruises there that match the ones on my right. Slowly, I turn my left hand over, resting the back of it on the vanity. The pale skin of my wrist is exposed, the blue veins providing me a road map.

Taking the box cutter, I press the tip of the razor into my skin and look up into the mirror once more.

“You’re a real mess,” I tell myself again.

Then I push down with the blade.


Chapter 1

Sela

“Bring me a beer, will you?” Mark calls out to me.

I roll my eyes, turn around in midstride, and head back to the refrigerator. I open it up, grab a Bud, and bump the door closed with my hip before starting back to the living room.

“And the Doritos,” he says. “I’ve got the munchies.”

Another eye roll and I turn back around. Snatch the half-eaten bag of Doritos off the counter and head into the living room. As I round the couch, I toss the bag at him, catching him square in the chest. As he grabs his snackage, I hand him his beer. He takes it without even looking over at me, his eyes glued to the TV. One of those cheesy entertainment shows doing a piece on a movie star, athlete, or maybe a reality-show contestant just out of rehab and hawking their new bestselling book on how you can overcome addiction.

I plop onto the couch beside him, lean forward, and grab the large book off my coffee table.

Human Cognition.

Ugh.

“Are you going to study or just watch TV?” I ask as I open the text and flip to chapter 22.

“Watch TV,” Mark says, his mouth full of Doritos and the air still sweetly perfumed from the bong he’d been smoking.

Mark’s cute and all. We met several months ago at Golden Gate University, as both of us were starting in the MA Counseling Psychology program and there was an instant attraction, but the four-year age difference wears thin sometimes.

It took me a while to get my bachelor’s degree. To say I was fucked in the head for quite a long time would be an understatement, what with my issues and all, plus a few psych hospitalizations. Add on my mom dying of an aneurysm three years ago, and I was the ripe age of twenty-five when I finally finished my bachelor’s and started my master’s last fall. I’m not exactly ancient now at twenty-six, but compared to Mark’s twenty-two years, the differences in our priorities are glaring. Partying is still a big part of his life, and he doesn’t take studying as seriously as I did. I clearly don’t take smoking pot as seriously as he does.

But no biggie, really. I don’t have enough of an emotional connection to care if he flunks. He’s been good for a few laughs, and while sex with him is mediocre at best, he doesn’t bother me too much. As with any man that I’ve been sexually involved with over the years, there is a mutually beneficial exchange. I let them use my body to get off, and they in turn make me feel as if I’m worthy to let them get off. It’s this whole fucked-up, twisted reasoning I have in my head that no amount of psychological counseling has been able to straighten out so far. Our “friends with benefits” deal works out for the most part, except when he comes over, gets high, and then has Dorito breath. He sure as shit isn’t getting any tonight the way things are going.

Just as well. I have to study for a big test tomorrow and I intend to pass it with flying colors, regardless if Mark does the same. It’s the end of my first year in the master’s course and I’m halfway there. It’s a goal I can’t sacrifice.

I suck on the tiny ring pierced straight through the middle of my lower lip. A gift to myself when I got accepted into the program. It joins the matching two rings in my left eyebrow, and will hopefully be joined by a bridge piercing when I can muster up enough extra shifts at the diner to pay for it. Facial piercings have been my newest addiction; the sweet agony of metal punching through flesh feels oh so good to me. I was forced to move to the front of my face after both ears ran out of room.

Mark sets the Doritos on the couch next to him and wipes his orange fingers on his jeans. He takes a swallow of beer and places his left hand on my thigh. Leaning his head onto my shoulder, he says, “Want to fool around?”

I give a mighty shrug and dislodge him. “Not now.”

“But I’m horny,” he says with a whine.

Not attractive.

“You’re always horny,” I say as I try to concentrate on the first line of the chapter.

“You usually are too,” he points out, hand moving up my thigh.

I roll my eyes, because that’s not exactly true. I just accommodate whenever he’s horny.

Whatever.

My gaze slides across the TV, past it, then notices something vaguely familiar before snapping right back to the screen.

A good-looking man who looks recognizable is being interviewed on TV. Charcoal-gray tailored suit, white dress shirt, and a pale blue tie. He flashes dimples in his grin as he talks to the reporter.

“…the success of The Sugar Bowl has surpassed all of our expectations,” he says with a twinkling eye. “It shows the world that there’s a lot of room in our society for unconventional relationships.”

The reporter, if she can be called that since this is an entertainment “news” channel, uncrosses and recrosses long, sexy legs in a short skirt. She tries to look hard-hitting when she leans forward in her chair, exposing more cleavage from a low-cut blouse, and asks, “But what about those opponents that say what you’re doing is nothing more than prostitution?”

The man gives a charming laugh, picks at some imaginary lint on his leg, which is crossed in a dapper fashion over the other. “There is absolutely no money exchanged for sexual services. The Sugar Bowl does nothing more than charge a fee to our Sugar Daddies so they can join the website and make connections. None of the arrangements made thereafter are for sex; it’s merely for companionship.”

“But sex does occur,” the reporter says silkily.

“Of course sex occurs,” he admits with a languid smile. “People have sex. It makes the world go ’round.”

The camera fades to black and then rolls to footage of a beach. It looks tropical in nature, as the water is crystal clear with a tinge of pale blue, and the sand is pristine white. The reporter’s voice comes over the shot and says, “Jonathon Townsend is never shy to talk about sex, and by the looks of things, he gets plenty from the abundant supply of Sugar Babies that flock to his company daily.”

The camera zooms in on a couple frolicking in the ocean. It’s the man who was just being interviewed, wearing a pair of well-fit swim trunks on his muscular frame. A beautiful young woman with long blond hair wraps her arms around his neck as his hands go to her ass. As they kiss, the reporter’s voice says, “It’s rumored that Jonathon Townsend, or JT to his close personal friends, made an estimated eighteen million dollars last year in earnings from The Sugar Bowl, which certainly makes him more attractive than his already fine physique he recently showcased as he cavorted in the Maldives with his newest flame. With the service having over five million subscribers and still climbing at an astronomical rate, it’s clear that JT’s star is still on the rise.”

JT?

My skin tightens and the hair on my arms stands on edge. The fingers on my right hand involuntarily seek my left wrist, rubbing lightly over the tiny, half-inch scar there that seems to throb in acknowledgment of something, but I’m not sure what.

My eyes are glued to the TV as I watch the man and woman kissing passionately, clearly not worried that they are on public display. Then he releases his hold on her, turns toward the camera with a smile on his face, and I see his torso.

Red bird.

Phoenix with flames at the wings and tail.

Stretched in flight up his left rib cage.

A shudder seizes my body and a surge of nausea hits me hard. I swallow against it as I lurch off the couch, awkwardly stumbling around the coffee table toward the TV. The camera zooms in closer on the couple, and as if the man known as Jonathon Townsend knows he’s being watched, he looks right into the lens and grins, close enough that I can see his brown eyes.

Brown eyes. What I think might be filled with apology, but no…that’s malice. Evil, taunting malice.

“Damn, baby…sorry…looks like we left some spunk in your hair,” he says with a jeering laugh.

I cry out, stumble backward, and the coffee table catches the backs of my knees, causing me to fall down hard on it. My right hand grips my left wrist, the scar now shrieking in agony.

“Sela…you okay?” Mark says, his voice sounding like it’s stuffed into a drum and sealed tight because the blood is rushing through my head with such force it’s blocking other noise.

“Get out,” I whisper, choking on the words because my throat is so dry.

“What?” I hear him rise from the couch, see his legs rounding the coffee table in my periphery.

I raise my head, look at him, and rasp, “Get out.”

“You want me to leave? Right now?”

Red-hot rage swells up within me and I screech at him as I lunge upward from the table, my fists balled up in fury, “Get out. Get out. Get out.”

Mark jerks backward from me, his eyes round with surprise for just a moment before they harden. He reaches down, grabs his backpack off the floor, and mutters, “Crazy bitch.”

I don’t even look at him again as he walks out of my small apartment.

My hands come to my temples and pull at my hair, fisting hard and jerking. I pace back and forth in front of the TV, my eyes cutting to it periodically, but they’ve moved on to another juicy story.

Vivid flashes of scenes spark in my brain. Scenarios I’ve seen before in nightmares but thought they were nothing but nightmares.

My wrists pinned to the mattress.

Searing pain as I’m fucked in the ass.

Red phoenix on a wrist.

“Think she’ll suck my dick?”

“Swallow it.”

“All of it.”

I bend over at the waist, my stomach cramping violently, then a flood of vomit shoots out of my mouth. I hurl loudly, groaning as wave after wave of nausea and pain are expelled from my body. Beer and the turkey sandwich I’d eaten twenty minutes ago splatter loudly on my worn brown carpet. Tears flood my vision, drip in rivers onto the pile of vomit as I start to dry heave.

Dropping to my knees, I heave and gag, my hands coming to rest at the sides of the gelatinous pile of grief soaking into my carpet. My nose starts running freely now, snot adding to the vile mixture.

I suck in air, deep into my lungs, and will my heart to stop its mad beating of terror. The urge to slice into my healed scar overwhelms me, terrifies me so badly I start sobbing. That is something I cannot do again. Those days are over.

Minutes pass by as I stay on my hands and knees, hunched over the sickness on my floor. My breathing starts to calm down, my heart rate slowly falls back into the range of normal. I lift a hand, drag it over the back of it over my snotty nose, then wipe it on my jeans. Clumsily, I push myself up off the floor and consider the ramifications of what I just saw.

Of what I just remembered.

My rapist. One of them at least.

Good-looking golden boy sitting on some type of empire and vacationing in the Maldives.

Does he even remember what he did to me?

“Swallow it. All of it.”

A flash of furious indignation boils my blood and I go dizzy for a moment, realizing that while my life fell apart following that night, his only got better and better. He walked on my back…a straight path to success. Took my innocence in more ways than one, and told me he made all my fantasies come true.

Something black and oily starts to fill my chest. Permeates my entire being. A dark shadowing so viscous, it starts to cloud my vision and I think momentarily I might be going blind.

Hatred. White hot and boiling my insides painfully.

A sickly pervasive need to cut myself, which causes more shame and humiliation.

“…looks like we left some spunk in your hair.”

I swallow against the vomit rising up within me again. I had thought I was past all this shit. Figured I’d finally gotten my life together, and while I may not have made ultimate peace with what happened, because apparently I just can’t forgive myself for my part in all of it, I was moving on. I was learning to get through the nightmares and, even though I abhor intimacy, I was at least giving sex a try so I could feel somewhat normal.

And that fucker…he’s taken all of that away from me. All my little baby steps of progress and the slight amount of strength I’ve been able to muster to continue living life to some extent. All within the blink of an eye, Jonathon Townsend has taken that all away from me, and while my wrist may not be bleeding at this very moment, I feel like I’m back at square one.

How can I possibly overcome this?

What could I possibly do to make this better for me?

How in the fuck do I stop hurting?

And then it comes to me immediately.

Almost too easy.

Just one word, very simple and yet so very right.

Murder.

It flashes over and over again; sharp electrical pulses burning themselves into my brain. I know, without a doubt, there’s only one thing that will make this right for me.

I’m going to make Jonathon Townsend pay for what he did to me.


Chapter 2

Beck

I flip from screen to screen, navigating the new beta site for The Sugar Bowl. My programmers have been working nonstop for the last six months to roll out this new platform that provides a better search engine, a more robust communication interface, and the ability to video chat between the Sugar Daddies and Sugar Babies. Of course, we also had to program in some type of quality assurance on the video plug-in to assure that the chats are clean and nonpornographic.

That’s the problem when you own a company that pairs men and women for a relationship that’s not supposed to be based on sex but most assuredly is. Sure…there are some Sugar Daddies who are probably too old to get it up but still want the pretty girl on their arm, and I’m sure in those few circumstances, it’s purely platonic.

But for the most part, Sugar Daddies not only want the pretty girl on their arm, they want them flat on their back in their bed, or hunched over their lap in the back of their limousines sucking on their cock.

That’s really what the Sugar Daddies pay for.

I know it.

JT knows it.

The world knows it.

We just ensure no money changes hands for the expectation of sex, and we avert any trouble with the law. This was something we spent months having a legal team analyze before we even put the venture capital to use in building the business. No way was JT about to sink millions into an enterprise that could collapse with criminal indictments.

The phone on my desk chimes and my secretary’s voice comes over the speaker. “Beck…there’s a young lady here to see you. She doesn’t have an appointment.”

“What’s she want?” I ask as I pull up the beta chat screen and type a test message to one of my programmers.

Fuck, but I miss doing the actual programming. This is my original baby before my eyes. Sure, it’s morphed to become better and better, but it’s all my vision. While my fingers may not actually be punching in the coding sequences anymore, I’m still actively involved in the design, theory, and testing. It’s just that now, one floor down in our San Francisco offices, that’s done by a team of fresh young programmers straight out of Stanford, MIT, or other equally prestigious schools.

“It’s a Baby,” Linda says quietly, her voice full of grandmotherly affection. She calls all the Sugar Babies just Baby. “I think you need to meet with her.”

Christ. I don’t need this shit again. I hear it in Linda’s voice. I know exactly why there’s a Baby here and I don’t even need to talk to her to know that I’ll be paying a very angry visit to JT soon.

“Send her in,” I say as I log out of the beta program and stand up from my desk.

The door to my office opens and Linda escorts a young woman in. Exactly JT’s type. Blond, built, and innocent-looking. While all of our Sugar Babies are eighteen or older, this girl looks like she could pass for fifteen, which is another thing that JT looks for in his acquisitions.

I step forward, hold out my hand. “I’m Beckett North, but everyone just calls me Beck.”

Her eyes are frightened and I can see the hint of a bruise at the base of her throat. My stomach recoils as I accept her hand. It’s soft, delicate, and weak in my grip. She’s subservient, just the way JT likes them.

“Jenny Warlick,” she says softly. My eyes cut past the girl to Linda, who gives me a sad smile, backs out of my office, and closes the door.

I release her hand and wave to the couch. My office is so large it affords ample space for my U-shaped work desk that holds four computer monitors, a small round table with four chairs, and a seating area that boasts a couch and two sumptuous chairs. A liquor bar is built into one wall, but I don’t offer her a drink other than water or soda. She declines.

Jenny takes a seat on the couch and I sit in one of the chairs opposite with a low coffee table in between us.

“So tell me what’s wrong,” I say after we get settled in.

—

I’m so fucking pissed at JT my hands are shaking. I make my way down the long hallway that separates our corner offices and practically bark at his secretary when I reach her desk. “Is he in?”

“Yes, but he doesn’t want to be dist—”

I ignore her, throw open JT’s office door so hard it bangs against the interior wall like a thunderclap. I find him hunched over his desk, snorting a line of coke.

“Fucking typical,” I growl as I slam the door closed behind me, which probably only ensures his secretary now has her ear pressed against the door.

His head raises up slowly and he takes a deep sniff, his eyes bloodshot and watery.

Pupils dilated to pinpricks.

“You fucking asshole,” I grit out as I stalk up to his desk. “You’re fucking doing blow in your office now?”

“Relax,” he says with a grin, running a finger under his nose to wipe the residue away. “It’s just a pick-me-up. I had a late night last night.”

“With Jenny Warlick,” I snarl. “She just left my office.”

“Who?” he asks dumbly, and I have to physically restrain myself from punching him.

“The girl you fucked last night. Tied to your bed. There’s fucking bruises on her neck, you asshole, and she’s scared.”

JT shrugs and says, “Huh. Don’t really remember.”

“Because you were probably high,” I shoot back.

“Probably,” he says with carefree aplomb. “But relax…I’ll drop some money in her account. That’s all these girls want.”

“You cannot give her money for sex, you idiot.” My fingers curl into fists and I can feel my blood hammering so hard the pulse in my neck is thumping. “And you’re lucky she’s not crying rape.”

“She wasn’t raped,” JT says as he leans back in his chair and puts his hands behind his head. “She willingly let me tie her up. Hell, she came on to me. They all want a piece of the king Daddy.”

“Thought you didn’t remember,” I grit out, but it’s futile.

He remembers enough, probably more so because last night was his normal modus operandi. And I came on strong throwing out the rape word to JT, but I wanted to try to scare him. Jenny never even implied that to me, and even confirmed what he just said. She let him tie her up, but she was scared because he got rougher than what she had expected. He told Jenny last night he wanted to see her again, but she wants no part of that and came to me because she’s worried it’s going to hurt her status as a Sugar Baby with the company. I, of course, assured her it would not and that JT wouldn’t expect anything further from her.

Fuck, but he’s gotten so out of control these last few months since the news outlets started reporting on our business. He loves the limelight and the stardom. Loves the endless stream of pussy in his bed and people bowing down to his greatness.

Always seeking the next big rush. The thrill that will make that last orgasm pale in comparison. He’s using drugs and making stupid business decisions, and Jenny isn’t the first one to come to me that has been roughed up by JT. My respect for him is all but destroyed and I just don’t have it in me to continue on like this, despite my tie to him.

“I want to buy you out,” I tell him in a calm, level voice.

That gets his attention and the smug smile slides from his face. He sniffs deeply and leans forward in his chair. “Absolutely not.”

“This isn’t working,” I tell him. “We’ve diverged on how we want to run this business.”

“My business,” he says flatly.

“No…it’s our business. It’s fifty-fifty.”

“I provided the start-up and capital—”

“I provided the product. Without my skills, The Sugar Bowl wouldn’t have even come into existence. And I’m not arguing with your coked-out ass. We have the partnership papers to prove my worth, so I repeat…I want to buy you out. We can get a trio of appraisers to value The Sugar Bowl. You choose one, I’ll choose one, and they’ll choose an independent. Come up with a fair price, and I’ll pay you the money. You can walk and go start up some other business if you want.”

Or just live on the interest earnings and fuck your way through the free world, I think to myself, because JT’s done. My friend, through childhood and beyond, is but a pale shadow. My tie to him runs deeper than anyone can begin to imagine. Deeper than JT could even imagine, and yet I feel it all slipping away. The suave and intelligent businessman I knew and partnered up with three years ago is gone. Not a shred left of the man I’d respected, although never really admired. He was often sort of a douche.

“Not doing it,” he says adamantly, and I sigh in frustration.

“I can force a buyout,” I threaten.

“Go ahead,” he says, calling my bluff. “You know our agreement’s loaded with protective clauses for me. You’ll never get the company, but tell you what…you want out, I’ll buy you out. Programmers like you are a dime a dozen.”

I grit my teeth so violently, I’m afraid the enamel will crack. JT turns his chair back to his desk and proceeds to cut another line. I’ve been dismissed.

“What happened to you, man?” I ask softly, searching for a hint of the good I know is inside of him.

His head snaps up and he blinks those bloodshot eyes. “What do you mean?”

“I mean what in the fuck happened to you? You were a brilliant businessman, the world was your oyster. Now you’re partying with a terrible crowd, scaring women, and you’re making some piss-poor financial decisions. You’re on a spiral, JT, and you’re bringing everything down with you.”

He stares at me a moment, taking in the hard set to my jaw, the worry in my eyes…the defeat in my shoulders. His own eyes soften, relaxing the fine lines and giving him a more youthful look. Almost like the JT of old.

“Listen,” he says in a conciliatory tone as he stands from his desk. He walks around it, throws an arm over my shoulder. “We’re like brothers. Buds for life and then after. I appreciate your concern, but I’ve got things under control. I swear it.”

Truth and lies.

Yes, we’re like brothers and actually are fraternity brothers. We were friends even before that, having attended the same prep school. Our families are intertwined through money and social status. As far as being buds for life, not sure about that one. It’s a lie he’s got things under control, but I hold my peace. It won’t do any good to argue with him.

No, I think my next conversation needs to be with an attorney to figure out if there’s a way for me to get out of this clusterfuck and cut JT cleanly out of my life. I think it’s time to let him go.

With The Sugar Bowl firmly in my sole possession.


Chapter 3

Sela

I look in the mirror, still shocked with my new appearance.

Six months ago, I ditched every bit of metal in my face and ears except a hole in each lobe that now sports tiny gold hoops. I’m lucky everything closed up nicely with barely perceptible scarring. I cut friendship ties with Mark and the handful of others, making my life more solitary than normal. I joined a gym, spent my precious money on a trainer, and got rid of twenty pounds that were seemingly welded onto my lower stomach, ass, and hips. I spent even more precious money by coloring my golden blond hair a rich, chocolate brown—eyebrows too—and now my blue eyes sizzle like electric orbs. The dusting of freckles across my nose and cheeks also stands out against the dark hair, and I find I like the look. I’m like a slightly younger version of Jennifer Garner but without the bangs.

Innocent and fresh. Two words that should never be used to describe the dark and damaged woman I’ve become.

My last step to transformation included a full wax, because I didn’t want blond pubes giving away my disguise. It was painful but necessary, should I find myself in a position to take my disguise that far.

I am ready.

I wash my hands and look into the bathroom mirror.

“You can do this,” I murmur to myself, remembering a time ten years ago that I stared into a mirror just before slicing open my wrist. “You can totally do this, Sela.”

Infiltrate.

Murder.

Repeat.

It’s a simple plan, really.

I give a quick scan of my makeup and deem it perfect. I had to have someone teach me, because I never wore this crap before. Never cared about my looks or catching a man’s attention.

Until now.

Now I’m getting ready to step out into the ballroom of the Four Seasons hotel and put myself on display. My dark hair falling in lustrous waves over bare shoulders, my skimpy dress and ridiculous heels I spent weeks practicing in, and a sexy attitude I also practiced, all in the hopes of catching Jonathon Townsend’s eye.

Six months ago, I hurled on my living room carpet.

Within minutes of that, I developed a plan for justice.

It’s taken me a long time to get here, but now today is the first day of the rest of my new life. It’s where I’m going to make things right for poor Sela Halstead.

I’m going to make him suffer and then I’m going to end him.

My nefarious plan is quite easy, at least to my way of thinking that admittedly might be colored by an overabundance of rage and an overwhelming need for retribution. After only a few hours of Internet research, I had all I needed to know about my rapist.

Jonathon Townsend, age thirty-two.

Attended Hillcrest Preparatory. Bachelor’s and MBA from Stanford.

Wealthy by birth. Spoiled by circumstance.

Launched The Sugar Bowl three years ago and made millions upon millions.

Playboy. Bachelor. Rapist.

Those are the basics, and I find it hilariously ironic that his own business is going to be my way in to him. My research on The Sugar Bowl was fastidious and there were dozens of articles about it. CNN even did a documentary about the revolutionary and unconventional website platform that hooked up Sugar Daddies with Sugar Babies.

Quite brilliant, actually.

Sugar Daddies are wealthy men, usually in their fifties and sixties, who are looking to regain their youth by dating much younger women. Beautiful women too. Now there are some more youthful Sugar Daddies, but they are few and far between and obviously in high demand. I wondered why the vast majority of Sugar Daddies were old enough to be grandfathers, but according to the CNN film, most wealthy men in their thirties and forties were trying out the family life with cute suburban wives and a passel of kids. It’s usually not until divorce hits and the resulting fat belly sets in that these guys start scrambling to prove their manhood. Statistically speaking, that most often happens in a man’s late forties after the kids are grown and the wife doesn’t give it up anymore.

The Sugar Bowl makes all of this easy for these poor, ignored men by providing a database of willing Sugar Babies.

Sugar Babies are young women, usually between eighteen and twenty-six, although some can be a bit older. CNN says the average age is actually twenty-two, and that’s because most Sugar Babies are joining as a means to get their college tuition paid. At twenty-six, I’m stretching the outer limit of the normal range, but my face is very youthful and I could pass for twenty if I wanted.

While most sugarships—that’s a combination of “sugar” and “relationships”—are formed through introductions facilitated through the Web database, much like some of the popular dating sites, The Sugar Bowl also hosts regional parties where the Daddies and the Babies can mix, mingle, and have face-to-face time to see if there are any common bonds.

What’s the typical “sugarship” look like?

Well, there’s actually a written contract. In a signed agreement, all expectations are laid out. The Sugar Daddy clearly defines what he wants from his Baby. It could be a live-in companion or someone to travel with. It could be as simple as just a weekly dinner date. In return, the Daddy promises the Baby certain things. That could be money, tuition expenses, a car, expensive jewelry, whatever.

Bottom line: the Daddy pays for the Baby.

One thing you will never find in the agreement is an expectation to have sex. In fact, after I joined The Sugar Bowl two weeks ago, it was interesting to read their sample agreement online and find that it actually has a clause that “specifically prohibits discussion and/or agreement regarding sexual acts in exchange for monetary compensation and/or gifts.”

Squeaky-clean on its face, but as CNN showed during the documentary, sex is most often implied. Numerous former Sugar Babies were interviewed. Most of them were very happy with their experiences, having come out of college debt-free. Most of them also admitted that sex was a given and were unapologetic about having their expenses paid in return for a little roll between the sheets.

I find it sickening and repulsive, and yet…here I am. Getting ready to attend a San Francisco Sugar Bowl Mixer, and I have it on good authority from Jonathon Townsend’s secretary, Karla Gould, that he’s going to be here. I’m not the least bit ashamed that I researched and targeted her as an unwilling accomplice in my plans. I learned that she’s thirty-three, divorced, a single mom of three, and desperate for friends. I ultimately stalked her, forming a friendship after a “chance meeting” in her favorite coffee shop. That happened two months ago, and I played up my down-on-my-luck poor college student trying to pay for her master’s degree, which led to Karla suggesting The Sugar Bowl to me. While she’s too old and too overweight to be a marketable Baby, she had no problem with urging me in that direction, and I did a great acting job looking surprised at the suggestion, slightly dubious yet equally intrigued.

Karla was a good inside source, and I even once met her at her office for lunch and got a peek inside the great Jonathon Townsend’s empty office. I almost shuddered in ecstasy as I imagined jamming a letter opener through his eye and deep into his brain while he sat at his desk and computed his millions.

My plan is simple, and as such, will involve a great deal of luck.

I am going to try to catch Jonathon Townsend’s attention tonight. It’s well-known that he prefers blondes, but it’s also well known he prefers big tits, and I have a set of those. My blond hair is not an option, because I don’t want him to recognize me.

I don’t think he will, because I have learned in my research that he’s an egomaniac. I also learned that he fucks a lot of blondes and I have to imagine all of our faces blend together. While I can’t be sure, I’m betting on his cocky arrogance and the fact it probably had him forgetting about me even before the semen in my hair dried that night.

Rage sparks, froths, and bubbles low in my gut as I think about it.

Infiltrate.

Murder.

Repeat.

Keep your eye on the prize, Sela.

Infiltrate…get Townsend’s attention tonight. Make him lust after you. Get him to take you to his house. Make him divulge the other two rapists’ names, which shouldn’t be a problem inducing him to do that given the gun in my purse.

Murder…easy enough. Bullet between the eyes.

Repeat…find the other two and stalk them. Bullets between their eyes as well.

I stare at myself in the mirror just a moment more, taking in the smoky eyes, plump and glossed lips, cleavage on full display. I know what I’m doing is rash, probably not the most airtight of plans, but I can’t help it. I have rage and hate driving me forward. Even if I get caught and spend the rest of my life in prison, it will be better than living with myself having not done anything at all.

Watch out, Mr. Townsend. Your time is almost up.


Chapter 4

Beck

As much as I sneer at JT’s overusage of the Babies available, I have to admit, it’s one of the perks of ownership. While the mission of the The Sugar Bowl is to help facilitate meaningful and companionable relationships—or sugarships as some freak in the marketing department dubbed them—I tend to pick from the eager stock intent on only one-night stands.

I may be richer than God at this point in my life, but I have no desire to pay for some college sweetie to move into my bedroom just so I can have the assurance of someone playing with my balls every night. Instead, I found out soon enough that most of these women are so hungry in their quest for achievement they’ll set their eyes on the top dogs and will pin all their hopes on just one shot at them.

They have an ulterior motive and I don’t hold that against them. Sugar Babies are beautiful, smart, and calculating. Most would make tremendous businesswomen. But they have an agenda, and so do I. They are seeking a windfall in the form of money, and perhaps a lasting connection. I may own the company that makes this possible for them, but I’m in no form or fashion a Sugar Daddy myself. I have no need of relationships, and while I have the utmost respect for women, even those who are cool with my desire only for a one-night stand, I can’t see that changing anytime soon for me.

So yes, I take advantage of this fucking spectacular perk of owning The Sugar Bowl. I get a hot-as-hell fuck with no strings attached, and the best part is, at the end of the night, I can slink out of whatever room we’re occupying…hotel, public restroom, back of my limo…and not have to look at starry eyes in the morning hoping that I’ll wise up and offer marriage to the young beauty in my bed.

Because let’s face it…that’s what these Sugar Babies want. While their immediate goals might be stability and financial gain, they all have the same long-term outlook. Every one of them is hoping to catch a rich man who will keep them swimming in jewels and furs forever.

And good for them. Use what you have, girl, and work it hard. Just don’t flash that shit my way, as I’m not about to give up my independence to commitment.

My gaze wanders around the ballroom. These Sugar Bowl mixers are opulent and flashy, giving the Babies a taste of the decadence that awaits them. Caviar and champagne. Thousand-dollar suits. Wristwatches that cost more than cars. They take it all in with wide-eyed innocence, and they spread their legs a little further to entice a Daddy to notice them.

I’ve seen it all before.

See it happening right now all over this room as the women flirt, suck on lower lips, and pull their dresses down just a little more to expose their cleavage. The room is thick with lust pouring off the men who see nothing but orgasms in their immediate future after going so long without. The girls see dollar signs. It’s a mutually beneficial relationship.

Taking a sip from my drink as I stand at the bar, I glance down to my left. Several couples are sitting on stools, drinking cocktails and making small talk. At the very end sits a woman who is strikingly lovely. Her back is to the bar, the stool swiveled so she can face the mingling crowd. A shimmery silver dress hugs her curves, and I lean back from the bar so I can get a better look at knockout stiletto sandals with silver ribbon at the heels that wind up and around her calves.

Pulling my body back in, I take another look at her face. It’s in profile to me, but she’s all gorgeous angles and soft curves. Straight nose, high cheekbones, and full, puffy lips. Dark chocolate-brown hair, and I wonder what color her eyes are, but I can’t see from this position.

She seems to be staring at something intently so I turn my head and follow her line of sight across the room.

Ahhh…there it is.

She’s staring at JT, who is standing with three women huddled around him, all vying for his attention. I look back at the brunette sitting at the bar and find her stare a bit disconcerting. It’s not hungry or calculating; not the way I’ve seen women look at me and my partner before. Instead, she looks sort of angry.

Odd.

Jealous former Baby, perhaps?

I start to put it out of my mind because that’s a complication I don’t need, but just as I begin to turn away, she pushes up off the stool, squares her shoulders, and starts to cross the room toward JT.

She has a sexy as hell walk, full of confidence as her hips sway. Her breasts aren’t bound by a bra under the shimmery dress and they sway in full natural glory. What I wouldn’t love to do to a pair of tits like that, and an image of me fucking said tits crosses my mind.

I watch with interest to see what happens, because while I don’t like confrontation, I wouldn’t mind watching JT get a comeuppance if that’s what’s on the brunette’s mind. Or maybe an old-fashioned catfight between her and the blondes that might involve hair pulling and an errant kick to JT’s nuts. He’d so deserve it.

Fucking JT.

I’ve got my attorney reading over our partnership agreement, poring over case law, trying to figure out if I have a way to force him out, but so far it doesn’t look good. So my choices are going to be stay the course and hope JT gets his head out of his ass, or let him buy me out and walk. It’s an option, but not the best, as I’ve got a lot of pride invested in this business. Do I have the smarts to make a killing off another start-up? Hell, yes. But I’m not ready to give up this ride yet because it could be so much more, and besides…maybe JT is just going through a phase. Maybe he’ll wise up sooner rather than later and this will all be moot.

God, I hope to fuck he comes to his senses, because JT and I have history together. Deep ties that I don’t want to sever if it can be helped. While I might not like him at the moment, I still hold out hope that he can be pulled back from the edge.

The brunette reaches JT’s group and I watch as his eyes connect with hers. He lowers his gaze, runs his eyes all over her body, because hell…who wouldn’t? She’s stunning.

When his eyes meets hers again, she boldly steps in between two of the blondes and holds her hand out to him. While I can’t hear anything because of the chatter of about two hundred people and soft strains of some techno dance music, I can imagine her bold introduction. I bet her voice is smoky…filled with sex.

JT inclines his head toward her in polite acknowledgment and releases her hand, turning his gaze back to the blonde who is now hanging on his left arm. He dips his head to her and she presses her lips near his ear, I’m sure offering to do any dirty thing imaginable he desires, and I know the brunette won’t be looked at again.

Not only does she not have the right hair color, but she screwed up when she approached JT. He likes his women docile and subservient. Her confident strut, I’m betting firm handshake, and direct approach turned him off. Not that he wouldn’t fuck her if there was nothing else available, but for the most part…her type doesn’t do it for him.

Her type, however, does a shitload for me. I like my women confident and feisty in bed. I like a good tussle when the mood suits us both, and I want her screaming at me to go harder because she wants it, not just because I like to give it. I like a woman to look me directly in the eye when she’s sucking my cock, and I’m betting this woman would do just that.

The brunette continues to stare at JT, and I notice with a small amount of surprise her fingers curled into fists that are clenched tightly. Maybe she’ll deck him, which won’t be as good as a swift kick in the balls, but would still be entertaining.

Instead, she turns from the group and her shoulders sag in what I’d consider to be defeat. Her head is still held high though, and when she angles my way, I can see the clear blue of her eyes even across the dim room.

Just fucking stunning, and JT’s all kinds of a fool to let that get away.

But his loss is my gain, and I push away from the bar to intercept her.

We meet in the middle of the ballroom, her eyes widening in surprise as she realizes I’m intent on talking to her. I see almost a subtle hint of a wall going up and her shoulders tighten.

“Don’t take it personally,” I tell her with a charming smile as I take her by the elbow, guiding her to the bar where I left my drink. “He doesn’t like confident women. Threatens his masculinity and all.”

She gives an unladylike snort. “I find that hard to believe.”

Yes! A smoky voice that sounds exactly like sex. I knew it.

“Well, it’s true, and I know him better than anyone in this room,” I tell her truthfully as we reach the bar and I pull out a stool for her. “Let me get you a drink and I’ll tell you all about it.”

She sits down, crosses one smooth leg over the other, and looks me directly in the face. “So…are you going to divulge all of your partner’s dirty secrets to me, Mr. North?”

Ahhhh…she does know who I am.

“It’s just Beck,” I reply as I hold my hand out to her. She takes it and rather than shake, I pull it up to my lips and press a whisper of a kiss on her knuckles. “You know who I am?”

“Techie mastermind of The Sugar Bowl,” she says with a shrug, and I don’t see a hint of calculation in her eyes. Instead, she says, “I’m Sela Halstead, and I was hoping to get a moment with Mr. Townsend to talk about The Sugar Bowl.”

My stomach bottoms out a bit, because I hate deception, and I eyeball her shrewdly. “You don’t look like a reporter.”

She gives a husky laugh and touches her fingertips to my forearm in reassurance. “No. I’m a Sugar Baby, but I am writing a paper in my psych class about the sexual evolution of the human mind. I thought he’d have some interesting perspectives to share.”

The tension leaves my shoulders and I smile at her. “Well, I’m sure I could provide you with the same type of information you’re looking for. I’m well versed on sexual evolution and my mind is quite human.”

She laughs again and I raise my hand to catch the bartender’s attention. I look back down at her and ask, “What are you drinking?”

She stares at me a moment, chews on her bottom lip as if plagued with indecision. Her eyes cut across the room to JT and then back to me before she finally says, “Whatever you’re serving at your place.”


Chapter 5

Sela

I’ll have to say, the photographs I’d seen of Beck North don’t do him justice.

In researching Jonathon Townsend, I’d naturally read my fill about his friend and business partner, Beckett North. While he chooses to stay out of the limelight for the most part, there was still a wealth of biographical information to be found.

He’d attended the same prep school as Townsend and also went to Stanford. But whereas JT went on to pursue an MBA at his alma mater, Beck went east and got his master’s in computer science at MIT. He’s hailed by some as a certified genius, while others wonder why he wasted his talents on building a Web-based platform that was nothing more than another dating site. Regardless, my research showed well enough that Beck North was the brains behind this venture, while JT was the rich, pretty face they put on the posters.

Except, in my humble opinion, Beck North is infinitely more gorgeous than Jonathon Townsend, and that has nothing to do with my bias and hate toward my rapist.

Beck North is starring perfection in every woman’s fantasy. Tall, broad shoulders that fill out his expensively tailored suit in such a way that you know he was born to a life of privilege. Yet his eyes, which are more aquamarine than blue, hold a certain amount of humbleness within them. Whereas JT’s gaze was filled with nothing but condescension and arrogance, Beck’s is friendly and charming.

There’s no doubt he’s probably sporting a four-hundred-dollar haircut as his dark brown hair is short on the sides, longer on the top with stylishly messy spikes pushed up and away from his forehead. Beck North oozes sophistication and smarts that would enable him to walk into any Wall Street boardroom and command attention. This is a product of his birth, social status, elite schooling, and multimillionaire ranking. In this respect, he and JT are just alike.

But there was a glaring difference as I read about the two cofounders of The Sugar Bowl. Most of the articles and pictures of JT showcased a man who lived the high life. Ate at the most expensive restaurants, had the most lavish vacations, and frivolously spent his money on stupid shit like underwater personal submarines and advance seating on the first personal spaceship to the moon.

Despite the nearly identical upbringing and social status, Beck North is a completely different story. Most articles about him dealt with his philanthropic and charitable work, his main passions including equal educational opportunities for inner-city kids and disaster-recovery work. I found numerous pictures of him in sweat-soaked and mud-covered clothes assisting disaster victims in the cleanup process. Find a hurricane, tornado, typhoon, mudslide, or tsunami in the world, and Beck North was jetting off to help clean up. I saw he was once quoted as saying, “I’ve always been a hard worker, but let’s face it. I sit at a desk all day in the air-conditioning. This is just a good way to get my hands dirty and keep my ego in check.”

There was another difference as well. While most articles of JT showed him with a gorgeous beauty on his arm at every celebrity event he attended, Beck never seemed to date anyone. He always went stag to the few public events he attended, and I even read an article that said he was too busy with his career to have time for a relationship. He didn’t say this in a cold demeanor, but merely in a matter-of-fact way that told you love was low on his list of priorities.

So what I’ve read about this enigmatic man makes it easy for me to believe that while most of his life is probably spent in boardrooms, because of his easygoing charm and egoless attitude, I bet you could throw a pair of jeans and a T-shirt on him and he’d just as easily fit into a dive bar listening to a grunge band.

It was fascinating to read about him. Even more intriguing being up close.

But I’m not interested in him in any way other than trying to figure out in this moment how I can use him to achieve my goals. I’m clearly not going home with Jonathon Townsend tonight, as that little part of my plan that was dependent on luck that went south in a hurry. I knew the plan was rash, somewhat ridiculous, but it was only my first shot at JT. I never intended to give up if the first go-round came up empty.

“Whatever you’re serving at your place,” I told him as my blue eyes held his own. I had figured out enough in about thirty seconds that he likes the direct approach, unlike his partner.

Beck gives little in the way of surprise. Possibly a momentary lifting of his eyebrows over my bold offer, but instantly his eyes project an appreciative intensity that he very much likes my answer.

“Then let’s go,” he says as he takes my hand and suavely helps me right back off the barstool.

I made a command decision and I’m going with it. JT was a bust tonight, effectively shutting me down within seconds of my introduction. Beck confirmed for me what I figured out in those dismissive moments. Jonathon Townsend is intimidated by confident women. I miscalculated that, figuring the thrill for him was in bringing a woman such as that down. I mean, isn’t that why rapists rape? For control, domination, and to compensate for all their mommy issues?

Thus, the minute Beck North confirmed for me the reason why I was snubbed this evening, I figured out that unless I’m willing to pull my gun out right here, right now, and murder Townsend with a few hundred witnesses, I need to take a step back and recalculate. Figure out a different way to go about this.

Besides, I can’t go in for the quick kill. I need information from him first, which means I have to get close to him.

And perhaps Beck North is exactly what I need. Maybe an in with him will get me close to JT, but not so close as to risk exposure. Maybe I could even work something out that is less messy that the “bullet between the eye” plan, which makes my stomach turn a bit. I’m not good with blood.

Maybe poison.

That’s so much more stealthy and something I had actually considered before. Maybe I can get close to Townsend through Beck and then poison JT at an opportune moment. Of course, that would mean I’d have to give up my quest for the identity of my other rapists, so that might not work out after all. Besides…I’ve been really looking forward to the instant gratification of watching fear overwhelm JT when I hold a gun to his head and then listen to him plead for his life. I won’t get that with the poisoning option, but I’ve got a far better chance of getting away with murder that way.

This will take a bit more thought.

Maybe having Beck intervene is a godsend. Maybe it was a signal to me that I need to take a step back, cool down a bit, and go forth with a plan that is less rash and driven by emotion. I should be a bit more calculating and give up on the satisfaction I’d get from brains blowing out of his skull.

Yes…the gorgeous cofounder of The Sugar Bowl is probably exactly what I need.

I’m led out of the ballroom with a gentle hand on my elbow. Beck doesn’t make small talk, but then why would he? My offer was clear, and it wasn’t for a drink.

When we reach the elevators, he pushes the button and merely says, “I booked a room here tonight.”

“That’s convenient,” I say with a laugh.

It’s an easy laugh, and one I’m able to give with no qualms.

If you think I should be feeling uncertain or weirded out by the prospect of having sex with a complete stranger I met less than five minutes ago, you’d be wrong, because there is nothing I wouldn’t do to carry out my plans.

Infiltrate.

Murder.

Repeat.

I will never be deterred in my revenge, and Beck North, with his good looks and brainy charm, is not going to be a chore for me at all.

The elevator door opens and Beck’s hand drops from my elbow and takes hold of mine, lacing his fingers throughout. It’s an intimate act and my first reaction is to pull away, because intimacy has no place within my framework of deception. I need to remain cold and distanced, my mind focused on the ultimate goal.

And yet, his warm hand engulfing mine sends a tiny pulse of security through me.

Almost as if I have a partner in crime?

Or perhaps it’s just a feeling of being grounded at this moment?

Let’s face it, not but five minutes ago, my plan was to have this evening end in murder. Now it looks like it’s going to end in sex with a very gorgeous man and a restructuring of my agenda.

As soon as the doors whisper closed and Beck hits the button for the thirteenth floor, he steps into me. With one hand still holding my own, and another pushed up under my chin to ensure my eyes lock with his, he tells me, “I’m not a Sugar Daddy, just so you know.”

I blink at him in surprise, my mind spinning over the implications. “What do you mean?”

His voice is soft but firm. “What I mean is that while I’m one of the owners of The Sugar Bowl, and while you are a Sugar Baby, I am not a Sugar Daddy. I am not looking to commit my time to one woman, nor my resources to any woman. So if you’re going up with me right now with the expectation that this will result in a lucrative contract, I’m going to have to disappoint you.”

Well, fuck.

I was sort of banking on that being a definite possibility. I mean, the whole point of these mixers is to hook up and form relationships. I assumed that’s why Beck was here. I thought it was sort of implied when he approached me. I mean, I didn’t think it was a given that would occur, but I figured maybe a night of wild and freaky sex would make him inclined to want to keep me around for a bit. Even if it was for a short contract period like a month. That would have certainly given me the time to come up with a new plan to kill JT.

“Want me to take you back down?” Beck murmurs, and I blink again, trying to put my head in the game. The elevator comes to a stop and the doors slide open.

Time for another command decision and I go with my gut instinct. I’ve already figured out Beck likes a challenge, so I’m going to go with that.

“I didn’t come tonight hoping to find a Sugar Daddy,” I say truthfully. Because I didn’t. I came to kill JT.

And then I tell him another truth, because when I decided that becoming a Sugar Baby was going to be my cover, I went all in and started talking to various men in case someone got suspicious of me. “I really came to try to meet Mr. Townsend for my paper. I’m actually in talks with a potential Sugar Daddy in Santa Clara and we’re hoping to meet soon. He’s looking for a long-term commitment, and I’m looking for something stable enough to carry me all the way through my master’s degree.”

This surprises him and his hand drops from my face. “Then why are you coming to my room with me?”

“Because until I do enter into a ‘sugarship’—which is a stupid name, by the way—I’m a free agent. And I very much enjoy sex. Even more so with an intelligent, witty, and gorgeous man. So why not?”

Okay, so that was a lie about the enjoying sex part. My rapists ensured I’d never be comfortable with the act of sex, and so I only view it as a necessary function that serves some other purpose for me.

Beck’s lips curve up and his eyes crinkle in silent amusement. “I like that answer very much, Miss Halstead.”

“Good,” I say with a wink, a little surprised with how well I’ve got my confident seductress act going. “Then let’s get going.”

His hand takes mine again and we walk from the elevator side by side. His room is at the end of the hallway, and when we enter, I see why. It’s a corner suite with sweeping views of the Golden Gate Bridge and an outdoor balcony.

“Want a drink?” he asks as he lets my hand go and loosens his tie.

“No, I’m good,” I say as I look around, taking a few steps toward the balcony. Elegant furnishings, silk wallpaper, stylishly expensive furniture. So this is how the 1 percent live.

Nice.

Hands on my waist divert my attention and Beck steps into my backside. My heart rate immediately accelerates, half of my body going into a defensive posture and the other half opening wide up to the slight possibility of something thrilling with this man. Sex is complicated for me. My first experience was so horrific I tried to kill myself after.

Since then, I’ve had good and bad.

Some men do nothing more than thrust, grunt, and unload. That’s not so bad and it’s over with quickly.

Some men are mediocre. They make attempts to get me off but are never successful, and I’ve become adept at faking the world’s best orgasm, which strokes their ego nicely.

None have been fantastic. No one has ever made me go weak in the knees. Not one single man has ever inspired me to want to bring them to theirs.

Doesn’t mean I haven’t brought them to their knees, it just means that I’ve never found someone that I wanted to do that to.

No man has ever made me feel a connection to him past the act of sex. My psychiatrist once told me that was because I had no emotional connection when I was raped. In fact, it was so cold, brutal, and without regard for me as a human being that I have a hard time understanding and accepting intimacy. I just can’t reconcile that sex and kindness go together.

I’ve never in my life experienced an orgasm while having sex with a man. Had plenty with my vibrator, but a man has never gotten me off, and I don’t need my psychiatrist to explain the reasoning behind that either.

To me, sex is just an act. I could do without it, but I also don’t mind having it when it fits my agenda. In my past relationships, which have been few and far between, I had sex to make the other person feel good. More as a reward for treating me decently, and also maybe because while I may not have enjoyed it very much, it at least made me feel normal and not like a freak as I normally do.

Tonight, sex with Beck will further my agenda, so I’m all in.

Beck’s hand lifts, pulls my hair away from my neck. I feel his lips press there softly and a shiver runs up my spine. My heartbeat increases in tempo and a rush of adrenaline flushes throughout me with dizzying repercussion.

Oh wow…that’s new.

I suck in a deep breath and try to ground myself. His lips press harder against me, then I feel teeth against my skin. He scrapes them gently over me and a delicious ache forms between my legs.

That’s also new, and the feeling is so disconcerting that I pull away from his embrace so I can get myself under control. My body has never reacted that way, and frankly, it scares the shit out of me, almost to the point that I consider running.

I cannot afford to lose control with this man, a prospect that is almost as terrifying as my memories of my sixteenth birthday.

Keep your eyes on the prize, Sela.

It’s imperative that whatever happens tonight that I rock Beck North’s world to such an extent that he wants to see me again. I need to keep my foot in the door and that means tonight…I cannot hold anything back. It has to be my best performance ever.

Turning to face Beck, I tilt my lips upward in a seductive curve and step into him. My hands go to his chest, slip upward and under his suit coat, to his shoulders where I push it off. It falls to the ground and before it hits, my hands are working his belt buckle.

It’s a good thing too, because working the expensive, supple leather through the metal buckle helps to calm the shakiness of my hands. I pull the entire belt free and toss it away. My hands go immediately to the button of his dress slacks, but the minute I twist it free of the hole, Beck’s hands are on mine…stilling my progress.

I look up slowly and Beck’s eyes are sizzling with need. This gratifies me, because I know that I have what he wants and I have the power to hook him with it. I press against his hold and try to tug at his zipper, but he draws my hands away.

“Slow down a bit,” he says gruffly as I look back up at him. “We have all night.”

“All the more reason to let me give you a blow job right now,” I tell him with sly look, and reach my hands out again. “Take the edge off.”

“I like the edge,” he says in a low growl. “I like getting worked up. I like waiting until it’s even a bit painful. I also like being in charge, so those beautiful lips aren’t getting anywhere near my cock right now.”

Those words…

They both terrify and titillate me. And that ache between my legs starts to throb. I hate it because it’s distracting me.

Beck North is totally throwing me off my game and we haven’t even gotten naked yet.


Chapter 6

Beck

For a fleeting moment, I thought I saw fear on her face. It was so fast that I’m sure I imagined it. Almost like a strobe light…flashing bright and turning dark all within a microsecond.

It was when I told her that I needed to be in charge.

Sometimes fear is a good thing. It enhances the senses, ramps up the pleasure. But now I don’t see it and I wonder if I imagined it, but regardless…I am now and will always be in charge of this woman tonight.

I’m not surprised by her aggressive moves, because since the minute I laid eyes on her she’s done nothing but ooze self-confidence. And don’t get me wrong, there is nothing wrong with a woman who wants to suck my dick in a forward fashion.

Just not tonight.

Tonight I want to show her that she doesn’t have anything to show me that I haven’t already seen before. Countless women have dropped to their knees and begged to deep throat me, all with the hopes that I’ll never look at another piece of pussy again. I know Sela said she’s not looking at me that way, and that she’s actually talking to a Sugar Daddy, but I don’t know her, which means I don’t trust her. Trust doesn’t come easy to me, because the people closest to me in life have done nothing but lie. And let’s face it…trust isn’t going to be formed tonight. Thus, I need to impress upon her the truth of my position.

She has nothing that I need.

The best way to show her that is to refuse instant sexual gratification. While it would be fucking phenomenal to have her suck me off, I need her to understand and truly believe me when I say I don’t need it.

Best way to do that is to focus on her pleasure and not mine.

And that has never been a hardship for me, especially with one as beautiful and delectable looking as Sela Halstead.

“Let’s get you out of this dress, shall we?” I step up to her, bring my hands around her back, and easily find the tiny zipper at midback. The minute I unzip her, the dress falls down in a swish of silver froth around her ankles. I take her by the hand and help her step free.

Her body is amazing and I take my time looking at it. Spectacular breasts that are heavy with pert nipples that are begging to spend some time between my teeth. Sleek and toned muscles, a flat stomach, and miles of smooth leg.

“Turn around,” I murmur.

She does, and the tiny white lace thong is the perfect choice for her to wear, because her ass is spectacular. Her shoulders are graceful, her back arched perfectly as it flows into artful, sculpted glutes, and her thighs and ribbon-covered calves are ridiculously toned. This girl does some serious working out.

She continues her slow spin until she’s facing me again. Her face is slightly flushed, but her eyes are challenging.

My hand goes to the knot of my tie and I work it loose. As I pull it over my head, I tell her with a nod toward the bedroom, “Go get on the bed.”

Sela doesn’t even argue, taking me at face value when I told her I was in charge. She turns and I’m treated to another great view of her luscious backside swaying back and forth as she walks into the suite bedroom.

I follow behind her, working at the buttons of my dress shirt. When I get the first three undone, I merely reach down and lift it along with the white T-shirt underneath over my head. They get dropped to the carpet.

When Sela reaches the bed, she bends to the side a bit, her fingers pulling on the silver ribbon that’s tied from the heel of her sandals around her lower calf.

“Don’t,” I tell her, and she straightens to look at me over her shoulder. “Leave them on. They’re sexy as fuck.”

She nods and gives me a hint of a smile, turning to face me. I let my eyes glide down her body slowly, drinking in my fill of sheer perfection.

“You’re stunning,” I tell her truthfully, because words are good foreplay too.

Her eyes lower a bit, and I realize how long and thick her lashes are as they lay against the delicate, pale skin just underneath. I find that interesting that a little bit of praise and she turns shy. I’m betting this woman hasn’t had a lot of men in her life tell her just how exquisite she is.

“I’m going to eat your pussy,” I tell her bluntly, and her head snaps up, her eyes large and round with surprise. “So get your panties off and get in bed.”

She hesitates for a moment and I see that flicker of fear again, and I have to wonder, why does that scare her? Is she afraid of losing control with me? God, I fucking hope so, because watching a woman like this losing it is going to be hot as hell.

Lifting her chin, Sela pushes her thong down those long legs and steps out of them. She turns and crawls onto the bed while I use the opportunity to pull a condom from my wallet and divest myself of my pants and underwear. I started getting hard when her dress dropped from her body in the other room, but fuck…as I turn to her now and see her lying on the bed with nothing but those silver high-heeled sandals with ribbon, my dick goes full-on salute out of respect for her beautiful body.

I toss the condom down onto the bed and look down at her. She holds my gaze, and the only sign of her discomfort is a slight reddening of her cheeks. It makes her not only beautiful, but with those bright blue eyes and freckles…it makes her look impossibly young, fresh, and naïve.

That makes me want to dirty her up a bit, so I push at her tender boundaries.

“Spread your legs, Sela,” I command as I kneel on the bed. “Dig those spiked heels into the mattress and spread ’em wide.”

A low bubble of anguish slips out of her mouth and I can’t tell if it’s because this is embarrassing her or is turning her on, but it’s not of any real consequence. Once my mouth hits that pussy, she won’t care one way or the other.

I bend over, placing my hands palm down on the mattress just below her ass. I lower my face and study the beauty of her before me. I love a woman who waxes, and to treat myself and her to a little touch, I run a single finger over the smooth, soft skin of her mound.

A strangled sound comes out of Sela but I don’t look up at her. Instead I lower my head further, and with the tip of my tongue, gently prod at her clit.

The minute I make contact, Sela’s hips shoot of the bed and I freeze when she says, “Don’t.”

My eyes raise up to meet hers, and she has a wild, feral look about her as she stares down her body at me, her heaving chest raised up by her elbows propped on the mattress.

Her breathing is labored and she licks at her lips. “I mean…I’m not sure…”

Even though I’m confused by it, I think I understand what’s going on here. “Has a man never done this to you before?”

Her face now goes beet red and her eyes lower. Gone without a trace is the confident woman who walked into this suite with me, and she refuses to confirm or deny my theory.

Impossible, but I’m pretty sure this is all new to her.

How in the fuck has a woman this beautiful made it this far in life without a man gorging himself to death between those perfect legs?

I place my hand on Sela’s chest and push her back down gently to the bed. I crawl up her body, pressing my weight down on her. My cock lays heavy against her pussy, but I do nothing but simply kiss her slowly.

She jerks in surprise, but her mouth immediately opens to me, and her hands curve around my neck. I let my tongue spiral with hers, prolonging the kiss until I can feel her relax underneath me.

When I pull my mouth from hers, she opens her eyes slowly and looks at me with confusion.

“Sela,” I tell her, my voice rough with lust. “I swear it’s going to feel good. It’s going to be intense and it’s okay for you to pull my hair, curse, or cry out. Fuck…please cry out and tell me how fucking good I’m making you feel, okay?”

She just blinks her eyes, almost in wonder.

“Trust me, Sela?”

She never responds, but I take her lack of refusal as a green light. I slide back down her body, never hesitating for a moment before putting my mouth back on her.

Her hips buck again and she lets out a guttural moan. While I let my tongue work slow, deliberate circles around her clit, she chants, “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

This makes me smile.

My tongue is right against her clit, and then I purse my lips and suck on it.

Sela’s hands slap to my head, her fingers diving into my hair. She pulls in an attempt to remove me, and then just as quickly pushes my face into her. This tells me she’s warring with herself. She likes the way this feels but is troubled by the dirty nature of having a man up close and personal with her most sacred place.

That fucking turns me on like nothing else, and I start moving my tongue faster.

“I can’t,” Sela moans as she gyrates her hips against me. “I can’t. I can’t.”

Yes, she fucking can. I slide two fingers into her while I lash at her clit with my tongue, working it faster and faster. I can tell she’s digging those spiked heels into the mattress hard because her hips push all the way off the bed.

“No, no, no, no,” she murmurs to herself, even has she holds my face tight to her with an insane grip on my head.

Completely contradictory, her words having one meaning, her body another.

Perplexing and fascinating to me, it makes me burn with the need to make her orgasm. I pull my fingers free of her pussy, add a third, and push them back in deeply. I scrape my teeth on her clit then enclose my lips around it and I suck at her hard with intermittent smacks of my tongue against her.

“B-e-e-e-e-c-k,” Sela cries out in one long, stuttering breath as her back arches off the bed and I feel her pussy clamp down on my fingers in a stranglehold while she starts to come. She holds that position for a few moments as I can feel the pleasure rippling through her, and then she flops back down to the mattress.

I look up her body at her, my tongue now drawing lazy patterns around her clit. I stay away from the sensitive button of flesh because I don’t think she can handle it again so soon. Sela lifts her head up and stares back down at me.

Utter confusion.

Complete satiation.

Fear.

Acceptance.

Her head flops back down onto the bed and she lets out a shaky sigh. I pull my fingers free of her body, press a soft kiss on the bald mound of her pelvis, and inch my way back up her body. I hold my weight off of her, even though my cock is practically straining to push itself inside of her tight, wet heat.

Her face turns to the side as I hover over her. She chews at her lip in consternation.

“Sela,” I say to get her attention. She turns those blue eyes my way and that lip pops free.

“That was your first time?” I ask her gently.

Her cheeks get red again and she tries to turn her face away. My hand comes out, holds her still. I bend down, give her a brush of my lips against hers, and say, “Hey…don’t be embarrassed. I loved doing that to you. Plan on doing it again to you before the night is up.”

She gasps, those eyes go rounder, so I lay it out to her as honestly as I can.

“Baby…your pussy is so goddamn sweet, I’m glad I was the first to take a bite of it—”

Sela starts shaking her head side to side adamantly. I cock an eyebrow at her. “What?”

“You weren’t the first guy to…you know…kiss me there.”

I tilt my head, not understanding where she’s going with this. She takes in a quavering breath, lets it out slowly, and says, “That was the first time a man has made me have an orgasm.”

My chin jerks inward with stunned surprise, and before my brain can even fully process what that means, I swear to God my dick gets even bigger and harder. It knows what that means.

“You’ve never had an orgasm before?” I ask incredulously, and now my cock starts thumping with need to get inside her.

“I can give myself one,” she clarifies.

“You’ve got to be shitting me,” I mutter as I push up off her body and reach to the side to grab the condom. I tear the foil open and roll it onto my dick. My gaze goes back to her and she’s watching me warily. “What type of fuckwads have you been with that didn’t know how to pleasure you?”

She opens her mouth but I shake my head. “Never mind. Don’t answer that. It will probably only piss me off.”

Scooting my body and my rubber-clad dick right off the bottom of the bed until I’m kneeling on the carpet, I grasp Sela’s legs and pull her down until her ass hits the edge of the mattress.

“What are you doing?” she gasps.

“Going to eat you out again…give you one more orgasm before I fuck you,” I tell her simply before I latch my mouth down onto her again.

“No, I can’t,” she cries out, but again, those hands come back to my hair and she presses my face tighter to her.

Oh yes you fucking can, I think, and I wonder how many I can give her tonight.


Chapter 7

Sela

I lay absolutely still, contemplating my next move.

The sun rose about twenty minutes ago and I came fully awake, understanding that I was in Beck North’s hotel bed.

He’s on his back, one arm above his head on the pillow, the other resting across his lower stomach. He’s utterly gorgeous lying there totally nude, as the covers and sheets got kicked to the carpet hours ago. His mouth is slightly parted while he sleeps, and I remember in vivid detail what those lips did to me last night.

I lift my head and take a moment for the unfettered access I have to look at his body. My prior sexual experiences have been hurried and mostly with my eyes closed. There was usually a lot of fumbling in between hot kisses before falling to the bed, so with my foreplay experience there wasn’t a whole lot to see. Afterward, I never looked at my partner’s body. Didn’t have any interest, really, and I always covered myself up after the heat of passion cooled.

But Beck?

I’m totally dying of curiosity so I give in to it while he sleeps.

His body is perfect. He’s well built but isn’t overly muscular. His skin is a tanned a light golden color. There’s a smattering of dark brown hair on his chest, and another trail that starts from under his belly button and travels downward. He clearly takes care of himself, because the hair all around his penis is trimmed very short. Even though his hands are large and masculine, they are well manicured, and his hair looks rumpled perfectly…as if it were styled to look that great while still being a mess.

I look at his dick. I expect it might be overtired from last night. Right now it lays softly nestled in between his legs, still quite thick and long even in its rest.

I know exactly how thick and long it gets when it’s swollen to capacity as he fucked me no less than three times last night, in between handing me out orgasms as if they were treats from an ice cream truck.

Gently, I lay my head back down on the pillow and consider that.

A man gave me an orgasm.

Multiple orgasms.

With his mouth, with his fingers. Once, just with the pounding of his cock within me. It’s like once I started, my body was making up for years and years of having no sexual gratification.

That first one…oh God…it scared the shit out of me. I never knew anything could feel that good. Sure, I’d given myself the “O” before, but it was a mild quaking of pleasure that brought a soft smile to my face.

When Beck made me come that first time?

It was felt like the force of a nuclear explosion went off inside of me, and it shredded me from the inside out. It was so powerful that it rendered me nearly blind and deaf for a few moments. My brain was still trying to play catch-up with what it all meant before he pulled me to the end of the bed and put his mouth to me again.

The second time he made me come, tears leaked from my eyes from not only the joy of such perfect pleasure, but for the years wasted that I never felt such a thing before.

I have no clue why it happened and why he was the one to do it, but clearly Beck North simply doesn’t have a problem pulling them from me. I’m not sure if he’s magic or just so damned dedicated to the cause, but it was effortless on his part. I’m betting he could probably just look at me a certain way and I might explode.

My lips curve upward in a fulfilled smile, and for the first time I wonder if perhaps I’m not completely broken. I know I’m fucked up about a million different ways, but perhaps my ability to truly appreciate sex as something pleasurable was just lying dormant and wasn’t completely obliterated when I was raped.

Turning my head on the pillow, I look back at Beck. I don’t think either one of us expected to fall asleep, and I’m almost betting he’s not the type who likes awkward conversation the next morning. If I were a kinder, gentler Sela Halstead, I’d do the guy a favor and slip out of bed quietly, then slip even more quietly out of his life.

But I’m not kind or gentle.

I am, however, thankful and I want to thank this man for what he helped me achieve.

I push up, straight to my knees, and inch down the bed. I have no hesitation when I take his softened penis in my hand and gently squeeze it. At first, I get no reaction, but when I squeeze it again, it starts to expand against my palm. Gently I start to stroke it, watching in fascination as it lengthens and the tiny wrinkles of the loose skin start to disappear as blood fills his shaft. I’ve never watched a man get hard before and it’s fascinating.

“Sela,” I hear Beck murmur, and I tilt my head to look at him. His eyes are closed but there’s a smile on his face. “What are you doing?”

I don’t answer him.

I merely show him.

I bend over and take him into my mouth, straight back to my throat.

“Fuck,” Beck groans, and he pushes the fingers of one hand into my hair and grasps the back of my head. “Feels good.”

I moan my understanding and agreement against him, pulling up and down on his cock with hollowed cheeks and a swirling tongue. Beck, in turn, grunts and huffs out strangled sounds from deep in his throat. His fingers grip my hair but not hard, just enough to encourage my motions.

I’m relentless with him, bringing my free hand to his balls, which I gently roll between my fingers. My other hand follows my mouth up and down his cock, squeezing him in such a way that he curses and begs me to go faster.

So I do.

“Goddamn…Sela,” Beck mutters as he punches his hips up. I take him deep and that impresses him. “Fuck that’s good.”

Up and down, up and down I go. Savoring his taste and the satiny texture of his skin against my tongue. I pause at the top and scrape my teeth over the tip before taking him down deep again.

“Oh fuck,” he groans, and his hand pulls on my hair. “Pull off…I’m going to come.”

Swallow it.

All of it.

My head spins from the unwanted memory as I suck hard on my way up, let him pop free of my mouth, and then I jack him vigorously.

One, two, three…four times and he starts jetting semen over my hand and onto his stomach. I continue to stroke him as I watch pleasure contort his face and the cords of muscle in his neck contract from the force of his orgasm. I stroke him softly as he starts to come down, and finally he hisses out a long breath of relief.

His eyes open and he looks at me. “That was amazing.”

I give him a smile as I wipe my hand off on the sheet next to his hip. Shrugging, I merely say, “I wanted to do something nice for you.”

Beck’s brows furrow inward as he contemplates the return of a favor. “Did you enjoy doing that the way I enjoyed having my mouth between your legs last night?”

I refuse to blush and hold his eyes. “Yes. Very much.”

And that’s the truth. Up until the very end when past and present started to blur, what I liked most about that experience was in listening to Beck make all those sexy sounds. Knowing that I was responsible for so much pleasure was a turn-on itself.

“Then it’s not a return of a favor,” Beck says.

“What’s not?” I ask, now lost in the conversation.

“You said you were doing me a favor. That would have bruised my ego badly if you only did that as a return gesture.”

I nod in understanding. “Gotcha. I did that because I wanted to show you my appreciation, but I also very much enjoyed doing that to you.”

Neither one of us mentions the fact that I didn’t swallow and I wonder how important that is to him.

It’s not something I ever do for men, having my first experience forced upon me, but for some reason I think I would with Beck. If he hadn’t have pulled me off, I was so lost in the experience I might have swallowed, and I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have been wigged out about it.

“Listen,” Beck says as he sits up, leaning his weight on one hand planted in the mattress. “I’m going to take a shower.”

And, here it comes.

The brush-off.

He may not have kicked me out last night after our last round, but I suspect it’s because he was too tired. But now Beck is reiterating the point he made to me last night and that I readily agreed to.

This was a one-night stand and nothing more would ever come of it.

I start to roll out of the bed, intent on finding my purse and my clothes, when he stops me dead. “Want to join me?”

Looking over my shoulder at him, I raise an eyebrow. “In the shower?”

“Well, yeah,” he says with a smirk. “We’ll shower, we’ll fuck…then I’ll even take you to breakfast.”

I blink at him slowly, wondering what the hell is going on here. He’s looking at me as if he doesn’t want to let me go.

And for the first time since I left the party with Beck last night, I have an attack of conscience. From what I’ve read and observed so far, he’s seemingly a good guy, and here I am using him. He showed me unbelievable pleasure last night, made me feel semi-normal as a woman, and apparently wants to take me out for pancakes.

It’s not computing.

“Um…I need to check the messages on my phone, but I’ll be there in a moment,” I tell him, needing a few minutes to collect myself. I’ve got too many emotions swirling and competing for supremacy. I have got to get my head back on straight and remember why in the hell I’m even here.

I turn away from Beck and swing my legs out of the bed. I’m not even self-conscious in my nakedness, merely walking out of the bedroom and into the main living area of the suite. Beck calls after me, “Will you grab me a bottle of water from the fridge?”

“Sure,” I say over my shoulder, and I can hear him turn on the shower.

I walk to the mini-refrigerator that’s part of a built-in liquor cabinet and pull out a bottle of water. What in the hell should I do?

Beck North wasn’t on my radar yesterday. Now I’ve spent an unbelievable night with him, and he still has apparent interest in me. While I don’t presume to think he’s going to enter into a sugarship with me, I’m definitely not getting kicked out onto the street. Now I just have to figure out how to play this.

Walk out that door right now and be done with this? Figure some other way to get at JT, which will take longer, though?

Or do I try to hook Beck even further, draw him closer into my web, and use him to get in close enough to strike? No guarantee that will work. I mean, for all I know, he’s going to fuck me again, buy me breakfast, and then cut me loose forever.

My fingers fiddle with the label of the bottle in my hands, contemplating which route I should take. Either one will still put me on a path to my goal. One will be easier, although I’ll be sacrificing some of what few principles I have left to use Beck in that fashion.

The upside is more time with Beck. A little bit more time with a man who makes me feel like a real woman…whole, undamaged, and full of potential. That’s a benefit I never would have expected, and I’m a little ashamed that it’s something that I’m even considering as important.

But fuck it…I like how he made me feel last night.

Decision made, I ignore my pile of clothes on the floor and head back into the bedroom. I lay the bottle of water on the edge of the mattress and pad silently toward the bathroom. A billow of steam wafts out the door, and in the mirror over the large vanity I can see the naked form of Beck as he tilts his head back under the stream of water while one of his hands rubs a bar of soap over his chest. Then down his stomach and right in between his legs, where he glides it around the base of his cock, over his balls, and back up his stomach again.

God, that’s so hot.

Then he turns around and I realize I’m going to get to look at his ass, something I haven’t had the pleasure of yet. The minute he turns, I get just a peek of those tight twin globes paler than the rest of his tan skin, but then my breath catches as I look at his back. My hand reaches out, grabs hold of the doorjamb for balance, and I look at Beck with narrowed eyes.

On his right shoulder blade, taking up no more than five inches or so, a tattoo.

A red phoenix taking flight with wings and tail of flame.

Oh holy fuck.

Red bird on a rib cage.

Red bird on a wrist.

Red bird on a shoulder.

Red birds fucking everywhere, closing in on me.

A surge of terror mixed with adrenaline punches into my stomach and I spin from the doorway, stumble but catch myself, before running through the bedroom and out into the living area. I hastily put my dress on, abandoning my thong and heels, which are back in the bedroom. I can’t even imagine how ludicrous I’ll look walking through the lobby to hail a cab in early November with no shoes, but I can’t give that another thought.

I have to get the fuck out of here.

With my heart pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears, I grab my purse from the table by the front door of the suite where I had left it last night and I leave, quietly shutting the door behind me.

I have no clue what that phoenix tattoo means, but I know one thing:

Right now, it scares the piss out of me.


Chapter 8

Beck

I hang up the phone with my attorney and lean back in my desk chair. His news is not good, but it’s also not unexpected. I cannot force a buyout with JT unless he basically does something illegal regarding the business. And no…snorting coke in your office doesn’t count. The language is clear and it means criminal acts specifically related to the operations of the business and that are detrimental to said business.

But as much as I am bothered by JT’s behavior over the last several months, and it makes me extremely worried going forward, I certainly don’t want to find that he’s done something illegal. That just puts too much liability and risk on me, and I’d rather walk than face the potential of a criminal investigation brought on by a moronic and out-of-control partner.

So I need to either suck it up or break free.

The choice is easy right now…I’m going to have to suck it up and just ride his ass to stay focused. With us preparing to roll out the new Web platform that’s in development, this could mean a 40 percent increase in revenue with virtually no increased overhead, which means a huge chunk of change. I don’t own the proprietary rights to the coding—according to my lawyer—so if I walk right now, I’d be losing out on all of the gains when it launches next year.

So I’ll hold tight and keep a careful eye on my partner.

I have to say, while the news from my lawyer wasn’t good, it was a welcome relief from the multitude of insane thoughts that have been running through my head all day regarding my lovely and apparently skittish companion from the night before last. I’d been in the shower the following morning, soaping myself up, thinking of the way she worked my cock with her mouth. I got hard again and called out to her to hurry up. I got no response.

So I called out again.

Still nothing.

Curiosity got the better of me, so I turned the water off and got out of the shower. With a towel around my waist, I walked around the suite three times before I’d convinced myself she actually had left. It made no sense, especially because she left her shoes and panties. Panties I could understand, but leaving shoes behind in early November?

No way.

So she left in a hurry and I have to wonder what caused her to run.

Can’t believe the prospect of a shower with me and breakfast would be scary.

Unless…

Unless she was totally serious about getting close to that Sugar Daddy in Santa Clara. Maybe she really just wanted a one-night stand and had her sights set elsewhere. And not that this guy would be a better catch than me, but considering I told her unequivocally that I didn’t do relationships and not even to bother fantasizing about it, maybe that’s exactly why she jetted out of the hotel without even a goodbye.

Honestly, I thought the Santa Clara Sugar Daddy was a bunch of bullshit she threw at me to cover for the fact she really was sniffing around me for a potential sugarship. But now I’m not so sure.

What complicates things even more is the fact that I gave her the first orgasm she ever had with a man. I can’t even begin to describe what that felt like, knowing that I was responsible for bestowing that on her, and then being completely perplexed how a woman as beautiful as that went so long without finding a real man to pleasure her. Her past experiences must have been horrid, and just thinking that last night sent me into a mindless frenzy to make her come over and over again.

Sela called my name out many times and even cursed me when she said she couldn’t give me one more. I then proved her wrong and accepted two more from her. It was the hottest night of my life, showing that beautiful woman all the joys of some really fantastic fucking. And I stayed purely vanilla with her too, and it makes me hard just thinking about some of the ways I could make her scream.

Fuck.

I have got to stop thinking about her.

It’s over.

Done.

She left.

No way to find her.

Except…that’s not true. I fucking created The Sugar Bowl website. If she’s a Sugar Baby, with a few keystrokes I can access the database and have her house pinpointed in moments.

Drumming my fingers on my desk, I stare at my computer screen and ponder the merits of doing just such a thing. I mean, what would be the purpose? Just to fuck her again?

That actually sounds like a fantastic reason.

Lurching forward in my seat, I grab my keyboard and pull it toward me. I navigate my way into the internal database of Sugar Babies, as of this month totaling over 1.6 million registered from all over the world. That’s nothing compared to the almost five million registered Sugar Daddies who pay a flat thousand dollars to join, autorenewed each year. Do the math…you can figure out what that means. While our money comes from the Daddies, our current marketing efforts are aimed at trying to build up with more Babies. The bigger our pool of Babies, the more Daddies will join.

I type in Sela Halstead, and I’m surprised when actually three women come up by that name. I immediately rule out two of them, as they reside in Texas and Georgia. The third Sela Halstead has an Oakland address, so I choose that profile.

I’m immediately rewarded when a picture of her appears on my screen. Yes, that’s the gorgeous woman I fucked my dick raw with the other night, but the picture doesn’t do her justice.

My eyes scan her personal data, of which we don’t require much.

She’s twenty-six and I don’t find that surprising. Her face is definitely more youthful with the freckles and wide, innocent eyes, but there’s a wisdom there within their depths that tells me she’s got a few more years under her belt than your average Baby. Enrolled at Golden Gate University and rents a small apartment in Oakland. It appears she works part-time at a diner to help fund her tuition. No criminal record. Not even a speeding ticket. She’s the classic Sugar Baby.

I look at the Comm button and consider snooping further. The Comm button will lead me to the encrypted messages that Babies and Daddies use to communicate. I’m not doing anything illegal, as our terms of service include all members’ agreement that we are allowed to monitor activity to ensure no fraudulent or criminal activities are being carried out.

But do I really want to know just how far entrenched into a potential sugarship she’s delved? Or should I just close out the screen and get the fuck back to work?

Images of Sela’s back arched off the bed and the muscles in her pussy clamping down hard on my fingers the first time she came flash through my brain and I click on the button without another moment’s hesitation.

Scanning through the messages, I can see several potential Daddies have reached out to her. She’s responded to a few, but nothing more than a polite decline that she’s not interested. And then I see a long history of exchanges dating almost two weeks back with a man in Santa Clara, California.

Frank Webert.

And fuck…lame-ass name aside, he’s practically a perfect catch for her. He’s on the younger side at age forty-two, reasonably fit and attractive, and made his money in robotics. That means he’s super-fucking filthy rich.

I read the messages and he comes on strong with Sela. While there is no overt solicitation or request for sex, there’s enough innuendo in his messages to her that he expects it. Her responses are flirtatiously vague but promising, and she did agree to meet with him this upcoming weekend.

My bet is that he’ll have an agreement signed with her by Sunday.

I think about how that makes me feel.

I wonder if he can make her come the way I did.

I wonder if she’ll suck his cock like—

Surging up out of my chair, I grab my keys and phone off my desk. I look at her home address one more time and commit it to memory before logging off my computer.

I walk out of my office and tell Linda in passing, “I’m going to be out for the rest of the day. I’ll return calls tomorrow.”

“No problem,” she says with an affectionate smile. “Need me to do anything while you’re gone?”

I stop and look back at her, wondering if I’ve gone temporarily insane. “Yeah…as a matter of fact…print me out a blank sugar agreement.”

Linda blinks at me in surprise, momentarily stunned to inaction. I raise my eyebrows and lift my chin toward the printer that sits on the corner of her desk. She immediately jumps to it, taps her fingers on her keyboard a few times, and then the printer starts spitting out the document.

She pulls it off, staples the two pages together, and hands it to me with wide eyes. “Are you going to sign that?”

“I have no clue what I’m fucking doing,” I mutter as I walk down the hall toward the main door.

—

I check my watch for about the twentieth time and glance down Nineteenth Street. No sign of Sela yet.

I’ve been parked outside her Oakland apartment at the corner of Twelfth and Nineteenth, not sure what direction she’d be coming from. I’m taking a guess she’s using BART to get to and from school, so I expect to see her walking down Nineteenth from the train station. It’s all supposition, and for all I know she’s got a car that gets her back and forth, but I doubt it. That’s a chunk of change to pay for gas and parking over at Golden Gate, and if she’s in the market for a Sugar Daddy I’m guessing she’s a BART girl.

It’s nearing five p.m., starting to get dark, and I’m about ready to give up for the day. I’ve been sitting in my car nearly two hours and my ass is numb. I’m also starving, as I haven’t eaten since breakfast. I can always try again tomorrow. Or hell, maybe I should just call her. I have her phone number from the database.

Just as my hand reaches for the ignition, I see Sela heading straight toward me. The sidewalk isn’t overly crowded, although there are several people walking in both directions, but regardless…I recognize her immediately. I spent so much time touching and licking that body, I’d recognize it anywhere.

She’s dressed a far cry from her sexy dress of last night. Today she’s got on faded jeans that are ripped in one knee, black Converse tennis shoes, and a faded Raiders sweatshirt to ward off the chill. Her hair is pulled back into a ponytail and she has a heavy-looking backpack slung over her right shoulder as she trudges toward her apartment building.

I hop out of my car and lock it, hoping it will remain safe enough in this neighborhood. While it’s not the worst, it’s certainly not the best, and I’ve heard Audis are popular cars to boost.

Heading toward the front door of the building, I lengthen my stride and make it there about a second before she does. I grab the door, open it, and her head raises up as she says, “Thanks.”

Her eyes flare large with worried surprise and she takes a step back from me. “What are you doing here?”

My hand shoots out and pulls the backpack from her shoulder, and fuck…that’s heavy. “Came to see you. You left without saying goodbye.”

“Wasn’t any need,” she says smoothly. “It was a one-night stand, right?”

“That’s right,” I say with an agreeable smile. “But I have to say, you had me worried when you left without even bothering to get your shoes. That tells me you were running, and I want to know why.”

For a moment, I think she might tell me to go to hell, but her shoulders sag. With a small sigh, she steps past me into her building and says over her shoulder, “Might as well come up and we can talk about it.”

Now that surprises me. I figured I’d have a bit more of a fight on my hands, but I graciously take the offer and follow her inside.


Chapter 9

Sela

Yes. Without a doubt…the red phoenix on the back of Beck’s shoulder freaked me out when I first saw it. It was almost a slap in the face after what we’d shared just hours before.

After what he commanded my body to do.

So I ran without my panties or shoes, luckily caught a cab waiting right outside the hotel lobby, and didn’t have a nosy cab driver asking me where my shoes were.

I tossed and turned all night, but by the time the sun rose, I think I had reasoned out some acceptance in my head.

First, I have no clue what that fucking tattoo means. As sinister as my rapists were, at first I thought it could be a cultlike symbol among sick fucks that like to rape together. I Googled it relentlessly six months ago when I first saw JT on the TV and realized that tattoo was very real and not just a nightmarish figment of my imagination. I researched it thoroughly and didn’t come up with a damn thing. Whatever the reason behind that tattoo, it’s not been publicized in any way.

Second, I have to consider that the tattoo could be something as innocuous as a fraternity thing. In fact, that’s the most obvious answer, and since Beck and JT went to the same college and were friends even prior to that, it stands to reason that perhaps they were in a fraternity together. Or shit…maybe they were on some type of coed sports team that had matching tattoos. Who knows why guys do stupid shit like that?

Third, and probably most important, what I reasoned out was that just because Beck had a tattoo that matched my rapist didn’t mean that he was by association a rapist. I have absolutely no recollection of him being there that night, although I’m the first to admit the Rohypnol I was given has fucked with my memories. I’m relying on nothing more than a deep, internal gut instinct about that. I just don’t get that vibe from Beck. Sure, I could be very wrong about this. I could have piss-poor judgment, and perhaps I’m still riding high on the never-ending orgasms of last night, but I just don’t think he has that in him. He seems like a decent guy, although I do question his choice of business partner who is evil incarnate.

Regardless, by the time I got out of bed this morning, I figured I’d made a crucial mistake by leaving Beck in the shower. It was a missed opportunity on my part to try to keep his interest in me piqued. He was my best chance at getting close to Townsend, and in a burst of emotional panic, I’d messed that up, which meant that I’d have to start all over again in my planning.

But now, Beck is here and I’ve been given a second chance to latch on to opportunity.

He follows me into my small apartment, carrying my backpack for me like a gentleman. I mean, the mere fact he looked up my information and drove here because he was worried seems to lend credence to my gut instinct that he’s a decent guy. Of course, if he is, then I’m a supreme bitch for wanting to use him for my own agenda, but I never claimed to be a saint.

I do, however, have to be careful here, because I can’t let my own personal feelings of affinity for him deter me from my path. I’ve got too much rage invested in my plan for retribution, and if I don’t see this through, I’m afraid the failure will destroy me.

“Want something to drink?” I ask him as I walk into the kitchen. I open the fridge and do a quick perusal. “I have beer or milk that’s probably spoiled. The tap water is decent though.”

“I’m good,” he says, so I close the door and turn to face him.

God, he looks good. He’s casually dressed in a pair of dark jeans, brown loafers, and a blue-checked button-down. His hair styled, of course, in full GQ mode, and just a hint of stubble that suggests he didn’t shave this morning.

“So why did you run?” he asks me bluntly, his face placid with only a hint of worry showing. I have a feeling this man is very good at schooling his emotions.

I certainly can’t say, Well, your red tattoo freaked me out and I thought for a brief moment you could be a rapist.

But I am a quick thinker and I go with an answer that has a tiny hint of truth in it. “I was a little overwhelmed by everything that happened between us. It was…um…intense. I panicked, I guess.”

Beck tilts his head and his brows draw inward as if that’s not quite sitting right with him. He takes a step toward me across the faded linoleum, reaches a hand out, and tucks the tips of his fingers in the waistband of my jeans. With a tiny tug, he pulls me forward so I’m just a foot away from him. His voice is low, husky…shiver-inducing. “You mean that I handed you your first orgasm from a man?”

“And multiple ones at that,” I whisper back, feeling hypnotized by the intensity of his stare.

“You shouldn’t have run. I had more to give you.” He tugs again on my waistband and I step into him close enough that my breasts brush against his lower chest.

“My bad,” I say, a wave of disappointment washing through me that I may never have that again.

Beck stares down at me and I get the feeling he wants to kiss me, but I can’t be sure. I’ve never been savvy or in tune with notions of romance and seduction. Guys want to fuck me, they usually just tell me that straight up.

With his free hand, Beck pulls something from his back pocket, then he’s raising it between our bodies, causing me to take a step back. His fingers stay lodged in my waistband, so I don’t go far. He waves a document in front of me that is stapled and folded in half lengthwise.

My eyes go from the paper to him. “What’s that?”

“A sugar agreement,” he says.

A flush of excitement causes my skin to prickle, but I’m still not sure what he means. “For who?”

“You and me,” he says somberly, and possibly with even a slight grimace. He clearly doesn’t want to do this, and yet…here he is offering it.

I step back, dislodging his hand from my jeans and cross my arms. With a skeptical cock of my brow, I state, “You’re not a Sugar Daddy.”

“That’s true.”

“And you told me unequivocally that you don’t want to devote your time or resources to just one woman.”

“Also true.”

“Then why are you here in my apartment with an agreement?” I ask in exasperation.

“Because you need a Daddy to fund your schooling and I’m feeling generous,” he says slyly, and I know that has nothing to do with why he’s standing here.

“I have someone that’s already interested in that. In fact, I plan to seal the deal this weekend,” I counter.

I truly don’t have any intentions of signing an agreement with the very rich and slightly pushy Frank Webert. That conversation was begun merely to maintain my cover as a naïve Sugar Baby on the prowl…nothing more.

And by the tight look on Beck’s face, I’m guessing he doesn’t like that at all.

“I can give you something he can’t,” Beck says confidently as he sets the agreement on my kitchen table.

“Oh yeah…what’s that?” I ask almost breathlessly, but I know damn well what he can give me.

Beck steps back into me, backs me right up against my refrigerator, and pulls my jeans open with efficient and practiced fingers. I gasp as his hand slips down my panties and his fingers drag against me slowly.

“How about I show you,” he murmurs, in an almost taunting tone.

But I don’t care.

I’m immediately gone.

I can tell by the easy glide of him against me that I’m soaking wet. I’m wondering at what point that occurred.

When he told me he can give me something no other man can?

When he showed me the agreement?

Hell…probably when he opened the door for me downstairs.

Regardless, my body reacts to Beck in a way that’s totally contrary to my entire being. Since that night when my innocence and part of my sanity was taken, I’ve never let anyone get to me the way Beck has. I’ve always been able to keep emotion separate from sex, but for whatever reason, my body just doesn’t want to behave when he’s in close proximity.

The tip of Beck’s finger circles slowly around my clit and he places a hand on the refrigerator next to my head. Tilting his own, he leans in and presses his lips to my jaw. Slides over and whispers in my ear, “How fast are you going to come for me, Sela?”

I moan in response, my blood racing, and my heart about ready to leap out of my chest.

“I’m betting pretty fast,” he says with a husky laugh. “Just look at the way your hips are moving…trying to ride my finger.”

I don’t have to look. I can’t seem to stop myself.

Pressure builds, there’s that telltale tightening in my lower back, an almost frustrated cramp of pleasure between my legs, then Beck presses down on my clit, and I explode. My body pushes off the refrigerator, pressing into him hard while my head falls back. A long moan tears free of my throat, and I realize my fingers are dug deep into his biceps. I’m not even sure when that happened, but I have to consciously flex my fingers to let him go.

As I open bleary eyes, I see him looking down at me in triumph. He pulls his hands from my pants, sticks his finger in his mouth, and sucks it with relish. “Delicious,” he says with a twinkle in his eyes.

“Damn, you’re really good,” I say as I suck oxygen back into my lungs.

“So sign the agreement,” he says nonchalantly. “I’ll do that to you quite frequently.”

“And what’s in it for you?” I ask suspiciously, because I can’t believe he’s gone from adamant bachelor to offering a commitment.

And yes…a sugarship is a commitment…at least monetarily.

Beck steps away from me and I use the opportunity to fasten my jeans. He turns, grabs the agreement, and hands it to me. “I’m fascinated by you,” he tells me bluntly. “There’s an innocence about you. The fact that I can give you something that no other man has…well, let’s just say that does nice things to my ego.”

“This is an ego trip for you?” I ask, astounded.

“Partly,” he says without an ounce of shame. “And partly because I’m attracted to you on a level that I’ve not previously experienced. That says something, right?”

“And other than orgasms, what do I get?”

He waves the document at me and I take it. Unfolding it, I skim through the standard language and flip to the second page where it’s typed:


Sugar Daddy hereby agrees to:


And written in blue ink in a messy scrawl that I assume is Beck’s script:


Pay for Sela Halstead’s master’s degree at Golden Gate University, which includes, but is not limited to, tuition, books, and housing, as well as a stipend to cover wages she would earn at any jobs she currently holds. Sugar Daddy will also pay off any existing school loans, both undergraduate and graduate, taken out by Sela Halstead to date.


My head snaps up and my mouth hangs wide open. “You’re paying for my entire education?”

He shrugs and shoves his hands into his pockets. “It’s what I’d pay for a vacation for myself. No biggie.”

“No biggie” my ass, and he’s also full of shit when he says he’d pay that much for a vacation for himself. Beckett North isn’t flashy like that. While having my degrees paid for was never, ever a consideration when I decided to become a Sugar Baby to pursue Townsend, the mere thought of having that debt off of me almost makes me light-headed. It’s almost too good to be true.

My eyes narrow at the agreement. “And what do I have to do?”

But he doesn’t answer, instead letting me read the next paragraph outlining my obligations. Again, in his handwriting, I will agree to:


Move in to Beck North’s home for a period of one month. Quit all jobs currently employed at. Outside of school conflicts, attend any and all functions with Beck North and appropriate attire will be provided.


And that’s it.

Nothing else.

Very short, simple requirements handwritten by Beck.

My head raises slowly and I’m almost disappointed when I say, “You want me to move into your house for one month and just be your date to various functions?”

Beck gives a dark laugh, pulls a pen from his breast pocket, and hands it to me. “No, Sela. I expect you to also be in my bed each night, which is why I don’t want you working at some diner, and that you’ll let me fuck you in any way that I want. But of course that can’t be put into the agreement.”

My knees almost buckle. The way he just said he wants me to let him fuck me any way he wants is almost menacing, and to someone with my issues, a little terrifying. Yet my knees almost buckle, mostly from the prospect of immense pleasure I think will come with that.

I stare at him a moment and my eyes flip to the pen he’s holding out. I don’t hesitate before grabbing it. I turn, spread the document on the counter, and hastily scrawl my name on the bottom. Beck takes the pen, adds his name under mine, and the deal is sealed.

I lift my face, wondering if he’ll add a kiss onto the agreement, but instead I find him looking at me with determination. “Sela…it’s just a month. Nothing long-term.”

“I understand,” I say, and think, That should be more than enough time to figure out a better, more secure plan to go after Townsend.

Finally, he gives me a smile and leans in, brushing his lips against mine. “Then let’s get your stuff packed up. You’re moving in tonight.”


Chapter 10

Beck

I unlock the door to my apartment, anticipating seeing Sela. She’s been here for a week in my penthouse condo in the Millennium Tower, and I’m still surprised when I come home from work and find her here. It’s not that it’s hard to get used to sharing my space with another person; it’s that she’s made it so fucking easy, and that’s what has shocked me.

I honestly figured I’d see a little play once she moved in. I would only commit to a month, figuring I’d get sick of the arrangement, because, let’s face it…how fucking enamored can I actually be with her? I mean, yeah…when she comes whether it’s on my tongue, my fingers, or my cock, it’s like the most miraculous thing I’ve ever seen. It takes over her entire being…it transforms her from an aloof, beautiful creature to one who, just for a few moments, seems to open up part of her soul. It’s practically spellbinding.

At any rate, maybe she figures she’s got me dazzled, because the play I expected never occurred. I’ve heard enough from JT and some other Sugar Daddies that when you take on a Sugar Baby, you are given some pretty spectacular royal treatment. That first night I came home, I half expected her to meet me at the door with some sexy lingerie on and a casserole in the oven. I expected her to drop to her knees and give me the best fucking blow job ever.

You know…so she could show me that she deserved to be here longer than a month.

Instead, I found her on the couch studying, her forehead scrunched while she chewed on the eraser of a pencil. She raised her head, gave me a half smile, and said, “Hey,” before returning to her textbook.

And that was it.

I’ll admit…a small part of me was disappointed, because who wouldn’t want a blow job as soon as you walked in the door? But most of me respected her for it, because she was clearly showing me that she was more than just a fuck.

Didn’t mean I didn’t fuck her though.

In fact, I immediately walked over to the couch, pulled the book from her hand, and hauled her up. Just in case she thought to fight or deny me, I bent over and pushed my shoulder into her stomach before putting her into a fireman’s carry. And, music to my ears, I think I even heard a tiny laugh.

Because I didn’t fuck her that first night she moved in, I was a little impatient in my need and I bypassed heavy foreplay, doing just enough with my fingers and dirty words to get her wet. I fucked her hard, intent on getting her off with the power of my cock alone, and it was beautiful when she came, especially when my name came out in a ragged cry of relief and gratitude.

I’m wondering tonight what I’ll get with Sela. Most nights, she’s been on the couch studying. One night she didn’t even come home until almost ten p.m., claiming a study session at the library. On another night, I walked in to the smell of baking lasagna and a naked Sela in my bed waiting for me. She had the sheet resting over her breasts and she looked unsure of herself, but she gamely invited me to come play with her. Her idea of playing was to ride me slowly until my brain almost exploded and my dick very nearly did when I came.

Setting my keys down on the small side table near the door, I traverse the dark hardwood flooring in the hall to the massive open-plan living room that’s bordered on two sides by floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook Oakland Bay, with the Bay Bridge and Oakland hills in the distance. Sela’s not in the living room studying, but I know she’s here because her ratty backpack is on the floor beside the couch.

I move to the hall that leads to the other side of the condo, which takes up the entire top floor of my building. The bedroom areas are separated from the openness of the living, kitchen, and dining areas, with the master bedroom at the end of the hall. Normally, as soon as I step into the bedroom, my attention is always taken by the same floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the Financial District and Coit Tower, but instead I’m drawn to Sela sitting on my carpeted floor with a pile of my clothes all around her. She’s currently folding a white T-shirt of mine into a crisp, neat square and setting it carefully in a drawer.

“What are you doing?” I ask, watching her with a mix of amazement and confusion.

“Organizing your drawers and straightening up your clothes,” she says without even looking at me. “I’m guessing you just dump your clothes in whatever drawers are easiest to reach right from the dryer.”

Her voice holds a hint of an amused laugh, but I still can’t tell because her back is to me. I shed my suit jacket, as I had to dress up for some meetings, and work my tie loose. I move to the end of the bed and sit down, which now lets me see the side of her face…the graceful curve of her neck…the freckles across her nose and cheek.

And fuck…when did freckles start to get me hard?

“You don’t have to do that for me,” I tell her as she pulls another wrinkled white T-shirt from the pile beside her and starts to fold it.

She shrugs. “I don’t mind.”

I lean forward, snag her wrist, and tug at her. “But I do.”

Sela turns her beautiful head my way and grins at me. “You’re a total slob to live with, so while I’m here, expect me to do a little cleaning and organizing. Besides, I’m tired of living out of my suitcase and want a little room of my own.”

I pull on her harder and she comes up to her knees while dropping the shirt from her hand, and when I continue to pull, she finally comes to her feet. I bring my hands to her waist, lean back, and pull her down on top of me as I lay back against the mattress. She falls onto my body, her hands going to my chest and her long hair falling forward to shield us.

“Seriously,” I say with our noses almost touching. “You do not have to clean this place. Or organize me. Or do anything for me at all.”

The smile slides from her face a bit and she murmurs, “But I do have to do something for you, right? You are my Sugar Daddy, after all.”

I grimace and bring a hand to her face, gripping her chin. “Don’t call me that.”

She blinks in surprise at the vehemence in my voice. Tilting her head, she asks, “You don’t like your own business very much, do you?”

I’m now the one that blinks at her in surprise. “On the contrary, I like my business very much. We provide a great service to both the men and the women who have joined.”

“Then why don’t you want to be called a Sugar Daddy?” she asks.

I roll our bodies over, putting her flat on her back and coming to rest on top of her. I press my elbows into the mattress and stare down at her. “I had you sign that ridiculous agreement to get you here with no arguments. But I wouldn’t hold you to it. I have you here because I find you fascinating and I’m very much enjoying fucking you. That’s all there is to it.”

“But the money you paid—”

“It’s yours no matter what happens,” I tell her, and that’s true enough. I had her give me a summary of all related expenses for the year she’s already taken of the course and the one she’s now finishing up, as well as the information on her undergraduate loans, and I deposited those funds into her bank account. It’s an amount that’s paltry in comparison to my fortune, and I won’t miss it a bit.

Her eyes go warm and sad all at once. “I feel like I’m taking advantage of you. You pay for my college and give me amazing orgasms, and I can leave whenever I want. I just don’t get it.”

“I’m just fucking magnanimous that way,” I tell her with a grin, and then press my lips to hers. She laughs, which causes her mouth to open, and I slide my tongue in.

We kiss for a moment, but my cock seems to think that’s an open invitation to come play, so I pull my mouth from hers and push up off of her. Rolling to the side, I stand up and hold my hand out to her. “Come on…let’s go eat at The Slanted Door. We’ll gorge on oysters and ceviche.”

She places her hand in mine and lets me pull her from the bed. She looks absolutely amazing in jeans and a T-shirt, no makeup on her face. I imagine most Sugar Babies walk around with perfect makeup and hair along with whatever designer clothing their Daddies decide to buy for them. The only thing that Sela’s asked for since we moved in was a tea kettle, since she prefers tea to coffee.

“I’m going to finish putting these clothes away,” she says as she releases my hand and starts to kneel back down on the carpet. And then as an afterthought, she asks, “I was dust mopping the condo today but the middle bedroom is locked. Want me to clean in there?”

I roll my eyes and start to pull my tie from around my neck. “No, Cinderella…I don’t want you to clean that room.”

“What’s in there?” she asks as she folds another T-shirt. “Some top-secret stuff?”

I laugh as I turn to look at her, pulling the tie free. “It’s my office.”

I expect her to laugh with amusement and ask why the door is locked, which wouldn’t bother me in the slightest. I do have some proprietary information in there like my financial records and copies of my business agreements. Stuff that’s nobody’s business but my own, and before Sela moved in, I made sure to lock that door.

Yes, I expect but her to laugh and joke about the locked door, but instead, I see something cloud her eyes. Consternation, maybe? Calculation?

I’m not sure, and she turns her face from me to the next T-shirt, so I can’t continue to analyze it.

But then Sela says, “Want a blow job before we go to dinner?” and I’m completely thrown off track. Whatever look was on her face is completely forgotten.

She turns her face to me, blue eyes round and innocent with just a hint of mischief in their depths.

I start to unbutton my shirt as I look at her sitting on my floor with one of my tees in her hand. “Why do I get the feeling you’re redirecting me?”

She shrugs and gives me a tiny smirk. “I just wanted to return to the notion of you telling me that you don’t expect anything, because that’s not exactly true. You do expect to have sex with me, and I’m just reminding you of that. I’m just throwing in the cleaning out of the goodness of my heart.”

My fingers freeze on the buttons as I consider what she’s said, and I realize that while I very much would enjoy the fuck out of a blow job from her, she’s completely wrong about why she’s here in my condo. She’s not here so I can have available pussy 24/7 without having to work for it. And she’s not here for my pleasure or whim. That’s all easy stuff for me to get.

I brought Sela Halstead to my home for one reason only, and that’s because that first night we were together, with my lips sucking on her clit and I was three fingers deep inside of her, something happened when she came that changed the course of her life and mine. I can’t explain it, and perhaps it is nothing more than an ego trip for me like I told her a few nights ago. But I do know one thing for sure…there is some type of connection between Sela and me that I’ve never experienced before, and frankly, I’m just fucking curious about it.

Whatever the connection…for whatever reason that I’ve given her something that others haven’t, I have a deep gut instinct that it’s something that defies reason or logic. I almost get the sense it’s mystical in nature, and I’m intrigued beyond measure. And so for the first time in my life, I’m doing something that is completely unlike anything Beck North has ever done before.

I’m exploring something deeper with one woman.

This woman to be exact.


Chapter 11

Sela

Moving in with Beck was a bit disorienting at first.

New home.

New bed.

New sex life.

Sex every night, usually multiple times.

Orgasm after orgasm, Beck not once having failed to deliver. It’s almost effortless for him, and even I can’t bring myself to such quick and dizzying heights as he’s able to.

For the first few days, it was easy to give in to it. I’d go to my classes and then come back to his place. He gave me a key and told me to make myself comfortable, and thus I did. I treated his home like my own, and kept my schedule the same, outside of giving up my job at the diner. Beck’s “stipend” to compensate for that was so generous, and given that my school expenses were paid, I wouldn’t have to work again until after I got my degree, and hopefully never again in a diner. So in my downtime, I studied even harder, and the only deviation was when Beck commanded my attention. It was ridiculously easy for him to do so.

But after a few days, I settled in and started to think again of my plot to avenge myself. Beck and I haven’t necessarily talked a lot. I don’t get the feeling he’s closed off, it’s just that neither one of us has made much of an effort to get to know the other person outside of the best way to pleasure each other. For him, I think that’s because he’s focused on sex. For me, it’s because I need to remain aloof…detached. It’s the best way to keep my heart protected.

But on the sex front, we know quite a lot about each other, and I figure the more he’s distracted with sex, the less chance he’ll ever have of figuring out the woman behind the façade.

After I had been here four days, I decided I needed to get my bearings and figure out if there was anything about my current arrangement that was going to help me murder Jonathon Townsend. I searched Beck’s home top to bottom one afternoon after my classes got out. It was pristine, almost sterile, and in a fit of anxiety over not finding anything, I dumped out all of his clothes from his drawers to make sure I didn’t miss something. That, of course, led me to an impromptu lie when he came home and found me sitting amid all of his clothing.

But if I’m only here for a month, the clock is ticking, and I’m closing in quickly on the halfway mark. I’ve got to get closer to Beck and figure out more about his relationship with JT. Only then will I be able to determine if there is a way he can unwittingly help me achieve justice.

The only potential I’ve seen so far is his locked office. I’ve searched high and low for a key, and the only one I’ve been able to identify is the one that Beck keeps on his key chain with his car and house keys. He’s used it twice since I’ve been here, merely going in after work and placing some documents he brought home in there. He always has those keys in his pocket when he’s out and about, but when he comes home he places them on the side table by the foyer door. I haven’t quite figured out how to get in his office, but I’m mulling it over.

And while my ultimate goal is to use Beck to my advantage in my quest, there is a more pressing goal that came to my attention just last night. Beck had gotten to the condo around six P.M., which was usually standard. As normal, he had his mail that he’d picked up in his hand, flipping through it. I was sitting at his dining table, which sat perpendicular to the length of the open living room and afforded a gorgeous view of the bay at sunset.

He’d started a habit of walking over to me and kissing me on the top of my head. The first time he did it, I was taken aback. It had been so long since I’d been shown a spontaneous act of affection I wasn’t sure I liked it. But the next night he did it, it felt nice. And the night after that, even better.

It had gotten to where I expected it now, and it was a silly ritual that brought me a measure of almost schoolgirl giddiness, something I don’t think I ever experienced since my interest in high school boys was killed that night ten years ago. I avoided them like the plague thereafter and didn’t even kiss another man until I was twenty years old and quite drunk.

So Beck walked over to me at the dining room table and plopped the mail down by my books. He kissed me on the top of my head, and then grabbed my ponytail, tugging on it so my face tilted. He kissed me from above, this time on my mouth, and murmured, “Hey, gorgeous.”

“Hey,” I whispered back.

“What do you feel like for dinner?” he asked, releasing my hair and pulling his jacket off.

“I’m not picky,” I said. “And I’m done studying.”

“Let’s do something casual,” he said, and started walking back toward his bedroom. My eyes dropped to the pile of mail, and I saw an envelope that he had already opened with what was clearly a birthday card sitting on top of it. My hand reached out, never once considering his privacy, and I picked up the card. It was generic-looking with a birthday cake on the front. On the inside just a simple printed message, HAPPY BIRTHDAY.

Under that it wasn’t even signed, but was stamped in calligraphy with the names MR. AND MRS. BECKETT NORTH, SR.

His parents.

A rush of anger and sadness hit me all at once, that this was the type of card they would send their son. I got up from my chair and walked into Beck’s bedroom. He’d already shed his work clothes and was pulling on a pair of jeans. He looked up at me with a smile, then his eyes dropped to the card in my hand, back up to me with the same smile.

“Today’s your birthday?” I asked quietly.

He laughed and nodded at the card in my hand. “Actually it was two days ago. My mom’s secretary is apparently late in sending that to me.”

I gasped in outrage. His parents actually had someone send a card to him? And it was late on top of that?

Beck buttoned his fly and walked up to me, taking my face in my hands. He looked at me with sympathy.

Me.

With sympathy.

“Relax, Sela,” he said with a laugh and then a kiss to my lips. “That’s par for the course. I didn’t expect anything different.”

And while that made me feel marginally better, I still felt terrible. “But I was here two days ago with you. We went out to eat at The Slanted Door. You gorged on oysters and ceviche, and never once did you tell me it was your birthday.”

“It’s just a birthday,” he told me as he wrapped his arms around me. He kissed me again on top of my head, a measure of reassurance and affection that I’m upset on his behalf, and this act caused my stone heart to start to crack.

Beck then started talking about a new restaurant he wanted to try that had opened a few blocks over from the condo, and the subject of his birthday was put to rest.

Until today, that is.

I woke up with a plan already formed. I went to my classes, and as soon as they let out at one p.m., I hustled to the local market. I bought some beautiful salmon steaks, fresh asparagus, and a chocolate-raspberry cake from the bakery. I had thought briefly to bake him a cake, but I suck at baking and am only mediocre at cooking, so in order to preserve the sanctity of the only birthday party he was getting this year, I went with items that I couldn’t screw up. I also bought a large roll of silk floral ribbon in a pale pink color.

I did my studying, took a shower, slathered lotion all over me, and curled my hair. I applied a little bit of makeup and brushed my teeth. Wearing one of Beck’s robes, I managed to get the salmon steaks and asparagus in the oven, let them cook the required time, and then turned the heat off. It was ten of six when I scurried back to the bedroom and ditched the robe, picking up the silk ribbon.

And now at six p.m. I am lying in wait in the foyer when I hear Beck’s key in the lock.

I quickly light the candles on the cake I’m holding in one hand and then toss the lighter onto the nearby buffet table. I have just enough time to place my free hand on my hip and cock it out in a sexy pose when Beck opens the door.

I wish I had a video to capture the look on his face. His eyes go to the cake first, then to my face as I smile at him and say, “Happy birthday, Beck.”

His lips curve up and his eyes roam over my body, turning hotter and hotter with every inch they cover.

“Are you my present?” he asks in a husky voice as his eyes light back on mine. He closes the door behind him softly and flicks the lock.

I look down at myself, once again impressed with my ingenuity. I’m completely naked except for two things. The high-heeled silver sandals with ribbons that lace up my legs that Beck had returned to me, and pink silk ribbon wrapped from the very top of my thighs, around my ass and pelvis, covering my stomach, and on upward to wrap around my breasts. I finished the wrapping off with a bow right in the center of my chest.

“Come blow out your candles and you can unwrap me,” I whisper.

What I’m doing right now is a monumental feat for me. It’s the only time in my entire life I’ve ever made a conscious effort to seduce a man. I have never once offered myself up in such a sexy and overt manner. Two days ago when I waited in Beck’s bed naked doesn’t count, because that was my terrible attempt to be a good Sugar Baby, and it was completely lame. I did it because I felt I owed him for paying for college, and no other reason. I did it because I thought he was expecting it.

Tonight is different though.

I am doing this for Beck because I want to do this for him. I want him to have a memorable birthday because the one he had three days ago was shitty. And I want to see him smile because of it and know that someone on this earth is thinking about him in the way that he deserves.

“You are too much,” he murmurs as he drops his keys on the side table and prowls toward me.

He stops just inches away, the light from the candles making his face glow and his eyes to sizzle. I give him an impertinent smirk. “I only put five candles on. Didn’t want to burn down the house, old man.”

Beck snickers and turns to blow out the candles. “I’m only twenty-eight and I’m going to make you pay for that ‘old man’ comment.”

Beck takes the cake from my hand and turns to set it on the table beside his keys. As he turns back to me, he eyes the bottom of the ribbon hugging my thighs. “Got anything on under that pretty bow?”

“Nope,” I tell him, my hand still resting on my hip and trying to hold my sexy pose. I have no clue if I’m pulling it off, but Beck seems to appreciate what he sees.

“Perfect,” Beck murmurs, and his hands come to my shoulders. He turns me around and starts pushing me toward the dining room table. He kicks one of the massive chairs covered in cream leather to the side and uses an arm to push my books away, clearing a space just in front of me.

“Bend over,” he says as he puts a hand to the center of my back and starts pushing me forward.

Immediately I flush all over with warmth and awareness of what this must look like. I know the farther I bend over, the more the ribbon is going to ride up high on my ass and bare myself to him.

But even as I experience the thrill of excitement over the position he’s putting me in, a wave of anxiety hits me hard. My chest tightens and my muscles tense all over. My hands are practically shaking between nerves, fear, and desire as those emotions battle within me.

I consider pushing back against him, refusing to give him my backside. I know it will immediately ease my fear because I do not fuck doggy style.

Never.

Not since that night.

I’m betting the few partners I’ve had just assumed that means I’m just too vanilla for that, or maybe they just don’t care as long as they get to fuck me, but I’ve never been pressured before to do it. Only one guy had an issue with it, and he ultimately declared me too boring in bed to satisfy his needs when I refused.

Of course, he only said that after he fucked me missionary and got his rocks off.

But as much as this situation concerns me, there’s an equal part that is curious. My fight-or-flight response would normally gear me to flight, too terrified to do anything that would too closely resemble those vague flashes of memory that haunt me.

But Beck has proven to be different. That was apparent the minute he made me orgasm that first time, and thus there is a part of me that has formed a measure of trust in him to not hurt me. This part of Sela Halstead wants to push at my boundaries even though I’m scared shitless to do so.

With a deep breath, I take a moment to also remind myself that I don’t want to do anything to turn Beck off. I don’t want him to lose interest in me, and thus lose my tenuous connection he gives me to Townsend. So as if that sentiment almost gives me permission to explore my desire for him, I decide to let Beck have his way with me from a position where I can’t see a damn thing he’s doing to me.

My hands lower to the dark Danish teak wood to support myself and I lower my torso until my ribbon-covered breasts are mashed against the table. I turn my head to the side, rest my cheek against the cool surface, and stare out the window at the twinkling lights of the Bay Bridge. I take deep breaths to try to calm my racing heart, which is fueled in equal parts by apprehension and desire.

“I think this might be the most beautiful and amazing gift I’ve ever been given,” he says, and I know he’s knelt behind me as I can feel his warm breath from those words whisper against the flesh between my legs.

He doesn’t touch me though, and doesn’t say another word, which makes my heart pound harder. I only feel the warmth of his breath fluttering and I start to tense with anticipation.

Crack.

His palm comes down on my right ass cheek with the force of what feels like a sonic boom. It scares me so badly I scream, “Fuck!” and push upward from the table, but then just as quickly groan and flop back down when he sinks a finger inside of me.

My legs start to buckle as Beck runs his lips over the stinging skin on my butt and his finger moves gently in and out of my pussy. He bares his teeth, bites my flesh, and murmurs against me, “That was for the old man comment.”

I laugh for just a brief moment, almost hysterically, as I realize with relief that he just spanked me and it wasn’t all that bad. But then it’s not so funny anymore when his finger is gone and his tongue takes its place. He works at me from behind, finally bringing his hands into play to help spread my legs further with extreme gentleness.

Beck groans in delight as he licks and sucks at me, making it sound as if I’m the most delicious present he’s ever had. No matter how many times he has had his mouth on me down there, I still always marvel at his voracious appetite and his clear love of making me come this way. The man has some serious oral skills.

“Christ, Sela,” Beck says as he pulls his mouth away from me and replaces his tongue with two fingers now. “You’re so wet. You’re pussy is fucking begging for my cock, isn’t it?”

I nod against the wood, but just so he knows my thoughts are still with him, I whisper, “I’m begging for it, Beck.”

He laughs darkly, pushes his fingers in extra deep, but just as quickly they’re gone as I feel him stand up behind me.

An undercurrent of panic fills me when I hear him tearing open a condom packet and the sound of his belt being pulled free of his pants. When his hands grab on to my hips, I have to suppress the urge to scramble away from him. The only other time a man has been behind me, he fucked me in the ass with no lube, and it tore me up so bad I bled terribly. I imagine it was quite the surprise to the doctors who worked on me in the hospital when I was brought in bleeding from my wrist, to find blood in my panties as well.

The looks of pity on their faces…

My eyes prick with unwanted tears and I blink against them furiously. I want to tell him to stop, or maybe to just be careful with me, but then the tip of his cock is being pressed to my pussy. Immediate relief and lust slam into me so powerfully that I actually have to suppress the urge to ram myself backward onto his shaft. This is proof positive that Beck North has definitely broken through some barriers I have with regard to sex.

“Happy birthday,” I tell him again softly, a tacit permission for him to do with his present what he wants, but also to myself. It’s permission to myself that I’m allowed to enjoy this.

He doesn’t disappoint, punching his hips forward and filling me up in one seamless stroke.

I cry out from the force of the pleasure that rockets through my body.

“Fuck yeah,” Beck groans, and immediately sets a quick pace. The feel of his length moving in and out of me, the friction and sounds, the smell of his cologne and the extinguished candles in the air. It all makes me dizzy with lust, hungry to get him to completion, and an almost savage need he’s created within me for a nuclear orgasm that apparently only he can hand out to me.

Beck pounds inside of me, the head of his cock hitting that most sensitive spot, and my orgasm curls inward before blowing apart. I cry out his name, as it’s become my habit to do so, and it causes Beck to plant deep as he starts to come right along with me, and all I can think is that this is the best feeling in the entire world.

He bends his body, curls around me, his hands slipping around my waist. His labored breath ruffles at my hair and I can’t help but smile when he murmurs, “Best. Birthday. Ever.”


Chapter 12

Beck

I cut two slices of the cake that Sela bought, and even though I detest raspberry, I know I’ll give my best groan of pleasure when it hits my tongue so she knows how much I appreciate what she’s done. I cannot even remember the last time someone recognized my birthday, outside of Linda giving me a card each year and Caroline calling me on my birthday, which is way better than a card.

My parents, the cold, emotionless robots that they are, never celebrated birthdays in an intimate way. When Caroline and I were younger, they would, of course, throw huge parties and invite everyone in their social circle. There would be ostentatious food, pony rides, clowns, bouncy houses, and a gazillion presents for Caroline and me. But that wasn’t really for us. That was for show.

It was a way for our parents to prove to the world that they were good and benevolent, and that my younger sister and I were well cared for. As we got a bit older, the parties stopped but the expensive gifts didn’t. I was given a Porsche for my sixteenth birthday. Caroline received a Mercedes convertible. When we both reached adulthood, we got access to our trust funds and only the impersonal birthday card sent from my mother’s or father’s secretary.

As per usual this year, I got a card from Linda and a card two days late from my parents. Caroline called me on my birthday while I was at work, and she then put Ally on the phone, who sang “Happy Birthday” to me. Until today, that had been my favorite birthday memory.

But as much as I love my niece, and she was beyond adorable singing to me on the phone, I’m sorry…Sela’s gift was infinitely better.

Not just because it was sex, because, hello…sex. Sex is amazing in and of itself. Sex with Sela is beyond compare. Taking her bent over my dining room table, listening to her little moans and feeling her push back against me so I’d give it to her deeper? That was absolutely mind-blowing.

But that’s not why it’s my favorite.

It’s my favorite because while I’ve only known Sela for a week, I’ve learned enough to know that what she did tonight was way out of her comfort zone.

Sela, the frugal student, who is happier to have a tea kettle from me than a two-thousand-dollar Louis Vuitton purse. Sela, the confident woman, who is sexier in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt than in Victoria’s Secret lingerie. Sela, the passionate introvert, who has yet to try to trap me with sexually overt moves and promises.

When I walked in tonight, saw her standing there in that ribbon, I did more than start to get hard for her. I felt a shift in my skepticism about the nature of women and the lengths they’ll go to get what they want. I’ve seen firsthand how some women can take without ever giving a single thing in return, and still think they deserve more. But Sela stood before me, hesitantly offering me her body, not to get anything in return, but merely because she felt bad I had not celebrated my birthday.

Sela, the inexperienced, put herself out there with all the risk on her shoulders and the only motive to her plan that I have something just for myself.

It simply touched me.

“You didn’t have to clean up,” I hear from behind me, and turn to find Sela standing there in her normal sleep attire, her hair pulled on top of her head in a messy bunch and damp around her neck from the shower she just had. A simple black tank top and black cotton panties, skin dewy-looking from some peach-smelling lotion she slathers on, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Of course, she comes to bed each night wearing something similar, and each night she ends up naked by my hands.

I wonder if there will ever come a day where she just gives in to the naked part and ditches the cute but sexy sleepwear. Will it happen this week, since my birthday surprise shows she’s coming out of her shell a bit? Or maybe it will take a few more weeks to get truly comfortable? A few months?

I stop my brain in midthought and just blink at Sela in confusion. Am I actually considering more than our planned month together?

The immediate thought doesn’t strike fear in my heart.

Interesting.

“I cut us each a slice of cake,” I tell her as I grab a fork from the drawer and hand it to her, followed by a plate filled with chocolate and raspberry—gag—goodness. “And I didn’t mind cleaning up the kitchen. You went to a lot of effort on my behalf.”

“Yeah, but it’s your birthday celebration, so you shouldn’t have to do anything tonight,” she points out as she dips the fork into the cake. She puts it in her mouth, closes her eyes, and moans. “I love chocolate and raspberry together.”

And fuck…that little moan. So goddamn sexy it makes me want knock the plate out of her hand and drag her to the floor.

Instead, I clear my throat and pick up the slice I had cut for myself, intent on eating the cake without gagging. “So what do you want to do the rest of the evening?”

Sela raises her eyebrows in surprise, because that is an unusual question. Our normal evenings are I come home, we go out to eat or eat in, and then we fuck for hours until we fall asleep.

“Whatever you want to do,” she says while sinking her fork back into the cake. “It’s your birthday party.”

I break off a tiny piece of the cake with the least raspberry on it and scoop it up. “Well, normally I’d say let’s get naked and get in bed, but we do that pretty much every night. How about we just hang out?”

I can tell this completely stuns Sela, because her face clouds with skepticism. I smile at her and put the fork into my mouth, pull in the offensive-tasting crap, and chew. Sela watches me and her eyes narrow, getting ready to call bullshit on me for just wanting to hang out and not just get to the hot and dirty fucking.

“You hate the cake, don’t you?” she accuses, sex completely forgotten.

I stare at her midchew and force a swallow. “What? No, of course not.”

“You totally hate it,” she says while pointing a finger at me. “I can tell by the look on your face.”

“You’re imagining things.”

“Oh yeah,” she fires back with a mischievous grin. “Then eat some more. Right now. In fact, eat the whole thing.”

God, she’s fucking cute.

I grin back at her and turn to set the plate down on the counter. “Okay, I hate raspberry. You got me.”

She winces and lifts her shoulders in apology. “Sorry. I wasn’t sure what you’d like and I just thought everyone on this planet liked chocolate and raspberry together. Are you sure you’re not an alien?”

“I like chocolate just fine. Vanilla or even strawberry. But raspberry, no.” I shudder just to prove my point.

“You’re so weird,” she says, and takes another bite.

“So, want to just hang out tonight?” I ask her, enjoying this little interchange.

“No sex?” she asks to clarify.

“Of course there’s going to be sex,” I scoff at her. “But not until later. We can watch TV, listen to music, play cards, go out for a drink. Whatever you want.”

Sela takes one more bite of cake, chews, then swallows. She hands me the plate and says, “You take that, and I’m going to go brush my teeth so you don’t have to taste raspberry on me.”

“What makes you think I’ll be tasting raspberry on you?” I tease as she walks away. “I just want to talk and hang out. I don’t plan on kissing you or anything.”

She doesn’t even look at me as she saunters down the hall, her ass swaying and those black panties exposing the bottom cheeks that’s fucking sexy as hell. “Oh, you’re going to kiss me all right. You’re not going to be able to help yourself.”

I laugh to myself as I turn to scrape the remainder of her cake into the garbage, because fuck if she isn’t right about that.

—

“Okay, are you ready?” I ask Sela as I reach into the box. I pull a card out and wait for her to choose.

She sits on the opposite end of the couch from me, still wearing her black tank top and panties, which are obviously distracting. Her back is pressed up against the armrest and her long legs are stretched out, one ankle crossed over the other. They press up against my jean-clad legs as I sit at the opposite end of the couch, with my back flush against the armrest as well.

Sela nibbles on her fingernail and says, “Sports and Leisure.”

We were too lazy to play a full game of Trivial Pursuit, so we’re just taking turns reading trivia questions to each other. If we get the answer wrong, we owe sexual favors to the other. Or at least that was the original premise when we started, but both of us kind of suck at this, the favors mounting up. But it’s really moot anyway, since we never seem to have a problem bestowing favors on each other.

My eyes scan down the card to the orange circle with “SL” in the middle and I read out loud to her, “What do Las Vegas blackjack dealers stand on?”

Her eyebrows furrow and she nibbles harder on her nail. With a shrug of her shoulders she says with a great deal of uncertainty, “A stool?”

I bust a gut laughing the minute those words come out of her beautiful mouth. The card falls to my lap and my hands go to my stomach because I’m laughing so hard it hurts. Sela gives me an exasperated look, leans forward, grabs the card from where it rests on my right thigh, and reads the answer out loud. “Seventeen?”

I snap my mouth shut, choke down a snicker, and stare at her.

“I don’t get it,” she says in a confused voice, and I almost fall off the couch laughing again. She uncrosses her legs, raises her knees, and kicks out at me with a mock snarl of outrage. “What’s so funny?”

Straightening up, I get myself under control and tell her, “Seventeen is the number at which a blackjack dealer must stop taking hits.”

“I still don’t get it,” she says more forcefully. “And I think the way the question was worded that ‘stool’ was a logical answer.”

A snort pops out, and I tamp it down so I don’t lose it again. “Have you ever played blackjack before?”

She shakes her head.

“Poker? Spades? Rummy?” I ask, throwing out popular card games.

She shakes her head again but adds on with a mischievous grin, “I’ve played Monopoly before. I’m actually quite good at that.”

Chuckling, I grab her by the ankles and pull her legs back down so she relaxes. I smooth my palm up and down her calf, actually petting her in a casual way that denotes we’re still relaxing. If it was something more than relaxing, my hand would be moving higher up in between her thighs, but I’m content for now.

Very content, actually.

“Have you ever been to Vegas?” I ask her, my hand now moving to her foot. I glance down at her toes, coated in a light purple color. I pick her foot up and start to massage it.

She groans and her head tilts back when she says, “Never been. Any fun?”

“For some people,” I tell her. “If you like gambling, cheesy shows, and all-you-can-eat buffets, none of which I really like.”

“I think it’s a given I wouldn’t be much of a gambler,” she says as she brings her eyes to me.

“We should go,” I say suddenly. “This weekend. I’ll show you all you need to know and then you can say you’ve experienced Vegas.”

Sela does nothing but stare at me a moment with a blank face. Then she very carefully, very neutrally says, “This is getting a little off track, don’t you think?”

My hand goes still against her arch. “What do you mean?”

She pulls her foot away and raises both knees again, sitting up straighter on the couch. She wraps her arms around her shins and stares at me with worry in her blue eyes. “It’s just…as your Sugar Baby, I’m sort of here to serve you. We both know that means sex, but it also means if you want me to go somewhere with you as your date, I’ll do that too.”

“Okay,” I say, because that’s pretty accurate, although I hate the fucking title of Sugar Baby, and I sure as shit don’t want to be thought of as a Sugar Daddy. I don’t need to fucking pay for a woman to want to be with me. “So what’s the problem?”

“You don’t want to go to Vegas. You want me to go and experience it because I haven’t yet.”

“Pretty much,” I agree with her, still befuddled as to what point she might be trying to make.

Sela drops her chin to the top of one knee and I swear I see guilt-filled eyes staring back at me. “You don’t have to do nice things for me, Beck. You already gave me all I could ever hope for when you paid for my education. I don’t need anything else.”

An intense sensation of sadness fills me now that Sela has made her point. And I’m sad because she’s exactly right. I don’t owe her anything more than what I’ve given. I certainly shouldn’t be concerned with whether or not she’s been to Vegas.

But fuck it.

I can’t help myself.

“You gave me a birthday celebration,” I throw out to her. “That is totally outside of a normal Sugar Baby’s duties.”

Sela rolls her eyes. “That was sex.”

“No,” I say firmly as I lean forward, grab her wrists, and pull on her. She comes up to her knees and falls forward onto me when I keep pulling. “You did that because you were horrified my parents sent a generic, stamped card two days late.”

“Well, that’s not really—”

“And you wanted to do something nice for me. You went shopping, cooked dinner, got me a cake and a present, and the present, I have to say, was really, really good. Probably my favorite ever.”

“But I fucked up on the raspberry,” she points out with a smile as she lies on top of me, her hands resting on either side of my chest.

“The point I’m trying to make is that you and I do not have a conventional ‘sugarship’—I’ve got to get someone in marketing to change that name. It’s stupid as fuck.”

“Agreed,” she says.

“About ‘sugarship’ being stupid as fuck?”

“Well, yes I do agree with that, but more so about this not being very conventional.”

“So to bring this full circle,” I say as I put my hands under her armpits and drag her up my body a little higher. “I say we sort of make this whatever we want. If you want to do something nice for me, that’s awesome. If I want to take you to Vegas to show you the sights, that’s awesome too. Let’s sort of make this our own thing.”

Sela’s eyes get soft and I realize I’ve never seen her look so tender before. There’s always a part of this woman that I feel is held in reserve. She nods in agreement with me, but then brings me slightly back to reality when she says, “At least for the next few weeks until our agreement is up.”

I’m not sure how I really feel about that, but it’s not something to debate tonight, so I merely nod. “Until our agreement is up.”


Chapter 13

Sela

Even though I’ve been in the corporate headquarters of Townsend-North Holdings once before, I’m still a bit intimidated by the grandeur of the lobby. Townsend-North is the parent company that owns The Sugar Bowl. I’m not sure what else it owns, as I’ve never talked “business” with Beck, but whatever their empire encompasses, it makes so much money that it practically oozes up out of the marble flooring.

The other time I’d been here was to meet my “friend” Karla Gould for lunch. That was the day I’d gotten a peek inside JT’s office and imagined me driving a letter opener into his brain. Had he actually been sitting in there, I wonder if I would have been compelled to attack because that fantasy was so vivid. Just thinking about it now sends a shiver of excitement up my spine. Not the type of shiver I get from Beck. Not even close, actually, but it’s still a pleasant, tingly feeling that most certainly doesn’t turn me off.

I walk up to the receptionist station, which looks to be hand-carved from a light-colored wood that’s polished to a high sheen with muted brushed silver accenting. The black granite top with silver flecks matches the black marble flooring that my tennis shoes squeak against. As I look down to the noisy suckers, I think for a split second that perhaps I should have dressed up to come see Beck at his office.

But then I immediately discount it. I don’t need to impress him at this point, and besides…when he texted me about an hour ago inviting me to lunch, I was just finishing up one of my exams before fall break and didn’t have time to run back to the condo to get changed. He’ll have to accept me as is, although I did take a bit of time this morning to put a little makeup on. I find myself doing that more and more often, and only because I shamefully want to look pretty for Beck.

Shameful indeed.

Calling attention to myself like that.

Today is my 16th birthday.

I was raped.

I think I deserved it.

A shudder runs through me as I think about that entry in my journal, and I burn from the inside out with mortification. While I don’t remember much about what happened to me at that party—just memory flashes and, of course, medical records documenting my injuries—I do remember much of what led up to that party. The humiliation today is as strong as it was ten years ago when I realized that I brought it all down upon myself by trying to play big girl in a harsh man’s world.

I swallow hard, give myself a mental shake to get it together, and smile at the receptionist, who is stunningly beautiful with vivid red hair arranged in an elegant chignon and peridot green eyes that glow almost eerily. Those have to be contacts.

“Can I help you?” she asks crisply.

“I’m here to see Beck North.”

Clarista—I see her by her nameplate—slides her gaze down my body, taking in my casual attire and actually wrinkles her nose at me. “Let me just verify that with his secretary before I send you back. Your name?”

“Sela Halstead,” I tell her, trying to muster confidence within myself. I straighten my spine and even throw my shoulders back so she can perhaps see my fantastic tits—according to Beck—and that they are natural, unlike hers.

She actually turns her back on me, speaking in a low voice into the phone as she calls who I assume to be Beck’s secretary. I know her name is Linda because he told me last night that she’s the only person other than his sister who actually recognizes his birthday. He said she’s like his surrogate grandmother or something, and I find that fascinating that she works for a man who essentially peddles flesh—in a legal manner, of course.

Clarista turns back to me and flashes a tight smile as she stands from behind the desk. “Follow me.”

I walk behind her to a closed door with a security panel attached to the wall beside it. She pulls at a security fob attached to her waist that stays connected by a retractable chain, and holds it up to the panel. A small red light blinks once and then turns green. She opens the door, looks down her nose at me, and says, “You can head straight down this hall. Linda will meet you.”

“I know my way,” I say, and turn from her, now actually feeling a little bit of excitement about seeing Beck. I find it strange and fascinating over the ways in which he’s seemingly commandeered my attention. I’ve never been excited to see a man before. I most definitely have never enjoyed sex like this before.

And damn…last night…just sitting on the couch and laughing while we read trivia questions to each other; it was almost surreal. It was the closest I’ve ever truly come to maybe having a normal relationship with a man where conversation flowed freely and without effort.

Putting aside the fact that he’s paid me a great deal of money to sit on that couch with him, of course.

A woman of about sixty I’d guess steps into the main hall from an intersecting one, and I have to assume it’s Linda. She’s a little on the heavy side but is wearing a stylish pantsuit of navy blue with a blue, red, and gold checked scarf tied at her neck. Her hair is snowy white and her eyes a soft brown. She gives me a warm smile as I approach and holds her hand out. “You must be Sela. Beck told me you were going to steal him away for lunch today.”

I’m immediately taken in by her warm affection for her boss, and as I shake her hand, I tell her, “It’s nice to meet you.”

She squeezes my hand and then she lets her gaze slide down my body and back up again, except there’s not a hint of condescension or judgment. She smiles at me brilliantly and says, “Aren’t you just the loveliest of creatures. Beck really lucked out with you.”

My face flames red because I don’t know that I’ve ever been paid a more genuine compliment in my life, and I’m more than a little shamefaced that if she knew my ulterior motive, she’d never think Beck lucked out with me.

I follow Linda back down a hall, we turn down another, and I recognize the area. She leads me to a corner office, and as I peer down the corridor that runs the length of the building, I can see the corner of Karla’s desk from where I stand. JT’s office is right beside that.

Linda opens the door and motions me in. “Beck is actually downstairs meeting with the programmers. He’s running a few minutes late but he’ll be here soon. Just make yourself comfortable.”

“Thank you,” I murmur as I step in, taking in Beck’s office. It’s as pristine, contemporary, and minimalist as his home is. There are no personal photos or knickknacks. The decor is in black, white, and gray with some modern artwork on the walls that look like nothing more than splashes of paint in yellows, oranges, and reds.

I wonder if the impersonal nature of his home and work space have anything to do with what seems to be the sterile familial environment he grew up in. I know my family didn’t have a lot in the way of money, but we certainly had love within our tiny house. While I was closest to my mother, who was very young when she had me, I also have an affectionate bond with my dad, which briefly got stronger right after my mom died three years ago, but then began to cool a little when he started dating again. He’s now been with Maria for a year and I expect they’ll get married soon. I don’t begrudge him that, and Maria’s nice enough, but after Mom died, Dad was all I had left and now I have to share him. That I don’t like very much.

“Well, what do we have here?” I hear from behind me, and my skin immediately turns icy with apprehension and loathing.

I turn around to see Jonathon Townsend standing in the doorway to Beck’s office. His hands are tucked casually into the pockets of very expensive navy tailored slacks and his eyes drop to my breasts, which fill out my vintage Pepsi long-sleeved T-shirt quite well.

He clearly doesn’t even remember me from when I introduced myself to him almost two weeks ago. The way he’s eyeing me creeps me the hell out, and when he takes a step into the office, I have to resist the urge to bolt behind Beck’s desk.

Get it together, Sela. You can’t be afraid of this man. You intend to kill him, after all, so you have to be comfortable in his presence.

“I’m Sela Halstead,” I say, proud to find my voice sounds strong and not shaky like my insides feel. “We met at the mixer weekend before last.”

He carelessly shrugs his shoulders, indicating he doesn’t remember, nor does he care that he doesn’t remember. This fills me with a low, bubbling fury, because this man raped me and yet he stands no more than five feet from me without a hint of recognition. My fingers curl into fists and the urge to attack and claw his eyes out almost causes my legs to give way.

Townsend takes two more steps toward me, almost in a slithering fashion, and raises his eyes from my boobs to my face. He gives me what I know he thinks is a charming grin, and says, “I can’t believe I don’t remember. I’m almost disappointed in myself.”

I hold my eyes straight on him, resisting the urge to roll them, and without a care in the world if this hurts my plans at some point. “Well, luckily I met Beck shortly thereafter, so it all worked out perfectly.”

You scummy, motherfucking, amoral, sick evil bastard.

Having such a huge ego and not realizing that was an insult to him, he reaches a hand out to touch me. Not sure if he’s aiming for my face, my hair, or maybe a breast squeeze, but I take a hasty step back.

“Skittish little thing,” he murmurs, and I can see that turns him on by the sizzle in his eyes.

Bile rises in my throat even as I go into fight mode. I prepare myself to launch a foot to his nuts if he reaches again and I even think, I wonder if there’s a letter opener on Beck’s desk I can use to finish the job, but then Beck’s voice floats over me like a protective blanket. “Sela? Everything okay?”

I tilt my head to the right, look past JT, and see Beck striding in looking none too happy to see his partner standing there. I scurry around Townsend and my relief is evident by the now-clear shaking in my voice, “Hey…ready to go to lunch?”

He narrows his eyes at me as he just clearly heard in my tone everything I was hoping to hide. Fear, anxiety, relief.

His gaze snaps to JT, pinning him with hard eyes. While he’s focused on his partner, his question is to me. “What’s going on here?”

The tension is thick and I have no clue what to say. I certainly don’t want to cause trouble, but JT just suavely chuckles and walks past both of us. “Just introducing myself.”

Beck and I turn our bodies slightly to watch him walk to the door. JT stops just before exiting and turns to me. His gaze is lewd, directed only to me, and in a low voice he says, “It was a pleasure to meet you, Sela. I hope to see more of you.”

My entire body shudders and I can see Beck visibly tighten next to me. Without a lick of respect to Beck’s business partner and with no care in the world if this offends Beck, I tell JT, “I wish I could say the same.”

Beck’s head snaps toward me, but I don’t take my eyes of JT. I can’t afford to ever give him my lowered gaze or my fear, as devious as he’s proven to be, and I want him to know I am not intimidated by him.

JT just laughs and turns to walk out the door, pulling it shut behind him. The minute he’s gone from my sight, I let out a sigh of relief and feel my shoulders relax.

Beck threads his fingers through my hair, curling his hand around the back of my head. With worried eyes, he bends in toward me and asks in a menacing voice, “Did he do something to you?”

I shake my head. “No, it’s just…he was coming on to me and it was pretty creepy.”

“Asshole,” Beck snarls.

I give a nervous laugh. “I have to say…I don’t like your partner very much.”

“Makes two us,” he says, and I blink in surprise. Beck and I haven’t discussed JT before other than that first night we met when he told me that JT didn’t like confident women, and so I’ve never known what his feelings were. For all I knew, they were the tightest and best of friends.

Stepping in to Beck, I press my forehead briefly to his chest and say, “Well, I’m glad you came in when you did. I was getting ready to kick him in the balls.”

“I would have paid money to see that,” he says with a laugh, and then with a tug against my hair pulls my head from him. He tilts my face back and gives me a light kiss filled with nothing but affection.

It’s nice.

Very nice.

“Hungry?” he asks with a smile.

“Starved.”

“Good, let’s go.”

Beck takes me by the hand, laces our fingers together.

This is also very nice and I actually get a warm feeling within my chest as we walk out of his office, and Linda’s eyes immediately take notice of us holding hands. She gets almost misty-eyed as she smiles at us.

“Get that look off your face, woman,” Beck growls, but it’s done with a great deal of fondness.

Linda puts her hand over her mouth, looks at Beck with shining eyes, and shakes her head slightly at what she clearly thinks is a miracle going on in front of her. “I can’t help it. You two are adorable.”

“Christ,” Beck mutters, and pulls me past her desk.

I chuckle and give a tiny wave to Linda over my shoulder.

When we hit the lobby, Beck drops my hand but immediately drapes his arm around my shoulder, pulling me into him and laying a kiss to my temple before murmuring, “You’re going to be setting all the gossips’ tongues wagging with your visit here today.”

My eyes cut over to the coldly beautiful Clarista, who watches Beck and me with her mouth hanging open. I can’t help it: I put my arm around his waist and step in closer to him as we walk by her desk, and shoot her a sweet smile. “Goodbye, Clarista. It was lovely to meet you.”

Beck looks over to Clarista, squeezes me in closer. Clarista’s eyes move to Beck, almost pleading with him to tell her this isn’t happening. Beck North, the most eligible bachelor in this building, is cavorting with a girl in a T-shirt and Converse shoes.

“I was just going to step out for a bite of lunch, but now that I think about it, I’m going to take the rest of the day off,” Beck says impetuously to Clarista. “Will you let Linda know?”

“Yes, Mr. North,” she says, her voice completely dumbfounded.

“Excellent,” Beck says with a grin, and then he pulls me closer as we walk out of the lobby.


Chapter 14

Beck

“Is this weird?” Sela asks as she smooths down the dress at her hips with nervous hands.

“No, and quit fidgeting,” I tell her as I guide her into the ballroom by the elbow.

“It seems weird,” she maintains.

“It’s not weird,” I tell her for about the hundredth time. “And we don’t have to stay long. Just enough to make an appearance and then we can go.”

“See, I told you it was a waste of money to buy this dress,” she complains as we walk toward the bar. “Silly, since you only have to stay for a little while. I should have just stayed at the condo and waited for you, and you could have saved yourself a pretty penny.”

I laugh and squeeze her elbow. “Ever-practical Sela.”

God, her practicality is fucking adorable. When I told Sela at lunch a few days ago that The Sugar Bowl had another mixer that I needed to attend, she first got jealous on me. Oh, it was barely perceptible…a tightening of her jaw, a spark in her eye. I wanted to call her out on it but knew it would embarrass her, so I quickly let her know that I wanted her to go with me as my date. I assured her that I just had to make an appearance and that we wouldn’t stay long.

So after lunch that day, we then went shopping for a cocktail dress. I let Sela pick out what she wanted, and while the boutique I took her to didn’t have anything that cost less than a thousand dollars, I was surprised she picked a more sedate dress. It’s champagne-colored silk with sleeves that sit off her shoulders, a snug-fitting bodice, and a skirt that falls below her knees. It’s actually quite elegant and not at all something a Sugar Baby would wear, which means I loved the fuck out of it.

Tonight she paired it with a pair of high heels in the same champagne color and put her hair in a tight twist at the back of her neck. She looks like she could be attending a fancy charity dinner instead, and I realize as we walk into the ballroom that my chest is actually puffed out a little with pride in the woman that is with me.

We step up to the bar and a bartender swoops in on us taking our drink orders. I offer an empty stool to Sela. How she so gracefully gets on it with that tight skirt is beyond me, but when she crosses one leg over the other and a long slit appears running up her thigh, I immediately understand. I can’t help myself…placing my fingers on her bare skin and running them up high until the material comes together again.

“You are the sexiest woman in this room,” I tell her as I tilt my head to the side and kiss her bare shoulder. She shivers and lets out a tiny gasp of pleasure.

I pull back and grin at her, finding her looking at me with confusion.

“How do you do that?” she asks in amazement.

“Do what?”

“Make me feel like some high school girl with a crush on the cutest boy in the class and he just looked at her and made her go all silly inside,” she replies.

“I know the feeling,” I tell her softly, and she smiles at me.

A rare, genuine, full smile from Sela with nothing else hidden underneath. It captivates me and everything else in the room melts away. Our eyes lock and hold. I feel an almost electric current pop between us, as if I’ve just had an epiphany of some sort.

But then Sela’s gaze wavers and slides past my left shoulder, narrows for an instant, and then fills with disgust. I turn my body that way, look over my shoulder, and immediately see what caused that look.

The bar is curved like a horseshoe and JT is standing at the end about six stools down from Sela and me. He’s got his arm around the back of one of the stools that holds a scantily clad and huge-chested blond girl, early twenties as best I can tell, and he’s whispering into her ear. She’s clearly his target for tonight.

JT takes his hand, drops it to her waist, and then slides it up her ribs. She giggles, shifts in her seat and moves her arm giving him more access. He slides it higher and his fingers brush the outside of her breast. She now turns coy, bats his hand away, and laughs again. JT doesn’t laugh though and puts his hand right back at her ribs.

It’s a classic show of dominance, and I’ve seen it so many times before.

“He’s really got the moves, doesn’t he?” Sela murmurs beside me.

I don’t turn to look at her but continue to watch JT in almost mesmerized disgust. “I take it that’s your sarcastic voice, right?”

She laughs. “That obvious, huh?”

JT goes for another touch to the woman’s breast and she again pushes his hand away, but laughs flirtatiously as she does it. I want to tell her she’s doing nothing more than pissing him off, but what good would it do? Any Sugar Baby in this room with the exception of Sela isn’t going to pass up a chance with JT.

Our bartender returns with our drinks, dirty martini for Sela and scotch for me. I hold my glass out to hers and we tap the edges together. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.”

Sela pulls the toothpick out loaded with three olives and pulls one off with her teeth. It’s a sexy move and I’m fascinated by it until she points the toothpick now holding two olives at JT. “You know…I have to wonder, do you see any good in your partner at all?”

It’s not a strange question, but her tone has an odd inflection. Almost combative in nature. I know Sela doesn’t like JT, and shit…I don’t like him much nowadays, but it seems a bit personal to Sela. I look over at him, start to turn back to Sela to tell her the truth of my feelings when I watch the blonde push up off the stool and grab her purse. She goes on tiptoe, whispers something in JT’s ear, and then heads off toward the bathroom. JT watches her for a moment, his eyes pinned to her ass, and then he turns back to the bar. Reaching inside his left breast pocket, he pulls something out.

He does it so swiftly and assuredly I almost don’t believe what I’m seeing. He casually holds his hand over the woman’s drink and a white powder floats down into it. He looks quickly at the bartender, whose back is turned, and then picks up the drink to swirl the powder until it’s dissolved.

“Did he just—” Sela starts to ask, but I’m already pushing away from the bar like an enraged bull.

I stalk toward JT in angry strides, watching as he stares at the drink that he’s now set onto the bar with a satisfied smile. Just when I’m a foot away from him, his head comes up and makes eye contact with me. He smiles at first in welcome, but when he sees the look on my face, it slides right back off.

I grab the drink, step up on the foot rail at the bottom of the bar, and lean over it, pouring the drink out into the sink on the other side.

“What the fuck?” JT says with indignation.

I slam the glass down and my hand shoots out, grabbing a fistful of JT’s shirt and tie. I haul him away from the bar and start pulling him toward the exit. People scramble out of our way, most with looks of surprise that the two owners of The Sugar Bowl seem to be on the verge of a fistfight.

He tries to shrug me off but I hiss at him, “You follow me the fuck out of here right now, asshole, or so help me God I’m going to call the police over what you just tried to do.”

JT immediately goes still and I give him a hard shove toward the exit as I release my hold on him. He goes stumbling for a moment, then catches his footing. He looks around at everyone staring and holds his hands up, “Nothing to worry about, folks. Just a friendly tug-of-war over a Sugar Baby.”

He gives a smarmy grin, and the closest people who heard that laugh nervously. I don’t laugh and give him a rough push to his shoulder, sending him stumbling again. That gets JT moving and we walk quickly out of the ballroom. JT doesn’t look at me but walks directly to the men’s bathroom. I follow him in and he turns to face me. I can tell by the quiet of the room that it’s empty except for us and I lunge at him. Now grabbing fistfuls of shirt, jacket, and tie, I push him back across the tiled floor several steps until his back slams into the wall and he grunts from the pain.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Beck,” he says, and I pull him away and slam him back again.

“You sick fuck,” I snarl at him. “You just fucking tried to roofie that girl. What in the ever-loving fuck is wrong with you?”

I am so furious right now I almost feel like I could kill JT. I see the glaze in his eyes from drugs and alcohol, imagine what he would have done to that girl tonight, and I see my entire empire starting to crumble down around me. I see nothing of the man I thought I knew within his fogged gaze. A man that I thought was just like me, but I’m starting to realize was nothing more than a foolish pipe dream.

“Relax, bro,” he says calmly. “It was just to loosen her up.”

“You goddamn idiot motherfucker,” I yell at him, and drop my hands away. I raise one up, point to him, and see it’s shaking. “You are going to bring us down, JT, and I’m tired of this shit. I want you out of this company. I want you gone and you can go do whatever sick, perverted shit goes on in that head of yours away from me, but I’m not about to let you pull me down with you.”

“You can’t force—”

I cut him off by grabbing him again, pulling him away from the wall, and slamming him back into it. His eyes go wide with fear. “Just shut the fuck up. Now I want you to walk your ass out of this hotel and get in a cab and go home. If I see you go back in that ballroom, I’m calling the cops and it’s over for both of us.”

It’s not an empty threat this time. I’m now prepared to do whatever I need to do, ideally to get JT out of The Sugar Bowl, but at the least do what it takes to protect that woman tonight.

“Fine,” he rasps out, and my hands drop. “Fine, I’ll go.”

“You be at the office tomorrow at eight a.m. and be ready to iron this out,” I tell him as I run my hands through my hair in frustration. “This shit is done, JT. I’m not kidding.”

“Fine, okay…whatever,” he says, holding up his hands in surrender. “I’ll get it under control. I promise.”

I point toward the door. “Go home, JT. Now.”

He grabs onto his jacket at the lapel, pulls on the material to straighten it out. He then straightens his tie and nods. He turns toward the door and starts to walk out.

I remind him. “Tomorrow…eight a.m., JT. We’re settling this.”

“I’ll be there,” he mutters, and then he’s gone.

I take a few moments, collect my thoughts, and take a few deep breaths, but I’m still shaking with anger and frustration as I head back into the ballroom. Sela sits at the bar, her eyes locked on me with worry the minute I walk back in.

When I reach her, her hand comes to my chest and she asks, “Is everything okay?”

I huff out a sigh, pick up my drink, and take a healthy slug. Setting the glass back down, I scrub my hand through my hair again and shrug. “I don’t know.”

Sela’s hand grabs on to mine. She stands up from the stool and gracefully places her feet on the floor. Tugging at me, she says, “Come on…let’s dance.”

I don’t want to fucking dance.

It’s the last thing in the world I want at this moment, but I don’t want to drop Sela’s hand either, so I follow her in almost a trance out to the dance floor. When she reaches the middle and turns into my arms, I realize a song with a slow beat is playing. Sela steps into me and one of my arms goes automatically around her waist; the other takes her hand and brings it to my chest.

She curves one hand behind my neck and strokes me softly as she whispers in a reassuring voice, “Just relax and cool down.”

I look down at her as she stares up at me with earnest eyes filled with concern. My heart rate immediately takes a nosedive as I feel her hand on my neck and smell her peach lotion. I let out a huge pent-up breath of frustration and then give her a tired smile. “Sorry you had to see that.”

She shrugs and steps in closer to me. Her eyes are round, clear, and filled with respect. “Honestly…what you did. How quickly you reacted. It was the most amazing thing I think I’ve ever seen in my life.”

I try to make light of it, because the way she’s looking at me both embarrasses and humbles me. “I was just trying to impress you so you’d sleep with me tonight.”

She gives a tinkling laugh, her eyes bright with amusement. “That was already a given, Mr. North.”

I can’t resist. I lean down, capture her lips with mine, and give her a slow kiss. She sighs into my mouth and my arm around her waist tugs her in tighter to me.

Feels so fucking good holding her like this.

Dancing.

Kissing.

Just magical.

I pull my lips from hers and before I can even comprehend what I’m doing, I tell her, “Let’s do away with the agreement.”

Sela jerks in surprise and her lips draw down in dismay. “You want to end things now?”

“God, no,” I tell her quickly with a nervous laugh, reeling her back in close. “I mean…the time frame. It was only for a month. Let’s do away with that.”

“You want me to stay in your condo?” she asks hesitantly. “Like move in for real?”

“Well, yeah…sure,” I say, now not completely positive what I want or if this is the right thing to do. “I mean…your stuff is there, why not?”

She rolls her eyes at me. “Well, gee, Mr. Romantic…how can a girl pass up that offer?”

I laugh, give her a quick kiss, and then tell her, “Sorry. That wasn’t very suave. What I mean is that I don’t want you to leave in two weeks when the agreement is over. Okay?”

Sela’s blue eyes go a shade deeper as she stares at me in solemn consideration. Finally, she tips her head in agreement. “Okay. I can do that.”

“Excellent,” I say, and then bend down to kiss her again.

Sela rests her head against my shoulder and for a few moments we just sway back and forth to the music. Another thought strikes me. “Next week is Thanksgiving. My sister and niece are going to visit for a few days.”

“Want me to go back to my apartment while they’re here?” she asks quietly.

“What?” I ask startled as I push her away from me. Peering down at her I give her a chastising look. “I want you to meet them. I really want you to help me cook Thanksgiving dinner. I most certainly don’t want you going back to your apartment.”

She smiles at me again.

First in relief.

Then with happiness.

One of those unfiltered, genuine smiles where she gives me 100 percent of Sela Halstead.

And it’s fucking brilliant.


Chapter 15

Sela

For the first time in just over six months, I actually consider letting go of my vengeance against JT.

For just a moment, I consider what would happen if I focused instead on what I have here with Beck. He’s given me so much more than money for my education. He’s given me pleasure and respect. He’s given me self-worth. Beck has made it so that I don’t consider myself a victim. Without the weight of victimization on my shoulders, I have to wonder why revenge would be needed. And what would happen if I let the anger and rage go and opened up the empty space left behind to Beck North. I think I understand, deep in my heart, that he’d fill that space up perfectly.

The thought is thrilling yet scary.

It’s also short-lived, as I realize that Beck tonight saved a woman from JT’s clutches. What about the next woman though? And the one after that?

Because while Beck may think this is an isolated incident with his partner, I happen to know that a zebra doesn’t change its stripes.

When I saw JT boldly and assuredly sprinkle powder in that woman’s drink, I was overcome with hopelessness for the situation, inundated with fear for the unsuspecting, and flooded with painful memories of shame and humiliation. My stomach curdled, nausea rose, and I watched in stunned fascination as Beck pushed away from the bar. It was almost as if he was in slow motion as he strode angrily up to JT and pulled him roughly away. I watched as he yelled and pushed his partner across the floor, his face livid and flushed red. Internally, I chanted to myself, Kill him, kill him, kill him, wanting Beck to be my avenging angel, and was disappointed I didn’t see bloodshed before they walked out of my line of sight.

I considered following but was frozen to my seat. I shakily sipped at my martini until I finally just gulped it down before pushing the empty glass away. What if Beck right now called the police and JT was arrested? How would I ever get to him?

But maybe if that happened, I could come forward to the police with my story and he’d go down for my assault too. That wasn’t ideal to me, because while I had briefly considered this route when I first realized who Jonathon Townsend was, I just as immediately discounted it because it didn’t seem satisfactory enough for me. I needed to know the identity of all my rapists and there was no guarantee he’d give them up. I also don’t want JT populating this earth. As much as the idea of him getting gang-raped in prison appeals to me, I want to snuff out his wretched life so his brand of evil no longer exists. Finally, I want to make JT suffer before I end him. I want him scared, and I want him just as terrified of me as I was of him. I want all of them to suffer, and while I can’t bring down on them the same horrors they perpetrated on me, I can end their lives, and that was suffering, right? Not to get to live their evil, sociopathic lives?

After the martini flushed its warmth through me, I then briefly considered taking my purse and following them both out. Within that purse sat my Walther PPK.

Well, it was my mom’s handgun, because given my psychiatric history, there’s no way I’d ever be given a permit, but it’s in my possession now. About a month after she died, my father and I went through all her stuff. We gave her clothing away to a homeless shelter and Dad insisted I get her modest collection of jewelry except for her wedding band. All of her knickknacks stayed in their exact places within my family home, except I’ve noticed over the past year that some of them have been packed away, and I think that might be Maria asserting her influence. I figure Dad has them boxed and ready for me when I want them.

There wasn’t much left, but in addition to her jewelry, I got her gun. My parents have always had guns for as long as I can remember. I grew up shooting with them from the time I was a little girl, my dad often driving us up to Marin County on the weekends for target practice. Sometimes we’d hit McClure’s Beach on early foggy mornings and shoot beer cans off driftwood. Other times we’d head into Mount Tamalpais State Park where it was easy to get away from people and shoot into the silent forest.

I was comfortable with the gun. Knew how to load and shoot it.

While my long-distance aim is probably shit because I haven’t been able to target shoot given the illegality of my possession of this gun, I intend to be up close and personal with JT when I use it.

I won’t miss.

But ultimately, before I could rashly stalk out of the ballroom and commit cold-blooded murder to ease my pain, Beck was walking back in toward me. His jaw was locked tight, his eyes dull and grim. With a swiftness that surprised me, thoughts of vengeance and bloody death just evaporated, and I was filled with an overwhelming concern for Beck and his peace of mind. There’s no doubt he’s troubled by what he saw, and there’s also no doubt that when provoked, he’s a man who will react quickly and harshly. My empathy for Beck actually overtook my hate of JT, and I was compelled to help ease his distress. Granted, dancing may have been a stupid idea, but it put us in an immediate situation where I could put my hands on him in a calming fashion.

Where he was tense and still vibrating with restrained anger when he took my hand in his and pressed the other into my lower back, within just moments of us touching each other, I felt his shoulders relax and his breathing even out. Right after that, Beck was inviting me to stay in his home on an indefinite basis and said we were scrapping the entire hoax of a sugarship that we had been perpetrating.

Then he invited me to cook Thanksgiving dinner with him.

To meet his sister and niece.

He was telling me that I was becoming important to him.

All things that I never imagined I’d gain when I started this quest.

And once again, I’m wondering if the path I’m on seeking retribution is a fool’s errand when I consider what I can lose. Best-case scenario, I achieve my plans and get away with murder and Beck is never the wiser. We continue seeking a potential happily ever after.

Worst case, I get caught and spend my life in prison wondering if I lost something that may have had the potential to give me a normal and fulfilled life.

“You about ready to get out of here?” Beck asks gruffly, his hand rubbing sensuously on my lower back.

“If you are,” I say as I pull my head off his shoulder and gaze up at him.

He smiles softly at me, tips his head down, and rubs his nose against mine. “I just really want to be alone with you. Away from all this shit.”

With a slight tilt of my face, my mouth finds his and I answer with a tongue-filled kiss that causes him to groan and pull me in closer so I can feel the start of his erection burning through our clothes. The adrenaline, high emotions, and sexual longing in his eyes right now overwhelms me.

“Let’s go,” I murmur, and that’s all he needs before he’s leading me off the dance floor, through the ballroom, and out into the hotel lobby as he reaches into his pocket to pull out his cell phone. With a few quick taps, he dials his driver and merely says, “We’re ready. Pull around.”

Beck’s hand is tight on mine as we step out into the chilly air. He doesn’t say a word, but just stares intently down the street until he sees the limo rounding the block to pull up in front of us. He doesn’t wait for the driver but pulls the back door open for me and helps me inside.

Crawling in right behind me, he tells the driver, “You can take us back to the Millennium, but circle the building when you get there until I tell you otherwise.”

The driver barely gets, “Yes, sir,” out before Beck is hitting the button that closes the window screen that separates us from him.

Beck lowers himself back on the seat beside me, and I gasp in surprise when he turns, puts hands to my hips, and drags me onto his lap so that my ass presses into his erection and my back into his chest. His arms circle my waist where he squeezes me briefly, places his lips to my ear, and whispers, “I need you right now. Can’t wait.”

My head spins and my entire body flushes hot with lust brought on not by the compromising situation he just put me in, but by the need in his voice. I answer by wiggling my butt and grinding down onto him.

Beck hisses, in pleasure…in pain…I don’t know, but then his hands go to the hem of my dress and he roughly pulls the material up my legs, right past my hips where it bunches around my waist. No sooner is the dress out of his way than his hand is between my legs and his fingers are inching under the white cotton lace of my panties. No sooner is his hand in my panties than his fingers are against my clit, dipping inside me, massaging me in and out. My heels punch into the carpeted floor of the car, my legs straighten, and my back arches away from him as the back of my head presses into his shoulder for leverage.

“That’s right,” he growls as he finger-fucks me, moving his other hand over my chest to pinch at a nipple through the silk of my dress. “I want you to come on my hand, baby. Come for me, Sela.”

My eyes roll into the back of my head as the pleasure threatens to consume me. His fiery touch, his filthy words, the mere fact he couldn’t even wait until we pulled away from the hotel has me racing toward climax at Mach speed. I vaguely wonder if the driver knows what we’re doing, figure he probably does, and God help me…that turns me on even more.

“Come on, Sela,” Beck grits out, his stiff cock grinding into my ass from below. “Give it to me so I can fuck you. Please give it to me…I need inside you so bad.”

And holy shit…I give it to him with a scream that reverberates through the limousine and no doubt that the driver heard that. My pelvis shoots up, grinds against his hand, and an animalistic groan of relief tears free.

“Oh, fuck me, that’s hot,” Beck says as he continues to rub circles around my clit while I shudder and shake in his embrace.

My head is still spinning, my body deliciously weak when Beck spins me in his arms, pulling me into a full straddle over his lap so I’m now facing him.

“Get my pants open,” he huffs out urgently as his hand dives into his pocket for his wallet. I push up on my knees and quickly get his belt undone as he tries to get a condom out, both of our chests heaving with unrestrained fervor.

“Fuck,” Beck barks out in frustration as he rifles through his wallet. “I don’t have a goddamn condom.”

My hands freeze and I raise my head to look at Beck. His face is awash with pain and need, and his voice cracks when he looks me right in the eye and says, “Christ…I want inside of you so fucking bad.”

The sound I believe I hear is my stone heart cracking open even further in response to Beck. I hesitate only a moment before my hands start working again at his fly.

“Please, Sela,” he croaks out as his fingers dig into my thighs. “Suck my dick…make this ache go away.”

His zipper open, I pull at his pants, reach into his boxers, and take his cock from the material. It jumps in my hand and pearly pre-cum dribbles from the tip. I stare at him thick and hot and pulsing with need, squeeze him hard, and stroke up and down a few times.

Beck groans and his head falls back against the seat, eyes squeezed shut tight. “Please, Sela…”

“Shhh,” I murmur low in my throat as I scramble backward off his lap. “I’ve got you.”

His eyes open and he watches me with fascination as my knees hit the carpeted floor of the limo and I surge up over his lap. With one hand on his thigh, the other squeezing him around the root of his cock, I take the tip of him into my mouth and suck against him lightly. Beck moans in relief, and the fingers of both hands thread through my hair on either side of my head. He grips me lightly, his fingers pressing into my scalp as a means of holding me steady and not to force action.

This isn’t the first time I’ve had Beck in my mouth, but it is the first time that I’ve truly wanted him there. The first time in my entire sexual life that I’ve seen the beauty of such an intimate act, and I take my time licking and sucking him so I can savor this experience. I’m torn between wanting to drive him wild and needing to end his suffering. As good as this feels to him in this exact moment, I want it to feel better to him in the next. So I squeeze, jack, lick, suck, hum, and flutter against his warm skin. I suck down the pre-cum he gives me and brace against his hands when the inevitable time will come that he’ll pull me off his dick.

Beck is a considerate lover, and for whatever reasons, he’s warned me every time before he’s unloaded. He’s never begrudged my unwillingness to swallow and has seemed satisfied with me stroking him to completion at the end.

I’m confident he’ll give me the same courtesy here, but he’ll be surprised to find it’s not needed.

Not now.

Beck’s hips start to punch upward, seeking more depth. He groans when I go down on him and grunts when I hollow my cheeks against the pull up. He calls my name when I slide my tongue down his shaft and curses loudly when I suck gently on his balls. As I stroke him faster at the base and bob my head with more vigor, Beck sounds like he’s strangling.

Then comes the slight pull against my hair and he mutters, “Back off, Sela. Gonna come.”

I grip him harder, take a deep breath, and plunge down so I take him in deeply, move my other hand to stroke the skin behind his balls, and then suck hard on the way up.

“Holy fuck,” Beck shouts as he orgasms and I nearly moan in satisfaction as I swallow everything he offers.

I swallow.

All of it.

And wish there was more, so I continue to suck against him.

“Oh, God, Sela,” he groans as I keep squeezing and stroking, running my tongue around the fat head of his cock, trying to find any last droplets I might have missed.

His hands fall away from my head and find their way under my armpits, and then he’s hauling me up. His dick falls away from my mouth and the next thing I know he’s got me cradled on his lap with his face pressed into my neck. His breath is labored and I can feel his heart thundering under my hand as I lay it on his chest.

Beck’s arms wrap around me and squeeze me tightly.

My own heart is racing right along with his and I’m high on the excitement of my new revelation.

An epiphany that will make me begin to question everything I thought I knew about myself.

I, Sela Halstead, am not as broken as I thought I was. While I thought Jonathon Townsend took everything away from me, I’ve realized just now that he took nothing. He only warped my perception.

Granted, I’m still pretty warped, but I learned something very important as Beck was coating my throat with his semen.

I realized that intimacy is actually something that I could learn to crave with a man like Beckett North and that I’ve only just begun to discover the true potential inside of myself.


Chapter 16

Beck

The alarm I set on my phone goes off faintly, as I made sure to turn the volume down before I went to sleep last night. I didn’t want Sela to wake up, figuring she could use a solid, late sleep-in this morning.

After we got back from the Sugar Bowl Mixer last night, we ended up burning through three condoms throughout the night, because I fucking couldn’t get enough of her. You would think with the almost seismic nature of the way I came down her throat that I would have been truly replete for the rest of the evening.

On the contrary, it’s like the flame I had already burning on a steady low for Sela got whipped into a frenzied firestorm, and I couldn’t leave her alone. I fucked her over and over again, my dick proclaiming clearly that it was in deep love with Sela’s pussy. It was ready to move in, take up permanent residence, and never come out of hibernation again.

My hand reaches out, taps the screen on my phone to turn the alarm off, and I lay silently in the predawn gloom considering my situation at his very moment.

A naked, beautiful woman on top of me. Sela fell asleep a few hours ago, spread-eagled over my body right after she collapsed from the most recent fuck-fest. I swear…she came, I came, then she pitched forward onto my chest and was out like a light. Not sure what it says about the apparently whipped sap I’m becoming, but I wanted to leave her right there all night. Just let her lie on top of me, and I was ready to call it a day well completed and go to sleep myself.

But I didn’t because my dick was deflating within her and I had a condom to dispose of. I gently eased out from under her, my cock actually feeling a little overused when it slipped free, and I quietly made my way into the bathroom to flush the rubber.

After a quick brushing of my teeth, I looked into the mirror and found that the man looking back at me didn’t quite appear to be a confirmed bachelor anymore. No, tonight he had asked a woman to stay on in an indefinite basis in his house. Tonight, Beck North entered into his first true relationship with a woman, and if the quality of the orgasms that were had tonight are any indication of what’s to come between us, I have to think it was a brilliant fucking decision on my part to invite Sela all the way in.

I padded back into the bedroom, turning the bathroom light off behind me. My first instinct was to slip into bed, roll Sela onto her side, and cuddle into her. I think they call it spooning.

Instead, I found myself inching toward her on my back, then I was pulling her back on top of me once I got settled. She let out a cute little moan, buried her face in my neck, and threaded her legs through mine. My arms came around her lower back and I held her tight against me. I had no problem falling asleep with her pinning me like that to the mattress.

This is a nice way to wake up, and if I had the time to do so, I’d slip my hand down over Sela’s ass and play with her pussy for a bit until she woke up. But I don’t have time, because I have to meet JT in an hour and a half and I want to get in before he does to get my thoughts in order.

Regretfully, I slip out from underneath Sela. She stirs, mutters a sleepy “Good Morning,” and then rolls away from me. I smile, bend over, and kiss her on the back of the head before pulling the covers up over her.

Then I head into the bathroom to shower and get ready to take on my business partner in what will ultimately be a bitter grudge match between us.

—

I’m surprised when I get into the office at 7:30 a.m. that JT is already standing outside my office door and waiting for me. He holds a Styrofoam cup of coffee in one hand and a newspaper in the other. I’m also surprised to find him showered and fresh-looking without a hint of red in his eyes. I’m thinking extra squirts of Visine went into his appearance, and I know without a doubt this is carefully orchestrated by JT so that he isn’t defending himself from a position of too much weakness.

He’s showing me that he can present himself properly when warranted.

“Good morning,” he says in an uncharacteristically humble voice, and it catches me off guard. I expected him to come out swinging with his first words.

“Morning,” I say as I unlock my office door and turn on the lights. I walk directly to the minifridge hidden under the built-in liquor bar and pull out a bottle of mineral water. “Want one?”

“Nah, man,” he says as he sits on the couch and tosses the paper down beside his thigh.

Twisting the cap off the bottle, I take a small sip as I observe JT sitting there, looking at me with clear and regretful eyes. I’m not even ashamed of myself that I think this is part of an act because he knows he’s passed the point of no return with me. At this moment, he’s going to do some hardcore scrambling to save himself.

I walk over to the chair that sits opposite of him, remembering all too clearly sitting here a little over six months ago looking at a woman who had been roughed up by JT. It appears I prevented that from happening again last night, but how many didn’t I save?

Now the shame hits me and I square my shoulders with resolve. “This ends today, JT.”

I brace, wait for him to go ballistic, but he merely nods in understanding. In a calm, assured voice, he says, “You’re right. It ends today.”

I blink in disbelief, but my defenses come snapping quickly back into place. “Tell me what you mean by that.”

“It means I’ve got to get myself under control. I’ve forgotten how to be a businessman and have gotten sucked into the celebrity of all of this shit. The partying…the women…the drugs and booze…it’s not who I really am. I got off track and now I’m ready to get back on track.”

Well shit. I didn’t expect this. I had sort of hoped that with the incriminating evidence of last night, I’d have the upper hand on JT and could use it to force him out. I figured he’d never admit to any wrongdoing, try to assure me that I was overreacting, and then we’d have a massive fight about the company.

I’m not fucking prepared for him to get all mature on me right now.

“I’m not sure I can trust you to do that,” I tell him coldly, and once again, expect that to really piss him off.

“I get that,” he says solemnly. “All I can do is ask you to give me another chance. I’m asking you to call on the years of friendship and everything we’ve been through. I’m asking you to consider everything we’ve got riding on this company, and even though I’ve been a complete tool for quite awhile now, at least admit that when I’m on my game I’m really important to our success.”

Fuck…all true.

My fingers involuntarily come to my temples and I rub at the headache that’s forming. I wince, look up at him skeptically. “JT…I caught you drugging a woman last night. That’s fucking against the law.”

“She agreed to it,” JT says quietly while pinning me with a direct stare.

I physically reel backward from his proclamation. “She what?”

“She agreed to it,” he says simply and humbly. He’s not gloating…just merely stating the fact. “We had a written agreement. It was a fantasy of hers, I guess. I can get you a copy Monday morning, but that woman wanted to wake up the next morning used and abused. She thought the aspect of not remembering what happened would be exciting. Figured she could fantasize about what might have happened.”

“What the fuck?” I mutter as my eyes cut over to the glass floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the Financial District, which is quiet on this Sunday morning.

“It’s true,” JT says quietly, and my gaze slides back to him. “I might be a douche on most days and cross a lot of fucked-up boundaries, but you know me, Beck. I wouldn’t hurt a woman like that.”

Christ…he looks sincere. Sounds sincere too, but I also know JT is slick and charming when he wants to be. I have no clue if I’m being hoodwinked or not, and now all of my resolve to wrest the company away from him is crumbling. I make another attempt to poke at the merits of what he’s telling me.

“I don’t buy it,” I grit out. “It’s more than just what I saw last night. The drugs…taking advantage of the Babies…you fucking invested some of our money into a bad venture last quarter and we took a beating. You did that without my knowledge.”

“I know,” he says, his hands coming up in supplication. “All fucking bad moves on my part. But I’m telling you, Beck…if the choice is to get my shit together or lose out on one of my best friends and an amazing company I helped to create, I’m fucking telling you right now, no bullshit…I’ll get it together. I’m just asking for another chance. I deserve it.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck. What do you do when someone like JT with an ego the size of Mount Everest sits before you completely remorseful, accepting responsibility, and practically begging for another chance? A feeling of desperation overtakes me, equal parts wanting to believe in him and regain the sanctity of our business relationship—possibly our friendship—and at the same time wanting to cut ties with someone who I believe ultimately could be my downfall.

While my brain works out its inner turmoil, I wonder briefly what Sela would have me do. I know she dislikes JT intensely, and while we didn’t talk about it last night—hello, too busy fucking—I know she was beyond disgusted with him. Will she think poorly of me if I don’t cut him loose? Will she believe my morals are as compromised as his?

Should I even care what she thinks?

Fuck yeah, I should. I’m starting to care more and more for all things Sela Halstead, and the mere fact she’s taking up residence in my thought process in making a business decision sort of says it all, right?

“Beck,” JT says with soft emotion, and my eyes raise up to meet his. “I do not want to fight you for this company. I know you’ve had a lawyer look at things and I’m sure you know…unless I’m doing something illegal in the running of the business, it’s going to be a fight you won’t win. So I’m begging you…let’s work this out. Let’s get back on track and be a team again. I swear to you I’ll get my shit together and we’ll make this company even more fucking phenomenal than it already is.”

I fight against it, but my shoulders sag the minute the words leave his mouth. Regardless the head of steam I came in with, he’s managed to cut my legs out from underneath me with a well-planned, one-two-three-combo punch.

One, he did not illegally drug that woman last night. She apparently agreed to it.

Two, he is promising to get back on track with our business.

Three, he’s reminded me that I can’t take the company away from him and I’ll still have to walk if I want out.

More than that, I can’t overlook the years of friendship we have between us. I can’t discount the tremendously deep ties we have, even if he has no clue just how important they are to me.

“I’m not sure I trust in your ability to grow the fuck up,” I tell JT truthfully.

He gives an understanding laugh and nods at me. “I get it. Just give me the chance.”

Sighing, I lean forward in the chair. “I’d like to request that you get my approval before any other major financial decisions are made.”

“Done,” he says with an earnest smile.

“And I want to see that agreement.”

“Done.”

And Christ…it looks like my hopes of coming out the victor after the meeting today have completely splintered.

“All right,” I say with resignation and sudden longing to get back to the condo and sink myself into Sela. “I’ll give you a shot. But this is the one and only shot I’ll give.”

“I won’t let you down,” he says, and leans forward on the couch, extending his hand to me. I reach across and take it, a firm handshake of renewed promise occurring between us.

When we release, I stand up. “I need to get going.”

“Big plans with your girl today?” JT asks, pushing up from his seat with a knowing tone that causes me to go immediately back on the defensive.

“My girl?” I ask, playing stupid. While I’m not embarrassed or shy about the fact I’ve asked Sela to move in with me, for some reason I don’t want JT knowing this. I’m guessing it has to do with his lewd interest in her last Wednesday when she came to the office.

“Yeah…Sela…wasn’t that her name?” he says offhandedly as we move toward my office door. “I saw you with her last night at the party. You two looked cozy.”

“Yeah, Sela,” I say vaguely without offering anything more as we walk out my door. I’m silent as I close it behind us and lock it.

“Dude…is she a Sugar Baby or what?” JT asks with a playful punch to my shoulder. His grin is open, not mocking at all. It seems like the old JT…the one I used to know way back when.

“No, she’s not a Sugar Baby,” I snap at him, but then decide if I’m going to give him a chance, I’ve got to truly give it to him. “But she has moved in with me.”

JT whistles low through his teeth and gives an amused shake of his head that isn’t mocking, but seemingly genuinely pleased for me. “Beck North…falling to commitment and monogamy. Never thought I’d see the day.”

“Yeah, well…it’s still early on. I might not even know what the fuck I’m doing, but I’m going for it.”

We turn to walk down the hall toward the lobby. JT puts a hand on my shoulder and gives me a hard squeeze. “I’m happy for you, bro. You deserve a good woman, and she seems like the type that would suit you.”

“She’s great,” I admit, surprised by how nice it feels to talk about her with someone. Even JT, who just as recently as last week came on to her right in front of me, the fucker.

“Maybe we should all do dinner one night together,” JT suggests. “This is pretty epic that you have a girlfriend. Isn’t this like your first ever?”

Girlfriend?

Sela Halstead…my girlfriend?

I hadn’t thought of her like that before. Not until the word came out of JT’s mouth and it didn’t sound disgusting, but rather felt kind of right.

Yes…I have a girlfriend, and JT is right about that. First one ever.

I’m fucking twenty-eight years old and I have a girlfriend.

I give a bemused shake of my head and JT and I exit the building together. We part ways as he gets into a cab and I head toward the Millennium, intent on walking back the six blocks so I can continue to ponder everything that happened this morning.


Chapter 17

Sela

I don’t hear the condo door open, but I do hear the jangle and clank of Beck’s keys as he tosses them onto the foyer table. I stay on my side, facing the windows overlooking the Financial District, and wait for him to come to me. I woke up about twenty minutes ago and was content to stay under the warm covers and consider how drastically my life seems to be changing on an almost daily basis.

I am now somehow involved in a relationship with a man I targeted as an unwitting pawn in a scheme to commit murder.

Beck North started out as a means to an end, most likely an innocent bystander, and I sacrificed what few remaining principles I had in order to bring him deeper into my web. And yet, as I lie here and stare out the window, envisioning the gorgeous man walking down the hallway to me at this very moment, I can’t help but feel that perhaps I’m the one who’s trapped in a web at this moment.

I can’t help feeling that’s not a bad thing.

Cool air hits my naked backside, then to my surprise, an equally naked Beck slides into the bed and presses in against me, his chest to my back, his arm around my waist, his pelvis and hardening dick to my butt, and his legs tangling with mine. He pulls me in deeper and rests his chin on my shoulder.

“Did I wake you up?” he asks softly, sliding his hand up to cup my breast. He does nothing more than press his warm palm to my skin and hold it in a gentle cradle.

I shake my head. “I’ve been up for a little bit.”

“How do you feel?” he asks tentatively.

“Very well used,” I tell him on a light laugh, and then after a slight hesitation, I offer an honest admission. “Fantastic actually.”

A low chuckle rumbles against me and he squeezes me closer. “Me too.”

Both of us…reveling in the newness of what we agreed to enter into last night. Me, right this moment, amazed at how good it feels to have him wrapped around me.

Me…Sela Halstead…perhaps no longer a victim? Perhaps becoming a normal woman who enjoys intimacy?

Craves it actually…with this man, that is.

Amazing.

“How did it go?” I ask him, and thus I’ve opened us up to have a discussion about his business. But I figured, what the hell…we are now in a relationship, so why not. Besides…all starry-eyed romantic notions aside, I still need intel on JT, and this is the best way to get it.

“I think we worked things out,” he says after a moment’s hesitation.

“How so?” I ask, feeling a little out of sorts. Beck sounds far too calm.

“JT’s promised to get his shit together. It seemed genuine—”

I spin in the bed, flopping over onto my side to face Beck. I’m outraged for a blinding second and my hands come to press on his chest to push him back from me so I can look him directly in the eye. “He tried to drug a woman last night,” I grit out, my blood raging with fury.

Beck shakes his head and his hands come to cover mine with a reassuring squeeze. “That’s what I thought too, Sela. I was prepared to force him to leave with that, and if he refused, I was calling the police.”

“So why isn’t that asshole sitting in the back of a police car right now?” I ask sarcastically.

“Because the woman agreed to it,” Beck says with what I admit is a clear sound of disgust. “There’s a written agreement.”

I rear backward and my eyebrows shoot to the middle of my forehead before coming back down in a narrowed gaze of suspicion. “Agreed to it?”

“It was a fantasy of hers apparently,” Beck says with a sheepish shrug.

“Or of his,” I retort, but then immediately ask, “Did you see the agreement?”

He shakes his head. “He’ll get it to me tomorrow.”

I drop my eyes, look at his hands gripping mine against his chest. “I don’t believe it. I don’t trust him.”

Beck pulls a hand from mine, puts his knuckles under my chin, and raises my gaze back to his. “Hey…I get you’re upset about what he did, but if there’s an agreement and that was consensual, I can’t do anything about it.”

“It wasn’t consensual,” I say bitterly, and pull away from him, rolling the opposite way toward the edge of the bed. Why can’t he see Jonathon Townsend for what he really is?

“Hey,” Beck exclaims, and his arm is wrapping around my waist, pulling me back. He comes to his knees, drags me back into him, and brings both arms around to hold me tight. His chin goes back to my shoulder and he asks softly, “What’s this all about?”

I shrug.

“Sela…talk to me,” he demands.

“There’s something wrong with him,” I whisper, my voice clogging with emotion. I want so badly to tell Beck exactly what I mean by that, but I can’t tell him the truth yet. To do that would be to expose my intentions. Beck would see immediately that he was targeted and he would question my feelings for him. I can’t do that. I can’t give him up, nor the close positioning that a relationship with Beck puts me in with JT.

“He’s wayward,” Beck agrees with frustration. “A douche. Irrational, impulsive, and immature. He’s all of that, but he’s promised to get his shit together, Sela, and outside of some clear wrongdoing on his part with regard to the company, I don’t have much choice but to go along with it. The only chance I had to break free was the threat of exposing him to the police last night, but that’s not an option now.”

I sag back against Beck, completely exhausted over this conversation. I hear it in Beck’s voice…he’s torn between wanting to get away from a bad situation and the hope that comes with promises of something better. It’s certainly an easier fix, and I try desperately to give credence to Beck’s thought process.

In his mind, he has nothing concrete to use against JT. He’s backed into a corner and he can either walk or hope for a peaceful resolution with a bit more patience on his part. Is it wrong that he’s choosing this option versus leaving his dream behind?

I don’t think I can find fault with that, and while I know deep in my gut that JT was planning to drug and rape that woman last night, and I don’t believe for a moment that there’s a legitimate agreement in place whereby that woman agreed to that, I have to be careful about how strong my opposition is at this point. I can never underestimate not only the bonds of a long-lasting friendship between those men, but the fact that Beck and JT are intertwined by a lot of fucking money that might be more important to Beck than how great a fuck I am.

I sigh, sink further into Beck, and lean my head back so it rests on his shoulder. “I’m sorry,” I mutter. “I just don’t like your partner, but I totally get where you’re coming from.”

“Sela,” Beck murmurs, sounding frustrated and exhausted all at once. “This is my only option at this moment. It doesn’t mean I trust him fully and doesn’t mean that he won’t fuck this up. It’s just the only play I have.”

I nod and bring my arms up and over his, holding him tighter to me. “I know. I understand.”

Beck sighs in relief and then places his teeth at my earlobe. He gives a playful bite, then licks before he says, “JT wants to do dinner with us both. He seems happy for me.”

I tense up but try to sound inquisitively relaxed when I ask, “Oh yeah? You told him about us?”

“I did,” Beck says, sounding happy with himself. “JT called you my girlfriend. Sounds sort of high schoolish, doesn’t it?”

There’s no helping the laugh that comes out of my mouth, because it does sound a little immature. I can’t help jumping off track from my concerns when I ask, “So…is this like official or something? We’re, what…dating?”

“Dating, fucking, cohabitating,” Beck says as he pulls me down to the bed. He rolls, and I go to my back, then he rolls right on top of me. My legs spread on their own accord and he settles in between them. I love the way the hairs on his legs brush against my smooth skin and the warmth of his cock that’s semihard and nestled against my bare mound. “I’m not sure what label you and I have at this point, but I’m liking where we are right at this moment.”

My eyes flutter closed and I moan as he presses his pelvis down and rotates his hips a bit. “Mmmmmm…me too.”

“Sela?” Beck says softly, and my eyes open slowly to look at him. His face is hovering over mine and his gaze is sparkling with intensity. “Do you trust me? I mean…at least in the way I’m handling JT right now?”

“Well, that’s not for me to say,” I offer hesitantly.

“Yes, it is,” he admonishes me with a stern look. “You don’t like him. Your run-ins with him have been less than stellar, and so you have very good reason not to like him. And while you and I haven’t known each other long, I think we’re both trying to build something here, and I don’t want my personal or business decisions causing you to doubt me.”

I blink in surprise at the desperation in his voice. I raise a hand, place it to his cheek, and realize with utter honesty that while I may not like what JT is doing to Beck, I do in fact trust what Beck’s decided to do in that regard. I, better than anyone, know that sometimes you have to go with the long-range plan when it comes to dealing with snakes like Jonathon Townsend.

I nod. “Yes. I trust what you’re doing with JT.”

Relief swells within Beck’s blue eyes and he smiles at me in gratitude. His face drops closer and his lips brush against me briefly before his forehead drops to mine. He holds still there for a moment, and I close my eyes, relishing this softly intimate embrace of silence.

“Sela?” Beck whispers my name again and then he pulls his face away. Looking down at me with the most serious expression I’ve ever seen on his beautiful face, he asks, “Would you trust me to let me fuck you without a condom?”

My entire body tightens with shock over his proposition and then clenches even harder with the sinful wonder of what that would feel like. I then flush warm, not from the erotic suggestion, but from the care and trust that this implies. I think I feel the stone of my heart actually start to disintegrate, collapsing in wispy, dusty piles at the bottom of my chest.

I open my mouth to answer him, but he’s apparently not done. He kisses me hard, then speaks to me in urgent whispers. “You see, because here’s the thing…I’m closer to you right now than any woman in my life outside of my sister, and that’s a different kind of closeness. But I want to be even closer to you. I want to crawl inside of you, Sela, and feel every inch of you against me. I don’t want any barriers and I don’t want any fucking walls between us. Just you and me, touching…you melding into me, me into you. I want to know what that feels like with you…the bare skin of my cock slippery from your juices. I want to come deep inside you, planted to the root. Mark you as mine. I want that so fucking bad. Is there enough trust between us we can have that? Would you give that to me?”

My head spins and my chest constricts with aching pleasure over his words. The lust wrapped with infinite tenderness and yearning. His eyes begging me for something I’ve never given another man. Never wanted that closeness. Always wanted that thin barrier of rubber protecting me not just from STDs but from a true connection.

But so help me God…I want it now with this man.

He knows I’m protected from pregnancy because he’s well aware of the packet of birth control pills that sits out in the open on his bathroom vanity. He even reminds me each morning to take it, but I’ve never failed in that responsibility. I think by the mere fact he’s asking if I trust him must imply he trusts me, but I need to make sure.

I’m pretty sure that on my sixteenth birthday, my rapists used condoms. That’s a thought that’s always increased my humiliation, because they didn’t wear them out of any concern for me. They did it without knowing I was a virgin, had never had sex before, and just assumed that perhaps I was filthy and would give them something. Let’s face it…I’m pretty sure I gave them that impression.

I also remember, in my nightmares, which I think are actual memories, the distinctive sound of a rubber snapping off just before he came in my mouth. I didn’t know what that sound was then, but when the doctors found trace lubricant from condoms in my vagina and anus, it pretty much confirmed that they all covered up to protect themselves, not me. In addition, I was tested for every STD known to man, as well as given the morning-after pill as a precaution, and I came away from that experience with filth on my soul but not in my vagina.

“I’m clean,” I say, my voice rough with emotion of why I can say that. I’ve never been with a man unprotected. Ever, and it’s nice I can give that assurance to Beck.

“I know,” he says, and while he’s not saying he knows from actual knowledge, he’s saying he knows to trust me. “You have nothing to worry about me. I promise you’re safe.”

“I know,” I murmur the same words back to him. Same as him, I just know. That means I trust that Beck will not hurt me.

The effect on Beck is immediate. I feel his dick swell and beat against me. He closes his eyes, he takes in a deep breath, and when he opens them again, he says, “Christ…I want this so bad.”

My answer is to spread my legs, raise my knees, and cradle him closer into me. I can feel wetness seeping out, my body more than ready to take this to the next level. Beck bends his head, places his mouth against mine, and breathes into me. He rotates his hips, and as if our bodies recognize exactly where they are supposed to be, the head of his cock presses into my opening. Beck thrusts against me gently, pushing in and working out in short, slow movements, and the feeling is exquisite. He feels so much warmer, the heat of his bare skin sliding against mine.

My pulse fires out of control over the emotion and intimacy of this moment. It’s the first time I’ve taken a man inside of me with absolutely no barriers between our bodies, but more important…with nothing between our souls. We are as naked as we will ever be, bared and stripped to nothing but our basic need for each other.

“Beck,” I murmur as he pushes in deeper. My legs press in hard against his ribs, I tilt my hips, and try to drag him in further.

A huge breath gusts out of his mouth, flutters across my face. He rotates his hips…slides deeper into me.

“Jesus,” he groans almost as if he’s in pain. “Nothing should feel this good, Sela. Do you know how dangerous it is to both of us to feel this good?”

My arms loop over his shoulders, circle around his neck, and I pull him to me. His chest mashes against my breasts, his cheek touches mine. “No going back now,” I murmur.

Beck lifts his head…peers down at me with his brow furrowed. His tongue comes out, licks at his lower lip, and with a sharp punch of his hips, he slams all the way in. My neck arches and I suck in breath.

Oh my God. Holy God.

I almost burst apart as my pussy melts around him, settles in, and hugs him deep. My heart stutters…seizes up and then almost expands in a sigh of relief.

Beck stays completely still inside of me. He breathes in deeply, closes his eyes for a moment, and when he opens them up again, he gives me a sheepish grin. “I’m afraid to move. Afraid I might embarrass myself and blow my load in about two nanoseconds.”

I giggle. Pretty sure it’s the one and only time in my life I’ve ever done something so girlie. Beck laughs huskily and kisses me hard. He doesn’t move an inch from his waist down but just kisses me deeply with thorough possession. When he pulls away, he tentatively circles his hips, grinding into me.

“Fuck,” Beck mutters, and drops his forehead to mine again. “Yup…not going to last long.”

My hands go into his hair and I massage his scalp, incredibly touched and turned on over his reaction to me.

To the woman that his friend and business partner had made untouchable for so long.

“Beck?” I tug on his hair, pull his face away from mine.

He moves reluctantly and looks down at me with that same abashed look. I tilt my hips, clench my internal muscles around his dick, and then rub my thumbs into his scalp.

“Let go,” I command him softly. “Fuck me hard and come as fast as you want.”

“Don’t want to leave you behind,” he mutters.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I assure him, relax, and clench my muscles again.

His jaw locks tight, his eyes go molten, and he pushes his torso up off me. I loosen my hold around his neck and Beck shifts with a grunt as his hands come to the backs of my thighs. He pushes my legs up, spreads them wide, and then uses leverage against them to pull his hips back and slam forward again.

I’m amazed at the pure pleasure that morphs his face from a man who’s infinitely gorgeous to a creature who takes my breath away. So goddamned beautiful.

“Hang on,” he says tightly, and then he starts to fuck me like I’ve never been fucked before.

He called it right.

He doesn’t last long, and although I’m more turned on than I ever have been in my entire life, the pleasure for him is too much to bear and he pulls away from me in a race to the finish. He grunts with every thrust, squeezes his eyes shut, and then mutters, “I’m sorry, Sela” before he presses in deep and releases hot within me.

Beck’s body visibly shudders, the muscles in his neck and shoulders tightening in ecstasy, and then he throws his head back with a long groan of relief.

And it is without a doubt the most sensually beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I watch him in fascination, for the first time understanding just how stunning this experience is to me. I want to freeze this moment, the way he looks right now, and commit it to the forefront of my eternal memory.

Beck opens his eyes, stares directly at me, and lets out a huff of breath. Then his eyes narrow as his teeth bite down on his lower lip. Resolve, lust, and determination in such infinite measure burn straight through me.

“Your turn now,” he says, and quickly pulls out of me. He scrambles backward, spreads my legs, and flops to the mattress. In one fluid move, his face drops and his mouth latches on to my pussy. His tongue presses against my clit and he licks at me roughly.

My hands slap in surprised pleasure to the sides of his head, and while I feel his semen leaking out of me, Beck proceeds to bring me to a massively quick and powerful orgasm that has me screaming out his name.


Chapter 18

Beck

Oh man…could she be any more adorable right at this moment?

And sexy?

Yes, Sela with her hands buried deep in a turkey’s ass is a complete turn-on to me. This is so because she has no idea what she’s doing but she’s dedicated to the mission. Her brows are furrowed as she leans to the side of the turkey roaster and peers down at her smartphone that’s sitting on the counter, checking the instructions for about the fifth time. Her tongue sticks out the side of her mouth as she contemplates the instructions versus her actions.

Her gaze goes from phone to turkey, back again to the phone. She continues pushing stuffing into the cavity with precise effort.

Her dedication to the job reminds me of last night and the filthy things we did.

Utterly fucking filthy.

While fucking Sela without barriers has now become possibly my favorite thing in the world to do, I changed it up on her last night as we made our way into bed. It had been a long day and we were tired. We had cleaned the condo and went grocery shopping for our Thanksgiving Day meal. Sela spent most of the early evening planning everything out, pulling up instructions, and setting out ingredients in tiny clusters all over the kitchen. She insisted on making the pies last night while I watched TV, and finally I had to pull her out of the kitchen when she suggested perhaps peeling the potatoes before going to bed. I’d waited enough for her and was horny as hell.

Plus…I had bought some toys and I wanted to experiment.

I pulled Sela into our bedroom and told her to get undressed. She did so without question and crawled onto the bed while I went into the bathroom and retrieved my bag of goodies from underneath the sink. I unceremoniously dumped them onto the mattress beside her and told her to take her pick.

She eyeballed them suspiciously, running her finger over the nine-inch dildo, the butterfly vibrator, the bottle of lube, and finally the small butt plug I thought to start her with at some point. Her eyes slid to mine as her hand rested on the vibrator.

“That your choice?” I asked in a husky voice.

She nodded and picked it up, handing it to me.

I shook my head and backed away from the bed. “Use it.”

“To do what?” she asked innocently, and that made me want to jump on her and kiss her with joyous abandon that she could still be that naïve with me.

“To get yourself off,” I said as I lowered myself into an armchair in the corner of the room. My dick was already hard and I rubbed it through the material of my khaki cargos.

Sela sucked in a lungful of air and let it out slowly. “While you watch?”

“Oh yeah,” I told her with a sly grin. “I’m going to watch.”

And what a show she put on for me. There was only a slight hesitation as she twisted the base of the vibrator and let it hum in her hand. It was bright pink with a three-inch thin appendage with a flared head, and a soft rubber butterfly at the base.

Her eyes raised to mine and she gave me a game smile. Then she put that wicked thing between her legs, her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth in concentration, exactly the way it is now as she stuffs the turkey. Sela worked herself slowly, making tiny moans and circling her hips. She pressed the vibrator deep into her pussy, pressed the butterfly to her clit, and mewed like a starved kitten. Even though I swore to myself I’d only watch, it didn’t take thirty seconds before I had my cock out and started stroking it.

It took her a while to come, and that inflated my ego that I can get her off faster. But it was beautiful and sublime, and by the time she’d reached her climax, I was strangling the base of my dick so I wouldn’t unload in my hand.

I stood up from the chair, intent on walking to the bed, pulling my pants down just past my hips, and fucking her fast. But she held her hand up and stopped me. Grabbing the lube, which was strawberry flavored, she motioned to the bed and said, “Lie down.”

So I did.

She squirted sweet-smelling liquid on me that coated my cock, ran over my balls in warm streams, and dribbled down the crack of my ass. It progressively got hotter as she jacked my cock for a while, and then sucked me deep into her mouth. With my eyes shut and my fingers clutching the bedspread as if my life depended on it, Sela worked me with her mouth and groaned out her own approval of the experience.

And then she got filthy with me.

With my dick stroking her tonsils and her one hand twisting me at the base, Sela snuck her other hand in between my legs, and with swift precision pressed a finger into my ass. My eyes flew open and my hips flew off the bed, causing her finger to sink deeper.

My head snapped up and I practically glared down at her, never having had a woman have the sexual proclivity to do that to me. I didn’t feel violated, but I felt invaded.

She pulled her mouth off my cock, grinned at me slyly, and crooked her finger inside my body. She pressed in, stroked something that caused fire to shoot through my balls, and I shouted her name in a crazy, strangled cry of need.

Sela laughed in that sexy, smoky voice and pulled her finger back.

Pushed it back in.

Curled that finger and pressed again.

My cock jumped in her hand, and an orgasm started to bubble.

“What the fuck?” I asked her in amazement. “Where did you learn to do that, dirty girl?”

“I read about it in a book,” she said impishly, her finger going still within me. “It’s supposed to make you come really hard. Want me to stop?”

“Fuck no,” I groaned in abandon, and then I told her, “but get your mouth back on me.”

So she did. She sucked me in deep, fucked my ass with her finger, and within about thirty seconds I came harder than I ever have in my life before. I seriously almost passed the fuck out, and even as I was still squirting in her mouth, I wondered when she’d do it to me again.

It seemed my Sela was getting brave and adventurous, and I realized that she and I wouldn’t have any boundaries that couldn’t be crossed.

Sela continues to stuff the turkey and I reach down and adjust my stiff dick to the side of my zipper, my balls tingling from the memory of last night. I try to put that out of my head because I know she’s stressed about not only getting the meal ready, but Caroline and Ally coming to visit. They should be here in a few hours and Sela’s been fretting with nervousness.

“Need any help?” I ask as I walk up behind her. I take her by the hips, lean in, and kiss the back of her head.

“No,” she says, her voice tight with tension. “I just need to get this in the oven and…fuck!”

“What?” I ask, pulling away from her as she pulls her hands out of the stuffed turkey.

“I forgot to preheat the oven,” she mutters with a defeated sigh, holding her hands up and away, coated with butter and gooey stuffing.

“Relax, baby,” I say as I turn to the double-oven unit built in beside the gas-top stove. “What’s it need to be set to?”

Sela leans over, checks the instructions on her phone, and says, “Three twenty-five.”

I turn the knob, listening to the clicking of the gas pilot, and then the subtle whoosh as it catches. I then set the temperature.

When I turn back to Sela, she stares at me with utter worry on that beautiful face. I smile at her as I put my hands back on her hips. “Relax. It’s going to all be fine. What else do you need help with?”

She pulls away from me, rests her hands on the handles of the roaster, and drops her head. With a deep sigh she whispers, “I don’t want to screw anything up.”

My arms go around her waist and I step into her back. Resting my chin on her shoulder, I assure her, “You aren’t going to screw anything up. And if you do, everyone will find it to be utterly charming and then we’ll go out to dinner somewhere.”

“Beck,” she growls with frustration, and tries to shrug out of my grip. “This is serious. I want your sister to like me.”

I squeeze her tighter. “Sela…darling…my sister is not going to be won over by the delectability of your turkey. She’s going to judge you solely on the width of my smile, and trust me, your turkey doesn’t make me smile any bigger. Take the pack off and relax.”

She sighs again and her shoulders sag.

“You know what you need?” I ask her quietly.

“What?”

“You need an orgasm. That will relax you.”

“I totally don’t need that,” she says, and tries to pull away from me, but she has nowhere to go. The counter prevents her flight. “I don’t have time for that.”

“You’ve got at least ten minutes before that oven gets hot enough,” I argue as my hands drop to the button of her jeans. I pop it and tug her zipper down. “Plenty of time.”

“Beck,” she admonishes me weakly, but then my hand is diving into her panties and my fingers press against her clit. She sighs and murmurs my name again, this time in capitulation.

“Just hang on to that turkey, baby. I’ll have you feeling better in no time.”

—

The doorbell rings and Sela slams the oven door shut. She’d just basted the turkey and I have to say…it looks fucking fantastic. Smells even better. Her face is slightly flushed and her eyes are bright with a combination of excitement and nerves. She smooths her hands down over the dark gray wool skirt she put on. She paired it with black tights, a black turtleneck, and a pair of shiny black loafers. Her hair is tied at the back of her neck in a sleek ponytail and she looks like a young prep school girl. It’s really hot, actually.

“How do I look?” she asks breathlessly.

My eyes slide down and then up again. “Most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

Her cheeks redden and her eyes lower shyly as her lips tip upward. Fucking even more beautiful.

Before I can embarrass her further, I turn and walk into the foyer. I unlock the door and pull it open.

A tiny blond-haired, brown-eyed dynamo slams into my legs, arms wrapping around tight. “Uncle Beck.”

I reach down, pick Ally up, and give her a quick hug before sitting her on my hip. Caroline steps over the threshold and I hold my free arm out. She steps into a tight hug, her arms going around my waist.

“Hey, sis,” I say as I press a kiss on her hair, the same color as mine. She pulls back and grins up at me with blue eyes that also match mine.

“Oh, you look great. A sight for our sore eyes,” she gushes, patting me hard on my lower back. Her gaze slides past my shoulder and her smile gets brighter. She pulls away and steps past me. I turn to follow and watch as she walks up to Sela, who’s standing there with her hands clutched in nervousness before her.

“And you must be Sela,” Caroline says in wide-eyed wonder. She steps forward, and Sela hesitantly extends her hand. Caroline ignores it and wraps Sela up in a hug. “Oh my God…Beck emailed me a picture of you but it didn’t do you justice.”

I roll my eyes and hitch Ally up on my hip a little higher. “Okay, that’s enough Caroline. You’re ruining my street cred.”

Caroline ignores me and turns Sela toward the kitchen. “The turkey smells wonderful. Let me help you finish whatever up. Beck can entertain Ally and we can talk. You have wine, right?”

“Um, yeah…actually we do,” Sela says with a return smile, and they both walk off, leaving me behind.

I hear them murmuring in excited undertones, Caroline beside herself that her big brother has actually got a girlfriend, and Sela clearly relieved to finally understand what I’d been telling her. That my sister is cool as hell.

Craning my head, I look at Ally. “Want to go watch some TV?”

She cocks an adorable four-year-old eyebrow that descended directly from her mom’s DNA. “Dora the Explorer?”

“I was thinking football,” I counter.

“Dora,” she says adamantly.

I sigh and tickle at her ribs. She giggles and wraps her arms around my neck. “Fine, you little monster. Dora it is.”

I carry Ally into the living room, sneaking a peek into the kitchen. Sela is uncorking a bottle of wine, and Caroline is pulling glasses out of a cabinet. The smell of roasting turkey makes my stomach rumble, and the knowledge that I’m getting ready to have a unique family holiday causes warmth to spread through my chest.

It’s a fucking fantastic feeling that I could most definitely get used to.


Chapter 19

Sela

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” Beck asks as he pulls a sweatshirt over his head. I watch as his head pokes through the top, messing his hair up. He threads his arms through and tugs the bottom down. So simple and so sexy. He runs his fingers through his mop, perhaps making it messier and even sexier, and I have to restrain myself from launching myself at him.

I seem to want to perpetually do that.

“No, I’m going to stay here and give you quality time with Caroline and Ally,” I tell him firmly. “They’re leaving tomorrow and I want you to have some alone time.”

Beck steps into me, wraps his arms around my waist, and pulls me into his body. I tilt my face up, oh so naturally to accept his lips, and he leans down. A soft kiss and a smile. “You know the time would be more quality if you came with us.”

“Nice try, Mr. North,” I tell him as I pull out of his embrace before I’m tempted. “But I’m staying and you’re going. And you’re not going to change my mind.”

I really do want him to change my mind, but I also think he needs this time with his sister and niece. They’ve been here only twenty-four hours, but I’ve seen enough to know that they are incredibly close as siblings and that they don’t get to see each other enough.

I’m not quite sure why though. Caroline and Ally live north in Healdsburg, only about an hour and a half away, but as far as I can tell, they only really see each other at holidays. Beck told me last night as we lay in bed together that Caroline hates the city and Beck is always so busy he just has a hard time getting away. It was with a bit of sadness and shame that he said, “Work just gets in the way sometimes.”

I snuggled in closer to him, distressed on his behalf over things he’s missing out on.

Then he added, “And I’m starting to realize that work might not be the most important thing.”

That prompted me to kiss him.

That prompted him to roll me on to my back, whereby he plunged into me swiftly. He rocked against me slowly, keeping his mouth on mine the entire time to swallow my cries so Caroline and Ally couldn’t hear us. God, it was fantastic, the way we just undulated against each other, barely moving, yet I felt him everywhere. It took a while for us both to build up to climax, and then the coup de grâce of all perfect fucking happened. We had simultaneous orgasms that caused us to shudder and gasp in surprise.

I was so overwhelmed I murmured into his chest, “Beck…it’s never been like this. Ever.”

“I know,” was all he said in return.

We fell asleep in that position and stayed wrapped tight against each other all night.

“Okay,” Beck says as he pulls away from me. “We’re going to head over to the Ferry Building and poke around for a while. Maybe grab some lunch. If you change your mind, just call me and I’ll let you know where we are.”

I follow Beck out of our bedroom—so weird…thinking of it as “our” bedroom, but that’s what Beck calls it, so I’m going with it. I’m not sure when I’ll actually consider this my home. My lease isn’t up on my apartment until next summer, but Beck has covered those expenses so I’m not worrying about it just now.

Caroline and Ally are waiting in the living room. They look at Beck expectantly.

“Any luck?” Caroline asks as her eyes flick from Beck to me.

Beck shakes his head. “Nope. She insists we need alone time together.”

My mind is nearly changed when Ally pushes away from her mom and runs up to me. “Come with us, Sela. Mommy says she wants to see you and Uncle Beck holding hands and making out in public.”

“Oh geez,” Caroline says with a red face. “That was a secret, Ally.”

I laugh and ruffle Ally’s yellow hair. She looks nothing like Caroline and I’m assuming everything like her father. When I asked Beck about the nonexistent man, he said tersely, “He’s not in the picture at all. Ally doesn’t even know him.”

By his tone of voice, I could tell it wasn’t a good situation and thus I dropped the subject quickly.

“All right,” Beck says as he leans down and kisses me on the cheek. “Be back in a little bit. Want us to bring you anything?”

My hands go to Beck’s waist, and I love the way his lips linger against my skin. I shake my head. “I’m good. You guys have fun and I’ll see you soon.”

As soon as they get their coats and walk out the door I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial my father. I tried to call him yesterday but didn’t get any answer. I didn’t leave a message and frankly forgot to call him again as I was having so much fun just hanging out with Caroline and Beck. Long after Ally went to bed last night, we all stayed up drinking wine, and the North siblings regaled me with tales of growing up in a privileged world that they both seemed to detest. While Beck still lives the lifestyle he was born to, now it’s a product of his hard work. My understanding is that Caroline has the same trust fund as Beck, but she lives a modest existence in Healdsburg working as an assistant to an art gallery owner. It’s clear from listening to them both that they have almost no relationship with their parents.

I pull up my dad’s number and tap on it. It rings twice before Maria answers pleasantly. “Hi, Sela. Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Happy Thanksgiving,” I tell her warmly. I normally might be a little irked at her answering for my dad, but having gone through a warm and fulfilling holiday with Beck and his little family, I’m feeling more magnanimous toward her. “Is Dad around?”

“Sure is,” she says, and I hear the phone being handed off.

“Hey, baby,” my dad says gruffly with emotion. While we may have drifted apart a little after Mom died, I’ll never forget the strength of that dad after my rape. He became my champion and protector after that, making me feel as secure as a young girl could after having her innocence brutalized.

“Hey, Dad,” I say softly as I walk into the kitchen. I open the fridge and pull out a bottle of water.

“How was your Thanksgiving?” he asks, and I hear the creak of his recliner and can imagine him cocking it back and throwing his feet up.

“It was great,” I tell him. “I ate dinner with Beck, and his sister and niece joined us.”

“Excellent,” he says enthusiastically. “Any chance I’ll get to meet this guy?”

I talk to my dad at least once a week on the phone. While I have not admitted that I’m living with Beck, I did tell him all about my new boyfriend. That first conversation was filled with a lot of “wows” and “that’s awesome” from my dad, a man who I think always despaired I’d be able to open myself up to a relationship.

“One day,” I say vaguely, because that all depends on where this is truly heading. While if it were only a matter of Beck and me seeking a happily ever after, that would be a no-brainer to get him over to meet my dad as soon as possible. But considering that I might be killing Beck’s partner in the near future, and that might or might not lead to my incarceration, I figure I better not make him any promises.

My dad starts to chatter on about his Thanksgiving, telling me in detail about every side dish they had. Maria’s son and daughter-in-law joined them, and I had to laugh when Dad whispered into the phone that Maria just hadn’t mastered a pumpkin pie to rival my mom’s.

I walk from the kitchen into the living room, intent on curling up on the couch, when my eyes involuntarily stray to the foyer.

To the side table sitting there.

To Beck’s keys he left on that table.

He had no reason to take them, since they were walking to the Ferry Building and I was staying here.

My dad’s voice fades away and I walk up to the table. I grab the key chain and turn it over in my palm to study.

In addition to his Audi key, I recognize the condo key. It has a blue rubber protector over the head, same as mine. There are two more door keys on the ring, and I know one of them belongs to his locked office. My head swivels and I gaze down the hallway.

“…so we’re just hanging here gorging on leftovers. What are you up to today?” my dad’s voice cuts back into my thoughts.

I shake my head and my fingers curl around the keys. “Um…we’re all going to hang out at the Ferry Building.”

The lie comes easily, my focus intent on the hallway as I start walking that way.

“Sounds like fun,” he says jovially. “Well, you just try to plan a trip home and bring that man of yours with you. I can’t wait to play overprotective dad.”

My father laughs heartily and I give a half chuckle, the office door looming closer. “All right, Dad. I gotta go, but I love you.”

“Love you too, sweetie,” he says. “Talk to you later.”

“Bye,” I say vaguely, and disconnect as I come to the door. I pocket my phone and hold the keys out in front of me, considering which one may fit the lock. Doesn’t matter if I get it wrong. Got plenty of time to try again.

I choose a key and slip it into the keyhole. With my other hand bracing the knob, I turn my wrist and feel the lock give smoothly.

My heart rate jacks up, and a rush of adrenaline goes through me. I start to twist the knob, but then a feeling of foreboding rips through me. I hesitate a moment…consider my options.

This isn’t optimal.

I turn the key back the opposite way, reengage the lock, and pull it free. My heart is still pounding but I feel immense relief in my decision to back away, knowing this was the right call.

I have no clue when Beck will be back. It could take me hours to search his office and I don’t want to be interrupted. It has to be done on a day when he’s at work and I have little to no chance of being caught.

I glance down at my watch. Beck’s been gone less than ten minutes, and I’m better served by trying to rush out quickly and get a copy made; that way I can search at a more opportune time.

I tell myself firmly my hesitation has nothing to do with my distaste in betraying the man I’ve come to care a great deal about.

No matter what my feelings are for Beck, I simply have to do this, I reassure myself. This is for my own good, and if I have to sacrifice his trust in this small way, I’m going to have to just fucking live with it.

Besides, I reason to myself, if I can cut this albatross known as Jonathon Townsend from around my neck, I can then truly be free to be everything to Beck that he deserves. I further reason to myself that this has to be done for Beck’s own good. That it’s the only way I can give myself to him freely and without any walls or lies staining our relationship. Even better reasoning, if I can end JT’s existence, I will be freeing Beck from a toxic relationship with his business partner.

I pocket the keys and walk quickly into the bedroom. I put on a light jacket and grab my purse. I know there’s a local hardware store about four blocks away, in the opposite direction of the Ferry Building. With any luck I can be there and back within half an hour…no more than forty-five minutes, with a copy of the office key safely in hand.

Yeah…that’s my best play at this moment.

—

The elevator comes to a halt, and I pat the copy of the key in my pocket and flip Beck’s key chain jauntily in my hand. I feel good about this. I have a plan starting to come together.

The elevator doors open and I step into the hallway, Beck’s condo directly ahead. I raise my head and come to a dead halt. Beck stands there with his arms crossed over his chest. Caroline’s got Ally in her arms and her face is red and shiny with tears.

“What’s going on?” I ask cautiously as I walk toward them.

“Ally got in a snit and pitched a toddler tantrum,” Caroline says with a sheepish grin. “After a two-minute shrieking session in the bookstore, we decided to head back. Figured we could just hang here today.”

My eyes cut over to Beck and he’s eyeballing the key chain in my hand. “We couldn’t get in.”

“Oh,” I say softly as I look down at the keys. “Sorry.”

“Where were you?” Beck asks, and I can tell by the tone of his voice he can’t fathom where I would have been with his keys. This makes me panic and my mind races to find the perfect excuse, but nothing comes to mind.

“Um,” I hedge for a split second too long, because it sounds like I’m searching for a lie, so I just blurt out, “I borrowed your car. I decided to go to my apartment and pick up a few things.”

It’s completely obvious when Beck’s jaw tightens, and I know he doesn’t believe me. “Didn’t make it very far, did you?”

My feet move and I walk quickly to the door, avoiding eye contact with him. I put the key in the lock and open the door. Caroline slips through, keeping her own head down. I know she can feel the tension between us.

I start to follow her in but Beck grabs my arm and turns me to him. He looks at me in question, expecting a response. I swallow hard and lift my chin in a display of a confidence I’m not feeling at all. “I made it as far as the First Street on-ramp and the traffic was horrible. Decided to come back and see if maybe you wanted to go with me later.”

His eyes bore into mine, actually flicking back and forth as if he’s trying to see truth in what I’m saying. He stares at me so long I almost blurt out the entire truth to him.

Everything.

About JT and my nefarious plans.

But then Beck just gives me a curt nod, drops his hand from my arm, and walks into the condo. I take a deep breath and follow him in.

Caroline is setting Ally up on the couch and has the TV remote in hand, presumably to get her favorite Dora the Explorer to watch. She shoots me a sympathetic smile and then her head turns to follow Beck as he walks back into the bedroom. I smile back at her and hurry down the hall after her brother, feeling impending doom rushing in on me.

When I enter the bedroom, I find him at the window looking out over the city, his back stiff and arms crossed over his chest. I close the door softly.

He turns to me and asks, “Are you lying to me?”

I force myself not to wince at the condemnation in his voice and his acute perception. “No, of course not.”

God, yes, I’m lying, Beck, and I’m so very sorry. I hope you will forgive me this transgression. I swear I have good reason.

“You’re lying,” he says adamantly. His arms fall away from his chest and in strides up to me, taking his key chain from my hand.

“I’m not,” I say quickly.

“Sela,” he barks at me, and I snap my mouth shut. “When you didn’t answer the door, I thought I might have an extra house key in my car. I went down to the garage to look because I have a remote concierge unlocking service through Audi. My car was there. No extra key in there, but my car was fucking there. And I know we’re still trying to get to know each other, and you probably haven’t figured this out yet, but I have no patience whatsoever to suffer liars in my life. I refuse to do it. So where in the fuck were you and why in the fuck are you lying to me?”

I shrink back from the anger in his voice. I practically shrivel up from the pain in his eyes.

“I went for a walk,” I whisper, the need for self-preservation making the lie fall from my mouth easily. “Your keys were just lying there and were easier to take than going back to the bedroom for mine.”

“Then why lie to me?” he grits out. “Why tell me you took the car to your apartment, which I don’t give a shit if you use my car. I just care that you lied to me.”

“I don’t know,” I blurt out, panicked that I may be losing something very important in this very moment. I forget about the perfect story and pour out emotions that are based in truth. I hope the half-truths cover up a full truth I could never tell him. “I went for a walk. I’ve been overwhelmed with everything that’s going on with you and me. It seems too good to be true and I’ve never had this before, and I’m scared, Beck. I’m afraid it’s going to all fall apart on me and I can’t tell you that, because I don’t want to seem clingy and unsure of myself. You like my confidence, right? So I don’t want to seem anything less than that to you. And when I got off the elevator and saw you there, and you looked angry…I just lied. I wasn’t thinking straight. But I swear…that’s all I was doing. I was out for a walk.”

Beck turns away from me in frustration, scrubs his hand through his hair. He then spins back and looks at me with sadness. “Why would you feel so unsure about me? What have I done to make you feel that way?”

I can’t help the shaky sigh of relief that comes out, and I hope he doesn’t understand that my relief stems from the fact that he just bought that half-baked story. I cover it up by immediately walking up to him, pressing my cheek to his chest, and wrapping my arms around his waist. I squeeze him to me, fear gripping me when he doesn’t return the embrace.

My voice is small and weak when I say, “I’m sorry. I’m just so afraid of fucking things up with you and I don’t want to lose this.”

Then I tell him an absolute truth. “I think you’re the best thing to ever happen to me, and when you’re given a gift like that, the prospect of losing it can be a little consuming.”

Beck lets out a pained moan and his arms wrap around my upper back. He squeezes me hard and presses his lips to the top of my head. “Jesus, Sela. I’m not going anywhere and there’s not much you could do to push me away from you. You’re perfect as is and I’m insanely happy being with you, okay?”

I nod into his chest. Burrow in tighter to him.

“Just don’t lie to me,” he says gruffly. “Don’t ever lie to me, don’t ever do anything to make me distrust you, and everything is golden. Okay?”

My heart sinks.

Because I fully intend to keep lying to him until my quest is complete.


Chapter 20

Beck

Three sharp raps to my office door have me raising my head and blinking my bleary eyes. I rub my fingers over them, happy for the break from reading code.

“Come in,” I say gruffly, picking up the bottle of mineral water on my desk and taking a long swig.

The door swings open and JT walks in. He looks…different. Instead of the normal custom-tailored, three-thousand-dollar suit he wears with diamond cuff links, he’s got on a pair of dark jeans and a burgundy cashmere sweater. He never dresses casual for the office and it catches me off guard, because JT likes to flaunt his money, and nothing says money like Armani.

I immediately notice his eyes are clear and his pupils are normal, and I wince internally that this has become my standard practice whenever I see him. He shoots me a grin and says, “What’s up, bro?”

“Not much,” I say, leaning back in my chair. “Just reviewing some code for the new platform. It’s a bit buggy.”

“I saw the mock-ups last week,” he says as he sits down in one of the guest chairs opposite my desk. He props an ankle on the opposite knee and relaxes back casually. He looks almost…carefree.

This should make me happy, but rather makes me suspicious. I wince again, because I’m supposed to be giving him a second chance.

“Good holiday weekend?” he asks, his eyes bright with interest.

“Um…yeah. Caroline and Ally came to visit for a few days, and Sela and I just hung out around the city this weekend. You?”

“I spent it up at my folks’ place in Windsor. Just relaxing with them. Actually had time to read a book.”

JT’s parents have a winery estate in the Sonoma Valley. It actually produces, but it’s more of a vacation home than anything for them, and they only use it sporadically, preferring to spend most of their time at their home in Sausalito. JT’s family made their money in tech but they have their fingers in several pies.

I cock an eyebrow at JT. “You just went there and relaxed? Read a book?”

“I had some wine and cheese too,” he says with a wink. “And turkey, of course.”

I shake my head and try not to smile at his winsome ways. I know he’s trying to show me the new JT, but it seems odd to me. It’s been so long since I’ve seen this I’m having a bit of a hard time trusting it.

“Did Karla get that agreement to you last Monday?” he asks, his expression turning serious. “You never said anything.”

“Yeah, I got it.”

It’s sitting in my desk right now under lock and key. Karla brought a copy to me, sealed in an envelope, as soon as I walked in that Monday morning after I met with JT. I grimace in distaste at what I’d read, but if the signature on the document is real, then that Sugar Baby clearly had a seriously kinky side that she wanted JT to indulge her in.

I didn’t accept the agreement on its face. I looked up the Sugar Baby on the database—Melissa Fraye—and compared her photo to the woman I remembered that night at the mixer. It was the same. I even pulled up the scanned photo of her Sugar Baby agreement with us, and the signatures matched.

That did not ease my conscience completely though. I know way too much about computers and graphics, and know exactly how easy it is to pirate a signature off one document and place it on the other. I know I shouldn’t be concerned. I know I should give JT the benefit of the doubt, but I can’t help but fucking remembering Sela’s words and how assured she’d sounded that morning when I came back and told her about my meeting with JT.

I don’t believe it.

I don’t trust him.

It wasn’t consensual.

Her doubt in him makes me still doubt to some degree, and I have to marvel at the way in which I seem to trust her but not a man I’ve known for far longer.

A man I have far many more ties and memories with than I do a woman I’ve known for a little less than a month. JT and I go back for years. Our parents did business together. He came to all of my ostentatious birthday parties, and I went to his. We skied together in Tahoe on winter breaks, and backpacked together in Europe. Prep school days, Stanford. Next to Caroline and Ally, he’s the person I was closest to in the world.

Beyond all of that, JT and I share a bond that Sela can’t comprehend and that is deeper than even what she and I will ever have.

A sudden spark of guilt hits me hard, that at some point I had forgotten that. When JT went off track, I just let myself get consumed by my career and building this business. I ignored his partying and turned my nose up at the Sugar Babies he’d burn through. I figured it was his due, I guess, and only when it got to a breaking point did I bother to take the fucking time to do something about it.

Maybe…just maybe if I’d paid a little bit better attention, and been a friend a little earlier, I could have pulled him back from the brink a little quicker.

“Those look like some deep thoughts, dude,” JT says, and I blink my eyes, bringing him into focus. His head is tilted, looking at me with amusement.

I shake my head and give him a confident smile. “Nah…just still thinking about the code I was reviewing.”

Not about to tell him that I’m having a hard time buying this nice-guy act.

“Remember that time you and Barry Kratzel were building that…what the fuck was that program…the one where it would measure a woman’s ability to be a one-night stand?”

I snorted and then a laugh popped out. “Yeah. We thought it was brilliant. Luckily our professor did too, but I think that was only because he was recently separated from his wife and was hoping like hell it worked.”

JT laughs right along with me, the laugh lines around his squinted eyes looking natural and without the calculation that I normally see. “I tried that stupid thing out and hooked up with that crazy girl in my econometrics class. Your fucking program told me I had a 99.3 percent chance of her not caring that I didn’t call her the next day.”

Grinning at JT, I remember that with fondness. It was a program I’d created my freshman year in a course entitled Reliable Algorithms. I used my buds in the fraternity to beta test it. It was an app where you could be out on a date, take a piss break after you’d had some time to talk to the girl, and answer a series of ten questions based on what you’d learned so far. It would then spit out odds on her being the perfect one-night stand. We didn’t really think it had much practical application outside of drunk college students, but figured it would impress our professor.

We got an A on the project.

JT banged a girl who ended up stalking him for almost a month before she finally got the hint he wasn’t interested after their one night together.

“Those were the good ol’ days,” JT says, turning his head to look out the window with a slightly regretful tone in his voice.

“Yeah, they were,” I agree softly.

JT clears his throat and stands up from the chair, turning to look back at me. “So, listen…I’ve got Sam putting together a proposal for us to consider. It’s for a start-up based out of Santa Clara, and they’re developing software that will read facial expressions.”

“I read about that a few weeks ago,” I say with a nod. “It’s supposed to analyze emotional responses consumers have to certain products.”

“Yeah…it looks very promising. I want you to take a look at it and give me your thoughts.”

I blink my eyes in surprise. JT never runs this shit past me. At first I didn’t care, because he’s the one with the MBA and is the king of investing, but it appears he may be truly trying to forge a stronger partnership with me.

“Sure, be glad to,” I say with a smile of gratitude.

“Cool,” he says, and turns toward the door. When he reaches for the knob, he turns back and says, “Are you and Sela interested in getting together for dinner sometime soon? I’d like to learn more about this woman who seems to have taken you off the market.”

I study his face carefully, trying to see if there is an ulterior motive. Perhaps sleazy intent. At the very least, too creepy of an interest. Instead, he looks back at me with open friendliness and I decide to finally give one to him.

“Yeah…that would be great,” I say with a smile. “How about Saturday?”

“Perfect,” JT says with a grin. “That will give me time to find a presentable date of the non–Sugar Baby variety.”

“Really trying to turn over a new leaf, huh?”

God, I hope that didn’t sound too shitty.

JT just laughs and nods. “I told you, bro. I’m getting my shit together, and I’m sure my mom won’t have any problem finding me a nice, young socialite with a perfect pedigree for me to bring along.”

“Sounds lovely,” I say dryly.

“Dude…you know it’s not, but I don’t want to feel like a third wheel, so I’m going to go call my mother right now.”

“Can’t wait to meet the future Mrs. Jonathon Townsend,” I say with a laugh.

JT grimaces and shakes his head, but there’s amusement on his face. “Later,” he says, and then he’s gone.

I glance at my watch. Only 3:45 p.m. and I wonder what Sela’s doing. Her classes don’t start back up until tomorrow, so I’m thinking she’s probably home all alone and needing some company. I glance back to the code, knowing I need to get this done.

Back to my watch and think of Sela.

Fuck the code. I can work on it later tonight after she falls asleep.

—

I flip through the mail as I walk to the condo door. A small cream envelope with my name and address written in emerald green calligraphy stares up at me. I grimace and open it, knowing what it is and yet still feeling compelled to read it.


The honor of your presence is requested to join Mr. and Mrs. Beckett W. North, Sr., as we celebrate the Christmas holiday with our friends and family…


Jesus. I hate getting these things.

There are two functions every year that I’m expected to make an appearance at. First is my father’s birthday, which is in June, and the second is their annual Christmas party. While my relationship with my parents is tenuous at best, arcticlike cold at its worst, I do try to accommodate these functions. My father, who is an investment advisor and a very good one at that, has an immense backlist of helpful business contacts, and I’d be a fool not to take advantage of at least that opportunity.

I’m surprised when I see a handwritten note at the bottom in black ink. I recognize my mom’s handwriting: Beck…we look forward to seeing you soon. Perhaps encourage Caroline to attend.

I bark out a laugh at the ludicrousness of that statement and tuck the stack of mail under my arm. I guarantee you that Caroline threw the card unopened into the trash the minute she saw the calligraphy and return address. She has no need of our father’s business pull and she sure as shit has no need for her parents. They failed her when she needed them the most and she’ll never forgive that.

Neither will I for that matter, but I’ll probably attend anyway. I’m sure Sela would be happy to go with me, and that will make it at least tolerable.

I unlock the condo door, my blood firing at the prospect of seeing her. It’s like I can feel her presence just on the other side, and my heart races as my body tightens all over. It’s a feeling I won’t ever get used to, and don’t ever want to anyway.

I push the door open, feel the utter silent stillness, and then my eyes immediately come to Sela as I see her sitting in an overstuffed white leather chair near the window. It normally doesn’t belong there but rather flanks one side of the black marble fireplace, and she clearly dragged it over there. Her bare feet are curled up underneath of her, and her head is resting on the back of the chair with her face tilted toward the enormous wall of windows. She’s staring out over the Bay, and in her right hand, she loosely holds a utility knife.

She doesn’t even turn to acknowledge me.

“Hey,” I say as I set the mail down on the table and drop my keys on top of it. As I shut the door, she turns to look at me and her face is a blank canvas. Normally I’m greeted with a soft smile. Often she’ll walk up to me, hips swaying before giving me a sweet kiss on my lower jaw.

Now she just looks at me impassively, not even surprised to see me standing there.

“Hey,” she says, her voice low with a morose tinge.

“What are you doing?” I ask, my eyes dropping to the utility knife.

She looks down at it, her thumb rubbing over the plastic handle. “Nothing,” she says vaguely. “I was getting ready to open up some of my boxes.”

Sela and I went to her apartment on Sunday and she packed up more of her stuff to move in. It was mostly the rest of her clothing, books, and a few framed photos of her family. Three boxes in all and they sat in the corner of the living room untouched.

Something about Sela sitting there, looking sadly out the window with a box cutter in her hand seems terrifying to me. She looks small and alone, and despite the bright light pouring in, seems to be filled with darkness.

I walk over to her, skirting the couch and coffee table. When I reach the chair, I squat down in front of her, placing my hands on her thighs. She stares down at me, her face revealing nothing.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

A small smile comes to her face. She reaches her free hand out and touches the tips of her finger to my jaw before they fall away. “Nothing. Just sitting here enjoying the view.”

My head turns to look out at the dark bay waters sparkling with the rays of today’s unusually bright sun. I turn back to her. “You look sad,” I observe.

“Pensive,” she offers instead.

“About what?”

Sela shrugs. “Lots of things.”

“Not helpful,” I say with a small smile, and I’m heartened when she returns it.

“What are you doing home so early?” she asks, not sounding the least surprised and in a suave change of subjects. Or maybe it’s just that her voice sounds dull, matching the gray that seems to be emanating from her.

“Thought I’d come spend time with you,” I tell her, my thumbs stroking her legs through her denim jeans.

And suddenly, a little color comes back into the picture as she gives me a sweet smile, her head tilted to the side. She uncurls her legs, which dislodges my hands. I stand up, and she does the same, stepping into my body. She presses her cheek to my chest and wraps her arms tight around my waist.

“I’m glad,” she whispers.

I squeeze her affectionately, rubbing my hand into her lower back. “What do you want to do?”

She doesn’t hesitate a moment. Pulling back, she drops the utility knife to the hardwood floor where it clatters unceremoniously, and tucks her fingers underneath my belt buckle. Giving me a tug, she turns toward the hallway that leads to our bedroom.

“I want to fuck,” she says simply, and who am I to deny her?

I follow her back.


Chapter 21

Sela

I pull off my shirt the minute I step into our room, dropping it to the floor. Beck walks over to the dresser and takes off his watch, setting it on the polished top. He then pulls his own top off, a light gray cashmere V-neck sweater that hugs him in all the right places.

My stomach tightens marginally as his back is revealed to me and I take in the red phoenix on his shoulder. I know in my heart of hearts that Beck was not there that night. Going by simple math alone, he would have been eighteen and in his last year of prep school. JT is four years older, meaning he would have been twenty-two when he raped me. That alone doesn’t add up.

But more than that, I just know Beck would never have that in him. He would never hurt or violate a woman. He would never participate in a brutal gang rape. His violent reaction to JT that night he tried to drug that woman proves it, and besides…I just know it deep in my soul.

At least that’s what I tell myself every time I see that tattoo.

I normally will drop my gaze away, wait for him to turn that beautiful chest my way before I can look upon him again. The overwhelming sadness I’ve been feeling the last few days seems to compound as I look upon it. He toes his shoes off. Undoes his belt.

I stare at the phoenix, hating that there’s a part of Beck that I hate.

Hating it even more because I hate myself for what I’m doing to him.

Ever since last Friday when he caught me sneaking back into the condo…when he called me a liar, not even really understanding how deceptive I was being…I’ve been mired in guilt. During those few minutes when he called me on my lie, and I thought he was going to throw me clean from his life, I knew in my soul that Beck North was the best thing that ever happened to me. When it all seemed to be crumbling away, and I was clawing furiously to get him to see past my lies, I had a moment of clarity when I realized that revenge on JT was not ever going to be worth the hurt I could put on Beck.

Despite that horrid tattoo that seems to leer at me, a constant reminder of everything that was taken away from me, I don’t think I can go through with my plans.

Today I wandered around the condo aimlessly, my copy of his office key tucked into the bottom of my makeup bag in the bathroom. It was the prime opportunity for me to search his office, and yet I steered clear of it, refusing to even look at that fucking office door.

Even if I knew without a doubt that there was a clear-cut answer in there about how I could avenge myself, I just couldn’t make myself do it. I just couldn’t betray Beck in that way. Even more horrific to consider was the effect it could have on him if I was successful in killing JT, especially if he ever realized that he was an unwitting partner in my murderous plot. He’d never be able to forgive himself, and I cannot bear to ever lay a torturous burden like that upon him.

And while I’d been in a funk since our near undoing last week, I sank into a dark depression today as I realized my quest to destroy my rapists was going to go unfulfilled. While in my head I knew that the reward of having Beck in a completely transparent and trusting way would be more than enough for me, I was heavily mourning my loss of vengeance. So sunk into my nasty thoughts, I had pulled the utility knife out of Beck’s kitchen drawer and carried it around with me.

Did I think about using it on myself?

Not really.

But I held on to that vile thing as a reminder of how far I’d sunk before, and that at that point in my life I didn’t have anything to live for.

With Beck in my life, I couldn’t say that now.

So it meant that there was going to be a part of me that would always be damaged, and I would just have to live with it.

I would just have to learn to live with it.

Beck turns to face me, but the tattoo is still in my peripheral vision as his back is reflected in the mirror that sits on top of the dresser. He smiles at me, his hands pulling the belt free of its loops and dropping it to the floor.

I would just have to learn to live with it.

My eyes cut to his reflection, and I swallow hard against the bitterness and hatred within me. I walk across the room as he watches me with heavy-lidded eyes. When I reach him, I step to his side, and with my hand on his waist, I turn him gently away from me.

Lifting my hand, which is shaking with fear, I place the tips of my fingers against the left wing of the phoenix. Beck lets out a sigh as I trace the outline.

“What are you doing?” he asks gruffly. I’ve never once mentioned his tattoo or inquired about it. This is the first time I’ve ever touched it.

“Where did you get this?” I ask softly, running my fingers along his skin…tracing the flaming feathers on the tail.

“A little tattoo parlor in Palo Alto,” he says.

“While you were at Stanford.” It’s a statement I can easily deduce based on the fact I assume this might be a fraternity thing and I knew JT and Beck went to Stanford together.

“That’s right. Got it after I pledged.”

“All members of the fraternity have it?”

“No,” he says with a shake of his head. “Just a small group of us.”

Bile rises in my throat over the implication but I push it down. Beck was not a part of my rape.

He wasn’t.

I make myself lean forward and press my lips to the skin colored with red, gold, and orange feathers of flame. It’s warm and he smells like Beck. Clean, fresh, wild.

He turns abruptly, his arms snaking around my waist. He peers down at me intently, understanding that something is going on that he just doesn’t quite understand.

“Sela?” he asks in question.

“I’m sad,” I tell him truthfully, thinking I should feel self-conscious over admitting a vulnerability to this man, and yet feeling completely and utterly safe in my revelation.

Beck’s eyes go soft with sympathy and his hands come to my face. He cradles me gently, bends down further, and kisses my forehead. “What’s wrong, baby?”

Your best friend raped me.

While I don’t think you did, I have maybe a sliver of a doubt. No, not really. I’m sorry to even think that.

I care for you more than I care about justice for myself, and that makes me miserable.

Yet I can tell him none of that. If I’m going to let it go, that means I can never burden Beck with my knowledge, my memories, or my suspicions. I need to take him as is, and let him be oblivious to my darkest days.

That will be for the best.

So I vow to myself that this will be the last time I lie to him. “I tend to get blue around the holidays. Missing my mom, I guess.”

He tilts his head, his blue eyes darkening in sorrow for me. “What can I do to help?”

I shrug, but then throw out a suggestion that I’m not sure will really make anything better for me, but might make him feel like he can help. “Maybe we could put up some of her decorations for Christmas. My dad has them boxed up for me.”

“Of course we can do that,” he says, and then pulls me into him. I bury my face in his neck and feel his warm skin against mine as we press together. “Where are the decorations?”

“At my dad’s. We’d have to go get them.”

“So I get to meet your dad, huh? Is he going to like me?”

“He’s going to adore you,” I assure him with a smile. My dad will utterly love him.

“Like you adore me?” he asks, his voice amused, but I also know this is a serious question.

“Not as much as I adore you, but it will be close,” I assure him.

Then Beck’s mouth is on mine, and I know he adores me too just by the ferocity of his kiss. Maybe he can’t say it in words, but that’s okay with me. I can read enough into his actions to know that Beck is on the same page as I am.

His hands come to the back of my bra and he flicks it open before pulling it from me. Then he’s opening my jeans, pushing them down my hips and dropping to his knees before me. Fingers going under the elastic of my panties, he pulls them down enough to gain access and runs his tongue up my center. My knees threaten to buckle, but I’m saved when he wraps his arms around them, picks me up, and turns to deposit me on the bed.

In moments, he has the rest of our clothing off and he’s climbing onto the mattress. I part my legs, welcome him against me. He lays his body flush against mine and kisses me, hands roaming up my rib cage, his cock swelling against my pelvis.

“You’re so goddamn beautiful, Sela. Inside and out,” he says, tracing a path with his lips down my neck, over my collarbone. His body inches down mine, blazing fiery trails of warm kisses over my breasts, down my stomach. With his hands to the backs of my thighs, he lifts my legs and brings them over his shoulders.

Beck’s fingers dive into me as he gives my pussy a hot, wet, openmouthed kiss that sends shock waves of pleasure zinging through my body.

“Taste so goddamn good too,” he mutters in between licks and sucks.

My neck arches and my hands go into his soft hair. “Beck.”

“That’s right,” he praises me. “Say my name.”

Lick.

Suck.

Plunge of fingers.

“Beck,” I moan, crazed with lust and adoration for this man worshipping between my legs. “Please.”

“What do you want, Sela?”

“I want to come,” I plead with him.

He pulls his mouth from me for a moment and it causes me to raise my head to look down at him. He gives me a mischievous grin. “Want to come by my mouth or cock?”

I give him a salacious smile back. “Both.”

His teeth flash at me and he growls in appreciation. “Good fucking answer.”

Beck then hits my clit hard, pursing his lips around it and sucking while he thrusts two fingers in and out of me. My pulse skyrockets, my hips gyrate in crazy circles attempting for more friction, and then he beats his tongue against me so hard and fast I splinter into a million fragments as my thighs tighten against his head while every muscle in my body trembles in release.

“O-o-o-o-h,” I moan as the climax tears through me. “So good, Beck. So, so good.”

I’m still trembling when Beck surges up my body, bringing my legs up high as they stay resting on his shoulders. My abdomen contracts inward as he folds me practically in half and then he’s driving into me, bottoming out in one hard thrust.

“Goddamn,” he grits out as he places both hands on the mattress for leverage. His eyes are glazed with lust but he manages to ask, “You okay?”

I nod, not really able to form coherent words of assent.

“Good, because I am going to fuck you so hard, Sela,” he promises darkly as he starts pounding inside of me. “Going to come so deep in that pussy. Mark you as mine. It’s my fucking pussy, you go that, baby? Mine.”

His words thrill me. Dark, dirty, filthy words that speak to something deep inside of me. Knowing how turned on he is, how possessive of something that should only belong to me but truly doesn’t. It’s his to do with what he wants and he knows it.

It’s purely ironic that after my rape, I always felt dirty…unworthy. It’s why the barrier of a condom was more than a protection against pregnancy. It was a way for me to keep the dirt to myself and not taint another unsuspecting soul. While technically and from a purely health perspective, I’m as clean as they come, I always felt nasty when it comes to sex.

But not with Beck.

Not ever with Beck.

With every punch of his hips and every time his balls slap against my bottom, I feel whole and beautiful and completely worthy of what he’s giving and taking.

Even as he’s fucking me in this moment almost mindless with animalistic need, racing toward release the same as me, he makes me feel pure.

That’s something I’m never giving up.

“Are you close?” Beck asks.

“Huh?” I groan as he tunnels deep into me.

“Close, baby. Are you close?”

“I think I am,” I pant out as he continues to fuck me almost mercilessly.

“Need to know,” he grunts. “Because I am and if you’re not, I’m going to pull out and eat your pussy again.”

Just the thought that he’s so intent on getting me off again sparks that little kernel of tightly wound passion to start to expand and pulse deep within me. “Oh, I’m close all right,” I tell him with an almost hysterical laugh.

“Good,” he says, and doubles up on the pace of his fucking.

Beck’s jaw tightens, his eyes focus on me with laserlike intensity, and he undulates against me in a perfect rhythm that seems to stroke every single inch of my flesh. His hips pump furiously and his cock hits me like a jackhammer, and he lets out a huge huff of breath just before his eyes squeeze shut.

It’s almost in slow motion as I watch his brow furrow, his teeth grab on to his lower lip, and his head tilt back as he starts to come. It knocks and rattles my own orgasm loose and I cry out in surprise at its power.

Beck grinds into me and mutters, “Fuck. Fuck that’s good. Fuck, Sela…coming inside of you is so goddamn good.”

“Yes,” I manage to gasp out as my channel clenches on to him tightly, ripples of pleasure going up and down my spine, curling my toes and my fingers almost spastically.

“Oh, Christ,” Beck pants as he lowers my legs off his shoulders. I realize at once that I was barely able to breathe being almost folded in half, and a rush of oxygen into my lungs makes me dizzy.

It causes me to let out an almost maniacal laugh of relief as I suck in more air.

Beck drops down on top of me, holding most of his weight off by digging his elbows into the mattress. He presses his face into my neck, kisses me softly, and then pulls up to stare down at me.

“That was kind of ‘wow,’ ” he says with a grin.

I nod, feeling lighter in heart and soul. Still that little bit of underlying sadness that my quest for vengeance is over, but considering what I just had with Beck…and that I could have that forever if I give this an honest effort, helps to lighten the burden of my loss somewhat.

Beck winds his hands under my back, rolls off me, and turns me into his arms until we are both lying on our sides face to face. He pushes a leg in between mine, brings a hand to the back of my head, and tucks it into the crook of his neck.

“When do you want to go to your dad’s to get the decorations?” he asks while the fingers on his other hand stroke up the middle of my spine.

“This weekend?” I ask him back, assuming he can’t take off time during the week. “I’m assuming he and Maria will want us to stay for dinner.”

“How about Friday night?” he asks hesitantly.

“Sure. That will work.”

We’re silent for a moment and I start to relax into Beck’s embrace, feeling sated and drowsy. I wonder what it would be like to take an afternoon nap with Beck. Just be naked and lazy in his arms.

“Sela?” Beck says after a cough that clears his throat. His voice is tense and hesitant.

“Yeah?”

“JT wants to get together with you and me for dinner on Saturday. I kind of accepted, but I totally understand if you don’t want to go. I can make up an excuse or something.”

There’s no stopping the white-hot flash of rage that turns my blood to lava, and for an instant, I can’t even speak because the feeling is so painful it robs me of words.

“I know you don’t like him,” Beck rushes onward. “He hasn’t given you any room to, so I’m totally cool if you say no. It’s just…he’s still my business partner, and assuming he gets his shit together, I’m going to have to do functions with him and I hope you’re by my side at them. You’re going to run into him, and I thought…well, maybe you could get to know a little of the JT that I happen to like when he’s on his A-game.”

I take a deep breath in, let it out. Another in, let it out. I try to think calming thoughts and banish the red haze of fury from my vision.

“You’re awful quiet,” he says softly. “I’m taking this is going to be a no to the invitation.”

I think about the red tattoo on Beck’s back…a permanent part of him that I’ve decided to live with. I think of JT, the living embodiment of what that tattoo represents to me, and my choice to just live with what he’s done. Can I seriously be around the man who brutalized me? Can I look him in the eye and have a polite conversation?

Will I ever be able to be in the same room with him and not lust with murder?

I don’t know. It’s unfathomable to me.

But I do know one thing.

I’m committing myself to Beck, and that means I’ve got to accept JT is in his life until such time as he screws up that privilege. Knowing JT, that will happen. A zebra doesn’t change his stripes, I remind myself, and while he might be putting on a superlative effort to snow Beck at this moment, I know it’s only a matter of time before he falls back onto his old, treacherous ways.

So I swallow my pride and my anger and my thirst for justice once again.

I do this all for Beck.

I commit myself even further to him when I say, “Sure. I might not like him very much, but I’ll have dinner with him if that’s what you want.”


Chapter 22

Beck

“I’m a little ashamed,” I say casually as we cruise through Sela’s neighborhood. We hadn’t talked much since heading out of San Francisco about forty-five minutes ago, the rush hour being hair-raising enough to require my full attention while Sela dug her nails into the supple leather of the passenger seat.

“Ashamed of what?” she asks, turning her head against the seat rest to look at me.

I spare just a moment to glance at her, but what a moment it is. Her hair is loose and flowing over her shoulders, and I ache to reach out to touch it because I know how soft it is. One of my favorite things now is Sela falling asleep on top of me and her hair resting like a silk blanket on my chest.

“That I didn’t even know that you’re from Belle Haven…practically my old stomping grounds,” I tell her with a laugh as I put my eyes back on the road.

“Well, not really your old stomping grounds,” she corrects me primly. “Belle Haven isn’t exactly the hotbed of lifestyles of the rich and famous.”

“Smartass,” I grumble. “I just meant that you were minutes from me when I went to Stanford. We could have passed each other on the street at some point or even been at the same party together and never known it. Did you ever go to a lot of parties at Stanford?”

“No,” she says softly as she gazes out the windows. “I wasn’t much of a party girl.”

The neighborhood of Belle Haven, located in Menlo Park, is no more than a couple of miles from Stanford in Palo Alto. It’s a neighborhood that’s had a very bad rap for years and years, and Sela’s right…my family wouldn’t be caught dead here once upon a time. But it’s gotten better over the last five or so years, particularly with Facebook opening a campus here and pumping money into community programs. The violent crime rate has dropped drastically, which made it a good choice now for lower-income families.

Still, it’s a far cry from where I grew up. My parents would be absolutely horrified to know I was involved with a woman from—gasp—the wrong side of the tracks. Imagining the looks on their faces actually gives me a warm, tingly feeling inside.

“It’s that one right there,” Sela says as she points to a tiny bungalow done in a light gray siding with a flat roof and a yellow porch light burning brightly. Even though it’s already dark, there’s plenty of light from the streetlamp, so I can see the lot is the size of a postage stamp with only ten feet or so in on either side of the house. Still, the yard is tidy with pretty bushes around the foundation and the drought-brown grass neatly edged at the sidewalk that runs adjacent to the road.

I park parallel on the street, as the short driveway has a white work truck and a small black car behind hit. Turning off the ignition, I say, “The family homestead. It’s nice.”

“Not a palace like you’re used to,” she says with a quirk to her lips.

Such beautiful lips.

So I lean over and give her a kiss. “I may have grown up in a monstrosity of a house, but it wasn’t ever a home. Our condo…that’s more of a home to me than I’ve ever lived in, and part of that is because you’re there.”

Sela’s eyes fill with tenderness, a new look I’m liking on her face. The cool, aloof woman is warming up in ways I never imagined.

She reaches out, grabs my hand resting casually between us, and squeezes it. “You’re too sweet to me.”

“You make it easy,” I assure her, actually enjoying the fact that these words of affection come easy to me.

Maybe I was built for relationships but just never found the right one. While Sela always maintains something in reserve that is still unknown to me, I’ve seen enough glimpses inside to know she could possibly be “the one.” She’s definitely worth the effort, and I hope that she’ll fully open up to me one day. I’ve no doubt that something in her past keeps a part of her locked up tight from me, and that was evidenced by last week when she lied to me. Even thinking about it now, my shoulders tense up. I wasn’t kidding with Sela…I don’t abide by liars. I hate dishonesty and secrets and ulterior motives. I have reason to, and it’s probably the only thing that could tear me away from her.

But ultimately, what Sela did was more of a fib than a lie. It was her terrible attempt to hide from me the fact she was feeling overwhelmed with everything that was occurring between us. Silly girl went for a walk to get her head on straight and didn’t think I’d understand or be sympathetic to her doubts.

All of life is filled with doubt. All of us make calculated risks in our choices, and while I’m not one to second-guess myself, I fully understand that Sela might be having some difficulties in accepting what’s going on between us. It’s okay though…I’m a patient man.

I’m not going anywhere.

“Beck?” Sela asks softly.

“Yeah?”

“You’re the first man I’ve brought home to meet my father.”

I’m not surprised by this, but I am deeply flattered. Still, I know this is a big deal for her, but she’s far too serious in this moment. I don’t want this to be stressful on her, so I joke, “I won’t embarrass you, I promise.”

“You couldn’t,” she assures me, the joke bouncing off her shadowed eyes. “I’m not even quite sure why you’re with someone like me.”

I tilt my head, squeeze her hand, and admonish her, “If this is a shameless attempt to get me to extol all your virtues, we’re going to be very late to dinner for me to take the time to do that.”

She laughs softly, places her other hand over the ones we already have clasped. “No, it’s just…sometimes on its face it’s hard to see us together, you know? Different backgrounds, life choices, paths. I mean…think about it. You are so out of my league, Beck. If we hadn’t met at that Sugar Bowl Mixer, chances are you and I would have never had the opportunity to even cross paths.”

“And I certainly wasn’t looking for a Sugar Baby,” I tell her with a chuckle. “And I’m the one out of your league.”

“But I was looking for a Sugar Daddy,” she reminds me primly, refusing to debate league status.

“You got way more than you bargained for.” I lower my voice so it sounds ominous, “I’ve enjoyed corrupting you, Miss Halstead.”

She snorts and releases my hands, grabs for the door handle. “I suggest you don’t go saying shit like that around my father. He has guns in the house and he’s just itching to play the role of overprotective father.”

Laughing, I get out of the car and follow her up the sidewalk.

—

William Halstead is a good man. I figured it out from the minute he met us at the door and pulled Sela into a bear hug, rocking her back and forth and cooing, “There’s my baby girl.”

It was confirmed when he finally released her and gave me a hearty handshake, clasping my hand with two of his and pumping it vigorously while smiling at me as if I was a knight in shining armor. Sela wasn’t kidding…I’m the first man she’s ever brought home, and this apparently made her father very, very happy. It again makes me wonder how this smart, beautiful creature went so long without any real relationship. With regard to me, it’s a no-brainer. My parents were terrible role models for what a healthy, loyal relationship should look like. But you can just tell that Sela grew up in a household with a lot of love and respect.

Perhaps, maybe like me, she was just waiting for the right one to come along.

—

I’m relieved that the conversation flowed easily throughout dinner. Sela’s dad is a gregarious man and a natural-born storyteller. His girlfriend, Maria, is more reserved, but that could simply be because William tends to dominate conversations. I wonder if Sela’s mom was that way as well.

“Can I get anyone anything to drink?” Maria asks as she walks into the living room. She had insisted on doing the dishes so we could all retire in here to talk and hang out for a bit before we headed back to the city.

“I’m good,” I say, and Sela chimes in with, “I’m good too.”

“I’m good, honey,” William says as he reaches out to touch his hand to Maria’s with a soft smile before she plops down onto the couch next to him.

Sela’s body tightens next to me, barely perceptible, but I’m very in tune with her mood since we got here. While she is open and friendly with her father, she’s a bit more reserved around Maria, and I know that has everything to do with the fact Sela fears this woman is replacing her late mother in her father’s affections. She’s not said much about it, but I can tell in the careful mask she keeps in place whenever she interacts with Maria.

“So tell me more about your business,” William asks me, his hands folded casually over his stomach. William Halstead is a big man, in height and girth. Sela told me he heads the janitorial staff for the local high school and has been working there for nearly thirty years now. I do believe he’s the first janitor I’ve ever known in my life, a thought that actually humbles me a bit.

“It’s primarily a Web-based dating site that focuses on pairing wealthy men with women,” I say, holding his gaze steady. Didn’t think it would be this hard to tell Sela’s dad what I did for a living, but I brace for censure.

“And it’s called the Sugar Bowl?” Maria asks with a polite smile on her face. “What’s that mean?”

Sela coughs slightly, and as she sits next to me on the love seat, I can see her from my peripheral vision put a hand over her mouth to hide a smirk. I think she’s enjoying my discomfort a bit.

“It’s a play on the words sugar daddy,” William says with booming voice. “I read an article online about it.”

“What’s a sugar daddy?” Maria asks, turning to look at William.

Sela nearly chokes and her dad shoots her a sly wink. He also saves me from having to explain by telling Maria, “Sugar daddy is a term used for a man who pays for everything for his woman.”

Maria turns her brown eyes my way. She’s an attractive Hispanic woman who made an amazing carne adobada for dinner and seemed to dote on Sela’s dad. You can tell she’s seriously in love with the man, but I could also tell that William holds something in reserve, sort of the way that Sela does with me. I wonder if Sela notices that and it makes her feel any better about him being with her.

“So, it’s like Match.com, but it focuses more on economic factors?” she asks me, turning my way.

I nod and smile. “That’s a good way to think of it.”

Maria snorts and says, “Well, I can just imagine what those women have to do to land them a rich Sugar Daddy.”

Sela chokes again, a snicker pops out, and she then lunges up off the couch, mumbling, “Excuse me. I need to use the restroom.”

All three of us watch her walk away, and yeah…my eyes flip down to her retreating ass for a moment. Luckily, when I turn back to face William and Maria, they’re still looking at the hallway where Sela just disappeared.

William slowly turns his face to me and says, “Well, it all sounds very impressive. I saw the net worth of your company.”

And that embarrasses me a bit, making me feel slightly uncomfortable. I don’t want Sela’s dad to judge me on the merits of my bank account.

“She’s an amazing girl,” William says thoughtfully of his daughter. Maria reaches over and takes his hand, giving it a tiny pat of agreement. “She deserves nothing but the best.”

“Agreed,” I say.

“But she’s also set in her ways,” he continues, and this piques my interest. “She views this world in a certain way and sometimes has a hard time believing in the good of it. Be patient with her. Sela has a lot to offer anyone who has the pleasure of knowing her, but she can sometimes withdraw into herself. You ever catch her doing that, you pull her right back out again, okay?”

A sense of foreboding hits me, and a tiny spark of fear pulses within. William’s words are so serious and at odds with the jovial dad of just a few minutes ago that was thrilled to have his daughter involved with a man for the first time in her life.

“I’m pretty sure there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Sela,” I tell William solemnly, because I feel that he wants that type of promise. “I’ll take care of her.”

“Like a sugar daddy?” Maria asks, blinking innocent eyes at me.

I stare back at her completely stunned, my mouth hanging open. Then she starts laughing and points a finger at me while patting William on the leg. “You two need to lighten up. Sela’s a strong girl and doesn’t need a man making things right for her.”

I suppose that’s true, but as I look across the living room to William, I don’t see him laughing along with Maria. Instead he pins me with a direct stare, conveying silently to me that he expects me to do exactly what I just promised him. And the look on his face says that if I don’t, I will see a different side to Sela’s dad.


Chapter 23

Sela

I slip on the Tag Heuer that Beck surprised me with last weekend when we spent a day shopping around San Francisco. After Caroline and Ally left, the apartment was almost stifling in its stillness, and he suggested a day out and about. It included a stop at an upscale jeweler where he insisted on buying me this stainless-steel beauty with a white ceramic face and diamonds around the edge, as well as twelve on the face for each hour. It’s beautiful and so me; not too delicate, a little bold, and not the slightest bit ostentatious despite the high price tag. I put up an argument against his getting it for me, but Beck shut me up with a simple statement.

“Don’t take this away from me. I’ve never had anyone I could buy jewelry for.”

Checking the time, I note I have about ten minutes before I have to get down to the lobby so the doorman can hail me a cab. Tonight’s the big dinner with JT and my nerves have been vibrating all day. Beck got called into the office about three hours ago, something I didn’t quite understand. He’s the freakin’ owner of a multimillion-dollar business and yet he was spending his Saturday at the office helping programmers with some meddlesome code. Beck explained to me that they were launching a new platform at the beginning of the year, and while that was still thirty days away, the work was round the clock to meet the deadline. When the programmers got stuck, Beck was the big cheese, and this was his baby, so he went in to work. He took a suit with him, since we were dining in a very fancy and posh restaurant, and gave me a long, sizzling kiss to help ease the sting of ditching me today.

I easily forgave him though. It was hard not to after the wonderful time we had with my dad last night, who very much liked and approved of Beck. Before we left, he gave me an all-encompassing hug and whispered in my ear, “I’m really happy for you, honey.”

I’m happy for me too.

Will be much happier if I can get past tonight.

There is no doubt in my mind that I’m getting ready to face an incredibly hard few hours. To sit at a table with my rapist—a man who is so vile I want to scratch his eyes out and castrate him at the same time—has me wondering if I have the mettle within me to pull off such an act.

I should be able to do it. The first few weeks with Beck, much of what I showed him was nothing but a superb performance worthy of an Oscar. But that façade soon gave way to feelings and emotions that were genuine to my soul, and as I stand here now, looking in the mirror above the sink vanity, I know that if I’m going to keep the purity of my relationship with Beck, I need to stick to my new quest. I need to release my need for vengeance and pour my efforts into a relationship with a man I’ve come to care deeply for. In my heart, I know that my rewards will be infinitely greater if I manage to pull this off.

The doorbell rings and it startles me. No one ever comes to Beck’s condo unless it’s for a delivery of some sort, and I’ve found out that Beck likes to have things delivered to me. I’ve received countless flowers, candy, and even a set of naughty lingerie that he received the benefit of that one night when I greeted him at the door wearing it.

In fact, I’m betting there’s probably a bouquet of daisies and freesia waiting on the other side, probably an unnecessary apology from Beck for his bailing on me today.

Smiling, I walk down the hallway, past the large dining room table and into the foyer, my heels clacking on the hardwood flooring. I pull the door open, expecting the smell of flowers to hit me, and instead find myself facing Jonathon Townsend.

He stands there casually, both hands tucked into the pockets of an expensive pair of black dress pants. His suit jacket is unbuttoned, showcasing a pristine starched white shirt underneath, sans tie and unbuttoned at his throat.

His eyes pin me in place and he gives me a smile that falls somewhere between licentious and bland. “Hello, Sela.”

My fingers tighten on the knob and I resist the urge to slam the door in his face. I swallow past the dryness in my throat, will my heart rate to calm down, and ask, “What are you doing here?”

“Knew Beck was at work. He said you were taking a cab to the restaurant, so I had my driver stop by and figured I’d offer you a ride. We still have to swing by and pick up my date, of course, but she’s just a few blocks down.”

The room spins a little at the prospect of sitting in a car with this man, but I can’t think of a sane reason to decline his invitation. It would be utterly ludicrous for me to insist I take a cab, and the only thing it would serve would be the fact it would make a very clear statement that I detest him. While I’m not in the slightest bit worried about hurting his feelings, I also don’t want to make this evening any more unpleasant than I already know it will be. If I antagonize him now, I know the type of person JT is. He’ll make it rough on all of us tonight.

And besides…I promised myself I’d never, ever do anything to let him know that I fear him. Because I don’t. I detest and hate him. Loathe him so much that periodic flashes of murder will still pop within my mind. I know Jonathon is the type of man who likes to intimidate women. It makes him feel better about himself, so I’ll be damned if I’m ever going to help him do that.

So I take a deep breath and decide the sooner I get this evening started, the sooner it will be over, and I can do this for Beck.

“Let me grab my purse,” I say, my voice sounding frosty and not the least bit grateful, so I make a concerted effort. “Thank you for thinking of me.”

I turn to the foyer table, pick up the black clutch I bought this weekend with some of my own money. It matches the black cocktail dress I have on, also bought with my money. I turn to JT and find his gaze lowered, clearly having been staring at my ass as I turned around. At this moment I wish my gun were in my purse, so I could pull it out and shoot him in the balls before putting a bullet in his brain.

His gaze comes up my body lazily and he gives me a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

Not sounding the least bit apologetic.

I don’t respond but brush past him, pulling the door shut behind me.

I’m silent as we make our way down to the lobby and I’m relieved when I see a driver standing next to an open door of a limousine with his hand extended to help me in. I’d hate for JT to get an attack of gentlemanly airs and try to give me assistance. As it is, I can feel his eyes on my ass again as I get in, which ensures the simmering anger continues to froth and bubble within my stomach. I wish I’d thought to put a pack of Tums in my purse.

JT thankfully takes the seat opposite of me and we pull away from the curb. He sits with his legs spread slightly and his hands resting on his thighs. He looks at me appraisingly, and says, “I don’t think you’ll like my date, or have much in common with her.”

I blink in surprise, his voice sounding aloof and with airs typical of someone of his breeding. I cock at eyebrow. “Oh, why’s that?”

I’m not imagining the slight curl to his lip, and while his voice is mild and pleasant enough, his snub is clear from his words. “It’s just she’s from money. Very old San Francisco money. Has the requisite blue in her blood, a fancy degree from Brown, and probably saving her virginity for marriage. You two would have nothing in common.”

And in this moment, it’s clear to me that not only is JT a rapist, a vile human being, and an abuser of women and his friends, but that he clearly doesn’t like me at all. In fact, I’d even say there’s a level of jealousy within his voice that speaks to his concern that I might turn his close friend and business partner against him.

This flushes me with power and I just smile at him sweetly. “It’s true…I lost my virginity a long time ago.” To you, you fucking slime-sucking piece of shit. “But Beck certainly likes what he sees in me.”

“I’m sure,” he says with a polite smile on his face, but his words are dry as the desert earth.

The limo comes to a slow halt in front of an expensive condominium and I can hear the driver get out. JT just stares at me across the expanse of the interior, and I turn my head to look out the window at the entrance doors.

“Aren’t you going to go up and get her?” I ask as I swivel my head back to look at him.

“I had the driver call her when we left your place,” he says with a wave of his hand. “Besides…I don’t want Amelia thinking this is anything more than an arranged dinner between our meddling mothers. She’s got marriage stars in her eyes and I don’t want them getting any brighter.”

What an asshole.

The door opens and I see a petite blond woman walking toward the car, a beige clutch in her perfectly manicured hand. She’s got on a beige skirt and matching suit jacket with big black buttons that run up the side, and a pair of black heels that I’m betting cost more than my entire wardrobe. Her hair is done in a perfect chignon and her makeup is flawless. Large diamonds wink in her ears that I’m betting are no smaller than four carats.

The driver helps her into the car as JT slides over, and she sits down beside him, shooting me a quick glance.

She leans over and offers her cheek to JT. I’m wrapped up in a cloud of her perfume as I watch him kiss her cheek before turning to me.

“Amelia…this is Beck’s date tonight, Sela Halstead. Sela, this is Amelia Baxter.”

I smile and extend my hand across the limo. “Hello. Nice to meet you.”

She offers a return smile that’s neither warm nor cold, but merely accommodating, and shakes my hand. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

Amelia then turns from me and bestows a gorgeous smile on JT. “And how have you been doing, Jonathon? I can’t tell you how excited I was to get your call inviting me out tonight. I know our mothers have been trying to throw us together for years, so I hope this wasn’t their doing and that you’ve finally come to your senses.”

She gives a tinkling giggle and slaps her hand playfully on his chest. She stares at him with bright, earnest eyes, hoping beyond hope that she may have caught more than just a dinner date tonight. I can practically see her fantasizing about the size of the engagement ring she’ll put on her finger, and it makes me feel incredibly sad for her.

JT shrugs carelessly and turns his gaze to me while answering her question. “It’s just dinner, Amelia. So I can spend time getting to know Beck’s new Sugar Baby.”

While I can tell Amelia is immediately stung by his snub, she turns her head to me with eyes wide. She takes a cursory glance at my outfit, and then wrinkles her nose in distaste before turning back to JT. “She’s a Sugar Baby?”

Before JT can answer, I tell her. “JT’s mistaken. I’m not a Sugar Baby. I’m Beck’s girlfriend.”

“But Beck paid for your college, right?” JT says, and it irks me that he knows that. Irks me a little that Beck told him that, which makes me feel less than what I’d believed I was to him.

“Yes, but we did away with our agreement,” I say, my voice slightly shaking in anger and embarrassment.

JT shrugs again and turns to Amelia. His hand drops to her thigh, which is more than adequately covered by her sedate skirt that doesn’t even have a slit in it. His gaze roams over her face and his hand slides higher up her leg. He leans over, whispering in her ear still plenty loud enough for me to hear. “You look beautiful tonight. New blond highlights?”

His hand slides up a little higher and Amelia’s face goes red. Not sure if it’s from his creeping hand or the compliment he just paid her hair, which seriously…what guy ever notices shit like that?

Amelia nervously pats the back of her chignon and nods. “I did in fact get new highlights. I’m glad you like them.”

JT’s long fingers grip into her thigh, his hand resting practically near her hip. He growls seductively at her and murmurs, “Well, you know I love blondes.”

My lips curl in absolute disgust. I can tell that JT doesn’t have an ounce of attraction toward Amelia other than perhaps wanting to fuck her tonight because she’s handy and available. I imagine it will be quick and focused only on getting his rocks off, and I’m sure he’ll leave her the minute he pulls out. Watching Amelia blush again and then give a little sigh of appreciation makes me even more sad for her.

I start to turn my head to look out the window, but JT’s gaze snaps back over to mine, halting me. He stares at me a moment and then his lips curve upward. “You know, Sela…I think you’d make a terrific-looking blonde.”

My gut churns, and is it my imagination, or is that a taunt?

“I mean…you’re stunning as a brunette, but I think blond would look more natural with your skin tone. Of course, I can’t say what Beck’s preference is. He’s an equal opportunity man…fucked blondes, brunettes, redheads. He loves them all.”

His direct attempt to make me jealous is almost pathetic because he rattled me enough with the blonde comment and it wasn’t needed. I can’t tell to what extent JT is fucking with me, and I’m wondering if he knows who I am. I can’t imagine it. He’s too self-centered to recognize the woman he destroyed all those years ago. I’m sure of it.

Amelia makes a sound of dismay deep in her throat, because she’s not missed the seductive nature of JT’s tone when he told me I would look natural as a blonde. She sniffs and says, “Honestly, JT. That’s crude to say right in front of your date.”

“It’s not a date, Amelia,” he says, his eyes still trained on me. “It’s a favor owed to my mother. Don’t make it more than what it is.”

I wince, because that was harsh.

Amelia gasps and her face flames red. “Well, I don’t think this night is exactly what I had anticipated, so if you don’t mind, I’d like for you to just take me back—”

JT spins on her and his hand flexes, digging down into her thigh. Amelia’s mouth snaps shut in surprise and she even leans back a little from JT when he presses toward her. His voice is soft, low, and rich with promise as he plays her right into his hands. “But relax, Amelia. I’m sure it has the potential to be so much more.”

And just like that, she melts into him. I see the fantasy of the engagement ring getting bigger as her hand covers his on her thigh and she sighs like a lovestruck puppy. Just like that, JT managed to insult her and then have her practically spreading her virgin legs for him.

It sickens me, and the bubbling in my gut burns hotter.

Thankfully, I’m spared any more of JT’s mind fucks as the limo pulls up in front of the restaurant. JT turns to me, nods with a condescending smirk, and I curl my fingers into my hands to stop my own fantasy made real of clawing his eyes out.

Then the door is opening and I see Beck standing there beside the driver, his eyes warm upon me. He extends his hand and I take it, letting him help me from the car, where he pulls me right into an embrace.

“Hey,” he says, snuggling his face into my neck before pulling back and giving me a soft kiss on my lips. “You look fantastic.”

“Thanks,” I murmur as he pulls me back a few steps so JT and Amelia can get out of the car. “You look amazing too.”

And he does, the dark gray of his suit setting off those light blue eyes as they stare at me with happiness.

“You okay?” Beck asks as he looks down at me.

“Sure,” I say with a smile, trying to relax my facial features that still may have been holding some disgust over JT’s behavior in the car. “Just happy to see you.”

Beck likes that…I can tell because he gives me another kiss as his hand squeezes my waist reflexively. Then he releases me, turns to Amelia, and bends over to kiss her cheek. “Amelia…good to see you.”

I’m not surprised Beck knows her. I knew JT’s and Beck’s mothers ran in the same social circles, so I figured they were all just one big, happy clique of rich friends.

Then Beck reaches his hand out toward JT. “Thanks for picking my girl up.”

JT takes Beck’s hand and gives him a warm grin before pulling him in and giving him a half hug while they clap each other on the back. “What are friends for?” JT says as he squeezes Beck in a brotherly embrace.

My eyes trail up to Beck’s face, and I almost reel back from what I see.

Beck beaming pure happiness to be here with his buddy.

Grateful his friend looked out for his girl for him.

Beck completely stoked with the new “JT” and completely oblivious to the fact his friend and business partner is a douche and a rapist.

Willing to let him back into his life as if there’s nothing to worry about and all of the shitty things JT’s done are simply forgiven and forgotten.

The burning in my stomach turns hotter.


Chapter 24

Beck

“Good morning,” Linda chirps as I walk by her desk.

“Morning,” I grumble, completely not feeling her sunny attitude.

She stands up from her chair, grabs some folders off her desk, and follows me into my office. “Well, you’re all bright and chipper this morning,” she says sarcastically.

“And not in the mood,” I tell her darkly as I plop down in my chair before rolling my mouse across the pad to disengage my screensavers.

Her voice is brisk and efficient when she lays the folders on my desk. “Mr. Townsend would like you to go over these proposals, and your two o’clock meeting got pushed back to three because Mr. Perkins’ flight got delayed out of LaGuardia.”

I reach for the folders and flip through them briefly with a sigh. “Okay, thank you, Linda.”

“Anything else you need from me right now?”

“No, I’m good,” I tell her distractedly as I log on to the system. She turns to leave and then I change my mind. “Wait…I could use some help locating a service that could deliver a Christmas tree to the condo.”

Linda just blinks at me, confusion reigning supreme on her face. “I’m sorry?”

“A tree…you know, something green and Christmasy-smelling that Sela and I can decorate.”

A bright, knowing smile spreads across Linda’s face, making the wrinkles at her eyes and corners of her mouth deepen with romantic appreciation. “Oh, that’s lovely. Of course I can locate something. Would you like something in spruce, or maybe pine? Those smell so good.”

Shaking my head, I give her a quick eye roll and tell her, “I don’t care. Just see if you can get something delivered today. Sela will be there all day.”

Lying in bed moping, I’m sure, but she’ll be there all day.

Linda leaves and closes the door behind her. Rather than jump into work, I turn my chair to look out the windows, contemplating the conundrum that Sela has recently become. While our dinner with her dad and Maria went fantastically Friday night, things started going downhill on Saturday. I don’t think she was mad that I couldn’t pick her up, but she was almost coldly reserved during dinner with JT and Amelia.

And I didn’t get it.

JT was making an honest effort with Sela. From the moment we all sat down at the restaurant, he was charming and tried to engage her. He spoke warmly to her, was interested in her background, and tried to win her over with absolutely no success. I know he may have been laying it on a little thick, but JT was trying. He was happy that I found someone, and he could guess well enough that Sela was in my life to stay and he was honestly trying. He’d shown up at work every day fresh and lucid, rolling up his shirtsleeves and diving back into his business with renewed vigor and passion. We joked around like the old days, and it was even refreshing to see him with Amelia. She’s a sweet girl, a little naïve, but JT doted on her all night. When it became clear that Sela wasn’t going to participate in the conversation with JT, he turned his polite and engaging attention on Amelia, making her preen and swoon under his attention. It was the JT of old…the one who made me excited with the possibilities of a bright future.

It was the JT I recognize on a cellular level.

That night, Sela and I cabbed it home, but she maintained her aloofness with me, claiming she wasn’t feeling well when we climbed into bed. I thought this might be a brush-off, but she had no hesitation in letting me at least pull her into my arms to go to sleep. It was the first night we hadn’t had sex since we’d been together, and I wasn’t put off by that. I was more worried about her cold attitude toward JT, but maybe she just needed more time to warm up to him. I’m sure he could win her over eventually if he kept on this path.

I figured Sunday would dawn bright, and I’d have the old Sela back. I found her up and in the kitchen when I awoke, sipping coffee and surfing the Internet on her laptop she’d bought last week. Winter semester had started, and when I walked in to kiss her on the top of her head, I saw she was reading an article entitled “Psychology of Criminal Behavior.”

“Class you’re taking?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said distractedly, leaning in closer as her eyes raced across the screen.

“Cool,” I said as I moved over to pour myself some coffee. She ignored me, the fingers of one hand idly circling the top of her mug that I know held tea. She religiously had two cups every morning.

“Want to put up the decorations today?” I asked, figuring that would get her attention.

I was surprised when she shook her head, “No. I’ve got a few chapters to read before Tuesday’s classes, so I thought I’d get a head start on that.”

Staring at the back of her head, I tried to figure out what the fuck was going on with her. Just two days ago she was practically jumping with excitement as we drove back to San Francisco, the backseat and trunk of the Audi loaded with boxes of lights, ornaments, a ceramic Christmas village her mom hand-painted, and a collection of what I considered to be hideous nutcracker Santas.

Something was fucking wrong, and I’m not one to beat around the bush. “What’s going on, Sela?”

She kept her back turned to me, face closer to the laptop. “Nothing,” she said in a voice that clearly said she didn’t even take note of the worry in my tone.

I walked up to the table, reached out, and put my hand in front of the screen to break her concentration. She looked up at me with those blue eyes and blinked in surprise.

So I repeated, “What’s wrong?”

“There’s nothing wrong,” she said calmly. “I just don’t feel like decorating today.”

“Try again,” I said as I gently closed the laptop and pulled the adjacent chair out. I sat down, took her hands in mine, and squeezed them. “You clearly didn’t enjoy last night. You barely said two words at dinner even though I thought JT did an admirable job trying to include you in the discussion. And now you don’t want to decorate for Christmas when you were about ready to pee your pants just a few days ago over the prospect, so I repeat…what’s wrong?”

I thought the fact I called her out on her behavior at dinner would cause her to turn sheepish and apologetic; maybe get an admission that she’s being a bit unfair to JT, but instead her eyes flashed with both fire and ice at the same time. It was such a powerful array of emotions that I flinched.

Her voice was frigid when she said, “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you last night, but clearly I just didn’t enjoy the company. So fucking sue me.”

Every instinct in my body wanted to rail against her outright refusal to cut JT a break, but I took a deep breath and tried to remain calm. “Sela…he tried last night. Why couldn’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said in a quiet voice, and tried to pull her hands away from mine.

“It does matter,” I said softly, holding on to her tight. “JT’s my partner…my friend. Yeah, he’s been a prick in the past, and maybe still will be in the future, but last night…he was trying hard for you.”

“He was trying hard for you,” she bit out.

“For both of us,” I counter, and reach a hand up to her cheek. “He likes seeing me happy. He wanted last night to be fun for both of us. Hell, I think he’s even taking a page from my book and maybe thinking of settling down. He and Amelia seemed pretty taken with each other last night.”

Sela snorted, brought a hand to her mouth, and covered it so I wouldn’t see the smirk on her lips. But I saw it in her eyes. “Last night was an act. He suckered you.”

“That’s a little harsh,” I reprimanded her. “Where’s the benefit of the doubt?”

“It got erased in the limo ride over,” she snarled at me.

“Why? What happened?” My chest got tight and anger surged within me. It made it clear that while I thought JT did an admirable job last night, just those simple words from Sela had me thinking the worst about him again. Clearly, I didn’t have the whole “benefit of the doubt” thing down to a science.

Sela leaned in toward me and said, “Nothing other than he was unbelievably rude to me and Amelia on the way to the restaurant. Made sure to point out all the ways I don’t measure up for you.”

“What did he say?” I asked, my voice forged with steel.

“Just pointed out all of Amelia’s good breeding and pedigrees and told her I was a Sugar Baby,” she spat out.

I smiled at her and tried for my most soothing voice. “Baby…he knew you started out as a Sugar Baby. I’m sure he was just trying to make conversation—”

Sela screeched at me and launched up from her chair. “Don’t you dare fucking defend him. You weren’t there…you don’t know.”

Her face was red and her eyes moist with frustration. I reached out to her but she spun away, ran down the hall to our bedroom. I followed her in there, finding her shoving her feet into her tennis shoes before grabbing a sweatshirt from the closet.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to the library to study on campus,” she gritted out, brushing back past me. I followed her back into the kitchen where she shoved her laptop in her backpack and slung it over her shoulder.

“Sela, just stop for a minute,” I said softly.

“I can’t talk to you about this right now,” she huffed, and barreled past me toward the door. I thought about grabbing her arm, making her stay, but anger started to flush through me over this bratty behavior. Clearly something must have happened to piss her off even more with JT, but she wasn’t seeing reason.

And frankly, I didn’t think forcing her to converse at this point would do any good in her current state of mind.

“I’ll be gone all day,” she muttered as she jerked the door open.

“Fine,” I snapped back her. “Maybe you’ll be in a more sane mood when you get back.”

It was a shitty thing to say, and yet it felt good at the same time. Her bizarre behavior had left me reeling and I wasn’t thinking clearly either.

She turned that beautiful face my way, looking at me over her shoulder. Her face was filled with anger and disappointment. She looked at me only a moment before she walked out and slammed the door behind her.

I spent the morning watching TV. I checked my watch about a thousand times. I made a sandwich for lunch and watched two football games. I made another sandwich for dinner, and still Sela hadn’t returned.

I then decided to get some work done and locked myself away in my office. It was almost eight o’clock when I heard the condo door open and close.

Heard her tennis shoes squeaking on the floor as she walked down the hallway to our bedroom.

I considered following her, testing the waters to see where her head was at. But I didn’t. I worked another two hours, and when I finally decided to go to bed, I found her sleeping on her side of the mattress, breathing deeply. I got undressed, brushed my teeth, and slid in to bed, wanting to pull her into my arms. I debated about it, wondering if it would wake her up. I even considered putting my hand between her legs and forcing her to give me something.

Instead, I just turned over on my side and watched my bedside clock tick away the time. It was well after midnight before I finally fell asleep.

When I woke up the next morning with my alarm buzzing at 6:30 a.m., I found Sela’s body wrapped around me. We both lay in the center of the bed, somehow coming together in our sleep. I held her for a bit, relishing this warm woman who was quickly becoming my entire world, and wondering what I could do to fix things between us.

Apparently it didn’t take much, because Sela stirred in my arms and burrowed her face into my neck.

“I’m sorry about yesterday,” she said, her voice husky with sleep.

“Shh,” I said in response, really not needing the apology. I just wanted things to be okay. I just wanted us talking again, and this was a damn good start.

Sela then surprised me by dropping her hand to my stomach, pushing downward until she found my soft cock. The minute her fingers grasped it, it started thickening and I arched my hips.

In the gloomy dawn hours, Sela straddled my hips, guided me inside her, and rode me to perfect completion. She was silent as she did so, her hands on my chest and her gaze solemn as she bounced up and down on my dick. The only way I knew it felt good to her was just moments before I came, her nails scored my chest and her head tipped back as she groaned out an unbelievably hard orgasm that left her shaking, and her pussy clamped down hard on me. I followed her immediately, punching my hips up and pulling her down for a long kiss.

I thought things might be okay. I got out of bed and showered. Her eyes followed me around the room as I got dressed, her cheeks flushed pink from that amazing fucking we just did and appreciation of my body. I loved her eyes on me so much.

Yeah…I thought it would be fine. Except when I went to kiss her goodbye, I asked her if she was interested in decorating the condo tonight when I got home. I thought that might get a renewed smile out of her. She merely shrugged her shoulders and said, “Maybe. Let’s see how I feel.”

And that made me realize things weren’t good at all.


Chapter 25

Sela

It took no more than two minutes before I heard Beck leave the condo before I was up out of bed and getting my day started. I took a quick shower. I didn’t bother with makeup but gave my teeth a good brushing before twisting and clipping my wet hair to the back of my head.

In ten minutes, I was dressed and had my first cup of tea. I even took the time to make toast with butter and jam and eat it.

Then I walked into our bathroom, grabbed my makeup bag, and pulled out the key to Beck’s office.

I slid it in the lock and it turned as easily as cutting through butter with a warm knife. I opened the door and took stock of my feelings. Not an ounce of guilt possessed me.

Nothing but raw determination.

While I might have hesitated before in making this move, I did so back when my feelings for Beck were solid. But after Saturday night, when I saw just how easy Beck was letting JT back into his life, and with Beck just yesterday defending that lecherous bastard to me, I knew I couldn’t let those feelings interfere anymore.

Yes, there are feelings. Deep, abiding, overwhelming feelings I have for Beck. But they are now tempered with bitter hatred that resurfaced toward JT Saturday night. It might not have been so bad just suffering JT’s slights and innuendos. I probably could have handled that.

But I felt something grow cold inside of me when I watched Beck and JT hugging it out all bro style outside the restaurant. I saw renewed respect in Beck’s eyes, and happiness to be in JT’s presence. I watched all through dinner as they told war stories and shared memories of growing up together, and it filled me with such bitterness I had to choke down my meal.

While I loved Beck inside me this morning, I rode him with a slight hardening of my heart, instead focusing on just the bodily pleasures we could bestow on each other. I had Beck and I wasn’t prepared to give him up, but I wasn’t prepared to give up myself either.

And to be true to myself, I have accepted that I’m going to have to make JT suffer for what he did. I’m going to obliterate him from this earth, and not only will that avenge the atrocities he dealt me, it will free Beck from that monster as well. I consider this a mission of liberation for us both, and if there’s something in this office that can help me, I’m going to utilize it.

Infiltrate.

Murder.

Repeat.

Very simple.

I look around and take in Beck’s office. It’s sparse and utilitarian, holding nothing but a desk with a computer and two monitors, as well as a four-drawer filing cabinet in the corner. I don’t give the computer another glance, knowing that I’ll never be able to break into it past Beck’s password. He’s too savvy to ever be that stupid.

Instead I walk around the desk, sit in the mesh Herman Miller chair and pull open the first drawer on the right. It contains hanging file folders and I pull them all out, roughly ten, stuffed full of papers. I open the top one and see bank statements with reconciliations stapled to the front. Flipping through, it looks like all of Beck’s personal banking accounts. Two checking and three money markets. The balances within are hefty but that doesn’t impress me. I know Beck’s rich.

The next folder holds a thick document entitled “The Beckett W. North, Jr., Trust and Pour-Over Will.” I scan it briefly and it essentially leaves everything to Caroline, including his ownership of Townsend-North Holdings, with it going to Ally if Caroline dies first. The next folder contains a separate trust for Ally that he set up and apparently contributes a percentage of his profits to monthly.

The next folder holds paperwork for a 529 plan for Ally. Her college is completely funded.

I set that aside and open the next folder, finding my original Sugar agreement that I signed with Beck along with receipts for the monies he paid me and to Golden Gate for my tuition. Paid in full is scrawled in blue ink on the agreement

Looks like I’m a paid Sugar Baby after all, I think bitterly.

I set that folder aside and flip through the others. His lease agreement for the Audi; the closing documents for the condo he bought two years ago; another folder with a mutual fund portfolio. All stuff that’s completely uninteresting to me and doesn’t tell me a damn thing about Jonathon Townsend.

I complete my perusal, growing more frustrated by the second. Still, I take the time to carefully put them back in the drawer as best I can remember they were arranged.

My eyes then drift to the four-drawer filing cabinet.

I push out of the chair and walk up to it, opening the top drawer. I’m immediately rewarded with a folder labeled townsend-north holdings. I pull it out and remove a thick document entitled “Partnership Agreement.” On the first page, I see introductory language regarding the formation of a partnership between Jonathon Townsend and Beckett North, with both of their home addresses following right behind.

Bingo.

I at least have one solid piece of information.

I know where JT lives now.

Don’t think me a fool. I’ve tried desperately to find his home address, but that’s some supersecret shit that the wealthy and famous alike can hide to protect their anonymity. I’m sure I could have found it before now with the help of a private investigator, but I didn’t have the funds for that. This little tidbit saves me the trouble of following him home from work one night, which I was more than willing to do.

I scramble back to Beck’s desk, open the top middle drawer, and find a square pad of yellow paper. I pull it out with a pen and scribble down the address before tucking it into my back pocket. I flip through the pages of the agreement and don’t see anything that will help me further, so I tuck it back into the folder.

I then put my fingers on the next one behind it, but pause when I see the writing on the tab: Schaefer—criminal investigation.

Confused beyond measure, I reach for the folder, intent on discovering what secrets Beck is hiding. My fingers grasp onto a thick sheaf of papers inside, and just as I pull them out, a shadow falls across me.

I turn my face slowly toward the door, and see Beck standing there, his eyes wide and condemning.

“What in the fuck are you doing?” he asks slowly through gritted teeth as he walks into the office, his face contorting with rage.

I’m so stunned to see him there I can’t even force out an explanation. He stalks up to me, pulls the folder from my hand, and throws it sideways across the room, where it smacks against the wall of windows and the papers come loose, spilling to the floor.

“Beck,” I manage to croak out, holding my arms out in front of me defensively.

His hand shoots out, grabs me above my elbow. He leans his face in and snarls, “You fucking broke into my office?”

He’s furious, and tiny bits of spittle hit my cheek. I reach my free hand up to wipe it away but he’s dragging me out of the office, so I just flail for balance.

“Jesus Christ,” he snarls as he pulls me into the hallway. “Who the fuck are you? What’s your goddamn game, Sela?”

“Beck,” I implore as he manhandles me into the living room. “Just wait…”

“I fucking trusted you,” he yells in his rampage, refusing to look at me. “I brought you into my home, into my bed…and you’ve been doing nothing but lying to me, sneaking behind my back. Are you a fucking spy for another company? What’s the game, Sela?”

His fingers are digging into my arm so hard my bone aches. My free hand comes up and tries to peel his fingers back to give me respite. He’s holding me so tightly, though, I can’t make any headway. I dig down the heels of my tennis shoes and they catch on the hardwood floor, except Beck is pulling me so hard I go flying face forward and fall to my knees. Beck pauses…gives me a moment to stand up, and the minute I’m upright, he starts pulling me forward again.

“I want you out of my fucking condo,” he snarls, and I see he’s heading for the front door.

I redouble my efforts trying to dig my heels in again, but Beck doesn’t even pause. He jerks on my arm, causing me to stumble, and reaches for the doorknob.

“Beck, no…wait,” I plead with him. “Please give me a chance to explain.”

“What’s to explain?” he asks with a bitter laugh as he releases his hold and spins on me. “You know…that day you lied to me about taking my car. I knew something was up then. My gut told me there was something you were hiding.”

“It’s not what you think,” I say as I shake my head in denial at him.

“Broke into my office, and looking for shit on me,” he spits out at me with disgust.

“No…I swear to you,” I say in a half sob, and finally blurt out, “It’s about JT.”

Beck throws his head back and gives a sarcastic, bitter bark of a laugh. His eyes shine with malice as he grabs my purse off the foyer table and shoves it right into my chest. My hands come up automatically to catch it as he releases, and I hug it to me. “Don’t even go there, Sela. You’ve had a hard-on for him for some reason, but I’ve known him forever. I’ve known you for a few weeks. What you and I have can never compare to the bond I have with him. Who the fuck do you think I’m going to believe?”

“I swear to God, Beck…this is about JT,” I say as tears now spring to my eyes, fill them to the brim, and with just one slight blink of my lids, go spilling over.

“Save it,” he growls, and his hand shoots back out to latch on to my upper arm now. He gives me a hard jerk, and I go stumbling forward again. He grabs the doorknob, wrenches it open, and starts pushing me through. “I want you out of here now. I’ll pack your shit up and have it delivered to your apartment, but you get the fuck out of my home and out of my life right this very minute and don’t look backward.”

“Beck,” I wail, dropping my purse on the foyer floor as I reach out to him, desperately trying to get him to listen to me. “I swear I’m not trying to hurt you.”

His blue eyes fill with darkness and his eyes narrow at me with something I would put akin to hatred. His hand shoots out and he catches me around the front of my neck, pulling me in slowly and up onto my tiptoes until he’s almost nose to nose with me. For the first time since he caught me in his office, his tone is calm but still rippling with rage and menace. “You’re no better than all the other girls, Sela. All looking to get ahead at some man’s expense. What were you doing? Searching my financials? Hoping to blackmail me with something? Looking to steal from me?”

With each question he asks, his grip on my throat tightens but not enough to cut off my air. Only enough to keep my attention and so I don’t forget he’s in control of this situation right now. With each question, his fury seems to increase, as if my inability to answer is an admission to each accusation.

He pulls me in a fraction of an inch closer and whispers, “I don’t care what the reason. I just want you fucking gone.”

Beck pushes me through the door and I have no choice but to walk backward from the force of his grip on me. My hands fly out, grab on to each side of the doorjamb, and dig in hard.

“Let go, Sela,” he snarls at me, releasing his hand on my throat and capturing both my wrists tightly with his hands. He peels them loose.

“No, wait,” I cry out, trying to launch myself back into the doorway.

“Get the fuck out,” he bellows at me with so much rage it feels like a sonic boom reverberating in my ears.

Beck pushes me hard, lets go of my wrists, and I stumble backward, falling to my butt with a jarring impact. He kicks at my purse, sending it hurtling through the door where the contents spill out all over the floor. That doesn’t stop me though. I immediately lurch forward to my hands and knees, crawling toward Beck standing in the door.

“Please listen to me, Beck,” I implore, my eyes begging him for just a few moments of his mercy.

He glares down at me, complete and utter disgust holding every inch of his beautiful face hostage. I crawl faster as he starts to shut the door, reaching one hand out in a pitiful attempt for a single, fucking bit of leniency from this man. He looks down at me like he wants to spit on me.

“Beck,” I say with a sob.

The door is halfway closed and I take a desperate look at his face, knowing that it’s the last time I’ll ever see it again. I’ll never know pleasure and joy like he’s given me, and although I know I’ve betrayed him and I can’t blame him for his actions right now, I throw all caution to the wind and I bare my soul to him. “JT…he raped me.”

The door comes to an immediate halt and Beck’s eyes go round with surprise. His mouth slackens and he pales for a moment as he looks down at me, his head tilted in confusion. I think perhaps he may even reach a hand out toward me…help me to my feet…pull me into his embrace and tell me it’s all going to be okay.

I even go so far as to reach my hand upward to him.

Instead, his eyes go cold, his lips flatten out, and he shakes his head at me in disgust. “Yet another lie, Sela.”

Then he slams the door in my face.
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Chapter 1

Alex

Flexing my jaw back and forth, it moves with a resounding pop but there’s no pain. That’s either because there truly is no pain or I’ve blocked it out. Regardless, I push back from the boards, even as that douche Talbot tries to push my face back into them again. The puck is between our legs and we scrabble to kick it loose.

There’s less than forty seconds left in the game to break this tie, and I want to get it done. Although I have no desire for the spotlight that will come with making the game-winning goal, it’s absolutely preferable to being stuck in overtime or a potential shootout. I’m ready for this fucking game to be over.

Giving a particularly hard push back, I’m able to free my stick from the boards and put the blade to ice. Because we’re playing on home ice here in Raleigh, North Carolina, and I know its speed and consistency like the back of my hand, it takes nothing but a short tap on the puck and it shoots back between both of our legs. I juke left, and when I feel Talbot follow, I spin back right to skate around him, grabbing the puck just as it clears his blades, and take off for the goal.

One of my natural talents is to freeze-frame the entire ice in my mind, analyze my best course of action and dump the puck as quickly as possible to the guy with the best scoring chance on our team. But now with only thirty-five seconds left in the period—and yes, I saw the clock winding down in my freeze-frame—I don’t want to leave it up to one of my teammates to seal the deal. I fake a pass to the nearside, then slip a quick wrist shot toward the goal, watching as it sails cleanly into the net, just between the upper post and the goalie’s left shoulder.

Way too fucking easy!

The red light behind the net burns bright and the arena erupts, nineteen thousand fans rocketing to their feet to scream in rapture that Alexander Crossman has broken the tie and most likely won the game. Of course, there’s still thirty-one seconds left for my team to screw the pooch.

My teammates throw their hands up in the air, skating toward me to celebrate the goal. I make a half-assed attempt to look pleased with myself, which basically means I let my teammates rub the top of my helmet or tap my legs with their sticks. But that’s about as excited as I get when I score a goal.

I hate this fucking shit…the adulation, the limelight…all of it.

Skating back to the bench, I step up through the open gate and take a seat. Some of the guys shout down a congrats, and a few nod at me; others ignore me point-blank. I’m not a well-liked guy by most.

Grabbing the water bottle, I squirt a bit in my mouth, swish it around and spit it back out. The crowd goes crazy again, their cheers rising in crescendo as the replay of my goal is shown on the Jumbotron. I glance up at it, my brow furrowing. It’s a pretty sweet play and I totally smoked Talbot, but as I watch it I know without a doubt my dad will be calling tonight because he’ll find something to criticize. It’s physically impossible for him to do anything but.

The announcer’s voice comes over the PA system, Carolina Cold Fury goal, scored by Number Sixty-Seven, Alexander Crossman, unassisted…

And the crowd erupts into more cheers, drowning out the stats as they are relayed. I do a quick glance around the arena, knowing that the fans are happy as shit I just scored the game winner but also very much aware they can’t stand me. I even snicker as I see a sign across the ice proclaiming, Crossman for MVP, Most Valuable Prick.

Classic! I’m the player they love to hate, and I could give a fuck.

I come out, do my duty, score my goals and get my assists, collect my paycheck, and past that, just leave me the fuck alone.

If only life were that simple.

For the remainder of the game, I don’t even watch the action on the ice. I sit on the bench and lean my head back against the glass, watching the time slowly tick down so I can be free of this shit for the night.

—

“Crossman…in my office before you leave,” I hear Dan Pretore call out. He’s the head coach for the Cold Fury, and while he’s probably one of the best coaches I’ve ever played under, he’s a hard-ass as well. I know, without a doubt, that even with two goals and three assists on the night, I’m going to get my ass handed to me.

Slipping on my suit jacket, I zip up my equipment bag and make my way back to the staffing area under the arena. None of my teammates say goodbye, none of them congratulate me. They know it wouldn’t do any good, because I won’t respond. Some of the newer guys think that’s just me being reflective, but the ones who have been here awhile know it’s because I’m a mean son of a bitch after a game, regardless of whether we win or lose. In fact, the better I do, the crustier I become, which I get…that’s some whacked shit and I’m sure a psychologist would have a field day with me.

I rap my knuckles softly on the coach’s door, and he immediately calls out for me to enter. I don’t close the door behind me, only because I could care less if anyone hears my ass-reaming. Taking a seat across from his desk, I casually prop an ankle over my knee and look around his office with no real interest. It’s a mess…piles of papers, binders, and fast-food wrappers litter his desk. He has several framed awards, but they’re all sitting on his floor, leaning up against the wall. I’ve been with the Carolina Cold Fury for almost six years now, and his office looks the same now as it did when I had my first meeting with him those many years ago.

“Great game tonight,” he says, looking up from the iPhone that he had been texting on when I entered. “Your plus-minus went to forty-seven. I believe that means you’re leading the league right now.”

I stare at him, offering no “thank you” for the praise. I don’t need it or want it and statistics never meant much to me. Kind of like all those awards Coach has on his floor…don’t mean shit to me. I respect his coaching skills for what they are, not what other people say about them.

He waits for me to say something…an acknowledgment, an eye flicker, an I could give a flying fuck. He gets nothing, so he sighs and continues on.

“That little stunt at the end of the game was uncalled for,” he tells me.

He’s referring to the fact that I was named the game’s most valuable player—or most valuable prick if you go by what some fans say—which is an honor commemorated at the end of the game by having the player skate out on the ice for acknowledgment. At the time they were calling my name, I was halfway back to the locker room, refusing to come out for my stupid fucking lap around the ice. The fans’ boos followed me all the way back.

“Sorry…had an upset stomach…diarrhea. Had to hit the can,” I tell him, my face a study of genuine truth even though he knows I’m lying through my teeth.

Pretore leans forward across his desk, flashing his teeth at me in a snarl. “Do you think I’m fucking stupid, Crossman? You thumbed your nose at the crowd and this team because you’re an asshole and no other reason. I’m fining you a thousand dollars for that stunt.”

I pick an imaginary piece of lint off my slacks and look at him blandly. “Fine. Anything else?”

Leaning back in his chair, Pretore studies me for a moment. Steepling his hands in front of his face, he regards me with interest. “You know…I don’t get you. You were the best player in the Quebec Juniors by the time you were sixteen, the number one NHL draft pick six years ago, and you have the potential to win the Art Ross Trophy every fucking year if you actually decide to start caring about this game. Instead, you do the bare minimum to get by, which, lucky for you and your career, still makes you pretty fucking good. You have the talent and ability to captain this team, yet you have the emotional maturity of the arena’s janitor. You’re a fuckup by most standards, yet you’ll continue to get your pay and bonuses because you have more talent in your pinky than most players have in their entire body. I guess what I don’t understand is…how do you look at yourself in the mirror every day knowing that you’re wasting your life?”

I know where the coach is coming from. I get it…his little speech is supposed to be a slap-down plus a build-up. He knows I don’t respond well to ass-kissing and lofty praise, but rather I respond to the challenge of proving myself. Unfortunately, his words tonight are absolutely wasted lung capacity on me, because I’ve heard this speech a dozen times already from my dad.

“I look in the mirror same way you do, Coach…every day to shave or brush my teeth. I’m comfortable with the guy staring back at me.”

Pretore snorts at my response and although he’s pissed at me, I also know that answer amuses him somewhat, because he too is a smart-ass by nature.

“Yeah, well, you may be comfortable with that reflection but the suits upstairs aren’t. They’re mandating an immediate cleanup of your attitude.”

Boring! Had this conversation…too many times before.

“I see the look on your face,” Pretore says with a sigh. “They’re not joking this time.”

“Let me guess…they’re going to demand I go to the children’s ward of Raleigh Community Hospital and sign autographs or something. Show that I’m really a teddy bear inside.”

“That’s not a bad idea, but no. They want you a little more involved.”

For the first time in this conversation, I feel a tiny thread of apprehension move through me, and only because Pretore’s voice has gone from tired and frustrated with me to actually a bit fearful. Whatever the suits want me to do, Pretore doesn’t think I’ll agree to do it, so I’m guessing he’s getting ready for there to be a big fight on his hands.

“Spill it,” I say quietly.

“They want you to be the team spokesman for an anti-drug-abuse campaign.”

“I can do that,” I say cautiously, because I can. I have no problem with supporting worthy causes, and even though I’m an asshole, I know how to put a smile on my face when I want to…for the greater good, you know.

“Specifically, they want you to work closely with the Wake County Drug Crisis Center and implement a program to talk to at-risk youth throughout the state.”

“That’s fine,” I say, but the apprehension increases because this is sounding a little too easy.

“They have very specific requirements,” Pretore says firmly.

I just cock an eyebrow at him, urging him to just lay it the fuck out. He’s killing me here.

Taking a piece of paper from a folder on his desk, he hands it over to me. I take it and scan it, noting an itemized list of stuff, but I just look back up at him.

“Essentially, they want you committing at least five hours a week during the season, on non–game days, of course. Off-season, twenty hours a week.”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I curse, because I just became the equivalent of a felon who came out on parole.

“That’s not all. They are going to have your liaison report to them weekly on your progress and your attitude. They’ll give him or her a list of criteria you must meet.”

“No fucking way,” I snarl but Pretore ignores me.

“If you don’t agree, I’ve been told that you are to be benched indefinitely and all bonuses forfeit.”

“Do I have to wear an ankle monitor too?” I growl.

“Finally,” he says, his voice even stronger, “at any time they deem you to have made an ass of yourself to the public or to our fans—and the ‘ass’ is their word, not mine—they are going to fine you five thousand dollars per infraction.”

I open my mouth to curse again, but nothing comes out. Coldness washes through me as I realize my employer has just drawn a pretty deep line in the sand. I have two choices—do what they tell me or kiss my career goodbye.

And the fucked-up thing about it—the kissing my career goodbye seems like the better choice for me at this very moment.

—

Walking up the stairs to my apartment, I pull my keys out of my pocket, eager to strip out of my monkey suit and drink a cold beer. When I hit the top step, I stop as I recognize who is standing at my door.

“What are you doing here?” I ask tiredly.

Cassie cocks a perfectly shaped eyebrow at me, pursing her full lips as she smirks at me. “You had a great game tonight—which means you’re probably in the pissiest of moods. I thought I’d come over and help you blow off some steam…‘blow’ being the key word.”

Yeah, Cassie Gates gives the best head and I’m probably not going to turn her down, but it pisses me off that she came over without me asking her to. She’s been my casual hookup for the past year, ever since moving to Raleigh with her sister, Allie, whose husband, Kyle Steppernech, is a defenseman for the Cold Fury.

“You weren’t invited,” I tell her as I insert the key into the lock, not even bothering to look at her.

She merely steps in close and reaches a well-manicured hand down to cup me between the legs. Leaning her chin on my shoulder, she whispers, “Come on, Alex…you know I’ll make you feel good.”

Her hand squeezes me and, along with the sexy purr in her voice, it works like magic, and I start to get hard. Cassie’s a fucking knockout with her platinum blond hair, mile-long legs, and fantastic tits, so yeah…my body reacts.

Pushing the door open, I walk in, dislodging her hand but knowing she’ll follow me to finish the job. I hear her close the door as I walk into the kitchen. Dropping my bag on the floor, I pull a beer from the fridge and twist the cap, tossing it in the sink. Taking a deep swallow, I watch as she walks into the kitchen, sauntering forward like a woman on a mission.

I know she thinks she has me figured out. That she can worm her way into a relationship with me by giving great blow jobs and even hotter sex, but she’s way off base. No self-respecting woman would get down on her knees for an asshole like me, just to try to trap an asshole like me.

If I had more of a conscience, I might feel guilty about the give-and-take of our situation, but I’ve got no qualms about the part where I take what she is offering. I’ve been straight up, honest with her about how I play, and relationships aren’t part of my makeup. She knows she’s barking up the wrong tree if she’s looking for anything more than Richter-inducing orgasms.

“Don’t come over again unless I invite you,” I tell her after I take another swallow of beer.

Stepping up close to me, she trails a finger along my jaw, smiling apologetically. “Sure thing, baby.”

“I’m not your baby,” I remind her, just because I feel like being an even bigger asshole than I normally am.

“What are you, then?” she teases me as she starts to work at my belt buckle.

“I’m the guy that fucks you when it suits me. Nothing more.”

She chuckles, because that’s not the first time she’s heard those words from my lips. But being the glutton for punishment that she is, she merely says, “My, my, my…you are in supreme asshole mood tonight. I don’t get why you have to be so mean.”

Stepping away from her grasp, I walk into the living room, grab a pillow off the couch and walk back into the kitchen. I resume my spot in front of her and drop the pillow at her knees.

“There,” I tell her, pointing down at the pillow with an evil smile. “So your knees don’t get sore. See…I can be a nice guy.”

And because Cassie expected no different of me, because this is actually a nice gesture on my part, she laughs in delight as she tugs open my fly and reaches her hand inside. With a few strokes, I’m ready for more and I push down on her head until she’s kneeling in front of me.

She looks up at me with smoky gray eyes that would really be quite beautiful if I didn’t know about all of the conniving she hides behind them.

“Let’s see if I can put a smile on your face,” she says and gives me a sexy purse of her lips.

I bring my hand up and skim my fingers tenderly across her cheek. I love the feel of a woman’s skin, no matter if poison runs in her veins. Sliding my fingers through the hair at her temple, I hold her gently as she leans forward and takes me in her mouth, content to let her do the work and for me to enjoy the ride.

Yeah…she’ll put a smile on my face. But that’s about the only thing she’ll give me that’s worth a damn.
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I throw all caution to the wind and I bare my soul to him. “JT…he raped me.”

Cold eyes.

Look of disgust.

“Yet another lie, Sela.”

Then he slams the door in my face.

Pain such as I’ve never felt seizes my chest.

It’s like a blackened claw wrapping around my heart, squeezing so hard it robs me of my breath. Squeezing and pushing out every bit of goodness and hope and light. I try to suck in oxygen but my lungs don’t move. The cramping sensation in my chest gets tighter, until I think I actually may be having a heart attack.

I’m on my hands and knees, with one arm reaching out toward our door.

Correction.

Beck’s door.

Not mine anymore.

I wait, and then wait some more for him to open it back up, my chest caving in on itself.

And I wait.

My head drops, hair falling in a curtain as I stare at the dark gray carpeting. My arm succumbs to gravity and my palm presses down for balance. I remember to that moment when I first saw JT on TV and vomited all over my threadbare carpet. Back then, I had been assaulted with terrifying memories that I realized were not just nightmares but waking, living, breathing events that had happened me. I was caught under an avalanche of fear and shame and self-loathing. I vomited and cried and expelled snot all over the carpet.

Not this time.

Right now, my eyes are bone-dry and I know this is because my body is shutting down, refusing to accept the magnitude of what I just lost. If I really consider everything that Beck is to me, and that I will no longer have it again, I’m not sure I’ll physically survive it.

I’m sure that if I give credence to the fact that I just destroyed every bit of trust and care he had for me, my heart will end up curling in on itself. It will form into a dried-out, blackened knot of bitterness that I’ll never overcome, and it will be far worse than any pain I’ve experienced in my life.

Yes, even more painful than that, and I don’t have it in me for that type of suffering again.

So I have to push past…ignore…obliviate.

Lurching up onto my knees, I place my hands on my thighs for balance, and try once again to catch a breath. Grudgingly, my lungs expand and pull precious life into me and I let it out in a quavering sigh of defeat.

My gaze falls to the floor again, and I see that the contents of my purse have been scattered clear across the hall. I take in another deep breath, feel my heart still cramping in agony.

God, it hurts.

So much.

My heart, my chest, my head.

My lungs.

My bones. I even feel the crushing weight of defeat and loss in my bones.

Reaching out, I grab the strap of my purse and pull it in to me. I look into the gaping opening and see my wallet and key chain still inside. I pull the keys out and work off Beck’s condo key. It takes me a moment and I realize I’m clumsily fumbling with it because I feel dizzy.

I consciously pull in another lungful of oxygen, realizing that the pain just on the other side of my breastbone is so all consuming it’s taken away my body’s natural ability to want to live. To even pull in the basic necessity of the air I need to survive.

Deep breath in.

Let it out.

In.

Out.

Breathe, Sela. Just fucking breathe.

An agonized sob pops out of my mouth as images of Beck’s face flash before me. His look so angry and condemning. His unwillingness to give me five precious minutes to explain myself. I jerk the key from the ring and fling it at the door, a sudden burst of anger filling me up and giving me strength.

Just as fast it gushes out of me.

And for a brief, glorious moment, my chest relaxes…the cramping fades. I take in a tentative breath and find my lungs expand easily. A swirling sensation of relief, and I use the opportunity to stand.

I keep still, afraid some other nasty or wretched emotion will take me hostage. I wait for it to come, to make my knees buckle, but…nothing.

I feel absolutely nothing.

“Beck,” I begged with a sob. “JT…he raped me.”

He hesitated, eyes wide with shock and face draining of blood. I even reached out to him, not once doubting that he’d want to help me.

But then my world crashed again when he looked down upon me with disgust and said, “Yet another lie, Sela,” before slamming the door on me.

I think about Beck just moments ago, pushing me out his door, looking at me with disgust and calling me—the rape victim—a liar.

And nothing.

Absolute emptiness within me, but it’s actually a blissful feeling, because it doesn’t hurt.

My gaze falls back down to the carpet. Lip gloss, loose change, tampons, chewing gum, and a matchbook I took from a jazz club that Beck and I went to. A keepsake, so to speak.

Tiny cramp in my chest. I push it away and face the elevator, ignoring all of the scattered items.

I turn my back and leave it all behind.

All of it.

Behind.
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The minute the door slams shut, blocking Sela and her treacherous, lying eyes, I fall back against it. I immediately slump down to the floor, my legs splayed out in front of me, toes tilted outward, and my hands sit like useless lumps on my thighs.

When I first saw Sela sitting in my office, I was filled with rage such as I’ve never known. It was blistering hot and my ears were buzzing with static as adrenaline pumped like acid in my veins.

I knew.

Immediately knew she had lied to me about needing to take a walk that day after Thanksgiving because she was overwhelmed. I quickly figured out that she had taken my key chain and had a copy made so she could get into my office. It tied together nicely.

How could I have been so stupid? How could I not have seen the duplicity?

How in the fuck did I get played so well?

My body went on autopilot, my brain refusing to accept a single word she said, because she’s a proven liar, and I hate liars more than anything. Hate fucking secrets and gray areas and deception and cover-ups. My parents taught me well to hate it, creating such a vile environment for what masqueraded as a family that they unwittingly made a man with no tolerance.

I’m sure lies continued to drip from her mouth even after I caught her. Hell, I’m not even sure what she was saying as I pulled her through the condo; my only concern was getting her out of my life. Rage, fury, bitterness…it was all the fuel I needed to push her right out, as I realized that Sela was not only playing with my life, she was playing with my heart.

As I sit here, feeling as if I don’t have a single ounce of strength within me, I realize that as the mania subsides, I’m left with a desolate emptiness. Just minutes ago, I was full of Sela, and now there’s a hollowness surrounded by a bitter husk.

I hear a sound on the other side of the door, and of course I know it’s Sela.

A hoarse bark of a sound…a pained sob perhaps? An attempt to get me to feel bad about what I’ve done?

My fingers curl inward, press into my palms, and I have to push hard against the overwhelming need to open that door to comfort her.

I push up off the floor and stalk through the living room, trying to get as far away from the door and the sound of Sela crying. I cross my arms over my stomach, hugging myself almost protectively, and pace back and forth along the floor-to-ceiling window that overlooks the bay.

Something hits the door. A tinny sound, barely noticeable, and my head jerks that way. I take a step in that direction and halt myself.

Turn back around, face the window.

My body tenses, waiting to hear something else. Maybe Sela isn’t done and will start trying to call out to me through the door. Maybe she’ll try to throw more fiction at me, and in fact, maybe that’s why she’s silent right now. Her brain is working up a new web of deceit in which she’ll try to capture me.

I wait and I wait, yet I don’t hear anything else.

Please, Sela…say something and make a liar out of my feelings right now.

Dropping my arms, I walk hesitantly to the door and lean so my ear is placed against it. I don’t hear a sound. I put my eye to the peephole, bracing myself to see Sela curled into some pitiful fetal position.

There’s no one in the hallway, although I can’t see all the way down to the elevator. For all I know, Sela’s waiting there, ready to spring out at me.

I think about her last words. Those I do remember.

“JT raped me.”

My teeth gnash over the ludicrousness of that statement. While I haven’t spent every waking minute with Sela, I’ve spent enough time with her to know that couldn’t have occurred. Not only was there very little opportunity, but I think I’d fucking well know if something horrific like that had happened to my girlfriend.

I know what rape does to a woman. I’ve seen it.

Fuck, I’ve felt it. I’ve felt a woman sobbing and shuddering in my arms, sunk in despair and pain after she was brutalized. JT is a shit, an abuser of women, and I’m not sure to what lengths he’d go anymore. But there’s no fucking way JT raped Sela in the past several weeks we’ve been together. I would have absolutely known something was wrong. You can’t hide something like that.

You can’t.

I know the only fix is time, and that’s not even a complete fix. A rape victim needs time and support and assurance. She needs love and the ability to work through the shame and humiliation. That shit doesn’t happen in days. It doesn’t happen in months.

It fucking happens in years.

And all of a sudden, something strikes out at me with such force and detailed clarity that I actually stagger back from the door a bit.

It’s a memory of Sela on the first night we met.

Sitting on a barstool and staring across the room at JT.

With anger.

I remember seeing it clearly on her face, and thinking it was odd that she’d be staring at him that way. I had assumed that night was the first time Sela had met JT, and that’s why it was so weird that she’d be looking at him that way.

Unless that wasn’t the first time they met.

“JT raped me.”

She didn’t say when, did she?

My mind races as I try to recall the last ten minutes of my life and I can’t pull forth anything. I can only remember her looking up at me, arm outstretched, as she said, JT raped me.

I assumed she meant since she and I had started up together. I assumed she was lying and inferring JT had done something nefarious, knowing my relationship with him has been strained and hoping I’d take her side over his. I immediately discounted her proclamation because I know what rape is, and there’s no way in hell that could have happened since we met.

But what if he fucking raped her long before she and I ever met? What if she was at that Sugar Bowl Mixer that night with the intent to confront her attacker?

That first night we were together. Sela’s juices on my mouth and her neck and chest flushed red from orgasm.

“That was the first time a man has made me have an orgasm.”

Sela had not been able to orgasm with a man before.

It had seemed impossible to me then, knowing a beautiful, sexy, and vibrant woman like Sela couldn’t attract a man who would bend over backward to make her come. No one could take one look at Sela lying on a bed, legs spread and eyes full of uncertainty but with a tinge of hope, and not do everything in his fucking power to make her come until she’s screaming his name out to the heavens.

A woman not achieving climax with a man.

That’s a serious sexual hang-up.

One that could be caused by being raped.

Everything hits me at once. I’m practically blinded by images and memories of the last few weeks, all little details that I can now piece together.

Sela’s not your typical Sugar Baby. It’s a ruse to get close to JT.

Sela’s naïve when it comes to sex.

The aloof nature with which she held herself away from me.

The moments of uncertainty I saw on her face when we were intimate.

That absolute antipathy she had for JT the few times they’ve been in the same room together.

The fact I’ve come to see that JT has the potential to really harm a woman.

“I swear to God, Beck…this is about JT,” she had cried out to me as I dragged her out of my condo.

Sela was raped by JT before we even met.

The absolute truth of that hits me square in the center of my chest with the force of a wrecking ball.

“F-u-u-u-u-u-ck,” I groan painfully as I lunge for the door, absolutely sickened by what I’ve just done.

I jerk it open, my eyes immediately going to the array of items that I vaguely remember flying out of Sela’s purse when I kicked it through the door. My head jerks to the right, toward the elevators, but she’s gone. Her purse is gone, and she’s gone, but she left behind all that shit that spilled out. My gaze drops down farther and I see the condo key with the blue rubber cover on the head of it.

It’s like a kick to my nuts seeing it lying at my feet.

“No, no, no, no,” I chant in agony as I squat to pick up the key. “Not you, Sela. This could not have happened to you. Not to my Sela.”

I don’t want to believe it because I literally don’t think I can stand to know Sela suffered that way. I don’t want to believe it because it makes me a monster for what I just did to her.

I stand up and pull my phone out of my pocket, quickly choosing Sela’s number at the top of my favorites list. On the second ring, I note that I can faintly hear a corresponding sound coming from the bedroom.

“Shit,” I mutter, and run back to our bedroom, where I see her phone lying on the nightstand beside the bed. I disconnect and look wildly about the room, trying to figure out what to do.

A quick glance down at my watch and I note that Sela couldn’t have been gone for more than five minutes, ten at the most. She could still be down at the next BART stop, waiting for public transit to whisk her away from me.

I snatch Sela’s phone from the nightstand and sprint for the front door. I pat my front pocket, relieved to feel my car key in there should I need it, and practically careen off the doorjamb as I try to cut into the hallway. I grab the knob and pull it shut hard behind me, not even stopping to lock up.

I have to catch Sela before she can get away.

Someone above is looking out for me because the elevator shows up within seconds. I jump in, jab the lobby button, and urge it to go faster. I start throwing up prayers to whoever may be listening to let me make this right with her. I’m so ashamed of the way I threw her out of my life, and how easily I discounted her claim of rape. It may be the worst mistake I’ve ever made, and I hope to God I can fix it.

When the elevator stops and the doors slide open with a soft whoosh, I bolt out and then turn left and dash for the front doors. I practically run over John, our doorman, and apologize to him as I hit the sidewalk.

The BART stop is one block down and half a block over, and luckily the sidewalks are fairly empty. It’s past the morning rush hour but it hasn’t hit lunchtime yet. I race around the corner of Mission and Fremont at a Mach 1 sprint, and my eyes immediately go to the bench in front of the bus stop. There’s only two people there waiting, and neither of them are Sela.

My chest heaving for air, I look both ways down the street, desperately hoping to catch a glimpse of her. I squint, peer hard…willing her to appear.

Fuck…I can’t even remember what she was wearing.

Totally fucking useless.

She’s gone and I know it, so I start a slower paced jog back to my building. I utter another apology to John as I brush past him into the lobby, head over to the service stairwell, and take the stairs down one more flight to the garage. Sela has to be going to her apartment and I can easily beat her there by driving. I’ll just be waiting at her front door for her, and hopefully by then I’ll have something monumental figured out to undo this clusterfuck I’ve created.
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TEN YEARS AGO…

“Bryce is such an asshole,” Whitney says as she leans her elbows on the rail bordering the upper level of the mall. It overlooks the food court below, and the smell of greasy burgers and stale Chinese food filter upward. My nose crinkles in disgust.

“Agreed,” I say as my eyes slowly roam around the upper level, checking out the action tonight. I’d already scanned the food court below, and nothing of interest was going on down there.

“He didn’t say why?” she asks.

“Nope,” I say calmly, although my stomach curdles when I think about the very public brush-off I got yesterday after school. Bryce and I had been dating for three months, and my face flushes with embarrassment when I think of all the proclamations of love I’d given him. He was my first real boyfriend in high school and I had fallen head over heels.

Bryce was very tall with sunny good looks that would have been common in Southern California, but only made him stand out like a beacon in our school in Menlo Park. He was the star of our basketball team, every girl wanted to be with him, and every boy wanted to be him. Some of the best days of my life were spent just strutting through the hallways between periods, my hand grasped tightly in his as he’d walk me to my next class.

It was like a dream, and I was giddy, and happy, and in love.

And then he crushed me by dumping me after school in the parking lot standing outside the driver’s door of his Mustang, surrounded by his buddies. I thought he’d be driving me home as he did every day after school since basketball season was over. Instead, he simply told me, “Listen, Sela…I want to break up.”

I was stunned, and sure I heard him wrong. “What?”

“It’s the end of my senior year. I’m heading off to college in a few months. I don’t want to be tied down, especially not with a girl as young as you. You’re not going to be able to hang with me and it will just be awkward, you know?”

No, I didn’t know.

I didn’t understand at all.

“But I’m sixteen,” I told him lamely.

“Tomorrow you’ll be sixteen,” he pointed out, and one of his friends snickered loudly. At least Bryce had the grace to shoot him a dirty look and a small shake of his head.

“And you’re breaking up with me the day before my birthday,” I said in wonder and not to him in particular, and not a question either. Just a statement as to his douchiness.

Bryce just shrugged and reached for his car door. But then, as an afterthought, he said, “Look…you’re a nice kid and everything…”

I tuned him out as I turned and walked away. That’s all I needed to hear from him.

He thought I was a kid.

And now my eyes roam the busy Saturday night floors of the mall, bustling with shoppers and teens just hanging out, looking to have some fun. My eyes cut over to the Gap, directly across from me, and I see three guys walk out. All in jeans, T-shirts…look about my age, maybe a little older. Two of the guys are okay, but one is really cute. He’s carrying a bag in his hand and laughs at something one of his friends says. He then pauses, takes his phone out of his back pocket, and answers it. His eyes travel left as he talks with a smile on his face, sweeps across the expanse of the mall, and then his gaze lands right on me.

While he converses with whoever is on the other line, he stares at me…lips quirked upward and eyes bright with interest. I smile back at him, conveying interest because he’s really, really cute with light brown hair that’s worn a bit long and what looks to be brown eyes.

My pulse starts fluttering when he ends the call, says something to his friends without taking his eyes off me, then starts heading my way across the bridge that connects to the opposite sides of the second story.

Whitney is rambling on about Bryce, something about wanting to crush his nuts in a vise, but I don’t pay attention to her. He gets closer, his friends following a few steps behind him.

I can tell the minute that Whitney sees him because her voice trails off with a soft, “Oh, wow.”

“Hey,” he says when he stops a few feet from me. His eyes cut to Whitney and then back to me. While he doesn’t overtly check me out, I can tell he likes what he sees. I’m thankful for my most flattering jeans and my mom’s red heels I stole out of her bedroom before I left, hiding them in my large purse while walking out the door in sedate black flats. Those now reside in my bag and the red heels add four inches to my height.

“Hey,” I say back, my eyes cutting down to his bag. “Good shopping?”

He shrugs, and it’s very cool, I think. “Just killing time. We’re getting ready to head out to a party.”

“Cool,” I say, hoping I sound cool and not lame.

“I’m Dallas,” he says, and then nods to his friends. “That’s David and Blake.”

I turn slightly and grab Whitney’s hand, pulling her forward to stand beside me. “This is Whitney…my best friend.”

Dallas nods to her and his buddies turn away from us, both checking out their phones. Neither one of them looked at Whitney twice, which I don’t get. She’s really pretty with auburn hair and soft brown eyes.

But then Dallas makes me forget that when he leans in toward me and says, “Want to go to the party with us?”

“Where is it?” I ask casually, trying not to sound excited.

But I’m so excited. This is exactly what I was looking for tonight. Some type of validation that I’m interesting and worthy of a man’s notice.

“It’s over in Atherton,” he says. “Some rich dude’s house. My sister goes to college with him.”

The way he says “rich dude” leads me to believe that Dallas is not rich himself, but that doesn’t bother me. He’s very cute and he looks at me like he doesn’t see a kid.

“Sounds fun,” I chirp at him. “Right, Whitney?”

“Um, I can’t,” Whitney says. “My curfew’s at ten P.M.”

Bummer. My parents said I could stay out until midnight since it was my birthday.

“Excuse me a minute,” I say to Dallas, and pull Whitney five paces away. I lean in toward her and whisper, “Come on, Whitney. I really want to go. Call your mom and tell her you’re staying the night with me.”

She shakes her head and looks at me with worried eyes. “No way. Last time we tried that and got busted, I was grounded for a week. And besides…we don’t know these guys.”

My eyes cut over to Dallas, who is looking down at his phone.

So freakin’ cute. Way cuter than Bryce.

“He’s nice,” I say. “And it will be fun, and besides…it’s my birthday. The birthday girl gets to do what she wants.”

“No, Sela,” she says adamantly. “I don’t want to get in trouble, and you shouldn’t go off with strangers. It’s dangerous.”

Something deep in my brain acknowledges the truth of this statement, but I push it aside. I’m sixteen, a hot guy is interested in me, and I want to see what the night holds. I’m feeling adventurous and a little vindictive, imagining having fun on my birthday with Dallas and relishing in being able to show up at some function in the near future with him on my arm and Bryce being jealous.

“I’m going,” I tell Whitney resolutely. “And I really wish you’d come.”

“Sela, don’t,” she implores me.

Turning away from her, I tell Dallas, “I have to be home by midnight. I live in Belle Haven.”

“Not a problem,” he says with a charming grin, and it wouldn’t be. It’s only a few miles away, and if worse came to worst, I could always cab it. I had the cash that Mom and Dad gave me for my birthday celebration with Whitney and so far, we’d only bought an ice cream tonight.

“Last chance,” I say resolutely to Whitney with my head tilted to the side.

“This is not a good idea,” she warns me, but my decision is made.

Impulsively, I reach out and hug her. “I’ll be fine.”

She gives me a wan smile but it doesn’t really project. She’s worried and miffed I’m doing this, but I’m too filled with excitement to even care at this point. I turn toward Dallas and I’m beyond giddy when he takes my hand in his.

“Come on, gorgeous,” he says as we start to walk away. “This will be a night to remember.”

I totally know it will. Grandiose ideas fill my head of Dallas coming by my school to see me; maybe taking me to the spring dance. I swear I won’t strut too much as we walk by Bryce and his mouth hangs open in disbelief. I look over my shoulder to see Whitney chewing on her bottom lip with worry, and I wave. She doesn’t return it.

We all exit the mall to the upper-level parking garage, Dallas holding my hand while David and Blake walk ahead of us. They lead us over to a later-model Nissan that’s got dark tinted windows, multiple stickers on the bumper, and a huge dent in the rear quarter panel. Blake takes the driver’s door, David the front passenger, and Dallas and I crawl into the backseat.

“So, this party is supposed to be in some mansion or some shit; mostly college kids, but no one will say shit to us,” Dallas tells me. “We’re all eighteen.”

Not me, I think, but I’m not about to tell him that. He doesn’t ask, and I’m thankful.

Blake starts the car and a rap song I don’t recognize comes on.

David drums his hands on the dashboard in quick succession and yells, “Yeah…spark that owl.”

Dallas laughs and pops his hand on the back of David’s headrest. “Hand me a stick, man.”

I’m lost already, no clue what they’re talking about. David reaches into the glove compartment, pulls something out, and hands it over his head to Dallas.

He takes it, reaches into his front pocket, and pulls out a lighter. Then he puts a thin white joint to his mouth and lights it. I stare in fascination as his cheeks hollow and the cherry on the end glows bright. It’s not the first joint I’ve seen, because hell, the kids in my neighborhood stroll around in broad daylight smoking them, but it is the first time I’ve been in such close proximity.

Dallas holds the smoke in his lungs and exhales slowly, before passing it over to me with a wink. “Want a hit?”

I know I should pay attention to the warning bells going off inside my head, and the small tingle of fear in my belly, but then I think of Bryce calling me a kid and I know without a doubt I don’t want to be viewed that way.

Besides…it’s my sixteenth birthday and I deserve to have some fun. “You’ll get me home by midnight, right?”

“Absolutely,” he says with a broad grin.

I can’t help it as I smile back, I take the joint from his hand, and bring it to my lips.

—

PRESENT TIME…

“That will be fifty dollars,” the cab driver says, jolting me out of my memories. I turn my head to the right and see the familiar gray house of my childhood.

I pull my one and only credit card out of my wallet and swipe it through the digital reader attached to the seat in front of me. I wait for it to process and add a 15 percent tip, realizing that for the first time in forever I can use my card without worrying that it’s going to max out.

Thanks, Beck. I really appreciate all the money you’ve given me to pay for school. It means I can actually afford things like a long cab ride out to Belle Haven.

I thank the cabbie and exit the vehicle, trudging up the sidewalk. I’m weary and I’m sad and this is the only place I thought to come. My apartment is foreign to me, having left that life firmly behind when I committed to moving in with Beck. It didn’t seem right to go there, and all I could think about was crawling into my bed and sleeping away my misery.

Tomorrow I’d look at things with a fresh eye and a clear heart, and figure out where to go from there. I suppose I’d need to go back to my apartment, and hope that Beck will quickly deliver my clothes so I can have something to wear. I also need my phone, and I have class tomorrow at one P.M., but I’m thinking of skipping. Right now my heart isn’t into anything except sleep.

I pull my keys out, locate the one I need, and open the door. Dad and Maria are both at work, and I’m glad. I don’t think I can handle the questions that would inevitably come as to why I was showing up out of the blue in the middle of the day. I’ll deal with them when they get home.

For now, I drop my purse onto the small side table beside the couch, dumping my keys inside. I walk back to my bedroom, which really doesn’t look like my bedroom anymore. It still has my bed and dresser, but nothing left of the high school girl who once lived here. Maria’s sewing machine sits on my old desk where I used to write in my journal.

I toe off my shoes and pull the covers back on the bed. I crawl in, pull them up over my head, and close my eyes. I try not to think of Beck, but that’s virtually impossible. He was so many things to me in such a short period of time. He was a new life.

A fresh start.

A possibility I thought I’d never have.

But right now, he’s the man who just broke me.
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I pull up to William Halstead’s house in Belle Haven, put the car in park, and cut the ignition. My pulse is hammering, my throat is dry, and my palms are sweating.

That’s because Sela’s in that house and I have no clue if I can fix what I just so carelessly broke several hours ago.

I’ve been going out of my mind all day with worry about her. I went to her apartment and I waited.

For three hours.

She never showed.

I went back to the condo, hoping she’d come there.

She never came.

At my wit’s end, I dialed information and got the home number for William Halstead. Thank fuck he had a landline in a day and age when most people only had cell phones. I called three times, hanging up each time the answering machine came on. He finally answered an hour ago.

“Hello,” he’d said in a booming voice.

“William…it’s Beck North,” I feel compelled to identify myself because even though we’ve met that one time before, he probably wouldn’t recognize my voice.

“Beck…nice to hear from you,” he said jovially, and by the tone of his voice I could tell Sela wasn’t there. He’d never greet me so nicely otherwise.

“Listen…I’m looking for Sela,” I told him, not wanting to beat around the bush. “We had a fight. A bad one, and I can’t find her.”

“I just walked in, but she’s not here,” he said, his tone going from amiable to worried. “When did you last see her?”

“Around ten thirty this morning.”

“Did you try calling—” he started to ask, but then said, “Wait a minute. Her purse is on the table.”

I held my breath and couldn’t hear anything. Several seconds passed, and then he was back on the line, his tone low. “She’s in her room…sleeping. What’s going on?”

“I’m on my way there,” I told him, ignoring his question.

“Beck,” William said with worry. “What’s going on?”

“That’s for Sela to tell you, not me. But I’ll be there in less than an hour.” I cannot tell him how that clusterfuck went down, because I have no clue if he knows his daughter was raped. That’s not my place to tell him that.

Silence, then a soft sigh. “Okay. See you soon.”

I hung up, ran out of my condo, and hightailed it down to the garage. Rush hour was winding down but it was hell getting out of San Francisco.

And despite the fact I just had an hour to try to perfect my apology, I was as lost as I’ve ever been in my life. I have no clue how to make up for the fact that I was a supreme douche, and that I pretty much called her a liar about her rape. I can only hope that Sela has a forgiving heart and she lets me try to make it up to her, because I don’t know what I’ll do if I can’t have her in my life.

My progress is slow as I make my way up to the house. William has apparently been watching out for me, because he opens the front door and steps out onto the porch, his hands tucked into his pockets. I stop at the end of the walkway and look up at him.

“Is she okay?” I ask hesitantly.

“No clue,” William says, pinning me with a hard look. “I woke her up after you called. I told her you were coming but she’s stayed in her room. I’m giving her space.”

“I can’t give her space right now,” I tell him firmly. No fucking way am I leaving without talking to her.

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea—”

“William.” I cut him off. “I was here just three days ago, eating dinner in your house. You told me that Sela sometimes withdraws into herself. You told me if I ever caught her doing that, I had to pull her right back out again. So that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“She can be fragile sometimes,” he says softly.

“That’s not something I respected about her today,” I tell him with bruising honesty. Sela may want her dad to know exactly what went down and I’m prepared for this bear of a man to try to whip my ass for it. “But I swear to you, I understand that now and I’m going to treat her with the care she deserves. I just need to talk to her.”

“Did you hurt her?” His voice is hoarse and pained.

“Badly,” I admit.

William’s eyes get wet and his gaze slides away from me and out to the street. He swallows hard, takes a deep breath, and looks back at me. “Sela’s had immense suffering in her life. She’s—”

“I know,” I tell him, because by those words it’s clear to me that William Halstead knows his daughter was raped and he’s suffered for it as well.

“You know?” he asks with surprise.

“Yes, and I handled it badly. I hurt her badly. So I’m begging you, William…please let me go in there and beg her forgiveness. Let me show her I can be a good man. Let me take responsibility for my wrongs and give me the chance to make it right for her. At the least, she deserves to know how very sorry I am.”

He raises a meaty hand and scrubs his fingers through his hair, scratches at the back of his neck in contemplation. Finally, he nods and steps to the side of the porch, giving me silent permission to enter.

I expect him to snarl words of warning, or threaten to throw me out if I upset her, but he merely says ever so quietly, “Please make it right for her.”

“I will,” I say confidently, even though I’m scared shitless that I’ll never see Sela look at me again with warmth, care, or desire.

The house is quiet when I walk in and I assume Maria’s not here. I walk back to Sela’s room and don’t bother to knock on the door. I twist the knob and slowly open it, peering into the gloom. The lights are off, and the only way I can see Sela’s bed is from an outdoor light that’s on right outside of her room and illuminating the front yard. The glow filters in through the open blinds and I can see Sela laying on the bed, on her side, curled into a ball. My heart squeezes in pain over her attempt to crawl into herself.

There’s enough ambient light that I make my way over to the side of her bed, reaching out to turn on the small lamp on her desk as I walk by it. My gaze locks on her and I’m surprised to find her staring straight at me, her blue eyes flat and empty.

Three more steps and I’m beside the bed. I kneel down on the carpeted floor, restraining myself from reaching out to her. Her face is blank, not a drop of emotion showing, but her eyes are slightly red, which tells me she’s been crying.

I take a breath, let it out, and tell her, “You were raped by JT.”

It’s an emphatic statement. Not a question, not a guess, not a possibility. It’s fact. It’s truth.

So I acknowledge it.

She doesn’t respond, but I don’t want her to. I have so much more to say and I’m afraid her next words may very well be to tell me to get out.

So I press on. “It took only moments after I slammed that door in your face for it to sink in. Penetrate the truth of what you were saying. For me to believe you unequivocally. But you were already gone.”

Another breath, and I quickly press forward, needing to explain my bad behavior before I could request absolution.

“Sela…you don’t know much about my past, and if you give me the chance, I want to tell you all about it, but just know this…I couldn’t even focus on what you were saying to me. It’s like your words weren’t punching through the anger, and I’m so fucking sorry for how much anger there was. My past has shaped me, and one of my weaknesses is a lack of tolerance for dishonesty. I couldn’t see past you being in my office. I reacted so badly, and I’m ashamed and sickened of what I did to you. I have no excuse though…not really. I should have given you time to explain. I should have trusted there was an explanation. And when you told me that JT raped you, it truly just didn’t seem possible to me. I thought you were talking about since you and I had met, and I just knew that wasn’t the case. Knew it in my gut. But then quickly, I started thinking about everything I knew about you, and I remembered how you looked at JT that day you walked up to him at that Sugar Bowl Mixer. That look on your face. You hated him, and I realized…you had been raped by him. It had just happened long before you and I ever met, right?”

I don’t wait for her confirmation, but I do lean forward a little closer to her as she stares at me. I don’t think she’s even blinked once during my story.

“I ran out of the condo after you, not five fucking minutes after you left. I couldn’t find you. I went to your apartment and waited forever. I went back to the condo, hoping like hell you’d come back. I finally tracked you down here, and I had to come and tell you how very sorry I am for acting so harshly and not believing you. You have to know I’m going to beg your forgiveness after we talk, but please know this…I’ll never forgive myself for what I did. I care about you so—”

“How did you know in your gut?” she asks softly, her first words to me, and I almost shudder in relief just from hearing her sweet voice. It’s like music to my ears.

“Know in my gut?” I ask, confused.

“You said you knew in your gut I couldn’t have been raped by JT since we’d met.”

I hold nothing back, because if Sela grants me with her grace and forgives me, there aren’t going to be any fucking secrets between us. “Caroline was raped,” I say softly, and she gasps in response.

“Oh no,” she says, sitting up slightly and leaning on her arm to peer at me. “Caroline?”

I nod, my heart twisting over the shit my sister’s been through. “I’ve seen the hell a woman goes through right after. You weren’t going through that, so I finally figured out…he had to have raped you a long time ago. Not to say you don’t continually live with it day in and day out, but I’ve also seen how the healing can occur, and how you can move on with life. You clearly were doing that too. With me. It just finally made sense that you were talking about sometime in the past with JT.”

She gives a tiny nod and drops her gaze from mine, her fingers plucking absently at the sheet. “It was ten years ago.”

“I am so sorry, baby,” I say, and I bring my hands to rest on the edge of the mattress. My voice cracks, almost deserts me, when I say, “I’m so fucking sorry, Sela. I can’t stand to know you were hurt like that. It’s tearing me up and I want to do something to make you feel better, but I don’t know what to do other than beg you to let me try.”

She drops her gaze again, her brows furrowing inward with consternation. For a moment, I know what I did was so heinous I feel like she just starts to slip away from me, but then her eyes snap back up to mine in question. “Do you really believe me?”

“That JT raped you?” I ask, but I know that’s what she wants to know. “Yes. I absolutely believe you and I’m so fucking sorry that I wasn’t telling you that immediately when you said it. I was just so angry about finding you in my office.”

“But I was in your office. I stole your key, made a copy, and was searching through your office,” she says with a pointed look.

“You forgive me Sela for what I did and you get a fucking pass on my office. In fact, you can look through anything in there you want.”

And Christ above answering my prayers, she smiles at me. It’s small and quite thin, but it’s genuine.

She pushes up further on her arm, leans in toward me. “You hurt me.”

“Yes,” I whisper, my breath now frozen in my lungs as I await her verdict.

“Don’t do it again.”

“Never,” I vow.

“It’s actually a good thing,” she says softly, and her hand slides across the bed to rest on mine. “That you hurt me.”

I blink at her in surprise, my wrist turning so I can clutch her fingers. “Excuse me?”

“For me to be hurt like that, it means I cared for you deeply, otherwise your reaction wouldn’t have mattered to me.”

I grip her her tighter, almost afraid to hope.

“And for you to be so angry,” she continues. “To the point where you weren’t even really understanding what I was trying to tell you…Well, I guess that speaks to the same thing. You had feelings for me you felt were betrayed.”

“Yes, but that’s no excuse for—”

“Beck,” Sela cuts me off, leaning closer to me. She rests her forehead on mine before whispering, “I’m tired, and I’d really like to go home to our condo.”

“Thank fuck,” I mutter before surging up and onto the mattress, pulling her hard into my arms. She presses her face into my chest, her arms wrapping around me, and I feel like I can finally breathe for the first time in hours.
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The ride back to San Francisco is quiet but there’s no tension. I don’t have the stamina to hold on to it, and I don’t have the strength to consider what’s happened today. Beck holds my hand tightly, still expertly navigating his Audi through the darkness. Rush hour is over and the ride into the city goes by quickly.

Despite what I did to him today. Despite what he did to me. Despite what he’s learned, despite the pain we’ve both caused, the silence is comfortable and unassuming. I know we have to talk, and I know he needs details. But God…I dread giving him the details. I know deep down the only reason Beck appears so calm right now is because he’s in shock over what he’s learned today, and I suspect still mired in guilt for the way he treated me. When he learns the whole truth of what happened to me…when he gets those terrible, sordid details…he’s going to go ballistic. I just know it.

I need details too, because Beck’s seen the devastation that rape can cause a woman. He’s lived through it with Caroline, and despite the ache I constantly carry around due solely to that one hideous night of my life, my thoughts keep coming back to Caroline and the horror that she shares with me. I tried a survivor’s therapy group about six months after my first hospitalization, and by the third session, I knew it wasn’t for me. I didn’t want to share what happened to me, and I didn’t want to know what happened to the other women. Much of that had to do with the fact that I really didn’t know what happened to me.

I had flash memories that I didn’t realize were memories, but rather suspected they were nightmares. Vivid splashes of images and feelings that I thought were nothing more than my mind playing horrid tricks on me. The doctors explained that Rohypnol, in addition to relaxing me to the point where I wouldn’t have been able to fight my attackers, causes partial amnesia. I existed in a world where I couldn’t separate fact from fiction. It meant that I could give precious little in the way of valid information to the police to help them pursue my attackers.

I had no clue where Dallas and his friends had taken me, so the police couldn’t investigate. I was too high to pay attention. I didn’t even know Dallas and his friends’ full names, no clue where they were from, or how the police could locate them. I had very little memory I could provide about what happened before I was given a drink laced with a date rape drug called Rohypnol, and that was due to the sole fact that I was stoned out of my mind when we arrived at the party. It was tremendously embarrassing to admit those things to the officers while my parents listened. They never showed an ounce of disappointment in me, which was a blessing, because the weight of my own self-hatred for putting myself in that situation was crippling.

So I had just tiny clips of moving images, almost like I was watching a movie in bed while on the verge of going to sleep. Not sure what I was seeing, not sure if I had seen it before, and completely clueless about whether it really happened at all. The only solid proof the police had that I had been raped was the blood in my underwear, the tears and bruises in my most private places, and the semen in my hair. Obviously, there was no match to the DNA in any criminal database, which meant my attackers didn’t have criminal records.

So the case was dropped for lack of evidence, and I was left to rebuild my life around a crime that would never be solved.

Beck pulls into the garage of the Millennium Tower and inches into his reserved space. He opens my door and takes my hand to help me out of the passenger seat. His touch is warm, dry, and comforting as we make our way up to the penthouse.

The minute we step inside, I have an immediate burst of relief mixed with a touch of uncertainty.

I mean…where do we even go from here?

But Beck is Beck, and he takes charge. I suspect this is due to his experience in handling Caroline, and while the crimes against me are not fresh, the memories of them tonight are.

He pulls me down the hallway to our bedroom, right into the bathroom. Releasing my hand, he kneels beside the large garden tub and starts to fill it with hot water. He opens a bottle of my bubble bath and pours in a generous amount. I tuck my hands into my pockets, watching him test the heat of the water and make adjustments before standing up and wiping his hands on a towel.

Turning to me, he places his hands on my cheeks and leans in to kiss my forehead. “I suspect you’ll tell me you’re not hungry, but I’m going to make some soup for you all the same. And some tea. Get in the bath, take your time, and just relax.”

I nod, because that sounds nice and it also gives me time to prepare for the inevitable talk I know we need to have. My hands go to the navy blue sweater I’m wearing, pulling it up and over my head. Beck watches me for a minute, his eyes warm and tender, but completely lacking in desire. This comforts me for the moment, and I drop the sweater to the marble floor.

Beck turns, walks back into the bedroom, and within a few moments, he’s back again. He places one of his folded white T-shirts on the vanity with a pair of my panties on top. Turning to the back of the door, he pulls his robe off the hook and lays it at the foot of the tub. Another kiss to my temple while his hand wraps around the back of my neck, and he turns to leave.

“Beck?” I say quietly.

“Yeah, baby,” he returns softly.

“I’m going to tell you everything.”

“I’m ready to hear it when you’re ready to tell it.” His eyes are sad but reassuring. “I’ll help you. I can’t make it right, but I’ll make it better. I promise. And I have things I need to tell you too.”

I wonder if he’d help me kill JT. I wonder exactly how strong his loyalty will be to me.

I wonder exactly how in the hell he’ll be able to look JT in the face tomorrow at work.

“Now get in the bath. I’ll come check on you in a bit,” he instructs me.

“Okay,” I whisper, and watch as he gives me one more sad smile and walks out of the bathroom.

—

My eyes open, blinking against the harsh morning light streaming in through the wall of windows to my left. I rub my eyes, try to clear the fuzziness from my head left over from an incredibly exhausting day yesterday, and turn my head to the right. Beck’s side of the bed is empty and the covers are pushed to the side. There’s an indentation in his pillows, so it appears he slept here last night, although I don’t have any recollection.

Then it comes back to me.

My bath.

Eating about half a bowl of soup before pushing it away.

Drinking the cup of chamomile tea he had prepared for me.

Taking my hand…pulling me up from the dining table.

Leading me to our bed and pulling back the covers.

Crawling in behind me, still wearing jeans and a white T-shirt, his lavender button-down discarded. “Let me just hold you. We can talk when you’re ready.”

My eyes closing and then…bright morning sunlight.

Sitting up, I push the sheet and blanket off me, swing my legs to the side, and stand up. I stretch, feeling well rested and strangely at peace for the moment. It’s almost as if the events of yesterday created a massive purge of emotion in my system; the releasing of a huge and terrible secret to Beck; his acceptance and support. He doesn’t know a single detail of what happened to me. He has no clue about the holes in my memory, or my murderous revenge plot. He’s known me for all of a month and caught me breaking into his office, and yet he accepted my word about his partner and friend raping me. Beck brought me home last night, bathed and fed me, and then let me fall asleep in his arms.

Yes, I feel strangely at peace with absolutely no agenda for where I go next other than to find Beck and tell him my full story.

I use the bathroom, wash my hands, and brush my teeth. I pull my hair up into a ponytail and consider putting on a pair of sweatpants, but then dismiss the idea. I don’t forget the fact that Beck crawled into bed with me last night fully dressed, something that he’s never done before. He was handling me with care, treating me like a fragile glass bowl. My heart aches with the memory of what he told me last night.

Caroline was raped.

He’s been through this, and right now, after the harsh realities of everything that happened yesterday, he’s not quite sure how to handle intimacy with me. While the past twenty-four hours have dredged up some painful shit for both of us, it hasn’t changed my want or desire for him. Beck suddenly knowing I was raped doesn’t make me protective of my body. I gave that to him with no boundaries the minute we dispensed with condoms, and I’m not willing to give that up now that I’ve found it. I’m also not willing for him to have doubts or insecurities about my abilities to engage with some deep, no-holds-barred fucking the way we have been doing quite nicely.

So I leave the sweatpants behind and pad out of the bedroom in his white T-shirt that smells just like Beck, and my matching white panties.

My eyes hit the kitchen as I reach the end of the hallway but it’s empty. They slide left taking in an empty couch, before finally landing on Beck, who is sitting on the floor, his back up against the eastern window. He’s still dressed in his jeans and T-shirt, his bare feet planted on the wood flooring and his knees raised. His arms are looped around his shins and he stares back at me with warm eyes.

“Morning,” he says quietly.

“Good morning,” I say, my voice still a little rough with heavy sleep. “What are you doing?”

“Just waiting for you to get up. Figured you needed the sleep.”

“How long have you been up?”

Beck raises his arm, twists his wrist to look at his watch. “A few hours.”

My gaze goes to the mahogany and silver pendulum mantel clock over the fireplace and I see it’s just past seven A.M. I look back at Beck and see his face is haggard, his eyes red with lack of sleep. He looks wary.

He looks scared.

He also sees me taking this all in and his face morphs into a tender smile as he pushes up off the floor. Immediately, he’s removed the vulnerability I just witnessed, a brief moment where I now know that he’s taken the weight of my problems onto his shoulders because he cares for me.

“Let’s make you some tea,” he says almost brusquely. He walks over to me, places his hands on my shoulders, and gives me a chaste kiss on my cheek.

Beck starts to pull away, but my hands shoot out, grasp on the backs of his arms, and I hold him in place. I raise up on tiptoes and place my lips to his. His breath blows out almost in a shudder and I press against him, open my mouth so his opens, and I give him a penetrating kiss.

A soft groan rumbles in his chest, and his tongue slips in my mouth as his arms drop to circle my waist. He pulls me in so our bodies are melded, angles his head, and deepens the connection. My heart soars that he accepts what I’m offering, and I’m content to let his mouth move against mine for a few intimate moments.

We mutually break and he brings one hand to my cheek. “You sleep okay?”

“Yeah,” I say softly. “I’m good.”

He smiles, takes my hand, and leads me into the kitchen. I lean up against the counter while he puts the kettle on to boil. He doesn’t bother with coffee for himself, and I know he’s already had his one cup for the day as evidenced by the empty mug in the sink. I watch him in silence, admiring the way his T-shirt pulls across the muscles of his back, his trim waist, and his fantastic ass in his jeans. I flush with desire, which seems more pervasive and consuming than it ever has before. I think this may be because Beck and I are very different to each other this very morning. Right now, he knows almost everything, and he didn’t run.

He took care of me and continues to do so right now as he makes my tea.

When he has it prepared with just a small splash of skim milk, he turns and hands it to me. “What do you want to do today?”

It’s a given he’s not going in to work. I know he’s not going to leave my side until he fully understands everything about me, why I came into his life, and what my agenda is. I also know, deep down, he’s not prepared to handle what the fallout will mean as far as JT is concerned. I expect Beck’s emotions are going to be bubbling with unexpressed fury by the time I’m done, and I brace myself that I’ll need to control him so he doesn’t act out rashly.

I know enough about Beck to know his relationship with JT is over, and I’m worried about the fallout regarding The Sugar Bowl. While bringing JT down is still on my agenda, I also feel an overwhelming need to make sure Beck is protected when it all shakes out.

“We should talk,” I tell him before blowing on my tea to cool it.

“Yeah,” he says quietly. “I need to know everything.”
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I need to know everything. Every last sordid detail so I can truly understand Sela and there will be no more walls and secrets between us. I need to hear the absolute truth, and then I need to move quickly to make things right.

Still, my stomach rolls with anxiety, as I know what I’m getting ready to hear is probably going to destroy me. The pain I bore for Caroline was different. I was her rock…the pillar of strength she used to get through her ordeal.

Sela’s done most of that without me. While it’s obvious she has an agenda with regard to JT, shit got ripped open wide yesterday and I know she’s hurting again. Not only because of what happened to her, but mostly because of the callous way in which I handled it.

Turning from me, Sela walks into the living room. She puts her cup of tea on the coffee table and sits on one end of the white suede couch, curling her feet up underneath her. Legs bare, her breasts outlined against my T-shirt that dips low from the V-cut, she looks stunningly sexy. Yet I feel terrible for looking at her that way. I have no right, really.

Not right at this moment. 

I follow her into the living room and she watches me as I round the couch. But rather than sit next to her, or even on the opposite end, I walk over to the window again. Tucking my hands into my pockets, I stare out over the bay, and I find comfort in the distance, which is odd, I know.

My internal instincts push me to walk over, pick Sela up, and settle her on my lap. I want to wrap my arms around her, open my ears, and let her pour her heart out in the safety of my embrace.

Yet I need these few feet between us complete with a coffee table barrier. Because although I want to wrap myself around her so she knows she’ll never get hurt again, I’ve also got a rumbling vibration of violence settling deep in the pit of my stomach now that I know she’s getting ready to lay it all out.

I turn my head over my shoulder and look at her. She smiles at me in understanding, leans forward, and pulls her cup of tea into her hands. When she curls it in toward her chest to hold the warmth against her, she murmurs, “Where do you want me to start?”

My heart cramps as I turn to face her fully. I rock up onto my toes, rock backward in a move of nervous energy. “From the beginning, I guess.”

Sela takes a sip, looking abnormally composed. She leans forward, sets the tea on the table, and leans back against the cushions. With her hands folded in her lap, she tilts her chin up and says, “I was sixteen. It was my birthday.”

My breath rushes out between my teeth, making a hissing sound. Her eyes soften and she gives me a knowing smile.

She fucking smiles at me to give me comfort.

My heart squeezes again, and I almost take a step toward her, but her next words stop me dead in my tracks.

“It was my fault, really.”

“No fucking way,” I snarl, my hands coming out of my pockets and clenching into fists.

She holds her hand up, palm out to me in a sign of quiet. My mouth snaps shut.

“Just listen,” she whispers.

I force my hands to unclench, and so they don’t do it again, I hook my thumbs in my pockets and lock my knees for stability.

“My boyfriend had just broken up with me the day before. He was a few years older and thought I was just a kid. I was hurt, as only a sixteen-year-old could be who had all kinds of silly, romantic notions in her head and was eager to prove herself as a woman.”

I can’t stand it. Laying this…this…blame on herself. I turn slightly from her and take a few paces while she talks.

“I went to the mall with my best friend the night of my birthday. Met a cute boy.”

“JT?” I can’t help the growl coming out of my mouth as I pivot, pace a few steps the other way as I stare at her.

She drops her gaze to her lap and shakes her head with a wry smile. “No. Just a cute boy that I foolishly thought would be just the ticket I needed to prove that I was worthy of notice. I left my bestie behind and went with him and some friends to a party. We got stoned on the way there. My first time ever smoking pot, and I was out of it. Had no clue where they even took me, but it was a huge mansion and it was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen. Filled with young people, mostly college students. I had a cute boy with his arm around my shoulder, I was stoned out of my mind, and laughing my ass off. I thought it was the best thing ever.”

I halt because her last words have an ominous ring to them.

“What happened?”

She lifts her eyes to mine. “The cute boy found a prettier girl than me, and soon I was left all alone. That pissed me off, hurt my feelings. Made me feel terrible and lonely. I thought about leaving, but then…”

Sela hesitates, gives a slight cough, and continues with more strength in her voice. “But then I had the attention of another cute boy. Older. College age, I guess. He flirted with me, told me how beautiful I was. Talked about college and frat parties, and hinted that maybe we could go out together. So I turned the flirting charm back onto him. I batted my eyes, stuck my chest out, did whatever I could to prove that I could hang with an older crowd. That I was mature and worldly, and it was so stupid, but I even thought…screw the boy I’d come with. He was just a boy. This was a man. A college guy that was interested in me. I even thought about how he’d take me to spring dance, and my ex-boyfriend would be so jealous. I let him kiss me, and rub his hand on my ass. I pressed into him, and although I really didn’t know what I was doing, he liked it and it made me bolder.”

“Not your fault,” I whisper hoarsely, and she gives me an accommodating nod.

“Maybe not,” she whispers back. Another clearing of her throat, and her voice is strong again. “At any rate, I don’t know how much time passed. I was given beer. We hung out. We danced. I was having the time of my life and all I could keep thinking was that this was the best birthday ever.”

She stops, her story hitting a wall. Her gaze drops back to her lap and her fingers work in a nervous twining around each other. I wait her out, knowing that she’s getting to the horror part of her story, and I swallow against the bile building up in my throat.

When she finally looks at me again, her eyebrows are drawn inward in frustration. “Then I don’t remember much of anything. Bits and pieces. Tiny flashes of images, sounds, smells.”

“I don’t need details,” I tell her softly. Begging her, perhaps, not to tell me the details.

“But you do,” she argues simply, and doesn’t give me room to argue back. “There were three of them. I can’t remember a lot, but I’m sure there were three.”

“Sela,” I whisper. A simple statement of remorse and pain that three men violated her. This was worse than I ever could have imagined.

She pins me with a direct stare, her chin coming up higher in a pose of absolute defiance of the horror that befell her. “The first one took my virginity. I was so out of it I don’t even think I felt pain, but I remember him grunting on top of me. The next one wanted me to suck his dick, but was afraid I’d bite him, so he raped my ass.”

“No,” I wheeze out, the air burning my chest as it’s expelled.

Her chin goes higher. “Then JT was on me while someone else held me down. I remember panties stuffed in my mouth so I couldn’t scream, but honestly…I didn’t have the strength to. I just laid there…and took it.”

I hunch over, hands to my knees, and stare at the floor as I swallow hard…willing myself not to scream or throw up.

“I only have flashes…snippets of scenes. He pulled out of me, removed the panties, and came in my mouth. Put his hand over my nose and mouth and made me swallow it. That is one of the clearer memories.”

I lurch upward, the room spinning and my vision going dark for a moment until I become focused on the front door to the condo. I bolt toward it, snarling, “I’m going to fucking kill him. Going to beat him to a bloody pulp.”

Sela flies off the couch and steps in my way, hands coming firmly to my chest. I look down at her, see the strength and resistance in her eyes, and my hands clap to her wrists. Not in an effort to push her away, but with burning need to pull her into me. My arms wrap around her upper back and I hunch my shoulders so I come protectively around her.

“I’m going to kill him,” I whisper, my throat burning and tears stinging my eyes.

“No, you’re not,” she says softly, her own hands moving to my lower back and pressing in. She rubs slow circles, willing me to calm down. But all I can imagine is my fists pummeling into JT’s face, until his nose breaks, then smashes, then becomes obliterated until he starts to drown in his own blood. I’m going to hold my hand over his nose and mouth and I’m not going to let up until his lungs suffocate with blood.

“Calm down,” she murmurs, rubbing harder at my back. “You need to hear it all.”

“I can’t,” I croak out, sniffing in deeply and blinking my eyes to clear the wetness.

Sela leans back, far enough so she can look up at me. “Let me get it all out, Beck. You haven’t heard the worst.”

“I can’t,” I implore her. Because it will only fuel me to come up with something even more heinous to rain down on JT’s head.

“Please.”

“Sela.”

“Please, Beck,” she says, then wraps a delicate hand around my wrist. She leads me to the couch, and my leaden legs don’t move for a moment, so she pulls on me harder. I follow numbly and she pushes me down onto a cushion, crawling right onto my lap to straddle me. My arms encircle her lower back automatically, hers going to my shoulders as she looks down at me.

“Somehow I got home. JT put me in a cab, paid the driver, I suppose. I was out of it, not really sure what happened to me…just those flashes that I described to you. I was starting to feel pain; I had bruises starting to form and while I was still stoned and drugged, I had this sort of deep understanding that I had caused this to happen.”

My body tightens but she continues, not letting me rebuke her for the blame game again.

“I got a utility knife out of the kitchen drawer. Went into the bathroom. I hated myself so much for what I’d let happen to me—for being stupid enough to even go with strangers to that party, for flirting and pretending to be a big girl—that I cut down into my left wrist.”

I suck in a startled breath before grabbing on to her wrist, twisting it so I could see. I had seen it before, I realized. My thumb grazes over the small, inch-long scar that cuts at an inward angle. It’s thin and red with a slightly raised and bumpy edge, but it’s so small I never would have connected it with a desire to end one’s life.

“I didn’t try hard enough,” she whispers, and I raise my eyes to hers. “I pressed down, and the minute it punched through my skin, I regretted it. There was a lot of blood, but it wasn’t a large cut and I didn’t hit a vein. I was still high as a kite and I fell to the floor, I think more wigged out over what I’d just done than anything. It woke my parents and they found me quickly. Called an ambulance.”

“Christ,” I mutter, looking back down at the scar.

She’s silent, giving me a moment to collect myself. I consider everything she’s told me. A brutal gang rape, the loss of her innocence, and a brief, desperate moment where she thought to end the pain forever. But the strength she must have had, to pull herself back from the brink before she could do irrevocable harm.

“No one realized I was raped until the doctor examined me. My parents were freaking out I had tried to kill myself, not having a clue about what really happened. They obviously tended to the wrist first, but once they realized what had happened to me, they used a rape kit. The police came and I was interviewed for what seemed like forever. They found Rohypnol in my system, which is why I don’t remember much.”

Still holding her wrist, stroking the scar, I ask, “I don’t understand. This was ten years ago. Why wasn’t JT arrested?”

“Because I didn’t know who he was. Couldn’t even remember much about my attackers other than vague features. Color of hair, maybe an idea of how tall they were. I didn’t even know where the mansion was located. They tried to investigate as best they could. Contacted local cab companies to see if they could find who drove me to my house, but they couldn’t come up with anything.”

“Then how did you know it was JT?” I ask, not in a disbelieving way, because I trust fully that Sela knows he was involved.

Sela’s hands move, dislodging my own so she can lace our fingers together. “I was hospitalized involuntarily because of my suicide attempt. It was a pitiful attempt, but it was enough to hold me. It was the first of three hospitalizations that happened over the next few years. I drove myself crazy trying to remember details. Drove myself to absolute breakdowns fueled by guilt and self-loathing for even putting myself in that situation. I barely graduated high school. Lost all my friends because I couldn’t stand to have them looking at me, wondering what was going on inside my deranged mind. I became paranoid, worried I’d get attacked again, so I hardly ever went anywhere. My parents circled in closer, became almost obsessive in their protection of me. I tried counseling and group therapy, but none of it helped. It’s like I kept filling up with all of these horrible feelings compounded with helplessness at not having resolution, until I’d just snap and get committed again, although I never tried to kill myself after that first attempt.”

“How did you survive?” I ask her pleadingly, because I need her to get to the part where she tells me she pulled through.

She gives a shrug and a light laugh. “I just…gave up trying to figure it all out. Also, I took some really good antidepressants, but eventually I just had to move on. It helped when I enrolled in college, gave me a new focus.”

“But there came a point when you figured it was JT?” I prompt her.

“Yes,” she says with serious eyes. “A little over six months ago. I was watching an entertainment news show, and JT was on it. They were doing a piece about The Sugar Bowl.”

“And you recognized him?” I guess.

Her eyes turn a darker shade of blue, her lips flatten out in a grimace. “No. I recognized the tattoo of the red phoenix on his rib cage. It was one of the things I distinctly remembered that night. One of the other guys had one on his wrist too.”

This news jolts me so hard I come flying up off the couch, clutching Sela by the hips so she doesn’t fall off. I quickly set her on the floor and take three steps to the side, away from her. My mouth hangs open in disbelief, and my left arm comes up across my chest, over my right shoulder, where my fingertips press into the area where the top of my phoenix tattoo resides.

She watches me carefully, knowing the impact this is having.

“I wasn’t there,” I croak out, thinking the reason she’s watching me is to see if there’s culpability.

Immediately, her eyes grow apologetic and she steps toward me quickly. I step backward but that doesn’t stop her. She barrels into me, hands coming up to clasp to the sides of my head. She presses her fingers in and holds me tight. “I know you weren’t. You couldn’t. I know you, Beck, and I know you’d never do that to a woman.”

“It’s why you ran,” I murmur. “The morning after we met. You saw my tattoo…when I was in the shower. Didn’t you? So you thought then that I might have.”

“It was before I knew you, Beck,” she chides me. “Yes, it freaked me out, but by the time you came to my apartment the next day, I had reasoned it out. There’s no way a man who gave me my first orgasm…made me feel safe and secure enough to let go, could ever do that to me. I don’t understand the connection with the tattoo, but I know it doesn’t revolve around rape. I know it in my heart.”
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Beck pulls away from me, takes another step back, and his hand covers his mouth as he looks at me with wild eyes. He reminds me of a spooked animal, but I knew the tattoo connection was going to send him in a tailspin.

“You’ve done nothing wrong, Beck,” I say softly, hoping to calm him down.

He lets out an almost hysterical bark of a laugh as his hand drops. “I kicked you out of our condo when you told me you were raped. I…I…took the side of a gang rapist over yours, and fucking threw you out in the hallway like a piece of trash.”

“Easy, baby,” I coo as I walk up to him. “You need to let that go.”

“Fuck,” he cries out in a deep bellow of misery as he looks at me with tortured eyes. “How could you even trust me? I’m a fucking friend and business partner to a rapist; I didn’t believe you when you told me when JT—”

“You believe me now,” I say firmly as I take one more step into his space and place my hands on his chest. “And you apologized for that crap that went down yesterday. You had reason to be pissed at me. I broke into your office, Beck. I betrayed your trust too, yet you’ve let that go. You have to trust that I can let it go too.”

He drops his head with a loud sigh and curls one hand around the back of my neck. He tips his face until his forehead rests against mine. “I’m so fucking sorry this happened to you, Sela. I’ll help make this right, I swear it. I’m going to make JT pay for what he did.”

I don’t say anything for a moment, letting Beck continue to take deep breaths while the gravity of everything he just learned settles in. Finally, he lifts his head slightly, grazes his lips against my forehead, and asks, “Why were you in my office?”

Taking him by the hand again, I lead him back over to the couch. I think he needs to be sitting for the rest of my story, because I know it’s going to piss him off.

After a slight push, he sits back down, but rather than straddle his lap again, I sit my butt on the coffee table, directly across from him. Our knees brush against each other, a comforting touch. Still, I remain poised and alert for him to flip out on me again.

“When I learned that JT was one of my rapists, I became obsessed with revenge. I considered only briefly going to the police, but it didn’t hold any appeal to me because I couldn’t be sure my word would hold up against his. My memory was so riddled with holes, and I’m only reasonably certain of the pieces I do remember. You have to realize, for years I thought those flashes weren’t even real. I thought they were just products of my imagination…nightmares so to speak. Because my memory was unreliable as evidence, I wasn’t confident I could get justice, and besides…it would only be justice against JT. I wanted to know who the other two were.”

“So you thought to confront him that night we met?” Beck asks with raised eyebrows. “Just thought you’d walk up, introduce yourself as the woman he raped, and he was going to admit to it?”

“No,” I say softly, and resist the urge to drop my gaze. “I was going to get him alone and I was going to make him tell me while I pointed a gun at his face.”

Beck’s jaw drops.

“Then I was going to put a bullet in his brain,” I say with deadly promise.

“You’re fucking kidding me,” he whispers in disbelief.

“I’m not,” I assure him. “I was obsessed with it. I was going to torture him with the fear of dying, then I was going to rid the world of his evil. Then I was going to find the other two men and give them the same retribution.”

“Sela,” Beck admonishes, refusing to believe I could be so cold-blooded.

“Don’t,” I say sharply. “Don’t judge me in a place you could never hope to stand. You can never begin to understand what those monsters did to me.”

Beck shakes his head adamantly, leans forward, and places his hands on my thighs. “No, I’m not judging your intent or your desire. I want to kill him myself. But I can’t let you do something that would stain your soul. Christ, you could get arrested for murder and get sent to prison.”

“I know,” I whisper. “And I changed my mind eventually. I decided to give up my quest.”

“When?” he prompts.

“When I let you into my body without a condom,” I murmur, and watch as his eyes go soft and tender. “When I gave my full trust to you. I knew that you were more important than my revenge, and I didn’t want to lose it.”

A low whistle of breath comes out of Beck’s lips, but then he tilts his head to the side in confusion. “But then why were you in my office? You said it was about JT.”

Now I drop my gaze, because this is the part I’m embarrassed to admit. If there is one stumbling block remaining between what Beck and I could have for a future, it’s right here.

Placing my hands over his, I swallow hard and look back up at him. “That night we went to dinner with JT. I saw how happy you were. I knew all the shit he was handing you was nothing but shit. He was putting on an act, making you believe you chose wisely in a friend and partner. He was the total opposite with me in the limo. He belittled and taunted me. I saw the way you laughed and told stories and jokes with JT, knew it was a fucking act, and it pissed me off. While I think to some extent I logically knew that didn’t change your feelings about me, it did renew my fury against him. I just…snapped. Suddenly, I wanted revenge again. I wanted him out of my life so I wouldn’t have to suffer another fucking dinner and sit across from the table with your business partner—the man that raped me—while making polite conversation. I wanted him out of your life. I wanted to free you from his poison and then you’d have control of The Sugar Bowl, and then finally…finally, you and I could have the life we were meant to have. Together. So I decided to go through with my plan and I was looking in your office for anything that would help me accomplish it. I scored by getting his home address.”

I finish with a shuddering breath, waiting to see what Beck will do. I don’t know if he can understand just how easily I was swayed again toward revenge and murder, but I don’t know if I will be able to handle it if he can’t accept my weaknesses.

A look comes over Beck’s face, one filled with anguish and fatigue. He pulls one hand out from under mine and scrubs it over his face. His eyes dart to the right and he takes a deep breath, and when they slide back my way, what he tells me next causes my world to tilt.

“Sela…JT is my brother.”

“What?” I gasp in astonishment as I rear backward.

“It fucking kills me to even claim we share the same blood, but yeah…he’s my brother. Half brother to be exact.”

“I don’t understand,” I whisper, not able to even fathom this revelation. “I never read anything about that. You’ve never said anything.”

“No one knows,” he says bitterly. “JT doesn’t even know. Only my father and his mother. And me, of course.”

“I…I…” Fuck, I’m speechless.

Beck leans forward, places his hands on my shoulders. His face comes near mine and his eyes pin me in place. “I’m not telling you that to elicit any sympathy for his cause. The fact we share blood isn’t going to save him from me. I’m going to make him pay, but you need to know why I really kept giving him chances. I’d all but given up on him as a friend and business partner. That blood tie was the last thin straw that was causing me to give him that one final chance. And yeah…I was fucking taken in by him at dinner that night. He snowed me, apparently, and knowing we share the same blood made it easier for me to fall into it. But not anymore. He’s fucking dead to me and I swear I’m going to make him pay.”

Warmth flushes through me over his heated vow. While I definitely want to know more about this blood tie he shares with JT, I’m more interested to know how complicit Beck will become in my plans. I have an avenging angel on my side now, and together we can rid JT from our existence.

“Will you help me kill him?” I whisper.

The blood drains from Beck’s face, and now he’s the one that jerks backward. “Christ, Sela. No, we can’t fucking kill JT. We have to go to the police.”

“But you said—”

He rolls right over me. “I said I’d make him pay. I might beat him senseless first, but then we’re going to the police. He’s going down for this but we’re letting the legal system handle it.”

I try to tamp down the rage that swelters hot within me and I push up from the coffee table until I’m standing over Beck on the couch. “He raped me with two of his buddies. Took away my innocence, held me down while some faceless monster tore my ass up, and then made fun of me when the jizz I didn’t swallow was dried to a crust in my hair. He put me in a cab, without a care in the world that he’d be caught, and then he went back inside to party with his friends. I’m sure the only thought that man has given me in the past ten years is to jack off to the memory of what he did to me, and you don’t think he deserves to die?”

“Yes, he deserves to die,” Beck says with a hard edge to his voice. “But not at the risk of you getting caught.”

“But we could come up with a plan—”

“For fuck’s sake, Sela,” Beck bellows as he stands up from the couch and gets in my face. He’s furious, and for the first time during this discussion, it’s at me and not himself or JT. “We cannot plot to murder someone. It won’t work. We’ll get caught.”

I know he’s right, and because he’s right and killing my dream of revenge with his practicality, I get just as pissed, so I yell back at him, “Then just how in the hell are you going to make him pay, Beck? Huh? What grand scheme do you have that could possibly make up for what he did to me?”

“I don’t know,” he says tiredly, stepping to the side and around me. I turn my body, keeping my eyes on him as he paces over to the window. He shoves his hands back inside his pockets and his shoulders sag with the weight of what I just placed on him.

“I can’t let it go,” I tell him softly, and I hope he hears the resolve in my voice.

“Neither can I,” he says as he stares out over the bay waters. “But I need time to think. To process all of this. I need to figure out how we can avenge you and let me keep The Sugar Bowl intact.”

“Murder,” I whisper, even though I know that’s not the right answer. Despite wanting JT’s blood on my hands—fuck, despite wanting to bathe in his blood—I know there’s too much at risk. I know the chances of doing this cleanly and without suspicion are low. I also know that the real reason I know I can’t do it is because if I were to get caught, I would lose Beck, and he’s the most precious thing in my life. He’s just more important than my wanting JT’s head on a platter.

Beck doesn’t answer me but he doesn’t need to. I suspect his brain is on overdrive right now, trying to figure something out.
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The complete truth is out, and now it’s time to destroy JT.

Sela has two classes at Golden Gate this afternoon. I suggested she skip them because both of us are emotionally wrung out, and figured maybe we could go for a drive up the coast to continue to talk things out. I still had to tell her the details about JT’s relation to me, and I assume she wants to know more about Caroline.

But Sela nixed my idea, adamantly insisting that while we clearly had things to decide and even more things to discuss, that she needed to keep her life normal as well. This ended up being for the best, because it forced me to jump onto the problem of figuring out how to bring JT down. Ideally, I’d like to go to the police and let them handle it. They have DNA, and according to Sela, it’s JT’s. But I don’t know if her word and faulty memory would be enough to make them force a DNA test. And I don’t want JT to know we’re coming after him. I want to hit him when he doesn’t have a chance in hell to protect himself.

After Sela left, I unlocked my office door and didn’t have any intention of locking it again. While we may not see eye to eye on how to handle the situation with JT, I’m going to show her that I don’t intend on there being secrets between us ever again.

Within moments, I had the appropriate folder pulled from my filing cabinet and I was online, logging into the secure server at The Sugar Bowl. A few keystrokes and I was staring at a photo and personal profile of Melissa Fraye, the Sugar Baby JT tried to drug a little over two weeks ago at the mixer. One more tap on my keyboard and I was staring at her phone number and home address. I jotted them down on a yellow sticky pad sitting on my desk and pulled the note off after standing from my desk. Another fifteen minutes to take a quick shower and put on fresh clothes, and I was on my way to visit Melissa Fraye.

I knock on the apartment door and take a step back so if Melissa is inside, she can see my face clearly through her peephole. I immediately hear footsteps on the other side of the door before it opens a few inches, secured with a chain.

A woman who is not Melissa Fraye peeks around the edge at me.

“Is Melissa here?” I ask her.

“Yeah, just a minute,” she says before shutting the door on me, which doesn’t bother me in the slightest. This isn’t the best neighborhood, so it’s not wise to open the door to strange men.

I wait patiently for a few minutes, then the door opens again, this time fully, and I’m looking at Melissa Fraye as she appraises me. Eyes sliding down, taking in my John Varvatos jeans, Tomas Maier T-shirt that probably cost more than her entire wardrobe, and my Aquatalia suede boots, there’s no doubt she knows I’m wearing a fortune in designer clothes, and I know this because by the time her eyes reach me again, I can almost see dollar signs in them.

“Do you know who I am?” I ask.

She nods, cocks a hip, and presses it against the edge of the door. “Beckett North.”

“I need to talk to you. Can I come in for a moment?”

“Of course,” she says with a brilliant smile and a nervous flutter of her fingers through her hair. She’s a pretty girl and all, but she doesn’t have shit on Sela.

Melissa opens the door and steps aside to give me entrance. I immediately take in the small but clean apartment, decorated in mismatched, used furniture and cheap prints on the walls framed in acrylic. The woman who opened the door stands in the tiny kitchen, hunched over a gossip magazine, chewing gum heavily.

“We need privacy,” I tell Melissa.

The dollar signs burn brighter and she says, “We can go in my room.”

I don’t argue with her. I don’t care if we talk here or in her room, and I’m not worried about my virtue. I can handle her, but I do not need prying ears for what I’m about to discuss.

Melissa’s room is messy, with clothes littered all around the floor. She makes a show of kicking a few pieces under her unmade bed as I shut the door behind me.

“Sorry about all this,” she says as she bends to pick up a bra off the floor. She doesn’t stuff this under the bed, but instead lays it on top where I guess she wants me to admire the large, pale blue lacy cups or something.

I don’t give it another thought and get straight to the point. “I need to talk to you about the last Sugar Bowl Mixer you attended on the twenty-first.”

Her head tilts at me in curiosity. “I was there. Having a drink with your partner as a matter of fact, but he bailed.”

I nod. “Was that the first time you’d met JT?”

“Yeah,” she said with a fond smile. “Never thought I’d get a shot at him, but he zeroed in on me pretty fast. I really thought something would come out of that, but like I said…he bailed.”

I reach into my back pocket, pull out the copy of the agreement that JT said Melissa signed, and hand it to her. She opens it up, glances at it once, and then looks back up to me with confusion in her eyes.

“Is that your signature at the bottom?” I ask, nodding my head toward the paper in her hands.

She peers down at it, brows furrowed, and says, “It looks like it.”

“Did you sign it?”

Her eyes start flying across the words of the agreement, all the while her brow furrowing deeper and deeper. Finally her eyes raise to mine and the dollar signs are gone. I see a flash of anger as she hands it back to me. “I didn’t sign that. Nor would I ever do something like that.”

I take the document from her, shove it back into my pocket. “I didn’t think so.”

My stomach churns with the realization that JT was going to rape this woman. He was going to drug her, the way he did Sela, and he was going to do with her whatever he pleased. Fuck, for all I know he’s got an entire gang of buddies that rape with him, and I know at least one of them is in our fraternity, because Sela saw his tattoo.

“What’s this about?” she asks suspiciously, her arms now crossing over her chest.

I had suspected she didn’t sign this agreement. On the way over here, I had debated whether or not to tell her the truth of what almost happened to her. On just a quick consideration, it could have been a good play. No doubt she’s pissed and I bet she’d want to report this to the police. A criminal investigation would ensue, but then I know what would happen. JT would offer to pay her off and I figure she’d take it and drop the charges.

So I lie to her, feeling only a slight bit of guilt, which I quickly push away by telling myself I saved her from getting raped. That should be good enough for now.

“It’s a sick-as-fuck prank someone’s trying to play on me,” I tell her smoothly. “Nothing for you to worry about now that I confirmed you didn’t sign this.”

I expect her to question me further. At the very least, after what she read in that document, she should have some concern for her safety. Instead, she just nods and asks, “Would you, um…like to go out and get a drink or something?”

It takes every effort for me to put an engaging smile on my face. “Thank you, Melissa, for that offer. But I actually have somewhere I need to be.”

“Well, maybe some other time,” she says desperately as I turn toward her bedroom door.

“Maybe,” I say, just to let her down easy. She’s a cute girl. She’ll find a real Sugar Daddy soon.

—

The minute I’m back in my car but before I turn the ignition, I flip through the contacts on my phone until I find what I’m looking for, and tap the screen to dial.

He answers on the second ring. “What’s up, man?”

Robert Colling is a fraternity brother of mine, and while he doesn’t sport a red phoenix tattoo, we were and still are pretty close. He went on to law school and now handles sleazy and messy divorces here in the Bay Area.

“Need a favor,” I tell him as I start the car.

The Bluetooth engages and his reply comes over the speakers in my car. “Anything. Lay it on me.”

“I need a recommendation for a good private investigator, and I’d like it to be one with a low moral compass. Not afraid to get his hands a bit dirty.”

Robert whistles into the phone. “Damn, man…what do you have cookin’?”

“Can’t say.”

“Let’s pretend I’m your attorney and privilege is invoked. You can tell me.”

“Can’t,” I say resolutely, “but I’ll buy you a beer sometime soon in payment.”

“You suck,” he says with a chuckle. “I’ll text the information to you as soon as we hang up. I have the perfect guy for you. Highly trustworthy and will do anything you need for the right price.”

“You’re the best, man,” I say.

“Just don’t call me to bail you out of jail when whatever game plan you have goes south,” he warns jokingly.

“I won’t,” I say, although he’d probably be the first person I’d call if I got arrested and needed bailing out.

I disconnect the call and toss the phone onto my passenger seat to wait for his text. Putting my Audi in gear, I check my right passenger mirror, and seeing the street is clear, pull away from the curb. Holding on to the wheel with my right hand, my left comes across my chest and over my shoulder, much the same way it did this morning, and I press my fingers down into the muscles below the top of my tattoo.

It’s nothing more than a stupid membership inside the inner circle of my fraternity. During rush week, I was approached and offered admission by some of the upperclassmen, which ironically included JT. He was in his senior year while I was a freshman. All I had to do was a stupid prank they chose to prove my worthiness, and I was admitted. Certain benefits came with the admission, including a coveted room inside the fraternity house.

My prank was easy. All I had to do was spray paint some graffiti on the side of the dean’s house. I chose a rival fraternity’s letters, which my brothers all thought was hilarious. I got away scot-free, and after I was inducted into the frat, I got my tattoo the very next weekend.

But what if something more sinister had been required of the other members? Was Sela’s rape part of an initiation? She said one other guy had the tattoo already on his wrist, but on the other guy she didn’t see one. Doesn’t mean he didn’t have one, but what if he was a lowerclassman and his induction into our secret society was to participate in Sela’s rape?

It’s a distinct possibility, one that I didn’t think had existed just a day ago. But now I don’t put anything past JT. I could easily see him duping or enticing like-minded sociopaths to jump in on that plan of action, especially if everyone was high on booze and drugs.

Sela can’t remember much about the other two men involved. One had dark hair, the other pale blond. That’s it, and with only that as a description, I doubt I’m going to be able to identify them through fraternity records.

Still going to try to pull some possibilities though and see if they unclog her memory some more. That’s one of the reasons I want a private investigator.

Speaking of which, my phone chimes with the familiar whoop sound of an incoming text. I pick it up from the passenger seat, and while flicking my eyes between the road and the screen, I navigate my way to the texts.

Robert sent just the PI’s name and number.

I tap my thumb on the blue link of the phone number and the Bluetooth connects the call. After a few rings, I get a recorded message:

This is Dennis Flaherty. Sorry I missed you. Leave your info and I’ll get back to you soon.

After the beep, I say, “Yeah…Dennis…my name is Beck North. You were recommended to me by Robert Colling. I have a job I’d like to hire you for. It’s urgent and it’s big, and money is not an object. I’d like to meet with you today to discuss it.”

I leave my number and disconnect, eager to have him call me back.

I think that before Sela and I can decide what to do about JT, we need to dig up every piece of dirt we can on him. I need to wade through the pile of scummy shit I’m sure he’s been involved in and figure out what I can use to my benefit.

And there’s no doubt…JT probably has a lot of dirty shit out there he’s left behind, probably not a care in the world it would ever be used against him. In fact, I’m sure he’s sitting in his office right now, probably surfing the Net, maybe planning his next rape, whatever.

The point being that I guarantee his ego would never let him consider the possibility that he can be taken down.

I cannot wait to prove him wrong about that.
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I enter the condo and see Beck’s keys on the foyer table, so I know he’s home. I wasn’t sure what he did today, but I know he didn’t go into work. He’d said, “Sela, I can’t be in the same building with that scumbag. There’s no telling what I’d do.”

I understand his sentiment exactly. It’s how I felt that first time I came face-to-face with JT at the mixer when I still had murder as my number-one plot to get my vengeance. I remember the actual ache inside me after looking at his evil face, the almost desperate force of willpower not to pull my gun out and shoot him point-blank in front of two hundred witnesses.

Even without looking into the kitchen, I can sense Beck isn’t in there.

Too quiet.

And I can see he’s not in the living room.

So I drop my book bag on the floor and head toward our bedroom. As soon as I turn down the hallway, I see his office door open with light spilling out from the late-afternoon sun that’s also shining through the living room windows overlooking the bay.

I walk softly, the navy blue suede ballet flats I had worn today falling much more silently than my squeaky tennis shoes. When I turn into his office doorway, I see Beck bent over his desk, one hand rubbing at the back of his neck while the index finger of the other hand skims over lines of a document as he reads it.

He senses my presence and looks up at me with a worn smile as I stand hesitantly in the doorway.

“Hey,” he says as he leans back in his chair and stretches his arms above his head. He bends his neck side to side, loosening out kinks that indicate he’s been hunched over that desk for quite a while.

“Hey,” I say back.

“You can come inside, you know,” he says with a quirk of his lips.

“Are you sure?” I tease back, happy that there seems to be not an ounce of lingering resentment that I broke into this place just yesterday.

Beck sweeps his hand toward the filing cabinet. “Dive in if you want. No secrets.”

I chuckle and step into his office, walking around his desk and coming to a stop beside his chair. He swivels it to look at me. “School good today?”

“Yeah, all good,” I say as I look down at the document on his desk.

“The Townsend-North operating agreement,” Beck says with a grimace. He waves his hand at it. “Hell, you should read the damn thing. I’ve been over it ten times. My attorney’s looked at it. Not a single damn thing in there that I can use to get him out.”

I ignore the document. There’s no sense in me reading it if Beck and his attorney have. Still, I have to ask, “Does he own the majority of the company?”

Beck shakes his head. “We’re fifty-fifty. He contributed start-up capital, which he’s already paid back from the first profits. I put in the technical expertise, and got paid an amount equal to his start-up capital. Now we divide everything in half. All major decisions have to be bilaterally approved by both of us.”

“And has that always happened?”

“No. He’s made a few bad investments without running it by me. But they were minor and ended up being good tax write-offs.”

“So you can’t use that?” I prod.

“Nope. Not good enough, but I’m meeting tomorrow with an investigator I’m going to hire to dig into JT’s life. I just know that asshole has to have some dirty dealings. He’s too amoral not to, and I’m hoping there’s something we can use there.”

I nod in understanding, a warm kernel of security starting to blossom deep in my chest. While I went off to school today and played at being a college student, Beck’s been trying to figure out how to bring JT down. While my parents have always been my champions, I’ve never had another single person in my life care about me to that extent. It’s actually quite humbling.

And a turn-on at the same time.

Last night I was dead to the world and Beck slept beside me in our bed fully clothed. He’s not made a single move on me since we’ve been back, and there’s been opportunity. There was plenty this morning before I had to get ready for my afternoon classes, but he remained slightly reserved around me after we aired out all of the dirty laundry.

I suspect I know why, and that just won’t do.

Leaning forward, I place my hands on the armrests of his chair and bend in toward him. His eyes immediately fall to my lips as they get closer to his, and I briefly see his eyes go warm before our mouths press together. I kiss him softly at first, but then slide my tongue in against his in a bold display of seduction.

Pulling my mouth away, I take both his hands in mine and pull him up from the chair. He stands hesitantly, his eyes leery and confused. I turn and walk from the office, tugging what I think is a reluctant Beck behind me.

Right-hand turn, and then to the end of the hallway, where I enter our bedroom.

The minute we cross the threshold, I turn and walk into Beck’s space. I loop my arms around his neck, one hand to the back of his head, and I pull him back down to me for another kiss. He doesn’t hesitate and this emboldens me. I make the kiss deep and wet and I moan my need into his mouth.

But I need more. I step in closer, press my body into his, and feel him growing hard against me. Even as Beck groans from the contact, his hands are at my shoulders pushing me back.

When I open my eyes, he’s staring back at me with wariness. “Are you hungry? Want to go out and get some dinner?”

“No,” I say as I drop my hand down to his crotch and palm his erection. And thank God he has an erection. I think I would curl into myself and die if he wasn’t turned on by me. “I want you to fuck me.”

“Sela,” Beck says in a patronizing tone that I know he just can’t help, and his hand comes to cover mine. “There’s no rush—”

“But there is,” I say, squeezing him. “We may have all our secrets out on the table, but there’s still something standing in our way. We cannot let what JT did to me come between us.”

“It won’t,” he assures me quickly. “But things are raw right now. I want you to be comfortable—”

“Are you grossed out about what he did?” I butt in.

“What?” he exclaims.

“Does it turn you off…knowing what he did to me?”

“God no,” he practically barks at me with agitation. “But this complicates things a bit. I don’t know how you feel and—”

“Don’t,” I say urgently as I go to my tiptoes. I brush my lips against his softly, and then whisper against his mouth. “Don’t treat me like I’m breakable. I couldn’t stand it if you did that to me. I need you to show me that you believe I’m strong, and beautiful, and as tough as bricks. If you don’t believe that about me, I won’t believe it about myself.”

I tip my head back, look into his eyes, and plead with him. “I need you to make me feel like I’m normal, Beck.”

“Christ,” he mutters, and then his hand is grasping the back of my head, fingers fisted tight in my hair. He slams his mouth down on mine while he bends his knees, dips, and with his other arm, hauls me up his body. My legs wrap around his waist and I tilt my face to get a better angle to deepen our kiss.

I roll my tongue against his, my fingers digging down deep into his shoulders. My hips rotate, trying to get contact with his dick and I make an odd keening noise when I can’t get some friction going.

Moving a hand from shoulder to the back of his head, I grip his hair hard and tug his head back at the same time I rip my mouth from his. We stare at each other, his eyes blazing with a mixture of lust and tenderness.

“Don’t hold back on me, Beck. Please don’t hold back.”

“Sela,” he rasps out as a touch of worry filters into his gaze. “I can’t help but treat you as precious. That’s not the same as breakable.”

“Understood. You can whisper sweet, precious words to me, but you better be fucking me hard while you do it.”

“Jesus,” he mutters, and his mouth is back on mine again.

He kisses me for all of maybe two, three seconds, then he turns his body toward the bed. Slipping his hands under my armpits, he dislodges my hold on him and throws me onto the mattress.

“Get naked,” he commands, and I don’t hesitate a single second. My hands work my clothes while Beck does the same, our eyes pinned on each other. I falter only a moment when his pants and underwear come off and his cock angles upward in eager anticipation. And God…my mouth waters at the sight.

Then we are naked and he is covering me.

I sigh with blissful abandon as he kisses me again, urgent and desperate movements of his mouth against mine. His hands roam all over me. Gentle fingertips against my collarbone followed by a hard pinch to my nipple. His thumb pressing in slightly and dragging down my ribs, which tickles and turns me on with equal measure. His tongue in my belly button, swirling in a teasing manner, followed by a bite to my hip bone.

Beck moves down my body and I tense up—in a good way, that is—waiting for his mouth to connect to me. For whatever reasons that I’ve never bothered to ask him, the man loves to work his mouth between my legs. He’s so goddamn good at it he can make me come almost instantly.

But right now, he teases all around my money spot with soft kisses and licks to my bare mound. His fingers press all around my pussy but don’t slip inside. He tortures me until my hips are thrusting upward in a desperate need for more contact.

And finally…finally he gives me what I need. Thumbs peeling me apart and a swirl of his tongue in a figure-eight pattern over my clit.

“Yes,” I groan, my back arching up off the bed.

Beck’s entire mouth closes over me and he groans in delight when he sticks his tongue inside me as deep as he can get it, lashing it side to side within me. My eyes roll into the back of my head, and I’m on the verge of splintering.

“Sela,” Beck says softly, and I lift my head to put hazy eyes on him.

He stares up my body at me intently. “You see this?”

Beck dips his head and strokes his tongue up my center. Pulling it back into his mouth, he licks his lips in an exaggerated fashion.

“This right here,” he says, giving me another lick and then staring back up at me. “This is mine. There is nothing down here but you and me. Sela’s pussy and my mouth, and that’s the only thing here. Doesn’t matter what happened in the past. That’s done and it’s gone. Completely gone. Just your beautiful pussy and my mouth, and well…eventually my cock, but that’s all there is here. All there ever will be. I don’t see anything in front of me other than a stunning woman who’s body belongs solely to me, and when I look upon it, I know without a doubt it was created for me. Nothing before me matters, you understand that?”

I blink my eyes hard to fight back the tears that want to well up. His words are coarse and beautiful, sexy and sweet. Only a man such as the one between my legs right now could talk about cock and pussy and make it almost sound like he’s saying he loves me. My heart thumps in adoration.

“Tell me you understand so I can make you come and then fuck you hard,” he says with a grin.

“I understand,” I tell him with a tender smile.

His eyes soften and he mumbles, “My pussy,” before he descends back on me again.

My orgasm comes quick and hits me hard, and it’s a product more of his words than of his touch, but I revel in it all the same.

“That’s it,” Beck whispers as he presses kisses on my stomach while he crawls back up my body. He’s in control and fluidly raises one of my legs with a hand to the back of my knee, presses his cock right to my entrance, and surges up and into me.

“Ooohhhh,” I moan over the thick invasion deep inside of me.

“Christ, that feels good,” Beck says with his mouth pressed into my neck.

His hips move, his cock slides back, almost to the tip. Beck lifts his face and stares at me before surging in again. He bottoms out inside me hard and grunts out his pleasure from the feeling.

Back out again, slow…measured…deliberate.

Eyes connected to me.

Slam.

Back into me again.

His actions are leisurely, his gaze is tender, and his cock is dominating.

It’s exactly what I needed to assure me that Beck doesn’t see me as a victim. His mouth between my legs and his declaration of possession was what I needed for Beck to assure me I was still as beautiful to him as ever, despite the perverted things done to my body ten years ago.

Beck continues to pull out slowly, ram back into me with bruising reclamation. His pace picks up only slightly, but his fucking of me is deliberately possessive. His actions speak to me loudly, and as he pushes me closer and closer to another orgasm, I feel my heart becoming more and more enslaved to him.

We’ll work this out…whatever needs to be done about JT.

But that’s a side issue right now.

What’s more important is what we have between us, and I vow that’s where I’m going to put my attention from this moment forward.
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I lean my elbow on the kitchen island counter, the fingers on my other hand moving over the track pad on my laptop to pull up my calendar.

“Move Thursday’s ideation session to week after next,” I tell Linda, who is listening in via my phone lying on the counter in speaker mode. “Cancel tomorrow’s meeting with JT and just ask him to email me the proposed business and marketing plans. We don’t need a meeting for that.”

“Got it,” she says over the speaker. “What about the second round reviews of the video component? Programming is slated to begin changes on Monday.”

“I’ll work on those remotely,” I tell her.

Hopefully, remotely means far, far away from here if I can convince Sela to be impulsive with me.

“Anything else?” Her tone is sharp and brisk. She’s in full executive secretary mode.

“Yeah,” I say as a thought strikes me. “Why don’t you take the rest of the week off too.”

“Just because you won’t be in the office doesn’t mean there’s not work to do,” she chides me.

“Yeah, well, I say you can ignore the work and take the time off,” I counter.

“We’ll see,” is all she says, but I can hear the smile in her voice. “Let me know where you’re going and I’ll make the reservations for you.”

“Thanks, Linda,” I say before reaching over to my phone and disconnecting the call.

As I grab my cup of coffee beside my laptop, my eyes land on Sela, who’s walking into the main living area. She gives a big yawn and scratches the skin on her belly, which is peeking out beneath the hem of a tight tank she wore to bed.

“Why are you up so early?” she asks, her voice still heavy with sleep.

And let’s face it. She didn’t get much last night, as we had a few days to make up for in the sex department.

I’m not going to lie…that first time was all kinds of awkward at first. Rationally, I knew Sela’s rape was years ago, and she had clearly moved past many of her hang-ups. There’s no doubt that in our time together, she was giving herself fully to me and enjoyed it as much as I did. Hell, just the way I can make her come so hard and fast was a testament that she was comfortable and trusting with me.

But still…scabbed wounds get scraped open and start bleeding, so you handle the body with care. Same goes for emotional wounds, and my instinct was to tread delicately with her.

Sela felt differently though, and I’ll admit, her position made sense. She didn’t want me stroking her with kid gloves. She wanted to feel alive and normal.

She wanted to feel.

So I felt her up nicely. Fucked her three times last night, feeling her up in between. It reminded me of the night she sucked my dick in the limo, swallowing me down and searching for more. That night we were rabid for one another.

Last night was the same.

I want more of the same today, and the next day, and the day after that.

“Got up around six,” I tell her as I push away from the laptop and walk over to the stove. I grab the kettle, turn to the sink, and fill it with enough water to make her a cup of tea. Once it’s heating, I turn back toward Sela. She’s watching me with a soft smile as she sits on one of the barstools on the opposite side of the island.

While her water heats, I move back to the counter and lean forward on it, the bottoms of my forearms pressed against the cold granite. “Do you have a passport?”

She blinks at me slowly, but nods. “I did a semester in London my junior year of college.”

“You did?” I ask, slightly amazed she’d do something so far out of her comfort zone. I’ve come to find out in just a few short days just how fucked up Sela’s existence was for a very long time because of what was done to her. “That was pretty brave.”

Sela gives me an impish smile and says, “I did come out of my shell as time went on, you know. I tried new things.”

“I’m impressed.”

“Yeah, well…it’s not like I backpacked through the wilds of Kenya or anything,” she says in a self-deprecating way, and that causes me to laugh.

“Okay…so let’s pack up and catch a flight out of here tonight. We can go wherever you want. Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Prague.”

“Are you serious?” she asks with her eyebrows practically touching the ceiling.

“Dead fucking serious. We can go for a few weeks, just bum around Europe if you want. Get away from all this craziness and regroup. Or we can go tropical if you want to, because if you only want to wear nothing but a little bikini, I’m down with that too.”

“I can’t just take off and leave like that.”

“You sure as hell can.”

“I have school, Beck. Classes I have to attend, work I have to do,” she says with an eye roll.

“Drop the classes. Take a semester off,” I tell her simply. I mean…why the fuck not?

“Just drop my classes? Take a semester off?” Her tone is one of astonishment and exasperation with me.

“Okay, two weeks. I’ll pay for it,” I say smoothly. “You won’t be out any money.”

I expect that to piss her off—the not-so-subtle reminder that I paid for her education in return for her giving herself to me—but I’ll make her see that I’d buy the world for her right now if I could and wouldn’t expect a damn thing in return.

Instead, she narrows her eyes at me. “You are the least impulsive person I know. Beck North doesn’t just wake up one morning and decide to jet off to Europe. What’s really going on here?”

Taking a deep breath, I push off from the counter and walk around the island until I come up to her stool. She swivels it toward me, her eyes filled with concern.

Blowing out the breath, I take her hands and pull them onto my chest, where I hold them tight. “I need to get away, Sela. I can’t go into the office because I can’t risk a run-in with JT. I just won’t be able to hold it together because all of this is so fresh and raw. I’m afraid of what I might do to him, to our business…all of it…if I lose control around him. So I want to just leave for a bit, collect ourselves. Take the pack off. Relax and get to know each other better. I don’t know what the future has in store, but if JT is going to pay for this, we need to have our ducks in a row. Things are going to get stressful, and I’d like some time with you and away from all of this shit.”

Her eyes soften and her head tilts in understanding. “I can’t do two weeks. I can only miss three classes in each course.”

“A week then,” I counteroffer.

“Where would we go?” she asks.

“Wherever you want. I don’t care.”

“So we’d leave tonight?”

“I’d leave right now if we could, but unfortunately, two things prevent that. First, I have that investigator coming just after lunch. I’m going to hire him to start digging into JT. And second, and probably most important, I need to do laundry, as I’m out of clean underwear.”

Sela laughs, and it fills me with hope that we’re going to get through this. She leans forward on the stool, presses her bare feet down into the bottom rung, and pushes up to bring her mouth to mine. Just the softest of kisses and an even bigger smile on her face when she pulls back. “Okay. I’m going to go start laundry, then I’m going to message my professors and let them know the classes I’ll be missing. You do whatever work you need to get things cleared away.”

“So we’re going?”

“I’d like to see Vienna,” she says as she pushes up from the stool. I step back to give her room and she slides past me, heading over to the kettle, which is now boiling. “Or Prague. That would be nice.”

“I’ll get Linda to book us flights and make hotel reservations,” I say, admiring her ass in some tiny white panties that look virginally sweet.

Then I walk back around the counter to my laptop, and start putting things in order.

—

Dennis Flaherty sits across from my desk in my home office, looking nothing like what I thought a sleazy investigator would look like. I was expecting short and portly with perhaps a bad Hawaiian print shirt with mustard stains. He’s tall and built solidly, wearing a tailored navy blue suit with a sedate yellow tie. His hair is fiery red but cropped close to his head in a military-style cut. The only other thing I notice is a wedding ring on his left fourth finger.

“You’re sizing me up,” Dennis says with a smirk.

“That obvious?” I ask him with a laugh.

“I get paid to observe,” he says dryly.

“Well, what I’m getting ready to ask you to do might cross some ethical lines. I need some dirty stuff. You look like a financial advisor or banker or something.”

Dennis nods in understanding. “Don’t let my love of fine Italian silk suits throw you off. I’ve had plenty of dirt under my nails before.”

I glance past Dennis to my open office door. Sela’s in our room packing. I asked her if she wanted to sit in on this meeting, but she just shook her head and said, “I’d rather not. I know in painstaking detail what you’re going to be talking to him about. I’ll let you take this one for the team.”

Team.

I liked the sound of that.

“I want you to investigate my partner, Jonathon Townsend. I assume you’ve done some background research on me?”

“I have. Your partner too. Quite an interesting business you have.”

“Well, I want the business for myself and I can’t seem to dislodge him. I need something that will convince him to leave.”

“How far do you want to go with this?”

“All the way isn’t far enough,” I tell him smoothly. “I don’t care what the cost or what it takes to get me what I need.”

“It’s personal to you,” Dennis observes as he pulls his phone out of the inside breast pocket. I watch as he taps a few times, presumably pulling up an app or something, then his thumbs race across the screen as he types.

“Just making some notes,” he says without looking up at me. “I need to know why it’s personal so I know which direction you want me looking.”

His face tips back up and he pins me with a direct stare. I know he needs to know this, because I want him also looking into fraternity brothers as possible suspects, but it still burns to have someone know what Sela went through. But I have her permission to disclose this sordidness to him, and he came highly recommended, so I press forward.

“Ten years ago, three men raped my girlfriend,” I say, and Dennis makes a sound of disgust deep in his throat. “She was drugged and couldn’t identify her attackers, but she did remember tiny bits and pieces. One was a distinctive tattoo of a red phoenix on one of her attackers’ rib cage.”

“She later saw that tattoo and was able to identify him,” Dennis surmises, his face now dipped again so he can type into his phone.

“It belongs to my partner, JT…otherwise known as Jonathon Townsend,” I say, and Dennis’ head snaps upward, his eyes wide with surprise.

“You’re fucking kidding me?” he practically chokes out.

“I wish I were,” I respond grimly. “But it was him, and one of the things I want you to do is look for one of the other suspects that had a matching tattoo on his wrist. It belongs to an inner ring of fraternity brothers.”

“I’ll need her to give me a drawing or something to go by,” Dennis says, still typing.

“No need. I have a matching one on the back of my shoulder.”

Again, Dennis’ head snaps up, but this time his eyes are angry. “What the fuck is going on here?”

“I was in the same fraternity as JT but three years behind him. Still in prep school when the rape happened, so you can get that look off your face. I’m not sure the tattoo has anything to do with the rape, but clearly at least two of my fraternity brothers were there. I want you to try to identify at least one of the others by the wrist tat. Sela doesn’t remember anything other than he was tan and had dark hair.”

And that he raped her ass, but I don’t tell him that.

“Understood,” he says. “What else?”

“I want you to dig deep into JT. Find out what crap he’s involved with outside of the business. I know he does drugs and still gets off on spiking women’s drinks to rape them, so I’m guessing he’s elbow deep in some dirty shit. I want anything I can use to ruin him.”

“Why don’t you just report the rape to the police?” Dennis asks.

“Sela’s considering it, but she’s afraid her memory is too spotty for them to investigate him. Also afraid he won’t roll on the others. We’d like to see if we can find out the identities of the others first and if there’s any other dirt on JT. The police are a last resort.”

“When do you want me to start?” he asks, flipping back through his phone…presumably for his calendar.

“The minute you walk out that door. And I want you on this exclusively. Turn down your other work or farm it out,” I say firmly.

“That’ll cost you big,” he warns.

I open my middle drawer and pull out my checkbook. It burns like acid deep in my gut knowing that I share DNA with my monster of a half brother, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to make him suffer. It’s a good thing I’m fucking rich, and I’d spend every dime I have to help Sela. After pulling a check off, I scratch my signature on the bottom line and hand it to him across the desk. “There’s a blank check. Fill in the amount.”

My move doesn’t seem to surprise Dennis, but he takes the check from me and tucks it into his pocket.

Standing up from his chair, he taps a finger on his phone and says, “Let me get a picture of that tattoo.”

Pulling my T-shirt up and over my head, I turn to give my back to Dennis. I hear the sound of his snapping shots before he says, “Got it. Give me two hours to get my desk cleared and I’m all yours until we find what we need.”

“Good deal,” I tell him with a relieved smile after I tug my shirt back on. I extend a hand to him and he gives it a firm shake.

I’ve got Dennis digging deep, a week away from the office, and a beautiful girl who wants to hop around Europe with me. For the first time in days, I feel like I can breathe.
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I gently tap my spoon against the shell of the soft-boiled egg, which is perched in a white porcelain egg cup. When it was set before me, I didn’t have a clue what to do with it. I looked across the table at Beck, who eyed his just as suspiciously. The waitress, however, was not immune to our helpless looks and had clearly encountered her share of ignorant American tourists, and showed Beck how to tap through the top quarter of the shell and twist it off so he could get to the egg inside.

We’re sitting at a coveted window table in the Café Schwarzenberg, one of the first true Viennese coffeehouses, which was built in 1861. We missed our connecting flight from Zurich to Vienna, which precipitated a four-hour delay whereby we had to hang out in the airport, only to learn when we arrived at the Grand Hotel Wein early this morning that our room wasn’t ready. Apparently some Arab sheik was also staying at the hotel and our room had been mistakenly given to one of his security detail. We were assured they would ready another room for us immediately and suggested we have some breakfast at Café Schwarzenberg, which was just down the block off the Kärntner Ring. I was skeptical about the sheik story, but just as we were making our way out the front double doors, we were astounded to see about twenty reporters spring up from chairs all around the lobby and scurry toward the bank of elevators. Sure enough, a man dressed in full Lawrence of Arabia style stepped out surrounded by five bodyguards dressed in black suits, black sunglasses, and wire mics in their ears. They pushed their way through the crowd and Beck took my elbow, pulling me backward to give them passage. The sheik walked right out the door and into an awaiting nondescript black car, with two identical cars behind that carried his bodyguards.

With a sharp whack against my egg, which causes a piece of shell to shoot across the table, I blow off the top of my egg, causing yellow yolk to leak all over the place. I give a disgruntled sigh as Beck laughs at me and push the egg cup away. Instead, I pull a croissant off the side plate and break off a piece.

And oh God…I’m not sure anything more delicious has ever been in my mouth. I stifle a moan and put a larger piece between my lips before chewing on it slowly so I can savor.

“What do you think we should do today?” Beck asks as he takes the tiny egg spoon and pulls out some of the white flesh covered in warm yolk from the inside of the shell.

“I’m tired as hell,” I say after swallowing, and then punctuate it with a yawn. “But I’m excited to get out and explore. Maybe just walk around the city a bit. Nap in the afternoon so we can get our inner clocks adjusted.”

“We should definitely take it easy today,” Beck says with a nod, and takes another perfect scoop of egg from his waitress-cracked shell. “You have us booked solid with stuff over the next four days, so this might be our only day to relax.”

It’s true. I picked up a guidebook about Vienna in the San Francisco airport and I’m trying to pack in as much sightseeing as I can. We’re going to tour the Hofburg and Schönbrunn imperial palaces; watch the world-renowned Lipizzan horses perform at the Spanische Hofreitschule Winter Riding School; and take in a performance at the famous Vienna State Opera. We’ve got the concierge trying to get us tickets to tomorrow night’s performance of the Vienna Boys Choir performing at Hofburg Chapel in the Imperial Palace, and I plan to gorge myself on stunning architecture wherever we walk, Wiener schnitzel, and Viennese coffee in between. Because this coffee—I put my croissant down in favor of a sip of the creamy, sweet goodness—is fucking phenomenal. I could totally drink this in place of tea if I could figure out how to make it when we get back home.

“Thank you for doing this,” Beck says as he puts his egg spoon down and picks up his coffee. He went with regular black.

I smile at him over the edge of my cup. “Like it was so hard to accept an offer to jet off to Europe with you.”

“You had school obligations,” he points out.

“Still have them when I go back,” I say matter-of-factly. “But you were right…you needed a break from the craziness that I laid on your doorstep.”

“You needed a break too, Sela. We’ve got to tread carefully when we go after JT, so we need our wits about us.”

“You think Dennis will find something?” I ask before taking another sip. Beck had filled me in on their meeting and right now he was supposedly digging into JT’s life.

“I guarantee you there’s something,” Beck snarls with hatred for his partner. “His soul is black.”

“I’m sorry this is hurting you,” I say quietly before placing my cup down. “Especially since he’s…you know…your brother and all.”

“Hey,” Beck says as he puts his own coffee down so his hand can take mine. He squeezes and my eyes lift to his. “He’s not my brother. We might share my father’s DNA, but he’s otherwise dead to me. Don’t worry about my feelings on that matter, because the only ones I have now are disgust and hate toward him.”

“Still,” I say as my head turns to the left and I look out over the sidewalk, which is becoming increasingly busier as the morning wears on. “You probably would have been better off never knowing this. You know…the sweetness of ignorance and all that.”

“I’d rather have you, even if this shit comes with it,” he assures me. “You’re more than worth it.”

I smile, trying to blink back the stinging in my eyes caused by his words. “By the way, how is it that you’re related and you know about it but he doesn’t?”

I’ve been curious about this, as well as other things we haven’t been able to discuss. An airplane isn’t a very conducive place to talk about such sordid details.

Beck releases my hand and picks his coffee back up. He takes a sip and swallows with a grimace. “My parents and JT’s parents have been friends long before any of us kids were ever conceived. When I was about nine, I was playing in my dad’s office, under his desk. They had a fancy dinner party going on and I was bored. At any rate, my dad and JT’s mom came in and I didn’t come out of hiding. Knew my dad would be pissed to find me in there. So I hid under that desk while he fucked her right on the other side, and then later, I listened as they talked about JT.”

My hand rises involuntarily to cover my mouth in shock. He was just a kid…listening to that. Did he even understand what they were doing?

“What did they say?” I whispered.

“His mom was telling my dad about JT getting in trouble at school. I wasn’t half paying attention at first because they’d just had sex five feet from me and I wasn’t sure what the fuck that was all about.”

I can’t help the snort that comes out, but then I clear my throat and look at him with serious eyes.

“At any rate, they started fighting about JT. My dad suggested moving him to another school, and his mom didn’t want that, and then Dad got really angry and said, ‘Well…he’s my son, so I should have a say-so.’ ”

“Oh my God.”

“Right? I suddenly started paying attention to what they were saying. They kept arguing about my dad’s role in JT’s life, and it was clear that JT’s dad—the man who raised him, that is—had no clue he wasn’t his son. It was clear that no one knew about it except those two.”

“So you’ve held on to this secret since then?” I ask, amazed that someone so young would carry such a terrible weight.

Beck shakes his head. “I told my dad I knew a few years ago. We’d gotten into an argument about Caroline actually. The lengths my family will go to keep their precious secrets. I got pissed and just confronted him about it.”

“Did he deny it?”

“No,” Beck says with a wry smile. “But he instructed me that I was to forget about it and never mention it again.”

I watch as Beck takes another sip of his coffee, fiddles with the end of his croissant. I take a breath and share something that’s been on my mind. “Lengths your family would go to keep secrets. An argument about Caroline. You’re talking about her rape, right?”

Beck’s eyes slide up to mine and they’re filled with anger-laced pain. “My parents didn’t want Caroline to report her rape to the police. They didn’t want the public scrutiny.”

“But rape victims’ names are held secret,” I say in defense of Caroline. I know this from personal experience.

With a grimace, Beck says, “Try telling that to them. They didn’t want to take the chance.”

“So what happened?”

“I took Caroline to the police station and stood by her while she reported it,” he says softly. “My parents never acknowledged it, refused to support her, and as you can imagine, that’s what drove Caroline away. She hasn’t talked to them since.”

“That’s awful,” I say with disgust. “I’m sorry, but your parents sound like horrible people.”

“They are,” he agrees with a rueful smile. “They’re nothing like your parents. They had your back all the way, didn’t they?”

I lower my eyes to my coffee cup and remember fondly their almost-perfect handling of a brutalized daughter. Outrage over what happened to me, validation I did nothing wrong—although I was loath to ever believe that—protectiveness to make me feel safe, and an open, honest environment in which I could process my feelings.

“They were amazing,” is all I can say to Beck about them.

“Well, my parents aren’t worth a fucking damn and Caroline’s glad to be rid of them.”

“If you don’t mind, could you tell me what happened to Caroline? The experience has also affected you, given you a better understanding of what I went through, but I’d like to know just what happened.”

Beck leans forward and puts his elbows on the table. His eyes are clear with honesty but no less clouded with pain. “I don’t think she’d mind me telling you. It might be good for you two to talk.”

I nod quickly because I’m feeling all kinds of bad that Caroline didn’t have the support she needed.

“It happened almost five years ago about this time of year. My parents were having their annual Christmas party, and both of us were attending as dutiful children. Caroline had just turned twenty the month before.”

I hold a hand out, do some mental calculation on my fingers, and say, “So Caroline is a year younger than me.”

Beck nods. “We left the party after only a few hours, but Caroline was drunk, because that’s really the only way to get through being around my parents. This guy she had brought as a date drove her home so I figured she’d be okay, you know?”

His voice has taken on a guilt-filled tone, which causes my hand to fly out to grab his. I squeeze hard…painfully hard until his eyes focus on me. “Don’t. Don’t even go there. You couldn’t have known and it could have happened anywhere.”

Without acknowledging my words but giving me a return squeeze, which causes my grip to loosen slightly, he continues. “She doesn’t really remember much about it. Doesn’t remember the drive home, or getting into her apartment. Just that she woke up the next morning, and she…well, could tell she’d had rough sex and that protection wasn’t used. She had bruises on her throat and wrists; all over her legs and she was bleeding between…well, you know.”

“God…I am so sorry,” I whisper.

“She called me right away and I went over to her apartment,” Beck says, pulling his hand from mine so he can take another sip of coffee. “Her memory was spotty, she was drunk, and she wasn’t sure if it was consensual. She felt—”

“Responsible,” I supply automatically.

“Yes…blamed herself. But given her condition, I didn’t think it was consensual and I asked Caroline point-blank if she was the type to give it up on the first date.”

“That was the first time she’d been out with that guy?”

“Michael Schaefer is his name. She’d met him at school. He was the exact opposite of the type of guy my parents would approve of, which is exactly why she brought him.”

My memory of seeing the folder in Beck’s office as I was searching it slams into me. It had SCHAEFER INVESTIGATION written on the tab. “He was arrested?”

“She didn’t want to report it at first because she couldn’t be a hundred percent sure it was rape. She didn’t want to ruin him if it was consensual, but I kept after her. She wanted to take a shower, get cleaned up, but I wouldn’t let her. It was awful, knowing what happened to her and arguing with her to keep that fucker’s semen inside of her so we could go to the police with it.”

I can’t control the sudden wave of tears that fill my eyes. I know exactly what it feels like to have your rapist’s semen on you, and it’s the most disgusting thing you could ever imagine. Even now, nausea roils my stomach, threatening to curdle my Viennese coffee.

“What got her to change her mind?” I ask as I blink my eyes hastily.

“I felt the need to get our parents involved, hoping they’d help to encourage her to report it,” he says with a disdainful laugh.

And I know what he’s going to say, so I say it instead with all the disgust I can muster. “Let me guess…they did the opposite. Told her not to report it because it would bring shame on the family. They made her feel fucking shame, didn’t they?”

“Yup,” Beck says as he points a finger at me and nods. “But it only goes to show you they didn’t know their daughter. Caroline took that as a challenge, and it actually strengthened her spirit. She and I always banded together against our parents, so the minute they staked their position in opposition to me, she was spitting nails and eager to report it.”

“What happened?”

“They picked up Michael Schaefer and interviewed him. He denied it, stating he dropped her off at her apartment. Didn’t walk her to her door…just pulled up in front and then took off.”

“A real gentleman,” I grumble.

“It’s why she chose him to go to my parents’ party. He was a lowlife. But he wasn’t a rapist.”

My eyebrows shoot up. I wasn’t expecting that. “He wasn’t?”

“He volunteered DNA and it excluded him.”

“So someone got her at her apartment?”

Beck nods, his lips flat and eyes glinting with menace. “We assume she was ambushed.”

“That’s horrific. I’m just…I don’t even know what to say.”

He doesn’t respond, but picks off a piece of croissant and nibbles on it.

“So that’s why Caroline has nothing to do with your parents,” I continue. “They didn’t believe her; made her feel shameful, and she cut them out.”

“It’s part of it,” Beck says, pulling off another piece of croissant. He waves it at me as he says, “But it more has to do with the fact that once Caroline found out she was pregnant, they wanted her to get an abortion.”

At this, my jaw drops open in astonishment. “Ally…was conceived by the rape?”

“She was,” he says, and his eyes grow soft at just the mention of her. “Caroline refused a morning-after pill at the hospital. She wasn’t going to take the chance of killing a life if she was pregnant. My parents went berserk when they found out. Really tried to strong-arm her into aborting her own daughter, but Caroline would never, ever do that. They were wasting their energy and ensuring that Caroline would forever be gone from their life.”

“Your parents are absolute shits, Beck. I’m sorry to say that, but they really are.”

“Agreed,” he says with a wry smile. “And I hope you understand a little why that makes me the way I am. Why I flipped out when I thought you were lying to me. When I found you in my office. I just fucking hate deception and smoke and mirrors. If it’s not my father hiding his paternity of JT, it’s both my parents shaming Caroline for getting raped and wanting to keep it a secret. It’s just…I can’t fucking stand it.”

My eyes slide back out to the street briefly back to him. “I get it. I understand why you did what you did.”

“I’m still really sorry for it,” he offers.

“Water under the bridge,” I smile at him. “So I assume Caroline’s rapist was never caught?”

Shaking his head, Beck leans back in his chair. “No. The police checked out surveillance videos in the area, but there wasn’t anything that gave a direct line of sight to her apartment. You could see Michael Schaefer dropping her off in the parking lot and then driving off, but no angle provided a clear shot of her apartment door. No witnesses either. DNA didn’t match up to any known criminals.”

My fingers play with my croissant, but I don’t take any more of it. Instead, I put my hands in my lap and lean a little farther over the table. “Beck…will you tell Caroline what happened to me? I want her to know she’s not alone in what it feels like not to know, and that maybe it’s even worse knowing. I want her to be able to talk to me if she wants.”

Beck’s smile lights his face and he leans forward as well, even farther than I do, raises from his seat, and places his lips gently against mine before saying, “Caroline adores you, and I’m sure she’d be greatly comforted to share in this with you. You are amazing, Sela.”

My sigh fans out across his lips before I press in and accept the kiss he had hovering there. When we pull back, I tell him, “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

“I’ll share everything with you from now on,” he assures me. “And you’ll do the same with me.”

“That I will. Everything.”
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We’re in a private box at the Wiener Staatsoper, otherwise known as the Vienna State Opera. Completed in 1869 under the Hapsburg monarchy, it’s built in the neo-Renaissance style—whatever the fuck that means—by Josef Hlavka. He was a world-renowned Czech architect and contractor, and I’m sure I’ll forget his name come tomorrow.

But I know it today because since we had tickets to attend the opera Tosca at the Vienna State Opera tonight, Sela insisted we do a behind-the-scenes tour of the opera house about five hours ago. I was not overly fond of this idea, because I hate opera, and I was already going to be subjected to it for about three hours tonight. But Sela was so excited, and because I most certainly do not hate Sela, and actually like her more than I’ve ever liked another woman in my life, I easily gave in to her ludicrous idea.

So in addition to touring Schönbrunn Palace this morning, we spent another two hours walking through this massive structure, being appropriately impressed when our tour guide pointed out the plinths and buttresses made of Wöllersdorfer and Kaisersteinbruch stone, or the hand-carved statues, or even the painted ceilings set amid gilded panels. I grudgingly admit it’s an amazingly beautiful building, but I didn’t expect to be spending five full hours of my life inside of it.

I suppose the only thing that makes it bearable is that Sela looks amazing tonight. We had not packed anything that would be worthy of an evening in a luxury box at the Staatsoper, but Linda worked magic and found us a boutique that could outfit Sela in a stunning, deep-red gown that sits off her shoulders and dips low into her cleavage. The top of the bodice is fitted, but the skirt portion is long and flowing and swishes beautifully when she walks. I was also able to get a tuxedo at the same boutique, and we were considered presentable as we walked out of the Grand Hotel Wein tonight to get into our hired Mercedes that would take us to the opera.

“Excuse me, Mr. North,” I hear from behind me, and I turn in my heavy chair with gold carved accents and plush red velvet cushions to see the private waiter assigned to our box. “Would you care for something to drink?”

So far, we haven’t run into much of a language barrier. Schools here require English as a second language, and once you’re identified as American, the Austrians are happy to practice their skills. The only issue we had was today at lunch; we chose a restaurant that apparently saw little in the way of tourists, as our waiter couldn’t speak a lick of English. She ended up miming the menu to us, and I think I chose the rabbit, but I’m not quite sure.

“Do you want anything Sela?” I ask as I turn to look at her sitting next to me. She’s leaning forward in her chair to gaze over the banister at the seats below us.

She tilts her face my way and just shakes her head with a sweet smile. “I’m good.”

“Nothing for us right now,” I tell the waiter, who nods and starts to back out of our box. “But maybe later.”

“Of course,” he says. “I’ll check back.”

Once the door is closed, I lean forward alongside Sela and peer over. We didn’t get a chance to see the interior from this perspective today on our tour. With people filing in and the chatter of eager patrons, it doesn’t seem as vast and cavernous as it did when we were walking down below.

We’re seated in the very middle balcony box on the third tier. As the venue curves in a broad horseshoe around the perimeter, we can’t see anything to our immediate left or right, but can vaguely make out the people in the boxes on the ends. I suppose if we had those weird opera glasses, that would help.

“Isn’t this place fantastic?” Sela murmurs as she rests her chin on her forearms, which are propped on the banister as she looks out over the crowd. “I’d never have been able to do something like this if I hadn’t met you.”

She turns her face, chin still resting on her arms, and gives me a smile filled with gratitude and tenderness. It causes my breath to hitch, because it’s the most expressive I’ve ever seen her, and she’s more beautiful than I can ever imagine anything being.

Reaching out, I carefully cup my hand behind her neck, very aware not to mess up her long locks curled and pinned on top of her head. I squeeze and lean closer to her. “I’d gladly take the tour of this opera house every day for the rest of my life if it made you happy.”

Sela chuckles with amusement and her eyes shine even brighter. “Hated it that much, did you?”

“Not at all,” I tell her smoothly. “When I was bored, I just stared at your ass the entire time. So that means I very much enjoyed the tour today.”

“Pervert,” she says affectionately, and pulls back from the balcony. It causes my hand to fall away from her, but I still take a moment to let my fingers travel over her bare shoulder. It also fills me with no small measure of pride when she shivers from that touch.

The lights start to dim, and from the orchestra pit just in front of the stage, a long low note from a cello sounds. Looks like the show is getting ready to start.

My chair sits beside Sela’s so closely it’s an easy reach for me to grab her hand and pull it over onto my lap to hold. She gives me an acknowledging squeeze but sits up straighter in her chair, eager for the performance to start.

I lean casually to the right, into her space, and put my lips near her ear. “I think I forgot to tell you…but you look stunning tonight.”

Without taking her eyes off the stage, she whispers out of the side of her mouth. “You didn’t forget. You told me once at the hotel and once in the car on the way here.”

“Huh,” I whisper back. “Well, I’m telling you again.”

“Shhh,” she admonishes me as the music starts…a slow build of violins, cellos, and flutes. “It’s starting.”

I don’t move back over, but lean just a tad closer until my lips brush her ears. “You know…it’s so dark in here now, no one could see into this box. We could do all sorts of naughty things in here.”

I expect her to chastise me again, maybe even push me away in exasperation so I don’t ruin this experience for her. Instead, her head swivels and I can see the flickering of the stage lights in her blue eyes as she stares at me intently.

“You’re right,” she murmurs, twisting her hand from mine and placing her palm at the top of my thigh. Her fingers press in and she stares at me just a moment longer before turning her gaze back to the stage. “There are indeed all kinds of naughty things we can do in here.”

—

Turns out, the most naughty of things that Sela had envisioned included us fucking in that box. After the second intermission and after she shooed away the waiter who had come to check on us for a third time, and after the lights dimmed once again, Sela made her move.

Tugged me right up from my chair by a sure but delicate grip on my hand, and led me into the shadows of the back corner of the box, right where the door hinges meet the wall. As Cavaradossi sang “E Lucevan le Stelle,” I could only truly concentrate on the fact that Sela had dropped to her knees and was licking all around my cock. It wasn’t just naughty…it was exquisitely sinful that we’d degrade the luxury of the Staatsoper in that way. My ears completely tuned out Puccini when Sela somehow managed to climb my body and sank her gloriously wet, tight pussy onto me. I merely made a quarter turn, which placed her back against the wall, put my hands under her ass, and proceeded to fuck her as hard as I could. Thank God the music was bold and the venue perfectly arranged so it infiltrated every nook and cranny of the place, because at one point Sela shouted out as she started to come. I had to slap a hand quickly over her mouth, but I was so goddamned turned on it wasn’t long before I was groaning loudly with my face pressed into her throat as I unloaded within her.

Now that is the type of opera I could get behind seeing more often.

We had a nightcap in the hotel lobby after we returned, and while I couldn’t imagine a night passing when I wouldn’t be sunk deep inside of Sela’s body, we actually both fell asleep almost immediately when we crawled under the covers. Not sure if it was the nonstop sightseeing we’ve done the last four days, the amazing food, or maybe just the adrenaline high of the fantastic fucking we did at the opera, but we both conked out quickly.

I know I slept deeply because I was fairly groggy when I woke up at almost four A.M. needing to take a piss. I did my business, washed my hands, and swished some mouthwash around my tongue and teeth, then gargling before spitting it out. I was tired and could easily fall back asleep, but I also felt awake enough that I could spend some quality time with Sela’s body. We’re on vacation; tomorrow is our last day before we leave for the States, and if I wake Sela and keep us both up for a few hours, there’s nothing preventing us from going right back to sleep after.

Before heading back to bed, I grab my phone charging on the desk in our suite and quickly check my messages. JT has been texting me almost every day, demanding I respond to him.

The first one came the evening we left for Vienna. “Dude…Linda said you’re going to Vienna? That’s a surprise. What’s up with that?”

I ignored it, afraid my response would be something along the lines of, “I know what you did you low-life piece of shit and I’m going to make it my mission to ruin you.”

He sent follow-up texts periodically over the next four days that got increasingly more angry.

“Hope your vacation is going well. Call me. Need to discuss some business.

Beck…I need to talk to you. I’ve got to give a thumbs-up or thumbs-down on the Nicholson-Meyers project. Call me.

Will you fucking call me? I need to talk to you asap.

I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but I’ve about had it. Call me.”

I ignored every single one of these, as well as the few times he actually tried to call me. I merely instructed Linda to pass along to JT that I was in full-vacation mode and was not accepting any business calls or texts until I returned stateside. That must have done the trick, because it’s going on almost forty-eight hours and I haven’t heard anything from him.

I’m absolutely dreading my first day back in the office and I haven’t a clue as to how to handle him. At this point, I’m thinking of working from home indefinitely to avoid him until I can figure a way to bring him down.

Tapping on my email icon, I scroll through the messages. All those from Linda I’ll read tomorrow. One from JT looks like he just forwarded an article from Investor’s Weekly, and although it probably has some helpful information, I delete the fucking thing so I don’t have to even look at JT’s name.

Sliding my finger down the screen, I stop on an email from Dennis Flaherty sent a little over an hour ago.

The subject line is simple and causes my heart to race: I Hit Pay Dirt.

The messages only has two words: Call me.

I shoot a quick glance at Sela, and assured that she’s sleeping soundly, I walk into the bathroom and shut the door behind me. It’s only seven P.M. back in the States, and the worst I’d be doing is interrupting his dinner, so I don’t hesitate in dialing his number.

He answers on the second ring by saying, “Figured I’d be hearing from you fairly soon, although it’s what…four A.M. there? You’re up awful early.”

I don’t bother to engage the polite small talk. “What did you find?”

Dennis is all business and gets to the heart of the matter. “Turns out drugs and abusing women isn’t your partner’s only addictions. Appears he’s got a bit of a gambling problem.”

This does not surprise me, but I also don’t know if this can help me. “How big of a problem?”

“He is in deep, and I mean way deep to some nasty people here in San Francisco who are backed by even nastier people in Vegas.”

“But he doesn’t go to Vegas,” I say dumbly. At least I don’t think he does. Not that I’m really privy to JT’s plans, but I don’t ever recall him taking any trips to Vegas.

“You don’t have to go to Vegas to enjoy their high-dollar stakes.”

“What does he bet on?” I ask curiously.

“The question should be ‘what doesn’t he bet on?’ He’s into everything. High-dollar online poker, horses, boxing, UFC fights, Rose Bowl winner, Super Bowl winner, the sex of Princess Kate and Prince William’s next child. Whatever the fuck you can bet on, JT’s laying down money on it.”

“So how is this pay dirt?” I ask hesitantly.

“Because he is leveraged to the hilt. He’s got almost two million dollars out on unpaid bets he owes and Vegas wants to collect.”

“I don’t understand,” I say stupidly. “JT’s not poor. Two million isn’t anything to sneeze at, but he should easily be able to come up with that.”

Dennis chuckles into the phone and I can hear the flat-out amusement within the guttural sound. “JT is poor Beck. He’s got maybe a couple hundred grand in liquid assets, but everything else is either gone or tied up. Hell, he could legitimately file for bankruptcy.”

“Gone?” I’m just not putting this together. It’s not adding up.

“How in the hell do you think a man who lives his lifestyle could afford a two-million-dollar mark owing to a bookie? You can’t wear a new three-thousand-dollar suit every day of the week, drive a five-hundred-thousand-dollar sports car, and have a spare three-hundred-thousand-dollar sports car sitting in your garage. You can’t buy toy submarines and take five-figure vacations several times a year. He hemorrhages money faster than it’s replenished. You and Mr. Townsend take only a modest salary from The Sugar Bowl in comparison to the revenues, am I right?”

He’s right about that. “Yeah…we each get roughly five hundred thousand per year. The rest is all in stock options, long-term, high-yield investments.”

“Stuff that can’t be touched,” Dennis adds.

“But he had trust monies he put into The Sugar Bowl when we first started it. Our profits first year paid those back to him. He should be flush with at least a couple million.”

“That wasn’t his money he put in,” Dennis says, almost with a cackle of glee to reveal that to me.

“Say what?” I ask, my jaw now hanging open.

“JT’s trust was nominal. He had maybe a million in it. His start-up capital into the business was from a loan. And he paid that back to the lender with interest that first year.”

“Who was the lender?” I ask, almost believing I have it figured out, but I want to hear it all the same.

Dennis hesitates only a moment, but there’s no fear in his voice when he lays it on me. “Your dad…Beckett W. North, Sr. made the loan.”

This surprises me. Doesn’t piss me off, because my dad is an investment banker, and that’s what he does. It’s just…I never thought JT would go to my dad for something like that. Sure, we grew up together and our families did a lot of stuff together, but despite the fact they shared DNA, they just weren’t that close, to be honest. I figured JT had to have some brass balls to approach my dad, as it was a risky venture.

Unless…JT does know he’s really a North and not a Townsend. That would explain him going to my father for such a large amount of money.

Shaking my head, I put that aside. Doesn’t really matter to me how he got that money to start The Sugar Bowl, what matters is the fact he’s nearly broke right now.

“This is all fascinating,” I tell Dennis. “But how does this help me get him out of my company? It seems to me he’d hold on tighter than ever for the security.”

“Listen,” Dennis says, his voice dropping an octave lower. “JT could probably scrape up the two million he owes the bookies. He’d take some penalty and tax hits on some of the investments, but he could probably do it. The current predicament he’s in isn’t going to help you.”

“But I sense you know something else that can help me?” I prod.

“There’s a UFC fight at Caesar’s Palace in three weeks—”

“Mariota versus VanZant,” I say automatically, because it’s a highly publicized matchup and I’ve heard plenty about it. Mariota is the reigning welterweight champion. He’s undefeated in twelve matches and they say unstoppable. But VanZant wants a shot at him and has dropped almost twenty pounds to move down from light heavyweight to Mariota’s weight class. VanZant is a serious underdog, but there are plenty who think he’s the one. He’s relatively new to the circuit, but the fact he made such a huge weight class move has Vegas all abuzz. Odds are still in favor of Mariota though.

“Apparently, JT is making a last-ditch effort to save his own ass,” Dennis explains. “He’s gone in double or nothing on his debt to his bookie and laid it all on VanZant to win. If he does, his two million gets paid and he walks away with an equal amount.”

“And if he loses?” I ask, but I already sort of know the answer.

“He’s probably going to get the shit beat of out him. I’m thinking busted kneecaps at the least, but they might carve out a spleen or something.”

Nice. I could totally be down with that.

“But, more than anything, if he loses, he’s going to be scrambling for the money. And who do you think he’s going to go to to avoid ending up in the hospital?”

“Me,” I say firmly. He’ll absolutely come to me, and I now see where Dennis is going with this. “I give him the money in exchange for ownership of The Sugar Bowl.”

“Exactly,” Dennis says with satisfaction.

“How do we ensure JT loses?” I ask, because that’s the part that’s risky.

“Well,” Dennis says hesitantly. “That’s going to cost you some money too, but I’ve got an idea. When are you due back?”


[image: Chapter 13 Sela][image: Chapter 13 Sela]


Dennis Flaherty is an interesting character. He’s imposingly big, yet looks elegant in a light gray tailored suit with a pale blue hankie in the pocket. His face is boyish with Irish freckled skin, bright red hair, and crystal blue eyes, yet there’s a wisdom there that tells me he’s seen stuff in his life. Although Beck said he came highly recommended by a friend of his, I can also tell by just looking at him that he’s trustworthy. It’s a gut instinct, and I’m anxious to hear more of what he has to say about JT.

We flew into San Francisco last night via another layover in Zurich—this time easily making our connecting flight—but Beck and I are feeling the keen effects of jet lag as we all take seats in our living room. With his hand holding mine on the couch, we both watch as Dennis sits in one of the matching white suede armchairs and crosses one leg over the other in sophisticated fashion.

“Where do you want me to start?” Dennis asks as he reaches down beside the chair to a briefcase he deposited there a moment ago, pulling a manila folder from a side pocket. “The info I have on JT or the photos?”

Beck turns to look at me, his eyebrows raised in question for me to make the call.

“The photos,” I say with a hard swallow. That will be the hardest part, as evidenced by the thumping of my pulse.

Dennis stands from his chair and walks over to the coffee table. He opens the folder and pulls out a thick stack of photos and lays them out on the coffee table before me. “There are a lot to go through. I narrowed them down as best I could by the descriptions you gave me, the time period, and what Beck could recall of those fraternity brothers who were close friends with JT.”

I nod as my eyes start scanning the photos before me. They’re all in black and white on glossy paper, with four pictures per page. Leaning forward on the couch, I hover over them while Beck’s hand goes to my lower back, where it presses in softly for support.

My eyes scan left to right, first the top row, then the bottom. I flip through page after page of photos, noting dark hair, pale hair, light eyes, dark eyes. They all look nondescript to me and not one of the photos causes an internal reaction.

Shaking my head, I mutter, “I don’t know…no one looks familiar.”

“It’s okay,” Beck says softly, his hand rubbing in circles against my back. “Take another look.”

I do as he asks, flipping back through, a bit slower this time. All the men look back at me with innocent eyes.

“Nothing,” I say in frustration, pushing them across the table back at Dennis.

“Doesn’t mean he’s not in there,” Dennis says as he picks up the stack and straightens it before putting the photos back into the folder.

As he turns to sit in the armchair again, I look at Beck. “When I first saw JT on TV, there was a vague recognition. I wasn’t sure how I knew him, but there was a familiarity. I don’t know that the other men are in that stack Dennis has.”

Beck pulls me back onto the couch, wrapping his arms around me. Placing a kiss to my temple, he whispers, “Don’t worry. We’ll broaden the search. We can head over to Stanford one day and look through all the yearbooks. It will be tedious, but maybe you’ll recognize someone that way.”

I nod, smiling uncertainly at him before turning my gaze to Dennis. His eyes are kind as he watches me.

“Putting my other attackers aside, how do we handle JT?” I ask him.

“Well,” Dennis says with a glint in his eye. “We could force JT to confess his accomplices. The information could be tortured out of him. Probably a personal confession too.”

A zing of pure pleasure courses through me and I sit up straighter over Dennis’ words. They resonate with my own bloodlust that I’ve been trying hard to keep at bay.

“That’s not a good option at this point,” Beck says, and I instantly deflate.

But he’s right. We spent a great deal of time talking about this while in Vienna. Although I still sometimes dream of JT’s death by my hand, I know deep in my gut I can’t do that. Not because I don’t think it’s justified, but because it’s not what’s best for me and Beck as a couple. One thing I’ve managed to understand with great clarity is that Beck has now become the most important thing to me. While I still need to seek justice for myself, I need to balance it with keeping myself safe and ensuring that Beck comes out of this with no damage. Ideally, that means having The Sugar Bowl intact and untainted before JT is made to pay for what he did to me. In this respect, Beck and I have formed a partnership, so to speak, whereby we both can achieve our goals.

“I’ve decided to go to the police,” I tell Dennis as my hand goes to Beck’s knee where I squeeze it reassuringly. This was also something we talked about in Vienna, but was a decision that I came to on my own.

“After we get JT out of The Sugar Bowl,” Beck amends quickly.

Dennis nods in understanding, but points out the problems with this plan. “Your memory of the tattoo may not be enough to force the district attorney to compel a DNA sample.”

“It’s a risk,” Beck agrees. “But we also have Melissa Fraye. He tried to drug her. Hopefully that will be enough for the DA to investigate JT.”

“And he may not turn on his accomplices,” Dennis says, but this is also something we considered.

This was the part I was willing to sacrifice if need be. It was what I was willing to give up in order to make sure our two main objectives were reached. JT paid for what he did to me and Beck gets The Sugar Bowl free and clear.

“It’s not important,” I tell Dennis brusquely.

“It is important,” Beck says as he turns to face me on the couch. He holds my eyes so he knows that this is troubling to him, but this I already know. We talked this issue to death while sitting on the bank of the Danube River a few days ago, trying to figure out how we could have it all.

I quickly decided that while Dennis has the best idea—beat the shit out of JT until he confesses everything—that is a crime we can’t afford to risk. Anything we got out of that wouldn’t be admissible.

No. Our best bet was to use my memory of the tattoo to identify my attacker, and leave it up to Lady Justice to force JT to give a DNA sample that would most definitely match the semen taken from my hair that night.

Taking Beck’s hand, I squeeze it and say, “Identifying the other men will be the icing on our cake if we can do that, but let’s keep our eyes on the prize, okay?”

“So brave,” Beck murmurs before giving me a sad smile. He then turns to Dennis and says, “We have our agenda. First is to get JT disconnected from me. That means out of The Sugar Bowl.”

“And he needs to be ruined,” I add. Dennis’ eyes swing from Beck to me with a glow of appreciation, and in that moment, I understand that he’s a man who personally understands retribution. I’m dying to know his backstory, but it would be totally in poor taste to ask, I think.

Leaning back in his chair, Dennis folds his hands over his stomach and turns to Beck. “Bottom line…JT is cash poor. Since The Sugar Bowl started three years ago and he paid your father back the start-up capital, his living expenses have exceeded his income. That means not only has he squandered every bit of his yearly income on a lavish lifestyle, gambling, and drugs, he’s got no appreciable liquid assets he can use to bail himself out. There are some modest investments in mutual funds, but most of his money is tied up in his Sausalito home with little to no equity. His credit cards are maxed out. Again, he might be able to scrape a few million together, but he’d need some time to do it. Rather than try to pay off his debt, he’s making the idiotic—and for us, very opportune—decision to double down to his bookie. If he loses, they will want immediate payment. And trust me when I say they will make him hurt to get the money. He’ll be desperate for help.”

Beck had told me about JT betting double or nothing on the Mariota-VanZant fight that’s going to be held on January 2nd. I don’t know anything about this sort of stuff, but I didn’t have a hard time figuring out that if JT loses, he’ll owe four million dollars, and based on what Dennis is saying, he will not be able to come up with that sum.

“How do you know all this stuff?” I ask Dennis with a mixture of amazement and skepticism. “I mean…JT’s personal finances, his gambling. I mean, how do you even know what he owes to a bookie and what he’s betting?”

Gone is the charming look of an Irish boy in an expensive suit and his eyes chill somewhat. It’s not enough to scare me, but enough to know that Dennis Flaherty is someone who walks a narrow line, not afraid to step off onto the dark side.

“Plausible deniability” he says coolly, but then tempers the rebuke with somewhat of an understanding smile. “You’re safer and more shielded the less you know about my methods. Just know that my resources are not only accurate but infinite, and when the money is right, such as what your boyfriend is shelling out, there isn’t much I can’t accomplish.”

My head swivels to Beck. “Just how much money are you shelling out?”

“No clue,” Beck says with a sheepish smile. “I gave him a blank check.”

“What the hell, Beck?” I say in exasperation. “You can’t just go handing someone a blank check without knowing what exactly you’re getting.”

“He’s getting a way to ruin JT,” Dennis says calmly, and my gaze slides back over to him. Gone is the ice in his eyes and instead he holds an amused smile. “But I haven’t filled the check out yet, because that all depends on what you want to do from here on out with the information I just gave you.”

“So tell me exactly what it will cost,” Beck says, his tone now all businesslike as he sits forward on the couch and rests his elbows on his knees.

“How much do you know about the UFC?” he asks, to both of us I believe as his gaze travels back and forth between us.

“A little,” Beck says.

“Nothing,” I say at the same time.

Dennis leans forward in the chair, matching Beck’s posture of elbows resting casually on his knees. “UFC stands for Ultimate Fighting Championship. It’s a promotion organization that sponsors bouts between fighters who practice mixed martial arts. MMA has come a long way since its inception in the early nineties when it was a rarely watched sport of just two men in a cage brawling it out with very few rules by which to abide. Today it generates over five hundred million dollars a year in revenue, and its pay-per-view events are becoming as popular as some premium boxing matches.”

“That makes it a popular sport to bet on,” Beck surmises.

“Exactly,” Dennis says with a nod. “But here’s why this is an opportunity for you. Most UFC fighters don’t make a lot of money. The median pay for a fighter hovers around the twenty-thousand-dollar mark with some bonuses thrown on top for a win.”

“Not a lot of money to get your ass kicked,” I mutter.

“It’s not,” Dennis agrees. “Sure, some of the top-billed fighters can earn hundreds of thousands for a match, but those are probably only the top one percent.”

“Where does VanZant fall?” Beck asks.

Dennis smiles, because Beck has caught on. “He’s undefeated, so he commands a bit more, but he’s only getting a hundred thousand for the fight, with a fifty-thousand bonus for the win.”

“So he can be bought?” I ask with skepticism.

“Maybe,” Dennis says as he pins me with a direct stare. “He’d have to weigh the risk. He could lose to Mariota, who is also undefeated and the reigning champion of his weight class. That would probably cause his earning potential to be crippled. The other risk is of serious injury. Fighters don’t last long in this sport, as the risk of debilitating injury is high.”

“What are the pros?”

“If he wins, he’s looking at potential lucrative endorsements. A higher salary for his next fights, probably with a cut of pay-per-view earnings. A win against Mariota could potentially send him up the ladder with the big boys who can earn half a million to a million on a fight.”

“So we have to make an offer to him that can’t be refused,” Beck says thoughtfully.

“Five hundred thousand,” Dennis says matter-of-factly. “Maybe less, but if you want a done deal and you want him to fall believably, I think that’s the amount that would do the trick.”

“And what?” I say, still unsure about how Dennis could even accomplish something like this. “You’re just going to approach him with an offer?”

“Not me,” Dennis says vaguely. “But I have a contact who will for a small middleman fee.”

“And just how much then would you be filling in that blank check Beck gave you?” I ask.

“For my investigation into JT and his accomplices, the middleman fee to float the offer to VanZant, and VanZant’s bribe…with Beck’s permission I’ll fill it in for $675,000. I dispense all the money so the only paper trail is of you paying an investigative service. We can say it’s a multiyear retainer for me to contract privately for The Sugar Bowl to vet the Sugar Daddies and Babies.”

“No,” I say, turning to face Beck on the couch. His head swivels to look at me with raised eyebrows. “It’s just too much money. Too much risk.”

“Sela,” Beck says soothingly as he turns all the way to me and puts one hand on my knee. “Unlike JT, I have not squandered my money and I have plenty of it. That’s nothing in the grand scheme of things.”

“It’s too risky,” I maintain, suddenly not feeling good about this. “I mean, even if VanZant loses, you’re still banking on JT coming to you for the money. And if you’re lucky enough to have him do that, I’m not about to have you hand over four million to satisfy his debt. I can’t stomach the thought of you giving JT that type of money.”

“It’s the only way to get him out of The Sugar Bowl,” Beck says softly. “It would be a nominal amount to get sole ownership of The Sugar Bowl, which will earn millions and millions over my lifetime. It’s nothing more than a buyout, which is what I’d have to do if he willingly sold to me, and if he willingly sold to me, he’d demand much more than four million dollars. Trust me on that.”

I open my mouth to argue, but Dennis cuts me off. “You could come out cheaper.”

Both our heads turn his way.

“How’s that?” Beck asks.

“Buy his current debt from the bookie,” Dennis says simply.

“That wouldn’t work,” Beck says adamantly. “I’d have no leverage to make him pay. I’m assuming, at the least, his bookie has an enforcer that would impress upon JT the importance of satisfying the debt.”

“I’m not finished,” Dennis says with a calculated smirk. “Normally you’d buy the debt at a reduced price, which is attractive to the lender because it’s guaranteed. But instead, offer to buy it at full price and have the bookie still run a sham double-or-nothing bet. VanZant takes the fall, and the bookie is owed a sham four million. You wouldn’t have to pay a damn penny more to him on JT’s behalf when he comes asking for the money, but JT doesn’t need to know that. You’d essentially be buying the enforcement.”

“That’s too complicated,” I say, nibbling on a fingernail in worry. Everything we’re talking about is illegal as hell, and I have to wonder why I’m suddenly growing a conscience when murder had been my primary agenda in the not-so-distant past.

“Or,” Dennis says with an evil glint in his eye. “Let JT make the bet, let him lose, and you promise to pay the bookie. Get it in writing he transfers Sugar Bowl ownership to you, then fuck him over and don’t pay a damn dime. Let him take the beating he deserves, then go to the police.”

“Fuck JT over?” Beck asks in amazement, and I can tell by the tone of his voice that this appeals greatly to Beck’s sense of justice.

“It’s still too risky,” I say, again trying to be the voice of reason between these two men who are now scenting blood in the water. “We don’t even know VanZant will take the fall. Or that JT will come to you for the money. It’s a whole bunch of luck you’re relying on.”

Beck turns my way once again and smirks. “Seems to me I remember a woman who was banking on a whole lot of luck that first night when you planned to confront JT at that mixer.”

“Well, I hadn’t thought things through—”

“Sela,” Beck cuts me off. “These are all good options, and yes…luck will be involved. What’s the worst that will happen? I won’t get JT out of the business cleanly, but we’ll still have the option of going to the police.”

I stare at Beck, searching deeply into his eyes, hoping to find some measure of comfort over what we’re attempting to do. I’m terrified Beck will get so caught up in this he’ll fail to look out for his own safety and well-being, but he looks back at me with confidence and surety.

He’s asking me to trust him on this and let him help me.

While so much of this still feels wrong, it’s the way Beck is looking at me right now that causes me to nod my head in acquiescence.

Beck turns to Dennis. “Make the offer to VanZant. If he bites, we roll forward as planned. Operation Fuck Over JT is now in progress.”

“Do you want me to float an offer to buy the debt from his bookie?” Dennis asks.

Beck immediately shakes his head. “No. Like Sela said, that’s just too complicated, so let’s keep this very simple. Make the offer to VanZant to take the fall. If he does, JT loses the bet and the bookie comes to collect. I’m prepared to pay four million to JT to get him out of The Sugar Bowl. It’s a cheap price for the buyout of a business that will generate more than a hundred times that amount over my life.”

He then turns his gaze to me and gives me a reassuring smile. I try to levy one back at him, but it’s a pale attempt.

Reaching his hand out, he places his palm to my cheek. “Trust me…this will work.”

“I trust you,” I tell him, my smile getting a bit stronger.

Because I do.

Trust this man.

More than anyone else in my life, and I have to believe that we’ll both come out of this on top and I’ll be vindicated.
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Sela was a nervous wreck this morning as she kissed me before I left to come into work today. After Dennis left us Friday afternoon, we had a low-key weekend, preferring to hang at the condo and decorate for Christmas. We were both somehow able to put all the craziness of our plot against JT aside, and instead concentrate on invoking some holiday spirit.

This will be my first Christmas with a girlfriend.

It’s Sela’s first with a boyfriend.

Two souls who have preferred to be alone for holidays past, now bonded through circumstance, passion, and a focused need for revenge. I’m not sure if that’s the stuff that love is built upon, but I know that watching Sela set out her mom’s nutcrackers with a fond smile on her face, or helping her cut out sugar cookies that we later burned and still ate anyway, filled me with a satisfaction and warm happiness I’ve never felt before.

For the entire weekend we transformed the condo into a Christmas wonderland, ate takeout and burned cookies, and fucked—or maybe we made love, I’m not sure—like two people starving for a connection.

We didn’t discuss JT or our plan to bring him down once.

Until this Monday morning after I showered and dressed, drank my cup of coffee, and Sela walked with me to the condo door to kiss me goodbye.

“Why the worried look?” I asked her after our lips parted.

“You’re going to be seeing JT for the first time since you found out what happened to me,” she said with a furrowed brow. “I’m nervous.”

“Don’t worry,” I told her with a confident smile. “I can keep it together.”

She knew what I meant by that. Our best chances of getting JT out of The Sugar Bowl all hinged on him coming to me for bailout money. For him to do that, he has to have trust in me. For him to have trust in me, I cannot appear to be anything to him other than a devoted friend and concerned business partner.

In other words, I’m going to have to not only act as if I don’t hate the son of a bitch, I’m going to have to pour on a little extra charm to keep him tied to me emotionally over the next two weeks until the fight.

It will require a great deal of acting and a hell of a lot of luck so I don’t lose my temper around him. But I’m not worried the way Sela was this morning. I have a driving motivation to make sure this all works. I can see the finish line and Sela is waiting there for me, and nothing is going to stand in my way to get there. If that means I have to sleep with the enemy so to speak for a few weeks, it’s a sacrifice I’ll gladly make to get what we deserve, and give JT what he most assuredly deserves.

As I pull open the glass front door to the Townsend-North lobby, I take stock of the fact my heartbeat is steady and my palms are cool and dry. Not an ounce of nervousness or worry on my part, and that’s because my motivation and need to make this work outweighs any need to let my temper get out of control around JT.

In fact, I’m almost looking forward to seeing the fuckwad. I’ll be setting out the bait that will help compel him to come to me when he gets in trouble, and that thought makes me giddy with excitement. Hell…I can practically taste the justice on my tongue as I smile at the receptionist when I walk by.

Linda welcomes me back with a wide grin as I approach her desk. “I trust Vienna was to your liking?”

“It was fabulous,” I tell her as she hands me a stack of message slips. “You totally are getting a bonus for scoring those tickets to the Vienna State Opera.”

“I bet the performance was marvelous,” she says wistfully, but I just smile silently on the inside because I was actually thinking about the amazing sex I had with Sela in the private box.

“Is JT in yet?” I ask as I flip through the messages.

“He is,” she says as I look back to her. “And he asked that you go see him as soon as you got in. I think you made him anxious with your spontaneous trip away with your girlfriend.”

Laughing as I turn toward JT’s office, I tell her, “I’ll smooth out his ruffled feathers, no worries.”

Smooth them out, ease his worries, invite him further into my web.

“Good morning, Mr. North,” Karla says in a flat voice as she sees me approaching. His secretary doesn’t like me very much, and I’m guessing it’s because Linda gets more perks than she does. I reward those who do great work, and sometimes it causes some animosity toward me and my own. Why she just doesn’t hate JT because of her poor work environment is beyond me, but apparently it’s all my fault he’s a douche.

“Good morning, Karla,” I say jovially, leveling her my most charming grin. It bounces right off her face set in stone and falls flat between us. “Is JT with anyone?”

“No, sir, but he does have a meeting in fifteen minutes.”

“I won’t keep him long,” I say as I turn toward JT’s closed office door. I give two sharp raps with my knuckles and then turn the knob before he even can respond.

JT sits behind his desk, leaning back casually in his office chair. He has one leg propped over the other and is perusing a document in his hand. His face lifts slightly to look at me and then drops back down to the papers in his hand.

“Glad you could come in to work,” he says dryly, with an unmistakable hint of censure.

I flop down in the seat opposite him and kick my feet up onto his desk. “Well, hello, JT. It’s nice to see you too.”

He snorts but keeps reading his document. I take the moment to study him carefully and unobtrusively. JT had been my long-standing friend, and even though I often wanted to throttle him, deep down I always loved him. But now he’s an evil monster in my eyes. I find it utterly fascinating that I’m sitting here looking at him with detachment, apparently fully capable of keeping my rage toward him compartmentalized. I think that I have such a sense of moral high ground cushioning me right now, sprinkled with a bit of vigilante justice, that I’m able to view him as a mouse in my game.

I’m the cat, by the way.

“Come on, man,” I say with amused affection that tastes slightly bitter on my tongue. “You’re not mad I took a week off from work with a gorgeous woman, are you?”

JT doesn’t look up at me, but I see the corner of his mouth tip up. “No,” he drawls. “I’m mad you wouldn’t answer any of my fucking calls or emails.”

“Seriously dude…have you seen Sela?” I ask with a laugh that I’m pleased sounds genuine. “I was a little preoccupied.”

He doesn’t respond or look up at me, and I find the sullen silence to suit the egotistical child-man I know him to be.

“JT,” I say softly, and because he can hear the seriousness in my voice, he raises his gaze to mine. “I think I love her, man.”

With raised eyebrows and mouth slightly agape, he repeats, “You love her?”

Yes, JT. I think I’ve fallen in love with the woman you raped ten years ago. What I really want to do is kill you. Choke you with my bare hands while you plead with your eyes for me to stop. I want to watch you take your last breath, and then I want to go tell Sela that she’s been avenged.

But I can’t say that, so I simply say, “I think I do. I mean…I can’t seem to get enough of her. I’ve asked her to move in permanently with me, and I think she’s the one. You know how you just kind of know?”

JT shakes his head and I’m not surprised when he says, “No. I don’t know. Never felt that before for a woman.”

Because you’re incapable of love you selfish, narcissistic, sociopathic prick.

“I wish you could feel it, buddy,” I tell him with a wistful smile. “It’s amazing. Finding someone you want to devote your life to.”

JT just blinks at me, clearly perplexed. He can’t comprehend that level of care.

“Finding a woman who completes you,” I continue as I pin him with a fervent look. “A woman that you would do anything for. Defend to the end. Be her knight in shining armor. Make all her worries and hurts go away, no matter the cost.”

I’m going to make you pay for what you did to her, you fucking bastard.

“Yeah,” I say with a smile leveled at my half brother. “I think I love her.”

Tilting his head to the side, he gives me a pointed look. “You’ve only known her a few weeks.”

“Almost a month and a half.”

“Still not very long to fall in love,” he says skeptically. “Especially for a confirmed bachelor.”

Now, let me throw a little more bait out there for you. Make you think you’re my guy. Buds to the end. “You think I’m rushing it?”

JT chomps down hard on the bait and sits up straighter in his chair as he tosses down the document. He leans forward, resting his forearms on the desk, and clasps his hands, leveling a serious look at me. “Listen…I don’t know Sela very well, but dude…she’s a Sugar Baby. Sugar Babies are all about the money. Now, I’m not saying that’s what she’s doing, but just remember what her initial agenda was when you first met her.”

I have to practically bite down on the inside of my cheek not to laugh out loud, because it’s fucking funny that JT would even try to hazard a guess as to what Sela’s original agenda was when I first met her. He’d be shocked as shit to know it wasn’t to get my money but to murder him in cold blood.

Still, this opportunity is too good to pass up, so I play along with JT’s overly concerned, best-friend act. “You think she could be after me for my money?”

JT shrugs, acting nonchalant, but he can’t hide the barest hint of malice in his eyes. It sparkles at me, and in this moment, I know for a fact that JT doesn’t like Sela. I think about what she told me—about the way he treated her on the way to dinner that night—and it hits me with absolute certainty that JT might even be slightly jealous of her. That she has my attention, and it’s becoming more important than my friend and business partner.

“I don’t know, buddy,” he says somberly. “I just want you to be careful and remember the reason she’s a Sugar Baby. It’s always about money with them.”

Not with Sela, I want to automatically say, because that’s the truth. While I know she was grateful for the payment of her student debt, she absolutely shuns my money in all other respects. But JT doesn’t need to know how much I’ve come to respect her. I need him to see us as buddies, cohorts…partners to the end.

Until I end him, that is.

I nod along, trying to look grateful for his sage advice. “It makes sense,” I say, scratching at my chin. “I mean…she doesn’t seem to care about my money, but still…you’re right. I haven’t known her that long, and while I’m not ready to give her up fully, maybe I need to put the brakes on…slow things down a little.”

There’s a tint of satisfaction in his eyes, then he gives me a full, dazzling smile. “I’ve got your back, man. Always.”

“Just as I have yours,” I tell him with as much fake gratitude and emotion as I can muster.

He holds my gaze, beaming warmth and camaraderie. It makes me slightly nauseated, but I beam my own smile back at him.

“Big plans for Christmas?” JT asks as I stand up from my chair, indicating that our bro chat is over. He stands as well. “I assume you’ll make your required appearance at your parents’ party this Thursday.”

I grimace, and there’s no hiding that emotion, but it’s okay, because JT knows how I feel about my parents. He knows I generally shun their zest for fame and fortune, which includes the annual Christmas Eve party where they can show off their perfect house and perfect family—minus Caroline and Ally, of course.

“Yeah, I’ll be there,” I say in a low voice as I turn toward his office door. “You?”

“You know I will be. Not about to pass up that amazing food and liquor,” he says with a laugh as he walks out from behind his desk and follows me to the door.

“Will you be bringing Sela?” JT asks, trying to sound casual. “Because if not, we could go out after the party. Paint the town red or something.”

Yeah, fucker. That won’t ever happen.

“I’d love to, man,” I say sincerely as I open the door before turning slightly to look at him. “But I already invited Sela to the party and I can’t just back out on her now. I know I need to slow things down, but I need to get through the holidays. We’ve made quite a few plans together.”

“I get it,” JT says amiably, and claps me on my shoulder. He squeezes once and releases. “But after that, Beck, you should probably cool it a bit with her. You don’t want to lose focus on the business, and besides…do you really want to be tied down?”

I know I should play along with him, but I can’t help a tiny burst of rage over his words. He doesn’t know Sela at all. Clearly doesn’t have my best interests at heart, because any sane person who saw their friend having the potential for happiness would be seeking instead to encourage it rather than destroy it.

“I said I’d slow it down,” I grit out while trying to keep a smile plastered to my face. “But I’m not giving her up. And I’m not averse to being tied down…not with the right woman.”

“But is Sela really that woman, is all I’m saying, Beck. She’s a Sugar Baby. If you want to get tied down, Christ, get my mom to set you up with someone from our circle or something. But she’s from Belle Haven, dude. Practically the ghetto.”

I have to force myself not to let my hands curl into fists. I have to swallow my anger and smooth out my facial features. I have to hold back the heat in my eyes.

Keep your eyes on the prize, Beck.

Sela’s the prize.

“Look, JT,” I say slowly, and am pleased to hear my voice is bordering on unaffected. “I hear what you’re saying and I’ll be careful with her. Right now I’m having fun with a sexy woman. I don’t have any designs on getting hitched to her or anything, and I don’t forget she’s a Sugar Baby. But I’m not done with her yet, okay?”

Not done by a long shot.

JT studies me, considering my words. Finally, he nods with a full smile. “Yeah, sure. I get it, and you’re a smart guy. But just know I’m here if you want to talk about her or anything. I’ll always have your best interests at heart.”

The lie rolls smoothly off my tongue. I give him a playful punch in the chest and tell him, “I’ve always got your best interests at heart too, buddy. Anything you need, I’m there for you.”
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“So this is how the other half lives,” I whisper to Beck, bumping my shoulder against his as we walk up to the ginormous Pacific Heights mansion owned by his parents, Beckett and Helen North.

“I believe they’re called the one percent, not the other half,” he says dryly.

“Well, color me impressed,” I say softly as I take in the four-story white house with a portico porch held up by massive stone columns.

“The house was built in 1901 in the neoclassical architectural style known as Beaux Arts,” Beck says as he sweeps a hand toward his childhood home, “which is epitomized by the flat roof, carved embellishments such as those mascarons above each window, and the numerous and richly detailed balustrades, pilasters, and acroteria that abound.”

I stop abruptly and turn to face him with my mouth hanging open.

He grins at me and says, “This house was completely renovated when my parents purchased it before I was even born. What makes it so impressive is how it sits on this hill providing a full and unobstructed 180-degree view of the Golden Gate Bridge, Angel Island, and the San Francisco Bay. You don’t even want me to get into the fine appointments inside the house once we go in.”

Shaking my head in amusement, I say, “You sound almost proud of this house. You know, the way you just rattled on about the architecture and stuff.”

Beck’s hand curls around my neck and he pulls me in for a quick kiss. Chuckling, he says, “Nah. Not proud of it at all. I’ve just heard my mom say those same exact words about a million times as she brags about her house to anyone who will listen, and I picked up a few things.”

“That makes sense,” I say with a smile as I turn to look at the front decorated with wreaths on every window trimmed in red velvet bows and strategically placed floodlights to light up the façade.

“So you understand the game plan, right?” he asks in a serious voice, almost as if he were a coach and I was his star player.

“Yes,” I say with a nod of my head. “Quick in and out. We hunt down your parents for introductions, they can sneer down at me for a few moments, and then you ask to talk to your dad in private. I’ll sample all the expensive food, ogle the fancy dresses, and drink a glass of champagne, because…well, I love champagne. You finish up with your dad, come grab me, and we jet out of there before anyone can stop us.”

“Then we go home and celebrate Christmas Eve together,” he adds.

“Preferably naked,” I say with an impish grin.

“In front of the fireplace.”

“With whipped cream.”

“And toys…we must play with toys,” he says with a laugh, and I can’t help but join in. It’s funny, because we’ve both got dirty minds, but it’s not funny in the respect that we’re both deadly serious about what we just laid out. We now have a date with a fireplace, whipped cream, and sex toys for our Christmas Eve.

“Come on,” Beck says as he takes my hand and starts toward the front porch. “Let’s get this over and done with.”

I follow him up, my heels clicking on the stone steps. Tonight I’m wearing the same dress I wore the night of The Sugar Bowl mixer where JT tried to drug that girl. Beck offered to buy me a new one for tonight’s party, but I couldn’t see doing that when this one would work. Plus, I knew I looked damn good in it and Beck would appreciate it.

I’m surprised when Beck rings the doorbell of his own childhood home and patiently waits until the massive black iron door done in a scroll pattern and inset with beveled glass is swung open by a butler.

Or a servant.

Or, I don’t know what he is, but he’s wearing a black tuxedo and makes a slight bow toward Beck. “Good evening, Mr. North. It’s lovely to see you.”

“Evening, Percy,” Beck says to the man, who I’m thinking might actually be a butler. He’s older with silvered hair at the temples and has an overt familiarity with Beck in the way that he looks at him right now with a warm smile.

“And whom do you have with you tonight?” Percy asks as he turns my way, hands clasped in front of his stomach and his head tilted at me in curiosity.

“This is Sela Halstead,” Beck says, and then adds, “my girlfriend.”

Percy’s head jerks slightly in surprise and he turns to Beck with a devilish grin. “Well, isn’t this a very nice surprise.”

Putting his arm around me so he can pull me in closer, Beck presses a kiss to my temple before telling Percy, “She is very nice, I assure you. And not bad to look at, right?”

Percy gives Beck a chastising look and clucks his tongue before turning to me with an apologetic smile. “My apologies for young Beck’s impertinence, so let me be the first to say, I’m glad he’s found a lovely lady such as yourself.”

I blush, hopefully prettily, and I definitely know in this moment he’s been around Beck for a good chunk of his life. I’m betting if his parents were as absent as Beck has indicated, maybe Percy was a bit of a father figure to him. I’ll have to ask him that later.

“I’ll take your coats, and your parents are in the music room the last I saw them,” Percy says in what I now recognize as a faint British accent. Shit, they must have imported their butler for maximum effect. “They’ve been awaiting your arrival.”

“We’ll head there now,” Beck says as we both slip our coats off and hand them over. Beck then takes me by the elbow and starts to lead me past Percy. But then he cranes his head and says to the butler, “Oh, and Percy? You’ve got a stain on your shirt there. Mother will have a cow if she sees it.”

Beck points a finger at Percy’s chest and then chuckles when Percy’s head snaps downward to look at the offending stain. Of course, his shirt is pristine white, and once he realizes this, his gaze swings up and narrows at Beck.

Beck merely laughs and says, “Gotcha.”

I can’t help the tiny giggle that pops out as I watch Percy’s lips tip up in amusement even as he tries to glare Beck down. I give the older man a tiny wave goodbye and he gives me a warm smile.

We weave in and out of guests, all dressed in expensive finery and jewels, holding crystal flutes of champagne or delicate china plates with ridiculous-looking hors d’oeuvres the size of a postage stamp. Everywhere I look, fresh greenery is draped, and I swear there’s a Christmas tree in every room.

Beck nods to some people with smiles but doesn’t stop to talk. I know he’s on a mission to get this party over and behind us as quickly as possible.

Which makes me wonder out loud, “Why do you even bother to come to this party, Beck? I mean…you don’t want to be here, don’t like your parents very much. Why suffer?”

“Well,” he says in a low voice as he inclines his head toward me, but still keeping his gaze forward while we walk to the music room. “First, it’s always good to keep your foot in the door somewhat. My father has solid business contacts and I don’t want to burn that bridge, but mainly it’s to keep them off Caroline’s back. They can’t stand to have an estranged daughter and how it must look to their friends and peers. So it pacifies them for me to at least step up to the plate and attend a few functions each year. The next will be my father’s birthday party.”

“If they want to make amends with Caroline, why don’t they just do so? End the estrangement?”

Beck laughs sarcastically and squeezes my elbow. “Because, my dear Sela, that would require my parents to apologize for their terrible behavior toward Caroline and Ally, and they would never lower themselves to do so. They just expect her to get over her snit and start acting like a real daughter again.”

“I know I’ve said it before, but I don’t like your parents,” I mutter.

“The thing that bothers me the most is that they don’t seem to care about their granddaughter. She’s like this dirty little secret or something,” Beck says on a growl, his hand tightening on my elbow reflexively.

Before I can respond, we approach a room with a wide entrance and glass French doors open to either side. I can see why it’s the music room, because it’s got a large black piano in one corner that I’m guessing cost a mint. It’s sparsely furnished with only a couch and two chairs, both done in black leather and sleek contemporary design. The rest of the room is open and clearly designed for parties in mind with plenty of room for people to mingle. But the real focal point is a massive, charcoal-gray marble fireplace that looks like it could hold a football team. A roaring fire is dancing inside, but doesn’t seem to be throwing off oppressive heat, so I’m guessing it’s flued in such a way to be more for show than anything else.

I can tell the minute Beck locates his parents, because he stands a bit straighter and his hand slips from my elbow to my hand, which he squeezes reflexively. I squeeze back and then we’re headed across the room toward a man I easily identify as Beck’s father. They share the same dark brown hair, although his dad’s is going gray throughout, and brilliant blue eyes. Same facial features, strong jawline. He’s his dad through and through. I don’t see any resemblance to the tall, elegant blond woman next to him who wears her hair in a sleek bob that comes just a few inches above her shoulders.

As we approach, Beck’s mom sees him first and lightly touches her hand to her husband’s arm to get his attention. He stops in midsentence, as he was talking to another older couple, and looks down at his wife, then follows her gaze our way. I don’t miss that both of them look first to Beck, then drop down to where our hands are clasped, and then over to me in wary interest.

“Beck,” his mother says in a light, airy tone of welcome. “So glad you could make it tonight.”

Stepping up to his mother, he gives her a light kiss on her cheek. “Mother…looking beautiful as ever.”

His mother preens with the compliment.

Beck turns to his father and merely nods at him. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, Beck,” he says in a deep voice, and I’m betting that these two have never hugged in their life.

“And whom have you brought to the party?” his mom asks as she turns her gaze to me in polite interest with a plastic smile on her face.

“This is Sela Halstead,” Beck says as he releases my hand and once again wraps his arm around my waist. “My girlfriend. Sela…my parents…Helen and Beckett North.”

I smile, reach my hand out to his mother, and say, “It’s a pleasure to meet you Mrs. North.”

She takes my hand and gives is a soft shake, still keeping her own smile in place. As soon as she releases it, I offer my hand to Mr. North. His grip is firmer, a complete businessman to the core.

“Mr. North,” I say in greeting.

“Well, welcome Sela,” Beck’s father says before he releases my hand, only to have his mom pounce immediately.

“And where are you from Sela?” Helen North asks me with her chin lifted a little.

“Belle Haven.” And I swear, her nose actually wrinkles up a bit. “But I’m working on my master’s at Golden Gate University and have an apartment in Oakland.”

“She actually lives with me now,” Beck says, and I have to wonder why he feels he must antagonize his mother. Even I, who just met his parents not thirty seconds ago, could tell this would not go over well with them.

Well, at least not with his mother.

Helen’s eyebrows raise sky-high as she turns to Beck. “Isn’t that moving a little fast?”

“I don’t know,” Beck says smoothly. “You tell me, Mother. I’m assuming you know how long Sela and I have been dating.”

His mom just stares at him, completely unable to answer the question. His dad coughs slightly. It was a very pointed reminder from Beck to his parents that they know nothing about him really.

They clearly get the message, because his dad changes the subject quickly. “How’s business going?”

“Very well,” Beck says, and uses the opportunity to present the real reason we came tonight. “Actually, I need to talk to you about a business issue in private. Do you have some time right now?”

“Beckett,” Helen North chides her husband. “It’s a party. You’re the host. No business tonight.”

But I can tell that Beckett North is not only intrigued by his son wanting to discuss business with him, but he’d rather be anywhere but hosting a party tonight. So I’m not surprised when he leans over, pecks his wife on the cheek, and says, “We won’t take long, darling. I’m sure you can manage without me for a few minutes.”

She huffs out her displeasure as Mr. North steps past us both. Beck leans over, gives my lips a soft brush, and whispers so only I can hear, “Good luck. I won’t be too long.”

As I watch them walk out of the music room, I see JT across the room. This isn’t a surprise, as Beck told me he’d be here and wanted me to be prepared in case we ran into each other. While Beck has done a fantastic job of being buddy-buddy with JT at work this week, I’m not under the same requirement to play nice with him. In fact, Beck and I discussed how I should deal with JT, and we both felt that I should proceed with quiet distaste. Anything else may make him suspicious.

JT is dressed in an elegant navy suit and standing with a couple that look to be in their mid to late fifties. The woman has a sexually charged gaze fixed on Beck’s dad as he walks out of the room with his son.

Interesting. I’d bet my bank account, which, granted, isn’t much, that I’m looking at JT’s mother right now. JT and the man I’m guessing is his father…well the man who raised him…don’t seem to notice where her attention is focused, because they are talking quietly between themselves.

Figuring that I need to make small talk with Beck’s mom, I turn her way, only to find her staring at the woman I believe to be JT’s mom. Her lips are flattened and her eyes are cold as she watches the other woman staring hungrily at her husband.

Well, that answers that question. Clearly Beck’s mom knows about her husband and JT’s mom having an affair.

Very strange and complicated people.

“So, Mrs. North,” I say in an attempt to get her attention. “Your house is stunning. Beck was telling me a little bit about the architectural style.”

Helen’s gaze slides slowly to me and her eyes don’t warm at all. Rather than prattle on about her home, which Beck sort of assured me was a good conversation maker, she says, “If you’ll excuse me, I have some other guests to attend to. Enjoy your evening.”

And just like that, I’m dismissed.

I’m immediately relieved that I don’t have to engage further with Beck’s mom. My low opinion of her was set when I first saw how Helen and Beckett North failed to celebrate the birth of their son, but it sank to unparalleled depths when Beck told me how they treated Caroline after her rape.

A waiter approaches me with a tray of champagne-filled flutes and I gratefully take one, murmuring, “Thank you.” I decide to explore the house a bit while I sip on my drink, thus averting the need to talk with any of these people, because really…what could we possibly have in common?

I walk out of the music room, back into the main hall. I see people descending a gently curved staircase of a dark wood polished to a brilliant sheen. I follow them down and emerge into what looks to be a large game room complete with a poker table that seats ten and two pool tables that are currently in use. An old-fashioned phonograph sits on an intricately carved table with a cubed glass case over the top, telling me that it’s worth quite a bit of money. The walls of the cavernous room are done in rich wood paneling with dark parquet underneath and silk rugs scattered under the furniture. Large, deeply cushioned chairs of mocha-colored leather are clustered in groups with small tables in between. It’s a man’s room for sure, with not a single feminine touch to be seen.

I casually wind my way through the party guests and stand against a wall that is covered in prints of various golf courses, as well as other golf memorabilia. Sipping at my champagne, I focus my attention on two men playing a game of pool and settle in to wait for Beck to finish up with his dad. I have no doubt that as soon as he’s done he’ll come looking for me and will eventually find me down here.

“Enjoying the party?” I hear from my left and recognize the voice instantly. Because I don’t need to act the part, and because it comes very naturally to me, I turn with cold eyes toward JT as he stands next to me. He’s got a glass of a dark-colored liquor in one hand and his other hand tucked causally in his pocket.

He’s stares down at me with superiority and amusement, no doubt enjoying his memory of the conversation he had with Beck a few days ago whereby he encouraged Beck to put the brakes on with me. Knowing this man doesn’t think very much of me based on the circumstances of my birth, that he’s pushing his friend away from a chance at real happiness, and let’s not forget that he drugged and raped me, leads me to shut down this nasty conversation before it begins.

“Can’t say this is really my speed,” I tell him with a slight shrug of my shoulders. My eyes glance around the room before coming back to him. “You know…not for a girl from Belle Haven.”

“Exactly,” he says in what sounds like a polite voice but that’s really just to hide his rude declaration that I’m not good enough for this crowd.

This actually amuses me, that he feels the need to tear me down. It also gives me an important piece of information. He’s still very worried about my connection with Beck and feels threatened by it.

“But as long as you remember the true role of a Sugar Baby,” JT says casually as his gaze flicks from mine to the action on the pool table. He stares at it pensively before continuing, “you should be fine.”

“And what role would that be?” I ask sweetly.

“That the arrangement with Beck is temporary and it’s a services-only arrangement. You fuck him, he gives you money. It’s quite simple, really.”

I blink at him, unsure of what to say. Every fiber of my being wants to tell him off and make him understand how close Beck and I truly are, but the part of me that wants him to suffer eventually wins out, so I play it cool. “Thank you for the reminder, Mr. Townsend.”

“If you think there’s something deeper with Beck, you’d be wrong about that,” he insists as he turns back to me. “He doesn’t see you as anything more than a great fuck.”

If I really wanted to preserve status quo with JT and not alert him to anything, I would meekly agree with his statement. But the fighter in me…the woman who hates this man and wants to defend herself to make up for the fact that once I was absolutely defenseless against him, narrows her eyes and sneers, “I am a great fuck, JT. A really superb, fantastic fuck. But you and I both know there’s more to me than that. Otherwise you wouldn’t be trying so hard to tear me down.”

JT actually rears backward a bit with eyebrows raised. I can tell he never expected me to fight back.

Before he can even think of a comeback, and before I can ruin anymore of Beck’s plan to solidify his friendship with JT so he’ll seek him out for money, I step into JT and murmur softly, “But don’t worry…I would never attempt to come in between your friendship with him. I’m very aware of Beck’s feelings for you and I’m going to try to make a very concerted effort to get along with his oldest friend and business partner.”

I step back and beam up at him with a warm, brilliant smile. Giving him a nod, I set my half-empty glass down on a small table beside me and say with cheery politeness, “Merry Christmas, Mr. Townsend. It was nice seeing you again.”

Stepping past him, I make my way across the billiard room and toward the staircase that leads up. I don’t look back at JT, but I can actually feel his confused look pressing in upon me.
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I follow my dad out of the music room, across the main hall and to the main staircase. We go up one flight to the next floor that houses his office, the library, media room, and master suite complete with a separate dressing room and his-and-hers master baths. The floor above has four guest rooms plus a home gym and sauna.

My dad’s office is as intimidating as it is sumptuous: custom wood paneling with coffered ceilings, a massive crystal chandelier, rare artwork, and a built-in saltwater reef aquarium that takes up one wall. Given that my dad spends most of his time in here, either working his financial advisor magic or probably still fucking JT’s mom, I get why he wanted it built to his specific tastes. My gaze slides to the Parnian custom desk made of Carpathian elm and ebony—yeah, the one I hid under while my dad boned Mrs. Townsend all those years ago—that I happen to know was purchased for a cool two hundred thousand dollars because my mom also likes to brag about that as well.

Because we’re talking business and my father would never think to sit beside me in one of the two guest chairs made of Macassar ebony and Italian leather, which are as uncomfortable as they look, he takes a seat behind his desk that is so expensive I’m afraid to breathe on it.

When I’m seated opposite him, I don’t waste any time getting to the subject. The sooner I get this done, the sooner I can grab Sela and we can start to celebrate Christmas Eve away from this place.

“You loaned JT the start-up capital for The Sugar Bowl,” I say simply.

My dad’s expression remains neutral, flawlessly composed. “It’s no secret. It was a good investment that paid off quickly and lucratively.”

“I’m curious if you loaned him the money because it was a good deal or because he’s your son.”

His reaction is subtle but telltale. A tiny tick in his jaw muscle, and I know I’ve just made things uncomfortable because we’ve never discussed this in detail.

My dad, however, recovers quickly and says in an unapologetic voice, “First, because it was a good investment, but also because he’s my son.”

“Does he know?” I ask quietly.

“That I’m his father?” my dad asks, but doesn’t wait for me to reply, merely says, “No. Candace and I felt it was best he not know.”

I can actually envision how that conversation went between my dad and JT’s mom. Probably something like this.

Candace: “I’m pregnant, Beckett. And it’s yours.”

Beckett: “How do you know?”

Candace: “Because you’re the only one who’s fucking me.”

Beckett: “What do you want to do?”

Candace: “Keep it, of course. But Colin can’t know. He’d divorce me.”

Beckett: “I understand. That means you’ll have to fuck your husband, and soon, so he thinks it’s his.”

Candace: “That sounds like a good plan. We can keep fucking though too, right?”

Yeah, that’s exactly how I bet that conversation went, because I knew all too well that my dad was not going to divorce my mom. He may be a whiz with finances and made his own way in the world of power and money, but my mom comes from old money. The kind that never dies, never goes away. Is infinite and then some.

I also know Candace knows this, and she doesn’t come from money. She married Colin after he plucked her out of a Vegas burlesque show. He’s fifteen years her senior, obscenely rich, ugly as sin, and dotes on his wife. She’s not about to lose that gravy train.

“You and Candace…you never thought it was a good idea to let JT know the truth?” I ask, not because I really care for JT’s benefit, but because I want to get a read on my dad’s feelings, as limited as they may be for his illegitimate son.

“Where are you going with this?” my father counters, evading my direct inquiry. This doesn’t surprise me. My dad was never one to talk about feelings and emotion.

I don’t answer him directly either, because I can play this game as well. I learned from the best about how to remain detached so I can focus on what’s really important. So instead, I say, “I don’t begrudge you helping JT with the start-up capital. Hell, that was of benefit to me too.”

My dad nods with a smile on his face, utterly relieved I’m not here to give him shit for helping his secret bastard son. But it’s time to knock that smile off his face.

“I don’t want you to loan him any more money,” I say firmly, making sure I hold his gaze, which instantly turns suspicious of me.

“Why?” is all he asks.

“I can’t tell you the details. I’m asking you to trust me on this.”

Leaning forward to rest his elbows on his desk, he steeples his hands in front of his face and stares at me pensively. Finally, he lowers his hands and asks, “Should I weigh your request to trust you on this with as much consideration as I’d give JT if he came to me and said he really needed the money? Should I trust his need as much as I trust your request? How do I distinguish when you’re not giving me any information?”

It’s a fair question, to be honest, yet I’m the one who doesn’t trust my dad with the details. “Look…I don’t expect you to distinguish between us as sons. You and I aren’t close; I expect no more than you and JT are close. You have a blood tie to us both, and I get that gives you some measure of need to help us out as best you can as a father. But I’m telling you, it would be in your best interest not to give him any more money.”

Dad’s eyebrows raise in surprise. “You want JT to fail at something, don’t you? I’d like to know why.”

“I want him to fail at getting a loan from you,” I say with a nod. “I’m hoping he’ll come to me for the money. I want to be his only resource.”

My dad is whip smart, keen, and shrewd. He understands immediately. “You’re going to use leverage to buy him out of the company.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

My dad doesn’t want to know my reasons so he can offer me fatherly advice. He wants to know so he can figure out exactly which son he should align with if it comes down to a choice.

“I can’t tell you the details,” I maintain. “But I’ll just say this…JT is not a good man. He’s rotten to the core, and trust me when I tell you, there’s going to come a time when you’re going to regret having him as a son. You’d best start distancing yourself now before you find out exactly how wretched a human being he is.”

My father’s stoic façade starts to crumble a bit. His brow wrinkles with worry. “If he’s in some type of trouble that will bring shame on my name, I need to know—”

I hold up a hand and cut him off. “How can he bring shame on your name? You’ve never publicly acknowledged him as your son. I suggest you keep it that way.”

For this first time since this conversation started, my father looks unbearably uncomfortable. He actually drops his eyes down to his desk, pressing a finger to his temple, which he taps in consternation. I can see he’s troubled, and this makes me think that perhaps it’s not a well-guarded secret that JT is his son. I can tell by the worry in his eyes that someone else knows, and this worries him.

“Dad,” I press him. “Will you do as I ask?”

Sitting back in his chair, my father sighs deeply as he raises his gaze back to me. He seems to be searching for something to say, but I can tell indecision is warring within him.

“I’m telling you, Dad…if you believe anything I say, don’t give him the money. Things will get very ugly if you do.”

“Is that a threat to me?” my dad asks, not in an affronted manner, but with a tired edge to his voice.

“Not at all,” I assure him quickly, and then decide to give him just a tiny bit more information to help sway his decision because I need him on board. “I’m telling you JT is bad news. I’m not going to give you details, but I will tell you he’s committed a crime that could see him doing serious time in prison. You need to distance yourself from him so you don’t get dragged down into the mud. Trust me that I’m trying to do what’s best not only for me, but for everyone close to him. But my main interest right now is to get him out of the company before the shit hits the fan, so The Sugar Bowl doesn’t suffer because of his mistakes. I’m trying to sever ties from him before this goes down, and I want to make sure you don’t have any existing ties as well.”

These words hit my father hard. His face sort of sags, turns slightly gray. For the first time in my life, I think he looks old. A tiny stab of pity hits me as I realize that I’m laying some troublesome shit on his doorstep. Then I immediately banish it when I envision the way he and my mother treated Caroline when she was raped.

“I know I haven’t been the best father,” my dad says as he looks at me with haggard eyes. “But I tried to support you both the only way I knew how, which was financially. I know money better than I know parenting. Maybe if I would have taken more of an interest in JT…”

His voice trails off and I can see he’s going into pity mode. He’s not worried about JT and his demons. He’s worried about his own personal failings and how this may reflect upon him. While I don’t really care about bolstering his pride, I do need to keep him focused on doing what I need.

“No, Dad,” I say firmly. “What’s wrong with JT can’t be fixed with fatherly love. He’s broken, probably on a cellular level. He’s broken, no matter what good influences have been around him.”

My father’s eyes water a tiny bit and he looks at me with unmitigated hope that perhaps this isn’t his fault. That maybe even his defective genes come from Candace, and JT was going to be a screwed-up individual no matter the circumstances.

I can see he needs some type of absolution for being a shitty father to me and an absent father to JT, so I tell him what he needs to hear, regardless of whether it’s true or not. “He’s broken, Dad. Nothing and no one could have prevented his actions or fix them now. Trust me on that.”

Our gazes lock and I give him an encouraging smile.

Finally, he lets out a deep breath of regret and says, “All right. I won’t loan him any money if he asks.”

I let out my own breath of relief as my hands grip the armrests of the chair. I start to pull myself up, eager to leave now that I have my dad’s cooperation. “Thank you.”

“Are you in any danger or trouble?” he asks, and that catches me off guard. I don’t think I’ve ever heard him ask me such a question…with such genuine concern for my welfare.

“No,” I assure him with a smile. “I’m fine. Will be better after I can get JT out of The Sugar Bowl, but I’m good right now. Don’t worry.”

“Okay,” he says quietly, and I start to turn away from him. But then he says, “Does this have anything to do with the young lady you brought with you tonight?”

This also catches me by surprise and I turn back to him. “Why do you ask?”

My father cocks an eyebrow at me. “Beck…not once in your ten years of adulthood have you ever brought a girlfriend here. Not only that, I can tell how protective you are of her. And whatever this quest is you are on to sever JT from your life, I think the motivation must be powerful. I’m guessing it’s the girl.”

My dad will figure out the details soon enough once JT is arrested for Sela’s rape, but I’m not about to share that with him. Instead, I merely say, “Everything I do is with the idea in mind of solidifying my future with her.”

And for the third time this evening, my father stuns me. He looks at me with admiration and says, “That’s a good reason to make a bold move. For love.”

I blink at my dad, confused over his words. I didn’t think he knew what love was. Hell, I’m not even sure I quite understand it; only that my feelings for Sela are overwhelming to me at the worst of times, and infinitely comforting at the best of times.

Nodding in affirmation to my dad, I merely say, “Merry Christmas. And thank you.”

“Merry Christmas, Beck,” he says as I turn from him and walk out of his office.

I make my way down the staircase, wondering if Sela stayed in the music room and how horribly my mother may have been treating her. I could see the moment Sela said she was from Belle Haven that my mother’s lukewarm curiosity morphed into acute distaste. While I’m sure she doesn’t care about my personal happiness, she’s very much interested in making sure that I marry the right person and produce socially acceptable grandbabies for her. After all, Caroline did the unthinkable and had a child from the product of rape, and that just wouldn’t do for the North family’s prestige.

Halfway down the stairs, I see Sela, standing at the bottom, looking up at me with a warm smile. It’s like she appeared almost magically, because she was the person I wanted to see the most right then. I level a bright grin at her and trot the rest of the way down.

My arms go around her waist, hers go around my neck, and I plant a deep kiss on her right there, knowing it will set San Francisco gossips on their ears. I vaguely hope my mother is around watching and that she’s immensely embarrassed by my behavior.

When my lips pull back from Sela’s, she whispers, “I take it the meeting went well?”

“Better than well,” I say with a brush of my lips against her temple. Taking her by her hand, I start to pull her to the foyer so we can leave. “I’ll tell you all about it, but we have more important things to do right now.”

I see Percy at the entrance, grabbing our coats from the massive closet just off the front door. Sela’s hand squeezes mine and she asks coyly, “Oh yeah, what’s so important that we have to do right now?”

“Don’t you remember?” I ask mischievously as we reach Percy. I take Sela’s coat from him first and help her into it. “Whipped cream and sex toys.”

I say this, of course, loud enough for Percy to hear and his ears turn bright red as Sela looks at me with wide eyes.

“What?” I ask in mock surprise as I grin at her. “You agreed earlier. Whipped cream and sex toys in front of the Christmas tree when we got home.”

Sela drops her face and snickers. I turn to Percy and take my coat from him with a jaunty smile. I expect to see condescension in his expression that I would embarrass him and Sela like that, but instead his lips are quirked up in amusement even if his ears are still red.

He turns to Sela and bows slightly. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Sela. I hope you have a Merry Christmas.”

“I hope you do too,” Sela tells him warmly as I slip my coat on.

Impulsively, I reach out and give Percy a hug. A bro-type hug with a gentle clap on his back. “Merry Christmas, Percy.”

“Be well, Beck,” he says with misty eyes as he opens the door for us. “And Merry Christmas.”
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I wake up slowly, feeling sated, warm, and secure. The sun hasn’t quite cracked the horizon, so our room is bathed in a bluish-gray light. I’m lying on my side, my head resting on Beck’s bicep as he’s spooned around me. His other arm is curled around my waist, large palm fanned out across my stomach. I can tell immediately that he’s already awake but just content to quietly hold me.

“Merry Christmas,” I say with a rough voice.

His palm presses into my belly and his face nuzzles into the back of my neck. “Merry Christmas. Sleep well?”

I stretch against his hold, testing my muscles.

Yeah…I’m sore, and it makes me smile. “Fantastic. You?”

“Best sleep in a long time.”

I shift slightly in his arms, which loosen to let me snuggle deeper in his embrace. He pushes a leg between mine, his arms holding tighter once again. Smiling, I murmur, “Last night was—”

“Incredible,” he finishes.

So freaking incredible.

When we got back to the condo from his parents’ party, we went at each other like starved animals. A quick raid of the refrigerator revealed quickly enough there was no whipped cream to be had. That didn’t dissuade Beck, who tried to pull me to the tiled kitchen floor, but I pushed him off.

“I think there was some talk about toys,” I told him. Then I kissed him and bit his lower lip.

He groaned and pushed me away, pointing to the hallway. “Go pick out what you want to play with. Meet me in front of the Christmas tree.”

And I knew exactly what I wanted to play with. I knew that the time was right.

When I came back into the living room, I found Beck taking his shirt off while standing in front of the tree. He’d turned all the lights off except for the ones on the tree, and it cast a warm glow across his beautiful body. My mouth went instantly dry and I walked toward him almost in a trance.

When I was no more than two feet from him, I held my hand out and said, “Here. I want to play with this toy.”

His gaze dropped to my open palm and his eyebrows raised as he stared at the small glass butt plug and small bottle of lube I was holding. It had been in his bag of toys he’d unceremoniously dumped on the bed beside me a few weeks ago and told me to choose. Back then, I would have never chosen the plug, because when you’ve experienced the pain and degradation of anal rape, it becomes forbidden territory.

But last night…I wasn’t scared. Or apprehensive. Or even remotely uneasy about the prospect. Instead, I had an overwhelming need to let Beck take possession of a part of my body that never really belonged to me. It belonged to one of my unknown rapists, and I realized that it was the only part of me left that was still metaphorically unhealed since I met Beck.

He, of course, wasn’t as keen on the idea.

He reacted badly, actually. Backed away from me and shook his head. “No, Sela.”

“Yes,” I insisted. “I want you to.”

He opened his mouth to protest. I know it was because he was afraid of hurting me or maybe dredging up terrible memories, but I merely stepped up to him, pushed the objects into his hand, and said, “I trust you.”

Beck’s face crumbled and his eyes softened, and he took the items from me. He then gave me the most gentle kiss I’ve ever experienced, and then he proceeded to show me how caring a man can be to a woman.

Thinking about what he did to me…my body.

The intense orgasm he wrung out of me while showing me just how pleasing that kind of play can be to a woman.

Beck North claimed that last part of my body as his own with soft words, gentle touches, and a little glass toy that felt as unbelievably good as it felt naughty.

“Want your Christmas present?” he asks as he rubs his stubbled chin over my shoulder, producing a full body shiver.

Hmmmm…just thinking about last night. “If it involves you fucking me right now, in this position, then yes…I want it very much.”

I feel the rumble of laughter in Beck’s chest, even as I feel him start to get hard behind me. “That was not the present I was talking about, but I think I can oblige.”

And then he does.

His hand slides down from my stomach, right between my legs, where his magical fingers find me wet. They work skillfully, causing my hips to grind back against him, always seeking more with this man.

Knowing he’ll give me exactly what I need.

Then he’s pushing my outer leg up, sliding his own body down just a bit, and angling his cock to slip into me from behind. I moan in pure bliss as he fills me up, body and soul.

Beck fucks me slowly as he’s spooned around me, the arm that my head is resting on coming up to curve across my chest and hold me tightly. His other hand gripping the back of my thigh firmly to pin me in place. I’m restrained by his strength and the feelings he’s causing within me, content to let him leisurely make Christmas morning love to me that is oh so different from the kinky shit we did last night.

He takes me higher and higher, whispering sweet words in my ear, until I fall apart in his arms. He splinters at the same time, groaning deeply his appreciation of the moment that we share.

When the last tremors of our twin orgasms fade, and he drops my leg back down into place, he hugs me tightly, and I have never felt more complete and secure as I do now. Not because of what we just shared, but because my core essence as a human being finally recognizes with complete clarity its other half.

“I think I’ve fallen in love,” I whisper to the sunshine now pouring in through the floor-to-ceiling windows. It seems safer releasing that revelation indirectly, but I can’t prevent the words from coming out.

“I hope it’s with me,” Beck whispers back.

Smiling, I nod my head. “Yeah…it’s with you.”

His arms tighten around me more, nearly to the point of cutting off my breath. I don’t care though, because his words fill me with life. “That’s fortuitous…because I love you too.”

—

I look at Beck carefully, to see if something about him has changed in the last twenty minutes since we just shared the L-word with each other. It was unplanned…unscripted and totally unbelievable.

I mean…did that just happen?

After a little cuddling, we both cleaned up and dressed in sweatpants and T-shirts. I look at Beck now, with his hair sticking up all over the place and sexy stubble on his jaw and chin, reaching under the tree to pull out the two wrapped presents.

A small box from him is wrapped in silver with a green bow. It looks like a jewelry box and my heartbeat is tripping at the thought.

My gift to him is larger in a flat box about twenty inches square. It’s wrapped in rustic brown paper with an old-fashioned Christmas tree design and tied in thin red ribbon that I curled on the ends.

I sit on the couch after setting down my tea and Beck’s coffee. He joins me as I cross my legs underneath me, setting the small gift in my hands. Then he sits beside me, kicking his long legs out to rest his feet on the coffee table, resting my gift to him on his lap.

“You first,” I say as I nod down at the present he’s holding.

“Okay,” he responds with a boyish grin, and starts pulling hard on the ribbon. It immediately stretches enough that he can work it free of the corners, and his fingers are tearing into the paper. The brown packing box underneath is nondescript and he glances at me briefly with curiosity. I just smile back and watch as he pulls at the tape securing one end of the box.

Then he’s reaching inside and pulling out the picture collage frame that I bought earlier in the week while he was at work. It has a black finish and glass-framed cutouts that provide room for five four-by-six pictures, and it will match the decor of either his home office or the one at Townsend-North.

Turning it over in his hands, his lips curve upward as he studies the photos I’d chosen. Five of us together over the last few weeks. Three of them from Vienna that we had asked locals to take of us. One at an outdoor café where we were bundled in coats, hats, and scarves as we drank Viennese coffee by the Danube. One outside the State Opera House before we went inside, dressed elegantly and Beck’s arm around my waist. And one a selfie we’d taken while we waited at the airport for our return flight home. The other two were taken here in San Francisco. One by Caroline at Thanksgiving dinner, when Beck pulled me up from the table and onto his lap after we’d finished eating. He’s grinning at the camera and I’m looking slightly embarrassed by his display of affection in front of his sister, but I love this photo because it shows hope in my eyes.

The last photo is a surprise to Beck. He’s never seen it before, but I took it lying in his bed one morning while he was still asleep. He was on his back, his face looking so peaceful that I couldn’t resist grabbing my iPhone and snuggling in close to him. With my face tilted upward, I placed my lips against his jaw and gave him a soft kiss while he slept.

The picture is magical in my opinion, because it shows not only how beautiful Beck is, but how much I adore him, even when he’s not aware of it.

“Sela,” he says, his voice a little rough. His fingers brush over the picture of us in bed before looking over at me. “This is amazing. I love it.”

Shrugging with my cheeks feeling a little hot, I said, “I thought you could hang it up in one of your offices or something.”

“The one at Townsend-North,” he says. “As that’s where I spend most of my time. That way I can see it more often there.”

Pushing the box and wrapping paper off his lap onto the couch beside him, he places the frame on top of it and turns to me. One hand curls around my neck in what has now become to me his classic sign of possessiveness, and it makes me completely gooey inside. He pulls me toward him for a kiss. “Thank you. I’m going to have to say, that’s even better than the birthday present you gave me.”

I cock an eyebrow at him skeptically.

“It’s true,” he insists. “Especially because of that photo of you kissing me while I sleep.”

Warmth spreads through my chest and my heart thumps over the gratitude in his voice. I press my lips to his briefly before I say, “Merry Christmas, Beck.”

“Okay,” he says as he pulls away and picks up the small box that was resting on my lap. “Time to open yours.”

I take the present from him and shake it slightly. Something inside rattles and I smile slyly. “Wonder what this is?”

Truth be told, the fact that something rattled inside throws me off a bit. I assumed it was jewelry, but whatever is inside is loose and has some substance to it.

“Only one way to find out,” he chuckles. “Open it.”

My fingers pull at the paper. I’m not one who opens gifts delicately, preferring to tear into them. There’s a small white box inside, and when I pull off the top, I gasp in surprise.

Reaching in, I hesitantly pull out what is clearly a car key fob with a Mercedes symbol on it. My thumb rubs the raised silver emblem for just a second before I turn to Beck and say dumbly, “You got me a car?”

He nods enthusiastically. “A GLK350. It’s a crossover. Smaller than their other SUVs but very safe. Completely sporty. It’s in the garage. Want to go see it?”

“I got you photographs,” I say with a thick tongue as my face turns back to the key fob in my hand. “You got me a car.”

“Oh no you fucking don’t,” Beck says as his hand comes to my chin. He grips it and turns me to look at him. “You do not compare the cost of our gifts with each other.”

My eyes narrow at him slightly. “You got me a freakin’ car, Beck.”

“So what? I’m rich,” he says calmly.

“I don’t need a car,” I point out. “I take public transit.”

“You can visit your dad more often now,” he counters.

“It’s a freakin’ car—”

“Do you love me?” he butts in.

“Yes,” I say, blinking over the change in subject.

“Then do me a favor and graciously accept my gift. And get fucking used to it. I’m going to buy you nice things.”

My mouth falls open. I think briefly about continuing to argue, but then I take in the serious look in his eyes that’s part exasperation but mostly devotion to me sprinkled with a little bit of excitement to show his care for me in this way.

All of the anger and embarrassment over my paltry gift evaporates and I smile sheepishly as I toss the box and key to the coffee table, and then crawl onto his lap. Looping my arms around his neck, I press a kiss to his stubbled cheek and then pull back to look into his eyes. “Thank you. It’s an amazingly extravagant gift, and I’m sorry for my reaction. This will take a little bit of getting used to.”

“I intend to spoil you, Sela,” he murmurs. “I want to give you the world.”

Smiling, I turn my body, pull my arms from around his neck, and curl into him. Resting my head on his shoulder and my palm over his heart, I say, “All I ever wanted was a quiet life. I always thought I’d be alone because of what happened to me. I never thought there was room in my life for anything other than my anger and misery. But now that’s all changed. You’ve already given me the world.”

His lips press onto the top of my head and his arms wrap around me. “Paint a picture for me. What does your world look like with me in it? Tell me where we’ll be in, say, a year from now.”

“Hmm,” I hum low in my throat as I consider his question. “In a small house that sits by the ocean. Maybe a fixer-upper with old linoleum floors we’ll want to rip out but they’re so charming we leave in, and whitewashed cabinets. We’ll have a dog, maybe two, that we can take for walks on the beach. I’ll work as a counselor and you’ll do programming magic, and when we come home from work, we’ll fix dinner together.”

“Sounds nice,” he says in a low voice as one of his hands strokes my arm.

“And we’ll fuck every night, and twice a day on the weekends. We’ll listen to bands in dive bars or we’ll try out various coffee shops in search of the perfect Viennese cup. Oh, and we’ll develop some type of hobby…like maybe collecting antiques or something. You know, so we don’t get so wrapped up in sex that we never leave the house for very long.”

Beck chuckles and squeezes me tight, but then he turns serious. “Do you want kids?”

“I don’t know,” I answer quickly and honestly, but it’s a thought that has plagued me before. “I mean…I never thought I’d have a real relationship before, or that I’d even be living with someone and discussing a beach house and dogs. But yeah…I like kids. I think I’d be a good mom. I had a great role model, after all.”

“Well, I had a crappy role model for a mother,” Beck says, not in a bitter way, but more reflective.

“You’d make an amazing father,” I say softly. “You’re so good with Ally.”

“Yeah,” he says softly. “I think I would too.”

We both fall silent, maybe unsure of what to say after that revelation. I mean, not an hour ago we were declaring our love for the first time, and now we’re discussing houses and children. It’s too fast and it’s overwhelming, and yet it’s also a little bit right too. I know this because the ensuing silence as we contemplate this isn’t awkward at all.

“So, when this is all over with JT, next on our agenda is to find a small house on a beach somewhere?”

I giggle. “With peeling linoleum floors.”

“Got it,” Beck says.

Suddenly, I sit up and turn in his lap to look at him, reality seeping back in to our discussion of happily-ever-after dreams. “What if this doesn’t work? So many things could go wrong. VanZant may not take the offer, then we’d depend on fate for him to lose. Or he could go to the police and tell him about the bribery—”

“We’re shielded from that,” Beck reminds me quickly. “Dennis said there won’t be any ties to us. It’s why we’re paying him so much.”

I disregard those assurances, because here’s the really big “if.” “We still have to depend on JT coming to you for the money.”

“Well, he can only go to me or my dad,” Beck points out. He relayed to me the entire conversation he had with his dad on the drive home last night, and it does seem his dad is on board with us. “JT doesn’t have any other close friends with this type of liquid cash to help him out and no bank will loan him money to pay off a debt. Dennis assured me the collection deadline will be short so he’ll be under pressure to act fast.”

“Maybe JT won’t agree to give up the company for your loan,” I offer, even though we’ve hashed this all out before. “Maybe he’ll opt for a beating. Or take his chances elsewhere. Or even negotiate an extension.”

“Then worst-case scenario, he’s still part of the company when we go to the police,” Beck says firmly. I know he’s frustrated over my continued worries, but he’s also very patient with me.

“It will kill The Sugar Bowl.” The bitterness is evident in my voice. “It could ruin you. Maybe we shouldn’t even do this at all.”

“What?” Beck exclaims, his eyebrows rising high. “You want me to just stay with JT as a partner and pretend none of this happened?”

“No,” I say sullenly, my gaze dropping from his. I twist my fingers together and mutter. “I know you could never do that.”

“Sela,” Beck says softly, his fingers tilting my chin up. When my eyes lock on his, he gives me a knowing smile. “I’m not going to lie…I’ve got a lot tied up in this business. I’m proud of it. It’s lucrative. But it is not my only idea. My entire self-worth isn’t dependent on it. My financial stability most certainly isn’t, as I’ve invested well and I could buy us houses on multiple beaches and we’d never have to work again a day in our lives. Worst fucking case, I can’t get JT out and the police won’t compel him for DNA and he stays free. If that happens, then we’ll move to a faraway beach and start all over again.”

Tears suddenly fill my eyes as quickly as the blossoming love in my heart starts to overwhelm me. This man…that he would do that for me?

Beck tilts his head to the side, his smile turning softer, and he wipes a stray tear that runs down my cheek. “I fell hard for you, Sela. I’m committed to you and our future.”

“So this is love?” I whisper hoarsely as I stare into his beautiful eyes.

“I do believe it is,” he tells me with a grin. “Now…would you like to go see your new car, Miss Halstead?”

I can’t help it. His attitude is infectious, and I grin back at him before backing off his lap and dropping to my knees before him. Placing one palm on each knee, I nudge his legs apart. “Why Mr. North, I would love to, but first I really would love to suck your cock.”

“Christ,” Beck mutters as his head drops back onto the cushion of the couch and he sighs with happiness. “If you must.”

“Oh, I must.”
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“I’m really sorry JT couldn’t make this meeting,” I say as I shake hands first with Michael Gruber, then with Vincent Carmon, the two owners of ET Technologies.

“No problem,” Vincent responds with an affable smile. He’s the younger of the two entrepreneurs, having recently turned twenty-two. Michael’s not much older at twenty-three.

“We really wanted your eyes on this project anyway,” Michael adds. “We just don’t have your programming skills.”

It’s true enough. They would need me on this project, and I’m very much interested. ET Technologies was founded by Michael and Vincent, college buddies who dreamed up the potential to analyze facial expressions of consumers reacting to certain products. The “ET” part of their name actually stands for eye twitch, a comical play on a common facial expression to indicate unease.

JT had hit me up several weeks ago about this company, as they were looking for not only start-up capital but help with the coding and programming. They approached Townsend-North, and after analyzing their proposal, we finally had been able to set up this meeting. Of course, JT was supposed to be here, but he was a no-show, and this is both a relief and a worry.

I worry because the Mariota-VanZant fight is in five days and our plan is in full swing. VanZant accepted the payoff to take a dive, and according to Dennis, wasn’t plagued by any doubt over his decision. Seems he’s been nursing a rotator cuff injury that has been kept in absolute secrecy so as not to disturb the odds, and had doubts about being able to take down Mariota anyway. This offer was opportune, as it gives him financial stability and he can later reveal the injury that may help explain the loss and give him a future shot at a big title fight.

So because the plan has been officially enacted, and we are one step closer to stringing up JT by his balls, I don’t want anything to fuck this up. JT normally isn’t one to miss business meetings unless he’s partying hard. And thus is my worry…that perhaps he’s gone on a bender, which leaves him unpredictable. I can just see the fucker getting a wild hair up his ass and deciding to change his bet over to Mariota or something.

But I’ve got more important things to pay attention to at the moment.

“Like I said,” I tell both men as I walk them out of my office, which is where we had been meeting for their formal pitch to Townsend-North. “I’m very interested in the project. I’d like a few weeks to go over all of the materials and talk to JT about it, but I think we can do something for you.”

Both men’s eyes light up, as they can start to see their hard work and amazing ideas have a fighting chance in the competitive world of tech industry. What they don’t know is that I have no intention of discussing this with JT. My hope is that by this time next week, he’s going to be begging me for money and quickly on his way out of my life. Then I fully intend to work with these two men—both geniuses really—and help them bring this advanced technology to life.

Linda stands from her desk as we emerge from my office. We exchange brief farewell formalities and she walks them back up to the lobby for me. Now that the only meeting I had scheduled for the day is over, I have another appointment outside of the office. It’s more important than this meeting I just had, will take much longer, but the results will be worth it. Looking at my watch, I see I have just enough time to check my emails before I have to leave, and also put in a call to Dennis. I want to know if he knows what JT is up to. He might still be watching him for all I know, and I don’t have time to figure out what my partner is up to this week. I would just like some assurances that he’s not going off the deep end before we can attempt to get him out of The Sugar Bowl.

—

It’s later than I had hoped when I get to the condo. I’d sent Sela a text to go ahead and eat without me since my appointment ran over, but it couldn’t be helped.

After closing the door behind me and setting my keys on the foyer table, I call out, “Sela?”

“Back here,” I hear from our bedroom.

Smiling, I make my way to her, eager to reveal the results of my appointment today. When I step into our bedroom, I’m momentarily stunned when I see a blond woman standing there, facing me with a tentative smile on her face. For a second, I think Sela must have a friend visiting, but then I instantly recognize those blue eyes. I immediately recognize that body that belongs to me.

All at once, my soul recognizes its mate.

“Surprise,” she says softly with a flick of her hands to her hair.

It’s still long and styled in loose waves, but it’s now golden blond with subtle lighter streaks mixed in. It’s so different, and yet…it’s absolutely Sela.

It’s Sela in all of her natural beauty, and I’m dazzled.

I walk to her slowly, my eyes roving over her hair that she obviously had lightened today. After I found out about JT, Sela had told me that she colored her hair dark hoping JT wouldn’t recognize her. Back then, I couldn’t imagine her as a blonde, since I’d only known her as a brunette, but now that I see it…it’s the way she’s supposed to be.

“It’s not my exact natural shade of blond,” she says softly, her eyes looking at me with undisguised need for approval. “But it’s close enough.”

I reach out, take a lock resting over her shoulders, and lift it for closer inspection. Then I slide my eyes to her and say, “I love it. You’re stunning.”

“I wanted to get back to being me, you know?”

“And now you are,” I assure her as my arms wrap around her waist to pull her in close.

“Do you like it?”

“I love it, Sela. But your hair could be bright orange and lime green, and I’d love that too on you.”

She laughs, pushing her face into my neck, where she kisses me lightly. I tighten my hold on her, enjoying the security and warmth of nothing more simple than a hug from her right now.

“I have something to show you too,” I tell her.

Sela relaxes her grip on me and tilts her head back to look at me questioningly. I release her and take a step back, my hands going down to the hem of my sweater. I grab it along with the T-shirt I’d been wearing underneath and pull them both up and over my head.

“If this is some ploy to get me in your bed, Mr. North,” she says playfully and with just enough heat in her eyes that I know she likes what she sees, “then all you had to do was ask.”

“I intend to have you in that bed,” I tell her ominously as I drop my clothes to the floor. “But I need to show you something first.”

She tilts her head curiously as I turn away from her, showing her my back. I hear a tiny gasp from her as she whispers, “Oh.”

“I’ll need you to peel off the bandage,” I tell her, eager to show her the new tattoo on the back of my right shoulder.

There’s no hesitation as her fingers gently tug at the adhesive tape around the edges. “You got the phoenix covered?” she whispers.

“Well, I started the process of getting it covered, but it will take a few sessions. Didn’t want you to see it anymore. Couldn’t stand the thought of it being on my body. Not after knowing what it means to you.”

I can feel the bandage pull free. She doesn’t touch the new artwork, but she must be peering at it closely, because I can feel her breath against my skin. She’s silent for a moment as she studies it, and I can’t imagine what’s going through her mind as she looks at the massive green and black dragon that will eventually obliterate the phoenix. There was no particular significance of that mythical animal other than I thought it looked fierce and protective, which seems to be my underlying motive these days for all my actions. And while it’s going to take a few sessions to complete the detail work on the tattoo, it’s blurring the phoenix nicely for the time being.

I wait for her to peruse it, because the detail of what has been done is amazing, and I can tell when she finally sees her name by her sharp intake of breath.

The tattoo artist worked mostly on the top of the dragon for this session, while outlining in the rest. Its neck is curved, the head rearing back and mouth open with a stream of red, yellow, and orange fire shooting forth. Within the flames, the artist wrote Sela’s name in delicate black script.

She doesn’t say anything, so I turn to face her. Her beautiful blue eyes are shimmering with tears and she hastily blinks them clear.

“You like?” I ask with a light smile, wanting to remove the heaviness surrounding us.

“I love it,” she says softly. “But you didn’t have to do that. That phoenix on your shoulder meant nothing to me.”

“Maybe not,” I tell her. “But it meant something to me. Something bad, and I wanted it gone.”

Sela’s lips curve upward and she presses in closer to me, face still tilted so our eyes don’t lose connection. “Don’t you find it interesting that both of us went out today in secret and made major changes in our appearance? And we did it in secret because we wanted it to be a surprise to the other person?”

“It just means great minds think alike,” I say with a laugh, my hands going to the bottom of her sweatshirt to pull it up and over her head. Once it clears, I tell her, “Now let’s get naked. I want to do dirty things to you.”

“Maybe I want to do dirty things to you,” she counters with a wink, her fingers working at the button and zipper to her jeans, even as she kicks her shoes off.

“That would require me to lay on my back, and can’t do that with the fresh tattoo,” I say.

“You could just stand there while I drop to my knees,” she says playfully as she sheds her jeans.

And, oh Christ…the thought of that.

Shaking my head, I give her a chastising look as I take my own jeans off. “I called dibs on being the hander-outer of dirty things.”

“ ‘Hander-outer?’ ” she laughs.

“Shut up,” I mutter affectionately. “And lose the bra and panties while you’re at it.”

When we’re both naked, Sela crawls into the middle of our bed and I follow right behind her, pausing only halfway up her body so I can work her pussy with my tongue. Sela is so responsive to me—has given me her trust—that it never takes me long to bring her to climax if I hit her hard. But now I take my time, swirling my tongue in leisurely strokes against her flesh. I open my ears and hear her breathing get faster and faster. Her moans start out soft but get deeper the closer she gets. When I back off her clit, she groans in frustration and moves her hands to my head, trying in vain to push my mouth onto the exact spot she needs me to lick before she’ll come.

I tease her mercilessly, not because I want her to suffer, but because I know it feels good to her. I also want to show her that I love this place on her body so much I’m content to just lie here on this side of forever as long as she’s loving what I’m doing to her.

“Let me come,” Sela whispers to me, her hips now gyrating wildly under me. “Please, Beck.”

Smart girl. She knows I can’t resist her begging.

Fluttering my tongue over her sensitive clit, I press two fingers deep inside her and curl them upward. Sela’s back arches and she cries out, “Yes!” as she explodes against my mouth.

“Mmm,” I hum against her, laving her softly with my tongue as she starts to fall back down to earth. “That was beautiful.”

“Fuck me,” she pants as she raises her head to look down at me blearily. “Now.”

And goddamn…I love that blond hair. It’s Sela, but she’s different. Softer. More innocent looking, more like her deepest self that remains untouched by the horror she suffered. 

I push up, place my hands on Sela’s hips, and flip her onto her stomach. I know she wants a hard fucking, because she always does when I drag out her first orgasm. I also know that this position drives her absolutely crazy with lust, so I pull her hips up off the bed, take my cock in hand, and shove it into her without preamble.

“Oh fuck, that’s good,” I mutter as Sela grunts out her approval, her back arching once again from the pleasure of my invasion.

I pull out slowly, looking at Sela’s blond hair spilling down her back, hanging over her shoulders. Reaching out, I grab a hunk of it with one hand, twist it until it loops once around my hand, and give a tiny tug. Her head pulls upward before tilting to the side where I can see a lazy smile on her face.

I slam back into her and she lets out a long groan. “Like that?” I ask her gruffly.

“Mmm-hmm,” she purrs low in her throat. “Again.”

With one hand at her hip and the other wrapped in her beautiful hair, I start to fuck her hard and fast. Withdrawing to the tip, ramming back in deep. Sela attempts to participate by pulling away and adding her own push backward, but I hold her tight by her hair and hips, making her stay still so she takes what I give her.

I once may have been worried restraining Sela in any way would be too frightening, but I have to accept that she’s given me her trust along with her love, and that she’s secure in the knowledge that I will only ever bring her pleasure.

Moving in and out of this woman, listening to her sounds and smelling sex in the air, knowing how she feels for me and I feel for her…there’s nothing comparable to this feeling. So I continue to fuck her hard, holding her in place, and watch for the signs that Sela will come again for me.

I’ve learned them well.

Her fingers grip the bedcovers, she sucks in a long, deep breath, and a tangible stillness overcomes her for just a moment. I slam in hard, urging her release, and she gives it to me with a cry and another deep arching of her back. Her pussy clamps hard on to my cock and it causes my own orgasm to rip free.

“Jesus…that feels good,” I groan as I press my pelvis to her ass and grind it out against her. She grinds right back against me, intent on drawing it out for both of us as long as possible until we fall into a jellylike pile of limbs onto the mattress.

I immediately wrap my arms around her waist and roll us to our left sides so I can spoon against her without banging my tattoo on the covers. Our breathing is choppy and our skin is wet with sweat, both indications of some amazing fucking.

But then again, with Sela, it’s always amazing.

Her fingers stroke my forearm as she starts to settle. “So…you like the blond hair?”

“Love it,” I tell her honestly. “You look so different, but still you. Very hot.”

She chuckles, wiggles against my body to get closer to me. We enjoy the silence until a thought strikes me.

“I wonder if JT would recognize you now?” I ask her.

“I wondered that too,” she says quietly. “It’s been ten years.”

“My gut says he wouldn’t, because he’s so self-centered and narcissistic, he probably doesn’t even notice the appearance of the women he preys upon. I know this sounds bad, but I don’t think he cares enough to notice much.”

“I thought the same thing too when I had decided to color my hair. I didn’t want to do it, but I didn’t want to take any chances either. But still…my gut said he wouldn’t recognize me.”

“Still,” I muse, “it’s best we keep you two apart. On the off chance he would, I don’t want him having any inkling we’re on to him. Taking him down with surprise is going to be key.”

“Agreed,” she says softly. “And besides…we don’t have much longer until this all starts heating up.”

That’s true. In five days VanZant should take a dive. Dennis says JT’s bookie is poised to collect hard and fast, because he knows JT could be a flight risk with those stakes. I figure by the middle of next week, JT will be paying me a visit to ask for money.

And if not, then Sela and I will be at the police station, reporting her rape, and we’ll let the chips fall where they may.
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It’s fight night and I’ve somehow slipped into hostess mode for the men. I’ve never entertained before. Cooking Thanksgiving dinner for Beck, Caroline, and Ally was my first and only attempt at playing Martha Stewart. I was terrified, mostly because I wanted Caroline to like me, but it all ended up being fine. So when Beck told me he invited Dennis over to watch the Mariota-VanZant fight with us, I immediately decided we would need snacks and alcohol.

I spent the morning at the grocery store and bought enough food to feed an army. My menu consisted of sweet-and-spicy meatballs, buffalo chicken dip and little ham-and-cheese sliders. My afternoon consisted of making these snacks and batting Beck’s hands away when he tried to taste.

I then focused on making Devil’s Brew, a secret punch handed down through the generations of the Halstead family. I had to call my dad for the recipe, as I’d never made it before, but it was pretty simple: brut champagne, vodka, brandy, frozen limeade, maraschino cherries, and ginger ale. Mix it all up and prepare for your worries to melt away. I thought it was important to have a concoction like this because frankly, until I saw VanZant take the dive, I was going to be stressing out about it.

Dennis came over at five o’clock when the prefights started, lesser-ranked MMA fighters hoping for their chance at fame and fortune. This was opportune, because it let me get acquainted with the sport and Dennis and Beck explained things to me as best they could. While both men sneered at my Devil’s Brew, once they heard it had champagne in it, they tried it. By the third glass, they were mellow and happy and waging personal bets on the fighters, yelling at the TV and high-fiving each other when something amazing happened.

I liked hanging with Beck and Dennis. It was fun watching them have a good time, given the heavy nature of the fight that was about to come. I was enjoying everything myself until about 8:30 P.M. when Mariota and VanZant were brought into the cage.

The fighters went at it in an octagonal cage bordered with vinyl-coated chain-link fence, which lent a sinister air to the match. I’d learned quite a bit watching the early fights, including some of the rules. Dennis told me when the Ultimate Fighting Championship was first created, there were very few rules in place to ensure the safety of the combatants. But over time and in an effort to legitimize the sport, rules had been enacted to help prevent serious injury or even death. That didn’t mean there still weren’t serious injuries though. In the ten preliminary fights before the main event, every fight ended with either a knockout—where one fighter was knocked unconscious—or a technical knockout, where the ref intervened and stopped the fight based on his opinion a fighter could not continue. It’s a vicious sport where the blood flows freely. So freely, in fact, that by the time Mariota and VanZant enter the octagon, there’s blood smeared over most of the flooring, and I have to wonder what possesses men to get in the ring to do that, especially when the pay isn’t all that great for most of them.

“Anyone want a refill on something?” I ask the men before I sit down on the couch beside Beck. They both look at me and shake their heads, eyes going immediately back to the TV screen as the fighters are being announced.

Mariota is shredded, rocking a tattoo-covered eight-pack and a shortly trimmed Mohawk. Most men tonight had closely cropped hair or shaved heads so that their opponents couldn’t grip their head that way. VanZant looks slightly bigger than his opponent, as he was in a higher weight class before he dropped down, but he doesn’t seem as chiseled. Having watched the other fights, however, I also know this means nothing. In those fights, it seemed to boil down to speed and skill, with many knockouts, technical or otherwise, happening when one opponent went to the mat and the other straddled him, landing a flurry of quick blows to the head, or sometimes just a fast, well-placed kick to the head.

Taking my seat next to Beck, I can’t help but mimic his and Dennis’ posture. Both on the edge of their seats, legs slightly spread, elbows resting on knees. Hands clasped tightly and intense focus on the TV screen. We’re all nervous as hell right now, wondering if VanZant will go through with his commitment to take the dive. I have to think that JT is watching the fight right now, with probably the same nervousness. Or hell…perhaps he’s enjoying this moment, the type of addictive personality that enjoys the euphoria of the gamble and the possibility of a big win.

“What round do you think he’ll go down in?” I murmur to no one in particular.

“He’ll take it all the way,” Dennis says. “To preserve his credibility for future fights. I’m guessing late in the last round.”

I’d learned tonight that there are five rounds, five minutes each, and those few fights that went the distance, both fighters were huffing and puffing hard near the end.

“Makes sense,” Beck says as the announcer introduces the fighters to the crowd and the millions watching on TV. It doesn’t appear there’s a favorite, the crowd equally cheering for both men when announced.

A few more minutes of the fighters meeting in the middle of the ring for the ref to go over the rules, and then the bell rings for round one to start.

My heart is practically in my throat as they come at each other warily, circling and pawing the air with hands protected with fingerless gloves. Testing each other out, I learned. Waiting to see who would make the first move.

I vaguely hear the announcers on TV discussing VanZant: “He’s been criticized a bit about being a counterfighter, so I think we’ll see him try to disprove that by coming out strong…”

Mariota makes a short, quick lunge at VanZant, looking like he’s going to throw a cross. VanZant’s hands come up higher to protect his face, only to take a sharp kick to his ribs. It doesn’t seem to hurt him though, because VanZant moves in closer and throws a volley of punches left and right to Mariota, who now goes on the defensive by moving back across the ring and covering his head with his hands.

“See, that’s exactly what I expected,” one of the announcers says. “VanZant wants to put Mariota on the defensive right away. Let him know he’s not just going to counter his moves.”

VanZant backs his opponent right up to the chain-link fence and continues to throw jabs, crosses, and hooks, these punches I learned quickly enough with Dennis’ explanations during the first fights. My heart now feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest as VanZant seems intent on pounding the ever-loving shit out of the other man.

“He’s not going to take the fall,” I whisper fearfully.

Beck reaches over, grabs my hand, and squeezes hard as he keeps his gaze glued onto the TV.

I see our plan going down the drain and JT becoming two million dollars richer, and I’m stunned that just in a matter of thirty seconds, it appears our plan is being derailed.

With a mighty heave, Mariota manages to push VanZant back a few feet. He’s been cut over his left eyebrow and blood pours freely down his face. Both men take a short breather, circle each other, and then in a move so fast I’m not even sure I really understand what happens. Mariota spins 360 degrees, leaps into the air, and launches a kick to the side of VanZant’s head.

Almost as if in slow motion, I see his head snap to the side and his eyes roll backward before his legs buckle and give way to gravity.

“Oh, look at that tornado kick Mariota just landed,” the announcer screams above the roaring crowd. “And VanZant is down.”

As I’ve come to find out is typical in these fights, just because your opponent goes down doesn’t mean the fight is over. Mariota leaps onto VanZant’s prone body, straddles his waist, and starts raining down blows to his head. But almost just as quickly, the ref is there, grabbing Mariota by the waist and pulling him off. It’s the universal sign that the ref just declared a knockout.

“It is all over for VanZant,” the other announcer says with unfettered awe in his voice. “Just unbelievable. What has been billed as a match that would go all five rounds has been settled in just thirty-seven seconds with a crushing kick by Mariota to VanZant’s head. I don’t think anyone predicted this would happen…”

My head turns slowly toward Beck. He turns to meet my gaze, his mouth slightly open in astonishment.

“Did that just fucking happen?” he mutters.

“Jesus Christ,” Dennis says in disbelief.

“I don’t think that was a dive,” I say, my head turning back to the TV as I watch a doctor enter the ring and attend VanZant, who seems to be conscious but completely disoriented. Mariota runs around the octagon, flexing his muscles and screaming victory at the crowd. “I think Mariota caught him off guard.”

“Doesn’t matter if it was a dive or not,” Beck says. “I’ll pay him the money.”

We all three watch as VanZant is helped onto wobbly legs and led out of the ring. Mariota retains his title belt and holds it up proudly for all to see.

And somewhere, probably in his own house, JT is probably watching in horror as he tries to figure out how he can come up with four million dollars.

I let out a small snort of euphoria. A horrible sound, really, causing both Beck and Dennis to look at me. I immediately clap my hand over my mouth in embarrassment, but then another one pushes forth. They stare at me with wide eyes, and then I start laughing hysterically, pulling my hand away so I can let it all out. I double over at my waist, slap Beck on his thigh with my palm, and laugh until I wheeze.

Beck puts a hand on my back and chuckles as he rubs.

“Holy shit,” I gasp as I sit back up straight again, wiping tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. “That was intense. I thought for sure during those first few seconds that VanZant was going to knock Mariota out.”

“Me too,” Beck says with a grin.

“Un-fucking-believable,” Dennis adds, then stands up from the chair. “And this definitely calls for a celebration.”

He picks up our empty glasses and heads into the kitchen, presumably to refill our glasses with more Devil’s Brew. Beck and I sit in silence, still somewhat stunned that VanZant lost. I mean…we wanted him to lose. We expected him to lose, since he said he would, but there was always that strong fear it wouldn’t happen.

Dennis returns in a minute balancing three highball glasses between his big hands. He pauses at the couch, and Beck and I carefully each take a glass from him, not really caring who’s is whose. Beck and I have traded bodily fluids enough, and there’s enough of a buzz going on that I don’t care if I drink after Dennis either.

“Looks like I’ll be visiting Mr. VanZant with some money,” Dennis says as he sits back down in his chair. Gone is the excited posture with his ass hanging off the edge of the seat. Now he’s settled back in with one leg casually propped on the other. He didn’t wear a suit tonight, for which I was thankful. In his jeans and a faded Chicago Bears sweatshirt, he looks just like an average joe hanging out with friends on a Saturday night. It makes him seem more approachable, and the air of mystery he seems to have around him is dispelled a bit.

I’m not sure how Dennis is going to get five hundred thousand dollars in cash to VanZant. I know he’s got the money, because he cashed the check Beck had given him, but you just can’t take that much money out of a bank and not call attention to yourself. But then again, I don’t need to be worrying about those specifics. It’s why Dennis had us give him the money to launder before passing it on to VanZant. Plausible deniability is what he called it.

“JT has to be shitting his pants right now,” Dennis muses with an evil laugh. And I like that laugh. Like how much that Dennis has taken such a vested interest in helping me get justice. It’s nice to know someone besides Beck cares.

“So what will happen now?” I ask.

Dennis takes a gulp of his drink, smacks his lips, and tells me, “The bookie is likely sending JT some type of message right now. Probably a phone call to make arrangements for payment. He’ll give JT a deadline, and I have it straight from the horse’s mouth he’s only giving him twenty-four hours.”

“Is that normal?” Beck asks.

Dennis shrugs. “I think in this case, and with him doubling down that type of money, it was made clear to JT when he placed the bet that they expected immediate payment if he lost.”

“And what if he doesn’t pay?” I sit forward on the couch a bit, eager to hear this next part.

“I expect they’ll impress upon him the urgency of paying,” Dennis says ominously, and I’m sort of surprised he doesn’t rub his hands together with glee while giving an evil mwah-ha-ha-ha-haaa laugh.

Hell, I want to laugh like that at the prospect of JT getting beaten up for failure to pay his debts. It’s almost as good a fantasy as when I imagine him in prison getting his ass raped by some beefy dude who will make him his bitch.

As if he can read my thoughts, Dennis says, “It will hurt, Sela. Trust me.”

“Think they’ll videotape it for me?” I ask with a grin.

Dennis and Beck both laugh, and I realize that all the tension we were all feeling just five minutes ago has left the room. We’re now almost delirious with excitement over how the plan will progress next.

“I just hope the ass whupping is enough to impress upon him the dire situation he’s put himself in. He’s got to be desperate when he comes to me,” Beck says.

“He will be,” I say confidently, my hand going to the back of Beck’s neck, which I squeeze slightly for reassurance. I’m feeling good about this now. Really good.

“Listen…I went ahead and pulled the investigative file of your rape from Santa Clara,” Dennis says to me in an abrupt change of subject. My eyes slide from Beck to his. “They did a pretty good job from what I could tell. Scoured cab companies; interviewed people at the mall who may have seen you and the other boys who gave you the ride. But as you know, they didn’t get any solid leads.”

I nod, because this isn’t news to me. While my parents kept me shielded from actually dealing with the lead criminal investigator, they did keep me updated. Ultimately, the failure to find who did it caused me to tailspin and landed me in the hospital again. It was my second admission because of JT.

“I also wanted to see if there was anything in there that maybe they missed,” Dennis adds.

“I assume there wasn’t,” Beck surmises. Because otherwise he would have told us the minute he arrived tonight.

“Nothing I could see they failed to do,” Dennis says. “But I did see something that was interesting. I couldn’t find any paperwork where the DNA lab that ran the semen sample submitted the results to NDIS.”

“NDIS?” I ask in confusion.

“The National DNA Index System,” Dennis tells me. “It’s part of the FBI Combined DNA Index System database that all law-enforcement agencies in the nation submit DNA results to. It should have been done in your case.”

“But it wouldn’t have helped anything,” Beck points out. “JT’s never been arrested, so he wouldn’t be in the system.”

“True,” Dennis agrees. “But I still reached out to the lab to see about getting a copy of the paperwork. That way we’ll have a complete copy of the file. Just making sure all the t’s are crossed and i’s dotted so when you report JT, you know exactly what the police know.”

“Thank you,” I say softly while looking at Dennis. “I’m just so grateful for what you’ve done for me. I don’t even know how to show you how much it means.”

Dennis’ face flushes red and he ducks his head to take another sip of his drink. He mumbles, “Well…you’re a sweet girl. I want that fucker to pay.”

Beck shoots me a smile and I can see he’s equally as touched that Dennis seems to go above and beyond for us. And because he seems loose and relaxed, and even like…a friend, and because I’m also buzzed, I ask him teasingly, “So how do you know so much about the seedy underworld? Bookies, and taking dives and bribes. You seem so normal and…I don’t know…like too suave to know about that stuff.”

He doesn’t answer right away, but stares reflectively into his glass. Then he tilts it to his mouth and drains it, and I know he’s got to be feeling the effects by now. When his gaze lifts back up to mine, I’m taken aback to see them flooded with pain and anger. “I was very much a part of that world for a while. Married into it, actually.”

“Oh,” I say on a small gasp, not shocked by his revelation because he wears a wedding ring, but by the anguish I still see on his face. And although I know it’s nosy, I can’t help but try to appease my curiosity, since he’s opened the door and become infinitely more interesting to me than he was just five seconds ago. “Is her family mob or something?”

“Close enough,” Dennis says, and starts to lift his glass again to his mouth before realizing it’s empty. He frowns and stands. “I’m going to get another drink. Want one?”

Beck shakes his head and Dennis turns to the kitchen, but I continue to pry, because just…wow. Dennis married into the mob?

“You should have brought your wife tonight,” I say impulsively. Because I like Dennis and I’m betting I’d like his wife too. I know Beck likes Dennis…they’ve formed an easy friendship these last few weeks. I mean…maybe we could all double-date or something.

“She’s dead,” Dennis says softly, and his eyes actually shimmer with kindness over my suggestion. “Three years ago.”

“Oh God,” I say, my hand coming to my chest, where I rub at the dull ache that’s appeared. “I’m so sorry. That was so insensitive of me—”

Dennis holds his hand up to cut me off, even as Beck’s hand goes to my lower back to soothe me. “It’s fine, but I suppose this is relevant to why I’m helping you. She was killed as a vendetta against her father. It’s a dangerous life and she suffered for it.”

“You suffered for it,” I whisper.

Dennis nods with a sad smile. “Yeah…I did. Lost the most precious thing in my life. The only way out of that life is through death, and when Rosa was killed, it released me from the family as well. But I still have contacts and ties that I used to help you. I also understand vengeance and the need for justice.”

“Was her killer brought to justice?” I ask, because I have to know. “Is he in jail?”

“No,” Dennis says, even though light shines from his eyes. A light that shimmers and sparkles with satisfaction and pleasure. “He’s not in jail, but justice was served.”

A tiny shiver runs up my spine over his words as I understand their meaning. I nod at him in solidarity, because now I know that Dennis and I share something very much in common. We both believe that death is an appropriate sentence for someone that would dare to hurt either of us. While that might not be my ultimate goal anymore, it’s nice to know that I’m not the only one who fantasizes about murder as the best means of retribution.

As much as I care for Beck and know how much he feels for me, I know now that Dennis is probably the only one who would truly understand what my initial motivations were, and how hard it was for me to give up that quest to kill JT so that I could have peace.
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I knew it would happen sometime soon, but just not this soon. Sunday afternoon, less than sixteen hours after VanZant lost to Mariota, JT called me.

From the hospital. Sela and I were actually cleaning up the condo and putting the Christmas decorations away. When I saw JT’s name on my caller ID, I didn’t think that he’d be calling me about the money he owed. It was too soon for anything major to happen, but I was instantly alerted to what this was really all about when he said in a rough but weakened voice, “Beck…I’m at Marin General in Greenbrae. I need you to come get me.”

“What happened?” I asked with as much fake concern as I could muster.

“Not now…just come get me. They won’t release me until someone can drive me home.”

“I’m leaving now,” I told him, then hung up the phone.

Sela had been on the living room floor, looking as lovely as she ever has in a pair of worn sweatpants and a tattered T-shirt; no makeup and hair in a messy ponytail. She stared at me with knowing eyes.

“JT’s in the hospital over in Greenbrae,” was all I said.

“Holy shit,” she murmured in amazement, because like me, she didn’t think it would happen that fast.

“This is it,” I told her, and she grinned back at me.

Marin General sits only seventeen or so miles from my condo, but it takes me almost forty minutes to make the drive, given the slow Sunday traffic in the city and across the Golden Gate. At the information desk, I’m directed back to the emergency bay, where I find JT sitting on a hospital bed in a curtained room.

And while I knew that JT was going to be getting a message from the people who wanted their money, I wasn’t prepared for what he would look like after that message was delivered. His face is swollen, almost beyond recognition. Eyes puffed up, not quite closed but ringed with dark blue and purple streaks of bruising. A cut slices diagonally across one cheek and is sutured with several stitches. His lower lip is split in two places and there’s a dark bruise along his right jawline. His left lower arm is in a cast, and the fingers peeking out are swollen and purple.

“Jesus Christ,” I mutter as I take it all in, completely aghast at what he looks like. Not that I care he was hurt, but it’s just shocking to see someone that beat up.

JT looks at me through pained eyes, the whites of which are now red from what I assume are burst blood vessels. “I look that bad?” he asks, his voice lisping with what could potentially be a split and swollen tongue the way he sounds.

“What in the fuck happened to you?” I ask with mock disbelief, even though I know damn well what happened to him.

JT stands from the bed, the back of his hospital gown flopping open. He moves like a ninety-year-old man and winces with every movement. His hand reaches out, points over to a chair where his clothes lie, and says, “Just let me get dressed and get me out of here. I’ll tell you all about it when you get me home.”

I don’t argue with him, but hand him his clothes, carefully watching as every grimace and flash of pain plays across his face, and relishing in it. I thought I might have an ounce of compassion in me for anyone who’s clearly hurting that badly, but it’s not there. Not when I’m filled with the knowledge of Sela’s pain and misery caused by his hands. On the contrary, it makes me almost giddy with happiness knowing he’s hurting right now.

The release process is smooth as all the paperwork had been done. It was advised he be admitted for observation, but he declined, and after the necessary waivers were completed, the only thing they were insisting on was he have a ride home either by cab or by friend or family member. He called me, which means he wants to discuss money now.

Sela and I had been talking about this for days, and the best way to approach JT with a buyout when he asks for the money. I hope to God I stick to the script we created, which we felt was the best way to “handle” JT, and that this goes as smoothly as I hope. But for now, I silently wait him out as a nurse pushes him out in a wheelchair. I get my car, pull it up to the front, and JT is loaded into the front seat. We don’t say a word during the short drive to his house in Sausalito, and he’s utterly silent when we walk into the house.

I follow JT into his den, an ostentatious room filled with expensive leather furniture, two seventy-inch TVs, and a surround-sound system that cost a small fortune. He bypasses the couch and heads to the mahogany bar against one wall. Pulling out a crystal decanter filled with amber liquid, he pours almost a full glass. Without looking at me, he asks, “Want one?”

“No, man,” I say quietly, trying to lace my voice with concern. “But I would like to know what happened to you. Were you in an accident?”

JT’s shoulders jerk as he barks out a laugh, and then groans from the pain that movement caused. He takes a hefty swallow and hisses through his teeth after it goes down.

“You shouldn’t drink if you’re taking pain meds,” I say, not out of any concern for him but because I want him lucid.

“I didn’t take any pain meds,” he grunts, and takes another slug. “I need a clear head.”

Well, that makes two of us who need that.

“So what happened?” I prompt as he turns from the bar and walks over to one of the big couches that flank a large fireplace. The leather is buttery and the cushions are deep. He sinks into it slowly with a groan.

JT takes another sip, swallows it, and raises his bloodred eyes to me. “I’m in trouble.”

So much trouble, I mentally agree. But I just raise my eyebrows in friendly worry.

“I got in deep with a bookie in Vegas. His enforcers paid me a visit this morning. That’s why I look and feel like shit.”

Here was part of what I had rehearsed with Sela. The need to be shocked by JT’s revelation he could be in so deep. So I downplay any danger off the bat. “Well, what the fuck JT,” I say with exasperation. “Pay the damn money. It’s not like you don’t have it.”

“I don’t,” he says, takes another sip of bourbon. I can tell it’s working on him because he starts to relax his body into the couch. “Have the type of money they’re collecting, that is.”

“What type of money are we talking about?” I ask hesitantly…my eyes wide with curiosity.

“Four million,” he spits out, as if he can feel the bitterness of his debt on his tongue.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” I explode, my jaw hanging wide at him in disbelief. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, JT, right?”

And the Oscar for this year’s performance goes to…Beck North.

JT shakes his head and grimaces. “I wish I was kidding.”

“What in the hell could you have bet four million dollars on?” I ask incredulously.

“The Mariota-VanZant fight.”

Here I don’t act surprised. JT knows me well enough to know I follow most all sports. He knows I’d know what that was. So I simply say, “You bet on VanZant.”

“I was so sure he had what it takes,” JT says in the frustrated voice of a gambler who just can’t believe his luck has run out.

“Four million fucking dollars on a fucking fight, JT?” I grit out, letting a little bit of anger slip through. “Are you crazy to lay that type of money down on one fight?”

“It wasn’t just one fight,” he mutters.

“Explain,” I demand. But I already know the story.

I made a bet…got two million in debt. Doubled down on VanZant. Figured it was a sure thing.

Yeah, that’s what JT tells me, and I let me eyes flare wide in disbelief over his idiocy. Scrubbing my hand through my hair, I start pacing in front of him, acting the wigged-out, worried friend. “Well, pay the damn money. You owe it, pay it. It’s better than getting the crap beat out of you.”

“I don’t have it,” he whines, and I have to literally lock my legs to prevent myself from lunging at him. That “poor me” voice threatens to undo my resolve to lead JT along in my sinister plan.

“How can you not have it?” I ask in a measured voice.

He shrugs like a petulant child. “Come on, Beck. You know me. I’m irresponsible. I spend my money like it grows on trees. Anything solid is tied up in this house with no equity. The rest goes to fuel my expensive tastes. I could scrape up a million from some mutual funds; maybe two…but that’s it, and it would take longer than what they’ve given me to liquidate. I’m tapped and strapped.”

“How long do you have to pay it?” Because I’m dying to know what type of deadline they placed on him. That will tell me the date by which I’m hoping to have JT out of my life for good.

“Three days,” he says, looking at me with pleading eyes. “I need you to loan it to me.”

And here is where my real acting skills come in to play. Here is where I lay out the carefully scripted and rehearsed speech that truly doesn’t take much acting at all if I let my real emotions come into play. And they do, because this fuckup is the biggest fuckup of his life, and JT knows my patience with him has been stretched thin over the past months with his poor choices and childish behavior.

I hold my hands up and take two steps back. “No way, JT. I am not bailing you out of this. I’m sure you can scrape up the money.”

JT leans forward on the couch and winces while his knuckles turn white due to the death grip he has on his glass. “Beck…I’m telling you. I don’t have it.”

“Then get it from somewhere else,” I snarl at him. “I’m not bailing your ass out. I’ve been telling you I’m sick of this shit, JT. You promised you were going on the straight and narrow and you lied to me.”

“There’s nowhere else for me to turn,” JT says, and I swear I see a shimmer of tears in his eyes. “And Beck…they’re not going to beat me up for the money. It’s either a pay or don’t type of situation.”

“Meaning?” I ask with a tinge of fear in my voice for my “friend,” whom I’m pissed as hell at but also appearing to still be worried about.

“They’ll kill me. If they don’t get their money, they’ll kill me. Plain and simple.”

“Goddamn,” I shout out at the room as I spin away from him. Do another dramatic scrub of my hands through my hair. Turn to face JT, shoot him an accusatory look, and growl at him, “You goddamn motherfucking idiot, JT.”

“I know,” he says as he rises from the couch gingerly. He takes a step toward me. “I know, and I know I promised you I’d get things under control. But I was so sure this bet would get me out of trouble, and then I was going to shape my shit up. I promise this was the last stupid thing I’ll do. I swear it.”

I round on JT with fury etched all over my face. “I’m so sick of your lies, JT. Sick of living with this shadow over our business. You’re a selfish asshole who cares for no one but yourself.”

“I know, I know,” he chants.

Taking in a deep breath, I lower my gaze and stare at the floor. I pretend to ponder his situation. I appear to be conflicted. Not once do I let go of the anger on my face so he never forgets that this is the most monumental fuckup he’s made in our business and personal relationship.

Letting the air out of my lungs slowly, I take a step toward him, lean my head closer, and in a very soft but deadly serious voice, I tell him, “I’ll give you the money—”

“Oh, man…thank you so much,” he cuts in, but I hold my hand up. His mouth snaps shut.

“I’ll give you the money, but it’s not a loan and it’s not a gift.”

“What do you mean?” he asks carefully, and I notice his hand holding the half-empty tumbler of bourbon is shaking.

“It means I’ll give you the four million, but consider it a buyout from The Sugar Bowl. I want you out. I’m done with you.”

JT’s skin pales and his eyes go wide in disbelief. “No,” he whispers.

“Yes,” I maintain through gritted teeth. “I want you out of my life, JT. You’re nothing but a cancer to me. The four million will save your hide and compensate you for your share of the business.”

“Like fuck it will,” he spits out, his face now coloring red. “It’s worth way more than that.”

“Yeah, on paper it is. But it seems to me there’s value in me giving you money that will help save you from getting killed. I’d say The Sugar Bowl in return for that is more than fair compensation for your life, right?”

“Beck…please…don’t kick me out,” he implores. “I don’t have anything else.”

“Not my fucking problem,” I say softly. “But I tell you what…because The Sugar Bowl is worth more, I’ll make it five million. Pay off your debt, and if you’re wise, that extra million will keep you in style until you can figure out your next great adventure. Just know it’s not going to be with me at your side.”

JT doesn’t respond, but just stares at me with wide, blinking eyes. His gaze is filled with pain, confusion, and even a little anger. But mostly, he looks lost. And this is what Sela and I had hoped for. That he wouldn’t be able to reason out any better way out of this ordeal.

Fishing to my pocket, I pull out my car key and turn from JT. I don’t even spare him a backward glance but tell him in no uncertain terms. “If you want the money to make your three-day deadline, you need to let me know sooner rather than later. I’ll need at least a day to move some funds around.”

“Beck,” JT calls out to my retreating back, but I don’t hesitate. I don’t pause. I don’t look at him again.

The offer’s been made.

Now I just have to wait for him to pounce on it.
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I step out onto Mission Street, leaving the glass-and-stone building with redbrick walkways of Golden Gate University behind. The Millennium sits only two blocks away, but the bluish tint of the glass structure looks dull and faded as it reflects an overcast San Francisco day. There’s a light mist falling, but it’s relatively mild outside. Still, I pull my jacket collar up and quicken my pace toward our condo before it starts raining any harder.

Hitching my backpack up higher on my shoulder, I pull it around to my front so I can grab my cell phone out of the outer pocket. I turn it on as I make my way home, wanting to see if Beck has left me an update while I was in class today. He went into the office this morning to handle a few things, then he was meeting with his attorney to draft a buyout agreement for JT to sign.

If JT agreed to it, that is.

When Beck left him yesterday at his house, he was broken, alone, and pondering how his world was crashing down. Beck and I, on the other hand, were considering what a crapshoot this whole endeavor was. Would JT take the five million offered? Or would he try to figure some other way out of this mess just so he could keep his foot in the door at The Sugar Bowl?

My phone boots up and I don’t see any new text messages awaiting, but there is a notification of a voice mail. Tapping the screen to pull it up, I peer at the phone number of whoever left the message. It’s one I don’t recognize, but figure maybe it’s Beck calling from his attorney’s office. Touching the Play icon, I put the phone to my ear and listen.

“Sela…it’s JT. Can you please give me a call? It’s important.”

I’m stunned he’s called me, and when I pull the phone back, I note he left the voice mail only about twenty minutes ago.

I don’t call him back right away, instead using the short walk to the condo to try to figure out what in the hell he could possibly want from me. JT knows I don’t like him. He knows I think he’s a misogynist asshole. He, in turn, doesn’t like me because I’m a threat to his relationship with Beck.

The doorman at the Millennium greets me by name and I give a return smile. I stare thoughtfully at my phone during the elevator ride up. Once inside, I dump my backpack on the couch and walk to our bedroom as I call JT.

He answers on the second ring. “Thanks for calling me back so quickly, Sela.”

His voice is pleasant and polite, two things I bet he’s struggling with mightily right now. “I was in class,” I tell him. “My phone was turned off.”

“Right,” he says, although I’m sure the fact I’m a student means nothing to him. He only sees me as a Sugar Baby. “So, I was wanting to talk to you about Beck and The Sugar Bowl.”

“What about it?” I ask vaguely, playing dumb as best I can.

“I know he told you about his offer to me last night to buy me out, right?”

I could lie to JT and deny it, but he wouldn’t buy it. I can tell by the tone of his voice, and the mere fact he’s reached out to me that he knows in his heart of hearts that Beck and I are solid. No matter what bull Beck may have been feeding him last week about putting the brakes on, JT calling me makes it clear he thinks I hold influence.

And…if I can help this deal get pushed through, then even better.

“Yeah…he told me you needed some money and that he’ll give it to you in exchange for transfer of your ownership interest,” I admit to him.

“It’s not a good deal for me,” JT says adamantly. “But I think I have a better solution for all of us. It will give us both what we want.”

“What’s that?” I ask, now intrigued about what scheme he’s cooked up.

“I’d like to sit down and discuss this with you in person. Go over my idea, which is a little complex. I want you to tell me what you think, and whether you think Beck would be receptive to it. I don’t have a lot of time, given the deadline by which I need the money, so I was hoping we could meet now.”

I am free the rest of the day, but I’m not sure I should get involved. Beck laid down the ultimatum. It’s up to JT to take it or turn it down. But then the part of me that worries that JT will make things messy for Beck and The Sugar Bowl feels compelled to hear him out. Perhaps help to talk some sense into him. Make him see the benefit of taking the money and getting out. Help to convince him that Beck won’t back down on this and there’s no room to negotiate.

Of course, the one thing that I’ve truly got to consider is my hair color. I’d colored it back to as close to my natural state as I could get it, with the idea in mind I wouldn’t be crossing paths with JT again. Will he recognize me now?

My gut says he won’t. That he’s such a self-absorbed person that he wouldn’t recognize my face. He’s seen it plenty of times, no matter my hair color, and he hasn’t shown the slightest bit of recollection.

It would be a risk, no doubt. It could compromise everything.

But I could help to put the nail in his coffin if I can convince him it’s a fool’s errand to try to get more out of Beck than what he’s offered to him. Make him understand that he’s in a precarious position and that it’s well worth the trade-off…The Sugar Bowl for his life.

I laugh inside. Little does he know that he may walk away with his life intact, but if I have anything to do with it, he’ll be sitting behind bars with that precious life of his.

“I could meet you somewhere,” I say, throwing caution to the wind.

JT gives a mirthless laugh into the phone. “Um…yeah…not sure how much Beck told you about my condition, but I can barely get off the couch. Can you come here…to my house?”

I look around the bedroom, taking in the pale blue walls, teak colored furniture, and pristine white bedding. It’s my favorite place in the condo because it’s so peaceful and relaxing. This is my life now, with Beck, and I’ll do whatever needs to be done to ensure I maintain it.

Walking over to the nightstand on my side of the bed, I open the drawer. “Text me your address. I can be there in less than an hour.”

“Will do. And thank you, Sela,” JT says, sounding immensely grateful to me.

I disconnect, wondering what he has up his sleeve. I don’t trust his polite but pitiful demeanor. He’s absolutely lying when he says he has a plan that would benefit both him and Beck. Doesn’t mean he doesn’t have some sort of plan he wants to run by me, but I guarantee you it’s all to his benefit alone.

Which is why I’m going to his house to meet with him. I need to know what he’s up to so our plans don’t get derailed.

Reaching into my drawer, I pull out my gun.

I’m not scared of JT, but I’m damn well making sure I’m protected in case he recognizes me and things go bad.

Walking into the closet, I grab a medium-size black satchel purse and stow the gun in there. I consider for just a crazy moment calling Beck and telling him what’s going on, but then I immediately discount it just as quickly. He’ll forbid me from going, and he’d be right to do so. I’d in turn get affronted by his attempts to control me and prevent me from helping. It will lead to an epic argument, with me not heeding his advice and heading to JT’s house anyway. That would also lead to Beck leaving his attorney’s office and trying to cut me off at JT’s house. It would be an ugly scene, so I choose not to tell Beck what is going on.

But I do want to call someone else and fill them in on some of the details of what’s been going on in my life.

Someone who deserves to know what’s happening.

I use the bathroom and wash my hands. Then I transfer my wallet and keys from my backpack to the black purse and head to the parking garage. This will be only the third time I’ve driven my new car from Beck. There’s no need living here in the city, but we did go out on Christmas day for a little drive to Half Moon Bay, and then again yesterday we drove it to my apartment in Oakland, where I gathered the last of my possessions I had stored there, and closed that door on my life for good.

After I get into the car and pull out of the parking garage, I depress the phone button on the steering wheel. This pairs my phone with the Bluetooth and offers me voice activation.

“Call Dad’s cell phone,” I say.

A woman’s voice, cultured and polished, says, “Calling Dad’s cell phone.”

A few clicks and then it’s ringing. He answers like only a father should. “What’s up, baby girl?”

I smile. He’s my dad, he’s great, and I love him.

But I haven’t been fair to him either.

“Hey…you got a few minutes to talk?” I ask softly, feeling slightly weird by talking to him through the car’s speakers.

“Always for you. What’s up?”

“I need to tell you something,” I say carefully, trying to keep a lighthearted tone. “It’s going to throw you for a loop, but I need you to listen and then you can berate me for keeping it from you and give me sage advice.”

“You didn’t run off and join the circus did you?” he quips.

I want to laugh, but he’s not going to be laughing in just a few minutes, so I tell him straight by cutting to the chase. “I’ve identified one of them.”

I can literally hear my father release a long, pained breath, because he knows exactly what I’m talking about. “You did?”

“About nine months ago…I saw him on TV and recognized the red bird tattoo.”

My father knows about the tattoo. He and my mother sat with me, each holding a hand as I recounted to the police as best I could the spotty details of what I remembered.

“Jesus, Sela,” he says in astonishment. “Why didn’t you go to the police? We need to go to the police.”

“I am,” I assure him. “Soon…probably this week. But I need to tell you some stuff about him that you’re not going to like. Some stuff that I was planning on doing that you’re really not going to like.”

“You can tell me anything,” he reassures me, which I already know. It makes me ashamed that he wasn’t the first person I told on that horrid day long ago when I saw JT on the television.

Taking a deep breath, I tell him as succinctly as I can just the crucial details. “It’s JT…I mean Jonathon Townsend, Beck’s partner.”

Dad curses, but I talk over him, needing to get it all out. “When I realized who he was, I considered going to the police, but then quickly discounted it. I was afraid they couldn’t do anything because of the memory issues, but more important, I wanted JT to suffer for what he did. I also wanted to know who the other men were that night. So my plan was to confront JT with a gun, force him to tell me what I needed to know, and then I was going to kill him.”

“Are you kidding me?” my dad yells into the phone.

“Dad…I didn’t go through with that plan,” I say quickly in an effort to keep him focused.

“But you were going to kill him?” my dad asks, sounding incredulous. “Do you know how insane that is?”

“Yes, I get that,” I assure him. “I was driven by a lot of hate and anger and was acting rashly, but I’ve got that under control now. That night I went to confront JT…well, I met Beck instead.”

“Does he know?” dad asks quietly.

“Yes, he does. And we’re currently working on a plan to get JT out of The Sugar Bowl first before we go to the police. Get things cleaned up on Beck’s end so that hopefully when JT’s arrested, it won’t affect the business.”

“It will still blow back on Beck,” my dad says.

And that’s true. When this hits the media, it’s going to be about how the former co-owner of The Sugar Bowl is charged with rape. Beck’s business will take a hit. “We know, but it’s still going to be much easier to have JT removed as owner. If he still owns part of The Sugar Bowl when he’s arrested, Beck will have to run things by him, and you know that will be a nightmare. Hell, JT’s going to be so mad he’ll fight against Beck on everything…probably will try to intentionally run it into the ground. It will be tough on everyone once this goes public, but we’ll get through it.”

“Of course we’ll get through it,” he says soothingly. “I’m right there by your side.”

“The police may not think my identification of him by that tattoo is strong enough to force him to give DNA,” I tell my dad. “He may stay free.”

“And if that happens, what’s your plan then?” my dad asks hesitantly. And I know what he’s thinking…will I revert back to my original plan for murder?

“Then I’ll have to live my life content to know that while I might not get justice for what happened to me, that I got Beck instead. And trust me…that will be enough.”

I think.

God, I hope.

I really, really hope I can let it go if it comes to that.
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I open the door to Michael Mina, an upscale, elegant San Francisco restaurant. Due to the abundant natural light from large windows in both the front and back of the restaurant, I easily spot Dennis sitting in a booth about midway back. He raises a hand in greeting and pointing to him, I tell the hostess, “I’m meeting someone and I see him over there.”

She smiles and gives me a polite nod, murmuring, “Enjoy your meal.”

He doesn’t bother standing in professional acknowledgment of me, and I like that. After watching the fight with him the other night, and hell, after all the personal shit he knows about Sela and me, I much prefer to think of him as just a friend in this moment.

Because that’s exactly what I need right now.

I had called Dennis a few hours ago when I got to my attorney’s office and asked if he had time to meet today. He invited me to lunch, even boasting he’d pay for it, since he’d finally cashed the check I’d given him.

“What’s up?” he says casually as I slide into the seat opposite him.

“Just finished a meeting with my attorney. He’s drafting up a purchase agreement for JT to sign if he takes the five-million-dollar offer. Should be ready in a few hours.”

“Think he will?” Dennis asks. I had called him yesterday evening and told him briefly about JT’s ass kicking. He didn’t seem all that surprised it happened so quickly after the fight, stating that the timing of it was a good way to deliver the message of what a dire situation JT had put himself in and that his bookie was not fucking around on collecting.

Shrugging, I reach out and take a slice of bread from the basket that sits between us. “No clue. Not only was he rattled from the beating, but I caught him off guard by using his situation as leverage to get him out of the company. I figure he’s reeling right now, and it’s hard to make good decisions like that.”

“Well, hopefully the fear of what will happen to him if he doesn’t come up with the money will motivate him to see things your way.”

“Hopefully,” I agree, my mind not really focusing on that. I’ve realized that I have no further control over this situation and our next move depends solely on what JT decides to do.

A waiter approaches our table and sets a glass of ice water in front of me before rattling off the lunch specials. I’ve eaten here several times and it’s always been good, I ask him to just bring me whatever he thinks is best. Dennis orders the Prime Black Angus rib eye rare with a loaded potato. We both stick with water for our drinks.

“I’m flying out tonight to Vegas,” Dennis says after the waiter leaves. “VanZant’s still there and I’m going to deliver the money.”

“Not using the middle man?”

“He’s good and trustworthy,” Dennis says with a dark laugh, “but there’s no one I trust enough when that amount of cash is involved.”

I don’t ask how it’s being delivered or the details. Dennis has warned Sela and me enough that we don’t need the details of how he operates, and we’re safer not knowing. I have to trust he knows what he’s doing and stop worrying about details I have no control over. And frankly, I just don’t want to know how Dennis managed to “launder” the money I gave him into what is now probably five hundred thousand in nonsequential bills filling a sturdy briefcase.

I nod in understanding, but don’t respond. I’m too keyed up over what’s happened in the last two days, too worried about everything that could still be screwed up. I’m trying to make contingency plans, and it’s like playing a game of chess with an opponent who flies by the seat of his pants.

“VanZant’s an interesting character,” Dennis says, and my eyes dart to his.

“How so?” I ask, not really caring, because let’s face it…I’m done with him. But I’ve also learned enough about Dennis to know he always has a point to everything.

“From a small town in Iowa, captain of the wrestling squad. Honors student who dated the homecoming queen. Full scholarship to Purdue. Just a golden boy.”

I break off a piece of bread, pop it into my mouth, and wait for Dennis to make his point.

“Just one of those guys you knew was going to be a success in life,” he says as he leans his forearms on the table. “Got married to his sweetheart after college, produced two cute kids, and found out he had an actual talent for mixed martial arts.”

While I know Dennis is leading me somewhere, I’m antsy with my own worries, so I urge him along. “Sounds like he’s a little slice of Americana, but so what?”

“He didn’t bat an eye at accepting a bribe,” Dennis says. “On paper…just looking at him from the outside…you’d never think that boy would do something like that. Too much straight and narrow in him. But he took it all the same.”

“Meaning?” I prompt.

“Meaning that everyone has a price and everything can be bought if you know the right people, so with that in mind, I’m going to push you right along and ask you to spill it. What do you want from me?”

Perceptive fuck. But then again, that’s why I paid him big bucks so far, and why I’m getting ready to have a conversation that could damn me to hell.

I like Dennis Flaherty a lot. He’s not only a competent professional who came personally and highly recommended, but he’s proven to me that he can get the job done. On top of that, I just think he’s an upstanding guy. He clearly has shady ties, but you can tell that he’s motivated to do good by others.

Most important, he also understands vengeance and how there can be an unquenchable need for it when someone you care for has been hurt.

Placing the bread on a small plate, I pick up my water, take a sip, and then set it down. Looking him square in the eye, I come right to the point. “I need a backup plan if everything we’re hoping to happen goes to shit. If I can’t get JT out of The Sugar Bowl. If the police don’t believe Sela’s memory is enough to investigate. Sela and I have talked about just walking away from it all, but I don’t think I can fucking do that. I need another plan.”

“A plan to keep The Sugar Bowl or a plan to get justice?” Dennis asks calmly. “Because those are two very different goals.”

“I don’t care about The Sugar Bowl. I’m talking about JT.”

“Everyone has a price and everything can be bought,” Dennis says, repeating his words from just moments ago. “What do you want to buy?”

I figure if I’m man enough to want this to happen, I can be man enough to tell Dennis what I want without hesitation. “JT’s death.”

Dennis doesn’t react. No cough of surprise, no raised eyebrows. He just nods in understanding. “I’ve got the necessary resources to make that happen.”

“I don’t want you—” I say hastily, because I don’t want him at risk.

Dennis holds up a quick hand to stop me. “Not me. But I can facilitate what you need with the right people who will do it cleanly and without any suspicion.”

The minute those words hit my ears, I feel a sudden weight fall from my shoulders, even if a ball of black disgust with myself starts to form deep in my stomach. I can’t let Sela go unavenged. While I’d like JT to pay for his crimes within the bounds of the law, I’m prepared to take action so Sela won’t be failed again.

“Good,” I whisper, looking down at my hands. Am I really asking this man to facilitate murder for me? I think back to how shocked I was when Sela first told me she wanted to kill JT. I thought it was an insane proposition and that the risk of getting caught was too great to bear.

And yet here I am…trying to figure out how to make it happen.

“But doing it without raising suspicion means more than just how and where it’s carried out,” Dennis explains with an ominous undertone. “The police always look to those closest to the victim. That means family, close friends, and business partners. What’s been the nature of your relationship with JT over the last several months?”

“You mean, how we get along?”

“Exactly. If the police were to go to your staff members, are they going to say that you are a solid duo who has each other’s backs? That you care for and respect one another, and that in a million years they could never imagine you harming JT?”

I swallow hard, because, no…they wouldn’t say that at all. While Linda would never want to hurt me or get me in trouble, she’s as honest as the day is long. She’ll have to tell them she’s seen my frustrations with JT’s behavior. The endless list of women complaining about him and my actions in smoothing things over to keep the business strong. JT’s secretary, Karla, who is loyal to her boss and doesn’t care for me because I treat my employees well and she gets treated like shit, will relish in telling them about the fights we’ve had in JT’s office. I guarantee she’s listened in on them, certain that on more than one occasion she’s heard me telling JT I want to buy him out and him refusing. She’s aware of JT’s bad behavior as well, and has seen my fury over it time and again. I bet she’d go so far as to say that she’s seen murder in my eyes when I’ve stalked into JT’s office before, and she wouldn’t be wrong. Of course, back then, it was metaphorical murder, but really…how hard would that be for the police to leap to actual murder?

Add that to the fact that my girlfriend was raped by JT, and they’ll have enough circumstantial evidence to come after me for the crime. My attorney would never disclose any communications we’ve had, as they’re protected by attorney-client privilege. But that doesn’t mean JT’s attorney won’t also confirm that I’ve made overtures to buy JT out, and that JT’s own attorney has advised him there’s no need to entertain offers because of the way it’s written.

The argument will be simple enough. I wanted JT out of The Sugar Bowl because he was a liability. He refused. JT raped my girlfriend. I exacted vengeance and removed him from my business all in one fell swoop.

Yeah…the police would look directly to me.

“I’d be a prime suspect,” I tell Dennis, and then tell him exactly how strained our relationship has been for several months.

“Then we’d have to try to direct attention and evidence to a better suspect,” Dennis says simply.

“His bookie?” I guess.

“His bookie, the Sugar Babies he’s tried to harm or has harmed, people he’s bought drugs from. JT’s into some whacked shit. It will help to muddy the waters of the suspect list.”

“How would the police even know about his betting?” I ask. I know virtually nothing about this type of stuff.

“JT’s talked to Vegas on the phone, so there will be a record of that. And his bookie is well known. They won’t have a hard time connecting those dots. And frankly, if JT doesn’t take your money and chooses to risk his own life, there’s a good chance Vegas will take care of the problem for you.”

“If only I could be so lucky,” I mutter as I look around the restaurant. “But there’s a chance they won’t kill him too, right? I mean…what if he hands them a few million he can scrape up and works out a payment plan? He makes a good enough salary that if he stopped spending his money so frivolously, he could get them paid off other ways.”

“That could happen too,” Dennis agrees. “You gotta figure those people who take bets are businessmen too. They could extend part of the repayment and call it a loan. Attach a ridiculous amount of interest to it. They’re in the business of making fast money and look at return on investment too. His bookie could go to loan shark pretty quickly.”

“Fuck,” I grit out. “I hate this shit. Hate seeing justice for Sela and happiness for us both just within our reach and about a million fucking things that could go wrong. It’s driving me crazy.”

“Look, man,” Dennis says, and his voice is so empathetic it gives me pause. “You know I understand how you’re feeling right now. I’ve been in your shoes, and there was nothing that was going to stop me from avenging Rosa. I had her father and brothers behind me, but I’m the one who sleeps the best at night for ending the fuck who took her from us. No one will understand what you’re going through better than me. But with that being said, you’ve got a lot more to lose that I ever did. My love was what I had lost. Yours is still very much alive and the biggest part of your happiness. Shit goes down in a bad way and you get caught for this, you’re going to lose something that’s far more important than what little bit of peace you’ll get from ending JT.”

And he’s nailed the dilemma. Balancing pros and cons, trying to figure out what my priorities are and where I need to be focusing my attention. Avenging Sela and ridding this world of JT, or living happily ever after with a kernel of regret for letting him go free. Those are my choices and they are not easy ones to make.

“Regardless of what you decide,” Dennis continues in a low voice, “you’ve got to let some time pass before you move on it. You’ve got to start publicly repairing your relationship with him, and get some distance between you and the tension you two have exhibited to others over the past months. It might mean you need to continue working side by side with him for months to make sure you are shown in the best possible light. Think you could honestly do that?”

“No,” I say immediately. “I can’t be around him. If JT stays in The Sugar Bowl, I’m going to need to walk. I can’t live that type of lie.”

“Then my advice is still the same,” he says. “Let JT buy you out. Make it amicable. Part on good terms. Then you walk and don’t look back. When some time has passed, and if you still need vengeance, then we’ll talk some more and I’ll get you set up.”

After the waiter brings out our meals, which look delicious, and leaves, I ask Dennis, “So what’s up for you after your trip to Vegas?”

“I’ve actually got a wedding to attend in Ireland this weekend, so I’ll fly out from Vegas to New York, and from there into Shannon. My cousin’s getting married and I will take any excuse to get back to the motherland. While I’m not a big fan of weddings in general, Irish ones are a hell of a lot of fun.”

“Yeah…red hair, fair skin, tough-as-nails attitude, and boyish charm. I kind of pegged you as Irish,” I say with a smirk as I cut into a huge scallop. “But I don’t detect an accent.”

“I was born in New York, but both my parents are from Ballinderreen, a little village in County Galway. They’re Irish folk musicians and emigrated to the Big Apple to see if they could find their fame and fortune there.”

“And did they?”

“No more than what they found playing in the local pubs back home,” Dennis says with a laugh. “But they liked the opportunities, especially for their kids, so they stayed.”

“You go to Ireland a lot?” I ask.

“I do,” he says while lifting a bite of steak to his mouth. “And I don’t have any major projects on tap, so I’m going to stay there for a few days, then I have a guys’ trip planned to do some deep-sea fishing down in Panama. Wanna come?”

“Who are the ‘guys’?” I ask.

“People who could potentially help you down the road one day,” he says with a knowing smile.

“I think I’ll pass,” I say with a chuckle. “You told me to be all straight and narrow in case I need help with JT down the road. I don’t think a trip on the books with your boys would look good.”

“That’s true,” he says as he cuts another bite of steak. “Maybe one day…after all this shit’s done.”

“One day,” I agree.

We enjoy our meal and discuss other things that don’t revolve around bribes and murder. We talk like friends, and this I like a lot. There’s no doubt that once this period of my life starts receding into the distance, Dennis Flaherty will remain a friend to me and Sela. I hope Dennis can find love again, because he deserves to have what I’ve found.

The day is half over and it’s been productive so far. I have my attorney working on the necessary paperwork to get JT out of my business. Dennis is taking care of the payoff to VanZant. And this evening, Caroline and Ally are coming to dinner. Actually, I’m going to take Ally out to dinner and Caroline and Sela are going to talk over wine and cheese. Or maybe pizza and beer, who knows.

This was Sela’s idea. She wants Caroline to know what happened to her and that she now has someone she can talk to about it. Someone who understands the pain, humiliation, and self-hatred. I have no idea how much Sela will tell her. She’s not sure herself and said she’d play it by ear, but whatever she chooses to reveal, I’m sure it will be exactly the right amount. Caroline is someone I trust with my life, and Sela knows her secrets and can be trusted with her as well.

And then all that’s left to do is to wait and see what JT decides to do.
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Beck calls me again and I let it ring through to voice mail. He called about ten minutes ago and I didn’t answer, knowing he would hear the tension in my voice. Knowing that I wouldn’t be able to lie to him when he asked where I was. I listened to his first voice mail, my heart twinging with guilt that I’m avoiding him, but I know he’d go crazy if he knew I was sitting in JT’s driveway right now.

I have no business being here. It’s stupid and illogical, but I can’t fucking help myself. Maybe I need to stand in his presence one more time before he goes down, or maybe I feel like I could help urge him along to make the right decision. Whatever the insanity of my reason, here I am and here I will remain until I hear what he has to say.

Beck’s first voice mail to me was simple and sweet.

“Hey babe…just finished lunch with Dennis and on my way home. Wanted to know if you needed anything while I was out. Call me if you do, otherwise see you in about fifteen, twenty minutes.”

That was half an hour ago, and I would bet my last dollar that the voice mail he just left is wondering where the hell I am. I’m sure he’s at the condo now, flummoxed that I’m not there when I should be and didn’t leave a note as to when I’d be back. Not that he keeps track of me or anything, but it’s just a common courtesy we’ve offered each other since we started living together. If I’m going out, I’ll leave him a note. He does the same for me.

I didn’t do it this time, not because I was afraid of the lie, but merely because I was so distracted with thoughts of JT and what he could possibly want to talk to me about, I just didn’t think about it as I left the condo and locked up behind me.

But that’s done and Beck is just going to have to wait for me to come home tonight and tell him what I’ve been doing. He’s going to go nuts, and I expect it will lead to a massively huge fight. This is unfortunate, because Caroline’s coming over to talk, and it’s going to suck if Beck’s pissed at me, but oh well. He’ll get over it eventually.

JT’s home is beautiful, but I expected no less given his spending habits. It’s three levels done in a dark gray plank siding with brown trim. The driveway is paved in cobblestone and curves past a raised garden bed filled with bushes and small flowering trees that provide privacy. I can glimpse the bay between his house and the one next to it.

Sucking in a lungful of oxygen, I turn the car off and exhale slowly before exiting. I grab my purse, hitch it over my shoulder, and nervously tuck my hair behind my ears. My pulse is thundering, not at the prospect of seeing JT, but of him possibly recognizing me, and I suppose that will happen within the first few moments of him seeing me.

I step onto the front porch, but before I can even raise my hand to ring the bell, the massive carved wooden door opens and I’m standing face-to-face with JT. Although Beck described his appearance to me, I’m still shocked by his appearance. Deep purple with tinges of green covers most of his face, and his jaw is swollen and bruised. A cut is sutured on one cheek and his lower lip is scabbed. His left arm is in a cast, which he gingerly supports against his ribs.

I take all of this in even as I watch JT examining my new hair color. His eyebrows raise a tad in surprise, but otherwise he doesn’t seem to recognize the girl he once raped all those years ago. In fact, he doesn’t comment about my appearance and merely steps back while motioning me inside.

“Thanks for coming,” he says by way of greeting, but it sounds hollow and wooden.

I step into his house, which immediately opens up into a great room that overlooks the bay with peaked ceilings and large windows. The floors are covered in blond wood polished to a high sheen. His furniture is contemporary, done in silver, mauve, and black with chrome accents.

JT turns his back on me and veers off a short hall to the right. “Let’s go back in my den. The furniture’s more comfortable in there.”

Clutching my purse a bit tighter to me, I follow JT. He moves slowly and there’s no doubt he’s in pain from his beating. Even as nervous as I am to be here, seeing him like this brings me a small measure of joy. 

He enters another large room that sits at the back of the house, also with large windows to take in the beauty of the bay and the San Francisco skyline, but here the furniture is a bit more transitional and definitely more comfortable looking. JT’s clearly been spending time on the sumptuous-looking couch because there’s a pillow and a blanket lying there.

As I take in my surroundings, JT walks over to a bar and pours himself a glass of what appears to be bourbon. He doesn’t look at me but asks, “Want something to drink?”

“I’m good,” I say, pleased that my voice sounds strong and calm, even as my heart is thumping hard over being in such close proximity to him. “So what did you want to talk to me about?”

JT tilts the glass back, slugs down the liquor he just poured, and pours another two fingers. When he turns back to look at me, he merely leans back against the bar and says, “Did Beck tell you everything?”

There’s no sense in lying, but no need for details either. “Just that you lost a bet and needed money fast. Judging by the look of you, I’m guessing that’s true.”

JT grimaces and nods, cutting right to the chase. His voice is bitter when he says, “I can’t give up The Sugar Bowl, Sela. It’s all I have. I called Beck’s dad last night and asked him for the money, but he declined. I’m out of options and you’re sort of my last resort. I’m hoping you could talk to Beck on my behalf.”

This is interesting news…that JT went to Mr. North. Even more relieving that he kept his word and turned down JT.

JT looks at me with hopeful eyes and I find it utterly ironic that he’s coming to me for help. I try to keep my tone neutral when I say, “Beck’s mind seemed made up. I’m not sure what I could do.”

“Oh, cut the shit,” JT growls as he stands straighter. Waving the glass he holds in his good hand at me, causing some bourbon to slosh out, he says, “You hold a lot of power over Beck and don’t pretend otherwise. But you are right…I think his mind is made up, but I bet you could sway him if you wanted, and I have a counterproposal that will interest him.”

But I don’t want to sway him, asshole. I want you to suffer.

“What could that possibly be?” I ask, because this is the real reason I’m here. I need to know what JT may have up his sleeve, and it has to be something if he thinks it will change Beck’s mind.

JT downs the rest of the liquor and sets the glass on the bar behind him. When he turns back to me, his eyes are cold and calculating. “I’m prepared to renounce my inheritance rights to the North fortune. I’ve even had my attorney draft up a proposed agreement if Beck will loan me the money to get me out of my current jam and let me retain my rights in The Sugar Bowl.”

I can’t help the sudden gasp of surprise or the way my eyes open wide over JT’s statement. It’s a dead giveaway that Beck has indeed told me all there is to know.

JT gives a malicious laugh. “I can tell by the look on your face you know Beckett North, Sr., is my father too, but more important, you’re stunned I know this information.”

“But how?” I mutter. If Beck’s dad is to be believed, he never told JT.

“My mother,” JT says simply. “She told me years ago. Wanted me to know so I could claim what was rightfully mine one day.”

Holy shit. He knows. He knows Beck is his brother, and by the looks of it, he’s got his sights set on the North money.

“That won’t change his mind,” I whisper, because I know without a doubt it won’t. Beck doesn’t give a shit about his father’s money.

“Bullshit,” JT yells at me, his face turning red underneath the purple bruises. He takes a step toward me and snarls, “You could persuade him. You fucking hold his nuts in your greedy little hands.”

I take a wary step back, clutching my purse tighter. JT’s face is a mask of livid rage as he matches my movement. My pulse skitters away from me as I consider making a running break out of this house. “I think you need to discuss this with Beck. Maybe this will sway him, but I shouldn’t be involved with this.”

I take another step back but JT’s words freeze me in place just by the sheer hatred in his tone as he rasps, “You fucking bitch. This is all because of you. Beck changed the minute you walked into his life, and I frankly can’t understand what in the hell he sees in a whore like you.”

By all accounts, I should turn and get the hell away from this enraged man who had once hurt me so badly I didn’t think I’d ever recover. But instead, anger swells up and I stand my ground with the knowledge I have a gun to protect me if needed. “You asshole,” I sneer at him. “This is all on you. You made stupid decisions and now you need to man up and accept the consequences, you jackass.”

It’s almost as if a pool of red-hot fury fills JT’s eyes and his jaw tightens so hard I’m expecting him to crack teeth. I think for a moment he might tell me to get out of his house, but instead he starts to walk toward me in almost a zombielike fashion, his right hand curled into a tight fist as his chest rises and falls sharply. I know without a doubt he’s overwhelmed with rage at the situation and with me, and he intends to lash out…probably physically. Before he can reach me though, my hand dips into my purse and I pull out my gun, holding it aimed directly at his heart.

He stops in midstride and his eyes slowly slide to the gun. I expect him to be cowed, but instead when he looks back at me his lips curl upward and he taunts, “Going to shoot me, Sela?”

“You take another step closer, and I will,” I tell him with a quavering voice. “Now I’m going to leave—”

“You won’t do it,” he says softly, talking right over me. His voice so assured, he starts moving toward me again. Deliberate steps without a stutter of caution in them.

Almost a cocky swagger.

He looks utterly deranged and my hand starts shaking as my finger tightens on the trigger.

“I dare you,” JT whispers, and then gives a husky laugh. “I dare you to fucking do it, Sela.”

My hand shakes harder and he’s only two steps away from me.

“Go on,” he urges me softly, putting one foot in front of the other. “You know you want to.”

Tears sting at my eyes because the urge to pull the trigger is so intense, and yet my moral conscience isn’t letting me do it. It’s not letting me fucking avenge myself nor protect myself.

JT takes the last step and he walks right into the gun until the barrel is pressed into his chest. He laughs at me and says ever so softly, “Can’t do it, can you?”

I don’t admit defeat though, and bring my other hand up to steady the gun. “If you don’t—”

JT moves so suddenly I can’t react. His casted arm swings hard, catching me at my wrist and causing my gun to go flying, where it clatters across the hardwood floors. JT’s good hand—and I find out quickly enough it’s his dominant hand because it’s brutally strong—wraps around the front of my throat.

“You goddamn filthy cunt,” he screams at me, spit flying from his mouth and spattering on my face. With his hand clamped tightly on my throat, he marches me backward across the floor. “Think you can come into my life and fuck with what’s mine?”

My butt slams into something and I vaguely recall a large desk sitting catercorner. Although my momentum is stopped, JT’s isn’t and he pushes me right onto the desk with his hand on my throat. He leans his entire body weight into me…against me…and vomit rises in my throat that his body’s touching mine.

I bend backward until my spine hits the desk, JT coming to lay on top of me. For added leverage, he places his casted arm across my chest. Scenes from my rape flash before me, except now I can see JT’s face in my memory as clear as day. Now that I know who he is, I can see his ugly face twisted in sickening pleasure as he pumps away on top of me. Both my hands come up to latch on to his wrist in a desperate attempt to dislodge his grip. My legs start kicking furiously, trying to get purchase on the hardwood floor, but just the tips of my sneakers can touch and won’t grab hold to give me leverage.

As he leans in toward me, JT’s face twists into an ugly grimace and the reeking fumes of alcohol wash across my face. “You’re still a mess, Sela.”

Those words…

You’re a mess.

Still a mess…

My eyes go round with understanding and JT nods vigorously at me, his cracked lips peeling back, stretching so tight in a macabre smile that they start to ooze blood. “That’s right, Sela. Did you think the brown hair would throw me off? Think I wouldn’t recognize that face…that mouth…that throat that swallowed my cum? One of the best fucks I’ve ever had and you didn’t think I wouldn’t remember that?”

I go dizzy at the implication, my lungs deflating with the realization that JT knows who I am.

He. Knows. Who. I. Am.

“I didn’t see it right away,” JT whispers, his face hovering just over mine. “Not that night at the mixer. But in Beck’s office…in the clear light of day, and frankly, I was sober then…I saw it. Knew exactly who you were, and I had to wonder why in the fuck you’d bother to come back into my life.”

“You sick fuck,” I scream at him, trying to buck but having no leverage. “Get off me.”

JT’s hand tightens on my throat, his cast pushing harder on my chest. My lungs compress and I fight to drag in a tiny breath of precious oxygen.

“I have to assume you told Beck all about our interlude at that party, right?” JT taunts. “Otherwise, why would he be so determined to get me out of The Sugar Bowl?”

I try to shake my head in the negative, feed him a lie so that perhaps he doesn’t see me as a threat, but he merely responds by gripping me harder.

“I have to admit,” he says, eyes wild with fevered craze. “You’re in a very tempting position. I could fuck you raw right now and not a damn thing you could do about it.”

“Get off,” I wheeze, my vision starting to go blurry.

He ignores me, shifts his weight. For a brief and blessed moment, his hand relaxes and I drag in air that feels like razors against my bruised neck. But he merely moves his casted arm upward and places it at the base my throat and presses down. My hands release his wrist and move to the cast, trying to push him off. “But I don’t have time for that. I’ve got bigger problems…namely that you’re a major threat to my existence. Why you haven’t gone to the cops yet is beyond me, but fuck if I’ll take that chance now.”

He leans his weight on me. A gray haze starts to crowd my peripheral vision and an image of Beck’s face flashes before me.

“One more thing I want you to know before I end you,” JT says in a soft voice…almost lovingly. “Surely you know you’re not my first, and definitely weren’t my last. In these next few moments, when I’m choking the life out of you, I want you to go with the knowledge that you’re not the only girl of Beck’s who caught my attention. Sweet Caroline was a lovely piece that I just couldn’t resist, and she put up a much bigger fight than you ever did, which made it all the better for me.”

My eyes flare wide and a surge of anger pulses through me as I understand what he’s saying.

God…JT raped Caroline? He’s Ally’s father?

“That’s right,” he says with a laugh as he reads the expression on my face. “Slipped her a little Rohypnol in her drink at her parents’ Christmas party, followed her home, and when her date dropped her off, she was easy pickings.”

I growl against the weight of his cast on my throat, narrowing my eyes at him with hatred. As incomprehensible as it is, I have no choice but to believe him. I try to pull in air but get nothing. My hands release my hold on his cast, and I start to flail in a desperate attempt to do something. Find something to help me live through this, and avenge not only myself but Caroline as well.

But as the lack of oxygen starts to shut my body down, the gray gets darker, I feel myself starting to give in to the pull of oblivion.
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I glance at the clock on the mantel for maybe the hundredth time, the nauseating feeling of unease that’s been steadily increasing over the last hour threatening to expel the Michael Mina scallops. I pull my phone out of my pocket and dial Sela again. It rings only twice before going directly to voice mail, but I don’t bother leaving another message. She’ll get the point I’m worried when she listens to the other two I’ve left.

I have no clue where she is or why she hasn’t responded to me, but this is what I do know. Her last class got out at one P.M., just about the time I was with Dennis. She had told me that morning she had planned to come back to the condo and do some studying here, and we knew that Caroline and Ally would be arriving roughly around four thirty or so, depending on the drive after Caroline got off work and picked Ally up from preschool. When I got home around two thirty, it was to an empty condo.

Fine. No problem. Maybe Sela decided to study at Golden Gate’s library. She does that sometimes. Or maybe she went to the grocery store. Not out of the realm of possibility, although we tend to eat out more than we cook in.

Still, plausible possibilities and I know I shouldn’t worry.

Except I am, because the one thing Sela wouldn’t do is ignore my calls. She would have texted me her change of plans. And if she was unable to take my first call for some reason, she absolutely would have called me back once she got my first message, which was left almost two hours ago.

Something’s wrong. I can feel it deep in my gut. It actually makes my bones ache.

Add on top of that, I haven’t heard a peep from JT today, and my trouble radar is going haywire. He should have called by now, as he knows his deadline is looming. I had hoped for the call to come saying he accepted my offer. At the very least, I expected a call from him trying to get me to change my mind. I knew it was a distinct possibility JT wasn’t going to just roll over and take what I offered. He’s a businessman first and foremost. He would try to negotiate, of that I’m sure. He would try to find leverage over me, and he’d use it to his benefit.

And now Sela seems to be off the grid, and she would be the biggest source of leverage JT could get his hands on.

But no.

That’s fucking ridiculous to even think that JT would have Sela. Or that Sela would go near JT. Or that she’s anywhere other than the library studying, for some reason forgot to text me, and has her phone off so as not to disturb others.

The doorbell rings and I nearly jump out of my skin, first thinking it’s Sela, then realizing she wouldn’t be ringing the doorbell.

I stride to the door, look through the peephole and confirm it’s Caroline and Ally, and then unlatch the lock to let them in. I look first down to Ally, giving her as wide a smile as I can muster, bending down to pick her up. Her little arms go around my neck and she hugs me silently. I look over her shoulder, trying for the same smile at Caroline, but her brow immediately furrows with worry.

“What’s wrong?” she asks me bluntly, because she can just tell.

I shake my head slightly to her to let her know that I don’t want to discuss this in front of Ally. She steps in, brushes past me, and heads into the living room. “Ally…come watch some TV for a few minutes. I need to talk to Uncle Beck privately.”

I follow her in while Caroline expertly navigates the programming guide until she finds Dora the Explorer. I drop Ally down on the couch, ruffle her hair, and whisper, “Be back in a jiff, cutie.”

She smiles at me and then her eyes go to the TV and remain glued there.

I walk back to my office with Caroline following. She shuts the door behind her and says, “Where’s Sela? Did you two get in a fight?”

I whirl around in surprise. “God, no. We’re fine. Perfect. But she’s not here and she should be, and I’m worried.”

Caroline’s look of concern turns to one of amused exasperation. “Geez, Beck. So she’s a few minutes late…no biggie. Although I think it’s adorable the way you worry about her.”

“No,” I say harshly, and Caroline blinks at me in stunned surprise. “It’s not a matter of her being a few minutes late. It’s something more than that…I can just tell. There’s just some stuff that—”

I stop, not even sure what I should to say to Caroline. I’m sure she’d understand, but there’s still a tiny part of me that’s hoping that Sela will be breezing through the door any minute with a sheepish look of apology on her face.

“Hey,” Caroline says softly, stepping toward me with her head tilted. “You’re really scared something might be wrong, aren’t you?”

I take a deep breath, scrub my hand through my hair, and then let it out in a frustrated sigh. “Yeah…there’s some shit going on that I really can’t—”

“You tell me everything that’s going on right this fucking minute, Beckett North,” Caroline says with an imperial tone and a look that says she means business. “I’m your sister and I’ve got your back always. Just like you’ve had mine, so spill it right now.”

My lips curve upward involuntarily, because my sister is fierce and cute all at the same time. She’s also been the only one I’ve been able to turn to in my life who supports me one hundred percent, no questions asked. And I know I can trust her with my worries and the underlying basis for them.

“I don’t even know where to begin,” I say hesitantly, “because really…this story is beyond complex and unbelievable.”

“At the beginning,” she says calmly as she takes my hand. Giving me a tug, she leads me to the two guest chairs and pushes me down in one before taking the other one and turning it to face me. She sits down, leans forward, and says, “Spill it.”

I take a deep breath, hold Caroline’s eyes with my own in a steady gaze, and start to tell her the story. “A little over ten years ago, Sela was raped by JT. It’s why we invited you over tonight. She was going to tell you, so…you know…you would have someone you could talk to if you wanted.”

“What?” Caroline gasps, jerking backward until she’s sitting ramrod straight.

I nod. “He drugged and raped her, along with two other guys. She didn’t know it was him at the time, but not long ago identified him by the tattoo on his ribs.”

“What tattoo?” she asks curiously.

“A red phoenix. Same one I have…I mean had on the back of my shoulder.”

“Was it a fraternity thing?” she asks, as she knows the origin of my phoenix.

“Not sure,” I tell her truthfully, but then try to steer her back to the full story. Because she’s only got the very tip of the iceberg. “But she came after JT looking for revenge. Met me instead, and well…you know, things developed. She eventually told me the truth about JT.”

“Jesus,” she mutters. “What did you do?”

“You don’t want to know,” I say, dropping my gaze to my lap.

“Uh…yes, I do. Are you in trouble? Is she in trouble?”

My eyes drag up to hers, miserable with worry. “Sela plans to go to the police. But first we wanted him out of The Sugar Bowl. Wanted to make the break before he gets arrested so the company could be salvaged.”

“And just how did you plan to get him out?” she asks, her voice laced with fear.

“I had him investigated. Found out he owed a lot of money to a bookie and that he doubled down on a UFC fight. I paid one of the fighters to take a dive and now JT owes more money than he has. I offered to bail him out if he signs over the rights to the company.”

“Goddamn it, Beck,” Caroline yells as she surges out of her seat, then immediately lowers her voice after her eyes dart to the door. “That is some serious fucking criminal shit you just did.”

“I know,” I say as I sink further into the chair, clasping my hands tight. “But save the lecture right now. I’m worried about Sela because she’s supposed to be here and she’s not, and she won’t answer or return my calls. Something’s wrong.”

“You think it has to do with JT?” she whispers.

“I don’t know,” I say angrily, standing up from my chair. “I just know that his deadline to pay the money is looming and he should have given me an answer by now. Couple that with Sela being missing, and I don’t know what the fuck to think.”

“Okay, calm down,” Caroline says as she folds her arms across her chest and starts pacing in front of my desk. “Maybe you should call JT. Just a casual call, ask him if he’s made a decision.”

“Maybe,” I say, because the thought had crossed my mind. I can’t even imagine why Sela would be with him, or his having anything to do with her being missing, but still…that might help ease my mind.

“Just call him right now,” Caroline urges.

“Okay,” I say, and pull my phone from my pocket. Just as I pull up JT’s contact and start to select it, the doorknob to my office rattles and starts to turn. Caroline and I immediately face the door, prepared for Ally to nose her way in to see what we’re doing.

Instead, when the door slowly swings open, Sela’s standing there.

Prickles of icy fear sling slide my spine and my heart starts thundering. She’s wearing an oversized gray zippered sweatshirt pulled tight around her, one arm held protectively over her stomach. The hood is pulled up over her head and her shoulders are hunched. While much of her face is in shadows, I can see that her eyes are dead and her skin is ghost white.

“Sela?” I say hesitantly, terrified by her sudden presence and odd clothing.

She steps into the office, eyes cutting to Caroline before coming back to me with abject misery clouding her blue irises. She slowly shuts the door behind her, takes a step toward me, and lets out a tiny sob.

“What’s happened?” I say as I round the guest chairs and rush to her. Her head drops so I’m only staring at the top of the sweatshirt hood, and I can see her body shaking fiercely. My hands go to the sides of her head and I tilt it upward. With my fingers, I peel the hood backward and gasp when I see Sela’s face in its entirety.

Her eyes are bloodshot with tears leaking out and running in rivulets down her face. There’s a smear of blood on her jaw and purple marks on her neck.

“What the fuck?” I curse low and my hands pull the sweatshirt apart at the neckline.

Caroline gasps behind me when I open the thick gray material wide.

I stare in utter horror at Sela’s white long-sleeved T-shirt that is drenched in blood on the front, most of it dried but with a few patches of shiny wet sticking to her skin. Small spatters spray outward to the shoulders and up her throat, which I can now see is covered in a thick horizontal bruise across the bottom of her throat.

“Fuck, Sela,” I say, feeling my eyes start to water. “How badly are you injured? Where did all this blood come from?”

Sela shakes her head vigorously from side to side as she pulls her hand away. Her face tilts up and her eyes meet mine with such sadness I think my knees might buckle.

“Not mine,” she says, her voice raspy and filled with pain I’m guessing is from that bruise on her throat.

My eyes cut to Caroline, who stands there with her hand over her mouth, eyes drowning with intense worry. When I look back to Sela, she gives a cough and says, “JT. The blood is JT’s.”

My stomach bottoms out, and even as horrified as I am by what she’s just said to me, I’m filled with so much relief that she’s safe that I pull her into my arms, not caring about the blood all over her.

Resting my chin on top of her head as my arms hold her gently, I whisper to no one in particular and expecting no answer in return, “Oh, Sela. What have you done?”
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Sela and Beck’s dark, riveting love story reaches its epic conclusion in the final chapter of Sawyer Bennett’s Sugar Bowl trilogy that began with the novels Sugar Daddy and Sugar Rush. Look for Sugar Free, coming soon.


Thank you Sue, Gina, and Matt for taking a chance on me and continuing to make me a better author with each book we put out.
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I stick the nozzle in my gas tank, depress the handle, and flip the catch down to hold it in place. Letting the gas flow on its own, I head across the nearly empty parking lot to the gas station, which is lit up like a bright beacon out here on Possum Track Road. I’m starved and I know my fridge is empty at home, so I’m going to break down and buy some junk food for my dinner. I just won’t tell Vale about it, as I don’t feel like listening to her bitch at me.

Vale Campbell…pretty as hell and nice to look at, but I dread having to hang out with her. That’s because she’s one of the assistant athletic trainers for the Cold Fury, and most important, working with me on my strength and conditioning. She would most certainly say Snickers, Cheez-Its, and root beer are not on my approved list, and then she’d have me doing burpees, mountain climbers, and box jumps until I puked.

Pulling the door open, I immediately see two guys at the cooler checking out the stock of beer. Both wearing wifebeaters stained with grease and faded ball caps. I, myself, pull my own hat down farther to hide my face, as I don’t feel like getting recognized tonight. It’s late, I want to get my junk food and get gone. We’ve got an early morning practice tomorrow.

I turn right down the first aisle, which houses the chips and other such snacks, slightly aware the other two customers are heading to the counter to check out. I keep my back to them just to be safe and peruse the options.

Funyuns.

Potato chips.

Doritos.

Corn nuts.

Reaching for a bag of salt-and-vinegar potato chips, I hear one of the guys drawl in a typical North Carolina redneck accent, “Hey, sweet thang. How ’bout a pack of Marlboro Reds and how ’bout handing me that there box of condoms. The extra large size.”

The redneck’s companion snickers, and then snorts. I turn slightly to see them both shoot conspiratorial grins at each other, and one guy nudges the other guy to egg him on. While the clerk turns to get the condoms, the redneck leans across the counter and stares blatantly at the woman’s ass. The other guy says loud enough that I hear, so I know the woman hears, “Mmmmm…that is a fine ass.”

Turning my body full so I face the counter, I see the woman’s back stiffen and she turns her face to the left to look at a closed doorway beside the rack that holds all of the cigarettes. I’m wondering if perhaps a manager or another employee is in there, and she’s hoping for some help.

But she doesn’t wait and turns to face the two assholes, squaring her shoulders.

And god damn…she’s breathtaking. Looking past the red and gold polyester vest she wears with a name tag—clearly a uniform—I see her face is flawless. Creamy skin that glows, high cheekbones, a straight nose that tilts slightly at the end, and full lips that look sexily puffed even though they are flattened in a grimace. Her hair is not blond, but not brown. I’d describe it as caramel with honey streaks and it’s pulled back from her face in a ponytail with a low fall of bangs falling from left to right across her forehead.

While she faces the two men resolutely, I can see wariness in her eyes as she sets the cigarettes and condoms on the counter in front of them. “Will that be all?”

Her voice has a southern accent but it’s subtle. She looks back and forth between the two men, refusing to lower her gaze.

Redneck number one nods to the twelve-pack of beer he had placed on the counter and says, “That was the last of the Coors. You got any in your storage room?”

“Nope, that’s it,” she says firmly, and I can tell it’s a lie.

“Are ya sure?” he asks, leaning his elbows on the counter and leering at her. “Maybe you could check…I could help you if you want, and we could make use of them condoms there.”

I’d roll my eyes over the absurdity of that attempt to woo a girl who is way out of his league, but I’m too tense over the prospect that this could be more than just some harmless goofing by some drunk rednecks.

“What do you say, sweet thang?” he says in what he tries to pass as a suave voice but comes off as trailer trash.

“I say there’s no more beer back there,” she grits out, gives a look over her shoulder to the closed door, and then back to the men.

And that was a worried look.

A very worried look, so I decide that this isn’t going any further. Grabbing the closest bag of chips my hand makes contact with, I stalk up the aisle toward the counter as I pull my hat off with my other hand. I tuck it in my back pocket, and when I’m just a few feet from the men, the woman’s eyes flick to me, relief evident in her gaze. I smile at her reassuringly and flick my eyes down to her name tag.

Julianne.

Pretty name for a really pretty girl.

The sound of my footsteps finally penetrates and both men straighten to their full heights, which are still a few inches below mine, and turn my way. My eyes go to the first man, then move slowly to the other, leveling them both with an ice-cold glare. With the power of my gaze, I dare both of them to say something else to the beauty behind the counter.

Because I suspect the only sports these guys watch are bass fishing tournaments and NASCAR, I’m not surprised neither one recognizes me as the Carolina Cold Fury’s starting goalie. Clearly the lovely Julianne doesn’t either, but that’s also fine by me.

The sound of Julianne’s fingers tapping on the register catches everyone’s attention and the two men turn back to her. “That will be $19.86.”

One of the guys pulls a wallet from the back pocket of his saggy jeans and pulls out a twenty, handing it to her wordlessly. Now that they know there’s an audience, neither one seems intent on continuing the crass game they were playing. At least I think that was a game, but I’m just glad I was here in case their intentions were more nefarious.

Julianne hands the guy his change and they gather their purchases and leave without a word.

As soon as the door closes, her shoulders drop and she lets out a sigh of relief. Giving me a weak smile, she looks at the bag in my hand and says, “Is that all?”

“Uh, no actually,” I say as I give her a sheepish grin. “Got distracted by those assholes.”

“Yeah,” she agrees in a tired voice, brushing her long bangs back before turning away from me to an open cardboard box she has sitting on a stool to her left. She reaches in, pulls out a carton of cigarettes, which she efficiently opens, and starts stocking the rack of cigarettes behind the counter. I’m effectively dismissed and there’s no doubt in my mind she doesn’t know who I am.

I head back down the chip aisle, grab a bag of Corn Nuts, and continue straight back to the sodas. I grab a Mountain Dew, never once considering the diet option, because that would totally destroy the point of having a junk food night, and then head over to the candy aisle. I grab a Snickers and I’m set.

When I get to the counter, she must hear my approach, as she turns around with the same tired smile. Walking to the register, her eyes drop to the items I drop on the counter, robotically scanning the price of each. I watch her delicate fingers work the keys, taking in her slumped shoulders as she rings in the last item and raises those eyes back to me.

They’re golden…well, a light brown actually, but so light as to appear like a burnished gold, maybe bronze.

A piercing shriek comes from behind the closed door, so sharp and high pitched that it actually makes my teeth hurt. I also practically jump out of my skin, the noise was so unexpected.

The woman—Julianne according to her name tag—does nothing more than close her eyes, lower her head, and let out a pained sigh. For a brief moment, I want to reach out and squeeze her shoulder in sympathy, but I have no clue what I’m empathizing with because I don’t know what that unholy sound was. I open my mouth to ask if she’s okay when the closed door beside the cigarette rack flies open and a tiny blur comes flying out.

No more than three feet high, followed by another blur of the same size.

Another piercing shriek from within that room, this time louder because the door is now opened, and for a terrible moment I think someone must have been murdered. I even take a step to the side, intent on rounding the counter.

Julianne moves lightning fast, reaching her hands out and snagging each tiny blur by the collar. When they’re brought to a full halt, I see it’s two little boys, both with light brown hair and equally light brown eyes. One holds a baby doll in his hands and the other holds what looks to be a truck made of Legos.

Looking at me with apology-filled eyes, she says, “I’m so sorry. This will only take a second.”

With firm but gentle hands, she turns the little boys toward the room and pushes them inside, disappearing behind them. Immediately I hear a horrible crash, another shriek, and the woman I know to be named Julianne curses loudly, “Son of a bitch.”

One more screech from what I’m thinking might be a psychotic pterodactyl and my feet are moving without thought. I round the edge of the counter, step behind it, and head toward the door. When I step over the threshold, I take in a small room set up to be a combo office/break room. Small desk along one wall covered with papers, another wall with a counter, sink, and minifridge, and a card table with rusty legs and four metal folding chairs.

It also suddenly becomes clear what manner of creature was making that noise that rivaled nails on chalkboard.

A little girl, smaller than the boys, is tied to one of the folding chairs with what looks like masking tape wrapped several times around her and the chair, coming across the middle of her stomach. Her arms and legs are free, and the crash was apparently a stack of toys she had managed to knock off the top of the table.

“Rocco…Levy…you promised you’d behave,” Julianne says in a quavering voice as she kneels beside the little girl and starts pulling at the tape. The little boys stand there, heads hanging low as they watch their mom attempt to unwrap their sister.

I can’t help myself. The tone of the woman’s voice, the utter fatigue and frustration, and the mere fact that these little hellions taped their sister to a chair has me moving. I drop to my knees beside the woman, my hands going to the tape to pull it off.

Her head snaps my way and she says, “Don’t.”

My eyes slide from the tape to her, and I’m almost bowled over by the sheen of thick tears glistening but refusing to drop.

“Please…do you mind just waiting out there? If any customers come in, just tell them I’ll be out in a moment,” she pleads with me, a faint note of independence and need to handle this on her own shining through the defeat.

“Sure,” I say immediately as I stand up, not willing to add further upset on this poor lady with the beautiful tear-soaked eyes. She clearly has enough on her plate without me adding to it.
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“Oh, Sela. What have you done?”
Beck pulls away from me slightly, his hands holding my upper arms with such gentleness. Those eyes I’ve come to love swimming with fear. My own eyes fill with wetness again and with one blink, the tears go streaming down my face. I haven’t been able to stop crying since…
“We need to get her to a hospital,” Caroline says.
I immediately shake my head in denial despite the fact I’m covered in JT’s blood. Despite the fact he just tried to kill me. “I’m okay.”
Beck’s hand moves…fingers touching the base of my throat so lightly if feels like butterfly wings, which is totally at odds with the panicked tone of his voice. “You’ve got some bruises.”
I shake my head again. “I’m fine.”
Then a sob pops out of my mouth, and Beck is pulling me back into his arms to hug me tight. My face presses into his chest, my arms around his waist locking on desperately. I feel slight pressure on my shoulder, followed by a circular motion, and I know it’s Caroline offering physical comfort as well. Even with my eyes squeezed shut, the tears continue to leak out.


I have to tell them.
What happened.
What I did.
But I can’t seem to open my mouth and make the words form.
As if sensing my inability, Beck releases me and puts his hands to my shoulders. He pushes me back so we can see each other clearly and Caroline’s hand falls away. More tears stream down my face, blurring his features. But I know that same look of worry is still there.
“Is JT dead?” Beck asks in a shaky voice.
I can’t answer, but merely nod my head.
“Christ,” Beck whispers, and I rapidly blink to clear my vision because I need to know if Beck hates me for this.
When he comes into focus, I see he cuts a worried glance at Caroline, but then his eyes come back to me. His hands come up and palm my cheeks. “It’s okay, baby. It’s going to be okay.”
And just like that, the stranglehold on my vocal chords releases. My words pour out in a cascade of desperation, stuttered with tiny sobs. “I didn’t mean to. I had no choice. He was going to kill me.”
“It’s okay,” Beck says in a low soothing voice, but I know it’s not. “It’s okay. You’re safe now. I’ve got you.”
“Oh God,” I moan piteously, my eyes flicking between his and begging for absolution. “I killed someone.”
“Shhhh,” Beck says, his hands pressing in on my face to urge me to listen to him. “I need you to tell me what happened so I can figure out how to fix this, okay?”
“You can’t fix it,” I cry out as I wrench free from him. I look down at the front of my blood-soaked T-shirt and wave my hands at it. “Do you see this? I killed JT. You can’t fix that.”


“You need to calm down—”
I spin toward the office door, my head dizzy with stress and emotion. “No. I need to go turn myself in—”
Beck grabs my elbow, stopping me dead in my tracks and then pivoting me toward him. “You are not turning yourself in until you tell me what happened.”
“I murdered your b-b-business partner,” I yell at him, and it’s in this moment that I realize I still have some reason about me because I almost said “your brother.” I caught myself though, because Caroline’s in the room and she has no clue about the relation.
My body shudders as I remember JT telling me he raped Caroline. Knowing that he’s Ally’s father.
As well as her uncle.
Bile rises in my throat and I swallow against it with unyielding resolve.
“Sela,” Beck says slowly but with total command, still keeping my arm firmly in his grasp so I don’t try to run again. “Tell me what happened.”
My head swivels to the right and I look at Caroline. She has one arm crossed under her breast, the other raised so her fist is pressed up against her mouth in a thinking man’s pose. But those eyes…same as Beck’s…are totally filled with fear and worry for me.
I look back to Beck and take a deep breath. “He attacked me—”
“Uh-uh,” Beck says with a shake of his head. “Start from the beginning. I assume he contacted you?”
My legs almost give out from underneath me as I realize from that simple question that Beck never once even assumed I initiated contact with JT. He never once considered that I went to JT’s place with the intention of murder. He implicitly trusts me and I didn’t think it was possible for me to love him more.


I nod. “Left me a voice mail. I listened to it when I got out of class. Said that he had an idea he wanted to run by me that would give both of you want you wanted.”
“And you called him back?” Beck asks, his voice with a tinge of ice as he starts to understand the stupid path I put myself onto.
“Yeah,” I whisper, my face dropping to look at my feet. “I wanted to hear what he had to say. Hoped I could help make sure things worked out.”
“Then what?”
“He asked me to come to his house,” I say in a voice so soft I can barely hear it myself. It’s a voice of guilt and shame that I would even consider going to that man’s house alone.
Beck hears those emotions loud and clear, cursing in disgust. “Goddamn, Sela. You couldn’t have been that stupid to go to JT’s by yourself. Not after what he did to you.”
My head snaps up and my gaze slices to Caroline. I assume Beck must have told her, because he wouldn’t have outed me like that. Caroline’s head tilts and she gives me a sympathetic smile of sisterhood.
Welcome to the We’ve Been Raped Club.
Beck’s hands come back to my shoulders, and his grip is not gentle or reassuring. His blue eyes no longer swirling with fear but rather looking like pale ice. “I cannot believe you’d fucking do something that stupid.”
The real and normal Sela Halstead would have pulled away from Beck and lit into him for calling me that, but I can’t. I was so ridiculously stupid.
Caroline takes a step forward and in a censuring voice says, “Beck.”
Her message is obvious. Back the fuck off me with the recrimination because I’m fragile right now. But I can’t say as I blame him. I totally deserve it. I mean, What the fuck was I thinking?


“I’m sorry,” I proclaim, my eyes sincerely begging him for his forgiveness.
Beck releases me, pushes the fingers of both hands through his hair, and clasps them at the back of his head, looking down at me as if he doesn’t quite know what to do. He’s angry and he’s worried, and I can’t even begin to imagine how he feels about me at this moment.
Caroline steps toward me, her hand coming back to my shoulder in a reassuring squeeze. “Tell us what happened.”
I watch as Beck’s hands drop from his head and he turns his back on me. He takes two paces and comes up against his desk, palms down onto the edge, where he leans over and bows his head to hear my story.
He doesn’t want to look at me, so I turn to face Caroline. Her face so open and ready to understand and accept whatever I tell her. But there’s no way I can tell her everything that happened at JT’s house.
“Sweet Caroline was a lovely piece that I just couldn’t resist, and she put up a much bigger fight than you ever did, which made it all the better for me.”
My head swivels to see Beck still hunched over his desk, head hanging low as he listens.
Back to Caroline, who inclines her head and levels me with that look that says, You and me, sister…we’ve been through the same hell. I’ve got you right now.
God, she’s got no fucking clue that we truly have been through the same hell.
Raped by the same man.
I take a deep breath and close my eyes briefly, remembering that moment just after JT told me what he did to Caroline. He’d had the cast on his arm pressing down on my throat and my body was starved for oxygen. He was laying his body on top of me and I was filled with torn panic wondering if he’d rape me again or merely strangle me to death.


Regardless of his plans for me, my arms began to flail from near hysteria and an inherent need to live.
—
JT looks down at me, eyes leering not with sexual lust but with a crazed hatred. Saliva slips over his bottom lip and hangs in a long string until I feel its slimy touch on my chin. I have worse things to worry about right at this moment, but feeling his fluid on me disgusts me so much I involuntarily try to lift my shoulder to wipe the spittle off me.
My chest heaves, trying to suck in oxygen, but nothing’s getting in. Everything around me seems to dim, my periphery going fuzzy and then darkening to gray. I feel so unbelievably weak.
One arm jerks, not intentionally, but sort of haphazardly slaps at JT’s face. He laughs at me as it flops uselessly to the side where it hangs over the edge of the desk. My other arm also jerks and slowly starts to lower, coming down to rest softly just above my head. JT continues to stare at me, eyes practically rolling around in deranged glee as he watches me suffocate.
A lazy sense of acceptance swarms me, and I realize I don’t hurt anymore. I can’t even feel the crush of his cast on my throat, and about the only sensory perception I have is the hard, flat desk underneath me. The back of my head seemingly cradled by the wood, as if it were gently rocking me to sleep. A cold, thin object under my forearm as it lays uselessly above my head.
Wait…what is that?
With herculean effort, my brain tells my arm to move…to turn slightly…grasp for whatever that is, but it doesn’t seem to want to cooperate and I realize my brain must be dying.


But then…something is in my hand.
And I know immediately what it is.
An image of Beck flashes before me, lying in bed beside me…smiling…hair all mussy and his eyes warm and loving.
My arm flies off the desk, up and swinging outward, only to come back in a giant arc, where I plunge the end of a letter opener into the bottom side of JT’s neck and immediately pull it back in a completely reactionary manner as I’m horrified I just stabbed someone. A spurt of blood hits my neck and I see JT’s eyes go from maniacal to shocked in a nanosecond, then they become enraged. I don’t think or hesitate, fear driving my actions. I swing the letter opener again, and it hits higher on his neck but still goes deeply.
JT pushes up off me a bit, opens his mouth to say something, and a pool of blood spills out onto my chest. The letter opener is on the same side as his casted arm, so he uses the opposite hand to try to grasp it, but he can’t seem to find it. It doesn’t matter though, because the first wound is bubbling and spurting blood with every dying heartbeat. His eyes become glazed as I watch him start to fade before my eyes.
His hand tries to grab the letter opener again, but the effort is pitiful and he misses by a mile. Through the haze of pain and death on his face, JT’s eyes plead with me to help him, but all I can do is stare in helpless fascination.
I suddenly realize I’m breathing again and have an immediate return of strength and determination fueled by nothing more than pure adrenaline. I bring both my hands up to his chest and shove him off of me. JT makes a gurgling sound as he starts to drown in his own blood, falls to the side, and drops to the floor out of my line of sight.
I immediately scramble and roll to the opposite side, lowering my feet to the floor and keeping the desk in between us. I’m fairly sure he’s incapacitated, but I’m not taking any chances. My head sweeps left and right and I finally see my gun lying at the base of a set of bookshelves. I run to it, coughing and wheezing, my throat on fire.


With sure hands, I grab the Walther PPK and swing it immediately back toward the desk, imagining the worst and JT crawling over the top of it toward me.
But I don’t see anything.
Carefully, I sidestep my way toward the desk, trying hard not to cough and hack but not succeeding. If he’s alive, he’ll hear me coming a mile away as my sore throat rebels and demands I ease the pain and scratchiness with repeated barks of hoarse air.
With the gun ready to fire, I hold it out before me with a sure grip, round the side of the desk, and point it down toward the ground.
JT lies there on his back, eyes open but not seeing anything, the letter opener sticking crudely out of his neck and a pool of blood starting to form under him where it’s starting to well and push its way past the object that made the hole in the first place.
JT’s dead.
My rapist is dead and I feel like my life has just been ruined.






Fuck, I hate hearing these details. She was almost robotic in her retelling, as if she was reciting merely from a bad memory she tucked deep away so as to protect herself, and it was too painful to bear repeating.
“All these months, I wanted him dead,” Sela whispers in a voice laced with pain and regret. “But now that he is…I don’t want that. What the hell have I done?”
I can’t stand it. I’m pissed she put herself in that position, but the depth of her anguish is making my hair stand on end. JT deserved her retaliation, but she’s not seeing that right now.
Right now she needs validation that her soul hasn’t been tainted. That she was merely ensuring her own life would continue and defending against someone else’s attempt to take it.
Pushing away from the desk, I turn to see Sela staring at me with tears pouring down her face and eyes so burned out by grief that they’re streaked with redness. I can’t fucking stand it, and in two strides, I have her in my arms and lifted from the floor. As I cradle her gently, I tell Caroline, “I’m going to get her cleaned up.”


“Beck,” Caroline says cautiously. “Wait…it was self-defense. We need to call the police. It’s bad enough she left the scene, but you cannot go cleaning up evidence off her.”
I turn from my sister, noting Sela’s head lying heavy on my shoulder as tiny hiccups echo periodically. Caroline rushes to the office door, puts a hand on the knob, and holds up the other. “Just wait a second…”
“Open the fucking door, Caroline,” I growl at her. “Yes, it was self-defense, but how does Sela prove it? Once they find out that JT raped Sela, there’s a damn good chance they’ll see that as nothing but a motive for murder. In fact, it will seem more likely since she went there with a gun in her purse.”
“But she did nothing wrong,” Caroline implores me, even as she twists the knob and opens the door for me. She knows I’ll just do it myself. I slide past her, being careful with Sela’s body in my arms.
“I know she didn’t do anything wrong, but do you think the justice system will see that? The police and DA want convictions, not a messy death with no evidence to support self-defense. I’m not willing to take that chance.”
“She has bruises.”
“That they’ll say were caused by JT merely defending himself,” I say bitterly. “Again, not willing to take the chance they won’t see it our way.”
“There will be physical evidence at his house connecting her,” Caroline says as she follows me down the hall to our bedroom. “Prints or some shit like that. That’s always how they get the suspect. With forensics.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” I say as I head straight into the master bath. I hear Caroline close the door behind us, and I have to assume Ally is still happily occupied in front of the TV. Fuck if I want her to see Sela covered in blood. “But I plan to rectify that situation as soon as I get Sela taken care of.”


“Beck,” Caroline snaps at me in irritation. “Don’t put her in that shower until we talk about this. This is Sela’s decision, not yours.”
“You’re right,” I say softly, and lower Sela to the tiled floor. Her feet touch solidly, but I keep my arm around her waist, because she looks like a delicate breeze would blow her away. One hand goes to her cheek and I get her attention by tilting her face up so she looks at me.
“Sela,” I tell her with a mixture of authority and empathy. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to go to the police. You’d never be on their radar. They have no clue about your history with JT. I’m going to do everything in my power to ensure they don’t find that he’s dead.”
“But she looks less guilty if she goes to them now,” Caroline points outs.
Sela’s eyes never leave mine. She never considers Caroline’s words, but I feel the need to clarify. “Baby…if they come after you, you still have the truth of what occurred. That will always be there.”
Caroline makes a frustrated noise but turns away from us, almost as if she’s giving us privacy. She knows she’s said her piece and she also knows that even though Sela has the truth of what happened on her side, the mere fact she didn’t report it right away will be held against her.
But I can’t risk it.
Sela has more motive for murder than anyone on this planet. She’ll be a district attorney’s wet dream as a murder suspect. Hell, until just weeks ago, Sela was planning to murder JT. Too many things could go wrong.


“The letter opener’s in my car,” Sela murmurs. “I wanted to get rid of it but didn’t know what to do.”
“I’ll handle that,” I tell her, my thumb stroking her cheek. I’m going to handle so much more than that, but she doesn’t need the details.
“Then I’ll do what you think’s best,” she says softly, her shoulders sagging as if she can’t handle one more burden.
I lean in, give her a soft kiss on her lips. Chaste. Reassuring.
She can count on me.
“Take your clothes off,” I instruct Sela as I stride over to the huge walk-in shower and turn the water on. She complies immediately and without any regard for Caroline, who now stands in the doorway, watching us both with a nervous bite to her lip.
I gather up the clothing…the gray hoodie that I have no clue where it came from, blood-soaked T-shirt that leaves her skin rusty brown when she peels it off from the sheer volume that leaked through and dried. Sela disrobes like a robot, eyes almost dead. I take each piece of clothing from her, balling them up tightly, and when she’s completely naked, I put my free hand on her lower back and gently urge her into the shower. She complies with no hesitation, stepping under the hot spray, and I try not to notice the immediate swirl of blood around the tile flooring as the water hits the remnants of JT that are left on her body.
Turning to Caroline, I lean in and whisper, “When she’s done, you get her dressed and into bed. Then you pour every bit of bleach I have in this condo down that drain, you hear me?”
Caroline’s eyes widen in fright, and because she was so adamantly against this, I think she’ll complain. Instead, she just nods her head, and I know that our course has been set, she’s on board with me and Sela. She may not agree with the way I’m handling things, but she’ll help to protect the secret we’re slowly creating, one lie at a time.


I walk out of the bathroom, acutely aware of Caroline following me. When I hit the hallway, she murmurs so Ally can’t hear us. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to JT’s house and I’m wiping that place down so there’s no trace of Sela. Then I’m going to make sure these clothes and the letter opener never are found.”
“I’m scared, Beck,” Caroline says in a quavering voice, and I immediately feel crushing guilt that she’s been dragged into this.
“It’ll be okay,” I reassure her, pulling her into me for a tight hug. She clings to me desperately and I press my lips to the top of her head. “I promise it will be okay.”
But right now, I feel an impending doom over us all.
—
The letter opener and bloody clothes can wait. Potential prints and DNA cannot.
I went down to Sela’s car, using the extra key fob I kept secured with my Audi’s key to gain entrance. She wasn’t stupid…having apparently grabbed paper towels from JT’s house to wrap the murder weapon in. This told me she had presence of mind after it was all said and done. It also told me she ventured into other parts of the house that would have to be cleaned up.
But it was late Monday afternoon, heading into early evening, and to my knowledge, JT wouldn’t have any visitors. I should be able to slip in, wipe everything down as best I could, and leave without anyone being the wiser.
I briefly thought of disposing of the body, and while I haven’t completely ruled it out, I’m not sure that’s a good use of my time. More important, getting rid of bloody clothes and a small letter opener won’t be hard. Disposing of a full-grown male body is another matter, and it only increases my chances of getting caught. I need a quick in and out, and hope to God I’m able to leave nothing but a cold body with no evidence that will point Sela’s way.


I drive to Sausalito, my brain on overdrive trying to mentally walk through everything I’ll need to do to clean his place up. Before I left, I had Sela go over everything in a bit more detail with me as she was drying off from the shower. Caroline was in the laundry room, in search of Clorox that I was pretty sure I had.
According to Sela, who seemed more in control of her emotions but spoke in a detached sort of way, everything happened in the den. I was sure I had her exact path and every potential item she could have touched. She confirmed she also went into the kitchen and grabbed paper towels to wrap the letter opener in so she wouldn’t get any blood in her car, as well as snagged a gray hoodie sweatshirt of JT’s from the coatrack in the foyer. It wouldn’t take me long to wipe shit down, but I was not looking forward to the bloody scene.
Sela said there was a lot of blood.
I can’t imagine how much is left behind, because it seemed she had all of it on her body.
The thought makes me shudder, but I’m resolved.
I can do this to protect Sela, and that’s all that matters.
In fact, maybe wiping down the place isn’t going to be good enough. Maybe I do need to suck it up and package JT’s body in one of his expensive silk woven rugs, lug it to my trunk, drive him deep into Mount Tamalpais State Park, and leave him for the animals to pick apart.
I could do that.
For Sela.
The miles melt away under my heavy thoughts and before I know it, I’m crawling down JT’s street. It’s fairly dark and only illuminated by high-end landscape lighting of the houses that sit secluded by privacy plantings. The lots aren’t big, but the neighborhood is well established and the bushes and other plants give each home a protected, enclosed feeling.


This bodes well for me.
It should help me get in and out without being seen.
The road takes a meandering turn east, where it starts running parallel to Richardson Bay, and as I come out of the curve, I immediately see the pulsing flare of blue lights. Before I can even see JT’s house in the distance, I know those are the lights of police cars.
I know they’re at his house because they’ve been alerted to a murder that’s occurred.
It means I’m too late.
I slow down as I observe three police cruisers sitting in front of JT’s house about three hundred yards in the distance. A few neighbors stand out in the street, their bodies nothing more than black shadows against the lights of the Sausalito Police Department.
“Fuck,” I mutter as I turn right into the nearest driveway, my heart thundering madly in my chest with newfound anxiety.
JT’s been found and now the shit’s going to hit the fan. I’ve officially lost all control over the situation.
I glance down to the console clock and I figure I’ll be getting a phone call before too long. Perhaps even a visit from the police.
Of course, they’ll contact his parents first, but I’ll be next as a close family friend and business partner. It will probably be a visit. They’re going to come see me because I’m one of the people who knows him the best, and I’m also going to be an automatic person of interest because I stand to get an entire multimillion-dollar company free and clear with his death.
I slam the Audi in reverse, and with my pulse pounding so hard I’m afraid I’ll stroke out, I force myself to calmly ease off the brakes and coast slowly out of the driveway. I turn back and head the same way I came in, my eyes flicking constantly to my rearview mirror to see if anyone notices me turning away.


Will they recognize my car?
I’m too far away for anyone to see my license plate, but probably not too far to identify the car’s color, make, and model. If just one cop happens to see me, notes my maneuver, and thinks it’s suspicious in any way, they’ll match the car up to me.
Then I’m fucked…because there’s no sane reason I should be out for a drive on my partner’s street, see police cars, and turn around. An innocent partner would speed up to the scene of the crime and demand to know what’s going on.
But I don’t do that. I continue to drive away, terrified a cruiser will start after me, but ultimately making it away safe and hopefully without notice.
I head back to The Millennium, my mind now racing with all the things I need to do to get ready to face the shitstorm that’s coming.






“I made you some tea,” Caroline says from the doorway of my bedroom. I sit up in the bed, brace my back against the pillows and headboard. I’d been lying here staring at the ceiling as the sky darkened, waiting for Beck to get back. Caroline hasn’t said much to me since he left, and I watched her with a weird detachment as she cleaned out the shower and poured almost a full bottle of bleach down the drain. I think neither of us said anything because it seemed just terribly poor form to discuss disposing of murder evidence.
Caroline was washing a part of my sins away.
Beck was currently off wiping up the rest of them.
It was self-defense, I remind myself.
Murder, my guilty conscience says back.
My fingers involuntarily rub against the splotches of purple that rest at the base of my throat, compliments of JT’s cast pressing down on me. I swallow and make myself take note of the slight pain that occurs as I do so.
I do this to remind myself that JT was choking me to death. I had no choice but to swing that letter opener. I hadn’t planned it, but perhaps by the grace of God I found the strength to protect myself.


A repulsive half snicker, half sob explodes from my mouth and I immediately slap my hand over it. My eyes well up with tears even as a laugh bubbles up and tries to push its way out. So ironic that I killed him with a letter opener, since I had imagined using that exact implement when I visited his office to meet Karla for lunch all those months ago.
Caroline walks into the room, rounds the bed, and comes to my side, which sits closest to the window-wall. She looks at me without judgment for JT’s murder and doesn’t seem affronted that I’m trying hard not to laugh. She smells faintly of Clorox so she has no room to judge.
“What’s so funny?” she asks carefully as she sets down the cup of tea on the night table beside me before sitting down on the edge of the bed near my hip.
I reach over for the tea, using the simple action to distract my rampant thoughts and get my bearings. I pick up the cup, bring it to my mouth, and blow on it before I take a tentative sip. It’s hot and I don’t even mind the slight scalding to my tongue and roof of my mouth, which also helps to distract me.
Peeking over the edge of the cup at Caroline, I say, “I once visited JT’s office. He wasn’t there but I looked inside and envisioned killing him in there with his own letter opener. It was a pipe dream then. It’s just funny to me that little fantasy of mine came true.”
Caroline smiles at me with understanding. “Nothing wrong with a little inappropriate laughter. Or those types of fantasies.”
I smile back at her as best I can, but it’s thin and without any genuine force behind it. She sees that. She knows it.
“It was more than fantasy,” I tell her with brutal honesty. Caroline just helped clean up evidence of my crime so she needs to know the full truth of what I did. That my original intention was not a silly dream but an actual plan to kill the man who destroyed my innocence.


Tears well up in my eyes again and I blink hard against them, taking another sip of my tea to ward them off.
It was self-defense, I tell myself.
Murder, my subconscious sneers at me.
Caroline turns slightly from me while I get myself under control and stares out the window, which overlooks the Financial District. She looks just like Beck. Same eyes, nose, and perfectly shaped smile.
Same moral character.
Although she wanted me to go to the police, she never hesitated to jump on board with Beck to help protect me by trying to erase my crime. The image of Caroline bent over with yellow rubber gloves on, scrubbing down the shower and then pouring bleach down the drain, ensured she became complicit in my crime.
That will be forever burned in my brain.
She’s just helped me try to get away with murder, and she did so because she loves Beck and Beck loves me. It’s overwhelming to me that I feel extraordinarily close to this woman that I hardly know at all.
“I’m sorry about what JT did to you,” Caroline says softly as she turns to face me.
I’m almost relieved by her statement and avoidance of the subject of blood and bleach, but it’s still a sobering moment as I realize that I can’t say those words back to her.
I don’t think she should know what JT told me in those last moments before I killed him. I can’t think of any good reason why I should visit that pain upon her, and I’m sorry…closure just isn’t a good enough reason. She’s better off not knowing who her rapist was than to know it was her half brother.


So while I can’t divulge the horror of that knowledge to her, I can reach out and accept her offer of sisterhood that we now share.
“I’m sorry you went through the same thing,” I murmur.
“Beck was my rock,” she says as she leans a little closer to me, her blue eyes focused intently on mine. “I wouldn’t have survived if it wasn’t for him. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for him.”
Her message is clear.
“Including helping him cover up the fact I murdered someone,” I whisper the obvious.
She shakes her head. “Including helping him protect what’s his. And JT got what he deserved. It was either kill or be killed, Sela, and you did what you had to do to survive. It’s not the first time in your life you’ve endured something horrible, and it probably won’t be the last.”
I stare at her, my eyes threatening to fill with tears again, but I command them to stay at bay. It’s time to move past what I did.
“We should have gone to the police,” I say with a sigh, still struggling with my biggest doubt. It would have been risky, and yes, there was a good chance they wouldn’t have believed me. But by staying silent, I ensured that Beck and Caroline just became my partners in crime, and I never wanted them at risk.
Caroline shrugs and stands up from the bed. She turns to me, slipping her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. Looking down at me, she says, “What’s done is done. Beck’s handling it now and we need to trust in what he’s doing.”
I nod in agreement but hating every minute we wait for him to return from what could be either a fool’s or a hero’s mission.
“Why don’t you come into the kitchen,” Caroline says. “I made some tuna fish salad. I’ll fix you a sandwich.”


My stomach rumbles, and it hits me I haven’t eaten since breakfast. While you would think the fact I murdered someone in a grisly fashion not five hours ago would suppress my appetite, I find myself strangely famished.
I nod and roll off the bed. Grabbing a pair of jeans from the dresser, I slip them on and follow Caroline down the hall.
“Is Ally okay?” I ask hesitantly. When I came into the condo, she was too consumed with TV to do much more than give me a sideways glance and mumble, “Hey, Sela,” before turning her eyes back to the flat screen. Luckily, the hoodie I stole from JT covered the blood, so even if she had paid more attention to me, it’s unlikely she would have seen anything to traumatize her.
“She’s fine,” Caroline assures me in an undertone. “She’s a smart kid and senses something, but she’s also happily watching her favorite show. I fed her while you were in the shower and she’ll probably fall asleep on the couch before too long.”
I glance at the couch as we walk into the living room, and Ally is lying there with a soft chenille blanket, normally kept in the hall closet, tucked around her. Her eyes are drowsy looking as she stares at Sofia the First. I want to go over to her, stroke her soft hair and act as if nothing’s wrong. I want to joke with her, see her dimples and bask in the joy of a little girl just hanging out at her Uncle Beck’s for the night.
But I don’t because I’m afraid I might crumble from just her sweet ordinary child ways, which would be too much goodness for me to comprehend right now. Ally is the one good thing that came out of all this family’s horror.
So I walk past her and follow Caroline to the kitchen, but just as we cross in front of the foyer, I hear the key slipping into the dead bolt of the door and I pause to see Beck walking in.
My heart slams to almost a complete halt, my chest constricting and the breath going stale in my lungs. He looks scared and stressed, and while there’s probably a million different possibilities that could cause that, my first thought is that JT isn’t dead.


Caroline stops in midstep, but rather than freeze to inaction, she turns to grab my elbow and pulls me three steps into the foyer so we are almost toe-to-toe with Beck as he closes the door and engages the lock.
“What’s wrong?” she whispers so Ally doesn’t hear us.
Beck’s tired eyes pass over Caroline briefly, but then slide to me where they shimmer with frustration. “The police are at JT’s house. They’ve found him.”
“But how—” I start to say, because how in the fuck was he found so fast?
Beck ignores me, turning to Caroline. “Get Ally and get out of here now. I expect the police will come to pay me a visit. Could be tomorrow, could be in five minutes, so get out of here now.”
“But—” Caroline says in astonishment.
“Get the fuck out of here now,” Beck whispers harshly but still so low that Ally is oblivious to us. “I want you far away from here when they show up. I don’t want you becoming a potential witness to anything associated with JT.”
“What’s that mean?” I ask, stepping into him and putting a hand on his chest.
His gaze comes back to me. “By virtue of my long relationship with him, I’m going to be a potential suspect. They’re going to come and talk to me. I don’t want Caroline involved.”
I spin toward her and give a quick jerk of my head toward the living room. “He’s right. Get Ally and get going.”
Caroline’s no fool. She doesn’t spare us even a second more before turning away and hurrying into the living room. I hear her say, “Come on, honey. Let’s get your shoes on and head home. It’s getting late.”
“I don’t suppose I could talk you into packing a bag and heading to your dad’s?” Beck says softly, and I turn back to look at him with raised eyebrows. He doesn’t look apologetic over his suggestion. “We’ll say you went there right after school to spend a few days with him. Your dad would cover.”


I shake my head almost violently and practically growl at him. “Don’t even fucking think about trying to shield me from this, Beck. If they come, then I’ll be here by your side, and if they even think you had anything to do with this, I’m telling them every goddamn thing that happened.”
I expect him to argue.
I expect him to be angry at me, because I know he’s in full-blown protective mode.
I expect—at the very least—for him to look annoyed at me, because after the mess I’ve created, he deserves to at least look a bit put out.
Instead, he snatches me to him so roughly my head snaps, but then I’m engulfed in his arms, which wrap around me tight. He squeezes me hard and his voice is desperate. “We’ll get through this. I swear we will.”
I nod against him, not because I believe what he’s saying, but because he needs to believe that I trust in him right now.
The sad truth, however, is that I think that both of us are getting ready to fall down the rabbit hole and there’s not going to be any way out for us.






The knock on the door comes sooner than I expected, and only a little over an hour since Caroline and Ally left. I’ve been lying on the couch spooning with Sela, waiting for the other shoe to drop when they show up. The TV’s been on, but neither one of us is absorbing. My hand is idly stroking her hip, wanting nothing more than to carry her into bed and for us to pretend none of this happened.
That means I could strip her down, eat her out, fuck her hard. All of the stuff that’s been so damn good and that I’ve taken completely for granted.
But instead, Sela gives a quavering sigh when she hears the confident knock and we both push up and off the couch. Our eyes meet briefly and we both take a deep breath.
“Just do as we discussed earlier and it will be okay,” I whisper.
She nods, her face pale but her gaze determined.
I turn away from her, square my shoulders, and head toward the foyer. I hear the creak of leather as Sela lies back down on the couch, presenting the picture of lazy Monday evening happiness of just vegging out in front of the TV and streaming some mindless comedy we found on Netflix.


I present the same, and it was done intentionally. I’d put on a pair of sweatpants, a ratty T-shirt, and my hair was flattened on one side from resting against the pillow on the couch. I hoped to look like a guy who wasn’t just a few hours ago getting ready to wipe down a murder scene and potentially sink a body deep into Richardson Bay.
Putting my eye to the peephole, I need to determine who would be sent to my house.
Uniformed cops or plainclothes.
I see a white, middle-aged man and a black woman probably in her late twenties. Both in dress pants and shirts without jackets, the man sporting a loosely knotted tie. Both are clearly detectives; I know this not because I can see their badges, but by the somber yet superior looks on their faces. Still, I school my features and try not to look overly surprised when I open the door.
Had they been uniformed cops, my eyes would be wide with concern.
But I think the best tactic at this point is to feign ignorance because for all I know, they could be Amway salesmen.
I look at them expectantly as I swing the door open, but add a tinge of annoyance to my voice. “Can I help you?”
The male cop, who has dark receding hair and a slight belly, pulls a badge I now see firmly clasped to his belt and holds it up to me. “Mr. North…I’m Detective Paul DeLatemer with the Sausalito PD.”
My gaze lands hard on the badge he holds up and then I pinch my eyebrows inward. A pained expression takes over my face. I go on the offense and blurt out, “Something’s happened to JT, hasn’t it?”


This throws the cop off, as I’d hoped, and he turns to look at his partner, who shoots him a look of wary surprise before she turns to me. She also holds up a badge and says, “I’m Detective Amber Denning and yes…something’s happened. May we come in?”
I appear stunned for a moment, and then remember my manners, my voice sounding high pitched as I step back and wave them hurriedly in the door. “Yes, I’m sorry…please come in.”
They step into the foyer and I close the door behind them.
“Sela,” I call out, letting a touch of fear coat my words as I turn toward the living room. She pops up from the couch, as we’d discussed, and looks confused for a moment to see the detectives standing there. It’s an amazing piece of acting if I do say so myself.
Her throat is covered by a lightweight turtleneck she put on, because if we were going through with this whole charade of denial to the police, then they couldn’t see the bruises on her throat. Sure, they could have been from a fall or even a sex choking game that got out of hand, but it was best for there not to be any notice or questions about it. Doesn’t mean I didn’t take pictures with my cellphone though, which I downloaded into an encrypted file on my computer. Just in case we needed the proof later.
Sela’s worried gaze flies to mine and I croak, “They’re here about JT.”
“Oh no,” she whispers, hand flying to her mouth to cover it.
She looks so worried for the man who raped her, I almost burst into a spontaneous round of applause. I hold my hand out to her, and she scurries toward me in a move of solidarity and support. My arm goes around her waist and we both turn to face the detective with worried expectation.
Both of them look at us in empathy for the impending bad news they’re going to deliver, but I don’t have a doubt in the world they’re scrutinizing every word out of our mouth and every bit of body language we’re conveying.


“Can we sit down?” Detective Denning says. Her voice is crisp and forged with authority. She may be young, but I can tell she’s a professional when it comes to awkward situations.
“Of course,” I say as I gesture to the dining room table.
Denning takes the end chair, which I find to be a subtle indication that she’s the partner in charge, despite being the younger of the two and a minority as a black female. DeLatemer takes the seat to her right, on the far side of the table, while Sela and I sit to her left.
I scrub my hands over my face, back through my hair, and then huff out a sigh filled with regret and fear as I pin a direct look at Detective Denning. “How bad is he?”
“Excuse me?” she responds.
“JT,” I say with a touch of frustration. “How bad did they beat him up this time?”
I don’t need any heightened sense of awareness to know I’ve shocked the cops sitting at my dining room table, and I can tell that the direction of their early investigation may have just gotten a little more interesting at this tidbit. Sela and I had a quick but unanimous decision on how we were going to handle the cops when they showed up.
We could either wait for the bad news to be delivered and hope our manufactured reactions of grief for a dearly departed friend and business colleague would be genuine enough to fool them, or we could go on the offensive and lace enough truth into the story that it would throw the scent off of us.
“Mr. North,” Detective DeLatemer says from across the table in a gentle voice. My eyes slide over to him and I stare at him with a look of dread because I can hear it in his tone that he’s getting ready to drop a bomb on two poor unsuspecting people. “Your partner, Jonathon Townsend…I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but he’s dead.”


Sela lets out a gasp of horror and her hand comes to my shoulder to grip me in comfort. I make a choking sound and slump down in my chair where I mutter, “No…they wouldn’t have killed him…”
My voice trails off…my eyes lower to the dark teak wood and I clasp my hands together tightly. I can feel the heavy stares of both detectives as they take in my reaction.
Perfectly on cue, Sela’s fingers dig into my shoulder and she says, “It’s not your fault, Beck.”
“I’m sorry,” Detective Denning says, her voice still firm and in control, but there is an edge of confusion that gives me heart she’s buying our hasty act. “But what’s not your fault?”
My eyes snap up to hers and I try to mix in some shades of self-loathing when I tell her the parts of the story I believe to be pertinent. “JT got into some gambling trouble. Owed four million dollars to someone in Vegas. They want to collect and they paid him a visit on Sunday. Beat him up pretty badly. He called me from the hospital—”
“Which hospital?” DeLatemer interrupts me as he pulls a small pad of paper from the breast pocket of his dress shirt along with a pen. He clicks it once and starts scribbling.
“Marin General in Greenbrae,” I supply helpfully.
“And he was beaten up?” Denning asks.
I nod effusively. “Yeah…bad. He didn’t tell me what happened at first. Just wanted me to take him home, but then he eventually told me about owing the money.”
“Who did he owe the money to?” DeLatemer asks as he looks up from his writing.
I shrug. “He didn’t say. Just that he owed the money for a gambling debt and that they threatened to kill him if he didn’t pay up.”


“They give him a deadline?”
I nod at DeLatemer. “Three days, I think he said.”
“And you weren’t worried about that?” Detective Denning asks, and I turn my gaze to her. Her expression is cool, perhaps even a bit doubtful.
“Of course I was worried about it,” I snap at her, maybe with too much force, because Sela’s fingers dig down into my muscles in warning.
I blow out a frustrated breath, mutter a “sorry,” and then look to Detective DeLatemer with what I hope are bleak and guilt-filled eyes. “He asked me for the money and I didn’t give it to him. If they killed him, then it’s my fault for not bailing him out, right?”
The detective hunches over and writes more notes. I wait for another question, but nothing comes. I turn to look at Sela, and although my back is now to Denning, I still make sure to look at Sela with the same angst and guilt I just gave to the cops. “If I’d just given him the money…”
“Don’t,” Sela says urgently. “You can’t think like that.”
More silence while DeLatemer scribbles. I keep my mouth shut because I don’t want to overdo it. Sela’s hand falls from my shoulder and she grabs my hand. I smile at her and she squeezes me reflexively. We appear to be broken.
I think.
“I find it interesting you haven’t even asked what happened to your partner,” Detective Denning asks, and I turn in my chair slightly to look at her.
I go for a hesitant but confused look. “What do you mean?”
Her brown, almond-shaped eyes could be considered soft looking. But now they hold reserved belief mixed with focused curiosity. “I mean I think most people would be curious as to how he was killed. I mean…it was one of the first things his parents asked when we went to see them.”


I curse internally for the oversight, but before I can defend my completely manufactured actions, Sela says, “What does it matter to Beck how JT died? Why would he even want those gory details when he’s clearly blaming himself for it even happening in the first place?”
I want to turn to Sela and kiss her, but instead I let my shoulders sag with the weight of my guilt, and I don’t even bother to answer Detective Denning’s question. I let her think that I’ve got enough troubling my soul without needing to compound it.
She startles me though when she stands from the table, pushing the heavy end chair away with the backs of her legs. DeLatemer jots down one more thing and then stands up, cutting a curt smile down at me. Sela and I also stand up, on edge and waiting to see what happens next.
“Mr. North…I’d like you to come down to the station and give a formal statement,” Detective Denning tells me.
My mind races, and while I thought this was a small possibility from the start, I’m suddenly torn as to what to do. The stress of our charade is heavy, but we’ve maintained what I believe to be an easily believable story. But they’ll want to dig more and they’ll want alibis.
That’s not in doubt.
“Actually,” I say with an apologetic smile but command in my voice—the voice of a man with an advanced degree who runs a multimillion-dollar company. “I’d be more than happy to come and give you a formal statement. But not tonight, and you’ll have to arrange it with my attorney.”
“And why do you feel like you need an attorney?” Detective DeLatemer asks, and I’m surprised by the challenge in his voice. I thought of him as the good cop in this duo.


“I don’t,” I reply smoothly without losing eye contact with him. “But right now, you’ve told me my childhood friend and business partner is dead. The only place I’m going to be tonight is at his parents’ house, offering them comfort and taking it back from them. It’s what family and friends do in times such as these.”
“But you want your attorney there?” DeLatemer presses, and while I refuse to take my eyes off him and look at Denning, I can feel her smirking.
I flash a grimace at him and make no secret of my disgust. “Detective DeLatemer…I get you want to solve JT’s murder, and there’s nothing more I want to do than help you achieve that goal. But whether I talk to you tonight or tomorrow, with or without an attorney, it’s not going to change the fact that I have more important things to do tonight. I’m sure you understand.”
He gives me a knowing smile, but I see a hint of triumph in his eyes because I evaded his question and we both know it. He tucks his pad of paper and pen back into his pocket and doesn’t respond to me. Rather, he walks around the dining room table and heads to the front door. Detective Denning turns to follow behind him.
Sela and I watch as they open the door, and I feel like I won’t be able to properly breathe until it shuts behind them. DeLatemer steps through and Denning follows, but she pauses just before she reaches for the knob to pull it closed behind them.
“We’ll be in touch,” she says as she stares at me expectantly.
I nod back at her.
“Very interesting,” she says, almost as an afterthought.
“What’s that?” I ask her, knowing I have to ask but dreading the answer.
“We never said JT was murdered,” she says and I see suspicion sizzling deep in her eyes. “Just that he was dead. You used the word murder just now.”


Sela steps forward, and before I can stop her, she sputters, “Well…that was just a common sense assumption when you show up at the door—”
I grab her by her upper arm and squeeze gently. “Honey…Detective Denning’s just doing her job. She wants to find the truth and she’s trained to pick up on those things and press them to her advantage.”
Sela doesn’t say anything else.
Denning inclines her head at me, almost as if she’s silently saying touché, but as she pulls the door closed behind her, I know without a doubt that she didn’t buy the load of crap we were just feeding her.






Beck slips his key into the lock of the condo door and silently opens it. He pushes it open all the way and motions me in ahead of him. It’s almost one A.M. and both of us are exhausted from stress, lies, and a lack of sleep.
We’ve been at JT’s parents’ house in Sausalito, just two miles from their son. Neither Beck nor I wanted to go there, but we felt it was what innocent people should do. We both knew the police had us in their sights, and while they might also be following the theory that JT was killed by a Vegas bookie, they were not going to leave us alone.
The time we spent at Candace and Colin Townsend’s home was dreadful. We arrived to find Beck’s parents were already there, because of course they were going to call their closest friends first with the awful news. JT’s mom was wailing in the arms of her husband, who eventually gave her a Xanax to calm her down. It wasn’t until she polished off a vodka tonic that she finally slipped into sort of a silently numb state of shock where she sat on a velvet couch while Beck’s mom patted her hand in an awkward show of comfort.


Beck’s dad though?
You could tell he was devastated, more so than Colin Townsend appeared over the news of the death of his son. He faced the windows of the library, where we were all congregated, and stared out into the blackness. He barely acknowledged Beck when we arrived and was clearly distracted. I wondered if he was trying to manage some type of internal pain that he may have been suffering as a father.
We weren’t surprised when Beck’s mom called us not five minutes after the cops left to deliver the news. Beck, in turn, told his mom about the cops being there and that we were on our way.
Again, we really didn’t want to go, but it was what was expected of a grieving friend and partner of Jonathon Townsend. As Beck’s girlfriend, I was expected to go as well, although what I really wanted to do was open up a bottle of wine and drown my misery over what has gone down as the single worst day of my life.
Yes…even worse than the day I was gang-raped.
Killing another human being—even one who brutally violated me—was more traumatizing and damaging to my soul than I could have ever imagined. I was such a fool to initially even think it was an appropriate course those months ago, and now with the benefit of hindsight, I wish with all my might that I had never concocted the foolish plan to kill JT. I wish I would have gone straight to the police and let them handle it. I wish I’d turned to my dad to let him comfort me when I learned my attacker’s identity.
In this moment, I even wish I had never stepped foot in the ballroom of that Sugar Bowl Mixer where my intent was still to confront and kill JT, but instead I met Beck, his business partner, who enslaved my body, and later my heart.


Yes, I’d even give up Beck if I could go back in time and change things so I wouldn’t have this guilt pressing down on me.
And it’s not just guilt that I took another life. I think given time, I’m going to be able to accept that in that moment I had no choice. I was reacting on survival instinct and I think most people would have done what I’d done.
But I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to forgive myself for the course of events I started with my stupid plan for vengeance, which led to the police knocking on Beck’s door and looking at him as a potential suspect.
I will never forgive myself.
Beck did an admirable job at the Townsends’ of portraying the devastated friend but also the one with strong shoulders who bore everyone else’s grief. We “learned” some details of what happened to JT from his parents, who were contacted soon after his body was found.
Apparently, his private chef who cooks for him a few times a week walked into the bloodbath a mere twenty minutes or so after I stumbled out of JT’s house. When I think about how close I came to being caught, nausea rolls within me and I have to fight it back down. I have to fight with my own need for self-preservation not to offer up a prayer of thanks for letting me escape before his cook arrived.
JT’s dad recounted to us that the police told them that JT was stabbed in the neck with a sharp object, but that it hasn’t been recovered, and it appeared to have struck his carotid artery, causing him to bleed to death pretty quickly.
Yup. I can attest to that.
They also told his parents that they believed JT knew his attacker because there were no signs of forced entry.
Can also attest to that.


Finally, they confirmed that there was some type of struggle before JT died, but until forensics could finish their investigation, they couldn’t guess as to what occurred in the minutes before his death.
I could tell them the details but I won’t. I promised Beck I wouldn’t and I’d let him handle this.
We stayed for a long time, finally leaving the Townsends’ home around midnight. The long drive back into the city was silent, both Beck and I lost in our heavy thoughts.
I wanted to talk to him. I wanted to say something comforting to him.
I wanted to pour out my guilt and beg his forgiveness again for even getting him into this mess.
But he had put up a wall, and I could sense it as clearly as if he had told me point-blank that he needed some space. His body was stiff with tension, his jaw locked tight when I’d turn to look at him in the glow of the dashboard lights. He never said a word to me on the way back, seemingly fine to suffer in silence rather than with my support.
This confused me and hurt me, and yet…I really didn’t know how to even strike up the right type of conversation that would assure me that he still loved me and give him the emotional support he needed.
At this point, I’m so confused about where we stand that I feel like I’m on the verge of a complete breakdown.
Beck moves quietly down the hall toward our bedroom and I follow behind, flipping off lights as I go. He immediately goes into the bathroom, shutting the door softly behind him. I can hear him in there using the toilet and then flushing. The water turns on, and I can envision him washing his hands. A few more moments of silence, and then he opens the bathroom door, pulling his shirt over his head before he steps out. When the material clears his face, he finally looks at me standing by the bed and I have to hope he sees the look of need on my face.


I need him to say something.
Just one tiny word or even a smile that lets me know that while he’s burdened greatly by everything that’s happened, it hasn’t changed his feelings for me.
Instead, his eyes sort of pass over me and he turns to the closet to deposit his shirt in the clothes hamper.
“Beck,” I call out desperately, my voice heavy with need and fear.
He immediately whips around to face me, his gaze filled with worry. “What’s wrong?”
My eyes roam all over that face, and I try to take in every single feature that gives me a hint as to what he might be feeling in this moment. From the mussed-up hair indicating a long day without a comb to it, to the fatigue lines around his eyes, to the deep furrow in his brow as he looks at me. His eyes don’t shine but have turned a dull matte and his shoulders hang low.
He takes a tentative step toward me but doesn’t say anything.
The silence is almost damning, and my gaze sort of drifts to the window where most of the Financial District buildings are darkened except for strategically placed architectural lighting.
Perhaps we’re finished.
“Sela…what’s wrong?” Beck asks softly, and I look back at him. He’s standing in the same spot, staring at me expectantly.
“Do you still love me?” I blurt out, and those fucking weak-assed tears start to build up again. “After all this trouble I’ve caused?”
For a split second, he doesn’t react, but just stares at me impassively. Then it’s like a curtain is lifted over his face and understanding makes his eyes soften with empathy as he gets everything about me in one clear moment.


Two long steps and he’s in front of me.
His hands go to the sides of my head, hold me in place, and he leans his face down until our noses are almost touching. “Of course I love you.”
“I’m so sorry,” I whisper, the tears making a fool out of me as they spill out.
“Don’t,” Beck orders me, his eyes flicking back and forth between my own. His command is almost harsh, but his voice gently cradles my battered self-esteem. “Don’t you apologize for a thing to me. You did nothing wrong.”
I blink and more tears fall. “If only I’d—”
“Don’t,” he orders me again. “I’m not going to listen to it. If you’ve got some insecurities about what there is between us right now, then you ask them and let me reassure you, but don’t go about doing it by way of pointing a guilty finger at yourself. You hear me?”
I blink, clear the wetness from my eyes, and nod at him in understanding. It’s not that I wholeheartedly agree with what he’s saying to me, it’s just that I know a different way that he can reassure me that I still have his heart and he has mine.
Pushing to my tiptoes, I press my lips against his and speak against them urgently. “I need you.”
“You’ve got me,” he says, causing his lips to open, and when he tilts his head slightly to the right, I tilt mine in the opposite direction and slip my tongue into his mouth for a deep but brief kiss.
When I pull back, I look up at him and say, “I need you to fuck me.”
Beck’s eyes have been flatlined for the past several hours, burdened with death and consequences, but with those simple words fire sizzles and his jaw tightens. “You want me to fuck you? Right now?”


“And hard,” I murmur with a nod, pressing my body into his. I feel his dick starting to swell and give a little grind against him. “Really hard.”
He doesn’t answer me but responds by spinning me around, pushing me into the wall and then stepping up against my backside. I feel every single inch of him, even with the barrier of clothing still between us. For the first time in hours, I feel connected to him, despite the way in which he’s tried to protect me and the ways in which we banded together against the detectives’ questioning.
Only with the physicality of his touch and the fire I just saw in his eyes can I truly be assured that things might be okay between us.
Beck nuzzles his cheek up against the side of my head as his right hand slips down the front of my sweatpants and straight into my panties. He pushes his fingers straight into me, going deep. He makes me squirm and plead, “More, Beck. I want more than that.”
He gives a dark rumble of a laugh. “I’ll give it to you, love. Always trust that I’ll give it to you.”
Beck moves his fingers in and out of me, his lips on my neck and whispering filthy promises peppered with reassurances.
“You think my fingers are driving you crazy, Sela? Just wait until I fuck you with my cock. Then you’ll see how much I burn for you…always.”
Beck drives me wild until I’m begging for it, and then my pants are gone and apparently so are his, because he’s driving his cock into me from behind while I’m pressed up against the wall.
He holds still for a moment, gets his bearings, and then pulls my hips back slightly all while pressing a hand in between my shoulder blades to keep my torso against the wall. Placing his teeth at my shoulder, he gives me a tiny nip and whispers, “What you and I have, Sela…no one will ever comprehend it. No one will ever come in between it. But it’s real and it’s ours, and I’m never letting it go.”


I sigh out a long breath of relief over his words as well as pent-up sexual frustration. I circle my hips and get Beck focused back on the task at hand.
As requested, he fucks me hard, his pelvis slapping against mine. In between grunts of pleasure, he whispers in my ear, “Is this what you wanted, Sela? Is this how you wanted me to prove that you’re still mine?”
I nod, gasping and writhing with no control over my actions.
“Don’t ever doubt it,” he tells me after slamming deep and rotating his hips. “Don’t ever doubt that you are mine and this pussy is mine and that I’m never giving it up. I’m going to do whatever it takes to protect what’s mine.”
My orgasm explodes in response to his proclamations…his thrusts…fuck, I don’t know what it is, but when Beck declares that I’m his, my body acknowledges it by surrendering every piece of control and ownership of feeling to him.
That orgasm didn’t belong to me.
That belonged solely to Beck, and we both know it.






I can’t explain the heightened sense of awareness, but I come wide awake and realize that something is wrong. I immediately know Sela’s not in bed with me and the bedside clock says it’s just past five A.M.
We didn’t go to sleep until nearly two, and that’s because I was busy fucking reassurances into my girl.
I fucked her hard up against the bedroom wall as she requested, and when she came, I pulled out and threw her down on the bed. Put my face between her legs and made her come again.
Flipped her onto her stomach and rode her hard and fast from behind, and because she wasn’t coming again fast enough for me, I pressed a finger in her ass and that did the trick. She screamed in relief…release…pleasure…all of it. Only then did I finally let loose, pouring every bit of myself into her.
Only then did we let the trauma of the day overcome us, and we fell to the mattress together, immediately succumbing to sleep.
By all accounts, I shouldn’t be awake. I’m beyond exhausted from the mental stress of the situation, and yet I’m hyperalert as I realize that Sela’s not here and the leaden feeling in my stomach tells me there’s something wrong.


I hastily roll out of bed, grabbing my underwear from the floor and putting it on.
“Sela?” I call out, unable to bear the wait of a search through the condo.
I almost collapse with relief when she answers back softly, “I’m in the living room.”
I find her there on the couch, legs curled under her and an empty cup of tea on the coffee table. She’s sitting in the warm glow of the end table light, wearing nothing but one of my T-shirts. Her new blond hair is no longer a shock to me, and because it suits her so well, I can’t really even remember how gorgeous she was as a brunette.
“What’s wrong?” I ask her as I sit on the middle cushion right beside her. I angle my body to face her, throwing an arm over the back of the couch.
I expect her to hit me up with another plea to let her confess to the cops, because I know she’s questioning our course of action. But I’m not about to let that happen, because I don’t doubt it. Sela’s story would be too improbable and I know the Townsends would put their weight and money behind the investigation so as to not have their son’s reputation tarnished. I also know that motive is paramount and she had the ultimate reason to kill him. I just can’t risk that the police would be open-minded enough to entertain a self-defense claim, when Sela went to JT’s home with a weapon.
Bracing myself against her plea, I’m stunned into momentary inaction when she says, “I didn’t tell you everything that happened before I killed JT.”
My mind races as I flit through the details she’d given me, but most of that involved her physical actions so that I could be sure I cleaned up everything. But past that, the story that led up to her killing JT is actually sparse. I don’t put that on Sela’s doorstep though, as I was rushing her into the shower so I could in turn rush to JT’s house and take care of business.


Then the cops showed up.
Then we went to the Townsends’.
Then we fucked hard and went to sleep.
“What happened?” I ask encouragingly, although I know deep in my gut that what she’s getting ready to tell me could be a game changer. I have to force myself to look at her with open acceptance of whatever may come out of her mouth.
She doesn’t pull any punches. “JT knew you were his brother.”
A zing of adrenaline courses through me, but immediately recedes. It’s an interesting fact, and one that surprises me, but I’m not sure that it’s harmful or helpful to us at this point.
“The reason he called me over there…his plan was to get you to let him stay in the Sugar Bowl…was that he was going to renounce his right to a part of your father’s inheritance.”
“How the fuck could he do that if he’s not even in the will?” I ask astonished. At least I don’t think he’s in the will. My father said JT doesn’t know about his paternity, so I just assumed…
Sela shrugs. “He said his mother told him years ago. Said she wanted him to know so that he could claim what was rightfully his.”
I consider the truthfulness of what JT told Sela in those moments before he died. I can accept his mom would tell him the truth, because she’s a born gold digger. It’s why she married Colin and I could see her wanting to make sure JT wasn’t denied anything. But for him to use those words with Sela…
Renounce his rights?
It doesn’t make sense. Just because he’s a biological child of my father doesn’t mean he’d inherit anything. Not if there’s a will in place. That I know for a fact, and I also know without a doubt my father has a will. Not that I’ve seen it, but he’s a financial advisor and guru. He knows the importance of estate planning. Fuck, he oversees estate planning for his clients.


He has a will, I’m sure of it.
“You think your father was lying to you, don’t you?” Sela asks astutely.
“If JT used those exact words, then yeah…sounds like he knows there’s a will and that he’s in it.”
“Which means your dad lied when he said he hadn’t told JT,” Sela concludes.
“Probably,” I mutter as I press my fingers to the bridge of my nose. I mean, it’s possible my dad put JT in the will but didn’t tell him. Figured it would be a surprise after he died and he wouldn’t be here to deal with the negative fallout that such a bomb would cause.
Christ…I was going to have to pay my dad a visit and ask him. I think about how devastated he looked last night at the Townsends’ and I wonder if he was feeling guilt removing himself from the situation with JT. The Townsends and my parents had no clue last night of the potential Vegas connection to JT, because at the time the cops had informed them of his death, they weren’t aware of that connection. But still…my dad knew JT was in trouble because I told him to stay out of it without giving him any details.
“That’s not the worst of what I have to tell you,” Sela whispers, and my eyes fly up to her.
She looks positively green in the face and tears swim in her eyes. She’s cried so fucking much the last twenty-four hours and I can’t stand it.
My hand automatically reaches out to her, but she holds her own up, palm out. “Just listen to me. What I’m getting ready to tell you is really bad, and I’m sorry for the hurt I’m getting ready to cause, but you need to know everything.”


Fuck me.
Paranoia unreasonably takes hold of me.
She’s getting ready to tell me it wasn’t self-defense. That she carried out her murderous plot as originally intended. Drove to JT’s house with the intent to remove him from both of our lives permanently, and somehow…not sure how…but she didn’t use her gun. For some reason, the letter opener was the better deal. Maybe she was going to shoot him and there was a struggle. That totally explains the bruises then.
So it was self-defense. I can see the fucking bruises right now from where I’m sitting. She was protecting herself and that’s that.
So maybe something else happened.
Is it possible that JT did something else to her?
Raped her?
“It’s about Caroline,” Sela says, and I step backward from her in surprise, my momentary paranoia completely forgotten.
“What?”
“JT told me something about Caroline, and I couldn’t say anything when Caroline was here. In fact, I had no intention of telling her or you this ever, especially not her. But I think you need to know. It’s eating at me and I think it’s because you need to know. I can’t keep the truth from you.”
Acid roils within my stomach and a feeling of dread starts at the base of my spine and crawls its way up until my hair is standing on end.
“Tell me,” I whisper, my throat raspy from the effort to keep down the backwash of bile.
Sela’s fingers twist in her lap, a sure sign she’s nervous, but to give her credit, she never loses eye contact with me. “When JT had me on the desk and was choking me, he told me there was one last thing I needed to know before I died.”


Oh fuck…no, no, no. No fucking way.
I push up off the couch, crack my knee on the coffee table but ignore the pain. I turn away from Sela, afraid to look at her. Afraid to hear what she’s going to say.
“He’s the one that raped Caroline,” she murmurs, the anguish clear in her voice.
For one brief, glorious moment, everything sort of goes white on me. I don’t feel, hear, or see a thing. One tiny blessed moment of peace, where I know deep down it’s my sanity refusing to acknowledge what she’s just told me.
Then everything turns red and lavalike rage sizzles within my veins.
“Motherfucker!” I scream so loud I feel my vocal chords shredding. I bend down, put my hands under the heavy coffee table, and heave it up and over where it crashes loudly against the hardwood floor. “Jesus fucking Christ…just no!”
I wheel on Sela, my hands curled into fists and demand, “Tell me that’s a fucking lie.”
She doesn’t respond but just looks at me with sympathy. She doesn’t need to defend her statement. I can see the truth in her eyes.
“I’m sorry, Beck,” is all she says.
I spin back away from her, sidestep the overturned table, and stalk across the living room to the windows. Crossing my arms over my chest, I stare bleakly out over the darkened waters of the bay and let the weight of this revelation start to drown me.
JT raped my sister.
Drugged her—most likely at the Christmas party—then ambushed her.


And then that fucker smiled at me the next time I saw him, probably laughing inside over that little tidbit of information.
And Jesus…JT is Ally’s father.
Sela’s arms wrap around me from behind, her body warm as she presses into my back and squeezes me in comfort. “I’m so sorry, baby. So damn sorry.”
I drop my arms and place them over hers, locking my hands on to her to hold her in place. I hold her tightly as she holds me in sympathy and regret for all the things that are killing me right this moment.
I thought I hated JT before…when I knew what he did to Sela.
But now…I didn’t know such an ugly emotion could exist inside of a human. I don’t know how I’ll survive this feeling, which seems to be clawing its way deeper into me. My hot rage turns into a dark form of acceptance of this truth, but it feels like oily sludge coating and dampening my soul.
I struggle against it.
“Tell me again about how you killed JT,” I murmur as I look out the windows. “Tell me exactly what it was like when you plunged that thing into his neck.”
“Beck,” Sela whispers in admonishment that I’d even let my thoughts go there.
Black, bubbling, putrid, roiling hatred for JT.
“Tell me,” I urge her. “Do you think he was in pain? Do you think he was afraid when he realized he was dying?”
She’s silent for a moment but then she tells me what I need to hear, even if it’s not true. “Yes. He was terrified at the end.”
My lips curl upward and the oily darkness rumbles inside of me, pleased to be reliving the vengeance Sela delivered.
“Good,” I whisper in relief. “That’s real good. Now tell me more.”






My gut was telling me that Beck needed to know the truth about Caroline and JT. I was sure it was the right thing to do. But his reaction…the bleak despair mixed with helpless rage made me instantly regret my decision. It’s the worst feeling to cause pain to someone you care about, but there’s nothing I can do to take it back.
When Caroline was raped, Beck stepped up to the plate and took control. He was able to use his love and strength to help her get through it. While it could never remove the pain that event caused, Beck’s ability to support his sister also provided an amount of inherent healing for himself.
But now that he knows it was JT who did it?
He has no way to purge the feelings or make things better in his mind. The most I could offer him was the security of my arms around him and a retelling of the grisly way in which I murdered his sister’s rapist. It was a momentary balm to him, but it just wasn’t good enough.
Beck left the apartment soon after, forgoing a shower and throwing on a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and a sweatshirt, saying he had things to do.


I didn’t like the sound of that so I asked, “What kinds of things?”
He was distracted as he shoved his wallet into a back pocket and headed toward the foyer for his keys. He didn’t answer me.
“Beck,” I said firmly as I followed him. “Are you okay?”
He stopped in his tracks and wheeled on me, and the misery in his eyes was almost too much for me to bear. “No, I’m not okay. But I’ve got to get rid of that letter opener and the bloody clothes.”
There was no opportunity to do it last night once he saw the police at JT’s house and realized they could be showing up at his place at any moment to tell him about JT. The items were in the trunk of his Audi, and the thought of the police showing up with a search warrant makes me tremble with fear. There was no chance of that happening last night, of course, because his body had just been found, and even I know that a warrant would never come that quickly. They’d have to have a solid suspect, and last night, they did not.
But today?
Well, we don’t know what to expect, so we have to get rid of the incriminating stuff.
“I’ll come with you,” I told him with a smile, because I did not like the way he was behaving. I threw him for a terrible loop with my revelation of JT and Caroline, and his frame of mind was fragile at best. Besides, that was my murder evidence and I should be taking responsibility for it.
“No,” he told me, and turned away, grabbing his keys from the foyer table. “I don’t want you anywhere near this shit. If I were to get stopped before I can ditch it—”


“You’d go down for a murder you didn’t commit,” I pointed out reasonably.
“Better me than you,” he retorted as he looked over his shoulder at me briefly before reaching for the front door.
“The difference is,” I said softly, and it stopped him cold. “I committed the murder and you didn’t.”
Beck’s shoulders sagged a bit and he huffed out a pained breath. “Stop calling it murder. It was self-defense.”
He turned to me, shoving his key into his front pocket and taking me by the shoulders. It was a tender move when he bent toward me and touched his nose alongside mine. “You’ve been through enough, Sela. Since you were sixteen years old, you’ve been through too much shit. Now let me handle this, okay?”
He pulled back, and for a blessed moment, the pain of what I revealed to him fifteen minutes ago is gone and he’s looking at me the way a man looks at the woman he loves, in a way that shows her he will die protecting her.
It humbled me as nothing has ever done, and equally as much made me very sad that Beck even has to protect me in this manner. I didn’t deserve his consideration or his security, but he was making it very clear I was going to accept it.
I nodded at him and he gave me a soft kiss goodbye, saying, “Be back later.”
I didn’t ask him what his plan was. No clue if he was going to chuck the letter opener off the Golden Gate Bridge or bury it deep in the woods. I trusted he’d do it right though, and those items were never going to be found. It brought him one step deeper into the pile of shit I’d created for us, and made him more complicit in my crime.
Which means my guilt compounded even more.
Beck took off and I was left with the prospect of sitting in an empty condo and worrying myself about all the ways in which this whole house of cards could come tumbling down at any minute. I didn’t even have the benefit of school to keep me occupied, as I was on break. However, the spring semester was due to start in two days and I had no clue if I’d be attending or in jail. The thought was abysmally depressing.


But it was only one thing upon me that was depressing, and even if I didn’t have that, I’d have a million other things. Which meant I needed to square up my shoulders, assume that Beck would be fine today, and do something that would make a difference to myself.
Maybe another.
I called Caroline and asked if she could have lunch with me today.
—
We met at Willie’s Seafood and Raw Bar, which was only a few blocks from where Caroline worked in Healdsburg, where she and Ally live. She looked lovely and chic in a camel wool skirt that came down to her knees, a cream turtleneck, and plaid scarf. I didn’t look chic at all in a pair of well-worn jeans, a turtleneck from Old Navy—again to hide the bruises—and cheap black vinyl riding boots. She didn’t seem to care, so neither did I.
I watch as Caroline peruses the menu and takes a delicate sip of water. We made some pleasant small talk until now, and as I look at her, it’s hard to believe less than twenty-four hours ago, she was scrubbing the shower down with bleach to erase away any evidence of JT that I brought into her brother’s condo.
She closes the menu, sets it down in front of her, and gives me a sympathetic smile. “How’re you holding up?”
I shrug, needing to talk things through but dreading it at the same time. “It is what it is.”
Caroline nods in understanding.


So much understanding.
“I’m sorry what happened to you,” I tell her. “We didn’t get a chance to talk…with everything that happened last night.”
She reaches her hand across the table and takes hold of mine. “We’ve both been through something horrific. No one can ever know what that feels like. But I’m glad we now have each other.”
“If you ever need to talk about it,” I say to her candidly. While I can’t ever let her know the identity of her rapist, I can offer her everything else under the sun if it will help her.
She nods. “Same here.”
We both smile at each other, understanding the tentative friendship we first formed at Thanksgiving a little over a month ago is now infinitely stronger by the bond we now share.
“But getting back to my original question,” Caroline says wisely—and by that I mean she was wise to the fact I was evading—and gives me a very pointed look. “How are you holding up?”
I reach for my water, trying desperately to still the shaking of my hand, but it won’t cooperate and Caroline notices. I take a small sip, set it down, and clear my throat. “I don’t know whether to feel guilt or vindication,” I tell her truthfully.
“I’m going to suggest vindication,” she says pertly. And if there’s one thing I can be happy about, it’s that I’ve avenged Caroline although she’ll never know it.
“For the longest time, I felt it was my fault, you know?” I say pointedly, knowing Caroline will understand I’m talking about my rape. Although Caroline and I have not compared details, I think I have a pretty good idea of the emotions a rape victim goes through, and I bet she feels the same.
“Yes,” she says with a sad smile. “Always wondering what I could have done to avoid it.”
“It haunted me for a long time.”
“Me, not so long,” she says matter-of-factly. “Beck wouldn’t let me, and I made peace with it, especially after Ally was born. She was something so good that came out of something so bad, I had to believe that it was supposed to happen because I was supposed to have her.”


I duck my head, make pretense of rearranging my napkin on my lap so I can furiously blink my eyes, which are welling up with tears brought on by such a well-balanced and loving perspective. When I have myself under control, I look back up at her to find her staring at me with understanding and empathy.
Empathy that perhaps I didn’t find peace as easily as she did.
“You know my original intention was to kill JT,” I say as I lean forward across the table and lower my voice. “I was going to torture him for the other attackers’ identities, and then I was going to shoot him between the eyes.”
She blinks at me in surprise.
I nod. “Months ago, when I learned his identity…I had plotted to murder him.”
“Oh wow,” she mutters in dismay, but leans toward me to hear more.
“I had a gun in my purse and walked into a Sugar Bowl Mixer. I was going to entrance him and get him alone, then I was going to kill him. Simple as that.”
“But nothing is ever that simple,” she hypothesizes.
I give a short laugh. “Exactly. Beck North intercepted me and then sidetracked me, and then eventually made me realize it wasn’t the way.”
“Well, I’m his sister, so you don’t need to convince me how great he is,” she chuckles.
“No, I think I do,” I say urgently as I bend in closer and whisper. “He’s out right now, disposing of murder evidence to protect me. I can’t let this go on, Caroline. I need to go to the cops and confess what I did. Beck has been protecting me from the moment we met, but this is too much. Too dangerous. Risky. I can’t let him put himself out there for me like that.”


Caroline leans back, crosses her arms over her stomach, and examines me in a shrewd manner. “You love my brother?”
“More than anything,” I breathe out in affirmation.
“Then you should trust in him,” she says simply, and then winks at me.
Before I can respond, Caroline’s attention is caught by the waiter walking up to us. “Are you ladies ready to order?”
“I’m going to have the lobster roll with a side of fruit,” she says, and hands her menu over.
“I’ll have the same,” I say, also giving up my menu, not having bothered to even open it. Food isn’t high on my priority list.
Once the waiter turns to leave us, Caroline continues. “He’s a smart guy, Sela. He’s doing what’s best, and yeah…while my initial gut instinct was to go to the cops, in hindsight I think this is right. You went to your rapist’s house with a gun.”
“Because he invited me there,” I point out.
“And JT’s going to confirm that to the police how?” she asks sarcastically, and then ignores my narrowed gaze because she’s not playing along with me. While I wanted to come here and solidify the bond Caroline and I have as rape victims, my number-one priority is getting her on board with me to convince Beck I need to go to the police and put an end to all of this.
But she’s not playing nicely.
“This is your brother we are talking about, Caroline,” I tell her harshly. “He could get in serious trouble. He as much as told me that they’ll be looking closely at him because they always look to those closest to the victim.”
“But he didn’t do it,” she points out. “There’s no evidence tying him to the murder.”
“But—”


“Just let it go, Sela,” Caroline says softly. “I get why you feel the way you do. Trust me…Beck does too. But this is stressful enough without you constantly worrying about the correct course of action to take or second-guessing Beck. I’m telling you…let it ride. Give Beck this one and stand by his side now that the decision has been made.”
I want to argue. I want to argue until I’m blue in the face, until she agrees with me. Hell, just last night she thought we should go to the police. But now she’s firmly in support of what’s going down, and that was clearly evidenced by the way she jumped into action to help conceal the crime because her brother—her savior—asked her to. She’s not going to change now.
Taking a deep breath, I let it out and try to pour out all of my anxiety about the situation with it. It totally doesn’t work, as I still feel the telltale cramp of worry deep in my chest. But I smile for Caroline’s benefit and nod my head. “Okay. I’ll let it ride.”
“Good,” she says with a curt smile, then turns serious. “Now…how is Beck doing?”
How is Beck doing?
You mean after I told him that JT raped you? After he realized that JT was Ally’s father? After it became painfully clear he could do nothing about it and has turned his rage and bitterness inward and now I’m really concerned about his mental state of mind?
“He’s fine,” I assure her, because I don’t want her to worry about her brother. There’s nothing she could do anyway because she’d never understand his pain right now. So I take that burden solely on my shoulders, and I go on to tell her lies that Beck seems completely in control right now.






I break out of the forest densely populated with Monterey cypress and coast redwoods and into a small meadow where my car sits about three hundred yards on the other side. I’m holding my sweatshirt, marked with grime and sweat, loosely in my hand. I’d long ago taken it off because the weather was unseasonably mild, in the high fifties, and I’ve been using it repeatedly over the last few hours to wipe my face.
I had no solid game plan for where to dispose of the letter opener and bloody clothes when I left the condo, as I was absolutely driven to get out of there as fast as I could so I didn’t have to look at the pity on Sela’s face for me. True…these incriminating items had to be ditched somewhere far away, but I ran from Sela and her brutal truths because I couldn’t fucking handle thinking about it.
I looked at Sela, eyes filled with regret for needing to deliver such hurtful words, and all I could imagine was JT leering over her…relishing in telling her that he raped my little sister.
Too much.
Overload.


Had to get out.
And I drove to Uvas Canyon in the Santa Cruz Mountains, stopping once to fill up my car and grab a can of lighter fluid and a pack of matches from the convenience store, all of which I paid cash for. I’d been out to Uvas Canyon Park a few times during my Stanford days. I chose it because it’s lushly and densely wooded and there’s only six miles of marked hiking trails on almost twelve hundred acres of forest. That means there’s a lot of isolated areas where people won’t venture and where I could safely hide the murder evidence. My only other implement, other than the backpack that carried the weapon and clothes wrapped in a garbage bag, was my Garmin running watch, which was equipped with GPS. I made sure to put that on versus my Breitling, and I was set to protect Sela as best I could.
I hiked deep into the woods, off the main trail and pushing my way past thick underbrush and fallen, rotted trees. I had intended to bury the letter opener, but immediately realized that wasn’t going to work without a shovel or axe to chop my way through roots, so I kept my eyes lifted upward to the trees until I spotted exactly what I wanted: a tree that was half dead, easily climbable, and with a rotted crevice about fifteen feet up in the trunk. It was almost too easy to scale my way up, using a cracked branch hanging at a downward angle, and I was stuffing the letter opener deep into the rotted section that was blackened with shadow because the indentation was so deep. When I got back to the ground, I couldn’t see the letter opener from any angle.
I then turned east, went deeper into the woods, and consulting the map periodically, knew I was in an area that would almost guarantee total privacy. Couldn’t guarantee there wasn’t some other whack job out here trying to hide a body or something, but I knew I had to take a calculated risk to get rid of the last remnants of evidence I possessed. I put Sela’s T-shirt and bra soaked with JT’s blood and his gray hoodie that had some transferred spots of blood on it in a small clearing I made free of leaves and sticks. I then used my hands to scrape as much damp earth and wet leaves into a small pile to help me extinguish the fire after it had done its job.


I poured a small amount of lighter fluid on the clothes and said a small prayer that I not be caught and that I could get the fire out before anyone smelled the smoke and became curious. I lit a match and tossed it on the pile, and to my dismay, it took a fuck of a long time for the clothes to burn. I had to use more lighter fluid, adding it carefully when the fire would die, until I was confident nothing could be identified. I didn’t burn the clothing to pure ash, but I burned most of it away, and what was left was disfigured enough that I knew there’d be no amount of DNA they could ever pull off of it.
At least that’s what I hoped.
I easily put out any remaining embers with the dirt and wet leaves and a general stomping of my tennis shoes around, then I gathered the mess that was left and hiked south for several hundred yards where I was able to stuff them beneath a rotted tree that had fallen to the ground. I pulled dead brush to help camouflage the blackened remnants of burned clothing, not much of which was left, but I wasn’t too worried about it. Chances of a hiker coming by this area and seeing the clothing was virtually nonexistent to my way of thinking. Even if they did, chances of them even alerting police was even smaller. And if that did happen, I didn’t believe there was any way they’d connect that to JT’s murder.
I felt I had done all I could.
So with hands completely filthy with dirt and my shirt soaked with sweat, I trudged back through the small meadow, my eyes pinned on my car the entire time. Just waiting perhaps for someone to drive by and see me; placing me in a very strange place at a very strange time in my life. I knew if I could just make it back to the condo unaccosted and get into the shower to wash away the evidence of my crime of concealment, Sela and I could rest easier.


When I get to my car, I take a moment to vigorously scrub my hands on my jean-clad thighs, removing most of the leftover dirt I accumulated to extinguish the fire. I wipe my sweaty face one more time with my sweatshirt before tossing it onto the passenger seat along with the empty backpack. After expelling a deep breath of completion, I get into my car and turn it on, cranking the A/C up so I can cool down.
I take a moment to check my messages and see I have two voice mails.
The first is from my mother and it’s short, to the point, and completely offensive to me.
Beck…this is your mother.
No shit.
Just wanted to let you know the Townsends have arranged for JT’s funeral to be held on Friday at two
P.M.
They’d like you to give the eulogy and I accepted on your behalf. Oh, and will you talk Caroline into coming? If there’s one function she should attend, this is it.
Yeah, Mom…that sure as fuck isn’t going to happen. No way is Caroline going to give you even a moment’s consideration, and I’m sure as shit not going to let her attend the funeral of her rapist.
But joy…looks like I’ll be giving a eulogy for the man who defiled her and Sela. Oh, the things I’d really love to say…
I delete my mom’s voice mail and listen to the second, which is from Sela, very brief and just letting me know she decided to drive to Healdsburg to have lunch with Caroline. I’m not surprised. I imagine she’s trying to talk through every angle of how we made a poor decision by not coming forward, but I also know Caroline will stay firmly on my side. It’s just the way things are between us.


But I also expect it’s because she and Caroline now understand they have a deeper bond with each other, forged by circumstances that I cannot truly comprehend. For this, I’m glad that they each now have a true confidante if they need to discuss what happened to them.
Except they now have one difference. Sela has identified her attacker. Caroline never will.
Laying my head back against the cushioned rest, I take a moment to analyze what JT said to Sela. He was clearly telling the truth that he knew about our relation to each other. So he wasn’t lying in an effort to get ahead.
I have to assume that fucker wasn’t lying when he told Sela about raping Caroline. I suppose there’s a small chance he did that just to torture her, but mostly I think he did it because he was a sadistic fuck.
Regardless, I’m pretty sure he was telling the truth.
But the thing I can’t get past is the DNA evidence. DNA was collected from Caroline and we were told that there was no match. If JT really raped both women, it should have matched up to the evidence collected from Sela’s rape. I suppose the most logical explanation for it not matching up is that perhaps Sela was confused about whose semen was in her hair. She thought it was JT’s, but she had two other attackers. Perhaps it was their semen.
But another explanation bothers me and I hadn’t thought much about it before, but I do now. When Dennis had gotten a copy of Sela’s criminal investigation file, he said the paperwork for the Combined DNA Index System—CODIS—wasn’t in the file. He was sure it was an oversight, but it could have slipped through the cracks.


I consider calling Dennis. He flew out to Vegas last night to deliver the money to VanZant for taking the dive, then he’s heading to Ireland. After that Panama. The man is on a much-needed vacation and he more than earned some peace from my crazy shit for a few days, even though I’m quite sure he wouldn’t be put out to check on that for me.
Still, I hesitate to make the call partly because it truly shouldn’t make a difference to me. While the matching DNA would be unequivocal proof that JT raped both the loves of my life, I also have Sela’s word, and that’s as good as DNA in my opinion.
But mostly I don’t call him because if I did, he’d naturally want to know why I’m asking, and I sure as fuck am not going to let one other single soul in on what went down with JT. If I call Dennis, I’ll have to tell him JT’s dead. If I ask about the DNA matching, he’ll connect the dots, and then he’ll probably push at me for details. It’s too risky, and hence my decision is made not to involve Dennis.
At least not yet.
But if things get dicey later, and I need a man with his particular skill set to help Sela and me out, I’ll make the call with no hesitation.
Lifting my head from the cushion, I put the car in drive and pull onto the gravel roadway that will lead back out to the main park road. I need to get home and get cleaned up. I’ve got some calls to make on behalf of the business. I’d sent an email out late last night to the entire company about JT’s death, as I knew it would hit the news and I didn’t want anyone to be caught unaware. I also called Linda and asked her to personally call Karla to let her know. I told the staff I’d be in on Wednesday, but that I would need the day off to help make arrangements for JT’s funeral.
It was a lie.


I needed today off to do whatever I could to erase Sela’s part in JT’s death so she wouldn’t get caught and she could live her life in peace as she deserved.
Mentally going through a to-do list, I know the next few days are going to be brutal. I’ll have to play the grieving partner and friend, prepare a eulogy for a man I despise, deliver it with more acting skill than I needed with the cops, and figure out how to soothe the company employees who will no doubt be traumatized by all of this.
But that could all wait until tomorrow.
For now, I needed to get home.
To Sela.






Despite the nearly hour and a half drive each way to Healdsburg, and the hour we spent having lunch, I still beat Beck back to the condo by almost thirty minutes. I was waiting on pins and needles, not because I was nervous about what he’d just done for me today, but because I wasn’t sure how he was processing his pain about what he learned about Caroline’s rape.
When the front door opens, I immediately rise from my perch at the dining room table. His eyes slide to mine and he gives me a tired but confident smile.
“Hey,” he says as he shuts the door, locks it, and tosses his keys and wallet on the foyer table. His face is streaked with dried sweat and dirt, and the front of his jeans are filthy. In his other hand, he has his sweatshirt balled up and I can also see it spotted with dirt.
“Who won?” I ask as I walk toward him. “You or the pig?”
“Excuse me?” he asks, brows furrowing inward with confusion, and I know he must be completely exhausted in both mind and body to not get my joke.
“It looks like you just wrestled a pig in mud,” I point out as I circle my fingers around his wrist, pulling the sweatshirt out of his other hand. I drop it to the floor and turn toward our bedroom, pulling Beck behind me. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”


He follows me, content to let me lead. He doesn’t say a word, but I don’t need him to. I don’t care or worry about what he did with the letter opener and bloody clothes. I knew from that brief smile he gave me just a moment ago that it was handled in the best way possible.
I lead Beck straight into our master bath, releasing my hold on him to start the shower. It’s not lost on me that he was doing the very same thing for me just about twenty-four hours ago. Then he was wanting me to clean away the blood of my crime. Now I want him to clean away the grunge of his.
When I turn around, I find Beck stripping down. This disappoints me slightly, because I had wanted to do that for him. I want to take absolute care of him right now.
Without hesitation, I start taking my clothes off, starting with the awful cheap boots I’m wearing. Beck doesn’t act surprised, and even though I know he’s depleted, his eyes still wander over my body with a quiet flickering of heat in them. When his pants come off, I can see he’s starting to get hard just from watching me disrobe, but that’s just going to have to wait.
I reach out and take him by the wrist again, leading him into the shower. While Beck prefers us taking a bath together in his huge garden tub, I’m a fan of his shower. It’s huge…at least six by ten feet with three walls of pristine white tile and the fourth side mostly open with just a half wall made of clear glass blocks. There’s a wide bench that runs the length of the shower, but my favorite part is the various valves and sprays that offers a huge overhead waterfall, nine individual body sprays set into three of the walls as well as a multifunction hand shower that Beck has used numerous times to get me off. It has three different pulse speeds that are divine.


But that’s for another time, because the minute I pull Beck into the body sprays, he lets out an almost pained sigh of relief.
“Feel good?” I murmur as I watch him tilt his head back under the waterfall to wet his hair.
“Mmmmm-hmmmm,” he responds with his eyes closed.
I reach over and grab the bar of soap from a corner tiled ledge, and I rub it into a froth with a washcloth. Then I methodically take my time and go over every inch of Beck’s body, starting first with his hands because they are the filthiest. I take great care with them, using a nailbrush to help get the dirt that’s caked under his nails. When they’re practically sparkling, I reload the washcloth with the bar of soap and start at his neck and work my way down. Over his shoulders and across his upper back, where I gently wash over the tattoo that’s half red phoenix and half dragon.
By the time the washcloth hits Beck’s abs, he’s trying to wash me as well, his hands coming to my body in a natural way that can’t be helped. He’s never been one to sit back and let me just do things to him. He always wants to be touching me, focusing on my sensations first, his second.
I bat his hands away, telling him to be still and let me finish. He responds with a slight growl, makes an attempt to drop his hands by his sides, but when my washcloth hits his ass, they come back up again. Granted, they merely rest on my shoulders, his thumbs stroking my wet skin, but they don’t make any further move so I let them stay.
Because as long as his hands are being good, I can concentrate on my task.
I bring the soapy cloth back around front, across his hip and over his lower abs, pushing upward to get his chest a second time. Only because I love his chest so much. It’s a fabulous chest, well defined with a smattering of hair in the center. It’s also clean and doesn’t need my attention anymore, but I can’t help it. I love touching Beck.


Ultimately, my mistake is when I lift my face to take a peek at his. I find him staring down at me with the most intense look I’ve ever seen. Blue eyes flashing at me like a blinking neon sign that’s advertising his emotions.
Love.
Lust.
Protectiveness.
Vulnerability.
Yes…that last one. Him looking vulnerable.
That gets me.
My eyes drop back down to the washcloth and I try to speak, but my voice is raspy with emotion. I cough and try to go for a light, casual tone so he doesn’t see just how much a single look from him can move me so deeply. “Thank you for what you did for me today.”
With lightning speed, Beck’s hand is under my chin, tilting my face up again. Same flashing signs of emotion in those ocean-blue eyes, but a new urgency there. “There isn’t anything I won’t do for you, Sela.”
“I know,” I whisper back to him, slowly moving the cloth from his chest down his stomach.
“I’ll do anything to ensure you never go down for that—”
“I’ll do the same. I’ll never let you go down either.”
He smiles at me…a bit amused at my proclamation because it impedes on his white-knight territory. “Neither one of us is going down. How ’bout that?”
“I can live with that,” I breathe out.
“Good,” he says, his eyes now lighting up with a different kind of look. One that makes my knees go weak. “Now how about dropping that washcloth and using your hands on me.”
I arch an eyebrow at him but drop the cloth to the tiled floor, where it lands with a wet splat. I take his semi-hard cock in my hand and give him a squeeze. “Like this?”


His eyes close and he licks his lower lip. “Just like that.”
My other hand cups his balls, rolling them around and then running my finger along the delicate skin behind them. “How about this?”
He groans. “Yeah…that’s good too.”
“Bet my mouth would be better,” I observe as I stroke his slick skin until he’s fully hard in my hand.
“So much better,” he agrees in a guttural voice.
I release him, bring my hands to his waist, and turn him toward the shower bench. He blinks in surprise but lets me push him down until he’s sitting and I step in between his legs.
“But first,” I say with a playful smile as I reach for the shampoo, “let’s get your hair washed.”
“You know it’s dangerous to tease me like that, Sela,” he warns, and the dark promise in his voice causes a tremor to run up my spine.
I shrug like I don’t care, but I do.
I so care that he’s beyond turned on by me.
I care so much about this man that I want us to consume each other completely.
Holding the shampoo bottle in one hand and the other going to his shoulder for leverage, I haul myself onto him to straddle his lap. His straining cock bumps between my legs and I let out a quavering breath that simple, inadvertent touch causes.
Beck’s hands come to my hips but he doesn’t try to push me down onto him. He merely holds me steady while I flip the top open from the shampoo and pour a small amount into my hand. The bottle drops to the bench and then my hands are in Beck’s wet hair, my fingers massaging his scalp and working up a lather.
I know it feels good to him because he gives a rumbling sound of appreciation in his chest and his head falls forward until his face is pressed into my neck. I feel his mouth open and suck against me lightly, his fingers digging into the flesh at my hips.


“That feels so good, Sela,” he murmurs as I go a little rougher in my ministrations, hoping to work out some stress and tension for him. But then he pushes down on me slightly and raises his hips; that amazingly large and hard shaft rubs right against my pussy and reminds me of my earlier intention to suck Beck off.
Reaching up, I grab the hand shower, flipping the tiny valve at the base that will let water through.
“Let’s get your hair rinsed,” I tell him as I gently wave the shower wand over his head while he tilts it back. As the soap runs free, and then clear, I tell him with brazen promise in my voice, “I’m going to give you a blow job that will make your eyes cross.”
“Uh-uh,” he says with a shake of his head and a wicked gleam in his gaze as he takes the wand from me, lowering it until the hose is stretched fully before releasing it. “That’s just not going to work for me.”
I start to ask why not, because hello, I’ve gotten really good at my blow jobs, but then he’s reaching between us and bringing the head of his cock right to my center. My hips involuntarily rotate, dragging him into me slowly.
“That’s it,” he encourages me in a low voice, his hands now back to my hips. “I want you to fuck me, Sela. And do it slow, okay?”
“Okay,” I practically wheeze out, because not only is the feeling of him just inside of me—just waiting for me to fully impale myself—incredibly intense, but the way in which he’s giving me some control is almost too much to bear.
Beck is always the one driving when we’re fucking. Always the one in control. Always the one who determines the pace and the position.
It’s something I’ve never minded because I adore him being in control. It makes me feel immensely cherished and it’s a huge turn-on to know that he’s so confident in his skills that I would never want to ever give that up.


I slide my hands from his shoulders, up the sides of his neck, and then cup his face. I press my mouth to his and kiss him briefly before pulling back. Placing my forehead against his, I take a breath in, hold it, and then drop my body so I can take him all the way into me.
Inch by delicious inch, I slowly sink onto his cock, feeling the stretch and tiny sting that always comes because of his size but quickly melts away into the most exquisite of pleasures my body has ever felt.
When he’s buried as deep as I can take him—that point where the head of his cock presses almost uncomfortably against that magical place inside of me—I give him another quick kiss before I start to move.
While Beck has commanded that I fuck him and do so slowly, he ends up using his hands on my hips to help guide me along. He does indeed let me raise and lower with sweet leisure, but after a few moments, he forces me to go a little faster. I try to push against the deep thrusts he’s demanding because that very magical place inside of me is super sensitive to Beck’s dick and will have me screaming like a banshee in no time.
And I want us to come together.
It’s my favorite thing in the world to do with Beck.
My legs tremble as I try to slow it down a bit and Beck uses his superior strength to push past my stubbornness. He thrusts upward with his hips, slamming me back down so our skin slaps loudly past the hiss of the shower, and my body starts tightening with an impending orgasm.
“Slow down, Beck,” I huff out as he has me practically bouncing up and down on him.


“Pick it up,” he counters wickedly, and then surges up off the bench after slamming upward deeply. He turns, and with sure footing presses me into the wall with three of the imbedded shower sprays, causing water to spray every which way once my back hits them.
Then Beck is back in complete control and he starts to really pound me hard. He thrusts into me with carnal grunts and animalistic growls. He hits my G-spot over and over again, and all I can do is hang on for the ride, my legs trying to lock around him but flopping uselessly while he holds me up under the backs of my thighs.
“Fuck that feels good,” Beck groans on a deeper-than-deep thrust, and that’s all she wrote for me.
My orgasm tears free, and in that moment of superior bliss, I can’t care that I left Beck behind because it’s the most intense, wonderful feeling in the world.
So intense that I barely notice that Beck goes still within me and then grinds his pelvis hard against mine as he mutters, “I’m coming, baby. Deep in that pussy of mine. Coming so hard.”
Those words…the fact I can feel him jerking inside of me…knocks a mini orgasm loose and I cry out with a relief I didn’t know I needed following that super orgasm he just handed to me.
My head falls forward until it’s resting on Beck’s shoulder and he nuzzles the side of his face against my wet hair.
“Good, Sela?” he asks me, and I can hear the smug confidence in his voice.
We haven’t had much to smile about lately, but that causes one to break free. “So good, Beck. So very good.”
“And that’s the way it’s always going to be,” he says softly, and all I can do is hope and pray that he’s right and that our days together aren’t numbered.






I wanted to do something normal after having the most bizarre and nerve-racking morning of my life. It’s not every day a man hides evidence of a crime to protect his woman.
Feeling mellow after that amazing shower sex, and a bit calmer than I was this morning after discovering the truth about Caroline and JT, I suggested we walk down to the market and pick up something to cook for dinner. It’s not something Sela and I do often, preferring to dine out because we’re both so busy, and neither one of us is that great in the kitchen on a regular basis. She agreed and we returned with some chicken breasts marinated in pesto sauce, along with some tomatoes, mozzarella, and basil for a simple salad. On impulse, I bought a can of whipped cream and figured we could have dessert in bed later that night.
Working companionably side by side, I prepared the salad while she got the chicken ready to bake. We both sipped on a nondescript Cab we also picked up, both of us okay with the silence. We’d been talking about so much heavy stuff lately that the quiet was actually a bit soothing.
But she broke it all too soon.


“So…where did you—”
“Don’t ask, Sela,” I warn her, and then lean over and swat her on the ass. “You don’t ever need to know.”
Because no way in hell she needs to know about my trek into the deep forest to conceal what she did. I don’t want her ever being put in a position of having to make a choice to reveal that information or not in the future if she was pressed to give it.
I expect her to push at me, but she merely gives an acquiescing sigh and says, “Fine.”
“But I am going to be all nosy and ask about what you and Caroline talked about at lunch today,” I tell her without an ounce of shame.
She turns that lovely face to me, her lips quirking in amusement. “Don’t ask.”
“Tell me,” I demand. “Or I shall be forced to put you over my knee.”
She snorts, picks up the pan of chicken, and places it on the top rack of the oven. After closing the door, she turns to me and says, “If that’s the consequences for holding my tongue, I’m not telling you a damn thing.”
I jerk my chin upward in acknowledgment of her right to stay silent before placing the knife on the counter. I pick up a dish towel, casually wipe my hands, and then lay it back down. I do this all while Sela watches me with anticipation of my next move.
Which comes lightning fast.
I lunge at her and she squeals, so shocked at my move that she practically runs in place. I bend down, put my shoulder to her stomach, and lift her up over my shoulder. She squirms and I slap her lightly on the ass. “That’s just a taste of what you’ll get.”
I’m not sure, but I think I hear her sigh an, “Oh yes” as I carry her into the living room.
Falling onto the couch, I manage to twist her on the descent so she comes to rest lying across my lap, and before she can even think to struggle, I bring my hand down hard on her ass. She yelps from the sting and then says in the sexiest voice ever, “God…you better do that to me tonight in bed. And repetitively.”


I laugh and pull her up into a sitting position, turn her so she straddles me, then hold her by the hips. “Tell me what you two talked about.”
Sela gets a redolent smile on her face, which is indicative of the fondness she holds in her heart for Caroline. I’m not sure if it’s solely because they share in a horrific experience or because they both love me, but I know without a doubt that these two will become extremely close one day.
If we can get past all this shit.
Bringing her hands to my shoulders, Sela leans in and kisses me quickly on my lips. When she pulls back she says, “I tried to get Caroline on my side to gang up on you so you’d agree to let me go to the police and tell them what happened.”
I stiffen and my amused smile turns into a glare.
Before I can chastise her though, she says, “Relax, stud. She talked me off the ledge.”
My body instantly deflates, and while I’ve been in protective mode of Sela since she showed up bloody in my office yesterday, I don’t think I realized how strong she still felt about this issue. I thought it was a dead horse, but apparently it needs more beating.
“There’s no reason to go to them,” I tell her with what I hope is my most reasonable voice. “Do I need to go over how I came to this conclusion again?”
“One more time,” she says, her eyes somber and searching for me to say something that will make it okay in her heart to not step up to the plate and take responsibility.


I sigh with slight agitation but I give it to her one more time again. “Sela…you and I both know that you had no choice. It was clearly self-defense. But there are no unbiased witnesses to the event, and the police are going to focus on your motive. You have a good one and you know it since you were in fact planning on killing him at some point. And let’s not forget that you went into his home with a gun.”
“When you say it like that,” she says softly, eyes lowering, “you make it sound like I’m totally guilty.”
“No,” I say urgently, bending my head and getting into her space so she’ll look at me. “I make it sound like we have a fucked-up legal system and you got caught in a really shitty situation that doesn’t have a good resolution. So we’re making the best of it, and right now, if we’re lucky, there’s going to be nothing that ties you to JT’s death.”
“But they could come after you—”
“There’s nothing that ties me either,” I remind her, although I’m painfully aware that I have just as much motive as she does. If the police ever get wind of that, they are going to sniff very hard at me.
A knocking on my door jolts my senses and Sela and I both go utterly still, our eyes locked on each other. Twenty-four hours ago, the police were knocking on that same door to tell us about JT.
Sela slowly climbs off my lap, smoothing down nonexistent wrinkles in her jeans. I push up off the couch and touch my knuckles under her chin. I smile at her encouragingly and whisper, “It’s all going to be fine. I promise.”
She nods at me uncertainly but puts on a brave face. I walk to the door and hesitantly look through the peephole, expecting beyond doubt to see Detectives DeLatemer and Denning standing there.
Instead I see the pinched face of my mother, and for a brief moment, I almost wish it was the police coming to question me further.


I open the door, swing it wide because it would be rude not to invite her in, and say, “Mother…this is a surprise.”
Helen North is unequivocally a stunning woman, and she’s dressed impeccably in something that’s probably labeled Chanel or Halston. She cuts me a sharp look and walks in amid a swirl of designer perfume before whirling on me as I shut the door.
“I’m very worried about your father, Beck,” she says without any preamble. “I think you need to talk to him.”
With a sigh, I pinch the bridge of my nose while briefly squeezing my eyes shut. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know,” she says in a clipped formal tone. No warmth in her concern. “He’s been holed up in his office since we got the news about JT and won’t come out. He won’t talk to me. I’m extremely worried.”
She says all of this in a rush, and as she does so, I notice her leaning in toward me imperceptibly, her eyes flicking back and forth between my own.
As if she’s trying to gauge my reaction to her words?
And then it hits me…she knows about JT being my father’s son. I’m not sure how she knows, because fuck, I thought only my dad, JT’s mom, and I were in on the dirty secret. But seems like everyone knows, and I have to wonder if Colin Townsend does too.
It’s what I hate most about my family. The deceit and the lies and the cover-ups. Ironic that I’m perpetrating a cover-up myself, but that’s different.
Then again, it’s always different when it involves the one you love, right?
Because I don’t have the time, inclination or mental fortitude to even begin to get into this with my mother, I play dumb. “I’m sure he’s just upset over the shock of this. It’s been hard on all of us.”


She shakes her head almost violently to deny my denial of the truth she wants, and that’s when her attention is caught by Sela standing in the living room. My mother goes stock-still and I turn to see Sela looking back at her like a deer caught in the headlights. She swallows hard and says, “Hello, Mrs. North. It’s good to see you again, although I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”
My mother definitely has rude down to a science, particularly when she believes someone is beneath her. I tense up knowing she’s not going to be nice to Sela.
And she’s not, leveling her venom in a masterful way. She turns her back on Sela without even acknowledging her greeting. It speaks volumes that Sela’s wearing a V-neck T-shirt that doesn’t cover the vivid bruises at the bottom of her neck and my mother didn’t even notice. Piercing me with a commanding look, my mother says to me with a shooing motion with her hand, “You need to have her leave, Beck, so we can talk privately.”
I can’t help it. It’s inappropriate as hell, but I let out a bark of a laugh at the ludicrousness of this woman who birthed me. And then I can’t stop laughing.
I laugh so hard tears form in my eyes and I almost double over, my stomach hurts so much from the hilarity.
My mother doesn’t find it so funny and hisses at me, “Honestly, Beckett. You are being disrespectful.”
Straightening up, I swipe at the wetness from my eyes, wind down the full-belly laughs to a chuckle before turning it into a smirk. “Disrespectful, Mother? You’re seriously saying that when you just disrespected Sela in her own home?”
“We need to talk privately—”
“Or how about when you disrespected your own daughter by trying to keep her rape silent?” I growl at my mom, all humor over the situation having fled and replaced with scorching anger. Years of anger I’d let simmer.


My mother blinks in surprise, as I’ve never gone head-to-head with her before, not because I didn’t want to, but because I was being respectful of her role as my mother. It appears my own respect has seemed to have flown away as well.
“Beck,” Sela says quietly from the living room, but I hold a hand out, indicating for her to stay out of it. She closes her mouth, but out of my peripheral vision, I see her turn and walk down the hallway to our bedroom, giving my mother the privacy she requested.
But I don’t take my eyes off Mother. They are locked and I’m loaded, the past twenty-four hours having created such a stressful burden on my shoulders it didn’t take much for me to snap.
Just a quick little visit from Mommy Dearest.
“Or how about the disrespect you’ve shown to your granddaughter…your own flesh and blood?” I ask my mom quietly but with no less menace in my attitude. “Wanting her to be aborted.”
My mother pales slightly but sticks her chin out aggressively. “I stand by that advice; Caroline didn’t need—”
“You don’t get to talk about Caroline to me,” I say, cutting her off, and walk into her space. Leaning my head down, I come almost nose to nose with my mother, anger vibrating within me for all of the terrible ways my mother failed as a mother. “You don’t get to talk about Ally. You don’t get to talk about your worries about Dad, or the fact your house was once featured in Architectural Digest. You don’t get to talk about anything with me, Mother. I’m done with you.”
She gasps, bringing her hand to flutter at the gold necklace that sits at the base of her throat. “Beck…you don’t say things like that to your mother.”


I know I shouldn’t say it, but she opened the door too wide for me not to. Besides, she clearly doesn’t get what I’m saying or that she’s been a miserable failure.
So I say it. “You’re not my mother. Now, if you’ll please leave.”
She stares at me a moment, and I might have considered her potentially part human if she’d have at least the moral grace to look as if I hurt her feelings. Instead, her eyes go cold and she squares her shoulders. “I’ll have a talk with your father about this.”
I turn from her and open the door. “You go right ahead and do that, Helen.”
I have to literally bite down on my tongue not to throw JT in her face. I want to say, “You go right ahead, Mother, and talk to Dad about all of this. Ask him about JT too. You want to know why he’s so upset, ask him about JT and what he really means to him.”
But I don’t.
The minute I said I was done with her, I meant it.
I’m done.






My heart aches for Beck.
For many things and in many ways.
But hearing him tell his mother he was done brings about a sadness that feels like a heavy, suffocating blanket upon me. I can’t imagine, because my mother was wonderful and there’s not a day that goes by I don’t think of her and wish I had her back. To think that Beck’s maternal experiences were so horrific over his lifetime, that it would be a relief to cut that poison from his life, is almost too unbearable to even consider.
I leave the sanctity of the bedroom behind once I hear the door shut behind his mother and find Beck in the kitchen. The oven door is open and he’s checking the chicken.
“I think it’s done,” he says, sensing my presence behind him.
“Let me see,” I say as I walk up, put a gentle hand on his back, and peer in the door beside him.
It looks about done, but I won’t know for sure until we cut those puppies open and see if they’re cooked through. Beck grabs two pot holders and nudges me aside with his hip, pulling out the pan of baked chicken. It smells delicious and I’m starved, even though the events of the last few minutes have left a sour taste in the back of my mouth.


I pull a fork and knife from the cutlery drawer and cut into one of the breasts. As I pull it apart to look at it, Beck says, “So…back to our original discussion…what else did you and Caroline talk about at lunch today other than going to the police, which I’m assuming is a subject that’s been thoroughly discussed and won’t be discussed again?”
My jaw drops slightly and I turn to look at him. “Don’t you want to talk about what just happened with your mother?”
Beck tilts his head to the side and gives me a sympathetic smile. “Poor Sela,” he says with gentle mockery that’s not meant to hurt but to let me know he finds me silly in my concern. “Wanting to romanticize a nonexistent mother-son relationship.”
I huff out a curse and swat him on the chest. “I’m being serious.”
“So am I, babe,” he says before leaning in for a quick kiss. His eyes are somber but his tone is oddly light. “You saw me do something I should have done a long time ago. I cut the poison out, and frankly, I feel better for it.”
My skeptical look rings through loud and clear, but I give him some concession. “If you’re sure, then fine. But if you want to talk about it, lay it on me. I’ve got loads of advice and sweet sentiments to get you through.”
“You are a silly girl,” he says, and turns to the cupboard to grab two plates. “But seriously…what did you and Caroline talk about?”
“God, you’re like a dog with a bone,” I grumble as I take a plate from him and put a chicken breast on it. I set that down on the counter and take the other. “But if you must know, we skirted around the edges of our respective rapes. I think we’ll probably discuss details in the future with each other.”


“Go on,” he says as I hand him another plate with the second chicken breast. He turns and puts a few pieces of tomato and mozzarella, which still need to be finished off with basil and balsamic, onto both plates.
“What do you mean, go on?” I ask evasively, as I go to the fridge and grab the fresh basil. Like a coordinated team, Beck grabs the balsamic sitting beside the stove top.
“I mean, tell me what was said about me,” he says in exasperation. “And don’t try to pretend I wasn’t discussed.”
I shrug and begin shredding basil by hand over the tomato and mozzarella while Beck drizzles balsamic. “She wanted to know how you were holding up. I told her you were fine.”
“You lied to her.”
“Because I know you’re not,” I affirm. “But she doesn’t need to know that.”
Beck nods but remains silent. We grab the plates, forks and knives, and head into the dining room, Beck pausing to grab two bottles of water from the fridge. We sit and start on our meals. I’m beyond famished and know the way I’ll shovel the food in will not be pretty.
As he cuts into his chicken, Beck says, “There’s an awful lot of lying going on.”
I look up at him, a bite of mozzarella halfway to my mouth. I lower my fork. “What do you mean?”
“You told Caroline I’m fine when I’m not—”
“To protect her,” I point out.
He nods understandingly. “Yes, I get it. But it’s made me think about all of the deception that’s been going on…for fuck’s sake, for most of my life. My parents lying to the outside world that we were a happy family. Covering up Caroline’s rape. Not acknowledging Ally. My dad and JT. All of that…”


“Not telling the police what really happened with JT,” I add softly.
He ignores that. “Covering up JT’s death aside, because that ship’s already sailed, I’m just tired of all of it, so when you saw me cut my mother out, that was the first step in correcting some of that shit.”
“I can understand that,” I say neutrally, because I don’t really think he’s telling me this to justify his actions with his mother.
“I think I was disloyal to Caroline,” he says quietly.
And there it is. I knew there was something else driving this.
“How?” I ask simply.
“By still having a relationship with my parents after what they did to her,” he murmurs, laying his knife and fork down. His eyes are so sad when they look at me. “I should have cut them out then. I should have chosen Caroline and Ally completely. I should have made my stand for what was right, and by not doing it, I was just as complicit in their rotten ways.”
I don’t even know what to say to this, because sadly, I think he may be right. I never understood really why Beck maintained a relationship with them, although it was nothing more than a few get-togethers each year. But it wasn’t for me to judge and it still isn’t.
The one thing I do know without a doubt is that Caroline never looked upon Beck differently for choosing to give them a small sliver of his life.
“When we were at lunch today,” I say as I reach across the table and cover his hand with my own, “I was telling Caroline about how for the longest time I thought getting raped was my fault. That I brought it on myself.”
Beck nods and doesn’t attempt to disillusion me on that feeling. We’ve discussed this before…many times…and he knows those feelings, while complicated and misplaced, had credence in the past.


“Caroline had felt the same way,” I continue. “Not surprising. I think a lot of rape victims probably feel a level of culpability.”
He watches me carefully, understanding damn well that I have a point to all this.
So I make it clear. “I told Caroline it took me a very long time to come to grips with that, and do you know what she said?”
Beck shakes his head.
“She said it didn’t take her all that long to get past that,” I tell him, my eyes boring into his. “She said you wouldn’t let her. That you were her rock and savior. That you helped her find peace. So I guarantee you she doesn’t give a shit if you have a Christmas drink or a slice of birthday cake a few times a year at your parents’ house.”
He sighs long and loud, flips his hand over, and squeezes mine. “I know. You’re right.”
“Damn tootin’ I am,” I say with a smile, and then pull my hand away so I can eat.
Only getting hungrier here.
“I think we need to tell Caroline that JT is the one who raped her,” Beck says quietly, but his tone doesn’t diminish the force of the bomb he just threw at me.
“What?” I ask, stunned beyond any further words.
“She needs to know the truth. It’s going to hurt like hell, but it will give her closure. She’ll be able to stop the wondering who did it, and I know you understand that, Sela. You’re going to be left wondering about your other two attackers.”
And fuck if he isn’t right. It’s gnaws at me every day not knowing who committed those atrocities on me along with JT.
“Are you going to tell her that JT was her half brother?” I ask hesitantly, because that’s the twist to the twisted story that Caroline will be forced to hear from us.


He nods. “Yeah…and I know it’s a loathsome thought, but fuck if I can be wigged out by it. I see Ally and how good and smart and funny and kind she is, and there’s nothing of JT in her. She’s pure Caroline, and that is how I’m choosing to look at it.”
And damn…my heart. Right there that got me. It flutters with little happy wings of joy that I have someone as amazing as this man.
“I wish I had known you back when…well, you know,” I tell him with a sheepish smile. “Caroline’s such a lucky woman to have had you by her side.”
“You got through it just fine without me,” Beck says, and then picks up his utensils. “But you got me now and that’s what really matters, right?”
“Right!” I agree, and pick up my fork with mozzarella still speared on the end.
I bring it to my mouth but then stop again when Beck says, “There’s something else that’s been eating at me.”
I lower my fork and sigh wistfully at it. Beck snickers and says, “Eat your food and listen while I talk.”
“Okay,” I say, happily picking it back up again and placing the cheese in my mouth before I can be stopped again.
“The DNA’s bugging me,” he tells me while he works on cutting up his chicken.
I nod and speak around the food in my mouth. I know what he’s talking about because it’s caused me a little worry too. “You mean that if JT raped both Caroline and me, how come the DNA wasn’t matched up?”
“Yeah,” he says, deciding to dice the entire chicken breast before eating as he continues to throw his thoughts out to me. “It could be that JT lied to you. Told you he raped Caroline just to torture you a bit before he killed you, and I wouldn’t put it past that sadistic fuck to do that.”


“But you don’t think he lied,” I observe as I spear a piece of tomato.
He shrugs. “I honestly don’t know. The other plausible explanation is that something happened on the police side of things and the DNA didn’t get entered in correctly. I mean…no clue how that shit works, but people are fallible. Computers are fallible. Who knows?”
“And Dennis did mention that he didn’t see the documentation in the file about sending the DNA in to the database…whatever that was called,” I add.
“That’s right,” he agrees, and finally puts some food into his mouth. He chews, swallows, and then repeats as he contemplates what this all means.
Finally, he lowers his fork again and says, “I need to know, but I’m not sure how to go about doing it.”
“Just call the investigating officer in my case. Simple as that.”
“Maybe,” he says hesitantly. “But I’m a little worried about drawing attention to us right now. And we certainly can’t tell them why we’re questioning it. It’s just extra motive to pin on us. So, I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right, but then again, it’s the easiest thing to do.”
“Have Dennis get involved?” I suggest.
And I can tell by the look on his face that he’s already considered this. “He’s on vacation, and I hate to bother him.”
“What the fuck ever, Beckett North,” I scoff at him. “Dennis is a friend and he’d jump all over this in a heartbeat.”
“And he’d ask us questions,” he points out, and now I understand his hesitancy. “I don’t want to drag him in any deeper.”
“Well, we don’t have to decide right this minute,” I tell him as I pick up my utensils again. “I say we finish dinner and relax the rest of the night. God knows we need a little downtime away from all of this worry and stress.”


“And we have whipped cream,” he says with a husky laugh.
“Exactly.” I pop the tomato into my mouth and chew through my grin at him.
Beck’s phone starts ringing from the kitchen and he stands up to retrieve it. As he’s walking away from me, he looks over his shoulder and adds, “But I don’t think we tell Caroline until we know for sure about the DNA. Agreed?”
“Sure,” I say with a nod of acceptance. It wasn’t going to matter if we told her tomorrow or a few weeks from now.
Beck disappears into the kitchen, and before it can ring a third time, he answers, “Beck North.”
He’s silent for several moments, then I hear him say with resignation, “Sure. I’ll be there at two.”
He disconnects without even saying goodbye and I know this because he suddenly appears in the dining room before me.
“That was my attorney,” Beck says in a low voice filled with tension. “The police want me to come in and give a formal statement tomorrow. He’s arranged us to meet there at two P.M.”
The food in my stomach seems to turn to lead as a heavy feeling of unease settles in. All thoughts of whipped cream and relaxation are now gone.
Tomorrow the police will talk to Beck, and while they certainly may want to just pick his brain about the potential of a bookie killing JT, my gut instinct says they’re putting a narrowed eye on Beck because of his close relationship with his partner.
A kernel of fear forms in the center of my chest and I imagine the worst.
Beck going down for my sins.






I don’t know this attorney, but he seems more than capable. My buddy Robert Colling, who is a domestic attorney, recommended this guy, Doug Shriver, to represent me in dealing with the police. I’d called Robert not long after the cops showed up at my condo on the night JT died and essentially told him the basics that he needed to know.
That being JT was dead under suspicious circumstances and the cops wanted to talk to me further.
Robert called Doug, and Doug called me.
We spoke for fifteen minutes and he advised me it would be best if we not only cooperated in the investigation but were proactive in setting up the meeting with the detectives as they requested. And so this is where I am now, waiting in a large conference room at the Sausalito PD that isn’t what I expected from watching a few episodes of Law & Order. The room’s brightly lit with large windows letting in sunshine. The opposite interior wall is solid, clear glass with vertical blinds that are open so we can see the hallway that’s lined with individual offices with detectives’ names on brass plates beside each door. The room almost has a boardroom feel to it, as the conference table is oval shaped and done in cherry wood with eight chairs around it covered in burgundy leather.


Doug and I had met an hour before this meeting at a nearby coffeehouse, along with Sela, who’s back there waiting for us. He’s an interesting-looking fellow, not one I would immediately associate with a big-time criminal defense attorney. He’s probably about sixty with curly hair worn short and completely grayed. He can’t be any taller than five five and wears a nondescript navy suit with a smart yellow bow tie. Horn-rims complete the look, which is more retired professor than courtroom shark.
Even though Robert recommended Doug, I’d done research, and the guy had some seriously big cases under his belt and was known for representing high-profile celebrities who got into trouble. He assured me that he wasn’t going to let me answer anything that could be construed as incriminating, but that we wanted to be as open as we could so they would be assured we had nothing to hide.
I struggled not to laugh when he said that. I guess poor Doug looks at all potential clients as innocent.
The conference room door opens and Detective Denning walks in, carrying a cardboard tray with three large lidded cups. She kicks the door closed behind her and gives a quick nod to me and Doug as she rounds the opposite side of the table from us and sits down. Pushing the tray toward us, she says, “Coffee if you want some.”
Doug grabs a cup but I don’t. It might be paranoid, but I’m not about to leave evidence behind. “Thanks but no,” I say politely. “I’ve already had my one allotted cup for the day.”
“Would you like some water?” she asks.
“I’m good.”
“All right then,” she says leaning back in her chair, also ignoring the coffee. “My partner is handling some other things in the investigation so it’s just us today. And this is just sort of an informal get-together so we can get more information about this theory that Mr. Townsend was killed for a gambling debt.”


I nod with an understanding smile but she’s not fooling me. Informal get-together my ass. I didn’t miss the mounted camera in the corner with the red light that popped on as soon as Detective Denning sat down at the table. She doesn’t have a notepad or computer with her, and I’m sure she wants this to appear as a friendly little meeting so I’ll open up.
“I’m sure you’ve noticed the camera,” she says, jerking a thumb over her shoulder at it.
Yup. Noticed that.
“We’re recording this, and for the record, can you state your name?”
“Beckett North,” I reply.
“And you’re represented by attorney Doug Shriver, who is in attendance with us today, correct?”
“Correct.”
“Mr. North, I’d like to know more about this gambling debt you say that Mr. Townsend owed to someone,” she says almost lazily, and I get the distinct impression she really doesn’t care about it.
So I tell her everything I know, leaving out, of course, the way in which I orchestrated VanZant to take the fall. I tell her about JT calling me to pick him up at the hospital, and how he told me he was in deep with a Vegas bookie. That he’d lost two million and doubled down on the VanZant fight, who we know as a matter of public record got his ass handed to him. I told her JT seemed panicked and how he begged me for the money, and yes, I even admitted to her that I didn’t agree to give it to him at first. I didn’t particularly like admitting this, but I knew I had to.


“Did there come a point when you agreed to bail him out?” she asks.
I nod. “I told him I’d give him the money plus an extra million, and he wouldn’t have to repay me, and in return I wanted him to sign over ownership of our business.”
She doesn’t seem surprised by this at all, and that makes me nervous.
“Why did you want ownership of The Sugar Bowl?” she prods.
“Because he was clearly making terrible financial decisions,” I hedge. She doesn’t press me further.
“And did he agree to those terms?”
I shrug. “I have no clue. I was expecting him to call me and let me know his answer the day he died. He only had three days to deliver the money to the bookie and I told him I’d need some time to get some funds liquidated.”
“If they gave him three days to pay the money, why would they bother killing him before the deadline?” she asks as she leans back in her chair.
“No idea,” I tell her. “Why did they beat him up so soon after he lost the bet?”
“That is the million-dollar question, isn’t it?” she muses, and then flashes a grin. “Or the five-million-dollar question as it may be.”
I don’t laugh or smile back.
Detective Denning now leans forward in her chair, placing her forearms on the table and clasping her hands. Gone is the casual cop, and now I’m seeing one who has determination in her eyes.
“Mr. North…you’d actually been having quite a bit of trouble with Mr. Townsend of late, hadn’t you?” she asks slyly, and I know she absolutely knows the fucking answer to this question and it’s not a stab in the dark. She’s clearly been busy looking into JT and me regarding The Sugar Bowl.


“It’s not a secret,” I tell her candidly. “He’d been spiraling out of control. Drugs…gambling. I was afraid he’d drag the business down.”
“In fact, you’ve tried to buy him out on more than one occasion, correct?”
Fuck. I’m guessing she’s talked to JT’s business attorney. My attorney can’t reveal that information because it’s protected, but JT’s attorney could sure help out the investigation.
“That’s correct,” I say, but don’t offer an explanation.
“And the way I understand your partnership agreement”—yup, she’s talked to JT’s attorney—“you couldn’t force him out unless he did something criminal that affected the actual business itself, correct?”
“Yes,” I grit out, and feel myself starting to get angry at the way she’s piecing this all together.
“So the drugs and the illegal gambling debt wasn’t something that could get him out, right?”
“Right.”
“In fact, you could almost say that the only way to get him out was for him to willingly agree to a buyout—let’s say for five million dollars—or if he was dead?”
I don’t answer her question but instead ask her, “Detective…are you insinuating I killed JT to get him out of the business?”
She shrugs, sits back in her chair. “I’m not insinuating anything, Mr. North. I’m investigating all angles.”
“Well you don’t seem to be taking it very seriously that his gambling debt probably got him killed,” I retort.
“We’ve thoroughly checked all of Mr. Townsend’s phone records and computers. We can’t find any communications whatsoever with anyone remotely related to gambling,” she says.
“He used a burner phone then,” I suggest.
She ignores that and says, “What is interesting though is that there was a call Mr. Townsend made to your girlfriend just a few hours before he died. And she called him back. Any idea what that was?”


I was prepared for this because I knew the police would easily find that information. “Yes. Sela told me he left her a voice mail while she was in class. She called him back and he said that he wanted to talk about the buyout. Wanted her to help convince me not to kick him out.”
“And what did she say?” Detective Denning asks.
“She declined to get involved,” I tell her. “Told JT it was between me and him.”
“And that was it?”
“That was it.”
“We’ll want to talk to her about that,” Detective Denning says with a smug smile.
“By all means,” I say politely. “I’m sure she’ll be happy to cooperate.”
Then my head is spinning slightly as she changes tactics on me. “Mr. North…our forensics team has already gathered quite a bit of evidence from Mr. Townsend’s home. Blood, prints, hair, fibers. The usual. We’re rushing the processing on those.”
“Your point?” I ask, but I already know the fucking point.
“Would you be willing to offer a DNA sample so we can exclude you as a potential suspect?” she asks with dead seriousness, leaning forward again and carefully evaluating my reaction.
But before I can say anything, Doug says, “Not without a warrant.”
Now fuck, that makes me sound guilty, so I say, “Detective, I’ll have to follow my attorney’s advice, of course, but I can tell you, I’ve been in JT’s home many times. I’d be surprised if my DNA wasn’t there.”


She nods, knowing that’s most likely true. “What about your girlfriend?”
“What about her?”
“She’s been in his home too?”
For all the planning and talking Sela and I have done over the past two days, this was not discussed, and I feel like an idiot for not considering I’d be asked this. My normal human reactionary programming wants to deny it, but I force myself to pause. Chances are they are going to find some evidence of Sela being in that house, so I tell my first bald-faced lie to Detective Denning and pray it doesn’t bite me in the ass. “Yes. Sela and I had dinner there with JT one night at his invitation.”
“When was that?”
“December twenty-eighth,” I tell her as my mind flies mentally through my calendar. “I believe it was a Monday night.”
That was the week that I had been playing nice with JT, hoping to gain his confidence and trust knowing that he’d be approaching me for money soon. I hope to fuck he didn’t have some other plans that Monday night that would show up on a credit card receipt or something.
Detective Denning stares at me a moment, perhaps considering the truth of my words. But finally she nods in acceptance before she says, “Just a few more questions, Mr. North, and I’ll let you get out of here.”
“Sure,” I say, feeling some stress coming off my shoulders that this is winding down.
“Mr. Townsend was your half brother, correct?”
Fuck. Detective Denning has been very busy, it appears.
“That’s correct.”
“Wasn’t common knowledge, was it?” she asks with an almost lecherous smile.


I shake my head. “Just me, my father, and JT’s mother.”
“Well, Mr. Townsend knew, didn’t he?”
I hope my look of surprise seems genuine. “Now that I did not know.”
Well, didn’t know that until yesterday when my girlfriend told me that JT told her that, but whatever. Denning absolutely doesn’t know that.
“Really?” she asks skeptically.
“Really,” I say firmly. “I only knew because I overheard a conversation between my dad and JT’s mom when I was young. I talked to my dad about it maybe twice since, but it was a very hush-hush secret. My dad even told me specifically that JT didn’t know.”
Suck it, Dad. You’re going to have to fend for yourself on this one when they come knocking on your door to ask you about this.
“That’s not what your father told us,” she says with an almost feral grin at me.
Goddamn that motherfucker.
“Then he lied to me,” I grit out.
“In fact, he told us that his will left half to you and half to JT if your mother predeceased you both,” she seems to relish in telling me.
Again, I try to look surprised, because I sort of figured that was true, based on JT’s offer to rescind rights to my dad’s fortune just before he tried to kill Sela and she, in turn, killed him. “I’m sure your investigation into that has been thorough, Detective Denning, but again…I had no knowledge of that, and frankly, I don’t give a shit. I have no need of my father’s money.”
Her eyebrows raise slightly and that might even be a pinch of respect I see, but then she cuts my legs out from under me again. “Did you know that your sister was explicitly cut out of your father’s will?”


“I didn’t,” I say guardedly.
“Why do you suppose that is?” she asks with her head tilted to the side.
“I suppose it’s none of your goddamned business,” I say as I lean forward in my chair, Detective Denning finally having succeeded in getting under my skin. “Caroline doesn’t have a damn thing to do with anything.”
“All right,” Doug says with a hand to my shoulder. “I think Mr. North has been more than patient and forthcoming with you, Detective. Wrap it up.”
“Mr. North…where were you on January fourth between the hours of noon and five P.M.?”
Knew this was coming too.
“I had lunch at Michael Mina with a colleague, ran to the market after, and then went back to my condo,” I tell her.
“And who did you have lunch with?” she asks.
“Dennis Flaherty. He runs a security and investigations firm.”
“And what was the purpose of that meeting?” she pushes.
“I’m afraid that’s confidential because of patent issues,” I tell her smoothly. “But it had to do with security work for The Sugar Bowl.”
She nods in acceptance of that, but I know she’ll check it out. She’s too thorough not to, and I’m glad Dennis is out of the country for a while, and equally glad I did not call him, because I’m sure my phone records had been checked too.
“Anyone that can vouch for your time while at the condo?” I ask.
And I tell her my second bald-faced lie. “My girlfriend, Sela.”
“Anyone not as…biased?” she asks with a smirk.
“Oh, I don’t know…she’s my girlfriend. She can be pissed off at me for any reason, especially when she’s PMS’ing.”
Hello snarky, smartass Beck North.


Denning stares at me a moment and the smirk never slides off. Finally, she turns her eyes to Doug and stands. “That’s all I have. For now. I’ll be in touch if I need anything further.”
Doug and I don’t say a word but watch her round the conference room table and head for the door. When she places her hand on the knob, she pauses and turns to look at me. “Did you know that just this past November, an appeals court struck down a prior ruling that the death penalty was unconstitutional in California?”
“I remember seeing that in the news,” I manage to say, even though my stomach is threatening to rebel against me the minute she said death penalty. “What’s the point?”
“It’s just that capital murder charges are called for if the murder happened for financial gain,” she says lightly.
Fucking bitch.
“Then I expect when you find the bookie that killed JT, you’ll be filing those charges, right?” I can’t help but ask.
She doesn’t respond to me but nods her head slightly. “Have a good day, gentlemen.”






I flip through the textbook I had picked up this morning at the university bookstore for my class entitled Perception and Sensation, which is scheduled to start day after tomorrow.
I’ve got nothing but time to kill while I wait for Beck while he gets interviewed at the police station and I sip on my second cup of tea. Beck and I have been busy today. We left this morning for his office, where he gathered everyone in the largest conference room they had. People were standing shoulder to shoulder, three to four deep in the area around the table, as they all listened to Beck talk with heartfelt grief over the passing of JT. A few cried, most had stoic looks on their faces. Karla wasn’t there and I assume she was too consumed with grief to come in today.
In fact, Beck had told everyone that he was closing the offices down except for nominal tech support until next Monday, and then I waited around while many of the employees came up to Beck to express their condolences. Within an hour of arriving, we were out the door and headed to the bookstore so I could get my materials for spring semester. We then had a quick lunch and headed to Sausalito, where we met with Beck’s attorney about an hour prior to his scheduled “interview.”


But let’s be honest…it’s an interrogation.
And the minute they both walked out of the coffeehouse and left me behind at approximately 1:50 P.M., I became a mess worrying about what was happening.
By two P.M., I didn’t wonder anymore. The coffeehouse door opened, which caused a jingling from the bells attached to the door, and I saw Detective DeLatemer walk in. His eyes came directly to me and I knew without a doubt that this was a planned visit on his part. The detectives were splitting Beck and me up, and hitting me by surprise while Beck was sequestered in a planned meeting.
Devious, and my palms immediately started sweating.
He saunters up to me, not even bothering with pretending this is a chance meeting by going first to order some coffee. “Miss Halstead…imagine running into you here,” he says with an affable smile.
“Yeah, imagine that,” I say dryly.
“Just came in for my routine caffeine fix,” he says as he turns toward the counter. “Can I get you anything?”
“I’m good,” I say with a nod down at my tea.
“Be right back,” he says with that same cheerful smile.
I watch as he puts his order in and patiently waits for them to make it, hands tucked casually into his dress pants and rocking back and forth on the balls of his feet. When he has coffee in hand, he turns back my way and sits down at my table without invitation.
“Studying?” he asks as he looks down at my textbook before taking a sip of his coffee.
“Just scanning,” I say pleasantly, forcing myself not to look and sound like a guilty-as-fuck murderer. “Have a class starting soon for spring semester.”


“What are you studying?”
“I’m getting my master’s in counseling psychology.”
“Interesting,” he says as he sits back comfortably in the small café chair. “My daughter had considered a degree in psychology but eventually went with social sciences.”
“She can pursue a lot of noble careers with that,” I say so we can hopefully keep this small talk going and avoid the harder questions I know are coming.
“So, I’m not going to bullshit you,” he says, getting down to business. “I know Mr. North is at the station now talking to my partner, and I knew you were in here. Thought I’d knock out a quick interview. We were going to request a formal one of you anyway.”
“Appreciate the straight shooting,” I say, and I truly mean that.
“You know you have the right to an attorney to be here if you want,” he offers.
I wait for him to go on, but he remains silent…watching me.
“I thought my list of rights were much longer,” I mutter.
He laughs and it’s genuine. He’s totally the good cop. “I only read you your Miranda rights if I arrest you. I’ve got no intentions of doing that right now unless you want to confess to Mr. Townsend’s murder.”
My tea almost explodes violently out of my gut but I manage to give what I hope is an amused chuckle. “Yeah…I most certainly won’t be doing that because it wouldn’t be true.”
“So you’re good talking then with me right now?” he presses.
“Sure,” I say, but I want to pick up my textbook, conk him over the head with it, and run.
To Mexico.
Beck can find me later.
“Well, we’re obviously taking this information about his gambling debt very seriously. We’ve received the records from Marin General and there’s no doubt he had the snot beaten out of him. We also verified that Mr. North came to pick him up, so we think that’s credible evidence that Mr. North wasn’t involved in that.”


You think?
“But we’re running low on finding anything else,” he says, and then just waits for me to say something.
I try to wait him out, but the silence is too unbearable so I say, “Well, I don’t know anything about it. Only what Beck told me after he came home that night after JT got beat up.”
DeLatemer nods. “I’m sure Detective Denning will cover that more with Mr. North. And I’m sorry, but I have to ask, can you account for your whereabouts on January fourth from noon to five P.M.?”
I nod confidently. “I was at school and classes got out around twelve thirty. I went to the condo to study. Beck got there about two P.M.”
“Gotcha,” he says like we’re buddies having a beer together. “So, you had roughly an hour and a half that your whereabouts can’t be verified, correct?”
I give an amused laugh. “Well, the doorman at my condo can verify what time I got back from class, I’m sure. But Detective, if you think I had time to get to Sausalito, kill JT, and get back before Beck arrived, good luck in trying to figure out the logistics on that one.”
He laughs along with me and gives a carefree shrug. “Hey…you know I have to ask these things, right?”
“Of course,” I say kindly, and try to look at him with open honesty as he proceeds to ask me all my darkest secrets.
“So…tell me about JT and Beck’s relationship. I understand they were friends for most of their lives, and then of course, hey…what a success with The Sugar Bowl, right?”


“Incredible,” I agree with a smile. “But I’m afraid I don’t know much. Beck and I haven’t been together that long, and frankly, I’ve only been around him and JT together a few times.”
“But has Beck said anything to you about strained relations?”
“I think every business partnership probably has that, right?” I say vaguely. “But nothing comes to mind as being troublesome.”
“And you said, you’ve only been around them both a few times,” he says as he picks up his coffee. He takes a sip, sets it back down. “Tell me those instances.”
“Let’s see…I met JT briefly at a Sugar Bowl Mixer, same night I met Beck. Then another time in Beck’s office, both of those times only for a few minutes. Then Beck and I had dinner with him one night at a restaurant and he brought a date. And then the last time was at Beck’s parents’ Christmas party. Again, that was only for a few words.”
“Any other times?”
“Nope. That’s it.”
DeLatemer nods. “And what did you think of Mr. Townsend?”
And here, I cannot lie. I just can’t.
“I didn’t care much for him,” I tell the detective. “I found him arrogant and a misogynist. But I was polite to him because I didn’t want to come between him and Beck.”
“Did Beck know how you felt about his partner?”
“Probably not,” I lie to his face. “I kept that stuff to myself. Didn’t want to be that nagging girlfriend, you know?”
“Are you saying Beck had no clue of your feelings? I mean, he seems like a pretty nice guy. And if Mr. Townsend is as much of a jerk as you say he is, surely that’s not news to Beck, right?”
“Well yeah…Beck knew those things about JT,” I admit, but I feel like this is a slippery slope. “But it was business, you know.”
“But Beck wanted JT out of the business, didn’t he?”


Christ. Definitely a slippery slope.
“Yes,” I have to say truthfully, because clearly this cop knows this for sure. “They had discussions.”
“More like arguments, right?”
“I guess,” I hedge. “Beck doesn’t really get into a lot of details about that stuff with me.”
And shit, shit, shit. That just made me sound so guilty because it was completely evasive.
I can feel a bead of sweat trickle down my spine. I wait for him to drop the next hammer on me.
But instead, he picks up his cup of coffee and stands. “Well, I don’t want to take any more of your time. I think I’ve got what I need here.”
Not sure if that’s good or bad, but I smile at him politely. “Glad to help.”
He nods his head and gives me a wink. “Have a nice day, Miss Halstead.”
“You too,” I murmur, and watch as he walks out of the coffee shop, and I have to physically restrain myself not to run out after him.
Call out, Wait, Detective. I did it. I killed JT.
I want to do that because it’s patently clear to me that they’re focused on Beck, and I can’t bear the thought of him taking the blame on my behalf. I can’t even think about the possibility of arrest.
But then I have to remember Caroline’s words that I needed to trust in Beck that we were doing the right thing. I had to remember Beck’s confidence and determination that we were doing the right thing that was best for both of us at this moment.
I force myself to try to calm down. I take deep breaths, hoping to get my heart rate back under control. I tell myself over and over again that this will all work out for the best.






The church is overflowing with people, which doesn’t surprise me given the large circle of people that JT knew. What does surprise me is that his parents are having his funeral service in a church. They must have given a hefty donation to the St. Luke’s United Methodist Church in Sausalito to have the funeral here, because JT and his parents weren’t Methodist. They weren’t churchgoers at all. I expect they chose to have his funeral in the house of God because that would be expected by polite society, and after all, news of JT’s death was in all the papers. There’s no way Candace and Colin Townsend would want to be caught with pictures in the society page of JT’s service being held in something as common as a funeral parlor.
Sela and I were surprised when Caroline showed up at the condo this morning, dressed in a long-sleeved black dress with black high-heeled boots. I took one look at her when I opened the door and said, “You didn’t have to come.”
She gave me a light, backhand slap to my stomach and I gave an equally fake doubled-over ooph, and she breezed by me into the condo. “I didn’t come for you. I came to see Sela.”


I laughed because I know my sister. She came for both of us.
We made a unanimous decision to leave for the funeral a bit late to put us there with no time to spare for socializing once we arrived.
The church is overflowing with cars and we have to park in a public lot a few blocks down. Caroline insisted on following us in her car because she was going to head straight back to Healdsburg after the service. By the time we walk up to the chapel, it’s only a few minutes before the service starts and I’m surprised when we’re met at the chapel doors by my father looking upset.
Because Sela and I walked in together holding hands, and Caroline followed behind us, my father’s eyes come first to me, then Sela, then back to me without even noticing Caroline.
“You’re late,” my father says by way of greeting. “I was afraid you weren’t going to come.”
“Why in the hell would you think I wouldn’t come?” I ask, affronted that he gives me so little credit.
“We’ll talk about it later,” he says dismissively. “After the service. But your mother and I saved you a seat up front.”
He then has the grace to look at Sela, and I’m surprised he remembers her name. “Hello, Sela. It’s good to see you again.”
“Hello, Mr. North,” she says with polite reserve. Like me, she’s written my parents off and isn’t going to spare them much more than common decency.
“Well, come on, you two,” my father says impatiently, and I’m surprised his invitation includes Sela. My mother would certainly have a cow if she knew her husband was fraternizing with the riffraff.
“Actually, we’re going to sit back here with Caroline,” I say to my father, and he blinks in surprise, then his eyes immediately cut over my shoulder to see his daughter standing there. He hasn’t seen her in almost five years…not since the rape.


He appears confused for a moment and I think he might even be compelled to say something to her, but then an organ plays a sad melody indicating that the service is starting and his mouth clamps shut. He merely nods at me and says, “We’ll talk after the burial.”
I nod back, wishing this day would just hurry up and get the fuck over. Why the hell you have to have a service and then a separate get-together at the gravesite is beyond me. Why can’t it all just be done there at once?
To say I’m a little on edge since the meeting with the detectives yesterday is an understatement. I came out of the police station with Doug on my heels feeling relatively okay about matters. Sure, they asked tough questions but nothing that would be beyond circumstantial evidence that I’d killed JT.
Of course, my bubble was deflated a bit as we walked to the coffeehouse and I pointed that out to Doug. He said, “Mr. North, most murders are proven based only on circumstantial evidence. There’s hardly ever anything in the way of direct evidence unless there’s a witness who observed what happened.”
That put me in a pissy mood, but when we walked into the coffeehouse and I saw the look on Sela’s face, my mood got darker without even knowing what was causing it.
I went berserk when she informed Doug and me about the surprise interview from Detective DeLatemer, but Doug managed to calm us down and told us not to worry. He seemed confident that neither one of us said anything that was incriminating and that we just needed to remain calm.
Easy for him to say, especially after Sela and I got back to the condo and compared notes on the questions we were asked. And the immediate and most noticeable fuckup was that I lied and said Sela had been at JT’s house for dinner and Sela didn’t mention that to DeLatemer when he asked all the times they’d been together.


Sela started crying when she realized, not because she was afraid for herself, but because she was beyond wigged out that I was in the crosshairs now. It took me forever to calm her down, and when no amount of talking, sweet words, or stroking of her back would work, I ended up stripping her down and making her come with my mouth. That stopped the tears, but it didn’t stop her worries. She tossed and turned all night, and neither one of us slept a wink.
The day after was no better, with both of us having too much time on our hands and nothing to do but wait for something bad to happen. Luckily, nothing did happen yesterday, and I feel marginally better that once we can get through this funeral, we can start leaving some worries behind.
Caroline, Sela, and I sit several rows back from the front and JT’s casket, which is closed, and a large portrait of his smiling face beside it. I have no clue why it’s closed. Not sure if that was his preference, his parents’, or perhaps the gaping holes in the side of his neck couldn’t be hidden. Regardless, I’m thankful, because I sure as fuck don’t want to see him. Not that I’d mind taking some sort of satisfaction in said gaping holes, but I want to hurry up and forget the son of a bitch. The last time I saw him he was beaten to a pulp, and that’s not a bad way to remember him.
Candace Townsend cries during the entire service. Her husband sits stoically to her left. My father sits to the right of Candace and I notice their shoulders touch the entire time. My mother sits to my father’s right and quietly dabs at her eyes with a handkerchief.
My eulogy goes as expected. I keep it short and sweet. So fucking sweet. I talk about my childhood friend with genuine emotion. I tell a few funny stories about JT. I commend his amazing business sense and his confidence in me, for which I would not have had the opportunity to help create The Sugar Bowl. I talk about a life snuffed out far too early, and that the world is a little darker without him in it. I get through all of this without a single hitch in my well-rehearsed speech, because I want people to believe I’m devastated over the loss of my friend.


“I know we’re all grieving,” I tell the crowd as I look out over the sad faces. I didn’t prepare any type of formal speech but just had some index cards with jotted notes. “But we should all take some measure of happiness in knowing that JT is in a better place. Rest well, buddy.”
And by that, I truly mean “burn in hell,” but the mourners don’t need to know that.
—
The graveside service is short, with only a few words spoken by the pastor before JT’s casket is lowered into the ground accompanied by Candace’s wailing. I expect Colin will medicate her with Xanax and whiskey later.
Sela, Caroline, and I stood at the perimeter of the crowd, quietly watching this last ode to JT’s life. I expected it to feel bittersweet to me, that my friend had fallen so low. But there’s no bitterness at all. Only sweet relief he’s dead and out of our lives. I expect that makes me one cold bastard, but knowing what he did to my sister…to my Sela…I can’t seem to find any shame in my thoughts.
As the mourners start to disperse, I watch as my father touches his hand to my mother’s elbow and nods my way. She spares me the briefest of glances, says something back to him with flattened lips, and he leans in to kiss her on the cheek.
To calm her down maybe?
I watch as he clasps Colin on the shoulder, murmurs a few words, and then bends to give Candace a hug. It’s so clear to me, their familiarity with each other. It’s almost embarrassing the way Candace’s fingers clutch desperately to my father’s shoulders, and I nearly smile when I see my mother watching every bit of it like a hawk. Sela told me at Christmas she thought my mother knew about my father and Candace, and I’ve often wondered.


Didn’t really care, but I wondered.
Now I’m pretty sure Sela was right.
My father turns and starts making his way through the crowd to us. I turn to Sela and Caroline. “Okay, ladies…that’s your cue. Better get gone while the gettin’s good.”
Caroline smirks and goes on tiptoes to give me a kiss on my cheek. After the funeral, we decided that Caroline would take Sela back to the condo so I could talk to my father alone. I bend down and give Sela a swift kiss, and then watch them walk out to the roadway that curves through the cemetery where our cars are parallel parked.
When I feel my dad’s presence behind me, I turn around to face him.
“That was a good eulogy,” he says, but there’s no genuine praise in his voice. It’s filler…an icebreaker…nothing more.
“I wanted to talk to you about your mother’s visit the other night,” my dad says uncomfortably. I know he’s being made to have this “talk” with me at my mother’s behest.
“Save your breath,” I tell him as I hold a hand up. “I told her I was done and I meant it. I’m done.”
“Just like Caroline then,” my dad observes bitterly.
“That’s no one’s fault but yours and Mother’s,” I tell him. “And if I’m being honest with myself, I should have cut ties with both of you when you so callously tossed aside your daughter who had been raped.”
I can’t gauge the look on my father’s face. I can’t tell if it’s anger or sadness. It’s this weird mixture maybe of the two, and he mutters, “Now all my children are gone.”


Still your fault, Dad.
Well, JT’s not your fault. That’s strictly on himself, but whatever.
Now that the unimportant shit is out of the way, turns out this talk was opportune because I’ve got some shit on my mind too. “You told me at the Christmas party that JT didn’t know he was your son.”
My dad jerks in surprise and his jaw drops.
“He knew,” I say confidently.
“How do you know that?” my dad asks.
I provide the easiest lie. “Because he told me a few days before he died.”
My dad’s gaze cuts over to where Candace stands with Colin, accepting handshakes and air kisses from friends. “Candace felt he had the right to know, and I couldn’t argue with that.”
“And you left him half of your estate,” I throw out in accusatory fashion, not that I care, because I don’t. I do it so my dad thinks I’m emotionally invested in this argument and perhaps he’ll be more genuine with me.
“Of course I did,” he says heatedly and with self-righteousness, and it doesn’t occur to him to find out how I know this. “He’s my son.”
“And cut Caroline out,” I growl at him.
“She was lost to me.”
“Then why all the secrecy?” I say with unfiltered disgust. “Why not have just admitted all of this to me when I asked you about it at Christmas?”
“I don’t know,” he says loudly as he throws his hands out to the side in frustration. Then he lowers his voice. “I don’t know. It was just awkward and you caught me off guard.”
“And lying comes easy to you,” I interject.
He lets that one go. “I knew it was going to make you angry so I just avoided it. And yes, he’s in my will, but I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to deal with the messy fallout.”


“No, you were just going to leave that for me and Mom to deal with if you died, right?”
He doesn’t answer me because there’s nothing to justify such a cowardly act.
“Well thanks a lot, Dad,” I say with derision. “Your failing to clue me in on these little tidbits is making me look every bit a murderer right now.”
“What?” my dad gasps.
“I was called in for questioning by the police. They seemed to take a lot of pleasure in beating me up about your illegitimate son and the fact he’s entitled to half your estate. Seemed to think that gave me plenty of motive for murder.”
“But you wouldn’t,” my father says in outrage on my behalf.
“Yeah, why don’t you call the detectives and tell them that,” I say snidely. “I’m sure that will ease their minds. Make them forget all about me and trying to pin this shit on me.”
“I’ll call the district attorney right now,” my father says. “He’s a member of our club and I know him well.”
“For fuck’s sake, Dad,” I curse at him. “I don’t want or need your help. And besides…it’s only about twenty-eight years too late for you to start acting like a dad.”
“Beck, please,” he begs me for understanding.
“Why didn’t you at least call me and tell me the cops came to talk to you about JT and your will? You could have given me a heads-up.”
He shakes his head vigorously. “They didn’t talk to me. I swear it. If they knew about the will, it was from Candace. She knows I left half to JT.”
“So your mistress was in on your grand estate plans, but I’m betting Mother knows nothing of it, right?” The condescension is thick on my tongue.


My dad deflates. “I’m going to tell her…at some point. I’m just not sure how.”
“Here’s a clue, Dad,” I mock him. “She already knows. Trust me on that.”
My dad’s jaw drops open and I can’t help but wonder how he could be that ignorant after all these years.
“One more question,” I say, ignoring his eyes swimming with pain and a need for mercy from me. “How long has JT known?”
I need to know this. It’s so fucking important I know this.
“Candace told him when he was eighteen,” my dad says, his voice sounding lost. Utterly defeated.
Rage spikes within me.
I thought I was past JT and his evil ways. I thought I was starting to find some peace with it now that he was dead.
But knowing that fucking evil son of a bitch knew Caroline was his half sister and still raped her anyway…I want to jump on the casket as it’s lowering into the ground, rip that son of a bitch out of there, and repeatedly stab him again and again. I want to dismember him.
Mutilate him.
Obliterate him.
I’m so overwhelmed with hatred for that man that I can’t even spare my father another thought. I turn away and start stalking toward my car, trying to find some measure of peace that I’ve cut the remaining poison from my life with that conversation with my dad.






“I’m so glad that’s over,” Caroline says as she navigates her way through the city. I’m grateful she didn’t mind bringing me back to the condo, as I really had no desire to listen to Beck have it out with his dad. By him not having revealed the full truth to his son, he made him look at the least a fool—at the worst a murderer—by letting him be blindsided by the cops. The fucker should have told Beck the cops were asking about it. That would have given Beck a better opportunity to be able to address those motive concerns by the police.
“So what do you think your brother and dad are talking about?” I ask curiously from the passenger seat. Caroline drives a late-model four-door sedan. It’s clean and in good condition, but certainly not the car of a daughter of millionaires. And yet she doesn’t seem to give two fucks about losing out on all that money. One of the reasons I like her so much.
“Well, I suppose the conversation will be short and to the point. Beck won’t entertain discussion about our mother. Once he draws the line in the sand, he stays on his side.”
I nod, because I also suspect this is true, and it makes this line of conversation dead. Caroline has no clue about JT’s relation to her dad or that she’s been cut out of the will to make room for the bastard son. She has no clue that Beck intends to squeeze the truth out of his dad once and for all about who knows what.


But again, Caroline doesn’t know that. She will one day when Beck is ready to give her the full truth, but I don’t see that happening anytime soon. At least not until we can figure out the issue with the DNA.
Last night Beck and I talked more about it, and given the fact Detective Denning showed interest in Beck’s relationship with Dennis after he became a partial alibi for Beck, we decided resoundingly that we wouldn’t call Dennis about the DNA issue. He will happily stay ignorant drinking beer in Ireland and fishing off the coast of Panama none the wiser. Hopefully this will all have died down by the time he comes back.
However, we’re not going to wait to start on the DNA. It’s eating at both of us with the need to know, and it’s also delaying us in telling Caroline the truth. So I’m going to call the detective who investigated my rape and ask about the DNA, as I shouldn’t trigger any suspicions for asking.
At least we hope that doesn’t occur.
“Did you read the paper today?” Caroline asks me.
I nod glumly. News of JT’s death has been all over, even hitting national news, given the controversial nature of The Sugar Bowl. So not only were the entertainment media all over this, but mainstream news was watching it carefully. With the murder of a high-profile businessman, reporters everywhere were waiting to pounce once a break in the investigation occurred.
“I can’t stand to see the speculation about Beck,” I tell her. While it hasn’t been prolific, attention has been called to the fact that Beck was asked to give a formal statement to the police. In the news world, they practically translate that into a conviction, and I’m seeing more and more stuff about Beck popping up. While we tried really hard to ignore it yesterday, I couldn’t help but surf the Net, devouring any news I could find to see what the public opinion was, but equally hating myself for doing it.


Beck kept a lackadaisical attitude about it, but still…I know it has to be weighing on him a bit.
“Listen,” Caroline says in a tone that indicates she’s getting ready to lay some serious wisdom on me. “Beck’s been in the public eye his entire professional life. He’s got the backbone for it. A little mention or speculation isn’t going to hurt him, and if anything, it’s probably good for The Sugar Bowl. Sort of like free marketing.”
I snort. “Way to make lemonade out of lemons.”
“I’m just saying, you’ve got to stop worrying about him so much.”
“I can’t help it,” I say softly, my fingers idly playing with the hem of my black skirt. I paired it with a gray sweater and finished off my funeral attire with a black scarf around my neck to hide the bruises. “I love him too much not to.”
Caroline sighs and her hand reaches over to take mine. “I’m so glad Beck found you.”
“Even after the shit I brought into his life?”
“Shit and all,” she affirms.
Caroline circles the block the Millennium sits on, intent to drop me off at the front door. But as we arrive, we see several reporters camped outside, as well as two marked police cars and an unmarked one.
“Fuck,” she hisses.
“You don’t think they’re here for—”
“Let’s go park in the garage,” she says. “I’m going up with you.”


Moments later, Caroline pulls into one of Beck’s reserved spaces and we’re riding the elevator up to the condo. The minute we step out, my heart drops with a resounding thud. The door to the condo is wide open and I can hear sounds from inside. Voices…a camera snapping…the sound of drawers being opened.
Not once do I believe we’ve been broken into.
I hurry to the door, Caroline hot on my heels, and as soon as I enter, I rear backward at the amount of people inside my home. Uniformed cops, plainclothes cops, and technicians wearing blue windbreakers with the words Bureau of Forensic Sciences on the back. They’re everywhere…taking pictures, searching cupboards, flipping couch cushions, placing labeled bags of evidence into large plastic tubs with lids.
“Jesus Christ,” Caroline whispers fearfully.
“Ahhhh…Miss Halstead I presume,” I hear from my left, and see a tall, blond woman in her early forties walking down my hallway toward me. I peg her as an attorney right away, given the charcoal-gray skirt with matching jacket, sedate white silk blouse, and sensibly heeled shoes. She has a badge clipped to her jacket pocket.
She strides up to me, those long legs eating the distance quickly, and I want to walk backward away from her because she has bearer of bad news written all over her smug face.
“I’m Assistant District Attorney Suzette Hammond,” she says briskly, and doesn’t offer a handshake, but nor do I expect one. We are not friends or even business acquaintances. We’re hunter and hunted. “We’re here executing a search warrant. Detective Denning is in your room and she has a copy for you.”
“You can just come in here without invitation?” Caroline asks with irritation.


“That is the purpose of a search warrant,” the ADA answers dryly. “You see, criminals don’t just go around inviting the police into their homes to search for evidence.”
“We’re not criminals,” I tell her. “You won’t find anything.”
“Disposed of all the evidence, have you?” she asks, leaning toward me with a smile.
I have no idea if she’s joking with me or not, but I’m saved from the expectation of answering that question when she adds, “Doesn’t matter if you did or didn’t. I’ve got enough regardless of what we find here.”
“Enough what?” I ask.
The bitch holds her index finger up and wags it at me with a stern look. “Uh-uh, Miss Halstead. Not about to give away all my secrets.”
The room spins a bit on me at the implication of that statement and Caroline’s hand comes to my elbow for support.
“And you are?” Hammond asks Caroline.
“Caroline North,” she answers with her chin up. “Beck’s sister.”
“Pleasure,” the attorney responds, and then turns back to me. “Now, since this is your home, you can be in here while we conduct our investigation, but I’ll need you to stay out of our way. Park yourself at the dining room table and we should be done in a few hours.”
“A few hours?” I whisper with stunned disbelief. It already looks like they’ve been here for hours with a wrecking ball.
“We want to be thorough,” she says with a playful grin, and it pisses me off this woman is enjoying tearing people’s lives up this much. I believe I might actually hate her.
“What the fuck is going on?” I hear from behind me and spin around to see Beck standing in the doorway. His gaze sweeps the open interior of the condo, finally landing on me with carefully veiled agitation.


The assistant district attorney says, “Ahhh…Beck North. I recognize you from the news coverage.”
“And you are?” he asks.
She doesn’t respond but instead says, “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”
We watch as she spins on her sensible shoe and heads back down the hallway to our bedroom. Beck steps in immediately and whispers, “What’s going on?”
I lean into him, hands on his chest, where I can feel his heartbeat racing away. “She said they had a search warrant. Denning has it back in the bedroom with her.”
His eyes cut to the hallway quickly and then back to me. His hands come to my shoulders and he squeezes. “It’s fine. It’s going to be fine. There’s nothing here for them to find.”
I nod quickly in agreement, not because I actually agree but because I’m terrified to doubt his word and jinx the fuck out of us.
The clicking of heels alerts us to Hammond returning and we look over to see Detective Denning following behind her. She doesn’t look smug the way the attorney does, but she does look motivated. Hammond stops in front of Beck and me and folds her arms over her chest to watch as Denning walks up to Beck.
“Mr. North…this is a search warrant signed by Judge Reyes this morning authorizing the Sausalito Police Department and District Attorney’s office to enter your home to search for evidence. The summary of probable cause presented is there if you wish to read it as well as a list of the items we’re looking for.”
Beck takes the document and opens it up as it’s folded into thirds, but before he can read it, Denning hands him another document. “And this is another search warrant for your Townsend-North office. We already have a team there conducting the search.”


Irritation flashes on Beck’s face as he takes the warrant. He’s not worried though. There’s nothing at the office at all that will aid them.
“And finally,” ADA Hammond says as she uncrosses her arms and reaches into the inside of her gray jacket. She pulls out another document, folded into thirds as well, and my stomach cramps in fear. She hands it to Beck. “This is a warrant for your arrest, Mr. North, for the murder of Jonathon Townsend. I’ll give you a moment to read it, but then I’m going to ask Detective Denning to place you in custody.”
“What?” I practically screech at the top of my lungs. “No…you can’t do that.”
Before I even know what’s happening, Beck is pushing the warrants at Caroline, who takes them without question, and his hands are on my shoulders, his fingers digging in with painful pressure so he gets my attention. He’s very aware we have an audience but he pins me with an intent look.
“Sela,” he says calmly. “It’s going to be fine. I’ve done nothing wrong, so you’ve got nothing to worry about. Now I want you to take these warrants and call Doug Shriver. Have him meet me at the police station. He’ll handle everything, and you’re going to sit here with Caroline and relax while we get this figured out. I’ll handle this, okay?”
Translation: You are absolutely not going to say a fucking word about your involvement in JT’s death. You’re going to sit back like I’m telling you to do, and we’re going to let this play out.
“Okay?” he asks again.
I’m forced to nod my acquiescence because he’s asking me to do so.


To trust him.
Beck pulls me in, moves his hands from my shoulders to my face, where he cradles it gently. His eyes look at me with such tenderness and fierce love that I immediately start to cry. He leans in and gives me a kiss, and when I mean a kiss, I mean a kiss. It’s openmouthed, deep, and possessive. He doesn’t give a fuck we’re being watched and he’s making sure I understand that I am his and he’s going to protect me no matter what.
“That’s very touching,” I hear Hammond’s bitchy voice penetrate through the kiss. “But it’s time to go.”
Denning steps forward, pulling a pair of cuffs clipped to her belt. “Mr. North…if you could turn around and put your hands behind your back?”
“Do you have to handcuff him?” I ask pleadingly.
“It’s protocol,” Denning responds briskly.
I watch in despair as Beck is handcuffed. She then puts one hand on his elbow and leads him to the door. She says, “Mr. North, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say, can and will be used against you in a court of law…”
Her voice drones on as I follow them numbly out the door, Caroline right behind me and Hammond following all of us. When we reach the elevator, I start to follow them in, but Denning says, “Miss Halstead…you really should stay here.”
Her voice actually sounds sympathetic.
“I’m going down with him,” I say firmly, and I dare her to tell me no. This elevator and this building are mine by rights. That man is mine by rights.
She nods and pulls Beck to the side to make room. I enter and stand by his side, Caroline behind me and Hammond in last to stand in front of us as the doors close. Hammond actually taps her shoe and hums a little song I don’t recognize, but it’s a happy tune and I can tell she’s eating this up.


I hate her.
I press in closer to Beck, touch my arm to his. He doesn’t respond but he doesn’t need to. I know how he feels.
When we get to the lobby, our doorman, John, looks stunned to see the procession walking toward him. His eyes go to Beck’s in shocked surprise but he scrambles to open the door.
And the throng of reporters swarm us as we step out.
That fucking bitch tipped the reporters. It’s all clear now. Her smug attitude. The triumph in her eyes. Denning pulls Beck to the side toward the unmarked car, but I’m rooted to the spot as I watch Hammond almost trot down the three steps to come to stand before the reporters.
“Miss Hammond, are you taking Mr. North into custody for the murder of Jonathon Townsend?” a reporter calls out, but I can’t see who it is. So many of them are holding up recording devices and others are snapping pictures.
“Yes,” she says with a confident smile. “Mr. North has been served with an arrest warrant for the murder of Jonathon Townsend. We’ll be booking him today and he’ll be arraigned tomorrow. Now, I’ve got some time to answer questions, but let’s try to do it in an orderly fashion.”
That fucking bitch. I want to claw her eyes out. She’s a media whore, plain and simple. She’s eating up the attention and she’s going to use Beck to put her name in the spotlight.
I turn back to look at Beck as Denning is helping him into the backseat with a protective hand on his head so he doesn’t bump it. He looks at me briefly, mouths the words I love you.
I mouth the same words back to him, and hope to God I get to tell him that in person again sometime soon.






I’m led into the courtroom of the Marin County Courthouse in cuffs, but I’m spared the khaki-colored jumpsuit I was given last night to sleep in while I enjoyed overnight accommodations at the Marin County Sheriff’s Department. Sela had brought one of my suits to Doug, who met with me in a private counseling room just off the courtroom where my arraignment would be held. He went through the process again of what would happen, although he’d talked to me about it briefly last night after I’d been booked.
He tried to be reassuring, telling me the evidence was all circumstantial, but I was not reassured, since he told me just a few days prior that most convictions were based purely on circumstantial evidence. The arrest warrant was lean on details, but he said it met the probable cause standards. Motive and DNA were mentioned, but none of that surprised me. The police had made it clear they felt I had plenty of motive in the questions they’d asked me, and like I told them, I’m sure my DNA was all over JT’s house, since I’d been there numerous times in the past.
My eyes immediately go to the front row behind the defendant’s table, where I’ll be sitting with Doug, and I can feel my body swell with confidence when I see Sela and Caroline sitting side by side. I give them an encouraging smile but they’re hard-pressed to give it back. I can see terror in both their eyes.


Just behind them, I see Linda sitting there, her gaze holding me solidly with support and sympathy. She presses her fingertips to her lips, kisses them, and sends it to me with a subtle blowing of her breath. I smile differently for her; it’s one of gratitude for her being here. I have to assume my arrest was all over the news and I’m worried sick about the stability of The Sugar Bowl, but I’m going to have to assume our VP of operations will be working closely with all departments to keep things running. That’s her job on any given day.
The deputy leads me over to the table I’m to sit at, and I note Doug is bent over at the table set about ten feet from ours, talking quietly with ADA Hammond. She has a stubborn set to her chin as he motions toward a file she has sitting before her and shakes her head to deny whatever he’s asking. He straightens up and turns to me, and after the deputy removes the handcuffs, he walks over and gives a hard squeeze to my shoulder.
“Can I say hi to Sela and Caroline?” I ask him, as it’s driving me crazy to have them both sitting not five feet away.
He shakes his head and pulls his chair out from the table. “Sorry. Those cuffs only come off for you to sit at counsel table, so go ahead and take a seat.”
With a sigh, I look over my shoulder at my lover and my sister and give them a small smile before I sit down beside Doug. The courtroom is abuzz with idle chatter. It’s filled to almost capacity and I’m wondering how many of those people are reporters versus perhaps family members of other defendants who are awaiting arraignment. Or maybe even family members of victims.
My head snaps to the right and I look over my shoulder at the rows of benches behind the district attorney’s table. And sure enough, Candace and Colin Townsend are sitting there, both of them staring straight at me with cold, hard eyes. My chest squeezes painfully, because while I’m not exceptionally close to them, I’d been fond of them just from years of knowing them, despite Candace’s illicit relationship with my father. They’ve never looked at me with anything but the same fondness coupled with respect for my achievements.


I almost half expect my parents to be close to the Townsends, so my eyes scan the rest of the seats, but I don’t see them. Never in a million years would I expect them to be sitting on my side of the courtroom in support of their son, and I can’t really expect differently. In the past two days, I’d cut both of them out of my life, and I’m still fine with that decision.
Besides, had they shown up for me, that would have just been all kinds of awkward. My guess is they’re both holed up in the house right now probably cowering in shame over what their son has allegedly done.
“All rise,” I hear as a door behind the judge’s bench swings open and a bailiff steps through calling the room to order. I stand along with every other person in the courtroom. Judge Reyes—the man who apparently signed my arrest warrant—walks up the dais in a swirl of black robes. He’s a small man with ink-black hair and caramel-colored skin, and I would have thought he was Latino, but Doug told me last night he was actually from the Philippines but had dual citizenship.
Doug and I discussed Judge Reyes at length last night, because it seems that is the one good thing that has happened to me since I was arrested. Judge Reyes used to be a criminal defense attorney, and while judges are supposed to be impartial, he has a slight bend in favor of the defense side. It’s not to say he’s going to wave a magic wand and release me, but Doug assured me I couldn’t have landed a judge more devoted to ensure the prosecution plays nicely by the rules.


He also told me that nothing much was going to happen today. The arraignment was nothing more than to advise me of my constitutional rights, read the charges against me, and give me the opportunity to plead guilty or not. Then Doug will have a slight battle on his hands to try to get me released on bail.
“All right,” Judge Reyes says as he picks up a file from his raised desk. He opens it, peruses a document. “We have the matter of the State versus Beckett North before us.”
The judge looks up from the document to me, and Doug stands from his chair and I follow suit. “Mr. North…you’ve been charged with first-degree murder by the state of California. It’s my job to advise you of your constitutional rights. First, you have the right to an attorney, and if you cannot afford one, the state will appoint one to you at no cost. I see you’re represented by Mr. Doug Shriver though, so that’s a moot point. Second, you have the right against self-incrimination. That means at no point can you be compelled to give testimony that could implicate you in this crime. You are also entitled to a speedy trial as well as a trial by a jury of your peers. Now, I’m sure your attorney has gone over these with you, but do you understand these rights as I’ve just read them?”
“I do, Your Honor,” I say confidently, although quite frankly, my knees are shaking.
“And how would you like to plead to these charges, Mr. North?” he asks.
“Not guilty,” I reply with even more strength in my voice.
I didn’t fucking do it, so it’s not like I’m acting.
“Duly noted,” Judge Reyes says, making a notation in the file before him. “I’m going to set the preliminary hearing for Monday at ten A.M.”


This surprises me. It’s Friday and I didn’t think things would move that fast.
ADA Hammond stands swiftly from her chair. “Your Honor, the state would ask for a bit more time. The law states the preliminary hearing can be set up to ten days from arraignment.”
Judge Reyes sounds completely bored. “Actually, Miss Hammond, what the law truly says is that it can be set within ten days of the arraignment. I suppose one could argue that I could set it for tomorrow if I was so inclined to bring you good folks back on a Saturday but as it is, I have a birthday party to attend for my granddaughter so you’re off the hook. I’ll see all parties here Monday at ten A.M.”
Hammond sits back down in a huff.
“Now, let’s discuss bail,” Judge Reyes says.
Hammond jumps back up from her chair so quickly it slides back and knocks into the half wall that separates the seating gallery. “Your Honor, the state would oppose any bail and requests the defendant be remanded. This was a grisly crime fueled by aggravating factors that will be revealed at the prelim, and the defendant is a danger to society. Furthermore, he is a man of immense wealth and has the ability to flee if he were released.”
Judge Reyes, still looking quite bored, turns to my attorney. “Mr. Shriver?”
“Your Honor, Miss Hammond is right…this was a grisly crime, but seeing as how they’ve arrested an innocent man, that shouldn’t have anything to do with your decision. Mr. North deserves the presumption of innocence as the law requires. And while we can’t do anything about the fact that he is indeed rich, you can set the bail high enough to make it hurt if he runs and merely ask him to surrender his passport, which will ensure he cannot run. Seems quite simple to me.”


Man, I love this guy. He’s slightly snarky, but so well reasoned you can’t argue with what he says. At least I can’t.
Judge Reyes nods at Doug and says, “Bail is set at five million dollars and the defendant will surrender his passport until after the trial.”
“Your Honor,” Hammond says in an almost whiny voice. “If you’re not going to remand him, at least order house arrest with an ankle bracelet.”
Judge Reyes looks to Doug with his eyebrows raised, conveying it’s his turn to counterargue.
“Again, in the eyes of this court, Mr. North is presumed innocent. He has a large corporation to run and over fifty people who depend on him for jobs. He must have the freedom to continue to operate his business. If you must have control over him, simply order him to stay within the state of California unless he has business elsewhere, and at that time, the court can decide whether or not he can travel outside of California but within the boundaries of this country.”
Reyes doesn’t even pause. “Agreed and so ordered. Is there anything else before I move on to the next case?”
“No, Your Honor,” Doug says politely.
“Not from the state,” Hammond says in a sulky voice.
“Very well, Bailiff…call the next case.”
Over the next hour, I’m shuttled back over to the Sheriff’s Department, this time without handcuffs, and I’m processed out of their system. I get back my clothes, wallet, phone, and watch. Doug stays with me the entire time while I insisted that Sela and Caroline go back to the condo. He tells me that the preliminary hearing will be nothing more than the state providing their evidence and Judge Reyes will determine if it’s sufficient to push this to trial.
Doug tells me that the prelim is going to make or break me.
He never once asks me if I killed JT.






My fingers slide over the track pad on my laptop, the cursor arrow going where I want it to, choosing a new article to read.
Sugar Bowl Founder Accused of Murdering Partner


(AP) San Francisco—The business and tech worlds were stunned Thursday night when multimillionaire founder and program developer Beckett North was arrested for the brutal murder of his partner, Jonathon Townsend. Booked and then arraigned on Friday with a five-million-dollar bond, North was released on his own recognizance but had to surrender his passport.
Just four days prior, Townsend’s body was found in his home by his personal chef, who stumbled onto what she describes as a scene “straight out of a nightmare.” While the police have yet to release details about the crime, Rosalinda Patane said that Townsend was on the floor of his den with stab wounds in his neck. Sources within the Sausalito Police Department have refused to disclose the murder weapon, which led many to believe it hasn’t been recovered.
Townsend and North, who were childhood friends, went on to open up the controversial Sugar Bowl, a dating website that pairs older, wealthy men with younger women. Many claim the site is nothing more than a means to provide paid prostitution, but Townsend had repeatedly denied that claim in interviews, maintaining no money is exchanged…
“Jesus,” Beck says from behind me in irritation, and I jump in the dining room chair that I’d been sitting in for the past half hour, spending Sunday reading news stories about Beck’s arrest. “You’ve had your nose buried in that laptop for the last three hours. Quit reading that shit.”
Okay, so maybe it was three hours, not thirty minutes. But I can’t seem to keep track of time this weekend. I’m in a constant state of worry, internal debate, and problem solving.
I get up from the chair and my back screams in protest, confirming that I had indeed been sitting there way too long. I follow Beck into the kitchen and watch as he pulls the refrigerator open and pulls out a beer. He twists the cap, puts it in the garbage, and takes a long pull while looking at me.
“I read a piece by one of the analysts at Court TV and they seemed to think without a murder weapon, it would be difficult to—”
Beck slams the beer down on the counter and foam shoots out the top. His face contorts in anger and he yells at me, “I don’t give a flying fuck what reporters or analysts are saying, Sela.”
He throws his arms out to the side in frustration and continues his rant against me. “I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks about this. What I do give a shit about is that my girlfriend has been moping around this place all weekend and won’t even look at me because she’s too busy reading shit that’s written by a biased media. I’m tired of it, Sela. Tired of you sitting in front of that computer reading stories or constantly flipping channels on the TV, trying to find something that will make you feel better about this shitstorm. Well, I’m here to tell you, babe…none of that stuff is going to make it better. It’s only going to cause you more anxiety. So give it up and get the fuck on with your life. You’re driving me batty.”


Outside of that one afternoon when Beck kicked me out of the apartment, I’ve never seen him angry like this before. Never seen him so close to being out of control. His face is red and his chest is heaving.
“What would you have me do?” I ask quietly, because I’m thinking he’s geared up for a fight and I don’t want this to escalate.
He takes a deep breath, seems reasonably mollified by my request, and says with a release of air, “Let’s go out and do something. Get out of this place for a bit.”
“I don’t feel like it,” I say automatically, and then wince the minute the words are out.
Beck advances on me, coming to a stop when we’re toe-to-toe. His lips peel back into an ugly grimace and he snarls, “You don’t feel like doing anything. You’ve shut down and you’ve shut me out. You wouldn’t even let me touch you last night or the night before. Just moping around like you’re half dead, waiting for the sky to fall.”
A tiny flare of anger pulses within me. “Well, the sky is fucking falling if you haven’t noticed, Beck. You’re in some serious fucking trouble and I don’t know what to do.”
He makes a scoffing sound and turns away from me.
“I’m scared,” I say pitifully.


“Well join the goddamned club,” he growls as he spins back on me. “It’s my ass on the line right now, but you don’t see me pulling away, do you? You see me trying to keep on living life, right?”
I want to accept his words and give them credence. Hell, I’m sure he’s 100 percent right. But right now, I feel similar to the way I did after my rape. Completely lost, unsure of what to do or how to feel, and trying with all my might to resist the urge to just curl inward. I want to ignore all of this mess and live in a world where tomorrow doesn’t come, because tomorrow means we are back in court listening to evidence that could take this man away from me forever.
Beck looks at me expectantly, hope in his eyes that I might just step forward and tumble into his arms. Apologize for my bizarre behavior over the weekend and snap myself out of it.
But I can’t. I know things are hard on him right now, but they’re equally as hard on me. Not only am I terrified of what will happen, I’m loaded with guilt so heavy I feel like my back will break from the sheer weight of it. Because let’s face it…this is all my fault. One could even take it right back to my sixteenth birthday, where it all started. Had I just listened to Whitney at the mall and never gotten into the car with those boys, wanting to prove how grown up I was, Beck wouldn’t be in the position he is now.
“Fuck this,” Beck mutters when I don’t say anything, and stomps out of the kitchen. He grabs his keys off the foyer table and pulls the door open.
“Where are you going?” I ask, because our building is surrounded by reporters and I’m worried about him facing that.
“Out,” he says curtly, and then he’s gone, slamming the door behind him.


That wasn’t our first argument, but it was the nastiest and it leaves me completely restless. I pace the entire condo several times, resisting the urge to call Beck. I eventually give up the compulsion because at this moment, he probably needs distance from me.
My phone ringing startles me and for a moment I can’t tell where the sound is coming from. But then I notice it’s muffled and realize it’s in my purse, which is on the floor in the bedroom. I run back to it, figuring it’s Beck and I intend to say “I’m sorry” when we connect.
When I pull my phone out, a tiny thrill of excitement flushes through me at the prospect of making things better for him with a genuine apology and hearing his beautiful voice on the other line, but instead I see an unrecognizable number with a 408 area code. That’s Santa Clara, my home county.
“Hello,” I say hesitantly after I tap the answer button.
“Sela?” a man’s voice asks me just as hesitantly. “It’s Detective Bruce Remmers.”
I immediately recognize the deep baritone voice of the incredibly nice detective who investigated my rape ten years ago. I called him on Friday afternoon and left a message for him. Calling Dennis was out of the question so we could keep him off the police’s radar, and Beck and I knew we needed to push forward with verifying that JT was indeed Caroline’s rapist. Thus we had to match him up to the DNA in my case.
“I got your message,” he says jovially. “Had to come into the office and catch up on a few things. It’s nice to hear your voice. You doing okay?”
“Yeah,” I say with a breathless murmur, both relieved he called me back but also nervous to be opening up this can of worms. “I’m doing fine, actually.”


“That’s good to hear,” he says kindly. “Always knew you were a tough girl and that you were going to make it. So where are you now?”
“I live in San Fran,” I tell him, not wanting to waste time with the necessary small talk, but knowing that because he’s a nice guy and he’s truly interested in me, that he deserves it. “Going to Golden Gate and working on my master’s in counseling psychology.”
I can hear the pride and respect in his voice. “That is fantastic. Just really amazing, Sela.”
“Yeah…so, um…listen,” I say nervously, even though Beck and I thoroughly talked through how to approach my inquiry. “I wanted to ask you about the DNA that was retrieved off me. I mean…it’s been over ten years now and there’s not been a match, and I was just worried…you know…that maybe something got messed up in the system.”
“Sela,” he says with that pastoral tone he’d used on me in the past when he was delivering hard news. “You know sometimes rapists just aren’t caught. They become more careful. Or maybe they don’t rape again because that could have been a one-time-only thing fueled by drugs and alcohol.”
I know he’s right. He’s told me that before. But I press him anyway. “I know. It’s just been bugging me lately, and what if it didn’t get put into the system properly? I mean, those things can happen, right? Do you think you could maybe check, and just ensure that everything is good on your end? Then I could just put this out of my mind and move on.”
Detective Remmers gives a tiny sigh but it’s not irritation with me. The man knew how to handle rape victims with the softest of gloves. No, his sigh is because he’ll do it for me, and in his heart of hearts he believes he’s going to find everything done according to protocol and that he’ll be delivering bad news to me yet again that they have nothing on my rapist.


“Sure,” he says softly. “I’ll head over to cold storage now and pull the file. Call you back soon.”
“Thank you so much,” I tell him with immense gratitude. After spinning my wheels for two days, feeling utterly helpless about everything, I feel energized now that something is moving. Even if it doesn’t directly impact Beck’s case, it’s one step closer we have to verifying JT raped both me and Caroline, and then we can tell her the truth.
When I disconnect, I immediately dial Beck. He answers after the first ring. “Hey.”
“Hey,” I say softly. “I just wanted you to know that Detective Remmers just called me. He’s going to pull my file and check to make sure the DNA was submitted properly.”
“That’s great,” he says, and his voice sounds lighter. I’m thinking the anger’s dissipated.
“When are you coming home?” I ask hesitantly, because I really, really want him to come home.
“In about ten seconds,” he says, and I can hear a slight smile in his voice. “I never made it past the elevator.”
I disconnect the call, run down the hall, pausing long enough to throw my phone on the dining room table. I scurry to the front door, open it, and see him standing there.
“I’m so sorry,” I tell him before flinging my arms around his neck. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain in your ass this weekend.”
His arms come around my waist and he hugs me tight to him. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”
“I deserved it.”
“No, you didn’t.”
He pulls back and then kisses me sweetly, a little tentatively. He’s right…I told him I wasn’t in the mood for sex the last two nights. Not that we have sex every night, mind you, but we do most nights. Or days. Whatever. So I get why he’s hesitant and I don’t want him to be.


I press my body in tight, my signal to him that I want more than just a kiss.
He doesn’t hesitate further. Within moments, our clothes are gone and he’s got me on top of the dining room table, pushing my phone down toward the other end so we don’t knock it off. He’s hot and hard, lodged deep inside of me. He rocks slowly against me, holding my arms pinned above my head while my legs are clamped tight against his ribs. Beck kisses me leisurely while he fucks me, but soon, as with most times we are wrapped up with each other like this, his moves become more forceful.
His thrusts a bit deeper.
When he can’t concentrate on the kiss anymore because I know he wants to concentrate on getting us off, he pulls his mouth from mine, releases his hold on my arms, and puts one palm on the table for leverage. He pushes up slightly and then he’s able to really let me have it.
The condo is filled with the sound of the table creaking as we fuck and our heavy pants, and I get closer and closer to the finish line.
So close, almost there.
Then my phone rings.
Beck doesn’t even stop pounding inside of me, but does look above my head at my phone. “It’s a 408 area code,” he grunts at me.
“That’s Detective Remmers,” I manage to gasp out as his cock consumes me. “Should we answer it?”
“No,” he groans as he slides in deep. “Let him leave a voice mail. More important things right this minute.”


My phone rings three more times but then Beck’s hand is in between my legs, rubbing my clit while he fucks me and I don’t hear the phone anymore.
“Beck,” I cry out as I start to come, my back arching off the table.
“That’s my girl,” he mutters, and then he starts jerking inside of me with a long groan.
He immediately rolls us to our sides, legs still intertwined and his dick still wedged deep inside me. With his long reach, he grabs my phone and hands it to me.
We’re both still breathing heavy and layered in sweat, but I manage to access my voice mail, put it on speakerphone, and we listen.
“Sela…Detective Remmers. I pulled your file, and just wanted you to know, everything was done properly. It was submitted to CODIS and we have a receipt for it. I couldn’t find it at first, but it was mislabeled. So yes…the DNA we collected is in CODIS, and if the man that raped you gets put into the system in the future, we’ll get a match. It was great hearing your voice today. Stay strong and call me if you need me again.”
My eyes snap to Beck’s, who looks just as perplexed as I feel.
“JT didn’t rape Caroline,” I murmur, as the implication of what I just learned sinks in. JT’s DNA from my rape is in the database. It should have triggered a hit with Caroline’s case but it didn’t.
“He was saying that just to torture you,” Beck says. “But thank fuck…thank fuck we didn’t say anything yet to Caroline.”
Yes…thank fuck. We would have destroyed her for no reason whatsoever.






The relief I felt over finding out that JT didn’t rape Caroline only lasted for a bit. Sela and I dragged ourselves off the dining room table and spent the rest of the day in bed, both of us buoyed by that news.
But now, as I sit back in the same courtroom and listen to the proceedings around me, my stomach gets knotted back up with anxiety again. Periodically, I’ll look behind me to see Sela and Caroline there, giving me looks of encouragement. I dared to glance only once at Candace and Colin Townsend, who thankfully weren’t glaring at me but were talking quietly with ADA Hammond as she leaned over the gallery wall before court started. Still haven’t heard a word from my parents, and that neither surprises me nor makes me feel bad. They’re a nonissue in my life.
Doug had said the preliminary hearing could take anywhere from half an hour to several hours, depending on how good their evidence was. If they were building a circumstantial case, it would take longer so they could lay it all out. It was up to the judge to listen to it and determine if there was probable cause to move forward. As Doug explained, it was a low threshold for the district attorney to overcome, the standard being if the facts presented would cause a person to have an honest and strong suspicion that a person is guilty of the crime.


This doesn’t bode well for me, because all of the financial motives they think are driving me are enough for most people to have a strong suspicion that I did it.
Currently, an evidence tech is on the stand while ADA Hammond leads her through a series of questions about what was found at the crime scene. I watched as they identified color photos of JT’s body and bags of hairs and fibers. Doug had told me that it could take weeks for that to all get analyzed forensically, but that doesn’t hold up the criminal justice process.
After the tech comes the medical examiner, but his testimony is short and sweet, and nothing surprising. JT died of massive blood loss due to a single stab wound to his carotid artery. The other stab wound was inconsequential. Although a murder weapon had not been identified, they believe it was a letter opener that JT’s housekeeper said he keeps on his desk but had never been recovered. The medical examiner opines that the wounds look to be caused from an instrument such as a letter opener.
Then we get to what I believe to be the meat and potatoes of their case. ADA Hammond calls Detective Amber Denning to the stand. She leads her through some questions regarding investigative protocol, eventually leading her up to her interviews with me.
“And how many times did you interview Mr. North?” Hammond asks.
“Twice,” Denning replies. “Once at his condo the evening we found Mr. Townsend’s body, and then again last Wednesday when he came into the station voluntarily with his attorney.”
“What was his demeanor during those interviews?” Hammond asks.
“He did not seem surprised when we arrived at his condo to advise him of Mr. Townsend’s death,” Denning says as she flips through her written reports she must have made after. “But he was cooperative and answered our questions. He was also cooperative during the second interview.”


I’m glad she doesn’t mention the fact I got pissy with her at the end, but I expect that’s because she’s a professional and wouldn’t stoop. Probably irrelevant anyway.
“And in the course of those interviews, did you learn anything that would lead you to focus in on Mr. North as a suspect with a sound motive for murdering the victim?” Hammond asks smoothly.
Denning nods. “Two things stood out. Mr. North had tried to buy Mr. Townsend out of their business on a few occasions and Mr. Townsend would not sell out. He seemed to be battling issues with drugs and gambling, but those weren’t factors that could cause Mr. North to terminate their agreement and force Mr. Townsend out. We were able to gather all of the financial records of Townsend-North, and the estimated worth of the company was right at three hundred and seventeen million dollars.”
Hammond makes a low whistle sound, like she’s astounded to hear that amount, when everyone in this courtroom knows damn well it wasn’t news to her. “And what was the other thing that stood out?”
“We discovered that Mr. North and Mr. Townsend were actually half brothers, both sharing Beckett North, Sr., as a father. We learned that Mr. Townsend was going to get half of Mr. North’s inheritance.”
I can’t help it. I look over my shoulder at Colin Townsend, and I can tell by the look on his face that this is not news to him. Either he’s always known or the ADA told him so he could be prepared to hear those things in court, but he sits ramrod straight on the wooden pew-type bench and listens with rapt attention.


Then I turn even further in my seat to look at the other person that this will be shocking news to. Caroline stares right back at me, her eyes accusatory that I would keep something like this from her. I’m going to have to answer for that secret once we get this shit behind us. Hindsight is twenty-twenty and all that, but clearly, this is something I should have told Caroline a long time ago. Just never thought it would ever have any bearing on either of our lives, but it turns out it’s a fact that could end up tearing all of us apart.
ADA Hammond asks a few more questions about her interviews with me, including my alibi. She also brings up the fact I suggested this was done by a disgruntled Vegas bookie who didn’t get paid. Denning merely testified that they searched JT’s house and office, including phone records and bank transactions, and simply could find no evidence other than the fact he’d been assaulted by unidentified assailants the day before his death.
“Detective Denning,” Hammond asks bluntly. “Do you believe Mr. Townsend’s death was related to this alleged gambling debt?”
“I do not,” she says firmly. “We could find no evidence, and even Mr. North admitted to us that Mr. Townsend was given a few days to come up with the money. It made no sense for this alleged bookie not to honor the deadline, as he stood to get a lot of money.”
“Thank you,” Hammond says, and then moves on. “Now, in the course of your investigation, did you come up with other evidence that would give Mr. North motive to kill his partner?”
“Yes,” Denning says as she flips through her file. “All going to the theory he wanted Mr. Townsend out of the business, but in searching Mr. North’s office at home, we found a copy of a signed agreement between Mr. Townsend and a Miss Melissa Fraye outlining the mechanics of a sexual rendezvous that would occur between them that involved a rape fantasy. We interviewed Miss Fraye and she acknowledged she did not sign the agreement. We believe Mr. North was perhaps trying to use that as blackmail to get Mr. Townsend out of the business.”


What the fuck?
I start to lean toward Doug to tell him that’s absolutely untrue and that I saved that woman from getting raped, but he’s busily taking notes.
Denning continues. “We also interviewed Mr. Townsend’s secretary, Karla Gould. She said that the two owners’ relationship was extremely volatile, involving many arguments that were loud and disruptive in the office. It was always Mr. North coming down to Mr. Townsend’s office to instigate these encounters. She had even heard Mr. North on one occasion make a death threat against Mr. Townsend. Overall, it’s clear they did not have a good relationship and that Mr. North was trying everything he could to get him out of the business, but was unsuccessful about it.”
I can’t help myself. I lean in to Doug and hiss, “That’s not true. Out of anger I said something like ‘I could kill you, JT’ or something like that, but it wasn’t a death threat.”
Doug nods in understanding as he scribbles more notes.
Hammond asks a few more questions, but right now I’m so angry at the way things are being misconstrued I have a subtle ringing in my ears. I say subtle because I don’t miss the last question that starts to put the nail in my coffin.
“Detective Denning, anything else from your investigation you believe is relevant?” the district attorney asks.
“After the victim’s body was found and we set up a police perimeter so we could start our investigation, we posted an officer to keep an eye on the surroundings. The officer assigned to that duty reported seeing a white Audi A4 turn onto the street where the murder occurred, but then pull into a driveway and leave by the same route it arrived.”


“And that seemed suspicious to you?”
Denning shrugs. “Could be, or it could be someone lost, but we did subsequently confirm that Mr. North drives a white Audi A4.”
Yeah…I hear the gasp in the courtroom from some of the spectators and I want to bang my head on the table in front of me.
“Did Mr. North ever mention to you coming to the victim’s neighborhood on that night?” Hammond asks.
“No,” Denning says. “In fact he maintains he was at his condo the entire time. We’ve subpoenaed the GPS records from Mr. North’s Audi, but we don’t know what that will reveal at this time.”
I can’t help myself. I turn myself all the way around in my seat to look at Sela and she gives me a halfhearted smile. I try to give it back but my lips won’t fucking move. I don’t dare look at Caroline again, because I know I won’t get a smile from her after the revelation that JT’s our brother, so I turn back around. Then Doug begins his cross-examination of Denning, which is very good considering what just occurred. He manages to poke enough holes in her testimony that it’s a bit weakened, eventually getting her to admit that all of this is pure conjecture and speculation on a motive that may or may not exist.
Still, by the time Denning leaves the stand, I find myself rubbing my sweaty hands repeatedly on my slacks trying to get them dry.
ADA Hammond stands up and says, “Your Honor, we have one last witness…the state will call DNA analyst Michael Carbone to the stand.”


“What’s that for?” I whisper to Doug.
He shrugs. “Most DNA takes a while to process, but they must have processed something fairly quickly. Relax. Probably just a hair of yours at the scene, but we figured they’d find that.”
And yeah…they could match that up, because when I was arrested last Thursday, they also had a warrant compelling my DNA. That was done by swabbing the inside of my cheek when I was processed into the jail.
A nerdy-looking guy with dark wavy hair and a huge Adam’s apple takes the stand, nervously tugging on his tie. Hammond goes through his background with the Bureau of Forensic Sciences and asks about all of the samples that were retrieved during the investigation. It’s boring, tedious stuff that I guess does nothing more than prove the samples are being processed correctly.
“Mr. Carbone, have you managed to process any of the evidence collected at the scene?” Hammond asks.
He nods and in a somewhat squeaky voice says, “A little bit…identification of some fibers and such.”
“What about DNA?” she asks.
“We’ve got several samples to go through, but we have processed one fully,” he says.
Hammond nods at him to continue.
“We always take a sample from the victim so we can use it to exclude against other samples found at the scene. So we usually run that first. We analyzed Mr. Townsend’s DNA, and as we routinely do in all cases, also submitted it to the CODIS national database and we got an interesting hit.”
Holy fuck.
My blood freezes in my veins, disbelieving that they are going to out JT as a rapist. There’s no way, but then again…if they pin my girlfriend’s rape on him, boom! My coffin is nailed shut with motive.


“And what did the ‘hit’ reveal?” Hammond asks, and I can hear in her voice that she can barely contain her excitement at the bomb she’s getting ready to drop. I twist my head, look at Sela, who is watching the nerd on the stand with wide, disbelieving eyes.
“It actually revealed that Mr. Townsend’s DNA matched an unsolved rape,” he says with no emotion.
Jesus fuck, this is it.
“Almost five years ago here in San Francisco,” Carbone adds, and my entire world spins so hard I have to slap my hands hard on the table to keep my balance. Doug goes stiff beside me and I hear a small pained moan that I know is from Sela.
“And who was the victim in that case?” Hammond prods.
“Caroline North,” Carbone says as his eyes shift slightly to mine and then back to Hammond, as if he had to take a peek at my reaction.
“N-o-o-o-o-o,” I hear Caroline whimper behind me, and then rustling and something knocking against wood. “Get out of my way.”
I spin in my chair to see Caroline trying to push her way past Sela, who’s trying to hold on to her.
“Caroline, wait,” Sela says pleadingly as Caroline jerks her arm away, manages to get to the end of the row, and runs for the exit doors.
Sela turns to look at me and I want to break down like a baby and cry at the anguished confusion on her face. I know what’s in her head right now:
Remmers just confirmed to me that my attacker’s DNA was in the system properly.
JT’s DNA is now in the system.
It didn’t match with mine.
JT didn’t rape me.


He didn’t rape me and so now I don’t even have that to alleviate some of my guilt for killing him.
I don’t care at all what the judge says, or if I’m damning my case. I push up out of my seat, bend over the gallery wall, and put my hands on Sela’s shoulders. I can hear the deputy coming toward me so I whisper to her urgently. “He did rape you, Sela. He admitted it to you. I don’t know what the fuck’s going on, but don’t you even be thinking you got it wrong, you hear me?”
Hands at my arms start to pull me away and the deputy says, “Mr. North, you need to sit back down before I have to cuff you.”
The judge taps his gavel slightly on the wooden bench and says firmly, “Okay…let’s have some order, please. Mr. North, kindly take your seat.”
The deputy pulls me back to my chair but I don’t break eye contact with Sela. “Go after her,” I beg her, and let my eyes cut to the doors where Caroline just went. “Please help her.”
Sela nods once and then she’s sliding out of the pew and running toward the doors herself. I have no clue what’s going to happen to me and I don’t give a fuck. I just want Caroline and Sela to be taken care of, and I think my time on this earth where I can do that may now be over.






I can’t process what was just laid out in open court for all the spectators and reporters to hear. That Caroline was raped by her half brother, Jonathon Townsend, which is the perfect motive to pin his murder on Beck. Just yesterday, Beck and I had been convinced otherwise.
The minute Remmers told me that my rape case DNA was properly in the database, and knowing that it did not match up with the DNA from Caroline’s rape, had both of us assured that JT was lying to me.
But now it appears the opposite is true, and that is what I cannot process. Whatever DNA they pulled off of me was clearly not JT’s, and that means I was very much mistaken about his involvement that night.
What if all of my memories, no matter how pitiful or chopped up they may be, are completely false? What if I manufactured much of what happened to me?
No…can’t process that, nor do I have time.
Beck asked me to help his sister and that is what I’m going to do. My own mind may be all kinds of fucked up now not knowing shit about my attackers, but I’ve been in that position before. I went years without knowing and it’s not going to kill me to go back to not knowing.


The minute I burst out of the courtroom doors, I look left down the hall to the elevator and see Caroline standing inside, tears pouring down her face. A few reporters come out the door behind me and pause, unsure of what to do. Caroline looks at me with anger and misery as the doors slide closed, and that spurs the reporters into action. They run to the elevator and jab at the down button, but I’ve been in that thing a few times. There’s only one that services this part of the courthouse and it chugs at the speed of a snail.
I don’t hesitate. I sprint the opposite way and hit the stairwell exit. We’re on the fifth floor, and providing I don’t bust an ankle in my high heels while hurtling down them, I should be able to catch her.
Down one flight, heels clacking and hand gripped hard on the handrail. Around the landing. Down another flight.
When I get to the bottom floor, I slam open the door and come skidding out into the lobby of the Marin County Courthouse, and immediately spy Caroline heading for the exit door with one hand clasped tightly to hold her purse over her shoulder and her face angled downward so no one can see her tearstained face.
“Caroline,” I call out as I start running after her.
She hunches her shoulders and quickens her pace, and beats me to the exit doors by several strides. I rush right out after her and call out again as she starts to cross the one-way street to the parking deck on the other side, being fortuitously lucky there is no traffic to mow her down. With a brief glance over my shoulder, I see the lobby is still reporterless so I kick my run into overdrive, hoping against a twisted ankle, and by the time she’s entering the parking deck, I’ve caught up with her.


If we’re lucky, the reporters will chase after nothing down the sidewalk.
“Caroline, please wait,” I say as I reach out and grab her by the elbow.
She spins on me in a swirl of spitting anger, jerking her arm away. “You knew, didn’t you?” she accuses.
“Yes,” I say with a wince, then immediately amend my answer. “Actually, no. It’s a long story and we were going to tell you, but—”
“You should have fucking told me,” she screeches at the top of her lungs as she takes a step toward me in a menacing fashion. Tears still pour out of her eyes but they are filled with pure malice and not an ounce of pain right now. I expect that will come back later, and I’ll take her anger. She deserves to lay it on someone.
“We were going to,” I say desperately. “But we wanted to be absolutely certain first, and we learned something yesterday that led us to believe he hadn’t done it.”
She scoffs and turns her back on me, walking across the concrete deck toward the internal stairwell rather than the elevator. I follow along. “I swear it, Caroline. If you just stop and listen to me, I’ll tell you everything.”
“As if I could ever believe you,” she huffs as she drags a hand across her cheek to wipe away the wetness.
“Well just stop, take a moment, and listen to my story and then make your judgment,” I snap at her as I jog to keep up with her long-legged pace.
She stops as I request, so suddenly I almost barrel into her, but I pull myself up quickly. “You see, the thing is—”
“You know,” she interrupts me. “I don’t know who to be more pissed at…Beck for not telling me something I had a right to know, or you for even coming into his life and bringing all this shit with you.”


“Me,” I say solemnly as I reach out and touch her forearm. “You be mad at me. Beck has always been your champion, so you take every bit of your pain out on me. Okay?”
Tears well up again in Caroline’s eyes and her shoulders sag, and I can see the fight completely drain out of her. She looks up to the concrete ceiling above us and says on a disbelieving moan, “Oh God…JT is my brother?”
“Yes,” I whisper.
“And he raped me?”
“Beck and I honestly didn’t think so, but let’s go get in your car for some privacy and before the reporters find us. Let me tell you every bit of it, okay?”
Caroline’s gaze drops to mine and she nods, spinning back on her heel and climbing up the stairwell to the second level. I follow behind her, trying to calm my racing heart. Too much fucking drama for me to handle. Beck sitting there while evidence mounted against him, a scandalous bomb dropped in open court that will have every news media channel about ready to cream themselves, and Beck’s sister destroyed by something she should have been told a long time ago.
When we both get situated in Caroline’s car, I angle my body to the left to look at her directly. She sits facing completely forward, almost as if she’s afraid to look at me. In fact, her gaze seems superglued to the steering wheel.
“When I was at JT’s house and he was on top of me—choking me—he told me he wanted me to know something before I died.”
Caroline swallows hard but doesn’t look away from the steering wheel.
“He told me that he was the one who raped you,” I tell her softly. “I made a bad judgment call not to tell you and Beck about it that night. But I did tell Beck the next morning, and at first, we thought it best not to tell you.”


“You should have told me that night,” she whispers, gaze still forward.
“I know,” I tell her with full acceptance of that fuckup on my part. “And we pretty quickly realized you should know…that we shouldn’t keep it from you. Once we thought about it, we knew that you needed that closure and resolution, no matter how painful it may be. As someone who probably will never get that closure, I knew it was just so obvious that you should know.”
“But you said you didn’t think it was true,” Caroline says as she turns to look at me for the first time since we got in the car. “Something must have made you think JT was lying.”
I nod. “What we couldn’t get our heads around was the fact that if JT raped me and you, the DNA should have matched up. It should have hit when the DNA from your case was put into the system. So that meant either JT was lying or perhaps the DNA from my case wasn’t in the system. Last month, the investigator that Beck hired to help us with all this had pulled my criminal file so he could get up to speed. He noticed that a document was missing regarding submittal of the DNA in my case into the national DNA database, so Beck and I wanted to check that out. We had intended to tell you after we verified it.”
“And let me guess,” she says softly with full awareness of this fucked-up, complicated mess. “The DNA from your case was in the system.”
“Yes. Yesterday I talked to the cop who investigated my rape and he verified it was all there. Because I believed JT raped me and that was his DNA, it only stood to reason he lied to me about raping you. There was no reason to tell you at that point.”
“You’re wrong,” she says, a little anger touching her voice. “You should have at the very least told me JT was my half brother. Well…Beck should have. How long has he known?”


“A while,” I admit. “But that’s something you need to discuss with him.”
Caroline gives a tiny, bitter laugh. “For all Beck’s bitching and moaning about the secrets this family keeps…about him acting all high and mighty about the truth…he sure does lie a lot.”
“I’m sorry,” I tell her simply. Because I am. Sorry she just heard this terrible news and on top of that, has every reason to be pissed at her brother for keeping her in the dark. But it’s not my place to fight Beck’s battles for him when it comes to Caroline. He’s going to have to take one on the chin and resolve this himself.
That is, if he doesn’t go to prison for the rest of his life.
Silence hangs heavy in the air as I let Caroline process everything she’s just learned. Her eyes slide back to the steering wheel. While I know she’s going to be troubled by these events for a long time to come, I also know this woman is strong and resilient and that she will get past this eventually.
“Do you think—” she starts to say, and then abruptly stops, as if she really doesn’t want to know the answer to the question she was getting ready to ask.
I hold still, wait for her to determine the level of bravery she needs.
She clears her throat and starts again. “Do you think JT knew I was his half sister when he raped me?”
I internally wince, because this is what makes this story ten times more horrible. But I tell her the truth. “Yes, he knew.”
Caroline jerks in the seat and her face pales, her lower lip trembling.
“Beck asked your father that after the graveside service and your dad said JT’s mom told him when he turned eighteen,” I tell her with brutal honesty. No way I’m holding anything back from her.


“Ally’s perfect, isn’t she?” Caroline asks in a small voice, and I know what she’s wanting me to affirm. That she wasn’t touched by the nastiness of rape and incest.
“She’s absolutely perfect and she is everything that you are,” I tell her truthfully as I put a hand on her shoulder and squeeze. “Out of all of the bad that has happened to you, and even knowing this horrific truth, I know you’ll accept every bit of it with the knowledge that you have Ally, and nothing better will ever happen to you in your lifetime.”
A tiny sob pops out of Caroline’s mouth and she squeezes her eyes shut while she nods effusively in agreement. “I’ll take every bit of this nastiness,” she says in a quavering voice, then opening her eyes to look at me. “Every bit of it in exchange for the wonderful gift I got out of it.”
“No other way to look at it,” I agree, dropping my hand to grab hers, which sits limply on her lap. I lace my fingers with hers and squeeze.
Caroline tilts her head and her eyes widen as she realizes something. “The DNA…if the DNA in your case doesn’t match JT…then…?”
I shrug nonchalantly even as a stab of pain lances straight through my heart. Caroline doesn’t need to know how bad this feels to me, so I say, “I must have been mistaken.”
She shakes her head, and squeezes my hand so hard the tips of my fingers go numb. “I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”
“Perhaps,” I say as I pull my hand away from hers. “But it’s a worry for another time. If you’re okay with it, I want to get back to the courtroom for Beck. Want to come?”


She nods her head. “Yeah…let’s swing by the bathroom so I can repair this wreck of a face. I don’t want to upset Beck, but maybe it will scare the reporters off if we run into them.”
I laugh. “You two…your bond is amazing. I know you have a lot of reasons to be pissed at him, but you also have this love that’s untouchable. I’m a little envious of it actually.”
Caroline smiles at me. “You have the same thing with him. Don’t ever doubt that.”
And I don’t…doubt it. But I do worry that might not be a good thing as we try to hold this puzzle of lies together because we’re fueled by this love we have for each other.






“After considering the evidence before me, I believe the state has met its burden of probable cause in this matter. As such, I am binding this case over for trial and will set it on the trial docket to commence on April 21…”
The judge’s words are still echoing in my head two hours later as Sela and I make our way wearily from the elevator into the condo.
I’d like to say this came as a surprise but it didn’t. Not after the motivating factor for JT’s murder is the fact he raped our sister, Caroline. There wasn’t a judge in the state who was going to let that one pass by, no matter how liberal minded they might be.
After the hearing, Doug, Caroline, Sela, and I all met in the small conference room behind the courtroom. It was a brief meeting and was only for Doug to reassure us not to lose hope. That there would surely be a plea deal offered.
Nope, not even going to consider that.
“And besides,” he had said, “with your resources, I’m sure we could hire a competent investigation team that can find the bookie who’s behind JT’s murder.”


Yeah…that’s not going to happen either, because the bookie or his goons didn’t murder JT.
Of course, I wasn’t about to tell my attorney that. He may be my attorney and sworn to confidentiality, but I wanted him doing whatever the fuck he could to prove me innocent, and while he might not be able to find evidence of the gambling to connect to JT’s death, he could probably find something about the beating being related, and that right there could provide enough reasonable doubt.
Reasonable doubt.
My two new favorite words.
In fact, maybe when Dennis gets back in town, I can have a conversation with him and see if he can give me something to feed to my attorney that will push him in the right direction.
Sela wordlessly heads back to our bedroom while I detour into the kitchen to open a bottle of wine and perhaps put a frozen pizza in the oven. Not the poshest of meals, but I know she doesn’t feel like going out tonight, and neither do I for that matter. My phone’s already been blowing up with texts from people about me standing trial for murder as well as the secret that JT was my brother and he raped my sister.
Now that I think about it, I’m not sure I’m going back out in public again. Of course, following the trial, that could be a very true statement if I end up in prison, but that’s not an outcome I’m willing to even consider. As Doug reminded me, the case is still entirely circumstantial. While money and anger might be motivating factors, Doug believes we’ll be able to show that I’m really a guy who isn’t moved to violence. I’ve got hundreds of people who can attest to that. We can build up just as much circumstantial evidence in the opposite direction, and the jury may very well see my side of things.
I hope.


In the kitchen, I open up the freezer and see there’s nothing in it but half a pint of ice cream left. Looks like we’ll be ordering takeout.
Chinese, maybe.
But I do know we have wine, and I decide on a crisp pinot grigio I have in the fridge. Pulling it out, I efficiently remove the cork and pour two glasses before carrying them back to the bedroom to see what Sela wants to order. I’m ready to get out of this monkey suit, relax, and perhaps cuddle with her after dinner. Maybe watch a mindless movie.
Probably fuck.
That’s always guaranteed to get my mind out of my dark place.
When I hit the bedroom, I see Sela in the large walk-in closet taking her skirt off and letting it slip to the carpeted floor. She’d already removed the cranberry turtleneck she had on, and now she looks beyond angelic in snow-white lace panties and bra. Her blond hair blankets her shoulders and falls forward to momentarily hide her face as she leans first to one side, then another to remove her heels while balancing herself against the doorjamb with her hand.
When she straightens up, I’m surprised to see her reach for a hanger and take one of her lightweight sweaters off and put it over her head. After threading her arms through the sleeves, she reaches for a pair of gray wool slacks, pulling them right off the hanger.
“What are you doing?” I asked, perplexed as to why she’s getting dressed. Perhaps I misread her exhaustion and desire to go out for dinner.
She jumps lightly and turns to look at me, the slacks held before her. Her eyes are wide for a moment as if she got busted doing something illicit, and then they change right before me into a hardened flatness.


“This farce is over,” she says briskly, and shakes the slacks out before her with the intent to put them on.
And I know exactly what she means by that statement, and fuck if I’m going to let that happen. I put the glasses of wine on the long dresser that sits by the door and then I’m on her, ripping the pants out of her hands and tossing them to the back of the closet, where they land on top of a built-in dresser with thin drawers that holds all of Sela’s lingerie.
“Beck,” she says with anger and frustration, but I don’t let her get any further.
“You are not fucking turning yourself in,” I growl at her.
I expect her to argue, but instead she throws herself into my arms, and with desperation such as I’ve never heard, she begs me, “Then let’s leave the country. Dennis can get us fake passports. You have enough money to buy us a nonextradition island. Let’s run.”
“We can’t,” I tell her softly, one hand stroking her hair, the other her back. “I can’t leave Caroline and Ally…my business. It’s not a good option.”
She tears out of my arms, spitting at me like a cat and rage flashing in her eyes. “Then I’m done with this. I’m turning myself in.”
“Sela, baby—”
“This has gone too far,” she yells as she stomps her foot, her cheeks tinged red with anger. “You are not going down for what I did and you are as good as convicted if you go through with that trial.”
“We don’t know that,” I try to reason with her, even though I can feel myself getting angry at this same old argument we’ve had time and again. “The judge has only heard their side of the story. We’ll put on evidence. They have to prove I was there and I did it and they can’t do that.”


“They can,” she insists. “You’ve got motive and your DNA will be in that house. You know it.”
“The motive is conjecture,” I point out. “For every witness they call that says I wanted JT out for the money, we’ll have ten that say it’s just not true.”
“What about the fact JT raped Caroline?” she hisses at me. “How’re you going to convince a jury that wouldn’t make you mad enough to kill that sick fuck?”
“They can’t prove I knew it,” I argue.
“Do you even understand the level of crazy you’ve stooped to by letting this go this far, Beck?”
“It’s what you do when you’re in love,” I tell her honestly.
“You’re absolutely ridiculous,” she snarls at me, eyes flashing in fury. “You think you’re protecting me, but you’re not. You think you’re protecting the idea of ‘us,’ but you’re not. If you go down, I’m destroyed…we’re destroyed…and that’s not protecting me. Stop trying to act like the fucking white knight.”
“I can say the same to you, Sela,” I growl at her. “You turning yourself in isn’t fucking protecting me either. What do you think will happen to me if you get convicted of this? I’m not ready to live with that level of pain, baby.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she screams, beyond reason at this point, as she turns toward the back of the closet, intent on grabbing her pants, putting them on, and then going to the police to ruin both of us. “You can’t stop me.”
“It does too fucking matter,” I yell at her as I grab her from behind. But rather than pull her out of the closet, I push her two more steps until we’re flush against the dresser and I have her pinned so she can’t move.
She lets out a tiny gasp of outrage and starts to squirm to get away from me, but my hand circles around her stomach, dips into her panties, and I’m pushing a finger inside of her. “And I can stop you.”


“Stop it, Beck,” she grits out, and when her hand locks around my wrist, trying to pull me away, I have a slight moment of doubt.
But I push it far away from me.
“No,” I growl into her ear, and because she’s no match for my strength, I pull my finger out and sink it back in deep. Her insides flood with wetness even though she pulls at my arm to try to get me away.
“Beck,” she says pleadingly. “Let me go.”
“I am never letting you go,” I tell her, my voice harsh and husky with anger that she’d even think about doing this. “If I have to tie you to that bed and fuck sense into you, I’ll do it.”
I plunge my finger in and out of her a few more times, add another, and feel a measure of triumph when her grip loosens on my wrist and her hips rotate seeking more contact.
“This doesn’t change anything,” she seethes, and even though she’s practically fucking my fingers right now, I’m surprised by the venom in her voice.
“We’ll see about that,” I retort, pulling my hand free and rejoicing at her mewling sound of loss. But then she’s gasping as I spin her around, lift her up, and deposit her on top of the sturdy built-in dresser. My fingers go into her panties at her hips and I rip them down her legs, which are dangling over the edge. With my palm to her sweater-covered chest, I push on her hard until she falls back against the wall, and then I’m spreading her legs open.
Bending over, I put my mouth between her legs and I eat my fucking pussy like a man on a mission. Sela’s hands fly to my head, grip it tight, and she pushes my face against her harder. She knows it’s my pussy, but she’s also reminding me that my lips and tongue are hers.


I hit it hard, letting one hand drop to my belt, where I manage to work it free of the buckle through the magic of multitasking. Sela moans and begs me, and when I sense her getting close, I let my tongue fly against her clit.
“Beck,” she gasps, and I have to stop myself from smiling at how easy it was to get her turned around from this ludicrous idea of leaving.
I tongue her harder.
“Beck,” she moans again. “Make me come and then fuck me.”
I pull back briefly and mutter against her wet lips, “I will.”
“Good,” she says, pressing me down harder against her. “Because after…I’m going to the cops and you can’t stop me.”
Son of a fucking bitch.
I rear back from her, leaving her hanging high and dry on that massive orgasm that I know was moments away. I swipe the back of my hand across my mouth, and even though her face is flushed with pleasure and I know she’d drop to her knees and beg me to finish her off right now, I also see the fire of resolve in her eyes.
“Yeah, that won’t fucking do,” I snap at her, enraged she’s still even thinking that, but also hard and horny as hell, and more determined than she ever will be.
I use both hands to quickly unbutton my slacks and push them down my hips along with my underwear. I take my aching cock in one hand and snake my other arm around her back, pulling her to the edge of the dresser. Her hands come to my shoulders and she spreads her legs wide for me, all indications that she wants to be fucked. And yet she looks me square in the eye and I know this argument isn’t over by a long shot.
The dresser is the perfect height, and with another pull on her body, I have her ass hanging halfway off but her pussy now pressed against my dick. I groan because just that tiny, wet, hot touch has me about crazy with lust for her. I bring both hands to the back of her hips and hold her steady as I slam deep into her, both of our eyes locked on each other in challenge-fueled passion. Her gaze burns bright with rebellion, and I’ll be damned if I want to listen to her further arguments while I’m fucking her.


I put a hand to her jaw, press lightly at the joints, and tell her, “Open that pretty mouth so I can kiss it.”
She gives me a gamine smile and does as I ask. I lean in slightly, tilting my head, but then my other hand snags the panties I had pulled off her moments ago and I shove them in.
Her eyes flare with surprise and heat before they narrow into a glare. I grin at her and kiss the corner of her mouth. “There…now I can fuck you without hearing your ridiculous words.”
This pisses her off and she shoves at my chest, trying to push me away from her. I merely get hold of her hips again and pump in and out of her a few times. I’m fascinated as I watch the struggle on her face not to show me how good that feels and to keep that malcontent look leveled at me. Her fingers come to my shoulders and she digs her nails down into me, not sure if that’s a sign of lust that she’s so turned on or a form of punishment, but fuck…it hurts.
So I pull her off the dresser, expecting her to wrap those legs around my hips for leverage, but she starts to scramble off my cock and that just won’t do. No way I’m not fucking this pussy now that I’m sunk in deep.
I spin forty-five degrees and push her right into the line of suits I have hung up on a bar that sits high enough that her head clears it easily. I push her into them hard, some of them falling from hangers, and some hangers falling from the bar to rain down around us. I push her all the way back with my suit coats at her back until she’s pinned against that side of the closet, and I ram into her hard, holding her in place and grinding against her. She moans, her eyes fluttering in the back of her head, and finally…those beautiful legs come around my waist to hang on.


And she needs to hang on.
I let my anger and frustration and anxiety out on her body. I let my fear and love and uncertainty drive the force of my thrusts into her, letting that delicious wet heat cradle me and soothe me. I fuck my misery out on her, burying my face into her shoulder and closing my eyes. I hear her panting against the lace in her mouth and her moans every time I drive deep.
This right here…never giving this up, and I’m not going to let Sela destroy this.
Pulling my head up, I find her staring at me, her eyes now completely soft, her spirit completely in the moment with me. I reach a hand up, pull the panties out, and place my lips against hers, all while I push in and out with the force of a battering ram. Little bursts of air pump from her mouth into mine every time I slam in, and her arms wrap around me tight as we kiss.
Never fucking giving this up.






It’s a quarter till five in the morning when I walk into the Sausalito Police Department. I left Beck sleeping soundly, utterly exhausted. I left him sleeping with the delusion that I’d be by his side when he woke up.
The only way I was going to be assured of slipping out of the condo was if I could get him into a deep and restful sleep. So after he fucked me in the closet, I urged him to take me to our bed where we kissed, and cuddled, and whispered sweet nothings. I let him make love to me, our eyes locked as we just rocked against each other. I let him extract promises that were nothing but lies while he tenderly fucked me.
“Promise me, Sela…you’ll give up this idea of turning yourself in.”
“I promise.”
“Swear it for me.”
“I swear it.”
“Swear it on your love for me.”
“I swear it on my love for you.”


We came together and it was so beautiful I almost started crying. Then Beck pulled me into his arms, satisfied that I was put back in my place for the time being, and we fell asleep.
Well, he fell asleep.
I feigned it.
I didn’t move a muscle and let him hold me for a few hours, memorizing the feel of his skin, his hair, the pace of his breathing…his scent. I inhaled against him deeply, committing it to my deep memory so I’d never lose it.
He never stirred once when I slipped out of bed and quietly put my clothes on.
By the fact he hasn’t called me on my phone means he’s still in our bed sleeping…probably with a contented smile on his face.
Chest pain…squeeze of regret.
I turn my phone off, so I won’t be tempted to answer it when he calls.
A uniformed cop sits at the curved reception desk and looks at me curiously when I walk in. “Can I help you?”
“Yes, I need to talk to Detective Denning or DeLatemer…either one.”
“Well, neither one of them are in yet,” he says with a smile. “They usually roll in around seven. You could come back…there’s a twenty-four hour McDonald’s about a mile away; you could go get some coffee or something.”
“I need you to call them,” I say firmly. “Tell them that Sela Halstead is here.”
He has no clue who I am and there’s no doubt it’s crazy that I’ve walked in here during the dark morning hours demanding he call in a detective.
A flash of irritation across his face. “Miss Halstead…I can’t—”


“Call one of them and tell them I’m here to confess to the murder of Jonathon Townsend,” I say softly and with such honesty he immediately turns to the computer in front of him.
He types a few things on the keyboard as he says, “Just a minute…let me look up their cell numbers.”
The cop finds them fast as he picks up the desk phone, and with his eyes pinned to me in disbelief the entire time, he calls Detective Denning. “Um…I’ve got a Sela Halstead at reception asking for you to come to the station. She said she wants to confess to the Jonathon Townsend murder.”
He listens for several moments and then hangs up the phone. Standing from the desk, he says, “Miss Halstead…follow me. I’m going to seat you in an interview room and Detective Denning is on her way in.”
I nod and follow the cop through a door that’s opened with a code he punches in, and then down to a large room with a conference table. He flicks on the light and points to a seat. “Can I get you some coffee?”
I shake my head. “No, thank you.”
“All right,” he says as he pulls a tiny card from his breast pocket and gives me a sheepish look as he nods toward it. “I don’t normally do this, but Detective Denning asked me to read your Miranda rights.”
I just nod, my tongue too thick with fear to say anything.
“You have the right to remain silent…”
—
“You understand, Miss Halstead,” Detective Denning says as she sits across from me with her arms folded over her chest and a pissy I-can’t-believe-you-woke-me-up-for-this-shit look, “this sounds like nothing more than an attempt by a desperate girlfriend to save her boyfriend.”


“I can understand that,” I say, wishing that she didn’t look so doubtful. “But when you hear my story, you’ll believe me.”
“Then let’s hear it,” she says with boredom before flicking a hand toward the top corner of the room. I see a camera there with a red light. “And this is being recorded.”
I nod, swallow, and then say, “Ten years ago, Jonathon Townsend raped me.”
That gets her attention, as I knew it would, and she sits up straight in her chair. “Go on.”
“At least I thought he did. I was sixteen, drugged at a party with Rohypnol, and raped by three men. I remember bits and pieces. A semen sample was taken from me but my attackers were never identified.”
She doesn’t offer me sympathy, but I expect it’s because she either doesn’t believe me or she doesn’t want to interrupt me.
“Almost a year ago, I was watching TV and I saw Jonathon Townsend on there, and I saw a tattoo he had of a red phoenix on his rib cage. I remember that tattoo…it was the exact one I remembered from my attack.”
“So you identified Mr. Townsend as your alleged rapist?” she asks.
“Yes,” I tell her. “I was convinced he was one of them. One of the others had the same tattoo on his wrist.”
“What did you do?”
“I planned to murder Mr. Townsend,” I tell her honestly. “It took me six months to get ready for it. I changed my hair color, had to let some facial piercings close up, worked out and lost some weight. Then I joined The Sugar Bowl and my intention was to meet Mr. Townsend, get him alone, and then I was going to shoot him after I induced him to tell me who my other attackers were.”
“So you went to his house and stabbed him instead?” she asks incredulously.


I shake my head. “No, I met Beck North instead, and I eventually told him the truth about JT. He convinced me to give up my murderous plot and to go to the police. We had just decided to do that right before Mr. Townsend was beaten up.”
“You know if it’s true, that Mr. Townsend raped you, that adds additional motive for Mr. North,” she points out.
“It does, but Beck never once considered it. In fact, I actually asked him if he’d help me do it and he unequivocally rejected the idea. He’s the one who talked me out of giving up that quest. He knew it wasn’t the right thing to do.”
“All right,” she says skeptically. “So then why did you kill him?”
“He called me the day it happened. I had just gotten out of school and he left me a voice mail. I called him back and he said he had an idea he wanted to run by me. He asked me to come to his house to go over it.”
“And you want me to believe you were stupid enough to go to the house of a man who raped you?” she asks skeptically.
“You’ve been right about one thing in this investigation…Beck wanted JT out of the company. We were very much relying on him taking Beck’s offer of five million in exchange for ownership of The Sugar Bowl, and JT could get out of his gambling debt. We wanted him out of the business before I went to the police so it made the transition smoother. I went to JT’s house because I was hoping I could help him to see reason that this was a good deal. I wanted him to take that deal, give The Sugar Bowl to Beck, who is a good and decent man, and then I wanted to go to the police and put JT in jail.”
“Tell me what happened when you got to his house,” she prods me, and by the fact she’s not questioning my story up to this point, I have to take that to mean she believes me to some extent.


I take a deep breath, but before I can answer, there’s a knock on the conference room door. The same cop who was at reception pokes his head in. “Detective…Beck North is in the lobby, demanding to see Miss Halstead.”
Detective Denning looks at me and raises her eyebrows. “Do you want to take a break to talk to him?”
I shake my head. “No. He’s here to try to talk me out of it.”
Denning nods and turns back to the cop. “Tell Mr. North that Miss Halstead doesn’t want to see him.”
The officer nods, backs out, and closes the door. Denning refocuses on me. “We were talking about what happened at JT’s house.”
Another deep breath. “He invited me in and we went into the den. He started—”
“Wait a minute,” Denning interrupts. “He hadn’t recognized you the few times you’d been around each other.”
I give a dry laugh. “I hadn’t thought so, but apparently he had. He told me that he knew Beck was his brother and he wanted Beck to let him stay in The Sugar Bowl and he’d in turn renounce his rights to the North estate.”
“What did you say?”
“That it wouldn’t change Beck’s mind,” I tell her.
“Then what?”
“He got angry…called me a cunt…He came at me, so I reached into my purse and pulled out my gun,” I tell her candidly.
She blinks in surprise. “You have a gun?”
“It was my mother’s,” I tell her. “It’s not registered to me. It’s in my car and you can have it.”
She blinks again in surprise, shakes her head as if she can’t believe she’s hearing this. “Then what happened?”
“JT was crazed with anger. Didn’t care that I was pointing a gun at him. Walked right up to me until the gun was pushing against the center of his chest. He actually dared me to shoot him, and I swear to God, Detective Denning, no matter how much I hated him, I couldn’t pull the trigger.”


She nods in acceptance of that because she knows JT was in fact not killed with a gun.
“He knocked the gun out of my hand and then forced me back onto his desk. He was choking me with his cast on his broken arm. That’s when he admitted that he knew who I was.” I pause a moment and take a small breath, swallowing hard against the rotten memories. “Said I was one of the best fucks he’d ever had and would never forget someone like me.”
Denning doesn’t say anything, but she’s now leaning over the table, enthralled with my story.
“Anyway…he was choking me,” I tell her, and pull down the edge of my turtleneck so she can see the bruises that remain on my neck over a week after he choked me, although they’re mostly faded. “I couldn’t breathe…I was dying. I somehow got ahold of the letter opener and I swung at him. It went into his neck and I pulled it out. Then I swung again, I think out of reflex…I’m not sure. I was able to push him off me and he fell to the floor. I watched him die. It didn’t take long.”
“Why didn’t you call the police?” Denning asks. “If what you say is true, it would have been self-defense.”
“Would you have believed me, given the fact I went to my rapist’s house with a gun and then stabbed him in the neck?”
“There’s no telling now, is there?” she counters. “There’s no evidence left. Blood spray on your clothes, the weapon…the positioning of where the gun landed. None of that for us to see now.”
“I know,” I whisper, looking down at my hands.
“What did you do with the letter opener and your clothes?” she asks.


And this is where I determine the interview is over. I am never telling her what happened to those items. “I’m invoking my right to remain silent.”
“What?” she asks in surprise.
“I’ve told you what you need to know. I’ve got my voice mail proving he contacted me and the bruises on my neck. If that won’t amount to self-defense along with my story, I’ll let the chips fall where they may.”
“Did Beck North dispose of that evidence for you?”
I say nothing but stare at her with stony resolve.
“Did Mr. Townsend ever admit to you that he raped Caroline North?”
Not answering that one either.
“Did Mr. North help you cover up your crime?”
Silence.
“Did you tell Mr. North what you did?”
Crickets.
“Miss Halstead, if you want me to believe this story, which started out with you telling me Mr. Townsend raped you, why didn’t the DNA in your case match up to Mr. Townsend when we put it in the system?”
I look at her sadly and decide to answer in a self-loathing whisper. “I don’t know. I think I may have been wrong about all of that.”






Shit, fuck, shit, fuck.
Pace to one side of the police reception lobby, turn and pace to the other side.
The young cop sitting duty watches me warily, and I’m sure I’m making quite the spectacle. Mumbling obscenities to myself, constantly pulling my phone out to check the time, even though there’s a plain wall clock just behind the reception desk.
I’d woken up and saw Sela wasn’t in bed. Didn’t even need to call out her name or search the apartment. I could tell by the stillness in the air and the dread pushing down on my chest she’d made a run for the police station to confess. I immediately called her cell but she didn’t answer. I then called Doug and told him to meet me at the Sausalito Police Department. I was sure that’s where she was.
I’m so angry at her right now I should just leave her here to rot. I should after she refused to speak to me. But I suppose the damage is done and now I have to figure out how to not only get myself out of this mess but get Sela out as well.
Shit, fuck, motherfucker, fuck.


The door to the station opens and I see Doug walking in, looking very different in a pair of dark jeans, a UCLA sweatshirt, and hiking boots. His hair is flattened on one side, and that tells me he rushed out of his home as soon as I called him without even bothering to use a comb.
I jerk my chin to the outside and give him a pointed look. He gets the message, that we need to talk in privacy, and heads back out. Before I follow him, I look back to the cop. “I’m going to be standing just outside. I need to talk to Detective Denning when she’s done.”
He nods at me, looking completely mystified by the events that occurred this morning. I’m sure he’s never encountered someone walking in before to confess to murder.
Doug is waiting for me a few paces from the door, leaning back against the pale red brick exterior of the building. It’s not quite seven A.M. and the early morning rush-hour traffic is starting to pick up, but for now we’re alone on the sidewalk.
“You said on the phone that Sela came here to confess to killing JT,” Doug says to start the conversation.
I nod, and I’m sure Doug knows the look of irritation on my face is not for him. “Yeah…She’s in there right now spilling her guts. I tried to talk to her but she wouldn’t see me.”
“Did she do it?” he asks, and I can tell by the tone of his voice he doesn’t expect me to admit anything, but I can’t hold anything back now.
“Yes,” I tell him bluntly, and he physically jerks in surprise, pushing off the building.
“She killed JT?” he asks. “And you didn’t think to tell me this as a defense to the charges against you?”
I give him an exasperated look, wondering if this man has ever felt the power of love or the need to protect the way I have.
“I was sort of banking on the fact that I didn’t actually do it would save me,” I tell him dryly. “Handing Sela over was not an option.”


“Tell me what happened, and I need the full truth so I can figure out options at this point,” he says, and there’s no missing the chastisement in his voice.
Taking a deep breath, I give him the short version of the story. “He called Sela to come over to his house. Wanted to get her help in convincing me to let him remain in The Sugar Bowl. He got angry when she wouldn’t and came after her. Was choking her. She got the letter opener and stabbed him in self-defense.”
Doug’s lips flatten out in a look that says, That’s the most ludicrous, unbelievable story that I’ve ever heard.
“Just do something to help her,” I snap at him.
“Beck, I can’t represent Sela,” he says, and this surprises me. “My duty is to you, and that’s a conflict to represent her. But tell me everything from the beginning so I can figure out if this helps you in any way.”
“Doug,” I snarl at him in frustration. “I don’t need help. Sela does. I need you to do something.”
And yeah…that last little bit was begging on my part.
He nods at me, holds a finger up, and digs into his pocket. Pulling his phone out, he flips through the contacts and dials someone. When the call is connected he says, “Kerry, Doug Shriver. I’ve got someone down at Sausalito PD confessing to murder with a self-defense element and is going to need a sharp attorney.”
He listens for a moment and then turns to me to ask, “Assume money is not an object?”
I shake my head. “I’ll pay whatever the fees are, as well as bail.”
Putting his mouth to the phone, he says, “You hear that? Good. See you soon.”


When he disconnects, he shoves the phone back into his pocket and says, “You know that story didn’t sound plausible. That’s going to be hard for her attorney to work with…JT getting that angry with her in his own home and trying to kill her just because she refused to help him out.”
I blow out a heavy breath, scratch at the back of my neck, and look at him intently. “Yeah, well, there’s more to it.”
“Such as?”
“JT raped her ten years ago,” I tell him. “She had been drugged and only recently realized who he was when she saw him on TV. She was going to go to the police because DNA was taken in her case, but we wanted him out of The Sugar Bowl first. We had a plan we were trying to follow.”
“Wait a minute,” Doug says holding up a hand. “JT raped both Sela and Caroline?”
“He was a sick fuck, what can I say?”
“But his DNA didn’t hit with her rape,” he points out.
“Yeah, well that sort of threw us for a loop in court yesterday,” I grumble. “I haven’t really had a chance to talk to Sela about that, but the most logical explanation is that the DNA taken off her was from one of her other attackers. Her memory is spotty from being drugged.”
“Attackers?” Doug asks with disgust.
“Three of them. She thought JT was the one who left the sample behind, but clearly she’s wrong. It had to be one of the others.”
“Any chance she’s wrong in her ID of him?” he asks hesitantly, but it’s something I’ve asked myself already and I know damn well Sela’s wondering the same thing.
I shake my head and tell him adamantly, “No. She clearly remembers his tattoo from that night and it’s distinctive. But more than that, he recognized her. As he was choking her, admitted he remembered her from that night. Up until then, we thought JT just didn’t recognize her. She had darker hair when they first met a few months ago, but apparently we were wrong.”


“So he came after her because of that,” he posits. “He couldn’t take the chance of what she’d do.”
“I’m sure he even figured out we were trying to get him out of the business to clear the way to go to the police,” I tell him. “He knew it was all crumbling down. The gambling debt, me offering a buyout he could barely refuse, and Sela coming into his life again were no coincidence. Honestly, I could even make the argument JT lured her there with the intent to kill her.”
“Now that is something I can finally wrap my head around,” he agrees.
“So it’s a good defense, right?” I ask, coming around full circle to the reason I called him here. I get he can’t represent her and he has what I’m guessing is a very good attorney on the way. But I need to know.
“It’s her word against his,” Doug says. “What evidence does she have to prove what she’s saying?”
“She doesn’t,” I admit heavily. “The letter opener and clothes she was wearing are gone.”
He holds a hand up. “I don’t want to know any more about that. That makes me a potential witness against Sela.”
Shit, fuck, shit.
This has gotten so goddamned complicated, I’m terrified that there’s no way out for either of us.
“Beck,” Doug says softly to get my attention. “Sela confessing is not going to make the charges against you go away. You know that, right?”
I nod my acceptance. “I didn’t figure it would. It’s why I told her not to do it.”
“Well, Kerry Suttenson is a fantastic lawyer. One of the best. She’ll do all she can to help Sela. Now I’ll certainly make a motion to have the charges against you dismissed, but it’s a one-in-a-million shot.”


Before I can respond, the station door opens and Detective Denning sticks her head out and looks at us. “Mr. North, Mr. Shriver, let’s talk and I’ll fill you in on what’s going on.”
We follow her in, where she leads us to a small office that has her name in brass on the outside of the door. We walk in and I’m surprised to see ADA Hammond there, looking polished and like the cat who just ate the canary.
We shuffle into the small space when Denning motions us inside. She doesn’t follow us in but rather pulls the door shut so we are left alone with the district attorney.
“I just wanted to let you both know that Miss Halstead is being booked right now on first-degree murder and conspiracy to commit murder,” she says brusquely. “I’ll be amending the charges against Mr. North to also include conspiracy.”
“What does that mean?” I ask, turning to Doug, who doesn’t look surprised by this news.
But before he can answer me, Hammond says, “Your girlfriend’s cute, Mr. North…thinking that by confessing we’d drop the charges against you. All that tells me is that you were both in on it together, but even if you weren’t, we’ll let a jury figure it all out.”
I open my mouth to tell that bitch to bite me, but Doug lays a restraining hand on my forearm, which silently tells me to shut the fuck up.
“Miss Hammond, I’m going to enter a temporary appearance as Miss Halstead’s attorney, just until her attorney can get here. I’d like to see her immediately and I’ll stay with her until Kerry Suttenson can arrive.”
She looks at Doug with amusement but nods. “Sure, Detective Denning will take you to her and I suppose I’ll be seeing all of your bright, shining faces tomorrow morning at the arraignment. This should be fun, gentlemen.”


Hammond turns her back on us and I have to restrain myself from leaping onto it, knocking her to the ground, and strangling the breath out of her. I want to pin her down, wrap my hands around that scrawny neck, and choke her until she turns first red, then blue. I want her to fear imminent death and see the look in my eyes that I won’t save her, and then I want to bend down and whisper to her, “You see, bitch. This is what it feels like to be dying. Now tell me that if you had a letter opener in your hand you wouldn’t swing it at me right now, just to get one drop of precious oxygen?”
Instead, I merely fantasize about that and watch as she pulls the door shut behind her, giving Doug and me a few moments of privacy.
“So we’ll be tried together?” I take a guess.
“Looks that way,” he says. “It’s a win-win for them. They get two bites at the apple so to speak, and while they’d be ecstatic to have the jury believe you two were in on it together, they’ll be completely satisfied if just one of you is resoundingly convicted.”
“Well isn’t that a fucking junk punch,” I say, and then immediately regret the words. Too crass for a refined gentleman like Doug who is working hard to help me.
“I know what you’ll probably say, but I do have to throw this out there, Beck. If you took the stand and testified against Sela, the chances would be much better for you.”
“Not going to happen,” I grit out.
“Didn’t think so, but I have to give you the advice regardless,” he says kindly. “And I’m sure that won’t be the last time I bring it up to you.”
“Duly noted,” I say.
“All right,” he says, laying a hand on my shoulder. “You might as well go home. Sela’s not getting out today, but I don’t see any reason why Judge Reyes won’t grant her the same bail conditions he gave you. So go home, get some money transferred and ready to put down on her, and oh…she’ll need something nice to wear tomorrow in court.”


I nod, feeling utterly exhausted and helpless at this moment. Doug opens the door and I follow him out. Denning is waiting and she jerks her head down an opposite hallway for Doug to follow her. I head back to the reception area, out of the police station, and cross the street where I’m parked half a block down.
As soon as I’m in my car and pulling into traffic, I call Dennis.
It’s more than time.
By my rough calculations, he should be in Panama and is probably on a boat right now pulling in some marlin or other sport fish, so I’m not surprised when I get his voice mail. I’m sure it will be sitting behind some calls from the police wanting to verify my alibi the day of JT’s death.
“Dennis, it’s Beck. I need you to call me ASAP. Sela and I are in a world of trouble. We need help.”
I disconnect, knowing that my message is going to knock the breath out of him. I’m sure he’s enjoying a nice vacation, drinking beer with his buddies and figuring JT was in the midst of transitioning out of the business and Sela would be having a long-overdue chat with the police about her rapist.
He’s in for one hell of a surprise.
I don’t head home the way Doug suggested. I make my way to Belle Haven instead because I need to have a very immediate and important talk with William Halstead, Sela’s dad. This shit with Sela will be hitting the news quickly and he does not need to be finding out this crap on TV.
He’s been kept fully in the loop on what’s been going on, and I’ve talked to him a few times over the last few days when he calls Sela to check in. I know he doesn’t owe me the benefit of the doubt, but he’s given it, throwing his full support behind me and trusting in Sela and me when we tell him that I had nothing to do with JT’s death.


That’s going to make what I’m getting ready to tell him extremely difficult.
As I navigate my way through the rush-hour traffic, I take a deep breath and dial William on his cell phone. Sela gave me his number not long ago but I’ve never called him yet, so he won’t recognize my number.
I’m grateful when he answers on the third ring.
“It’s Beck,” I tell him. “First, know that Sela is fine, but something bad has happened and I need to talk to you about it.”
“Where are you?” he asks briskly, not bothering to pump me for information.
“I can be at your house in about an hour,” I tell him. “I’m coming from Sausalito.”
“Assuming you won’t tell me over the phone, because I can hear it in your voice that it’s really bad, meet me instead at the Starbucks in Millbrae; it’s on Broadway. We can both be there in about half an hour.”
“Got it,” I say.
“And, Beck…you swear she’s okay?” he asks fearfully.
“Physically, yes,” I tell him truthfully. “But she’s in some trouble and it’s going to be on the news soon. I need to fill you in.”
“Fuck,” he curses low, and it’s the first time I’ve heard him say that. “Okay…drive fast. I’ll see you soon.”






Jail sucked. While I was given a cell to myself, the temperature was too cold, the mattress too lumpy, and my blanket too scratchy. The food was barely palatable and the strange noises around me kept me awake all night.
Guess what, Sela? Prison will be even worse.
I try not to think of that just yet, because I’ve got a million other things to worry about. While it’s probably a foregone conclusion I’m going down hard for JT’s murder, there are so many other things I need to put right in my life. Mainly I’m worried about Beck, my father, and Caroline, all three who sat stoically behind me through the entire arraignment proceeding. I haven’t been able to talk to them, although my attorney, Kerry Suttenson, brought me a navy-blue dress from Beck this morning. It had an open neckline but there was no need to hide the bruises at this point, although they were almost gone.
I had met Kerry briefly yesterday morning after I was processed. Beck’s attorney kindly stayed with me until she arrived, informing me that it was a conflict for him to represent me but that Beck had hired me an exceptional lawyer.


And Kerry certainly seemed exceptional. She was tall with dark blond hair that was thick and wavy and serious, deep-set eyes. She commanded attention and her manner was brisk and efficient. I didn’t get a single ounce of sympathy from her when we were able to meet for about ten minutes before I was to be taken to the sheriff’s department for holding, and I suspect it was because our time was limited. I told her about my history with JT and she nodded while taking notes, pausing every once in a while to clarify an issue.
When we were done, she said, “Sela, I’m not going to lie, self-defense is going to be a hard sell.”
I looked at her glumly. “I know…no evidence and all that.”
She gathered up her notepad and briefcase and stood from the table we were sitting at in a private room. “I very rarely advise a defendant to take the stand in their own defense, but it’s the only chance we have to prove it was self-defense. You’re going to have to get up there and tell the entire story from the start.”
“I can do that,” I said in quiet acknowledgment.
I can most definitely do that because I have absolutely nothing to lose. As it stands now, I have not a single thing but my name and the truth, and perhaps life in prison if the jury doesn’t buy my truth.
So she left and I went to jail for the first time in my life. I made it through last night, but felt like an utter zombie when Kerry met me at the courthouse. I silently changed into my dress while she went over the arraignment procedure. I only half listened because I’d been through it with Beck and knew what to expect. My attention was piqued a little though when she said, “Mr. North has already made arrangements for your bail so you should be able to go home today.”
And now I’m left wondering what home even means anymore as I’m being processed out of the sheriff’s department. I’m given a plastic bag that contains my jeans, T-shirt, and tennis shoes I came in with yesterday, as well as my purse. My gun had long been confiscated since I’d offered it to the police, and Kerry told me that my car had been impounded as well to check for evidence.


Kerry walks beside me out of the sheriff’s department where I find Beck and my father waiting for me, and I assume Caroline must have gone back to Healdsburg.
Yeah…no clue what home means to me right now, but my gut instinct tells me I’ll be moving back home to Belle Haven. I know that Beck has to be beyond pissed at me and my breach of his trust is not going to be forgiven easily. I know how Beck feels about honesty and transparency, and the only thing I’ve shown him in the last twenty-four hours is a woman clouded with shadow and deceit.
Kerry puts a hand on my shoulder and I turn to face her. “I’ll see you next Monday in my office so we can get ready for your preliminary hearing. You’re going to need to take the stand like we discussed. I think it’s worth a shot for Judge Reyes to go ahead and hear what your testimony will be. I think there’s virtually no chance he’s going to drop the charges against you based on your testimony alone, but we have to take the opportunity to try.”
I nod, my head still a little foggy and reeling from everything that’s happened. “Whatever. I just want Beck out of all this trouble.”
Her eyes stare at me intently for a moment before she sighs. “Yeah…well, I’ll let you talk to Beck about that.”
Not very reassuring on her part, but I still feel good about her representing me. My preliminary hearing is set for Tuesday because Monday is Martin Luther King Day and the courts are closed. But it appears Kerry and I will be working that day to prepare for what I’ve come to think of as my snowball’s-chance-in-hell defense.


“Take care, Sela,” Kerry says as she turns away and starts across the parking lot to where she must be parked.
I slowly turn around, bracing myself against the reactions of the two most important people in my world. I simply can’t bear to see condemnation and disgust in Beck’s eyes; the easier burden is to see the disappointment in my daddy’s.
So I look at him first, and find his head tilted with a soft smile of gentle love on his face. In that one look, I know that Beck has told him the entire truth of what happened that night and he still loves me no matter what. My dad opens his arms, and in five steps, I’m wrapped in a hug. I turn my face away from where Beck is standing and put my cheek against his bulky chest while he squeezes me hard.
“It’s okay, baby,” he practically coos at me. “I’ve got your back. You’re going to get out of this just fine.”
My dad…my rock. Just like when I was raped.
“It’s okay, baby. Your mom and I love you and will protect you forever. You’ll never get hurt like this again.”
Those were sweet words back then, but I didn’t believe them. I was so paranoid about getting attacked again for the longest time, I distrusted every person who tried to reassure me of my safety.
Just like I don’t believe his words now. There’s no way in hell I’m getting out of this.
I pull away from my dad, still refusing to look at Beck, who is standing no more than two feet from us. When my dad looks down at me, I say in a shaky voice, “Can we go home?”
My dad looks hesitantly at Beck, and even though I’m not looking his way, I can feel the irritation vibrating off him.


“For fuck’s sake, Sela,” Beck grits out, and his hand is then on my arm, turning me to face him. “Your home is with me.”
“But—”
“You’re coming back to the condo with me,” he rolls right over me.
I pull my arm away, take a step back. Beck looks pissed and hurt at the same time. I notice my father turns from us and walks a few feet away to give us privacy. This tells me immediately that he is siding with Beck on this. By the mere fact that my father isn’t pulling me down the street to his car right this minute tells me that he thinks I belong with Beck.
I just can’t believe that.
Turning back to Beck, I nervously tuck my hair behind my ears with both hands and tell him with a raised chin, “Beck, don’t you think this is over between us? I got you caught up in my crime, and I’m now trying to make things right. But to do that, you’ve got to let me go.”
“You seriously can’t be that naïve,” he says curtly with narrowed eyes. And damn…he looks so beautiful even in his complete disgruntlement with me. Nothing would make me happier than to just walk right into him, snuggle in tight, and hang on.
Never let go.
But that’s a pipe dream now.
My dad turns around quickly on us and puts an arm around my shoulder. “Honey, why don’t we all go to the condo and talk this through. Beck and I have some thoughts, and frankly, you two need each other more than ever.”
“How can you even say that?” I ask him in astonishment. “I’ve ruined our lives by my actions.”
Beck makes a scoffing noise, but when I risk a glance at him, he’s still glowering, his hands now shoved deep in his pockets.


“Sela,” my dad says calmly. “Let’s go to the condo. We’ve got things to discuss, and when we’re done, if you want to come home with me, I’ll take you there. Okay?”
What I really want to do is stick my head in the sand, my ass in the air, and become the proverbial ostrich. I want to ignore all of this, go to my childhood bed and stay in with the covers pulled over my head until they come to cart me away forever.
But one more hard look at Beck, past the anger in his eyes, I still see a deep and abiding love within them. No matter how mad he is at me, I don’t think I killed the good stuff.
At least I hope.
I look at my dad and nod. “Okay. Let’s go.”
—
I rode in the backseat of Beck’s car, my dad in the front. I really wanted to ask my dad where his car was, but the silence was so heavy I was afraid my words would sound like a thunderclap. Besides, I have to assume it’s at Beck’s place and they rode to the courthouse together as a means of solidarity.
Once we get to the condo, Beck goes straight to the kitchen to make coffee and some tea, while I mumble about wanting a quick shower. I didn’t get one at the sheriff’s department today, although I was given a bar of soap to wash my face, as well as a small toothbrush with what felt like bamboo stakes for bristles and a flat-tasting toothpaste. I felt the grunge of crime sticking to me and needed to wash it off.
I come back into the living room, my long hair wet and wrapped up in a bun, but otherwise fully dressed and ready to hightail it out of here when we’re done. I sit on the couch beside my dad and see a cup of tea cooling before me on the coffee table. Beck is standing near the window-wall with his hands in his pockets.


He appears ready for a difficult conversation, much like he did when I told him all the details of my rape. He doesn’t look as uncomfortable, but still a bit angry and wary of me.
Yes…of me.
There’s something about me and my presence in his life at this moment that is making him wary.
I’m totally going home with my dad tonight.
No doubt.
With a regretful sigh, I look at Beck and say, “I’m sorry I went behind your back to the police station. But I don’t regret my actions.”
“Of course you wouldn’t,” he says bitterly. “If you did, you’d have to admit how stupid that was.”
This pisses me off, and even though my dad says “Sela” on a low note of warning, I stand from the couch, pin him with my death glare, and say, “You should be thanking me, Beck.”
“Oh yeah…how’s that?” he snaps back at me.
“Because I’m taking responsibility for my crime. I’m freeing you so you can go on with your life, and I’m doing that because I love you.”
In three long steps, Beck crosses the room toward me, coming to stand on the opposite side of the coffee table. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, babe, because clearly you’re in the dark, but your confessing to this crime didn’t free me at all. It just ensured we’re going to be tried together as coconspirators in JT’s death.”
“What?” I gasp, actually falling back down to the couch in a defeated slump.
“The ADA isn’t going to drop the charges against me,” he says, and his words slice into me like a million paper cuts. “She has no reason to. Nothing you’ve told them disproves that I did it.”
“But it’s a confession,” I mutter, glancing down at my tea because I can’t stand to see the look of reproach in Beck’s eyes. “They should accept it and be done with this.”


“Oh grow up, Sela,” Beck says in frustration with his hands out. “This isn’t all about you, you know.”
“Okay, that’s enough,” my dad says, and levels Beck with a look that says shut the fuck up. Then he turns that same look on me. “What’s done is done. Now it’s time to figure out what to do about it.”
Beck turns away, walks over to the windows again, and stares out, his arms crossed over his chest. I have no clue what to say. I mean, I just assumed that when I met with Kerry next week, we’d prepare and hope for the best at the preliminary hearing. I also assumed the judge would find enough evidence to hold me over for trial. Then I assumed that the ADA would come to Kerry and offer some sort of plea deal so that this could all go away and she’d get a mark in her win column.
That was how it worked.
Right?
“We need to run,” Beck says quietly, and I’m quite sure I heard that wrong.
My head snaps up to look at him, but he doesn’t turn around. I then turn to look at my dad beside me and he looks at me with raised eyebrows and hopeful eyes for my future.
And it’s at this point that I realize Beck and my dad have this all figured out.
“You want us to run?” I ask Beck.
He doesn’t respond, so I stand up from the couch, round the coffee table, and walk up to him. I come to stand beside him but still keep a bit of distance between us and look at his profile. His jaw is set, his eyes are determined as they stare out over the bay.
“You want us to run?” I repeat.
Beck’s head turns slowly my way and he looks down at me. His arms remain crossed over his chest and there’s still a little bit of anger in his eyes, but his voice is so very gentle…almost pleading. “I want us to have a life together. The only way we’re assured of it is if we run.”


“But…but…how?” I ask in disbelief that this is even an option.
“I’ve got a call into Dennis,” Beck says as he turns to me, his arms falling to his sides. “I’ve got millions at my disposal. With his contacts and my fortune, you and I could disappear.”
And finally, for the first time in over a day, Beck touches me. He takes my upper arms in his hands and holds on to me tightly, pulling me in a little closer. His voice is the most desperate I’ve ever heard from a man who never begs anyone for anything. “It’s the only way, Sela. Going forward with the trial is too risky.”
“Leave here forever?” I murmur, the idea not fully penetrating. My head swivels to look at my dad. “And you’re okay with this? Never seeing me again?”
“I’d rather you be living free and with someone you love than in jail, baby girl,” my dad says simply. “It’s the best solution.”
My head turns back to Beck. “So we run?”
His mouth curves upward to form a tiny smile, and the last dregs of bitterness drain from his face. “I love you, Sela, and I’m not going to lose you over this. So yes…we run.”
I fall forward into Beck, my head dropping so my forehead rests in the middle of his chest. My hands come to his waist and I grip him hard. I blow out a long breath and whisper, “Then we run.”






I’m already saying my goodbyes. It’s not been twelve hours since Sela and I decided to run, and I’m already trying to cram a bucket list of things I want to do with my loved ones into a few days. I haven’t heard from Dennis yet, but I’m expecting him to call at any moment now, and there’s no doubt in my mind he’s got the means and the method to let us disappear forever. I know he’ll come through for us, and I want Sela and me prepared to run fast.
It didn’t take me long at all to convince William that this was the best decision. We met at that Starbucks and sipped black coffee while I told him his daughter was arrested for murder and I wanted to leave the country with her forever. I had to give the man credit: he takes stoicism to a new level. While I know he was greatly disturbed by what I told him—and I told him everything—I knew that his love for his daughter would have him supporting my idea. William has seen Sela sunk into despair so brutal that he’d support whatever would give her the best chance at lifelong happiness.
And running was that best chance.
After William left last night, I expected a bit of awkwardness between Sela and me. I didn’t have to rehash all the ways in which she’d pissed me off and left me feeling betrayed. She got it. She understood.


I also think she was regretful.
Well, maybe not regretful for the intention behind her actions, but she understands that she screwed things up for herself when I was the only one at risk. It was altruistic though, and I know she did it out of devotion to me, so I couldn’t stay mad. Besides, once she agreed to disappear with me, she was essentially promising me a forever, and it would be hard to stay angry when I was getting something that was beyond extraordinary.
I did have to make sure she understood something though before we went to sleep last night. I was lodged deep inside of her, my cock straining for release and both of us on the brink of letting go. I was lying on top of her, our chests pressed tight and my hips doing most of the action, which brought our faces very close to each other.
My lips grazed against hers as I rocked against her. “Sela?”
“Mmmm?”
“We’re partners,” I told her quietly. She didn’t respond, but I knew she was listening intently because her eyes opened up and glittered with awareness as they locked onto mine. “We figure things out together, okay?”
“Together,” she affirmed, and that was all I needed to hear. We were right with each other, and while we may be leaving behind an entire life—a complete existence—it was forever tarnished and would be a part of a bittersweet past. Our future is where true happiness lay for both of us.
It was time to start putting our affairs in order.
So today I’m making the most of my time with Caroline and Ally. Sela’s spending the day with her father, because she too knows time is waning.
While Sela chose to go hang out with her dad at their home, I decided to finally put my money to use in an extravagant way. I sent a limousine to pick up Caroline and Ally in Healdsburg, telling Caroline I needed a day to decompress from all that happened and I wanted my sister and my niece to help me do it. She readily agreed, thinking she was helping her big brother out. She had no clue I was saying goodbye.


The limo driver delivered them both to me at the airport and I then shuttled them onto a private jet I’d rented, and we flew to San Diego for the day.
Ally is obsessed with animals of all types. When she first started learning to talk, the words that always came first and easiest were the names of various animals.
Dog, pig, goat. Ask her what does a cow say, and she’d grin and say, “Mooooo.” She also gave an adorable pig snort when prompted. She then got better with speech and left domestic animals behind, focusing on elephant, giraffe, and kangaroo, which were obviously harder to say as they had more syllables. Her love affair with all things furry, scaled, or leathery blossomed into something that you knew would be a lifelong passion. I’m betting she becomes a veterinarian. Or maybe even a wildlife scientist.
Regardless of where my sweet Ally will end up one day, and of which I will never have a clue how she turns out, I’m going to treat her to a day at the San Diego Zoo. I’m going to try to cram a lifetime of memories into a single day.
“Did you know that lemurs have stink fights?” Ally says with confidence as we walk along a shaded path through the lemur exhibit. I have to admit the furry little rodents—or primates as Ally officially explained—were cute as all get out.
“Stink fights?” I ask in disbelief.
“Yeah,” she says as she walks beside me, holding my hand. “They take this stinky stuff from their wrists and then rub it on their tails. Then they wave their tails at each other and whoever is the stinkiest wins.”


I burst out laughing and look over to my sister walking on the other side of Ally. “Where does she get this stuff from?”
“She’s obsessed with these nature shows that Snoop Dogg narrates on YouTube,” she says simply as we walk along.
“Snoop Dogg?” I ask dubiously.
“Weird, I know,” she says. “But they’re hilarious and all the bad words are bleeped out.”
“And why do they have stink fights?” I ask Ally.
She shrugs, which pulls on my hand a little. I tighten my grip because I don’t ever want to let her go. “I don’t know. Snoop Dogg didn’t say, but then I saw another video where—”
And so it continues for the next hour. We walk through the winding paths of the zoo, looking at various animals. I’m partial to the pandas and koalas, animals I know instinctively would appeal to Sela’s soft side. Ally’s favorite are the hippos, and we have to practically peel her away from the underwater viewing area so we can see more of the park before we have to leave.
We eat ice cream and burgers. Look at grizzlies and tigers and bright pink flamingos. Dusty elephants and long-necked giraffes. I take a million pictures of her on my iPhone, knowing it won’t do me any good because my phone won’t be traveling with me. I’ll perhaps print a few, my favorites, but we’ll be traveling light.
We laugh and I give her piggyback rides and as many hugs as I can muster without making her squirm away from me. And when Ally runs ahead to look at the polar bears, I take a moment to start my goodbyes to Caroline.
Looping an arm around her shoulder, she reciprocates with one around my waist. “Thank you for coming to the zoo with me today.”
She squeezes me in response, and because she knows me so well, she says, “What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”
I don’t even bother trying to act surprised or affronted by her assumption. I don’t have time for wasted words.


“There’s no good way out for both Sela and me,” I tell her as I keep my eyes pinned on Ally.
“I know,” she agrees sadly.
“We have to leave,” I tell her, cutting through a huge buildup of reasoning I had planned to offer her.
And all she says is, “I know.”
We’re silent for a bit as we walk along, but there’s no denying the heavy blanket of sadness that covers both of us. My little sister.
The one who I lived for for so many years.
My only true family, and the one who brought the amazing miracle of Ally into our lives.
I’ve had an extraordinary life. Many friends, terrific travels, wealth beyond imagining, and business successes. I had it all, but I won’t miss any of it except for Caroline and Ally. Those two reasons are what had me up the entire night Sela got arrested, struggling with myself over what to do about the situation.
I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I considered throwing Sela under the bus. It only crossed my mind briefly, and only because Doug had brought it up that day at the police station, but it was an option I’d be stupid not to at least consider. But it felt like a poisonous cancer within me…the thought of losing her…and I immediately quashed it.
It just wasn’t an option.
I also considered confessing myself, calling Sela a deranged girlfriend who came up with a ludicrous lie to protect me. I’d have weight behind my confession, because unlike Sela, I had access to the murder weapon. I could get it, leaving her clothes behind, and offer the cops a deal. I’d confess and give them the murder weapon only if they agreed to drop all charges against Sela.
That was viable.
But it wasn’t optimal.
It left me rotting in prison without my soul mate.


So I started to consider a life elsewhere. There were a ton of countries that didn’t have extradition treaties with the U.S., some exotic, others that would ensure a hard life for us. Didn’t really matter though. I was going to rely on Dennis getting us to the one where we had the best chance of never being found. Preferably a country with a good plastic surgeon who could make Sela and me look different.
We had options and that’s all that mattered. By the next morning, I was convinced it was the right thing to do, so I laid my plan out to William when he arrived at my condo as we’d discussed the previous day. Our intention was to ride to the courthouse together in a show of solidarity and also so we could lean on each other. I was surprised he took very little convincing, and he only wanted to be assured it could be done cleanly without us getting caught and no blowback on family.
I assured him it could be done, even though I hadn’t been able to talk to Dennis then. I was putting a lot of faith in his abilities to rescue us, and I wasn’t about to let William know that I was flying by the seat of my pants for the time being.
“When will you leave?” she asks, determination in her voice, but it’s not hiding the heavy sadness I know she’s feeling. The fact that my sister didn’t even bother to question my decision shows the love she has for me and her desire to see me happy.
“As soon as it can be arranged,” I tell her, watching as Ally runs up to the overlook for the polar bear exhibit. “I’m waiting on Dennis to call me back.”
More silence for a moment as we stop several feet from Ally so she can’t hear us. Caroline disengages her arm from around my waist and turns to face me. “What do I tell Ally?”
I give her a helpless look and shrug. “I have no clue. Just that I love her and I’ll miss her very much. And maybe, let her know her uncle was a good guy, huh?”


Tears well up in Caroline’s eyes and her lower lip quivers. “I’ll tell her he was the best. Better than any man alive.”
She walks into me and my arms wrap around her tight. In order to prevent me breaking down in a public place, I tell her urgently, “Ally’s college is funded. Papers in my office. I’ve also got my attorney setting up a trust today that will put ten million at your disposal.”
“I don’t want—” she sobs.
“It will make me feel better,” I tell her with a gruff voice before kissing her on her head. “I need to know my girls are taken care of, okay?”
She nods against me, squeezes me tighter.
“Also,” I continue quickly so I can get this out of the way. “I’m transferring ownership of The Sugar Bowl to you. I have no clue if it will be worth anything after this is over, but hire a good business attorney right away and listen to their advice.”
She starts crying in earnest now, tears wetting my shirt as her fingers dig into my back. “I can’t do this without you.”
“You can do anything, Caroline,” I tell her softly. “That’s how much faith I have in you.”
A tugging on my jeans at my thigh catches my attention and I look down to see Ally standing there. I give her a smile and blink my eyes to chase away my sorrow.
“Uncle Beck, did you know that polar bears’ fur isn’t white? It’s actually hollow and just reflects light?” she asks with a bright smile on her face, but then it slides a little as she takes in my somber look and the fact her mom is clinging to me while crying.
“That’s an amazing fact,” I tell her with a shaky voice. “I didn’t know that.”
Caroline pulls away, and with her face turned from Ally’s, tries to surreptitiously wipe the tears away. Ally, of course, is way too savvy for that.


“What’s wrong with Mommy?” she asks, her own face starting to crumble at the thought of something terrible having happened.
“Nothing,” I say quickly as I squat down in front of Ally. “Just your mommy and Uncle Beck being silly, sentimental fools.”
I can tell that doesn’t quite answer her question, so I go for redirection instead.
“Hey,” I say as if I’m struck with sudden brilliance as I pull my phone out of my pocket. “Let’s do a selfie with me, you, Mommy, and the polar bears.”
“Okay,” she says, her lips peeling into a grin. I look at her full set of little teeth and realize I won’t see the cuteness of when she loses those front ones. A strong stab of misery and regret hits me deep, but I shuffle my brood over in front of the rail that looks over the enclosure. I squat down again and pull Ally in between my legs, turn her around to face away from me. Then Caroline squats down beside me, throwing her arm over my shoulder, and for a moment almost throwing me off balance. My legs tighten and I stay in place, looping an arm around Ally’s waist to hold her tight. With my other arm extended out holding my iPhone, I position it until I see all three faces looking back at me. Ally with her big smile, Caroline with lost eyes, and me looking like a man who’s getting ready to lose some of the most precious items in his life.
I make myself put a smile on my face, because this is definitely one I’m going to print. I just hope Ally will remember this day as a happy one when she no longer has me around.
I snap a few pictures and we all stand up. “What do you want to see next?”
“Can we have another ice cream?” Ally asks, and she knows I won’t deny her.
“Of course you can,” I tell her, and Caroline pulls the map out of her back pocket to find the nearest concession stand to us.


My phone starts ringing in my hand. I had it on vibrate and it startles me a moment, and when I look at the screen, my heart gives a jolt to see Dennis Flaherty on the screen.
“I’ll be just a moment,” I tell Caroline as I step away.
“Hey, man,” I say into the phone as soon as I connect.
“I am so sorry I’m just now calling,” he says, and I wince because the line is filled with static. “We’ve been offshore for two days and I didn’t even have my phone on me. Now what the fuck is going on? I’ve got a few voice mails from the police wanting me to call them.”
“Long story short,” I say as I lower my voice and walk away until I find a relatively quiet spot near an overflowing garbage can. “JT lured Sela to his house. Went after her. She stabbed him and he’s dead. The district attorney isn’t buying self-defense, and both of us have been charged with murder. They’re calling you to verify my alibi at lunch that day.”
More static but no mistaking when he says, “What. In. The. Ever-loving. Fuck?”
“We need to run, Dennis, and it needs to be fast. I’ll make it worth your while,” I tell him desperately.
“Just hold on a second—” he says in an effort to slow me down.
“I don’t have a second. It has to be fast.”
“Beck, I’m going to help you,” he says reassuringly. More static. “Let me get online, get up to speed on what’s going on, and I’ll get on the next flight out of here. I’ll call you with my arrival details.”
“I don’t see any other options,” I tell him, so he knows this isn’t a whim.
“Just hang tight,” he says, the phone crackling even more. “I’m on my way.”






It’s Friday, late afternoon. The courthouse is all but deserted, lending an almost eerie feeling to this meeting. Because there’s no hustle and bustle of attorneys, court personnel, jurors, and accused, the silence of the building doesn’t make this meeting seem real.
Doesn’t seem legitimate.
And yet I hope.
There are five of us in here right now, sitting around a battered-looking conference room table that sits two doors down from ADA Hammond’s office. I saw the nameplate on her door when we were ushered back here by a secretary.
Beck and I sit side by side on one side, our hands clenched under the table. We both dressed up, on the advice of our attorneys, and he looks beyond handsome in a dark charcoal suit with a summer-sky-blue tie with little fleurs-de-lis in yellow. I wore a simple black A-line skirt and a rayon long-sleeve blouse that had a slight cowl neck that exposed the barely visible bruises on my neck. Even though it had been eleven days, there was still some yellowing to my skin, and if the reminder that I was attacked that night by JT helps, then I was going to use it.


My attorney, Kerry, sits to my left, and Doug took the chair on the end, since he’s going to be leading this discussion on behalf of our group. To Beck’s right sits an attorney I just met early this morning. His name is Roger Nichols and he’s from New York, and you only need to look at his expensive suit and four-hundred-dollar haircut to figure he’s a big-city boy.
I pull my hand from Beck’s, because it’s sweating, and wipe it on my skirt. He grabs it back, locks his fingers around me tightly, and gives me a squeeze.
Doug appears to be casually comfortable, his bow tie spiffily tied. Kerry is vibrating with energy. I can feel it coming off of her. And the New York member of our crowd is busily working over his smartphone, his fingers flying as he no doubt bills out several hundred bucks an hour for whatever work he’s doing. You know damn well by looking at him that the man is working and probably doesn’t know the meaning of the words rest and relaxation.
The door to the conference room opens up and ADA Hammond walks in. She glances around the room with an irritated air and sits just to the right of Doug and opposite Kerry. She’s got two manila files in her hands, which she smacks down on the table, causing me to jump slightly. My hands start sweating even more.
“It’s a little bit late in the week to be calling a meeting on this case, isn’t it Mr. Shriver?” she asks dryly as she pins Doug with a superior look. Like she’s the one holding all the cards.
“It couldn’t be avoided,” he says smoothly. “With Miss Halstead’s prelim set for next Tuesday and Monday being a holiday, we felt we needed to have this meeting today.”
Her lips tip up and she has a “knowing” look in her eyes. She strokes a finger on the files in front of her—clearly one for me and one for Beck—and gives Doug a contemplative look before she says, “Mr. Shriver, I’m not sure I really want to entertain a plea offer from you or Miss Suttenson. The evidence is mounting. In fact, we got in some more DNA results just yesterday that places the defendants in Mr. Townsend’s house.”


My heart is pounding as I take in her smug look and her condescending tone. She holds all the power here and we are doing nothing more than making a play to take it from her. My entire world depends on this working, and that’s a lot of stress to bear right now.
If it doesn’t work, however, Beck and I are prepared to run. This weekend, as a matter of fact. Dennis assured us he could get us out of the country quickly and with good documents.
“Miss Hammond,” Doug says gently. “We are not here to discuss a plea deal for either of the defendants.”
“You’re not?” Her eyes widen with surprise.
“No,” he says matter-of-factly. “In fact, we’re here to discuss you dropping charges against Miss Halstead and Mr. North.”
It’s an indication of the level of her ego when Hammond’s head falls backward and her mouth opens to let out a deep laugh of delight. Her eyes are shining with amusement as she tilts her head back into position, carefully sweeping her gaze over all the occupants of the room. She doesn’t even hesitate when she looks at Mr. Nichols, who I note has been steadily texting or emailing or whatever the hell he’s doing on his smartphone while this conversation is being played out.
“Mr. Shriver,” Hammond says as the smile slides off her face and her eyes glow with an iciness I’ve never seen before. “I will never drop these charges. I have sufficient evidence to make my case and I’m sorry, but your clients are just going to have to suffer the consequences of their rash acts.”
“I think you might feel differently after you’ve seen something,” he tells her calmly, refusing to get flustered by her bullish ways.
“And what could that possibly be?” she asks sarcastically.
Doug nods down the table toward Roger Nichols, who doesn’t even look up from his phone. He takes a few more seconds, his thumbs flying over the screen, and I hear Hammond make a sound of irritation in her throat. Finally, he taps the screen one final time and says, “There. That’s taken care of.”


Then his head lifts up and he pins Hammond with a challenging stare. “Miss Hammond. My name is Roger Nichols. I practice criminal law in New York—”
In a move that’s beyond rude, Hammond turns to Doug and gives an amused chuckle. “Doug, tell me you didn’t bring in some big gun all the way from New York to help out your case. You’re more than adequate to represent Mr. North.”
No one could take that statement from her as a compliment, as the derision in her voice conveys a distinct lack of respect for Beck’s attorney.
Nichols answers instead. “I am indeed a big gun all the way from New York, Miss Hammond, but I’m not representing Mr. North or Miss Halstead.”
“Then why are you in this room?” she snaps.
Nichols opens the laptop that has been sitting in front of him completely ignored until this moment. He punches a few of the keys and turns it to face Hammond as he says, “Because we have evidence that proves Miss Halstead acted in self-defense and Mr. North was not there when it happened.”
And yup…that’s a strangled noise she makes now, followed by a scoffing cough. “You can’t expect me to believe—”
“Miss Hammond,” Nichols interrupts with a feral flash in his eyes. “I strongly suggest you be quiet and watch this before you embarrass yourself further.”
Seven hours earlier…
There’s a knock on the door and Beck gets up from where he sits next to me at the dining room table to answer it. Kerry’s on the other side, looking flustered. “Sorry I’m late, traffic was a bitch.”


“No worries,” I say from my seat as she walks in and looks around at the people assembled. She nods at Doug, who’s sipping on coffee, but looks curiously at Dennis, who is sitting beside me.
Beck makes introductions.
“Kerry, this is Dennis Flaherty. He’s an investigator who works for me. And that man over there”—pauses and points to Roger Nichols, who is standing in the living room texting on his phone—“is Dennis’ attorney from New York.”
He looks up from his phone, walks into the dining area, and extends a hand to Kerry. “Roger Nichols.”
She shakes it as she asks Beck, “So what’s going on? What’s so urgent you asked us all here?”
Beck moves and pulls out a chair for Kerry, then comes to stand behind me. Neither Beck nor I have any clue why we’re all here. We just did what Dennis asked, which was to gather our attorneys.
That’s done and Dennis, interestingly enough, brought his own attorney in from New York. When we’re all seated around the table, Dennis pulls his iPad out from his briefcase sitting on the couch and turns to us. “When Beck originally hired me to work for him, it was to investigate JT and see if the identifications of Sela’s other attackers could be made. As part of my service, I set up surveillance on Mr. Townsend, which included tapping into his home security system. I was trying to see if he had any contact with the other attackers or use any of his conversations to find out more about them.”
A jolt of surprise stiffens my spine and I tilt my head up and to the side to look at Beck standing behind me. His eyes are filled with shock and confusion as they return my stare.
Dennis taps on the screen of the iPad and a black-and-white video starts to play. At first, I can’t place what I’m looking at, but then I understand. It’s the inside of JT’s den taken from the southwest corner of the room. The couch and back wall of windows runs across the top of the screen, and the desk where we had our scuffle sits at the bottom right.


And holy shit, that’s JT walking in from the left with me following.
I gasp as I realize what I’m looking at.
The actual events of that night.
I’m even more stunned when I hear JT say like a ghost from the past, “Want something to drink?”
My head snaps toward Dennis and he gives me a casual smile. “I was able to tap into video and audio. He had a state-of-the-art system set up but it wasn’t activated. He wasn’t paying any company to monitor his house. It was ridiculously easy to hijack the feed, which we routed straight to my office server.”
We all watch in silence, but there’s no mistaking the increasing buzz of energy as the video continues. Kerry gasps when I pull my gun on JT.
Doug cringes when JT walks up to me, lets the barrel push into his chest, and says, “I dare you to fucking do it, Sela.”
And Beck’s hands come to wrap around me from behind as he mutters, “Jesus fuck” when JT’s hands wrap around my throat and he screams, “You goddamn filthy cunt!”
Beck curses again when JT admits to raping Caroline and Kerry mutters, “Unbelievable.”
We all watch as JT tries to kill me and then I pull out a miracle of all miracles…the letter opener. I have to close my eyes as my arm swings and makes contact. I don’t open them again until I hear his body hit the carpet with a thump.
Dennis taps a button on the screen and stops the video, and we all stare back at him in stunned silence. You’d think he’d be gloating right now. You’d think we’d all be screaming and dancing in victory.


But as stunned as I am by Dennis having this, I have no clue how this can help.
“Well, someone say something,” Dennis says lightly to the group.
“Is that enough to get Sela and me off the hook?” Beck asks to no one in particular as he straightens up from behind me but keeps his hands on my shoulders.
“It definitely proves self-defense,” Kerry says confidently. “No jury will convict her after watching that.”
“And it proves Beck wasn’t there,” Doug says with wonder in his voice that he’s watching evidence that completely exonerates his client. But then his tone turns somber. “But the video would have to be authenticated.”
“What do you mean?” Beck asks. “There’s no doubt that’s JT and Sela on that video. It’s crystal clear.”
Doug shakes his head. “Doesn’t matter. Before it could come into evidence, it would have to be authenticated by the person responsible for the video.”
All heads turn toward Dennis. He nods to Roger. “That’s why I asked my attorney here. He’s already seen this, and obviously there are certain repercussions for me.”
Roger nods. “Invasion of privacy, which is a criminal offense. It carries up to six months in jail and a thousand-dollar fine.”
“Then we can’t use it,” I say as my heart sinks. “No way we’re putting Dennis out there like that.”
“Well, Roger and I came up with an idea,” Dennis says, and I can’t help the hope that swells up in my chest again. Beck’s fingers dig into my shoulders. “We take this to the DA and let her watch it. See if she’ll do the moral thing and accept it. If she doesn’t, we then threaten her with a leak to the press. Worst-case scenario, I’ll testify and authenticate it. I’m not too worried about criminal charges against me anyway, but I’d rather avoid the possibility first by trying out this idea.”


“No,” I say at the same time Beck does. While we didn’t mind Dennis helping us set up a bribery for VanZant or getting us out of the country, this is asking him to stick his neck out publicly for us.
“It could totally work,” Kerry says with excitement.
“It’s at least worth a try,” Doug says.
Dennis turns his gaze on me and Beck. “Let’s go for it, okay?”
Back in present time…
The video finishes but I’m not watching it. I’m on the same side of the table as Roger and he’s got the screen pointed toward ADA Hammond, which is even better, because I get to observe her reactions. In fact, not a single person at this table other than Hammond is paying attention to the video. We’re all watching her.
First confusion as she leans forward to get a better look, narrowing her eyes.
When JT walks into the picture, followed by me, still confusion.
Then I see awareness filter in when JT offers me the drink. Her brow furrows and then presses into disbelief as she watches him float his idea by me to convince Beck to keep him in The Sugar Bowl and my refusal.
She locks her jaw tight when he comes after me, and her eyes narrow further when I pull the gun out.
All exactly like I told the police it happened.
It’s then with bitterness as she watches the rest of the video, her chest rising and falling more deeply than her smug state of egotistical confidence had her breathing before.


Roger plays it all the way to the aftermath of JT’s death as I look down at him, then as I walk like a zombie to pick up my gun. My sobs of anguish are loud and I bet are piercing her ears as she watches. I then grab the letter opener and leave the room from bottom left before the screen goes black.
“Who do you represent?” Hammond grits out as she nods down at the computer then back to Roger.
“I’m not authorized to say,” Roger says smoothly. “But it’s the owner of this video.”
“Why isn’t he here?” she asks.
“Not relevant,” Roger deflects. “But what is relevant is that you are now in possession of evidence that exonerates these two from the charges. We’d respectfully request that you dismiss them.”
“I can’t just accept a video from someone I don’t know,” she scoffs. “This is out of left field. It’s shenanigans, and I’m thinking because your client isn’t here, it’s because this video was obtained illegally. In fact, I’m guessing you’ve got no way to truly authenticate this and that means it’s not coming into evidence.”
Doug gives a cough to clear his throat, and tries not to sound like a disappointed dad, but fails miserably. “Is your ego so precious to you, Miss Hammond, that you’d let two innocent people go to jail so you don’t have to admit you made a mistake?”
Before she can answer, and I can see she was going to defend her position, Roger says, “Miss Hammond, I’m only offering this once. If you don’t accept this video as authentic evidence right now, my client has authorized me to turn this over to the press.”
Hammond’s eyes go wide.
“Along with the video, I’m also going to hand over your financial records, which include campaign contributions for your bid for district attorney. I believe the primary is in less than two months, and it looks like Colin and Candace Townsend contributed the maximum amount to you not three days ago. Clearly you have a very serious conflict here.”


Hammond makes a choking sound in her throat and her face flames red. “That contribution has nothing to do with my oath as an officer of the court, so—”
“Save it, Miss Hammond. I’ve got a red-eye flight to catch back to the East Coast. I’m only going to cancel that flight if you don’t dismiss the charges, and in that case, I’m going to stay overnight and hit all the major news media outlets tomorrow. Your weight in this county won’t equate to a feather pillow when I’m done with you.”
“That’s blackmail,” she practically screeches.
Roger just looks back at her silently, letting her know the ball’s in her court. He doesn’t negotiate.
My heart pounds terribly and Beck and I squeeze each other’s hands brutally.
“But what about obstruction of justice?” she throws out. “Miss Halstead didn’t report the crime; she took the murder evidence…someone needs to pay for something here.”
“She’s already paid,” Beck says quietly beside me, and I jump in surprise that he’s spoken. We were specifically advised to keep our mouths shut. “She paid with her innocence when that monster raped her and then got his buddies to rape her again and again. She’s paid in blood and tears and semen and sweat. You are not taking anything else from her.”
Hammond’s eyes lock with Beck’s, and I know this is the final showdown.






“Be quiet everyone,” William yells above the chattering around my living room and dining room. “It’s on.”
He’s well on his way to being drunk, and fortunately, his girlfriend, Maria, is here to drive him home, although we’ll try to insist they stay the night.
William grabs the remote from the coffee table and aims it at the flat-screen TV mounted above the fireplace where he increases the volume. It shows a picture of the Marin County Courthouse with a banner across the bottom that says BREAKING NEWS and below that TOWNSEND MURDER CHARGES.
Everyone falls silent and I move to stand beside Sela, who is talking to Kerry as they both sip on whiskey. All eyes focus on the TV and mine fall to Sela for just a minute. I haven’t seen her look this carefree and easy in weeks. It transforms her into an angel beyond trite words of description.
The courthouse picture fades and is replaced by video with the word LIVE in the upper right-hand corner and a male reporter standing in front of the courthouse. His hair is perfectly coiffed and his tan expensive. He looks soberly at the camera and says, “There’s breaking news out of Marin County this evening as Assistant District Attorney Suzette Hammond announced in a press conference that all charges are being dropped against Beck North and Sela Halstead. As you know, North and Halstead were charged with murder and conspiracy to commit murder…”


William gives out a drunken whoop as the reporter drones on but none of us cheer. This isn’t surprising news to us, as before we left that conference room a few hours ago, we had Hammond’s agreement to drop the charges in exchange for us turning over the video so she could show it to Colin and Candace. I didn’t like the bitch one bit, but I did have a certain grudging respect for the fact that she wanted to make sure they got some closure.
And probably keep her campaign contribution intact.
But whatever.
The point being, we all came to the condo and cracked open the liquor to celebrate. Sela followed Kerry’s suit and had whiskey, Dennis and I beer, Doug sipped on red wine, while William alternated between shots of whiskey chased by beer. Maria was the only one not drinking since she was planning on driving a drunk William home, and Roger wasn’t kidding…he caught the red-eye flight out of San Francisco.
Doug found out that Hammond was going to give a press conference, and had in fact been fielding a few calls from reporters wanting a statement from the defendants, so we’d all been waiting for this news segment as we celebrated.
“…said that evidence came to light—a video apparently—that supported Miss Halstead’s claim of self-defense and that Mr. North was not involved at all. ADA Hammond has said that video will be released once the victim’s family has been able to view it. In a call to North’s attorney, Doug Shriver, a statement was issued on behalf of both defendants where they stated, ‘We’re just happy to have this ordeal over and look forward to moving on with our lives.’ ”


The reporter signs off and everyone starts the happy buzz of chatter again, but Sela and I lock eyes on each other.
Yes, we are ready to move on with our lives, although I have no clue what that will even look like.
It doesn’t matter though. Just yesterday, I thought it might involve living in a dusty village in southern Mexico where Sela and I would raise goats or something.
She smiles at me, and I would have loved her there as much as here, regardless if we smelled like goat shit.
I look around at the people in my home. Some people I’ve known forever—namely Caroline and Ally, who came over as soon as I called them from the courthouse. Most of the others are recent additions to my life and I’m not sure what I ever did to deserve this type of support. I’ve done bad things and screwed up a few times over the past few months. I’ve contemplated killing someone, bribed another, and eventually covered up a murder.
Because I did it all in the name of love doesn’t make me a good man.
It merely makes me clichéd.
Regardless, I can’t castigate myself anymore tonight, as I’m merely too happy and satisfied that Sela’s safe and she’s not leaving my side. We’ve come out the winners in this frightful game of cat and mouse, and I’m going to relish the victory.
Selfish?
Absolutely.
Can I atone for these sins?
God I hope so.






“More whiskey?” I hear from behind me and turn with a smile to see Dennis walking into the kitchen. Just over his shoulder, I can see the rest of our motley gang standing around, talking about our victory. Beck gives me a quick glance, smiles, and goes back to talking to Caroline, who has her arm around his waist and her other grasping a glass of wine.
“Well, we are celebrating, right?” I ask with a laugh, and set the glasses on the counter while I reach for the bottle of Jack.
“That we are,” he agrees as he goes to the fridge to pull out another beer.
As I pour the amber liquid into the glasses, already feeling an impending hangover, Dennis walks over to me and leans a hip against the counter. “You holding up okay?”
I give him a quick look and then back to the pour. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”
His voice lowers and he says, “It’s just…have you even processed what happened with JT? Things moved so fast and you and Beck got all tied up in not getting caught.”
Slick, icy fingers grab ahold of my spine, sending shivers upward until my neck prickles. Dennis is surprisingly adept at reading people, and honestly, I hadn’t realized I hadn’t processed what I did until I watched that video this morning. Or rather, I watched until the moment I swung that letter opener. I didn’t need that grisly moment stamped upon my memory.


Having lived through the actual horror, I just didn’t need the reminder.
I set the bottle down and recap it, turning to face him and resting my opposite hip against the counter. I have no problem admitting to him, “I’m horrified by what I did. I didn’t realize taking a human life, even of a human being I detested beyond anything in this world, would feel so—so—”
“Burdensome?” he guesses.
Yes.
Burdensome. That’s exactly it.
“I feel like I’ll have a reckoning one day because it was wrong,” I tell him truthfully. “Because I did something that wasn’t within my right to do. I’m not sure if I believe in a higher power or what, but I have this feeling—just deep in my gut—that says I’ve been tainted by it. And I haven’t really understood that feeling until just now. Because I didn’t have time to think about it before.”
Dennis nods, his eyes soulful and full of grave understanding. “I think the guilt is a common feeling, Sela. Anytime you do harm, a good person is going to feel it.”
“Will it go away?” I ask him, wondering if perhaps my penance is to always feel it.
He shrugs. “I don’t know. It’s not an emotion I’m all that used to feeling.”
I blink at him in surprise. “You say that as if you’re implying you’re not a good person. Look at everything you’ve done for Beck and me. You were going to put yourself at criminal risk for us by authenticating that video if the ADA didn’t dismiss the charges.”


Dennis gives a low laugh, his eyes shining with amusement. “You’re adorable,” he says with flashing teeth.
“I don’t understand,” I say, because I know he’s gently mocking me for something.
“Sela, with my contacts, my former family…I wasn’t going to get charged with anything,” he says quietly. Not in an egotistical, I’m-above-the law way, but in a way that says simply I’m the man who’s sold his soul to the devil, and with that sacrifice also comes great rewards.
Potentially evil rewards, but great nonetheless.
I shake my head at him. “Maybe so, but I refuse to think of you as anything less than a good man.”
He smiles at me and pushes off from the counter. “Just remember one thing,” he says before he heads back into the party. “Don’t ever forget what that fuck did to you. The pain he caused. The innocence he destroyed. Go back to that anger and let it help fill part of that deep pit of guilt you’re developing, because by my way of thinking, JT deserved what he got and I’m glad you did it.”
My mouth hangs open silently as he walks past me, but I don’t respond. I know he’s talking about his wife and revenge and how good it must have felt to him when he exacted it. I want to argue with him, because that’s not me.
But deep down I know there’s some truth to what he’s saying. I might feel horrible for taking another life, but I’m not sad JT is gone from this existence. My world is safer. Some other unsuspecting woman out there is safer.
I’ll let that thought soothe my conscience and I’ll keep that in reserve for when I get down on myself.
“That was a deep conversation,” I hear from behind me and turn slowly to see Beck walking into the kitchen.
“Eavesdropping?” I ask with a cocked eyebrow.
He walks up to me, puts his hands to my waist, and pulls me in close. “Couldn’t help it. Wanted to make sure he wasn’t hitting on my girlfriend.”


I give a husky laugh because no way Beck even had that remote thought. There’s few people he trusts in his life, and Dennis Flaherty is now unconditionally one of them.
I snuggle into his chest, feel his heartbeat, inhale his scent deep into my lungs and hold it there for a moment. When I let it out, I tell him, “I can’t help being conflicted over what I did to JT. Is that disappointing to you?”
“No, baby,” he says, squeezing me tight. “It makes you beautiful and kind and forgiving.”
“I didn’t forgive him,” I argue.
“No, but you forgave what life handed you. You made peace with your pain long before you had to take his life and that’s why you’re conflicted,” he says, and the man is wise beyond his years.
That makes perfect sense to me.
“Thank you for saying that,” I whisper.
“Thank you for loving me,” he says back so reverently I have to pull away and look into his face. I’m almost bowled over by the naked expression of devotion on his face.
“Beck?” I ask, my head tilted, because I can tell he’s got something on his mind.
His hands come to my face. “Sela, there is no one in this world I love more than you. And I mean no one. I don’t even bother questioning why you came into my life, or the crappy circumstances we were both handed. It was fucking destiny. Like there was this massive puzzle in front of me…of a life that was simple at times but still lacking. And I didn’t know it was lacking, but there were these pieces missing. I didn’t know what they were until you came along, and the pieces started falling into place.”
I swallow against the emotion clogging my throat. “Pieces?”
“You gave me all the pieces that were missing,” he says with a smile. His fingers stroke my cheeks. “Laughter, comfortable silence, a sounding board. Fucking amazing sex. Love. Devotion. Care. Did I mention amazing sex?”


I laugh and tuck my lower lip in, biting at it to keep from quivering with emotion.
“The point being, the puzzle is solved. You put all the missing pieces together and I’m so fucking complete and balanced right now, I feel like I could conquer the world with you at my side.”
“Oh, Beck,” I murmur, going up on tiptoes to kiss him lightly. I bring my hands to his face and hold him tight. “You gave me things I never dared hope for in this life. I never believed I would ever have true happiness. I just didn’t believe it was possible, but you’ve proven me wrong on that.”
“And I give you great orgasms,” he says with a wink.
“Yes, that’s what I love about you the most,” I say dryly, but then go up to kiss him again. “You give me everything. You are my everything. And today our life starts brand new.”
“What should we do?” he asks curiously, eyes bright and shining with beer, victory, and love.
“I think we should move to the beach,” I throw out at him. “It’s different. A major change. And besides, you can do your work from anywhere.”
“I think we could do that,” he says, looping his arm around my shoulder and turning me back toward the party. As we walk toward our friends, he reminds me, “But remember, you said it had to have whitewashed cabinets and a peeling linoleum floor that will need to be replaced but we’ll never do so because it will be so charming.”
“You remembered,” I say with a laugh as my arm goes around his waist.
“I remember every smile you’ve brought to my face, Sela. And I can’t wait for tomorrow because I know you’ll do it again.”






My life is like a mental scrapbook, clips and images that I easily call forth into my mind that chronicle my journey of growth, salvation, and redemption. I try not to think about the past too much, but rather choose to start remembering them where the story left off, so you can judge the merits of how far I’ve come.
Three weeks after murder charges were dropped…
It’s been three weeks since the charges were dropped against Beck and me, but it seems like a lifetime ago. We’ve already instituted so much change in our life that sometimes the past feels unreal to either of us. We’re big believers of “clean slates” and we decided that we needed to simplify things so that we could start creating a new life.
We also need to leave California behind.
“The best feature by far,” the Realtor says as she sweeps her arm across the narrow living room that leads out to a rickety-looking deck, “is the beach access and panoramic Gulf of Mexico view.”
I watch as Beck walks to the sliding glass doors that lead out but I don’t follow. I can see the view from where I’m standing in the kitchen, which sits behind the living room separated by an L-shaped counter, and it’s breathtaking. A boardwalk picks up at the bottom of the deck stairs and extends out probably fifty yards over the dunes and down onto the beach. The sand is white, soft looking, and the gulf waters off the Florida Panhandle are shades of light blue to turquoise, which gets progressively darker as the water gets deeper. I turn my back on the Realtor and Beck, and take a slow walk around the kitchen, trying to envision what it would be like to live here. I’ve lived in California my whole life and it’s very different here. Flat and hot. A moist hot. It will take some getting used to, but as Beck says, I can walk around in a bikini all the time and he’s not opposed to that.


A hand on my hip and Beck is back with me briefly before he pushes past me into the kitchen. He looks at the Formica counters and veneer cabinets, running his hand over one of the doors. The three-story, narrow cottage is just 1,380 square feet and was built in the early eighties. It’s very dated.
Very, very dated.
“The cabinets aren’t whitewashed,” he observes.
I nod down to our feet. “Linoleum.”
“Curling in slightly at the edges,” he adds.
The Realtor scurries over, fearing the loss of a sale on what is a lovely little beach house but definitely a fixer-upper. “I’m sure the owner would have the floors and cabinets redone if that’s a sticking point.”
Beck looks at me with his eyebrows raised, and I grin back at him a moment, needing no verbal communication to know we’re on the same page.
I turn to the Realtor. “The floor’s perfect as is and we can paint the cabinets. We’ll take it.”


Four months after murder charges were dropped…
Life on St. George Island is good. Beck and I moved as soon as I graduated from Golden Gate with my master’s degree and we’re acclimating. The hardest part is not seeing Caroline and Ally, but that’s about to be remedied today. Beck is picking them up at the Tallahassee airport and I’m doing some tidying up of the place. Caroline is staying for a week and then she’s going to leave Ally with us for another three weeks of fun in the Florida sun, most of which will be spent at the Disney theme parks.
Beck’s work life has taken a decidedly different turn, and while he still has his fingers in some very important pies, his days are completely flexible. He prefers to sleep in late with me, then he usually wakes me up with his hand between my legs and we’ll play in bed for an hour or so. We have a late breakfast and then he works from his home office, which is the third-floor loft.
The sale of The Sugar Bowl was finalized last month. Like our decision to leave California, Beck wanted nothing left that reminded him of JT. He worked out an ingenious deal with the owners of a start-up company called ET Technologies, who had apparently approached him and JT months ago about investing in their project to create software that could read facial expressions. Beck was highly interested in this and it got his computer engineering juices flowing. He proposed to sell The Sugar Bowl to them in exchange for 50 percent ownership in their start-up as well as full ownership rights to the patents to the software, since he’d be developing it. This was a good deal for them, as this venture was not without risk and there was no guarantee it could even be done, whereas The Sugar Bowl was a solid business that only needed maintenance. It would provide them with a flow of money to provide them a good life while Beck worked in his office creating this amazing software program.


I hear the front door open and then the stomping of feet as Ally comes flying into the kitchen.
“Sela,” she yells out before throwing herself into my arms.
I pick her up, give her a quick hug, and then set her down, where I examine her carefully. “I swear you’ve grown two inches since I last saw you.”
She beams at me and says, “Mommy says I’m going to be tall like a willow tree, which is weird, because Mommy’s on the short side.”
My eyes flick over to Caroline as she walks in and she gives me a sad smile. JT was tall, and clearly Ally is going to get her height from him. Beck comes trudging in behind with two large suitcases in his hands. Caroline and I hug it out with a little bit of tight clutching and rocking back and forth, because it’s so good to see each other.
This week is going to be amazing. We’ve got so many things planned because the great but extremely hot state of Florida has an abundance of activities, attractions, and beautiful coastline to explore. But we also have business to get down to.
Beck and I are going to work on Caroline hard to get her to leave California and move here. She has nothing left back there except Dennis, who’s been keeping a close eye on her for us.
Caroline pulls away from me and looks around. “I love this place,” she says, taking in the decor. Beck and I furnished it with a coastal theme like seashell lamps, prints of sailing ships, and miniature indoor palm trees.
“But you need to do some serious updating,” she says as she looks down at the linoleum floor. I believe it probably started out as a creamy white color with a design of mocha brown etchings done in four-inch squares and running on a diagonal. Over time the mocha brown has faded to a tan color and the creamy white has yellowed.


It’s pretty hideous, but still I tell her, “We’ll get to it…one day. But we did update the cabinets. I stripped them and then whitewashed them. It was a fun little project.”
“You need to get a job,” Caroline says with a laugh. “The Sela Halstead I know doesn’t do home remodeling.”
And she’s not wrong about that. The cabinet project was fun, but I’m getting bored out of my mind. I finished my master’s just before we moved and I’m trying to find a job as a counselor, but options are limited in this little community. Beck keeps pushing at me to just open my own practice and build it up slowly.
It’s a good idea.
Maybe.
Eleven months after murder charges were dropped…
I fly up the deck stairs from the boardwalk, Beck hot on my heels. It’s an unusually warm day for December, and when it’s eighty-three degrees just two days before Christmas, you do what other Floridians do.
You put on your bathing suits and frolic on the beach.
I didn’t have any appointments today, which isn’t unusual. I only opened the doors to my counseling practice two months ago and I’m still building. I’ve also advertised as specializing in rape counseling, but in this small community there are—thankfully—precious few people who need those particular services. So I do general counseling too, and most of my clients are couples who are headed toward divorce and are struggling to keep the marriage alive.
“Better run faster than that, Sela,” Beck calls out from behind me, and the pounding of his feet on the wood stairs is loud so I know he’s really close. I dare not turn my head to look as I’ll lose precious seconds on my lead.
The competition is to see who can get to the refrigerator first for a beer.


The prize?
The winner gets an oral orgasm from the loser.
And has to clean the kitchen all week. That’s the bigger prize because Beck already spoils me with his mouth.
I fly through the sliding glass door, which we had left open, only fifteen feet from the kitchen when Beck’s arms wrap around my waist. He lifts me up, spins me fast, and deposits me behind him, and I can’t hold back my shriek of laughter.
“You’re cheating,” I scream.
“So what?” he laughs back, and then jets into the kitchen.
Except the minute he hits the line that delineates the kitchen from the living room—that line that goes from wooden laminate flooring to old linoleum—his foot catches a curled edge and he trips forward, completely off balance. His arms go flailing in a windmill pattern, trying to regain balance and ease off the trajectory. He’s moderately successful in stopping his momentum by slamming into the refrigerator, which almost tips over.
“Jesus Christ,” Beck grumbles as he turns to me, his face pale from the near disaster. “We need to get this fucking floor fixed.”
I saunter into the kitchen laughing, step into him, and work at the drawstring of his board shorts. My voice is husky when I say, “Maybe. One day. But for right now, it appears I just lost the race.”
Beck’s face fills back up with color and I can feel his cock thickening when my hands brush against it as I untie his shorts. The look of anticipation and desire on his face fuels me to work faster.
The ringing of Beck’s cell phone distracts both of us, and because we really haven’t gotten started, Beck leans over and grabs it off the counter. “Beck North.”
I watch as his eyes are open and curious as whoever is on the other line talks, and then they close briefly as he lets out a breath of regret. I immediately drop my hands away from his crotch area and rest them on his chest in a show of emotional support. His eyes open up and he looks down at me, as he tells the person, “Okay. Thank you for letting me know. I’ll look for your email.”


Beck hangs up and doesn’t even bother to wait for me to ask what’s happened. “My dad had a heart attack night before last. It was sudden and nothing could be done. He was dead when the EMS got to the house.”
My hand goes to my mouth as I gasp, but I don’t say anything. The words I’m sorry won’t work, because I’m not sure if I am. I mean…I’m sorry anyone is dead, but I don’t think his death is going to affect Beck very much. His parents haven’t reached out once to their son after the charges were dropped against us, and likewise, Beck hasn’t contacted them either.
“That was the estate attorney,” he said thoughtfully. “Apparently my father had his will redone a few months ago. Provided for some money for both me and Caroline, with the rest to my mother.”
“Really?” I say, stunned by this news. That’s the first acknowledgment of Caroline as his daughter since before she was raped.
“Caroline won’t take the money,” Beck muses.
“Nope.”
“I’ll give my portion to a rape crisis center or something,” he adds.
“I think that’s a great idea.”
“Now,” he says, taking my hands and pushing them down from his chest to his stomach. “Where were we?”
I stop my hands and press my fingers into his abs. “Want to talk about this?”
“My dad dying?” he asks, eyes wide with surprise.
“Well, duh,” I say with an eye roll.
“Baby…you know my parents were already dead to me, right? I don’t feel much of anything about it other than a general sorrow that someone I knew has died. He wasn’t there for his kids when they needed him. My mother the same. So no, I don’t want to talk about it.”


I lean in and press a kiss to his chest, nodding my understanding. I’m sure this is affecting him more than he’s letting on, but I’m going to let him process this a bit and we’ll come back to it.
In the meantime, I drop my knees down to the yellowed linoleum and give my man his prize.
Fifteen months since the charges were dropped…
“They’re here,” Ally squeals from the kitchen window that looks down to the driveway. Being that this is a stilted cottage, the kitchen and living room level are actually one flight up. The three bedrooms on the next floor up, and the loft above. Our cottage is narrow and tall, and looks goofy from the beach, but I love it. It’s been almost exactly a year since we moved in and I can say I am now an official Floridian.
“Come on, munchkin,” my dad says as he walks to the front door and holds his hand out to Ally. “Let’s go down and welcome them.”
My dad’s been here on vacation for nearly a week. He’s almost ready to retire and he’s contemplating a move here. Maria, he’s told me, is not keen on the idea, and I think it’s caused some friction between them. The few conversations I’ve heard them have on the phone while he’s been here have been tense. I want my dad to be happy, but I want him to move to Florida more, so…sorry, Maria. I’m going to keep pushing at him.
Beck saunters out the door behind Ally and my dad, but I make it no farther than the entryway as I watch. Two vehicles are parked behind Beck and me: Caroline’s little beat-up sedan that she drove and a large U-Haul trailer that Dennis drove across country to complete Caroline and Ally’s move here. They’re going to be living in a beach house about four blocks down.


Ally had flown out with my dad two days ago, as Caroline and Dennis had planned on driving hard and long hours to get here. I watch as Ally hugs her mom, and then Dennis, then Dennis and Beck are backslapping. My dad is already at the back of the U-Haul, opening it up and assessing the situation. It’s late in the day and we won’t go down to unload this stuff into Caroline’s new house until tomorrow, but my dad’s a planner.
They start making their way back up to the house, first Beck and Ally, followed by Caroline, and then Dennis. I don’t miss the subtle move that Dennis makes, putting his hand on Caroline’s hip as she moves in front of him to start up the stairs. It’s intimate and I’d wondered if their friendship had turned into something more.
Later that night, we have a shrimp boil out on the back deck. Beck and I bought a copper fire pit and there’s nothing like sitting under the stars with the rumble of the ocean and a glowing fire. We’re all fat and happy from the good food and the several bottles of wine we’d opened.
Ally’s laying on Caroline’s lap, her head on her shoulder. Dennis is sitting in a lounge chair next to them, and not hiding in my opinion a genuine interest in Caroline. She seems a bit oblivious to me though. My dad balances his wineglass on his stomach and he looks like he’s on the verge of going to sleep in his chair, while I sit on the love seat rocker and wait for Beck to come back with another bottle of wine.
When he steps out onto the deck, my breath catches.
It happens almost every time I’m away from him for more than a few minutes, and when he reappears, it’s as if all my senses are on hyperdrive. In my opinion, he’s gotten infinitely more handsome over the past year, and that’s because his new life agrees with him tremendously. There’s not a man who is more relaxed, happy, and content with his life.


“I’d like to make a toast,” he says as he steps through the door onto the deck. My dad sort of jerks upward at the noise, blinking his eyes. All of us look at Beck expectantly. He takes the new bottle of wine and tops off everyone’s glasses before setting it down on the deck railing.
He walks over to me and holds his hand out for me to stand up. I do as he urges, holding my wineglass as he rests a casual hand on my shoulder. “I’m just really happy to have everyone here in our home. Everyone seated here tonight is my family…Sela’s family. A man would think he has everything right here that he could ever want, but sadly…there is one thing lacking in my life.”
I turn my face to him quizzically, because I thought this was going to be a happy-go-lucky toast of friendship, but it turned very serious all of a sudden.
Beck turns to me, takes my wineglass from me, and sets it down on the deck rail near the bottle. His hands then take mine, where he squeezes them briefly before bending down on one knee.
I pull one hand away from him involuntarily and put it to my mouth on a gasp.
Holy shit.
Just…oh wow.
Beck reaches into his pocket and pulls out a gray velvet box, and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out it contains a ring. He flips it open and holds it out for me to see in the glow of the firelight. It’s beautiful, a simple round solitaire not too big and not too small. “Sela, you and I have been through hell and back, and those fires did nothing more than forge our bond as strong as steel. We’ve started a new life together and it’s damn good. The only way to make it perfect is for you to be my wife.”


He pulls the ring out in a suave move and has it on me before I can even take in a breath.
“Would you do me the honor?” he asks, so very formalized and traditional and even a little bit dorky, but it’s one of the reasons I love him so much.
“You bet your ass I will,” I tell him before I throw myself into his arms. “And no big ceremony either. Everyone we love is already here, so we should head to the county courthouse tomorrow and get it done.”
Three and a half years since the charges were dropped…
“This has to be the longest two minutes in the history of the world,” Beck says irritably as he paces back and forth.
“In the history of the universe,” I retort tensely.
“Universe means space and time moves differently in space, right?” he asks, well, blabbers.
He’s nervous and I get it.
The alarm goes off on his iPhone and we both rush over to the kitchen counter, shoulders touching as we bend down to peer at the pregnancy test we’d placed there after I’d peed on it in the bathroom.
A “positive” sign.
It’s positive.
“We’re going to have a baby,” I whisper.
“We’re going to have a baby,” he yells as he picks me up and spins me around. My hand swings out and catches the pee stick, sending it flying across the counter and to the floor. I watch it skitter across the old, worn linoleum that we’ve walked across for what seems like ages and I think to myself, we should replace the flooring before the baby comes.


Eeep.
We’re having a baby!
Seven years after the charges were dropped…
My back aches and I don’t remember it hurting this much when I was pregnant with Sophie. I press my fingers down into the muscles and arch my spine trying to relieve the pain. I do this with a smile on my face as I watch Beck and my dad down on the beach with Sophie. Even from here I can make out the muscled definition of Beck’s broad back, and the darkened form of this dragon tattoo that he’d had completed after we got settled into our new life in Florida.
I had thought Sophie, at four years of age, might be a little young to learn how to boogie board, but they think not. Maria watches them from under an umbrella that covers her in complete shade as she lounges back in a beach chair. Turns out, retirement to Florida wasn’t such a bad thing for her, and I think that had something to do with my dad finally asking her to marry him.
I’m happy for them both.
I glance at my watch and note that Ally and Caroline should be here soon. They drove over to the mall on the mainland to shop for a dress, as Ally’s attending a dance at her middle school in a few weeks. I’m glad they got out together, as I’ve been worried about Caroline. While her transition to becoming a Floridian went as well as could be expected, I think that had a lot to do with having Dennis by her side. Granted, he didn’t live here permanently because his job took him all over the world now, but his visits had steadily become more infrequent until they only saw each other a handful of times a year.


It was no way to maintain a relationship, and Caroline finally called it quits two months ago.
I want to smack Dennis around and ask him what the hell he’s doing, but Beck told me to stay out of it.
“Sela,” he’d said somberly. “That man has too many demons and he doesn’t want them resting on Caroline’s shoulders. It’s probably for the best.”
What-the-fuck-ever.
Caroline and Dennis are made for each other, but he’s too stubborn to give himself completely to a woman. I’d kill to get my psychotherapy hands on him. I’d make him let go of those demons with some hard work for sure.
But I’m staying out of it as requested.
Sighing, I turn from the sliding glass doors and pick up a box I’d set temporarily on the coffee table so I could rub my aching back. Little Sebastian is due in six weeks and I’m in my nesting mode. It happened with Sophie’s pregnancy, where I ended up decluttering the house and purging all of our pack rat items. I’m not sure how in the four short years since her birth we accumulated more crap than I know what to do with.
I bring the box into the kitchen and set it on the counter before reaching in and pulling out a handful of items. Mostly papers of various sorts, a binder with recipes, and oddly, a Rubik’s cube. I set that aside, as Sophie might want it, and start leafing through the paper items.
I make a stack for stuff to keep and a stack to purge, dropping the things into neat piles without getting emotionally attached to what I’m throwing away.
I do pause momentarily when I pull out a white piece of paper that has Sophie’s handprint done in bright blue. I had had it hanging on the fridge for weeks and then somehow, it got taken down to make room for another piece of art and made it to this box.


It goes in the pile to save.
I discard mail flyers for various housing services we’ve received over the last few years, saving promo items for pressure washing and lawn care maintenance and the like. They all seemed like a good idea when I’d saved them, but now I put them in the purge pile. When I finally break down and get the house pressure-washed, I’ll Google a company like other modern people do.
The next item I pick up causes my heart to flutter for a brief moment before it stills into calmness. It’s a newspaper article from just about five months ago. The headline reads: PREVIOUSLY UNIDENTIFIED ASSAILANTS SENTENCED TO PRISON.
My eyes only skim the article because I know the details well. Almost seven months ago, two months before this article, I got a call from a detective in Los Angeles. He’d had a hit on the DNA from my rape case.
It had belonged to a man by the name of Boyd Martin, who had been arrested for raping a young woman he drugged in a nightclub. They sent a picture of him to me via email and I recognized him immediately, the way I had recognized JT on the TV all those years ago. Dark hair, tanned face…eyes with a slight Asian tilt. A tattoo of a red phoenix was on his wrist, which only further proved to me that this was one of my rapists from that night.
Things happened quickly thereafter. Because he was now up for two rapes, the DA had some room to offer him a reduced sentence on my case if he gave up the name of my third rapist. He jumped on the deal, gladly giving up the details of the crime, which included verification that JT had indeed raped me. I didn’t need that little bit of vindication, as I knew in my heart he had. I’d merely had a few things confused in my memory thinking it was JT’s DNA in my hair when it was Boyd Martin’s.
Best of all, Boyd Martin identified the pale blond ghost who assaulted me and he was arrested. His name was Lyman Porter. It was confirmed that while Boyd Martin was a member of Beck and JT’s fraternity, Lyman Porter was just a drunk college kid at that party who was easily roped in to committing a gang rape with JT and Boyd egging him on.


I never went back to California to face my attackers. They both pled guilty to my rape and were sentenced to fourteen years, with Martin’s reduced by two years for turning on Porter.
The closure on that part of my life felt wonderful, and Beck and I celebrated that night after Sophie went down with a bottle of wine and some wild monkey sex. I’m pretty sure that’s when we conceived Sebastian.
Who at this moment decides to give me a soccer kick, and I drop the article in surprise. Laughing at myself and putting a hand to the edge of the counter for balance, I stoop and pick it up from the floor.
The edges of it contrast starkly white against the yellowing of my linoleum floor. It makes me smile as I stand and scan the perimeter of our kitchen. Before Sophie was born, I had someone come in and finally fix the kitchen floor. But I couldn’t bear to part with the old, yellowed vinyl that had borne so many new footsteps from my life.
That flooring was worn, cracked, and peeled. It was curled on the edges and was a hazard. But I had found over the years I had come to cherish every nick and scar that was cut into the patterned linoleum.
So I had the floor guy merely cut out the curled and peeling edges and put in a tiled border, therefore keeping most of the old vinyl covering throughout most of the kitchen.
Beck thought I was crazy but he didn’t argue.
Because I was pregnant, and you don’t argue with that type of crazy.


I think the reason I wanted to keep it was because I liken this old linoleum to my soul. It’s been cracked and stained and hardened by years of rough use. It tells a story and it provides foundation. With care it’s been fixed and polished to a soft glow. It’s been revered and respected, because it held up to the toughest of times, and most important, it holds the memories of the footprints that have walked, trampled, and tiptoed across it.
It’s held up.
It’s persevered.
It’s faced what life had to throw at it and it held steady.
Just. Like. Me.






Thank you Sue, Gina, and Matt for taking a chance on me and continuing to make me a better author with each book we put out.






I’d like to dedicate this book to my best friend, Shelley. She’s not a big reader, and chances are she’ll never read this unless I shove it under her nose, but you know what…I love that. I love that she loves me for me and not because of what I do for a living.
Maybe one of our mutual friends will tell Shelley that I dedicated this book to her. I know she’ll appreciate it and will call me up to tell me so. Then we’ll do what best friends do, and we’ll focus on the other important things in life.
Like trying to embarrass each other in public…
Or getting too tipsy at dinner so our husbands have to pick us up…
Or taking spontaneous girls’ weekend trips…
Love you, Shelley!!!! So much!!!
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I stick the nozzle in my gas tank, depress the handle, and flip the catch down to hold it in place. Letting the gas flow on its own, I head across the nearly empty parking lot to the gas station, which is lit up like a bright beacon out here on Possum Track Road. I’m starved and I know my fridge is empty at home, so I’m going to break down and buy some junk food for my dinner. I just won’t tell Vale about it, as I don’t feel like listening to her bitch at me.
Vale Campbell…pretty as hell and nice to look at, but I dread having to hang out with her. That’s because she’s one of the assistant athletic trainers for the Cold Fury, and most important, working with me on my strength and conditioning. She would most certainly say Snickers, Cheez-Its, and root beer are not on my approved list, and then she’d have me doing burpees, mountain climbers, and box jumps until I puked.
Pulling the door open, I immediately see two guys at the cooler checking out the stock of beer. Both wearing wifebeaters stained with grease and faded ball caps. I, myself, pull my own hat down farther to hide my face, as I don’t feel like getting recognized tonight. It’s late, I want to get my junk food and get gone. We’ve got an early morning practice tomorrow.


I turn right down the first aisle, which houses the chips and other such snacks, slightly aware the other two customers are heading to the counter to check out. I keep my back to them just to be safe and peruse the options.
Funyuns.
Potato chips.
Doritos.
Corn Nuts.
Reaching for a bag of salt-and-vinegar potato chips, I hear one of the guys drawl in a typical North Carolina redneck accent, “Hey, sweet thang. How ’bout a pack of Marlboro Reds and how ’bout handing me that there box of condoms. The extra large size.”
The redneck’s companion snickers, and then snorts. I turn slightly to see them both shoot conspiratorial grins at each other, and one guy nudges the other guy to egg him on. While the clerk turns to get the condoms, the redneck leans across the counter and stares blatantly at the woman’s ass. The other guy says loud enough that I hear, so I know the woman hears, “Mmmmm…that is a fine ass.”
Turning my body full so I face the counter, I see the woman’s back stiffen and she turns her face to the left to look at a closed doorway beside the rack that holds all of the cigarettes. I’m wondering if perhaps a manager or another employee is in there, and she’s hoping for some help.
But she doesn’t wait and turns to face the two assholes, squaring her shoulders.
And god damn…she’s breathtaking. Looking past the red and gold polyester vest she wears with a name tag—clearly a uniform—I see her face is flawless. Creamy skin that glows, high cheekbones, a straight nose that tilts slightly at the end, and full lips that look sexily puffed even though they are flattened in a grimace. Her hair is not blond, but not brown. I’d describe it as caramel with honey streaks and it’s pulled back from her face in a ponytail with a low fall of bangs falling from left to right across her forehead.


While she faces the two men resolutely, I can see wariness in her eyes as she sets the cigarettes and condoms on the counter in front of them. “Will that be all?”
Her voice has a southern accent but it’s subtle. She looks back and forth between the two men, refusing to lower her gaze.
Redneck number one nods to the twelve-pack of beer he had placed on the counter and says, “That was the last of the Coors. You got any in your storage room?”
“Nope, that’s it,” she says firmly, and I can tell it’s a lie.
“Are ya sure?” he asks, leaning his elbows on the counter and leering at her. “Maybe you could check…I could help you if you want, and we could make use of them condoms there.”
I’d roll my eyes over the absurdity of that attempt to woo a girl who is way out of his league, but I’m too tense over the prospect that this could be more than just some harmless goofing by some drunk rednecks.
“What do you say, sweet thang?” he says in what he tries to pass as a suave voice but comes off as trailer trash.
“I say there’s no more beer back there,” she grits out, gives a look over her shoulder to the closed door, and then back to the men.
And that was a worried look.
A very worried look, so I decide that this isn’t going any further. Grabbing the closest bag of chips my hand makes contact with, I stalk up the aisle toward the counter as I pull my hat off with my other hand. I tuck it in my back pocket, and when I’m just a few feet from the men, the woman’s eyes flick to me, relief evident in her gaze. I smile at her reassuringly and flick my eyes down to her name tag.


Julianne.
Pretty name for a really pretty girl.
The sound of my footsteps finally penetrates and both men straighten to their full heights, which are still a few inches below mine, and turn my way. My eyes go to the first man, then move slowly to the other, leveling them both with an ice-cold glare. With the power of my gaze, I dare both of them to say something else to the beauty behind the counter.
Because I suspect the only sports these guys watch are bass fishing tournaments and NASCAR, I’m not surprised neither one recognizes me as the Carolina Cold Fury’s starting goalie. Clearly the lovely Julianne doesn’t either, but that’s also fine by me.
The sound of Julianne’s fingers tapping on the register catches everyone’s attention and the two men turn back to her. “That will be $19.86.”
One of the guys pulls a wallet from the back pocket of his saggy jeans and pulls out a twenty, handing it to her wordlessly. Now that they know there’s an audience, neither one seems intent on continuing the crass game they were playing. At least I think that was a game, but I’m just glad I was here in case their intentions were more nefarious.
Julianne hands the guy his change and they gather their purchases and leave without a word.
As soon as the door closes, her shoulders drop and she lets out a sigh of relief. Giving me a weak smile, she looks at the bag in my hand and says, “Is that all?”
“Uh, no actually,” I say as I give her a sheepish grin. “Got distracted by those assholes.”
“Yeah,” she agrees in a tired voice, brushing her long bangs back before turning away from me to an open cardboard box she has sitting on a stool to her left. She reaches in, pulls out a carton of cigarettes, which she efficiently opens, and starts stocking the rack of cigarettes behind the counter. I’m effectively dismissed and there’s no doubt in my mind she doesn’t know who I am.


I head back down the chip aisle, grab a bag of Corn Nuts, and continue straight back to the sodas. I grab a Mountain Dew, never once considering the diet option, because that would totally destroy the point of having a junk food night, and then head over to the candy aisle. I grab a Snickers and I’m set.
When I get to the counter, she must hear my approach, as she turns around with the same tired smile. Walking to the register, her eyes drop to the items I drop on the counter, robotically scanning the price of each. I watch her delicate fingers work the keys, taking in her slumped shoulders as she rings in the last item and raises those eyes back to me.
They’re golden…well, a light brown actually, but so light as to appear like a burnished gold, maybe bronze.
A piercing shriek comes from behind the closed door, so sharp and high pitched that it actually makes my teeth hurt. I also practically jump out of my skin, the noise was so unexpected.
The woman—Julianne according to her name tag—does nothing more than close her eyes, lower her head, and let out a pained sigh. For a brief moment, I want to reach out and squeeze her shoulder in sympathy, but I have no clue what I’m empathizing with because I don’t know what that unholy sound was. I open my mouth to ask if she’s okay when the closed door beside the cigarette rack flies open and a tiny blur comes flying out.
No more than three feet high, followed by another blur of the same size.
Another piercing shriek from within that room, this time louder because the door is now opened, and for a terrible moment I think someone must have been murdered. I even take a step to the side, intent on rounding the counter.


Julianne moves lightning fast, reaching her hands out and snagging each tiny blur by the collar. When they’re brought to a full halt, I see it’s two little boys, both with light brown hair and equally light brown eyes. One holds a baby doll in his hands and the other holds what looks to be a truck made of Legos.
Looking at me with apology-filled eyes, she says, “I’m so sorry. This will only take a second.”
With firm but gentle hands, she turns the little boys toward the room and pushes them inside, disappearing behind them. Immediately I hear a horrible crash, another shriek, and the woman I know to be named Julianne curses loudly, “Son of a bitch.”
One more screech from what I’m thinking might be a psychotic pterodactyl and my feet are moving without thought. I round the edge of the counter, step behind it, and head toward the door. When I step over the threshold, I take in a small room set up to be a combo office/break room. Small desk along one wall covered with papers, another wall with a counter, sink, and minifridge, and a card table with rusty legs and four metal folding chairs.
It also suddenly becomes clear what manner of creature was making that noise that rivaled nails on chalkboard.
A little girl, smaller than the boys, is tied to one of the folding chairs with what looks like masking tape wrapped several times around her and the chair, coming across the middle of her stomach. Her arms and legs are free, and the crash was apparently a stack of toys she had managed to knock off the top of the table.
“Rocco…Levy…you promised you’d behave,” Julianne says in a quavering voice as she kneels beside the little girl and starts pulling at the tape. The little boys stand there, heads hanging low as they watch their mom attempt to unwrap their sister.


I can’t help myself. The tone of the woman’s voice, the utter fatigue and frustration, and the mere fact that these little hellions taped their sister to a chair has me moving. I drop to my knees beside the woman, my hands going to the tape to pull it off.
Her head snaps my way and she says, “Don’t.”
My eyes slide from the tape to her, and I’m almost bowled over by the sheen of thick tears glistening but refusing to drop.
“Please, do you mind just waiting out there? If any customers come in, just tell them I’ll be out in a moment,” she pleads with me, a faint note of independence and need to handle this on her own shining through the defeat.
“Sure,” I say immediately as I stand up, not willing to add further upset on this poor lady with the beautiful tear-soaked eyes. She clearly has enough on her plate without me adding to it.
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