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    Big, white snowflakes fell from the darkening November sky, coating my hair as I walked past the empty benches in Central Park. Even though dusk hadn’t yet fallen, the street lights were on, casting their soft, golden glow on the white-speckled path.


    Only ten minutes to go.


    My high heels made hardly a sound as I trekked through the thin layer of snow covering the asphalt. With each step I took, my heart raced faster in my chest. The blonde wig hid my chestnut locks and stood in strong contrast to my little black dress, making me feel like someone else. I wrapped my coat tighter around me, even though the fabric was too thin to stave off the cold wind. It really didn’t matter; my on-edge nerves had me boiling inside.


    This was it…the big night I had been waiting for.


    I couldn’t wait to play the game. I couldn’t possibly get there fast enough.


    Eager to get to my destination, I urged myself forward, hurrying my pace toward the busy streets of New York City. Only a few more minutes, and I finally reached the hotel. Men turned their heads as I strode into the luxury foyer and shrugged out of my damp coat. The snug little number I had borrowed from Sylvie, my best friend, was so tight it kept riding up my thighs, garnering even more stares. The material was as thin and light as silk, and so low cut that anyone who cared to look would catch an ample glimpse of my cleavage, but at least it wasn’t transparent. The dress, coupled with sinful, seven-inch heels and stockings that hugged my legs like a sheath, made me feel like a hooker and completely out of place; almost as if I didn’t belong in this expensive hotel that screamed old money and high society—a rich world that was foreign to me.


    I stood out like the proverbial sore thumb, and not just because of my clothes—or the lack thereof. Simply put, my outfit wasn’t something I wore every day, or ever. But I’d really had no option. Today was an exception, because the instructions had been clear:


    Wear something provocative.


    So I had selected something daring from Sylvie’s skimpy wardrobe. Not the most daring ensemble, but the one that would still fulfill the request without making me want to hide behind the nearest tree.


    With a sigh, I draped my coat over my arm, and then held it up to my chest in a weak attempt to hide some of my exposed cleavage as I made my way across the foyer to the back.


    The doors to the club were wide open. I breezed through them, barely acknowledging the curious glances of the bouncers, and stopped for a moment to familiarize myself with the interior rooms. The club was dimly lit and carefully designed with elegant, upholstered chairs facing a long, narrow bar area. To my right were what looked like private tables, as well as a circular dance floor with mirrors hanging from the ceiling. Everything sparkled and shined, polished to perfection. The entire atmosphere screamed money and sex. Even the air smelled forbidden. All that seemed missing was a troupe of half-naked dancers I assumed would arrive soon enough.


    And then my glance caught him, and my breath remained trapped in my throat.


    He was sitting at the bar; his beautiful face, framed by his dark hair, was turned away from me. His gaze was glued to the glass in his hand and the swirling, golden liquid inside it. Dressed in a tailored black suit that did nothing to hide the perfection of his sculpted body, he was sexy, no doubt about it. But what really drew me to him was the mystery surrounding him. Even from across the room, I could tell instantly that he was the kind of man I would never have gone for a while ago. The kind of man I would have invited into my bed on a whim. He was the kind of man I wanted to fall under my spell.


    I strolled over and perched myself on the bar stool near him. Far enough to watch him without giving the impression that I was desperate for company. Close enough for him to notice me. I crossed my legs, purposely allowing my borrowed dress to ride up just a little bit higher. The barman took my order, and for a moment, I turned away from the hot stranger. The next thing I knew he was gone.


    Confused, I swept my eyes around the half-filled room, but there was no sign of him among the other patrons. Disappointment washed over me at the prospect that my outfit might not have been sexy enough to attract him to the extent I had expected.


    Game over before it had even began.


    With a dissatisfied sigh, I turned my attention back to my glass.
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    “Are you looking for me?” a deep voice with the slightest hint of a Southern accent whispered behind me, caressing my senses like an exhilarating summer breeze.


    I sat up straight but fought the urge to put some distance between us. His voice was so sexy, a delicious tug formed inside me. Something much deeper pulsated within my core, urging me to play my cards right this time. I turned around ever so slowly, my gaze searching his, and for a moment, I was rendered speechless at the naughty glint in his eyes.


    Wow.


    Talk about stunning.


    Barely a few inches away from me stood the man I had watched earlier. As he stepped nearer and his hands brushed mine, my skin began to tingle. He was so close I could feel his hot breath on my lips and the heat emanating from his delicious body and light bronze skin. His shoulders were broad and his arms looked like they could carry a woman where she belonged—in his bed—but the most stunning feature about him were his dark green eyes that reminded me of haunted woods covered in morning dew, and lush meadows.


    Eyes so beautiful, they had to be made of sin.


    Was it the varied shades of green that gave the impression? Or his irises that looked like cracked stones on a beach? People always said the color green was calming, but it wasn’t calming at all. It was like a wild garden inviting you to run in only to trap you and never let you go.


    I had never met someone with eyes like that—the kind of eyes that made me want to do crazy things such as dress like a stripper and give him a lap dance. There was a hunger in them—a strong power to devour my soul and my heart. Just prying myself away from them was hard, as if the hypnotic pull was too strong to resist. Or maybe I didn’t want to. If looks could have undressed, I would have been stripped bare, naked and spread on top of a blanket, wearing nothing but a smile on my lips, and pleading with him to make me his.


    “I’d love to have a drink with you, Miss, uh…” His eyes caught the credit card in my hand, and he held it up to read my name slowly, as if he were examining a rare bottle of wine he was about to savor. “Brooke. Miss Brooke Stewart.”


    My heart skipped a beat at the way he spoke my name. I tilted my head to one side, narrowing my eyes.


    “And you are?” I asked in mock disinterest and the most serious tone I could muster.


    Gorgeous, boyish dimples formed in his manly cheeks as he smiled and sat down on the bar stool next to me. He was uninvited, and yet he couldn’t have been more welcome. As if sensing my unraveling, his lips slowly parted, revealing two strings of white, perfect teeth I would have loved to feel on my skin.


    He held out his hand. “No need to know it,” he said. “After tomorrow morning, I’ll only be a memory for you anyway.”


    Wow. Talk about blunt.


    I smiled sweetly and inclined my head to regard him. “In which case, forget I ever mentioned mine.”


    “I doubt I’ll be able to,” he whispered. “After tomorrow, you might just be the only thing I’ll be able to think about, Brooke.”


    My name rolled off his tongue in a sexy, rumbling way. Ever so slowly, his fingers clasped around mine, and his head dipped low again, so close I could feel his breath on my ear.


    “I couldn’t help but notice your sexy legs, Miss Stewart. Surely those high heels must be painful. How about I show you my room, so you can take them off? We’ll order drinks, get to know each other, and do something about that pain of yours.”


    He was right; I was in pain, but it wasn’t coming from my shoes. My whole body ached with a yearning for him to touch me, begging to know whether the sexual tension between us would actually translate into mind-blowing sex.


    As though sensing my thoughts, he pulled back, but he didn’t let go of my hand. His eyes kept probing mine with an intensity that made me swallow hard, and blood rushed in my ears as I watched his lips curve into a lazy, lopsided smile that instantly melted my panties, metaphorically speaking. Just looking at him, I felt drugged, as if the chemical reactions in my brain were some complex cocktail of sex-fueled hormones, waiting to diffuse.


    He had that effect on me, yes, but I harbored no intention of letting him know it. If he wanted me, he would have to do more than shoot me that arrogant, self-assured smile my way. In all honesty, there was no way I’d get involved with a man like him—not when I already had accomplished half my goal. He had seen me, and I had let my guard down a bit. Now, I had to figure out how to get away.


    “As flattered as I am,” I said, smiling politely, “I’m afraid I’m not interested. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other business to tend to.” Evading his heated gaze, I grabbed my bag and turned away when his hand clasped around my upper arm—gently but forceful enough to stop me. His touch was hot, burning through my clothes like lava.


    “Why not?” he asked, wearing a lazy grin that spelled trouble.


    The way he was standing, so close to me, with his hand around my arm, I felt myself heating up. His thumb started to move in circles over my skin, carrying with it an unspoken promise I couldn’t deny. A picture flashed through my mind: his lips and tongue licking my skin, his fingers prodding my knickers to find my secret entrance. Instantly, the telltale heat of a major blush scorched my cheeks.


    “Are you scared because I’m secretly turning you on?” he asked. His hands moved lower, down my spine, until he reached the small of my back. It was just a small, almost innocent move, but his confidence overpowered me. “Or is it the prospect of me entering you that arouses you?”


    I stopped his hand from wandering further south and laughed nervously as I tried to push the pictures of his exploring fingers inside me to the back of my mind.


    “In your dreams, perhaps,” I said, sounding much more weak than I intended. My attempt to brush him off was a feeble one. And, judging from his wide grin, he knew it.


    “I don’t believe you,” he said.


    “Of course you don’t,” I muttered, and neither did I.


    Get a grip, Stewart. Act like you’re not interested. Play hard-to-get.


    “I don’t usually get involved with strangers,” I stated as emphatically as I could, my voice betraying me with its trembling.


    A devilish glint appeared in his eyes.


    “I wasn’t suggesting a date,” he said with the same confident tone. “It was a proposition—sex and nothing else. What I’m offering is something you’ve never experienced before. You seem like a practical woman, but you’re also curious. I can tell by the way your eyes keep glinting, challenging me to keep this up until your resolve crumbles. You want me to push you hard enough to the point you can’t bear it anymore.”


    I swallowed hard, because he was right. “What if I’m married, with five kids and a husband waiting for me?”


    “I highly doubt that.” His eyes scanned my face, my half-exposed chest, and then slid lower, until I could feel the heat of his gaze on my legs. It barely lasted a second, but the brief span was enough to send another delicious pull through my abdomen. Eventually, our eyes connected again.


    “I don’t see a ring on your finger, Miss Stewart.”


    “Maybe I left it at home,” I suggested weakly.


    He inched closer, pressing his hands down on the bar beside me, until his lips were mere inches from mine. He was so tall I had to lean back to look all the way up. But it wasn’t his height that intimidated me; it was that confidence of his, bordering on an inflated ego. I knew what kind of man he was. Men like him loved hard and played just as hard. I wanted to love hard for a night, but could I take the heat?


    “If you left it there, you did it on purpose.” He made it sound like a fact. His lips twitched, and I couldn’t help but stare at their luscious perfection: lips I wanted to kiss and nibble on; lips I wanted to kiss me back; lips that would make me scream his name.


    “What are you saying?”


    “You’re here for a reason.”


    I raised my brows, feigning surprise. “And what reason would that be?”


    His lips moved closer, and for a moment, I thought he might kiss me. An electric tingle washed over me as he whispered in my ear, “Excitement, action, sex—all three, which you so obviously, desperately need today.” He leaned back and tucked a stray lock behind my ear, then continued slowly, “You’re looking for someone to give you a new sense of reality, someone who will help you forget your crappy day at work and take you on the ride of your life.” With each word, his deep tone sent another ripple of hot lava through me.


    “You make it sound like I’m a cheater.”


    He shook his head and leaned forward again. “No, not a cheater. More like someone who’s bored with her life and works too hard.”


    His hot breath tickled my neck, and my thighs clenched in lust. I wanted him to kiss me, but more than that, I wanted him to take me.


    “I can offer you that and more, Miss Stewart. All you have to do is join me in my room, which is conveniently located upstairs.”


    I forced a scowl. I knew I should try harder to brush him off, but there was something about him that entranced me, and it was more than just the promise of getting what I had come for. I was captivated by his voice, his touch, and the hard masculinity of his body.


    Fight, Stewart. You’re giving in too soon, too easily.


    I moistened my suddenly parched lips and smiled. “I know what kind of man you are.”


    He lifted his eyebrows in mock interest, but said nothing.


    “What makes you think I’d choose you when there’s a whole club full of potential suitors?” I asked. “Maybe I’m looking for a neat guy, a nice guy, who doesn’t usually break the rules, someone conventional and not hell bent on winning another set of panties.”


    He chuckled, his eyes still on me. “Because you can sense my secret,” he whispered. “I never disappoint. One night with me will give you the kind of excitement that lasts a lifetime. While I cannot promise that you’ll climax just once and not want more, I can promise you an unforgettable night, Miss Stewart—an incomparable night, I might add, and your only regret will be every second we wasted without sex.”


    Oh boy!


    His confidence was so huge it ought to be listed as the world’s biggest in Guinness Records. But was it working? Hell, yeah. It was working far better than I wanted to admit. My heart pounded in my chest as I watched him pull out a keycard from his pocket and place it in my hand.


    “Room 521,” he said with a smirk. “Be there in twenty.”


    “I’m not coming.” I shook my head, just in case he hadn’t heard my weak voice.


    He smiled, revealing sexy dimples that urged me to touch them. “Of course you will…and I promise I won’t bind you to my bedpost, at least not for the entire night.”


    The mere suggestion aroused me, and judging from the way his lips were twitching at the corners, I was sure he knew that and was feeling the same way.


    “Twenty minutes.” With that, he picked up his coat and left.


    Craning my neck, I followed his broad shoulders. Only after he disappeared in the crowd did I turn around. A laugh escaped my lips.


    “Dammit,” I muttered under my breath and stood from my bar stool.


    He wasn’t just eye candy. He was pure sex, a conjurer of wicked naughtiness. He was a paradise for lady sinners, and I was about to be one of them. I knew it just as well as he did.


    Of course I’d join him. After all, a bet was a bet, but first I’d let him simmer a bit, let him think I had ditched him. Maybe my resistance would put a little dent in that big ego of his. I was certain he was completely self-assured I’d play along and join him in his room. Maybe he had kept his voice low on purpose, so I’d chase after him, go in search of him, or whatever would give his ego another boost. Maybe he thought there were no exceptions to his rules, but things would be different today. Today, I was going to be the only exception to his game, because I had no intention of losing to the likes of him.
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    One of the most interesting things in life was the certainty that nothing would ever remain dull for too long; sooner or later, the unpredictable happened. The trick was standing aside long enough, watching how a set of things and people came together in random patterns that weren’t really so random at all, and witnessing how that collision resulted in a burst of new experiences for everyone involved. Good or bad, those experiences brought failure or winning a new meaning.


    Just like the green-eyed guy who would be my date for the night.


    At least that was what I thought when I headed for the bathroom to reapply my makeup and regain some of my composure. With one last glance in the mirror, I took a deep breath and walked out.


    Now that I had his attention, it was time to move to Plan B.


    The lobby had filled with evening guests. Turning a corner, I almost bumped into a man who was standing near a big palm tree planted in a massive fiberglass flowerpot.


    “Sorry,” I muttered and turned away when he looked up from his newspaper and, as our eyes met, a sudden shudder ran down my spine.


    He was dressed in a striped business suit. His dark brown hair was parted perfectly, combed neatly to one side. While his somewhat old-fashioned hairstyle and affordable looking clothes weren’t the reason for my ignited attention, I couldn’t stop the sudden alarm ringing inside my head because of the way he regarded me. Most people barely paid me a fleeting look; some guys checked me out. But this man’s glance was different. It was a little too sharp, too hard. It was almost as if…


    No, don’t go there, Stewart.


    I stifled my paranoia. Too many bad things had happened. It was time to let go because it was over. So what if a man had looked at me in a weird way? That didn’t mean he was a bad guy. No one would ever come after me again. Now, if I could only just believe it…


    As if sensing my unease, he returned his attention to his newspaper and continued to read whatever he’d been reading before. An instant later, a woman joined him, and relief washed over me. Probably his wife, I figured from the way she kissed him on the cheek, and together they walked to the reception desk, their arms linked, their chatter indistinguishable.


    Stupid paranoia.


    It had happened before, and it just kept happening. For the umpteenth time, I pondered whether or not I should pay my therapist another visit. The trouble was, I hadn’t seen him for eight years, and I still felt guilty over the way I had so abruptly broken off our sessions when I decided I was strong enough to deal with the issues of my past myself. He had insisted I wasn’t ready, but I had brushed off his concerns, claiming he didn’t know me as well as he thought he did. Yet, on a subconscious level, I knew even then that he was right. But I wanted to feel normal, and if I visited a shrink again, it would be like admitting to myself that I was corrupted. Branded. Damaged beyond repair.


    Since I couldn’t bring myself to visit him again, the best thing I could do for the time being was remember his advice: “Try to focus on the things that feel real, things you can grasp.” The hotel seemed like a good start. Taking three deep breaths, I forced my mind to let go of my mistrust of the people around me and instead focused on my surroundings.


    Passing through another hall, I marveled at the exquisiteness and luxury of the place. The TRIO wasn’t just one of the most expensive hotels in New York City. Rising over Manhattan’s premier shopping and business districts, it was a popular see-and-be-seen place for the rich and famous. From the huge indoor water fountains and the magnificent crystal chandeliers hanging from backlit onyx ceilings to the stunning displays of each hall I passed, I realized calling it an image of perfection was no overstatement.


    The place was pure Zen. It made me wonder how life was for the VIPs of the world, for those who weren’t too shy to spend thousands of dollars a night in such luxury accommodations, just to wake up each morning to the knock of someone bringing a three-course breakfast or to spend half their day at the spa that occupied an entire floor.


    It wasn’t the life I had been born into, nor was it the life I needed to be happy. But I could certainly see the appeal and why it might be alluring, even for a day.


    Or even a night with him.


    Excitement washed over me as I stepped off the elevator, onto the fifty-first floor and stopped in front of Room 512. Soft music carried over from inside—perhaps a TV set or radio. I swiped the keycard, unsure if I did it the right way, but it didn’t work. I took a deep breath and knocked softly.


    Nothing stirred.


    I knocked again, this time a little louder.


    Finally, the music was switched off, and the door was thrown open.


    A guy stepped out.


    I frowned. Just like my prospective date for the night, this man was in his early thirties and dressed in an expensive business suit. The only problem was: I had no idea who he was.


    “You’re early,” he said, opening the door wider to let me in.


    My gaze traveled past him to scan his room. I took in the open notebook on the table and the loose sheets of paper spread haphazardly around a glass of what looked like scotch or whiskey.


    “I’m not paying extra just because you’re early,” he mumbled, and a whiff of alcohol hit my nostrils.


    What the heck?


    I took a step back as realization kicked in. “Sorry. Wrong door. I, uh…” My words failed me. It wasn’t at all how I had imagined my first one-night stand would go down. How could I explain to this man that I wasn’t at his service, in a situation so mortifying I could barely talk? I thought it over for a second, then decided being short and prompt was the way to go. “Sorry again…and have a nice evening,” I muttered and turned my back to him when he blocked my path.


    “Wrong door? That’s about the lamest excuse I’ve ever heard. You know that?” He sounded affected, maybe even annoyed, but a mask of friendliness remained on his face. “You chat me up online, only to leave me hanging. Why would anyone pay in advance for a stripper?” He paused for effect.


    I just shook my head, signaling that I had no idea.


    “Correct me, but I thought we had something. You wanted to meet with me here, so here I am.”


    I groaned inwardly; he was taking my rejection personally. I couldn’t avoid the low chuckle escaping my lips.


    Me, a stripper?


    The very idea of me being a stripper was hilarious. In a way, it was a compliment; while I had the curves, I lacked the long legs. Besides, I could barely swing a few dance moves.


    “I understand your confusion, but it’s clearly a mistake,” I explained.


    His eyes lingered on me, pondering, and I caught another whiff of alcohol. “Is this some kind of game you’re playing, part of the act or something?” he finally said, taking another step forward. “You know what? Forget what I said earlier. I’ll pay for the extra time. Now just move your hot ass inside and give me what you promised the other night.” His hand went around my waist, close enough to touch my ass, as he pointed behind him.


    He has to be kidding.


    For a moment, surprise kept me glued to the spot, until I realized that my amusement could easily be mistaken for flirting, particularly in his alcohol-induced hazy state of mind. But it was too late to tell him that. His hands grabbed my ass in what seemed to be some sort of bizarre encouragement to join him. I pushed him away a little harder than intended. Hurt crossed his face, and for a moment, I actually felt sorry for him. He hadn’t been rude, and he was clearly confused.


    “Listen, I’m not who you think I am.” I held up my guest card. “See? I’m not playing games. I really did just knock on the wrong door. Now, if you’ll excuse me and keep your hands off me—”


    “What’s going on?” a deep voice resounded behind me, cutting me off.


    I turned to peer at my actual date heading for us—in a hurry. A breath of relief escaped me…until I caught his expression.


    Oh shit!


    He was furious.


    And by furious I meant he was close to turning into a raging bull.


    There was no need to ask him how much he had seen; the throbbing vein in his temple said it all. His face was an angry mask as he headed straight for the poor man. I stepped in front of my date, but before I even got the chance to explain, he shoved the man back against the wall with no questions, no explanations—just like that.


    I stared, still glued to my spot, rendered speechless.


    “What the fuck, dude?” The man stepped toward him, raising his hands in the process.


    For a moment, I was afraid they might start throwing punches; I was entirely opposed to any form of violence whatsoever, but there would be little I could do to stop it if it ensued. If I didn’t know any better, I would go as far as saying that stopping a fight between two testosterone driven men would be as hard as breaking up a fight between two pit bulls.


    “Don’t you fucking touch her again.” My date poked his finger into the guy’s chest, as if the venom in his voice had not carried enough threat.


    Standing next to my date, the man looked small. He looked up into my date’s angry face, and then his glance moved back to me, as if it was all my fault. “She’s my goddamn stripper,” the guy said. As laughable as it almost was, in the midst of the palpable tension, he was still adamant that I had to be there for him. “I paid for her, man. It’s her job to please me.”


    “Are you fucking joking?” my date barked. He roughly grabbed the man by the collar and shoved him back against the wall. “Does my pregnant girlfriend look like a stripper to you?”


    The guy’s hesitant gaze brushed me from head to toe, lingering on my tummy.


    My date’s forearm muscles tensed a moment before he yanked at the man’s collar hard—so hard he forced his gaze away from me.


    I wanted to point out that being three months pregnant was nothing. I was hardly showing. If anything, I looked slightly bloated, as though I was struggling with constipation. Instead, I said, “It’s clearly a misunderstanding, Jett. Let it go.” I tried to pull my date away, but he didn’t budge. Rather, his grip on the man’s collar tightened so hard I was sure the fabric would tear any moment. I sighed. Ever since we had found out about the pregnancy, Jett had been more overprotective than ever.


    “You apologize to her before I decide to smash in your face,” he growled.


    “It’s not necessary,” I whispered, but they both seemed to ignore me.


    A moment passed, during which the man’s alcohol-induced haze seemed to lift a little, and his eyes cleared. Finally, he held up his hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize,” he said, then apologized some more.


    I didn’t hear the rest of what he said, because my date grabbed my hand and forced me down the hall, toward the elevators. I shot a glance over my shoulder at the man as he walked back inside his hotel room and slammed the door shut.


    After the elevator carried us one floor up, I followed him down the hall to his room. The silence was unnerving. I looked at the door number and realized my mistake: I had confused the numbers 521 with 512.


    Jett pulled out his keycard and swiped it. The door was hardly closed when he turned to me in the narrow hall, his eyes ablaze with fury.


    “What the hell were you doing there, Brooke?” he asked. His height was both menacing and arousing, his hard body taking up all available space.


    What was that? Did I detect a hint of jealousy?


    I regarded his face, the way he was working his jaw, his posture rigid and tense, and then I shrugged. “I just…got lost.”


    “You could have called me. The fucker was about to drag you into his room and do God knows what.”


    I knew it was true, and there was no need to comment. Still, we were supposed to play a game, pretend we were two strangers meeting each other, so Jett could later pretend I had my first one-night stand with him, and now the game was ruined.


    “Nothing happened.” I shrugged again, signaling that it didn’t matter. “Just let it go.”


    He rubbed a hand over his face in frustration, but after a few moments of silence, his shoulders finally relaxed.


    I looked at the man I had come to know well over the last few months. Jett had never been one to show much emotion, but now that I was carrying his child, everything had changed. “Will you always react like this?” I asked, frowning, so I wouldn’t laugh out. I had to ask, because Jett had never struck me as someone with anger management issues; then again, I knew firsthand that people seldom wore their psychological problems on their sleeves.


    “Only when I spy a damsel in distress, and especially when said damsel is mine.” His lips twitched for a second, and he inched closer, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “I’m sorry for erupting like that. Are you okay?”


    I shrugged again. “Of course I’m okay. I was doing fine. There was no need to threaten and scare the guy over a simple misunderstanding,” I said. “The poor man will probably be scarred for life now, and I’m sure he won’t be booking services on the net anytime soon.”


    His features hardened; clearly, he didn’t appreciate my weak attempt to infuse some humor into the tense situation. “Serves him right for believing you’re a stripper.”


    “Can you blame him?” I pointed to my dress that was shorter and thinner than anything I had ever worn before. “Look at this getup.”


    “Look, baby, even if you tried, you still wouldn’t look like a stripper. You’re sexy as hell, but you don’t look cheap. Any guy who would even suggest otherwise deserves an ass-kicking.” He shrugged out of his jacket.


    I said nothing, but couldn’t help but stare at his broad shoulders, admiring the way his muscles seemed to strain his shirt.


    “The guy’s an asshole with no respect for women. Someone should have taught him a lesson a long time ago.”


    “Hmm.” I dropped my handbag on the counter, then walked over to him. My hands traced his strong chin and the tiny spot he had missed while shaving.


    He smiled, as if the dark fury had simply vanished at my touch.


    I loved the way I was able to influence my boyfriend’s mood like that, and my heart skipped a beat at the thought. I still couldn’t believe I could call this sexy man my boyfriend, and I couldn’t believe I had such an effect on him. Pleased, I leaned back against the wall and posed seductively. “But that’s not why we’re here, right?”


    He got the hint straight away. “You’re damn right about that.” Ever so slowly, he inched closer, with a devilish glint playing in his eyes and a wicked smile on his lips, intimidating but stirring the deepest pleasure. “You think you have what it takes, Miss Stewart?” he asked, instantly getting back into character. He pinned me against the wall with his arms and moved his mouth dangerously close to mine. With an appreciative growl, he leaned into me and whispered, tracing my ear with his hot breath, “You’ve come to the right place now, and that’s all that matters.”


    Absolutely.


    I smiled. As always, Jett Mayfield was sexy without even trying.


    His mouth descended hungrily upon mine, and I shivered with unbridled pleasure as our tongues merged in a first, heated kiss. I trembled even more when his skillful fingers slowly made their way under my dress, dancing across my flesh, ready to still the aching pain within my core.
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    “Wait! Aren’t we going a little too fast?” I asked, prying my lips from Jett’s. My heart slammed hard against my rib cage, and my voice sounded hoarse. We were spread out on the floor in the middle of the hall, with him on top of me, our legs intermingled. His broad chest obscured the view of the remaining room, but I wanted to see it. A one-night stand would be great¸ and I knew I could pull it off, but I needed a little warm-up—maybe some chatting or getting to know each other.


    Not too much, just enough to make me feel less…cheap?


    I groaned inwardly as soon as the thought wafted into my mind. It was the voice of reason, and of course it was saying exactly what I did not want to hear. Jett was my boyfriend and all, but my first attempt at a one-night stand, even a pretend one, had to be done right.


    “I thought you wanted this,” he said matter-of-factly.


    I nodded. “Yeah, but…well, I thought you’d give me the tour first.”


    “The tour?”


    “I’d like to look around the amusement park a little before I hop on the rides,” I said with a wink.


    Our eyes connected, and a flicker of playfulness appeared in his gaze. “A tour of this room is the least I’ll give you.” A slow smile spread across his perfect lips.


    I raised my brows impatiently.


    He sighed, then stood and reached down to help me up. “Fine. Then let me show you around first…and then I’ll take you.”


    Holy cow.


    He knew how to woo a woman. No need to beat around the bush.


    I squealed as he slapped my backside playfully, and followed him. As we breezed through the door, I stopped to stare. Ever so slowly, my mouth dropped open.


    Calling it a hotel room would have been a major understatement. Jett’s accommodations looked much more like a presidential suite, with at least four luxurious bedrooms and adjoining bathrooms. The living room was decorated in gold and cashew hues. It was furnished with a marble fireplace, a huge plasma TV, three large couches, and various cabinets and side tables. A black piano adorned the far east corner, right next to the floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a majestic, panoramic view of the city, which would invite any overnight guest to stare for hours.


    I would have gawked a little longer if it weren’t for my date insisting we move on to the library and a spa room. Opposite the spa room was the master bathroom. Everything—from the walls to the ceiling to the sinks and even the huge bathtub—was made of polished marble that glistened and sparkled under the bright lights.


    “Wow.” I let my gaze brush the expensive furniture and décor before settling on Jett’s majestic body. He fit right in, like a king in his castle.


    “And there’s the master bedroom.” He pointed to the closed door at the end of the hall, and I assumed he’d saved it for last with a good reason. He cocked an eyebrow and flashed me a grin, in case I missed the insinuation dripping from his voice. “I’d say this is the main attraction.”


    No shit.


    My smile matched his grin. “You might just be spot on about that.” I looked at the closed door and wondered just what kind of amusement I’d find on the other side.


    This was it—the reason I came here.


    With my heart pounding hard, like a marching band in my chest, I opened the door and walked into the dimly lit room. Just like the living room, it offered stunning views of the skyline. I tried hard not to look too impressed by the ivory silk-covered bed and lush furniture or the hundreds of twinkling ceiling lights above the bed. It was hard not to imagine our bodies tangled in silk, panting and moaning while the soft fabric caressed our senses. It was even more difficult to control my breathing when those fantastic, flashy pictures of us naked entered my mind. I could see myself lying on the covers, touching him, his mouth on mine, my legs wrapping around his narrow waist, pulling him deeper inside me as my hips moved in accord with his. Or maybe we could do it on the floor, where the thick, fluffy carpet would tickle our backs as our hands roamed free, and I could gaze up at those starry lights and—


    “Like it?” he whispered in my ear.


    For a moment, I couldn’t tell whether he was talking about the room or the movie playing in my dirty mind. His deep voice nearly made me jump, and almost caused me to take a step back to put some distance between us.


    “Try…love it,” I said breathlessly.


    “Good. I’ve booked it for two nights. I know you said one night only, no strings attached, but I figured you can’t possibly get enough of me in one night.”


    Ah, the magnitude of his ego. How the heck could he possibly squeeze it through the door?


    I turned to face him, my skin prickling.


    Two days? No way.


    “This place is too expensive, Jett. Besides, I thought you were going for an average hotel room, not the Taj Mahal. Why would you book a place like this? A normal room would have been just as fine. We didn’t need a suite.”


    “Why not? What’s wrong with it if I can?” Jett laughed. “This is a special occasion, Brooke. We deserve a special room for a special woman like you.”


    His hand began to trace the contour of my arm, then settled on the small of my back. His touch was light, making my skin tingle, yet it defined the moment as if he thought he had a claim on me. And maybe he did. Just not yet.


    I was going to play hard-to-get.


    “It’s just money,” he continued.


    Just money? Sure. If you’ve got it, why not spend it, right?


    I had to laugh at how easily it came to him.


    “What?” He shrugged. “I want us to have a good time.” The hairs on my skin rose as he leaned forward until I could feel his warm breath against my neck. “Besides, it’s not a suite,” he whispered, pointing toward a door I hadn’t noticed before. “It’s a penthouse—the largest they have. And I intend to make love to you in each and every room...twice.”


    It was my turn to shake my head. “Now there’s a lofty goal,” I said.


    Men and their impossible ambitions.


    Maybe the guy had enough money to keep him afloat forever, but my bank account was in desperate need of a cash infusion. For weeks, Jett and I had been working together to expand and rebuild his company, all on a tight budget and under new management. I would have been game if it weren’t for my new job and the fact that I, as the project manager at Mayfield Realities, was on a schedule and crazy busy. After we put a huge scandal behind us, the company was slowly but surely gaining a reputation for excellence, and new clients were flooding in by the day.


    Unlike Jett, I hadn’t been born into wealth. I had been taught from an early age about the value and importance of working hard and living frugal. He didn’t know what it meant to be poor, though, so there was no point in sharing my ideas about how to save money, one of which was not to throw cash out of the huge windows by booking the most expensive suite, the largest penthouse, in a hotel. Still, I knew he meant well, and I was ready to let him give us a good time.


    “Ready to see the rest?” His face was still unfazed, but there was the slightest hint of impatience in his voice, the kind of voice that told me to get moving so we could get on to the more important things.


    We walked into another, larger living room, where there was a second black piano and a huge terrace that overlooked the twinkling city lights. The room was different. Its red wallpaper screamed sex, power, and sin. A modern, round sofa faced a fire in the middle of the generous open space, like a small gladiator arena. The rug looked soft, and there was plenty of room to make love on the floor, right between the fire and the sofa.


    Hungry flames leapt at the thick log, illuminating the entire room and mirroring the inferno that was burning inside me. In the silence, I watched how Jett’s sexy body moved across the room, confident and enigmatic, as he made his way to a side table and retrieved a bottle of champagne from an ice bucket. He poured a glass for each of us and handed one to me before we snuggled on the sofa. He raised his glass for a toast. “To a special night together.”


    My lips curled into a smile as I lightly clinked my glass against his. “Thanks.” I took a sip and let the tasty, bubbly liquid roll over my tongue. It was sweet without being overly sweet, and it reminded me of grape juice, with just a hint of jasmine.


    “Nonalcoholic,” he explained. “It’s a bit different.”


    I nodded, even though I wouldn’t have detected the difference, but I appreciated that he was considerate of my pregnancy. I smiled at the way he took another sip, his perfect lips pursing slightly to assess whether he could get used to the sweet taste or not. He hated the taste of jasmine, and I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh out loud.


    “This is crap,” he murmured, grimacing again. He turned back to me and said nothing more.


    I took another sip and eyed the fire. “I like it.”


    “That’s because you’re sweet. A good girl.” He grinned at me.


    I cocked an eyebrow. “And you aren’t good?”


    He inclined his head. “Not so much. I’m probably the bad boy your mom would advise you to stay away from.”


    How true.


    In fact, that had been exactly my first thought when I first met Jett Mayfield.


    “I’m not really nice,” I whispered. “I can be very blunt.”


    “That’s fine,” Jett said. “I have a thick skin, which is perfect for handling fire.”


    His green eyes regarded me with a hunger that made my cheeks flush with heat. He was too tall, too strong, too masculine. Next to him, I felt tiny, helpless, a state I had never felt before I met him. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, and his tie was gone. My brain told me to keep things casual, but my fingers itched to touch his hard body, and my tongue wanted to lick his skin.


    Not yet. Too soon. Talk. Get to know him, as if he’s really a stranger.


    That had been the plan all along. If I gave in to his advances first, I’d never get him to open up and let me be in control.


    “Is that some kind of famous painting?” I pointed to the framed artwork hanging on the west wall, a painting of blue and golden swirls.


    “I doubt it, but if it is, I’m sure it’s just a replica. I much prefer originals. They’re always worth having,” he said, his gaze lingering on me for too long. “I like the real thing.”


    Holy pearls.


    He was flirting with me, making it hard to engage in small talk. How the heck was I supposed to keep my cool when all I wanted was to fuck him on the spot? Biting my lip, I forced myself to calm down. I didn’t need alcohol to feel the effects he had on me; his presence was enough. Combined with his aftershave, the way he was regarding me, and the sound of the crackling fire, it was a deadly and sinfully sexy combination. In every way, he was the epitome of beauty and perfection, mysterious yet alluring—and most of all, he was mine.
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    “What now?” I asked as the silence became uncomfortable, spiked with anticipation.


    “You’ll see.”


    He was so relaxed compared to me, and I knew he was doing that on purpose. Except for a sparkle in his eyes, I detected no nervousness whatsoever, but then Jett had mastered the skill of keeping up a straight face when he wanted to keep his thoughts hidden. As well as I knew him, even I had to look hard to see through his pretense.


    Sitting on the couch in front of me, he put his drinks down and pulled my legs onto on his lap. My breath hitched in my throat as his hands began to trail down my thighs. There was something sexy and highly intimate about the way his hand moved slowly down my knee to my ankles. They lingered there, the warmth of his skin instantly arousing me. Despite Jett being one of the most successful businessmen, he had strong, capable hands. They were callused, which I knew were from driving fast cars.


    “What are you doing?” I asked, my breath heavy.


    “I promised you a massage. Did you think I’d forget?” He arched one of his sexy eyebrows and unfastened the sparkling gemstone buckles of my black high-heels. With a soft thud, they landed on the hardwood floor.


    A second later, his hands were on me again, his thumb gliding softly across my skin. My body began to tingle all over. Deep inside, something began to pulsate. My breath caught in my throat again when his thumb glided sideways across my foot, and the gentle tingle was replaced by long, gliding strokes. My heart spluttered.


    Boy, did I get it wrong. He isn’t trying to help me relax, the little devil!


    He was trying to turn me into butter with something supposedly innocent.


    A massage? Really?


    His smug smile made it obvious he knew exactly what he was doing. That worried me, because knowledge is power, and no man should ever have that kind of power over a woman—especially not over me.


    “Where did you learn to touch like that?” I whispered.


    He didn’t answer at first. Instead, he turned his attention to my other foot. He wasn’t just sinfully sexy; he had also mastered the art of entrancing a woman with nothing but the touch of his fingers. If he continued his torture, my brain would stop working. His massage wasn’t just relaxing. Rather, it was as if the gates of heaven had opened, and my body became a liquid mess, pouring out of me, pooling around my feet.


    “With you, it comes naturally,” he finally said.


    “I’m honored.” I smiled, even though I didn’t believe a word he said.


    “Nothing’s free though,” he said, bemused. His green gaze met mine, and my heart jumped in my throat at the obvious insinuation. “And I know the perfect way for you to repay the favor.”


    For a moment, I was left speechless. My mind went blank, which was never a good sign. I wanted to be in control of my words, not the slave of green eyes and the deep rumble of a Southern accent, and especially not a slave of his magic hands.


    Do I really want to play hard-to-get just so I don’t have to admit my ridiculous weakness for him?


    “Sure,” I mumbled to myself.


    When his grin widened, I realized I must’ve spoken out loud. With a devilish glint in his eyes, he whispered, “You surprise me. I had you pegged as the bargaining type.”


    “I didn’t mean that.”


    “No, you didn’t.” His lips twitched.


    “I’m serious,” I said grimly, realizing he was making fun of me. “I was talking to myself.”


    “Sure.” He raised his hands in mock surrender. “No need to be defensive about it.” His thumb brushed my inner thigh. “We all make that mistake.”


    Heat scorched my cheeks and probably turned them bright red.


    Damn my pale complexion!


    I opened my mouth but stopped myself before I dug an even deeper hole when it was already too late.


    “Whatever,” I whispered. “We’ll have to go over our terms before I sign the dotted line.”


    “Obviously.” He arched his eyebrow, amused. He was so close I could barely breathe. His scent, his touch, and the dimples in his cheeks—they were all too much to handle. “So, Miss Stewart...” He paused for impact. “Tell me something personal about yourself. Something I don’t know.”


    I flicked a stray strand of unruly hair out of my eyes as I considered my answer. His question took me by surprise. I didn’t like talking about myself, because words were like gateways to the past. One wrong turn, and there would be no way back, so I carefully stuck to the basics. “I’m a real estate agent and project manager, working for an up-and-coming real estate company,” I began warily. “I graduated two years ago—”


    “I’m not interested in your résumé,” he said, cutting me off. “This isn’t a job interview, Miss Stewart. Right now, all I want is your body, so let’s try again. In the bedroom, what’s your favorite position? What do you love to do?”


    I stared at him, stunned by the brash question. I hadn’t quite expected him to be so bold. Eyeing him carefully, I moistened my lips.


    “Does it have to be in the bedroom?”


    His lips twitched again. “No. You can choose any place you like.”


    “If I could choose anywhere in the world, it would be near a fireplace.” Unknowingly, my eyes focused on the fire next to us and on the soft rug spread across the hardwood floor. I didn’t mean to be so honest or obvious, but for some reason, the cave of my mouth instantly turned dry at the naughty thoughts taking shape inside my head. A fireplace just so happened to be one of my fantasies, the kind of place I had always dreamed about. On some subconscious level, I had blurted it out because I wanted it to happen.


    And Jett Mayfield was the perfect man to fulfill any fantasy.


    “That’s pretty tame. I thought it’d be somewhere public, like sex on the beach,” he whispered in his low, irresistible Southern drawl.


    My cheeks heated again. “I’m not really into public displays of anything,” I whispered, remembering the distinct feeling of embarrassment mixed with excitement. “There’s always the risk of being caught.”


    He leaned forward, interested, his hands parting my knees just a little. “But you’d do it, wouldn’t you? Just for the sake of saying you tried it. If you were given the opportunity, you’d go through with it?”


    Where the heck was he going with this?


    I tilted my head sideways, unsure of the hidden meaning behind his words. There was a promise, no doubt about it. A silent intention. Maybe even a plea. But the hotel room was as private as it could get, and it was too cold to do it outside, so his suggestion simply made no sense.


    “Possibly.” I shrugged. “But, like I said, the chance of being caught is way too high.”


    His sexy smile widened, almost as if he knew what his hidden promises were doing to my body. “What if I told you there’s a way to do it without ever being caught?”


    I let out a snort. “Right. Unless you have some kind of superpowers, like making us invisible and changing the weather, I don’t know how that could be possible.”


    “I booked this place for a reason, Brooke.”


    Of course.


    My pulse spiked from the way his sexy Southern accent emphasized my name, caressing my nerve endings. He was as close as any person could get to a sex god. I fought for breath, completely aware of the sudden wetness between my legs, even though he hadn’t done anything in particular other than massage my feet.


    “What are you saying?” I whispered.


    His gaze caught mine. “Let me show you something.” His lips curled up at the corners. He let go of me and got up, towering over me.


    I had no idea what he had in mind, but the mere suggestion of him doing something—anything to me—aroused me.


    He held out his hand, and I placed my palm in his. My heart pumped hard as he pulled me up and led me to the grand piano near the large bay windows. At first, I thought it was to play on it, but when Jett stopped in front of the large bay windows, I sensed something else.


    We were standing in front of the glass, high above the city, with nothing but the soft light of the fireplace illuminating the room behind us. The glass in front of us became an almost invisible barrier that gave the impression we were standing on a cloud. Stretched out in front of us were thousands of city lights, sparkling in the distance. Snow was falling in big white chunks, covering the city in white. It was beautiful, breathtaking. I had never seen scenery like that, at least not in real life. I wanted to comment on the beauty of New York, my hometown, but Jett shifted behind me.


    His hand pulled my hair back gently, a motion so tender it made my heart beat a million times an hour. He slid aside the soft fabric of my dress, exposing my shoulder, and then his hot lips began to kiss my neck, causing the butterflies deep within me to flutter in a frenzy. His presence was overpowering, his kiss on my bare skin heating me from the core. My breath hitched in my throat. I opened my mouth, ready to implore him to do as he pleased, to take me in all the ways he wanted to, but that would have been too easy.


    “You’re sexy,” he whispered in my ear. “I want to take you right here, right now.”


    I turned to face him and immediately regretted it. The sky was a moonless, black pit, but the lights of the city and the burning fire were enough to illuminate his face and those emerald eyes of his, metaphorically weakening my knees and my resolve.


    Damn those sexy eyes.


    Ever so slowly, his fingers trailed down my spine and began to lift up my dress. My blood pumped hard in anticipation as he tugged at the thin strings that held my panties in place. Under his knowing fingers, they came loose. Now I knew why he had demanded that I wear those for our little date: they were easy to lose in general and even easier to lose to a man like him.


    “Is this your new idea of public sex?”


    He held up my panties, dangling them on one finger. “You bet.” Grinning, he tossed them behind him.


    I watched them drop onto the floor, wondering what he had in mind.


    What do you think, Stewart?


    It didn’t take a genius to figure it out. I only had to look at the sparkle in his eyes—the hint of his naughtiness and the promise of wild sex. As if sensing my thoughts, he flashed me his trademark panty-dropping smile. “Good thing I asked them to light a fire. Now we’ll only have to make your little fantasies real.”
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    “As you can see it’s not quite public, but it’s the best I could come up with without breaking the rules,” he said.


    “Sort of,” I said. “People working in the other buildings can still see us.” It was a half-hearted protest. I knew he could brush it off easily by telling me they were too far away or that no one was working in the neighboring skyscrapers at that hour, but he didn’t.


    “Probably,” he said instead. Ever so slowly, he stepped closer to me and moved his hand around my waist, and then turned me around to face the city lights, my back pressed against his hard body. “They only have to look through their windows to see us.” His voice sent a delicious shiver through me. “Imagine it, Miss Stewart. People might see us, but nobody will know who we are.”


    My heart hammered harder.


    He wouldn’t, would he?


    Unfortunately, I could picture it too well, because he had a risk-taker look about him that screamed both trouble and danger.


    “You’re crazy,” I whispered, barely able to utter the words.


    “Thank you.”


    “It wasn’t a compliment,” I muttered.


    “Well, I’ll still take it as such.”


    His mouth lowered onto my shoulder, and his lips grazed my skin in countless slow but delicious kisses. Rolling my head back, I suppressed a low moan. As he started to unzip my dress from behind, the room began to spin slightly.


    “We can’t do this. Not here,” I whispered.


    “Who says we can’t? It’s perfectly legal.”


    Barely.


    His hot lips nibbled on my ear, intensifying the gathering hotness between my legs. And then, all too quickly, his mouth took its leave. I turned in protest when his hand forced my dress down my hips. I watched the fabric gather around my ankles in a messy heap.


    I was panty-less, my unmentionables covered by nothing but my bra and my hands. That certainly hadn’t been the plan.


    Legal wasn’t good enough. I wanted decent.


    “Well, in that case, forget what I said. I can’t do it here.” Even to me, the protest sounded feeble, the result of my weakness for him. In my mind, I knew I was taken—my love conquered and sealed. I just wasn’t ready to admit the little fact to him.


    “You wouldn’t be standing here if you didn’t want to,” he whispered. “You know, that dress you wore was a good choice. All the time, I’ve been thinking about ripping it off of your hot, little body.” He leaned in, and his lips found my skin again, kissing, sucking, and nibbling on me as he ignored my words.


    I could feel him everywhere: on my neck, on my shoulders, each kiss so soft it brought on a new set of delight.


    Sweet mercy!


    I knew I had to protest. I wanted to, but it was too late. His fingers began to fumble with the hook of my bra, and eventually it came loose. I pressed my bra against my breasts before he could snatch it away. The lacy, silky fabric was the only thing that preserved my modesty, and I had no intention to let it go so easily. Even in the dim light of the fire, I couldn’t allow my chest to be exposed to the whole world.


    As if sensing my internal struggle, Jett laughed against my skin and tugged at the stretchy fabric. When that didn’t work, he tickled me. With a scream, I let go and spun around furiously, my hands wandering up to cover my naked breasts, but he beat me to it. His hands grabbed mine, and he pulled me against his hard body. “You’re so cute when you’re like this.”


    “Give it back,” I said, demanding my bra.


    He shook his head slowly. “You said you’ve never had a one-night stand. Before I booked this place, you assured me I’d be able to do whatever I want and this is what I want, Brooke. So play nice.”


    It was true.


    While I knew he liked to test the boundaries, to see what made me tick, the truth was that I loved him being in control. His readiness to jump headfirst into adventure was infectious, but more than that, he knew how to send a wicked sensation through me and keep me hooked on his games.


    But could I admit that to him?


    Hell, no.


    “Not a chance,” I said, with enough determination to even fool myself.


    “Shush.” He pressed a finger to my lips and shook his head. “No talking. I’m going to give you what I promised—new things, new experiences, new sensations. All with me. But I won’t force you. If you want this, you’re going to have to ask.” His fingers brushed softly over the core between my naked thighs. “And you have to ask…nicely.”


    “I won’t,” I said decisively.


    He snorted. “Yes, you will.”


    “Try me.” I lifted my head and stuck out my chin.


    “I was hoping you’d say that.” He laughed softly in my ear.


    He raised my arms a little and commanded me to touch the glass. Pressing my hands against the cold surface, I held my breath in both anticipation and fear of what would come next.


    He inched closer to me and spun me around until the front of him was pressed firmly against my back. Heat spread in every direction as his hands moved down my arms, slowly but surely, while he continued to kiss my neck, moving further down. Then, in one quick motion, he spread my legs.


    Holy shit.


    My breath caught in my throat.


    His thumb began to rub my clit with an eagerness that would give me the blush of the week. I tried to fight him, at least in my mind. I really did, but my brain soon succumbed to his determination, and his thrusting became the source of both delicious pain and pure enjoyment coursing through me.


    “You’re so wet, baby,” he whispered and dipped one finger inside me while his thumb continued to circle my clit. When I moaned in response, he slid in a second finger, his movement becoming faster with each thrust. “I love knowing I’m the reason you’re so turned on.”


    “Thanks, Captain Obvious,” I whispered in mortification.


    “No, really. You’re doing a great job, Lady Hotass.” He licked my earlobe. “You’re about to get wetter.”


    Did he have to be so brutally honest all the time and point out the obvious? I swallowed down the embarrassment washing over me.


    It was no secret that I was like an open book to him, too easy to read, a part of me wishing my body wouldn’t give away the telltale signs of just how badly I wanted him. I felt ashamed, but the truth was: it didn’t really matter—at least not that much. My desire was bigger than my wish to hide my weaknesses from him. My need for gratification mattered more than my plan to play hard-to-get. And, frankly, I didn’t care if making out in front of a window was inappropriate because I felt as though I was exploding.


    The glass under my hands felt cold, a welcome distraction from the heat inside me. With Jett behind me and my legs spread apart to accommodate the slow but persistent thrusting of his fingers, I leaned into him, nearing my release. The pressure was building, and soon I would fall apart.


    “Please, Jett,” I whispered at last, when I thought I couldn’t bear it any longer.


    Inside, I was vibrating. My body was trembling. I was ready for him. There was so much want—for his touch, for him—that I was ready to beg some more, just so he’d finally give me the release I desperately craved. I expected endless asking and shameless pleading, but he stopped before I could ask again, and he pulled his fingers out of me.


    Ready to protest, I turned to face him. As our eyes connected, a stronger, deeper ache began to throb between my legs—the kind that just crashed on me. With shaky hands, I fumbled to unzip his pants, urging him to undress.


    Sweet mercy.


    He was horny and hard.


    It was then that I realized just how much I wanted him, how willing I was to do whatever it would take to have him inside me.


    Right now.


    As if sensing my desire, he pushed me against the window. The cold glass caressed my feverish skin as his hot mouth descended upon me, kissing me hard.


    “God, you smell so good. Are you even real?” he whispered as his hands cupped my ass. His hot tongue dipped into my mouth, intensifying the hotness and pulsating between my legs. “Not yet, baby,” Jett whispered hoarsely.


    But I had to have him inside me! I wasn’t going to wait a second longer.


    “I need you, Jett,” I said, barely able to speak. “I want you…now.” I wasn’t just asking; I was pleading, begging him to take me.


    Pressing my back against the glass, he entered me in one swift motion, pushing his entire length into me so fast that he almost made me come. I sucked in my lip as my sex welcomed his fast thrusts, each deeper than the previous, every one of them perfect, as if he and I were strung together as one musical instrument.


    Throbbing heat gathered in my core. I tensed in a futile attempt to prolong my pleasure, but it was too late for more. Between his fast moves, his quick breathing, the pulsing and rubbing inside, my being shattered, and I came undone. Distantly, I heard his deep, sexy moan. I felt his moisture spilling inside me, and a smile lit up my lips at how perfect that moment was.
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    We were lying on the couch, my chin resting against his chest. The soft glow of the fireplace illuminated the room, turning our naked skin into a game of light and shadows.


    We’d performed three different sex positions in less than an hour, a number that wasn’t bad at all. We had done it against the window and the piano, and finally in front of the fireplace. To claim I was exhausted would have been an understatement; my core was still throbbing. I felt free, fulfilled, lost in the euphoric aftermath of my climax—a part of me wishing time would stop, holding us captive in that afterglow forever.


    So, when he stirred and got up, I propped myself on my elbows, confused.


    “Just stay put until I get back.”


    I frowned. “Why?”


    “I need to do something. It won’t take long.”


    I looked at him, my curiosity instantly piqued. “Okay.”


    He gave me a short kiss, and then he was gone.


    With a shrug, I leaned back, pondering what could be so important that I couldn’t go with him. By the time he returned, I had squeezed back into my black dress. There was no sense in running around naked.


    “Ready?” he asked, flashing unnaturally white teeth.


    I eyed him suspiciously. Something was going on, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. It was too late to ask anyway, because his hand settled on my back, nudging me to walk ahead of him. When we entered the dining room, my breath caught in my throat. Jett had lit candles and scattered rose petals on the hardwood floor.


    “I got us dessert,” he said, his voice giving away a hint of uncharacteristic nervousness.


    I turned to him in surprise, only to find his dark green eyes boring into me. He was so beautiful that it broke my heart.


    Scratch beautiful!


    He looked like he could steal one’s soul with just a glance and get away with it.


    Maybe it was the intoxicating scent of the candles, or maybe the way Jett kept watching me full of anticipation, but in that instant a strange thought entered my head—completely unrelated, and partly frightening:


    Oh, my god. Is he going to propose?


    It couldn’t be. Not Jett, not here. Or could it be?


    My breath hitched in my throat again and my heart started to race as I narrowed my eyes, really looking at him, my mind simultaneously ticking boxes:


    I was pregnant. Check. And we had something really good going on. Check. His suggestion to spend the night at one of the most expensive hotels had come out of the blue, and what a night it had been. Jett had told me he was in love with me weeks ago. So was that it, the big moment?


    Is he that serious? And will I say yes? Can I? Should I?


    My head was spinning. He had stolen my heart and soul to make me his. It would only be fair to steal his last name and make him mine. Slowly, I brushed my hair out of my face and curved my lips into a dazzling, encouraging smile. Then, all of a sudden, I was overcome with fear. I didn’t know how I’d react if he asked the question, but I sure knew the answer.


    “What?” he asked me, sensing my nervousness. A dimple appeared on his face.


    “Nothing. It’s just beautiful here,” I whispered and almost choked on my own thoughts.


    What if he asked me? Would I really say yes?


    Hell, yeah, I would.


    In the blink of an eye, with no hesitation, no fear.


    Thoughts continued to swirl around in my head, but I didn’t have to ask myself, to consider, to decide. I knew I wanted to marry him. Jett was so sexy and so bad that he was good. Plus, he could drive a car like he stole it.


    What woman in her right mind would refuse a ring from him, no matter how small the stone? Definitely not me.


    I groaned inwardly at my own weakness for him and promised myself that, if he asked me, if it ever happened, I’d force myself to pause. I would just hesitate for a tiny bit. Under no circumstances would I jump into his arms or scream with joy, saying yes over and over again, God knows how many times. I wouldn’t act like those silly girls in the movies, nor do anything that would make me sound too desperate. At twenty-three, I wasn’t desperate; I refused to be.


    No, I would act like a reasonable, elegant, and mature woman. I would nod, smile tenderly, act utterly surprised or maybe even shocked. I would say, “Are you sure?” or “Wait, is this a proposal?” and then answer in one word, “yes”, and dab my eyes with Kleenex to make sure my mascara wouldn’t smudge.


    I wouldn’t choke and squeal. I wouldn’t cry and certainly not scream. Nor would I grin like a fool.


    Oh my God, how wonderful would it be if he proposed?


    I squealed inwardly at the mere thought, but it was true. In every way, Jett was perfect. He was like the shore kissing the ocean, like facing the setting sun. I was blinded by him and taken in by his glory.


    Asking for my hand in marriage would be a dream come true. It would be an assurance that I’d always be the only woman in his life. Because, whether I wanted it or not, Jett was the man for me.


    As we sat down, my heart gave a little shudder, and I brushed my hair back in the hopes of accentuating my features. If Jett was about to propose, where was he hiding the ring? I eyed the dark chocolate mousse, decorated with roasted nuts, and hoped he hadn’t chosen to hide it inside the dessert; I didn’t want to do anything stupid like choking on a bite or a diamond. There was nothing particularly attractive about the Heimlich maneuver or about turning pale and blue while scaring your lover to death during what was supposed to be a special moment.


    “I thought we could have some romantic dessert,” Jett said, jerking me out of my thoughts.


    I looked up to meet his clouded gaze. His expression was serious, his eyes were misty, his mind elsewhere.


    And then his phone rang, but he didn’t seem to notice.


    “Don’t you want to pick that up?” I asked.


    He looked at the caller ID, then quickly stuffed the phone back in his pocket.


    “It can wait.” His tone darkened, mirroring the suddenly cold glint in his eyes.


    Wow.


    It had to be important, and he didn’t want to ruin or cut short our weekend together. Otherwise, why would he have brushed it off so briskly? I eyed him closely and couldn’t help thinking how complicated sometimes men were, changing from one extreme to another. I wanted to press the issue, since his mood seemed to have taken a complete nosedive into gloominess, but he cut me off before I could bring it up.


    “Let’s eat,” Jett said coldly.


    I peered at the dessert and took a bite. In spite of the rich chocolate color and hefty price tag, which probably gave away the hotel’s quality when it came to food, the mousse stuck to the back of my throat, and I could barely swallow it. It was hardly how I would have imagined a marriage proposal to go.


    That’s because it isn’t one, Stewart! my inner cynic cried, causing my heart to sink in my chest.


    No proposal, then. I tried to stifle a disappointed sigh…without much success.


    “I’m glad I didn’t let you go when you broke up with me the first time,” Jett said, completely oblivious to my dismay.


    “What makes you say that?” I asked and frowned, thinking back to the first time we met. We had fought; we had loved, and then came the betrayal that eventually brought us back together and made us stronger than before.


    “I was just thinking about the circumstances that led to our breakup.” He looked back at me with an intensity that rendered me speechless. “When you walked away the first time, I thought about you every minute of the day, wishing I could turn back time and meet you under different circumstances.” He paused slightly, as though to choose his words carefully. “It made me realize how sorry I was for hurting you, and how differently I should have and could have handled that situation.”


    I remembered that day too well, because it was the first time someone broke my heart. Back then, after dating him for three weeks, I found out I had inherited a multi-million dollar estate in Italy, and Jett had targeted me because he wanted that property. Eventually, I allowed him to explain his motives, and I even forgave him for not being honest with me right from the beginning. Even though opening up to him and letting him back into my heart had been hard, I had been willing to give him a second chance.


    So far, I hadn’t regretted that decision, but I’d have been lying to myself if I claimed I had forgotten all about it or the feelings of betrayal it caused me. Or the realization of just how embarrassingly gullible I once was. It would have been all too easy for things to turn out differently; for instance, he could have easily used me for his own selfish motives rather than to save his father’s company, Mayfield Realties.


    “It happened a long time ago.” I looked away so he wouldn’t see the hurt in my eyes. Truth was, yes, it all happened a long time ago, but while time could heal all wounds, this one had gone a little deeper than the rest.


    “Yes, but…” Jett took a deep breath, taking his time to finish his thought.


    I couldn’t help but wonder why he’d risk bringing up such a heavy topic after having such a good time, but I remained quiet as I waited for him to continue.


    “You slipped away, Brooke, and I realized that even the darkest moments in my life before you entered it were nothing compared to not knowing whether I’d see you again.” He looked up and something passed over his features; it was the same ominous glint I had seen before, like dark clouds gathering before a thunderstorm.


    “We broke up, we made up, and now you have me again.” Keeping my tone light, I shrugged. I didn’t want to think of that topic or that time. The mere mention of our breakup and the consequent prospect of an empty future—a future without him—had rendered me hopeless. Just thinking about it made me sad, and this wasn’t the time nor the place for sadness. “You explained your motives, and I chose to believe you.”


    “I know. It’s just…well, I wish it never happened,” Jett said softly. “But at least it made me realize you’re the risk I’ll always take.”


    I frowned. For some reason, the statement—the odd combination of words—annoyed me. It wasn’t just the prospect of him taking risks for me; it was the way he said it.


    Big words.


    Yeah, that was the problem. Big words too easily spoken. So easy it was hard to believe them. Words weren’t always easy to prove, and I certainly would never expect him to. While I had no doubt that he meant his statement, I didn’t want to hear it. I knew Jett would stand by me, no matter what. After all, he had saved my life when I was in trouble, even though he could just as well have turned his back on me.


    But talking about the risks he’d take for me?


    It was like an invitation not to live up to expectations. It was like an invitation to hurt me all over again. One thing my past had taught me was that big words equaled false promises, resulting in disappointment, and I had more than enough of that already.


    “We’ll be there for you, honey,” people had promised at my sister’s funeral, and again when my father died. Then, in the weeks and months that followed, not one of them showed up to check on my mother and me to see if we were coping. In some ways, that was worse than not saying anything at all. I would’ve preferred a quick hand squeeze or a soft smile as long as the moment lasted, because at least that would have left us with the impression—even a prospect or a false belief—that the pain in people’s eyes was heartfelt, that we weren’t just an inconvenience, never to be thought of again.


    Better forgotten.


    I balled my hands to fists. As much as I loved hearing Jett’s words, I wanted him to show me the sincerity of his words later, maybe in a few years’ time, when life had settled and there were no more mysteries left, when novelty became monotony and routine, and maybe even tragedy. Years later, when he would be able to say with full confidence, “She was always the risk I’d take. I knew it right from the beginning.”


    Right now, however, relying on his words just wasn’t an option for me, even if I wanted it to be. I had to be prepared to be loved and left. To be hurt again.


    Because that was reality.


    Life was beautiful, but it was also painful. People fail, a few get up, but there’s never a guarantee that their second attempt will work out. Claiming I was the risk he’d always take when he didn’t know what the future would hold in store for us was just wrong.


    Too wrong.


    “The future is an endless pit of uncertainty and promises, some of which might not come true,” I said, keeping the rest to myself. “There’s no point in talking about risks or decisions, Jett.”


    Talking challenges fate. It attracts disaster and causes chaos to unfold.


    “I know what’s true for me, and what I’d be willing to do for you,” he said stubbornly. An angry undertone was palpable in his voice. He propped up on one elbow and turned to glare at me. I ignored the two lines that had formed between his brows and took a long, deep breath, ready to stand my ground.


    “I understand, but there are so many bad things that could happen.”


    “Nothing bad will happen. I won’t allow it.” His gaze met mine with such ferocity that I had to swallow past the sudden lump in my throat. He was dead serious, and his intensity scared me.


    A guy like him could love fiercely and drop it all in the blink of an eye, just as fiercely. A guy like him could also walk blindly into the fire, ignoring the smoke that was about to kill him. Didn’t he realize that just because we loved each other and would soon have a child, life never comes with an assurance policy? We might not last—no matter how deeply we loved each other right now.


    “Maybe,” I whispered.


    His glance hardened just a little more. “Brooke,” he said, in a tone that left no room for discussion, “I’m serious. I would do anything for you, no questions asked.”


    My jaw clamped shut, unwilling to continue so as not to annoy him even more, but I wasn’t going to budge on the subject either, and he knew it. Besides, Jett would probably come up with countless reasons when I didn’t want to listen to any of them because, deep in my heart, I knew Fate always had a few surprises up her sleeve. It was a lesson I’d learned early on in life. But how could I possibly explain to him that even if his ego would never admit it, Fate always called the final shot?


    “What, Brooke?” Jett asked.


    “You wouldn’t understand,” I said.


    “Try me.”


    I shook my head, realizing that dropping the subject was the best way to go. Even if I explained myself a thousand times over, we’d never see eye to eye. We were too different and yet alike, and that was the perfect recipe for disagreements and fights.


    “I don’t want to,” I said. “In fact, I don’t want to talk anymore.”


    “All right. I guess the conversation’s over.” Without waiting for an answer, Jett headed out the door, calling over his shoulder, “I’m taking a shower.”


    No invitation to join him.


    I set my jaw and slumped into the cushions, not bothering with a reply, the aftertaste of the chocolate mousse leaving a sour taste in my mouth.
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    I should have just waited for Jett to finish his shower and join me, but something prompted me to get up and open his laptop. Just to check my emails, not to go through his stuff. He did it all the time, so I didn’t understand why I had a sudden feeling of foreboding in the pit of my stomach.


    I opened a private browser and navigated to my email account, then typed in my details. There were at least fifty unread messages, most from work, some from friends and acquaintances—nothing important enough to demand an immediate reply. I skimmed through all of them and decided to log off, but before I did, I clicked on the recycle bin, curious as to what was residing in that little trash can icon.


    The message was there, marked as read and deleted. It had been sent from a prominent legal firm in New York City, the kind of firm that tended to be in the news on a weekly basis. With a fleeting glance at the door to make sure Jett was still in the shower, I opened the message. I blinked several times in succession, for a long moment unable to process what I was reading:


    


    Dear Miss Stewart,


    


    We’re contacting you on behalf of a client who is interested in acquiring the Lucazzone estate, which we have reason to believe is in your possession now. Our client has had the estate appraised by an independent third party and would like to discuss with you an offer that would benefit both you and your future plans. You may contact us during office hours at the number below. I can also be reached on my private line at your convenience…


    


    My heart began to slam against my chest in big quakes that rendered breathing impossible. I read the first part again, then moved on to the less important stuff, which included their company letterhead and some legal wording marking the email as private and confidential. Hundreds of questions raced through my mind, all demanding attention at once. Who was the mysterious client? And how did the legal firm get a hold of my personal email address? How had they known I was the heiress to some old estate that harbored dark secrets?


    I shook my head and took a deep, shaky breath as I forced myself to focus on one question at a time. But my brain couldn’t move on from two basic facts. First, someone was interested in purchasing a multimillion-dollar estate that belonged to me. Less than six months ago, as an estate agent, I would have been thrilled to arrange such a deal. It would have been an amazing opportunity—the big chance, for both my career and my financial status. Then again, less than six months ago, I had no idea I’d inherit the property the moment Alessandro Lucazzone died. Which led me to point number two: someone had logged into my email account and deleted the email on purpose. And why hadn’t the firm contacted me at work to talk with me directly? Unless my calls were being screened.


    I knew the message could be spam, sent from some hacker who might have found out details about me and decided to target me in a scam. But for some inexplicable reason, I decided to believe it was the real deal. The correspondence details looked too professional. The legal firm was well established in New York City business circles. Given the fact that a private number was included, I figured the request might be either urgent or important, so I memorized the number and decided I’d call it as soon as possible.


    Somewhere in the periphery of my mind, I realized that the sound of running water had stopped. Jett must have finished his shower and would be joining me any minute. I hurried to log off and close the Internet browser, then placed the laptop back on the table and returned to my previous position, all while my mind continued to fight against the onset of mistrust that was quickly nestling inside me.


    “Hey,” Jett said from the door, a towel wrapped around his naked lower body, “why didn’t you join me?” His spirits had risen, and a smile had returned to his lips. Slowly, he inched closer with the kind of hooded look that screamed sex—and lots of it.


    “You should dry off before you flood the floor.” Forcing a smile to my lips, I pointed to his hair and crossed my arms over my chest.


    He got the hint instantly, because he didn’t come closer. Instead, he headed for the bedroom, presumably to get a change of clothes.


    I exhaled in relief. At some point I would have to ask him about the email, but now wasn’t the right time. I was too shaken and needed time to think about the estate and the future the email had mentioned—a future that now included a child.
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    Jett returned within a few minutes, dressed in a white shirt that accentuated his broad chest and narrow waist. Under different circumstances, I would have insisted on ripping it off of him, but now my attention was focused elsewhere.


    “Are you okay?” Jett asked. “You seem a little distracted.”


    For a moment, I pondered whether to ask him about the email.


    And risk sounding insecure? No way!


    “I have a headache,” I whispered. At least it was the truth.


    “I hope it has nothing to do with what we discussed earlier.” He stepped closer, wearing a concerned look on his face.


    “No, that’s not it. I’m fine.” My voice came a little too high, betraying my lie.


    Jett sighed. “Look, Brooke, I know you want me to shut up, but we need to talk about the future. Or else it will eat you up. Pretending you’re fine when you’re not is not the solution.”


    Playing for time, I sat up and tucked my legs under me, knowing I had to tread carefully so I wouldn’t hurt him or start a fight. “Let’s leave the past in the past and the future in the future.” My voice came a little too defensive and strong. I cleared my throat, but didn’t quite manage to get rid of the serious edge. “The future’s not really something I want to focus on right now.”


    A silence ensued, the heavy and gloomy kind, like fog draped around the room. Except for the soft crackling of the burning logs and the rhythmical ticking of a clock, no sounds broke through the magnitude of the situation.


    Finally, Jett got up and walked over to the table. His back was turned to me as he poured himself a glass of double-malt whiskey. The stronger kind—I noticed—which he only drank when something troubled him. I knew how much he actually disliked whiskey. He swigged it down in three gulps and winced, then poured himself another and some water for me.


    The tenseness of his shoulders gave away his anger at my unwillingness to explain. And I understood: he wanted me to share with him everything, and I would…someday. But right now, for the time being, my past, my fears, and my thoughts were my business. They were my burden—a closed door I wasn’t ready to open.


    Jett put the glass of water on the side table.


    I wrapped my fingers around it, but in spite of the dry sensation in my mouth, I didn’t drink any.


    He gave another frustrated sigh and moistened his lips. “Brooke, I’m just saying...” He paused. There was something in his voice that made me look up. Was it hesitation? Caginess? I wasn’t sure, but I could feel something in his stance, some kind of alertness, as though he was carefully watching my reaction. “I’d never do anything to betray your trust. I’m always going to keep my promises to you, but you need to trust me.”


    I frowned again.


    I hated the word “trust.” It reminded me of a house of glass that allowed everyone to enter freely or see what was going on inside. Eventually, someone would want to probe that glass and see how far they could go without breaking it. Maybe even go as far as damaging it beyond repair. People never talked about trust unless there was a good reason. More often than not, there was a morbid curiosity behind it, a hidden motive or an agenda— sometimes good, sometimes bad, however we saw it. That was just the way it worked. So, how could he stand there and talk to me about trust when I had just found the email in the trash and was plagued by burning questions?


    Narrowing my eyes, I took in the burning intensity in his gaze. He wanted something from me, but as much as I wanted him to elaborate, a more urgent question kept burning on the tip of my tongue.


    “I don’t understand. Why did you bring up our separation earlier?” I asked, trying to keep the tone light…without much success. ”Why would you talk about risks?”


    He took his time with an answer. Finally, he drained the last drop of his drink and looked up. “Because I don’t want it to ever happen again.” There was a slight pause, and then he continued, “It’s not so much about the risks I’d take for you, but it’s more the fact that I want you by my side, no matter what happens. We can fight. You can scream at me. Hell, you can even punch me, but I need you to stay, no matter what,” Jett said slowly. “I need your promise that you won’t disappear like before.”


    I shook my head and frowned again. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


    “It’s simple, Brooke. I’m asking you to promise me that you won’t leave.”


    My heart skipped a beat, and a chill ran down my spine. It wasn’t quite the answer I had been hoping for, more like…Look, I checked your email. I deleted it. And yes, let’s get married.


    Not that answer.


    I moistened my lips, hesitating. The way he was looking at me—too composed, too determined—made me nervous.


    A promise that I’ll never leave?


    How could I promise that? What if he hurt me again? While I didn’t fear the fights, I wasn’t sure I would survive another crack in my fragile heart.


    My fingers reached for the flickering candle on the side table—an old habit born out of pain and a need for control—and for a moment, I remembered the feeling of being burned. There had been a time when I welcomed the sting and the painful blisters. Just like a flame, Jett’s actions had once burned me. He had shattered what we built over days and weeks, after which came the claim that, even back then, he had loved me.


    He was my flickering candle—so beautiful yet so dangerous to the touch. Promising him that I would trust him, that I’d never go away, was like lighting a match and waiting for the flame to singe my heart and soul. I wasn’t yet ready to surrender all control to him. For the time being, I needed to belong to myself.


    “I can’t, Jett.” I shook my head, just in case he didn’t hear my whisper. “I just can’t.” My gaze remained glued to my hands, my knuckles white under the taut skin. “I’m sorry.”


    The silence was oppressing. No, make it upsetting. Utterly, totally depressing. For a long time, it remained unbroken and suffocating, with no reply.


    When I couldn’t take it anymore, I gathered the courage to look up, only to see the dark glint in his eyes. There was a depth in them that spoke of chaos and secrets, of wanting to possess and not quite knowing when to let go. Or maybe it was the chaos inside me that I saw reflected in his eyes.


    “Why not?” he asked eventually.


    It was just a question: no pressure, no blaming. It was a simple inquiry, as if he was asking why I wouldn’t want to take the rest of the day off work.


    Why not actually?


    Because it’s not him. It’s you. You can’t trust him.


    Despair washed over me as I realized it wasn’t just a question of whether or not I wanted to trust Jett. It was a matter of whether I would even be able to trust him. Just as some people lose the ability to laugh or be happy, trust no longer came naturally to me. And while Jett seemed perfect in every way, after discovering that email, I felt a strong need to find out whether I could trust him. After all, there had been a time when Jett had targeted me for my estate…and that I would never forget.


    Was it all just some odd coincidence that the email was deleted? Or was it maybe some sort of sign?


    I wasn’t sure.


    “Letting you back into my life was hard for me,” I whispered. “You’ve taught me what it means to love, but life’s shown me how easy it is to lose it all in the blink of an eye. That scar might fade over time, but it’ll never go away. If I make such a promise, I’ll basically be giving you my permission to hurt me all over again, just because you’ll know I’d never leave. And I’m not going to do that, Jett. I can’t, and you shouldn’t expect me to. There’s no way I’d ever want to repeat the experience of loving and having my trust betrayed.”


    He leaned forward, his expression hard and unreadable. “Are you saying you won’t make a promise out of fear that something might happen to us? Between us?”


    “Yeah, something like that.” I let out a slow breath. A cold chill washed over me as I thought back to my parents. Unconsciously, I pulled my legs up to my chest and wrapped my arms around them while my thoughts about the past slowly shaped into words. “My father made a promise to my mother. I still remember how much he loved her.” I paused for effect. “But in spite of his deep love and his vows, when my sister died, none of that was enough. He still left her. He killed himself, betraying his own vows, his promises, and breaking my mother’s heart. Even to this day, she hasn’t recovered from that blow.”


    I looked up and realized that Jett was staring at me, hanging on my every word, but that wasn’t the only thing I saw before my eyes. The picture flickering before me was that of my parents fighting over me, because I had let my sister sneak out, on the very night when she met her tragic fate. Her boyfriend, Danny, had sold her like a prostitute.


    “My father didn’t love my mom enough not to leave her behind, nor did he find it in his heart to forgive me,” I whispered, unable to stop a tear running down my cheek. “That was enough proof to me that love and life are unpredictable, just like a storm. So…” I looked up to meet Jett’s beautiful, green gaze. “I don’t want you talking about risks, Jett—or trust, for that matter. Life is unpredictable, and the circumstances of today might not be the circumstances of tomorrow.”


    He touched my hand gently, but not imposing. “This is different, Brooke. What we have is different.”


    I shook my head, pressing my lips into a tight line. The difference didn’t matter; it didn’t matter how different what he thought we had was. In the end, there would only be one outcome, one finale. It could end well or badly—a simple conclusion with absolutely no guarantee.


    “I want a choice, Jett. An option,” I whispered. ”I want to be able to leave if you betray me or lie to me again. I can’t promise you that I’ll stay. What I can promise, though, is that when we fight, I’ll listen to your reasons, and then make up my mind. But I won’t give up my choice to leave.”


    “That’s not good enough,” he said, his jaw clenching.


    “I’m sorry, but it’s the best I can do.”


    “It’s still not good enough. I need you to stay so I can protect you.” He placed his hands on my womb. I gazed up at him, my whole body tensing. Something shifted in him, and I realized that I had taken it all wrong. It wasn’t just about our separation; it was a matter of life and death. He was concerned because of the things that had happened back in Italy and New York. I closed my eyes to escape the memories that flooded my mind: being abducted and locked up, a young woman’s brutal rape, and the knowledge that I’d be next. That was my life before now.


    “Now that you’re carrying my child, I have a right to make the decisions, and I say you’ll never leave my side again,” he said, as though reading my mind. “I don’t want anything bad happening to you or our baby.”


    I sighed, blinking back the tears. He knew too much about me, and that in turn made it impossible for me to escape my memories when I was around him. It was hard to believe that he’d delete that email, but no one else, not even Jett, had access to my account. Still, he had the means to log into my account by using his connections. He was asking me to trust him, yet he’d done something so untrustworthy already.


    “Look, I understand that you’re worried,” I said, “but—”


    “No buts.” He shook his head, his eyes never leaving mine as he interrupted me. “I don’t think you understand, Brooke. I’d kill for you and our kid. Being without you for so long, living with that fear of not seeing you again, taught me that nothing’s more important.”


    “Don’t say that.”


    “But it’s true.”


    I bit my lip hard and turned away to escape the stubborn air wafting from him. Still, even without looking at him, I could feel his determination. My head began to throb. I didn’t want to think about anything. I didn’t want to remember. If only I could press a button that would erase parts of my memory, I would. It wasn’t just the pictures flooding my mind that scared me; it was also the feelings of despair and hopelessness stemming from the knowledge that there was no escape in sight, burning bright inside my heart. In my dreams, the ropes that held me bound still cut into my skin. I had tried, but stopping the pain from haunting me seemed impossible.


    “Let’s talk about this another time,” I whispered, shivering in my dress. “Please.”


    I wrapped a blanket around myself, got up, and walked to the bay windows.


    Jett followed me and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against him in silence. There was something calming about the snowflakes falling from the sky—an assurance that life would go on, no matter what happened; an assurance that I wasn’t so different from others. Somewhere, somehow, someone had suffered just like me, and they had survived. A survivor is living proof that with each day, each year, memories weaken and gradually become a distant fragment of the past. I needed that hope.


    “For what it’s worth, I’ll never let you go,” he whispered in my ear, “even if you can’t give me the promise I want.”


    I smiled bitterly. The heart is a castle of glass. Sometimes we’re tempted to invite someone in, not to see them stumbling upon our deepest secrets, but to see if they care enough not to break it. Maybe one day I’d give him the key, but not before I saw if he cared enough about me.
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    Looking at Jett reminded me how much I adored every part of his body and mind. We were so much alike in character and spirit, and yet we weren’t. The tiny crinkles around his eyes showed how much he loved to laugh. The soft line on his forehead hinted at his tendency to worry even when he tried not to show it. Just like me, he tried to hide his emotions, but there were signs that gave him away.


    Unlike me, however, he didn’t deny the obvious when confronted with his demons. Unlike me, he didn’t run when things turned out to be more complicated than anticipated. Everything he did and said served a purpose, which was why I had to find out if he had logged into my account and deleted that email or, worse yet, contacted the legal firm. I figured it was time to get my answers; if I didn’t, the questions would haunt me forever.


    I eyed the door, then the dress I was wearing. I still looked like a stripper, but this was my chance, probably the only one I would have today. I had to hurry. There was no time to change.


    “Is it bad that I want you again?” I asked and turned to take in Jett’s expression.


    He let out a deep, throaty laugh. “I thought you’d never ask.”


    His lips found mine, and as he kissed me deeply, the walls around me slowly began to crumble. I was his. Promise or not, he had claimed me. Now I just had to find out if he was my gloomy doom or my bright joy, because I had no intention of accepting anything gray in between.


    I pushed him back. “You had your fun. It’s my turn now.” I escaped his grip and began to walk to our bedroom, beckoning to him to follow me.


    And Jett did, helpless to my swaying hips, his eyes sparkling with naughty thoughts. Soon, the door closed behind him, and we were alone. I switched on the bedside lamps. His clothes were draped on the back of a chair, along with his belt.


    If my plan was to work, I had to be convincing and conniving. I grabbed the belt, then turned around, new confidence spilling over inside me.


    “Lie down.” My voice was self-assured and commanding, leaving no room for disagreement. When he didn’t comply, I pushed him down onto the bed.


    He looked up, surprised, and his lips curled into a wicked smile as he eyed the belt in my hand. “Are you planning on playing badass?”


    “You have no idea.” My smile matched his as I pulled his hands over his head and bound them to the bedpost. Loose enough for him to wriggle around. Tight enough so he couldn’t leave.


    If Jett thought it was too tight, he didn’t let me know.


    Thank God, the penthouse beds had bedposts; otherwise, I would have been forced to bind him to the chair and make love on the hard floor. The idea of what I was about to do brought a giggle to my lips, but Jett didn’t notice. His gaze was completely held hostage by my short dress—or more precisely, what was under it. I rewarded him for his compliance by gliding my body along his, letting my breasts rub against his hardness, just the way he loved it. I had to do whatever it took to arouse him and make him surrender to my will.


    My fingers grabbed his slacks and pulled them down his hips. A moan escaped his lips as his erection jerked out, its size both fascinating and terrifying, its slick crown velvety and ready to unlock the most primitive of feelings inside me. He looked so impressive and beautiful, I could barely breathe as my fingers ran down his swollen shaft, marveling at his hardness.


    Leaning against his hard body, I took a deep breath and smiled as his manly scent registered within my mind; nothing in my life had ever smelled so good. I inhaled the scent of his earthy aftershave and him—rich, smooth, edible, so mouthwateringly sexy that I wanted to take a bite of him.


    Soon…but not now.


    Pleasure had to wait, because my little act had little to do with sex. I needed more from him now than an orgasm.


    “You’re so hot that we need ice,” I whispered against his ear. “In fact, let me get some from downstairs. I’ll be back in a minute.


    “We have an ice machine.” He sounded so desperate and eager that I had to stifle another giggle.


    “Are you telling me what to do?” I arched a brow in mock annoyance. “Mr. Mayfield, let me remind you that you’re bound and entirely at my mercy.”


    “Now that sounds scary,” Jett said, still grinning.


    “It is. If I were you, I’d take it seriously.” I stood and threw a sensual glance back at him. “If you behave, you’ll be rewarded with something sexy. Now play nice, and shut up until I get back.”


    His grin widened until dimples appeared. “Yes, ma’am.”


    I closed the door behind me. It had been so much fun to bind him like that, when he was unsuspecting and trusting. The image of leaving Jett waiting the whole night and facing his wrath in the morning was so amusing that I snorted with laughter. I should have done something like this a long time ago.


    I retrieved the phone from my handbag and the keycard from the coffee table, then hurried down to the reception area, where I was sure Jett wouldn’t look for me, even if he somehow managed to untie himself because he couldn’t bear not being in control.


    The night-shift receptionist barely looked up as I passed him. Time to move to the next step in my plan. I hid in the corner and dialed the number I had memorized. As I waited, my heart slammed hard against my ribs, so hard I was sure it was going to give out on me.


    “Damn,” I murmured under my breath when the call went straight to voicemail. Sighing, I tried one more time, still without success.


    Maybe their battery was dead? Or maybe they switched their phone off, because they were sleeping, which was understandable, since it was eleven p.m. Either way, I decided to call them one last time and leave a short message, a request to call me back during office hours. It wasn’t ideal, but I could rest in the knowledge that I had done all I could for the time being.


    Eventually, I returned to the receptionist, an older man. He eyed me in a friendly way as I explained that I had no idea how the ice machine upstairs worked. He just nodded patiently, obviously used to being bombarded with strange requests at night. I waited patiently as he brought me a champagne bucket filled with ice cubes.


    “Anything else I can help you with?” he asked, flashing those unnaturally bright teeth that were typical of New York City employees.


    “No, that will be all. Thank you.” Giving him my best smile, I took the bucket and headed back to the elevators, ready to commence my torture on Jett.


    The elevator doors had almost closed when a hand slid in to stop them. When they opened again, a man stepped inside. He was dressed in an old-fashioned suit, and his hair was combed back. I realized he was the same man I’d seen lurking around the lobby earlier that day, and he was still carrying a newspaper.


    “Good evening, ma’am,” he mumbled, barely looking at me as the doors closed.


    Alarm bells began to ring in my head, and my heart thudded impossibly hard, hammering against my rib cage the way it always did when I found myself alone in a closed space, with someone I didn’t trust.


    “What floor?” I asked, trying not to sound too uneasy.


    “Twelfth, please.” Rather than looking up at me, he nonchalantly unfolded his newspaper and began to read it again.


    I pressed the elevator buttons a few times too many, and stepped back, holding my breath.


    The guy cleared his throat, but his gaze remained glued to the newspaper.


    Please go faster, I urged the lift. I wasn’t sure what made me think that, but there was something about the man that scared me. Maybe it was the way he dressed, austere and old-fashioned. I had no idea.


    It was then that my glance fell on the newspaper. There was nothing special about the article he was reading, something related to sports, but it was the date that caught my attention.


    The newspaper was three days old.


    How odd!


    My pulse doubled in speed and began beating a furious staccato. Naturally, I tried to slow down my heart’s frantic pounding, but my hands wouldn’t stop shaking.


    The lift finally stopped on the twelfth floor with a ding, and without saying another word or glancing back at me, the man left.


    When the door closed behind him, I was able to relax. It wasn’t in my nature to judge other people’s behavior, but the guy was just creepy. I shrugged inwardly. So what if he read an outdated paper? Many people did, didn’t they? It had probably been lying around and he had picked it up, reading out of boredom. Maybe he was an avid reader, eager to devour each word he came across, or maybe he’d been out of town a few days and wanted to catch up. They were all perfectly reasonable and rational explanations. But for some reason, my heart continued to slam hard within me. It was only after I returned to the safety of our penthouse that I could calm down, and my thoughts returned to Jett, who was still bound to our bed, the email long forgotten.
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    The next morning, I woke up alone. Soft sunrays streamed through the high bay windows, illuminating the gold and cashew hues of the bedroom. I turned to peer at Jett’s empty side, my fingers touching the soft material of the bed sheets. The silk still smelled of him.


    Of us.


    Of our lovemaking.


    Stroking the smooth surface conjured memories of him touching me, and my whole body began to ache again. I smiled. Only Jett could take me the way he had, and set my world on fire.


    While I loved his enthusiasm when we were together and loved everything about him in general, I wasn’t so keen on his whole early-dawn routine, and he knew it. For the umpteenth time, I wished he’d taken the time to wake me up before taking off, instead of leaving me alone in a huge, empty bed.


    I was vaguely aware of what had happened between us, of that promise he had asked for. It didn’t take me long to realize that my refusal to give it to him might have been the very reason why he had left. Maybe he was trying to piss me off by keeping me waiting, or maybe he intended to punish me by making me think he could sneak out whenever he wanted. He wouldn’t do that, though, would he? Surely he wouldn’t be so conniving. Or maybe he was off somewhere, checking my email.


    “Right,” I murmured to myself as a pang of anger shot through me. I wasn’t going to give him that promise, at least not yet. He had to earn my trust, and if he could be stubborn, so could I, if not more so. I was going to find out the truth soon enough anyway.


    Rubbing my eyes to get rid of the tiredness, I sat up and turned to grab my phone from the nightstand, ready to dial the legal firm, when I noticed it was gone.


    I frowned, immediately forcing my mind into action.


    I had left a message on the Wighton & Harley’s answering machine with a request to call me back in the hope they would bother to get in touch with me. That was the reason why I’d wanted to keep my phone near me in case they tried to reach me. Then there was Sylvie. She had texted me the day before, and I had meant to read her message. I distinctly remembered leaving my phone on the nightstand, right before I joined Jett in the bedroom.


    So, where was my phone?


    Wrapping the sheets to cover my naked body in a makeshift toga, I stood and walked over to rummage through my handbag, near the windows on Jett’s side. When I heard steps in the hall, I stopped in my tracks.


    I knew the footsteps were his, slow and steady, as if he knew where he was going and what he was doing. Just like everything else he did, Jett’s steps were always as if he poured his whole energy into every minute of his life. And now, he was heading toward our closed bedroom door behind which I was standing.


    My stomach lurched. What if Jett had been here the whole time, somewhere in that huge penthouse, and I panicked for no reason? Even if that was the case, I couldn’t afford to let him know it.


    First of all, I didn’t want to appear desperate. That was definitely a no-no.


    Second, I didn’t want him to think I didn’t have a life of my own, which would have been worse than appearing desperate.


    I ran back to the bed, unsure if I should pretend to be still asleep or twist myself into a sexy pose.


    I snorted at the thought: I couldn’t act or pose seductively even if I wanted to. My acting skills sucked. They were even worse than my cooking—an ability that was practically non-existent because I was certainly no culinary genius. All things considered, I decided it was best to try to look as if I had just woken up.


    Yeah, that could work. I’ll stretch my arms over my head, do some head-rolls, and let out a hearty yawn.


    I nodded, pleased with my own plan, and readied myself to slide over from his side to mine…only, too late.


    The door opened, and Jett walked in with an amused look on his face as he regarded me. I swallowed, and not because he had just caught me in an awkward position—on all fours, with my butt pointed right at him. Wearing a black jacket, a tight, gray shirt, and sexy jeans that perfectly accentuated his broad shoulders and narrow waist, he looked so badass that I could have ripped his clothes right off his body. No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t think of anything to say.


    He was pure sexiness, and my body reacted to him like he was made of honey. In every sense, he was all I could focus on. His body, his eyes, his voice: it was as if he had been made to be glorified.


    “Like what you see?” Jett asked, drawing my attention back to his face.


    I rolled my eyes, cursing the fact that I was so weak for him. He was my very own addiction. I decided the only way to cure my body’s weakness for him was to deny that he had that kind of effect on me.


    “It requires a little more to impress me,” I said dryly. “I’m not all about muscles and a pretty face, you know.”


    Amusement glittered in his eyes as he curved his lips up in a sexy smile. “That’s a shame, Miss Stewart. You strike me as a meat person.”


    I opened my mouth to hit back with a snarky remark, but then he pointed to the trolley behind him, which I hadn’t noticed before. It took me a few seconds to realize the meaning of his words: he was talking about breakfast. And a big one at that. I stared at the carted feast in disbelief.


    Holy crap.


    Had Jett decided to raid the hotel’s kitchen?


    There were so many things to choose from, enough to cater to a small party, and make you feel like an idiot for not being able to name each food. My stomach churned as my eyes scanned the delicious-looking pastries and bagels, and the smoked salmon arranged around a vast selection of bacon and cheese, granola, and fresh-squeezed orange juice. A folded newspaper was arranged next to a narrow vase that held a single red rose. I stared in awe, barely able to contain my delight. I had never seen an omelet with lobster claws, and was that caviar? There was even a bowl full of strange-looking exotic fruits, some I’d never seen before.


    Talk about a variety worthy of a royal visit!


    Unwillingly, I peeled my eyes off the breakfast tray and turned my attention back to Jett. “Is this all for us?”


    “It’s part of the penthouse package,” he said. Pressing a sheet against my chest, I followed him into the living room and watched him as he grabbed a fork and frowned. “They didn’t include the Alma caviar though when they should have.”


    “Really? How rude.” My voice matched his disapproving tone, though I was unsure whether he was seriously complaining about fish eggs or just joking.


    “Gold caviar sells for thousands of dollars. I wanted to know if the price reflects the quality,” he continued, not taking the hint, and dipped a fork into the black layer covering half the omelet. “Let’s hope the alternative is as good as they claim it is.”


    Holy dang!


    He had paid thousands for some slimy, black goop that barely looked edible? Or was gold caviar made of gold? If it was, I could probably sell a spoonful of the stuff and pay my month’s rent, and still have spare change left. Mortified, I looked at the caviar omelet, not sure whether to laugh or be shocked. Was food even allowed to be that expensive? The idea that people would spend so much on a few morsels was beyond me. And frankly, fish eggs? Weren’t they like little fish droppings? I stared at the fork he was holding and realized they certainly looked the part.


    “Try it, Brooke.”


    “Do I have to?” I tried to suppress a scowl but failed. I had never really had a thing for caviar. I had tasted it once—probably the fake stuff—and found it disgusting.


    “You’ll like it.” His voice was barely more than a whisper, but there was enough force in it to convince me that he wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer.


    Taking a bite, I forced myself to chew slowly, and leaned back, surprised. It tasted delicious, reminding me of the sea, with just a hint of lobster, olive oil, and herbs.


    “Not bad.”


    “See?” Laughing, he heaped some on the fork again and held it up to my lips.


    Maybe it was the baby talking, but I suddenly felt ravenous. I wanted to take another bite when Jett stepped in front of me—too close not to think about sex—and I noticed his lopsided smile.


    “I wouldn’t skimp on this either.” His voice came low and hoarse.


    Confused, I looked up at him, with no idea of what he was referring to. But there was no need to ask. His gaze dipped slowly from my eyes to my lips, finally settling on my breasts. As I looked down, I noticed that the covers had shifted, revealing more than was decent. Heat blushed my cheeks, and I quickly pulled up the sheet in a weak attempt to hide some of my skin. He stopped my hand before I could cover myself.


    “I don’t like you covered up.” He grinned. “In fact, you’re so sexy that you shouldn’t wear anything at all.”


    “I can’t do that,” I said, shocked at his preposterous suggestion.


    “Of course you can. In fact, as long as we stay here, I must insist that you run around naked.”


    I felt myself blushing even harder, probably turning a shade of crimson, as his hands pulled away the remaining fabric, exposing my body, naked from head to toe.


    Under his green, burning gaze, my body behaved as though it belonged to him, as if my soul had been touched and marked, and I just had to react whenever he was near. His hands stroked my shoulder, the gentle touch raising the hairs on my arm in anticipation. Slowly, his mouth dipped onto my skin, and his hot lips began to send delicious currents down my back.


    I leaned back, savoring his presence, until something cold brushed my neck. When I looked down, I noticed something sparkling. In his hand was the most beautiful necklace I had ever seen, a tiny stone dangling from a delicate chain. Even though the diamond was cut in a round shape, its mount was the form of a heart. I gasped in surprise, marveling at its beauty.


    “I hope you like it,” he whispered. “I got it for you while you were asleep.” Jett clasped it around my neck, then brushed my long hair aside. “When I saw it, I had to get it. I knew it would look perfect on you.”


    “Thank you.” My heart hammered hard as he pulled me in front of a mirror and stepped behind me. For a few moments, I gazed at the small gemstone, marveling at the way it seemed to enhance my collarbone. It was so small, so simple, yet it was so stunning that I could only stare. The more I looked at it, the more I was convinced that it had been expensive. Jett never went for the affordable stuff.


    “I understand that you can’t make any promises,” Jett said. “I have to admit, I don’t like that, but I want you to know that, like this diamond, what we have is rare and there’s nothing I would change about you. Don’t ever forget that, Brooke.”


    I touched the stone and slowly turned around, my voice failing me at the intensity in his green eyes.


    “It’s beautiful,” I whispered at last.


    “Not as beautiful as are you,” Jett said.


    I smiled tenderly, my pulse racing at the various thoughts spinning inside my head. We had gone through so much in the short period we had been together, but I simply wasn’t ready for the kind of assurance he expected of me.


    “You shouldn’t have, Jett. It’s lovely, but…I can’t accept this gift.” I lifted my arms to remove the necklace when Jett’s much stronger hand stopped me.


    “You have to. It’s what I want.” He paused, his gaze broody and dark. “You are mine, Brooke, and I want you to have nice things.”


    He kept looking at me with an intensity that made my heart flutter. I wanted to say so much more, to utter my thanks, my gratitude, anything to show him that I valued everything he’d done for me, when his fingertips brushed my lips and his mouth descended upon mine.


    In that instant, I realized something meaningful: words were futile. It’s said people spend their entire life thinking about love, searching for it, thinking they have found it. But there is no word that can express the magnitude of feeling love, of having one’s heart bursting with it at a mere smile. It wasn’t just Jett’s presence or his kindness that reached surreal proportions, but the fact that he reciprocated my feelings and that he tried so hard to express the way he felt. He really tried, as if his spoken words were true, as if he truly meant them, and he wanted to see me happy.


    Ever so slowly, his mouth descended upon mine in a tender kiss. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him on top of me, my legs parting to accommodate his weight. Jett didn’t seem to need a wordy invitation. His tongue brushed past my lips to explore the cave of my mouth.


    Pinpoints of rapturous sensations traveled down my spine and gathered between my legs. I needed him down there more than I needed the air to breathe and I was ready to show him.


    I could have lingered in his embrace, lips on lips, forever, were it not for the knock on the door that drew our attention back to the world, to reality. When he let go of me, I realized that moment was lost forever, like a dream.
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    My heart was beating a million times a minute from our kiss, and my body was still aching for him as I caught Jett’s reaction. I tried to read the thoughts he kept so well hidden, but I failed for the umpteenth time.


    “Who is it?” I asked, my voice low and thick with wariness. I hoped it was just someone knocking on the wrong door so we could get back to making out—anything that would distract Jett from his way-too-intense concentration.


    “Probably just the butler. There’s one assigned to every penthouse. Let me check,” Jett said. He let out an impatient sigh, and then kissed the top of my head. “I’ll be back in a second.” Without waiting for my reply, he crossed the living room in a few long strides and closed the door behind him.


    I turned to the mirror to stare at my reflection, unsure of what to do. I hated waiting, especially since the day had started out so perfectly, with Jett at my side, his strong arms on my thighs as we kissed on those silk sheets, and then his beautiful gift. The whole scene had been more than perfect, which is why I could forgive the small interruption—as long as he hurried to get back to me.


    Wearing a goofy smile, I resumed my seat on the sofa. As I did, I noticed Jett’s cell phone peering out of his jacket pocket, its screen illuminated with an incoming call or text message.


    For a moment, I considered pulling it out to answer it, in case it was important. The fact that Jett had switched off the sound only managed to fortify my idea of Jett as perfect boyfriend material. Obviously he didn’t want to know of any calls when he was with me.


    How many other guys had done that for me?


    None.


    Precisely.


    In today’s society, where phones were often regarded as essential for survival, Jett was in the minority. He wasn’t afraid to face total isolation with me, because he had no need for distraction. His attention was all mine. The thought of that made me warm all over.


    Leaning back against the soft cushions, I tried to ignore the flashing, but as the screen continued to light up, worry slowly set it. What if it was one of the company board members, who was trying to get in touch with Jett, because the stock was crashing and no one could get a hold of us?


    Jett happened to be the owner of a newly formed company called Townsend Properties, but as the son of one of the most prominent men in the United States, he also still acted as the CEO of Mayfield Realties, which in the last weeks had survived a series of scandals involving an international sex club. Against all odds, Jett had saved his father’s company from bankruptcy, all while focusing on his new company, killing two birds with one stone and making a name for himself. Some claimed the sex scandal was nothing but a marketing strategy to have the Mayfield name plastered across newspapers worldwide in order to attract attention to Jett’s new company, Townsend Properties. Others didn’t care. Only a few people, me included, knew the true secrets of what had really taken place in that sex club and the depravity of some of its famous members, who had chaired the Mayfield Realties board. I was the only one who knew how hard it had been for Jett to repair the mess and how difficult it had been to stop thinking about vengeance where he thought vengeance was due. After weeks of hard work to reform the old company and kick-start the new one, Jett wanted to focus more on our relationship, which was one of the reasons he insisted that we spent quality time together. Knowing he still had a job to do whilst on “vacation” with me, I couldn’t just ignore the real world.


    Without wasting another second, I retrieved the phone and peered at the screen. An unknown number had called numerous times, meaning it probably was important and Jett would have to call them back. Ready to dash after him, I picked up the phone and started to walk when my fingers brushed the envelope sign by mistake. The text message popped up instantly, and I couldn’t help but read it:


    


    The meeting will be no problem. Consider it done. TI


    


    As I stared at the message my cheeks caught fire, and instant shame burned through me for snooping around when it was clearly just a confirmation text.


    Talk about invading his privacy. How creepy or needy can you get, Stewart?


    “Shit,” I mumbled as I flicked through the phone settings for a button that might revert the text back to “unread.” There was none.


    Instead, another, earlier message popped open.


    


    The setting is fine. Where exactly do we meet? Ground floor or outside? TI


    


    Damn those freaking small buttons! Damn my clumsy fingers! Why had no one thought of inventing an application that double-checked if you actually wanted to read a message? Something that asked you to confirm it before it opened like:


    


    “Are you sure you want to read this message? Click here to confirm.”


    


    Then:


    


    “Last chance to avoid clicking this message and risk looking like a control freak.”


    


    Or something like that. And what kind of message was that, by the way? How hard could it be to show a little politeness by adding more words, like, “Hello? How are you? Sorry, I know it’s your day off, Mr. Mayfield, but I just wanted to let you know that the meeting you required will take place. Thanks. Have a nice day.”


    Some people were so uncommunicative it probably pained them to talk. Then again, it didn’t surprise me. Jett himself was as monosyllabic as one could get, so I figured the people who worked for him might just be inclined to pick up his bad habits.


    In the distance, a door slammed, and sure enough, Jett’s footsteps thudded down the hall. He was coming. I looked around in a panic.


    Crap!


    How was I supposed to explain to my boyfriend, who just so happened to be my boss as well, that I accidentally read his text messages without sounding like I had some major control issues? Would he even believe me? There was no way I could revert the message back to unread, and I wasn’t sure what to do. Should I delete it or just confess? Why did I have the feeling that telling the truth wouldn’t help me? If Jett thought I was snooping through his personal stuff, there was a possibility that our day would end in a fight.


    Scratch that.


    Knowing Jett and his alpha male tendencies, I was actually pretty sure of that. It didn’t even matter if he was the one who had logged into my email account seeing that I had no proof nor had I heard back from the legal firm.


    Women’s magazines always said that men couldn’t stand women with trust issues. At present, we had not yet built enough trust to the extent I was confident enough Jett would look kindly upon me going through his phone. That, combined with the fact that he was my boss, had me worried that our relationship might just be over if he found out.


    Without thinking, I pushed the phone back into the pocket of his jacket in the hope another text might arrive in the meantime and Jett wouldn’t notice that the previous one had already been read. I stormed out of the room, almost bumping into my surprised boyfriend as I headed for the one place where he wouldn’t see my shaking hands: the bathroom.


    Thank God, whoever invented it.


    I closed the door, and sat down on the toilet seat, willing my heartbeat to calm down. At least I wouldn’t have to come up with a good excuse as to why I had almost run him over, because nobody in his right mind would bother to ask a pregnant woman that. And if he did, I’d just say that, yes, I had to visit the restroom what seemed like a hundred times a day. If that didn’t throw him off the trail, I could always blame my crazy hormones for making me act strange. And if even that wouldn’t work, I could play my ace in the hole. I could accuse him of deleting my email, and brace myself for a fight, knowing that I’d lose that argument. After all, it would be hard to prove it had been him who logged on since I never gave him my password. But Jett had friends who could hack into anyone’s private business if he so much as asked them for a favor, without anyone ever finding the connection. I had to take that into account, too.


    But as things currently stood, I wasn’t going to point the finger at him without having at least some solid proof.


    


    ***


    


    Jett looked distant when I returned. His tight gray shirt was gone, replaced by a tailored business suit, white shirt, and a dark blue, silk tie. I stared at him, and instant worry set in. He looked like he was getting ready to leave—again. I wondered if he’d read the text message? And, more importantly, I wondered if he was pissed at me, if he had discovered that I had read it?


    “I’m sorry,” he said when he noticed me standing in the doorway. “I know I promised you an entire weekend, but I have to run some errands.”


    “Why? What’s wrong?” I sat down beside him and intertwined my fingers in my lap.


    “Nothing major, I hope. The service personnel knocked to let me know I received a call from the Trump building. They said it’s urgent.” He barely looked up as he arranged his cufflinks. “Some idiot messed up a contract and now I have to run back to the office and get his work done for a job that was supposed to have gone through last week.”


    “Can you not send John?” I asked, referring to his new assistant, a guy who had worked in the field for years. “Surely he can take care of this. You don’t have to do everything yourself, you know.” I smiled, even though it wasn’t a joke. Jett had the tendency to want to take care of every detail, no matter how trivial.


    “I’m afraid not.”


    I raised my brows. “Why not?”


    “He’s getting married.” Jett smirked. “Which is foolish of him, if you ask me, because it’s going to ruin his career. In my opinion, no one should get married, not until they’ve been dating for at least five years. It takes that long to get to know somebody. I have no idea why he’s doing it. It’s, simply put, a stupid move.”


    Got the point, loud and clear.


    My heart gave an almighty thud as I stared at him.


    No marriage, then.


    I didn’t know what was worse: that my hopes of getting married anytime soon were completely unrealistic or that I had thought that Jett was different from the rest of the male population.


    Apparently not so much.


    “Oh.” I bit my lip hard as I considered my options. The weekend was ruined anyway, so I figured I might as well get back to work myself. “Do you want me to come along and help you? We could be done in no time.”


    He shook his head slowly and looked up. “That’s not necessary, baby. Besides, this has all been paid for. You may as well stay here. I’d rather you enjoy yourself and check out whenever you’re ready. Stay another day. You’ve worked too much lately and need to rest.”


    And by that he meant our unborn child needed to rest. For some reason, I couldn’t stop more disappointment washing over me. It wasn’t at all what I had hoped to hear. Spending a day in a luxury hotel and making use of all its amenities sounded delightful, but it wasn’t the same without Jett or without being engaged. This day was supposed to be ours. Our time. Not mine alone, coupled with a strong feeling that I was single.


    “How long will you be gone?” I couldn’t help but ask.


    “I don’t know.” Jett retrieved his phone from his jacket and began texting furiously. His face didn’t change as he checked his messages.


    I expected to be relieved, but the relief never came. Everything had started out so well, and now we were back to square one—the usual lack of conversation whenever Jett was in work mode. I could have that with the hotel personnel, or with any other person out there.


    I pointed at the tray with food. “So I guess you’re not having breakfast with me before you go.”


    “Brooke…” Sensing my irritation, Jett inched closer and cupped my face. “I know it’s not ideal, and trust me when I tell you I feel like a jerk. But this is important.” He lifted my chin until his green gaze met mine. “I promise I’ll make up for lost time when I get back.”


    Knowing that any arguing would be pointless, I simply nodded.


    “Great,” I said, trying to keep my voice strong. “Don’t worry about me. I’m sure I can find lots of ways to keep myself busy around here.” I had no idea what came over me to make me sound so bitchy. Maybe it was the fact that life kept him so busy, and I missed that kind of independence and freedom—the feeling of being needed and wanted. Of being able to dive right into my work without being held back by a relationship or the promise of not letting anything get in the way of a romantic weekend.


    “Thanks,” Jett said and left, seemingly distracted. I sighed and turned around to look out the high bay windows, admiring the stunning view. It was only then that I glimpsed my phone on the piano.


    I frowned.


    It must have been sitting on the lacquered surface all along, even though I couldn’t remember leaving it there. I grabbed it and slumped onto the sofa to check my calls. Still nothing from the legal firm, which was understandable. Companies as large as Wighton & Harley needed time to reply. I’d just have to be patient until they got back to me.


    Meanwhile, I began to flick through my text messages. The last one was from Sylvie. I became awfully aware that I had been neglecting my best friend ever since I had begun dating Jett. We never had daily coffee meetings or afternoon shopping excursions anymore. The thought that I had put Sylvie on the back burner for Jett made me feel guilty. Sure, relationships required a constant input of work and attention, but so did friendships. At the moment, Sylvie was about the only person, who knew how to turn a gray, cloudy day into bright sunshine.


    Sitting up, I began to text, ready to make up for lost time.
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    It was a done deal. After a few text messages, I managed to persuade my best friend to take a break from work and meet me at a bistro near Central Park: my suggestion, my plan.


    When Jett left after a hurried and awkward breakfast, I took a quick shower and returned to the forgotten suitcases in the hall, the ones we hadn’t yet had a chance to unpack. As I tried to open mine, I realized it was locked, and the key was nowhere to be found in my handbag.


    Had I absent-mindedly left it at home? Lost it on the way here? I stared at my suitcase in shock as realization slowly dawned on me: my clothes were in there. Without them, I had little choice but to go either naked or dressed like a stripper.


    Think, Stewart. Wear yesterday’s clothes and walk around in a tight dress in the middle of a day?


    Hell, no.


    It wasn’t just the strange looks I was worried about, but Sylvie’s huge dose of sarcasm and several rounds of ridiculous interrogations.


    I was in no mood to have to explain Jett’s kinky attempts at keeping the spark alive in our relationship. And especially not, when Sylvie was as curious as a cat.


    I checked the time. If I hurried, I could make it to Jett’s apartment and back on time before my coffee date with Sylvie…sort of. I figured I might just be a tiny bit late. An hour at the most. Or I could just keep the meeting brief and pretend I didn’t want to take off my coat. Or that I dressed like this every day now.


    Why the heck do you even need to explain, Stewart?


    Sylvie wasn’t one to judge. If anything, she would probably applaud me for embracing what she would call my “inner sexy lioness.”


    With a nervous smile, I shrugged back into my tight dress and coat. A last glance in the huge mirror of the elevator and one more brief attempt to arrange the soft, brown ringlets of my dark hair into a half-decent twist, and I walked out.


    Either it was the half-empty lobby or the fact that my initial excitement had somewhat dampened a bit, but something felt different. Unsure what it was, my glance swept over the creamy marble floors and the water fountain in the middle of the hall, and came to rest on the man standing in the exact same spot as before, a newspaper still clasped in his hand.


    I swallowed past the lump in my throat.


    Just as before, his hair was combed to one side in a sleek, flawless style, as if he felt a need to convey an appearance of perfection. He was dressed in a business suit that had seen better days. On closer inspection, I noticed it was actually the same business suit he’d been wearing earlier—blue with stripes, a loose-hanging cut, as if it was a couple of sizes too big for him. He was alone this time, and there was no sight of the woman who had accompanied him on the previous occasion.


    Forcing my legs to take measured steps forward, I hurried to the door, my heart beating hard for no particular reason.


    My reaction made no sense because I didn’t know this man. And yet the mere sight of him—that particular memory of the way he had looked at me the day and night before in the elevator—was enough to send a chill down my spine.


    But it didn’t matter. As I passed him by, he remained engrossed in the article he was reading and didn’t look up. He didn’t even react when an elderly woman entered, obnoxiously dressed in furs, carrying a mini-schnauzer in her large bag. Even when the yappy little dog let out an ear-piercing bark, the man did not flinch.


    I, on the other hand, jumped, suddenly aware of the squeaky canine and the way the noise seemed to carry, lingering in the air.


    Calm the fuck down, Stewart.


    Ignoring my own advice, I peered around me in a panic. People turned their heads to glare in the woman’s direction. Everyone seemed on alert, disturbed by the sound, and several seemed annoyed that the woman could not control her pet—everyone but the mysterious guy with the newspaper. He was the only one who wasn’t unnerved by it.


    I stared at him and frowned.


    He didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by the woman or her dog. He just continued reading, entirely unaffected or perhaps unaware. His unnatural focus irked me and raised my suspicion.


    My pulse spiked, and my heart began to slam just a bit harder against my rib cage.


    Calm down. It’s just an irrational reaction in a harmless situation.


    My therapist had once declared that I had the unnerving tendency to feel things that weren’t there, things that didn’t even exist. “That’s just your anxiety talking,” he had said, “and those irrational fears will create doubt.” It was one of the reasons why I couldn’t trust people. Still, the knowledge didn’t stop the unease wreaking havoc inside me.


    Wrapping the coat tighter around my waist, I dashed out the door and headed for the small bistro at the end of the street, ignoring the curious glances cast my way. No one seemed to be running, and the fact that I was probably made me look like a fugitive on the run in this part of New York City.


    It was barely eleven a.m., and although the autumn air had filled with a chilly wind, the snow had stopped falling sometime during the night. Judging from the dark November clouds and the way the weather changed constantly, it looked like the snow was going to be replaced by rain.


    I stepped into the small bistro. The warm air inside was more than welcome. In the far east corner of the open space, I spotted Sylvie. She had already taken her preferred spot, next to an oversized potted plant and the window overlooking the busy street. Her head was bowed over her smartphone, her fingers sliding over the touch screen while she texted. I had no idea how she did it, but her appearance was more flawless than ever. Even on the worst of her days, she looked as if she was about to enter a beauty contest. With her tan complexion, blonde hair, and blue eyes that resembled the deep Southern sky on a summer day, she would have won the first place.


    She looked like an angel in disguise, sent from heaven above. I had no doubt that if anyone tried to cause me any harm Sylvie would jump right into the action and take a bullet for me. As long as there was no robbery or a creepy neighbor involved, she was in every way fearless, and no one would want to mess with her. The knowledge that I knew my best friend so well brought new tears to my eyes.


    You’re being emotional, Stewart.


    Damn right, my hormones were raging again, slowly turning me into either a rampant psycho or a crying heap, whose waterworks might just start flowing at the mere sight of a baby seal. I couldn’t wait for the pregnancy to be over and done with, if only to let me regain some of my emotional balance.


    As I headed for Sylvie, her eyes caught mine, but her smile quickly turned into a look of suspicion. I couldn’t stop the tiny tremble from running down my spine. She had been my best friend for a long time. As such, she knew everything about me, including the ugly past I was still trying to forget. The way she seemed to look right through me, I felt vulnerable and exposed. I figured if Sylvie were an android, her eyes would be like X-rays, able to penetrate the deepest layers of tissue and discover all the things better left buried forever.


    I shrugged out of my coat and draped it over a chair, then sat down.


    “Nice, Brooke.” Sylvie nodded appreciatively as she pointed at my dress.


    No point in lying.


    “It was Jett’s idea,” I said. “I borrowed it from your wardrobe.”


    “He has a good taste. I’ll give him that.” Grinning, she hugged me and kissed me on both cheeks. “How was your night at the TRIO?”


    And the inquisition was beginning…now.


    I watched her lean forward. “And don’t leave out any details. I want to hear it all.”


    Did I have to? I shook my head. At times, I wished she didn’t know so much about my life. It was a futile wish, an energy wasted, because Sylvie was as intense as a hurricane and had the iron will of a bulldog, mixed with the sixth sense of a hawk. Intuition came naturally to her. For all I knew, she might be psychic. Having no choice, I began carefully, “It was beautiful. Jett was very attentive, as usual.”


    Sylvie smirked and waved at me, a gesture intended to dig a little deeper.


    Absent-mindedly, I scanned the small bistro as I prepared my words. Apart from the two of us and an elderly couple sitting close to the entrance, there were no other patrons. I watched the way the old man’s hand rested naturally on the old lady’s as they talked in an animated fashion, as if they still had a lot to talk about, even after so many years. They were having a good time, just like Jett and I had before the disruption and before he revealed his views on marriage. Above Sylvie’s head, a huge heart painting hung on the wall. It seemed that no matter where I looked, I was reminded of love and Jett, and of the hours that were stolen from us. The day had started as ours, and I wished it had stayed that way.


    “Whoa. You look weird. Did something happen?” Sylvie’s excited voice drew my attention back to her. “Did he propose? You know, whatever happened, I should be the first to know, because I’m your best friend, right?” she said with a wink. “I’ll be seriously pissed if I find out that you’ve been keeping secrets from me.”


    I winced.


    Her words stung. It wasn’t so much that Sylvie would think I’d actually break our girls’ code and keep a secret, but the fact that what I had been hoping for didn’t happen. When Jett had declared that he’d booked a weekend for us, I’d convinced myself it would be capped off with a ring on my finger—or at least a request to put one there. He’d been talking about a future together, and I was sure he was ready to make a big commitment. When Jett didn’t propose, I realized, quite painfully, that it had been nothing but wishful thinking on my part.


    “Why would he propose, Sylvie?” I snapped, a little harsher than I intended. “Just because a man books a hotel doesn’t mean he’s ready to pop the question.”


    I knew I sounded defensive, but for the life of me, I couldn’t keep the bitterness from tainting my voice. “Jett’s rich and successful. Of course he’s not planning to tie the knot anytime soon. At least not in this early stage in our relationship.”


    “Sorry,” Sylvie said softly. “I was just asking.”


    I was such a hypocrite for trying to make her feel bad when the very same thought had kept me glued to Jett’s every word and watching his every move. For days, I’d been waiting, expecting, hoping. Reminding myself of how much I had changed.


    Less than a year earlier, I had been the one who didn’t believe in commitment, and marriage had certainly not featured anywhere in my life plans. Now, for the first time, with Jett by my side, I wanted more. His generosity and big words when it came to our relationship weren’t enough to prove to me that what we had was real. I had to have him near me, with me forever—written in black and white—and not just as the father of our unborn child.


    “It’s okay,” I mumbled, avoiding my bestie’s probing gaze.


    “I’m really sorry.” Sylvie spread her hands, palms up. If my tone had offended her, she did her best not to show it. “All I’m trying to say is that I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had asked. I mean, you guys seem to be getting pretty serious. Plus, you’re pregnant, and you’re already living together, so…” She left the rest unspoken, hanging heavily in the air.


    I stared at her, unsure of what she was getting at.


    Why did she make it sound as if Jett’s proposal was long overdue?


    We were serious, weren’t we?


    But…


    There had been the odd weekend when Jett insisted we spent time in expensive hotels, always together. Even though we hadn’t been told the baby’s gender yet, there had been talks about names, how she or he would be raised, and what school our child would go to.


    So, why did it feel like something was missing?


    As I pondered, I clasped my hands together, breaking out in a sweat.


    And then it hit me like lightning.


    Once. Twice.


    We had made plenty of short-term plans but, thinking back, I realized there had been no conversations about our future as a family, about the three of us: Jett and I and the baby. No plans as to where we would be living after the child was born. Just big words about our undying love and his support, but there had never been any specific talks of a nursery or what would happen after I gave birth.


    Nil. Nada. Zip.


    Jett’s two-level penthouse apartment was spacious, but with its architectural design, including an open staircase, dangerous railings, and floor-to-ceiling windows, it was too unsafe and in no way the right place to raise a child.


    Dismay washed over me at the thought that I had absolutely no clue what the future held in store for Jett and me. Of course, my best friend would ask if he had proposed. She had every reason to be concerned. I might be blind in love, but Sylvie was as objective as a bystander, which was why I figured I should be listening to her.


    “I’m sorry.” I released a deep, shaky breath that I didn’t even know I’d been holding. “I didn’t mean to snap at you.”


    “Don’t worry about it.” She waved her hand dismissively, completely unfazed. “It happens to the best of us.”


    “Let’s order,” I said in a cheery tone that was quite contrary to the turmoil swirling within me. I waved a barista over and asked for two cappuccinos, and then turned my attention back to Sylvie.


    She was still staring at me, her blue eyes betraying her concern. “What’s going on?” she asked quietly.


    I pressed my lips into a tight line. Finally, I leaned back, unsure of how much I could reveal without tugging at my heartstrings.


    “I don’t blame you for asking. I asked myself, too,” I admitted slowly. “The fireplace and the champagne, along with the fact that he booked the most expensive suite—a penthouse—made me think he was going to propose. He had this beautiful dessert sent up, and rose petals strewn all over the floor…well, it would have been the perfect moment. It really was.” I trailed off, reminiscing about our time together, unable to suppress the sadness and disappointment nagging at the back of my mind.


    “Oh, sweetie.” Her hand clasped around mine, squeezing gently.


    I shrugged as if it didn’t matter, even though it did. “But instead of asking for my hand in marriage, he demanded that I promise not to run away, not even if we separated in the future. As if such a promise would be enough to keep our relationship going for years.” I paused as I remembered his words. Five years, to be more precise. “Needless to say, I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t make that kind of promise.”


    I looked up and almost began to laugh at the way Sylvie’s eyebrows furrowed. Wrinkles didn’t suit her. They made her seem stern, and she didn’t do stern very well.


    “Why?”


    I moistened my lips. “If I make a promise without getting a promise back, I’ll always think that he’s not as invested in the relationship as I am. It makes sense not to give in to his every demand.”


    “So you didn’t do it?” she asked, incredulous, and I realized she wasn’t on my side. “The guy is crazy about you, and he wants the reassurance that you won’t run away.”


    I shook my head, slightly irritated by her response. “You don’t understand. I can’t.”


    “What’s the big deal? Just do it or pretend to. It’s probably only a matter of time until you two get hitched anyway.”


    “Not for the next five years, we’re not.” I grimaced. Just thinking about his words made me feel defeated.


    “Why’s that?”


    “Jett implied that marriage is for the foolish, and…” I waved my head as my words choked me. When the barista brought us our cappuccinos, I plastered a fake smile on my face to hide my emotions.


    “He said that to you? Just like that?” Sylvie leaned back in shock.


    “Not directly, no.” I shook my head again and watched the barista depart. “He pointed out that he feels it takes that long to get to know someone, so I don’t expect a marriage will happen anytime soon. But…” I looked up, ignoring the aching burn in my heart as I considered my words.


    “But what?” Sylvie prodded impatiently.


    I let out a frustrated sigh, then pretended to take a sip of the hot beverage, when all I wanted was the warmth to comfort my cold hands. The cup took the chill out of my fingers, but the warmth didn’t reach the freezing sensation settling around my heart. “I’m pregnant…and to be honest, I can’t really wait that long. Call me old-fashioned, but I need more. I need some sort of assurance that we’ll last. A little more proof that we’re in it for the long haul and not just for fun.”


    I eyed the liquid in my cup. Before I met Jett, my life had been dark in so many ways: impenetrable. Unforeseeable. Always filled with the need to stay awake, out of fear that my nightmares might just become real. Now things were different, and I couldn’t help but wonder how my life would turn out if he ever left. Because a breakup was a possibility, what with my body changing in the coming months and the child demanding all of our attention. And even if he still found me attractive after I gained too much baby weight in all the wrong places, what if the years would pass us by and Jett continued to shy away from any sort of official commitment? Where would that leave me?


    “You could propose to him, you know,” Sylvie suggested. “Many women do it nowadays. All we’d need is a ring.”


    I snorted.


    Granted, it wouldn’t have been a bad idea…under different circumstances. Maybe if I were dating a guy who didn’t mean so much to me. But I would never propose to someone like Jett, because a rejection from him would break my heart.


    “It’d be pointless,” I mumbled. “He’s had more women than he can count.”


    “So? He has you now. Who cares about before?”


    “Well, I do,” I whispered. “It just proves that someone like him doesn’t commit easily. He said his past doesn’t matter, that I’m the exception, the only woman he’s ever loved.”


    “Sounds romantic,” Sylvie cut in.


    “Sounds like bullshit, coming from someone who doesn’t like to be tied down.” When Sylvie inclined her head, clearly unconvinced, I continued, “Did it ever occur to you that he might only be asking for that absurd promise because I’m pregnant and he just wants the child in his life?”


    For a second, we stared at each other in silence.


    It was only when Sylvie’s gaze fell on the necklace that I remembered how much Jett cared for me. He did his best to make me happy. Just because he had his personal views on official, legal commitment, it shouldn’t matter if he and I got married or not, as long as we stayed together. I suddenly realized I was being too harsh on him. Instinctively, I touched the pendant, and guilt washed over me for wanting so much of him when he already did more than anyone had ever done before.


    “I’m sorry,” I whispered in a feeble attempt to conceal my inner thoughts. “I shouldn’t think of him that way. He’s trying so hard to make it work that I have no right to judge him.”


    Sylvie grabbed my hand again. “It doesn’t matter. It’s how you feel. And I totally get you, Brooke.” Her voice came so low that I wasn’t sure I heard her right.


    “You do?” I asked, surprised.


    “Yes. In some crazy way, I do.” Sylvie smiled and squeezed my hand again. “It’s your right to have wishes and dreams. We all have them. It’s what makes us who we are—susceptible, stupid, and blind. But love gives us hope to live another day.”


    That was why I loved Sylvie. She never judged me, but more importantly, she understood where I was coming from—at least most of the time.


    “I’m not really an expert in relationships. You, of all people, should know that,” Sylvie said. That was true. She was anything but a relationship guru. In fact, she usually shied away from them like the plague.


    “But I know this. Marriage is not such a big deal,” she continued. “People think that once they’re married, problems won’t ever arise, but the truth is, there’s always work to be done, marriage license or not. Two people can be married and still not be committed to each other. But then two people can be committed and happy without having to be married. My point is…you don’t need a ring to prove that your love is real, because marriage doesn’t give your relationship a day off work. It doesn’t make it easier or give you the happiness you should find within yourself.”


    “So, what do you advise?”


    She hesitated before she proceeded warily. “Since Jett’s your first real relationship, I say you should throw caution out the window. Just go with it, and stop being overcautious.”


    “Great.” I sucked in my lower lip. “I’m overcautious, and he’s overprotective. What a perfect combination.”


    “Better a careful combination than nothing at all,” she said. “At least Jett wants to know how you are and what you do.”


    Was that bitterness talking?


    Her tone made me look up, and something passed between us. It was just a moment, but it was enough to know what that look meant.


    “Has Kenny called?” I asked, treading carefully.


    “I wish.” Sylvie smirked. “But it’s not the end of the month yet, so he might decide to.”


    I nodded encouragingly as I tried to conjure Kenny’s face before my eyes. Just like Jett, he was sexy, tattooed, and had trouble written all over his forehead. The two of them were best friends. On the few occasions when I had met Kenny, he had been distant, taciturn even, so it came as no surprise that I barely knew anything about him.


    “I’m sorry,” I said when Sylvie remained silent, playing with the spoon.


    “Don’t be.”


    “He probably has a good excuse.”


    “More like a lame one.” She checked her cell phone and shrugged. “You’re so fortunate, Brooke. Your lucky stars have sent you a good guy. Knowing my crappy luck, my soulmate is probably some loser who’s too busy playing video games to find me. In all seriousness, though, I’d rather have your problems than be stuck with a guy who doesn’t have time for a relationship. Trust me, I’d rather be in a relationship with the prospect of getting married in five years than in one with a status saying indefinitely undefined.”
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    There was something depressing in knowing Sylvie was unlucky in her love life when I was the one with the perfect boyfriend. Okay, Jett wasn’t perfect. He had the perfect body, the perfect dimples. He knew how to give me mind-blowing orgasms, and he was sexy as hell, but he wasn’t perfect…because he hadn’t proposed yet.


    If he’d just go down on one knee and ask, with a ring in his hand or not—I sure wouldn’t mind as long as he just asked—he’d be more than perfect. He’d be a dream come true, because nothing sucked more than being untied and raising a child alone, all while being deep in a financial pothole.


    “Things will change, Sylvie,” I assured her in the most serious and convincing tone I could muster. “If it doesn’t work out with Kenny, someday, somewhere, someone will come knocking on your door and blow you away.”


    “Hopefully sooner rather than later, while I still look young and I can get them young. There’s no way I want to be an old cougar,” Sylvie said, trying her best to infuse some humor into the situation. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay. As I’ve always been. I just need to go on a few more dates.”


    “I’m not saying you should give up on Kenny yet.”


    “I wasn’t planning to.” She smiled, tilting her head. “But I’m also not giving up my partying ways. If he isn’t here most of the time, and can’t be bothered to call, I’m not wasting my time waiting for Prince I-Can’t-Care. I’m keeping my options open. So, for the time being, he might just have to share me with others.” She touched my arm lightly, and her chirpy voice began to reflect her worry.


    “Brooke, I totally get your fear with Jett. But it will be Thanksgiving soon, and your mom still doesn’t know about him. She doesn’t even know that you’re pregnant, for that matter. Maybe you should stop thinking about marriage and instead start worrying about how to tell her. You can’t avoid her for the rest of your life, you know.”


    Oh crap. Mom.


    Double-crap.


    Think of all the explanations and endless interrogations I would have to endure.


    Obviously, I hadn’t forgotten to tell my mom about Jett and the pregnancy. I had just pretended to myself I could pull it off, that there would be plenty of time later. Simply put, I had been postponing the inevitable.


    My temples began to throb. I hated being questioned, and in this instance my mother wasn’t so different from Sylvie, maybe even a little worse. The questions would start at as soon as my mother realized I had found a new job and inherited an Italian estate, which had been the home of a kinky sex club. Then she would go on about me dating my boss, who just so happened to be the father of my unborn child.


    Try to explain that to someone who insisted you had to drown in endless motherly love. Someone once said that a mother’s love is unconditional. I wasn’t so sure that applied to my mom, but the point was: too many incredible things had happened—incredible as in over the top or impossible to believe—and I had no idea where to start.


    First, like any mother, she’d worry about my mental well-being, and suggest that I move back in with her. Second, she would ask so many questions that I’d end up having a headache for the rest of the year. And third, she’d judge the fact that Jett and I weren’t married and yet we were having a baby.


    “I won’t say anything to her if you don’t,” Sylvie said conspiratorially, “but surely you realize the moment the baby’s born it might just be too late?” Now she was making fun of me. I grimaced but said nothing.


    “Oh, for crying out loud.” Sylvie rolled her eyes in mock annoyance. “Just keep it simple, and tell her over the phone so you can hang up and blame it on a bad connection.”


    “It’s not that easy.” I took another sip of my now lukewarm cappuccino and began to trace the edge of the cup with my fingertip. “It needs to be done in a public place, where she won’t dare throw a hissy fit. You know her. If she doesn’t like Jett, she’ll be upfront about it, and I can’t have her insulting him.”


    I knew she would; after my father’s death, she lost all trust in the male population…and people in general.


    “You mean like the one time she told me I’ve got no talent for karaoke?” Sylvie grinned.


    “Yes, and I was mortified.” I cringed inwardly.


    My mother had an honesty about her that could pierce even the sturdiest of all armors. Granted, Sylvie was a little tone-deaf, but no one had the right to tell her that. With Jett, it’d probably be a little worse, her honesty more brutal, because there was a difference between sexiness and being pretty. With sexiness came power, which my mother equated to breaking a woman’s heart. Jett had that particular look about him, that impressive confidence and sexy charisma that screamed sex god, and I doubted he could play those down.


    “Besides, she lives in Philadelphia now, so I can’t even pretend I don’t have the time to drive over.”


    “Tina moved to Pennsylvania?” Sylvie asked, faking surprise.


    In truth, it wasn’t that much of a surprise. My mother moved around a lot, depending on the guy she was dating.


    “When?”


    “About a month ago.” I let out an exasperated sigh. “You know her. New guy, new place.”


    Sylvie let out a laugh, and I couldn’t help but join in. Years ago, my mother had been different, but after my father’s death, she had sworn off any sort of commitment—an attitude I had adopted before I met Jett.


    “Who’s the lucky guy this time?” Sylvie asked.


    I shrugged, signaling that I had no idea and no wish to find out either. She wouldn’t be holding on to the new flavor of the month long enough to make it worth remembering his name. “I think he’s Scottish.”


    “Another one?” Sylvie eyes bulged. “That’s the fourth in a row. Seems like she favors them. You know, you could ask Jett to fib a little about his ancestry.”


    “Don’t exaggerate. There have only been two.” I bit my lip to stop my laughter, but failed. “And Jett couldn’t pull off a Scottish accent if his life depended on it. He can barely hide that Southern drawl.”


    Sylvie’s lips twitched. “Can you imagine him saying ‘Yer little bloody scud, yer aff yer heid’?”


    I almost choked on my laughter. Sylvie was great at imitating accents, and in particular British ones, which she had picked up on family vacations.


    “You should be an actress,” I said. “You’re so good that I didn’t even get half of what you just said.”


    “Yeah, I should, even though my family would probably disown me. You know how old-fashioned they are.”


    Sylvie’s entire family was not just old-fashioned, but also wealthy. Old money. That was one of the few things I knew about them, because Sylvie never talked about her past.


    “There’s always YouTube,” I said. “You could make a lot of money with parodies, and they’d probably never find out.”


    We chatted some more, until Sylvie checked the time and grimaced.


    “Shoot,” she said. “I wish I could stay, but work’s calling. Got to look at some fucked-up reports.”


    “Oh.”


    I watched her get up and squeeze into her expensive coat before handing me a brown paper bag. “I’ve brought you your mail. Someone named Judy—or June or Julie or something like that…” She snapped her fingers in thought, then gave up. “Anyway, whatever her name, she’s been calling a lot. She said she needs you to get back to her as soon as possible.” Sylvie pointed at the bag again. “There’s a letter from her in there.”


    “Thanks.”


    It was already after 3 p.m. when Sylvie leaned in to give me a friendly kiss on the cheek. “Call me if you need anything.”


    “I will.” As I watched her leave, I felt a strange coldness creeping up my body again.
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    After Sylvie was gone, I turned my attention to the stack of letters and hope surged through me. Whoever contacted me via email, might work at the legal firm, and might have sent me a letter to tell me more about the offer I had received for the Lucazzone estate. Leaning back, I began to sort through them.


    Among the letters was a stunning fuchsia envelope, decorated with glitter, lace, and a satin ribbon, which I could only assume was another invitation to a college friend’s wedding.


    Lucky girl.


    I banished the dark, envious thoughts that were still lurking in the back of my mind and pushed the envelope back in the bag, then went through the usual brochures and ads next—anything but the frighteningly white envelopes that looked way too familiar. Eventually, I finished sifting through the meaningless stuff. When I didn’t find a letter that carried the Wighton & Harley logo, I had no choice but to turn my attention to the ones that mattered.


    Even though I told myself there was nothing to worry about, my pulse started to race as I tore open the first letter and my eyes scanned the writing down to the bottom, where it was signed by a Judith Altenberg. I figured she was the woman who had called.


    


    Miss Stewart,


    After repeated attempts to contact you, I’m asking you to get in touch with me in regard to your missing payments over the past few months. Your overdraft has exceeded the limit, and we can no longer allow withdrawals. Your total debt has accumulated to a total of $49,867, and…


    


    I stared at the number, stunned and paralyzed, unable to continue reading.


    Fifty thousand dollars of debt.


    And that was just the money I owed to the bank.


    One bank.


    Oh God!


    How the heck did I—a twenty-three-year-old with a baby on the way—owe that much to a bank? But even as I asked myself the question, I knew the answer. I wasn’t born rich. Living and studying in New York City had been expensive. There had never been another option but to take out loans to fund my college education and to keep myself afloat. After finishing my education, I went through nine months of unemployment, during which I maxed out all my credit cards, then ended up working for Sunrise Properties with a salary that barely covered rent and food. When Jett hired me, he offered me twice what I had made before. But with a new job came the need for a new wardrobe and other expenses in order to fit into Jett’s world.


    I shook my head grimly.


    Fifty thousand dollars was almost the price of a brand new car, something I desperately needed to replace my beloved Volvo, which had served me well, but it was now becoming a bit too unpredictable.


    It was almost as much as Jett had paid with a single swipe of his card for a weekend at the TRIO hotel.


    Dread threatened to choke me as I opened the second letter with shaking hands. Then the third and then another one. They were all reminders of my debts and student loans, accumulating to a whopping...


    Ninety…


    What!?


    Ninety thousand dollars of debt.


    My mind froze, and for a moment, I thought I might just throw up all over the floor.


    What did you think, stupid? That your money problems would go away just because you have a well-paying job now? That not picking up the mail would make the bills vanish?


    I felt physically sick, as if someone had just punched me twice in the stomach and left me lying on a cold floor, only to return with a truck, ready to run me over.


    I had worked so hard all my life. Why couldn’t life just give me a break?


    In one angry motion, I balled the letters up, and pushed them across the table, as far away from me as possible. Even with my new promotion and the great bonus package, it’d take me forever to repay all of those loans while I struggled to keep my head above water. I buried my head in my hands and took deep breaths, but they didn’t do much to calm me.


    There were some possibilities, a few other options, like asking Jett for help. Or trying to find a way to change Alessandro Lucazzone’s will and sell the property I had inherited in Italy. According to Jett’s lawyers, the estate would begin to incur annual property costs and taxes, starting the following year. Only—even if I managed to find a clause that allowed me to sell the property—I didn’t want to touch money that didn’t really belong to me.


    But the worst part was that Jett had no idea about my money problems. No one knew, because I was too ashamed to admit it even to myself, let alone to those who cared about me.


    The sinking hole wasn’t getting smaller. If anything, I felt as though it was about to swallow me up whole. No matter what, I had to find a feasible solution.


    Maybe start my own business?


    I groaned inwardly at the thought. That would require another, bigger loan for starting capital, and my credit score was already scary as hell. Sell some personal items?


    Maybe…but what?


    I had nothing valuable, except for a few pairs of boots and some business attire that had seen more work than a lumberjack.


    I snorted at my brain-dead ideas.


    It wasn’t just that most my clothes were old. I had been borrowing clothes from Sylvie for years and couldn’t possibly sell the few new items I had bought with my last paycheck.


    Asking my mother, who had debts of her own to pay off, was out of the question. Asking Sylvie, after she had been covering a larger portion of the rent for years (she always insisted) to help me out, was unacceptable. I realized that asking Jett for help was out of the question, too, even though ninety thousand dollars would have probably been like ninety bucks for him. He might be the rich boyfriend, who wouldn’t even notice that kind of money missing from his account, but asking him would be like admitting that I was poor, and that I didn’t fit into his world. Besides, I refused to be dependent on Jett; the only thing worse than being single or desperate was to owe a man. I couldn’t live with the guilt and the shame, and especially not with the knowledge that, at some point, he might start to resent me or to look down on me. I didn’t want money or lack thereof to define me.


    The icy knot in my stomach intensified at the thought of having no means to fully provide for my child while I kept pretending to everyone that life couldn’t be better. Sooner or later, with all the expensive trips Jett insisted on taking and his need for a lavish lifestyle, he was bound to notice that I couldn’t keep up with him. And what would his rich and famous friends and clients think of me? Probably that I was a gold-digger, using him for his money.


    I shuddered at the idea of anyone thinking that. It had been hard pretending to Jett that in my free time, I was going shopping when all the while I spent my time with things I could afford, like reading the free newspapers, talking free walks, and chatting for free with Sylvie via Skype. Basically, all things that were free. Sooner or later, he was bound to notice.


    There was no question whether I wanted to grow up. I literally had to, and quick, if I was going to solve my problems. If I just knew how.


    I drew a long breath and let it out slowly, but my heart continued to slam into my ribs. My stomach was still a frozen mess, and my brain frantically searched for a solution. Maybe I could discard all the letters and pretend I never received them for the sake of calming myself, because obviously stress wasn’t good for the baby. Come to think of it, it wasn’t such a bad idea. I could leave them on the table or trash them outside. Once they were gone, it would be like they never existed, and I could pretend for once that I didn’t have the problems I had. That would give me both the clarity and the time needed to figure out my next move.


    Or maybe, if I prayed hard enough, the banks might just make a mistake and transfer a huge sum of money from someone else’s account into mine, which would help me gain more time to repay them, say in fifty years.


    I sighed inwardly.


    God, that would be so cool…but immensely unlikely. As in entirely impossible.


    From the periphery of my eyes, I noticed the barista inching closer to my table. I looked up and found her gazing at me with a worried expression on her face. She wasn’t much older than me. Her glossy black hair was held together by a girly red flower clip, and her nametag read “Thalia.”


    “Everything okay?” she asked.


    I hated that question. More often than not, it required the need to lie, and I didn’t want to. Not today. Not when I was hormonal.


    Biting my lip, I smiled, even though I doubted I could fool anyone.


    “The coffee’s great. Thanks.”


    “I wasn’t talking about the coffee,” Thalia said, definitely not fooled.


    Instant shame burned through me at the thought that she presumed I was on the verge of having a mental breakdown and might be about to cause her trouble in her place of work. I wondered how scary it must be to encounter an apparently mentally unstable customer who liked to crumple letters and throw them across the table. She clearly feared she might have to kick me out, or that I’d throw a hissy fit—or worse.


    “I’ve seen better days.” I smiled again and waved my hand dismissively, as though almost one hundred grand in debt wasn’t a big deal. “But don’t worry. I’ll be gone in a minute.” I stuffed the letters inside my bag and reached for my coat.


    Only, too late.


    “Look, I don’t mean to pry, but I just thought…if you need work, we can always use an extra hand around here during the week from one to five.” She pointed at the cashier. “She’s the manager. I’m sure she’ll give you the job if you tell her you’re in trouble.”


    I stared at Thalia, open-mouthed. “How did you know?”


    She pointed at my bag. “It wasn’t hard to guess. I have experience with that kind of mail, and the red ‘final notice’ warnings on the paper made it pretty clear, even from across the room.” She paused to watch my expression.


    I just nodded, too shocked and embarrassed to say anything.


    She took a deep breath and continued, “What I’m trying to say is I know how plain annoying banks can be. A job here might help.”


    For a few seconds, I remained stunned. My smile turned bitter as I realized that even a second job as a barista or waitress wouldn’t solve my problems.


    “I really appreciate the offer. It’s just…” I moistened my lips, carefully considering my words so I wouldn’t offend her kindness. “Well, I’m already working full-time with more unpaid hours than I can count. Even if I had the extra time to work a second job, it wouldn’t pay enough to repay my student loans.”


    “I see.” She scanned our surroundings quickly, as though to make sure no one was sitting close enough to hear us, and then she turned back to me with a facial expression I couldn’t decipher. “You need more money? I know how you could repay your loan quickly, without having to quit your job.”


    I narrowed my eyes at the word “quickly.” I didn’t like quick. Quick was never good because, for some reason, I associated it with danger and illegal activities, such as robbing a bank. Unfortunately, my curiosity was piqued, if only to know what she was getting at.


    “How?”


    “You’re a pretty girl, and I know someone who needs a pretty face.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, which didn’t help diminish my suspicion at all. “It’s a good job. All you have to do is pose for photo shoots.”


    I frowned. “Shoots?” I asked in disbelief. “Are you talking about modeling?”


    “Yeah.” She smiled. After another quick glance behind her, she slid into the seat opposite from mine and leaned forward. “Sexy, provocative photo shoots. All you have to do is pose and look pretty. Consider it freelance work; basically a bonus that pays as much as three jobs would here,” she said, pointing around her.


    I almost choked on my coffee at the word “provocative.”


    Okay. Not a dangerous job—just…indecent.


    It was almost as bad as I thought.


    I couldn’t possibly pose naked. For one thing, I didn’t possess that kind of confidence, and for another, my body was currently going through major changes. I figured no one wanted to see those.


    “I’m not really comfortable going nude,” I said.


    “Heard that one before.” Thalia laughed out loud before her voice dropped to a whisper again. “I’ll be honest with you. Obviously, nude shoots will make the most money in this profession, but that wasn’t what I meant. I’m talking more along the lines of working as a pin-up girl.”


    “Oh.” My mind conjured up pretty girls dressed in fifties garb, dangling on a swing, maybe even leaning against a vintage car.


    Thalia nodded again, and a glimmer of enthusiasm flickered in her eyes. “It’s really great. The photographer picks the costumes. You get to wear them, and all you have to do is pose and have fun. In a way, you become art. With your looks, you could easily pull it off.”


    Unconsciously, I smoothed the hem of my dress. It didn’t sound bad at all, but her compliments made me a bit self-conscious. “Why would you think that?”


    “You’re sexy and young, without being obtrusive. You have curves in all the right places. My boss goes for that feminine shape, sometimes even big.”


    Big?


    Had she just called me fat? I stared at her, both impressed and intimidated by her honesty.


    “The official casting was last Monday, but maybe Grayson will consider giving you a test shoot if I talk to him and explain your situation. If he hires you, he’ll pay between two and five hundred dollars an hour. And if you’re really good and in high demand, you can make up to two grand per shoot, maybe even more.”


    My eyes popped wide open.


    Holy shit.


    I had always thought models weren’t paid well. Two thousand dollars an hour was insane.


    “That much?” It was more a statement than a question.


    “I know! It’s awesome, right?” Thalia’s face lit up with enthusiasm.


    I had no clue if her euphoria was because she loved her job that much or if the idea of helping me appealed to her. That just brought up the question as to why she wanted to help me and if the job was really as simple as she made it out to be. Regarding her for a moment, I took in her flawless, light brown skin, perfect makeup, young facial features with brown, almond-shaped eyes, and the way she had professionally styled her hair. She wasn’t just a beautiful woman with a curvy body and dimples whenever she smiled; she was also someone who cared a great deal about her appearance. I wondered if I could be like her, not just to feel better about my pregnancy, but also to solve my financial problems in the process.


    “If you don’t mind me asking,” I began, smoothing my hair back slowly, “why are you still working here if modeling pays so well?”


    For a moment, she looked away, as though she was considering whether to tell me the truth. “Quitting here isn’t an option. My youngest brother has leukemia. We need every extra dollar for his bone marrow transplant. Besides, there’s also the health insurance I get here.”


    “I’m sorry about your brother. I had no idea,” I said, feeling awful for prying into her personal business.


    Thalia shrugged. “I don’t mind working two jobs. I like it here. I get to meet interesting people, like you.” She smiled gently. “Two years ago, I never thought I’d be a pin-up girl, but I was miles in debt and had a hard time finding a job that would allow me to take care of my family. Then I met Grayson, and he asked if he could photograph me. It was either that or…” She trailed off, leaving the rest to my imagination. “I had no choice but to take it. The offers come irregularly, but when they do, the pay is better than anything else I could be doing, because Grayson is well known in the industry, and his photos are always in high demand. Is modeling something you can envision yourself doing?”


    I blinked at the sudden question addressed at me.


    “To be honest, I’m not sure,” I said, my thoughts running wild. “I’ve never considered it.”


    Not least because I most certainly didn’t have model measurements. In fact, I was far from it. Besides, I didn’t really know what pin-up girls did, and I had never posed for art.


    “You don’t really need to have a talent for it, but you do need to be natural. Like I said, you’re basically paid to stand around looking sexy. Makeup and clothes will take care of the rest,” Thalia said. “I’m heading over to meet with Grayson after my shift. Why don’t you join me? I suggest you have a look around, see what I do, if you like it. Then you can make up your mind.”


    I had to admit: a modeling job that could pay so much without me having to take my clothes off was tempting. It wasn’t a bad idea at all, especially if I just had to stand around while being paid for it. I figured whatever I made could go toward my loan repayments. In my position—what with me working long hours for Jett’s company while being pregnant—I didn’t have a lot of choices. Besides, the sooner I got out of debt, the faster I could reach my independence. Feel and be free.


    But was I really model material?


    Even as I asked myself the question, my heart lurched with fright. I hated being on display, and even more being the center of attention. The job was probably not even half as good as Thalia made it out to be. And even if this Grayson guy offered me the job, how would Jett react? Then again, what if it was the solution to all my problems?


    My mind was spinning with options, and my heart thumped harder at the prospect of leaving all my financial troubles behind me, of breaking free from the chains of debt. Thalia’s enthusiasm was definitely contagious, and as she said, I had time to decide. I could accompany her and see where it took me. But Jett could be back any minute, and if I wasn’t there, he’d start asking questions. The modeling gig had to wait, at least for the time being.


    “Do you mind if I give it some thought?” I asked. “Today’s just not a good day.”


    “Sure. Take your time.” Thalia retrieved a pen from her pocket, and wrote down some numbers on the note along with her name, then passed it to me.


    “Call me whenever you’re ready.” She got up and reached out her hand. “I’m Thalia, by the way. What’s your name?”


    After everything that had happened in my life, I didn’t like questions. They felt personal as if answers demanded to give up pieces of oneself; as if revealing the hidden parts of oneself, handing over the key to one’s world, giving people permission to take what wasn’t theirs. They were an invasion of personal space, and as such had to be avoided at all costs.


    “Jenna,” I lied, choosing my sister’s name. The moment the word left my lips, I wished I could take it back. Only, it was too late to admit that I had chosen to pretend I was someone else.


    She shook my hand. “Jenna, I know we don’t know each other, but I know this. If you decide to work with Grayson, you won’t regret it. I can promise you that.”


    I wasn’t so sure about that as I watched her depart with the same steady steps, ready to serve the next customer.


    Jenna kept echoing in my head. From all the forenames I could have chosen, why the hell did I go with my dearly departed sister’s name? As I gathered the remaining letters and stuffed them into my bag, I realized giving Jenna’s name had seemed like a good idea in order to protect my own identity. But not so when her face still haunted my dreams. My sister was the one thing that had kept me going all these past years, when the journey had become rough. Her memory had also been the one thing that had kept me caged and frightened, wary and alone…until I met Jett. But it was that one simple wish—a thought, a need—to bring her killer to justice that would eventually release my soul from the pain of losing her, and set me free.


    Then, finally, the healing could start.
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    Thalia barely paid me another glance when I grabbed my coat and handbag, and headed out into the cold to make my way back to the hotel. As the chilly air seeped under my coat and cooled my head, my wits slowly returned.


    Seriously, what had I been thinking?


    Modeling to solve my debt problems?


    Really?


    The longer I walked, the more the idea seemed ludicrous, conjuring all kinds of images in my head, like creepy men and money scams. By the time I reached the hotel, I was convinced that Thalia received a commission for finding gullible girls and reeling them in. People didn’t just help others unless they had a heart of gold—and let’s face it, the world wasn’t exactly full of those. Most people had ulterior motives or selfish agendas, and Thalia was probably one of them. I had read about one of the dirty sides of the modeling business; the one that operated under the pretense of offering great jobs, right after one paid for having an expensive portfolio created. Once the money was paid, the jobs would never roll in. Thalia had been as convincing as a trained salesperson, but I wasn’t about to fall for any tricks. When something sounded too good to be true, it probably was.


    I entered the gigantic lobby and stopped, considering whether to head upstairs to the penthouse and try to open the locked suitcase or head for the shops and buy something to wear and surprise Jett at the office…when I remembered that my credit cards were maxed out.


    Dammit.


    “Welcome to reality, Stewart,” I mumbled.


    Not only were my debts messing with my life; they were also ruining my chance to buy something sexy and new, if only to feel better.


    I never thought I’d miss my old room resembling a matchbox, but a few weeks into living with Jett and seeing his walk-in closet, which was larger than an entire store department, and I felt like asking Sylvie to let me move back into our tiny abode, just so I could pick and choose from her stuffed-to-the-brim wardrobe. Sylvie had so much stuff—thanks to her family’s platinum VISA card—that she hardly remembered what was in her closet. Such a surplus would have come in handy at the moment, if only to get out of the dress I was wearing.


    I had almost reached the elevator when I noticed a redhead dressed in black heading in my direction. I recognized her as the receptionist who had greeted me upon my arrival the day before.


    “Miss Stewart?” she said.


    I nodded.


    She handed me a large envelope. “This letter was left for you an hour ago.”


    “Thanks.” I watched her walk off, her dress shoes click-clacking across the marble floor, before I turned my attention to the envelope. There was no address; not even a room number. Only a name, printed in capital letters:


    BROOKE STEWART.


    My heart pounded in my chest. Apart from Jett and Sylvie, no one knew where to find me. I figured it had to be from Jett, even though he could have just called me instead.


    Was he trying to surprise me with yet another game?


    He could be quite creative when it came to our sex life. But, even for his standards, this felt a little surprising, and for some reason all I could think of was that maybe…just maybe…this was one of those days that would end in a proposal after all.


    Granted, Jett thought marriage should feature in one’s cards only after at least half a decade of dating, but weren’t miracles known for hitting you when you didn’t see them coming? A girl could dream.


    I sighed. If Jett only proposed, I wouldn’t even need a proposal like the ones you see in the movies. I’d take a hand-written note, a hint, or anything at all.


    With shaky hands and a half-smile on my lips, half expecting the cameras to roll on me, I tore the seal open, my heart threatening to jump out of my chest. As I pulled out the sheet of paper, I frowned and eventually my smile died on my lips. A cold shudder ran down my spine.


    Oh, my God.


    That couldn’t be.
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    As I scanned the letter in my hand, another cold shudder ran down my spine and then the shock came slowly in thick, long waves.


    This couldn’t be right. It just…couldn’t be.


    In my hand was a piece of paper titled, “Visitation Log,” and on it was a long list of dates. Disbelief washed over me as I stared at all the times Jett’s name popped up at one and the same address.


    Six weeks.


    Twice weekly.


    In prison.


    Jett had been visiting his brother in prison.


    My heart thudded against my chest as my throat constricted. I didn’t know what to think, what to make of this—of what it was supposed to mean. My pulse raced at the thought of Jett meeting with him, of all people. Sure, he was my boyfriend and my boss, but wasn’t he supposed to tell me this little fact—after everything that had happened?


    I turned the paper in a feeble attempt to find out who had sent the list, and for a second, my heart stopped, and my legs threatened to buckle beneath me as nausea gathered in the pit of my stomach. I stared at the words as if they belonged to another language, but there was no mistake. Right there, it clearly stated—in black and white:


    Freed, on the grounds of a lack of evidence.


    It had been signed two days prior and stated that Jonathan Mayfield, who was known to everyone as Nate, was to be released within twenty-four hours. That placed his release the previous day—which was right when Jett and I had arrived at the TRIO hotel.


    Gripping the wall for support, I closed my eyes and inhaled a deep breath, but the air felt stuffy, as if it contained no oxygen. I felt so weak that I feared I might just pass out on the spot, and the walls would come crashing down on me.


    “It’s not possible,” I muttered to myself.


    That just wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be because in the past few weeks I had not once considered the possibility. Of all the things I had feared, his immediate release had featured nowhere in my mind, nor in my imagination, not even in my nightmares. My hands were shaking so hard I had to ball them into fists. The magnitude of the words hung heavy in the air.


    The sword of Damocles dangling from a thin thread above my head.


    Fear and anger threatened to choke the life out of me as I read those words over and over again in the hopes they might somehow dissipate into a figment of my imagination if I begged them long enough.


    Jett’s brother, Nate, was free—the very man who had kidnapped me, hurt me with the intention to kill me, and then had sent Jett’s father into a coma. In my mind, I could see the images happening in slow motion: Nate holding a knife to my throat, the blade slowly penetrating the thin barrier that was my skin. He was a monster, a cold-blooded killer with a sick need to inflict pain.


    How the fuck could Jett visit him?


    He might not care about how I felt about Nate, but what about the things Nate had done to his own father? And, most importantly, why did they release Nate?


    My fingers gripped the paper so hard it crumbled in my hand.


    It wasn’t so much the pain of the past, of what had happened, of knowing that Jett could still face this man, but the shock at the realization of what might now lie ahead, of what I had been hoping would never repeat itself. I had been trying to forget and run from the past for so long that it had taken every ounce of my willpower not to let things get to me. And now a serial killer was a free man.


    My God!


    Nate might be after me this very minute, eager to get his revenge for all the trouble I had caused. The evidence I had found was supposed to tie him down for a lifetime. That they let him go didn’t make sense. Unless Nate had connections, someone who helped him find a loophole.


    A killer who had run an illicit club.


    And now he could continue with his previous crime spree—raping innocents, killing for sport like a hunter would chase after a fox.


    My throat constricted at the thought, and the trembling in my limbs intensified. As the black pit from my past slowly opened beneath my feet, threatening to engulf me once again, I realized my past efforts to control my fear had been in vain. Suddenly, the shiny marble floors of the TRIO hotel didn’t look relaxing at all. They looked like they were about to crack like stones.


    Was it possible that Jett didn’t know about his brother’s release?


    Possibly, but not likely.


    He’d visited him so often. Surely someone would have told him during one of his regular visits. He had to have known it. Anything else wouldn’t make any sense.


    With the envelope clutched to my chest, I rushed to the front desk. The receptionist was summarizing the hotel’s amenities to two guests.


    “Who sent this?” I asked, cutting in front of them, hardly able to contain my voice. Even to my ears, I sounded hysterical. Knowing this, I tried again, this time calmer. “You gave me this envelope.” My voice still trembled with shock as I showed her the envelope. “Someone left it for me. Who was it?”


    She stared at me for a moment, confused, and then her eyes widened as recognition crossed her face. My heart pounded so hard I feared it might be about to burst.


    “It was left for you this morning, ma’am.” She turned to a man to her right. “I wasn’t here, but my colleague was.”


    From the way he was standing, rigidly observing the entire situation, I concluded that her colleague was actually her superior.


    He stroked his beard and shook his head slowly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see anyone. It was given to one of the bellboys, who delivered it to the desk. I’m afraid the sender left no name,” he said in a deep voice.


    The female receptionist nodded and turned back to me, repeating the man’s words. “I’m sorry.” She then turned her attention back to the couple, apologizing for the disruption.


    I stared at her. Under different circumstances, I would have complained that they weren’t more forthcoming. But seeing that I was the one disrupting their service to the guests, and they were just trying to do their jobs, I mumbled weakly to the waiting couple, “I’m sorry,” and then walked away.


    Once I reached the elevators, I stopped, unable to ignore the rising panic inside me. Leaning against the cold tile wall, I stared at the envelope, unsure of what to do. Someone had wanted to deliver a message. Their mission had been accomplished.


    Did it really matter where or who it came from?


    Whoever sent it had wanted to tip me off, all the while choosing to stay anonymous. I figured the person was someone who knew Jett well; someone who was familiarized with Jett’s working schedule, and probably knew Nate, too, which wasn’t so surprising. Before his incarceration, Nate had been on the board of Mayfield Realties. That the sender knew where to find me bothered me, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I needed to talk with Jett. Until then, none of it was going to make sense.


    I speed-dialed his number and waited. The line rang until it went to voicemail.


    Pressing my hands back into fists, I couldn’t stop another wave of anger from gushing through me. Couldn’t he sense my distress? Jett usually picked up on the second ring, unless he was in a meeting or conference, which, I assumed, had to be the case.


    I stashed my phone back in my handbag, only to pull it out a minute later. I didn’t know what made me punch in one of the assistant’s number. I reckoned it was out of desperation and the knowledge that doing something—anything—was better than doing nothing. As the phone kept ringing and I waited for her to pick up, I prayed that the message in my hand was nothing but a joke, some kind of stupid, thoughtless prank, and Jett would set it straight.


    Emma picked up on the second ring.


    “It’s Brooke,” I said by means of introduction. “I need to speak with Jett, please.”


    There was a short pause before Emma answered in her usual snobby tone. “He’s off work until Wednesday, as you know.”


    I blinked several times in succession. Of course I knew that tiny detail…only he had cut short our weekend to return to work, and that was a detail she should have known.


    “He’s not there?” I asked, incredulously.


    “No, Brooke, he’s not.” Emma’s voice was thick with sarcasm. “Aren’t you supposed to be on a vacation together?”


    Was that a hint of glee I detected?


    I clamped my mouth shut to keep back a venomous remark. The woman was full of contempt, and it wasn’t just a personal issue she had with me. She had once dated Robert Mayfield, Jett’s father, and for some reason, she had the impression that it somehow entitled her to be bitchy. The tension between us had always been thick as smoke. For a long moment, I pondered if she could have been the one who sent me the envelope, if the glee I detected in her voice actually stemmed from her delight at me being in the dark while she held all the cards.


    Since I wasn’t sure, I decided to proceed carefully.


    “We are. It’s just…” I paused, grasping for words. “Jett wants to know if everything’s fine.”


    She paused, her hesitation palpable.


    “I see.” Not even pretending to hide her disappointment, she heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Let me check.”


    Papers shuffled audibly in the background, and then the line fell completely silent. For a moment, I wondered if she had put me on hold, keeping me waiting on purpose. The seconds stretched on forever, until I was sure Emma would never return.


    Finally, something rustled in the background. Candy? Last time I had checked, the candy bowl had been in the lobby sixty stories down, which meant my gut feeling had been right. She was keeping me waiting on purpose.


    “Nothing to report,” she said, after what felt like an eternity. “Tell Jett everything’s fine. We’re managing perfectly well without him.”


    I winced as the noise of foil wrappers carried down the line, then a chewing sound echoed in my ear, so loud I had to keep the phone away. It wasn’t hard to imagine Emma chewing with her mouth open. She knew it got to me, and that was my fault. A few weeks earlier, in an attempt to break the ice by having a little chat, I told her that I’d once shared an office with a guy who always distracted me with his noisy eating.


    When I could bear to put the phone back to my ear again, I rolled my eyes and put on the sweetest voice I could muster. “Great. Thank you, and have a good day, Emma.”


    I disconnected before she could answer. As much as Emma’s hellish and childish behavior annoyed me to no end, my thoughts were on something much more grim: Jett wasn’t at work, and I was worried that something bad had happened to him, which might have been the reason why he wasn’t answering his phone.


    By the time I returned to the reception desk, my heart was pumping hard, this time with yet more worry. The redhead gazed at me with a patient expression, as though she had been expecting me. She was probably used to dealing with annoying guests like me.


    “Hi,” I said and smiled sweetly. “Do you happen to know when Mr. Mayfield will be back? We’re staying in the penthouse suite.”


    I almost expected her to shake her head and offer a curt, “No, sorry,” just to brush me off, but instead, she pulled up her eyebrows in recollection.


    “Mr. Mayfield is booked in Conference Room 5A for this afternoon.” She pointed to the open entrance to her right. “Follow the hall, then turn left. You should find him there.”


    I stared at her, open-mouthed, as the images of horror in my head slowly dissipated and turned into something else: red, boiling fury.


    He hadn’t been in an accident. No need to start making calls to all the hospitals in New York City. I couldn’t have been happier about that, but I also couldn’t have been angrier at the newest development in his actual whereabouts.


    “He’s…?” My voice failed me, and for a second I was about to lose it.


    He had been here all along.


    The reality hit me hard and fast, knocking my breath out of my lungs.


    “Conference Room 5A,” the receptionist repeated. “Would you like me to show you the way?”


    She eyed me with sympathy, as if she could sense my distress. Or maybe she was just used to female guests being disappointed by rich men. Either way, she suspected that I’d had a hard day. What she didn’t know, though, was that my day had not just been hard; it had been a living nightmare, and I was worried it was only going to get worse.


    I shook my head in response. “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary.”


    I headed in the direction she had pointed, barely paying attention to the expensive paintings or the polished marble floors. My feet walked fast, as if something was chasing me, as if my life depended on it. In a twisted way, something was chasing me: the past I had hoped would never catch up with me.


    If this is a dream, God, please…please let me wake up.


    The prayer was futile, though, because it wasn’t a dream. No dream I had ever had felt so surreal, yet was real, and I knew I wouldn’t be waking up from this living nightmare, no matter how many times I tried to pinch myself.


    I had a bad feeling about Nate, not least because he was a killer on the loose. Countless questions kept spinning in my mind, all of which I hoped Jett could answer. The sooner I met with him, the faster I could secure the water dam, before the flood burst through and swallowed me whole.


    I crossed the hall and took a left, toward the conference rooms. The area was quiet, almost serene, decorated with huge arrangements of orchids and a plush, red carpet that hushed the sound of my heels.


    Conference Room 5A was the last door to my right. Even before I stopped in front of it, I noticed that the doors were wide open, and it was awfully quiet.


    A rush of disappointment surged through me. No one was inside, meaning the meeting was over. I entered nonetheless, and sat down at the ridiculously huge, round, mahogany table that would have made King Arthur’s knights proud—in ancient business times.


    The faint smell of coffee hit my nostrils, making it clear that the room had been recently occupied. But by whom and why? Who did Jett meet here, and why would he hide it from me?
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    My head was a blurry, spinning mess. So many questions, so few answers, but among them the one question that kept burning inside my mind: why would Jett lie to me about being at the office when he was right here, in the hotel? And, most importantly: why hadn’t he told me that he had been visiting with his brother—the very man who had tried to kill me—in the past few weeks?


    They were little lies, but lies nonetheless. For some reason, I kept thinking that maybe Jett didn’t know his brother had been released.


    It was possible.


    Hard to imagine, but still possible.


    I had to believe that…for the sake of our relationship and our baby.


    However, in the event he had known about it, what prevented him from telling me? My fingers traced the smooth surface of the mahogany table as my mind fought hard to put the pieces together.


    The letter…Nate’s release…Jett’s secrecy.


    Nothing made much sense.


    Unless, of course…


    Another cold shudder ran down my spine. I tried to stop the dark thought before it could invade my mind, but it was too late. My breath came ragged and heavy. The assumption made me sick to the core, and I grasped the edge of the table for support.


    Nate wanted the Italian estate I had inherited, just as Jett had wanted it when he hired me. While the two brothers had different, if not opposite, motives, with Nate greedily wanting it for himself, Jett had just sought to preserve the company reputation and ward off the scandal. Of course that was all before he got to know me better, and fell in love with me, after which he proclaimed he had no interest in it anymore. I once chose to believe him and gave him another chance, trusting that he was on my side.


    But what if I had gotten it all wrong from the beginning. What if…Oh God!


    My fingernails clenched the table, scratching into the finish of the wood as my mind conjured up another option with bigger implications—something that would be awful beyond my wildest dreams.


    I shook my head. The thought was horrible and yet it sounded too plausible to be immediately discarded.


    What if Jett was still after the estate?


    Maybe…when the first plan didn’t work out, he decided to play a new card, a cleverly concealed ruse: gain my trust while pretending that his brother and father were the ones not to be trusted, all the while supporting them, being on their side, fighting for the bad guys, seeing that he and his family had the same goal. After all, some say blood runs thicker than water.


    If that was true, I wasn’t safe anywhere and with no one. I bent forward, rubbing my hands over my knotted stomach.


    No, it couldn’t be true. The mere thought was crazy, utterly insane.


    I had it all wrong.


    I smiled bitterly as waves of nausea rolled through me. If I didn’t put things in check, get them into perspective, I would morph into a compulsive madwoman, unable to decide whom to trust and whom not. Taking deep breaths, I recalled all good reasons why my fears were unfounded:


    First, Jett had saved my life on more than one occasion. Were it not for him, I would have been dead. If he wanted me gone, he could have used one of those opportunities to get rid of me.


    Second, years after leaving the gang, Jett had sought out his former friends to help me.


    Third, there was also the fact that he loved me. He had told me so on numerous occasions. I knew words didn’t always mean much, but when he had said it, I had felt it deep within my heart. Maybe my feelings had betrayed me, but for some reason, I just knew he had spoken the truth. And then there was also that small, unrelated matter: Nate had shot his father. I’d seen it with my own eyes. Surely if it was all a plan, there would be no need to endanger a family member’s life.


    Unless the person was a psycho.


    And Nate was a psycho all the way.


    For a long time, I just sat there, the seconds stretching into minutes while I fought to clear the mist inside my head. Eventually, I came to the conclusion that there had to be a different reason why Jett had not been upfront with me about Nate. I could feel it. I was so close I could almost grasp it—if only I could think clearly and figure out the one piece of information I knew was missing in order to solve the puzzle.


    Under normal circumstances, I could have dealt with anything and anyone. But today I needed a drink, if only to calm down my nerves and get rid of my excruciating headache. I decided it was safe enough. Just one glass of wine, and then I’d return to the suite and wait for Jett to have the talk.


    

  


  
    [image: ]


    


    


    


    


    Clutching the envelope to my chest, I headed for the hotel club, thankful for the fact that it was in walking distance. By the time I arrived, the club was dimly lit and half-full of patrons. I headed straight toward the bar and sat down on a bar stool near a group that looked to be part of a bachelorette party. Clad in my slutty dress and high heels, I blended in perfectly.


    I waited impatiently for the bartender, my finger tapping in the same rhythm as my racing pulse. It was in that moment that I heard a familiar voice saying, “Brooke can’t know about it.”


    I froze instantly, my eyes scanning left and right, though I struggled not to crane my neck or spin around. At first, I thought it was just my imagination, a figment of my creative and anxious mind, but then my eyes fell on him.


    My heart skipped several beats.


    Standing close to the bar, almost obscured by a huge abstract ice sculpture, was Jett. Even in the semidarkness, with the beautiful glass chandeliers hanging so low they almost touched the tables, he stood out with his broad shoulders and dark hair I’d recognize anywhere, anytime.


    Holy mother of pearls.


    What was he doing here? The reasonable thing would have been to get out before he saw me. Only, I wasn’t exactly the reasonable kind.


    The bartender approached me to take my order. I pressed my index finger against my lips, shushing him, then cautiously craned my neck to get a better view.


    Jett was sitting at a table near the bar. Opposite him was a woman, her back turned to me, so I couldn’t see her face. But from the way she leaned forward, gesticulating animatedly, I knew they were having an interesting conversation.


    She seemed to be the only person he was talking to.


    My heart lurched in my chest.


    The picture before me was like poison, killing me softly as it coursed through my body. Self-preservation kicked in, urging me to get away. And yet I found myself inching closer to the monstrous ice statue, thankful for the privacy it provided. It was the only way to catch more than fragments of their conversation; the only way to find out who she was and why Jett was leaning too close to her, hanging on to her every word.


    “You sure this is what you want, Jett?” Her voice was young, maybe twenty-five. It was also deep and sultry. Intimate, I realized. They were calling each other by their first names, clearly knowing each other. I dared to crane my neck just a little bit more, but all I could see was long, black, glossy hair and toned arms.


    “I’m sure.” His voice carried the same determination and stubbornness I had grown to accept from him. “I’ve been waiting for this for a while now, and to be honest, I don’t know a better time.”


    The woman nodded, as though she knew what he was talking about and couldn’t have agreed more. “Because she doesn’t know?”


    “Yes,” Jett said slowly.


    My pulse raced harder.


    Know what? Waiting for what? They were talking about me and thought I didn’t know it. I frowned. After everything I had discovered throughout the course of the day, I didn’t like this one bit, especially the part involving me not knowing. I regarded the woman intently in a desperate attempt to figure out who she was. Dressed in an elegant, golden cocktail dress, she didn’t look like one of Jett’s uptight business associates. They were talking quite openly about me, so I figured she had to be some sort of acquaintance.


    So, a friend. Or maybe…


    I swallowed hard, not allowing the disturbing thought to enter my mind.


    Had he met her by accident, bumped into her on the way back from his business meeting, and she so happened to know about our relationship?


    Maybe she was a friend from college or a client he had met on the job, and now they were discussing the best way to market her property. The explanations sounded plausible enough.


    Silence ensued between them, and for a moment, I wondered if I should show myself; pretend as though I had just entered and spotted them. But then, all of a sudden, she shifted in her seat and ran a hand through her long, black hair, spreading it around her like a beautiful velvet curtain.


    “Do you remember last year?” Her voice dropped so low I could barely discern the words. “You and me?”


    She and him?


    What the fuck was that supposed to mean?


    My blood began to boil as a pang of jealousy hit me with full force.


    This was no mere acquaintance. It didn’t exactly take a genius to figure that one out.


    “Don’t tell me you never miss it, Jett,” she continued.


    My pulse raced faster as I watched Jett’s reaction. Regarding her with an unreadable expression, he was his usual composed self. Seconds passed by. I bit my lip hard, wishing he’d say something—anything that would give away his true thoughts.


    A shrill yelp, followed by female laughter, echoed from my right, startling me. The bachelorette party was slowly coming into full swing. I wished they would just shut up, but my unspoken plea came too late. The woman turned her head in reaction to the drunken squeals, and for a split second, I thought my heart would burst.


    I knew that woman.


    Oh my God.


    I knew her.
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    “Oh shit,” I murmured under my breath. My hand pressed against my mouth as shock registered in my brain.


    It was Tiffany, the girlfriend of one of Jett’s friends.


    What the hell was Jett doing with her here?


    After Nate’s attack on me, Jett and I moved to live with Jett’s former friends in an effort to ascertain there was always someone around to keep an eye on me, and keep me safe. Brian, being Jett’s oldest friend, had made sure everyone accepted me; his girlfriend, Tiffany, however, was the one who seemed to have a problem coming to terms with it. She had been extremely hostile not only to me, but to Jett as well, which was why I had always tried to avoid her. Her hostility had seemed strange to me, but I had assumed it was because of Jett’s past fallout with Brian. Now I knew my explanation had been implausible, if not a ridiculous assumption. Seeing them together made so much more sense. She had been jealous back then, because she was dating Jett and probably thought she had a claim on him.


    A strange sense of foreboding crept over me at the way the two were sitting—too close for normal friends, too close for anything—talking about their past. A past I knew nothing of and probably shouldn’t have been eavesdropping on. A past I would have been better off not knowing, if only to stop the images beginning to flood my mind.


    I watched the way she looked at him, the way I always looked at Jett—full of admiration and something else.


    Lust. Longing. Desire.


    Love.


    Had I been so blind that I failed to see Tiffany wanted Jett, too?


    The realization kicked me hard and fast that whatever they once had, it wasn’t over. She definitely wasn’t over him. And maybe he wasn’t over her either.


    Vaguely, I remembered the text message Jett had received that morning. It had been signed with “TI.”


    TI standing for Tiffany. A tiny pang, like a shock to my heart, shot through me as I realized that it had been Jett who asked her to meet with him. Not the other way around, which made all the difference. Why would he do so if he was dating me?


    Unless…


    “I know you better than anyone out there, Jett,” she said after a long pause. “Look at me and tell me in all honesty. Can you really say to my face that you don’t miss it? All the things we did? All the fun we had?”


    My throat tightened when her fingers began to trail up his arm confidently, as though they had done so countless times before, as if her hands belonged on his body. It was a gesture intended to coax an answer from him. Manipulative but intimate nonetheless. I’d be a fool not to think that after what I had heard and seen already.


    Like being strapped in a tower chair high up in the air, my body was rooted to the spot, unable to move. I was forced to look on, watching the scene unfolding, unable to do anything except for waiting in fear.


    Waiting for what?


    For his answer? For his reaction? To see my heart breaking of knowing too much? I had always been interested in discovering more about his past, but now I wasn’t so sure if my curiosity hadn’t been more a curse than a blessing.


    “It’s over, Ti. You know that,” he said with less determination than you’d expect from such strong words. Even to my ears, his tone sounded weak.


    Judging from Tiffany’s half-smile, she didn’t believe him either. She leaned forward again, and let out a short laugh.


    “You said the exact same thing last time, but you forget that I know you, Jett. The real you.” She inched closer to him, her voice sexy and low as her fingers traced up his arm again. “You aren’t the kind of man who is happy with just one woman in his life. You admitted that when you left me after two years. You said success and winning mean everything to you, that you always want more.”


    I held my breath, my nails cutting through the frail barrier of my skin. It bothered me that Jett didn’t brush her off, that he simply remained quiet instead of setting her straight. It bothered me that he’d let her touch him like that, as if he enjoyed it. But what bothered me the most was the fact that he had met with one of his exes behind my back.


    Actually, bothered was an understatement.


    Inside, I was burning with uncontrollable, gut-wrenching rage, hating the fact that Tiffany had three things I desperately wanted: a history with Jett, knowledge about his past, and obviously enough trust that he could talk with her so openly about me.


    She must have felt she was being watched, because she turned, and her eyes scanned the room. For a fraction of a second, I thought our eyes connected. Her eyes narrowed in surprise, and ever so slowly, a faint smile spread across her lips, as though she was happy to discover she had an audience. It was then that I knew for sure she had seen me.


    What a bitch.


    She knew I was dating Jett. She knew we were expecting a baby, and yet she still met with him behind my back.


    I wished I could scream, shout, or walk over there and confront Jett—do anything rather than just stare at them—but strangely, I felt devoid of life, as if the knowledge that even if I interrupted their little meeting, it wouldn’t have stopped Jett from wanting to see her in the future, nor would it have meant that whatever they had was over.


    Maybe I was meant to see them. Maybe, just maybe, it was all some misunderstanding that could be easily cleared up.


    My ears kept ringing loudly as I watched Jett reach for his glass to take a sip, his actions slow and hesitant, reminiscent of the past. I knew I should leave before it was too late, but for some reason, my legs wouldn’t obey my brain’s command. With each second and word, with each glance they cast at one another, the pain in my heart intensified. My brain, now dripping with forbidden knowledge, swirled the bitter thoughts around, pumping more poison through my veins.


    “I miss the times when we were young,” Tiffany said quietly. “We were in love, and we had that amazing chemistry. I know we haven’t talked about this in a long time, but…” She paused as she regarded him. Her fingers brushed her eyes gingerly, as though to wipe away unshed tears “But sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I had kept the baby; if things might have taken a different turn.”


    Oh, my God.


    A baby? His baby?


    She had been pregnant by Jett.


    The realization hit me like a train: whatever they had in their past must have been special—like what I had thought I had with Jett. Or maybe even more special, considering that she had been dating him for longer, and that was probably the reason why she hated me. She likely felt I’d taken him away from her, that I was the other woman, an intruder in their relationship.


    A rebound.


    Staring at her, I tried to swallow the thick knot in my throat. It tasted as bitter as her words and equally piercing.


    Jett had never told me about the baby or his relationship with Tiffany, nor had he revealed that he was seeing her behind my back. He had betrayed my trust once before, and now he was doing it again. I buried my fingernails in the soft skin of my forearm, eager to inflict physical pain in the hopes that it might drown out the shock of his betrayal, and block the images of them together—a nightmarish vision I never saw coming.


    Judging from Jett’s hard features, he seemed completely taken aback by her words. I never knew what jealousy meant until I experienced the heart-shattering, soul-wrenching pain of seeing Jett with another woman and not being able to do anything about it. And not only was she another woman, she was also his ex, someone he’d almost had a baby with.


    “Our room is ready for us. It’s the same we used last time,” she whispered and rested her hand at the nape of his neck. And then she smiled…not at me, but at him…as if he was the only person in the room. It was a special kind of smile: soft, tender, almost fearful.


    “There’s always a new beginning, Jett,” she whispered. “You wanted to see me, and that’s all that matters. Deep down, I knew we were never over. That you’d come back to me someday.”


    As I watched her lean into him again, my throat constricted from the urge to scream, but no sound came out. The ice-cold feeling in the pit of my stomach turned into a raging storm as her hands pulled him nearer: so close, too close.


    Finally, their lips locked in a kiss.


    I was so shocked I couldn’t breathe. A jolt of pain pierced my heart—thick and sharp as a blade, right in the middle of my chest, as though I had just been stabbed, and the knife was being pulled out slowly, ripping through tissue, creating a wound so big that nothing could ever stop the bleeding.


    I pressed my hands over my mouth, unable to stop the tears from running down my face like little rivulets, and eventually, my disbelief turned into bitter grief.


    I had to get away—now, as quickly as possible, before my fragile soul shattered. My legs began to move of their own accord as I ran out the door, past the drinkers and diners who looked up in surprise. I ran right out of the hotel, trying to get far away from the one person I’d fallen in love with, the one person who had destroyed every inch of my faith in love and relationships.


    My head spun with the images of Jett kissing another woman, a woman who hated me because she wanted him.


    I had to get away, because I couldn’t bear to see him anymore, without feeling the stabbing pain whenever I thought of his lips on hers, gentle, just the way he kissed me so often; without wishing to get shot that instant, if only to stop the pain, my love for him, and the images I knew would haunt me for the rest of my life.


    Jett had been the best thing that had happened to me, but after today’s discoveries, he had broken me more than anything or anyone ever could. He had shattered my heart beyond repair by seeing her behind my back. He had betrayed me with her, and for that I hated him. I hated him for that even more than for visiting a killer behind my back. Hated him like I had never done before.


    How dare he kiss her when he was still with me?


    After everything that happened, after everything we’d gone through, his actions hurt even more than when he had tried to trick me to get the Lucazzone estate. The realization hit me that nothing would ever be the same again between us. There was no doubt I would never be able to look at him again without the images of betrayal flashing before my eyes. I would never be able to face him again, to look at him and not see her.


    The dark thoughts I had tried to suppress crept back, ridiculing me. They were more welcoming now in the comfortable mist of my dark mood. This time I shuddered, not from the cold, but from the possible connections I hadn’t grasped before: like the possible fact that Jett had sided with his brother, withholding the evidence that so clearly would have kept the psycho locked away forever. Or the fact that Jett had always been too good to be true. If he had kept a few secrets from me, what’s to say there weren’t many more? Why not include the ploy to earn my trust in order to benefit his hidden agenda?


    Love had made me blind. All he had to do was tell me a few lies, pretend to be in love with me, and make an utter fool of me in the process.


    When a lie was involved, there were usually two sides to the story. My mind could have adjusted to the idea that a fact was either true or false. However, in Jett’s case, where he had clearly pretended our love was true, and that he cared about me—which had turned out to be a lie—then went behind my back, spinning a story about his brother, and about how much he loved me, there were still multiple facets I didn’t know about him. Jett was a preteniar, a pretender and a liar all rolled into one, and I liked the idea of calling him what he was.


    Angrily, I wiped the tears from my face, but more followed in mascara rivers. He didn’t deserve a single tear. He didn’t deserve my love or my self-pity. The bastard deserved nothing.


    As perfect as he had seemed at first glance—sweet in words, gentle in actions, and sexy as hell—I shouldn’t and wouldn’t forget the fact that I had always sensed something dark lurking inside him. It was a side I had always been afraid to confront or face.


    It wasn’t only my inability to trust that had prevented me from giving him the promise he so desperately sought. More than that, deep down, I had always sensed that he was never really serious about me, and I couldn’t make promises of any kind to a man like him; a man who had always been too good to be true.


    Now I had to get away from him. There was not a single doubt about that. This time, I swore to myself that I would stay away from him—no matter what. It would hurt like hell, but I knew I possessed the strength to move on with my life. I had to…and if I couldn’t do it for myself, then at least I would do it for my child.
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    The street was abuzz with life, the noise of traffic and human crowds droning in my ears. Tears trickled down my face in steady rivulets, as though my body was connected to an ocean. My legs carried me so fast, at some point my feet began to hurt and I realized I had been running. And yet I didn’t stop, not even when my lungs began to burn from the cold air and the lack of oxygen. It was only when I reached a bench in Central Park, the one where my sister and I used to sit ten years ago, did I stop and slump down, grateful for the cold, snow-covered wood that numbed my body.


    He had broken me into pieces. The stupid fool I had been for falling in love with him, how could I have taken him back after he had betrayed me only to betray me again? And to think that he had told me I could trust him; that he loved me; that I was the only one in the whole world for him, and that he would never cheat on me.


    Yeah, right!


    They were stupid lies I had believed and wanted to come true. Someone should have offered me a personality test and marked me “naïve, foolish, and let’s not forget, prone to being broke.” When she had named me Brooke, my mother apparently forgot to remove the o on my birth certificate, because now I wasn’t just broke of money; I was also devoid of some much-needed wisdom—if only to see Jett for who he was when I had viewed him through rose-colored glasses: a cheater and lying bastard who was still seeing his ex behind my back. Sylvie had been right when she had warned me to be careful around him. I just wished she had shaken some sense into me rather than gush about his good looks all the while counterpointing by pointing out that he was bad news, which was counterproductive. It hadn’t exactly helped me ward off his past advances, except to make me want him even more. His intensity had pushed me into a state of obsession, where desire became addiction and hunger my passion. If it weren’t for my longing to be loved, I would never have been so blind to his intentions.


    I didn’t know what hurt me more: the fact that I had trusted him blindly—as in only seeing what I had wanted to see in him, trusting that he’d never lie or cheat on me. Or that he had actually done all the things he had promised he wouldn’t do behind my back. And I hadn’t even seen it coming because I had chosen to believe his promises.


    Sexy men like him don’t deserve another chance, another glance, another surrender. They deserve to have their ass kicked, and not only out of bed.


    I couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that just a few hours ago, I had been happy. Truly happy. There had been no warning—nothing— to indicate that my life would be turned upside down. Even if I had wanted to, I couldn’t have seen the events coming. There had been no signs to prepare me for what had happened, or for all the feelings that had just crushed me to the core.


    Minutes felt like they had turned into hours. I didn’t know how long I just sat on the bench, oblivious to the people passing by and the curious glances they cast my way. But at some point the cold began to creep up my body, intensifying the shudders running through me. I had never been so cold in my life and yet I had never welcomed the numbing pain more than now. The cold numbed not only my limbs; it seemed to penetrate every layer of my being. But I had reached a point, where I didn’t care what happened to me, if I froze to death or if the world came to an end.


    Everything had started out so well and now I was in so many ways back to square one: single, heartbroken, and broke—except I was a little worse off than before. In the beginning, I could have walked away from Jett in the hope that my heart would heal. I would have moved on to the next man eager to get into my panties, and wouldn’t have needed to hide from shame.


    But now I was pregnant and while I had inherited the Lucazzone estate with all its money and dark secrets, those facts also added to the problems I couldn’t run away from. With Nate freed, I still had to fear for my life.


    The dark thoughts…


    Come to think of it, there was no sense in believing in an us anymore.


    The only thing that mattered now was keeping myself and my child safe, and the only way I could accomplish that was by getting far away from Jett and his family. But to accomplish that, I needed money. Even with my faith in men and ever finding true love ripped to shreds, I could feel that my discovery was a blessing in disguise. The pain was going to be temporary, but the entire experience would serve a greater purpose because I finally knew which path to take.


    I opened my handbag in search for the piece of paper that was my beacon of hope. I had to give Thalia’s job a try, because any job, as long as it paid the bills, was better than none. If only a tenth of Thalia’s claims were true, then I had found a way to get away from here, from him, from everyone—a fresh start. Once everything calmed down, I’d focus on healing my heart and move on from a past that wasn’t worth remembering.


    


    End of sample


    


    Use the chance to win amazing prizes, such as an e-reader of your choice, gift cards, and ARCs….by subscribing to my newsletter at jcreedauthor.blogspot.com. To those, who want to learn more about Brooke’s past and the story behind the Lucazzone estate, I welcome you to read the prequel of No Exceptions:


    

  


  
    [image: ]


    
      

    

  


  
    

    To My Readers: A thank you letter


    


    There are so many things I want to say at the end of a book, but in the end it all comes down to two words:


    THANK YOU.


    As some of you know, NO EXCEPTIONS was never supposed to be written, but after the conclusion of the Surrender Your Love trilogy many readers contacted me to ask for more, and I decided not to let go of Brooke and Jett yet. In The Lover’s Secret, I have spun a new story of love and loss, a new mystery, with the intention to create a new a standalone series.


    As you continue to read the characters’ story, you will learn that love always survives, but sometimes it takes you in a completely different direction than you initially thought.


    To all of you, who have read or plan on reading, my books and to all of you who have spread the word: I can’t thank you enough for your support and love for my stories. I want to thank each and every reader out there for giving this book a chance. I want to thank the wonderful bloggers I now have the privilege of calling my friends. I want to thank my fans, who took the time to write reviews. I want to thank my amazing editors and cover artist for all their hard work and for putting up with all my last minute changes. Lastly, I want to thank my little munchkins for understanding that mommy’s busy writing a book in the wee hours of the night. And, finally, I want to thank God for allowing me to meet amazing people like you.


    Thank you. Thank you.


    I love you all.


    


    Jessica C. Reed


    


    Connect with me online:


    My website: http://www.jcreedauthor.blogspot.com


    Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/pages/AuthorJCReed


    Twitter: http://www.twitter.com/jcreedauthor
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To all who love and are loved:

Love grants us the power to forgive, to love when we’re hurt, but it also gives us the courage to let go, and the understanding that to love, we love freely—at our own choice.

- J.C. Reed
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––––––––

I hope to never see you again. Last time you betrayed me, I ran away. You looked for me and found me, and I chose to forgive you. This time, your secrets hit me much worse. I don’t think I can ever recover. I don’t think I can ever look at you and not be reminded of them. This time, I’ll make sure you’ll never find me.

I say that I hate you, but deep inside I love you. Love is in my mind, in my soul, and deep in my heart. As it always has been. As it always might be. But for how long? That I don’t know. In love, we bonded. In passion, we rose. And in trust, we reconciled. I told myself that if you ever broke my heart again, karma would get back at you. And if it won’t, if it takes too long, if it forgets, I will make sure revenge will pay you back.

My name is Brooke and I know this: Love has four letters.

One for you.

One for me.

One for our child.

One for revenge. Sweet, bitter revenge.

I bet you didn’t see that one coming. I look forward to the day you’ll feel the same pain I went through. I look forward to the day I can look at you in the knowledge that we’re even. Maybe you had secrets, but this time I will make sure secrets won’t be the only thing you carry home.
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––––––––



The street was abuzz with life, the noise of traffic and human crowds droning in my ears. Tears trickled down my face in steady rivulets, as though my eyes were connected to an ocean. My legs carried me so fast that, at some point, my feet began to hurt, and I realized I had been running. And yet I didn’t stop, not even when my lungs began to burn from the cold air and the lack of oxygen. It was only when I reached a bench in Central Park, the one where my sister and I used to sit ten years prior, that I stopped and slumped down, grateful for the cold, snow-covered wood that numbed my body.

He had broken me into pieces. The stupid fool I had been for falling in love with him, how could I have taken him back after he had betrayed me only to betray me again? And to think he told me I could trust him, that he loved me, that I was the only one in the whole world for him, and that he would never cheat on me.

Yeah, right!

They were stupid lies I had believed—lies I wanted to come true. Someone should have offered me a personality test and marked me “naïve, foolish,” and let’s not forget, “prone to being broke.” When she had named me Brooke, my mother had apparently forgotten to remove the –o on my birth certificate, because now, I wasn’t just broke in terms of money; I was also devoid of some much-needed wisdom—if only to see Jett for who he was when I had viewed him through rose-colored glasses: a cheater and lying bastard who was still seeing his ex behind my back. Sylvie had been right when she had warned me to be careful around him. I just wished she had shaken some sense into me rather than gushing about his good looks, all the while counterpointing that he was bad news, which was counterproductive. It hadn’t exactly helped me ward off his advances; it only made me want him even more. His intensity had pushed me into a state of obsession, where desire became my addiction and hunger my passion. If it weren’t for my longing to be loved, I never would have been so blind to his intentions.

I didn’t know what hurt me more: the fact that I had trusted him blindly—as in only seeing what I had wanted to see in him, trusting that he’d never lie or cheat on me. Or that he had actually done all the things he had promised he wouldn’t do behind my back. And I hadn’t even seen it coming because I had chosen to believe his promises.

Sexy men like him don’t deserve another chance, another glance, another surrender. They deserve to have their ass kicked...and not only out of bed.

I couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that just a few hours earlier, I had been happy. Truly happy. There had been no warning, nothing to indicate that my life would be turned upside down. Even if I had wanted to, I couldn’t have foreseen such events. There had been no signs to prepare me for what had happened or for all the feelings that had just crushed me to the core.

Minutes felt like hours. I didn’t know how long I’d been sitting on the bench, oblivious to the people passing by and the curious glances they cast my way. But at some point, the cold began to creep up my body, intensifying the shudders running through me. I had never been so cold in my life, and yet I had never welcomed the numbing pain more than now. The cold did not only numb my limbs; it seemed to penetrate every layer of my being. But I had reached a point where I didn’t care what happened to me, if I froze to death or if the world came to an end. 

Everything had started out so well, and now I was, in so many ways, back to square one: single, heartbroken, and broke—except I was a little worse off than before. In the beginning, I could have walked away from Jett in the hope that my heart would heal. I would have moved on to the next man who was eager to get into my panties, and I wouldn’t have had to hide from shame.

But now I was pregnant, and while I had inherited the Lucazzone estate with all its dark secrets, that only added to the problems I couldn’t run away from. With Nate free and on the loose, I still had to fear for my life. I had to give up on my dreams about a future with Jett.

Come to think of it, there was no sense in believing in an us anymore.

All that mattered now was keeping myself and my child safe, and the only way I could accomplish that was by getting far away from Jett and his family. But to accomplish that, I needed money. Even with my faith in men and in ever finding true love ripped to shreds, I could feel that my discovery was a blessing in disguise. The pain would be temporary, but in the end, the entire situation would serve a greater purpose because I finally knew which path to take.

I opened my handbag in search of the piece of the paper that was my beacon of hope. I had to give Thalia’s job a try, because any job, as long as it paid the bills, was better than none. If only a tenth of Thalia’s claims were true, then I had found a way to get away from here, from him, from everyone—a fresh start. Once everything calmed down, I’d focus on healing my heart and move on from a past that wasn’t worth remembering.
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By the time she came, it was dark, and I had been waiting impatiently for almost an hour, my hands frozen in the pockets of my coat as I watched the late afternoon sun disappear. The beautiful Victorian-style lampposts were already switched on, their dull flicker casting an eerie yellow glow on the asphalted street. Central Park was magically beautiful, both during the day and at night. I usually avoided parks after dark, but today I was making an exception. To kill time as I waited for Thalia, I had walked around the southern half of the park. I had assumed it would be devoid of life at that hour, but to my surprise, clusters of people had gathered here and there, walking or jogging, immersed in their lives, probably struggling with their own demons.

After what seemed like an eternity, a car finally pulled over. From a distance, I spied Thalia getting out, right where we had arranged to meet. I waved to get her attention, then walked over.

Even under the weak illumination from the lampposts, I could see that the car was a scrambled mess with clutter all over the passenger and back seat. Never in my life had I met anyone so chaotic—except for Sylvie, when she was about to pack her suitcase and couldn’t decide on what to take with her. It was as if Thalia had practically been living in her car; for all I knew, she had been.

“Jesus. What happened to you?” Thalia slammed the car door and turned to regard me. Her voice betrayed a worrying edge as she eyed me up and down. “Your lips are all blue, and you’re freezing.” She pulled my hands into hers and shivered as if to prove her point.

My tongue flicked over my numb lips. I hadn’t realized my physical appearance would so easily give away the way I felt. Granted, I didn’t have a mirror, so I had no clue how I looked. But surely it couldn’t be that bad, apart from a bit of smudged mascara. I absent-mindedly smoothed my hair and smiled.

“It’s not as bad as you think.”

Deep worry lines creased her forehead, signaling that she didn’t believe me. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked quietly, after a pause.

Great. Just great.

I figured I must really look like crap, which wasn’t ideal, given the fact that I was supposed to go on a job interview. I should have changed at Sylvie’s place. Or maybe not as, I thought, remembering why I’d decided against it in the first place: I couldn’t deal with her questions, nor did I have the energy to recall all that had happened or, worse yet, acknowledge my mistakes and whatever hard facts I needed to accept.

“I’d rather not.” Swallowing hard, I shot her a shy look. “I just had a crappy day, that’s all.”

“I don’t mean to be pushy,” Thalia said. “I’ve been told I’m a good listener, and I just want you to know I’m here to talk whenever you feel like it.”

I shot her warm smile. “I appreciate that, but I’m not ready. Sorry. Maybe another time?”

“All right.” She eyed me one last time before she sighed. “I brought coffee. Figured you might want one.” She inclined her head toward the car, signaling that she was about to change the subject. “Sorry I kept you waiting. I had to clean the floor after my shift.”

“No problem. I’m just really grateful you’re offering to take me along.”

“You really need this job, huh?” Thalia pointed around the car impatiently, a sign that she wanted to leave. I walked around and slid into the passenger seat.

“After today, I definitely do,” I said, realizing there was no point in lying.

I watched her walk around to her side and hop into the driver’s seat. Leaning forward, she handed me a cup of coffee.

“Thank you.” 

I warmed my cold hands against the cup containing the hot liquid, then took a tentative sip. After being outside in the cold for hours, the warmth soothed me from the inside, and I savored the flavor of coffee, sugar, and whipped cream, reminding me that I was still alive and living.

“Don’t worry. I’ll persuade Grayson to give you a job, but first—” Her eyes brushed over my clothes in thought before she pointed to the cluttered mess on her back seat, “—we need to get you out of that. I have countless dresses I bought before my self-imposed shopping ban. There should be one that fits you. My motto is, ‘If you look good, you feel good.’ So...” She shrugged and paused, hesitation written all over her face, as though she wasn’t sure why she was about to divulge such information “Whenever I have a bad day, I dress up. It makes the world a better place, at least for a while.”

At that moment, Thalia officially sounded like Sylvie. I decided to like her; after all, anyone who resembled my friend Sylvie had to be a good person. In fact, I figured most human beings on the planet were better than Jett and his sick family. Compared to them, Thalia was a God-sent angel, and through her, for the first time in my life, I saw a way out, a way to escape my debts.

“I don’t know why you’re doing it, but thank you for helping,” I whispered.

Staring out the car window, various emotions washed over me as thoughts kept spinning in my mind. The job was an option. An option I could accept, but didn’t have to. Still, the more I thought back to my college days, eating ramen noodles day in and day out, working my ass off to avoid amassing a fortune in loans, the more I was convinced I was doing the right thing. And I really didn’t care what I had to do, as long as I was in control of my own life. And control I was seeking.

Finally, there was a light at the end of the tunnel, an escape from a precarious financial situation that I had thought would keep me enchained for the rest of my life. My best friend had always told me that if I wanted something, I had to work hard to achieve it. I had done that, but as it turned out, working hard was not enough, and it was certainly not always the fastest way to solve a problem. So I had always poured everything I had into my career, but now, a shortcut was necessary.

Taking this job could be my shortcut. I was willing to adapt, to change, to try something new, and to take on challenges I hadn’t faced before.

Whatever it takes. It was time to write my own destiny.

As silently as I could, I switched off my cell phone, so no one could reach me.
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The streets were busier than usual, and the car seemed to stop at every corner. We had been driving for at least forty minutes when we finally reached an area close to the Williamsburg Bridge. The car came to a screeching halt in front of a red, three-story building, and I got out. From the outside, in the dark, it seemed rather ordinary, if not even a bit run-down. If I hadn’t known any better, I wouldn’t have had a clue that it was actually the studio of a successful photographer slash artist. There was certainly no sign indicating the opportunity of a promising job.

A cold wind whipped my hair into my face, and I wrapped my coat tighter around me. Shivering near the entrance, I watched Thalia change her sneakers for a pair of high heels. She tossed the athletic shoes onto the back seat and retrieved an oversized training bag, which I assumed contained her outfit for the job.

“Is he famous?” I asked as she locked up the car.

“Who?”

“Grayson.” 

“I wouldn’t say that, but he is well established and known for his exquisite taste and expensive art collection.” She turned to shoot me a strange look, then glanced up at the windows. “Whatever he shows you, keep any remarks to yourself. His art takes a while to get used to, if you ask me, but he takes it very personally when someone doesn’t like it.”

“Is it that bad?”

She laughed. “See for yourself. As they say, beauty is in the eye of the beholder. I’ve never understood his taste, but I’m not exactly a creative genius. Maybe it’ll appeal to you. Who knows?”

She slung the bag over her shoulder and let herself in, motioning for me to follow her up a narrow staircase. Her cryptic words had left me eager to find out what she had meant by “exquisite taste.” Was this Grayson renowned for his taste in selecting just the right model for the job, or did his art cater to the strange and bizarre? The countless questions floating in my mind kept me intrigued and focused and not just as a distraction that helped me forget my relationship drama. As far as impressions went, Grayson was a big, blurry question mark. I knew next to nothing about him, and the sudden realization of the unknown made me nervous.

“What happens with the pictures he takes?” I asked. “Does he always sell them?”

“Usually, yeah.” Thalia nodded slowly. “Most go to rich collectors, fans of the fifties era. Others he sells to magazines and film and music studios. He keeps only a few for himself. This is the place where he usually hangs out when he’s not traveling. Sometimes he rents out his studio to art events, gallery shows, and launch parties, which is how he raises his profile. Before he became a photographer, he owned a modeling agency.”

She pressed a button above a polished steel plate that had “GR Photography” engraved on it. Within seconds, the door buzzed and opened. We stepped into a large hall decorated with marble pillars, huge mirrors, and hardwood flooring. In some ways, it reminded me of an art gallery with white naked walls and high ceilings. No flowers, no paintings adorning the walls.

“This is the waiting area,” Thalia explained in a muted voice.

I nodded as I let my gaze sweep over the plain white leather couches and matching chairs near an unoccupied glass reception desk set up in the middle of the room.

“Obviously, Grayson’s expecting us, so we’re not going to wait here,” Thalia continued and pointed at a door marked “Studio.”

As we passed the reception desk and crossed the corridor, my eyes fell on a life-sized sculpture. Just looking at it gave me the creeps and yet I stepped back to analyze it, unable to peel my eyes off the horrid statue. It took me a few seconds to process what I was seeing. The thing was carved from wood and reminded me of a distorted face with an open mouth and big, alien eyes reflecting terror. The body resembled a deformed man surrounded by blazing fire, his arms waving as though to cry for help, while his feet were rooted in what looked like earth. I shuddered at just how ugly it was. Actually, ugly was an understatement. It was dreadful. In one word: monstrous. So bad it was almost funny. I pressed my hand over my mouth to suppress a giggle. It was so deplorable and grotesque that I was surprised Grayson’s visitors weren’t too freaked out to return.

“What the hell is this?” I whispered. “If I had something like this in my home, I wouldn’t be able to close my eyes at night.”

Thalia laughed quietly in my ear. “He calls it his ‘mandrake.’ Scary as shit. Now, that’s the art I was talking about. He is kind of obsessed with it.” She pulled at my arm gently. “Like I said, pop over a few times, and you won’t even notice it anymore. But if he asks, tell him you love it.”

I nodded and Thalia led me through yet another door into a well-lit space with floor-to-ceiling mirrors and various places to sit.

“This is the dressing room.”

Compared to the entrance hall, this room felt oppressing and tight. Maybe it wasn’t the lack of space as much as the fact that it was littered with clothes and carrier bags, and shoes strewn across the floor.

“From the sight of it, Grayson’s busy.” Thalia pointed to the ceiling.

I was just about to point out that I had no idea what she was talking about when soft thudding sounds carried down from above. People rushing around. Jumping. Perhaps even dancing.

Moving past the mirrors, I caught my reflection and winced. My hair looked presentable enough. Being curly and wavy, it never needed a brush. But my face was a mess: my skin pale from exhaustion, the bags under my eyes swollen and dark. There was no doubt I looked as though I had attended a funeral. I laughed inwardly at my morbid thoughts. It some way, I had been at one. While sitting in Central Park, I had mourned my old self and all those things I’d never have: a family with Jett, a father for my child.

Thalia glanced at her watch.

“We’re late. We have to hurry.” She retrieved a blue Donna Morgan print dress from her bag and pushed it into my hands. “Try this on. It should fit you.”

I changed quickly, aware of her eyes on me, and then followed her silent command to sit down when she pointed to a chair. Her hands immediately began to busy themselves with my hair and makeup. My curls were pulled up and twisted with bobby pins, then, with a precision and ease I had never possessed, Thalia started to transform my face into flawlessness, complete with porcelain skin and huge, hazel eyes, framed by dark green eyeliner. She paused to inspect her work before resuming with the confidence of a professional artist.

“Where did you learn to do this?” I asked.

“I’m self-taught,” she said with justified pride. “As a teen, I wanted to be a makeup artist, so I used to spend my time reading fashion magazines and blogs. Even though I couldn’t afford school, the knowledge has come in handy.” She applied a touch of mascara and stepped back to regard me, apparently satisfied with the result. “There you go! You have stunning eyes. You should wear more green and gray.”

“Thank you.”

She pointed at the mirror and began to put away her brushes.

For a moment I hesitated, afraid of what I might see. Taking a deep breath, I lifted my gaze and almost didn’t recognize myself. “Wow. You’re good.” I stared at myself, unable to look away. “Really good.” And I meant every bit of praise.

The woman standing in front of me didn’t look like Brooke Stewart at all. She didn’t look hurt and broken. She looked confident and sexy.

The kind of woman no one would ever dare to cheat on.

Self-doubt passed over me. What if I had never really been sexy enough for Jett? What if my insecurities and my inability to trust him completely had pushed him away? Maybe he had missed the excitement and the confidence women of his social status often exuded. Maybe he started cheating on me because I wasn’t like them?

I turned back to Thalia, glad she didn’t seem to notice the sudden drop in my mood, and watched her change into a peach-colored dress with fishnet stockings. I had to admit, not only did she have a gorgeous body with toned legs and hips to die for, but the attire seemed to be her thing, as though she never wore anything else.

“Do you like your job?” I resumed the conversation as she began to paint her lips a bright shade of red.

“I do.” She nodded, and with a glance in the mirror she smacked her lips. “I’m a big fan of anything burlesque because it’s so feminine. You snap a picture, and you can be sure it’s going to be perfect. There’s nothing ugly about being a pin-up girl, Jenna.”

I flinched at hearing the sound of my sister’s name, and realized I had forgotten that I had adopted a false identity. Oblivious to my reaction, Thalia began to apply some of her lipstick on my lips and then snapped the cap shut. “What we are doing is nothing to be ashamed of. It’s not porn, but art, and that makes all the difference.”

She flashed me a smile, revealing two beautiful rows of pearly white teeth and slight dimples that gave her character. “The way I see it, it’s an honor,” she continued, her hazel eyes regarding me warmly, “to help a man dream of his perfect girl—one who’s out of his reach. We’re what I’d call a fantasy, a dream, something most men will never have.” She grabbed my hand, infusing some chirpiness in her voice. “Come on. Time to meet Grayson.”
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By the time we returned to the hall and ascended a staircase, I was beginning to think it was all a mistake. My heart was pounding so hard I could feel the blood rushing in my ears, threatening to burst my veins. What had I been thinking? I didn’t have Thalia’s confidence. I didn’t have her gorgeous looks. In no way would I be suitable for working as a model. I could call myself lucky if this Grayson guy didn’t laugh. I was better off finding a job in real estate and waiting tables in the evening.

Don’t be stupid, Stewart. You can’t afford to live off just one income, and topping it off with tips certainly wouldn’t make a difference.

My heart sank in my chest as I realized that not only did I need a second job, but if I was to avoid Jett for the rest of his life, I’d have to stop working for him. That meant I’d have to look for a new job, all without health insurance and probably no references. And then there was the matter of my ever-growing loan problems.

Ninety thousand dollars debt!

I still had trouble wrapping my head around that part.

You’ll be repaying loans for the rest of your life, Stewart. That is, unless you start taking risks.

And this was indeed a risk, not just for my finances, but also for my confidence.

Confidence or not, I had no choice but to go through with the interview. If I didn’t try, I might end up living in a small, rented apartment forever, with no opportunity to offer my child the best life he or she could possibly have.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Thalia’s voice, meant to reassure, only managed to make me more nervous.

“I know.” I sighed, biting my thumbnail. 

We took a left turn through yet another corridor and entered a door that led into a large hall. Pretty girls stood in clusters, waiting. Some were talking on their cell phones; some were sitting on the floor, all dressed in peach-colored, knee-length burlesque dresses and black high heels. For a waiting area, it was surprisingly silent.

Thalia waved to a few, then headed straight for a door and knocked. When a male voice called out, ordering her to enter, Thalia mouthed, “Wait here,” and slipped inside, then closed the door behind her. I pressed my back against the wall and tried hard not to overhear the hushed voices carrying through from inside. The seconds stretched into minutes. Finally, the door opened again and Thalia returned, looking slightly flushed.

“He’s waiting for you,” she whispered to me. “Good luck.”

I watched her join the other women, a part of me hoping someone would go in with me.

Get a grip, Stewart. You’re an adult. There’s nothing to be scared of.

Taking a deep breath, I started to count backwards.

Three.

Two.

One.

The door flew open, and I stepped back in shock.

“Aren’t you coming in?” he asked, knitting his eyebrows together.

I had been so immersed in my thoughts and worries that I had left my potential future boss waiting. For a moment, I stared into his eyes.

Holy cow.

Another arrogant guy.

Could my day get any worse?

I sounded bitter in my thoughts, I realized, already hating the whole male population when dating would soon become a perquisite—even a necessity—to distract me and help get me over my feelings for Jett.

“Sorry,” I muttered and rushed in, closing the door behind me.

“You still want to do the interview, right?” Grayson turned to regard me with an amused expression.

I stared at him, perplexed. “Yeah. Of course I do.”

Even though he was the owner of GR Photography and, according to Thalia, had been successful for a number of years, he didn’t look much older than thirty. His dirty blond hair was cropped short and messy in a sexy way, and he was dressed in jeans and a dark blue polo T-shirt that fit his tan body. Unlike Jett, he wasn’t all muscles and dark hair and green eyes, but he compensated in height. His blue eyes and scruffy beard gave him a stylish rock-star appearance and made him look rugged and masculine—and absolutely not the way I had envisioned him.

What the heck are you doing comparing this guy to Jett?

I groaned inwardly. At the rate I was going, I’d never get over Jett.

Never.

Because, apparently, I couldn’t stop fawning over Jett’s pair of sinfully sexy eyes and the kind of body that keeps you hot and sweaty at night.

Focus, Stewart. Focus. First, the job interview. Then the self-loathing.

His brows shot up. “Well?”

Damn.

Had I been so absorbed that I didn’t notice he had been waiting for me to introduce myself? Suppressing the urge to turn on my heels and run out the door to get back to my dark thoughts and dwell in the aftermath of the recent discoveries, I cleared my throat.

“Yes. I’m Br—” I took a deep breath, realizing my mistake. “Jenna.”

He shook my extended hand and sat down at his desk.

“Please take a seat.” He pointed to a chair that faced his desk and his blue eyes began to measure me up and down with the air of a professional.

I forced my legs to move, though all I managed was to stumble forward and plop into the chair with the grace of a grizzly bear. “Thank you.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat as I settled into the chair. His penetrating presence did nothing to calm down the frantic beating of my heart. Now I knew why I had never liked job interviews: They always made you feel inferior, as if I had messed up and had just been given a tiny chance to prove in less than ten seconds that I was worth the hassle. Smiling at Grayson, I realized this felt even worse because I wasn’t just applying for any job. I also had to prove I had what it took in the looks and sex appeal department while, under Grayson’s scrutinizing eyes, I felt completely exposed—even more so because, even though he was a bit too lean for my taste, he was still good-looking.

I expected him to sit back and start the usual interrogation, but he stood and walked around the desk, then stopped just inches away from me, his leg almost brushing mine in the process.

“All right.” He sighed and folded his arms over his chest as he leaned back against the desk. “So... Jenna, right?”

I nodded.

“Thalia tells me you’re interested in working for me. Have you modeled before?”

“No.” I forced the word past my lips in a hesitant huff. I had expected the question, but not straight away, and it unsettled me. “I don’t have any experience in modeling at all.”

“It’s okay,” Grayson said, as though reading my mind. “A lot of girls start here with nil experience. I like to see them as diamonds in the rough that only have to be cut and polished into priceless gems.”

Wow. No modesty there.

For some reason, the analogy made him instantly likeable. I smiled, and he pushed a clipboard toward me, inclining his head in the process, silently urging me to take a look. I peered at the questionnaire and then back at him.

“Let’s start with a few basic questions to see if you’re suitable for the job,” Grayson said.

“Great.” I watched him unscrew the lid of his pen and grab the clipboard out of my hand.

“Full name?”

“Jenna Stewart,” I said carefully.

“Age?”

“Twenty-three.”

“Status?”

I stared at him, but it wasn’t him I was seeing; rather, it was the image of Jett kissing Tiffany, her arms around him, her body pressed against his. I wondered if he had slept with her after that kiss. Probably. That led to the next question: How often had they met behind my back? Jett had had plenty of opportunities to see her all those times when he had pretended to work late while I was stuck at home, clueless and under the impression he really loved me.

“Status?” Grayson repeated and slowly looked up from his clipboard, his blue eyes piercing through me with such an intensity that it felt like a breeze was touching my soul.

Status? Stupid.

Apparently, I had failed at yet another relationship and it was all my fault. Some things about human evolution never changed, and that included hard-to-get players like Jett and morons like me, who were quick to love and even quicker to lose. The whole time I had been with Jett, I had been under the impression he would surmount his urge to be free and settle down with me, maybe even get married. I had pictured it all—the white fence, the nursery, we as a family sitting at the dinner table—all the while forgetting the most important fact: Jett didn’t believe in rules, restrictions, and boundaries.

“Single,” I said, because I couldn’t share my true thoughts. My voice sounded choked, but Grayson didn’t seem to notice.

“Good.” He nodded. “One of the secrets to success is no distractions whatsoever. Nothing that interferes with the job.”

I laughed bitterly. “Yeah, that’s so true.”

And it was. If I had never been in love with Jett, I would have been more focused. I would have known that something was wrong with him and our relationship as a whole.

“Any health problems or conditions I should know of?”

Sighing, I fiddled with the hem of the dress. This was the perfect time to tell him about the pregnancy, but I decided against it. First of all, it was none of his business. Second, he might decide it was a distraction. Third, he could have very well been one of those men who thought pregnancy was something ugly, and I couldn’t afford another blow to my ego.

I shook my head and replied, “None that I know of.”

“Height and weight?”

I answered his questions patiently. At last, after what seemed like an eternity, he put the clipboard away, signaling that he was about to finish his interrogation, and retrieved a measuring tape from one of the drawers.

“Bra size?”

I stared at him, then moistened my lips, uncomfortable with the inquiry. 

He noticed my reaction. “It’s for my clients,” he explained.

“I know. Sorry.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat and answered his question, and then he motioned for me to stand, the measuring tape dangling from his hand.

Surely, he wasn’t going to...A shiver moved through me at the thought of him touching me or expecting me to undress. Until recently, it had never occurred to me that any man other than Jett would ever roam his hands over my body. Granted, it was never intended to be a sexual situation, but it still felt intimate. Unexpected. Strange. And I was still bleeding from Jett’s betrayal. I wouldn’t have been surprised to look under my clothes and find my body broken, bloody, and shattered for the whole world to see.

“Do you mind if I take your measurements?” Grayson asked. “My clients are very specific.”

Actually, I did care, but I could hardly refuse—not when he was kind enough to ask.

Shaking my head with trepidation, I said, “Of course not.”

He motioned for me to stand up again, and this time I did as he expected of me. I held my breath as his hand went around my waist gently. He stopped in midair, his face mere inches away from mine as he looked at me amused.

“You don’t have to hold your breath, Jenna.”

With my gaze glued to the floor, I forced my breath out. He was standing so close, I was sure he could feel the nervous pounding of my heart. I could feel his hot breath on my skin and, for some reason, it felt odd and slightly unsettling. Almost forbidden, as if no other man should be allowed to touch me after Jett.

“Why do you want this job?” he asked gently as he continued to measure me: first my hips, then my waist, his hand close to my skin without really touching me. I figured it was a means to divert my attention and make me feel more comfortable. To my surprise, it worked because, gradually, I began to relax. Maybe because deep down I knew he was a professional and probably used to touching all types of women, used to beauty, perfection, and human flaws.

“I have debts,” I heard myself say even though I had no idea why I was being so honest.

“How much do you owe?”

His candidness startled me. I stared at him, surprised at the fact that I wanted to confide in him. “Almost a hundred grand.”

His blue gaze pierced me, but there was no judgment in his eyes. “That’s a lot.”

I nodded and took a long breath, then let it out slowly. “I know.”

For a moment, we remained quiet. Our eyes connected and my heart began to thump just a little bit harder—not because I wanted him, but because he seemed to understand. His measuring tape was around my shoulder, and for a moment, the unwelcome image of him kissing me popped into my mind, and how much that would hurt Jett. How much that would give me the satisfaction of knowing I might actually be able to hurt him as much as he had hurt me. But that wasn’t me. I couldn’t stoop so low. Besides, I knew I wouldn’t be able to deal with the shame and self-loathing.

Heat began to pour through me, not from sexual attraction but from the disturbing thoughts I harbored about my possible future boss. As if sensing my sudden shame, Grayson broke our eye contact.

“There was a time when I owed $400,000,” he said and removed the tape, his voice quiet.

“Four?”

He nodded. “I was a struggling artist and photographer for ages, working on commission, waiting to be picked for jobs from among incredible competition, all while drowning in debt.”

“What happened?” I asked when he fell silent. He had shown interest in my problems, and it was only natural to inquire about his. I had sensed the moment I saw those girls talking that they had a good working relationship with him, and I had been right.

Grayson leaned back against the desk and began to rub his chin as he exhaled slowly, his eyes reminiscent of the past. “I figured I could either continue on that path that would eventually lead to complete self-destruction and self-hatred, or I could do something about it. There weren’t many options left.” He looked up again, his eyes sparkling with defiance. “I borrowed more money and started my own business, focusing on finding diamonds in the rough while relying on rich benefactors, working on appearance. I poured all the money I earned into advertising and hosting parties, building connections, until I found one rich investor who helped me put together a client list, one at a time.” He smiled, his face relaxing slightly. “I worked my ass off day and night, but taking out a bigger loan was a risk worth taking. To make a business successful, you have to invest in it.” His pale blue eyes assessed me, and his lips twitched, though whether it was with amusement or sarcasm I couldn’t tell. “What? You thought it was all given to me?”

I hesitated. Considering that Grayson was so young, I actually had thought so, but I wasn’t going to admit that to him. Instead, I said, “Surely it must have cost a fortune to set up a studio and build a reputation.” 

He rolled up the measuring tape and jotted the numbers down, taking his time to answer. “It wasn’t cheap, and there were times when I doubted my decision.”

“Why?”

Grayson hesitated again, as though he was unsure as to whether or not to reveal the truth. “I’m a school dropout. My family was poor, so I had no other choice than to start working. Everything I’ve built is the result of my struggles and learning from mistakes—lots and lots of mistakes, by me and others.” He turned to me, narrowing his eyes in thought. “The most important thing I’ve learned along the way is that it’s okay to quit when something isn’t working out, because continuing is a waste of my time and energy. You have to put faith in your abilities. Most people make the mistake of focusing on too many things at a time, making too many plans that are impossible to follow through on. I focused on what I was good at and listened to people’s wishes and demands.” He put the measuring tape away and returned with a camera. “You know what I always say to young artists who ask me for advice?”

I shook my head because I had no idea.

“Hope is the nightingale that still sings while the night is young. It’s my favorite quote, a reminder that a bad situation, a bad experience, should never stop you from having faith. Eventually, you’ll find the right path.”

He pointed to the white wall, and I walked over, waiting for instructions. From the corner of my eyes, I scanned the far side of the wall, which was covered with pictures of beautiful models, some in lingerie, others wearing clothes. Even among so many beautiful faces, Thalia stood out straight away.

I almost flinched when Grayson touched my chin with surprisingly warm fingers. My skin started to tingle as he gently turned my face to the right, then down.

“Perfect,” he muttered and stepped back. A flash blinded me, and within seconds, a Polaroid photo emerged. He waved it in the air until the white space turned into a colored image of my face. He wrote my fake name on the picture and attached it to the questionnaire with a clip.

“We’re done. You can sit down.” With the file in his hand, he walked over to his desk and slumped into his seat.

“Will you give me a chance?” I asked after a pause.

He began to tap his pen against his lips. I tried to read his expression, but his eyes remained expressionless. Eventually he said, “It depends.” He leaned back with an expression I couldn’t decipher. “Will you go nude?”

I stared at him, perplexed. All the positive thoughts I had harbored about him, were now gone, disappearing like bubbles in the air.

“Thalia said I wouldn’t have to take off my clothes.”

“That’s true.” He nodded, and for the first time, he genuinely smiled as though something amused him. “But there’s this thing with your height.”

What the heck was wrong with my height—or the lack thereof?

I frowned, unsure where the conversation was heading.

“What’s wrong with it?” I asked.

“I’ll be honest with you, Jenna. You have good proportions, though not model perfect, and a good face, which I’m sure will appeal to some of my clients,” Grayson continued, “but you’re a few inches too short to work as a model.”

My temper flared.

“I’m as tall as Thalia.” I jutted my chin out.

He smiled again, then moved over to me and leaned against the desk again, regarding me coolly. “That might be true, but Thalia’s exotic. Her heritage, part Creole/American and Indian/Italian, is very popular with my clients, so she’s in high demand. You, in turn...I don’t know how to put this nicely...you’re common.”

Ouch.

Enough insults for a day. It had been a bad idea to come. Obviously, I was wasting my time.

“You might as well have told me straight away that I’m not fit for the job before you wasted my time and yours with all those questions,” I said.

Holding my head high, I stood up and headed for the door. Grayson’s fingers curled around my upper arm, stopping me in my tracks. “I’m not finished.”

I snapped my head back in annoyance, and Grayson let go of my arm. As he caught my glance, his smile vanished, and he returned to his previous reserved self.

“I never said you aren’t a good fit,” he said quietly. “The job is yours, as long as you’re willing to go along with my clients’ demands, and go nude.”

I would never pose nude. Never. The thought was absurd. “What if I don’t agree with something they want?”

He shrugged. “Then you won’t get the job. Given your situation, if you want to earn good money, nude shoots are exactly what you need. Flexibility and the willingness to go nude is how I secure a working contract with a client, not just for a single job but for future work as well. If a client likes working with a particular model, they’ll want to book her again.”

“I work with clients, and am aware of the importance of customer satisfaction,” I remarked dryly. I certainly didn’t need a lecture on that. Sighing, I leaned back and crossed my arms.

He wet his lips carefully in thought, his glance moving from my eyes to my lips, and for an instant, I felt another pang of shame burning through me.

“Look, all I’m saying is that I need you to be flexible.” He spread his hands out. “Your options are limited, not least because you’re not exactly the right height. So, the only option is to offer them more, including a great personality and a little bit of skin.” He paused to take in my reaction. When I remained quiet, he continued. ”I’m not saying you absolutely have to go nude. I’m also not saying you’ll have to go nude for every single work contract. All I’m saying is that you should keep the option open rather than being so judgmental about it, because I have many different clients with many different needs.”

He was probably right, but I wasn’t convinced just yet. “How do you define nude?” I asked.

He leaned forward, so close I could see the little flecks in his blue iris. “Nude can mean a lot of things, Jenna. It can be topless, bikini, or panty. It can even be implied nude, where you cover certain body parts. Many of my clients want that. In this kind of job, as long as you are willing to go nude, you can choose the limit, what you are comfortable with, but some of my clients want to see skin.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want to be topless, even if I can cover up,” I explained.

“I understand.” He leaned back again and regarded me with an expression I couldn’t place.

For a moment, silence ensued between us.

Awkward silence.

His expression showed hesitation, as though he was considering whether I was really worth the trouble. Or maybe he thought I was an idiot for not taking him up on his offer when he was generous enough to give me a chance. Suddenly, I was reminded of the fact that I was pregnant and had no money. Terrified that I might not find another well-paying job anytime soon. After college, I had been unemployed for nine months, only to land a poor-paying job. What if I had to wait another nine months to secure my next position? Besides, who would hire a mother-to-be with a child on the way?

This pregnancy would change my body, and not for the better. What if there was no job at all for me in the near future, unless I agreed to taking off my clothes or...worse?

My God.

My heart slumped in my chest.

As much as I hated the idea of being half-nude or naked, I figured I could tolerate it for the time being—as long as I could use my arms and hands to cover up and I still had the confidence, no stretch marks, good skin, and felt more or less human, without the urge to throw up or pee.

“You know, those strict morals won’t get you far in this industry,” Grayson remarked. “I did worse to build up my career and get it going. The girls you saw out there use their jobs as a backup, to get started.”

What the heck did he mean by “strict morals?” Was it such a bad thing that I preferred not to show my private business to the entire world? I swallowed the lump in my throat, suddenly afraid that Grayson might find me too difficult to work with, that he had the impression I was too proud.

“As long as I’m not butt naked, I’ll be okay with it,” I said and raised my head defiantly. “Obviously, I prefer clothes, but if there are really no other options, then I’ll do it. But I won’t do more than that, and it has to be tasteful and classy at all times.” I was about to add, “Take it or leave it,” then decided against it. He seemed like a nice guy; there was no need to alienate or insult him and his line of work.

Grayson unscrewed his pen and scribbled something on the paper. Eventually, he dropped his pen on the desk and crossed his ankles in front of him, staring at the floor.

“Jenna, it’s not about me. It’s about them—my clients.” He sighed. “This is a supply-and-demand business, and my clientele can be very specific in their demands. They often come to me with certain expectations and demand that my models follow through with them. No exceptions. I can’t afford to hire models who refuse to comply with the requests. It would be bad for my reputation, not to mention unprofessional. Do you understand?”

“I understand, however—” Leaving the rest unspoken, I drew a sharp breath, ready to stand my ground. “So where does this leave me?”

Grayson clasped his hands together and began to tap his thumbs in thought. “What I can do for you is add you to our model catalog today and see how my clients react,” he said. “I’ll let them know your limits. We might get some interest at some point, but I can’t promise you anything. Most want models who are...open. I cannot state the importance of that. It all depends on my clients and your willingness to do what they expect of you.”

“So until then, there’ll be no work contract for me?” I couldn’t hide the disappointment in my voice. No contracts equaled no job offers, which, in turn, equaled no money. “At some point” could mean anything. It could be the next week or next month. It could even be the next year. I had no time for waiting. Besides, patience had never been my thing.

“On the contrary, Jenna.” He stood up, all six-foot-something of him, and his blue eyes penetrated me with amusement. My skin tingled with anticipation. “Five weeks.”

“Five weeks what?” I asked, confused.

“Five weeks is all I can give you. After that, we’ll see what happens.”

In the distance, I could hear a clock ticking, reminding me that time was running out. I had to make a decision.

“I won’t disappoint you,” I said at last.

“Good.”

Grayson returned to his seat and folded his arms. “Send Thalia back in on your way out.”

I nodded, realizing this was my cue to leave. For some reason, I could sense that Grayson was irritated. I didn’t know whether it was because I wasn’t excited to do nude jobs or because he wasn’t pleased with my answers. For all I knew, the interview had taken more time than he had intended to give it. Whatever the case, I decided not to analyze the situation too much.

I sat up and straightened my dress. “Thank you for taking a chance on me. It means a lot to me.” I smiled and headed for the door, not waiting for his reply. From the corner of my eyes, I caught Grayson looking at my profile, his fingers rubbing his chin in thought. I wondered about his true impression of me, but even more so, I wondered what Jett would have said about my new job—if we were still together.
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“Woo-hoo,” Thalia shouted the moment we were alone. “You’re in.”

As I stepped out of the building, the cold air whipped my hair into my face. I had no clue how late it was, but after Thalia’s repeated, if not desperate, attempts to convince me to let her drive me home rather than take a taxi, I gave in. There was no sense in wasting money I didn’t have or in hurting her feelings after she had done so much for me already.

Throughout the drive to Brooklyn Heights, I absent-mindedly listened to Thalia’s recollection of all the jobs she had been booked for. I was physically present, but my mind was elsewhere.

It was clear to me that Jett’s home was no longer mine and that I had to break off our relationship as soon as possible. Lots of people end relationships over the phone these days, don’t they? To make sure he wouldn’t reply, I figured I could call at four a.m. or during the day when he was at the office. I had no idea what I’d say, but I figured being short and blunt—without causing any more unnecessary drama—was the best way to go. Something like, “It’s over. Don’t contact me again. Bye and good luck screwing the next idiot. Oh, and by the way, I quit.”

Scratch the last couple parts.

I had to make sure to let him know I was completely over him—without sounding spiteful or accusatory. To make sure, he didn’t come back for answers, I would simply proclaim, “It’s not you. It’s me,” in my most convincing tone, even though that wasn’t entirely true. Of course it was always about them.

But what about the gifts?

Unintentionally, I touched the diamond pendant around my neck, realizing that it wasn’t quite over until I returned the few gifts he had given me during our time together. Obviously, I couldn’t keep them from a moral standpoint, as well as due to the fact that they’d always act as painful reminders of all the good times we had spent together. Happy times that had been nothing but illusions, cobwebs of dreams and lies.

Leaving a phone message wasn’t good enough. I’d have to write him a brief note and include it in a parcel I’d send together with the necklace. And maybe—sometime in the future, when I felt stronger and over him—I’d leave him a message on his answering machine to ask for my meager belongings, maybe tell him to FedEx them to me.

Eventually, we reached Brooklyn Heights, and I asked Thalia to drop me off around the corner and farther down the street from where I used to live.

Although I would have liked to consider Thalia as a new friend, there was no need to let her know my exact address. Trust wasn’t easily built. While I liked her, I still had to build trust, not only to her but also to myself and to everyone around me. In the past few months, I had been more gullible than ever before. It had all been too easy to fall in love with Jett, to freely give my heart away, hoping for the best. I had been too quick to invite him into my bed and even quicker in my hopes to marry him.

Now I could see how stupid I had been and I wasn’t ready yet—if ever—to return to my old life, to be the old, naïve Brooke who believed in fairy tales. If anything, the whole lesson taught me to never again trust a sexy guy in a tailored suit, and particularly not one with eyes as smoldering as fire, a body that could turn on the heat, and a voice that would melt away any woman’s last inhibition.

As soon as we arrived, Thalia stopped the car. I said goodbye, then watched her drive away. For a few seconds, I stood under the street lamp, aware that I was alone on a deserted street in the middle of the night. I dreaded the imminent conversation with Sylvie almost as much I dreaded returning to an empty room in a tiny apartment, the meager surroundings I had lived in for many years before moving in with Jett. Deep down, I was afraid of returning to my old, lonely life.

My heart sank at the thought of that unknown future. Touching my stomach, I imagined my life without Jett. It was depressing to realize that I’d have to give birth alone to a child and raise her without a father. And how would I answer my baby’s questions about her father was when I couldn’t bear to ever see him again? Would I be able to cope? Work would keep me busy, but what would happen when I was alone—at home—in bed with nothing but my dark thoughts to keep me company? I could control those thoughts during the day, when I was busy, but I feared those moments of complete depression and utter humiliation at night, when my solitude would result in obsession and isolation, and all the questions and fears would come circling back. There was no doubt about the fact that, sooner or later, Jett would want to see me, if only to demand an explanation for my sudden disappearance and my avoidance of him—not because he cared, but because of his gigantic ego. I feared the moment when he’d appear in front of Sylvie’s door. What if I wasn’t strong enough to resist him? What if his words drew me back to him, because I was still not over him, and I allowed him to deceive me all over again?

I shuddered at the thought.

That can never happen, Stewart.

Never.

He had broken my heart in so many places I’d never be complete again. My heart still ached, and the image of them kissing would be forever etched in my mind. For the sake of my sanity, I had to stay away from him—if only I knew how.

Believing lies was easy when the truth was too painful to accept.

My hands itched to switch on my cell phone, because a part of me just didn’t want to give up hope. I longed to hear Jett’s voice, and yet another part of me wanted to make his life a living hell for destroying us and everything I had believed in.

The thought of taking him back after his betrayal enraged me so much that I quickened my pace, as if there was some slight possibility that I could outrun my own masochistic urges and stop hurting myself. Whatever his intentions, Jett was not good for me. Staying with him and allowing him to deceive me. Even seeing him again wouldn’t be good for my mental health. It would all be too tempting to recount the positive times and forget about the bad ones; I’d foolishly forgive his cheating while allowing one excuse after another until my confidence would die like a frog in a boiling pot.

Somewhere in the distance, a bird screeched, and I couldn’t help but think of Grayson’s words about nightingales and the need to find one’s path. For me, that path was just beginning.

Wrapping my coat tighter around me, I hurried to get to my destination.

The street was dark and eerily quiet. Police sirens echoed in the distance, and then the silence resumed. I rounded the corner. Ahead was the familiar five-story building. Other than a little light coming from a window on the second floor, all apartments were bathed in darkness. Reaching the front door, I tried to push the key into the lock when it slipped out of my cold hand and dropped to the ground, the sound unnaturally loud in the quietness. I winced. For a second, I had the image of someone opening a window and telling me to shut up, but no one stirred. As I bent down to recover the keys, I heard a different sound. Soft, thudding steps carried over from my right, and for a brief moment I caught a flash of movement, from the periphery of my vision.

Someone was following me.

My heart almost stopped in my chest, then picked up with incredible speed. The hairs on my arms rose. I turned my head, panic rising inside me, and peered around me. I had been so absorbed in my thoughts about the future that it hadn’t occurred to me that someone might be following or watching me. Not once had I bothered to look behind me.

Talk about being careless.

It was New York City—not exactly the safest place in the world at night. Pressing my handbag against my chest, I scanned the dark street again, ready to scream my lungs out of my chest if need be, but there was no one. The realization that I was overreacting didn’t manage to calm me.

With shaky hands, I quickly snatched the key off the ground and let myself into the building, then slammed the door behind me. My breath came shallow and fast as I strained to listen for any sounds. Except for the wind swirling and hissing outside the windows, there was silence, but I couldn’t shake off the feeling that, in that very instant, I was being watched.

Could it be Jett?

It had to be him. The thought that it might be someone else perturbed me. However, I had to take that into account and be prepared for anything. For a few minutes I just stood there, the image from before replaying in my mind on a constant loop while my eyes continued to scan the street outside the glass door.

Whatever that flash of movement had been, it had happened too quickly, and the thudding sound had been too sudden. Was it possible that I was being paranoid?

Again and again, my eyes scanned the streets. Apart from a few passing vehicles, the night remained as quiet as a tomb. No one walked past. No one emerged from behind the bushes and trees that were bathed in darkness. Eventually, I decided that maybe my nerves were overworked and my unsettled mind had played a trick on me. Not only was I tired, but I also had a hard day behind me.

Riding the elevator up to the fifth floor to our small apartment, I decided that I had to deal with my stress level. Jett had occupied my mind for too long; he had become a distraction from more important issues. If I wanted to build my life without him, I needed to take a break from even thinking about him. My thoughts and feelings for him had become a bitter poison to my soul, and there was only one solution: I had to get rid of them—the anger, the denial, the pity. Anything would do, as long as my thoughts stopped circling back to him and I would stop seeing his face in my mind. I figured, once I arrived home, I’d write a list so that I’d never forget what Jett had done to me and learn to accept what had happened in order to leave the past behind.
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I pushed the key into the lock and let myself in, welcoming the faint smell of my former home and the silence that seemed to penetrate every wall. Sylvie’s designer handbag, coat, and heels were gone, meaning she was out, probably working late or on a date. Dropping my handbag on the old coffee table in the hall, I kicked off my shoes, and headed into the kitchen to make myself a sandwich. I ate slowly, taking measured bites, then slumped onto the bed in my room. My body felt exhausted, but I was unable to close my eyes and rest because of the racing thoughts in my mind.

Eventually, I couldn’t bear the mental torture anymore. I had to check if the legal firm had called back, so I switched on my cell phone, ignoring the hammering in my chest at the thought that Jett might have tried to contact me. I was afraid of his next lie, afraid that hearing his voice or even reading his texts might catapult me back onto dangerous terrain, where each word was like a double-sided blade: beautiful to look at but too dangerous to come close to.

The screen came to life and sure enough, text messages and call notifications began to pop up one after another. My skin prickled as my fingers swiped over the message button.

Crap.

Two text messages and eight calls. And all were from Jett.

Still no reply from the legal firm. But it was a weekend, so I wasn’t particularly surprised. Sinking back against the cushions, I stared at Jett’s name, a part of me wondering what he had to say while a different part of me wished I could just tell him to go to hell. While it wasn’t like me to seek confrontation, the silence suffocated me. With a sigh, I unclasped the necklace from around my neck and locked it inside a drawer—the action making me feel better already, as though I was finally taking my fate into my own hands. Yet sadness continued to linger inside my heart. As the seconds turned to minutes, my indecision tugged at me, until I couldn’t bear it any longer. I had to read his messages. At least one. Without hesitation, almost automatically, I opened the first text message.

Baby, I’m done at work and will be back at the hotel in 10 min. Can’t wait to see you.

He sounded so innocent, it was ridiculous. Be back at the hotel? He had been there all along. What a liar!

Staring at the screen, I checked the timestamp, my hands gripping the phone so hard I feared it would break. The message had been sent half an hour after Thalia had picked me up, which meant Jett had probably spent the entire day with Tiffany—plenty of time for them to have a little fun in their private hotel room, probably laughing at my stupidity.

I smiled bitterly as I scanned the next message, sent an hour after the first.

Have you forgotten our date? WHERE are you? Let me know so I can pick you up.

My pulse raced at the obvious annoyance seeping from between the lines. Who the hell did he think he was? Did he really believe I would wait for him in a room all day while he enjoyed himself with someone else? Slowly, all the conflicting emotions that had been building up throughout the day erupted at once. The cold breeze turned into a raging storm. Not only was he a cheater and a liar; he was also trying to make me feel bad about not obeying his commands. The thought that he sought control over me made me so angry, I grabbed my pillow and threw it against the wall. 

Forgotten our date? As if. For once, I wished that had been the case. Before I realized what I was doing, my fingers quickly typed up a reply message. 

I want you to fuck off and get out of my life. I trusted your word, and you betrayed me. Don’t deny it. I saw you with her. How could you hurt me like that? 

My fingers lingered over the send button, hesitating. It would be the only message Jett would receive before I blocked his number forever. What was holding me back from sending it? In the end, I realized as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t yet ready to admit to him the extent of my hurt feelings. Besides, what would be the point of letting him known how hurt I was? Or telling him I saw him with her? He’d only deny it and then he’d probably start calling, attempting to sway me over, and that I couldn’t afford. Or, worst-case scenario, Jett would shrug it all off with no care that he had hurt me, telling me it was his right to kiss whoever he wanted.

My stomach did a flip. That would really be the tip of the iceberg. We weren’t married; I had no claim on him. But even though I could admit that to myself, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hear those words coming from his mouth. Ultimately, I pressed delete in the hope that my refusal to talk to him and listen to any more lies would grant me the energy to stay strong and move on. I figured, as long as I didn’t hear his voice or see him in person, the list of arguments I had put together would help me stay out of his path. And maybe, in time, my feelings for him would fade away. Come to think of it, now would be a good time to have Sylvie close by. But until she got back—

A soft knock jerked me out of my thoughts. I strained to listen, unsure whether it had been my imagination, when the key turned in the lock. A well of release rose inside me.

Sylvie was back.

It was about time.

I couldn’t wait to pour out my heart and soul, and bitch about Jett. If anyone could help me—if only by listening and being overly annoying—it was Sylvie. She was the only one who knew how to distract me.

The doorknob jiggled before there was another frustrated thud, followed by a knock.

“I’m coming!” I shouted, figuring the door was stuck again. It happened often, particularly when Sylvie was so drunk that it took her a while to turn the key at just the right angle. Not her fault though. We had an old lock; the kind that had to be jiggled a few times. Sometimes, when it was really stuck, we had to kick the door hard, until the bolt released. We had been meaning to get it fixed for ages, but money was always tight and Sylvie too busy with more pressing issues than calling a locksmith.

As I hurried down the hall, I already felt better in the knowledge that I’d soon be able to share my misery with someone who cared.

“Just leave it. I got it,” I said and pulled the door open.

No one there.

My breath caught in my throat, and my smile froze in place. As my glance swept over the empty hall, a sense of dread traveled down my spine. There were only two other doors in the corridor, and both were closed, but I knew someone had been there, because I was sure I had heard a key turning in the lock. The fact that the lights were switched on was proof that I hadn’t just imagined it.

“Sylvie?” I asked quietly as I stepped into the narrow hall. Had she forgotten something in her car and headed back downstairs to get it?

Frowning, I bent over the railing and scanned the illuminated levels below, but there was no sign of her.

No sign of anyone.

“Sylvie?” I whispered again, unable to stop the trembling in my voice even though I knew it had to be her.

Why wouldn’t she reply when I called her name? My mind began to make up logical explanations. Maybe she was entrenched in her thoughts. Maybe she was making out with her date that instant, completely filled with lust and oblivious to everything around her. Still, why would she head back downstairs and not bring him up to the apartment like she had done with previous dates?

What if...?

No. I pressed my hands against my chest in fear and scanned the staircase again, suddenly aware of the faint sound of footsteps, then breathing. My head snapped in that direction. Without a doubt, the sounds carried up from somewhere below, near the stairs on the first floor.

My heart pounded hard against my ribs as the scene from earlier that day flashed through my mind: the strange movement, accompanied by the unsettling feeling of being watched. What if someone had followed me inside the building? But how was that possible, unless they had a key? Maybe I was being paranoid or, worse yet, developing a severe case of schizophrenia that was making me imagine things.

It’d certainly make sense.

Really?

God. Self-denial was bliss.

Then I heard it again—breathing and more shuffling. Listening intently, I held my breath. There was no mistaking he fact that someone was there that very instant, in the corridor below, listening to me, maybe even watching me, knowing I was scared out of my mind. A voice inside my brain urged me to move, but my legs wouldn’t budge from the spot as my eyes scanned frantically for any signs, waiting for the predator to show himself.

Suddenly, the lights switched off, and everything went dark. I remained rooted to the spot, a pang of panic shooting through my body, crippling me. I turned my head sharply toward the weak light coming from the kitchen of our apartment. My heart pounded harder as my mind began to conjure up images of someone creeping up the stairs, ready to kill me. What if it was Jett’s crazy brother? Out of all the people who had ever meant to hurt me, he was the most obvious choice, given the circumstances.

Getting inside and locking up was the only coherent thought I could form. As fast as my legs could carry me, I sprinted back to our apartment and slammed the door. My legs were trembling with so much force that I had to lean against the wall to stop them from giving out on me. My breathing was labored and as loud as a whistling train, and my mind kept obsessing over the identity of the person outside.

Could it have been Jett?

It had to be. I wouldn’t have been surprised. He had always been sort of dominant, never taking “no” for an answer. The last time I had failed to answer his calls or texts, he tracked me down. I settled on him as the most obvious explanation; any other possibility would scare me too much.

Taking another sip, I leaned back against the cushions and pressed the cold glass of water against my throbbing temple. My eyelids felt heavily and I let them fall, the disturbing images of Jett with another woman drifting at the back of my mind and cruelly dancing there as I fell asleep.

***

From the periphery of my mind, I heard the muffled sound of a key turning in a lock and a door jiggling. Confused and disoriented, my head snapped in the direction of the noise. One quick glance at the clock revealed that I had dozed off for twenty minutes. Twenty minutes since someone had knocked at the door. Was it possible that whoever had been outside had hung around that long?

I jumped out of the bed, straining to listen for any more noises over my unnaturally loud puffs of breath. Finally, feet shuffled somewhere, and my heart began to hammer hard against my chest.

A door opened slowly and closed.

Not just any door. The door to our apartment.

Fear grabbed a hold of me as the realization kicked in that whoever had been inside the building might have entered the apartment. All it’d take was the knowledge to pick a lock.

Retrieving the baseball bat Sylvie had once given me as a joke, in case we were ever burgled, I hid behind the door, mentally preparing myself to do whatever it took to protect myself and my child. My steps were slow and measured as I inched forward and raised the bat high, at head level, ready to bash. Eventually, the door to my room opened slowly.

“Brooke? Are you here?” Sylvie’s blonde head popped into my line of vision. Her eyes widened with shock when she caught a glimpse of me. “Oh, my God, Brooke.” She pressed a manicured hand against her chest and took a step back, her eyes filled with surprise and fear. “You scared the living shit out of me. I saw the lights switched on in your room, and I thought someone broke in. I almost called the cops, but then I let myself in and saw your shoes and handbag. Why didn’t you just—” She stopped abruptly. A deep frown crossed her features as she eyed my face and then the baseball bat in my hand. “Are you okay?”

No, I wasn’t okay, but where would I even begin?

It was all too much to deal with. My frayed nerves caused my hands and knees to tremble. I dropped to the floor, back pressed against the wall. All the tension I thought was gone, returned in an instant and stronger than before. I didn’t even know where to begin. After all the crying and the self-blaming, I felt like an empty shell of myself.

“Brooke?” She inched closer and gently took the baseball bat out of my hands before she sat down next to me. Without a word, she wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug.

For a while, we sat there in the stillness, her warmth and touch the only thing that felt real. It was only after my limbs stopped shaking that I told her everything: the bad, the worse, and the blackest moment in my life. Recounting my memories almost ripped a hole in my chest, and yet, while the pain was all consuming, I didn’t cry—because all the tears I had for him were gone.
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––––––––

By the time I finished talking, Sylvie had almost emptied an entire bottle. When I insisted that she pour me a glass—not to drink it but to stop her from polishing it off—she adamantly refused.

“You can’t drink in your condition.” She patted my hand gently, her eyes blazing with anger. In all my life, I had never seen her so upset, especially when it should have been me who was full of fury. Sylvie wasn’t the crier in our friendship. That was all me. Or at least had been upon finding out that Jett was cheating on me. Now my tears were depleted, and anger and humiliation had taken their place.

“Why are you crying?” I asked stunned.

“I’m not.” She wiped a hand over her eyes to get rid of the telltale moisture at the corners. 

“You’re lying.”

“Really, I’m not. It’s just...” A muffled sob escaped her chest.

“Please don’t,” I said with enough determination to get her attention, afraid that her breakdown might tug at my own emotions.

“It just hurts me so much to see you in pain.”

I had no reply for that. “It’s okay. I’m fine. I got a job, and it pays well,” I said at last, changing the subject.

“It’s not okay, Brooke.” She looked up at me sternly. “Don’t do that. Don’t just brush it all under the rug and pretend it’s not there.” She pulled a tissue from a Kleenex box and began to crumple it. “How could he cheat on you? You’re perfect, Brooke. What the fuck is he doing with her when you’re carrying his child? He was supposed to propose and marry you, not fuck the next girl. That isn’t just a low blow.” She inhaled a sharp breath, her eyes shimmering with the fury of a scorned woman. “It’s the lowest thing any man could do. This is so fucking upsetting I feel like hurting him.”

I smiled, touched by her loyalty. Luckily for the both of us, Sylvie was all talk, but not exactly a believer in violence. It was just the wine speaking. I could hear the liquid courage in the slur of her voice.

“Shit happens, Sylvie. You know that.” I stroked her back in a soothing manner, but was only rewarded with a few tears trickling down her face.

“But you don’t deserve it.”

“I know,” I murmured. “No one ever does.” Seeing her crying and caring so much about me, even when drunk, made me realize just how much I had missed her in the weeks since I moved out. I could almost feel the intensity of her pain—as though she was more hurt than me. My vision blurred, but I didn’t want to cry. My head was already throbbing so hard I was afraid it might burst.

Another tear rolled down her cheek, and she sniffled.

“Stop,” I whispered. As hard as I tried to keep my own tears at bay, I failed.

“I can’t help it,” Sylvie said. “I hate what he did to you. I hate that he lied. He could have at least had the balls to tell the truth.” She took another sip from her glass.

“That’s what bothers me the most, too.” I grabbed the glass of wine and pushed it across the table before she could take another sip, and squeezed her hands, forcing her to look at me. “I’ll be okay. My heart will heal...eventually. It always does. Don’t worry about me.”

“But how can I not? You’re my best friend, my sister, the kindest person I know,” Sylvie said. “I saw how much that guy meant to you. You told me he was your first love. He didn’t have to go and give it away like that.”

I shrugged. “I’ll get over him, Sylvie.”

“It’s all my fault.”

“How is that all your fault?” I asked, frowning, unable to follow her train of thought.

She moistened her lips and shook her head with a crazy look in her eyes. “It was my job to keep him away from you.” She squeezed my hand so tight it almost hurt. “Brooke, I promise that I’ll kick his door in and cut off his fucking dick. I’ll make sure he’ll never, ever use it again.”

She looked so dead serious, I laughed out loud.

“No, you won’t.”

“Oh, I will,” she said with a deadpan face. “And you know what else?”

I shook my head and regarded her, amused.

“I’ll hook you up with a real guy. Someone sexy. Somebody who’ll make him eat his heart out. Together we’ll find you a new boyfriend, somebody much better than what’s-his-name.” She leaned forward. “You have to take charge, Brooke. You have to hurt him the way he’s hurt you, a leg for a leg.”

“You mean, an eye for an eye?” In spite of the gravity of the situation, I found myself smiling.

“Yeah, that’s it. Chick for a guy. Kiss for good sex. Whatever. By the time you’re done with him, he’ll be begging to get you back. Just promise me one thing.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “Don’t ever let him into your panties again.”

I nodded, confident that I could keep that promise. “I won’t. I won’t even think about it.”

I was sure that would never happen again. But what about my dreams, my hopes, my wishes? My heart sank. Jett had cheated on me, and it hurt like hell, but sure as heaven, our time together hadn’t been bad. He had made me feel good—most of the time.

Okay, that was a lie.

He had always made me feel good, that is until he cheated on me. And he also made me feel safe like no other man had before. As much as I wanted to push him away, there was no guarantee that, sooner or later, my body wouldn’t yearn for his. It would start subtly, in my dreams, but as time progressed, it would get worse, until I’d see a little of him in every man who crossed my path. My subconscious mind would crave that time when I felt happy, safe, and in love. I prayed that before my subconscious took control, I’d meet someone new—someone who would replace him and would never let me down. And I hoped that special someone would give me the ability to control my sappy heart so that when I fell in love, I wouldn’t drown in feelings.

“Let’s go out.” Sylvie’s voice brought me back to reality.

“Maybe some other time,” I said. “Right now, all I want is some rest.” I smiled at her in the hope she’d understand. The day had left me exhausted, eager to find solitude in the confined space of my previous room.

“Sure, sweetie. Whatever you want,” Sylvie said, “but you owe me a girls’ night out.”

My smile widened at the idea of it: eating takeout, watching television, and laughing like schoolgirls until we couldn’t breathe. I hadn’t had one of those nights in ages and realized just I much I had missed it.

“Sounds great.” Following Sylvie’s advice, I headed for my room and collapsed into bed, ignoring the cell phone beckoning me from the nightstand.
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The next morning, to my surprise, Thalia called to tell me I needed to drop by Grayson’s studio. I stepped into the kitchen and prepared myself a cup of coffee. Rain splattered against the windows, mirroring the way I felt: battered and depressed. Deciding what to wear from Sylvie’s closet and preparing my makeup took forever. It took just as long to assure Sylvie that I was good enough to work on Sunday. By the time I reached Grayson’s place, my hair was a mess and my back slick with sweat, but I had never been more excited. It was my way to cope with my nervousness over Jett’s call; Sylvie had told him in her most nonchalant voice that I was going to stay with her for a few days because she needed me, hence buying me time to think about what I really wanted to say to him.

Like the day before, Thalia helped me change and did my makeup and hair; apparently, I wasn’t fit to see Grayson the way I looked, and then I finally got to see the real studio. One minute I was chatting to the other girls, and the next Grayson came in and demanded our full attention.

“Watch and learn,” Grayson called out to me, jerking me out of my thoughts.

I did as he said, albeit with apprehension at the thought of becoming one of his models. I sat in a swivel chair, with a bottle of water in my hand, and observed in silence, my attention once again returning from Jett to the task at hand.

On the west side, huge birch branches and plastic trees were decorated with white garland and pomanders in front of a backdrop support and lots of lighting gear. Grayson snapped picture after picture while communicating short but clear instructions on how each model was to pose.

I decided it wasn’t going to be such a bad job, though it wouldn’t be easy. Thalia had made an understatement in saying I’d just have to stand around and look sexy. Grayson’s instructions were as varied as I thought they would be, and he kept each girl busy and on her toes—in all possible positions—albeit not nearly as dirty as I had imagined.

A tall woman, who looked as though she could walk the runway in underwear, sat down on a broad flower swing, her hands holding on the ropes, while she crossed one leg over the other—harboring a dreamy look in her eyes. It looked sensual but not cheap or dirty. There was something elegant and almost classy about the way Grayson took the pictures, but even more fascinating was the way the girls posed in their colorful polka-dot dresses. I couldn’t help but wonder if the pictures would be as beautiful as the models looked that instant.

“Jenna, hop in there,” Grayson shouted, beckoning me over as he ushered the tall model off the set.

I almost fell out of my seat. “Me?” I asked incredulously. My gaze moved to Thalia, who smiled encouragingly at me.

“Who else? You know anyone else in here by that name?” Grayson’s voice dripped with impatience.

Figuring he might decide to change his mind if I didn’t move my ass, I rushed over to the girl on the swing. Grayson nodded, satisfied, and began to take charge. 

At first, I felt out of place, but it wasn’t as bad as I imagined it would be. He snapped a few pictures of us, then turned the focus on me. Following Grayson’s clear instructions, I sat under one of the plastic trees, with my legs stretched out in a sexy pose, holding a closed, old book as if in thought. Another model peeked from behind the tree, as if trying to get my attention.

I had barely taken the position and gotten comfortable when Grayson called out, “Good work, everyone.” He set the camera aside and began to clap, which I assumed was a sign that we were done. His applause was rewarded with more clapping from the models.

“As you all know, tomorrow we’ll be hosting a big event, and the studio will be turned into a gallery,” Grayson said. “I need each and every one of you here on time, so you can get ready.” Grayson’s blue eyes turned to me. “You too, Jenna. Thalia will fill you in.” He turned back toward the group. “Gina, Sarah, and Thalia, you will pose for our guests. The rest of you will entertain, serve cocktails, and generally be your usual gorgeous selves. Make sure you give it your best. Whoever books a job gets a bonus. The checks will be in the mail. Do you have any questions?”

My heart began to race. I couldn’t believe that Grayson was already inviting me to a huge event. For a second, I felt like hugging him, grateful that he had thought of me when I really had given him no reason to. Maybe me posing had changed his mind that I was worth taking a chance on, or maybe he was short of one girl. Either way, I was grateful for any hours he was willing to give me. Serving cocktails and talking to new people didn’t sound so bad, particularly since I’d also be paid for it.

One of the sixteen models, a woman with short, platinum-blonde hair, raised her hand to get his attention.

“Yes, Sarah?” Grayson said.

“Sorry, I can’t be here tomorrow. I have acting lessons.”

Grayson ran his fingers through his hair, wearing an exasperated expression on his face. “Sarah, I counted on you. You knew I’ve been planning this event for weeks, so there’s no excuse for your absence.”

“I know.” She shrugged. “I’m really sorry, but tomorrow’s impossible. I tried to cancel, but the class is mandatory. The fee’s already been paid, and I have to attend.” She shot him an apologetic smile, the kind that would melt anyone’s heart. 

Grayson’s expression didn’t soften, and for a moment, I held my breath, anticipating his disapproving reaction. With his brows drawn and his eyes shimmering dangerously, I almost expected him to start shouting and throwing a tantrum, but his mouth just tightened into a thin line. Slowly, he turned his back to her, and his blue gaze scanned the group. Finally, those baby blues focused on me. 

I could almost sense his intentions, yet I didn’t dare hope. Instead, I just held my breath and waited.

“Jenna,” he said sharply, “you asked for a chance, and this is it. You’ll fill in for Sarah, but it’s half-nude. Are you in?”

My heart jumped in my throat. The sudden silence was oppressing. Under Grayson’s scrutiny, I peered from his face to Sarah’s hopeful expression, then back to him, and I found myself nodding. He was right; it was my chance. Whatever he wanted from me, I’d do it. I had to. Even though, to be honest, I had no idea what half-nude meant, but it sounded better than being completely nude

“Yes, count me in,” I said, my voice alien to my ears.

“Good. Then it’s sorted.” Grayson’s grim expression barely shifted as he pointed to me, Thalia, and a girl with bright red hair the color of chili peppers. “You three will be posing and presenting. Don’t disappoint me. I’m counting on you.”

He expected us to do a great job, meet prospective clients, and earn him some new contracts. Given my retail background, I figured I could pull that off, even half-dressed.

***

“That was awesome!” Thalia shouted the moment we were back in the dressing room. She high-fived me and for the first time in what seemed like forever, I actually felt happy—as hard to believe as that was.

Before meeting Thalia, the thought of posing or modeling had never occurred to me. Now I couldn’t wait to do it again. Things had gone so well. Not only did I earn my first real working assignment, but Grayson was extremely confident that he’d be able to place the pictures with one of his clients—in fact so confident that he had agreed to pay each of us $1,000.

A thousand dollars, which would go a long way toward paying the rent for the month.

The prospect of making money and meeting potential new clients excited me, even though I didn’t have a clue as to what the job really entailed, except to be charming and help Grayson generate more business. Surely, compared to the nightmarish scenarios I had encountered in the past, Grayson’s offering seemed like the Holy Grail on the path to improvement. Thalia had already shown me the sexy outfits wrapped in plastic, stuffed inside a huge box: brand new clothes that we were allowed to keep after the event. While they weren’t exactly my style, the fabric was long enough to cover my private parts, and I was grateful for that.

“We should celebrate,” Thalia said, interlocking her arms with Gina’s and mine. “Tomorrow’s going to be so awesome.” Even she sounded like Sylvie—untroubled and free of the emotional baggage that came with a hot guy who turned out to be a cheater.

“I’m not sure we should get drunk before the big day,” Gina muttered, squeezing out of her pink polka-dot dress and changing into a shirt and black jeans that did nothing to hide her beauty. With her porcelain skin and her bright red hair that fit her scowl, she kind of reminded me of a heated version of Arielle, the little mermaid.

“You’re a sourpuss, Gina.” Thalia nudged her playfully, then turned to me. “She’s such a buzz-kill. Jenna, what do you think? Are you up for finding a bar and having a couple drinks?”

I laughed with unease. Now was the time to reveal my pregnancy, but I couldn’t tell them and risk Grayson finding out when I had barely started the job.

“Maybe another time,” I said. “I’m kind of tired.”

“You guys are all so boring.” Thalia scrunched up her face. “Another time, then. I’ll call you up on it and then I’ll have to insist we’ll hit not one, not two—” She lifted three fingers as she counted “—but three bars. And I get to choose where and how we celebrate. Deal? But today—” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper as the corners of her smile twitched. “Today, I will dare you for one drink at the La Rue Bar, just one.”

Gina and I exchanged glances.

“You’re so bad,” Gina said, laughing. “One drink, and that’s it.”

“Atta girl.” Thalia’s sharp gaze focused on me, and for a moment I could almost feel it penetrating the barriers of my mind, as though she could see right through me.

Just one drink.

I wouldn’t even have to take more than a sip, and no one would notice.

Gina shot me a “trust me” look.

I had never really been much of a drinker anyway, no more than a glass or two of wine, but the idea of spending the evening with new friends brightened my gloomy mood. Besides, my obstetrician had even recommended one glass of wine every now and then. “Okay,” I found myself saying and lifted one finger, “but one drink only.”

“Absolutely.” Thalia laughed out loud as she locked her arms with ours again. “That’s totally the plan. Come on, girls. First round’s on me.”
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It was supposed to be one drink—just one single drink to celebrate the fact that I had found a new job. What’s a night out without colorful cocktails or a cold glass of martini with a green olive on a stick? Ever since becoming pregnant, I had felt I had been missing out on the fun: New York City’s nightlife screaming of light pleasures and dark chaos, quick dates, and drawn-out dramas—all the excitement and disasters that came with going out and not knowing how a particular night would end. At that moment, I hoped it would end in meeting new people, making new friends, and maybe finding the beginnings of a new life—a new path without Jett. Maybe even a new guy, someone who would take my mind off the past and help me move on.

I had worked hard all my life, but finding a new date, a new lover, someone to replace my past love, was harder—particularly in a city like New York that was full of people who had no time for relationships. The only available men for dating were those who worked at night: single, successful, driven, and eager to win and get ahead. Those who loved to work hard but fucked harder. They reminded me of my old self—eager to build a career, never looking for love or a relationship. If I wanted to get Jett out of my head, all I had to do was explore New York at night and meet new people. And all that started with a drink, albeit the nonalcoholic kind, whether I wanted it or not. 

As we entered La Rue, the buzz of people and music immediately made my mind spin in a good way; the laughter and excitement all around me were surprisingly captivating.

“Let’s sit at the bar,” Gina yelled in my ear, “so we don’t have to walk too far for drinks.”

The bar area was so crammed, I doubted we’d find one vacant stool, let alone three. “There’s a table over there,” I said, ready to push my way through. For once, all the shoving and invasion of my space didn’t bother me.

Thalia motioned to get the barman’s attention and flashed her stunning smile, which had him heading for us in an instant.

I jotted down, “Cranberry cocktails—absolutely no alcohol for me,” on a napkin and pushed it over the counter toward him, with some money tucked inside. He winked at me, then took Thalia’s order.

A few minutes later, we were sipping our cocktails at a table, our heads bobbing to the music blaring from invisible speakers that forced our conversation into shouts. Before long, one cocktail turned into two and then three, and I had to act as though I was drunk—which was fun, but not as much fun as watching my new friends getting hammered.

“She’s single,” Thalia shouted to a group of guys before I could stop her.

“Shush.” I held a finger to my mouth, smiling. “You’re making me look desperate.”

It was true, but given her intoxicated state, I couldn’t blame her. A few cocktails into the night and both Thalia and Gina were drunk. I had no idea how many drinks they had ordered already, because I had lost count at some point.

Ever since Thalia had asked about my relationship status and I had revealed I was single, she was hell bent on changing that by attracting the attention of potential suitors.

“You’re not looking for anyone?” Gina asked, surprised.

“Hell, no.” I shook my head. “I’m enjoying my single life.” Both Gina and Thalia cast me curious glances. I waved my hand dismissively. “Long story, but getting into a new relationship is the last thing on my mind right now.”

“Ah. Bad romance gone worse.” Gina laughed. “I could sing that song myself.” She leaned in conspiratorially, her breath smelling of the mint gum she kept chewing. “Who needs love anyway when all you need is someone to warm your bed for the night.”

I stared at her, open-mouthed. “Just to be clear, I don’t want a relationship,” I said. “I’m not ready for one now.”

“Everyone says that after being dumped.”

“I wasn’t dumped,” I protested.

“Sure.” Gina winked at me. “You know, there’s no shame in admitting it.”

“What Gina is trying to say is that we can help you to hook up with someone,” Thalia cut in, surprising me once again in her similarity to Sylvie. If it weren’t for her exotic looks, she could have been my roommate’s twin.

“We’ll be your wingmen,” Gina said. “Or wing women.”

“Is that even a word?” I shook my head; it was easier than arguing with them in their determined and inebriated state.

“We’ll find you a hookup,” Thalia said. “No relationships. Just a hot guy who’ll make you forget your ex.”

I cringed inwardly. Yeah, as if that would happen anytime soon.

“That’s the plan.” Gina pushed her red hair back over her shoulder and stood to scan the room with the eyes of someone who seemed to have done this before. Several heads turned toward us and for a moment I wished I could just shrink in my seat so no one would see me.

“Please don’t tell me you’re looking for prospective candidates.” I grabbed her arm and pulled, gently urging her to sit back down, but she wouldn’t budge.

“As a matter of fact, she is,” Thalia said, laughing. “Now sit back and let the professional do her job. Clearly, you need someone to help you move on, and when it comes to getting revenge, Gina’s the best.”

“No.” I shook my head again and took a gulp of my drink. “I’m not looking for revenge. More like a rescue plan really, something to keep me from running back to him.” The words tumbled out through my cranberry-tasting lips, and I realized my blunder too late.

Thalia’s eyebrows knitted together in a frown. “Why would you want to run back to someone? You call them an ex for a reason.”

I shrugged. Why would I want that indeed? “I don’t know. The sex was pretty good—amazing really.”

“Here’s what I usually recommend.” Gina finally sat down, turning her attention back to us and wearing a determined look on her face. “If a man hits five on the list, you sleep with him, if only to feel shitty afterward and replace your good memories with bad ones.”

My lips twitched as I tried hard to suppress the laughter bubbling at the back of my throat. Either they were making fun of me, or the alcohol was speaking and they wouldn’t remember a word the following day. “And what list would that be?”

“Clean, sexy, good-looking.” She started counting and paused. “That’s it. Everything else is a bonus.” I didn’t want to point out that she barely got to three points; maybe two since the term “clean” was debatable. 

“She’s right,” Thalia said, her speech slurring more by the second. “It’s hard to find a man who’s caring and sexy, attentive and handsome. And don’t get me started on supportive.”

“Take it from me,” Gina continued, “most men ran if I so much as asked them to water my plants.”

Thalia nudged her. “You forgot to add hardworking but not completely obsessed with his career to the point of forgetting that you exist.”

“So you suggest settling for less?” I asked, amused.

“No.” Gina drew out the word and exchanged glances with Thalia. “What we’re saying is that if you want to move on, you first need to get laid. There’s no way around that.” She paused for effect. “I know the perfect singles bar, and it just so happens to be down the street. Let’s pay the place a visit.”

“I hope you’re not talking about that male strippers club again.” Thalia laughed. Gina shot her a dirty look, shutting her up.

Strippers? Oh, God.

It was exactly what I had tried to avoid—running around from one place to the next, because I couldn’t possibly leave them to their fate. They were too drunk for that, and someone had to make sure they got home safely. As much as I hated the idea, I couldn’t just abandon them.

“You said just one bar and one drink,” I muttered.

“I’ve changed my mind.” Gina grinned and finished her drink in one gulp. “We’ll help you, under one condition.”

For some reason, I had a bad feeling. All that talk about sleeping with a stranger made me feel uncomfortable. I narrowed my eyes at her. “Which is?”

“We make the decision.”

“What decision?” I asked, confused.

Gina smiled mysteriously. “We choose your guy of the night for you.” At my shocked expression she raised her hands to stop my protest. “ Wait. Hear me out. You don’t have to sleep with him. Just promise that you’ll date him for a couple hours.”

I looked from Gina to Thalia in confusion. Friends choosing a guy for you? It sounded like a bad idea. I only had to think of my friends’ disaster dates to know that hookups would end in the walk of shame, with my head buried deep in the sand. However, I also wondered what would happen if, for once, I let someone else make such a decision on my behalf. I wasn’t exactly known for my good judgment in choosing suitable males for a relationship. Before Jett, I had only dated the kind of guy who couldn’t commit if his life depended on it. And Jett...

I blew out a breath. He hadn’t been so different than the others, what with his whole misguided idea about not marrying until we were old and gray. He had been such a bad decision. The whole falling-in-love-with-him thing had been a disaster. What if they had more luck than I had? What if a one-night date, a getting to know a complete stranger without having to sleep with him, was the solution, a way to move on from Jett and banish my memories of him—of being with him?

“Jealousy is still the best way to get back at someone,” Gina debated with Thalia.

“It’s not about revenge. It’s about regaining your self-respect by knowing you deserve better,” Thalia answered.

I held up a hand to stop their chatter. “Okay. I’ll do it.” I grabbed my bag and coat, ready to banish my memories of Jett to the back of my mind, if I hung on to them at all.

They stared at me until Gina gave Thalia a short pat on the shoulder. “You heard her. Let’s go.”

They grabbed their coats and bags in haste, as though they feared I might change my mind.

“But no more drinks for me,” I said.

“Do you remember your address?” Gina asked, grinning.

I frowned. “Yeah. Why?”

“That’s all that matters. A yellow cab will take care of the rest.” Her face creased up in laughter. “Besides, I’m next in line to pay, and one last drink won’t change your life.”

I could only hope so. If only my feelings would stop telling me that she was wrong.
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When Gina had mentioned the singles bar, she forgot to add the fact that she was really talking about an underground club that looked like some sort of seedy, illegal establishment. Bass beats were blasting from inside, so loud my head began to pound before we even walked in. The entire building was painted black, reminding me of a graveyard. The entire atmosphere screamed bizarre, and definitely not my style. I should have already realized from the large, red “HUSH HUSH” neon sign above the entrance door painted in black that it was not the kind of establishment I would ever enter. But instead of arguing and standing my ground at the door, I clamped my mouth shut, waiting to see what could possibly happen next.

It was only when a guy covered in tattoos exited, his eyes assessing my body hungrily as his tongue brushed his teeth in a gross gesture, that I desperately wanted to run away.

“Are you insane?” I hissed at Gina.

“What? Are you scared?” Gina rolled her eyes and pulled at my hand. “Don’t be a pussy. I’ve been here countless times, and it’s great. Just wait until you’re inside.”

“That’s probably open to interpretation,” I muttered under my breath.

“You wanted a new date. This is where you’ll find him,” Thalia added. “In your circumstances, you can’t be too fussy. You want to stop running back to your ex, right?”

I wanted to point out that they had insisted on finding me a date and that it had been all their idea, but there was no point in arguing.

“What’s the password?” one of the five bouncers asked. He was a big man with greased hair and the most menacing expression I had ever seen. I swallowed hard and looked at Gina, inwardly praying she wouldn’t remember.

“You’ll never see it coming, Lewis,” Gina said, unfazed, playing with her butterfly necklace. “Tonight I’ll hook up with a hairy guy with large feet and small hands, get his number, then call him next week to tell him he has to go in for STD tests.”

“That’s harsh.” To my surprise, the bouncer chuckled and, with a wink at Gina, he let us in for free.

“What was that?” I asked, confused, as we descended the stairs into what looked like a basement. “Was that the password?”

“There is no a password.” She looked at me and grimaced. “Lewis and I go way back. It’s just an inside joke we’ve had going on forever.”

I nodded knowingly, even though I had no idea what she was talking about.

Eventually, we reached a dark corridor and moved past black curtains into a crowded room with silver lights that sent a sharp pain through my eyes. I closed them for a moment, unable to suppress a shiver. Slowly, I opened my eyes again and let them adjust as I took in my surroundings.

“Oh, my god,” I exclaimed in horror.

The whole place was dark and hot, with no windows and no visible exits. Like the outside, the walls were painted a gloomy black. It was so hot and stuffy that I figured whoever owned the club must have installed heaters in the corners, probably to entice thirst so their clientele would buy more drinks. The walls looked shabby, and the whole place was in desperate need of some interior design. The tables and chairs were scratched and probably would have benefited from some scrubbing. I didn’t want to sit down, let alone touch anything.

“It’s awesome, right?” Thalia gushed, pointing to the stripper poles in the corners, where anyone bold enough was allowed to show off their abilities—or lack thereof. Judging from their awkward moves, the dancers were far from being professionals. “Everyone here’s single, which is why they encourage rubbing up against anyone you like to see if they like you back.” As though that was a good thing, she grinned at me and raised her eyebrows meaningfully.

“No.” I shook my head slowly, fighting hard to stifle the onset of hysteria at the back of my throat. “I meant...Oh, my god. How awful,” I murmured, unable to peel my eyes off the people dancing and making out in what looked like a huge pool, their bodies and clothes covered in foam.

I had heard of foam parties and had seen them on television, but I had never realized they actually existed and that they could be so wild. The people were uninhibited and probably intoxicated—and many of them were almost naked.

Someone bumped into me.

“Sorry,” I mumbled and moved aside, only to slam into someone else.

Small rivulets of sweat began to trickle down my spine, both from the lack of space and from the stuffy air. I tied my hair behind my back and started to fan my burning face with my hand.

“Hey, Gina. Get those drinks,” Thalia said. As soon as Gina was gone, she turned to me with a frown on her face. “You’re not going to pass out, are you?”

“What?” I stared at her. “No, I’m fine.”

“Please don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind about trying to find someone. I still remember how you looked when I picked up from Central Park. You didn’t seem to be in a good place. It wasn’t hard to figure out that you had been crying your heart out over a guy.”

The image of Jett with Tiffany flashed through my mind, leaving a sharp stab of pain in its wake. I cringed inwardly. “Was it that obvious?”

She shrugged, as though it didn’t matter either way. “No, but I’m used to seeing girls in your state of mind. Plus, you told me you were trying to move on from an ex and all that crap, so I figured out the rest. This might not be the most obvious place to visit after a breakup, but it’s a lot of fun getting to know someone new, as long as you know what you’re looking for.” Her gaze lingered on a nearby couple, their bodies intertwined in a slow dance.

“I suppose so,” I muttered and looked up to see Gina snaking her way toward us, balancing three pink-colored, and sugar-rimmed drinks decorated with sparkly straws and little umbrellas.

“They have the best cocktails in town.” She handed each of us a glass, keeping one for herself, then continued to gush about the place. I eyed my drink warily, my brain struggling to come up with a good excuse to order my own.

“Drink up,” Gina said, waiting for me to take a sip. “You’ll need it when we go hunting for a guy.”

To drink or not to drink? The question was a no-brainer. If I refused, I’d have to come up with an excuse. While I liked Gina and Thalia, I still didn’t trust them enough to reveal my pregnancy, and I certainly didn’t want to feel like the oddball of the group, the third wheel. I wanted to have fun, like a real New Yorker. I didn’t want life to grip and hold me; I wanted to grip life and make it mine. 

I lifted the glass and admired the beautiful pink liquid and sparkling granules of grenadine sugar around the rim. I took a sip and winced when the strong, sweet flavor hit my taste buds. It was delicious, leaving a sweet and tangy grapefruit zest behind—so delicious that I simply had to take another sip.

I didn’t know if it was the atmosphere or the drink, but within a few minutes, the blood in my veins began to rush, my body growing lighter, until I felt like I was floating in midair. Usually, a drink or two didn’t make me giddy and certainly not drunk, but I felt different this time, alive and excited—as if every fiber of my being wanted to move, dance, and act crazy. Even though I was scared of heights in any form, I felt as though I could jump off a cliff and into cold water, which I attributed to the alcohol mingling with my pregnancy hormones in a strange way.

”What is this stuff?” I held my glass up to Gina while continuing to sway to the rhythm of the music. Adrenaline rushed through my veins, as if the music inspired my body to be harmonious. Surreal happiness at the thought that I was young and ready to take on the world surged through me, a kind of blissfulness I had never felt before.

“My own personalized pink puddle drink,” Gina said proudly. “It’s my favorite. You want another one?”

Definitely not, but she was gone before I had a chance to stop her. It didn’t take her long to return with another round of glasses, insisting that she show us the rest of the club. While I was reluctant to take another sip, the heat was slowly getting to me. I was thirsty and covered in a layer of sweat. Without Gina’s noticing, I put down my first, half-full glass and took another one from her outstretched hand.

As we crossed the open-plan space at a snail’s pace and pushed through the crowd, I began to see why the place was so popular. Everywhere I looked, people were dancing, talking, and having the time of their lives, just like I was. They seemed so carefree, which made me realize that in just a few months, I would no longer be like them. Soon I’d be a mother—bound to responsibilities and facing yet more bills. It might very well be my first and last time at HUSH HUSH or any other club, for that matter, and the thought scared me.

“See that?” Gina pointed to a circular area with dozens of black wicker chairs. I nodded and she yelled in my ear, “It’s the speed-dating area for singles...or those pretending to be.”

The area was secluded, in the far corner, away from the dancing rooms and the foam party. Each booth had two wicker chairs facing one another, closed off by a string curtain that I assumed could be drawn, allowing for more privacy. The entire dating space was bathed in a violet glow, and was even darker than the rest of the club. I craned my neck to get a better view. A table was set up between each set of chairs. It was the perfect place to get to know someone without leaving the club.

“It works like this: you chat with somebody, and if you like what you see, you close the curtains.” Gina took a sip of her cocktail, her eyes shining unnaturally bright as her eyes scanned the dating area.

I expected her to want to move closer, if only so she could show me around, but strangely, she remained glued to the spot, staring ahead as though she was waiting for something to happen. I had no idea how she could see in the darkness. While I could see the shape and movement of figures all around us, my vision wasn’t sharp enough to make out faces. Eventually, Gina whispered in Thalia’s ear, and they both turned to me.

I frowned. “What?”

What now?

Almost sensing their intentions, my skin prickled at the thought of what was to come. Gina pulled me closer to her, her eyes shimmering with pride as she spoke. She pointed her glass toward the northwest side of the dating area. “That one will do.”

I followed her line of vision through the crowd and shook my head.

“Eleven o’clock,” she said impatiently, “the booth closest to the wall.”

Scanning the people around us, I narrowed my eyes. 

Apart from two booths, all those close to the wall were empty. In the first one, a couple was engaged in deep conversation, the woman playing with her hair and laughing at everything the man said. In the second booth, a man was sitting alone—the only person close to the wall. From that distance, I could only see his profile, but even that was a blurry mess. With the dim and colored lights dancing above our heads, my vision was so impaired that I wasn’t even sure the person was male at all.

“You mean the guy next to the couple?” I asked, just to be sure.

When no reply came, I turned to Gina, then to Thalia, who gave me an approving look.

“This is your chance, Jenna. That’s him, your guy of the night,” Gina said with enough determination to make me flinch. “I just know it.”

I regarded him again. He looked unnervingly still. Unlike everyone else around us, he was just sitting there, motionless, not once turning his head to skim his surroundings.

My heart started to pound.

I couldn’t just go over and talk to him when he didn’t look like he was there for company. As I stared at him, pondering what to do, a woman approached the booth and sat down, leaving the curtain undrawn.

For some reason, I felt happy and relieved that it didn’t have to be me. I almost squealed in delight that he wasn’t alone and I was off the hook after all. I bit my lip hard to stop myself from smiling.

So, maybe I wasn’t ready to date again. While my heart was still hurting in places, my mind craving distraction, and my brain screaming for revenge, I lacked the courage to approach a total stranger and start a relationship all over again.

“Such a shame he’s found a date,” I said, not meaning a word of it. I took a step forward, ready to leave the dating area behind, when Thalia’s hand on my elbow stopped me.

“Look again,” she said, pleased.

I turned back to regard him, just in time to see the woman stomp off. As she passed us, I noticed that her face was a mask of anger. Obviously, whatever he had said hadn’t pleased her.

Nor me.

Shit.

Now I was out of excuses.

“Oh, come on.” I remained glued to the spot, unsure of what to do, when a hand shoved me forward.

“What are you waiting for? Go talk to him before someone else spies him,” Gina hissed in my ear.

She made it sound as if he was the last man on Earth, as if women were ready to fight over him. I wanted to point out that he was a human being, not a fish or an object to grab and pin to the wall. The thought of him being the last fish made me giggle. My nerves were making me irrational again, or maybe it was a physical reaction to stress and anxiety or the alcohol talking and letting me imagine all kinds of things in my mind. Whatever it was, my giggle turned into hysterical laughter, and before I could stop myself, I had taken a few more nervous gulps of my drink.

“I don’t even know what to say,” I said. “I’m not really experienced in approaching guys.”

Actually, I was putting it lightly. Talk about having zero experience.

Swallowing down the rest of my drink, I composed myself. This was such a bad idea. But so had been drinking Gina’s cocktail because, while I knew I was standing, I could barely feel my feet. Whatever had been in that cute little glass had sent the room spinning and my pulse racing. It didn’t send a rush of adrenaline through me, but it sure made me feel happy.

Gina rolled her eyes. “Just say, ‘Hi. You look great. Want to hook up with me?’ It really doesn’t matter what you say. If he digs you, he’ll be all over you anyway. Time to be slutty, bitch.”

There was no way I would say any such thing, even if I risked being single for the rest of my life.

Shaking her head, Thalia turned to me and put her arm around my shoulders. “Don’t listen to her. Just be yourself, Jenna. If it works, that’s great. If it doesn’t, you’ve lost nothing, and he’s probably not the right one anyway. Remember, it’s just for a few hours. Give it a try. You never know.”

I took a deep breath. “All right.” I handed Thalia my empty glass and stumbled forward, uncertain of whether I could fool my friends by hiding behind one of the curtains and then pretending the whole thing had been a major flop. As I spun around to find a flight route, I spied them in the distance, watching me like hawks, their hands waving at me, gesturing me to move ahead.

I decided I’d talk to the guy, who was probably boring and full of himself anyway. And it’d probably be over in no time. I laughed. Okay, so how hard could it be?
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With my heart pounding in my chest and my throat parched, I neared the man. How could they be so sure he was the right one for me? Did Gina have night goggles, or what? I was barely able to see his face, let alone the rest of him. What if he was a creep? I wondered what he had said to the woman that had caused her to storm off in a huff. Even worse than what he might have said, he might have just stared off into empty space, as though he was crazy. 

Or maybe he was a killer with disturbing things on his mind.

I laughed inwardly at the dark direction my thoughts were taking.

Of course, a killer would hardly lurk in a bar with lots of people, would he? Unless he was a predator who didn’t mind crowds—the kind I had seen in horror movies with lots of special effects and a creepy atmosphere—just like the HUSH HUSH bare. Even though this was real life, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that it didn’t differ too much from the movies. The bar was engulfed in darkness, and so was he, fitting right in.

Even from a distance, I could feel Thalia’s and Gina’s stares burning a hole in my back, eager for me to get moving.

“This one?” I mouthed and pointed at the man in my last attempt to sway their mind.

Please say no. Please say no.

Pointing toward the booth, I gestured again. But it was too late. The hairs on the nape of my neck prickled as something shifted behind me.

“Has no one ever told you not to trust a friend’s choice over your own?” The voice was dark and smooth—the kind of voice that could hypnotize and send one into a trance.

Oh, come on!

Did he hear me talking out loud? Had he been watching us? My brain already fighting to come up with a lame excuse, I spun around slowly. I lifted my eyes to meet his gaze, ready to apologize, but my heart lurched at the sight of him, and I stumbled a step backward.

Holy pearls!

He was tall, around six-two. So tall I had to push my head back to see all the way up. Peering up into the darkest eyes I had ever seen, I swallowed hard.

He had a wolf’s eyes. The kind of eyes that could undress a woman with as little as a glance—the kind of eyes that would haunt you in your daydreams. His raven hair was still wet, as if he had just stepped out of the shower. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up, revealing strong arms, which were crossed over his chest as he regarded me with a frown. Dressed in a black shirt and black pants that accentuated his broad shoulders and his narrow hips, he looked as magnificent as the night.

There was something dark and brooding about him, something dramatic, something I was drawn to. His forehead was creased with lines, and his mouth was soft but unsmiling. Without a doubt, he was attractive—not sexy so much as mysterious, maybe even untouchable and unattainable.

I instantly knew that he was the kind of man who would take a long time to figure out. The kind of man I’d probably date as a rebound, only for fun and to boost my confidence, without giving away my heart. He was someone who could see me through hard times and make me forget—if only for one night.

The possibility flashed in my brain.

If only I wasn’t scared as hell...

“I’m sorry.” As I glanced back to my friends, my eyes searching for them in the crowd, I realized they were gone.

Of course.

They had done their job, and now I was left with a complete stranger.

“Sit down.” He pulled a curtain aside, his hand touching the small of my back, leaving me no choice but to enter the empty booth.

I knew I should get far away from him, but for some reason I couldn’t. I sat down on one of the chairs, my pulse racing so fast I was sure he could hear it. Nervously, I scanned the small space. His jacket was thrown carelessly over the back of a third chair. Car keys rested on the table next to a glass of scotch. The string curtain shielded us from prying eyes, but it also made the entire experience strange, almost intimate. The booth was small and poorly lit, and for a moment, I was happy that there were no walls—just hundreds of tiny black strings surrounding us. In case I needed to get away, it would be easy enough to make a mad dash.

The stranger pushed his chair close to mine. With my heart pounding against my chest, I watched him quickly close the distance between us and sit down. Maybe it was the violet lights reflecting in his eyes, giving them a brilliant, cold blue hue, but the way he looked at me, his gaze seemed to penetrate every layer of my soul. For a few seconds, I felt something between us.

Something clicked. Hot and tangible.

Passion?

Gina’s words came to mind. 

This is your chance, Jenna. This is him: your guy of the night.

I realized she might have been right about that.

“Your name?” he asked. Even the way he asked me screamed dominance, as though he was entitled to all—not just my name but also my body and mind.

“Jenna,” I said my sister’s name without hesitation and stretched out my hand in what I thought was a confident manner, though truthfully, all my confidence had flown out the door the moment he had turned his gaze on me. He made me nervous, even more so because he was hard and beautiful.

Beautiful to look at, hard to hold on to.

He was like a beautiful angel carved in stone—not a peaceful seraph but the punishing kind, one who wouldn’t hesitate to draw his sword and go to war to fight anything or anyone that stood in his path. An angel to fear. And fear was what I felt.

“Check.” His hand reached out, and the moment his fingers curled around mine, an electric tingle ran down my spine. His hands were strong, warm, and callused. The kind of hands I wanted to grab and hold me right there, in that space, where I was floating.

My pulse raced.

“Check?” I asked, unable to stop the amusement from creeping into my voice as I repeated his name. “Check, as in...paper money?”

“Yeah, but more like a bill of exchange.” He nodded slowly and for the first time, he smiled, revealing two rows of perfect, white, gorgeous teeth—teeth I could imagine nibbling on my lips. “It’s not about the money though. It’s about getting what others owe you. Do you like owing, Jenna, or would you prefer to be owed?”

My heart skipped a beat at the way he looked at me, and his voice sent shivers up my skin.

He leaned forward, closer, until I almost choked on my breath.

“How about I give you something so you’ll owe me?” he asked quietly.

His words spun in my mind as I struggled to make sense of them. He looked like a lone wolf: wild, powerful, ready to pounce and ravish my body in a hard way. He was what Sylvie liked to call a DBM: a dark, broody, moody guy—someone who couldn’t be held on to.

As I regarded him through the hazy curtain before my eyes, I realized I was drawn to him, not because he was my type—he was every woman’s type—but because I recognized my own misery when I looked into his dark eyes. Something about him was like balm to my tormented soul, and I felt as though I was darkness longing to be with my own kind. He was the kind of man who could quiet a heart through the calmness he excluded, but most importantly, he was like the elixir I needed to become myself again.

“What do you want me to give you?” I asked quietly.

He raised an eyebrow at me and moistened his lips. Round, full lips that were worth kissing, and yet they were not Jett’s. I hated that fact, but I hated myself more for thinking it. I hated myself for wanting Jett when Check was sexy and available, when he could help me.

Wanting a man only to use him to get over a broken heart was pathetic and yet...

“Sex.” Coming from him, the word sounded like a demand. My skin tingled from his straightforward approach.

“Sex?” I repeated and laughed, the sound echoing eerily in my ears. 

He didn’t reply. Instead, his fingers began to tap on the table in a slow rhythm. They were long, the nails manicured. I stared at them, fixated, captured by the tiny movement that seemed to cause a rumbling roll inside my brain.

“And what would I get in return?” I asked, my gaze still glued to his fingers, which seemed to shimmer in the violet light.

“More sex. Better sex.”

“Right.” I giggled nervously. “Sex for sex?”

“And satisfaction,” he added, “pleasure.” He let the word roll on this tongue. “Quick, hot, toe-curling pleasure that you will never, ever forget.”

As if it was even possible, he leaned just a little bit closer, so close I could almost feel his energy and his breath on my lips. Waves of something strong seemed to pour from him and into me, as though he was invading my mind, filling it with his, until I could no longer form a coherent thought.

“Sex can mean a lot of things, Jenna.” His voice was calm, more forceful than before, and there was a hard edge to it. Or maybe it was his eyes, all dark and deep, as if they had somehow captured the entire ocean in them. They were so beautiful I could hardly focus on anything else anymore. “It can be meaningless,” he continued, his fingers brushing over my hand, “or it can be full of adventure—the kind you’ve never experienced before. Which one do you prefer? The one that comes with no strings attached?”

I almost jumped back in shock as his hands brushed my knee, his thumb trailing the delicate skin.

“Or the kind that makes you feel you’re being owned?” A flash of a grin grazed his lips, and I couldn’t help but think that he was a master of seduction and persuasion. Not in an obvious kind of way, but his technique seemed to work.

I groaned inwardly as the realization dawned on me. As I stared at him, I understood why the woman had run away. The guy wasn’t a creep. Check wasn’t there because he was single or looking for a date.

Come on. A handsome stranger called ‘Check’, asking for instant sex. What do you think he is, Stewart?

Holy dang. He was a male prostitute and anytime now he’d disclose his price per hour. It was so obvious I almost slapped my forehead for not realizing it sooner.

I stared at him, disgusted.

“How stupid do you think I am?” I asked, shame and humiliation burning through me. I gulped down a large mouthful of air before I continued, “I don’t have the money, and even if I wanted to have sex, which I don’t, and even if I wasn’t a $100,000 in debt, I’d never sleep with a prostitute.”

I grabbed my bag and stood on shaky legs, ready to storm through the curtains, just like the other woman had, when the room started to spin so fast that I fell. Somewhere to my right, a glass smashed against the floor. Strong arms grabbed me before I hit the floor. I flinched, fighting the urge to sink into them.

If only he wasn’t—

“I’m not a prostitute,” he hissed in my ear as he helped me up.

He wasn’t?

I tried to stand and apologize for knocking over his glass, but my words remained trapped behind my lips. The alcohol rushing through my veins was strong enough to make my knees give way beneath me. Were it not for his hands holding me, I would have tumbled to the floor.

“I’m sorry.” I felt silly for my outburst, for knocking over his glass, and for the nonsensical accusation; for my body being so drunk I was out of control.

As much as I wanted to explain, my words failed me. My mind was a blurry mess, my thoughts rushing around like the tumult at the bottom of a waterfall. Everything, from the stranger to the room, was spinning fast. I closed my eyes again, and before I could stop myself, I leaned my head against his chest, until the spinning slowed down and I felt better.

“Are you high, Jenna?” he asked from what seemed like a million miles away.

I shook my head. The thought that I was high was so absurd I laughed out loud. “I’m most certainly not high. Trust me, I would know if I was.” I peeled myself off his chest and met his gaze.

For some reason, I expected him to smile, but he didn’t. His face was a serious mask, his mouth was pressed into a thin line, and that frown was on his face again.

Clearly, he didn’t believe me.

The thought that the handsome stranger thought I was a drug user when I had barely had a cocktail enraged me, and my temper flared.

“You know what? You have no right to judge me.” I pushed a finger into his chest, marveling at how hard his body felt. “It’s not your right to be accusatory when you don’t know me. I’ve had a rough day. Maybe I look like I’m high and sound drunk, but you know what? You sound and look like my cheater ex.” I pushed out my chin defiantly as I stared him down.

He looked taken aback.

Pushing his arm away, I tried to put some distance between us, but he held on to me tight, until I could almost sense the beating of his heart, calm and steady.

“A man who doesn’t respect his woman isn’t worth keeping,” he whispered against my earlobe, his voice caressing every nerve ending. “No woman deserves to be cheated on. I’m glad you ditched the bastard.”

“Yeah, so am I,” I replied and wiped a hand over my eyes before the telltale moisture could give away my state of mind. His words, short and superficial as they were, touched me.

For a few moments, silence lingered between us, but in that moment I felt as though he understood me and the pain that seemed to creep up on me again. 

“I’m sorry if I offended you,” he said eventually.

“I’m sorry I insinuated that you are a sex worker,” I replied and stifled a giggle.

Maybe it was the way he touched the small of my back—so tenderly, as if his hands knew how to make me feel good—but my anger faded instantly. Or it might have been the warmth of his body, but something about him seemed to calm down the storm brewing inside me.

I leaned my head against his chest, wondering what would happen if I let him in and took him up on his offer. Would my heart be free of pain—if only for one night? I pushed my dark thoughts to the back of my mind, where they could no longer reach me. On that night, I didn’t want to be alone with my demons. I didn’t want to think about the past. I wanted to be with a stranger, with someone who would make me feel good. Then, as soon as the night ended, he could just disappear from my life.

Gina was right. I needed something uncomplicated.

“I want to try it,” I whispered.

“And what would that be?”

“You asked me what I want,” I started, choosing my words carefully. “I want you to have a drink with me...at my place.”

There was silence. Waiting for his answer, I held my breath.

“You know what you should never do?” he said eventually.

“What?”

“Hook up with a random guy and let him drive you home.” His voice was still serious, but now he winked at me with a devilish grin. 

I giggled. “That’s the plan. If I have to sleep with a total stranger, I’d rather it be you.”

“Why me?”

My skin tingled from the magnetic pull between us.

“Because—” I stopped, looking for the right words. Granted, I didn’t know him, so what could I possibly answer? That I felt attracted to him because he was physically attractive? That I didn’t want to be alone at home and face my inner demons? That the alcohol rushing through my veins had made me horny, and the prospect of sleeping with him was appealing?

“Because you want me?” He raised an eyebrow at me, leaving me both wanting and fearing him.

I nodded and whispered, “And more so because I need you.” 

And because there is no us. No chance of another heartbreak. 

As though to test my boundaries, his hand brushed my ass while the other forced my chin up. Ever so slowly, his lips neared mine. For a second, I thought he’d kiss me. I held my breath, awaiting his hungry mouth. To my dismay, his lips traveled up my neck and brushed my earlobe.

“I’ll take you home.” His tone left no room for discussion. His grip on my arm tightened as he led me away from the booths and out the door, toward his car.

I stopped in midstride and spun slowly to take in my surroundings. Maybe the darkness in the club had wreaked havoc on my vision, but everything shimmered bright and colorful, as if the entire night sky had captured auroras. It was so bright it hurt my eyes, and I had to close them for an instant.

Eventually, I got into the car. As we drove home in silence, I leaned my throbbing head against the cold window, listening to the soft rain splattering against the windshield, my mind strangely devoid of thoughts. Everything—from the car seat to his cologne—smelled expensive, suggesting that he was someone who knew what he wanted, someone who liked to take charge.

For the first time, I wondered if it was such a good idea to bring a dominant stranger into my home when I was already lost in the jungle that had become my life. I kept my eyes closed against the dreaded sleepiness threatening to creep over me. Before I fell asleep, the car stopped, and I peered into the hazy darkness.

“We’re here,” Check said.

I got out, waving him over. “Let’s go inside.”

Strangely elated, I exited the car and fished for the keys in my handbag. As I tried to push them into the lock, they fell to the floor.

“Let me get those for you,” the guy whispered and picked them up. Before I knew it, he had let us in and we were in the elevator, his strong hands pressing me against him as he steadied me.

Alarm bells began to ring at the back of my mind, warning me of something I wasn’t seeing. It was so obvious that I could almost grasp it, yet the knowledge seemed so far away. But instead of following that worrisome train of thought, I closed my eyes to escape the dim lights and let him follow me into my apartment.
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The soft light of the street lamps streamed through the large windows, casting a golden glow on the heavy furniture and the rug that covered most of the hardwood floor. We crossed the hall and entered my bedroom in haste, the stranger stifling my giggling and the loud drumming of my heart with his hand grabbing mine. The room was bathed in darkness, but I didn’t switch on the lights. Why bother when I didn’t want to remember the stranger’s face, nor the events that would follow? No attachment, no recollection—nothing that would remind me, so the deeds were best done in the dark.

That night, I didn’t want to be me. I wanted to be someone who was free from pain, free from the past and hopeless dreams of a future that would never be mine.

I liked the idea of sleeping with him and, come dawn, he’d be out of my world. I liked the anonymity, the no-getting-to-know each other, the detachment of it all. It was like confiding in a random stranger, except that instead of sharing secrets I’d be sharing my body in the hopes that it would make me feel better and allow me to move on from my past and help me banish any memories of Jett—if only for a few hours.

“Do you want a drink?” I peeled myself from the stranger’s embrace and turned to face him, my gaze hazy in the night. Ever since I had invited him to my place, he had remained quiet, and not just throughout the drive. Standing near the door, his intense gaze lingered on me as he watched me with an unreadable expression.

His confidence made me nervous, and I lowered my eyes to the floor in the knowledge that a man like him—too assertive, too commanding—who visited that kind of club must have had many one-night stands with countless women. I was certain that was where he’d gained all his obvious experience.

“Lie down,” he said quietly but with enough force to make me follow his command.

Silence ensued again, and for a moment, I just stared at him, unsure of what to do.

“So, um...Is there anything specific you want from me?” I asked when the silence became uncomfortable and the entire situation began to feel surreal. The insecure edge in my tone was evident, but I didn’t try to hide it. I had never had a one-night stand before—at least, not a real one—and I had no idea how they worked.

Already, everything felt bizarre. The room was slightly spinning, and I felt as though I was trapped in a dream. Maybe it was a dream, because in my blurred vision, everything—from my matchbox room to the man standing before me, motionless like a statue—seemed larger, unreal. His size intimidated me, and his stare frightened me, but not to the extent of making me want to run.

Finally, I heard his slow, muffled steps as he moved closer, stopping inches from the bed. “I have to go.”

Even in my ears, his excuse—or lack thereof—sounded weak, dripping with hesitation and something else.

Anger?

Defeat?

You’re misinterpreting too much.

“Why?” Frowning, I stared at him. In the darkness of the room, I couldn’t read his expression.

“Because I won’t take advantage of a drunken woman. That’s why,” he whispered. “The only reason I agreed to give you a ride home was to make sure you got home safely. I didn’t want you to take a cab all by yourself or, worse, to end up going home with the wrong guy, someone without my...integrity. You never know what might happen if you go home with a stranger. Some other guy might use your inebriated state to take advantage of you.” 

A man of morals. Great.

Even though his concern touched me, I laughed bitterly. The fact that he wanted to leave so soon filled me with despair and rejection. Back at the club, he had been so sure of our interlude, shamelessly flirting with me. Now, doubt had replaced the need I had sensed in his tone.

“I’m not drunk,” I said, certain that I couldn’t be. I hadn’t even finished two cocktails.

“Get some rest. You don’t look too good,” he whispered.

I was feeling a little sick, but not so much that I wanted him to leave. I couldn’t bear to be alone with my dark thoughts. My demons were too forceful, struggling to be let out.

“Please, don’t go,” I begged. Swaying slightly, I grabbed his hand and pulled him to me. He sat down the edge of the bed, keeping a few inches between us.

I didn’t know what else to say. How do you stop a stranger from leaving you alone in a pit of darkness? The desperation in my voice spoke more than a thousand words. Never before in my life had I been so nervous and desperate at the same time. The body I was in didn’t even feel like me. It wasn’t that crazy to sleep with a stranger. It wasn’t that desperate, or so I kept telling myself. He had to pick up on it because if he didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to stop him from leaving.

I moistened my parched lips. “You said you like when people owe you,” I began and, suddenly remembering his name, I added, “There is something you can do for me, Check. I’d like to owe you.”

“You already do. I brought you home,” he said.

I shook my head slowly and frowned as the haziness intensified. “No, that’s not what I meant.”

“What else do you need from me?” His fingers lingered over my hand, as though he couldn’t decide whether or not he should touch me.

“I want you inside of me.” My voice came raspy, alien to my ears. Had I always sounded so vulnerable? Come to think of it, it wasn’t crazy to sleep with a stranger. It was despair. If that would keep him for the night, then so be it.

Pushing my legs on either side, I moved onto his lap. If I played my cards well enough, maybe he would give in. So, I leaned into him and trailed my fingertips down his shirt. Under the fabric, I could feel rows and rows of hard muscles.

“Is that a suggestion or a demand?” he asked huskily, giving up control. I liked the idea because it gave me power when I had lost control over my real life.

“Both.” My voice sounded hoarse, matching the low rumble in his throat. Satisfied with his reaction, my hands interlocked behind his neck. As I bent forward, I smelled the faint scent of scotch and something else, and my heart began to pound in my chest. Slowly, I brushed my lips against his and sucked on his lower bottom lip as I moved my hips against his growing erection, back and forth, until his breathing grew heavy and his length hardened, straining against his pants. Below me, he was becoming as hard as a stone. I only realized he pulled back when his arms wrapped around my waist. At first, I thought it was to initiate sex, until his grip tightened, stopping my movements.

I frowned.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, confused. He wanted me, no doubt about that.

“Your offer is tempting, but—” He paused to consider his words.

“But what?”

“You’re wasted, and as I said, I’m not comfortable taking advantage of you or your body.”

I laughed. He just wouldn’t let it go.

“Does it really matter? You’re here. I invited you, and I’m obviously consenting.” I sounded pissed, but I couldn’t help it. ”Or am I not sexy enough for you to fuck me?”

“You’re sexy enough and then some. There’s no doubt about that,” he whispered. “But I can’t control myself. If we continue, I’ll feel as though I violated you in the most intimate way, and that doesn’t work for me. I don’t want to lose control and hurt you. That’s not my intention.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said, shaking my head. “I should have known you don’t really find me attractive. There’s no reason for you to lie. You could have told me you’re not interested before you dropped me off. I would have understood.” My tone betrayed my disappointment and hurt, but I didn’t care. He was rejecting me and had wasted my time, not to mention humiliated me. Tears began to roll down my cheeks. I wiped at them angrily as I stood, feeling strangely emotional. “You can go now.” 

His footsteps thudded behind me. The door was just a few steps ahead. I reached it and opened it, planning to slam the door after him as soon as he walked out.

I wanted him to leave—better now than later, when things became awkward and I began to analyze what was wrong with me.

I was hardly out of the room when his hand clasped around my upper arm and he pressed me against the wall. I fought against his iron grip, but he was stronger. Faster. His lips descended on mine with a hunger that wasn’t natural. For an instant, dread filled me, but strangely, his roughness turned me on.

“You want me inside?” he asked hoarsely. His dark voice sent a throbbing sensation between my legs. Together with his scent and the intensity of his touch, it was a heady combination.

I was lost, bent to his will.

Dipping his tongue into my mouth, he gripped my wrists and pulled them above my head. I moaned as our tongues met in a dangerously slow dance—circling, teasing, and testing boundaries. His hands began to move lower, past my abdomen, and cupped my ass until something hard brushed me.

“Where do you want me to fuck you?” His hoarse tone dripped with sexiness that made my stomach quiver.

I knew he was testing me to see if I would express second thoughts, change my mind, maybe even push him away. Even though I knew I couldn’t let his male dominance win me over so easily, my body ached for his touch. So I did what I had to do: I pushed him away and slowly pulled down the zipper of my dress. With his eyes on me, I let my clothing drop to the floor, until I was standing in front of him with nothing but my panties on. I looked up and smiled, knowing he had no choice but to honor the end of our unspoken agreement. 

“Wherever you want,” I said at last.

“You’re giving me a choice?”

“For once, I don’t want to be in control,” I whispered and pulled him close to me.

Our lips connected, this time with more fervor. My mouth opened to allow him deep access. His hand moved between my legs to touch me with hard, determined moves. For a moment, my breath caught in my throat at the realization that a stranger was touching me, and I welcomed it. I would be lying if I said that I enjoyed it, but it was what my body needed. Quivering, I leaned against the wall, clawing at his shoulders, demanding that he fill the void inside me.

“Remember, this is what you wanted. Once I start, you can’t change your mind. Is that clear?” Check asked and I nodded. “You better not complain.”

I shook my head. “I won’t.”

His kiss grew more demanding, his hands impatient as he lifted my ass and raised me onto the large sideboard. In one swift movement, his fingers pulled down my panties, then spread my legs before he slid between them.

My head throbbed hard; my legs began to shake, and my heart raced in my chest—but not from his probing fingers or the hot sensations they sent through me. Maybe the cocktail Gina had bought for me had been too much in my pregnant state, but his presence intermingled with the alcohol, and the whole new body experience of not controlling myself, together with the prospect of having sex with a stranger was overwhelming, if not a hell of confusing. I felt like I was dropping from a skyscraper and floating in midair. His kiss, his touch, his hardness felt like molten lava pouring through my body. I felt like I was outside of time and space where nothing made sense, where I was walking through muddy waters, and at any moment, I would sink into a black hole of a dream if I didn’t hold on to this stranger. My core had to be raptured soon, or else I feared I would no longer be able to decide what was real and what was not.

“I like hard floors,” he whispered. With one hand, he pushed me down until I was lying flat on the smooth wood, my naked body exposed. “The only reason we’re not in your bed is because I’m going to fuck you right here against the sideboard, then on the floor.” As though to prove his point, his fingers began to rub between my folds.

“Oh, my God,” I whispered when his tongue swiveled around my navel, then trailed down my abdomen and settled between my legs with a precision that hardened my nipples and sent my fingers balling into fists. He was so good, and yet I couldn’t relax.

“You want me inside you?” he asked, but he didn’t wait for my answer. “Not yet. This is what you’re going to get first.”

He groaned and dived a long finger into me, followed by another, while his tongue circled my bud, kissing and sucking in equal measure. I arched my back to meet his knowledgeable mouth and suppressed a moan. He could have all he wanted. He could do with me whatever he wanted. Nothing would break my resolve to sleep with a stranger.

Somewhere inside my brain, a voice urged me to stop, warning me that I was only hurting myself, but for once, I didn’t care. What could be worse than the pain I was already feeling? I wanted to be ruptured, to be penetrated, to be handled roughly—anything to divert my mind from my broken heart. The stranger fulfilled the desire just fine.

Slowly, he pulled out his fingers. I opened my eyes in surprise when a soft breeze hit my sex, and I prepared to protest when his hard gaze stopped me.

“You’re not wet enough, and there isn’t enough space for us both in this room. The floor will have to do,” he said, as if that explained everything. 

In another swift motion, he swooped me up in his arms, only to lower me down on the hard floor. Lying on my back with my legs spread apart, I felt like his prey, and for a second, I thought he was like a wolf, eager to devour me. The moonlight streamed through the windows, barely illuminating our features. As I stared at him in the semidarkness, I saw his eyes glinting. His lips curled into a forceful smile, and in that moment, he really looked like the wolf I had compared him to. His eyes were squinted, and his teeth sharp. His skin was unnaturally pale. Judging from the way he was leaning over me, he looked like a big creature that was about to kill me.

Come on, Stewart. A wolf? Seriously?

I frowned.

But how? Was this a dream? Was I so drunk that I couldn’t discern reality from fantasy? Peering up at the ceiling, I could see small spots, like stars, and they looked like they were falling, more proof that I was trapped in a dream. The thought pleased me.

Yes, I could deal with it all being just a dream.

A dream was the only explanation for the picture in front of me. I had to be still asleep in his car, or maybe the day hadn’t really happened at all. My gut feeling told me there was more to the fantasy than I was grasping. Sure enough, he shifted from wolf to human being again. Focusing on him was impossible though. The room remained as dark as a big, black hole, spinning, twisting, and turning like a hypnosis picture. Even the stranger looked skewed.

Somewhere, I heard the sound of foil tearing, but I didn’t lift my gaze to look at him. Deep down, I knew I was still afraid of what was to come and that I’d change my mind. I was afraid of his penetrating gaze and of letting myself fall into whatever he had to offer.

The realization that I wasn’t ready flickered at the back of my mind. I took a sharp breath and let it out slowly. It was too late to change my mind, not after I had asked him to join me. In my mind, all I could see was Jett—the way he had smiled at me, the way he had touched me.

Damn it!

I smiled bitterly. That sneaky bastard was already creeping back into my head, consuming me, and my foolish heart just wouldn’t stop loving him. In a distant memory I could still feel the pain of his betrayal, the betrayal of my heart, and a hint of remorse, all intermingled with the knowledge that revenge would never repair the damage he had caused. Because of him, I was sleeping with a stranger. But I had to do it even if it was just a dream.

Banish it. Forget him. Don’t linger.

It was too much. Too painful.

I had to prove to myself that I was strong enough to move on from him, or else I would always compare every man to him, and no one would ever be good enough for me. I had to stop feeling and seeing Jett in every breath I took and in every stranger’s face.

It was no longer about love. It was about releasing the physical pain inside me. It was about freeing myself from my addiction so I could feel alive again.

“You’re pretty,” he whispered, his hand touching my face. I didn’t look up at the stranger, not even when he spread my legs and lifted them until they were almost up to my chin. As he lay down, his hard erection brushed my entry, and his hand rested inches from my face. I shuddered and turned away. The knowledge that he was about to enter me choked me to silence, and yet I still didn’t see it coming.

As he dived in, I gasped.

Holy crap!

He was big and hard. My muscles instantly cramped around his thick, pulsing length, eager to both let him in and push him away.

“Oh God.” I winced and squirmed as I tried to wriggle out from under him, but his hand stopped me.

“Don’t.” It was just a word, but there was something sexy about his tone.

I fidgeted to accommodate his size, and then forced out the breath I had been holding. Slowly, he eased into me, filling me, stretching me, burying himself until I could feel him pulsating deep within my core. I whimpered in protest when he pulled back, only to dive in again, repeating the friction while sending equal jolts of pleasure and pain through me.

“Does it hurt?” His voice was strained with desire and concern.

“Not anymore,” I lied.

“Good.” He wrapped my legs around his hips and eased into me carefully, as if he was afraid he might break me. I doubted he could do more damage when everything was already broken.

His movements of withdrawing and thrusting, each time going a little deeper, sent a jolt of heat through me. Something began to pulsate, strong and hard. I lifted up on my elbows, my mouth finding his in the darkness.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, the thought registered that my body belonged to another man, but I didn’t pursue it. I didn’t think about the implications or the fact that, in spite of my physical lust for him, every fiber of my heart screamed in protest, because the stranger wasn’t the man I wanted—not for the night and not even in that dream. He was simply someone who filled the emptiness within me.

Without my permission, a tear trickled down my cheek. Even though it was dark enough, I turned my head away so he wouldn’t glimpse it. At least Check wasn’t a psycho, and he had been kind enough to ask if I was okay. How often do you find that kind of attitude? He wasn’t that bad.

“I want to reach every inch of you,” Check whispered as he plunged into my sheath, hard and fast, again and again until my skin was entrenched in sweat. My body began to tremble from lust—not because of him, but from the image that kept flashing before my eyes: Jett’s face, his sinfully green eyes, his full lips, his sexy, tan body. They were past memories of Jett, but even in that moment, with another man inside me, my mind wouldn’t stop wishing it was him taking me, spreading the moisture deep inside me. Come to think of it, the way Check touched me, the way he moved, the way he moaned, even the way he was holding and kissing me reminded me too much of Jett. I wanted to scream with frustration.

Just sick. Even now, you keep thinking about Jett.

What was wrong with me? Why was I so turned on by the images in my head?

It was too much to bear. I pressed my eyes tightly shut until white spots appeared in my vision.

“Fuck me harder,” I demanded.

Do anything that will dissolve this image; take me away from this craziness.

“As you wish.”

Pinning my wrists above my head, he thrust in and out, stretching me, entering me deeper and faster, until the tiny movements became as hot as fire. He was so raw, so primitive, that I could feel my insides quivering in both fear and delight. He cupped my ass and lifted my hips, inviting me to meet his thrusts, and I did so willingly, surrendering to the wildfire spreading inside me and the new sensations washing through me.

At least, I felt like I was still alive.

The way he filled me and circled his hips was intense and powerful. Lifting my legs higher, he entered a new level of depth, all while the image of Jett continued to haunt me, turning me on. As Check slammed into my willing body one more time, a moan fled my mouth, and I could feel myself tightening around his erection. A cry escaped my lips seconds before I came, falling apart around him. 

“Fuck, Brooke.” He groaned seconds before he found his own climax, releasing my wrists and letting me go as he moved aside, freeing me from his weight.

My heart skipped a beat.

Brooke?

Wait. How did he know?

I froze.

What a stupid, crappy dream! What a load of shit! But what if it wasn’t just a dream at all?

My brain struggled to fit the pieces of the puzzle, and as it did, I realized something more awful, something that hadn’t crossed my blurry mind until then. How did he know where I lived? I had mentioned Brooklyn—that much I remembered—but I never told him the exact address. I was sure of that. So how did he know where my apartment was situated? How did he know my real name?

My heart spluttered in my chest. I opened my eyes, clutching at the floor for support. But before I could ask any of the questions burning inside my mind, the sickening spinning started again, amplified by the blood rushing from my orgasm. As I rose to my knees, everything faded to black, and I could feel myself falling, welcoming the darkness with a last fleeting thought: Who was the blue-eyed stranger I had brought home?
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The next morning, I awoke to a throbbing sensation inside my head. The soft light of the early-morning sun illuminated the bedroom, sending jolts of pain through my body. Everything was hurting: my legs, my head, even my eyes, which felt heavy, as if they were glued together. Blinded by the glaring brightness, I closed my lids again. In spite of the sunny weather, a cold breeze crept up my naked legs, and the aroma of rain invaded my nostrils. I shuddered and pulled the covers over my head. Did someone open the window on a cold New York autumn day? 

In that instant, the faint memories of a dream in which I had slept with a stranger came to me with full force. My stomach made a nervous flip.

What a stupid dream!

The mere possibility of sleeping with someone I didn’t know made me wince. I’d never do that. Not in reality. It had to be a dream, because I wasn’t the one-night-stand type.

A car honked right outside my window.

I flinched and tried to sit up when a wave of nausea hit me.

Damn!

My head felt as though it had been hit with a sledgehammer. In fact, I had never realized a body could hurt in so many places. Someone had definitely left the windows open, because, while New York City wasn’t exactly a place of quietness and serenity, it wasn’t usually that loud. Groaning, I rolled onto one side and finally pried my eyes open, readying myself to stand and face the noise.

I froze, and for a second, my heart gave out.

Holy shit!

Jett was standing by the open window. My mouth dropped open as I scanned my surroundings. It was definitely my room. And it was definitely him standing there. His gorgeous back was turned to me, and his were hands crossed over his chest as he stared out of the window at the street below. He looked still and reminiscent, but his muscles were tense and matched the emotional undercurrents wafting from him. The light emphasized his naked broad shoulders and rippling muscles. I wondered how long he had been there.

Next to my bed was a bucket that had been cleaned and still glimmered with moisture. Someone had used it, and that someone might have been me. My nausea returned with a vengeance; I was sick to the core at the realization that my lips were swollen, and my abdomen felt deliciously sore. I felt sick as I realized I was naked, and that I might have slept with the stranger. Had I really brought someone home? If so, what was Jett doing in my room, wearing nothing but a pair of dark blue shorts, which praised the fact he was well endowed? I pulled my gaze away from him to my naked breasts. 

Oh, God.

Suppressing a groan, I slumped back, fighting the urge to pull the covers back over my head and pray for Earth to swallow me whole. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the stranger hadn’t been a stranger at all. Somehow, I had brought my ex back home, even though I had never wanted to sleep with him again—not after he had cheated on me with someone from his past while visiting his brother, who had tried to kill me.

As if sensing my stare, Jett turned around, and my heart skipped a beat. In spite of all the ugly things he had done to me, he was still the most beautiful man I had ever seen. My heart fluttered from his mere presence; all it took was a single glance from him. I stared at his perfect features, inwardly praying for the entire situation to be nothing but a bad dream. But it was indeed Jett: the man who had broken my heart twice. From his green eyes, to his chiseled chest and bulging biceps, to the tribal tattoo covering his left arm and shoulder, he looked like a deadly temptation—an inescapable trap my foolish heart would fall into forever and never escape.

With love comes pain.

“What are you doing here?” I was so shocked that my voice cracked.

“Are you feeling better?” His soft tone reflected his concern. He stepped toward me.

I jumped out of the bed, pressing the cover against my naked body.

“Answer my question, Jett,” I hissed. “What are you doing here?”

For a brief moment, confusion crossed his face, and then it turned into a self-assured smile. “We hooked up last night, remember?” He cocked a brow in amusement, and for a second, I could almost feel the pictures flickering before his eyes.

“What do you mean, we hooked up?” I asked, mortified. It was a stupid question, but I had to ask nonetheless, if only to buy myself time to process the obvious.

Seconds ticked by.

“Jett?” Please say you didn’t sleep with me. Please. Please!

Peering into his face, I knew I was kidding myself; his smile told the entire story.

Just look at his twitching lips, Stewart. He slept with you...and you enjoyed it.

“You asked me to give you a ride home.” His voice dripped with insinuation as he regarded me with amusement.

I shook my head. I knew I was in denial, and yet I had to give it a try.

“Does that mean we fucked?” I asked calmly. 

The corner of his lips twitched again at my choice of words, and his eyes sparkled with trouble.

“Yes, you could say that.” He nodded and inched closer. “You kept calling me your wolf or something. You even begged me for it.”

My cheeks caught fire.

“I did what?” I drew a sharp breath and moistened my lips as I tried to make sense of the situation and my strong reaction to him.

His grin widened. “In case you don’t remember, I’m happy to refresh your memory. We hooked up, we fucked, and then...we fucked some more.” His gaze bored into mine as his lips curled into another heart-dropping smile. “Want to owe me again, Jenna?”

Crap. Crap. Crappity crap.

It was official. I had slept with my ex, and I couldn’t even blame it on him, because I had begged him to take me. For the first time since meeting Jett, I wished he’d just tell me more lies. And there I had thought I’d be able to move on from him and his hot body without further incident. Then again, he was my first love. No one had ever made me fall so hard or turned me so stupid. No one had made me feel so starved for sex and him. I had returned to him before, which was proof that I couldn’t trust my own judgment. The fact that I had brought him home again, when I didn’t want to, told me that love had made me her bitch and that the only reason I had even considered sleeping with a stranger was because, deep down, I had been looking for a man as attractive as Jett Mayfield. For some reason, I wanted him no matter what. The possibility that I would never be free of my desire to be with him had me fuming.

Anger gripped me—at being so weak, at my heart’s fluttering because Jett was in close proximity, at him smelling so good, and at having to force my lips to stop smiling whenever my gaze brushed his hard body.

My blood began to boil in my veins. The attraction to him had to stop. I was so enraged that I grabbed anything I could find, and it so happened to be my high heel. With a cry of frustration, I hurled it at him, but he dodged it, and it hit the wall.

“Why did you say your name was Check?” I shouted, barely able to contain the wrath in my tone.

If he noticed it, he didn’t show it. Instead, he let out an amused laugh.

“I thought it was fun that we were playing a game,” he said, still wearing that irritating grin of his. “You’ve always been a sore loser.”

“So it was all a game to you? You’re so sick and bored of me that you need role play?” I hissed.

His grin disappeared in an instant. He opened his mouth, then closed it again, and a frown began to darken his features.

“You know that’s not true, Brooke,” he said at last. “You like playing games just as much as I do. It has nothing to do with being bored.”

“It has everything to do with it.” Inside, I felt like a dam was breaking and at any moment water would slush down and flood me. I balled my hands into fists, unable to contain my anger any longer. “I want you out of my life.” I grabbed his shirt from the floor and threw it at him. He caught it in midair. “Get out. Get the fuck out of my life.”

More confusion crossed his face, followed by dismay, as I took a menacing pace toward him, and shoved him hard.

“It was just a game, Brooke. I was only kidding about you being a sore loser. There’s no need to get upset about it.”

“It’s not about the game. I want you to get out.” I pointed to the door in case I hadn’t made my point clear enough. “Get out of my life.”

It wasn’t the elaborate speech I had prepared in my mind, and I sure as hell I didn’t mean to shout, but everything inside me was shaking—my voice, my hands, my limbs. At any moment, I was going to explode.

“Brooke...” His tone was gentle and soothing, as though he was talking to a child. “What’s going on?” Instead of putting on his damn clothes, he took a step forward.

I flinched. “Stay away from me, Jett.”

I held up a hand to prove my point. Jett stared at it with a hard, defiant expression, but he seemed to respect my need for private space.

“Calm down, baby,” he said.

Before I could stop him, he stepped toward me and touched my shoulders. I shrugged off his hands, recoiling at the physical contact, even angrier that I wanted him to draw me to him and tell me that we’d be all right. 

“Don’t you tell me to calm down,” I hissed. “I have every right to be angry at you. You played me. If I had known last night that it was you, I never would have slept with you.”

He drew in a sharp breath. Shock registered on his face, then disbelief. He looked as if I had just slapped him. In a way, I felt the sharpness of my own words, and it pained me as much as it pained him.

“You thought I was someone else?” he asked in a low tone, his brows drawn in disbelief.

The way he said it, I felt almost threatened. 

“Yes,” I said through clenched teeth.

“What the fuck, Brooke!”

He released me. Hurt and betrayal shimmered in his eyes. For a second, I felt stunned that I had hit him where it hurt. My heart ached at his pain...until I remembered his betrayal with all its consequences.

“What did you expect, Jett?” I whispered, my voice almost choking me. And there I had been thinking a stranger could make love to me the way Jett had, when it had been him all along, all gorgeous and out of this world. Only, I had forgotten that beauty was an illusion we built inside our heads. The sooner I grasped that and acknowledged it, the faster I’d be able to get away from him.

The silence was deafening, but his answer never came. Instead, he continued to regard me, his gaze betraying his hurt and worry. If I could peer into his soul so easily, then I figured he might at least see the turmoil inside me, and all the things that had crushed my heart, so I turned away, because the magnitude of my love for him had to remain a well-kept secret, or else he could use it against me. Manipulate me. Tell me what I wanted to hear, even if it wasn’t true.

“It’s over,” I whispered, more to myself than to him. “You can’t have me anymore. You can’t sleep with me anymore. In fact, I’d rather you just left and never contacted me again.”

He let out an annoyed sigh and pushed his fingers through his dark hair just as I had done the previous night when he had pinned me to the floor. “The last time I checked, we were still together.” 

“Then I am ending things right now.” Another sharp pang of pain hit my chest. I turned my gaze to the shaggy rug beneath my feet so I wouldn’t have to see his expression. “Can you please leave now?”

As if sensing that I needed space, he walked back to the open window and leaned against the wall, facing me. “I’m not leaving until you tell me what’s going on.” His voice was calm, but the dangerous undertones didn’t escape my attention.

I looked up at him. His face was as hard as stone, and his eyes shimmered with something I couldn’t pinpoint. “You know damn right what’s going on.”

“I actually don’t.” He pulled his eyebrows together again and let out an annoyed sigh. “Why don’t you enlighten me, Brooke?” His hard smile belied his anger.

My pulse began to race, but it wasn’t from the physical attraction that was still palpable in the air. Jett was playing games again, and this time it was the clueless card, but I could see through his pretense—more so because I had seen it coming. The thought that he thought he could lie right to my face infuriated me.

“Damn right, you do,” I said through gritted teeth, suppressing the wish to throw something else at him. “I don’t trust you as far as I can spit.”

He inched closer and grabbed my hand. I drew back before he could pull me to him and before his hard body could envelope me, soothing me the way only Jett knew how.

“Brooke.” Another annoyed sigh. “Can you please, for one moment, sit down and explain to me what’s going on? The last time you broke things off, you didn’t have a freaking choice, but this time? Forgive me for asking, but I’m confused.” His voice was hard, his expression detached. I had never seen his stunning green eyes devoid of warmth, and it scared me. His attitude suggested that I was the enemy, as if I was the one causing him pain. 

“What is there to explain?” I started. “I know.”

“What do you know?” He sounded so sincere I laughed bitterly. He wasn’t just a good liar; he was an excellent one, who could have probably fooled any lie detector. 

I shook my head as I stared him down. “I know everything, Jett.”

“What do you mean?” He sighed. “What exactly do you think you know?”

Now he was turning downright patronizing.

“Fine. If this is the way you want to play.” I smiled bitterly. With the sheet still wrapped around me, I sat across from him and ran a hand through my hair. My eyes settled on him in what I hoped was an icy expression. A few seconds passed. I took a deep breath and released it slowly, then continued, a little calmer, “Did you really think I’d still want to date you after I found out you fucked Tiffany?”

He stared at me, shell-shocked, as though I had just dropped a bomb. I had expected to feel better after the confrontation, but I didn’t. Instead, all the hurt of being cheated on, of being betrayed, returned full force, multiplied by a million.

“I didn’t fuck her,” Jett said at last, and paused, choosing his words carefully as he wiped his brow. “Not recently anyway. I mean, it happened a long time ago.”

“How long ago?” I asked calmly, but the tremble in my voice betrayed my hurt.

“Last year.” His gaze connected with mine, his eyes begging me to understand. “It was before I met you.”

He didn’t even deny they had been lovers, and a year wasn’t as long ago as he made it out to be. Judging from their intimate communication, they still were close. A sudden pang of jealousy pierced my heart.

“Are you still in love with her?”

“What?” He let out an awkward laugh, then stopped, frowning at my hurt reaction. “Is that what this is about? About Ti?” He stared at me in disbelief. “Trust me, Brooke, nothing is going on between us. As I said, it happened a long time ago.” 

I snorted as I thought back to the incident at the bar: her lips on his, her tongue in his mouth, the insinuation that she had booked a hotel room for them, the fact that he had wanted to see her, and that she had been pregnant by him.

“How do I know you’re telling the truth? How can I trust you?” I whispered and stared at him, unable to comprehend that he was lying to my face. My eyes began to sting again. “You saw her behind my back.” 

“What are you...” His eyes widened as realization kicked in.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?” My voice broke.

A short moment passed. For the first time, I noticed that Jett couldn’t look at me. He remained silent again, and in some twisted way, that was worse than a whole chorus of lies. A stray tear ran down my cheek. I wiped at it angrily before he could see it.

“So you won’t even deny that you kissed her?” I exclaimed, ignoring the sharp stab ripping through my chest.

“I didn’t,” he whispered.

“Liar.” I took a sharp breath and let it out slowly. “Don’t you understand, Jett? I was there, right in the same room with you, behind the ice sculpture, watching you both, listening to every word. There’s no point in lying. Whatever you have to say, I know the truth.”

He wavered as his green gaze pierced me, urging me to open up and trust him.

“I didn’t kiss her, Brooke,” he said, his tone soft, begging me to understand. “If you were there, then you know that I didn’t start it, nor did I want her advances.”

I wanted to believe his lies. It would have been easy to sink into his arms and give in to his false assurances, but I was past that. The truth, as shattering as it was, was easier to deal with at that point. I didn’t want to be broken anymore. I needed things out in the open so I could finally heal.

“Sure didn’t look like it.” I laughed bitterly again, but my heart was hurting so much I feared I might just pass out.

“It was all her doing,” he said.

Oh, he was good. Too good. I had to give him that. Now he blamed it on Tiffany. “I don’t believe you. You’re a cheater and a liar.”

“Say that again.” His tone finally betrayed his anger and irritation. He was slowly losing his composure and patience with me.

“What difference does it make if she started it, or you?” I asked, ignoring the menacing tone in his voice. “You kissed her back and that’s all that matters to me.”

“Everything, Brooke. Everything,” he said angrily. “I pushed her away, and do you know why?” He glowered at me. “Because I don’t love her. I love you. Don’t you understand? I love you, Brooke—you and no one else. If you had stayed longer, you would have seen it. You would have heard what I said to her.” He moistened his lips, and his tone softened, but his eyes continued to betray his true feelings. “Trust me. It came as a surprise to me that she still cares for me after all this time, but I can’t change that. Only she can.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but it’s the truth, and like I said, I can’t change it.” His hand reached out for me in a silent urge to let him come close to me again. I stared at it, then blatantly ignored the gesture.

“I don’t believe you.”

His eyes narrowed, the waves of anger wafting from him almost palpable in the air. I had never seen him that angry before, and it scared me.

He was a dangerous man, just like the rest of his family.

My heart pounded hard in my chest as he inched closer to me, jaw clenched, a vein throbbing in his temple. Towering over me, he was so strong it would have been easy for him to crush me. I flinched as his fingers touched my cheek and trailed down my face to lift my chin. To my surprise, his touch was gentle, almost intimate.

“I would never cheat on you,” he said. “The thought never even entered my mind.” His voice came hard and full of unspoken accusation. “But you?” He pointed a finger at me. “You have no excuse for what you tried to do. You could have called and talked with me before you went off to get drunk and sleep with the next guy.” He spat out the words, his eyes ablaze with an anger I had never seen before. “Have you forgotten that we’re expecting a baby?” The words were as poisonous as venom, slicing through the frail shell of trust we had built around us.

I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again, struck speechless by the daggers in his eyes.

“I know that. Trust me, I’m reminded every hour of every day,” I whispered bitterly, “and while I know I want this child, I’m not sure I want you as the father. With all your lies and going behind my back, how can I ever trust you again? How can I ever know if you’re telling me the truth?”

“Because I do, Brooke,” he said through gritted teeth. “It’s as simple as that.”

For a brief moment, I felt guilty, and then I pushed his hand away. How dare he accuse me while trying to turn himself into a victim when Tiffany wasn’t even the only problem? And why was he so angry with me for wanting to move on when he should have been aiming his anger at his ex for kissing him, at his brother...at anything but me?

Come on, what was worse: finding out the one person you trusted was cheating, lying, bonding with a killer, or the possibility of me thinking I was sleeping with a stranger, when it was in fact Jett all along? The question was a no-brainer. He had no right to be angry with me. In fact, he should have seen it coming.

“You’re full of shit, Jett.” I took a menacing step forward but kept enough distance to jump back in case he decided to put so much as a finger on me. “It’s my right to go out and have fun. You betrayed my trust, and I can sleep with whomever I want. You swore you’d never lie to me.”

He cut me off. “And I haven’t broken that trust.”

“Oh, you did,” I hissed, narrowing my eyes. “You broke that trust the moment you met with your brother behind my back and kept secrets. Secrets I had every right to know. Why couldn’t you just tell me that he’s free? That you missed him so much you had to visit him?”

His eyes widened in surprise, and then he blinked, composing himself.

“How do you know—” He stopped midsentence. Wrinkles creased his forehead as he blew a ragged breath. “There’s a reasonable explanation for it.” He wiped a hand over his face, hesitating, and then his shoulders slumped in defeat. “Look, I get that you’re pissed at me, but it’s just...complicated. You need to trust me.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and regarded him coolly. “Tell me, Jett.”

He pressed his lips into a tight line, and my heart sank in my chest. Whatever the explanation was, I knew instantly that he wasn’t going to share it with me.

“I can’t,” he said quietly, his expression softening a little. “I have my reasons. You need to trust me.”

“What reasons would that be?”

He clamped his mouth shut.

“Okay.” I smiled bitterly. “Tell me just one thing, Jett. Just one. That’s all I’m asking for. Did you or did you not log into my account and delete one email related to the estate?”

He shook his head. “I don’t think you...”

“Just answer the question.” I stared him down, cutting him off. “Did you or did you not?”

“I did.” Sighing, he raised his arms in surrender. “But I have a good reason. You...”

My brows shot up as another pang of anger washed over me. “What the hell! Are you controlling me?”

“No, that’s not it.”

“What other reason would that be?”

“I can’t tell you, Brooke. You have to trust me.”

“I don’t have to do anything.” The thought that after everything we had been through he was still keeping secrets from me hurt. My vision blurred with unshed tears of disappointment. “Get out!” I crossed the room in a few steps, then turned around, unable to hide my disgust for him. “The only reason you won’t tell me is because you can’t come up with a lie that quickly. Don’t even pretend otherwise.” I opened the door and waited for him to leave.

He shot me a confused look but made no move to leave. Instead, he crossed his arms over his chest and regarded me coolly. “Why would I do that, Brooke?”

There were so many possible reasons I could have thrown at him, but I decided to keep it short and simple.

“I don’t know. Maybe because you sided with your brother, and you both want to kill me to get my estate?” The words escaped my lips before I could stop them. It was too late to back off now. “That’s the other reason why I wanted to sleep with someone else, so I could move on from you.”

He drew in a sharp breath as an array of emotions crossed his beautiful features. Shock. Disbelief. Anger. And then a cold hardness, as though his heart had just turned to ice.

“You thought I wanted to kill you?” he asked slowly, his voice so forceful that I recoiled. “Brooke, are you even listening to yourself?”

I jutted my chin out, standing my ground.

Silence filled the room. Seconds passed. I had never seen Jett so angry. From the way his hands had balled into fists, he looked like he was about to punch a wall. Then again, I had never been so angry myself. What answer could I give him, anyway? That, yes, I had thought he wanted to kill me? That I couldn’t trust him and it was over? I tensed when he moved past me. I expected him to touch me again, to utter thousands of excuses. Instead, he grabbed his clothes and turned to leave. Without another word, he walked out, slamming the door behind him, the thud reverberating from the walls. I jumped in shock but still didn’t move, doing nothing to stop him. It was only when I heard a car door slam outside the window and tires screeching that I knew he was gone.

Out of my life.

Out of my baby’s future.

Loud sobs escaped my throat. I sank to the floor and buried my face in my hands. I should have been filled with pure anger, yet buried beneath all those negative feelings for him, there was guilt—for hurting him, for choosing that day to break up, for even giving up on love. My heart was hurting in so many places, and while I hated him, I hated myself more.

The nausea in my stomach intensified by a hundredfold. 

Why couldn’t I feel anger inside me? Why was I fighting an array of emotions—stupid, stronger feelings that urged me to run after him, to explain the situation, to tell him that he was still the only one for me, that I wanted him more than anything else—even when I resisted in my mind?

I wanted to tell him that, in spite of his cheating, I couldn’t stop loving him, and I had no idea why. The last thing I remembered was the awful sickness as I dashed to the bathroom to empty the remnants of my stomach.
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Love is an unpredictable thing. It never listens to you. It doesn’t follow your commands. It is like a stubborn cat, eager to chase the next running mouse and to catch it for a trophy. I felt like that mouse, with a sense of ominous, impending doom hanging over my head and no knowledge of which direction to take. I was running in fear, hoping that one day I’d bump into the door that would lead me to freedom, and Jett wouldn’t be waiting on the other side, ready to capture me, ready to make me fall for his wicked charm again. With his sexy smile and his green eyes, he had enslaved my body like no other man. I had no wish, no desire, and certainly no need to fall blindly into the next trap, and Jett Mayfield certainly was one. 

Our entire relationship had been so intense that I knew it couldn’t be healthy for my soul. The moment he had kissed me, I had instantly wanted him, as though my body was programmed to react to him, just as my mind couldn’t stop thinking about sex when he wasn’t around.

I felt as if I was lost in a dark mausoleum, and he was like the phantom of the opera, shrouded in darkness, with the power to sing to me in my sleep and appear in my dreams. He only had to speak my name in that sexy Southern accent of his, and I would turn to butter in his hands.

I laughed darkly at the comparison of Jett with the phantom; the irony wasn’t lost on me. I just hoped I wouldn’t end in a straightjacket. After all, my love and desire for him not only turned me blind; it also rendered me insane.

Sitting in bed with my arms wrapped around me, I had absolutely no clue what was going on. Shouldn’t he feel some guilt for kissing Tiffany? And why was he so angry anyway? My mind fought to come up with an explanation as to what had gone wrong. Jett hadn’t seemed to feel particularly guilty about the fact that I had seen them. Instead, he had been furious. Call it wishful thinking, but I had imagined he’d feel repentant, sorry for all the things he had done, maybe even try to conjure up a bunch of convincing lies. I wouldn’t even have been surprised if he had fled the moment a conflict arose, because aren’t men supposed to be enemies of difficult chitchats, accusations, and drawn-out drama?

Any sort of reaction would have pleased me more than Jett demanding an explanation and then leaving angry, as if he wasn’t to blame and I was the one with the loose screw.

I snorted.

It wasn’t at all the Jett I knew—calm and direct. The man who had built one of the most prestigious real estate businesses in the world from scratch. The man who had hardly broken a sweat when racing through the winding roads of Italy’s mountains, with pursuers hot on our tail. Yet, the mere thought that I believed I slept with someone other than him—even though, in my mind, it had been just a dream—had hurt and enraged him more than anything. That would have been reasonable if it weren’t for the fact that he had met Tiffany behind my back. I could only guess it had been his guilt speaking.

The rage had been etched in his flaming eyes, which morphed into a wildfire when I suggested he might want to kill me to get his hands on the Lucazzone estate.

Oh, my god, the rage—just because I suggested he might want to kill me to get his hands on the estate. I shook my head. It wasn’t even that farfetched. The news was rife with dark stories of murder and betrayal out of greed. Why wouldn’t I assume the worst when his brother was a killer and Jett had been visiting him in prison? He had told me a lie once. I chose to believe him, and he did it again.

It was a perfectly reasonable explanation. It was the only explanation I had, given the fact that Jett had refused to share his reasons for keeping secrets. All he had to do was answer my questions. He refused and begged for undeserved trust instead. The fact that he wouldn’t be honest annoyed me; it implied that I was right, strengthening my need to keep my distance from him. He had too much power over me, and I needed a second perspective.

I retrieved my cell phone from the nightstand and texted the only sane person I knew: Sylvie. As her best friend, it was my duty to tell her everything before Jett did. The last thing I needed was for her to side with him. I texted:

You’ll never guess what happened last night. I slept with J, and I didn’t even know it! I feel like shooting myself. Don’t trust him if he calls you. Xx Brooke.

I sent the message, pulled on a baggy sweater that went all the way down to my knees, and then closed the window absent-mindedly. Thousands of thoughts raced through my mind, but they were nothing compared to the millions of feelings threatening to throttle me.

For a while, I stood in front of the window, the weight of the situation lingering heavy in the air. Eventually, I turned my attention toward the apartment building on the other side of the road. In front of it stood a couple with a little boy sitting on top of the man’s shoulders. They discussed something for a moment, and then the woman just smiled the kind of smile that signaled happiness. His lips melted into hers in a brief but intimate kiss, as though they were used to public displays of affection. My heart ached at the way she smiled proudly at her little family.

I will never have a family with Jett.

My baby will never know what a real family feels like, never ride atop Daddy’s shoulders in the sunshine.

The thoughts sat in the pit of my stomach like heavy rocks. While I had pushed Jett away, a part of me wasn’t ready to let him go just yet. That same foolish part of me kept hoping he wouldn’t give up on us so easily, wished he’d find a way to prove to me that he was an honest man.

A heavy sadness washed over me at the realization of how much I had believed in our future, how much I had looked forward to raising our child together—as a happy family. Now that it was over, we would be estranged parents, one poor and the other rich and successful. Someday, Jett would find someone else and marry her, and while the thought had been lingering at the back of my mind ever since we met, time hadn’t taken the sting out of it.

As I returned to the warmth of my bed, I realized I was still shaking from the fight. Too many things had piled up, but they were nothing compared to the bad feeling of impending doom. Nate was out, and with him free, I had no doubt Jett would be seeing him on a regular basis, just as he had before.

Ignoring Jett’s scent on the pillows, I leaned back and began to flick through my messages. The legal firm hadn’t replied. For a moment, I considered calling them again, then decided against it. For one, I was a professional and didn’t want to seem as though I was harassing them. And then I figured if they thought the matter important, they’d get back to me. I had nothing to lose by waiting a little longer.

My eyes rested on the wallpaper on my cell phone screen, a picture of Jett and me, laughing and grimacing at the camera. A sharp pang shot through my heart as I remembered that day in all its vivid glory. It was one of the many happy memories—too many to count. The first day of autumn, we had been sitting in the park, fooling around, capturing both the change in seasons and our blossoming love. Or at least my blossoming love. Not his. He was probably too busy thinking about screwing his ex.

Before I could change my mind, I deleted the picture and replaced the wallpaper with the image of a desolate winter landscape in the hope that the loneliness would empty my mind and the snow would gradually freeze over my feelings.

[image: image]

By midday, the entrance door opened, and footsteps thudded across the corridor. My pulse spiked, but there was no time to steady my nerves or hide. I knew it was my best friend. The way she hurried in, I almost expected her to shout, “Fire.”

Sylvie threw open the door, her first question hitting me before she even set foot in the room. “Please tell me I’ve been pranked, because someone just texted me that you slept with Jett.”

Her blonde hair was a mess, and her cheeks were flushed, as if she had been running a couple of blocks, which couldn’t be, because Sylvie never engaged in physical activity of any kind, unless it was to get a limited edition of shoes at half-price. I sat up and regarded her grimly as she sat on the edge of the bed, barely able to move in her fluffy, pink cashmere sweater, tight red pants, and dark brown high heels. In spite of her flushed face, she looked as if she had just stepped off a runway.

“I wish,” I muttered, “just as much as I wish I could kill myself this instant.” To my horror, a tear ran down my face.

“Oh my God,” Sylvie exclaimed in shock. “You didn’t!” Slowly, she shook her head in what I assumed was exasperation; that was understandable as I, too, was slowly growing exasperated with myself. “Why would you do that?”

Why indeed?

“Because I didn’t know it was him.” I raised my hand in defense, feeling defeated.

Her eyes widened. “But how...how could you not know it was Jett?”

“I don’t know.” I raised my hand in defense, feeling defeated. “And before you ask, no, I’ve no idea how I couldn’t know. I just didn’t recognize him. It all happened so fast. It was dark and the lights in the club made him look strange and distorted.” The whole thing rang farfetched, unbelievable, because it was.

“But still. You have ears. You must have spoken at some point and yet you didn’t recognize his voice?” Sylvie asked in disbelief, her tone dripping with accusation.

Talk about not being judgmental! What happened to compassion? 

“There is a term for it,” I muttered. “It’s called selective perception, seeing and hearing only what your mind chooses to see and hear. Google it if you don’t believe me.”

“I might do that,” Sylvie said and plopped down on the edge of the bed. “What was he doing at the club anyway?”

“I’ve got no idea.” That was the one question I didn’t get the chance to ask.

She shook her head in disbelief again. “Jesus, Brooke. I thought we talked about this.” She kicked off her expensive shoes, exposing swollen feet and red, painful marks that would soon turn into blisters. “Don’t you remember what you’ve been drilling into me for years?” She cocked an eyebrow meaningfully.

I shook my head to signal that I had no clue.

She picked up her left shoe and held it up in the air like a preacher waving a Bible around. “If a shoe doesn’t fit the first time you try it on, it’ll always give you blisters. Why don’t you trust your own advice and accept that if a man hurts you once, he will always hurt you?”

Her footwear analogy summoned a faint smile to my lips. “Jett isn’t your average pair of shoes,” I retorted. “He’s a big, fat gumboot and too much to handle. Nothing gets to him. Nothing can change his form. He does what he wants, whenever he wants, and how he wants it, paying no mind to anyone else’s feelings. I’m swimming in those shoes, but I can’t seem to pull them off.” Hysteria bubbled in the back of my throat. I turned to Sylvie in the hopes she’d get the joke, but worry was still etched into the lines of her face.

“I’m serious, Brooke.” Her frown deepened. “A shoe is a shoe, and if it doesn’t fit the first time you try it on, it never will. There are no exceptions.”

My laughter died in my throat. I let out a sigh and nodded. She had always looked out for me, and as much as I would have preferred otherwise, she was right. No matter how hard I tried to deny it, Jett wasn’t good for me. I might have adjusted to his ways, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t have to endure all sorts of pain along the way, unless I gave up on us forever.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” I relented. “I know I shouldn’t have slept with him. It’s just...” I struggled for words.

How could I possibly explain to her that, on a subconscious level, my body responded to him because I loved him? That it didn’t matter if Jett wore a paper bag on his head, that something inexplicable kept pulling me to him. I couldn’t change that, whether I wanted it or not.

Sylvie’s face lit up.

“I know what went wrong,” she said coolly. “You had to be drunk, because no woman in her right mind would ever take back a guy like him after the stunt he pulled.”

What she didn’t realize was that I very well might not have been in my right mind. All rational thought had flown out the door the moment Jett entered my life.

I pressed the pillow against my chest as I recalled the previous months’ events. Even when I knew I shouldn’t trust a guy with a Southern accent, gorgeous lips, and a body to die for, my brain had switched off at the mere sight of him. His charm and looks had persuaded me to jump into bed with him soon after we met. I had let my guard down and allowed myself to fall in love with him.

Fighting the urge to explain, I gave a careless shrug. It would have been much easier to let Sylvie think the influence of alcohol was to blame. But, for some reason, I just couldn’t.

“You know me,” I said. “I don’t get drunk easily. I had one drink, two max. That’s it. I swear.”

“I knew it. You would never let a guy like Jett back into your bed under normal circumstances.” In spite of her stern voice, a gentle smile lit up her face as she regarded me. “You know your Jersey-Shore-partying days are over. As much as you love to party, you can’t do that anymore, not in your condition.”

I rolled my eyes. Sylvie was worse than my mother. Not only was she trying to see straight through me, but she also always managed to make me feel worse. My previous life couldn’t have been more different. It had all been about work and building a career that had gone nowhere—until Jett entered my life and offered me a job with Mayfield Realties.

“You’re right,” I replied, unconvinced. “I should give up on fun altogether.”

“That’s not what I meant. But drinking yourself into a stupor so you didn’t even recognize the devil? That’s...”

Figuring that Sylvie would go on for a while, I stopped listening. As I crossed my legs on the bed, I noticed a blue bruise on my thigh, and I realized it must have happened when I stumbled. Fuzzy images began to flood my mind.

Even though I hadn’t realized it was him, Jett had managed to break my fall. I remembered the way the stranger had held me, his arms wrapped around my waist, his hot breath on my face as he said something I couldn’t remember. While I knew for a fact that I had barely had one and a half cocktails and the alcohol might have wreaked havoc on my body, was it enough to make me believe I was in a dream and cause trouble remembering specific details such as the events after my fall?

Possibly.

However, not likely.

And why had I kept seeing a wolf? It must have been some kind of hallucination, brought on by Jett’s intimidating flair.

The question that bothered me the most was why spin a concoction of phantasms rather than just recognize Jett? Sylvie was right: Even under the influence of alcohol, that part made no sense.

I closed my eyes, because I couldn’t believe what I was about to say. “Jett asked if I was high. It didn’t strike me as odd at the time, but now...” I opened my eyes. My gaze scanned the room before settling on the bucket, and a horrible thought crossed my mind.

Sylvie spoke out the obvious first. “You think your drink was spiked?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. I grimaced but didn’t respond. “Do you think he would—”

I shook my head, horrified at the thought. “No. That wasn’t Jett. Gina bought all the drinks.” I paused long enough to notice Sylvie’s frown, then added, “She’s someone I met at work.”

“I see,” Sylvie said, deep in thought.

I didn’t like the look on her face and almost feared what she’d say next, but to my surprise, she just leaned back on the bed for a minute.

“Back when we were in college, my mom always had that irrational fear that we’d get into drugs, remember?” Sylvia finally said.

I nodded, unsure of where she was going. 

“It didn’t exactly help that some guy smoked pot in the communal kitchen right before my mom popped in for a surprise visit,” Sylvie continued.

I grinned, remembering the scene vividly. Her mother had been livid, and back then, I was sure I’d never see Sylvie again. She never told me how she managed to diffuse that bomb.

“She bought a couple home drug-testing kits to detect the presence of common street and prescription drugs—you know, the usual, like ecstasy, amphetamines, opiates, and that stuff.”

“Really?” I stared at her, open-mouthed. “I didn’t even know they make such a thing. No wonder you never told me.”

Sylvie waved her hand, her expression betraying her annoyance. “Wait, that’s not all. Whenever she made one of her surprise visits, which was often, she insisted that I do the test. If I refused she’d cut off my allowance.” She grimaced, and her expression darkened just a little more. “Anyway, my point is that the test is 99.9 percent accurate. Were it not for the negative results, my mom never would have believed I wasn’t taking anything because she has this unnerving tendency not to trust anyone, including her own daughter.”

“Wow. Your mom...” I shook my head in disbelief. “I don’t blame her for what she did though. We used to party pretty hard.”

“Yeah, like crazy.” Sylvie let out a high laugh as her expression adopted that faraway look that screamed she was being transported back to a different time in our lives. “Anyway, I still have a kit in my room. If you unknowingly took any drugs in the past forty-eight hours, we can know for sure within a few minutes. So...” She looked at me, surveying me for a moment. “Are you up for it?”

“What? Now?”

“Yeah, now.” She jumped up and pulled me to my feet. “It’s probably expired, but we could still give it a shot.”

I nodded, even though the idea wasn’t exactly appealing. How would I react if the test came back positive? What could I possibly assume other than that Gina might be into drugs and that she might have thought she was doing me a favor, helping me loosen up? It wasn’t unusual or unheard of. I had grown up in an area where teens offered others drugs, because they assumed their friends wanted to give them a try, too. But would Gina do that without even asking me? I just couldn’t believe she’d sneak it on me, without even telling me.

I watched as Sylvie retrieved a box from an upper shelf in her bedroom and motioned for me to follow her. Even as I walked after her, I knew I didn’t want to go through with the test because I feared its outcome. Then again, if I didn’t find out, the fear of not knowing would always be greater, nagging at the back of my mind. Metaphorical dark clouds descended upon me as soon as I joined Sylvie in the bathroom. For some reason, it was almost as bad as peeing on a pregnancy test. With each passing second, I grew more anxious, and finally it was time to evaluate the results.

“Here you go,” Sylvie said.

With a flick of her hand, I had my answer. We both stared at the paper in shock. All substances appeared to be negative, except one.

What the hell!

“You’re positive for GHP,” she whispered.

“Now would be a great time to shoot me,” I murmured. Sylvie opened her mouth to protest or lecture me, but I held up my hand to stop her. “Don’t. I don’t want to hear it.”

“I’m sorry,” Sylvie said slowly.

“Don’t be.” I looked at her grimly, my mind strangely devoid of thoughts. I should have been shocked, fuming mad about the results, anything but—cold and composed.

Someone had spiked my drink, and it seemed that someone was Gina, for whatever reason. The comprehension stung, but it didn’t register. Instead, something else seemed to take center spot in my mind. The knowledge that I wasn’t to blame for what had happened the previous night didn’t ease the guilt of having slept with Jett. Perhaps my foggy mind had failed to recognize him and I had mistaken the entire sordid encounter for a dream, but as sure as hell, Jett had been lingering in my memories the whole time. I wanted him, and he was the one I would always want, the choice I would always make, no matter how bad for me.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. It’s not your fault, Brooke,” Sylvie whispered.

I shook my head, because she didn’t understand. It was my fault, and I had no one else to blame. “I could have chosen any man. Why him?” I turned away to hide the telltale moisture in my eyes, but I could feel Sylvie’s intense gaze burning a hole in my back, and her thoughts and anger were almost palpable in the air.

“Oh, sweetie, come here.” She enveloped me in a hug as tears began to trickle down my face again.
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In spite of my constant assurance that I was okay, Sylvie called in sick at work so she could stay with me. She made breakfast for us, consisting of her usual black coffee and toast, then cleared out a box of old movies for us to watch. For the first time in my life, she even offered to cook us Chinese.

I laughed, until her offended expression told me she was being serious.

“We’d better use them before they expire,” she said, standing in the kitchen with a brand new apron tied around her narrow waist. Scattered across the table were the contents of a gift box consisting of a cooking set for beginners, complete with Chinese ingredients. She had received it last Christmas from an aunt and had stashed it away in the back of a cupboard, along with all the other clutter she didn’t need. At that time, she had claimed the gift was ridiculous. Now, she seemed hell-bent on giving it a try.

I lifted the recipe book and flicked through the first few pages. It was the smallest cookbook I had ever seen, barely bigger than my palm.

“This is it.” Sylvie pointed to a page.

Doubting the sanity of her idea, I scanned the recipe and was about to express my concern, when Sylvie opened a packet of black, shriveled fungi. I pinched my nose at the pungent smell: a noxious mixture of old cheese, stale beer, and wasted onions and garlic. “You sure you want to do this?” I asked, even though I knew she wasn’t; I could tell from the darting eye movement and the nervousness reflected in her expression. Like me, Sylvie was scared of cooking. “I mean, I appreciate the effort, but we could always just order in.” I made it sound nonchalant, as though it didn’t matter to me either way, even though I was almost ready to beg her to throw away the smelly stuff and leave the cooking to people who knew what they were doing.

“No.” She shook her head with the kind of determination I had learned to fear from her. “I want to cook for you, to do something nice. Anything that makes you feel better, you know?”

My mouth went dry. Usually, when Sylvie tried to do something nice for me, it ended in disaster, but I couldn’t bear to tell her that. In order to prevent any calamity that could possibly happen, I would just have to keep an eye on her. “In that case, at least let me help you.” I grabbed a knife, ready to chop a carrot, but Sylvie snatched it out of my hands, shooting me an awkward look.

“I’d rather you enjoy the movie.” She stashed the knife out of my reach.

Was that a hint of nervousness I detected? I eyed her carefully. Avoiding my probing gaze, she held the knife close to her chest, as if it was some prized possession and anytime someone might try to steal it from her.

My stomach churned.

Surely...no, it couldn’t be. As if sensing my stare, her grip around the knife tightened, until her knuckles whitened.

Oh, for crying out loud.

“You’re right. I should relax more and take it easy.” I smiled. “I’m going to take a bath.” I headed for my room and closed the door behind me. I had barely pressed my back against the wall when footsteps thudded down the hall and the door was thrown open. Sylvie’s frantic gaze swept over me and then the bathroom. She looked so miserable, that I had to stifle a laugh.

“Taking a bath sounds great, but could you leave the door open? Please?” She smiled but it looked pasted on. “In case I need you,” she added. “Thanks.” She smiled again and, without another word, she returned to the kitchen.

Oh, my god.

No way. No freaking way.

Sylvie thought I was suicidal. Under different circumstances, I would have laughed and called her out on it. But I couldn’t this time because I had no one but myself to blame. Obviously, she had mistaken my joke about killing myself as a call for help. Or maybe I looked like a loose cannon that might go off at any time. I snorted.

As if I would kill myself over Jett.

I opened several doors in our bathroom and scanned the contents of the shelves in the medicine cabinet: pills, razors, and even the hair straightener were gone. Even the belt of my bathrobe was absent. That was ridiculous.

“Sylvie!” I yelled and followed her into the kitchen, unsure if I should be angry or laugh about the absurdity of the situation. “Where’s my hair straightener?” Or any other electrical items I might choose to electrocute myself?

“It’s...” Sylvie paused, struggling for words. “Faulty. I had to send it back for repairs.” 

“Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “And where are the razors, so I can shave my legs? I have to be at work at seven.”

“Used them.” This time, her lie came out smooth and prepared. She even nodded convincingly.

“The whole pack?”

“Yes.” Not even a blink.

I opened our utility drawer. All plastic bags were gone. As if I would pull one over my head and suffocate myself. I took a deep breath and released it slowly.

“You wouldn’t, by any chance, happen to think I might want to kill myself just because I slept with Jett, would you?” I asked nonchalantly.

Sylvie’s eyes popped wide open. She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, only to reopen it a second later. I held up a hand to stop her.

“I see your point,” I said through gritted teeth. “You’re afraid I might harm myself, and I appreciate your concern. But—” I heaved an annoyed sigh. “It’s not going to happen. I won’t kill myself over Jett. Even with all the bad things in my life, that thought has never crossed my mind.”

“It’s just...” She trailed off, leaving the rest hanging heavy in the air.

“I slept with him, and I know that’s a reason for concern.” I nodded slowly, trying to keep my voice calm. “I’m reminded of that every hour. And it doesn’t exactly help that I still love him or that I was under the influence of drugs without even knowing it. But that doesn’t mean I’m suicidal, all right? So, for the sake of my sanity, can you please return my things?”

Sylvie just stared at me.

I frowned. “What?”

“I don’t understand, Brooke,” she said slowly. “How can you still love him after everything he’s done?”

I opened my mouth to offer some sort of witty reply, but my brain failed to come up with any worthy retort. In all the frenzy of her worrying and my assurances that she didn’t have to worry about me, the words had just stumbled out of my mouth. Not once had I stopped to think about what I was saying.

Crap!

Why did I have to declare my undying love for him? Even if it was true—truly, crappy, painfully true—Sylvie wouldn’t understand. After Jett’s angry departure, I had thought hard about him. It wasn’t just the images of him and Tiffany and visiting his killer brother that were branded in my mind. I also remembered the hours I had spent with him, all those good times that had made me believe our relationship was long-term material. Even now that it was over, I still thought about him nonstop. Seeing his face in my mind was painful, but so was the fact that I still loved him without wanting to, and there was nothing I could do about that. He was in my mind, behind every thought, every word—sneaking around like the shadow of a draft, always there but not visible to the eye.

“Brooke?” Sylvie prompted. Realizing she was still waiting for an answer, I looked up and grimaced. Of course she wouldn’t let it go. For once, couldn’t she pretend she didn’t hear my foolish declaration of love to the one guy who didn’t deserve it?

“There is no off switch to make my heart complete, okay?” I snapped at her. “I thought that seeing his cheating with my own eyes would make me stop loving him. I thought all the pain and anger would erase my feelings for him.” I smirked. “But I was wrong. I still love him, and I can’t help it. You don’t like it. Well, I don’t like it either, but you know what? I can’t do anything about it.” To avoid her pitiful stare, I looked around and began to open drawers. “Where are my things anyway?”

“Uh-uh. I’ll never tell you.” She shook her head in what I assumed was mock disapproval. “According to various websites, I can’t leave you unsupervised with anything you might use to hurt yourself, not until I’m sure you’re over him.”

I snorted. “You Googled that?” I stared at her in disbelief. “Sylvie, I’m fine. No need to panic or turn my hair straightener into contraband.”

“People in forums warn that the person might be lying, pretending to be fine to mask the pain until they are alone.”

The masking part was true, but I certainly didn’t feel suicidal. “Do I look like I’m being irresponsible and ready to kill myself and leave you and my mother behind?” I snapped.

“No, but...” She hesitated.

“Then cut the bullshit.” I held out my hand. “My stuff, Sylvie. Please?”

She shook her head again.

I dropped my hand in mock annoyance. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll find it myself.” With one last glare at her, I headed for her bedroom, but Sylvie blocked my path. 

I narrowed my eyes at her and then it dawned on me. She had stashed it all in there.

“I will return everything, under one condition.” She held up a manicured index finger.

“Which is?”

“You let me help you.”

I let out a short, irritated laugh. “I mean it, Sylvie. You don’t have to worry about me harming myself—or him,” I said sourly, deliberately avoiding saying Jett’s name. I knew I sounded bitter, but my emotions threatened to choke me. “I can accept my feelings for him and yet still not want to be with him. For that, I don’t need anyone’s help.”

“I hope so.” The doubt in her tone signaled that she wasn’t convinced. “Because if you don’t get over him, I’ll personally drag your ass to the best LAA group meeting in town.”

I raised my eyebrows in confusion. “LAA?”

“Love Addicts Anonymous,” she clarified. “If an intervention doesn’t help, LAA will solve any sort of obsession problem with any guy.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not obsessed with anyone.” In fact, I hated the sound of the word. Even though I had no doubt that LAA existed, the idea of joining some help organization and talking about Jett, then having to listen to other sob stories, was absurd.

“If you say so.” Sylvie shot me a skeptical look. “You know, it wouldn’t hurt to give it a try.”

A pang of annoyance hit me at the realization that Sylvie didn’t believe me. Just because I was in love didn’t mean I was also obsessed.

Okay, maybe a little.

Still, Sylvie didn’t have to be so brutally honest about it.

Disappointment or not, what was wrong with being a little obsessed with the man you loved, thinking about him day and night—which was the result of a bruised ego and hopes that were destroyed?

“I don’t owe you an explanation, okay?” My voice trembled slightly as I glared at her. “I might still be in love with Jett, but I’m not crazy, and I’m certainly not bordering on obsessive or jumping-off-a-cliff-compulsive. It would take a lot more to make me jump off a bridge or start stalking him.”

“I’m just trying to help,” Sylvie said defensively. “I don’t want you to get hurt and make the same mistake again.”

I wanted to point out I had repeated the mistake before and survived, but I kept my mouth shut.

“No man is worth the pain or waiting for him to change,” she continued. “It’s easy to be in love with the idea of love rather than actually loving a person.”

God, Sylvie could be irritating sometimes.

“You’ve got it wrong. I’m not in love with the idea of love,” I said in a low tone. I sounded so defensive it was almost laughable. “If I were in love with the idea, we’d be married by now, probably horseback-riding on the beach.”

She shrugged, unconvinced. “If you say so.”

I glowered at her as I began to massage my temples to get rid of the pounding behind them. It wasn’t like me to be rude, but Sylvie didn’t see how much I wanted to be alone in the dark abyss of my mind so that I could ignore the annoying agony in my chest.

“Maybe you moved in with him too soon,” she murmured, oblivious to my reluctance to talk.

For a second, I was taken aback, and my head snapped in her direction. “What do you mean?” I asked, shocked. I had feared the same thing, but I had discarded it. To hear my hidden fear coming from her mouth was daunting.

“Think, Brooke. You did everything he wanted. You moved in with him. You worked for him. You always played by his rules.” She counted more reasons, but I stopped listening.

The blood in my ears rushed faster, drowning out everything else.

Was it possible that Jett and I had spent too much time together and our relationship fell into a routine, where he felt he didn’t have to chase me anymore because he already had me?

My heart lurched at the thought that our relationship had become too boring for Jett. It certainly made sense and explained why he had wanted me to dress up as someone he had never met before. I wasn’t a prude when it came to spicing up one’s love life and role-playing could be a part of that, but so early in a relationship?

I buried my face in my hands, letting my shoulders drop. “I’m so fucking stupid. I should have moved out as soon as Nate was arrested. Better yet, I never should have moved in with him in the first place.”

“It’s just a theory, Brooke. I’m not saying it’s true. I’m just pleading with you to open your eyes and see him the way I do, rather than loving him for what he appears to be.”

It made sense. I had given too much too soon. Sylvie was right. The possibility existed that my obsession with Jett was not only stupid, but in vain, too.

“You’ve made your point, loud and clear. Now, can you please shut up and leave me alone?” I walked back into the bathroom and slammed the door shut before sinking to the floor, feeling number from the cold than ever before.
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A soft knock carried over from the door.

“Brooke?” Sylvie’s voice was filled with worry. A second later, her head appeared in the doorway, and I looked up.

“Yeah?”

“I made us coffee. Are you coming?”

On the heels of anger came acceptance. There was no point in evading her.

Sighing, I stood and walked back into the kitchen and sat down at the table. Sylvie slumped into the seat opposite me and pulled her knees up to her chest, regarding me.

“I want my things back before I go to work,” I said, her gaze unnerving me.

“Fine.”

For a long moment, Sylvie just stared at me, the oppressing silence heavy with words unspoken. Each passing second frayed my nerves. The way she just sat there, with her arms crossed over her chest and her lips pressed in a tight line, she looked scarier than a scolding schoolteacher. For an awful moment, I feared she might resume her lecture on obsession. The skin on my face prickled. Without intending to, I brushed a hand over my mouth, realizing I had been stroking my abdomen for the past few minutes, the gesture both protective and indicative of my frightening isolation.

Finally, Sylvie sighed and leaned back in her seat, the tension between us slowly dissipating as she watched my movement. “Can you feel the baby?”

“Not yet.” I shook my head, relaxing a little, happy for the change in topic. “It will be a while before it starts kicking, but I do feel different. I feel like part of J—” I bit my lip, stopping myself from saying the one thing that kept burning inside my mind. “I feel like something else is inside me.”

Sylvie regarded me intently, her expression hardening again, but she didn’t probe.

Dammit.

Not only was I under his spell, but I was also having a hard time controlling what came out of my mouth around Sylvie. No wonder she thought I was in desperate need of an LAA session. After admitting that I still loved him and now proclaiming that he had become a part of me through our unborn child, it was as if I still harbored the slightest hope we would end up together...even though I knew I was kidding myself.

Ending together was impossible. I had broken things off, and he had left me. We were over, even if I couldn’t believe it yet.

“I have something for you.” She retrieved a yellow envelope from one of the drawers and pushed it into my hands. “I meant to give it to you in a few weeks, but I thought why wait that long?” She shrugged, as though it wasn’t a big deal. “I thought we might attend...together.”

“What is it?” I opened the envelope but didn’t peer inside.

Sylvie raised her eyebrows, urging me to take a look. I did as requested. It was a voucher for childbirth classes. I smiled, suddenly overwhelmed by emotion.

“These will be great. I hadn’t even thought of it.” It was a kind gesture, and probably one of Sylvie’s attempts to try to distract my mind from Jett and help me focus on the future.

“Thank you.” I looked up at her. To my surprise, Sylvie didn’t return my smile as she watched me push the voucher back inside the envelope, and I couldn’t help but feel uneasy. The tension in her posture was unmistakable.

Was that a hint of nervousness on her face? 

“Can I ask you something?” she said at last.

I narrowed my eyes, suddenly wary of her scary expression. I wasn’t sure how to reply. I didn’t want her to ask me anything, but I just said, very carefully, “What?” 

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” she started.

I winced at what might be coming. Sylvie’s questions and statements always had that effect on me.

“I know you haven’t told your mom about your pregnancy yet. I probably wouldn’t either, because she can be a real dragon. But—” She moistened her lips, pausing as she considered her next words. “For the past few weeks, I’ve been wondering why you don’t really make any plans? I’m your best friend, and yet you never talk about the baby. No offense, Brooke, but it would be hard to believe you’re three months pregnant, if it weren’t for the test.”

So it was a personal issue between friends. I relaxed a little.

“Oh, that,” I said, flicking my wrist.

It was true.

Up until that moment, I had always avoided any discussion about the baby. I didn’t talk about my pregnancy like other expecting women, and I understood why it was a matter of concern for Sylvie. The truth was, even though I had listened and gone along with Jett’s and Sylvie’s suggestions, the entire situation seemed surreal. Now that Jett and I were over, I was trying even harder to banish any thoughts of what the future might have in store.

I smirked. “I’m not like other people, Sylvie. Maybe others want to scream it at the top of their lungs, but I don’t. I’m not comfortable telling the whole world my business.”

“But why? Aren’t you excited?” She narrowed her eyes. “Just because you and he are over, it shouldn’t change anything. You should be proud, go shopping, plan a baby shower. You should be talking about it nonstop, you know, do all the stuff women do when they’re pregnant. I’d love to help, even though I’m not even keen on having kids.” She paused, eyeing me cautiously. “Is it because of Jett?”

I winced inwardly at the way she said his name, as if he resembled an infectious disease.

“No. It’s—” My voice failed me. I took a deep breath and released it slowly. “It has nothing to do with him.” 

I shot her a begging look, silently urging her to stop talking about him. Couldn’t she leave the matter be, forget his name like I was trying to?

“What is it then?” Sylvie insisted.

“It’s just...I can’t believe that I’m pregnant.”

“So being in denial is your solution?” She stared at me in shock. “You have to face reality eventually, particularly when you stop fitting into your clothes.”

“I’m not in denial,” I protested. “I just don’t want to risk anything.”

“Risk? I don’t understand.” She spread her hands, palms out, her usually smooth forehead creased in a frown. “What’s the problem? I understand you don’t want to talk about Jett, but what about your baby?”

“You’re a hell of annoying, you know that?” I laughed, even though the situation didn’t seem particularly amusing to me.

“I’m your friend. I’m supposed to be annoying.” She leaned forward, smoothing her hair back. “That’s what friends are for. We’re supposed to breathe down your neck to make sure you stay on track, but I can’t do that if you keep things to yourself. Ever since you met Jett, you’ve been shutting me out. Have you ever thought about how that makes me feel?” Her tone betrayed her hurt.

Surprised, I looked up at her and slowly realized that Sylvie had likely felt that way for a while. Shame burned through me.

Had I been so blind that I didn’t realize I was neglecting our friendship? We had been friends forever, and yet there were things Sylvie still didn’t know about me—things only Jett knew. For the past few weeks, I had been so focused on Jett that I had not realized Sylvie might feel left out. She had always been the sister I lost. And now with Jett gone, she was all I had. There was no doubt that she deserved my trust more than he did. I owed it to her to tell the truth.

“Look, I get your concern.” I sighed. “I know it’s wrong not to talk about things, but if I start talking, I’ll start making plans. I’ll dream and hope, and I don’t want to do that right now. When I was with Jett, I always had this unexplained fear that something would happen.” 

“That you would break up?” Sylvie cut in. The question was harmless enough.

“No. It wasn’t only that,” I said softly.

I walked over to the coffeemaker. We had been so engrossed in our discussion that she had forgotten to switch it off. I poured steaming coffee in two cups, then handed Sylvie hers.

“I want this child more than anything, but I don’t want my hopes raised, only to see them shattered,” I said. “What’s so wrong with that? If you had experienced what I’ve gone through, you’d probably feel the same way.” I wrapped my fingers around the cup, but even the hot liquid didn’t warm my cold hands. Looking up into Sylvie’s blue eyes, I remembered it wasn’t that long ago that someone had planned to kill me.

Sylvie remained quiet, so I continued, “Trust me, I want to embrace motherhood. I want to paint the nursery in hues of pink and blue. I want to talk about baby plans all day, but I can’t. Do you understand?” I paused, wondering whether the question was directed at myself as much as at Sylvie. “It’s just not an option at the moment—not when Nate is free and I’m living in constant fear. Every night is a struggle, and I can’t fall asleep. I’m in such a state, I don’t dare hope for the better, and I most certainly don’t imagine what things could be like.”

I waited for Sylvie to ask another question, but she remained uncharacteristically silent. With a frown, she stared at her coffee, engrossed in her own thoughts.

“I understand,” she whispered at last. “I’m sorry, Brooke. I was so wrapped up in the belief that you weren’t happy about being pregnant that I thought...” She stopped in thought, unable or unwilling to finish her sentence.

“It’s okay. I know you mean well,” I said softly, my hand starting to rub my flat tummy, a habit I had developed since I’d learned I was pregnant.

Please stop talking about my baby or Jett. Especially Jett.

“Anyway, let’s not linger on those depressing issues.” I forced a smile onto my lips, even though there was no feeling behind it. “Enough about me already. What about you? What are your plans for the day?”

As if sensing my need for a change in topic, Sylvie lifted a mushroom and smelled it, then grimaced. “I’m going on a date today.”

“What?” I said, agog. “With whom? Why didn’t you tell me sooner? We could have gone shopping to find you a nice dress.”

She smiled with little enthusiasm and shrugged. “It’s no big deal. A friend set me up on a blind date. I might call it off.” Sylvie loved going on dates, and more than anything, she loved any excuse to go shopping. It was odd for her not to be excited about it.

I inched next to her, knowing that the only reason she’d blow one off was because she thought I needed her.

“No, you should definitely go,” I said. “In fact, I insist. Just because I’m having a bad day doesn’t mean you have to stay home and play babysitter. Besides, I’m working late today.”

“I don’t know.” She hesitated, catching my eyes. “Will you be okay?”

I smiled gently and shrugged. “Sure I will. You’ve already helped me so much.”

It was the truth. Sylvie and I might have had our conflicts and our own personal dramas, but having her near me, knowing she cared so much about me, helped me. I had always admired Sylvie, with good reason. She had gone through many more breakups than I had, and yet she was quick to stand up and move on. It was as if her heart was free to love whomever she wanted, and she could easily let go with the prospect of dating the next guy, whereas I just wouldn’t learn from my mistakes.

My heart resembled a trained falcon with its feet tied to its master and a hood on its head, unable to escape into freedom. All my life, I had vowed that I would never let anyone into my heart. When I made an exception for Jett, I never thought that it would change my life. My priorities and focus had shifted to the point that I had neglected my friends and my mother. My plans had been put on the back burner, and previous goals had lost importance. Too many things had changed, me included.

Sitting in the silence, in our old kitchen, with the penetrating ticking of the old clock above the door as the only sound, I realized that while I couldn’t turn back time, I still had the power to change things to how they used to be. Having Sylvie close reminded me why I had to stick to my resolutions and promises never to let a man control my heart.

“You go on your date,” I said resolutely. “I’ll even help you choose a dress.”

“If you insist.” She smiled at me. “But you’ve got to give me a hand with this cooking.”

“Are you really going to cook those things?” I pointed to the mushrooms in her hand, my mortification probably written all over my face. I was standing a few feet away, yet I could still smell the unpleasant bouquet of hippie, old cheese, and gym socks. I hoped the stench would dissipate, because I wasn’t going to eat anything smelly. Besides, they looked so dark and wrinkled, I doubted they were edible at all.

Even Sylvie looked doubtful as she eyed the old mushrooms with the kind of disgusted expression she usually reserved for spiders or anything that had more than four legs, but she remained quiet.

“Not trying to say I don’t want you to do something nice for me, but maybe we could do Chinese another day? I’d kill for a pizza with cheese crust, pepperoni, onions, and black olives,” I said. “What do you think?”

“Thank God. Me too.” She looked genuinely relieved as she dropped the shriveled mushrooms. “I’d love ham and extra cheese. With lots of different toppings, right? I can wolf that stuff down like no other.”

I beamed at her. “Same as always.”

God, I loved Sylvie.

My gaze followed her as she got up and crossed the room. She was almost out the door when I called out, “Sylvie?”

She stopped and turned around. “Yeah?”

“Thank you,” I whispered. “You’re such a good friend. I have no idea what I’d do without you.”

A mysterious smile lit up her glossy lips. “I’m not a good friend.” I frowned and she let out a soft laugh. “A good friend knows about your best days, but a best friend has lived through all your worst. See the difference?” she whispered. “I’m your best friend, Brooke. Guys will come and go and break you in pieces, but I will always be here to mend you again.”

“Then you’re my Super Glue,” I said, laughing.

“Damn right I am.” She flashed another smile and picked up the phone to order our lunch.
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The whole day passed in a blur. Sylvie tried to distract me with movies and food, but I constantly found myself checking my phone like an obsessive lunatic. Jett didn’t contact me. No calls. No messages. Nothing to indicate that he wanted to work things out. His indifference was a blessing and helped to put things in perspective, but even though I should have been thankful, it bothered me.

The more I pored over Sylvie’s words, the more I wondered what Jett had been doing at the club and what had stopped him from telling me the truth, and, of course, why my foolish brain couldn’t stop thinking about him. I cursed my weakness for him. Hour after hour, I wished my feelings for him far away, and they kept crawling back like ants to sweets.

I wanted to forget him, but at the same time, I wanted to hear from him. I wanted to see him in pain while wishing him nothing but the best. So many conflicting emotions twisted into an ever-present knot of contradiction and impatience.

I had to get a grip. And fast, before my life stopped belonging to me, and Jett became the sole focus of my attention.

At 6:45 p.m., Thalia picked me up from around the corner, the same place where she’d dropped me off before, and we made our way to Grayson’s studio. From the corner of my eyes, I glanced at her gorgeous, yellow, lacy dress, complete with stockings and black high heels. Her glossy, long hair was tied up in a complicated burlesque hairstyle, with beautifully defined curls and waves added to the sides and front, complementing her pretty face.

Something wafted from her, an air of confidence that brushed over me and made me feel different. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I allowed her enthusiasm and congeniality to wash over me and make me feel at ease. Listening to her chatter, I actually looked forward to spending time with her.

Sylvie was the best friend who would always be there for me, and I usually loved her company, but at the moment, I welcomed the break. Sylvie was, simply put, a bit too much at the moment, with her constant probing and need for assurance that I was okay, especially when things couldn’t have been further from the truth. Thalia made conversation simple, and she had an easygoing attitude. She didn’t really know me, so she didn’t try see through the façade behind which I was hiding.

“How was your night with your special stranger?” she asked when we stopped to wait for a light to turn green. Her face turned briefly to regard me while her fingers kept tapping on the steering wheel to the music playing on the radio.

“It was okay, I guess.” I kept my voice light as my mind searched through all the possible answers I could give. “He was nice and took me home, and that was about it.”

“Nothing happened?” She turned her head to me. “Not even a kiss?” Her surprise reflected in the soft line on her forehead, but her tone remained unchanged. She had no reason to doubt me, so lying to her came easy.

I shook my head. “I kept feeling sick. Guess I had too much of Gina’s favorite cocktail.”

At least the first part was true.

Now was the time to ask about Gina, but for some reason I couldn’t. Thalia had been such a good friend and she had helped me get a job. I couldn’t afford to piss her off by accusing her friend of spiking my drink. What if hers had been spiked, too, and she knew about it all along? Instead of bringing that up, I recounted my interview with Grayson and his request that I posed nude.

“Where do you get your confidence from?” I asked when the lights changed and she hit the accelerator.

“It’s really about doing what you believe in,” Thalia said. “For me, confidence doesn’t come with natural beauty. You can be beautiful but still not feel sexy and, hence, have no confidence. Confidence comes when you feel good about yourself and whatever you’re doing. For me, that’s when my hair’s curled and I wear red, waterproof lipstick.” She turned briefly to me and laughed out loud. “Your problem isn’t that you aren’t confident or sexy, Jenna. Your problem is that you try too hard to be like others. When you blend in, you become one of many and so you don’t allow yourself to be unique. Maybe you should care less about what people say and do, and focus more on becoming the real you.”

She grimaced and changed the radio station until she was happy with the music. Her fingers began to tap to the new rhythm almost instantly, and then she continued, “It’s the only way you should be: simply you. Knowing that there’s just one of you in the world, you should be proud of posing nude. Naturally, me being me is what gives me confidence.”

The car slowed as we took a narrow left turn, and then Thalia hit the accelerator with so much force I held onto my seat for support.

I swallowed the bile in my throat as I was briefly reminded of Jett’s driving. He was a maniac in that department, as in so many others. He lived hard and loved harder. Relationships with men like him always come with an expiry date. It was just too bad I had to learn it the hard way.

Half an hour later, we arrived at Grayson’s. Thalia locked up the car and we headed up to the studio, which, according to Thalia, had been rented out for a gallery event for the night. The guests hadn’t arrived yet, which left us enough time to look around and get changed on time.

The bare walls of the studio had been transformed. Paintings and pictures in black and green hung on the walls, and tables with champagne and delicious appetizers lined the far left side, near the tall windows. I had been assured that the job would be simple. Gina, Thalia and I were instructed to dress up, then pose behind a glass wall like mannequins, and the rest of the girls had to talk and entertain guests.

I didn’t mind that my green lace dress was so short that others could see all the way up to Alaska. I also didn’t mind that Grayson expected me to sit still on a plush chair, with my legs on each side, so they would look longer. He had come up with the idea to cover up the fact that I was shorter than the other girls.

Wearing Thalia’s black, China-doll wig, I did as instructed, keeping perfectly still. All my emotions—the good, the bad, and the worse—were hidden behind the glass, even though I felt like a mammoth stuffed in a glass house inside a museum. 

By the time drinks were served, all the other models had arrived, buzzing around with excitement at the prospect of meeting new clients.

All but Gina.

I scanned the room, taking in the changes in the interior design and the unfamiliar faces, but there was no sign of her.

“Where’s Gina?” I asked.

“I’ve no idea,” Thalia said, glancing at her watch. “She’s probably running late. It wouldn’t be her first time.”

As it turned out, Gina didn’t arrive later either. A half-hour into the event, a girl with blonde curls, looking like the youngest of them all, joined us as Gina’s replacement. I shot Thalia a questioning look, but there was no time for an introduction, because the actual event had started and guests were piling in.
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The gallery quickly filled with people. With constant new arrivals and free-flowing champagne, laughter and chatter echoed through the open space. I had never before attended a gallery event, so I had always assumed it would be a boring, apathetic experience—certainly not something full of vibrancy and life. From my heightened position, I stared at the guests, who were far less interested in the frames hanging on the walls than in socializing with the other visitors. Only a few turned their head toward the models standing behind the glass wall, paying any attention to our perfected poses. Most seemed taken in by the generous buffet, and that didn’t surprise me; it looked so delicious that my stomach growled.

Half an hour turned into an hour, then two. At some point, my arms felt numb, and my smile had frozen on my lips.

“My arm’s cramping,” the blonde next to me mumbled, keeping her face rigid. “On top of that, I can barely feel my legs. No wonder Sarah and Gina quit on Grayson. I wouldn’t bother to show up either.”

Thalia suppressed a laugh, and I could certainly understand why. The blonde girl was standing, with one leg hovering over a chair, the other on the floor. Her legs were slightly trembling, and her forehead was glistening from the effort to stay impassive. I figured I had drawn the lucky straw, because I had the luxury of sitting.

For a moment, there was silence, as a group of people passed us by, their gazes glued on us before they moved on to the next distraction. The instant they were gone, the blonde let out an annoyed breath.

“He isn’t usually that moody either,” she said. “What’s up with him?”

“What do you mean?” Thalia asked. The blonde inclined her head toward the arched doorway. I followed her line of vision and glimpsed Grayson standing next to the ugly mandrake, talking with one of his male guests, caught in some sort of disagreement, from the looks of it. His forehead was creased with either worry or annoyance, as he shook his head vehemently. We watched their heated discussion in silence.

“I tell you he’s gay,” the blonde said, resuming her chatter.

“Who?” Thalia asked.

“Grayson.”

“Beth, you don’t know that. You can’t say that just because you’ve never seen him with a woman. Maybe he likes to keep his private life...private.”

“That’s my point exactly. I’ve never heard about him dating anyone,” Beth said. “I always see him hanging around with guys, and I say that makes him gay.”

Thalia rolled her eyes. “You have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Fill us in then,” Beth challenged. “You’re into women, so maybe you should have a little chat with him. You know him better than anybody here. Maybe you can help him find his way out of the closet.”

I stared at Beth in disbelief. Not that it mattered, but Thalia and Grayson were gay?

“Shut up,” Thalia snapped. “Just because I’ve known him longer than anyone else here doesn’t mean we discuss personal stuff.” With an annoyed sigh, she turned her head to me. “Don’t mind her,” she whispered. “She’s still upset that Grayson ignored her advances when she asked him out. In her book that can only mean he’s playing for the other league.”

“That’s so last year,” Beth muttered.

I stared at my employer, realizing I knew neither him nor Thalia particularly well. The day before, he had seemed quiet and reserved. Now, while he still looked impassive, there was a certain nervousness about him. He and his guest were so engrossed in whatever they were talking about that the entire room seemed to have dissolved into thin air around them. Whatever his sexual orientation was, he struck me as a strange man. I remembered the way our hands had touched. Maybe it had been a means to get my attention, but it certainly hadn’t felt gay to me.

But who knew?

I wasn’t an expert on the topic just because I had a few gay friends.

“Maybe this guy had the guts to tell Grayson that his mandrake is ugly, and now they’re arguing about art,” I suggested by ways of trying to inject a little humor into the situation and change the subject.

“Yeah.” Beth laughed. “That would land him in the lions’ den real quick. Grayson loves that ghastly thing.”

We fell silent again, and the seconds seemed to stretch on forever. At some point, Beth let out another frustrated sigh and eventually began to stretch. “I need a smoke. If Grayson asks, tell him I had to pee.”

The moment she was gone, I turned to Thalia and shot her a smile.

“You’re not going to avoid me now, are you?” she asked.

“What?” I stared at her, unsure where she was heading. “Why would I do that?”

She shrugged, as though it didn’t matter, but the fleeting look in her eyes spoke volumes. “Tell me you’re not one of those people who’ll judge me or change your opinion of me just because I’m...different. A girl who used to work here had a huge problem with it.”

I caught a strange expression on her face. It was a mixture of probing and hesitation, as if she was challenging me, testing me even. I realized there was more to the story, but I decided it best not to press the issue.

I laughed. “I’m surprised, that’s all, and that’s understandable, considering that we hit a straight bar yesterday, and you kept talking about the perfect guy.”

“Most people assume that about me, like many other things. The moment they find out the truth, their whole attitude changes, and I become someone else in their eyes. Take my parents, for example.” Thalia grimaced, and her eyes darkened with something. It wasn’t anger, more like disappointment or frustration. She looked so fragile I felt sorry for her. In some way, I knew what it meant to be judged and compartmentalized.

“You don’t have to worry about me.” I shrugged and left the rest unspoken. Whatever she was or wasn’t, it made no difference to the fact that I saw her as a friend. “So it’s true that you’re into women?” I forced myself to speak the obvious, so we could move past the awkwardness of the situation.

“Yeah, but only when I have sex.” Narrowing her eyes, she tilted her head to one side. “We should hook up, you know—just you and me. I know a really nice bar,” she whispered. My cheeks began to burn at the insinuation.

Thalia leaned back and smiled. “I’m joking, Jenna.” She let out another infectious laugh. “You should have seen your face just now. Priceless.”

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “You almost got me.”

“Contrary to popular belief, we don’t hit on every woman we meet,” she explained. ”I’ve been in a relationship with the same person for years, and we’re still going strong.”

“You’re lucky then.” I couldn’t hide the bitter tone in my voice as I thought of Jett. “At times, I’ve wished to be gay, because it looks so easy. You don’t seem to have all the heartbreak that comes with relationships.”

She grimaced again. “Trust me, there’s as much of that going on as in every other relationship. In life there might be rules. In love there are no exceptions to those rules. No one is spared from heartbreak. We all suffer it at some point or another. You simply can’t control who you love and in particular, you can’t control what kind of person they are.”

“That’s so true.” I nodded in agreement, then cocked my head in curiosity. “How do you know I’m straight? I could be...anything,” I asked intrigued that she could tell without really knowing me. After just one glance, she seemed to have me figured out. Was I that open a book?

“I’ll be honest with you,” she started. ”When I saw you with your blonde friend, I wasn’t sure. But by the time I picked you up from the park and Grayson wanted to talk about your work contract and his second thoughts, I suspected. I knew for sure at the club, when you started talking about your ex.”

What second thoughts?

“What do you mean? What did Grayson say?” My glance swept over him anxiously. He was still talking with the man. Even though he wasn’t looking at us, for some reason I felt as though his attention was shifting.

“Only that he could hire you for five weeks, until you’re starting to show,” Thalia said.

My head snapped back in her direction, and my jaw dropped. “Grayson knows?”

Thalia must have caught the shock in my voice, because she burst out in laughter.

“Of course he knows you’re pregnant.” She nodded mysteriously. “He’s been working with women for years—not just models, but real women. Men like him are very perceptive.”

I wondered what she meant by that but didn’t ask.

“No worries. I won’t tell anyone or put you in an awkward position. As I said, I’m good at keeping secrets.” She winked at me. “Like...I didn’t tell Gina you were ordering soft drinks the entire night.”

“I didn’t think it was that obvious.” I joined in her laughter. Now was the perfect time to ask about the drinks Gina bought. Just as I opened my mouth, Thalia shushed me.

“Look out. He’s coming over.”
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Shortly after Grayson joined our little group, the show ended, and people began to flood out the door. Judging from their facial expressions, some weren’t pleased, if not outraged, and the way Grayson was acting, it almost looked like he might have actually kicked them out. I faintly remembered Thalia telling me that we were being paid for the night, so I’d been certain that the gallery event would take longer than two hours. It made no sense that Grayson had shooed his clients out so early. Something was wrong. I could feel it. I just couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

Eventually, Grayson locked up and waved us over to the sitting area. We gathered around him in a semicircle. It was so quiet I wouldn’t have been surprised to hear a needle hit the floor if it dropped.

“I closed the event early with good reason,” Grayson said, his gaze sweeping over the inquiring faces around him. “There has been an accident, and with a heavy heart...” He paused, and for a second, I thought I heard a soft tremor in his voice. “—I deeply regret to inform you that Gina died earlier this morning.”

Shock and murmur traveled through the crowd. My jaw dropped, and I clasped my hand over my mouth in disbelief. To my right, someone whimpered and began to sob.

“Oh, my God,” Thalia whispered.

“What happened?” Beth asked.

Grayson linked his fingers together behind his back. His lips were drawn in a tight line, and his shoulders slumped; I almost feared his next words. “She was found on a street, stabbed, with her throat cut open,” he said quietly. “The police have declared it murder.”

The image of Gina lying on the street sent goosebumps up my spine.

“They think she was mugged for her handbag, because it wasn’t at the crime scene when they found her at five a.m.”

“Where was she found?” I didn’t know why I asked the question when it didn’t really matter. Everyone’s head snapped in my direction. It took me every ounce of my willpower not to react when Grayson communicated the name of the street we had visited the day before. “She was attacked in a back alley, behind the La Rue bar. A bouncer found her body hidden behind a dumpster.”

Another wave of shock echoed through the room, and the chatter began: gossip, I assumed. As usual, everyone had their own theory about the tragedy. As for me, my head began to spin.

“I can’t believe she’s dead,” Thalia whispered to me. We were standing behind everyone else, with our backs to the wall. “Who would kill her and leave her lying around like trash? She was the nicest person I’ve ever known.”

“I can’t believe it either.”

“And to think, we used to date before I met my current girlfriend.” She shook her head in disbelief, and a tear ran down her cheek.

I turned to face her. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

“No one did.” Thalia shrugged and wiped a hand over her tear-stained face. I hugged her, because I couldn’t stand seeing her in pain. It was always sad when someone died. As short as my meeting with Gina had been, and in spite of the questionable drinks, I had still liked her as a person.

Her death was such a tragedy, and it had come out of the blue. It felt surreal to know we had seen her less than twenty-four hours ago; my memories of the redhead were still fresh in my mind.

“She must have gone back to the La Rue bar,” Thalia whispered.

My attention snapped in her direction. “What do you mean? Why would she do that?”

“After you hooked up with that guy, Gina and I had one more drink together. I got a headache and called it a day, but she decided to stay, so I left, figuring she’d be all right,” she said, barely able hide her remorse. “I should have stayed. Maybe this wouldn’t have happened. Maybe she’d still be alive.”

Or maybe they’d both be dead.

“Did she meet anyone else?” I asked, keeping my true thoughts to myself.

But Thalia didn’t hear me anymore; she simply walked away mumbling, “I have to tell him.” 

I followed her and stopped a step behind, listening to her conversation with Grayson.

“Jenna, Gina and I visited the La Rue bar yesterday,” she said. Silence fell over the room as everyone turned to look at her. “We had a few drinks together before we moved on to the HUSH HUSH club. That was the last place we saw her.”

Grayson’s face remained an impenetrable mask. “Just the three of you?” he asked, and Thalia nodded.

His forehead creased into a frown as his gaze swept over the shocked faces around him, then settled on Thalia’s again. Finally, he turned. Following his line of vision, I realized the guy he had been talking to before hadn’t left with the rest of the guests. He was standing in the background, near the wall, hidden in the shadows, observing us all along.

I frowned.

“I’d like to introduce you to Detective Barrow,” Grayson said grimly. “He’s leading the investigation.”

As the man stepped forward, my heart spluttered in my chest and skipped a beat.

Oh, my God.

Oh. My. God.

It was in that instant that I recognized him as the guy from the hotel. The guy with the newspaper. The guy who had glanced at me. My breath remained trapped in my throat, and my knees began to shake, threatening to buckle beneath me.

What was he doing here? 

“I’m afraid I’ll have to keep you girls a little longer,” I heard Grayson say. “Detective Barrow will want to ask each of you a few questions, but no worries. In spite of the disruption in our work schedule, you’ll still be paid your usual fee for the night. Feel free to leave after the detective’s done with you. Any questions?”

I shook my head, but not because I didn’t have any questions.

My heart pounded in my chest, and my blood rushed hard as I stared at the man from the hotel, my mind circling around one single thought.

What are the odds?

––––––––

***End of Episode 2***
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Chapter 1

Calm down.

Calm the fuck down.

There was nothing to fear, because I had done nothing wrong. It had been Gina’s idea to visit the club, not mine. All I had to do was answer the detective’s questions and then I was free to leave.

Countless thoughts raced through my head but only one registered: Gina was dead. Killed. Who would have done it? And for a handbag? Even as I asked myself those questions, I knew a mugging wasn’t the answer. While people stole handbags, they didn’t necessarily cut the victim’s throat in the process, which was why the detective was here—to unravel the mystery and get to the bottom of things. Like me, he probably suspected foul play and while I hoped he’d find the killer, I also hoped that, just because Thalia and I happed to be the last people who saw Gina alive, we wouldn’t end up as persons of interest.

“Jenna?” Grayson’s voice drew me back to reality. “You’re the first. The detective would like to ask you a few questions now.”

Oh, shit.

The icy knot in my stomach intensified, growing as big as an iceberg under the water’s surface. Why did I have to go first when I didn’t want to? He’d only pour all his energy into grilling me, and I had no answers, no clues, nothing to help out in any way.

Basically, I was doomed to look like I was guilty.

“Great. I’ll be happy to help,” I said weakly and shot Grayson a confident smile, avoiding the detective’s intense stare. To be honest, I had no idea if he remembered our brief encounters at the hotel, but I could feel his gaze burning a hole in my head. When I finally dared look up, I realized his eyes not only rested on me, but there was also a flicker of recognition clearly written on his face. I froze in horror.

This is what happens when you stare at a guy you don’t know, Stewart. You come across as a complete creep.

Back then, I had probably looked like a guilty mess to him. I swallowed down the lump in my throat, and tried to behave as innocently as possible.

“Detective, you’re welcome to use my office,” Grayson said, oblivious to my frayed nerves.

“Thank you. It won’t take long,” the man said while his stare remained glued to me.

Please, don’t leave me alone with him.

I felt like a lamb scheduled to be slaughtered. My skin began to itch from the strain of trying to act casual. I had done nothing wrong, and yet his intense glance made me feely guilty. Talk about unfair. Talk about the crappiest day of my life. The crappiest of all crappy days.

The detective turned on his heels and motioned me to follow him, and so I did, unsure what would happen next. To the daunting sound of impending doom, we walked into Grayson’s office. I was like that woman in white, ready to be sacrificed to King Kong and could almost hear the proverbial drums beating in the background. I felt completely paralyzed with fear. With my heart pounding hard against my chest, I took a seat and waited for the detective to do the same.

He didn’t sit down, which was probably a ruse to infuse respect into a suspect. He wasn’t even that tall, so under normal circumstances he wouldn’t have intimidated me. But there was nothing normal about today.

I peered around me, considering getting out of Grayson’s office by faking fainting. I had always wanted to do that, and figured that was the perfect moment, if only to avoid the probing questions and mistrust that would follow. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then closed my eyes for a moment, envisioning the scene. Just too bad I wasn’t cut out for acting. In my head, I promised myself that I’d sign up for some much-needed acting classes. That is, if I ever made it out of here and saved up enough money. 

The detective turned the knob and closed the door behind him.

Now, we were alone.

Just he and I—behind a closed door.

Dum. Dum Dum.

No, make that doom. Doom—as the imaginary drums continued to pound in my head.

My whole body began to shake slightly as he slid into Grayson’s seat and pulled out a notepad from his pocket. The whole situation felt surreal, like I was starring in a horror movie. I almost expected him to retrieve a string of rope and tie up my wrists to the chair, maybe even switch on a neon lamp, or hang me upside down to torture me into giving him the answers he wanted.

Only, I had no answers.

Let the witch hunt begin.

Sighing, I crossed my arms over my chest, ready to face whatever the detective would throw at me.

He glanced around the room and his eyes came to rest on the model pictures on the wall. Grayson’s glory. The gems he’d shaped into diamonds—as he liked to proclaim. Every one of his models was up there; everyone but me. It wasn’t that much of a surprise, given that I was new and had yet to book a job. A short silence ensued, during which Detective Barrow assessed me, his right hand stroking his neck in a strange manner. I twitched uncomfortably in my chair and crossed my legs, waiting, assessing him back.

“So, Mr. Grayson told me you joined two days ago. Is that correct?” he started eventually.

“Yes.” I nodded, staring at him blankly and gradually relaxed, happy that he didn’t ask about the hotel. Maybe he didn’t remember me after all. Maybe it was just a normal investigation and his frown came as a part of the job description, meaning it had nothing to do with me personally.

“All right.” He smiled politely and opened his notepad. “Let’s start with the last time you saw Gina alive and we’ll take it from there. You mentioned you went out?”

It wasn’t a question, but rather a statement. I had mentioned no such thing to him.

I nodded. “After Grayson offered me a trial period to see whether I was cut out for the job, Thalia invited me and Gina for a drink at the La Rue Bar. We had a few drinks, then Gina suggested we visit the Hush Hush bar, and we had some more drinks there.”

God, why did it sound like I was a complete party girl when it couldn’t be further from the truth?

The detective nodded and scribbled a few words on his notepad without looking up. “What happened after?”

“Gina tried to hook me up with a guy.” Cringe. I didn’t need to hear the detective’s thoughts; I could read them from his expression and they weren’t pretty. I brushed my hair out of my face and continued. “I started to feel sick so a guy brought me home. And that was the last time I saw her.”

I recounted the same story I had told Thalia: That a stranger drove me home, and then left. “Thalia said she had one last drink with Gina after I left. What happened after that, I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her.”

“The man who drove you home—” He stopped scribbling and looked up from his pad, his eyes the color of brown parchment assessing me. “—what did you say his name was?”

“I don’t remember,” I lied. “I was too drunk.”

The detective pressed his lips in a tight line. The way he was drumming his fingers on the table made me nervous, so I looked away, mentally counting the seconds until I could get the hell out.

“Did anything strange happen yesterday? Such as a fight, not necessarily between you and the victim?” I shook my head and he continued, “Can you think of anyone who might have held a grudge against her?”

A new spasm of nerves coursed through me.

“No, of course not.” I brushed my hair out of my face as I considered my words carefully. “I only just met her so didn’t know her particularly well, but it seemed Gina is...was friendly with all the girls here. I think everyone liked her.”

“How was the relationship between Gina and Thalia?”

I paused taken aback by the strange question. “Good, I guess. I think they were good friends. Like I said, I only met them both recently.”

“If anything unusual happened, no matter how trivial you think it might be, I need you to tell me. It’s the little things that often carry enough weight to break a case. Do you understand?” He stared at me. “They’re often relevant.”

His tone worried me.

“I wish I could be of more help, but I don’t remember much, except that Gina brought us drinks,” I said carefully. “We got drunk. We had fun. And the next thing I knew a guy drove me home.”

Even though I omitted quite a bit, I stuck to the truth. My mind had been a blurry mess. Yesterday’s events seemed so far away, they almost resembled a dream. The only thing I remembered was the way Jett had broken my fall, and the fake name he had given me, but I couldn’t share that with the detective. For some inexplicable reason, I couldn’t tell anyone about the Jett incident. It was like my brain wanted to lock that episode away forever.

When I finally finished my recounting, the detective opened a folder on the table. “Maybe these pictures will jolt your memory.” Slowly, he began to sort through countless sheets of paper and pictures.

“Did Gina wear this make up when you last saw her?” He slid over the first picture and I shrank back in shock.

It was a headshot of Gina. For a second, it looked like she was sleeping, until I registered that her eyes were slightly open, and a dried trail of blood marked her chin. There was no doubt the picture had been taken after her death and the discovery of her body. The rest of her body from the neck wasn’t on the picture. If there were, I knew I would have needed therapy for the next few years.

“What do you mean?” I asked slowly. Her face and lips were so pale they almost had a blue shimmer to them. I had never seen a corpse in real life, not even when my father and my sister died.

The detective pointed his finger to her left cheek. “Did she have the two spots on her face?”

I narrowed my eyes in concentration and finally grasped the meaning of his words. There were two dots on her cheek—like two little moles or freckles. Come to think of it, they didn’t really stand out. They had been painted onto the skin in a fashionable but such a realistic way, that it wasn’t glaringly obvious that they weren’t real.

“No, “ I said and shook my head. “Not as far as I remember.”

He nodded, as if my answer confirmed his suspicion, and handed me the second picture.

“Do you recognize this man?” he asked.

I looked from the detective to the picture, and my heart froze.

Holy mother of grace.

That couldn’t be possible. I blinked several times as an array of emotions washed over me.

Staring back at me was Jett’s face.

End of sample

––––––––
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    In life there are rules; in love no exceptions.
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    JETT


    


    New York City, 3 days earlier.


    


    The past was the past, and the future would be nothing but whatever I made of it. My future was her, our lives interlinked with our hopes and our dreams, and long-forgotten plans. Strange to think that only a few months ago I never thought my life or I would change. I never thought that an encounter with a future employee would result in me actually wanting to take the next step and marry her.


    Sitting in the bar, my heart sped up at the thought of what still lay ahead of me. The initial plans had been set in motion. Now it was time to execute them. I was going to do whatever it’d take to distract her, and then in exactly four hours and twenty-five minutes I’d propose to her, after which I’d whisk her away in a private plane for a quick surprise wedding in Las Vegas, leaving my friends to finish the rest of my arrangements and carry out my revenge.


    It was supposed to be a simple plan, one I had organized for a long time. Now if only she would say “yes” and play along.


    Granted, a marriage proposal came a bit soon in our relationship, maybe too soon, but I had no option—not if my plan was going to work. Soon, he’d find out I’d betrayed him, and he’d try to hurt her to get back at me. The thought of losing her to someone else, of my enemies finding her, made me crazy with rage. For her, to save her from the ones who wanted to hurt her and were after her, I would kill.


    Marrying was the least of my problems, not least because I knew deep down that I was ready. Call me foolish, call me desperate. Fuck, call me vengeful, but in my heart I knew what I was doing was the right thing—for her, for us. And while I did not want to control her, I had every intention of doing whatever it might take to make her mine by law. And if by any chance, she wouldn’t accept my proposal, or if she needed more time because I was moving too fast for her, then I’d bend her to my will until she realized we belonged together.


    “So, this is your big night, huh?” Tiffany’s voice penetrated the dark haze covering my mind, drawing my attention back to her. Looking up at one of my oldest friends, I frowned and swallowed down a snarky remark. I hated disruptions, and in particular the kind that took me by surprise when I was immersed in my thoughts. But Tiffany had always had my back, and right now, I couldn’t afford to piss her off—not when she was helping me out with my somewhat illegal scheme.


    “You could say that.” My gaze met her sharp, blue eyes. “Did you get it?”


    Tiffany nodded her head. “Custom-made, specifically designed for her.” She put a black gift bag on the table and pushed it toward me. “Just as you asked.”


    My heart fluttered as I pulled a little velvet box out of the bag, my fingers hovering over the soft fabric. For a short moment fear choked me and dark thoughts gathered at the back of my mind. This better not be a mistake. It better be perfect. Of course there was a chance that I might be ruining everything, but as decisions went, I hardly ever backed down on them, so I pushed my dark thoughts away and opened the black case. Relief streamed in waves through me when my eyes caught the ring.


    It was a delicate assemblage of gemstones with a two-carat diamond in the middle. Sparkling and gleaming in the soft light of the club, much like Brooke’s eyes, which were the reason I had fallen in love with her, it was more beautiful than I had ever envisioned.


    The tiny engraving read:


    With no exceptions, my love for you doesn't need reciprocation to exist.


    Jett x


    


    The setting felt delicate and my decision final. I turned it around a few times, wondering how a piece of metal could feel both delicate and grave at the same time. Now my plans felt more real than ever. Brooke would like it, no doubt about that, but would she say “yes?” As if sensing my doubts, Tiffany cleared her throat, her soft voice drawing my attention back to the conversation at hand.


    “She’ll love it, Jett. I know it,” she whispered, her eyes on the ring.


    I suppressed a smile. “Brooke’s like no other woman I’ve ever met. For all I know, she might just throw it at my head when she finds out what I’m really up to.”


    She let out a laugh. “You’re right, I don’t know her. But I know she’d be crazy not to like it, especially after you went all the trouble to get it perfect.” She pointed at the ring. My gaze moved from her to our laser-inscribed names. They looked alien like they didn’t belong to us, and for a moment it all seemed like a strange dream, the past few months eerily surreal. Was that what love was all about? Experiencing a string of events that would all slip away and mold into bittersweet memories?


    Forcing my eyes away from the ring, I put it back it into the box and dropped the box back into the gift bag. “Thanks for doing it at such a short notice, Ti. I knew I could count on you to get it done within twenty-four hours.”


    She flicked her hand. “Don’t mention it. Being friends with the owner of the shop has its perks.” She smiled softly and leaned forward. “Whatever you need, just call me and it’s a done deal.” For a short moment, silence ensued between us during which she stirred her coffee with a teaspoon. “So, when does it start?”


    “Tonight at dinner. Everything’s finished.” I returned her smile in a weak moment of excitement rushing through me.


    “Have you told her about Nate yet?”


    My smile died like a blown-out candle. “About my brother being let out of prison today?” I raised my eyebrows and snorted. “You’re kidding, right?”


    “What about you visiting with him the past few weeks? Another secret you’ll be taking to the grave?”


    “Now’s not the time.” I shook my head, more at myself than at Tiffany. Would there ever be a right moment?


    “Seriously?” She stared at me for a few seconds, her face suddenly devoid of any emotion, and then her lips parted slowly, as though she wanted to say something but couldn’t bring herself to. I set my jaw. Of course she didn’t understand; I didn’t expect she would. “You should tell her, dude,” Tiffany finally said. “Trust me, if she knew you kept secret like that, you’d be in big trouble. This whole scheme of yours will blow right in your face if you don’t tell her.”


    “No, Ti. Not happening,” I said with as much conviction as I could. “Brooke can’t know about it.”


    “All right,” she whispered under her breath and took a sip of her coffee. Running her hand through her black hair, she leaned back, regarding me with curiosity. “You sure this is what you want, Jett?” She inclined her head toward the black gift bag, a strange smile playing on her lips. I knew she was referring to the marriage part because she had tried to broach the subject a few times—without much success.


    “I’m sure. I’ve been waiting for this day for a while now and to be honest, I wouldn’t know a better time.”


    “Because she doesn’t suspect.” It was more a statement than a question.


    “Yes,” I said slowly, ignoring the way her eyes seemed to pierce through me, as if there was something she knew and I didn’t. Watching her, I was reminded once more that there was something different about her. Not the hair she wore dyed black now, nor the weight she had lost; her entire demeanor had changed. Ever since I had returned to the gang, she seemed different, almost unrecognizable. The past years had been hard on her; her alcohol addiction had turned her into a shell of her former radiant self; her once carefree attitude replaced with weariness and aloofness.


    “Do you remember last year?” The question came suddenly, taking me by surprise.


    I frowned at her, unsure where she was heading.


    Last year? I hadn’t known Brooke back then. As much as my first impulse demanded that I ask what the fuck she was talking about, I didn’t. I sensed she was treading onto personal terrain that had nothing to do with my brother, Nate, nor with Brooke and my decision to marry her.


    It was only when Tiffany leaned forward, cocking her head to the side with a soft smile on her lips, that it dawned on me.


    “You and me?” she prompted. “Don’t even tell me you never miss it, Jett.”


    I stared at her, then cringed inwardly. Tiffany was talking about our past. Not any past, but ours. The one before Brooke and lots of other women. Faces I couldn’t remember, let alone put a name to them. A part of me wanted to stop Tiffany’s words from flowing, but it was too late.


    “I know you better than anyone out there, Jett,” she whispered and touched my arm gently. “Look at me and tell me in all honesty. Can you really say to my face that you don’t miss it?”


    Fuck!


    It was a question I had dreaded for years. A question that still made me feel uncomfortable to the point of wanting to leave and never look back. A question I thought she’d never dare ask because, surely, deep inside she knew the truth. I hadn’t expected it now, hours before I’d get down on one knee in front of another woman and ask her to build with me the kind of family I never had. Tiffany and I hadn’t talked about the past in a long time, and that was just the way I liked it. Everything before Brooke wasn’t worth mentioning or remembering. In retrospect, I realized I should never have asked Tiffany to meet with me. It had been a stupid move. But Tiffany and I had been friends so long, that I thought she had moved on a long time ago.


    Catching the way she was looking at me with a glimmer of hope in her eyes, a look I had seen so many times after meaningless dates, something else dawned on me. Tiffany might be one of my oldest friends and dating Brian, but as a woman she was like each and every one of my past lovers: weak. She wasn’t over our breakup. Fuck, she might even be in love with me, and there wasn’t shit I could do about it.


    “All the things we did? All the fun we had?” she prompted when I remained silent.


    “It’s over, Ti. You know that,” I said as softly as I could, ignoring the touch of her fingertips on my arm.


    She shook her head, and the smile on her lips widened.


    “You said the exact same thing last time, but you forget that I know you, Jett. The real you.” She moved closer to me, until I could smell the scent of her perfume, sweet and dark—just like she was. “You aren’t the kind of man who’s happy with just one woman in his life. You admitted that when you left me after two years. You said success and winning mean everything to you, that you always want more.”


    The lump in my throat thickened. I swallowed hard, almost choking on it.


    She was right, of course. Those were my exact words. I used to be the kind of man who was never happy with just one woman. Fuck, I was the motherfucking asshole who shied away from any sort of commitment that went beyond settling a time for a next date that would end in bed. But worse than that, I left her with no apology, no explanation, and I never broke it off—not officially anyway—because there was nothing to be broken off in the first place.


    The truth was we, Tiffany and I, had never been exclusive. I had always assumed she understood what that meant. After all, we had agreed to date whomever who wanted. And we had. Or maybe, to be more precisely, my dick had. One woman a night. Not one single second chance. Not a single second date. I had so many I lost count. There was no doubt ours had been an open relationship, a friendship with benefits. Tiffany had seen many of those women come and go.


    “Last year was a mistake. It was my birthday, and I was drunk,” I muttered under my breath.


    Actually, Tiffany had gotten me drunk. The way I remembered it, she stayed at my place, reaching for bottle after bottle, insisting that I drank for the both of us.


    “What about the other times?” she whispered. “The times before that? Were those a mistake, too?”


    I had no answer, and she nodded as if that confirmed her suspicion.


    “I miss the times when we were young,” Tiffany continued, her voice gaining in confidence and more emotion than I cared for. “We were so in love. We had that amazing chemistry. I know we haven’t talked about this in a long time, but…” She paused and brushed her fingers to remove the moisture trailing down her cheek. “Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if I had kept the baby; if things might have taken a different turn.”


    I clenched my fist under the table. Brooke and I were expecting our first child. Of course it would remind Tiffany of her own child. Her pain was etched in her eyes, but as much as I wanted to say something to take it all away, I couldn’t find the right words. I had never been good in dealing with women’s emotions.


    Fuck, I didn’t think I was ever any good in dealing with any of my exes. Even my buddies joked that the way I usually dumped them would scar them for life and spoil their trust in the male population forever.


    “Ti.” I took a deep breath, ready to say anything to stop her from talking, but the words didn’t come out. Even looking at her, feeling the guilt, was hard. I took another deep breath, but the words remained lodged in my throat.


    What was I supposed to say to someone who had encountered her fair share of suffering? Someone who had confided in me like I had done so many times in her? Someone who thought I reciprocated her feelings when that couldn’t be further from the truth?


    “Our room is ready for us. It’s the same we used last time.” She was standing in front of me now, and the traces of pain in her eyes were replaced by something else, something I feared even more than her reminiscing about the past. It was the look of renewed hope, the kind of look that past lovers have in their eyes when they show up at one’s doorstep, hoping for more to the point of being desperate.


    “There’s always a new beginning, Jett,” she continued in a more hopeful tone, oblivious to my thoughts, absorbed in her own world. “You wanted to see me, and that’s all that matters. Deep down, I knew we were never over. That you’d come back to me someday.”


    Her fingers wrapped behind my neck, forcing me to look up, her sinfully red lips coming so close I was instantly reminded of the countless times she had taken me between them, offering me the kind of pleasure that made me forget the shitty world around me. Passion—all raw and gritty and fulfilling—but without the feelings Brooke had stirred inside me. Tiffany leaned forward, whispering in my ear, “I know you think you have to marry her, but really, there are other options, Jett.”


    I pressed my lips into a tight line.


    There was no doubt that Tiffany had seen our sexual relationship as special, but to admit the truth, which was that I never really cared for her more than as a friend would be too hard a blow. I couldn’t hurt her more than I had already, but I had to. If only it were easy. If only she and Brian weren’t two of my best friends, and the only family I’d ever known It would have been so much easier if she were a mere acquaintance, a random stranger I could walk away from.


    Seeing her feelings reflected in her blue eyes, I had no idea how to start. I inhaled a sharp breath and let it out slowly as I made up my mind. Things—no matter how painful—had to be said.


    Her kiss came suddenly, catching me off-guard. Her tongue slid into my mouth, eager and hungry. For a second, I was too stunned to act, overwhelmed by memories of old times intermingled with the distant ringing bell and a faint awareness that Tiffany was in a relationship with the one guy whose trust I couldn’t betray.


    Something stirred inside me, but it wasn’t pleasure. It was pity.


    Pity that I didn’t feel the same for her as she did for me.


    Pity that I didn’t want her anymore.


    Pity that whatever had happened in the past was long over, that I had moved on from my old me. We had both evolved—in different directions at different speeds.


    I grabbed her shoulder and pushed her away more roughly than I intended.


    “Ti.” I breathed out, struggling for words. “What the fuck!”


    I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, as if the motion could remove the marks of her lipstick and the taste of her lips. As if I could undo my mistakes. It did nothing to lessen the feeling of disgust at her behavior. “What the fuck were you thinking?”


    She shrugged. “I thought you wanted to. That’s why I booked the room.”


    “Are you drunk right now? Because if you aren’t, I swear I’ve no idea what’s gotten into your fucking head.” I regarded her intently, unsure whether to laugh or shake some sense into her.


    “What’s wrong with you? I’ve been sober for the past seven years, and I’m very proud of it.”


    I shook my head. “No, Ti. What’s wrong with you? You’re in a fucking relationship and so am I.”


    “If it’s about Brian, I can explain,” Tiffany said softly. “I never thought you’d return to the gang. I never thought I might still feel the same way about you. When you told me you needed me, I knew it was your way of saying that you needed to see me the way you used to in the past.”


    I stared at her. This was even worse than I had imagined. The whole situation was awkward and I didn’t do awkward.


    On the one hand, I could understand her confusion. People don’t remain friends for no reason. They always fall back into benefits territory, which I had done too many times in the past before I met Brooke. Like last year, when in a desperate mood for sex, she just happened to be available and we hooked up. Time after time. On the other hand, Tiffany always changed when she started drinking. She became unpredictable, difficult to communicate with.


    “We shouldn’t talk for a while,” I said weakly. “Meeting you here was a mistake.”


    “What are you saying? That this is the wrong place?” She slowly scanned left and right, as if Brian might be lurking around the corner. I snorted inwardly because I doubted he’d just be standing around, watching, if he caught his girlfriend cheating.


    “It’s not about Brian.” I swallowed. “I like you, Ti. I really do, but…”


    There was a long pause.


    “But what?” she prompted.


    “You’re like a sister to me.”


    “A sister?” She stared at me. “No one fucks his sister, Jett.”


    “You know that’s not what I meant.” I sighed and ran my hand through my hair. “That will never happen again.” My voice betrayed my anger. “What happened between us is over. Do you understand? Nothing will ever happen again.”


    Now it was her turn to look at me, confused and vengeful. I could see her mind trying to glue my words together in order to make sense of them while her heart was slowly breaking.


    “It’s her, isn’t it?” The tone was accusing. “She’s younger, and she’s pregnant. It’s her you want at the moment, but no woman ever lasts with you. They never did in the past and they won’t in the future.”


    “This is different.” I turned away. “You knew she’s the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. Those were my exact words when I ordered the ring.”


    “And yet I thought it was all part of some grand plan of yours.” She laughed and brushed her hair out of her eyes. “You can’t blame me because you tend to have quite a few of those.”


    Fuck, Tiffany had always been good at ignoring the obvious.


    “It is, but not the way you might imagine.” I wet my lips, unsure whether to elaborate. As much as I trusted Tiffany, I didn’t trust her that much. “I’m doing it for real, because I want to be with her, not because I’m being forced nor because she’s pregnant. If her circumstances didn’t demand that I marry her, I’d still be thinking about it. I don’t expect you to understand, Ti.” I stared her down, my gaze hard. Maybe I hadn’t been clear enough. Maybe I needed to be a jerk for her to finally get the hint and move on. “I’m a changed man. What we had was not the same as what I have now with Brooke. So don’t tell me who I am. You don’t know me anymore. You don’t know fuck about me, Ti.” As soon as the words came out, hard and accusing, I regretted them. Being a jerk was one thing; being an asshole another.


    “I’m sorry.” My hands reached out, but it was too late. She flinched as she looked at me as if I had just hit her with a fire lash.


    “For what? For telling me the truth? Or for not feeling the same way I do?” She smiled bitterly. “It’s not your fault that the truth sucks, Jett.”


    “I still had no right to be so rude.”


    “You had every right.” She looked away, past my shoulders, and took a deep breath. “You might be an asshole for hurting me when you left and then again the day you returned, but it’s not your fault for feeling the way you do. I mean…” She sighed. “I knew someday casual sex would no longer be enough for you; I knew you’d find someone who’d make you want to commit. I just hoped I’d never get to see it. I just hoped…”


    I hoped it would be me.


    The unspoken words lingered in the air.


    “Anyway, I’m better off now.” Signaling that she was ready to leave, she gathered her coat and bag, barely looking at me. “I’m sorry I won’t be at your engagement party, Jett. I have so much stuff to do at work, but I’ll make sure to send you a gift.”


    “Don’t do that, Ti.”


    She held up her hand, stopping me in mid-sentence. “No, it’s okay, I want to. I should never have booked that room, anyway. Brian has been good to me; way better than you ever have.” Even though her smile indicated that it was all a joke, I didn’t miss the sting in her tone. “He didn’t deserve all that shit, you know?” She looked up at me. “Please do pass on my best regards to Brooke and tell her…tell her I’m sorry for everything.”


    I nodded, watching her get up and slide into her coat.


    “Will you be okay?” I asked. Opposite from us, a neon light flickered across the bar area, illuminating countless bottles of alcohol, making them even harder to miss—or resist.


    She rolled her eyes and a soft smile lit up her face.


    “Look, Jett, I’m fine. And I’m clean. If you think I’m back to my old days of guzzling down booze, you’re wrong. So very wrong.” She laughed. “I have absolutely no desire for a single drop. The fact that you see me walking into a bar to meet you over a glass of water should be proof enough that I’m long over my addiction.” At my skeptical expression her smile widened. “Really, you’re making such a fuss. It’s like you don’t know me at all.”


    The lie sounded plausible enough—if only I could believe it. If only I hadn’t caught the way Tiffany looked at the guy holding his drink. If only she hadn’t been so quick to kiss me and act the way she only did when she was drunk. If she cracked, there would never be enough alcohol to sate her addiction and it’d all be my fault.


    “Ti…” I began, gathering my words.


    “Goodbye, Jett.” She flashed me another smile and snatched the bag out of my hand, then leaned forward to plant a kiss on my cheek. “Be good to Brooke. I know you’ll make a great husband…and dad.” Her eyes lingered on me for a few moments. And then she walked off without waiting for my reply.
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    BROOKE


    


    New York City, Present Day


    


    


    Calm down.


    Calm the fuck down.


    There was nothing to fear, because I had done nothing wrong. It had been Gina’s idea to visit the club, not mine. All I had to do was answer the detective’s questions and then I was free to leave.


    Countless thoughts raced through my head but only one registered: Gina was dead. Killed. Who would have done it? And for a handbag? Even as I asked myself those questions, I knew a mugging wasn’t the answer. While people stole handbags, they didn’t necessarily cut the victim’s throat in the process, which was why the detective was here—to unravel the mystery and get to the bottom of things. Like me, he probably suspected foul play and while I hoped he’d find the killer, I also hoped that, just because Thalia and I happened to be the last people who saw Gina alive, we wouldn’t end up as persons of interest.


    “Jenna?” Grayson’s voice drew me back to reality. “You’re the first. The detective would like to ask you a few questions now.”


    Oh, shit.


    The icy knot in my stomach intensified, growing as big as an iceberg under the water’s surface. Why did I have to go first when I didn’t want to? He’d only pour all his energy into grilling me, and I had no answers, no clues, nothing to help out in any way.


    Basically, I was doomed to look like I was guilty.


    “Great. I’ll be happy to help,” I said weakly and shot Grayson a confident smile, avoiding the detective’s intense stare. To be honest, I had no idea if he remembered our brief encounters at the hotel, but I could feel his gaze burning a hole in my head. When I finally dared look up, I realized his eyes not only rested on me, but there was also a flicker of recognition clearly written on his face. I froze in horror.


    This is what happens when you stare at a guy you don’t know, Stewart. You come across as a complete creep.


    Back then, I had probably looked like a guilty mess to him. I swallowed down the lump in my throat, and tried to behave as innocently as possible.


    “Detective, you’re welcome to use my office,” Grayson said, oblivious to my frayed nerves.


    “Thank you. It won’t take long,” the man said while his stare remained glued to me.


    Please, don’t leave me alone with him.


    I felt like a lamb scheduled to be slaughtered. My skin began to itch from the strain of trying to act casual. I had done nothing wrong, and yet his intense glance made me feel guilty. Talk about unfair. Talk about the crappiest day of my life. The crappiest of all crappy days.


    The detective turned on his heels and motioned for me to follow him, and so I did, unsure what would happen next. To the daunting sound of impending doom, we walked into Grayson’s office. I was like that woman in white, ready to be sacrificed to King Kong and could almost hear the proverbial drums beating in the background. I felt completely paralyzed with fear. With my heart pounding hard against my chest, I took a seat and waited for the detective to do the same.


    He didn’t sit down, which was probably a ruse to infuse respect into a suspect. He wasn’t even that tall, so under normal circumstances he wouldn’t have intimidated me. But there was nothing normal about today.


    I peered around me, considering getting out of Grayson’s office by faking fainting. I had always wanted to do that, and figured that was the perfect moment, if only to avoid the probing questions and mistrust that would follow. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then closed my eyes for a moment, envisioning the scene. Just too bad I wasn’t cut out for acting. In my head, I promised myself that I’d sign up for some much-needed acting classes. That is, if I ever made it out of here and saved up enough money.


    The detective turned the knob and closed the door behind him.


    Now we were alone.


    Just he and I—behind a closed door.


    Dum. Dum Dum.


    No, make that doom. Doom—as the imaginary drums continued to pound in my head.


    My whole body began to shake slightly as he slid into Grayson’s seat and pulled out a notepad from his pocket. The whole situation felt surreal, like I was starring in a horror movie. I almost expected him to retrieve a string of rope and tie up my wrists to the chair, maybe even switch on a neon lamp, or hang me upside down to torture me into giving him the answers he wanted.


    Only, I had no answers.


    Let the witch hunt begin.


    Sighing, I crossed my arms over my chest, ready to face whatever the detective would throw at me.


    He glanced around the room and his eyes came to rest on the model pictures on the wall. Grayson’s glory. The gems he’d shaped into diamonds—as he liked to proclaim. Every one of his models was up there; everyone but me. It wasn’t that much of a surprise, given that I was new and had yet to book a job. A short silence ensued, during which Detective Barrow assessed me, his right hand stroking his neck in a strange manner. I twitched uncomfortably in my chair and crossed my legs, waiting, assessing him back.


    “So, Mr. Grayson told me you joined two days ago. Is that correct?” he started eventually.


    “Yes.” I nodded, staring at him blankly and gradually relaxed, happy that he didn’t ask about the hotel. Maybe he didn’t remember me after all. Maybe it was just a normal investigation and his frown came as a part of the job description, meaning it had nothing to do with me personally.


    “All right.” He smiled politely and opened his notepad. “Let’s start with the last time you saw Gina alive and we’ll take it from there. You mentioned you went out?”


    It wasn’t a question, but rather a statement. I had mentioned no such thing to him.


    I nodded. “After Grayson offered me a trial period to see whether I was cut out for the job, Thalia invited me and Gina for a drink at the La Rue Bar. We had a few drinks, then Gina suggested we visit the Hush Hush bar, and we had some more drinks there.”


    God, why did it sound like I was a complete party girl when it couldn’t be further from the truth?


    The detective nodded and scribbled a few words on his notepad without looking up. “What happened after?”


    “Gina tried to hook me up with a guy.” Cringe. I didn’t need to hear the detective’s thoughts; I could read them from his expression and they weren’t pretty. I brushed my hair out of my face and continued. “I started to feel sick so a guy brought me home. And that was the last time I saw her.”


    I repeated the same story I had told Thalia: that a stranger drove me home, and then left. “Thalia said she had one last drink with Gina after I left. What happened after that, I don’t know. You’ll have to ask her.”


    “The man who drove you home—” He stopped scribbling and looked up from his pad, his eyes the color of brown parchment assessing me. “—what did you say his name was?”


    “I don’t remember,” I lied. “I was too drunk.”


    The detective pressed his lips in a tight line. The way he was drumming his fingers on the table made me nervous, so I looked away, mentally counting the seconds until I could get the hell out.


    “Did anything strange happen yesterday? Such as a fight, not necessarily between you and the victim?” I shook my head and he continued, “Can you think of anyone who might have held a grudge against her?”


    A new spasm of nerves coursed through me.


    “No, of course not.” I brushed my hair out of my face as I considered my words carefully. “I only just met her so didn’t know her particularly well, but it seemed Gina is…was friendly with all the girls here. I think everyone liked her.”


    “How was the relationship between Gina and Thalia?”


    I paused, taken aback by the strange question. “Good, I guess. I think they were good friends. Like I said, I only met them both recently.”


    “If anything unusual happened, no matter how trivial you think it might be, I need you to tell me. It’s the little things that often carry enough weight to break a case. Do you understand?” He stared at me. “They’re often relevant.”


    His tone worried me.


    “I wish I could be of more help, but I don’t remember much, except that Gina brought us drinks,” I said carefully. “We got drunk. We had fun. And the next thing I knew a guy drove me home.”


    Even though I omitted quite a bit, I stuck to the truth. My mind had been a blurry mess. Yesterday’s events seemed so far away, they almost resembled a dream. The only thing I remembered was the way Jett had broken my fall, and the fake name he had given me, but I couldn’t share that with the detective. For some inexplicable reason, I couldn’t tell anyone about the Jett incident. It was like my brain wanted to lock that episode away forever.


    When I finally finished my account, the detective opened a folder on the table. “Maybe these pictures will jolt your memory.” Slowly, he began to sort through countless sheets of paper and pictures.


    “Did Gina wear this makeup when you last saw her?” He slid over the first picture and I shrank back in shock.


    It was a headshot of Gina. For a second, it looked like she was sleeping, until I registered that her eyes were slightly open, and a dried trail of blood marked her chin. There was no doubt the picture had been taken after her death and the discovery of her body. The rest of her body from the neck down wasn’t in the picture. If there were, I knew I would have needed therapy for the next few years.


    “What do you mean?” I asked slowly. Her face and lips were so pale they almost had a blue shimmer to them. I had never seen a corpse in real life, not even when my father and my sister died.


    The detective pointed his finger to her left cheek. “Did she have the two spots on her face?”


    I narrowed my eyes in concentration and finally grasped the meaning of his words. There were two dots on her cheek—like two little moles or freckles. Come to think of it, they didn’t really stand out. They had been painted onto the skin in a fashionable but realistic way so that it wasn’t glaringly obvious that they weren’t real.


    “No, “ I said and shook my head. “Not as far as I remember.”


    He nodded, as if my answer confirmed his suspicion, and handed me the second picture.


    “Do you recognize this man?” he asked.


    I looked from the detective to the picture, and my heart froze.


    Holy mother of grace.


    That couldn’t possibly be. I blinked several times as an array of emotions washed over me.


    Staring back at me was Jett’s face.


    But how?


    I was so shocked, I couldn’t utter a word. Under the desk, I balled my hands into fists to stop myself from reacting. From screaming. From showing the waves of panic shooting through me.


    Why was he showing me a picture of Jett?


    It didn’t make any sense. I scanned the picture once more in the hope that it might be someone else. But it was really Jett. His handsome face. Sitting in a chair, with a whiskey glass in his hand, his mind lost in thought and a million miles away, just like I had found him the previous night at the bar. The image seemed to have been taken from a security camera inside the club.


    “This photo was taken yesterday,” the detective explained. “It’s the second time a woman was killed after leaving the club. The first murder took place two weeks ago. Both women had the same two moles painted on their faces. The first victim had one, the second two.” He tapped his finger against Jett’s blurry shape. “I’m aware this is a bad photograph, and I apologize for that. Maybe this one might help jog your memory.”


    From the folder he retrieved a third picture and slid it across the table. “Have a look. This was taken on the same day, two hours before the first victim was killed. Someone sent it to us, and while we don’t have concrete evidence yet, it still connects our suspect to the first victim.”


    I swallowed hard, unable to breathe. What was he saying? What did he mean by “suspect” and “connects to the victim”?


    Blood began to rush in my ears as I regarded the photograph on the table. Compared to the previous ones, it looked like a professional shot—large in size and with excellent pixilation—the kind a private detective would make. I wrought my hands together, ignoring the pang of pain as my nails pierced the thin barrier of my skin, and forced myself to take in all the details. Jett was wearing his usual expensive suit and carrying two cups of what I assumed was coffee. A young woman was standing next to him and, judging from her slightly open mouth and the fact that she was turned to him, it looked as though she was talking to him. I had no idea who she was, but there were other people around them and from the ambience I recognized one of the coffee shops not far from our office building. There was no time stamp on the photo; nothing to give away what was going on, except that Jett had been buying coffee for two. He didn’t seem particularly engrossed in whatever the woman was saying, but the way her body was turned to him—a little too close—while she looked up straight at him made me wonder why he seemed so lost in thought, almost as if he was considering what to say in reply to her.


    “So, do you recognize him?” the detective asked, disrupting my trail of thought. “He’s our primary suspect.”


    As slowly as I could, I forced myself to shake my head. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t talk. I was too shocked. Too afraid that any word I might utter would betray the truth. Too afraid that the truth would shatter me. Too afraid of everything—and in particular of not knowing what the hell was going on.


    “Who did you say this was again?” I asked in a hushed tone, faking innocence as best as I could, but beneath the layers of nonchalance, my voice was shaking. I prayed silently that if the detective sensed it, he’d assume it was because I was afraid of the killer. Just to be sure, I added nervously, “I can’t believe she’s dead.”


    “The victim’s name is Sarah Smith. The man in the picture is Jett Mayfield.”


    Upon hearing Jett’s name, I bit my tongue hard to suppress a sharp intake of air.


    The detective regarded me for a moment before he continued, “We’ve been watching him for some time, ever since we received this picture. Earlier today we found his car abandoned two miles from the club. The tires had traces of Gina’s DNA on them, which links him to the murder scene.”


    I didn’t know much about evidence, but even to me that sounded incriminating enough. Alarm bells began to ring somewhere in my head.


    Jett wasn’t a killer. I opened my mouth and closed it an instant later because I couldn’t tell the detective the truth. I couldn’t reveal that I knew Jett, that we had once dated, that he was the father of my unborn child.


    I knew Jett. Maybe not as well as I once thought, but good enough to be convinced that he wasn’t a killer. His brother was.


    But the truth was I didn’t know for sure.


    Jett had never been an open book. He liked to keep secrets. He had sides to him I didn’t know about; sides I was afraid to learn of. He had accompanied me home, but I couldn’t say for sure he had stayed with me throughout the entire night.


    “You said you found traces on the car,” I began warily. “But I thought Gina was stabbed in the street.” I kept my voice deliberately low, so he wouldn’t hear the turmoil in my tone. As I stared at Jett’s face in utter dismay, my heart continued to hammer in my chest. For a few moments, I was afraid to look up out of fear the detective would see right through me.


    “She was. Someone ran her over with a car after her throat was cut open. This is all we know for now until we get the autopsy report next week,” the detective said.


    I felt sick to the core, I feared I might just vomit. My legs were shaking so bad, I knew if I if I weren’t sitting down, my legs would have given way under me.


    “I’m sorry about your friend,” the detective said, misinterpreting my silence. “We’re doing the best we can to find out what happened.”


    “Did you arrest this man?” I asked quietly. Every fiber of my being screamed.


    “No. We had to let him go.” The detective sounded pissed off. “Unless we have undeniable, concrete proof we have to treat him as not guilty. People with money always get preferential treatment.” He grimaced and spat out the word “money” as though it was pure evil, then handed me his card. “If you see him or remember anything, no matter how trivial, call me. We need all the evidence we can get. It’s in everyone’s best interest to keep the city safe from people like him.”


    I nodded. He smiled gently, and as I stood, I forced myself to return his smile. On shaky feet, I gathered all the courage I could muster and left Grayson’s office, heading straight for the bathroom.


    As I splashed my face with cold water, the numbness resulting from shock began to wear off and complete realization kicked in.


    The police thought Jett was a killer.


    And I had just lied to them. I didn’t even know why I didn’t just reveal that I knew him. Why was I protecting him? Maybe because I couldn’t believe Jett was a killer.


    But what if he was?


    What if he was…the thought was too horrible, too depressing, too shocking to continue. It broke my heart to think that the man I loved could be capable of killing innocents, so I decided to push it to the back of my mind instead of dealing with the consequent implications.
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    My mind reeled as I said goodbye to Grayson, then called a taxi and gave the driver Sylvie’s address. Snuggled in the backseat, I rested my head against the window, the coldness intensifying the icy shudders that had been circling through my body ever since I saw Jett’s face on the snapshot inside the detective’s folder.


    I felt physically sick. From all the possible things in life, this was what I had expected the least. It had to be a mistake—a stupid, silly mistake—because Jett was a lot of things, but most certainly not a killer. But what if I was blindly in love and not seeing him for who he truly was?


    As much as I had hoped the detective had confused him with his brother, I knew it was impossible. Even though Nate was not his biological brother, the two of them looked alike. But Nate had only recently been released from jail, and the first murder victim had been killed two weeks before.


    I closed my eyes, swallowing the bitter taste of the nausea rising inside me, and tried to ignore the severe warning bells ringing in my head as I thought back to the detective’s words.


    


    I will contact you once I have more questions. With your help, I’ll get him.


    


    It all would have sounded harmless—if it just weren’t for his hard glare and the way his smile tightened, freezing his features in place. Back in there, when he had uttered those words, I had been sure he recognized me from the hotel, and yet he didn’t mention seeing me before.


    I knew I shouldn’t have lied to him. Sooner or later he’d find out that Jett and I had been together. All he needed was to dig deeper into the night at the club to discover that we had been sitting together, talking, flirting with each other. He might not have seen me and Jett together at the hotel, but he only had to ask the hotel’s staff to figure out Jett and I had spent the night together. Worse yet, he only had to check Grayson’s files to find out that I had given him my deceased sister’s name and address—wrong details. If he unraveled my lies, what would happen next? Would that make me an accessory to murder, even though I was drugged at the club, and hence unable to recognize Jett? Who would believe me?


    So many questions, among them: what had Jett been doing at the club, anyway? And how come the detective had a picture of him talking with the first victim? Why had he been meeting with her in the first place?


    The last question sent my brain into a freezing ball.


    Breathe in. Breathe out.


    My mantra didn’t help. The mere thought that Jett was a murderer was crazy but I couldn’t banish the images of Gina’s dead face from my head and the thought that she must have been scared lying there, alone and hurt on the street. Sylvie’s home drug test kit showed my drink was spiked. What were the odds that Gina’s drink had been spiked too, rendering her unable to defend herself from her attacker when he stabbed her?


    Breathe out. Breathe out.


    But I couldn’t. The air remained stuck inside my lungs, threatening to burst. It was painful. A balloon of negativity. Like all the other things I had kept bottled up inside: things I knew but wished I had never found out. Secrets I wanted to share but would never be able to. Rare emotions that twisted inside me like worms that couldn’t be controlled.


    Breathe out Breathe out.


    My nails bore into my delicate skin. Forcing the air out at last, I counted to three, then took another slow breath.


    If the police had a picture of Jett with the first victim along with solid evidence, at some point he was probably called in for questioning, which meant he had kept yet another secret from me.


    Maybe he didn’t tell you because he is guilty.


    I swallowed, not liking the new truth. There were too many lies now. How I wished that, for once, everyone could just tell the truth. The world would have been a better place if we couldn’t lie to other people’s face. I smirked. Maybe, but to be honest, I didn’t care. Even if I had the answers to my questions and Jett could only tell the truth, there was no doubt that our fundamental problems would remain.


    “Are you okay, miss?” the taxi driver asked when the car stopped in front of Sylvie’s apartment building. He was an exotic-looking guy in his fifties with a friendly face, and hands so big he probably engaged in heavy lifting on his weekends.


    “Yeah,” I said quietly, averting my eyes.


    I had been a great day—except my friend had been killed and my boyfriend…no, make it ex…was the main suspect. With my sister dead, make that two people I had been friends with that had suffered a horrific fate.


    I handed the driver his fee, muttering, “Keep the change.” Grabbing my bag, I exited the vehicle, hurried my pace, eager to get home. I needed to talk to Jett as soon as I could.


    It was dark now, the streets dark and abandoned, but compared to the things happening in my mind, the solitude felt almost blissful. As I ascended the stairs, my skin began to prickle. I turned my head a few times, but there was no one. And yet I couldn’t shake off the feeling that someone was watching me. My stomach lurched in fear at the thought of Jett’s brother lurking around, waiting for me behind the shadows. I looked over my shoulder once more, scanning the street in dread, then cursed quietly.


    It was stupid paranoia caused by fear and the knowledge that someone had stalked Gina before killing her, and the fact that Nate was a free man again. But the knowledge didn’t stop my heartbeat from spiking as I rummaged for the keys in my handbag and I quickly let myself in, all the while hoping Sylvie was home. The last thing I wanted was to be alone.


    “Sylvie?” I threw my jacket over the back of a chair, kicked off my shoes, and then peeked into each room in search of her. The apartment was quiet, and judging from her missing handbag and her made bed, she was still with her blind date.


    Disappointed, I sighed. In that instant, I glimpsed the pink cover of a book lying on the table. I grabbed the yellow sticker note attached to it, my glance sweeping over Sylvie’s hurried handwriting.


    


    I know you always made fun of it, but all that worrying and stress is not good for your baby, so you might as well give affirmations a try. After all, nightmares are only as real as you allow them to be. If you stay positive, everything will work out.


    


    I snorted.


    Yeah, right.


    As always, she was worried about me. Only this time I worried about myself, too. If only everything could be that simple. If only affirmations worked. With a sigh I threw the book back onto the table and headed for the kitchen to grab a bottle of wine Sylvie kept for special occasions aka emergencies, but decided on soda instead.


    There was no point in getting drunk. Not when I needed to keep a clear head and make sense of what was happening. After the incident at the club, the last thing I needed was to lose control over my body again or worse yet, harm my baby.


    Good thing Jett was at the club and drove me home before something bad could happen.


    I stopped in my thought and drew a sharp breath.


    Not when he’s guilty. Not when he’s told you so many lies.


    I swallowed. The thought that Jett was a killer was horrible but so was the knowledge that my child would grow up without a father. While I was sure I had the confidence to lie to the detective to protect Jett, I wasn’t sure I had the strength to hear the truth. It would be so easy to hear lies, but come the truth, I knew it would shatter me and leave me in pieces, worse off than before. And I wasn’t sure I could go through more heartbreak. Knowing that it would be so easy to pretend to myself that he still cared for me, I wasn’t even sure I was ready to even hear his voice. The lies he would tell might be bad, but the lies I might tell myself would be even worse.
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    My stomach churned once more, as the detective’s grave words kept circling in my mind over and over again, like a swarm of flies over a corpse. I closed my eyes in a weak fight against the nausea washing over me again. Anytime now, my head might just explode. And if it wasn’t going to be my head, then it would be my heart. In all my life I had never known so little, and feared so much. I retrieved my phone from my handbag and checked my call log. No message from the legal firm. No text from Jett, no phone call, nothing to indicate that he missed me or he felt any remorse or guilt.


    What did you expect? That he might just read your mind and call you even though you pretend you don’t want to hear his voice?


    I groaned at the thought, hating that a part of my body was so weak for him—the same part that kept hoping he was a good person and that he loved me. Buying for time, I scrolled through my contact list. It was a useless action. The weak love fool I was, I knew his number by heart, and I hated it. I sank down on the couch, dread filling me at the thought of calling him. But I had to. Even if he lied, I had to ask Jett. I had to hear it from him. That much he owed me—if only I wasn’t so afraid of hearing his beautiful voice. My heart slammed against my chest as my fingers pressed the buttons.


    He finally picked up at the third ring.


    “What now?” His voice was cold and detached, not even hiding his irritation.


    I took a deep breath.


    “Jett, we need to talk. You’re in trou—”


    “Tomorrow at dinner,” he cut me off. “If you plan on staying with Sylvie, I’ll pick you up from Brooklyn. Anything else?”


    I froze, taken aback by his frosty tone, when the meaning of his words slowly sank in.


    “How do you know where I am?” I asked slowly.


    “It’s not that much of a surprise you’re staying with Sylvie.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Obviously, your best friend hates my guts and tells you to stay away from me, so she’s the perfect person with whom to bitch about me. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if it was her idea to fuck the next guy with whom she hooked you up today.”


    I frowned, confused.


    “It wasn’t her idea.” I couldn’t help the irritation slipping into my voice, matching his. “And you didn’t answer my first question. How did you know where I am?”


    The line stayed silent, but I wasn’t ready to give up. If I wanted to win with Jett, I had to be persistent.


    “Jett?”


    “Same way I know where you were earlier today,” he replied, his voice cold as ice, mocking me as if I should have known all along. “I have your phone traced, Brooke.”


    Holy shit.


    I opened my mouth, then closed it again. If Jett knew where I was earlier that day, he also knew where I worked. I stared at the wall, my heart beating faster as a memory flooded my mind. Back at the hotel I couldn’t find my phone. Was that the moment he had something installed in it so he could trace my whereabouts?


    Surely he couldn’t be serious, could he?


    “You had what?”


    “Your phone traced,” he said slowly. “Really, Brooke, you get involved in trouble a lot, so I had no other option but to make sure I know where you are.”


    “Are you controlling me?”


    “If that’s what you want to call it, be my guest.” He sighed, annoyed, and after a pause asked, “So, who is it?”


    “Who is what?”


    “The guy you met today.”


    “That’s none of your business.”


    I balled my hands into fists and took a deep breath. The thought that Jett knew where I was, where I was going, with whom I was dealing, was insane. Crazy. I couldn’t tell him everything, not when I didn’t know if he had sided with his sick brother.


    “I want you to stop tracing my phone, Jett.” The words were not accusing. They came surprisingly silent quiet and calm—contrary to the way I was feeling.


    “Maybe.”


    “Not maybe.” I frowned and infused as much fervor into my voice as I could muster. “I’m serious. Stop tracing my phone. Like, right now.”


    “Give me one good reason why I should.”


    Thick and fast, anger poured inside me, until the dam of fury broke. “I’m so fucking pissed off at you, Jett. You have no right to do that. Do you hear me? You have no right to do that.”


    “You’re pissed off at me all the time. Nothing new about that.” I sensed an irritated sigh somewhere on the other end of the line. For some reason, I knew he was being sarcastic and as usual not taking me seriously.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “What did I do this time, huh?” Jett asked, ignoring my question. “Obviously there is a reason you’re calling me, and that reason is because you’re angry again. You’re angry all the time lately, Brooke, but it’s not like you tell me what you’re doing or where you’re going while you keep me waiting, worrying. Turns out you’re just hanging around bars or clubs, waiting for a good hook-up.” His voice dropped low. “Way to go being responsible. I didn’t think you had it in you.”


    “It’s none of your business what I do,” I said through clenched teeth. “I can do whatever I want. It’s not like we’re married, Jett. I don’t have to justify my actions.”


    There was silence, and for a second I thought he had hung up on me. I breathed in, inwardly cursing myself for being so defensive whenever we talked. Eventually, Jett broke the silence.


    “That might be true, Brooke, but hanging out with the wrong kind of people concerns me just as much, given that you’re pregnant with my child.”


    “The wrong kind of people?” I asked, incredulously.


    “Yes, the wrong kind of people,” he repeated slowly. “Say what you want, but I still carry a lot of responsibility toward you and our child. “I had my fair share of encounters with the law, so I know what I’m talking about. And let me tell you this: you’re better off without those people, Brooke. I want you to stay away from them.”


    “I don’t know what to say. How can you—” I choked on my words, shocked as Gina’s face slowly crept back into my mind.


    “How about saying nothing? I have no time for your drama right now, and sure as hell, I’m not in the mood for justifying what I did.”


    Faint footsteps carried over from the background. I held my breath to listen and thought I heard a female voice. A brief exchange of words. My heart sank in my chest as I recognized Tiffany’s voice.


    “Look, we’ll talk tomorrow evening,” Jett said quickly.


    “But…”


    “Tomorrow, Brooke.” He hung up, not even letting me finish.


    I stared at the phone, flummoxed.


    It was her, I was sure of that. I expected another pang of pain to hit my chest, but strangely it never came. Instead, the hole in my heart dripped with emptiness, my mind spinning as I become aware of one fact.


    Jett was moving on.


    And there was some possibility that he might have killed Gina. My eyes fell on the open bottle on the table, beckoning to me, promising to ease my pain. I buried my head into my hands, wishing for once I could numb my body with alcohol.


    I headed straight for the kitchen and boiled water to make myself some tea. Ever since the detective talked about Jett, I hadn’t stopped shaking inside. All my life I had convinced myself that fear was a natural process resulting from forgotten trauma and painful imagination spun by a vivid mind.


    Today I learned there were different kinds of fear:


    Fear of answers.


    Fear of seeing Jett getting into trouble.


    Fear of losing myself in chaos.


    Fear of being so blindly in love that I didn’t see his true colors.


    Fear of losing him to Tiffany.


    My world had become a complete mess where I could no longer see what was true and what wasn’t, whom I could trust and whom I could not.


    What did the detective mean by stating he had been watching Jett for some time now?


    How long was how long? The thing was, even though I didn’t want to, I felt as though I had to know all the answers when I had neither the courage nor the wish to meet Jett. He had hurt me so much that my heart couldn’t face him without being reminded that he had knowingly kept secrets from me. And while I could forgive him for being the way he was, I could never forgive him if I ever found out that he killed Gina.
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    I tossed and turned, my mind circling around the fact that Jett was a primary suspect. My head was a dizzy mess, but sleep wouldn’t come, and how could it when my thoughts kept buzzing like a swarm of flies around a carcass? The moment I pushed one irritating thought away, a new one appeared to take its place—confusing me, each one scarier than the last.


    By 2:30 a.m. I was fully awake. The detective’s words just wouldn’t leave me alone. I tried to close my eyes, but every time I did, I saw Gina. Jett’s tires had carried traces of her. I wondered if she was still alive when she lay on the street. She must have been or why else would anyone run her over when she had already been stabbed?


    I shuddered at the thought.


    What a terrible death!


    When the clock hit 3.05 a.m. I couldn’t bear it anymore and jumped out of the bed. As I switched on the lights any traces of tiredness were gone. The apartment was so quiet I could hear a bird screeching outside. A glance into Sylvie’s bedroom confirmed she wasn’t back from her blind date.


    I tied my hair into a bun and pondered what to do. Sylvie was right, all the stress and emotional strain weren’t good for my baby. I had to be more positive before my stomach turned into knots of worry.


    I retrieved the self-help book from where I had left it on the table and returned to my room, then sank down on the bed and leaned back against the pillows. It was a pretty little pink book full of daily, positive affirmations Sylvie read whenever she was down, frustrated, or confused about life, which usually included the basics. It sure had done her good reading it right before she landed a top position as an accountant at a well-known firm. Too bad there was nothing in it to cover a freaking-out-about-a-killer-on-the-loose situation like mine. But maybe it would help me calm down a little.


    I turned the book over, more out of desperation than curiosity, scanned the instructions, then flicked open a page and started reading out loud.


    I’m happy and whole because my life is perfect, the affirmation said.


    I stared at the words. Even repeating them felt hard—like big lumps of stone in my mouth, weighing down my tongue. Did I believe them? Hell, no. My life couldn’t be further from perfect right now.


    I feel loved and safe.


    Are you kidding me? I grimaced as I repeated the words. What a load of bullshit. I hadn’t felt safe in a long time and I doubted I ever would again. I turned the next page, unable to control the hysteria bubbling at the back of my throat. Scanning the rest of the affirmations, I wondered what was the purpose of self-deluding myself anymore?


    The knowledge of being in the unknown and trying to force myself to hold onto positive thoughts when I lived in fear angered me. Another screeching outside. I stopped and closed the book. It was one thing to believe in a positive future, and another to delude myself. Knowing damn well that Jett and Tiffany were probably together, laughing, making love, was the last thing that could possibly make me feel good right now. It actually made me feel downright miserable.


    In an angry move, I threw the book onto the bed.


    The positive affirmations didn’t help, and they sure didn’t calm me. Time to face the hard facts, go over theories while trying to stay objective. There was only one way to do it. I booted my laptop and started to make a list in search for the worst-case scenario. Maybe if I listed on paper all my recent issues I had with him, the pieces of my puzzle would automatically fall into place and I would get all the answers I needed.


    Once I finished, I leaned back and began to chew on a pen.


    


    1. Jett had failed to disclose to me that he visited his brother the last couple of weeks. He also failed to mention that Nate was released from prison.


    2. Jett had met Tiffany behind my back and failed to tell me about their past.


    3. Jett had pretended to go to work while attending a meeting in the hotel conference room with God knows who on the same day Nate was released.


    4. The detective’s evidence showed that Jett met the first victim, Sarah, in a coffee shop two weeks ago, on the same day she died. Although I had no concrete proof that Jett knew Gina, I knew he was at the club that night, watching us, which meant he saw not only me, but also her—two victims who happened to be at the same place as Jett, and died within hours.


    


    Why all the secrets? Assuming the detective was right and Jett was a murderer, why kill Sarah and Gina? The detective said he had found no connection between the two girls yet, so they must have been random victims. As much as I tried to, I couldn’t image Jett hurting anyone. I couldn’t imagine him to be cruel, heartless, and sick.


    A player yes, but not a murderer.


    Except…


    I drew a slow breath as memories of waking up in a hospital flooded my mind. Back then when I had been abducted, Jett did everything to find and save me—he even shot one of my captors.


    Was protecting someone equal to being a cold-blooded killer?


    I had no idea. All I knew was that I had always felt safe around Jett. And for some reason, I still did. However, I also had to take into account that I was in love and possibly biased. Nate and Jett’s father were both convincing liars. Maybe Jett had inherited that family trait.


    I tapped the pen against my lips as my mind dove deeper into the past, back to a time when Jett had tried to deceive me to get his hands on the Italian estate, a past I had tried to forget. My hands shook slightly as I jotted down the next fact:


    


    5. Jett wanted the Lucazzone estate, which I had inherited, for his family.


    


    I looked down at the dark words, unable to stop an ice-cold shudder from running down my spine at the possibility that the last piece of the puzzle might have been in front of me the whole time; that the answers to all my questions might be much simpler than I previously thought. What if everything really was part of a strategy and Jett was involved with the club?


    I drew a slow breath and closed my eyes for a few seconds.


    Jett had said he didn’t want the estate anymore, but what if that was a lie, a ploy to get my trust? What if, when the first plan to get the estate didn’t work, Jett had to play the caring, protective boyfriend all the while siding with his brother?


    By insisting on getting my promise to stay close to him, he would make sure I didn’t run away, and by tracing my phone, he would always know where to find me. Gina and Sarah might have been killed as part of the club’s traditions. It all would make sense…if it just weren’t so hard for me to imagine.


    The thought that Jett had played me caused another surge of rage and nausea to wash over me. Without wasting another second, I crumpled the paper into a ball, and typed ‘Signs that your boyfriend is a killer” into the Google search browser, ignoring the last word.


    I almost choked when the search engine came up with over forty million results.


    Holy heck.


    I stared at the numbers.


    Did that many people have doubts about their boyfriends’ mental state?


    Wow. Just wow. What a crazy mad world!


    I shook my head, both amazed and frightened. I knew for a fact that most psychos were intelligent people who looked charming—the kind of people that smiled in your face and tried to kill you at the moment you trusted them. They were in your social circles, always pretending to like you while planning for months and years in advance—like my sister’s boyfriend Danny had done when he sold her to the club—the very club Nate attended.


    Without scrolling down, I clicked on the third link that read, “Test if your boyfriend’s a psycho,” and started going through each question.


    


    Does he have a secret room, a drawer that he doesn’t want you to touch?


    


    I had no idea. My mind traveled back to all the countless times I had been in Jett’s office. The possibility that I could sniff around never occurred to me. And when I moved in with him, Jett had assured me that nothing was off-limits, so I always assumed there was no need to check on him.


    


    Does he seem obsessive, manipulative, bordering on narcissistic?


    


    I shook my head. Jett wasn’t manipulative. Controlling, yes, and very possessive, but he wasn’t narcissistic, and sure as hell I had never seen him obsessive, unless it was about work.


    


    Does he like to play mental games with you, where he works you up into a state of frenzy, and then pulls away, sometimes showing cracks in the mask in the form of saying things that hurt you? Does he have episodes where he suddenly erupts out of anger and lashes out, hurting you in the process, then apologizing profoundly?


    


    I shook my head again, and again, as I went through each question. Jett had never done anything of that sort. Keeping secrets, yes, but he had never choked me, beat me, or humiliated me. And sure as hell he had never hurt me on purpose.


    I swallowed as I pressed the finish button, my heart racing in my chest as the results were calculated. Finally a new page loaded with the results:


    


    Congratulations. Your boyfriend is normal. There is only a 7% chance you’re dating a psycho.


    


    I stared at the number.


    Seven percent.


    That was like... almost nothing. I could deal with almost nothing.


    Feeling the weight lifting off my shoulders, I leaned back, more convinced than ever that Jett wasn’t Gina’s killer; that there must be something else going on, something that I wasn’t seeing. The thought of seeing Jett wasn’t so bad now. In fact, I was beginning to look forward to it. The day had been a disaster so far, but tomorrow everything would work out. I had to believe that. Tomorrow, I’d get the chance to ask him all the questions that kept burning holes in my mind, and he would explain. Feeling a tremendous fatigue washing over me, I let hope engulf me and finally I closed my eyes.
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    The sound of screeching echoed through the walls. A soft hand touched my cheek and my neck. Gentle at first, then harder, more tempestuous, more urgent, only to be replaced with something soft, warm—and wet. I opened my eyes. My heart fluttered as my eyes met Jett’s, and I sucked in my breath.


    Dressed in a pair of black jeans and a white shirt that showed off his tanned skin and tattoos, Jett couldn’t look more gorgeous. With hair that dark, eyes that green, and skin that bronze, he was an awakening beauty, ready to stir everyone from their deepest slumber. He sure had woken me.


    “What are you doing here?” I asked, stunned to see him. All traces of sleep were gone, my heart pounding so hard I was sure he could hear it.


    “I let myself in.” He smiled and showed me the key in his palm before he stacked it away. It was the key I had given him for emergencies. “I hope you don’t mind.”


    In spite of the recent developments, I felt a tremendous relief that he was back. Looking around, I realized I was still in my bed and Jett was hovering over me—his height both frightening and enthralling. I must have fallen asleep and hours must have passed because the last rays of sunlight were shining through the window, casting a soft glow on the dark hardwood floor. It was probably late afternoon or early evening. For a moment, I watched the way the light turned into a beautiful shade of orange and red, which I hadn’t seen since Italy. It was unusual for New York City.


    “I’m sorry,” Jett whispered, and I turned my head back to him. My heart lurched again. Even though he was usually hard to read, I could see the sorrow etched on his beautiful face, and I felt sad, too.


    “About what?”


    He shook his head slowly, his lips pressed into a tight line. “I feel terrible about what happened. I had no right to hurt you.” His tone was soft, and the skin on his forehead crinkled.


    “What about Tiffany?” I asked.


    “She doesn’t matter.” He lifted my chin and our eyes connected for a moment before I averted them again. “I missed you, Brooke. I had to come and see if you’re okay.”


    A soft smile lit Jett’s lips as our eyes met again, and slowly dimples appeared.


    Oh God.


    Those dimples. Those lips. Those magnificent arms. The sunlight caught in his green eyes that reminded me of a wild garden. A savage garden. Wild. Unkempt. Full of secrets. Lost in them, I had to find a way out of the labyrinth. No guy I had ever met had that effect on me. Any sorrow, any pain—all vanished because of his smile.


    “Maybe I missed you, too,” I whispered. “And I’m sorry about what I said that morning. Of what I thought of you. I didn’t mean any of it.”


    “I know, baby. They were just words.” He stretched out his arms and his hands cupped my face. I leaned against his soft skin, marveling in the safety his hands seemed to provide. They were warm. Calloused. Strong. “Words don’t mean anything.”


    I nodded. For a few seconds, neither of us spoke, until he stirred.


    “Come here.” He let go of my face and held out his hand. I grabbed it and interlaced my fingers with his. With a gentle move he pulled me up and pressed me against his hard body, and I couldn’t help but notice how perfect he was, the way he did nothing and yet did everything—to me, to my whole being. Leaning against his sculpted chest, it felt so good to be in his arms, smelling his scent, hearing the pounding of his heart. To be back with him, forgetting the problems we had. To touch him and be with him, knowing that he loved me enough to return to me. Loved me enough to miss me. I had never known how much I loved him and how much I still wanted to be with him until that very moment when all problems didn’t matter anymore as long as we had each other.


    “I missed you, Brooke,” he repeated, his thumb stroking the line of my jaw. “I missed us, but more so I missed this. Your face. Your voice. You.”


    My eyes felt moist, and something hard lodged in my throat, rendering me unable to speak.


    “But I have to be honest with you,” he continued, cocking a sexy eyebrow as his hand slid down my back. “It’s not the only reason I’m here. I miss you underneath me. I miss seeing you come. I miss dipping my tongue inside you and savoring your taste, knowing it’s me who can give you that much pleasure. Right now I just want to rip off your bathrobe and fuck you until you’re mine again.”


    “I’m already yours. You know that,” I whispered.


    He shook his head slowly. “No, you’re not. I still have to tame you.”


    “I’m not tamable. You’d better get used to it.”


    He drew me closer. “Well, then we’ll have to change that.”


    There was a glimmer of amusement in those deep forest green eyes as his gaze locked onto my lips, signaling that he was about to kiss me. I wanted him to kiss me so much my skin prickled. My blood rushed fast at the thought of his tongue swirling around in my mouth, his breath on mine while he held me in his strong arms—and never let me go again. I hoped he’d made love to me in the countless ways only he knew.


    And yet I had to ask. Even though our problems felt like a million light years away, I had to free myself from those doubts, mainly about him keeping secrets in our relationship. If I didn’t, I would feel like I was being pulled under into the deepest quicksand, drowning with no escape.


    “Jett?” I asked softly and looked up, waiting to get his attention. His eyes met mine again, and for a second fear enveloped me. “Why didn’t you tell me about Nate?”


    “Not now.”


    “But—”


    “Hush.” He pressed a finger against my lips. “No but. Not now. Reality will catch up with us soon enough. For now, I don’t want anything to ruin this moment.”


    His hand pulled my hair back gently, sending another shiver through my spine, as his eyes kept looking at me with an intensity that sent waves of heat between my legs.


    I swallowed. If he kept looking at me like that, there was no way I’d ever learn how to control myself around him, not when my body kept missing him and my mind reminded me of all the good times we had shared. His sexy rumble together with his sexy body and expensive aftershave were a heady combination, doing all sorts of things to me. His arms pinned me to him, making me want to do crazy stuff with him. To him. If only my nagging doubts would disappear and let me enjoy the moment.


    “Don’t even dare to say no,” he whispered as if reading my thoughts. “We both know how much we need this. Spending so much time apart hasn’t done us any good.”


    “It’s barely been a few days,” I muttered even though I knew he was right.


    “A few days.” He cocked his sexy eyebrow. The hairs on the nape of my neck prickled as he leaned forward until feel his warm breath tickled my ear. “Way too many hours. We have to make up for lost time.”


    Without another word, he pulled off his shirt, revealing rows of hard muscles beneath taut bronze skin. I stared at his body, my heart slamming against my rib cage so hard it was competing with the throbbing between my legs.


    Everything from his slim hips and his broad shoulder was tight and defined. A black tribal tattoo circled his left arm and shoulder, emphasizing his bulging biceps. Beneath his jeans, he was already hard, the contours of his glorious erection clearly visible. The thought that he waited for me crossed my mind. There was no way he could be that horny if he already had sex with Tiffany.


    I moistened my lips, painfully aware of the telltale blush covering my cheeks, and ran my hands down his chiseled stomach with the sudden eagerness of a wolverine waiting for her mating partner.


    Maybe Jett was right. Maybe this was what we needed. Maybe this was the solution to all our problems. People always said that make-up sex was the best sex. That it could solve most relationship problems. I couldn’t wait to find out whether there was a grain of truth to the claims.


    My fingers unzipped his jeans and pulled them down together with his boxers, revealing his erection. Taking a step back, I held my breath. He was hard and impressive, pulsing with life, the glistening crown waiting to be touched. It looked even bigger than I remembered.


    “Like what you see?” Jett asked, drawing my attention back to his voice. I looked up to him. His impatience and lust were mirrored in his face.


    I smiled at his cockiness.


    “Maybe,” I said. “What’s in it for me?”


    He closed the space between us. In the silence of the room, he brushed my bathrobe aside, his cold hands instantly sending shivers down my spine. I stared up at him, naked and ready, my body yearning, pleading with him to fuck me. His mesmerizing eyes pierced through me, their intensity frightening.


    “You’re right,” he whispered hoarsely, his eyes never leaving my body. “There has to be something in it for you. How about you let me be in charge today and I’ll make sure you get what you deserve?”


    With a sudden move, he lifted me onto the desk and shifted between my legs. My heart beat faster than the wings of a bumblebee as his tongue crushed upon mine—wild and ravenous like the ocean kissing the shore. I tilted my head back, enjoying his lips on mine. His hands slid up my thighs and pushed them open until my legs were wide apart for him. I gasped at my vulnerability and the sudden thrill it gave me to be so exposed to him. His fingers parted my private lips, and with delicate strokes he began to rub my clit until it pulsated with enough sexual energy I thought it might just be about to explode.


    I wanted him everywhere. I wanted everything he had to give. His mouth, his lips, his fingers, his erection. If he didn’t enter me soon, I was sure I’d force him to get going. I threw my head back, savoring his touch as he sucked on each of my nipples, drawing the tender flesh into his mouth. The softness of his lips, the roughness of his hands, the smooth moves of his tongue, the way he sucked my skin with eagerness—those were all overpowering sensations that made me fear as though I might just come the second he thrust into me. If only he wouldn’t take his sweet time. If only I had some self-control and wasn’t so human and weak for him.


    “Jett,” I moaned in need of release. Lifting my head, my mouth searched his, but he retrieved. For a brief second, disappointment washed over me until he pulled my knees up and his erection brushed over my clit.


    There was no warning before he blasted his full length into me.


    I gasped, both shocked and delighted at the sudden impact, and my flesh tightened around his thick shaft, shuddering. Hot waves of pleasure rolled over me as my sex greedily accommodated the sudden attack on my body. My fingers clutched at his arms and a deep thunder rippled through me as he pulled out of me only to dive back into me.


    Cupping my ass, he rotated his hips and his hardness plunged deeper into my wet sex, nearly pushing me over the edge. I squirmed under him from pleasure, welcoming the sensation of coming undone. My hands grabbed his broad shoulders for support as he started to thrust faster, his hips grinding against my naked body. Pressing my hips into his, I could feel him deep inside my being, moving and pulsating. I arched my back and lifted my hips to welcome his expert thrusts as he rammed himself into me with powerful strokes.


    My mind began to spin, my breathing matching his. My insides clenched from the sheer painful pleasure, and from the way he seemed to stretch me when there was nothing left to stretch, boring into me as if my body had been created just for him. It was then that I heard him saying, “She liked it just as much, you know.”


    It was a simple statement, spoken with as much care as if it was a compliment.


    My heart skipped a beat and thick waves of shock traveled through me. Slowly realization kicked in and I understood the meaning of his words. My insides clenched at his next thrust, but this time the pleasure turned to instant pain.


    I winced and pulled back a few inches.


    “Stop, Jett.” I slammed my palm hard against his chest, urging him to get off me. He wasn’t quick enough, and I hit him again. He stopped immediately, his erection still inside me, his face gleaming with sweat.


    “What?” There was confusion on his beautiful face. As he took in my shock-ridden face, he pulled out of me. Wrinkles creased his forehead. “What’s wrong?” he asked again.


    He sounded so genuine I almost laughed.


    I stared at him in utter disbelief, waiting for him to clarify, for him to acknowledge what he had done wrong. But the words never came.


    “Just now you said something.” My voice trembled, and the blood rushed faster in my veins. “What did you say, Jett?”


    “Nothing.” Every muscle in his face tensed as he blinked once. Twice. “Why? What did you hear?” He made it sound like I was making it up.


    Disgusted, I pushed him away, and walked past him. Suddenly, I noticed how dark the room had become, the only light radiating from the ceiling lamp above us barely penetrating the shadows around us. A glance outside showed the sun was long gone.


    “No, you said something.” I turned back to him, anger consuming me. “You said something about Ti.” I was ready to fight when my gaze fell on my hand. The skin was stained red. It looked like blood.


    “I don’t understand,” I whispered, spreading out my fingers to look at them. Shock crawled up my body as I noticed more blood trickling down my legs, and the realization hit me that someone was bleeding. And that someone was me. Jett must have damaged my cervix, causing it to open, and now I was bleeding from the inside. My hands touched my belly as if it could stop the blood flow.


    “My baby.” I looked up to Jett in shock. Tears started to run down my face at the thought that I might be having a miscarriage and lose our child. “What have you done? What have you—?” My voice died in my throat as my eyes fell on his awkward stance—the way he was clenching his stomach in unbearable pain. I strained to make sense of the shock on his face and the pain in those beautiful, green eyes. Jett wasn’t looking at me. Something felt wrong, so very wrong. And then he removed his hand from the wound.


    I sucked in a gasp of air as I peered at the flesh wound. Blood as thick as oil paint was pouring from it, and for a moment I just stared at it in disbelief. It was real blood, staining the floor, staining his hand, staining everything.


    My legs threatening to give under way, I brushed my fingers over it. It wasn’t my baby. The blood had to be Jett’s. I looked up at him.


    “No, Brooke.” He shook his head slowly, grimacing in pain, as he pressed his hands against the wound to stop the bleeding. “What have you done?”


    Confused, I followed his line of vision and realized I was holding a knife in my right hand. I gasped in shock and our eyes connected, dismay washing over me.


    I had stabbed him.


    With disgust, I threw the knife onto the floor.


    “Jett!” I screamed and rushed to his side. “Oh, my God. Please no.” Tears began to stream down my face. But it was too late. Jett’s naked body slumped onto the bloodstained floor, his mouth open, his face white, his blood gathering around him in a dark puddle. My bloodied hands touched his face, my heart shattering beyond repair. Somewhere a scream echoed, reminding me of an animal in agony. I recognized it as mine.
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    JETT


    


    New York City, 2 days earlier


    


    The gang’s residence was located on an industrial property with several three-story warehouses clustered around a big yard, their upper floors converted into generous living space for the members. The first time I saw it fourteen years ago, I was young, rebellious, and uncontrollable, with a fury only a sixteen-year-old could possess. A sixteen-year-old, whose bastard father had kicked him out, apparently unable to control him. When I arrived money and status didn’t matter. The gang had accumulated plenty through their expertise of cyber hacking and other illegal activities. The only currency was courage and a willingness to take risks, no matter how big. I took them all gladly: car races through the city, illegal underground fights—each one earning me a tattoo and the sense of belonging I desperately craved. Whatever I was instructed to do, I considered the task done. And what they prohibited, I still tried. Some said I was reckless, others claimed that I knew no fear. All rumors about me were true. If the stories weren’t enough to hint at my past and the kind of person I was, then the scars on my body could prove it. The benefits of being in a gang were big, the rewards—acceptance and a place I could call home—were even more satisfying. Friendship and loyalty had always meant everything to me, even more than my position as the CEO of Mayfield Realties. I had never valued superficial relationships and contacts. When I decided to marry Brooke, I was ready to leave the gang behind for a second time. This time for real. I was willing to exchange my somewhat chaotic life for something quiet and quaint. At the age of thirty-one, I loved my friends, but more than that I loved Brooke. I wanted to start a family and become a husband to Brooke and a father to our unborn child. But events took different turns. Brooke discovered my secrets and broke off our relationship. That she ended things didn’t surprise me. Sure it hurt like a bitch, but more so it angered me. As a man who had slept with hundreds of women and had enough money to buy anything I ever wanted, including women, my ego couldn’t take it. With a past like mine, I could control whatever came her way. I could punch every guy who so much as looked at her, hunt him down if he tried to hurt her, and seek revenge on those who had harmed her.


    But fuck, I couldn’t control her.


    I was used to getting things my way. When I asked for something, people bent backwards to please me. When I ordered anyone to jump, they did. Except Brooke. In life she was as stubborn and wild as she was in bed, which made her dangerous, if not stupid for not letting me carry out my plans. For the umpteenth time hot waves of anger washed over me.


    It was 5:32 p.m. when I walked into the gang’s community living room in desperate need of a retreat, and slammed the door.


    “How did it go?” A familiar voice snapped me out of my dark thoughts. My best friend Kenny was lying on the couch, his gaze fixed on the screen of a notebook. Except for us, the room was empty. I could only assume the others were working.


    The TV set was switched on and some indie rock band played in the background at a bearable level. It was hard to say whether Kenny was listening to the music or watching TV or doing both at the same time. Ever since his return from Atlanta, his arm in a plaster cast, he had been lounging around, though not taking life easy. Raised in a family of six and being the eldest child, he felt responsible for everyone, which was why he had always tried to be the best at everything including his “career” as a hacker. Obviously he was growing too old to use his youngest brother’s skateboard—an action he deeply regretted after tumbling down a slide that broke his wrist and put his illegal activities on hold for a few weeks.


    “Don’t fucking ask.” I slumped on the couch, ignoring his curious stares when I didn’t elaborate. A long moment passed during which I grabbed an unopened beer bottle from the table and knocked off the lid.


    “Trouble in paradise, huh?”


    I snorted and took a gulp. “I doubt you could call Brooke’s latest antics trouble.”


    “That bad?”


    I sensed some raised eyebrows, but didn’t peer in Kenny’s direction as I nodded. “It’s a fucking mess, if not a disaster. That woman’s unpredictable.”


    Kenny grabbed the remote control and the sound of the music died. The images across the TV set still continued to flicker in fast succession. The news, I realized, pictures of obliterating madness across the world. How fitting!


    I felt Kenny’s stare on me, taking in my reaction.


    “Was she mad that you proposed or was it the wrong ring?” The hint of amusement in Kenny’s voice was unmistakable. Ignoring him, I took a slow sip and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. The cold liquid felt welcome. Soothing, even. When Kenny continued to regard me, waiting for my reply, I stirred.


    “It was neither,” I said finally.


    Kenny’s lips twitched. “I told you, man. Women don’t get our pranks. Igniting her hope and then letting her wait for a day longer than necessary was a bad idea.”


    “It wasn’t a prank. I wanted it to be a surprise.” I grimaced and took another gulp of my beer.


    “What the fuck, Jett? It’s not a surprise if she suspects.”


    “Nothing wrong with that,” I mumbled.


    “Spreading rose petals on the floor one day before your intended proposal. Now that’s mean. Just saying.” Kenny grinned. “So I take it she said no?”


    “I didn’t even get to that part,” I said through gritted teeth.


    “Was that before or after the dessert?”


    I groaned at his sudden sordid curiosity. This wasn’t the time for jokes. “Forget the fucking dessert. She didn’t come.” My grave tone shut Kenny up in an instant.


    Yes, Brooke had the nerve not to show up because she was busy walking the streets of New York City, I thought grimly. And visiting clubs. Already the next wave of anger coursed through me, this one more menacing than the last. The thought of her fucking another guy made me fume. I couldn’t bear the thought of another guy’s hands roaming over her body. “I swear that woman will be the end of me. If I wasn’t in love with her, I’d never go through all the fucking shit and the drama.”


    “So, why deal with it all?” The question came more out of duty than interest.


    “Because I love her.” I shrugged as though it wasn’t a big deal when it all came down to the three words that had changed everything in my life. “I just don’t understand why she can’t stop double questioning me. I’m fed up with all her fears.”


    He laughed, the sound suddenly grating on my nerves. “She’s pregnant, dude. All pregnant women are crazy. Wait until she’s had your kid, and then she’ll mellow down.” He raised his hand to high-five me. The anger came again, and I pressed my lips into a tight line. Kenny was one of my oldest friends, but now he was proving to be more of a pain in the ass than helpful. Kenny enjoyed any form of distraction from his own problems, and now that he was stuck indoors with his broken wrist, it was even more obvious than ever. It was either listening to other people’s drama or making fun of whoever came through the door. I wasn’t in the mood for either. He got the hint instantly from my lethal expression. The sound of his laughter died in his throat.


    “Okay, what happened?” He cleared his throat.


    I finished my beer, realizing it wasn’t strong enough to numb the anger inside me. I needed something stronger, something that would burn its way right into my mind and wipe out the last memory of our fight. Kenny watched me, his face betraying his worry. I knew I now had his attention but he kept quiet, waiting. He knew better than to pester me with questions.


    “She called me a murderer and a cheater. How’s that for starters?”


    Kenny blinked. “Whoa. Why would she say that?”


    I shook my head slowly as I leaned back, taking a deep breath. “No fucking clue. I wish I could read what goes through a pregnant woman’s head, but the ability would probably be useless on Brooke.”


    “You sure you don’t know?”


    “Are you implying that I’m lying?” I asked, ready to punch him in the face even though he was right. Or maybe because he was right. “Of course I fucking know, Kenny. She thinks I’m helping Nate. As for the cheating part, well—” I shrugged “—Ti kissed me and Brooke saw all of it.”


    The short silence lasted for all of two seconds.


    “Brian’s girl?” Kenny asked in disbelief, almost falling off the sofa.


    “No, Tiffany from the weather show,” I growled. “Yes, Ti. Who else?”


    “Get out!” Kenny burst out in laughter, but the unnerving sound died in his throat when he saw my serious expression. “No, shit. You’re serious!”


    “I’ve never been more serious in my life.” I turned my attention back to the bottle in my hand, realizing it was empty. With a sigh, I pushed it across the table, away from me, and leaned back, running a hand through my hair, desperation washing over me again.


    “Did you—”


    I pulled a face. “Fuck no.” I stared at him, disgusted that he’d even consider I’d ever fuck my ex. “I would never do that to Brooke.”


    Kenny got up, his back turned to me as he grabbed two bottles of beer and passed me one. I took it out of his outstretched hand, but didn’t open it. We sat in silence for a few moments, holding the drinks in our hands.


    “Does he know?” Kenny sounded worried, and rightly so. Brian was as protective of his woman as I was of Brooke. He had been with Tiffany before she had been with me. Ti was the woman he once wanted to marry.


    I set my jaw and shook my head grimly. “No, but I’ll tell him.” I met his gaze. He looked at me like I had just told him I had a rat for dinner. Eventually his frown deepened.


    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, bro.”


    “It probably isn’t, but I’d never keep this kind of secret from him,” I said. “Trust me, I like it as much as you do, but he needs to know that nothing’s going on between me and Tiffany. If I don’t tell him and he finds out…”


    “All hell breaks loose. I know,” Kenny cut in.


    There was an unwritten rule in the gang: never fucking mess with Brian. Short-tempered as he was, he loved to fight at every opportunity. Some said he was bipolar, others said it was his Irish blood that made him hot-tempered. Whatever the reason for his regular outbursts, people knew better than to challenge him.


    “When did you see her?” Kenny asked, jerking me out of my thoughts.


    “A few hours before the proposal,” I said. “I can’t blame Brooke that she’s angry. She saw Tiffany kissing me and probably thought it was the other way around.”


    “And it wasn’t?” Kenny asked incredulously. Given my reputation, I wasn’t surprised.


    “I swear I had no idea that she’s still into me. If I had known, I would never have asked her to bring the ring to the hotel.” I moistened my lips, ignoring the throbbing sensation in my temples. “No idea what the fuck’s going on with Ti. I thought she was happy being back with Brian.”


    Kenny shrugged. “It doesn’t really surprise me. She is an alcoholic.”


    “Recovering alcoholic—” I corrected “—who hasn’t touched a drop in seven years.”


    Kenny stared at me. Something crossed his features.


    “What?” I asked, raising my brows.


    “You don’t know?” he asked and his expression darkened.


    “Know what?”


    Kenny’s hesitation whether to tell me shimmered in his blue eyes. He had never liked Tiffany. The two of them were at each other’s throat most of the time, but he wasn’t the gossipy type.


    “She crashed five times during the last seven years, not including the one crash she had earlier this year,” he finally said.


    I stared at him, taking in his words. Finally, I sucked in my breath. “Shit. I had no idea.”


    “It’s not your fault.”


    “I wish I had known.” I looked at him, suddenly feeling faint. “We met at the bar, you know? She chose the place because she was fine with it. She claimed she hadn’t touched a drop in years, and I believed her.”


    “Obviously, she lied,” Kenny said. “She’s the most unstable person anyone can ever meet.”


    I turned my gaze to peer out of the window, lost in thoughts. Tiffany was still in love with me. When I returned, she might have harbored the hope that we’d end up together. If my rejection hurt and alcohol was served somewhere nearby, there was a huge chance that she’d let her demons out.


    “Fuck.” I turned back to Kenny. “Fuck! She booked a hotel room, and I told her that I didn’t care for her. I said some horrible shit, and now she might be shacked up alone, drinking herself into a stupor.”


    “Not necessarily.” Kenny didn’t sound convinced.


    “Have you seen her around?”


    “No,” Kenny admitted hesitantly.


    “When did you say was her last relapse?”


    “Sometime in April, I guess. We found her passed out in the basement, next to a pile of pills and booze.” Kenny shrugged as he racked his mind.


    “That’s around the time she gave up her son for adoption,” I whispered.


    “Yeah, possibly.” He stared at me as the meaning of my words hit home. “It was definitely before you returned. Don’t beat yourself up. It’s probably nothing to do with you.”


    “Does Brian know about the relapse?”


    “Yeah. Everyone does.”


    “Except me,” I whispered.


    “You were gone too long, man. Much has happened in those four years.”


    I nodded silently. He was right. In the fours years I had been out of touch with most of my old friends, I had built a career in real estate, made a name for myself and turned in a huge fortune.


    And then came Brooke.


    “What about her treatments?” I asked, pushing her name to the back of my mind.


    Kenny raised his eyebrows, and snorted. “Over the past years, she’s tried anything, including weekly AA meetings, and she still crashed.” He paused, considering his words. “She ran through a designer rehab clinic that cost Brian hundreds of bucks an hour, and she still crashed. Every time she wanted to get better, she did. She worked hard, and stayed sober for a while. She would keep away from the old neighborhood, the usual bars she frequented, she’d help other alcoholics, and it always seemed like she was doing better. And then bam… after a few months, maybe a year, the first crack would emerge somewhere, and the slide would begin again, only each time it was worse than the last.” He sighed. “Brian thinks there’s a cure for alcoholism, that she’ll wake up cured one day, but I swear it’s getting worse.”


    “It doesn’t’ matter now.” I jumped up and grabbed my keys from the table.


    “Where are you going?” Kenny said, pushing his laptop aside.


    “The Trio hotel. We need to find her.”


    “What if she’s not there and you’re wasting your time?”


    “Then she’s not there and we’ll look elsewhere,” I said. “What choice do I have? If something happens to her, I’ll be held responsible.” I looked at him. “Brian would try to kill me. That wouldn’t worry me because I could easily beat the living shit out of him. However, the last thing I’d want is for him to go after the ones who are close to me, and that would be Brooke.”
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    BROOKE


    


    Present Day


    


    I woke up, gasping for air, my eyes scanning my surroundings in distress. My heart hammered so hard that I feared anytime now I might have a heart attack. I scanned my hands and then the floor. All was clean. No sign of a knife. No sign of any sort of struggle. No sign of Jett. A glance at the clock showed me it was shortly before 4 a.m. The sky outside the window was still dark.


    It was a dream.


    Except the dream had felt horribly real. Another shudder ran through my body as I remembered the pain written on Jett’s beautiful face, the shock in his voice, the red, vivid blood on his skin, and the stone cold feeling of the knife in my hand. But most of all, I remembered the heavy sadness I felt as I saw him lying on the floor in pain, and the realization that nothing could be done to save him.


    A stray tear trickled down my cheek. I wiped it away angrily. My limbs shook as I hugged myself for support, conjuring up memories of affirmations I had read earlier.


    Breathe in. Breathe out. My baby is safe. I’m safe. Nothing had happened.


    It was official. Jett was not only haunting my dreams; the fears he had ignited in me were now playing sick games in my mind. I thought I hated him. But did I hate him enough to want to kill him subconsciously?


    I couldn’t even claim that it had been self-defense or an accident. One minute he had been speaking to me, the next he was bleeding, pointing to the knife in my hand—as if I was capable of murdering him. The mere thought of me being a killer was insane, as was the idea that I might have somehow given him a key. I had never offered Jett one, and he had never asked for it.


    The signs had to be metaphorical.


    In my dreams, I might be the monster, seeking revenge on Jett by stabbing him for the way he had pierced my heart when he hooked up with Tiffany. However, I knew I would never go that far in real life. Sylvie once said that dreams were messages of the subconscious mind. Waking up from my dream made me realize how much I wanted to see him and how much I longed for his touch. Even though my mind refused to give in, my broken heart longed to forgive him, to ascertain he was okay. I knew then that I truly loved him. Loved him enough that, even though he had broken my heart, I’d never want to do the same to him.


    Reality will catch up soon enough.


    My body began to tremble again as it remembered his mysterious words in my dream. I had no idea what they meant and I was sick of pondering over a dream. Time to get a prescription for sleeping pills that would help me fall into a dreamless state because I had more pressing issues to think about. Like the fact that a killer was still out there. Or that I had no clue who killed Gina, and I sure had no idea what the future would bring now that Jett and I were separated, and he was a suspect in a murder case.


    Wrapping my bathrobe tighter around my body to help stave off the cold, I decided to make myself another cup of tea. There was no point in going back to bed. I was tired but I doubted I could close my eyes and ignore the vivid images inside my head. With my laptop tucked under my arm, I headed for the tiny kitchen. It was eerily silent as I brewed the tea and slumped down on a seat. Scanning through my emails while sipping my tea, I grew more impatient by the minute. Where the heck was Sylvie? I needed her. She was the only person who always knew how to make me feel better. She always knew the right thing to say. She could help me clear my mind about Gina and Jett. For once I wanted to forget the dreadful events and banish the memory of her dead face. Blind date or not, Sylvie never stayed away that long, at least not without texting me to say that she was okay. That had been part of our arrangement when we moved in together. After repeated fruitless attempts to reach her and sending her three texts, urging her to get in touch with me, I threw the phone on the kitchen counter, frustrated.


    Maybe her battery was dead and she was on her way home.


    Maybe she lost her phone and was filing a missing item report that instant, which was why she was so late.


    They were all reasonable explanations—all unfortunate accidents that could happen to anyone, anytime. Now, if only I could believe them.


    Watching the clock above the door while I chewed on my thumb—an old habit I had acquired during college—I counted the seconds.


    At fifty-five I stopped.


    Time just passed too slowly for my nerves. At that rate I was going I’d end up driving myself crazy. Sighing, I grabbed the empty tea mug to return it to the sink and wash the dirty dishes of last night’s dinner when I thought I heard a noise. I froze in my tracks, my ears straining to listen for more sounds. Something shuffled loudly, followed by a jiggle, this time so clear the blood froze in my veins.


    My gaze swept across the room, toward the hall.


    The sounds were coming from the front door.


    My heart hammered hard as my imagination began to run wild. Two days ago, I would have gladly assumed it was Sylvie. This time, though, I wasn’t going to make such a mistake. If it had been Sylvie, I would have heard her key ring, the loudest noisemaker I had always made fun of. My breathing came hard and fast as I waited for the usual clanking.


    It never came.


    Seconds passed but nothing happened, yet I was sure someone had fiddled with the door handle. Alarm bells began to ring in my ear, and my heart lurched in my chest at the thought of a possible break-in. I stood slowly, my fingers clasping around a pair of scissors. If someone entered by force, I’d use the sharp end to poke their eye out before running back to grab a knife, and then call the police. After what happened to Gina and with Nate being out of prison, I couldn’t be careful enough.


    Slowly and as quietly as possible, I crossed the dark hall and tiptoed to the door, then stopped in front of it. Too bad we didn’t have a spyhole. However, through the slit below the door, I could see that the corridor lights were switched on. Someone was out there, but nothing moved. Was it possible that a drunken neighbor got the wrong apartment?


    I eyed the door, daring myself to go and duck on the floor to look through the slit, and maybe find out what shoes they were wearing. You could tell a lot from the shoes people were wearing. I knew for a fact that our landlord always wore dirty, yellow sneakers, which were as cheap as the guy. If Nate were outside, I’d probably spy soft, expensive leather. Inching closer, I steadied myself, ready to press my ear against the door to listen, when the space below the door darkened.


    My breath caught in my throat.


    Someone was there—right that very instant. There was no doubt about that now. And that someone was clearly not Sylvie. Nor a neighbor. I was sure of that because no neighbor I knew had that kind of heavy breathing bordering on creepy.


    Only inches separated me from the person outside and if I could hear him, I wondered, could he hear me, too? Suddenly our door felt too thin, too delicate—too weak to offer any kind of protection. Holding my breath, I turned my head to the kitchen, contemplating how long it would take me to grab my phone and call the police to alarm them of a possible intruder, when suddenly there was another sound. A sound so scary that it made my blood freeze. It was the one of a key being pushed into a lock.


    Holy shit!


    Holy. Shit.


    I stared at the door, ready to faint out of sheer fear. The jiggling sound wasn’t someone picking a lock. It wasn’t a mix-up. Someone had the intention to enter using a key!


    Oh God!


    Just like Jett had in my dream, except I had never given him one.


    Time was running out. I had to stop them from entering before it was too late. My eyes fell on the dresser. It was so small I doubted it would cover the entire door, but it had to do. With a sudden fervor I had never felt before and not caring if they heard me, I grabbed a hold of the wooden panels and, as hard as I could, I pushed it across the floor. My bag fell at my feet, the contents scattering in all directions. I stepped on a makeup brush as I pressed my back against the dresser. It was now the only barrier, my safety wall.


    My whole body trembled and my legs threatened to give way beneath me. Every muscle in my body tensed, readying me to throw myself against the door if need be.


    As I stood there, straining to listen, legs apart, back tense, rivulets of sweat began to trickle down my back. Seconds passed and nothing happened. I eyed the slit below my feet, watching the shadow’s movement, too scared to dash for the kitchen and call the police, too afraid to turn my back on the door in case whoever was out there kicked it in. Taking shallow breaths, I waited for the dreadful turn of the key, the push of the handle that would swing the door open.


    It never came.


    In my mind, I could imagine them listening for any sounds—just like I was. I just hoped it wasn’t the people I had once escaped. I survived before; would I survive a second time? I wasn’t so such luck would be on my side this time. As much as I wanted to scream and call for help, I knew there would be no point. I lived in a neighborhood where people barricaded themselves inside, each of them minding their own business to ensure nothing bad happened to them. I was on my own.


    I wished I had grabbed something sharper, something bigger, something more solid than the pair of scissors I was holding in my hand, which wasn’t much of a weapon. Maybe I could defend myself, but probably not without the baby getting hurt. Every part of my body screamed to get away and hide, but I doubted that hiding in our tiny matchbox apartment with all that clutter would give me much of a chance. Where could I possibly hide? Under the sink? In Sylvie’s cramped closet? Nothing was large enough to hide a pregnant woman. And even if I came up with a good hiding place, my legs wouldn’t follow my brain’s command.


    In the midst of the situation, I thought of Jett.


    If Jett had been here, he could have protected me.


    Unless he’s a killer and siding with his crazy brother, set out to kill you.


    A hard knock echoed through the room, disrupting the silence and my trail of thoughts. The four consecutive knocks came with such a force that the door vibrated in its hinges. I pressed my hand against my mouth to stifle the whimpering at the back of my throat. Sylvie would never knock like a maniac, like she was about to kick in the door with something heavy. A tool, maybe. I could only hope it wasn’t a gun and whoever was out there was about to shoot through the door. I didn’t like that thought. I didn’t like that someone was standing outside, banging on our door in the middle of the night, and it might just give in any second.


    Please dear Lord, keep me safe.


    My heart pounded hard against my chest as I prayed, the scissors in my hands cutting into my skin.


    I was crippled with fear and tears began to stream down my face. First the key, then the knock. Whoever was out there, I just wanted them to stop and go away. I wanted to escape. To wake up and discover it was just another dream. That this was real filled me with anger.


    “Fuck you.” The words stumbled out of my mouth before I could stop them.


    The knocking stopped and was replaced with silence. This time there was no doubt that they had heard me. What would happen now?


    My legs continued to tremble as I listened to the shuffling sounds outside the door. More shuffling, then retreating footsteps. Someone walked away, the shuffling sound growing softer, until I couldn’t hear it anymore. I pressed my back against the wall, realizing it was too good to be true. Too easy.


    I stared at the door, expecting it all to be a trap. But no more sounds came. No one entered. No one pushed the handle. No one turned the key to open the door.


    It was as if nothing had happened.


    One minute passed. Then another. Eventually, a door slammed shut, before silence befell the building once more. Somewhere, someone started the engine of a car.


    My heart skipped a beat.


    Whoever had been at the door, was leaving, and about to drive away. Grasping my only chance, I dashed across the living room and looked out the window, my gaze scanning the darkness. But I was too late. The distant sound of an engine speeding away carried over. There was no sight of anybody. No clue as to who had been at the door. For a long time I stood rooted to the spot, staring at the street below, countless shivers running through my body until I was convinced I would have them for the rest of my life.


    I wondered what they had wanted. Why did they knock? If they had intended to hurt me, they could easily have done so. After all, they had a key, and they could have easily entered….


    Unless the key didn’t work. Maybe that was why they knocked.


    Why would that be, Stewart? You think they would ask for an invitation rather than kick the door in?


    The entire scenario didn’t make any sense. Nothing did. There had to be a reason—an explanation—maybe one of the neighbors tried to unlock the wrong door, or why else would they leave after I told them to fuck off?


    My attention snapped back to the hall, my heart hammering harder at the thought of what I was about to do.


    “Crap,” I muttered as I grabbed the phone from the table, vowing to always carry it with me from now on. Walking back to the hall, I ignored the new pangs of dread washing over me at the prospect of coming within walking distance from a door again.


    I had always had an irrational fear of wrapped gifts, but after the previous night’s events, doors brought new levels of terror. Both fears had something in common: you never knew what was in store for you. One push at the handle, and you might never be able to close that door again.


    My eyes fell on the dark slit below the door. The lights in the hall were out again, and no sound carried over. I groaned as I pushed the dresser out of my way, stumbling over my bag in the process, and rattled the handle.


    The door didn’t open. Whoever had been outside had never turned the key, meaning either the key didn’t unlock the door or they had left the door locked on purpose. I stumbled back, unsure whether to be relieved or worried. I grabbed my bag, fished for my own keys, and unlocked the door. It opened with a soft squeak, revealing an empty dark hall. I switched on the lights and scanned my left and right out of fear that someone might jump out any minute and hurt me. But there was no one and the hall remained quiet. No scent to place, no sign of anyone, nothing to indicate someone was here. Whoever banged on the door, had left.


    Frowning, I turned to head back to my apartment when my gaze fell on a white envelope building a strong contrast to the charcoal doormat beneath.


    I stopped still as another cold shudder ran down my spine.


    It was my only proof that I wasn’t mad, nor was I crazy.


    Suddenly feeling nauseated, I leaned against the door, taking deep breaths—to no avail. Someone had left me a letter.
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    Seconds passed but the streets remained as dark and quiet as before. If it weren’t for the letter in my hands and the ugly reminder that Gina was dead, I would have taken into account that I might be on the verge of needing a mental health check-up. For some reason the thought that I wasn’t imagining things didn’t bring me much peace, because that meant I had been right:


    Someone had been outside, following me. Someone had been in here, watching me. Someone had been in the corridor, lurking in the darkness, leaving a letter outside the apartment.


    There was no doubt that whoever left it there wasn’t Sylvie. And most importantly, they had a key.


    Just like Jett had in my dream.


    The thought popped up in my mind again. Great, just great.


    I didn’t know what was creepier: that someone had been watching me as I arrived home, waiting for me like a hunter would wait for prey. Or that they had been following my every move like a crazy stalker. Or that I dreamed of Jett having a key to my apartment and it turned out that someone really did.


    Every part of my being urged me to call the police, but what if I was making a mistake? Maybe whoever sent the letter was trying to help me by giving me answers. Back at the hotel someone had left me an envelope, too. If I hadn’t been told the news that Nate was out of prison, I would never have known Jett was keeping secrets from me. However, the first letter had been handed to me. This one was different—I could feel it. Who would leave a letter in such a creepy way?


    A psycho, Stewart.


    Another shudder ran down my spine as memories of the last hour flooded my mind. Warning or not, after a friend was killed I had to take precautions. From the kitchen I grabbed a pair of rubber gloves and put them on. I had no clue how it all worked, but I had to preserve the fingerprints in case I needed them. My hands remained surprisingly calm and steady as I studied the letter. There was no name written on it, no stamp; just a simple white envelope that was so light I doubted there was anything inside. My pulse sped up only so slightly as I opened it and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was a single white sheet covered in black, wide font. I stared at it, taken aback by what looked like a poem. I frowned as I skimmed the text briefly.


    


    Tiny drops fell from the sky


    Like tears from the eye


    Falling fast and hard


    Until they hit the ground,


    Gathering in a puddle,


    In the darkness in which they lay idle.


    She dares not step in


    For fear she might fall in


    And get swallowed up like the tears brushing her skin


    And the pain trapped within


    


    I turned the paper over and found no name, no signature, nothing to disclose the sender’s identity. I had no idea what to make of it. The poem made no sense. Who was she and why would anyone send anything like it? What did it even mean? New questions began to circle through my mind, as if I didn’t have enough already. For what seemed like an eternity, I stared at the paper, reading the text over and over again, until the words started to echo in my head like a twisted melody.


    I wasn’t exactly a literary genius with an ability to interpret metaphors, but I knew and doubted that the poem was a mere weather forecast predicting that it was going to rain, because it already had been either raining or snowing in the past few days.


    Could Jett have sent me the letter after realizing how much pain he had caused me? I hoped he didn’t. The thought that Jett might be playing with my mind again, without an explanation, without a single discussion that included the word “sorry”, while scaring the shit out of me, made me furious.


    So, I considered another theory: what if the letter was intended for Sylvie?


    I nodded to myself. It sounded so plausible I almost slapped my forehead for not taking it into account sooner. Sylvie had always attracted strange admirers. For all I knew, one of her exes might still be trying to win her back.


    Oh, self-deception had never felt so good.


    However, the problem with self-deception was that, while it could trick my mind into believing things that I knew weren’t the way I wanted them to be, my gut feeling could not be switched off. And right now, it told me that something was off. I just had to figure out what.


    Maybe the fact that Sylvie’s admirers have never knocked at four in the morning to leave a letter. How’s that for starters, Stewart?


    I groaned at the irritating voice in my head.


    In the silence of the room, I almost jumped out of my seat when the teakettle made a loud, whistling sound. I removed it from the cooker. As I sat back at the table, biting my thumbnail, a horrible realization occurred to me. I scanned the letter again, my eyes stopping at the one sentence:


    Tiny drops fell from the sky like tears from the eye.


    An ice-cold shudder ran down my spine as I pictured the image of Gina’s dead face. It had been raining when Jett drove me home. Gina had been found dead with two dots painted on her face. What were the odds that they represented tears?


    Oh, my God.


    My mind raced a million miles an hour. If the letter was linked to Gina, I wasn’t safe. As much as I wished I’d just call the police, what could I possibly tell them? That someone sent me a poem?


    Yeah, right. Totally life-threatening! They would send me home, laughing. Under different circumstances I would have laughed myself. The hysteria building at the back of my throat turned into a lump as hard as a rock. I had never felt so alone and scared, except when Nate attacked me and Jett saved my life.


    Saved my life.


    I swallowed past the lump in my throat. The mere thought of him was enough to send my heart aching for him. My whole being pleaded with me to get that final proof that he’d never hurt me. Even if he was a primary suspect in a murder case, a part of me refused to believe that he’d ever harm a woman. For some inexplicable reason, a part of me continued to belong to him. A part I had no control over. A part that said we created a child together, and he deserved my trust. Whether I wanted it or not, he had always made me feel safe. When Jett saved me, he created a new me. Even though the detective had clear evidence, I couldn’t believe Jett would commit such a horrible crime. Then again, I didn’t know him particularly well.


    I grabbed my phone from the table and stared at the screen. Still no text message. No call. Nothing to indicate he was still interested in a future together or that wanted me in his life. Weeks ago, whenever we’d meet, he’d text me. He couldn’t wait to call me or leave a naughty note inside my handbag for me to find at the most unfortunate moments. How things had changed. Disappointment washed over me at the thought that Jett had given up on us, that maybe he didn’t want me to contact him, which was why he cut our conversation so short, and for some reason the realization hurt me more than I had anticipated.


    Why did I have to check for his calls, anyway? Why did I even miss him?


    This constant need to see him even though I didn’t want to made no sense to me. The constant need to hear his voice even when I felt like pushing him away was testing my sanity. I wasn’t supposed to have those desires, because for all I knew he could still have killed Gina and sent me the cryptic letter. I knew I should be scared of him—not scared that I’d lose him. If only I could get rid of the pain his absence caused me and stop thinking about him once and for all. Maybe if I sent him a text and asked to come over now…


    No, Stewart. Don’t you dare!


    I took a sharp breath and pushed my cell phone across the table, as far away from me as possible. Contacting him again would be wrong. After all the things he kept from me, I wasn’t going to take the first step. There was no point in contacting him again when I had already given him a chance to explain his lies and justify his actions. Instead of removing my doubts, he had decided to leave me in the unknown.


    No, contacting him now was not a possibility. Not when I’d see him in less than sixteen hours. Not when I had no idea if he was playing one of his games with me.


    The truth was that even if Jett turned out to be a cold-blooded killer with bad intentions, I knew I’d still care for him. Stupid of me, but my heart would still beat for him. And for that very reason, I hated him, hated love, hated myself for being so weak. Because as much as I wanted to delude myself, I knew I had to get away from him—far, far away—rather than seek to lie in his arms and look into his beautiful green eyes.


    Heck, it wouldn’t surprise me if I’d still love him even if he killed me.


    Loving him was like drinking from a pond—this love would never get less, but after some time, stagnant water would become flat, infested, dirty, just like my feelings for him.
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    Outside, the sky slowly turned into early morning twilight as I sat in front of the television, watching a show about a dog with severe anxiety disorder. Maybe I could get a dog, just like the one on TV, whose only issue was being too overprotective.


    I sure could use one. A dog would warn me of a possible intruder. He would know before a situation became threatening or someone’s bad intentions turned into imminent danger.


    Somewhere a neighbor slammed a door, the noise carrying through the silence around me. Night turned into day but Sylvie remained gone. By 7.a.m.¸ worry set in. Where was she? I had tried to reach her countless times since I found the letter on our doorstep, but her phone had remained switched off.


    So when the landline rang, I jumped up from my seat and dashed over, knocking my ankle against the table in the process. The caller ID showed an unknown number. Swallowing down the curse at the back of my throat, I rubbed my sore ankle and answered.


    “Hello?”


    “Is this Brooke Stewart?”


    My heart sank in my chest. It wasn’t Sylvie.


    “Yeah. This is she,” I said.


    God, I hoped nothing bad happened.


    The last thing I needed was that Sylvie turned up in a hospital or worse yet…


    Oh God.


    The mere thought stirred tears in my eyes.


    How could I possibly live without my best friend and our usual Thursday nights?


    “This is Judith Altenberg from BankTrusts,” the voice on the other end of the line said, cutting off my morbid trail of thought. “I’m calling to inquire if you’re interested in keeping your account with us.”


    Tremendous relief streamed through me. It wasn’t the hospital. It was some woman talking about God only knew what.


    “I’m sorry. What account?” My fingers curled around the phone cord as she confirmed with me the details and my account number.


    Of course, Judith Altenberg. Debt collector. Bank adviser. The kind of person people like me avoided like the plague.


    I faintly remembered her name. She was the lady who had sent the debt reminder. Instantly, my temples started to throb as my smile slowly vanished.


    Crap.


    “I know I’m behind payments, but I promise I’ll pay as soon as I have more money,” I said apologetically. “You see, I’ve just started a new job, and the hours are irregular. Can you give me two more weeks to sort out my little problem, maybe even a month?”


    “Actually—” she paused for a moment and the sound of furious typing on a keyboard echoed in the background “—your account is settled. I’m calling to confirm that your debt has been repaid. Do you want to keep your account open or can I offer you one of your special deals?”


    “Wait,” I said, catching my breath. “I don’t understand. Are you telling me that I don’t owe you any more money? Is that what you are saying right now?”


    “Yes,” she replied, her voice monotone and patient. “Yesterday, you received a one off payment to cover the amount you owed in full. As of today, your account balance is zero.”


    I stared at the phone in complete shock. “A one off payment made by whom?”


    There was a short pause during which I heard yet more typing.


    “Mayfield Realties,” she stated matter-of-factly. “The payment says ‘Advance.’ You’ll receive a form letter from us to confirm that the account has been settled and your debt paid in full.”


    Oh, my God.


    Jett.


    “Is there a problem, Ma’am?” I could hear the sudden suspicion in Judith Alternberg’s voice.


    “No. I just—” My temples throbbed harder as I tried to find my voice and the right words. “I just didn’t expect such a generous advance from my employer, that’s all.”


    Ex-employer.


    Ex-boyfriend.


    “I see. Well, might I interest you in one of our special deals?” Her tone was back to its previous chirpy sales pitch self.


    “Not at this time,” I mumbled.


    “Sure. I’ll be happy to call again in a month. Since your loan’s paid off, can I advise you to keep your account open to improve your credit score? As per regulations the delinquency will still be reported on your credit report for seven years. So I advise—”


    I stopped listening. Thousands of thoughts raced through my mind.


    “Ma’am?” Her voice drew my attention back to her.


    “I’m sorry.” I blew out the breath I didn’t know I was holding. “I really appreciate the call, but do you mind if I contact you later this week?”


    Without waiting for her reply, I ended the call. My mind was spinning, my blood was boiling.


    No way.


    No way!


    Jett had paid off my loan—without even asking me. It was the exact thing I had never wanted. I didn’t want to owe him. To make him feel like he had some sort of power over me.


    How did he find out about my loan with BankTrust anyway?


    While I might have mentioned my student loan at one point or another, I never told him who held the loans, especially since I poured a great effort into making sure he wouldn’t find out that all my credit cards were maxed out. My stomach flipped at the thought.


    Millionaires like Jett Mayfield had connections and as such the power to snoop around other people’s business. If he knew people with the kind of authority that allowed him access to my private details, all he had to do was look into the National Loan Data System. But surely it wasn’t that easy.


    My stomach lurched as apprehension crept up my spine.


    Opening the laptop again, I logged into all my bank accounts, and then called each bank one by one. By the time I had talked with them all, I was so angry I slammed the phone down, barely able to suppress the urge to scream.


    Each one had confirmed the same: my debts had been settled; all of the payments stated “advance” and no, the money couldn’t be transferred back.


    Damn Jett!


    Not only had he paid each of my loans in full, he also made sure the credit report showed all accounts as settled. One advisor had even disclosed that Mayfield Realties requested a raise in my credit score and the bank was now looking into the possibility. But the worst part of it all was that Jett had transferred more money than I owed, totaling to ten thousand frigging dollars.


    Ten thousand dollars.


    I stared at the number, furious beyond belief.


    What the fuck!


    I didn’t want his money. If I had known his intentions, I would never have accepted it. How dare he pay off the money I owed without even asking me? The detective said Jett had immunity, implying that he had bought protection. Did that mean Jett paid for other services, too?


    No one gifted anyone so much money, because nothing in life was ever free.


    Maybe the real question you should ask is not why Jett paid off your debts, but rather what he wants in return?


    I had no idea, but I knew this: money couldn’t buy my approval or an alibi. It sure as hell didn’t buy my forgiveness—if that was what he wanted.


    No, he had to earn it all back. There was no doubt about that. And with all that had happened, he had a big explanation to give.


    I checked my watch. Twelve frigging hours. I couldn’t wait that long. I felt as though I no longer had a choice whether I wanted to go or not.


    I had to see Jett now, if only to talk with him and make him clear that I had no intention of accepting his money. I had to find out what was going on. Jett was the only person who not only held all the answers; he was also the only one who could put things straight. The last thing I wanted was to owe him in any way.


    Ten thousand dollars.


    I shook my head. I’d be damned if I’d keep it.
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    The drive to Jett’s luxurious Manhattan apartment was longer than ever before. If I hurried, I might catch him before work.


    Greeting the concierge in the foyer, I kept my head low as I stepped into the shiny modern elevator to ride up to Jett’s penthouse. I winced when I caught my reflection in the huge floor-to-ceiling mirror. My face resembled a map of pain—bewilderment, shock, anger, and fear—all emotions not even make-up could conceal. It was hard to believe the changes that happened in the past three days. Since when had life become so complicated, and what had I done wrong to deserve it?


    My hands shaking slightly, I reapplied my lipstick, tapping some of it on my pale cheeks because I wouldn’t give Jett the satisfaction of seeing how much pain his absence and secrets had caused me. If I wanted to make it clear that I was strong enough to stand on my own two feet and didn’t need his money, I had to be convincing. Even if that meant looking like nothing—no answer, no reply, no reaction, not even a single glance from him—could faze me.


    Stopping in front of his penthouse, I searched for the keys Jett had given me, and found them hidden inside a secret pocket in my handbag. The smooth metal felt too intimate, too personal, reminding me of the way his hand had touched my body countless times. Another tingling flush of apprehension crept up my back at the thought of seeing him, and my heart fluttered in my chest. There was no reason to be as nervous as on the day I started working for him. I had seen his beautiful face so many times, surely I was immune against his charm by now.


    Don’t kid yourself, Stewart.


    Walking in, I braced myself, my heart thumping in my throat so hard I had to swallow several times in fear of choking on my own breath. But as I scanned the large empty hall, the world around me became still. All the words inside my mind—everything I had planned to tell him—died. I drew in a sharp breath and clasped my hand in front of my mouth. Shock crawled up my neck as I fought to make sense of the scene before my eyes, my mind entangled in a desperate attempt to process the picture.


    What the fuck!


    Jett’s usually immaculate apartment with its two stories, huge gray railings, shiny marble floors and expensive furniture—the image of perfection and organization—was unrecognizable. Bright lights streamed through the large floor-to- ceiling windows, lighting up the high ceiling. I had always loved the way the large windows emphasized the grandness of Jett’s apartment, but now I hated the way they seemed to magnify the unexpected mess. Rows and rows of Jett’s expensive clothes were strewn across the rug and hard floors. Drawers were opened, some of them even pulled out, discarded on the floor and the contents scattered—as if a hurricane had played havoc with them, sucking everything into its vortex and spitting it out in complete chaos.


    If I wasn’t holding the keys in my hand and recognized half the things scattered across the floor, broken and discarded, I would have doubted that I had the right apartment. I would have thought the place had been ransacked, but from the look of it, nothing was missing.


    Slowly, I slammed the door with my leg as my eyes remained glued to the disaster before me. “Jett?” I called out, cringing at how thin and weak my voice sounded. My heart pounded in my chest as I stepped gingerly over folders, toiletries, bed sheets, and yet more papers, bypassing the large sectional corner couch that was pulled toward the middle of the floor, its many pillows cut open and the stuffing pulled out. My heels barely made a sound as I made my way through the rooms, but Jett was nowhere to be found.


    I frowned. I had no idea what had happened or where Jett was. But judging from the condition his apartment was in, it looked like someone had had an angry fit. With Jett’s striving for perfection, it was hard to believe he’d smash in the place just because things weren’t going well between us.


    My heart lurched as I stepped on glass. Smashed on the floor in front of the mantelpiece, almost hidden beneath an old newspaper, was a broken framed picture of Jett and me. It was a gift I had given him when I moved in. Now a huge glass fragment ran right between us, cutting us in two.


    I picked it up, my fingers brushing gently over Jett’s face. I had told myself to stay strong, but seeing him, even if only in a picture, my heart sputtered.


    As short as our separation was, it felt like an eternity. It felt as if many terrible years had passed. Hour after hour, I had kept sinking into some deep dark hole, thinking I would die from sheer heartbreak. Sylvie had been worried that I might try to kill myself, but how could I explain to her that there was no need for it. The heartbreak was slowly killing me from the inside, and Jett’s absence was almost as painful as was the knowledge that he was in trouble and there was nothing I could do.


    Sure, I was angry with him, but I still cared for him.


    My fingers clutched at the frame so tightly, I feared I might cut myself on the glass as hundreds of thoughts raced through my mind. Putting the frame back on the mantelpiece, I considered what could have happened when my gaze fell on the business reports on the floor, some of the pages torn and crumpled. I briefly scanned them and recognized some client details and properties.


    I drew in a shaky breath as realization slowly dawned on me.


    The detective had stated Jett was taken in for questioning. What if the police broke in to search through his belongings in an attempt to find more incriminating evidence?


    It all made sense.


    If they found traces of Gina’s DNA on Jett’s tires, the next step would be to come looking for undeniable, concrete evidence that linked Jett not only to the crime scene but also to the victims. They had the federal right to search his place though sure had left a mess behind. I turned around, taking in the room through different eyes now, wondering if they found something and, if so, what?


    I imagined the police breaking in, careless feet stomping on Jett’s expensive suits, cutting through his pillows with no respect for his belongings or hard work. If Jett was proven innocent, would he get compensation for everything they had destroyed?


    If he was innocent, Stewart. Not when—if—and that made a big difference!


    My eyes fell on the open door to his office, and I remembered the Internet test I had done.


    Does he have a secret place or private room, maybe a drawer he doesn’t want you to touch?


    The only room that could be considered off-limits was his huge office. It was the only place I had never been in alone, because it was his and I had always respected his privacy. I reckoned that if there was a proof, any evidence at all, that tied Jett to the victims, the police would have found it already. Still, what’s to say that nothing was left for me to discover? Even with all his secrets and his dangerous past, Jett had always insisted that I knew him best, that I knew the real him. What if there was something in there for me that could answer at least some of my other questions? If there was anything, anything at all that could help me understand him, it could make all the difference whether to believe in him, or not. If only he chose to explain, but that wasn’t an option so I slung my handbag over my shoulder and crossed the hall.
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    Entering Jett’s office, ignoring the torn books and folders cluttering the floor. I figured doing what I was about to do would compromise his privacy, but then with so many things destroyed, he’d never know I had been snooping around.


    Now was my one and only opportunity to get answers—answers I needed but he hadn’t been willing to give.


    My pulse sped up as I began to open one drawer after another, unsure of what I’d find or even what I was looking for.


    Most of the drawers were empty, their contents already scattered across the floor. I skimmed through loose papers, but there was nothing out of the ordinary about his business reports. Nothing that would indicate he might be working for Nate or why he might be interested in deleting the legal firm’s email.


    My fingers ran over the smooth surface of his heavy mahogany desk. Back in Italy, we had found a journal hidden under a desk. What were the odds that Jett might have a similar hiding spot?


    Sweat accumulated on the nape of my neck as I tried to push it aside. It barely budged from the spot. I lifted, stifling a groan, but only managed to lift it an inch or two.


    Shoot.


    I never expected the damn thing to be so heavy. Jett had made it look so easy when he simply turned it over. Exhausted, I gave it another push, when my phone rang in my handbag, drawing my attention away from the task at hand. I fished it out and peered at the familiar caller ID.


    “Hey, I’m at work.” Sylvie’s chirpy voice echoed down the line. “I’m just calling to make sure you’re okay.”


    A mixture of relief and worry flooded through me.


    She sounded well and safe.


    “I thought we had an arrangement,” I said as I sank into Jett’s comfortable leather chair. “I’ve been worried sick about you, you know. I called you like ten times.”


    “You did? I thought I had sent a text.” She laughed nervously. “You know, sometimes you just can’t rely on technology.”


    It was a lie. And a big, fat one. I could almost taste her guilt. Something had happened and she was trying to wriggle her way out of telling me.


    “Where have you been?” I asked warily.


    Sylvie hesitated before letting out a sigh. “I had a date, but you knew that already.” I could almost hear her edginess through the line, which raised my suspicion.


    “So…how was it?” I asked.


    “How was what?”


    “Your night?” I raised my eyebrows even though she couldn’t see it.


    “It was okay, I guess. Nothing special.” Her voice lowered to a whisper. “Can I get you anything after work?”


    “Is it just me or are you trying to change the topic?”


    “I’m not changing the topic.” She laughed out loud—the sound filled with yet more guilt.


    “You are.” I took a deep breath. “Oh, my God, Sylvie. What is it that you’re not telling me?”


    “All right. I kinda was with someone.” The words came out low and fast. For someone as sexually liberal as Sylvie, her behavior made no sense.


    I frowned. “Kinda?”


    “Just with…you know…Kenny. I spent the night with him.”


    What the hell!


    I stared at the space around me, stunned. Kenny wasn’t just one of Jett’s best friends, he was also just as hard to read.


    And probably just as much of a jerk.


    “I thought you said something about a blind date?” I said, silently praying that I hadn’t heard her right.


    “I did.” Sylvie’s voice betrayed an edge of defensiveness. “But he didn’t turn up. The loser kept me waiting for forty minutes. Can you imagine? Then Kenny called, and one thing led to another. We basically hooked up.” She let out a quiet whistling sound, followed by a giggle. “As it turned out, the only reason why he didn’t call before was that he broke his wrist and was in a lot of pain.”


    I shook my head in disbelief. Maybe Sylvie’s heart wasn’t as clever as I thought it was. Maybe deep down she was as fixed on Kenny as I was on Jett.


    As Sylvie recounted her night with Kenny, my attention began to wander off. It was only after she mentioned staying at the old warehouse that it dawned on me why she had been trying to avoid the subject.


    “He’s there, isn’t he?” I asked quietly, disrupting Sylvie’s excited chatter, and a long pause ensued.


    “Who?” Sylvie’s asked, taking her time.


    “Cut the crap. You know who I’m talking about. Kenny, obviously.”


    “I don’t see him right now.” Her voice betrayed that she was trying to lie her way out of my interrogation. Maybe she didn’t see him that instant, but she sure knew where he was. He was probably using the bathroom or something. “Are you okay, Brooke? You sound a little stressed.”


    “Yeah, I am.” I bit my lip, wondering whether to call her up on her attempt to change the subject.


    “Brooke.” She let out a drawn-out sigh. “I hope you harbor no plans of running back to him. If a guy cheats on you, you need to slam the door in his face once and for all, not open it again to invite him back in, which means no questions, no looking back, and certainly no longer showing any sort of interest in him. You have to stay hard even when pretending is harder.”


    I grimaced. If Sylvie knew I was snooping around Jett’s apartment, she’d be barking mad. But I had to tell her about Gina and the detective’s investigation.


    “Listen, there’s something I need to tell you,” I said. “About what happened at work.”


    I opened my mouth, ready to explain when a blinking light drew my attention to the printer on Jett’s desk. There was something about that light, symbolizing caution or a warning that required immediate attention—like a big flashing yellow traffic signal.


    Jett must have used the printer not too long ago.


    That was the only thought that came to mind. Sylvie’s chattering instantly forgotten, I neared the machine and opened the paper drawer. My eyes scanned the top sheet. As I read the words, a first wave of shock hit me hard.


    


    Tiny drops fell from the sky


    


    I sucked in my breath. The paper in my hand was unfinished but, without a doubt, the first line of the poem. The realization cut through me like a fire whip, and waves of confusion, then anger, then more confusion washed over me.


    “Brooke? Are you even listening to what I’m saying?” Sylvie’s voice drew my attention back to her. “What do you want to tell me?”


    “Look. Can we talk later?” My tone sounded as weak and shaky as I was feeling.


    “No, don’t you dare hang up on me.”


    “Later,” I added absent-mindedly and hung up, my gaze still fixed on the paper. My phone started to ring again, but I ignored it as my mind began to put two and two together.


    Jett had sent the letter. It had been him in the staircase. He had pounded on my door and scared the hell out of me. There was no doubt about that now.
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    “What the fuck?” I whispered slowly in disbelief. “What. The. Fuck.”


    I didn’t know what to think or feel anymore. I didn’t even know what scared me more—that I had been wrong in my expectations of a relationship with Jett or right in my initial assumptions. I should have listened to Sylvie when claimed that I had been blind in love, not seeing Jett for who he truly was. All this time, I had believed to know him. The real him. But I had been wrong. The paper I held in my hands showed me what he was capable of; what he was willing to do.


    You don’t know him at all, Stewart.


    The insight kicked me right in the gut. For all I knew now, he was a Southern devil with a southern charm and the cunning ability to seduce my mind while blinding my soul. Admitting it even to myself was pure humiliation and a disgrace nonetheless.


    “Son of a bitch.” I laughed darkly. “You got me.”


    The next time I’d see him, I’d kick him where it hurt the most. If he so much as smiled, I would slap his stupid grin right off his pretty face.


    As shock turned into anger, I crumpled the paper into a ball.


    Jackass.


    What if I had called the police and showed them the letter in the belief it might somehow be connected to Gina’s murder? How long would it have taken them to find it in Jett’s apartment and add it as yet another piece of evidence?


    Talk about Jett knowing how to attract trouble.


    After living with him for weeks, all those allegations could lead back to me and make me a possible suspect.


    A suspect.


    I drew a sharp breath and let it out slowly.


    Holy cow. Had I really been so stupid? If the police found my clothes, my toothbrush, anything that belonged to me and carried my DNA—sooner or later I’d end up having accessory written on my résumé. Worse yet, I had borrowed Sylvie’s clothes and make up. If they thought I was involved in Jett’s affairs, nothing would stop them from pulling Sylvie’s name through the mud.


    “Crap,” I muttered.


    I couldn’t risk pushing my best friend into Jett’s dirty dealings just because I was in love with him. The thought that we’d end up in even more trouble scared me so much that I picked up a big black garbage bag with one simple plan: gather all my and Sylvie’s belongings, and then get the hell out of there—before someone returned to search the place again for anything they might have left behind.


    Better leave no proof at all.


    Maybe Jett was into living dangerously, risking his life, breaking the law, but I wasn’t. I wouldn’t be so stupid to incriminate myself even though I had done nothing wrong.


    Hell, I was surprised Jett hadn’t thought that far when he left the letter on my doormat. After his stupid move or prank or whatever he thought he was doing that night, I wasn’t ready to go down in flames with him. Being pregnant, I had to be the responsible one, putting my unborn child first before I forced the truth out of him.


    Heading to the bathroom, I made a mental list of all the things I had left behind. Anything that could link me to Jett had to disappear. Opening the mirror cabinet, my fingers stretched out to pull out my belongings—only to stop in midair.


    “What the hell!”


    I grabbed a silver-capped lipstick and frowned. This wasn’t mine. Nor was the mascara, or the golden tub of moisturizer, or the black hair clips.


    Confusion crossed my face as my eyes scanned the impressive amount of make-up, creams, and lotions left behind. They were all a woman’s things. Just not mine. Ripples of apprehension crept up my back. If they weren’t mine, who did they belong to?


    This can’t be happening.


    The thought of another woman moving in so soon after our separation was too horrible to contemplate. So frightening I walked out of the bathroom, heading straight for Jett’s dressing room in search for concrete proof, all the while ignoring the sickness in my stomach.


    I stopped in front of the large walk-in closet, hesitating. My clothes were in there, or at least they had been the last time I checked.


    Blindly in love or not, I needed that last grain of proof to disentangle myself from the love of my life—no matter how painful a process that might be. I needed to see if Jett was capable of such cruelty—breaking my heart and ripping it out at the same time as making me regret that I once trusted him and allowing myself to fall in love with him. My mother always warned me about sexy men that cheat and manipulate, but never about the guy who could make you feel high with nothing but a single glance. She never warned me that jealousy could be so gut-wrenchingly painful and unbearable, that the feeling of being cheated on could be so sickeningly devastating it would wreak havoc within anyone’s soul.


    It didn’t matter. I had to know. With an anxious flick of my wrist, I opened the door and took a step back.


    I should have seen it coming. And yet a stifled scream escaped my throat. Raw. Primitive. Somewhere deep inside me something broke, the weight of the meaning of it all, of what I had hoped I’d never witness splitting my being in two.


    Arrange neatly were the clothes of another woman. Another lover—the lover after me.


    Or maybe it was someone before you.


    I turned my face away in pain, hiding in the comfort of the solitude around me as tears started to trickle down my cheeks. I prayed inwardly that my eyes hadn’t seen what I knew was the truth, that my heart wouldn’t have to accept the ugly truth, and yet, as I looked again, there was no doubt: Jett had gotten rid of all my things, and filled the empty space with another woman’s belongings. He had replaced me as if I was replaceable.


    Fucking asshole.


    All his words of love—full of promises and plans of a future together—had been nothing but lies. He had always claimed I was the only one and yet I was no exception in his long list of games and women he dated. All the feelings I thought he felt for me were false. I had fooled myself. My legs were shaking, my body urging me to sink to the floor and allow myself to grieve, but crying wasn’t an option. Not now. Not when I was pregnant and needed to consider the well-being of my child.


    Pregnant with his child.


    I smiled bitterly, wiping the tears from my face. The reality of what lay ahead of me was too terrible to comprehend, and yet faking a smile was much easier than letting the pain engulf me completely.


    As grief turned to anger, I ripped the clothes from the hangers, wondering who they belonged to. Was she younger than me? More attractive? It was probably someone he fucked when I was too busy making his company money; when I was stupid enough to believe him. He had claimed to work overtime many nights and I never once considered the possibility that he might be cheating on me when all those long evenings and nights had been perfect opportunities to see whoever he wanted to see.


    Was it possible he had been cheating with Tiffany longer than I thought? The thought that Jett had been too much of a coward to tell me that it was over and so he waited for me to end things in order to have a new start with a past flame was much worse than him fucking her behind my back. It would mean that their friendship had elevated to a whole new level.


    The entire situation was like a frigging train wreck. I had to look even though I didn’t want to. I began to touch each dress, each one prettier than the other, in search for more clues about her. Just like back in the bathroom, I didn’t find a lot. Then again, the stuff that occupied Jett’s closet now was maybe half of what I had brought with me when I moved in. Then again, maybe she didn’t have enough time to shift her entire wardrobe, considering that Jett and I had only been separated for one day.


    One day!


    God, I hated him. I hated him so much. Heat rushed up my back as my throat closed up again. Never again would I fall in love with someone, and surely with someone as good-looking as Jett.


    The worst part of hating someone you love so much is that any form of self-inflicted pain will only fuel the anger and the hope to move on, even if that meant I had to find out who it was to get closure.


    I looked through the closet, skimming through dress after dress. Not a single sweater. Not a single—I stopped in my movement when my hands touched a pink polka dot fabric, and I drew a sharp breath.


    There was something oddly familiar about the fabric and the way the white specks were arranged in such an old fashioned way. My mind recollected having seen it before. Someone had worn something similar recently, and that someone wasn’t Tiffany.


    I pulled the dress out, my fingers stroking the delicate heart-shaped bust line adorned with fine lace. Maybe I had seen it in a catalogue—except, because of my financial worries, I hadn’t bought a fashion magazine in forever. Maybe I had skimmed through one in the obstetrician’s waiting room. But, for some reason, I knew I was fooling myself.


    My heart began to drum in my ears as memories started to flood my mind.


    I closed my eyes and listed to my pounding heartbeat for a few moments, but it didn’t shed light on my suddenly racing thoughts and the grain of suspicion slowly settling in the pit of my stomach. A nerve started to twitch just beneath my left eye like some irritating fly. Suddenly everything around me evaporated as realization hit me.


    Gina had a dress like this.


    The memories came hard and fast. It had been my first day at my new modeling gig. All models wore polka-dresses while posing around fake birch trees. They all looked so pretty and the colors were rich and mesmerizing. I remembered all of it because I had admired the style.


    Thalia had worn a yellow dress, but the pink one?


    I touched the soft fabric, trying to prevent the next pang of pain hitting my head, and swallowed the lump in my throat. But it was too late. The thought entered before I could stop it.


    Gina wore it on the fateful day she died, before changing into jeans and persuading me to have a drink with her at a famous club.


    I held the dress away from me and shook my head slowly.


    No, it had to be all a mistake, of course. The result of a very active imagination. Surely, it couldn’t be Gina’s dress.


    That would be mad.


    Crazy.


    Insane.


    Because it would imply that Gina had moved in with Jett and died within hours of it. And there was no way that was possible.


    Never.


    It just couldn’t be her stuff.


    While my intuition said there was more to the mystery than met the eye, my mind began to conjure up unrealistic scenarios. Unfortunately, whichever way I tried to see it, I was stuck with a dilemma where things seemed to be more complicated than in a spy novel.


    Think, Brooke. Think. Any rational explanation is better than nothing.


    Tiffany was one thing, but Gina another.


    Given that Thalia had said she had history with Gina, I doubted Jett—no matter how good-looking he was—could get Gina into his bed…unless she swung both ways. But what if—for some crazy, ultra-mad, super-insane reason—it really was hers?


    Answers were supposed to be simple and not far-fetched. Like love was supposed to be easy and kind. Unless I found some real tangible proof that it was really hers, I had to abandon the possibility that it belonged to Gina and just assume Jett had let another woman with a penchant for burlesque dresses move in, even though our separation wasn’t long ago.


    I turned my head to the bathroom, considering what to do.


    If another woman moved in with Jett, she would have taken a shower, left a trail. She would have left something behind. Such as what, Stewart?


    The hairbrush.


    Why didn’t it cross my mind to check it earlier?


    With so many things from me gone, I wouldn’t be surprised if the brush wasn’t mine, either.


    All I needed was to hold a few stray strands of hair against the glaring lights of the bathroom, and I would have my answers. Given his sex-god looks and uncanny ability to make a woman scream his name, there had been countless female employees, all of them vying for his attention, some even going as far as flirting in my presence. The blonde could be any other woman’s delighting Jett for the night. If they were black, I could safely assume they were Tiffany’s.


    With a new rush of fear my feet came alive. Within seconds I reached the bathroom. My fingers curled around the green brush, holding it up. But there was no need. The hair strands shimmered bright red, the color of chili pepper—a hue so strong it stood in direct contrast to the cream granite tiles in the background.


    “I don’t understand,” I whispered slowly, feeling like I was going to lose my mind. “How is this possible?”


    I didn’t know any other woman with such a bright hair color. Not in my circle of friends, nor at work, and I doubted Jett either. Unless Gina had risen from the dead and came to haunt him, finding her hair in Jett’s bathroom felt surreal.


    Maybe Jett’s hired a prostitute. Ever thought of that?


    A prostitute with hair as red as fire. And a love for burlesque dresses. Sure, it was a possibility I couldn’t discard, but still…what were the odds?


    Suddenly anxious to leave, I turned around, ready to walk out. It was in that moment that my eyes noticed a tiny, shiny bundle on the floor. It was almost hidden behind the door, out of view from the hall, but in the glaring lights of the bathroom it reflected the light beautifully.


    My heart skipped a beat as it dawned on me what it was. Then it began to beat rapidly. It was a woman’s necklace. There was no mistaking it for anything else. It was the same silver butterfly necklace Gina had worn during our night out, its wings ringed with small green stones. First the dress, then the hair, now the necklace.


    With my heart hammering in my chest, threatening to jump out of my rib cage, I bent down to pick up the silver pendant. My fingers shook so hard I had to force them to be still as I turned it around, peering at it from all sides. The first thing I noticed was that dark brown rust covered half of the polished metal. The second thought was that the same brown stain diminished the luster of the green stones. Only rust didn’t look like this, which could only mean…it was caked blood.


    The realization that the necklace was covered in Gina’s blood hit me like a freight train. Feeling another wave of dizziness washing over me, I closed my eyes as a shaky breath escaped my lips. “Oh, my God.”


    I dropped the necklace in shock, then retreated several steps, clasping my hand over my neck, hoping it would stop me from choking on the sheer magnitude of what my find could mean.


    Jett can’t be a killer. He can’t be.


    His face, his smile, his hands, the way he had touched me…based on all those things I couldn’t believe he would do something so horrible—stabbing Gina, snatching the necklace, and then running her over. He was a cheater but not sick. Besides, he had no real motive, or at least I couldn’t imagine one.


    My thoughts trailed back to our worst fight to date. I could still hear all the anger and despair in his voice that morning when I confronted him about the secrets he had kept.


    Look, I get that you’re pissed at me, but it’s just…complicated. You need to trust me.


    What if Jett was so deep in shit he couldn’t tell me? What if there was something I was not seeing?


    I looked at the brush again, then at the necklace.


    The poem, Gina’s belongings being everywhere—something just didn’t add up.


    Something was wrong. So very wrong.


    If only I could pinpoint what it was.


    “I don’t understand,” I whispered for the second time, trying to connect the dots. Hundreds of thoughts raced through my mind, each one more confusing than the other. A shiver ran down my spine as I left the bathroom and returned to the living room, taking in the mess with renewed interest.


    If the chance—even so small— existed that Jett was in trouble, maybe even killed Gina, would he really have all this stuff everywhere?


    Surely no killer would be so stupid as to leave a victim’s things lying around in his home. Especially not a man as successful and renowned as Jett. Not when he already knew he was a primary suspect.


    Something else bothered me.


    If the police had searched Jett’s place, wouldn’t they have gathered all of Gina’s belongings for a concrete DNA analysis. The fact that the necklace stained with blood was left behind could only mean they had never been here in the first place. Either that or they had turned a blind eye to glaring evidence.


    Which of the two options was the truth?


    I had no idea but I was sure of this: the pulled out strand of hair was Gina’s. The clothes and necklace were hers as well.


    None of Jett’s stuff seemed to be missing, only my things.


    No person, and surely not the dead, could move into anyone’s apartment between the time Jett spent the night with me and the time of Gina’s death. Even if the letter was his and I still didn’t know what Jett’s intentions were, I couldn’t believe he would be so negligent and scatter evidence around for the world to find.


    I reckoned what I was about to do could get me into more trouble, but I felt that I had no choice. I needed to rescue him, for if it wasn’t the police who searched the place, who did?


    Before I could change my mind, I dashed to the bathroom and threw the necklace in a bin bag, followed by everything else I could find that linked Jett to Gina. This was an emergency.


    This was what my gut feeling was telling me to do and I followed it through to protect not just Jett but the baby inside me.


    I just hoped it wouldn’t come back to bite me in the ass.
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    Getting all of Gina’s belongings into one huge bin bag seemed to take me forever, but at 9:05 a.m. I was finished. Throwing the heavy bag in the trunk of my old Volvo, I was grateful I had decided to drive rather than take a taxi. It was an old thing, whose annual repairs cost me more than using public transport. But as graduation gifts went, I loved it to bits. There was nothing more exhilarating than feeling free to drive anytime anywhere, no matter how long it took me to get through the nightmare traffic in NYC.


    Today, however, my gratitude reached a new peak because, the next thing I knew, I’d be transporting a dead body and a shovel in the trunk.


    Seriously? Was I already considering burying a body for Jett—just because I was so happy he hadn’t moved in with another woman in the meantime?


    I cringed inwardly.


    What was wrong with me?


    Suddenly hiding a dead girl’s belongings in the back of my car didn’t feel so justified anymore. It felt illegal, and a hell of a lot of trouble.


    Angrily, I slammed the trunk, then slumped into the driver’s seat and turned the heater on, hoping it would help me stop the unease bubbling up inside me.


    Just do this and then you’ll see how that goes, Stewart. Once you have answers, you’ll come up with a next step.


    It was too late to back off anyway. My fingerprints were all over Gina’s stuff and I didn’t have the energy or time to carry it all back inside.


    I jammed the car into first gear and was about to pull out of the parking lot when my gaze glimpsed the police car parked at the corner and the two uniformed guys exiting the car.


    Holy shit.


    I stared at them, my body instantly hitting panic mode. Every part of me screamed to drive away, but my hands were frozen in place and my legs wouldn’t listen to my brain’s command. My heart began to hammer in my chest as I watched them walk over to Jett’s building, their strides determined and full of purpose.


    Please don’t go in. Please.


    My intuition told me they had come for Jett, possibly with the intent to search his place again, except I would have expected a special unit rather than mere uniformed officers, which led me to the assumption that they might have come to arrest him.


    I held my breath as they entered the building and through the huge glass panels I watched them chat with the concierge, and even though I couldn’t make out their expressions I was convinced that they were hard and determined, even grave. A minute passed. Then another, and the next thing I knew they disappeared from my sight. The concierge held up a blue book that I remembered was the visitor log and began to scribble.


    I swallowed hard and floored the accelerator. The car instantly stumbled forward, the engine sputtering in protest. Whatever their business was, I decided to get the hell away as fast as possible before someone spied me and I was forced to answer questions I didn’t have the answers to, or worse yet, taken in, just because I happened to have Gina’s stuff in the back of my car.


    I laughed darkly.


    It was no longer just a girl’s stuff. They were a murder victim’s belongings—vital evidence that might be presented in court—and they now had my fingerprints all over the place.


    And, oh wait, my one and only alibi just so happened to be the primary suspect.


    Great. Just great.


    I didn’t know what was worse. That I was helping a suspect with no real proof that he was innocent. Or that Jett had transferred a lump sum of money one day after Gina’s death, and everything could lead back to me, not least because I was helping him by hiding evidence.


    I cleared my throat to get rid of the sudden dry sensation inside it, wondering why the heck I hadn’t thought of bringing a bottle of water with me.


    Oh God.


    People would draw the conclusion that he was paying me off. Talk about a mess.


    What if I was wrong in my assumptions that Jett was not involved?


    The realization hit me hard that I could lose everything by protecting him.


    I stifled the sudden need to hit the first church on the way to my destination and confess that instant because it felt like it was the right thing to do. My hands itched to call Sylvie to ask for help, but that wasn’t a possibility either. Not when she’d most certainly ask the one question to which I had no answer. A question I couldn’t even ask myself.


    So, why are you helping him?


    I was doing it—for well…


    Crap!


    Jett being in deep shit was worrisome, but more worrisome was the fact that I loved him. But the worst—the worst of all facts—was my stupid attempt to protect him in spite of having no proof of his innocence. It was like knowing that disaster would unfold and doing it anyway, like wanting him to be good when he wasn’t. Hoping to end up back together, when his intentions could be deadly. Loving him in spite of all the pain he had caused me, even when it killed me slowly. Maybe I was no exception in his hunt for love and sex, but Jett Mayfield was, simply put, the love of my life. As much as I denied it—as much as I wished it weren’t true—I was protecting him for all the stupid reasons of love, willing to harm myself by messing with an ongoing investigation.


    And that’s how I knew how madly I loved him.


    Clutching at the wheel for support, I ignored the need to bang my head against it in the hope it would shake some sense into me. Everything I did for Jett was based on instinct, on suppositions—nothing concrete, really. Just wishy-washy stuff, where my heart was leading the way, and my mind was adamant in the belief that Jett wasn’t like his brother. But did I really know him? Someone had still spiked my drink and I couldn’t just overlook the fact that the small time frame between 2 a.m., the time I fell asleep, and 5 a.m., the time Gina died, would have given him ample time to leave and commit a crime.


    I groaned again. All those possibilities—those endless, ever changing theories—were insane. Until I didn’t talk with Jett, my mind would continue spinning in a circle while my feelings would continue to be clouded by fear, making me to conclusions.


    Slowly, I made a decision. Jett wasn’t home, which could mean he might be anywhere. But for some inexplicable reason I knew he wasn’t working late or hitting some bar.


    I had to see him now, and give him a chance to explain. And I knew exactly the place where I might find him.


    If Jett thought he could pay me for any particular reason, he was wrong. Maybe he had the money to buy himself immunity, but I harbored no wish of being like a prostitute, always at his service. There was no way that money would buy my silence, my love, or my help.


    Just this once, I would help him out of love, giving him the benefit of the doubt because I honestly believed that he was innocent. But if I found out that he had sided with his psycho brother, I wouldn’t hesitate a second to bring the evidence to the police and free myself from all ties to him.
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    Throughout the drive to Jett’s gang, I kept wondering why someone would take such great care to remove all of my things—all but one picture frame—and replace them with Gina’s belongings. The image of the necklace covered in blood kept circling in my mind, rendering me almost unable to concentrate on the traffic, until I pulled into one of the parking lots and killed the engine, ignoring the guy who patrolled the entrance.


    Even though I had lived with Jett’s gang for a few weeks and they had accepted me, I still had to get used to the whole “gang thing” idea. Originating from New York, it was hard for me to envision that one of the most successful and most renowned men in the world had such a shady past. Were it not for his tattoos, the scars, and brazen attitude, I would never have believed that Jett might be friends with people harboring the inclination to break the law.


    Long before I stepped out of the car, I could feel the cold stare from the high-tech security cameras at the top of the fence recording my every move. As I passed one of them, fighting hard not to feel threatened by the usual blinking dot, I made sure to peer into one, then waved in the hope whoever sat behind the screens would recognize me rather than mistake me for a possible intruder and gun me down.


    Walking along the rundown buildings that were arranged in a “U” shape with parking spaces on either side, I couldn’t help but notice how little had changed since my last visit. There was comfort in knowing that even when the world descended into darkness and chaos, here everything would stay the same: the old battered cars parked outside gave a deceptive impression of the grandness of the place. Hidden behind the bulletproof metal doors, they stored brand new sports vehicles. The gray walls looked like they were in desperate need of renovation, yet the rooms were equipped with the world’s most innovative technology and amenities. The windows seemed dark and gloomy, as though no one had stepped foot inside in a long time, but I knew that at least forty people lived here at any given time.


    Forty people on Jett’s side.


    Forty people with weapons.


    I hadn’t yet forgotten how much their rough, tattooed appearance had freaked me out the first time I arrived. Now my fear was surpassed by other worries. Would I finally uncover the truth about Jett and what was going on? My dread didn’t so much emanate from finally getting answers, but stemmed from what that truth might be and, subsequently, what it would mean for us.


    Taking a deep breath, I waited for the camera to change position and for someone to walk out. When nothing stirred, I walked along the concrete path until I reached the fourth building and stopped in front of the main door. Just before I could knock, the door was thrown open and out stepped Brian.


    Gang leader.


    Tiffany’s boyfriend.


    Jett’s mentor and one of his oldest friends.


    I swallowed the lump in my throat as he stopped inches from me. My heart lurched as it dawned on me that he must have seen me through the security camera and probably had plenty of time to make up his mind as to what to do with me.


    So much for my surprise moment and forcing Jett out of his hiding hole—if he was even here.


    With pale, freckled skin, light blue eyes, and short, blond hair that shimmered red in the winter’s sun, he looked like a nice guy until you reached the part where you discovered that his body was all muscles—the result of excessive training—and his neck and shoulders as well as his arms were covered in tribal tattoos that probably had a deeper meaning but looked creepy as hell.


    If his scars and the dangerous glint in his eyes weren’t enough of a warning that he liked to fight—both physically and verbally—his fierce demeanor spoke volumes.


    In the short time I had known him, I had discovered that Brian didn’t only enjoy being in control; he was downright addicted to provoking and confronting people. He was the most competitive and argumentative person I had ever met. I always thought Jett liked to take risks, but Brian took the extreme to a new level, which was why his people both respected and feared him. Imagine car races through the city. Hacking into computers. Tracking people. Underground fighting. Brian showed no fear. Losing just made him want to play harder. I would even go as far as to say that he lived on adrenaline—just like Jett once had.


    “Brooke.” Brian greeted me with an amused grin on his face.


    “Brian.” I nodded, keeping my voice calm and steady. “Is Jett here?”


    “It depends. Why do you want to see him?”


    “I need to talk to him.”


    “You sure it’s just talking?” he asked and cocked his brows, his voice full of insinuation. Instantly, a hot blush warmed my cheeks as I remembered the day Brian walked in on us when we were naked in the community shower room. The memory of Jett’s strong arms pinning me to the wall, his erection lodged deep inside of me, as the water poured down on us had me all flushed.


    I jutted my chin out, feeling defensive. “Just talking and nothing else.”


    “Ah. Now that’s interesting. I don’t recall Jett mentioning you were coming over.” Brian inclined his head toward me, his gaze scanning me up and down. “So remind me what do you want to talk to Jett about?”


    I shrugged. “Nothing in particular.”


    “Nothing at all?” He raised his eyebrows.


    “Nothing I can think of.”


    “You sure?”


    “Yeah, of course I’m sure.” I glared at him. “Now can we get this over and done with?”


    I already knew it was going to be a long argument, which he so clearly enjoyed. Behind him, I glimpsed people gathering on the stairs, watching the scene that was about to unfold. Brian’s best friends. They were always around him. If I hadn’t known them better, I would have gone so far as to say that they were his guards. Cheerleaders. Fans. Group bullies. Probably bored to death with what little had happened during the day and they were seeking that extra kick, which happened to be me—the highlight of the day. Yay!


    Whatever. If he could play that game, so could I.


    “I don’t believe you,” he said, amused.


    “Of course you don’t,” I muttered.


    His grin widened as he shrugged. “You have to give me a valid reason why you want to see my man.”


    “Like I told you, there’s no particular reason why I want to talk to him. Do I look like I need a reason to see him?” I pointed at my inflated tummy.


    “As a matter of fact, you do,” he said with the same annoying smile as before. He squeezed his thumbs into his pockets and waited, watching me.


    I stared at him down, unsure how to proceed.


    Brian was as stubborn as a bulldog, but I wasn’t ready to give in yet. He had played the same game so often, I knew that the only way to win was to either give in or spill the secrets, and I couldn’t do the latter.


    “Cut the bullshit. Even if I had one, it’s none of your business, Brian.” My voice was sharp and to the point, which was only rewarded with a more annoying grin. “Besides, it’s in his best interest. Now let me see Jett.”


    “I see. His interest,” he mocked me. I watched him cross his arms over his muscular chest and lean against the door, his imposing figure blocking the entire door. “Now let me remind you, Brooke. This is my place. Jett is my man. You’re trespassing on my property. I don’t let anyone in, not even when he wants it, without a solid reason. So, let me rephrase, are you sure there is nothing I should know that’s going on under my roof?”


    I narrowed my eyes, suddenly feeling anxious.


    From the way he so often repeated the question, I couldn’t help but wonder as to what he was referring. Did he know somehow about Jett’s problems and wanted to test me how much I knew? Was he just being curious, sick of having spent the day on the couch with no action? Or was it genuine concern for his friend? All I knew about Brian was that he was Irish and that he liked to fight. If I didn’t want to piss him off, I had to tread carefully.


    “I don’t know what you mean,” I said cautiously.


    “You know exactly what I mean.” His smile was gone. My heart hammered in my chest as Brian stepped forward and I inched back. His stance was casual, but the threat was palpable in the air.


    Oh, shoot.


    “So?” he prompted.


    Something about the way he was standing and looking at me, told me he knew something. The question was what did he know?


    Heck, he could as well be referring to Tiffany. The image of Jett’s lips on Brian’s girlfriend’s lips made me cringe. I groaned inwardly. If Brian didn’t stop his inquisition any time soon, this might just take a whole day. I considered telling him to fuck off, when he took another menacing step forward.


    “I don’t know.” I wet my lips slowly. “I’m not here to get you guys into trouble, Brian. I’m here to talk with Jett and see how he’s doing. Nothing more. Nothing less.”


    At least one eighth was the truth.


    “Nice one,” Brian said. “Just answer the question.”


    “Oh please. As if I would keep secrets from you.”


    “Answer the fucking question, Brooke.”


    I stared at him. It was the first time he had said my name so forcefully, like a command. I regarded him warily. He was so close he could have touched me if he reached out, and my heart fluttered with nervousness. I wasn’t afraid of Brian. I had once been, but that stopped after I realized he was a man of loyalty who would never let his friends down. Okay, he was a bit of an actor who played hard and liked to test people’s boundaries—just like he was testing me now—but that didn’t make him a bad person.


    I couldn’t help but think about Tiffany kissing Jett and how hurtful it would be if he ever found out. I looked down, avoiding his probing gaze, the images inside my head both raw and shameful. No guy, not even a macho like Brian, deserved to be cheated on, especially since Brian had contributed to Jett saving my life. Without his gang’s help, Jett would never have found me when I was kidnapped.


    “How long have we known each other?” Brian asked quietly.


    The question took me by surprise.


    “Obviously, not so long that I’d know what you want.”


    “The first time you arrived, do you remember what I said to you?”


    “That I have to stick to the rules?” I suggested, shrugging.


    “That’s right. You have to stick to my rules, which means you have to run everything past me. That’s how things here work. You report to me.” He stared at me, leaving the silence open to interpretation.


    Seconds stretched into minutes during which I could slowly feel myself giving in. The way Brian was standing, waiting, looking at me, I knew he wouldn’t cave in until he got an answer.


    God, he was a stubborn ox.


    I rolled my eyes inwardly. If I didn’t owe Brian, I would so have kicked him where it hurt the most.


    “Oh, please.” I waved my hands. “If you have you to know, I’m hiding first rate evidence in a murder case in my truck. My drink was spiked and I have no clue what I did between two and four a.m. Fuck, for all I know I might have killed someone or be an accomplice to murder. Then my best friend keeps thinking I’m suicidal. And oh, did I mention that I think I’m quite hormonal and emotional? Trust me, you don’t want to deal with a pregnant woman. I’m this close to having a mental breakdown.” I held out my thumb and index finger in front of him. “This close to checking myself into a psycho ward to avoid killing Jett because he’s a jerk. Seriously, even if I had secrets, trust me, Brian, you wouldn’t want me to start boring you with them. I’m lucky enough if I manage to get Jett’s attention when he’s not busy with his work.”


    Brian stared at me in silence before breaking out in a loud, guffawing laughter, and then slapped my shoulder. “I was just kidding. Of course I don’t want to hear about your pregnancy plans with Jett. You’re free to come and see him whenever you want to.” Wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, he turned to address his friends. “As if I don’t have enough women crapping in my ear with their bullshit. Five bucks says she’ll buy my joke again.”


    Someone high-fived him. I turned away, disgusted.


    Men and their stupid jokes.


    Typical. Did they ever grow up?


    I shook my head as I watched Brian signaling his friends. Within seconds his friends, guards or whatever they were, were gone.


    “In you come.” Brian opened the door wide and motioned me in.


    As I walked past him, I noticed how quiet it had become. The smile on Brian’s lips had died and a shudder ran down my spine. The realization kicked in that there was a small possibility that the signal he gave to his friends had meant he wanted to be alone with me.


    That was the last thing I wanted.
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    “So, where’s Jett?” I asked casually. In my mind, I fought the urge to leave. By no means, I was scared of Brian.


    Not at all.


    Except maybe a little bit, based on the fact that he was unpredictable, bipolar, and generally a scary guy.


    He pointed his chin to the chairs. “Downstairs.”


    “Thanks.” I turned, ready to go, when his hand touched my shoulder.


    “Brooke. I need to talk to you.” As soon as the door closed behind us, bathing us in darkness except for the weak light of a naked bulb, Brian’s gaze focused on me.


    Why did it feel like I was in big trouble? With a nervous sigh, I closed another button on my coat, hoping that the extra layer of wool would make my skin thicker to anything he had to say.


    “I was hoping you came to tell me about Jett,” Brian started, regarding me intently. “Did it never occur to you that I’d find out my girlfriend kissed your boyfriend?”


    I looked up surprised, but then composed myself as quickly.


    “Ex,” I corrected quietly. “And no, I don’t believe in trashing her name. What’s the purpose when the damage is already done?”


    Brian let out a small laugh. This time I knew it was fake from the way his smile barely reached his eyes. It was the kind of smile that rendered people untrustworthy, especially when it came with a dangerous glint.


    He shook his head. “It’s strange that you say ‘ex.’ Jett never mentioned a separation.”


    “He didn’t?” My voice came all croaky and hoarse while my heart fluttered in my chest while, at the same, I cursed myself for being so stupid. Taking a deep, steadying breath, I decided to be frank about my thoughts.


    “How do you know about Ti and Jett, if you don’t mind me asking?” I began.


    “He told me,” Brian said matter-of-factly, as if that explained everything.


    “He did?” My eyes widened in disbelief.


    “Yeah,” he replied, his eyes never leaving me. His shoulders hunching and his expression hardening were all indications that Tiffany’s actions didn’t go down as well with him as he pretended.


    “It’s not your fault,” I said softly, touching his arm. “Some people are better left behind. Jett should get his ass kicked for doing something like that to you.”


    Brian’s hard gaze met mine again. “You know it isn’t his fault, right?”


    “What?” I let go of his arm.


    “Jett told me everything.” He paused, considering his words. “How Tiffany came on to him and that you had a fight. There’s no point in keeping secrets, is there?”


    I took one step back, suddenly seeing him in a different light. “And you believed him? That it was Tiffany, who started it all?”


    “I have no reason to doubt him.” Brian gave me a look as if I was the one with the problems. “If you had a lick of sense, you’d do the same.”


    “I see.” I looked down, unsure what to say. It was hard to believe that Brian could be so casual when my streak of jealousy had broken me and turned me into an insecure bitch. Maybe I had it all wrong. Maybe Brian really wanted people to punch the truth into his face. Maybe it was his way of dealing with life—rough, without any beautification or sugarcoating.


    As I watched Brian walk to the large indoor gate that led downstairs to the training halls, my pulse started to race. Not out of fear, but with anger. Anger that he could deal with Tiffany so easily, and I couldn’t be the same way with Jett. Anger that I was so weak.


    “I’m sorry,” I said, watching him when his back was turned to me. “You have to forgive my asking, but you weren’t there. How can you be so sure it wasn’t him who kissed her? For all we know they could still meet each other behind your back.”


    And mine.


    My voice didn’t betray the bitterness of thousands of needles poking into my heart at the memory of Tiffany’s voice on the phone. She had been there with him. Who knew what they had been doing the day before, when Jett cut me off? Behind my eyes, I could feel the dreadful swelling of gathering tears. Even knowing about their past felt painful, and knowing that she still was close to Jett, might be kissing him that instant, sleeping with him. Had a child with him.


    “That’s an easy one.” Brian avoided my probing gaze as he typed in the code. A brief, low sound echoed as the red light changed to green, and the gate opened. With a blank expression, Brian turned to me, motioning me to enter. “Jett said you’ve been here before. So I’m thinking I can rely on you as a point of reference, right?”


    Was he just asking me if Jett was telling the truth? I stared at him, unsure, faced with the fact that I kept hearing double-meanings. “Are you asking me?”


    “Yes.”


    “That part is true, yes,” I said slowly, blinking away the tears. “I saw them kissing before I left. And yes, she might have started it. But still, it doesn’t change the fact that they met behind our backs, Brian. What’s to say they weren’t having an affair for weeks or months and we were clueless?”


    What was to say they weren’t still?


    My voice sounded so stricken, he eyed me in silence for a few moments.


    “Were you in a relationship with Jett when they kissed?” Brian asked eventually.


    “What’s that got to do with it?” I asked, frowning.


    “Everything,” he replied. “I know Tiff. And I know Jett. And the only thing you need to know is that Jett isn’t a cheater.” He took a few steps toward me, his blue eyes looking at me in thought. In the narrow hall, his tall figure seemed to swallow up the entire space. “Jett has made some mistakes but I don’t think he ever cheated on anyone, Brooke. He’s as faithful and loyal as anyone can be. It’s part of the reason why I let him return to my gang. I knew I could trust his word.” He raised his eyebrows as if to convey the importance of his words. “Let’s face it. Trust is much harder to find than the next girlfriend. And Jett has always been a loyal dog. Tiffany on the other side—” he paused and something dark and menacing crossed his features “—she always does what she wants when she’s drunk. If she hadn’t been honest about her problems, I would have kicked her out of here a long time ago.”


    I cringed at her name.


    Tiffany.


    Bitch.


    The thought that she was still living here drove me mad. Her being under the same roof as Jett made my blood boil. I hated her so much. Without her, I would have never ended things with Jett. In spite of any problems, I would have worked things out with him. Or at least I would have tried.


    “So you knew all along.” The question was meant to be a statement and yet my tone came out accusatory. All the hurt started to seep through, and there was nothing I could do about that.


    “Yeah, I did. I know all about her feelings for Jett.”


    I stared at him in disbelief. “If you already knew, why did you ask me then? Is this some sort of sick joke to you?”


    “Obviously to see if you’re lying. I’m not stupid, you know.” He caught my hard glance and returned it. “Maybe she believes she’s in love with him, but it doesn’t change the fact that he was always just a rebound and she’s an alcoholic. And Jett knows—better than anyone—that he can’t take her seriously.”


    “What are you saying?” I asked, confused by the direction our conversation was taking.


    “The kiss. What you assume is cheating. Drinking clouds her feelings, it changes her character.” He sighed, his gaze wandering to his black military shoes. “It’s happened before. A lot of times, and not just with Jett. It was just a matter of time until it happened again. So yes, you could say that I saw it coming. But then she’s an alcoholic.”


    “And that’s supposed to make me feel better and forgive her?” I asked sourly.


    “I don’t expect you to do anything.” He looked up. “But I hope you don’t let it jeopardize your relationship with Jett just because she made a mistake.”


    “I’m not jeopardizing…” I trailed off.


    I did, or at least had done.


    I had blamed him. Fully, without a single doubt.


    “Just saying.” He cocked his eyebrow, and then he moved past me, calling over his shoulder, “You’ll find him downstairs. If you can get him to stop his madness that he calls training, so that I can finally get a couple hours of sleep, tell him that’d be grand.”


    I frowned, wondering what he meant by that, but didn’t care to ask.


    “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want,” Brian continued. “We have plenty of rooms available in building five.”


    I snorted. “You mean, if things don’t work out with Jett.”


    He chuckled. “It was only a suggestion. Doesn’t mean Jett will let you stay in any of them”


    “You mean here with him?”


    Brian shook his head slowly, an amused glint playing in his eyes. “No, over there. In building five.”


    I stared at him. Building five, or more precisely warehouse five, housed five others. All of them male. All of them single. I slowly got his drift.


    “There’s no need for that,” I said.


    “Good.” He was gone before I could utter another word, leaving me in the darkness of the hall.
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    All my life I had watched people fall in love. The thing was, I had never expected to fall so hard myself—that plunging into complete darkness, with nothing but a trusting heart that meant I had to stop breathing to allow for someone’s breath to become mine. Ever since Jett’s lips had touched mine, I felt as though I was branded. I felt like a part of me had died, rising from the ashes, only to become a part of him. Maybe love was a pink witch, on the outside a pretty face bewitching us, blinding us, and on the inside—behind its mask—rearing its ugly head, trapping us with its charming spell, forcing us into a state of obsession and lust-fueled madness where obsession became my reality.


    As I stepped down the stairs and opened the last door to the large training halls, a large subterranean maze complete with a boxing ring and training equipment, my eyes fell on the lonely figure, and my heart died and cheered at the same time. That instant, all the questions I had wanted to ask vanished.


    This was real.


    This was really happening.


    Seeing Jett after all the drama and confusing dream felt surreal. Like losing a favorite possession and being reunited with it years later, then having to gawk at it from afar, unable to grasp it in your hands.


    Except Jett wasn’t standing that far away.


    He was close—too close, like the sky touching the clouds, the sound of him punching the bag the only noise echoing through the hall. It was strange how one minute you thought everything mattered, and then with one single glance, everything became nothing, except for that one guy, who could make you fall in love with him over and over again, day after day, in just a heartbeat.


    An unwanted smile spread across my lips.


    Despite everything—the drama, the secrets, the danger, and most of all the possibility he might be a killer—his perfect body still excited me. Too bad his character wasn’t perfect, and I was a romantic with a weak spot for tattooed Southern guys. Jett looked angry, but more so he looked so damn sexy, I couldn’t help but run the tip of my tongue over my lips. If it weren’t for our much-needed conversation, I would have chosen to stand there the entire day, watching him and daydream about all the naughty things I’d do with him.


    Get a grip! He’s a bad boy.


    A bad boy with a talent for creating pleasure.


    It was hard to resist a bad boy who might be good for my body but not for my heart.


    In the darkness of the room, I stood and watched his lean, half-naked body, each muscle straining as he hit the huge black punching bag hard, over and over again. A layer of sweat covered his back and forehead. His bulging biceps strained as he punched the bag, his muscles flexing beneath the tan skin. I was about to admire his strong thighs when I noticed his shins were all blue and bruised. I wondered how long he had been training. All morning? All night? No wonder Brian asked me to stop “his madness.”


    “Jett?” I said quietly, stopping at a safe distance. His face a mask of concentration and focus, he looked so engrossed in what he was doing I doubted he had heard me. The way he kept slamming his hurt leg into the punching bag faster and harder I was sure that either one—leg or the bag—would break soon.


    “Jett!” I shouted to get his attention.


    He stopped and whirled around. Confusion crossed his face, and then the swinging bag hit him and he stumbled backward, but only so slightly.


    “Brooke?” he asked, his hands stopping the bag from swinging again, his eyes never leaving mine. The surprise was written on his face as his gaze scanned over me as if he could not believe it was me standing in front of him.


    “What are you doing?” I asked shocked, glancing at the blue specks covering his leg and the blood-soaked bandages that covered his knuckles. “You’re completely bruised and bleeding.”


    My stomach fluttered as I watched him come closer. He was so tall. So strong. His face both beautiful and haunting, with glinting green eyes, and hair so dark, he would be my downfall. Blood had begun to seep through the bandages covering his knuckles, and his shins shimmered bluish beneath his skin.


    He caught my glance on his hand.


    “It’s supposed to look this way,” he replied to my unspoken question.


    “Not like this.”


    He shook his head grimly. “That’s nothing. I’m used to worse.”


    Silence ensued. I knew I had to talk, fill the void of communication, but suddenly my prepared speech was gone.


    It had been so much easier in my imagination, in my dreams, in my plans. I would have asked him questions, he would give me answers, and then I would move on. Or not, but it was as simple as that.


    However, standing in front of him, with him watching me, I grew nervous. I didn’t know where to start, what to do or say. He wasn’t supposed to look mortally wounded. He wasn’t supposed to look so sexy and delicious half-naked, making me forget all the things I needed to get off my chest. Fuck, he wasn’t allowed to be so sinfully irresistible, making my body want to touch him when I should be mad at him.


    Before I could stop myself, my fingers stroked over his bruised knuckles, and a soft shiver ran through me. “We need to get it looked at before it gets infected, you know?” I murmured, avoiding his eyes. “If you tell me where the first aid kit is, I’ll get this disinfected in no time.”


    “Why are you here, Brooke?” His voice was low and flat but carried an unmistakable hint of anger.


    I swallowed hard.


    When Brian asked me what I was doing here, I thought it was out of curiosity. I knew he’d try to test me. This felt different. Unlike with Brian, I felt like I had everything to lose with Jett. I felt like I was stepping over boundaries—onto territory where I felt vulnerable. Exposed, with my insides open for everyone to see. For some reason, him not wanting to see me hurt me more than I thought it would. He was angry with me—I got that—but so was I with him for even asking this question.


    “What do you think I am doing here?” I asked, but the words didn’t sound as accusing as I’d intended. “You paid off my loans. I don’t need your fucking money, Jett. I don’t need handouts. I’m perfectly capable of paying off the money I own on my own.”


    It was a lie.


    One he would know if he had indeed checked my balance.


    Towering over me, his gaze lingered on me too long. His jaw was tight—the way it often was when he was trying to control himself. I knew then that he wasn’t happy to see me. That he really had no idea why I was here, and that the silence between us felt awkward.


    “Forget it. It was a bad idea to come here, seeing that you didn’t even want to see me. Just do me the favor and take the money back. I don’t want it, and I don’t want to have anything to do with it.” Turning my back to him, I was ready to walk out the room when his hand grabbed my elbow, stopping me in my movement.


    I swallowed hard, marveling at the strong feel of his grip.


    “I know you would have paid them off eventually. There was never a doubt about it,” he murmured so low I wasn’t sure I heard him. “It’s not a handout, though, Brooke. It’s what I owe you.”


    I turned back to him, taking in his posture. The expression on his face had softened; the hard grip on my elbow was gone. My whole body began to tense because of the way he kept looking at me—his eyes warm and yet his mouth hard, his half-naked body urging me to touch him, his breath asking me to kiss him, and yet I knew that wasn’t an option.


    I would never allow it.


    Not now. Not ever, Stewart.


    “I don’t understand,” I muttered.


    “Consider it an advance payment rather than money borrowed,” Jett said coolly.


    “For what?”


    “I made you partner at Mayfield Realties,” he said, his eyes glimmering with something I couldn’t quite pinpoint.


    I almost tripped in my high heels. The realization of what he had just said kicked in and ever so slowly my mouth dropped open.


    He made me partner in his business?


    Holy cow!


    Why the heck would he do that?


    “What?” I stared at him in shock.


    Hundreds of thoughts raced through my mind, flying so fast I wasn’t able to catch my breath. I shook my head in confusion. Did I miss something? Did I misinterpret his tone of anger from before?


    “I don’t understand,” I said in disbelief. “Why would you make me partner?”


    “What do you mean ‘why?’” The skin around his stunning eyes crinkled ever so softly, but other than that his face remained a mask of nonchalance. “Why does there always have to be a why with you? Isn’t it enough that I’m confident in your skills and that you have good references?”


    That happens when you sleep with the boss, Stewart.


    “References?” I raised my eyebrows. “Yours, I assume?”


    “That’s right.” Now, was that another hint of amusement I detected?


    I shook my head, letting out a slow breath. “Jett, I can’t lead a whole company. Not even half of it. That’s just crazy,” I said, shaking my head again. “I’m sure it’s some people’s dream to make it partner. You’ll probably find plenty of them on the board, people more suited to this position. Steve, for example. He’s been waiting for a promotion for years. Or you could choose Colt.”


    “Steve’s a two-sided snake and you know that. And Colt is way too old. He wants to retire.” He smiled that lopsided smile of his that always managed to send my pulse racing. “You, in turn, are young. Straightforward. Honest. Perfect as my partner.”


    His partner. My breath hitched in my throat.


    Holy mother of double meanings!


    I stared at him, not quite trusting his words when one minute we were having a fight, and the next he had promoted me. Something just didn’t add up.


    There had to be some motive—some ulterior motive I wasn’t seeing.


    I narrowed my eyes as I let my gaze sweep over his perfect features. “Why would you make me partner, Jett?” I asked, not hiding my mistrust.


    “You earned it, Brooke.” He inched closer until he stood mere inches away. He was so close I could smell his manly scent that screamed of power, tenacity and sexiness—of the intoxicating kind—and I realized it must be his scent that made it so hard to think clearly. The knowledge he was a fighter of the hard kind. A sex god, who just had to remove his shirt to make my panties wet. Or maybe it was the feel of his hands going around my waist, pulling me slowly to him until I could feel nothing but the heat emanating from his body.


    He pulled me closer and the room began to spin.


    Slowly, my bitterness began to fade away, which angered me. Anger was all I had to keep me away from him—both physically and emotionally. Anger was a necessary ingredient for helping me focus on the future, let go of bygones, and move on.


    Or at least make sense of everything.


    Without it, I would succumb and plead with him to take me right there and then.


    “It would make me happy to see you in this position,” Jett said hoarsely.


    “I can’t accept it, Jett,” I whispered weakly just when his hands traveled down my back, lingering, threatening to brush over my ass. “It’s a huge responsibility, not to mention a risk. I don’t want to be the one who…”


    “I’m not taking ‘no’ for an answer,” he cut me off and his eyes met mine. “You’re the only one I trust in my company. If anyone should be partner, I want it to be you.”


    “What about the risks? Are you willing to take those?”


    “There won’t be any,” he said. “And besides, with great risk comes great success. You’re worth it. I know you have what it takes to succeed.”


    Help Jett lead his new company? That was crazy. And yet the thought of working close to him, of being near, made my heart beat faster. Working in real estate had always been my dream. The prospect of being around the man of my dreams all the time felt like heaven. It was almost perfect—except for the secrets he had yet to reveal to me.


    I tensed.


    Secrets.


    Ugly secrets that managed to ruin any mood. Dark secrets that kept us from building trust. I hated them with ferocity. Hated that they so easily covered everything positive in our lives, until nothing was left.


    Looking into his face, I wanted to forgive him, not least because I needed some great make-up sex. But that wasn’t an option until he cleared my doubts.


    If he’d just tell me what was going on, confirm that he hadn’t killed Gina, I knew I could start to forgive him. For a moment panic rose within me as I remembered how much we had to clear—so much it felt like it could take all day.


    Good gracious.


    “It’s already done,” Jett said, his hand still stroking my back. “I’ve announced the news to the board and you’re expected to start next week. As of Tuesday, you’ll commence your new position. I’m putting every faith in you, Brooke.”


    Time was running out. There was no doubt. Jett had to tell me everything. He had to clarify, but Jett wasn’t exactly an open book. I took a deep breath, wondering how the heck I could help him open up to me when I had tried before and miserably failed.


    “Why are you so sure I want to work with you after all the secrets you’ve been keeping?” I asked.


    The pause only lasted two seconds.


    “Because I will ask you to.” His voice dropped to a whisper, his hand pulling my hair back. “Colt will get you all the training and everything else you need, though to be honest, I think you’ll do just fine.”


    “You make it sound like I’m doing it all on my own.” It was meant to be a joke…until I noticed the tiny twitch beneath his eye and my smile died on my lips.


    “What?”


    He drew a sharp breath, pausing a little, then exhaling slowly.


    “Brooke, there’s a reason why I promoted you. Why I insisted you worked as a project manager and as my assistant. It was so that I could teach you the ins and outs of this company.” My pulse spiked—and not in a good way. There was something in his tone that wasn’t in tune with what he was saying. His expression was so soft, and yet there was a hard edge in his eyes. And I didn’t like it. Jett had never regarded me with this kind of hard stare. Suddenly I could feel him tense.


    “I’m moving to Chicago,” he said at last, the words cutting through the air like a knife.


    I froze.


    He’s moving.


    The words kept echoing inside my brain. If Jett made me partner in his real estate business in New York City and he moved to Chicago that would mean we’d be no longer seeing each other.


    There would be no us anymore because long-distance relationships hardly ever worked out.


    “You’re moving to Chicago?” I asked in disbelief.


    “That’s right,” he whispered. “We won’t be seeing each other for some time.”


    For some time.


    Oh, my God.


    Oh. My. God.


    My throat tightened and my knees threatened to collapse beneath me—like a house of cards.


    He made you partner. Sounds like a pity move, Stewart. A goodbye gift.


    Maybe even an attempt to pay me off.


    Get rid of me.


    “For how long?” I sounded so choked I could only hope that he could hear me.


    “As long as it takes.”


    “What sort of crappy answer is that, Jett? For how long?”


    He shrugged, not even caring to look at me. “It might be months. Maybe a couple of years. Who knows?”


    “What about the baby? You’re going to miss its birth.”


    “You’re going to raise it.” His jaw set. “That’s just how things are.”


    My eyes moistened again. All my fears, my nightmares—they were real. I was going to kill him, because he had just killed me with his words.


    Bastard!


    After everything we had been through, he was going to leave me—pregnant, clueless, and heartbroken.


    The statement hit me like a train. He was trying to break up with me, for real. Trying to move on. Start a new life. Miss the birth of his child. He had never had the intention to reconcile or start a family, to be there for his child. That was the reason why he didn’t tell me about Nate’s release, why he had kept all his secrets. He didn’t care about me. Hurt and anger poured through me in thick, heavy waves. Tears started to spill from my eyes. My breath came hard and heavy. Suddenly his arms felt like needles. Painful. Raw. Sharp. I pushed him away, the pain threatening to kill me.


    “When were you going to tell me?” My voice increased in volume.


    His lips pressed into a tight line, he turned his back to me. It was the Jett I knew—turning his back on me, refusing to give answers. I stared at his back, shocked by his reluctance to explain or try to ease my pain, as he ambled over to a huge bucket filled with ice cubes and stopped in front of it.


    “Answer the question, Jett.” I walked after him. “How long have you known?”


    My voice shook as I tried to regain control of the raging storm inside me.


    In the silence of the room I watched him remove the bandages from his knuckles. They looked sore, but I couldn’t have cared less. I couldn’t have cared less if he cut himself or if he was bleeding. Avoiding my gaze, Jett remained silent as he grabbed a few ice cubes from the huge bucket, then wrapped the bandages around them and pressed them against his skin. The seconds stretched into minutes. When he finally raised his head, his eyes were cold and his face emotionless.


    “I’m sorry, Brooke. I can’t tell you more than I have,” he said, turning his attention back to his hand, repeating the words he had said before, “That’s just the way things are right now. Nothing can change my decision.”
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    I stared at him in shock, feeling like I was about to explode from the inside. My hands trembled. Anytime now, the agony inside my chest would break me. I didn’t just know; I was sure of it. Looking at Jett, at the way his eyes couldn’t even look at me, at the way his mouth was set, I felt the pain deep inside my heart and knew I had only two choices:


    Break or get broken.


    The pain I felt in my heart was more intense, rawer, and deeper than any emotion I had ever experienced before. If I didn’t do anything right now—anything at all to stop the pain—it would kill me. It sure felt like I was dying from the inside, the seconds slowly ticking like a bomb.


    Without thinking, I stepped in front of the bucket and with a brutal force I had stored for too long, I plunged my hand into the ice. Instant pain soared up my arm as the sharp clusters of ice cubes broke through the delicate skin of my fingers. Pulling my hand out, the aching shot straight up my arms.


    But I didn’t care.


    By going away, he would leave me and my child behind with no chance to mend what was broken, what I hoped could be reconciled. He would leave my future bleak. Sure, he had secrets, sure his words had hurt me, but I loved him nonetheless.


    I pushed my hand back into the bucket again, diving a little deeper until I was sure I was bleeding, and the ice started to both burn and numb my skin at the same time. In spite of the stinging tears and the strange tightening sensation in my chest, the numbness in my hands felt different. It was oddly comforting and anesthetizing. Much more tolerable than the pain Jett had caused me.


    “Stop it, Brooke. You’re going to hurt yourself,” Jett said.


    “I don’t care. It’s my body.”


    “Don’t be stupid,” he roared. “You’re pregnant.”


    “Why do you care? Don’t you have a suitcase to pack or something?” I pulled my hands out only to shove them back in again.


    “Stop it.” He had stepped next to me, watching me in both anger and shock. “You’re fucking hormonal and emotional.”


    Seriously?


    Now he was blaming my pregnancy for his failings.


    Yes, I was emotional, but I was not hormonal. At least not a lot. Not that it affected me, or did it? Who cared?


    “Nice try.” I let out a laugh. “Now you blame my pregnancy when it’s in fact your fault that I’m reacting this way.”


    His eyes narrowed on me. “Hold on. How is it my fault?”


    “After what you just said, how can you still pretend it’s not your fault, Jett?” I stared at him, full of contempt. “There’s no reason for you to lie anymore, so stop pretending and just be honest.” I ground my hand against the ice, enjoying the painful sensation.


    “Stop it, Brooke.”


    “Says the one who kicked his shins bloody.”


    I readied myself to thrust my hands back in again, when he grabbed my hand, holding it up in midair.


    “I said, stop it.” His deep voice didn’t leave room for discussion.


    “Why do the fuck do you care?” I repeated.


    “Because I just do.” He tightened his grip on my hand.


    “The fuck you are. Let go of me.” As hard as I could I pulled my hand away, but his hold on me remained relentless.


    “I will when you’ve calmed yourself.”


    “Calm myself?” I laughed. “I’m fucking calm.”


    “No, you’re not.”


    He was right. I wasn’t.


    All those hormones rushing inside of me felt crushing. They might be pregnancy hormones. They might be stress hormones caused by insomnia. Whatever. I didn’t care what they were called.


    “You’ve no right,” I hissed, yanking my hand again. “No right to tell me what to do. My life, my body, my choices, my mistakes, they are not your problems. Not your business.”


    I had every intention of continuing to slam my hand into the sharp ice—until my heart stopped breaking. It was either my heart or my hand. And my hand had to do.


    For once I was grateful that Sylvie had dragged me to a training course years ago where I had learned how to deal with situations like this. Twisting my hand out of Jett’s tight grip, I pushed him away and was about to start to punch the ice again when something gripped me from behind.


    It was Jett.


    The movement of him wrapping his strong arms around me came so unexpected it knocked my breath out of my lungs as he lifted me up in the air.


    For a moment I was stunned, and then I started struggling against his iron grip.


    It wasn’t possible.


    My feet dangled up in the air, and judging from the lock on my body, he had no intention of letting go of me.


    “Let me down!” I screamed.


    An amused snort escaped his lips, infuriating me even more as he carried me away from the bucket of ice cubes like I weighed nothing. I struggled, but my attempts to escape were fruitless. Jett had me on lockdown.


    More anger washed over me, threatening to burn me like fire. How the fuck dare he keep making decisions for me? Couldn’t he see that I was bleeding inside and that I needed the pain to help me bring some sort of sanity into my life before the pain inside me would rip me apart? And how dare he use his size advantage against me, and press his body against mine when his proximity wasn’t welcome?


    “Let me down, Jett,” I repeated, this time squeezing more icy determination into my voice.


    “I won’t. Not until you calm yourself,” he said in my ear, nuzzling my neck. The skin where his lips touched me prickled when he inhaled deeply. “You look cute when you’re angry, you know that? If you keep being like this, I’ll be forced to keep you close to me the whole day.”


    “It’s not funny.”


    “No, to you, it isn’t.” He laughed in my ear, and my heart melted a few more inches. God, how much I wanted to strangle him in that instant.


    “I hate you,” I said, furious at him. But I hated myself even more for not seeing it coming. Hated the way my heart raced just because I was nestled in his arms. Hated that I had the unwilling wish for him to kiss me, touch me and hold me when I had to focus on being angry.


    “No, you don’t, Brooke,” Jett said matter-of-factly. “That’s just an excuse for how much you love me.”


    God. He was so right. I was that weak. A wave of hopelessness and despair rattled me. Even when he made fun of me, I still melted when he laughed. Tears welled in my eyes.


    “No, I really hate you. Like hate hate you,” I lied. “I hate your guts. I hate that I loved you once. I hate that you are…like this.” My voice and body were shaking, which was bad enough. But it was worse that my heart made somersaults, ready to give in to the annoying weakness I felt for him.


    “Like what? Saving you from yourself?” He chuckled. “I would say I’m quite noble.”


    I scoffed, marveling at the size of his ego. “You’re no gentleman, Jett.”


    “And you’re not exactly sweet honey.”


    “Fuck you.” I kicked under me, but my feet only hit the air.


    “I would love to,” he whispered. “I want you to want me. To fuck you until you can’t walk straight.’


    His words aroused me, his touch fueled the fire within me, but more than that he infuriated me to the core.


    “I really hope that someday karma slaps you in the face before I do,” I said through gritted teeth.


    He laughed and my heart fluttered. ”Hate is a good thing Brooke, you know? At least you’re talking. It’s so much better than you shutting me out.”


    “I’m shutting you out?” I tried to turn around with no success. Instead, I was forced to endure his lips grazing my earlobes. “Have you lost your mind? You’re the one who’s keeping secrets.”


    “For which I had a reason.”


    “The fuck you did.” I tried to move, but it was impossible. “Let me go, Jett.”


    “I promise once you calm yourself, I’ll let go of you.”


    “If you don’t let me go now, I swear I’ll—” I took a sharp breath, considering my words.


    “What? You’ll hate the way I kiss you?”


    I should have seen it coming, and yet it still took me by surprise. His teeth grazed my neck softly a moment before his lips brushed my skin.


    “You…”


    My words were cut short by the door being thrown open and Brian walking in. Both Jett and I turned to regard him.


    “What the fuck, dudes! I can hear your screaming all the way upstairs,” he shouted. “What the fuck’s going on?


    “Stay out of it, Brian.” Jett’s voice came calm and composed, but he didn’t let go of me.


    “Hey, bro. This is my place, so show some fucking respect. Some people have to sleep,” Brian shouted before his voice dropped a notch.


    “Brooke?” Brian looked at me. Even from the distance, I could see the sudden hint of an amused grin as his gaze brushed over our strange embrace. “Is Jett bothering you?”


    “Yeah, as a matter of fact he is.” I stared at him in the hope he’d jump in and get Jett put some much-needed distance between us.


    But Brian made no such move.


    I pointed behind him in case he missed that Jett was standing a bit too close for comfort.


    “Big time. He’s quite annoying,” I added, expecting him to get the hint.


    “That he is,” he confirmed. “But I’m glad you have it all under control.”


    What?


    What?


    “We’re just having a little discussion, “Jett chimed in. “Right, Brooke?”


    I tried to turn to regard him, ready to do whatever it took to get him to loosen his tight grip on me, but before I knew it, he let go. I straightened my skirt, my breath coming hard and heavy. My hair and face felt like a hot mess, and I was sure I looked like we just had fun in a haystack rather than a heated discussion.


    Inside I was raging. My legs were trembling. My heart was pounding. And my pulse was racing. The moment Brian would leave the room, I promised myself to kick Jett really hard if he ever pulled that stunt again.


    “All right.” Brian nodded, unconvinced. “If you can’t keep from shouting and stomping like a herd of elephants to a minimum level, I will throw you both into building two. Is that understood?”


    “Loud and clear,” Jett said behind me, amused. “There won’t be any problems, boss. No need to lock us up in building two. We’ll do as you please. Of course, your well-being is our priority number one.”


    I snorted loudly, both at Jett’s sarcasm and Brian’s warning. Maybe building two was the most poorly furnished place—that part was true—but it was still amazing with a huge indoor cinema and a beautiful spiral staircase and plenty of room for everything. I was hardly any sort of punishment. In fact, I would have moved in anytime.


    “Brooke?” Brian asked.


    “Sure. There won’t be any problems.” I nodded in agreement.


    “You better keep it that way,” Brian barked. “I’ve had enough drama this week. I don’t need more of it.”


    Brian gave us another cautionary look and then he turned around and walked out. For a second I considered hurrying after him, if only to escape the clutches of my weak heart and the conversation I suddenly no longer wanted to have.


    Too late.


    The door closed and we were back to being alone, back to where we had started. I stared at the closed door, not daring to turn out of fear of plunging into new depths of despair at the entire situation. Come to think of it, I would have loved to hear some of Brian’s drama. Any distraction would have been better than dealing with my own life.


    All the energy I had saved for this fight was gone, dissipating the moment I realized that if Jett wanted to leave there was nothing I could do to change his mind. He was a free man.


    “Brooke?” His voice had become soft, tender and my skin started to prickle as he stepped behind me again.


    I shook my head in sadness. “Don’t.”


    His hand touched my shoulder. My knees weakened as he turned me around. There was no smile on his lips. Just sadness. He reminded me of an old lonely tree, the leaves scattering in a thousand directions. The withering of a rose. The cold winter brushing away the last leaf. Just sadness and the promise of winter coming, announcing that everything colorful, everything pretty, would fade away—in time.


    “You promised you’d never leave me,” I whispered. My voice shook and a new set of tears began to trickle down my cheeks.


    “I have to,” he whispered. “I explained my reasons, but you chose not to believe me. What does that say about you? You don’t trust me and I feel you never will.”


    “You’re wrong about that.” I tore myself out of his grip. Feeling the meaning of his words, hearing them—it all felt so true, as if the lies I had told myself was a mere blindfold, and his words had the power to remove it.


    He was right, and yet I still didn’t want to admit it.


    “You could still stay, Jett,” I whispered.


    For me. For our baby.


    “Well, I don’t think it’s a good idea to stay. What choice do I have but to go away?”


    “There’s always a choice, Jett. You said so yourself back in Italy.”


    “Trust me, in this one situation there isn’t.” He looked at me hard. His stance was rigid, and his jaw clenched, and for the first time I wondered if he was trying to run away from the law, like I had tried to run away from him in fear of getting hurt.


    Still, I had to hear it from him. If I didn’t get an answer from him, I’d always feel like the truth had eluded me.


    “Why?” I asked and the room grew silent again.


    “Have you forgotten that I am busy trying to kill you?” Jett said eventually, “So I can finally get my hands on your old grand estate that I so desperately seek? That’s a real life inspiration, you know? Siding with my brother. Raping others and killing them…now that’s fun.” His voice was dripping with bitterness and sarcasm. His eyes shimmered with a dangerous glint, and there was just the hint of a sad smile on his lips. Suddenly I knew he wasn’t just being sarcastic; he was genuinely shocked by my assumptions about him and now he was telling me what he thought I wanted to hear. I couldn’t blame him. I had accused him of all of those things and more during our last fight.


    “Is that one of the reasons why you’re moving to Chicago?” I asked breathlessly.


    “No. It’s the only reason, Brooke.” His eyes searched mine. “You made it clear enough that you want me out of your life and that’s exactly what I’m giving you,” he said. “I can’t stay with someone who believes I’m capable of killing a human being for money or power. I love you, Brooke. I really do, but there is no point in staying if you think I’m capable of hurting you. I’d rather kill myself than see you hurt. I’d rather go away than make you feel unsafe around me.”


    “I didn’t really believe that when I said it,” I whispered.


    Somehow it didn’t come out right. It sounded as though I was lying to myself. I probably was.


    At the images of me Googling him, and sneaking around his apartment in a desperate search of proof, I felt shame pouring through me at the way I assumed the worst about him and yet hoped for the best. From the look of it, Jett sensed my earlier doubts about him.


    His disappointment in me was so apparent, my heart lurched.


    “I’m not so sure about that,” he whispered. “You took it into account that I would harm you, and that’s all that matters. You showed me how little trust you had in me. Can you guess how thinking so little of me made me feel?”


    His tone sounded hurt, angry and spiteful. He was hurt and I couldn’t blame him, but how could I explain to his stubborn self that there were reasons why I did everything that I did? That a set of events, not necessarily created by him, smudged my trust in him.


    “Can you guess how seeing you kiss Tiffany made me feel?” I retorted.


    His eyes narrowed on me and the glint of anger increased just a little. I had never seen his eyes ablaze with so much anger—their green color so green it could have poisoned or conquered a soul. Right now he was conquering me with the depth he was regarding me.


    Towering over me, his large size intimidating me, my pulse started to race. As Jett regarded me, his irises darkened, matching his mood that I knew was plummeting to new depths. He stepped toward me—so close I could feel his breath on me.


    “Let’s just be honest, Brooke,” he whispered. “Compared to you, I can control myself. Just because Tiffany and I share a history, I would never have fucked her again. Never. And that applies to all other women out there. And do you know why? I didn’t need my needs fulfilled, because I already had everything with you. But you?” He gave me an accusatory glare that made me flinch. “You couldn’t control yourself when you thought I was Check.”


    Ouch.


    Talk about bitchiness.


    I gaped at him in shock.


    In the silence, he grabbed his gloves that were lying on the floor next to his bottle of water and walked over to the training mats and the rest of the equipment. His face resembled a mask of ice as he pulled on the gloves, then started lifting free weights, his biceps straining from the effort.


    “How dare you!” I said through clenched teeth, feeling anger pouring back into me. “You make it sound like I really slept with another guy.”


    “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you could have,” he muttered, continuing to lift the weights. They looked like they weighed a ton, and yet Jett made it look it was barely a fly.


    I opened my mouth, then closed it again.


    Fuck, he was right.


    My drink had been spiked and it really could have been anyone I brought home. But he still had no right to say that. He had no right to be angry when he was the one who started all the problems. It dawned on me that it was going to be a long day. It might even become our biggest fight yet.
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    “Fuck you.” I crossed my arms over my chest as I stared Jett down. “Maybe that’s exactly what I wanted to happen.”


    He stopped in midair, his eyes narrowing at my words, and his face changed into a mask of anger.


    “Say that again?”


    There was just a hint of danger in his voice, the kind of tone that matched his black tribal tattoo—the one symbolizing power and dominance. The kind of tone that brought a smile to my lips.


    Holy mother of pearls.


    He was angry. No, make that fuming. He was like a wild lion, ready to pounce on me and swallow me whole.


    I raised my chin defiantly and shrugged.


    “Fuck you?” I suggested, innocently.


    He put the weights down and turned to face me fully with a glower that made my panties wet.


    “No, the other stuff that you just said. About what you want,” he prodded. “Say that again.”


    I bit my lip at how marvelously sexy he sounded when he was pissed—as if his aura was nothing but the form and power of a nuclear bomb, able to tear off my clothes and burn me. And I wanted to be burned all right, all the way to my core.


    “You heard me the first time,” I said with just a hint of a smile. “If there were another guy, I would have done him.” I let the words roll slowly over my tongue. “Real good.”


    He cocked his head, his eyes fixed on me. Even from where I stood I could see the waves of jealousy and fury wafting over. It pleased me that I had that effect on him. That he wasn’t so immune to emotions either. That he was as jealous as me. I liked the idea of having the upper hand for a change and being able to pierce through his sturdy armor. That was my last thought before his steps echoed closer, each one of them slow and measured.


    In the silence around us I noticed just how quiet he had become. How my skin reacted to his presence and how my heart hammered against my chest so hard that I was sure everyone in the building would hear it. Finally, his hand touched my hair. With a determined pull, he removed the clip and my hair fell down in a cascade of ringlets. He tangled his hand in them and pulled me close until his hot breath was on my lips.


    “Just to make one thing clear, you’ll never fuck another guy,” Jett whispered low enough for me to hear it, enough to send a tremble down my spine.


    My brows shot up in mock amusement. “And why wouldn’t I do that?”


    “Because you’re mine, Brooke,” he whispered. “And I don’t share.”


    My heart skipped a beat as I peered into his dark green eyes and I shrank back from the intensity. I tried to laugh, but the sound remained trapped in my throat. He sounded so serious it scared me. I wondered what he’d do if I disobeyed.


    “Is that why you were at the club?” I asked breathlessly. “To stalk me? To make sure there wouldn’t be anyone but you?”


    “No, far from it.” His voice sounded hoarse as his eyes bore into mine, penetrating the deepest layers around my being.


    “Then why would you go there?” I narrowed my eyes on him.


    “You know why. The same reason I followed you to Italy.” His gaze brushed my face and settled on my lips. Under his intensive, probing glance, I felt exposed and heat began to radiate through me. Slowly the corners of his lips twitched. He must have known the impact his body had on me, or why else would his cockiness and massive ego begin to resurface?


    “Remind me to finish this conversation later when we’re done,” he whispered.


    “Done with what?”


    My breath hitched when he pulled me to him, crushing my mouth against his. Beneath his clothes, I could feel he was hard—for me. He pressed his bottom lip between mine, forcing me to open my mouth only to run his tongue over mine in a long heated mind-blowing kiss.


    Holy cow.


    The guy knew how to kiss, and kiss good.


    Talk about marvelously good.


    My whole body was on fire, begging him to set me free, urging me to get the closeness I had been missing.


    Screw the fight.


    I wanted him bad. I wanted him now—when he still had that dangerous glint in his eyes and was looking so dangerously handsome, his half-naked body a sinful temptation.


    As his tongue dipped into my mouth, swirling in and out in slow, hard moves, my head began to spin harder and my knees grew weaker. Deep inside of me I could feel something pulsating to life.


    Longing. Desire.


    I need it, needed him. And from the way his hardness kept pressing against me, he needed it, too—in whatever way. There was no doubt about the fact that I was more than willing to sleep with him.


    “Don’t mistake my lust for weakness,” I whispered.


    Or forgiveness, for that matter.


    “Don’t worry. I won’t.” His lips curled into the most stunning smile, flashing his perfect teeth, all straight and white.


    I sucked in my breath as he pushed my hair to one side, only for his lips to hover over my skin. He was so rough and yet so demanding in his movement, his touch perfect, experienced, determined—leaving me in perfect balance of want and need. His touch, warm and soft, sent shivers down my spine. I moaned ever so slightly. It had been so long. Too long.


    The anticipation of touching him, of feeling him inside me was growing bigger by the second. I knew I was about to lose my pathetic self-control. My hands reached for his training shorts, sliding inside the waistband, and then I pulled down. My breath hitched in my throat as his erection jerked out.


    He wasn’t just big.


    He was impressive—like a king among queens. I flicked my tongue over my lips as my fingers tenderly moved over the slick crown and my hands were about to run down his hard shaft when his fingers closed around mine, holding me captive in my movement.


    “You’ve lost that privilege,” he whispered, pulling my wrist behind my back. “From this moment on, I’ll be making all the decisions.”


    “What?” I whispered as his lips crashed on mine again, cutting off my words. I moaned when he circled my tongue, sucking it deep into his mouth like a wild tornado on fire, and he began to unbutton my shirt with one hand, the other holding my wrist. I shuddered at the way his fingers touched my skin whenever a button came loose while his tongue continued to conquer my mouth.


    After what seemed like an eternity, he removed my shirt. The coldness of the room hit my bare skin and I sucked in my breath.


    And then his hand touched the zip of my skirt. Somewhere inside my brain, I could hear that we were about to embark on public make-up-sex, that anyone could enter the hall and catch us in mid-action, but I didn’t care. Jett was the only man who was capable of making me forget the world around me. He was the only person, who was like ecstasy—dangerous and addicting.


    Lowering myself onto the hard mat, I pulled him on top of me, breathing in the scent of his aftershave.


    Before I knew it, I was naked and Jett accommodated his weight on top of me, his knees on either side of my body, pausing, waiting.


    Confused, I looked up, unsure why he was watching me when he grabbed my wrists and leaned into me. I didn’t mind. It was an opportunity for me to stare at his wide shoulders and beautiful, tattooed chest.


    Holy pearls.


    His chest was so broad, his arms so strong they could carry a woman until the end of time.


    “Brooke?” he whispered, drawing my attention back from his muscles and the throbbing between my legs. I couldn’t help but think how much I loved him calling my name. As if I belonged only to him, as if I was the only woman in his world. The only one that mattered now that I was lying beneath his hard body, my entire being turned to liquid.


    “Yeah?”


    He smiled gently as he looked at me. “I’m so pissed off at you.”


    “Me, too.” I returned his smile. “I’m raging.”


    He shook his head and the smile disappeared. “No. You don’t understand.” I narrowed my eyes as his hands slowly moved away from my wrists and started circling my breasts, focusing on my hardening nipples. “I’m so jealous I don’t think I can share you with anyone. Ever.”


    “Then we have something in common.”


    “Do we?” He cocked his eyebrow. “Because I doubt it.”


    My breath hitched in my throat, the words stuck in my throat, as his hands moved up my arms, then alongside my collarbones, one thumb stopping at the sensitive hollow of my neck, the sternal notch. With a soft movement, he tilted my head to one side and then he began to kiss me, sending a tremble through my body as his lips settled on my earlobe.


    “Do you have any idea what I’m going to do to you for all the things you said?” he whispered in my ear. His voice was so deep and low, full of dark promises to unmake and punish me.


    “No.” In spite of my attempt at infusing some much needed confidence into my tone, my voice broke. “But what makes you think I’d let you do that?”


    “You want me to, Miss Stewart,” he whispered, rising up on his knees and his hand moved between my legs. “I can sense your needs.”


    His confidence made me not only nervous, I felt like I was having my first time all over again. The hint of a southern accent in his angry tone was even sexier than I could have dreamed of.


    If Jett Mayfield weren’t the owner of a successful company, he would have made his fortune by becoming a narrator. Or judging from his body, he would have been a model. I smiled at the image of him posing, his muscles glorified by the camera.


    And then I remembered that he had no idea that I had tried my hand at posing as a pin-up girl. I had no idea how he’d react if he found out.


    “I have many needs,” I said, pushing the dark thoughts to the back of my mind. “You don’t know half of them.”


    “Then I’d better make sure to find all of them and fulfill them one by one.” He grinned as he dipped one long finger slowly into my wet sex. His eyes locked on me as he spun his finger, pulling it out slowly, the motion making me wetter and hotter before he sucked it into his mouth. “Tasty.” He grinned. “Now don’t even pretend you don’t enjoy this. You’re into this…a lot.”


    Damn. He was good.


    Inside, I was wet and ready for him.


    I wasn’t just into this. I was into him.


    My head was throbbing. My legs were trembling. And my heart was racing at the way he kept looking at me with that dangerous glint in his eyes. As his thumb kept rubbing my clit, my pulse spiked and heat rushed to my cheeks.


    “I’m more than just into this, Jett,” I whispered, thinking of the crime scene evidence I had hidden in the car. Of all the things I had done for him, without having any answers. His face flickered with amusement. I wasn’t sure he heard me or the seriousness in my tone.


    Jett leaned forward and kissed me deeply, so tender that there was no way to say whose air I breathed. Was it mine or his? Was it air intermingled? Or was my passion the product of us two?


    It struck me that I wanted him to leave his mark on me, something I could always treasure. If his kiss could have burned me then I would have wanted him to kiss me harder. More fiercely, until the feeling lasted for all eternity.


    His hands caressed my shoulders, moving lower and between my legs again, brushing them apart. I closed my eyes, savoring his touch, his breath on my face, the warmth of his body.


    I should have seen it coming, but it still took me by surprise when he entered me. It was slow and tender as he pushed inside my core, into my being. His gaze looked at me with a depth that equaled the way he penetrated me—demanding, possessive—just the way I needed it. Maybe it was the gentleness of a usually primitive act, or that there was nothing dirty in it, but it felt right, like two beings trapped in a cocoon. With the heat flooding over my body, I let out a deep moan, and lifted my hips against his in need for more, closing my eyes to enjoy the moment.


    “Look at me,” Jett whispered. His voice sounded hoarse and I opened my eyes, my breath coming heavy. My heart skipped a beat as I peered into his green eyes and noticed that his mouth had softened as his thick shaft moved inside me, stretching me, filling every last corner. And yet something felt different.


    “Do you love me?” he asked at last.


    I drew a long breath. Here I was, in the middle of an argument, lying on the mat, with him moving inside me, and he was asking if I loved him.


    I swallowed hard. How was I supposed to answer that? With my body so exposed and open for him I was barely able to think straight as every slow thrust sent a new wave of pleasure through me, announcing my imminent release. My hands grabbed his shoulders, my fingers dug into his skin. That was the only answer I could give him.


    Anytime now the thrusts would send me over the edge. As though sensing my impending orgasm, Jett replaced his slow thrust with even slower moves—painfully slow moves that sent the whole room spinning and my insides clenching for more. My breath was barely more than a shudder. I could feel every rub, every motion, every drop of moisture of him inside me. He pulled out, only to push in deeper, his thrust hitting my core. His eyes never left mine as he continued to slowly thrust inside me, his body moving against me. I moaned, shifting my hips to let him slide in just a little bit deeper. Hot waves of fire shook my abdomen as he impaled my flesh and I lifted my hips to give him deeper access when he suddenly pulled out again, only to let the slick head of his erection nudge my entrance. Ever so slowly he plunged in and stopped until I could feel nothing but him pulsating inside me, waiting…waiting for what?


    Right. For my answer.


    “What kind of stupid question is that?” I asked.


    “Just be honest.”


    “It’s not like you are.”


    “Well, I try to be.” He moistened his lips. His beautiful kissable seductive lips. I swallowed, both intimidated by the question and the rising need inside me. “If I love you?”


    He nodded. “Yeah.”


    His intent gaze landed on me again and for a few seconds there was silence between us. At last, he stirred again,


    “Do you, Brooke?” he probed. “Do you love me?”


    I looked up. His eyes peered intently at me, waiting, watching. Doubting. It felt as though the question was different. It felt anxious. Careful. Uncertain. Almost as if he had started to believe my lies at some point.


    All those years I had the unprecedented and unspoken belief that even the most sparkling stone of a relationship would become dull. Not so with Jett. He was a multi-faceted diamond that blinded me with its brilliance and hardness. And right now, he was cutting me into the core, his eyes resting on me, and his hardness teasing me mercilessly by staying lodged deep inside me without moving. I quivered beneath him, my body pleading for more.


    “I do,” I whispered. “Sadly. Maybe even too much.”


    “Then tell me you’re mine.”


    “You’re killing me,” I whispered, feeling like I was about to cry from sheer pleasure. “Can’t it wait until later?”


    He grinned. “That’s just the start of the punishment I’m about to give you.” Wedging himself between my knees and lifting my legs a little higher, he forced his shaft deeper inside me, filling every inch so slowly I felt like helping myself to get the release I so desperately craved.


    Damn.


    I should have seen it coming. He was going to make me beg and plead. He was going to torture by filling me, impaling me, building up my orgasm without letting me come. A stroke of passion rushed up my spine like lightening.


    Damn him.


    I was so damn near and yet he stalled.


    He carried a weapon more dangerous than a gun. And right now this weapon stretched me, giving me the feeling of being invaded. Now I understood what La petite mort meant. If Jett kept going like this, I would experience the little death and it wouldn’t be pretty.


    “Jett, please. Don’t make me plead.”


    His lips twitched. “You’ll have to do better than that.”


    His erection plunged another inch into me, building a bigger, growing momentum until I felt I might just be about to pass out.


    “Say you’re mine, Brooke.” His hands grabbed my wrists and pulled them above my head until I could do nothing but look at him. His breath brushed my mouth, stealing my air, my oxygen, my soul. There was no him and me, only two hearts.


    “I’m yours,” I moaned. Pleased with my answer, he started to move. Slow, deliberate, painful moves.


    “You forgot to call my name.” He laughed hoarsely.


    It was in that moment that our eyes connected with a depth that made me tremble like music did to my soul. As he kept moving inside me, dissolving my sensitive flesh, his breath on my face, there was nothing but him and the hardness of his spear penetrating me. He kissed me with a passion as if his lips had always belonged on mine. Or maybe it was I who had always belonged to him.


    “Mine,” he whispered. “You’ll always be mine, Brooke. As I will be yours. And that’s my promise.”


    His tongue sucked mine deep into his mouth and he slammed harder into me until our bodies began to tremble, ripe with orgasm. I closed my eyes and let myself melt into him, savoring the sensation in the knowledge that everything was right.


    Everything was okay. I was safe.


    I could feel it.


    With my heart pounding against my chest I could feel myself falling into one special place—where passion and tension collided to create a color so beautiful it took my breath away. Jett shuddered, his hot moisture spilling deep inside me as an orgasm rippled through him, pouring his essence into me, and then I came.
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    We were lying on the floor, side by side—on our backs, staring up at the ceiling. The passion was gone, leaving us in the darkness of something ominous that threatened to destroy the sanctuary we had built through lovemaking. Seconds passed, which turned into minutes with us both afraid to speak first. It was then that I realized if I wanted answers, I had to be careful with Jett. If neither of us took the plunge, then there would always be a misunderstanding and poison would eventually seep into our relationship, staining it, damaging it beyond repair. I didn’t want to go back to that cold, dark place of insecurities, a world filled with secrets and words unspoken. Conversely, if we began to communicate there was always the small possibility of another fight, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that.


    So what will it be, Stewart? Fight or silence? Anger or resentment?


    One wrong word, one wrong action, and it all might just go down the drain. Sex brought us together, but any sort of tension could easily tear us apart. From what I understood, Jett’s issue was his fear that I might be dating other men, which were fears very similar to mine, except my problem with him was a lot bigger. A lot more dangerous. Deciding to speak out, I swallowed the lump in my throat.


    "Back at the hotel, I felt like you went behind my back when you visited Nate. And then, at the bar, seeing you with another woman, broke me,” I started, not daring to look at him. “I wanted to get back at you. Hurt you as much as you hurt me in the hope that another guy would help me make this even. That’s why I went out that night.” My gaze scanned his face for clues to what he was thinking. He continued to look at the ceiling, his arms crossed under his head, but his breathing had become quiet. “But even with Check, I still kept seeing you. When I closed my eyes that night, I still wished it was you who was making love to me. And it was still you, who turned me on in my thoughts.”


    Silence ensued for a moment and then Jett turned to face me. He glanced at me with a depth that made my skin tremble. “So does it mean you’re not over me?” he asked quietly. A soft smile lit up his gorgeous lips and I almost choked on my emotions.


    “I’m not over you,” I whispered. “And I’d be lying if I said that I wanted things to be over. But—” I paused, struggling for words, as the images of Gina’s face popped into my mind. “I just feel that your secrets are destroying our relationship. I can’t deal with them anymore. I’m so sick of us not knowing what’s going on in the other’s life.”


    He propped up on one elbow and inched closer until I could almost feel his breath on my skin. And suddenly his lips curled upward in a sexy smile. After all the drama and the fighting, being in his arms again seemed unreal and unrealistic, and his smile wasn’t the reaction I expected.


    I frowned at him, unsure if he was making fun of me.


    “What’s so funny?” I asked, confused.


    “What you just said. Sounds like Check wasn’t successful in making you forget me. Yesterday you claimed we were over. Today you want to make this relationship work. That tells me you want to be with me. Truly be with me.”


    “Well, I never wanted it to end,” I admitted, regarding him. When he continued smiling at me, I brushed my hair out of my eyes, considering my words. “Jett, our relationship’s not what bothers me. It’s all the secrets you’re keeping that destroy us. I feel like I can never trust you fully if you keep things hidden from me.”


    He looked at me blankly. His smile disappeared, and I felt a hint of disappointment at the fact that he was bottling up again.


    I wanted for him to open up to me, not to ignore me, to spill whatever he was hiding in his mind. Good or bad. It didn’t even matter. Bad wasn’t even that bad. I could get accustomed to it. I would have tried to understand what I otherwise couldn’t.


    “Don’t you have anything to tell me?” I prompted when he didn’t reply.


    “I told you already. I have my reasons, Brooke.” His voice was still quiet, but there was a hint of authority behind it that didn’t allow room for questioning.


    I wet my lips nervously, considering my words carefully. When they came out, they sounded vulnerable and shaky. “Why is it so hard for you to tell me? You can trust me. You know that, don’t you?”


    “I do, but I can’t tell you. It’s not possible.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because it’s not that simple.” He let out a deep breath. “I know you have questions.” He paused and took a deep breath. “But like I said, it’s complicated. I’m not sure you’d understand and I’m not willing to risk it.”


    My shoulders dropped. After everything, we were back to square one. He still wouldn’t confide in me. Or wanted to. I was far from getting the answers I needed. The knowledge that he was leaving me in the dark again was tearing me apart.


    “It’s more complicated than being a primary murder suspect, you mean?” The words left my mouth before I could stop them.


    He grimaced. “A murder…what?” Every muscle in his face tensed, but his lips belied his shock.


    “I was there,” I said matter-of-factly.


    “Where?”


    “In your apartment.”


    There was a stunned silence. I couldn’t believe I had blurted that out in desperation. He stared at me. I could see his surprise, his thoughts processing my words.


    “I saw her things,” I whispered. “It bothers me that you didn’t tell me that the police is looking for evidence to find Gina’s killer. Why all this secrecy and—”


    “Hold on,” he cut me short, his eyes narrowing me. “Just hold on. What are you talking about?”


    “You don’t know what I’m talking about?” My voice came out louder than intended. “The girl you talked to in the coffee shop and was killed later that day.”


    He continued to stare at me. I could almost hear his nervousness, which turned me instantly anxious.


    “What girl, Brooke?”


    I looked at him in sheer disbelief, my voice failing me.


    Stay calm, Stewart. Play it cool. He might be playing clueless, but you know better than to trust blindly.


    I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The detective said he took you in for questioning, Jett. There’s no reason for you to pretend that you don’t know what I’m talking about.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His voice dropped to an icy whisper. “What detective?”


    Oh, God.


    He was good.


    I pressed my mouth into a tight line. Now that my thoughts had become my nightmares and my fears my pursuers, he just couldn’t see how important his honesty was.


    “How can you still lie to me?” My voice was barely more than a croak. “I saw the pictures, Jett. Don’t you get it?” I got up and furiously buttoned up my dress. Eventually I grabbed my bag and coat from where I had left them on the floor, ready to walk out. “I’m going. There’s no point in me staying if you can’t even admit the truth.” From the periphery of my eyes, I watched Jett get up, pull up his slacks, and then head for me. He reached me in two long strides, his height both intimidating and arousing me.


    “Brooke, please!” He grabbed my arm, but his grip was tender, begging me to listen rather than gluing me to the spot. “I swear I’m telling you the truth. I have no clue.”


    “You have no clue?” I turned to him, my face ablaze. “What about your brother? Will you pretend you don’t know about him either?”


    “I can explain that.” He sighed and wiped his palm over his face. “You’ll see there’s a perfect explanation.”


    I yanked my arm away. “I don’t want to hear your perfect explanations about Nate. I want the truth about everything, which you so obviously can’t give.”


    He touched my arm again.


    “Please.” He never said please like that. “Let’s talk about this. Give me a chance to explain about Nate.”


    “You’ll answer all of my questions?” I asked doubtfully, my gaze scanning his face for any signs that he was bluffing.


    “If you listen and stay, then yes, I will.”


    I drew a sharp breath and let it out slowly. Crossing my arms over my chest, I stared him down. “Okay. You have one minute. Spill.”


    “That’s all I need.” He wet his lips, taking his time to reply. “Do you remember when I said that the ETNAD club has many powerful and famous people involved and they are fanatic to keep their identities protected? That in order to hide their identity from the outside world they go to great length by hiring the best lawyers and worse?”


    “Yeah, but what’s that to do with you?”


    He held up his hand, silencing me. “Just listen.” When I nodded, he continued, “The only reason I visited Nate in prison is because they need him for a set-up. The evidence the police impounded is not enough to get each and every member behind bars. Some of them are high-ranked politicians and, and with their reputations at stake, let’s say they’re more than happy to pay for certain privileges, like making evidence disappear. So, my brother agreed to work with police to expose the remaining members of his elite club in exchange for having his sentence reduced.” Jett paused, letting the words sink in. “In the eyes of the public, including the elite members, he’s a free man, but he’s not. Nate’s simply cooperating with the police.”


    I stared at him, feeling an ice-cold knot twisting inside my stomach.


    “Oh, God,” I murmured at last. “What if he runs away?”


    And kills me, I wanted to add but didn’t.


    “Brooke, they are keeping him on surveillance. It won’t happen.”


    “You mean he’s wearing wires and an ankle monitor and all?”


    Jett nodded.


    I eyed him wearily. “He’s cooperating?”


    He nodded again. “Trust me, Brooke. I don’t like it either. But I don’t have a say in the matter. The only reason I visited him was because I wanted to know what he’s doing, where he’s going, who he’s talking to. I had to make sure he stays the hell away from you.”


    “How long will he be out for?”


    “I don’t know. Two weeks, one month, I guess,” Jett said.


    I swallowed the thick lump in my throat.


    Jett’s brother had been involved in an illegal elite club that kidnapped, raped and killed for fun. It was the same club that had kidnapped me when Nate wanted to kill me to get his hands on the Italian estate I had inherited. Having his sentence reduced wasn’t what I had hoped for.


    “How long have you known?” I asked.


    Jett looked down, evading my questioning gaze. “Longer than I wanted,” he whispered. “Like I said, sadly, there was not enough evidence to tie them all down, which is where Nate’s supposed to come in.”


    “And you trust that he’ll do as requested of him?”


    He cocked his head to the side. “I know my brother. He’ll want the shortest sentence, even if that means betraying his friends. It doesn’t, however, mean that he’s a changed man.”


    My heart slammed against my chest. “If you’ve known for a long time, why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


    His jaw set and he hesitated, probably considering his words. “I didn’t want you to get involved.”


    “Involved in what?”


    “Nate and all the shit that surrounds him,” Jett said. I could understand that, but still.


    I narrowed my eyes. “Jett, you could have told me. You know that, don’t you?”


    “It was a mistake that I didn’t. I know it now.” He smiled gently. “I did something stupid, and I’m sorry. Now you know the truth why I kept this from you.”


    I didn’t return his smile, unconvinced by his words. Instead, I kept looking at him, challenging him, waiting for him to spill the beans but he stayed as tightlipped as before.


    “What about the other secrets, Jett?” I asked. “Do you have anything else to tell? Anything at all?”


    He froze, his grimace signaling that he might just be about to blast me off. “Yeah, that’s the thing, what other things, Brooke?”


    “What about the girl they said you killed? Or about your car showing traces of you running her over. Or that you’re a murder suspect. Or what about the letter you left me at four in the morning, scaring the hell out of me?” I asked in desperation, feeling like I was going mad.


    He stepped back, eyeing me hard. “Jesus. Where did you get those ideas?” He stared at me furiously. “Tell me who the fuck tells you those lies and I will beat this motherfucker up.”


    I shrank back by the intensity of his words, but then composed myself just as quickly. “It was a detective I met at work.” Seeing Jett’s confused glance, I remembered that Jett didn’t know about the job, and added, “It’s a long story. I got a new job, by the way. Me and two girls I met there went out the same night you picked me up to celebrate my job offer. Anyway, one of the girls was killed, and the detective questioned all of us. He told me about you.”


    God, it all sounded so crazy. Even though it had barely been a few days, my life was slowly beginning to sound more complicated than a soap opera. Maybe I should start recording my everyday occurrences to keep track. I almost expected Jett to start inquiring about the new job when he shook his head in confusion, keeping silent, processing. He looked at me as if I had told him I just had brunch with the devil.


    “Her name was Gina. Maybe you knew her?” I added, hoping the new bit of information would jolt his memory. He didn’t say anything. I waited impatiently, unsure what to make of his silence.


    “Do you know how you sound?” He said at last. The glint in his eyes matched the thick waves of tension wafting from him. I took a step back and surveyed him.


    “Trust me, I know perfectly how I sound. Like someone who lost a screw, right?”


    He stared me down. “That’s about right, Brooke.”


    “But do you know in what kind of situation you are, Jett?” I asked. “Apparently, you killed two people.” I held out my hand. “Not my words. The detective’s. He said you bought immunity, and told me that you had your car reported stolen. He told me that your car was found with plenty of traces.”


    “A detective, huh?” He looked at me as though I had just gone completely crazy. As if I was the one who made up the lies. I remained quiet, watching his reaction, not avoiding his furious glances. “Was Tina one of the girls you were with the night I picked you up at the club?” he asked quietly.


    “Gina,” I corrected, narrowing my eyes. “Yeah, she was. How do you know?”


    Please tell me you know her. Tell me something. Anything at all. Please.


    “It was just a wild guess considering you said a girl died that night and you seem to have known her.”


    My shoulders slumped, disappointment and defeat washing over me. Suddenly, the situation wasn’t just scary, it was overwhelming—a burden on my shoulders, threatening to nail me down, making sure I would never get up. I had come in hope for answers only to find that the whole conversation with Jett—except for Nate—was going nowhere. As though I was stuck in a crazy labyrinth, I had no idea which way to go, what to do, not even sure if there was any sort of escape from the fear that had been following me around all day.


    I didn’t just feel helpless, I felt like there was nothing more I could do. What was worse, I felt like Jett didn’t understand me; as though he’d never share that burden with me, and that I was all alone. For once I wished life weren’t so complicated. If he had just told me what was going on, if he only tried to explain, maybe I would have been able to understand him and start solving what needed to be cleared. But the fact that he kept pretending to have no clue meant that he’d stifle that trepidation inside me, which only managed to make me even more wary of him and the other secrets he might be keeping.


    “I don’t know if I can trust you, Jett.” I almost choked on my voice and cleared my throat. “You can’t even admit that you left me a letter last night?” A tear ran down my cheek. I brushed my hand over my face, hiding from him if only for a moment—my vulnerability so naked I was sure that any cruel word could blast a hole in my skin. “I came here looking for answers and you make everything worse by denying any knowledge. Why can’t you just once tell me the truth and help me understand what’s going on? Why can’t you just tell me the secrets you keep from me and stop…this madness?”


    His soft touch stroked my face and his hand cupped my chin, his thumb wiping away the tears, forcing me to look at him.


    “I am not accused of murder, Brooke,” he said slowly. His voice was calm, but underneath I could hear slight outrage. “My car was not stolen. I didn’t send you any letter. I have absolutely no clue what you’re talking about. I don’t even know a detective. The closest I came to any sort of trouble with the law was through my lawyers. I was never questioned for anything.”


    I swallowed.


    “So your car wasn’t reported stolen?” I asked incredulously.


    “No.”


    “You were not accused of murderer?”


    “Nope,” he said slowly.


    I stared at him in disbelief.


    “What, Brooke? You think I’m some lying sociopath?”


    I raised my brows at him. “Are you?”


    “Jesus, Brooke. Of course, I’m not.” His voice came so low I winced. It made me almost feel bad. If only I had concrete proof that he wasn’t.


    Looking at him, I realized there was no way he could be such a good actor. He looked as shocked as when his father was hurt or when I announced that I was pregnant. Jett wasn’t an open book like me, but today I could see the emotions on his usually unreadable face. And right now I could see one thick vein throbbing on his forehead, and his shoulders were all tense, as if he was ready to punch something.


    “I don’t understand,” I whispered. “If you did none of those things, how come the detective thinks it was you and they found traces of one of the victims on your car?”


    “Are you sure he’s not confusing me with someone else?”


    The possibility had crossed my mind, but the police hardly ever made mistakes. Or did they? I turned to him, taking in his worried face. “Pretty sure. I saw pictures of you, Jett. And the detective knew your name.” Another shiver ran down my spine as I remembered the details of Gina’s gruesome death.


    “And he said my car was reported stolen?” he asked incredulously.


    I nodded. “And that it had traces of the dead girl’s DNA.”


    Without another word, he grabbed my hand, pulling me along. In less than a minute, we reached the basement where the cars were parked. Jett swung the door open and switched on the lights.


    I recognized his car immediately. It was parked in its usual spot, all sparkling and shiny and very expensive, beckoning to me.


    “So, do you believe me now?” he whispered. I shook my head, not because I didn’t believe him, but because what I was seeing didn’t make sense.


    “Tell me, Brooke, did this detective show you his badge?” he asked, not waiting for an answer.


    “No, he didn’t.”


    He let out a sharp breath and shook his head.


    “What?” I asked slowly.


    He took his time answering. “I think someone’s playing a game with you, Brooke. Someone’s trying to mess with your head. I don’t know what his intention is, if it is to separate us, but I’m sure of one thing,” Jett continued, whispering so low my skin began to prickle. “The detective isn’t a detective and I want you to stay away from him. Do you hear me?”


    Words failed me. I always assumed there was an explanation for everything, but never this possibility. Once more sickness washed over me, and I closed my eyes, feeling suddenly faint. When I opened my eyes again, his forehead was creased with worry.


    “Come here.” He pulled me to his chest, and I let him. “I love you and that should count for something,” he whispered. All the anger was gone, leaving behind worry and gentleness. “I know you don’t trust me and I’m fine with that. But make no mistake, I’d never hurt you. I would never kill an innocent. You’re safe with me and that’s all that matters.”


    “How can I be sure of that?” My chin trembled. “You say I know you and that you love me, but there are still so many questions unanswered, Jett. You didn’t even tell me that you were involved with Tiffany.”


    He blinked once. Twice.


    “You’re right, and I’m sorry about that,” he whispered, his voice dropping so low I had to strain to understand him, his eyes misting over. “I didn’t tell you about Tiffany, because I thought it didn’t matter. She was one of many I had.”


    I looked up. “That’s not exactly helpful in figuring you out.”


    “That might be true, but it doesn’t change the fact that I love you. Or that we’re expecting a child, and I’d do anything for you.”


    The room was so quiet his heartbeat sounded like soft rain in my ears. Come to think of it, as I strained harder to listen, I realized it was the splatter of rain splashing against the windows and the roof. It had started raining again. Loud thunder echoed in the distance and I couldn’t help but inhale Jett’s soothing scent as I recalled the poem about the rain and the tears. Yet I didn’t move. In his embrace, I felt like home. It was only when I remembered the things in my car that I stirred.


    “Jett?” I murmured, my heart suddenly picking up in speed. “Did you remove my things from your apartment?”


    His smile instantly varnished. “No, I wasn’t there since Friday, right before we left for the hotel. Why are you asking?”


    I hugged my body, then looked up at him. Swallowing the thick lump in my throat, I took my time with an answer. “There’s something I have to tell you, Jett,” I whispered. “The girl who was killed, Gina, I found her things at your place. Before I left, I saw two cops talking with the concierge. I think they were there for you.”


    He stared at me for a full minute, his lips tight, his brows furrowed.


    “Are you sure they were there for me?” There was no hint of surprise in his voice. His tone sounded more like he had accepted what I had just told him.


    “I’m not certain, but it doesn’t change the fact that my things are gone, replaced with hers,” I whispered. “Do you understand? Those are the dead girl’s belongings. I packed up everything and stashed it all in my car before the cops arrived.”


    “So, where’s everything now?”


    “Outside. In my car.” My voice broke. “Jett, you’re in trouble. The photos showed a body. If what you say is true, that he isn’t a detective, I think we have a huge problem. Someone’s trying to frame you. And frame you good.”


    He drew a long breath. “Why did you take her things?”


    “I don’t know. I—” My voice broke again. Why did I indeed? “I didn’t want you to get into trouble, I guess. If the police found her stuff at your place, it would have been impounded as evidence.”


    “I’m glad you did,” he said matter-of-factly.


    I watched him grab his towel before leaning in to give me a short kiss on the mouth.


    “Where are you going?” I asked, confused.


    “I have a feeling it’s going to be a long story, so I’m getting us lunch while you go and take a shower. And then you’ll tell me everything from the beginning.”


    “Can I come with you?” I asked.


    “I’d rather you stay here if you don’t mind.” He turned to me with the slightest hint of a smile. “I’ll make it quick, babe. Do you want pistachio ice cream as desert?”


    I returned his smile. Ever since finding out that I was pregnant, I had been craving for ice cream every day. The fact he remembered it together with so many other little things, made my heart flutter. My stomach growled, reminding me that I hadn’t had dinner or breakfast or much of anything, really.


    “That’d be great. Thanks. I’m starving,” I said. “What about Brian and his rules?”


    “Brian?” Jett raised his eyebrows. “I don’t give a shit about rules, but I do care about you. Deeply. And right now it’s my priority to fulfill my pregnant girlfriend’s every wish.”


    His words made me blush.


    In the silence of the room I continued to watch him, my gaze brushing over his sexy back that was now turned to me. Before he opened the door, he hesitated and something heavy settled in the air between us.


    “Brooke, earlier when I asked if you loved me, you said you loved me too much, but…” Jett paused. “There is no right way to love. Only one way to love and it is to love fiercely, to love fully and to love passionately. Don’t get that wrong. Ever. Same about fighting and trusting me. You need those three things to build a strong relationship.”


    “How do you know?” I asked.


    “How don’t you?” His eyes glinted with something else. Amusement. Challenge. Danger.


    “Who says I don’t?” I whispered, feeling an odd pull of happiness inside my heart as I watched him leave, closing the door behind him. My skin tingled. My whole being trembled. Something rose within me. It was joy, I realized. Joy that he wasn’t a killer. That he loved me, wanted me. That Tiffany didn’t matter. Joy that my feelings were reciprocated and he cared enough about me—hearing it from him, feeling it with every fiber of my being, sensing the strong waves of worry emanating from him. In that instant I realized that I had never hated him. That, with no exceptions, love didn’t need reciprocation to exist. That it didn’t matter what he had done, who he had been before meeting me. I would continue to love him unconditionally, no matter what. I had done the right thing.
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To all who love and
are loved:



 

Love is a
wild ride. Without the passion, we wouldn’t surrender and conquer what we never
thought could be ours. True love stories don’t have happy endings, because for
those who treasure it, true love never ends. 



 

Treasure Your Love - J.C. Reed



 














 


 

New York City



 


 

Stalking
wasn’t Danny’s forte. He was used to his men doing this job for him, watching
victims for endless hours, prepared to strike the moment those victims were
vulnerable.


Cushioned in the fake perception of safety.


However,
today’s victim was an exception. There was something special about the woman he
was observing.


Her brown
hair, long and curly, and her face, now tanned with freckles, reminded him too
much of a girl he had once dated. Brooke Stewart was in every way the carbon
copy of her elder sister Jenna, now dead.


Jenna had
been a good prostitute, he remembered, the way she could take his whole cock in
her mouth, and suck him to pleasure heaven. At least she admitted she was a
whore, as all women were, and whores needed to be shown the way.


Defeated
when they were taken.


Controlled
when they were too wild.


Too bad he
had turned her into a user, stealing his drugs when he was out of it. If she
hadn’t been so stupid as to take what wasn’t hers, she might still be alive.


The first
time Danny suspected Jenna had been stealing was when a bag of high-end drugs
had gone missing from his place. The second time it happened, it was time to
sell her, if only to make up for his lost revenue.


And sell
her good he did.


First came
his friends, and then he started to look for buyers. The money Jenna earned him
was good, way better than what he made as a small-town drug dealer. Back then,
in the beginning, she hadn’t even been aware of how easily he could spike her
drink without her knowing, and then invite five to ten guys a night to have
their way with her.


The bruises
all over her body, he explained, were there because she was too thin. High on
drugs, she didn’t even feel the pain. And what Jenna couldn’t remember never
happened, and the fragments of memories she dreamed were just a figment of her
imagination.


Danny
smiled fondly.


It had been
a win-win situation for the both of them, he remembered. In some way, she
started his career as her pimp. However, the real turning point came when one
of his richer clients wanted her. Not just for one hour or a night, but as a
possession, as a slave that he could keep in a cage—to do with as he
pleased.


Thirty
thousand dollars had been the price he had offered Danny. It sounded like a
good deal at first…until his client explained he wanted Jenna for a club he was
a member of. Needless to say, Danny began to think of Jenna as a long-term
investment. She could make him way more money as a prostitute, so he declined.
Weeks passed. He had almost forgotten about the deal when a bigger offer came
in.


One hundred
thousand dollars.


It was so
much money, Danny almost caved in on the spot, but he wasn’t ready to sell her
just yet. He figured if someone was willing to pay such an exorbitant sum of
money—more than three times the initial offer—he’d probably offer
more. It was a good thing he had listened to his little birdie, because the
next thing he knew he received an offer that changed his life:


One million
dollars for his girl.


Plus a ten
percent discount for whatever drugs they supplied to him. And the guarantee
that he had protection from the police.


But the one
condition?


Work for
the secret organization called ETNAD, an extensive elite club run by
high-ranked and rich individuals, and keep quiet about it. It was an offer too
good to be passed on.


Oh, how
good a businessman he was.


Oh, what a
time it had been.


Another
chuckle escaped his mouth, and he licked his lips.


It was the
beginning of a symbiotic working relationship with the ETNAD club. They had
made him rich beyond his wildest dreams, rewarding him for his consistency and
loyalty. They had made him the owner of a nightclub and given him the kind of
power he had always dreamed of.


Now, ten
years later, he drove four expensive cars, owned four houses, and had his own
men working for him. He made so much money that he could easily buy a small
island, and someday he would…once it was time to retire.


He was no
longer a cheap lowlife.


In all the
years he had worked for ETNAD, with the exception of a few he could count on
his hand, he hadn’t seen a single one of the girls he had provided again. He
never asked what happened to them, and he didn’t want to know. His lifestyle
was too grand, too exquisite to allow the kind of consequences that came with
being inquisitive. After all, when he sold the girls, they became the buyer’s
possession, their property.


But there
were rumors and clues hard to miss. Eventually, he found out that the girls
were raped, tortured, many of them killed for pleasure.


The shock
lasted all of a second.


He had
always guessed that with so much money involved, illegal events had to be at
play; that the motivation behind ETNAD’s diligence was to keep the clandestine
trade running smoothly.


It didn’t
take long for them to suspect Danny’s knowing about their little secret.


Danny
remembered that day all too well. It had been exactly five years, six months,
and ten days ago when they first asked him if he would be interested in taking
part in a private party.


It wasn’t
exactly a question, but a test.


What choice
did he have but to say yes, if only to please them and grow his already
prosperous relationship with them?


It wasn’t
so much the money he earned that instantly persuaded him to jump in. It was
their guarantee that he could do what he wanted and get away it. It was the
knowledge that they had the power and the connections to make everything
disappear. And when they prospered, his profits increased, too.


And so his
first attendance became one of several invitations that now came with the job.


Oh, how
much he wanted to do it again. To relive the memories.


He prided
himself on how powerful he felt. To know that it took almost nothing to kill
someone, like a wild animal could kill its prey without any consequences. To
have the power to decide over life and death. To know that nothing could touch
him. 


But then,
he had slogged hard for his money.


Yes, there
were times he felt sorry that Jenna was gone. After all, she was the very first
of many whores who worked for him. Drug addiction aside, she had been a good
girl, and naïve, the way only a fifteen-year-old could be. Foolish as she had
been, she had been in love with him. There was never a doubt she would have
done anything he wanted.


However,
business was business. Love had no place in a world ruled by money, sex, and
power. And power was something he now lived for. That Jenna was killed was just
a part of a business transaction—a sacrifice that had been necessary to
ensure his lifestyle. After all, only the fittest survived, and he was as tough
as one could be.


It had all
started with that one girl, Jenna. Brooke’s sister. What an irony that it would
end with Brooke.


When he
first saw Jenna’s younger sister a little over three months ago, he couldn’t
believe that Brooke was the same girl he had met ten years ago—the very
same woman, who brought a hell of a lot of trouble to him that year, when she
escaped ETNAD.


Of course
he knew she’d fight to get justice for her sister, knowing that Danny was to
blame for her death. But how the fuck did she dare go against him? How did she
dare run away from him, after he worked so hard to get where he was?


He balled
his hands as unwanted memories began to flood his mind.


Now he
wished he had been harder on her.


If he had
done his job right, then Brooke would never have escaped his claws after ETNAD
had her abducted. He wouldn’t have run into trouble with his boss. And when
Dante was angry, that was never a good thing.


So, when he
stopped his car in front of Brooke’s building and saw that her lights were
switched on, he smiled. She was there, all alone. Waiting for him. Or not
waiting, but surely she could feel his presence, maybe even feel apprehension
at the knowledge that she couldn’t get away from him.


A ringing
noise disrupted his train of thoughts. He picked up his phone, his eyes not
leaving the woman he was watching from inside his car, which he had
conveniently parked in front of Brooke’s building.


“What’s the
status?” the voice on the other end asked as a means of introduction. Danny
recognized the voice immediately. It belonged to one of the many low-ranked
guys working for ETNAD. He didn’t call them friends because Danny had none.
During the hard life he had lived, he had learned to only trust himself.


“Good.
Couldn’t be better.”


“And the
envelope?”


“Delivered.
By now Brooke knows that Dante is out and has turned away from her boyfriend.”


“Did anyone
see you?”


Danny
frowned. “Since when do I play courier? Obviously, one of my men made sure it
got delivered.”


Or, more
precisely, his cousin Barrow had.


“She’s
here, all alone in her apartment, you know?” Danny’s voice rose with excitement.
“I could strike this instant. Now that she’s all alone, I could go up. It would
be easy. Just give me the order and I’ll take care of her.”


“No need.
Dante has plans for her, ” the other voice said. “He wants you to focus on
Mayfield first.”


“Mayfield’s
already been taken care of. I think we should take her now.” 


“She isn’t
the problem.”


What the
fuck? Danny held the phone away from his ear to curse, then returned, quiet and
calm.


“She
escaped. And she knows too much. How can that not be a problem?”


“According
to Dante, she isn’t.”


Oh Dante.


How he
hated that arrogant motherfucking asshole known as Nate. But, in spite of his
annoyance with his boss, Danny didn’t dare reveal his true thoughts.


“What does
he need the bitch for anyway?” Danny asked instead. “The first job is done. I
was able to separate her from Mayfield. She doesn’t trust him, so I can easily
get to her now. In a few hours, I’ll call the police, and Mayfield will be
accused of killing the girl I took care of yesterday. Now would be a good time
to take Brooke away. This is my professional opinion.”


“Not now,”
the guy on the line said stubbornly. “Dante’s order. He wants you to focus on
Mayfield, and nothing but Mayfield. Make sure he gets arrested tomorrow. How
you do it is your problem. As for the girl, you had your chance at the club.
Dante knows about your failure, so he’s changed his mind about Brooke.”


Danny
balled his hand into a fist.


Failure.


He hated
that word.


Yes, he had
been so close to her at the club. She’d already been drugged. And then her
asshole boyfriend had appeared and ruined his plan.


Stupid whore.


It was all
her fault.


He spat on
the floor at the knowledge that the little whore had escaped.


“I’m
getting there,” he whispered. “Do I have permission to enter her boyfriend’s
premises?”


“Yes.
Whatever gets the job done,” the voice continued. “As soon as Mayfield is out
of the picture, and Dante has access to the company’s money and is able to
transfer it to an offshore account, he’ll disappear. He expects you to tie up
all loose ends until then and take care of his problem. And then, only then,
can you take care of the girl.”


Danny
looked up at the window, the thin curtain doing nothing to hide the silhouette
of a woman. He knew it was Brooke, all alone up there and clueless. He knew
because the moment his cousin had finished interrogating her as part of a fake
investigation, Danny had called him, and ever since he had been following
Brooke everywhere she went.


The thought
of her all naked beneath her clothes aroused him. Oh, what he could do with
her. He couldn’t wait to get to that part.


She might
be his dead girlfriend’s sister, but he was certain they shared a connection,
and, as such, they had a lot in common.


He
chuckled.


Soon.


Very soon
he’d wrap his hands around her little throat.


Danny
smiled. “Tell him I got it. I’ll call when I’m done.”


And with
that, he hung up and leaned back in thought.


Yes, the
first part of his plan had been accomplished. He had separated her from Jett
Mayfield. The next step was following orders. To fulfill that, he was going to
replace Brooke’s belongings with those of her friend—the one he had
killed the day before—and then tip off the cops.


It was a
brilliant plan, one he had carefully prepared for weeks.


Once
Mayfield was out of the picture and Brooke was all alone, with no protection
and no one to take care of her, he’d find her, drug her again. Only then, when
Mayfield was finally accused of committing murder, could he do what he had
immediately wanted upon setting eyes on her.


Rape her. Kill her.


He liked
that. Sure, there were obstacles to be removed first. Her boyfriend Jett was
one of them, but he had a fucking plan so grand that no one would see it coming
before it hit them.


He liked
that ability—to plan ahead—about himself.


As a child,
he had wanted to be a magician, able to transfix people. What he could do today
was far greater. It wasn’t magic, but it was just as powerful.


To have the
power to scare someone, to make them doubt everything they’d ever believed
about themselves, and—the best of the best about his new life—to
frame someone else for a murder he committed…oh, how much he enjoyed being in
control.


He was a
genius.


Too bad the
world didn’t know of his brilliance.


“There’s no
way that motherfucker isn’t going down,” Danny whispered with a new sense of
pride.


As soon as
he got rid off Jett, he would focus on her. He would show her where she
belonged. He smiled, pleased with the thought. 


He had
earned it.


So his boss
hadn’t said those exact words.


No big
deal.


But Danny
was sure Dante would want him to have fun. And even though his boss didn’t see
his brilliance yet, someday he would understand. Brooke was a temptation, his
reward. She belonged to him. She had escaped that one time. But this time, he’d
make sure she’d never leave. Maybe he wasn’t allowed to have her just yet, but
who was to say he couldn’t mess with her?


With a
smile, he grabbed a pen and began to write down the poem that had been running
through his head. He figured as soon as he returned from Jett’s apartment, he’d
pay the little bitch a visit.















 


 

Jett



 

New York City, 12 hours previously



 

I drew in a
thick breath. My head was buried in my arms, pounding from the pressure inside.
For the past thirty minutes, I had been sitting in the silence of the room,
trying hard not to think, not to feel, not to do anything. If I moved, I was
sure I’d give in to my anger. And once it broke free, I sure as hell wouldn’t
be able to contain it.


Brooke’s
words didn’t please me.


Scratch
that.


The phone conversation
with Brooke didn’t calm me…at all.


In fact, if
it weren’t for my last ounce of self-control, I would have driven off to find
the motherfucker who had dared to meet up with her.


The
motherfucker who had probably wanted to touch her.


Who might
not know that she was my woman.


Brooke
Stewart was a sexy woman with eyes the rich color of chestnuts and lips so
kissable that she never had to put on makeup to turn herself beautiful.


But fuck,
she was as stubborn and fierce as they came, and she was unlike any other woman
I’d dated before. Her endless need for answers and her unwillingness to accept
a simple explanation often pushed me to the brink of exasperation. Because
that’s how Brooke was: cautious, mistrusting, and now vengeful—all the
result of her difficult past.


Whatever
came her way, she questioned.


But now I
was dealing with a new set of problems, which included Brooke’s ridiculous
belief that I was having an affair.


Okay, she
hadn’t said those exact words, but accusing me of being a cheater and a liar
came close enough. However, she couldn’t be further from the truth.


She’d drawn
her incorrect conclusion after seeing me with Tiffany, one of my best friends,
who also happened to be a distant ex in my long list of lovers. It was the
beginning of my experience with Brooke turning sour, the lashing out at each
other, and there was nothing I could do except explain…and I would be damned if
I’d reveal my intentions.


If only my
plan hadn’t gone wrong in the first place.


If only I
hadn’t asked Tiffany to bring the engagement ring to the hotel where Brooke and
I were staying.


If only I
had known my ex still had feelings for me, had known she would kiss me in her
drunken state while Brooke was watching.


No idea
what she was doing at the bar, or how she found us, but she caught us in a
compromising situation and consequently drew her own conclusions.


It didn’t
matter now. All that mattered was that Brooke was hurting, and, as such, was
trying to get back at me. She hadn’t said it in those exact words, but there
had been no denying it either.


I knew for
sure she planned on seeing someone today.


I could
hear it in the tone of her voice that carried over the telephone line, the
undercurrents slightly shaking with anger and with something else.


Was it
revenge?


Was it fear
of being found out?


And if it
wasn’t for her tone betraying her, then definitely the way she said, “It’s none of your business what I do. I can
do whatever I want,” with so much anger, it spoke of hatred.


Good thing
I had installed a tracker in her phone, which is how I discovered that she had
met with a guy behind my back.


Without it,
I would never have known where she was spending the night, or with whom. I
would never have found out his address or the fact that he was the owner of
Grayson Photography.


Good thing,
too, that she was now back at her place. If she hadn’t been, I would have
stormed into his place and kicked him across the room. Picked her up, dragged
her back to my apartment—where she belonged—and locked her up until
she came to her senses, in case I didn’t find a way to tame that wild heart of
hers.


But I would
do none of those things.


Not now.


Not
tomorrow.


At least,
not yet.


I wasn’t
yet ready to show her how jealous and possessive I was, how the thought of
losing her to someone else was killing me slowly from the inside out, while
changing me into the kind of person I wasn’t.


Someday I
would make her mine—legally in black and white.


It was a
solemn promise I had made to myself. No matter the cost.


Money
didn’t matter; it was to own her, to make her irrevocably mine.


She had
captured my heart, and I wasn’t going to lose her.


There were
days when I didn’t recognize myself—like having the urge to protect her
from the smallest things just because she was pregnant. Or like the constant impulse
to check my cell phone in the hope she’d call. I had to hear her voice to
assure myself that it had been me she had been thinking of when she tried to
spend the night with a stranger she picked up at a bar—even though that
stranger had been me all along.


I
recognized it in my need to know she was okay, hoping I could do more than pay
off her loans, while ending her doubts about me once and for all.


Then there
were the days I could barely fight off the urge to find the ones who hurt her
and torture them as they had tried to torture her. To exact revenge and erase
the scars for good. It was a part of me that I tried hard to change, a part I
kept hidden from Brooke. A part I knew I couldn’t control.


It would
only be a matter of time until the unpreventable happened. I hoped Brooke
wouldn’t be there to witness it.


It was
almost midnight when faint footsteps echoed down the hall. I only raised my
head when a loud rap echoed from the door.


“Come in,”
I muttered.


The door
opened, and Kenny’s head popped in. “I came as soon as I could.” He stepped in
and closed the door behind him.


His hair
was dripping wet. No surprise. It had been either raining or snowing outside
for days. November had a tendency to be unpredictable—like my life.


Then again,
nothing ever stayed the same in New York. Except for Kenny and his recurrent
outbursts of frustration when things weren’t the way he expected them to be.
His current motive of frustration was his broken wrist and consequent inability
to do all the things he usually pursued. He couldn’t wait to get rid of the
cast he was wearing and resume his somewhat illegal activities as a hacker.


“Man, what
a long day. It’s been crazy,” he said as he carefully shrugged off his jacket,
wincing throughout the entire process, and walked over to me. Dark circles
dominated his face, overpowering the sky blue color of his eyes. He didn’t have
to tell me that he was exhausted. The way he slumped down on the couch and
sighed loudly told an entire story.


I nodded.
“Couldn’t agree more.”


The moment
I brushed off Tiffany’s advances, she had disappeared. Less than eight hours
ago, Kenny and I had driven to the hotel to look for her and found her comatose
on the floor, the countless small bottles around her reminding me of a macabre
shrine.


I had no doubt
that had we found her a few hours later, she would have been dead.


Her relapse
had been nagging at the back of my mind, but compared to my recent
confrontation with Brooke and her feelings of betrayal, it was nothing.


Thinking of
Tiffany always made me feel guilty.


In the
three hours since leaving the hospital, her near death experience hadn’t
entered my mind. All I could think about was Brooke, and the guy she might or
might not be seeing, and what she might do next.


I had
changed so much I barely recognized myself.


My friends
used to matter to me more than any woman. I had called them my home, my family.
Now Brooke consumed my life. As if she was part of my breath. She had become my
home, my world. Soon she would be my family.


The only
family I ever had.


“How is
she?” I asked quietly, more out of need to say something than true interest.


Tiffany was
a friend, but she was also a grown-up. I had saved her life. Now it was her
choice whether she wanted to turn that life around.


Kenny
shrugged. “As good as the circumstances allow.” He gave me a quick glance.
“They’re keeping her locked up for a few days. You know, for observation and
all.”


I nodded
grimly.


I had no
positive words left to say about Tiffany. Although she was my friend, I hadn’t
yet fully forgiven her for the trouble she had caused me.


“Don’t beat
yourself up,” Kenny continued, misinterpreting my silence. “You heard her. She
said she was fine.”


“Last time,
she said the same thing before she crashed,” I remarked dryly.


“Doesn’t
mean you’re to blame for her relapse.”


“I know
that, but…” I sighed. “I regret seeing her. It was a mistake to meet with her,
raising her hopes like that, then brushing her off. I should have cleared that
up with Brian, demanded that he accompany her when she brought the engagement
ring, rather than agree to seeing her at the same hotel where Brooke and I were
spending the weekend.”


Brian was
Tiffany’s boyfriend. We’d had an argument earlier when we brought Tiffany to
the hospital, right after I told him about the kissing incident and Tiffany’s
confession that she still loved me. I could see the anger etched in his face.
The reproach. The blame. But now I was glad he knew.


The truth
was: Tiffany had been the only one who could get me a customized diamond ring
in less than twenty-four hours without Brooke finding out. To my luck, Brian
had chosen to believe me. To my misfortune, he didn’t let it go easily.


I couldn’t
blame him.


While I
didn’t return her affection, Tiffany still felt inclined to love two men. I
couldn’t imagine the pain Brian was going through. Fuck, I couldn’t even
imagine why he held on to her. I could only assume that his Irish blood made
him loyal to her, like I was to Brooke.


If Brooke
loved two men, I had no idea how I’d react. I only knew that I sure as hell
would do more than just get into an argument with the guy.


My friends
used to call me fearless.


Now my lack
of fear had transcended into a lack of tolerance if anyone were to take away
what was mine.


“Forget
Brian. He’ll get over it, dude,” Kenny said, breaking through my train of
thoughts. “Just as Ti will get over you. It’s a matter of time. She already
admitted she made a mistake. Something good will come out of this. You’ll see.”


My brows
furrowed.


“Good?” I
stared him down. “Are you kidding me? She almost died. Brian blames me. And if
it weren’t for Tiffany, Brooke and I would be engaged by now, and she’d be in
my bed, keeping me warm, if you know what I mean. How can any of this be good?”


Kenny
shrugged. “Don’t know. But at least you had the guts to tell him.”


“I had no
choice, really. He would have found out eventually. He runs the gang.”


And a huge
chunk of NYC, seeing that he had so many connections.


My mood
plummeted. “I don’t care about his fucking anger. I’ve experienced it countless
times, and it doesn’t scare me. It’s his unpredictability that bothers me. I
wouldn’t want his people coming after Brooke,” I explained.


Sighing, I
raked my hand through my hair as annoyance poured through me fast and furious.
When Kenny remained silent, his way to tell me that he agreed with me, I
continued, “Frankly, I don’t care about Ti right now. I’m more worried about
what my girlfriend is up to, and how she got the information about Nate. I
don’t know what to do. She thinks I’m siding with my brother. Can you believe
that?”


I didn’t
even know why I was revealing my worries to Kenny—thoughts so intimate
that I didn’t expect my friend to understand.


“Did you at
least explain?” Kenny asked quietly, watching me. His voice had dropped to a
whisper. 


“What?”


“About Tiffany,
and your brother.”


“No.” I
grimaced. “Not quite.”


He
straightened and turned to face me. “Definite ‘not quite?’”


“I kept it
short.”


Kenny
leaned back, regarding me for a few seconds.


I pressed
my lips into a tight line, my heart beating faster as I remembered the morning
Brooke confronted me. 


“Short?”
Kenny’s voice was low, but I could still hear the accusation. “How could you
keep your explanation about Nate being out of prison short? This is the guy who
wanted to kill her.”


I gripped
the edge of the table and watched my knuckles turn white from the pressure.
“You think that this comes easy to me?” I whispered, the words choking me.
“Fuck, bro, do you even know how much I hate him?”


The words
were sharp and the tone angry.


“Every time
I think of Nate, my blood turns to ice,” I continued, leaving Kenny no chance
to interrupt me. “I don’t know how to move forward without this hate consuming
me. I don’t even know how to sleep at night because my head keeps spinning and
thinking of ways to get to him without anyone knowing.”


I released
my grip on the table and looked up to catch Kenny’s expression, while fighting
the urge to grab something and destroy it with my bare hands.


Kenny’s
face remained surprisingly blank.


I moistened
my lips, eager to fill the silence with words. “I’ve never felt so much desire
to hurt anyone, not even when I was living on the streets and hated my father’s
guts for it. But now with Nate out and Brooke anxious, my wish has reached a
new peak. I want to kill him—protection witness or not.”


I even had
the perfect revenge plan. Now, if only I could get Brooke out of NYC.


If only
Brooke wasn’t so stubborn and unreasonable.


If only we
hadn’t fought, and my mind could focus on him instead of her.


My hands
wiped across my face, as if the motion could get rid of the bitter mark in my
soul. 


“I get
you,” Kenny said.


I shook my
head slowly. “I don’t think you do, because you have no idea what Brooke went
through. Or what Nate said to me. It was hard enough to see him there, with
that smug smile of his, listening to what he wants to do to her, while keeping
up the façade,” I said through gritted teeth. “You think he’s forgotten? Well,
I’ve got news for you. He told me he dreams of raping Brooke every day. That he
is working on having her killed. He described his morbid plans every single
time that I visited him, and every time the details became more vivid.”


“Why didn’t
you tell me?” Kenny asked quietly.


Hesitating,
I raked my fingers through my hair. “Why? Because there was no point. It wouldn’t
have made me feel any better.” I looked up at him and caught the dangerous
glint in Kenny’s eyes. Just like me, he stood by his friends and helped in any
way he could, even if that help entailed breaking the law. “Of course, I know
he’s trying to scare me,” I added before Kenny decided to do something stupid.
“But if he was speaking the truth, trust me, I’m going to kill him first,
before he even catches a glimpse of her.”


“Killing
him won’t make you feel better. I don’t have to tell you that,” Kenny remarked,
his tone betraying that he was lying. He was worried about what I might do to
my brother. And rightly so.


“Maybe.” I
stared him down. “But I owe it to Brooke. To my father, who’s still in a coma.
I owe it to myself for allowing Nate to fool me the way he did. You can’t stop
me. Not when he’s killed so many people and when I know he’ll probably do it
again.”


Kenny
leaned forward, his lips curling into a smile. “Stopping you was never my plan.
But I’ll gladly join you. You tell me when and where, and I’ll be there way
before you, getting rid of him once and for all.”


“No, I’m
doing it.” I looked at him hard. “It’s my job.”


Every day I
kept telling myself that I’d get my chance for revenge. I wouldn’t let someone
else rob me of the chance once the opportunity presented itself.


“Then know
I’ll have your back.” His expression was serious.


For the
first time, I felt hopeful.


A mutual
understanding passed between us. Of course, Kenny would never let me down. He
never did.


“So…how are
things between Brooke and you?” he asked carefully.


I stood,
taking my time with a reply as I headed for the liquor cabinet. Grabbing two
glasses and a bottle, I walked back and poured us some bourbon. I handed Kenny
his glass, then dropped on the sofa opposite from him. Ignoring his questioning
look, I chinked my glass against his before I took a large gulp. It was only
when the alcohol began to course through my veins that I could feel myself
relaxing a little.


“I told
Brooke it’s complicated,” I said eventually. “That’s all she needs to know
right now.”


“Did she
believe you?” Kenny’s tone betrayed his doubt.


“No.” I
shook my head slowly. “Of course not. She believes I want to kill her to get
the fucking Lucazzone estate. Seems like we haven’t moved an inch in terms of
building trust.” I grimaced and drained the glass, then refilled it.


“There’s
still enough time to tell her, you know. I’m sure she’ll understand why you
need to get away.”


I grimaced
again. “Why’s everyone pushing me? First Tiffany, then Brian, and now you. You
realize Brooke’s pregnant?”


“She’s a
lot stronger than you give her credit for, bro,” Kenny said. “If she knew what
was going on, she’d play along.”


I stared at
him. He obviously knew nothing about Brooke if he believed she’d just let me do
my thing without getting involved. “And stress her more, or worse, get her
involved while risking her life as well as the life of our baby? Sorry, not
happening,” I said gravely. “Given her condition, I can’t take the risk. Her
doctor has been very clear. I don’t expect you to understand, but Brooke’s
condition makes her more susceptible to suffering a miscarriage than other
pregnant women. It’s not worth it.” I didn’t need to specify what Brooke’s
“condition” was. Kenny knew she had been drugged and kicked in the abdomen while
pregnant. We still didn’t know if the baby had been harmed.


“Right,”
Kenny said. “So you’d rather have her think you cheated on her?” The disbelief
in his tone didn’t go unnoticed.


“If that’s
the way to keep her out of this, then by all means, yes. She’s free to believe
whatever she wants, even though I didn’t cheat, and I told her that countless
times. It’s her choice whether she wants to believe me or not. It’s not like I
can force her to trust me with something that she doesn’t want to accept.”


I paused,
leaving the rest unspoken. Thunder echoed somewhere in the background as the
sound of rain splattering against the window increased in volume. The image of
Brooke all alone popped into my mind, and the fact that we were supposed to be
on a plane to Las Vegas, where the danger around us would have been forgotten.
At least for a while.


“So, how do
you think you’ll get her away now?” Kenny asked quietly, sensing the direction
of my thoughts.


“Don’t you
worry. I’ll think of something. I’m seeing her tomorrow.” I looked at him in
silence while taking another swig of the liquid that seemed to burn all the way
down my throat. “All that matters is that I take her away from NYC and keep her
distracted.”


“And if she
doesn’t want to come or doesn’t agree to see you?”


I
hesitated. The thought of Brooke not wanting to see me had entered my mind
before, but I had pushed it to the back of my mind just as quickly. Every time
I imagined her slamming the door in my face, or thought of not touching and
kissing her, a dull ache formed in my heart. But then I remembered her words,
her willingness to give up on us so easily, and the anger returned.


“No idea,”
I said grimly. “If she doesn’t want to see me, I’ll stay away until she’s given
birth, then I’ll try to explain. Maybe once her hormones have settled, she’ll
see more sense.”


Kenny shook
his head. “That could take months.”


I shrugged.
Did I have a choice?


“Well,
maybe this will help.” He tossed a brown package at me. I caught it before it
hit my stomach. I had noticed it before, when he had joined me, but I had paid
it no attention…until now.


I frowned.
“What is it?”


“Courtesy
of Brian.”


“Brian?” I
looked up from the bundle in my hands, surprised. Remembering my earlier
argument with Brian, I pulled a face. Gifts from Brian were never a good thing.


“I don’t
want it,” I said and pushed it back to Kenny. When he didn’t grab it, I leaned
over to press it back at him, if need be, but Kenny held up a hand.


“He
insisted.” He cocked his head toward the box. “Come on. Open it.”


I eyed him
dubiously. “Do you know what’s inside?”


“No, but I
might have some idea.”


It felt
light and was perhaps the size of a book. The brown paper was cheap and torn at
the edges, as though Brian had used it before. As much as I strained my head to
guess what lay hidden underneath, I had no idea. Reluctantly, I started tearing
off the wrapping, taking my time.


“Is this
some kind of joke?” I picked up the small gun, my frown intensifying. It was
barely bigger than my hand and almost as light as a feather. “Because this sure
looks like something a woman would use.”


Kenny
grinned. “Brian said it’s for Brooke.”


I met his
expression with another frown. “What for? So she can shoot me?”


Kenny let
out a snort. “I doubt the bullet could pierce through your chest, dude. You
should see how tiny it is. Like a pea.” He laughed, which only managed to
increase my irritation.


“I’m not
worried about my chest,” I mumbled. “Knowing Brooke, she’d probably aim for my
head if she got her hand on this thing. And since she’s never learned to aim,
she’d probably end up blowing off my toes—or worse.” I didn’t need to
specify what part of my body I was referring to. “Really, Brian could do a
better job giving her a club.” I placed the gun back inside the package and
handed the box to Kenny.


He shook
his head. “Keep it. It’s hers. Brian wants you to give it to her, and that’s
exactly what you’ll do…unless you want to piss him off even more than you
already have.”


My
suspicions instantly rose. “Why would he persist? I thought he was mad about
Tiffany.”


Kenny
shrugged. “Maybe he isn’t as mad as you thought he’d be.”


“He was
when I left the hospital.” I narrowed my eyes. “What happened?”


“He gave
you a gun before,” Kenny said.


“That was
years ago. Before he found out his girlfriend kissed me.”


“He didn’t
find out. You told him. That’s different, isn’t it?”


 It was my time to shrug. “It’s all the
same to me. I highly doubt just telling him the truth has turned him grateful.”
I paused for a moment, pondering what could have caused the gang leader to
suddenly warm up to Brooke. I couldn’t think of anything.


“He’s
grateful. That’s the real reason?” I prompted.


“He said he
owes you.”


“Owes me
for what?” I met Kenny’s eyes, noticing his sudden change in mood. His eyes
were lit up, and there was a smile on his lips. It had been three hours since I
left the hospital.


Something
must have happened in the meantime.


I couldn’t
imagine what it was, what could have changed Brian’s stubborn frame of my mind
and his annoyance with me.


“You’re
keeping something from me,” I said matter-of-factly. “Spill it.”


He nodded
as if he had been waiting for this reaction all along.


“Tiffany’s
pregnant,” Kenny said at last. ”They found out about an hour ago.”


For a long
moment, I stared at him as the words slowly began to sink in.


Eventually,
I leaned back, unsure how to react to the news.


“I thought
she couldn’t conceive,” I said slowly.


“That’s
what they thought, too.” Kenny leaned forward, his voice dropping to a whisper.
“But she got pregnant, damaged tubes and all. They call it a miracle. If we
hadn’t found her, she would have died. So Brian feels like he owes you.”


I stared at
him.


A child had
been Tiffany’s dream ever since she lost her first.


It was the
source of her problems, the constant battle with depression and alcoholism.
Brian always said that if she had another child, it would give her a new
purpose, a chance to redeem herself, and the strength to stay sober and recover
from her addiction.


“That’s….”
I trailed off, looking for words. When they failed me, I gave up. “Why didn’t
you tell me when you arrived?”


“I’m
telling you now,” Kenny said matter-of-factly. “Besides, the look on your face
is too priceless to be missed.”


I looked at
Brian’s package, which had remained untouched in front of me. Kenny picked up
on it and continued, “When he heard the good news, he asked me about Nate, then
told me to get the package. He wanted to give it to Brooke a long time ago, but
he never had the opportunity. Now, with you two separated and Nate out of
prison, he wants you to go after her, sort things out. You know, spend time
with her.”


“Go after
her? Isn’t he quite the romantic?” I smiled sarcastically. “Forget roses. I’m
sure she’ll swoon over a gun. I’m sure she’ll want to make up in no time,
shooting at the stars and all.”


Kenny
laughed, his eyes meeting mine. There was a glint in them that I couldn’t
pinpoint. “Look, he knows that Brooke wants to learn how to shoot. He thinks
that with you being good at that sort of stuff, you should teach her, spend
some time with her. It would make her feel safe from Nate, and she would have
some form of protection. Don’t you think she should carry a gun now that she is
part of the gang?”


I stared at
him as alarm bells began to ring in my mind.


Part of the
gang?


When the
fuck did that happen?


The last
thing I needed was for Brooke to carry a weapon—any weapon—and get
into even more trouble than we already were.


I shook my
head vehemently. “Not happening.”


“I know you
like the whole damsel in distress crap, but Brooke needs to be able to defend
herself. Brian’s words. Not mine,” Kenny said. “You can’t protect her from
everything at all times, dude. However, teaching her to shoot a weapon could
bring you just a little bit closer to it. If you don’t teach her, then someone
else will. If you don’t want to, she’ll find someone else who’ll help teach her
to defend herself. Someone who’ll get the importance of it. The question is
who?”


I stayed
silent.


He was
right, of course.


While I
wanted Brooke to be able to defend herself if she ever found herself in danger
again, I also wanted it to be me who protected her and defended her with my
life, if need be. That I couldn’t now sent a piercing stab through my heart.


“She saw
someone today,” I said, still staring at Brian’s gift.


On impulse,
I lifted my phone and checked the screen reluctantly. The app I had installed
showed that Brooke hadn’t yet left her apartment.


Or at least
her phone was still there.


My stomach
churned at the thought that she might have outwitted me by leaving her phone at
home while going out.


She had
done that before.


What if
Brooke had discarded it on purpose, knowing I had the tracker installed, and
was now getting back at me doing God only knew what? Or worse yet, roaming the
streets in spite of the danger she was in, like she had done two days ago.


“I called
you because I need a favor. I need you to check this address and find out
whatever you can about the person who owns GR Photography.” I fished a small
piece of paper out of my pocket and handed it to Kenny.


The silence
lasted for all of two seconds.


“So you
need me to hack into his system.” There was no surprise in Kenny’s voice. No
judgment. His expression barely changed, as if he had been suspecting that I
might need him for something like this that all along.


“Yeah. Can
you do that?” I asked.


“Easy.”


“Good.” I
eyed the paper again. “All I’ve found out so far is that his name’s Grayson
Robert. He owns the building, and from his profile on the web, he seems to work
as a photographer, but I’m not sure he’s the one Brooke’s seeing. His name’s
linked with far too many people.”


“So, you
want me to check up on him…” Kenny repeated, glancing at his watch. “At 12.30?”
When I looked up, there was a grin on his face.


“Is that
going to be a problem?” I grimaced. In the past, Kenny had made fun of my
obsession with Brooke at every opportunity. I thought he had grown out of his
irritating habit.


Fat chance.


By
admitting that it was indeed urgent, I would also admit that I couldn’t live
without Brooke, which was kind of the truth. But did I want Kenny to know that?


“Just do
it,” I mumbled. “And be discreet about it.”


“Well, then
let’s go.” Kenny reached the door in a few long strides, waiting for me to
follow. “The sooner you know what your Juliet is up to, the sooner Romeo will
get to rest.”


I groaned,
irritated at his Shakespeare reference.


Trust Kenny
to miss the definition of ‘discreet.’
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Kenny’s
room was decorated in black, which included the walls, the cupboard, and the
curtains. Even the bedspread was a soft shade of licorice. Kenny claimed that
the color black helped him focus, pushing aside any form of distraction, which
was fundamental in his line of work as a professional hacker. The only vivid
splashes were the flickering screens of about fifty computers set up all around
his desk on adjustable black shelves and a dangling light bulb in the middle of
the ceiling.


The moment
Kenny slumped down in his chair, he propped his legs on the desk, and his good
hand glided to a keyboard, his long fingers poised over the keys. And then his
furious typing began.


Five
minutes passed.


Then ten.


I leaned
back on the bed, waiting patiently, even though patience wasn’t exactly one of
my virtues. In this instance, however, I was glad to let him do the work and
wallow in my gloomy thoughts instead.


Eventually,
the computer in front of him wired up, and the screen filled with numbers and
letters that moved so fast, I didn’t even try focusing on them.


I jumped up
from the bed and leaned over his shoulder, suddenly nervous, suppressing the
urge to pace the room.


What the
heck could one find about a person through a computer?


I had
listened to Kenny’s recounts of his many illegal activities so many times that
I had no doubt if there was dirt buried in a yard, Kenny would stumble upon a
virtual picture of it.


Kenny
always joked that no secret was safe from him. And I believed him. He always
knew what he had to do, extracting the most coveted secrets as if they were his
own.


That was
how we found out that my father had been blackmailed and that he had
transferred a large lump of money to save his reputation. If he could find out
my father’s secrets so easily, what could possibly stop Kenny from discovering
something that might just change my life…and not for the better?


What if Brooke
had been seeing that Grayson guy for longer than I thought?


What if he
was some ex she had failed to mention?


Did I want
to know?


I swallowed
the thick lump in my throat, and my expression hardened, my resolve
strengthening.


“I’m in,”
Kenny whispered, drawing my attention back to him.


My vision
focused on the screen. I expected to see images, videos…anything but a black
screen with countless strings of symbols, numbers, and letters.


“Yeah? You
might want to translate that,” I muttered. Admitting that I had no idea what
the heck that was pissed me off.


Kenny
chuckled, aware of my incompetence around computers.


“What you
see is an indirect access to his main computer’s hardware. Logs, passwords,
photos, emails, hidden folders…you name it, I have access to all of those now.
I can basically monitor his every movement, if you want. Give me the word, and
I’ll even activate his computer’s webcam.” Kenny’s eyes were gleaming as he
shot me a sideways glance, and the enthusiasm in his voice was unmistakable.
This was his realm, and he made no secret of it. “I’ve developed a new program
that allows me to track every single letter he types on his computer and even
record anything he speaks while he’s in the same room. It’s still in its beta
stage, but it should work, seeing that his firewall is down.”


At my
silence, he turned to face me, and his brows shot up questioningly.


Thinking he
was waiting for some sort of acknowledgment, as usual, I nodded. “That sounds
great.”


Kenny
continued to look at me, his finger hovering over the keyboard, and I realized
it wasn’t praise he was waiting for.


“What the
hell are you waiting for?” I asked.


“This is
very personal business, man. You could pay her a visit and ask her if she saw
someone today,” Kenny said softly. “There would be no need to sneak around and
invade her privacy.”


He said it
as if he hadn’t done it countless times before.


As if he
weren’t a hacker—paid to meddle in people’s personal affairs.


Talk about
hypocrisy. 


“Come on.”
I laughed and raked a hand through my hair. “Are you lecturing me about privacy
now? Really?”


“I’m just
saying you might not like what you find out and that it could jeopardize your
relationship. Once we’re in, it’ll be like an addiction and there will be no
way back. You can’t ‘undiscover.’ You can’t retrace your steps and say you
didn’t know about it. Eventually, it will spill out in a most unfortunate
moment and she’ll find out you snooped around.”


“So?” I
frowned. “I don’t have a choice but to find out what she’s up to and what kind
of person she might be seeing. We’re talking about my child and my girlfriend
here. It’s my responsibility to know who she’s dealing with and what kind of
person he is.”


“You don’t
know that,” Kenny said, shaking his head slowly.


“What?”


“That she’s
seeing someone.”


“Well, I
do, but that’s not even the point.” I let out a deep breath, the lump in my
throat constricting.


“How do you
know?”


“I talked
to her. Besides, I took your advice and had her phone traced. Or how else do
you I think I got Grayson’s details or found her at the club?” I pressed my
lips into a tight line. “Believe it or not, she seems to be enjoying her life.
Even if I wanted to confront her, I don’t think I’m welcome right now. Can’t
say that I’m too happy about what we’re about to do, but I need to know that
the people around her don’t mean to hurt her. Now if you could just dive in
there, that’d be great.”


My tone was
decisive, leaving no room for discussion.


Kenny
caught on to it and shrugged. “Hey, I’m just trying to make sure you won’t have
one too many regrets.” He turned his back to me, his gaze returning to the
screen. “Let’s check out his correspondence, documents, and so on. Watch this.”


With one
click, the screen changed to blue. A few seconds passed in silence, which only
managed to increase my nervousness. Eventually, the blue screen changed to a
desktop cover. I stared at it in surprise, my words failing me.


It was some
sort of plant with human-like roots, its thick body resembling a face.


Kenny let
out a laugh. “That shit is sick,” he said, pointing his thumb to the picture. 


I raised my
eyebrows and watched his amusement disappear from his face.


“You like
it?” He pointed at Grayson’s desktop again.


“It’s
interesting.” As much as I hated the fact that the guy might be trying to date
Brooke, I couldn’t degrade myself by lying about the fact that I found his
strange taste in design at least interesting.


Kenny
leaned forward with renewed interest.


“It’s a
mandrake,” I remarked.


“A
mandrake?”


“I’m sure
you’ve heard of it.” The question was: was Brooke seeing some sort of hippie, a
lover of plants, or a very strange individual?


“You think
he’s seeing her?” I asked, putting my thoughts and fears into words.


“No idea,”
Kenny said, oblivious to my distress. “But we could go through his most recent
documents, see his past activities, and then we’d know their relationship
status.”


I grimaced
again.


Their relationship status.


The way
Kenny said it sounded as though it was a real possibility.


Brooke
wasn’t like that. At least that was what my gut feeling told me. And yet, did I
really know her? The mere thought of Brooke dating this plant guy was crazy.
Immediately, a nerve started to throb above my left eye, and my hand
instinctively went up to my neck to ease the pressure building inside me. My
hands balled into fists.


Kenny
turned his head to me, and his grin disappeared as he noticed my grim
expression. “I didn’t mean…” He sighed, pausing. “Shit, man. All I’m saying is
that if he saw Brooke today, he might have mentioned her in an email, in some
correspondence. They might be friends, or something like that, or maybe he’s
just—”


I crossed
my arms over my chest, cutting him off. “How about you shut up and see what you
can find out?”


“All right,
man.” Kenny’s tone was strained with something. It was certainly not worry or
guilt. With annoyance, I realized that his lips were twitching, as though he
was trying hard to hide his amusement. “Give me a second.”


“You sure
it’s his computer? It doesn’t look professional,” I asked to change the
subject. “The guy’s supposed to be a photographer.”


“Yeah,
check out his logo, dude,” Kenny said, pointing to the blue banner below the
huge cover. Right in the middle of the screen, almost undistinguishable and
hidden by a plant, was:



 

GR Photography



 

It was his.


For a few
minutes, Kenny’s typing was the only sound in the room. My heart began to thump
a bit harder as I noticed the countless files cluttering his main folders. 


My eyes
came to rest on today’s date. Brooke had met up with him. What were the chances
he’d be mentioning her to someone else? Probably zero, but I had to know
anyway. Fighting the onset of desperation, I leaned over Kenny’s shoulder and
pointed to the folder.


“Click on
this one.”


As
instructed, he opened it. Instantly, hundreds of pictures flicked to life, all
large. All professional looking. All taking part at some kind of dress-up
party.


“It seems
to be work-related,” Kenny commented, stating the obvious. “I doubt we’ll find
anything here.”


“Go through
them,” I commanded.


“You sure?”


“Yeah, just
to make sure we’re not skipping anything.”


I didn’t
know what I expected to find. Maybe just seeing Grayson’s models would make me
imagine what kind of man he was.


Kenny
started to click through one picture after another, opening and closing them
all.


“There are a
lot of girls in here. Lots of good-looking
girls,” Kenny said, amused. “My best guess is Brooke is friends with one of
them. Maybe she can get me the numbers of a few.”


I frowned
at him for not taking this seriously. “Very funny.”


Kenny
looked up, casting me a side-glance, and I realized he hadn’t been joking.


“What?” he
said and shrugged his shoulders. “I’d hook up with them if they were available.
I mean, we’re talking professional models. I certainly wouldn’t say ‘no’.”


“Aren’t you
dating Sylvie?”


“She’s not
the exclusive type.”


I frowned.
“You made that conclusion based on what?”


Kenny
shrugged again and said nothing. I realized it wasn’t the time or place to make
further comments, so I decided to drop the topic.


As Kenny
continued to comb through the pictures, the sour taste in my mouth intensified.
My heart raced. My stomach churned as the intensity of my suspicion grew
stronger, until a hint of nausea rose in me.


And then,
there she was.


“Stop
here,” I whispered. Kenny’s hand hovered in the air, ready to resume.


In front of
us was a picture of a woman, half-naked, draped over a chair in a seductive
pose, next to two other models. Her hair was tied up in a complicated style,
and her face wore so much makeup, other people would have had a hard time recognizing
her. But I would recognize her eyes anywhere.


I stared at
Brooke’s face.


It was her,
without a doubt. The same brown eyes. The same high cheekbones.


 “I’ll be damned,” I cursed. “What the
fuck was she doing there?”


Her dress
was shorter than anything she usually wore and almost transparent.


There was
an air of confidence about her, a hint of sexiness—like the one of a
stripper ready to glide down a pole, showing off her body in the process.
Posing the way she had, she didn’t look like the Brooke I had fallen in love
with. She looked like a different woman.


Like
someone I didn’t know at all.


“I don’t
think she’s friends with them,” Kenny said by means of resuming our
conversation.


“What makes
you say that?” I couldn’t take my eyes off her.


“Well, for one,
she’s half-naked,” he said. “ Maybe she is doing it for fun.”


“For fun?”
I turned to stare at him.


Kenny
shrugged. “Lots of women take pole dancing or stripping lessons. Why not
modeling, too?”


Could that
be the case? Was Brooke trying to learn to be sexier than she already was?


“Well, I
want it deleted,” I said.


“Sure.”
Kenny shrugged and pressed a few buttons. The photo disappeared from the
screen. “What about the others?”


I stared at
the screen as I felt the pressure in my head increasing. “You think there are
others?” I finally asked.


Kenny
clicked on a folder, and sure enough, more pictures of Brooke popped up. Anger
surged through me as I realized they were far worse than the first one.


The room
seemed to be alive with people.


People
dressed up.


Men
standing next to Brooke, eyeing her.


Men who
watched her as though she was some sort of merchandise ready to be bought.


Kenny’s
suggestion was absurd.


It didn’t
look like Brooke was posing for fun.


I balled my
hands into fists again and took a few deep breaths, even though I could barely
contain the need to slam my hand right through the wall. For a few moments, I
couldn’t say a word, too shocked by the discovery.


“At least
it’s not porn,” Kenny mumbled after a long moment, in what seemed a poor
attempt at making me feel better.


I shook my
head and grimaced. “No, it’s worse than that.”


Kenny
chuckled nervously. “Well, if Sylvie did this kind of thing, I’d ask her to
move in with me. This shit is hot. I’d be proud of her. Come on, we’re talking
about pin-up girls in lingerie.”


“Well, hot
shit or not, I want these taken down and deleted for good. Can you do that?” I
asked through clenched teeth.


“Should be
easy enough, but chances are he has some kind of secure server somewhere where
he keeps backup copies. It could take me two days to track it down for you and
erase the backup stuff. But if I do it, I’ll have to erase them all, and it
wouldn’t be without leaving a trace.”


“Just do
it,” I said, hopeful until I noticed Kenny’s expression. “What?”


“There’s
just one problem.” Kenny swiveled his chair around and faced me. “He might have
sold them. If he’s a professional photographer, which I think he is, because
he’s the owner of the building and he seems to have quite the followership,
then there’s the possibility that he’s already sold at least a few. Maybe he’s
given away the rights.”


I raised my
brows, not seeing where the heck he was heading. “So?”


“It would
take me days, if not weeks or months, to track down all the digital copies and
delete them, with no guarantee that they might not still end up online
somewhere. From the look of it, he might have even sold them straight to
print.”


“How do you
know?” I asked.


“Let’s just
say I’ve attended this sort of event and ordered the originals.” He laughed.
“Just not from him. And it wasn’t really a transaction in the seller’s favor.”


I frowned,
having no idea what the heck he was talking about. But for once, I had no
interest in figuring out Kenny’s riddles. “So you’re saying it’s impossible to
get them all and destroy them.”


Kenny
nodded. “If they’re on the web, I’d say it’s impossible. And if you’re lucky
and they’re not online, you’d still have to find out who bought copies and what
they did with them.”


I sighed
and began to pace the room. Kenny swiveled around in his chair, his back facing
the pictures on the screen. “It’s a nice one though. She has great legs. She
looks hot. The damage is minimal, if you ask me. It’s not really a big deal.”


Without
thinking, I switched off the screen.


I couldn’t
bear it. Couldn’t bear that she was so readily on display.


Looking so
sexy, so different, so confident.


It was as
though she was a new woman—one I didn’t know. And I didn’t like that. I
didn’t like that someone might have touched her, jerking off to her pictures,
doing God knows what else. Demanding that she undress. Maybe inviting her back
to his home.


His bed.


“She did
nothing wrong, Jett,” Kenny said warily.


“I know
that. But fuck…” I swallowed hard against the waves of anger rushing through me
like hot lava.


“What are
you going to do?” Kenny asked after a moment.


“I’m buying
the rights to all of them, so I’ll be the sole owner, obviously,” I said dryly.


“All of
them?”


I shot him
a sideways glance. “Yes, of course. All of Brooke’s photos. Before they end up
online. The last thing I want is her half-naked pictures belonging to someone.
I can’t bear the thought of someone jerking off to her pictures.”


Kenny shook
his head slowly. “How do you think you’ll accomplish that?”


“I’m
calling this Grayson guy, you know, talk man to man. Settle it with an amount
of money he can’t refuse. And if that’s not working, I’ll make sure he changes
his mind. He has to. Everyone has a price. I’ll just have to find out what his
is. In the meantime, I need you to comb through the web for any copies, leaked
or uploaded on purpose, while I try to get the originals.”


“What about
Brooke?”


I
hesitated. “She can’t know.”


“You’ll
keep another secret?” Kenny asked.


I stopped
my pacing near a couch and plopped down, no longer able to ignore the pounding
sensation in my skull. “Just until her pregnancy’s over.”


Kenny shook
his head. “Man, I’m telling you, you’re hitting deep water. If you decide not
to tell her now, the shit’s going to hit the fan eventually. Did it even occur
to you that Brooke might not want to stop working for him?”


I leaned
forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I observed him, taking in his words.
“You think she would continue doing this stuff even though she’s pregnant?”


Kenny
watched me in silence for a few seconds. Eventually, he resumed the
conversation. “Well, I could be wrong, but if she’s not doing it for fun, I
think she’s doing it for the money. You said she had debts. Maybe she thinks
she has no choice.”


“I’ll be
her buyer.” I stared him down, my grim expression daring him to question my
decision.


Kenny shook
his head slowly. “Behind her back?”


“Yeah.
Well, it wouldn’t be the first time.” At Kenny’s confused look, I added, “The
Lucazzone estate. I’m trying to find a buyer. As long as Brooke has connections
to the estate she inherited, she won’t be safe.” I started to pace the room
again. “She should have told me if she needed money. I would’ve helped.”


“Maybe she
doesn’t want you to, considering…”


“Fuck, man,
you’re not helping,” I cut him off, irritated by his need for brutal honesty.
“I get it. No need to remind me that she’s a proud woman.”


“No, what
I’m trying to say is that if you had told her earlier, she might have confided
in you. Now she doesn’t trust you anymore.”


I stared
him down again, my anger consuming me.


“I gotta go.”
I turned around and headed for the door, ignoring Kenny’s voice calling after
me.


“Where are
you going?”


I didn’t
reply as I stepped out the door and walked to the training halls.


I needed
time alone.


Time to
think.


Time to
reconsider my plans.


To admit
that I had failed.


Maybe not
telling Brooke had been a mistake.


Maybe I
should have let her in on some secrets, stopped playing games, given her a
little bit of information—enough to make her feel that she knew
everything and feared nothing.


Kenny had
been right all along.


Brooke
needed something—anything.


The problem
was I had no idea what I could tell her without making her worried, without
risking her health. I had no idea how to repair the damage to our relationship.
I had so many secrets. I didn’t see how adding one more could cause more
damage. If only it weren’t exactly the same sentence that pushed me into hot
water with her in the first place.


There’s still time to tell her.


Kenny’s
words rang in my head.


But what if
he was wrong and it was too late?


What if
that Grayson guy had touched her? Made out with her? Fucked her?


The thought
made me want to punch someone. It got me furious beyond hell.


Contrary to
Brooke’s belief, our relationship wasn’t over. I refused to lose her. How the
fuck couldn’t she see that?


As long as
I still loved her, which I knew would be forever, or as long as forever
existed, I would fight for us.


Or at least
until I knew for sure she had stopped loving me.


Stopped
wanting me.


Maybe I
couldn’t force Brooke to give up her new pastime, but I sure could make it
clear to her that I’d be the only one who had her pictures.


I might not
be able to tame her, but maybe I didn’t even need to and surely not by force.


Maybe all
she needed was for me to put some distance between us, move away for a while
until her bitterness settled a little.


Picking up
some punching gloves and peeling off my shirt, I stepped in front of the
training mirror, my gaze brushing over the many scars I had acquired in my
previous life as a member of a gang. They were ugly, hard, visible reminders of
a past I wanted left behind. And yet, as much as they had hurt, compared to our
breakup, they seemed barely more than a few scratches gathered along the way.
The wound Brooke had created was invisible but more shattering than anything I
had ever experienced because it contained a single truth:


She didn’t trust me enough.


The
knowledge stung, knowing that she never might.


An
insurmountable obstacle.


Getting
married might be a problem. Because how could she possibly become my wife when
she couldn’t even entrust her heart to me?















 


 

BROOKE



 

Present day



 

I used to
think love was a lesson to avoid, something to capture and throw away if it so
much as glanced in your direction. That was until I met Jett Mayfield.


The man who
had changed my life.


The one man
who instinctively knew how to mess with my head.


Pressing my
hand against my heart, I couldn’t help but wonder if my ribs were as bruised as
they felt from my heart pounding so hard against them whenever I so much as
looked at him. How could it possibly be that just looking at him could break
and melt my heart at the same time, and yet being away from him made my heart
die?


I had no
idea.


All I knew
was that loving him was not a choice. I had thought his secrets would crush me,
and they had, but so had seeing him renew my faith, making me feel hope again,
like a phoenix rising from the ashes.


By telling
him everything that had happened over the past three days in my crazy life, I
felt like a burden was being washed away. As if sharing pain with him would
halve the demons inside me. Or maybe it was his green eyes and the gentleness
that resided in his touch that opened my soul to him in the knowledge that it
was him who could erase all my pain.


At least
two hours passed during which I recalled the past events in minuscule detail:
how someone had left me an envelope at the hotel, containing information about
Nate’s impending release and the secret visits Jett had paid him; how I took a
new job, met new friends, went out, and that the next day, one of said new
friends, Gina, was found dead. I told him of the detective who paid us a visit,
questioning me, and how familiar he seemed, that I was sure I had seen him at
the hotel. Eventually, I finished with all the things the detective told me
about Jett.


Throughout
my monologue, Jett didn’t interrupt me once.


Not once
did he judge or question me.


He just
listened—truly listened, as if it was a peculiar story, something
extraordinary, except it wasn’t.


It was a story
of fear.


A story so
frighteningly real it almost felt unreal.


A story I
hoped would have a happy ending.


At times,
he looked at me with a worried frown—like when I mentioned having found
Gina’s belongings at his place. At other times, he sat there impassively, even
when I expected a reaction—any reaction—like when I told him about
the job. Right now, his frown was back in place. I had recounted the story
about the detective five times, and each time his worry lines seemed to deepen.
His hands were clenched into fists, and his rigid stance became more
uncomfortable to watch.


I knew how
I sounded.


Like a crazy lunatic.


Fear
engulfed me at the thought that he didn’t believe me, or worse yet, that he
thought I was making up the story, and he didn’t have the guts to tell me.


“He really
looked and acted like a detective, Jett,” I whispered and rubbed my hands
together in the hope the knots in my stomach would disappear.


“I believe
you, without a single doubt.” He intertwined his fingers with mine, and I let him.


Relief
washed over me as his thumb began stroke my skin. For a moment, I stared at his
hand, big and strong against mine—until his voice drew me back.


“The guy
who interviewed you. What did you say his name was?” he asked, his face turned
away from me.


It was his
first question, carefully phrased as if he had no idea whether I’d allow him to
ask it. I swallowed the lump in my throat as I watched him.


“I think
Sparrow. No, wait, that’s wrong. It was…” I paused and wet my lips as I racked
my brain. “Barrow. Detective Barrow. Why are you asking?”


 “I’m trying to figure out why he would
meet with you.” His gaze remained focused on our hands.


“It wasn’t
me in particular he wanted to see, Jett. He interviewed everyone. That’s why I
believed him.”


“Are you
sure?”


“No.” I
cast my eyes down, trying to remember. “I was the first one he interviewed, and
then I left. I don’t know what happened after that. Only that he was interested
in you, knew your name, and he showed me pictures.”


“And the
next day you found my apartment a mess?”


I looked at
him. My silence forced his gaze to meet mine. “Not just a mess. It was
vandalized, Jett.”


He nodded,
as if that confirmed his suspicions. “What kind of pictures did he show you of
her?”


“Just one.
It was a headshot of her dead—in the street. There was blood on her neck.
Two dots had been drawn on her face, which I’m sure she didn’t have when I last
saw her at the club.”


My voice
was shaking as another cold shudder ran down my spine. His hands left mine. I
sensed him moving. When I looked up, I watched him pick up a blanket from a
drawer, then walk back to me to wrap it around me.


“Thank
you,” I mumbled.


Jett sat
down next to me, his arm going around me to pull me toward him. Together, we
leaned back, my head cradled against his chest.


“I can’t
believe she’s dead,” I continued.


I wrapped
the blanked tighter around me, as if it could protect me from the memories of
my past. Memories that had haunted me for such a long time that, at some point,
I had been sure they would stay with me forever.


They had
defined me.


My body
began to shake uncontrollably. Jett’s hand stroked my hand gently, his
tenderness calming me.


“You sure
she was dead?” he asked.


“Gina?”


“Yes.”


His
question took me by surprise, but really, it wasn’t that unexpected.


My gaze met
his green eyes. A few weeks ago, his father had faked his own death, only to be
found alive—until Nate shot him and sent him into a coma from which he
hadn’t awakened. His father’s unpredictable condition haunted and anguished
Jett, and I couldn’t blame him. Robert Mayfield was a potential witness. His
statement could expose all the members of Nate’s club—if only he woke up.


“She was
dead, Jett,” I whispered, unable to stop the sarcasm creeping into my voice.
“Dead as in dead. Is that what you want to hear? Gina’s eyes were half-open.
There was a big gash wound on her neck. It looked pretty real to me. I don’t
think you can fake that.” I choked on the words. “I don’t know why anyone would
kill her.”


“It’s
okay,” he whispered. “If you want to, we can stop talking about it.”


“No, it’s
all right. I want to tell you. Need to tell you. Too much time has passed, too
many secrets. I want things to be out in the open and for us to be honest with
each other. I don’t want to ever get back to that place where we don’t talk.”


His embrace
tightened as his hand brushed my face.


“I don’t
want that either.” His beautiful green eyes carried that gentleness I loved
about Jett. It was deep. Real. “Us not talking created barriers. I want you to
know I never wanted that.”


I propped
up on my elbow and turned my body to face him fully. “Are you saying you’re
sorry?”


His smile
was gone, replaced with anguish. “I’m saying I went too far. Yes, I made some
stupid mistakes, and not being here when things happened was one of them. If I
could change it all, I would in an instant.”


Tears stung
my eyes.


His words
were all I had wanted to hear in the past few days.


“I wish I
could change it all, too,” I mumbled too low for him to hear. A part of me
didn’t want to break our moment. But if we didn’t get this over and done with,
Jett would never know the kind of situation he was in.


I closed my
eyes, carefully phrasing my words in my head.


“The other
two pictures he showed me were of you, Jett,” I started. “One was from the
night club where you picked me up. And the second one was taken in a coffee
shop two weeks ago and showed you talking with a girl. Her name was Sarah
Smith. She was murdered.”


I let her
name linger in the air. I didn’t even know why I had added the last piece of
information. Maybe out of hope that the name would trigger something in his
mind, but it didn’t.


Jett
remained awfully quiet. But I knew he was processing the information from the
way his jaw muscles seemed to work, rhythmically clenching and unclenching.


“Jett?” I
prompted, touching his arm. “Do you know someone by that name?”


He shook
his head slowly, showing that he was listening.


“Sarah
Smith.” He frowned. “Should I know her from somewhere?” It sounded like a
question addressed to himself rather than to me.


I cocked my
head, assessing him in thought.


“The
picture was taken in a coffee shop two weeks ago,” I repeated in case he missed
it. “You were talking to her. I don’t know what you were talking about, but
surely you remember. I mean, it wasn’t that long ago. Maybe if you think real
hard, it’ll come to you.”


“What did
she look like?”


I shrugged.
“Blond bob, very young. Her age wasn’t clear from the picture. I’d say
eighteen, twenty tops. She was wearing a black cuff bracelet around her wrist
and her clothes were dark: fishnet stockings, short black skirt.”


He shook
his head again, and then his eyes grew hazy as recognition dawned on him. His
hand rubbed at his unshaved skin.


My breath
hitched in my throat.


“You
remember her,” I whispered slowly.


It wasn’t a
question.


It was a
fact.


“You said
dark? Like a goth?” Absentmindedly, he picked a curl of my hair and wrapped it
around his finger, hesitating. His jaw was clenched, his lips tight. “There was
this girl with black cuffs and rhinestones, yes. I remember waiting for my
order when she approached me.”


My heart
skipped a beat and blood rushed to my ears. I held my breath as I stared at his
face, waiting for him to continue.


It was her.


Jett had
met her.


I knew it.


“I don’t
remember her face, how she looked or anything like that, so I’m not sure I’d
recognize her again if she wore different clothes,” Jett continued, his voice
growing quiet. “But I remember thinking that she was too young.”


“How so?”


“She said
she was a musician trying to make it big. She told me she was sixteen and
sleeping on the couch at her friend’s place. She asked me if I wanted to buy a
copy of her music because she had no money.” He looked at me with a strange
glint in his eyes, as though he was trying to convey a certain meaning that he
wanted me to understand. “I gave her some cash and told her to go back home to
her parents. That they were probably worried about her.”


I continued
to stare at him, unsure of what to think.


“She was a
runaway?” I asked at last.


He nodded.
“She gave me a copy. I think I still have it back at the office.” He remained
silent for a moment. “But I didn’t know her, Brooke,” Jett whispered. “Not
personally. Just as I didn’t know your friend Gina. You have to believe me.”


He looked
so sincere. It felt good to believe him.


I found his
hand, and we intertwined our fingers again. “I believe you.” I looked at him,
smiling, and found myself whispering the same words he spoke earlier. “I
believe you, without a single doubt.”


For a few
minutes, we stared at each other, the silence soothing, and then his expression
changed to serious again.


“Brooke, if
I remember correctly, I met that girl more than two months ago, maybe at the
beginning of September. It definitely wasn’t two weeks ago, like the detective
claimed.”


“Two
months?” My eyes widened. “You’re saying the detective—or whoever he
is—lied about that, too?”


He nodded.
“Like with the car.”


My heart
thumped in my chest so hard I was sure it would jump out from fear. Not from
Jett, but from what the situation meant. I didn’t know what to think or say.
All I knew was that the man had pictures of Jett, and that two girls were dead.


“Did you
give him your real name, Brooke?” Jett asked.


“No, I
didn’t.” I wet my lips in thought as new memories invaded my mind. “I couldn’t.
When I started the job, I gave them my sister’s name and our old address, where
we used to live. It seemed reasonable at that time, and at some point I
regretted it, but now I’m glad I kept my true identity to myself.”


Another
cold shudder ran through me. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“What’s so strange is that Gina had two dots painted on her. I thought it might
be connected to the poem. You know, the one I told you about.”


“Can I see
it?”


“I left it
at the apartment,” I whispered. “I thought there was no need to bring it with
me.”


“Because
you thought it was from me.”


I didn’t
reply, didn’t even dare look at him, but I sensed that Jett didn’t need my
confession.


It was the
truth—one I couldn’t admit.


Wrapping
the blanket around me, I got up. Jett followed instantly. His hand clasped
around my shoulder, forcing me to turn around, his eyes searching mine.


“I would
never break into your apartment at night, and most certainly not to leave a
letter, Brooke. Why didn’t you call me?” His voice was soft, gentle, pretty
much the opposite of when he was angry.


“I
couldn’t.”


“Why not?”
He grabbed my hand and gently pulled me to him. “I thought I’d made myself
clear enough. I’ll always be here for you.”


“I know you
said it, but…” I paused, hesitating as I prepared my words carefully. “I didn’t
believe it. You were keeping too many secrets. And—” I shrugged, as
though it didn’t matter, when, in fact, his secrecy had made all the
difference.


“And what?”
His hand touched my chin, raising it so our eyes connected again, the
gentleness of his gesture making my heart pound harder. “What, Brooke?”


I drew a
long breath and held it for a moment before letting it out. “When we were on
the phone last night, I heard her voice.”


I couldn’t
even say her name. Seeing Jett with Tiffany had broken me to such an extent
that even speaking her name, or thinking about her, was like taking a stake and
piercing it through my heart.


“Is that
what you think happened?” He stared at me, his gaze hard. “That Tiffany stayed
over at my place?”


“What else
was I to assume? It was late. She had booked a hotel. You met her behind my
back. Of course I thought you were with her and that I was interrupting.” I
couldn’t help the bitterness seeping into my voice.


“Brooke.”
His fingers brushed over my cheekbones, gently forcing me to look into his
eyes. “I don’t care about anyone but you. I’m not with Tiffany. I don’t fuck
her. We’re friends. Okay? There’s nothing going on. And there never will be.
What happened between her and me is long over. And she knows it.”


“Why should
I believe you?” There was no accusation in my voice. Just pure calmness. All
the anger was gone, leaving behind acceptance. If he was dating Tiffany, I had
simply no other choice but to accept it. I had gone through all the usual
stages of grief—breaking up with Jett had been like losing him—and
finally made my peace with it.


“Because
nothing happened,” Jett said, his tone firm and quiet. “I visited her in the
hospital. That’s why. If you don’t believe me, ask Brian where I was. He was standing
right next to us when I answered your call in her room.”


I stared at
him, his words echoing in my head.


“Why is she
in the hospital?” I asked quietly.


I wasn’t
curious.


Far from
it.


But Brian’s
words haunted me. He had said nothing about Tiffany being hurt. Was that
another plan of hers to get Jett’s attention?


“She had a
relapse,” Jett explained. “We found her comatose on the hotel floor.”


“We?”


“Kenny and
I.”


My gaze
dropped to the floor. I tried to fight it, but guilt consumed me.


All this
time, I had drawn the wrong conclusion. While Tiffany was in the hospital, I
had wished her bad things because I was under the impression she was the root
of our problems. I wasn’t supposed to feel pity for her. I wasn’t supposed to
worry, because she didn’t deserve it. But now I felt all those things. It made
no sense.


“Is she
okay?” I asked.


“She will
be.”


“I’m
sorry,” I whispered.


“She
brought it on herself.”


As he
stepped closer, he touched the small of my back. With his free hand, he softly
cupped my chin.


“Before you
get the next wrong idea about me, let me make one thing clear. I don’t really
have secrets, Brooke. Okay? I didn’t kill Gina. I didn’t meet with Tiffany to
fuck her.” He looked at me, daring me to challenge him. “I don’t lie, and I did
none of the things you accused me of. And this
is the truth. The one thing I regret is that I wasn’t with you the whole
time and that I withheld information I maybe should have shared with you.”


I opened my
mouth to interrupt him, when he pressed a finger against my lips, signaling me
to let him finish. “I should have shared the information that I know I want to
spend the rest of my life with you. Or that I love you. Or that if there’s
something that could risk your life or the safety of our child, I would never
take that risk.”


His words
lingered in the air as he continued to gaze at me, his electrifying green eyes
warming my heart and penetrating my soul.


Something
passed between us.


Love.


Chemistry.


A spark so
strong I could almost feel it in the air.


Those three
things I thought I had lost.


“Look,
Brooke,” he continued. “Everything I do, I do for you. For the both of us. All
my life I was taught to fight and conquer, never to show weakness, but it was
you who taught me to love and surrender, who put in me the fear that I could
lose you, who made me treasure what we have. Not Tiffany. Not my past. You.”


He pointed
his finger at me. “You made me fall
in love for the first time and helped me realize that I want to keep our
relationship at all costs. That I would protect you…and our baby. Sacrifice
everything to keep you by my side.”


His words
made me listen up. There was the slightest hint of fear in his voice. And
something else.


I frowned.


What was he
afraid of?


Why was his
voice shaking?


Why had
Jett felt the need to withhold information from me?


As I
scanned his expression, something dawned on me.


“You were
keeping things from me to protect me, weren’t you? That’s why you couldn’t tell
me.”


“Brooke.”
He took a deep breath. I watched him close his eyes. It was only when he kept
them closed, drawing another long breath, that I grasped something was wrong.
That he’d possibly withheld more information than I initially thought.


“There are
reasons why I couldn’t tell you about Nate,” Jett said eventually. “It concerns
your pregnancy.”


My heart
lurched in my chest.


“My
pregnancy?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”


He opened
his eyes, fear reflecting in his impossibly green gaze.


I shrank
back from it. My arms went around my belly, as if they could protect me from
whatever he was about to tell me.


“What’s so
terrible that you can’t tell me?”


He sighed
again, taking his time to reply. When he finally stirred, the room was quiet.


Too quiet.


“Please,
sit.” He motioned his hand toward the sofa.


“Just say
it.” I crossed my arms over my chest, not moving from the spot. 


Gazing at
him, my whole body tensed. “If you don’t say it, I swear I’m going to walk out
and never come back. I’ve had enough of your reticence at the most unfortunate
moments. I can’t take it anymore.”


Jett’s shoulders
dropped. He looked so miserable, I instantly regretted my words—only they
were the truth.


I needed
him to open up to me. Preferably before the baby was born, because I knew there
would be much more to deal with and talk about in the future.


“I thought
I could keep it from you, but it’s not possible. Kenny, Brian, they’re all
right. You have to know it.” He stared at me pleadingly.


Pleadingly—for
the life of me, I couldn’t imagine why.


What was so
terrible he couldn’t tell me?


“Jett?” I
touched his arm. “Tell me. I promise, whatever it is, I won’t be mad. I’ll
understand.”


He sighed
again, avoiding my scrutiny. When he finally looked at me again, his eyes
meeting mine, I knew I had won.


“When we
found you, rescued you from your captors, you were in a bad condition. Sam ran
some tests. That was when he discovered you had a condition.”


I was too
shocked to process the meaning of his words.


Sam was Dr.
Barn, my obstetrician.


“He said
that you mustn’t under any circumstances face any more stress. That it could
endanger your and our baby’s life. When he explained that your condition was
linked with life-threatening complications, I made the decision, to keep you
out of everything and anything.”


I stared at
him, taking in his words. “Are you saying I’m sick?”


He shook
his head. “Not sick. No.”


My ears
were ringing, my breath came in short rasps.


“What’s my
condition?” I asked.


It felt
like a disease. Something really bad or even disgusting.


Something
that would definitely eat away at my peace of mind.


What was so
bad that he couldn’t tell me? 


“It’s a
severe form of PE.” He looked at me in concern, and my eyes widened.


“Preeclampsia?”
I stared at him in shock. I had heard of the condition, but I never thought it
would affect me. “But I’m only a few weeks pregnant, not twenty. I’m not
overweight. I don’t suffer from diabetes. How is that even possible? Maybe
Sam’s wrong.”


“You have a
rare form that affects your red blood cells and kidneys,” Jett said slowly,
letting the words sink in. “So now you know why I didn’t tell you about Nate. I
didn’t want to upset you and risk raising your blood pressure. I know it was a
mistake, but I had no choice. There was, simply put, no other option but to
keep some things to myself. I thought it made perfect sense.”


My throat
constricted.


“Oh God. My
baby is…” I choked on my voice.


“Fine.” He
pressed my face against his chest, the gesture surprisingly soothing. “The
baby’s fine. Don’t worry about that.”


“Why would
you keep something so grave from me?” I hid my face against his chest, unable
to stop the fear washing over me, his words lingering at the edge of my
perception, but not quite reaching my mind.


“To protect
you,” he whispered. “That’s why I followed you and had your phone tracked. I
couldn’t risk something happening to you. I thought by staying away and telling
you nothing, I could keep you calm and safe, but it didn’t work. You drew false
conclusions and distanced yourself from me. You went out and got drunk.”


A drink that was spiked.


He didn’t
know that part yet.


It was too
much.


Tears
started to run down my face, and, at the worst of times, I felt nauseous. My
head was spinning. My heart was racing. My fingers started to tremble.


I pushed
him away as I stepped aside.


Damn my
hormones!


Damn my
pregnancy!


Leaning
forward, I took deep breaths, but they didn’t have the calming effect I had
been hoping for.


Jett
touched my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Brooke. I wanted what was best for you. I
promise our baby’s okay. We’ll get through this.”


I turned
around. I didn’t know why, but suddenly I was angry and fearful. “How do you
know? There’s something you don’t know, Jett. Something I meant to tell you all
along. It’s the reason why I’m crying.”


His arm
froze in mid-air, and the room grew silent again.


“What?” His
tone was cautious, wary.


“You were
right about one thing.”


“Right
how?”


I moistened
my lips, preparing my words. “There’s a reason why I called you a wolf the last
time you were at my place.” I looked at him, unable to stop the unwanted tear
trailing down my cheek. “It wasn’t a compliment. I did it because I didn’t
recognize you.”


“I’m afraid
I don’t understand.”


A bitter
smile crept to my face, and my heart began to hammer at the memories of that
one fateful night—the night Gina died. Taking a deep breath, I struggled
to find the right words.


“The night
when you picked me up from the club and drove me home, I was high as a kite,” I
began. “I had hallucinations, and I wasn’t even really drunk.”


“I still
don’t understand,” Jett said.


“I only had
like half a glass. When I told Sylvie about that night, she insisted that I
take a test. We found out that my drink had been spiked.”


For a few
moments, the words hung heavy in the air. When the silence began to feel
oppressive, I looked up to Jett to scan his face.


He looked
at me like he had seen a ghost. And then his expression changed into something
fierce, destructive even. His fingers curled around my shoulders, as though he
was about to shake me to see if I was real.


“What do
you mean spiked? Who bought the drink?”


“Gina, the
girl who died,” I whispered, the nausea inside me growing. 


“So you’re
saying you were high.” He sounded incredulous, and I nodded.


“Fuck.” He
shook his head in disbelief. He looked so worried my heart plummeted.


“At least I
didn’t drink all of it,” I mumbled. He pressed his lips into a thin line, and I
continued, “It’s possible that the test results were wrong.” It was a
halfhearted attempt at easing the tension.


“I’m taking
you to the hospital.”


Before I
could stop him, Jett stood and heaved me up.


“Jett.” I
stood my ground. “What about Gina’s things and the cops?”


“What’s
about them?”


I stared at
him. “You’re being framed, Jett. If the cops were at your place, chances are
they searched it, too. They could be looking for you right now.”


“That’s not
my priority right now, Brooke,” he mumbled. “First, I need to see that you’re
safe and well. And then we’ll figure out the rest.”


He tugged
at my hand, but I made no attempt to follow his silent command to move.


“What?” he
asked.


“At least
take another car,” I pleaded. “If they’re looking for your car, they’ll find
you.”


He stared
at me for a few seconds, processing my words.


“Okay. I
can do that.” He pulled at my hand impatiently. “Come on, Brooke. We have to
pay Dr. Barn a visit.”















 


 

Jett didn’t
bother asking Kenny for his car. He grabbed the spare keys on our way out and
dangled them from his fingers, shooting me a sideways glance that was supposed
to say, “It’s okay.”


It wasn’t
okay, obviously, but I had long learned not to argue with him when it came to
what was acceptable behavior with his friends.


As far as
Jett’s friends went, they couldn’t be more different from mine. The fact that
we were leaving a gang’s headquarters was a good indication of that.


As soon as
we entered the yellow car, Jett motioned me to buckle up and phoned his
physician friend Sam to request his immediate presence. Luckily for us, Dr.
Barn was available and agreed to meeting with us in half an hour.


The drive
to the hospital was shorter than expected. Maybe because Jett hit the
accelerator more often than not, overtaking cars and not stopping at a single
stop sign. Several times, my fingers itched to grab hold of the armrest, and I
bit my tongue to keep from yelling at him to slow down, but my mouth remained
shut. 


For one,
reasoning with Jett was not only impossible, it was fruitless. And second, his
distant, rigid expression showed Jett wasn’t in the mood for talking. I could
see that he was worried, and in turn, his anxiety rubbed off on me. Shivering,
I wrapped my jacket around my body, then folded my hands in my lap, fingers
intercrossed so tightly that the white of my knuckles showed beneath the skin.
Turning my head to the side window, I closed my eyes to suppress the increasing
nausea in the pit of my stomach.


It had been
my decision to go clubbing, and as such I carried the responsibility. Whatever
happened to my baby would be no one’s fault but mine. If only I hadn’t gone.


My anxiety
reached a new peak the moment Jett pulled the car into the hospital parking
area and the tires screeched to a halt. We entered through the main entrance
and rode the elevator up to the fourth floor, where Dr. Barn’s office was
situated.


“I’m
scared,” I whispered to Jett as we crossed the long corridor and came to a halt
in front of a white door.


For the
past few minutes, I had tried to stop the shaking. My stomach was already a
hard lump of icy stones, the shaking intensifying the freezing sensation inside
me.


“What if
something’s wrong? I could never forgive myself if the baby—” A tear rolled
down my cheek. I couldn’t speak the words, the thought too horrible to utter
out loud.


Jett turned
around to face me, his gaze as dark as I felt inside.


“Don’t even
think like that.” He grabbed my shoulders softly and rubbed my arms in a
soothing motion. “You’ll be okay. You’ll both be. We have to believe that.”


“But what
if it isn’t the truth? I don’t want to lose the baby.”


He captured
my face between his hands, and our eyes met once again. “You won’t, because
everything will be okay. I know it. If anything had happened, you would already
have noticed it.”


I nodded
and buried my face against his hard chest. But the relentless questions in my
mind kept racing through my head.


What if my
baby died? Where would that leave us?


My stomach
twisted into painful knots.


For the
first time in my life, apart from that one moment before I was rescued from my
kidnappers, I was truly afraid. It wasn’t just about the baby; I was scared
that I couldn’t take any more worries.


For a few
minutes, Jett and I stood there, my body pressed against his, his arms wrapped
around me in a tight embrace, while I fought hard to forget reality.


It was only
when someone cleared his throat that I stepped back and lifted my head,
realizing that, at some point, Sam must have approached and I didn’t hear him
coming.


The first
time Sam Barn and I met, it was after I was rescued by Jett and his gang. Back
then, Jett explained that Sam was the only physician he trusted. I could only
assume that Sam had played some part in Jett’s former life.


“Hi guys,”
Sam said with a warm, infectious smile. He hadn’t changed much in the weeks I
hadn’t seen him. His blond curls still made him look like an Australian surfer.
His black glasses gave him a nerdy look.


“Hey,” I
murmured.


“She
knows,” Jett explained as a means of hello.


“You told
her about her condition?” Sam’s gaze jumped from Jett to me, and then back to
him.


Jett
nodded. “About an hour ago.”


Actually, I
knew nothing about my condition except that I had a rare form of preeclampsia
that had kicked in too early and was potentially fatal. The first time I read
about preeclampsia at all was in a book about pregnancy a few weeks ago, and I
thought it was some sort of sexually transmitted diseases.


Come on.


Pre-eclampsia?


It kind of
sounded like chlamydia. Whoever stumbled upon it, they couldn’t have come up
with an uglier word, even if they wanted to.


“It’s about
time.” Sam opened the door and motioned us into his office. “Please follow me.”


“How many
people know about my condition?” I whispered to Jett as we followed Sam through
his office to a back door, which was his private examination room.


“Everyone
but Sylvie,” Jett said.


I frowned.
“Why not Sylvie?”


“You think
she can keep a secret from you?” Jett’s sarcasm was evident.


I rolled my
eyes, then gave a forced shrug. “You’d be surprised.”


The truth
was Sylvie couldn’t keep a secret for the life of her.


Especially
not from me.


And
particularly not one about me.



 

***



 

The
examination took over an hour. Jett sat next to me, holding my hand, throughout
the entire session. As soon as we were finished, Sam retrieved a chart to go
over the results.


“Brooke.”
As he addressed me, his eyes became two dark pools of worry. “First and
foremost, your baby’s healthy. Underdeveloped but healthy. That’s the good
news.”


I gave a
loud sigh of relief, until I caught Jett’s nervous gaze and the serious
expression on his face.


“What do
you mean ‘underdeveloped’?” Jett asked. He looked anything but pleased. Didn’t
he hear that the baby was healthy?


“The blood
flow through the placenta is diminished, meaning the growth is slower than it
should be,” Sam explained, unfazed.


Jett
frowned—a sure sign that Sam’s answer wasn’t satisfactory to him.


“It means
that the baby might weigh less at delivery,” Sam elaborated further. “However,
I can assure you it won’t be a problem later on. It’ll still grow to be a very
tall adult.”


Sam’s lips
twitched, and I found myself smiling. Jett barely blinked.


“What about
Brooke?” he asked. “You said that was the good news, so I gather you have some
bad news for us too.”


Sam let out
a short, nervous laugh, seemingly used to Jett’s inability to lighten the
tension. “If you’ll allow me, I’ll get to that in a minute.” He turned to me.
“How are you feeling?”


“Okay, I
guess.” I shrugged, slightly caught off guard. “Worried but okay.”


“Have you
had any changes in vision?”


“Changes in
vision?”


“Like
blurred vision or sensitivity to light. Often accompanied by severe headaches,”
Sam explained, his hand gesturing slightly as he talked.


“Yeah, I’ve
had those recently. But I’ve read that migraines often come with pregnancies,
so a little nausea and exhaustion is to be expected.”


Sam didn’t
return my “don’t worry” smile. Instead, he asked, “Do you feel any pain?”


“Sometimes.”
I pointed to the area below my ribs. “It comes and goes. Nothing major.”


He nodded,
as if that confirmed his thoughts. “It’s part of your condition. The results
have shown that your protein levels are excessively high. Your blood pressure
is also too high. I’m afraid you won’t have a normal delivery.”


“What’s
that supposed to mean?” Jett asked. His face looked angrier than I thought was
humanly possible. Something sparkled in his beautiful green eyes—a dark
hint of danger.


“It means
that if it gets worse—and I won’t lie, it’s very much to be expected—a
premature delivery will be the only safe option.” Sam’s eyes stayed locked on
me, avoiding Jett’s gaze. “Because your condition is severe and your form of
preeclampsia is very rare, I’m afraid we’ll have to induce the birth much
earlier than planned. Otherwise, it’ll progress to eclampsia, resulting in
seizures and a coma. We want to avoid that, so I recommend more regular
prenatal care check-ups until we can determine the best timing for the
delivery.”


He paused,
hesitating, as though he wanted to say more, but decided against it. “I’m
sorry, Brooke. I know this is not what you wanted to hear, but there’s nothing
we can do. You’re lucky that there was no damage to the fetus.”


“I
understand,” I whispered, clutching Jett’s hand tighter. “When will I have to
deliver?”


“If it
progresses like this, I’d say no later than in four months.” He smiled
sympathetically. “But other than that, the baby’s fine, Brooke. As are you.
Don’t worry too much. I’m going to prescribe you some medication, and recommend
that you reduce any form of stress as much as possible. If your condition gets
worse, bed rest will be necessary, but it shouldn’t come to that. As long as
you attend your regular check-ups and don’t take part in extreme sports
activities, such as car racing”—he pointed to Jett who still didn’t crack
a smile—“everything will be all right.”


My lips
twitched. “I think I can do that.”


Sam looked
at the chart again, and the easy-going smile from before spread across his
lips. “Now that this has been cleared up, let’s proceed to the next bit of good
news. I’d like to use the opportunity to say that we’ve just received new,
top-notch equipment, and I’ve taken the liberty to screen your blood. Based on
the results of the medical procedure, which I cannot stress enough is top-notch
and the best in the world, I’m happy to announce that we’ve found no
chromosomal conditions.”


Jett opened
his mouth, but Sam held up a hand to stop him.


“And we’ve
also found out the gender of your baby.” He let the words sink in as he
continued to smile at us, clearly enjoying every moment. “Now the question is:
do the happy parents want to know now or would they prefer to discover at
birth?”


There was a
short, stunned silence. “I…” Lost for words, I turned my head to Jett and found
him staring at me, as speechless as I was.


Seconds
passed with none of us talking. Sam stood.


“If you
don’t mind, I have to check on one of my other patients. But I’ll be back in
five. That should give you enough time to come to a decision.”


The door
closed silently, leaving us alone.


“So, what
do you think?” Jett asked.


“I think
I’m ready.” I tried to hide my smile, with little success. “Do you want to
know?” I couldn’t help the hint of anxiety creeping into my voice.


“More than
anything. It would be great to confirm what I’ve known all along.”


I frowned.
“Confirm? Is there something you’re not telling me, Jett?”


“I know
it’s going to be a girl,” he said. “I can feel it. I felt it the moment you
told me you were pregnant.”


I shot him
a lazy grin. “Strange to hear it from someone who’s not pregnant.”


“Are you
ready for a bet?”


I gritted
my teeth. “A bet on our child’s gender? Are you serious?”


Seeing my
mortified expression, his smile disappeared. “If you’re no longer into our
games, we can surprise ourselves at birth.”


He sounded
hurt—a little reminder of our fight and all the horrible things I had
said.


I grabbed
his hand and squeezed it. “Jett, I wasn’t criticizing our relationship. I’m
sorry I called our little games stupid. That’s not the way I truly feel about
them.”


He looked
at me for a long time, his green eyes shadowed by his thick black eyelashes
reflecting an array of emotions.


Eventually,
his naughty self won. I could see it before he asked, “Are you saying you still
want to play?”


I nodded.
“Yes, I want to play with you and get played. And everything in between.”


“Oh, yeah?”
A big smile broke through the dark expression on his face, exposing his perfect
teeth and lips so kissable I wanted to taste them right there and then.


“But, Jett,
don’t you think betting on a child’s gender is taking it too far?” I asked.


“Not
necessarily. It’s a story you won’t forget easily, seeing that you’ll lose, as
usual.”


“I don’t
lose, Jett.”


“Sure,
woman. Whatever you want to believe is fine by me now. I’ll change your mind
later, behind closed doors.” For a moment, his tone carried that hint of a
Southern accent he so desperately tried to get rid of. The Southern accent I
had fallen in love with and that always managed to make me tingle down below.
With a sexy, devilish glint in his eyes, he held out his hand. “If you win, you
can call the shots for one day. Noticed the ‘if’?”


Of course I
did. He always managed to emphasize it so I wouldn’t miss it.


I stared at
him, ignoring the pang of heat spreading through my body. Our faces were inches
apart now, and the tolerable warmth in my stomach turned into a raging flame
between my legs. He looked so sexy, I was ready to do way more than only kiss
him.


“And what
do you want if you win?” I asked, raising my brows.


“You. One
night with me. I guess you’re used to that demand by now.” His ego was having
its big entrance again. I smirked. “But this time, there’s more. I want to name
our child Treasure.”


“Treasure?”
I stared at him. He had said it before, but the first time he had mentioned it
hadn’t sounded so—


Final.


Treasure
Mayfield.


Treasure
Stewart.


Treasure
Stewart Mayfield.


The name
sounded perfect. I realized that even if Jett would never want to marry me to
turn us into the perfect
relationship, at least our child would have a perfect name.


“What if
it’s a boy?” I asked.


“Well, do
you want to have a boy?” he counter-asked.


“It doesn’t
matter. I would love them both equally, obviously,” I replied. “I’m just
saying, what if it’s a boy, Jett? What would you name him?”


“I’ve never
thought of that because the possibility never even crossed my mind. To be
honest, while I would love both, I’m confident that our first child will be a
girl.”


My heart
fluttered at the way he said first.


First—as
if there would never be an only one. There would be more. A few more.


“Why?” I
croaked.


He
shrugged, and his lips curled up, revealing two perfect strings of sparkling
teeth. “I just know, and I hope she’ll inherit your stunning lips, because I’m
a sucker for those. Like big time.” He smiled as his thumb traced the contours
of my lips. “And your eyes. Big, brown eyes. Don’t get me started on how much I
love those.”


“That’s so
shallow.” I shook my head, laughing. “If it’s a girl, I hope she has your green
eyes, not mine, because they’re beautiful.”


“And you
call me shallow? Just saying.” He laughed a deep and rich, infectious sound,
and for a moment, I was reminded why I loved him so much.


Loved his
voice.


Loved his
body.


Loved
everything about him.


My gaze
brushed over his lips, engrossed by the way they moved, rendering me unable to
hear a word he was saying. All I could think of was what I wanted to do to him
in bed.


“Brooke,
are you listening to me?” Jett asked, pulling me out of my reverie.


“Huh?” I
blinked. “Yes, obviously.”


“No, you
weren’t.”


“I was.” I
nodded eagerly. His grin turned knowing. “Okay, I wasn’t. What were you
saying?”


A knock
rapped at the door, disrupting our conversation, and I made a mental note to
resume the conversation later.


“Am I
interrupting?” Sam asked from the doorway, his head barely peeking in, as if
Jett and I might be busy undressing or having sex. When Jett motioned him in,
Sam entered and closed the door behind him. “So, have you guys decided?”


“We want to
know, but before you tell us the gender, do you mind answering one very
important question?” Jett paused for effect.


Sam nodded.
“Sure. Why not?”


Jett
shifted until his knees touched mine. “What about sexual activity? And I’m
talking about the whole menu. Is there some kind of rule? Restrictions?”


My head
snapped in Jett’s direction, and my mouth dropped open.


Holy cow.


Talk about
being direct.


“Jett!” I
slapped his arm playfully. “You can’t ask him about that.”


“You should
encounter no problems in that regard,” Sam replied. “Sexual activity is
actually very healthy, so I strongly recommend it.”


Of course
he did. He was a guy after all.


“So, the
more the better, right?” Jett nudged my shoulder, insinuation dripping from his
tone.


Earth, please, swallow me whole.


A warm
blush crept up my cheeks as I stared at Sam, ignoring the sudden urge to walk
out. I stifled the urge. As usual, my treacherous body responded. Feeling Jett
next to me, and thinking of our bet, made my heart race, and something warm and
fuzzy spilled and traveled through my abdomen.


“At least
every day.” Sam’s lips twitched. “Any other questions?”


Neither of
us spoke.


“I’ll take
it that’s a ‘no,’” Sam said as he turned to us. “Your little one’s a girl.”


I stared at
him, then at Jett, hope breaking wide open inside me.


“It’s a
girl,” I whispered, my throat choking up.


Sam nodded.


Under Sam’s
curious and somewhat strange glance, Jett leaned forward, his warm breath
tickling my ear. “I can’t wait to claim my prize, baby. You better make it
good. After days of not having sex, not counting my morning quickie, I want to
devour you whole, at least twice.”















 


 

As soon as
Sam had communicated the results, he cast one more of his strange glances at
Jett and me before closing the door behind him and leaving us alone in the
room. My cheeks glowed and my heart raced with joy as I turned to Jett, taking
in his soft features. He leaned against the wall in a casual stance, his hands
buried in his pockets, as he smiled at me, our initial playfulness replaced by
seriousness…and astonishment.


Neither of
us dared to break the silence, that special moment of ours that belonged to
just us.


The moment
of beginnings I never thought I’d get to see ever again.


Maybe all
the bad things that had happened in our relationship had brought us closer
together. They sure had made me appreciate what we had more. Even though the
good news was unexpected, more surprising was the fact that Jett wanted to have
more than one child with me.


Maybe he even wanted a family and we’d live
together.


“So…” I
started, unsure but barely able to contain my smile.


“So…” he
replied.


“So…” I
repeated as I watched him inch closer.


He stopped
in front of me, grinning. “So…”


I let out a
laugh. “Stop it. If you say ‘so’ one more time I’ll—”


He leaned
forward and kissed me on my mouth, cutting off my words. His tongue was warm,
welcoming, sending a whiplash of new feelings through me. Something deep inside
me roused, and a shudder spread through my body.


I wrapped
my arms around him and let him suck my lower lip deeper into his mouth, my
heart racing while my knees turned all mushy.


When he
pulled back, I almost wanted to hold him, never let him go.


If only I
weren’t so stunned about the news.


“This is
amazing. We’re going to have a girl in as little as four months,” I whispered.


Even
speaking it out aloud felt special.


Having
Jett’s baby was no longer just a speck of hope. Or just a wish.


We knew for
certain now.


A simple
truth: Jett and I were going to have a girl.


“The best
news in days,” he agreed. His voice was soft, full of trepidation as he pulled
me up from the chair. “Come on. Get dressed. I’m taking you out.”


“Where?” I
asked, raising my eyebrows.


“Somewhere
special. We need to celebrate, of course. We deserve a real treat. Just the two
of us. With no one else around.”


“I hope
we’re not going back to the Trio hotel.” The words were out before I could stop
them. Gazing up at him, I felt my cheeks blushing. “I mean, it’s great. It’s
just—”


“It was a
mistake, Brooke.” He looked at me, his handsome face ridden with guilt. “I
would never take you there again. Trust me, I learned that lesson the hard
way.”


His words
lingered in the air. I let out the breath I was holding.


“Thank
you,” I whispered.


“For what?”


I shrugged.
“For everything.”


“Don’t
thank me, Brooke. If a guy kissed you like Tiffany did me, trust me, I would
have punched the hell out of him.” He leaned over, his arm brushing me as he
pinned me against the wall. “I’m far more jealous than you are, sweetheart. I
won’t let anyone touch you. Ever. And if someone actually tried that, I can’t
guarantee that I wouldn’t do things I might come to regret later.”


I had no
idea what to say. My thoughts scattered, and I swallowed the lump in my throat.


“I’m
against any form of violence, you know that,” I whispered.


“Me too,
but sometimes you have to solve problems fists on.”


He
retrieved his phone from his pocket, then pointed to the ‘NO PHONES. Please
take your calls outside’ sign on the wall. “I need to make a reservation for
us. They’re serving coffee and smoothies outside. Can I bring you something on
my way back?”


“Coffee
would be great. Thanks,” I said, squeezing into my jeans.


“All
right.” Jett closed the curtains to give me privacy. “I’ll be right back.”


Something
in his voice made me look up. Or maybe it was the fact that he didn’t kiss me
on his way out, which he never missed, even if it was just a five-minute trip.
But I didn’t press the issue. I finished dressing and grabbed my shoulder bag
from a nearby chair to make my way out to the private hospital restroom to
apply some lipstick and retouch my makeup. But then I stopped. My hand hovered
over the handle as I tuned in to Jett’s familiar voice carrying over from
outside the door.


“You’re
sure this isn’t a mistake?” Jett asked.


I stared at
the door.


Hundreds of
thoughts raced through my mind, and once more I was reminded of the strange
look Sam had shot Jett before he left. It dawned on me that his look hadn’t
been meaningless. It was a clue he wanted to speak with him alone. As was
Jett’s excuse to make a reservation. Maybe not an excuse, but he sure had
wanted to leave the room.


I pressed
my ear against the door as unease washed over me.


Were they
talking about me?


I had to
know, so I held my breath and listened.


“I did the
blood test twice to check Brooke’s story,” a male voice said. Even though the
words were slightly muffled, I recognized Sam’s grave tone. “I can confirm that
there were traces of drugs found in her system.”


A light
pause before Jett’s voice cut through the silence. “Drugs? I thought there was
just one substance.”


Someone,
probably Sam, cleared his throat. Then the answer came, “No, we found traces of
two.”


I stared at
the door, suddenly faint. My heart felt as though it might jump out of my chest
and hide from me. Someone cursed—I assumed Jett—his voice
incoherent.


More out of
need than want, my hand grabbed the handle, and as quietly as I could, I opened
the door and peeked out. Jett was standing with Sam at the end of the private
hall, a few feet away from me.


Both their
backs were turned to me, their body postures rigid, betraying their worry.
Engrossed in their conversation as they were, they didn’t notice me, and I
couldn’t blame them. I was as shocked as Jett to hear about the test results.


“Which
drugs were found?” Jett asked, his voice clear now that the door was open.


“One is
known as a date rape substance,” Sam said. “The other was the same high-quality
drug Brooke was injected with during her abduction. But in a lower quantity.
Whoever tried to drug her wanted to make sure she was unable to defend herself
and had no recollection.”


My heart
skipped a beat. I bit my lip hard until I drew blood.


“They used
the same drug?” Jett asked hesitantly.


“I think
so, yes.” Sam’s voice carried over in his usual calm and measured tone, as if
he was used to giving people bad news. “I’m sorry. I would even go so far as to
say it’s identical—the same manufacturer. Again, I can only say she’s
lucky she didn’t drink much of it. The combination of alcohol with twice the
amount of the drug previously given to her could have killed her this time. She’s
lucky you were with her. From what you told me, if Brooke had drunk the rest,
she might not be where she is now.”


“Fuck.”
Jett raked a hand through his hair, his shoulders slumped, angry. His hand
punched the wall before he let out another set of swear words. I flinched. Sam
looked at him, unimpressed.


“How come
Brooke’s drink was spiked?” Sam asked after a small pause.


“She went
out.”


“Where?”


“To some
place called the Hush Hush club. It’s a night club.”


“She was at
the Hush Hush?” Sam sounded surprised. “Are you serious, man? When did that
happen?”


“Recently,”
Jett said. “Why are you asking?”


“There was
an incident there.”


My breath
stalled. Coldness crept into my bones as I gripped the door harder.


“What
incident?” Jett asked, repeating the burning question in my head.


Yes, what
incident?


“Haven’t
you read today’s news?”


“No.” There
was a pause. “Should I have?”


“You tell
me.” Sam’s voice dropped to a whisper, low enough for me to have to strain my
ears to make out the words. Holding my breath, I stared at them. I could tell
from his body language that it had to be important before he even opened his
mouth.


 “A dead girl was found there,” Sam said.
“It’s good that Brooke wasn’t around when it happened.”


My body
turned cold, and a shiver ran down my spine.


What girl?


I wished I
could walk over and question Sam myself.


“Are you
saying a girl was found dead last night?” Jett repeated, the incredulousness
replaced with weariness.


“Yes.”


“Did she
happen to have red hair, and was her name Gina?”


“Not sure
about the hair color, but the name’s correct.” The answer came slower than
expected. Sam sent Jett a long look. “So you’ve heard the news?”


“No.”


“If you
didn’t read or hear the news, how do you know about it?” 


Jett took
his time with his reply. Eventually, he said, “It’s a long story.”


“One I
should know of?”


“It
depends.” Jett sighed. I watched him take a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“Did the girl die behind the night club?”


I held my
breath as I watched Sam, who seemed to study Jett for a moment.


My heart
pounded hard as I waited for his reaction, confirmation or denial.


Anything.


My chest
started to hurt from all the pressure, but worst of all, my mind was spinning
from all the new facts.


Finally,
Sam exhaled sharply and shook his head. “No, her body was dumped near the
club,” he said. “By the time the police arrived, she was long dead.”


“How do you
know?” Jett asked.


“A friend
of mine is the medical examiner who’s performing the autopsy on her. He’s
always short staffed, so he called to ask for help. We talked about an hour
ago,” Sam explained. He clasped his hands behind his back, his thumbs fiddling.
It was the only sign that Sam was nervous.


“What else
did he say?” Jett demanded.


“Not much.
Only that it’d been a long time since he’d seen a case as bad as hers. She
suffered for a few hours before she died.”


“Suffered
how?”


“Multiple
stab wounds.”


“Raped?”


“Yes, that
too,” Sam said. “What I’m telling you is unofficial and confidential
information because the autopsy’s just begun.” Sam waited until Jett nodded his
consent before continuing, “According to the news, she was last seen leaving
the club with a man Monday at two a.m. My friend put the time of death as three
p.m. Her body was dumped out of a car roughly twelve hours later, twenty-four
hours after her disappearance.”


My heart
skipped a beat.


Oh, my god.


I had met
the detective at seven p.m. He interrogated me and showed me pictures of Gina
while she had been lying dead somewhere—still undiscovered.


I clenched
my hands into fists as cold shudders rocketed through me.


God only
knew what horrible things Gina had suffered in those twenty-four hours.


“Wait a
sec,” Jett said, mirroring my own thoughts. “Are you saying the girl was
abducted, tortured at some place, and was already dead for several hours before
her body was dumped at the club?”


Sam nodded.
“Yes.”


“What the
fuck?” Jett’s shoulders slumped, and he raked his fingers through his already
disheveled hair.


“What’s
going on?” Sam asked.


“You
wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


“Try me,”
Sam said calmly. “Does it involve Brooke?”


“Yeah.”
Jett nodded, the notion carrying as much graveness as his tone. “And me. I’m
getting framed.”


“By whom?”
Sam asked.


“I don’t
know.”


“How could
they possibly link you to this girl’s death?”


Jett
laughed darkly. “You’d be surprised.”


Sam let out
a sharp breath. “Jesus, dude. Does Brian know?”


“Not yet. I
found out this morning. Brooke told me she was friends with the girl.” Jett
folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the wall. “Is there a way I
can get a hold of the video?”


“We don’t
have it. It was just mentioned in the news,” Sam said. “But it shouldn’t be
hard to get it. Brian could help out, or do you intend to keep it from him?”
The slightest hint of reproach came through in his voice. Apparently, Brian had
to be kept updated. That Jett hadn’t done so that didn’t seem to bode well with
Sam.


“I might
tell him.” Jett drew a long breath. “It’d be interesting to know if any more
dead girls were found recently.”


The sudden
pause signaled they were about to draw their conversation to an end. Afraid
that Jett would notice me, I closed the door quietly, but that didn’t stop me
from cupping my ear to the door again.


For another
minute or two, the conversation continued, too muffled to make out more than a
fragment. Soon, footsteps thudded down the hall. They seemed to come closer,
but I didn’t move away. If someone entered, I could always pretend I was on my
way out because Jett was taking too long.


“Do you
think you can do me a favor?” I heard Jett’s voice again.


“Consider
it done.”


“I need a
copy of the autopsy report.”


“What
exactly are you looking for?”


“I don’t
know, maybe the presence of the same drug Brooke had in her system. I want to
find out if the girl was drugged,” Jett said. “Can you get it?”


“You’ll
have it by tomorrow.”


“I need it
today.”


“Sure. No
problem. I’ll call when I have it,” Sam replied in the same calm tone.
“Anything else I can do for you?”


“As a
matter of fact, yes.”


The steps
came to a halt in front of the door. I expected the door to burst open, but it
didn’t. Reckoning I had heard enough, I retreated to the examination area and
held my breath, waiting for the push of the door handle.


It didn’t
come.


Waiting and
not being able to hear what they were saying felt like an eternity. After a
while, a door opened and closed nearby, and the next thing I knew the muffled
voices were gone.


Not my
thoughts though.


I leaned
back, taking deep breaths, unable to shake the nausea building up. My sin felt
hot, but inside, a cluster of ice-cold cramps seized my stomach.


Gina had
been raped. She had been drugged. And she suffered.


Just like
one of the victims I had met during my captivity—Liz.


My throat
burned as various emotions crawled up my spine. I tried to stop the memories
flooding my mind, the dark times I had tried to forget but never could. My
stomach clenched. I rushed to the bathroom and dropped to my knees just in
time, before everything I’d eaten that day came up fast, until I was sure my
stomach was empty and there was nothing left inside me.


Shivering,
I leaned my throbbing head against the cold surface, praying that the pain
would stop. 


As I sat
there, it occurred to me that Jett would be back soon. He couldn’t see me like
this, so I got up, sprayed water on my face, and then reapplied my makeup and
regarded myself in the mirror.


My skin was
unnaturally pale, but it wasn’t too bad. I looked good enough on the outside.


I chuckled
darkly at the word.


Outside… It sounded like I had two faces. Like there
were two sides of me.


A true one
that had been hidden far too long, and the one that kept pretending everything
was fine when that couldn’t be further from the truth. That part of me felt
heavy now.


I wished a
time would come when I could stop pretending.


When I
moved back into the examination room, Jett hadn’t returned yet. At least the
nausea had passed. But the fear in my bones persisted as I became aware of
three facts:


First,
Gina’s body hadn’t even been dropped off at the club when the detective, or
whoever he was, interrogated me.


Second, there
was every possibility that the same men who once drugged and abducted me had
tried to kidnap me again.


And third,
the poem hadn’t been a message. It had been a threat.


Someone had
every intention of framing Jett for a murder he didn’t commit. Someone had
orchestrated a great plan, probably plotting it for a long time. Someone might
still be after me.


And all
this time, I had worried that Jett might be the bad guy when it was someone
else.


I swallowed
hard, not for the first time wondering if I would ever be safe.



 


 














 


 

When Jett
finally opened the door, at least fifteen minutes had passed. I was sitting on
the examination chair, my feet dangling in the air, my body tense, and my pulse
still racing. Forcing a smile to my lips, I cocked my head and looked up at
him.


“You didn’t
have to go through all the trouble to make a reservation, you know,” I said
nonchalantly. “We could have opted for a quick drive-in.”


“Right.
What kind of man do you take me for?”


He passed
me a cup of coffee. I pretended to take a sip, but all I could focus on was the
need to control the rising sense of nausea inside my stomach. Wrapping my cold
hands around the steaming cup, I watched him lean against the wall and close
his eyes. He stood there for a few long moments, alone with his thoughts. I
gave him the privacy because I sensed that he needed it.


When he
opened his eyes again, his smile was gone and a flicker of knowledge appeared
in them. “You heard us, didn’t you?”


It didn’t
even sound like a question.


I shook my
head. “Heard what?”


“It’s okay,
Brooke. No need to pretend. I knew all along that you would be listening.”


His eyes
pierced mine, and my breath caught in my throat as my smile died on my lips.
There was so much intensity in them my heart skipped a beat. I swallowed the
lump in my throat, but all it did was amplify the tension coursing through me.
As if sensing my distresses, he nodded knowingly. “So…tell me, how much did you
hear?”


Deciding
there was no point in lying, I shrugged and carefully placed the coffee cup on
the table, afraid the shaking of my limbs might cause me to spill the black
liquid.


“Almost
everything,” I whispered. Unsure if he’d be angry, I added, “I wasn’t trying to
eavesdrop, really, but you guys weren’t exactly quiet.”


“I wasn’t
trying to be.” He narrowed his eyes, waiting for me to drop off the hundreds of
questions I usually had.


When
nothing came, he stepped closer and his fingers curled around my wrists. With a
soft pull, he helped me down from the chair and sheltered me in a tight
embrace, until I could feel his breath on my face. Sexy, masculine, his green
eyes ever so magnetizing. My insides clenched at the anticipation of him
kissing me.


“Brooke.”
He let out a slow breath. “I don’t want to keep any more secrets from you. Not
again. Not after I almost lost you. This is serious. We have to be honest with
each other.”


Oh, God.


Those were
the words I had been waiting to hear, and for a split second, I imagined a life
together without lies, without any more secrets, and a real chance to heal our
wounds.


I looked up
at him, ready to comment, when I stopped still. His eyes were wide and worried,
the usual color of emeralds now foggy and dark. His lips were drawn in a tight
line—not at all how I imagined he would be when he spoke those words. I
sensed then that more was coming. A scolding, possibly, or maybe…


“Jesus,
Brooke.” His voice came low, insinuating anger—like a sleeping volcano
waiting to erupt. “Do you realize that it could have been you?”


I stared at
his beautiful face, now contorted with fear and anger, wondering if we would
have another fight so soon after our lovemaking. Did I even have that much
energy left? I doubted it.


“Nothing
happened. You were there and picked me up,” I whispered.


Jett shook
his head, grimacing. “I’m not talking about the night you were at that damn
club. I’m talking about the guy who left the letter and almost broke into your
apartment.”


A new
shudder ran down my spine.


“Yeah, that
was scary.” I forced a shrug, banishing the memory of hiding, the strong
feeling of being trapped in a room with no way to get help, and feeling guilty
when I shouldn’t have felt that way. “But nothing happened. I’m still here.
It’s not even a big deal.”


He stared
at me. “How can you say it’s not a big deal? He could have hurt you and our
baby.”


“But he
didn’t.” Even to me my reassurance sounded pathetic. Unbelievable.


“No, but he
could have, and that’s all that matters,” he growled. “Brooke, you heard Sam.
He said the girl was abducted and tortured. You said that you felt watched.
What’s to say it wasn’t him, the same person who killed Gina? And what’s to say
he didn’t try to get you?”


He was
right. The danger had been there all along.


I
swallowed, again and again, but the lump in my throat didn’t loosen.


The memory
of my own abduction brought new and old fears to greater heights.


“You don’t
have to assume the worst just because you see a few connections,” I said more
to myself than to him. His brows shot up at my words. “It might have been a
joke or…the letter was dropped off at the wrong door.” I winced at how
unconvinced I sounded.


He shot me
a long look.


“Is that
what you really believe?” he asked, brows knitted.


I sighed.
“No.”


“Then what
do you think happened? Please enlighten me, because any other explanation than
what I’ve offered you doesn’t make sense.”


Crossing my
arms over my chest, more to stop the shivering than to ward off the cold, I
shook my head. Not because I didn’t believe he was right, but because I might
have been pretty close to the truth before. The mention of tears in the poem,
the dots Gina had drawn on her face, were all signs that Jett was right.


Someone was
after me.


Jett had
mentioned a game before. 


“I don’t
know,” I admitted, feeling desperation washing over me again. “It might just be
a game like you said, but I’m not sure what game.”


Exhaling, I
brushed the hem of my shirt then jumped up. I grabbed my bag and fished out my
phone.


“What are
you doing?” Jett asked slowly, watching me scroll through my contact list.


 “I have to call Thalia,” I explained, not
bothering to look up. “We didn’t really get a chance to talk when we heard the
news, but there’s a chance her drink was spiked, too.”


Jett’s
fingers enclosed mine, the action stopping me.


I looked
up, confused, my glance sweeping from his hand to meet his gaze. “What?”


“I don’t
want you to contact her,” he said calmly. “Or anyone else, for that matter.”


I shook my
head in confusion and pulled my phone out of his reach. “Why not?”


“Let’s just
say it’s not a good idea.”


I drew a
long breath and let it out slowly. “Jett, Gina was the one who brought us the
drinks. Thalia could tell us if she saw someone with her. She could describe
him. She was the last one to see Gina alive.” I paused to let my words sink in.
When he remained quiet, I said, “If we know what he looks like, we might be
able to find out who he is. Thalia could even tell us if the fake detective
left after I went home or if anything else suspicious happened.”


“No.” His
voice was hard. Determined. “No. You’re not contacting anyone. Sam promised to
call as soon as the autopsy report comes in. It will show us if there were any
drugs in Gina’s body. Until we know for sure what’s going on, you can’t trust
anyone, Brooke. Do you understand?” He stared at me, his gaze impenetrable, unyielding,
yet at the same time pleading. “It’s too dangerous.”


“But—”


“No,
Brooke,” Jett cut me off. “If the guy isn’t a real detective and he showed you
pictures of her body, I have every reason to believe the pictures were provided
by the killer, or the guy’s the killer.”


My jaw
dropped in shock, my words failing me. During the interrogation, the detective
and I had been sitting close together in the small room. I was hard to grasp
the fact that I might have been staring at a killer that whole time. The entire
conversation, not just with him but also with Jett, had my head spinning, and
for once, I wished I had something stronger than coffee.


A full
minute passed.


Then
another.


When I
found my voice again, I was surprised at how calm my words came.


“You think
that guy, who interviewed me, is the
killer?” I asked.


“I wouldn’t
rule it out.” Jett glanced out the window. “And if he isn’t, I’m sure he knows
who the killer is.”


He turned
back to me, and, as if sensing the burning question on my tongue, continued, “It
takes at least two people to execute a plan and one person to act as a
diversion. So, I’m guessing he and someone else are working with the real
killer. The question is who? The fact that Gina brought the drinks could mean
she was involved somehow, which is why you can’t contact her friends.”


I stared at
his resolute expression, realizing that Jett was serious. My stomach sunk.


“I can’t
imagine that Gina was involved,” I said. “It’s not possible.”


“Why not?”


“Simply
because”—I shrugged—“it would mean that Thalia’s involved, too.”


“Well, do
you think she might be?”


“Hell, no.”
I grimaced, mad that he would even suggest something like that. “Her pain
looked real, Jett. Just because Gina brought the drinks doesn’t mean she was
involved.”


“Someone
spiked them,” Jett reminded me.


“But that
someone wasn’t Gina.” My voice rose slightly. “I doubt she wanted to be
killed.”


His
eyebrows shot up. “She still got into the car with a guy and let him drive her
some place,” Jett said softly. “If she was gay, why would she do that unless
she knew him?”


He had a
good point.


Gina might
have known him. They might have been friends.


Unless…


“Maybe she
didn’t know what she was doing, Jett,” I could hear myself defending her. “Like
I didn’t know what I was doing when you picked me up that night. She might have
been so drugged out of her mind that she just went along, unaware of the danger
she was in.”


He cocked
one eyebrow. “You went home with me because you were attracted to me.”


Of course,
his ego had to make its entrance at some point.


My cheeks
blushed. “Yes. That’s true, but still.”


“We have to
be careful, Brooke. Unless we find real evidence, I won’t rule out that your
friend’s involved, and neither should you. For all we know, they all might be.”


“They?” I
asked breathlessly. “Who’s they?”


“Grayson.
Thalia. All your new friends,” Jett
said, oblivious to the storm wreaking havoc inside me. “The fact that you
scored the job so fast is kind of unusual, Brooke. How often do you find
someone getting a job without needing references, especially with you being
pregnant? Thalia basically threw it at you while you ordered coffee.”


I stared at
him when it hit me.


Jett was
thinking I was lured in.


By Thalia. 


The idea
was so crazy I shook my head vehemently. Thalia had been good to me. Her
concerns for me looked real. Even though I hadn’t known her for a long time, I
was sure she wasn’t involved. I couldn’t say the same about Jett’s brother. The
knowledge that Jett didn’t even seem to consider other options angered me.


Not once
had he mentioned his brother’s name, even though I was sure Nate and his people
were involved somehow.


“What about
Nate?” I asked, regarding him coldly.


It was a
simple question, and yet the very mention of his brother’s name was enough to
change Jett’s determined expression to something I had never seen in his face.


Disgust.


Contempt.


Pure
hatred.


And then in
a split second it was gone—as if it had been a figment of my imagination.


Jett
shrugged and buried his hands in his pockets. “What about him?”


“It could
be him,” I pointed out, unable to keep the angry undertones in my voice in
check. “In fact, he’s the first one I thought of. Not Thalia, nor Gina, nor my
new friends, as you so kindly suggested. If someone’s playing a game, then that
someone might as well be your brother, not people I just met.”


“Nate
wasn’t out at that time.”


“That might
be true, but I still wouldn’t rule him out, and neither should you,” I repeated
his words.


Every
muscle in his face tensed. “Do I need to remind you that he’s under
surveillance? He couldn’t sneak out, even if he tried to.”


“What about
an insider, someone passing on messages, or trying to help him?” I continued,
not ready to drop the topic. “All he had to do was call in a favor from one of
his many connections.”


Jett shook
his head slowly, his expression getting stonier by the second. “No, it isn’t
him. Can’t be. My brother’s not my only enemy, Brooke. If you looked into my
past, you’d know that. A lot of people want to harm me.”


“Especially
those led by your brother,” I said dryly, relentless.


“Used to be
led, Brooke. Used to. There’s a difference.” His brusque response stopped me,
but only to let me catch my breath.


“Jett,“ I
started again, my patience waning. “While everybody was busy looking for the
remaining members, Nate had every opportunity to use a distraction to get what
he wants, and yes, I believe that includes framing you.”


Why was it
so hard for Jett to see that the man he called his brother might be the one who
was trying to destroy him? Seconds passed as I glowered at him, unable to stop
the frustration gripping me, as Jett remained silent. The whole situation was
ridiculous. To protect his brother, he was going too far. It was as though he
was in a state of denial.


Oh, my God.


Jett was in a state of denial. It was my responsibility
as his girlfriend to break down the walls that kept him trapped in blindness.


“Is it just
me, or are you trying to protect your brother?” I said casually. “Because it
sure feels like it.”


“My
broth—” He grimaced, his handsome face distorting at once, as if he
couldn’t even say the word. He exhaled sharply, hands balled into fists as he
turned his face back to me, cursing. “Fuck, you think I’m protecting this fuck?
I would never do that. I just think…” He ran a hand through his hair, leaving his
sentence unfinished.


“Think
what?” 


He stayed
silent. I clasped my hands, waiting patiently for him to explain his
perspective so I could understand him. He wet his lips, leaving moisture on
them. His posture was rigid, his jaw clenched as he turned his whole body to
me, his eyes finally looking up. “I don’t think my brother would be stupid
enough to do this so soon after his arrest. Not when his trial is still
pending, and he knows he’d get life. It’d be too easy and obvious to link him
to this.”


I stared at
him, unsure if I should laugh or be mad at his absurd explanation.


Nate was
already facing life behind bars. I doubted he cared much about that little
detail.


When I
noticed Jett was serious, I shook my head.


“Jett,” I
started slowly, fighting with myself not to lose my temper. “Maybe he doesn’t
care about a few more years in prison or being caught. Maybe easy and obvious is the answer. I know you don’t want to
hear this, and I know you guys grew up together and everything, but please... please don’t tell me you don’t think
Nate is involved. It sure looks like it.”


“He lost,
Brooke.” Jett smiled, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “He has nothing to
gain by doing this.”


I shook my
head again. “See, this is where you’re wrong. He has a lot to gain.”


“How so?”
He frowned. “His account is locked. He’s lost his business, and he’s betraying
the other members by snitching on them. Even if the club continued to grow, and
I’m saying ‘if’, Nate would be replaced as the leader. As things stand now,
they’d turn against him if they found out he ratted them out.”


I nodded,
taking in his reaction. “That might be true. However, you forgot a few things.”
When Jett frowned, I continued, “He loves
to kill, but more than that, and you said so yourself, he loves to win. Maybe Nate doesn’t care
that he’s being stupid or reckless. Maybe he just wants to destroy your life
because he can’t bear for you to have it all. All his life you were his
competition. That’s what you told me, right?” I looked up and found Jett’s
stance rigid, listening, his face an expressionless mask. “I know it’s hard to
believe that, but sometimes the most complicated question has the simplest
answer. By framing you, he would stop you from acquiring success, from having
it all, even if that means destroying your life. …” I trailed off and stepped
back, sort of expecting Jett to be angry, but he wasn’t.


I expected
him to deny my statements, but he just stood there, looking out the hospital
window, his gaze distant, lost in a past he had come to terms with.


“You said
I’m forgetting a few things?” he prompted at last, before turning to me. “You
only mentioned one.”


Towering
over me, he looked dangerously handsome. If it weren’t for the pain written on
his face, I would have kissed him, begged him to take me home so we could
celebrate our news instead of obsessing over Nate. Suddenly I wasn’t sure if I
wanted Jett to hear any more of what I had to say.


I
contemplated my next words. Taking my time with a reply, I walked to the window
and stopped next to Jett, my gaze fixed on him. His posture was rigid, his jaw
still clenched. Anger wafted from him in thick, long waves, but I could feel
that his anger wasn’t addressed at me. I concluded then that Jett needed the
truth spoken aloud as much as I did. Maybe Jett needed to hear me say the
words, to have his own fears and doubts mirrored so he could finally
acknowledge and come to accept them.


“What most
serial killers want: a legacy,” I answered. “Or in Nate’s case, a big
headline.”


His
forehead wrinkled, and he opened his mouth to comment.


“No, please
listen to me.” I held up a hand, silencing him. “Everything Nate’s done so far
has been for his reputation. Even if he’s no longer the leader, like most
serial killers, he’s immensely proud of his achievements. The headlines, every
dead body found—they are trophies. A gain worth far more to him than
money or his people. Even if everything’s over and destroyed, every member of
the club exposed, he’ll want everybody to remember him as the leader of that
club, and yes, that might just mean having his name splashed across the
newspaper. But I don’t think that’s why he’s doing it, Jett.” I took a deep,
calming breath. “I believe he wants you to become a suspect so that the police
start to question the evidence you submitted against him, and possibly consider
that you might be involved, too. The following investigation would give him
more time, maybe even swing the jury in his favor. Even if you’re eventually
found as innocent, and it was all a waste of time, it would still mean the news
would have traveled worldwide. Your reputation would be shattered. The trial
might drag on for months, and if you’re not released on bail, you might miss
the birth of our daughter.” I stared at him, the pain inside me all-consuming.
Of course, those were assumptions, but Nate wasn’t just anybody. Nate was a
schemer. He knew how to plan, implement, and consequently destroy. “If
someone’s playing us, then it would be Nate, not my new friends, Jett.”


The air
felt cantankerous. I almost wanted to open my mouth again, when Jett stirred,
turning his back to me as he spoke.


“Are you
finished?”


His harsh
words took me by surprise.


I stepped
back, suddenly angry. “You don’t believe me?” 


Shock
crawled up my neck as I watched Jett grab my bag. “No, that’s not it. I do
believe you. That’s the thing. I believe what you say is true.” With that, he
turned away from me and walked to the door, expecting me to follow after him,
which I did.



 














 


 

The drive
back to the gang’s headquarters seemed overly long and tiresome, filled with
awkward silence and tense vibes that were so unusual in our relationship.
Leaning my head against the cold glass, I watched the dark clouds hovering over
the skyscrapers.


Soon, very
soon, it would be raining again.


Was Jett
right in his assumption that my new friends rather than Nate might be involved?
It all seemed impossible, almost unbelievable, but how could I know the truth
in a world where craziness couldn’t be restrained?


The soft
pounding in my head increased as I remembered the two bags in my car, and the
knowledge that the police had been near Jett’s apartment. In spite of Jett’s
warning, I could barely suppress the urge to call Thalia and finally get
answers to the questions burning inside my head.


“What are
you thinking about?” Jett’s voice jolted me back to reality, his tone sharp, as
though sensing my turmoil.


I shrugged,
glancing at the busy streets. “Nothing.”


“You sure?”


I turned to
eye him for a moment. The hard mask he had been wearing since the hospital was
still in place. His stance was rigid; his eyes were focused on the road ahead,
his grip around the wheel tight, as though he needed to gain control over
something—anything. Shivering, I wrapped my arms around myself as I
realized that the topic of conversation was dangerously close to returning to
his brother. Jett would want to continue our conversation at some point,
whether I wanted it or not. Seeing that Jett was already disgruntled, I doubted
talking about such a sore point would help ease the tension—and
particularly not since Jett seemed convinced that Nate held no power behind
bars.


“Yeah.” I
folded my hands in my lap, fidgeting in my seat. “Nothing at all.”


“All
right.” He let out a loud sigh as his foot hit the accelerator. We sped ahead,
overtaking two cars. Ignoring his bad mood, I turned my attention back to the
clouds.


This was
going to be so difficult.


At least your baby’s safe, Stewart. Or is it?


The
uncertainty made me shiver again.


I closed my
eyes for a moment. It had been a long night and three hard days. A few months
ago, back when Jett and I started dating, his fast driving had bothered me. Now
I was used to it, even bordering on feeling safe. Maybe it was Jett, his
authority and personality, but even when he was angry, I felt protected and
sheltered. There was something peculiar about the man next to me, as if the
control he exerted over the wheel could be applied to all aspects of my life.
Or maybe it was just the hope that the faster we went, the more easily we could
escape whoever was trying to destroy us.


Escape
whatever had been slowing me down.


Either way,
I didn’t mind his driving.


I just
wanted to erase the bad memories, the bad vibes, all the things that haunted
us.


Driving
fast, if only to get away from it all, and never look back, felt good.


It was only
when Jett slowed down that I forced my eyes open and glanced out the window. I
instantly recognized the houses, the familiar street sign, and the bakery.


Whoa!


My body
jerked into an upright position the moment Jett pulled up in front of my
apartment. 


“What are
you doing here?” I asked.


He had
claimed it was too dangerous to contact anyone, so I’d assumed we couldn’t be
seen either.


His answer
came fast, unyielding. “I want to see the letter.”


I stared at
him as he pulled the key from the ignition. “That’s not a good idea, Jett.”
Even as I spoke the words, I knew Jett wouldn’t listen to a word I said once he
had made up his mind. He never did. He never would.


He leaned
over and seized my bag from my lap. In one quick motion, he pulled out the keys
to my apartment.


I knew then
that the only option was to plea.


Before he
could open the door, my fingers clasped around his hand, forcing him to listen.
“Wait…please.”


“What?” He
turned around, mild annoyance written on his face as he eyed my grip around his
arm, then moved up to meet my gaze.


“We don’t
need it, Jett.”


He
shrugged. “Maybe. But I won’t take risks, not in this instance. So, where is
it?”


I stared at
him until awareness descended on me. He was going to let me wait.


In the car.


All alone
while he did the hard work.


Playing the
protector, as usual.


I frowned.
“Won’t you even ask me to come with you?”


“You know
that’s out of the question.”


I let go of
his hand and crossed my arms over my chest. “No, waiting here in the car for
you is out of the question. You can’t leave me behind.”


He
hesitated for a long moment. When he spoke again, his tone had softened.
“Brooke, you were kidnapped on this very street. It’s too dangerous. I need you
to stay in the car. I promise I’ll be back in five. Just tell me where it is.”


I shook my
head, even though I knew he was right.


Being away
from Jett would be hard, even if only for five minutes. But what motivated me
to hold my ground was the thought that whoever had left the letter could be up
there—waiting to possibly hurt Jett. Losing Jett would be unbearable. I
doubted he’d understand if I shared my thoughts with him. Before he could utter
another word, I opened the door and ushered out of the car, quickly covering
the distance to the entrance, when I realized he had my keys.


Shoot.


Now I was
in trouble.


The car
door slammed shut.


“Seriously?”
Jett’s deep voice—now a shade darker—bellowed behind me. I didn’t
turn around as he joined me in four steps, the sound of his shoes thudding
against the wet pavement.


When I
turned around, I bumped into Jett’s hard chest. I suppressed a laugh.


His peeved
expression was almost funny; only, Jett most certainly wasn’t seeing the humor.


In my
hysteria, I stifled another giggle.


“Did you
really think you could outrun me?” he asked, annoyed.


“Jett.”
Letting out a sigh, I tilted my head back to face him, my smile dying on my
lips. “We’re in the same boat, in the same mess. You either let me go with you
or I’ll go alone, but you don’t get to tell me what I may or may not do. It’s
my life. You can’t stop me from coming with you.”


His
eyebrows rose ever so slightly at my reply. “It is still my responsibility to
protect you, whether you want it or not.”


I rolled my
eyes. “If you don’t take me with you, I won’t tell you where the letter is. And
let me tell you, it’s stashed away in a hidden and secure place. You’ll never
find it.”


It was a
little lie, but he didn’t need to know that.


The letter
was right out in the open, on the table. Anyone would have found it. But my
threat did the trick.


Slowly,
Jett’s resolution crumbled.


“Besides,
those are my keys.” I held out my hand and jutted my chin out. “Please.”


He sucked
in air between his teeth. Eventually, he placed the keys back into my hand.
“Fine, but you stay behind me. If somebody’s there, you run.”


Stay behind
him? That I could do.


But run?


Yeah,
right. I could easily outrun any pursuer, what with my pregnant belly and all.


“You’re
absolutely ridiculous,” I muttered as I opened the door.


“Can’t be
careful enough,” Jett said, misinterpreting me.


He grabbed
my hand and pulled me behind him before he glanced over his shoulder, scanning
the now busy streets.


The moment
we entered the apartment, I felt something was amiss. Maybe it was the air, or
the way everything looked so abandoned. My body tensed, and my heart slammed
into my chest. Nothing stirred, and yet it wasn’t quiet. The soft hum of the
street below could be heard all the way up here.


I cocked my
head, continuing to listen for any strange sounds, while Jett checked each
room.


When he
returned to the hall, his expression seemed more resolute than before.


“Everything’s
clear,” he said. “Where’s the letter?”


“In the
kitchen. I’ll show you.” With one last glance at the door, I pushed the dark
thoughts to the back of my mind and headed for the adjacent room, Jett
following closely behind me. I had barely entered when I stopped short. Slowly,
I took a step back, bumping into Jett. I drew a sharp breath to ease the sudden
burning in my lungs.


What. The. Hell?


On the table,
beckoning to us, was a letter.


Except the
envelope wasn’t white.


It was
bright red, cheerful and promising like a Valentine’s Day card.


“It’s a
good hiding place, I gotta tell you,” Jett said. Under any other circumstances,
I would have rolled my eyes and slapped his arm, but not today. “It would have
taken me days to find it.” He stepped forward and reached out to take it before
I planted myself in front of him.


“Don’t
touch it.”


He turned
to me, frowning. “Why? What’s wrong?”


A thin
layer of sweat settled across my back. “This isn’t it.”


Jett’s gaze
jumped from me to the table, and then back to me, his frown deepening when he
caught my expression. “This isn’t the letter you told me about?”


“No.” I
shook my head in disbelief. “I don’t think so. Someone was here and replaced
it. Maybe I need to see an optometrist, but I’m pretty sure I left a white
envelope right here. This one’s red, so…”


Before I
could finish my thought, Jett sidestepped me and ripped it open, not even
bothering to touch it carefully. When he drew out a single sheet of
paper—red again—I ran my tongue over my suddenly dry lips.


The last
letter had been so creepy. What would the new one say?


I stared at
him as he read it, my pulse pounding, uncertainty creeping up on me.


Creasing my
forehead, I eyed him nervously.


His
shoulders tensed, his grip tightened, as he scanned the text.


“What does
it say?” I asked impatiently when he made no move to share his thoughts with
me.


Jett
ignored me.


I stepped
closer and craned my neck to catch a glimpse, but Jett tore the paper out of my
line of sight.


“Son of a
bitch,” he muttered and pushed the sheet back inside the envelope.


“What?” I
asked wearily. “What does it say?”


“Nothing
worth reading.”


My heart
began to pound against my chest at his cryptic statement. Jett was trying to
hide the torment clearly flashing across his face. Usually, he was a good
actor, but this time he seemed to fail miserably. When something affected him,
it could only mean the news was bad.


“I know
that’s not true,” I whispered. “Let me see it.”


“It doesn’t
matter,” he replied. Ignoring him, I tried to snatch the letter out of his
hand, and failed. My hands began to shake, and my legs trembled. Deep down I
knew that Jett was trying to protect me again.


Was I ready
to read it?


No.


I’d never
be.


But I had
no choice.


If I didn’t
look, I would never know, and Jett would never tell me what it said because
Jett was too overprotective for his own good. Either that, or he was still
having a hard time trusting and sharing his thoughts. I really hoped it was the
first, because the last thing I needed was having another surprise just because
Jett couldn’t open up to me.


“Let me
read it. “ I held up my hand, motioning for him to hand it over.


“I don’t
think that’s a good idea.”


I frowned,
waiting, my hand still outstretched. With a sigh, Jett handed me the paper.


I took a
seat in a nearby chair, hesitating. When I finally mustered up enough courage,
I opened the letter and skimmed the text.



 

When I see her, I wonder does she still think
of me?


Last time, she walked away and I waited for
her.


Oh boy, this time there is no stopping.


One bird caged, one free,


But all good things are three.


Fly, birdy, fly.


Tomorrow’s soon here.


With your brooken wings under the starry sky


I kiss you good night


For tomorrow is soon here and I’ll be there



 

I read it
again and again, while anger, fear, and confusion washed over me in thick
cascades.


The poem
wasn’t just a message.


It was a
threat.


In my head,
it had become a sick melody that seemed oddly familiar, warning me to run.


I felt like
a bird, like when Nate had held me a prisoner. Like Gina must have felt when
she was captured. She had died, and there was no doubt that I might be
next—or why else would someone spell the word “broken” with two oo’s,
just like my name? Whoever wrote the poem had done it on purpose. I was sure of
that.


I swallowed
to get rid of the lump rising in my throat, not for the first time wondering if
I would ever feel safe again.


I turned to
regard Jett.


He was
awfully silent, his gaze avoiding me.


“He used
the same words,” I said, then went on to recall the night with Jett’s brother.
“Nate promised that he’d be waiting for me.”


Jett’s hand
encircled mine, and ever so softly, he pulled the letter out of my tight grip.


“It doesn’t
matter, Brooke,” he whispered, crumpling it into a tight ball. “He can’t hurt
you. I would never let anyone, anything, come between us. Do you hear me? I
won’t let anybody hurt you. Before they get to you, they’ll have to make it
past me.”


“I know,
but what about you?” My gaze met his
beautiful green eyes now shadowed with worry. “Your brother hates you. I know
he does. He told me you would shoot me and then kill yourself.”


“That’s
ridiculous.”


“Not when
it was his plan to make it look that way.” I pointed to the crumpled paper on
the floor. “This is personal, Jett. Things could get a lot worse, and I can’t
protect you.”


“Nothing
will happen. I’m strong enough to defend myself,” he said. “Come on, baby. You
know I would kick his ass. And I have good aim. If he so much as takes a wrong
step, he’s dead.”


I smiled at
Jett’s bad attempt at infusing humor into the situation, but inside I didn’t
feel like laughing.


Nate had
gone to great lengths to fool his brother. What were the chances he would try
again?


Everything
spoke for it.


“That’s not
what I meant.” I shook my head, eyes wide, as I struggled for words. “Someone
has every intention of framing you for a crime you didn’t commit, Jett. Someone
orchestrated a good plan, probably plotting for a long time.” I pointed at the
paper again. “This letter is not a coincidence. It’s all part of that plan.
Your brother’s trying to separate us, take you away from me. I know he wants
that, because he tried it once, and he’ll do it again.”


“I won’t
let anybody, not even my brother, separate us.” Jett seemed unfazed by my
words. The fact that he wasn’t taking my concerns seriously angered me.


I shook my
head again, the desperation in my voice leaving a bitter taste on my lips. “You
don’t understand. Maybe you won’t have a choice.”


His eyes
narrowed to slits, and his posture stiffened even more—the only sign that
he wasn’t as confident as he tried to appear. When he spoke again, anger had
crept into his tone. “Over my dead body, Brooke. I told you.”


 “The cops searched your place, Jett.” I
cleared my voice to stop it from shaking as I remembered the morning but failed
miserably. “I took whatever I could, but what if the murder weapon was there
and I didn’t see it? That could happen, right? What if it’s too late, and
they’re convinced you’re guilty? I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


Jett
kneeled and placed his hand at the back of my head, pulling me against his
chest. “Baby, stop worrying about me,” he said, his tone soothing. “I can take
care of myself. I have friends who take care of me. And you. We’re not alone in
this.” He touched my womb, more purposefully than intuitively, reminding me of
my condition and the need to stay calm—for our daughter’s sake.


“But if
there’s a trial—” I started again, unable to stop the tear running down my
cheek.


“There
won’t be one.” He shook his head vehemently, his determination forcing me to
look up, to believe him. “They can accuse me all they want, but they can’t
prove I’m responsible for the murder. I didn’t kill Gina, so whoever’s planning
this would have to produce real evidence that could hold up in court. As things
stand, my team of lawyers would shred their charges to bits.”


Emphasis on
‘team of lawyers.’


The
realization that Jett wasn’t just anyone made me feel a bit better.


Jett cupped
my face and forced my chin up until I had to face him. “I promise I’ll get us
out of this fucking mess. I also promise that, if it’s his fault, I won’t let
my brother get away with this.”


His voice
was composed, eerily so, but his expression made me flinch. He had never looked
so serious.


I frowned.
“I don’t want you to do anything stupid, Jett.”


“I won’t, ”
he said. For a second, I felt relieved, until I noticed that his expression
carried more determination. His jaw stiffened, and there was no doubt that the
anger from before had turned into fury at some point.


When he
spoke again, the tone of his voice sent a chill up my spine. “I won’t give up,
and particularly not when it’s about you, Brooke. When it comes down to it,
I’ll stand and fight. I’ll find a way, because there’s no way in hell I’ll give
up my life. And you’re my life, Brooke. Whoever’s messing with you, I’m going
to kill him. I promise I’ll make him pay someday.”


“No,” I
whispered. “No. Promise me, Jett, that you won’t do anything that could get you
in trouble.”


He turned
away. “I can’t,” he whispered. “That’s the one promise I’ll never make to you.
I promised myself a long time ago that he’d pay the price. I won’t back down on
my word.”















 


 

Barely
thirty minutes had passed when we reached the gang’s place. As soon as we
parked the car in the garage, Jett killed the engine. I expected him to head
straight inside, but instead he turned to face me, his hand wrapping around
mine, the gesture both determined and strangely imploring, as though he was
trying his best to avoid a fight but couldn’t shift his position.


“Your
keys,” he demanded.


I fished
them out of my bag again and handed them to him. Our fingers touched, and a
spark ran up my arm. Under any other circumstances, I would have welcomed it.
Now, with Jett absentminded, it felt like enjoying time with him was too much
to ask for. He had read the letter, and his already bad mood had now plummeted
to something much worse. Whether it could be attributed to the poem or our earlier
conversation about his brother, I couldn’t tell, but the fact that he was
unreachable remained.


Distant.


Secretive.


Lost in his
own world.


I hated
when he was like that. His stance reminded me of a statue he might turn into
any time.


Or worse
yet, he might be hatching a plan without involving me.


“So, what
are we going to do?” I asked carefully when he made no move to get out of the
car. Our eyes locked ever so shortly, before he turned away to gaze out the
window. The garage was empty, the silence oppressing.


“There’s
this big charity fashion show today,“ Jett said quietly. “I think we should
attend, keep up the appearance, let us be seen, and proceed as if nothing’s
wrong.”


I let the
thought sink in for a moment.


Attend a
charity event?


I could do
that, but what about the cops? Maybe whoever was trying to frame Jett had
tipped them off. What if they were looking for him? My pulse spiked as I
thought of his apartment and the state I had found it in.


“Is it
really a good idea?” I asked.


“Our
options are limited.”


He was
right, of course.


Hiding
would only make things worse.


“What about
Gina?” I asked casually. “What will we do with her stuff?”


“We’ll get
rid of it.”


My head
snapped toward him in shock. “You want to—” I broke off, lost for words.


“We’ll burn
everything,” Jett said coolly.


My jaw
dropped open. An icy sensation rose through me.


“Burn the
evidence?” I choked on my words, the blood rushing from my veins hard and fast.
“I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Jett.”


“Do you
have a better idea?” He cast me a sideways glance as he flipped the keys in his
hand. “Because if you do, I’m dying to hear it.” His cold response rendered me
silent.


Holy cow.


Forget the
part about me not wanting him to be angry. His wrath was much better than the
calculated and stony air about him.


I bit my
lip, my thoughts racing.


Did I have
a better idea?


Not really,
but burning the only evidence sure didn’t sound like something any human in
their right mind would do.


“Jett,” I
said carefully. “Your plan’s crazy. It’s not just Gina’s stuff we’re talking
about. Whatever’s in that bag could be real evidence for whoever killed her.
There’s a necklace that was soaked in blood. That’s hardcore evidence, if you
ask me.”


He stared
at me, taking in my words for a few seconds. “Did you take it?” he asked
quietly.


“Huh?” I
threw up my hands. “Of course I did.’”


His
eyebrows rose in question. “Did you find anything else that was soaked in
blood?”


“No.” I
sighed. “Just the necklace. No sight of the murder weapon. But still. I think
we should hide everything until we know for sure what’s going on. For all we
know, we might need it later, and the actual killer could be brought to
justice.”


“No.”


His harsh
tone of voice shocked me. I inhaled a sharp breath, taken aback. “No?”


“No,” Jett
replied again, his voice colder than before. “I don’t see the point in hiding
it.”


I paused as
I considered my next option. “What if we ask Sam to run a few tests and see if
something comes up before we do it?”


“Find out
what? That it was her blood?” Jett’s face remained cold as his next reply
slashed at me. “We would be wasting everyone’s time because there are not going
to be any clues.” 


“How do you
know?” I retorted, suddenly angry.


“I just
do.” He paused, keeping the rest unsaid. When he spoke again, I felt scolded.
“In all seriousness, I don’t think we’d discover any fingerprints. If any were
left, her stuff would never have been at my place in the first place. Don’t you
think?”


I shut up,
but only for a moment.


“Maybe so,
but what if there are?” I leaned forward, suddenly more eager to stand my
ground. “Think about it, Jett. What if we’ll need it later?”


“Later? As
in, if there’s a trial?” Jett’s face distorted into anger, and my heart gave
another almighty thud. “Fuck, Brooke. How often have I told you there won’t be
one? Anything else is not an option.”


I remained
silent, struck speechless by his anger. When he resumed the conversation, there
was a sudden bitter twist in his voice. “We’ll burn everything. Full stop.”


“But…” I
bit my lip hard.


“If you
keep doubting it, by all means ask Sam to test the necklace, but you’ll see
it’s just a waste of time. If the cops come knocking in the meantime, we’ll
have a problem.”


“That’s the
other thing I wanted to talk to you about. Maybe we should see a lawyer first,”
I suggested. 


“A lawyer?
You think a lawyer will help?” He laughed darkly as his eyes met mine. “You’re
so naïve, girl. An attorney’s first priority is to make money out of any case.
In my case, that would be representing me as long as possible in a drawn-out
murder case that spans months, if not years.” He shook his head, his lips
tight. “No, we have to destroy it. Burn it and don’t involve anyone else. If
nothing’s found, they can’t prove it ever existed. No evidence equals no proof.
The last thing my company needs is another big headline or a lawyer who sees an
opportunity to supplement his bank account.”


He had a
good point.


But he was
still a dick for calling me ‘naïve’ and ‘girl,’ especially in that demeaning
tone of his. I was an adult woman expecting her first child. No way would I
keep my mouth shut about his attitude.


“No need to
be a jerk, Jett. I was just trying to help you,” I said and watched him get out
of the car. He took his time reaching my side. When he opened my door, an
amused expression had lit up his face.


“Did you
just call me a ‘jerk’?” he asked. His cold tone had softened a little.


“Yeah, I
did. So what?” I got out and slammed the door. “Excuse me for saying this, but
you can be so narrow-minded at times. Burn the evidence all you want. If you
make a mistake, it will be all yours.”


As I tried
to walk past, he stopped me. I glanced at his hand on my arm and heaved a sigh.
“What?”


“Thank
you.”


His words
took me by surprise.


Frowning, I
looked all the way up to face him. He let go of my arm.


“Say that
again,” I said, confused.


“Thank
you,” he repeated. Slowly but unmistakably, his lips curled into his usual
panty-melting smile.


The kind of
smile that should have been forbidden.


The kind of
smile that turned anger to lust and made me want to do anything for him.


To give in
so easily felt wrong, and yet my heart gave a knowing jolt.


Weak, Stewart. Weak. That’s how bad you’re in
love with him.


I crossed
my arms over my chest to protect me from his sinful smile and stepped back.
“Rein in that ego of yours, Jett. It wasn’t a compliment.”


“It was to
me, coming from a beautiful, stubborn woman with her own mind like you.” His
grin widened, exposing perfect white teeth.


I stared at
him, confused by his sudden change of mood. Barely a minute ago, Jett had been
angry, and now, it was as if his irritation had evaporated, which was
impossible.


I concluded
that his perfect smile could only be forced.


“What?”
Jett asked, probably reading the puzzlement written all over my face. Usually,
I was kind of an open book.


I shook my
head. “Is this fake?”


“What?” He
asked, cocking one sexy eyebrow.


“Your
smile.”


“This?” He
pointed his hand at his lips. “I’ll let you decide what to make of it.”


Before I
knew it, he’d inched closer, and, without warning, he cupped my face in his big
hands, his lips crushing mine in a heated kiss.


When his
tongue slipped into my mouth, I could have rejoiced, happy to escape our
problems for a change, happy to oblige.


His lips
were warm, inviting, and yet unexpected. They were like an ambush of the good
kind, washing away my annoyance with him. The ice I had felt before crumbled
under the weight of heat. His kiss, like lava, burned through my very soul. My
arms went around his waist, eager for more. 


So, when he
stopped, his kiss left behind confusion and emptiness.


“That’s not
fair.” I stared at him, tracing my fingers over my tingling lips. “You kissed
me.”


“Yeah. I
did. So what?” He grinned as he leaned forward, a hand on each side of me,
trapping me between his strong, sexy arms and Kenny’s car, a mischievous grin
on his face. “You don’t know how cute you are when you’re angry.”


I shook my
head, suddenly annoyed with his game. “And you don’t know how close I am to
kicking your ass for being an ass.”


“You know
what? I would love for you to try that.” His eyes twinkled, his voice hoarse.
“Wanna see how far that gets you?”


I eyed him,
more puzzled than doubtful that he had uttered a threat.


It didn’t
make any sense.


Was he
wearing a mask?


“I don’t
understand, “ I said, deciding that any attempt to figure him out on my own
would be a waste of time. “I thought you were angry. You sure looked angry to
me.”


I sort of
expected him to deny it. Instead, he softly cupped my face again, forcing me to
meet his gaze. Thinking he was about to kiss me again, I held my breath when he
explained, “I was angry, but my anger was never addressed at you, Brooke.” He
wet his lips, his face tensing abruptly. “I’m angry with my brother for causing
trouble when it should be over. I’m angry with myself for putting up with him
for so long. I’m angry that we can’t enjoy our first pregnancy and what should
be a wonderful time, and not being able to spend every fucking minute with you.
There are so many hindrances—none of which I can resolve right now. But
most of all, I can see that you’re scared, and that makes me want to beat up
that motherfucker. The fact that I can’t right now, that I’m stuck in limbo,
makes me want to break a few rules just to get to him and force him to pay the
price.” 


“Jett.” I
touched his arm, my fingers gently trailing up his hard muscles. “Right now,
I’m happy that we’re safe. That’s all that matters. You and me and our baby. As
long as they keep him under surveillance, Nate can’t get to us.”


“You’re
right.” He cradled me against his chest, his muscles still tense—the only
indication that he was in turmoil. “I overreacted. If it makes you feel any
better, I’ll have Sam test the necklace.”


“Jett…” I
trailed off, unsure of the right thing to say.


“Don’t say
anything. Just think about it. I’ll leave the decision up to you. After all,
like you said, we’re in this together, and it was about time you shared my
burden, right?”


I grinned
at him. “That’s right.” 


We smiled
at each other, caught in a moment of closeness that didn’t need words and
reassurances. Jett’s soft lips curled up into another sexy, wicked grin.


“I’m
already wondering what would happen if I were to kiss you again. Is that bad?”
he murmured.


Oh yes, please.


I eyed him
for a moment, his smile igniting sparks of heat between my legs. Not just between
them, but traveling into my core, through my belly—warming my soul and
every fiber of my being. My lips twitched, and my insides clenched. Mustering
all my self-control, I cocked my head to the side, unable to stop the cocky
smile spreading across my lips.


“That
depends,” I replied cheekily. “Will you stop being a jerk?”


He let out
a short laugh. “I can’t promise that, girl. Sometimes I swear I was born one.
It comes as part of the package.”


“Seriously?”
I pulled my brows up. “You did it again.”


“What?” He
spread his hands, palms out, feigning confusion.


“You called
me a girl.”


“A girl?”
he echoed in the same tone.


“Yep, that
one.”


He let his
arms fall to the side. Standing back, he removed his black jacket and dropped
it onto the hood. Rolling up his sleeves, he casually leaned against the car.
“What’s wrong with it?”


“It’s
presumptuous, offensive, if not annoying, especially when you say it with that
attitude of yours. When you’re pregnant, you don’t want to be called a ‘girl.’
It just doesn’t fit anymore, not when you’re about to become a mom.”


“Even if
you’re the one girl in the whole
world for me, baby, and I intend to keep it that way?” he whispered quietly.


Holy cow.


Big words.


That was
all I could think. 


As if
sensing my one moment of weakness, the one moment I felt like my whole being
was split open, he chuckled—a deep, infectious laugh that would get every
woman’s panties wet.


“For a
jerk, you really know how to charm your way in,” I whispered, feeling the blush
on my cheeks.


He laughed
out loud. “For a woman, you really know how to make me want to be a bigger
jerk.”


“Are you
blaming me?” I asked under my breath.


“Well, ever
since meeting you, I’ve been a different man. Doesn’t mean I’ve turned nice,
though.” His eyes twinkled with mischief as his hands cupped my ass. “But
you’re right. Sometimes I’m a jerk. However, the way I see it, it’s a good
thing.”


I scoffed.
“How so?”


“Let me
think,” Jett started, putting on a thoughtful expression. “First, it gives me a
reputation for being a hard-ass. No one tries to walk over someone who doesn’t
take shit from anyone.”


“Earns you
respect.” I nodded.


“That’s
right, baby.”


Which was
kind of true. Jett might be a jerk, but what truly earned him respect was the
way he was: strong, tall, risky, and way too ruthless—at least according
to stories and his reputation.


I opened my
mouth, but he held up his hand to silence me. “When it’s about you, I really
like saying ‘sorry’.”


Jett almost
never said sorry, so his statement made me look up, meeting the devious glint
in his eyes.


“Now that’s
a lie. You don’t like saying sorry,” I said.


“You’re
wrong. I do.” I stared at him, confused when he continued, “See. It gives me
the opportunity to make it up to you. Like, for example, I want to say sorry
for the next thing I’m about do.”


“About?” I
frowned at his insinuation when it hit me. He was about to do something
naughty. My lips curled up. “You can’t say sorry in advance, Jett. It doesn’t
work that way.”


“Well,
trust me, in this one case it does.”    


“Really?” I
narrowed my eyes. “What are you sorry about, then?”


“I’m going
to say ‘sorry’ three times.” Biting my lip, I looked away, amused as I let him
continue. “Well, let me think. There’s one for kissing you before. And there’s
two for always, and I mean always,
making you wet.”


“I’m not
always—” The words died in my throat as I glanced up at him.


Holy cow.


Had he just
taken off his shirt?


I had no
idea whether to be amazed by his ability to remove a piece of clothing that
fast, or by the fact that he was so sexy it literally impaired my breathing.


“That’s
kind of cheating,” I murmured under my breath. “Trying to seduce me like that.”


“Or maybe
I’m just looking for your opinion. You know, fishing for compliments.”


As if he
needed my opinion. Or compliments.


Rows and
rows of hard muscles adorned his body. And his shoulders, oh my god, they were
broad and tanned, inviting me to dig my fingernails into them as we rode the
waves of passion. I sucked in my breath as he closed the little distance
between us, trapping me between his strong arms again.


“Now, what
do you think?” he asked, his voice deep and sexy. “Is my workout any good, or
what?”


“Nice try,”
I said, my gaze fixed on his sculpted chest. Swallowing the lump in my throat,
I tried to push aside the dirty thoughts infiltrating my mind.


The picture
of trailing my fingers down his pronounced abs; him naked in all his glory,
looking too delicious to pass on; him lifting me up until I could wrap my
thighs around him, and him plunging deep into me, filling me the way only he
knew how.


My stomach
knotted deliciously as heat pooled between my legs. 


“You should
look into hiring a trainer who monitors your training,” I added.


His mouth
twitched faintly. “And would that happen to be you?”


Damn, my
surprise remark just went flying out the window.


“What? No!”
I smirked as a blush covered my cheeks. “No, of course not. It’s not like I
know how to use thumbells and all that.”


“I think
what you mean are dumbbells.” He laughed at my confused expression. “A thumbell
is a tiny dumbbell to train your thumbs.” He made a flexing motion with his
digit before he shrugged casually.


“That’s a
thing?” I asked.


“Yeah, as
odd as it may sound. I hear they use it to train for increased speed when text
messaging.” He grinned. “But to be honest, I think there are better ways to
train your thumb and much…much better ways to use it.” My pulse sped up at his
insinuation.


I laughed.
“I don’t think so.”


“Well, then
let me show you.”


He towered
over me—close enough for me to touch him, and yet not as close as I wanted
him. His gaze pierced through me as he interlaced his fingers with mine and
then lifted them to his mouth. My body tensed when his lips brushed over my
knuckles, the motion sending an electric shiver through me.


“Look
Brooke,” he whispered. “There’s no cure for confidence. And there’s no cure for
want. It’s perfectly normal for you to want me. And it’s perfectly fine for me
to be a jerk about it, so I would say let’s get used to this weird combo and
admit you’re wet.”


“Oh.” I
rolled my eyes, even though I knew I couldn’t hide how much he turned me on.
“At the speed you’re going, your confidence will soon grow to the moon and
back.”


“Is that
so?” Still watching me, he kissed the tip of my thumb. His lips were soft as he
started to place kisses on my skin—soft at first, then growing
firmer—like the pressure inside me.


Holy cow.


If a few
innocent kisses could do that to me, what would happen once he really turned on
the heat?


I stood
still, afraid that if I moved I would surrender. It didn’t help though.


He leaned
forward to whisper in my ear. “It’s not my intention to make you wet. I don’t
have the kind of power to create a chemical reaction. I don’t even know why
your body responds the way it does, but it’s safe to say that you’re into me.
There are a hell of a lot of things I can do to help you envision what I have
in store for you. But I’ll keep quiet and surprise you.”


“No, forget
the moon,” I managed to whisper. “It’s way too close to Earth. Take the
farthest planet in our solar system. That’s how big your ego is.”


“Ouch.”


In one
swift motion, he heaved me up. Before I could figure out what he was doing, he
carried me over to his red Ferrari and settled me on the hood.


“What are
you doing?” I asked needlessly. Excitement coursed through me when his hand moved
up my legs, pushing my thighs apart.


Deep down I
knew what he wanted, what he intended to do, because somehow he must have
sensed my longing, and now he was going to take care of my needs.


“What does
it look like?” He cocked a sexy eyebrow at me as he lifted one of my legs.
“Whenever I want something, there is no stopping me. I like the feeling of
doing whatever I want with you, because you’re mine. Mine to hold. Mine to
tease. I own you.”


“You don’t
own me,” I protested, feeling the heat spreading across my face, inside my
body—thick and hot, coursing through my blood—urging me to confess
the effect he had on me.


He lifted
my dress slowly.


“Soon.
Maybe not now, but I definitely will. Call it my calling. I know when it’s time
to fill a longing. And right now, I want to fuck you on my car and see how wet
I can get you.” He grinned as he brushed a hair strand out of my face. “Miss
Stewart, ever since the day I met you, I’ve made it my resolution to make you mine. I want to devour you, to make you
want me until you feel that no other man will ever satisfy you. I want you mine
with your heart, your soul—with everything you’ve got.”


“Sounds
like a devil’s plan. Where is the contract, so I can sign up?”


He cocked
his head, amusement playing on his lips. “Well, what can I say? You’re right.
I’m a jerk who takes what he wants, which is why I’m keeping these as a prize.”
Before I could blink, my panties were gone. He held them up in the
air—out of my reach. “Just as I thought.”


I blinked
once. Twice.


“You’re
giving them back,” I whispered coarsely when he stuffed the flimsy piece of
fabric inside his pocket.


“Not
happening,” he said smugly. “I’m keeping those as proof.”


“Proof of
what?”


“That it
doesn’t take much to get you turned on.”


“By you,” I
added.


“By me. That’s
right, baby.” He patted his pocket. “Now, next time, there’s no need to play
hard to get.”


I laughed.
“What do you want?”


“You know
what I need. What we both need,” he said as he scanned me up and down. “It goes
both ways. It’s a game as old as mankind. We can do it the hard way, or you can
surrender.”


I ran my
tongue over my lips.


There
wasn’t much sense in lying. Jett was already holding the proof in his pocket.
Judging by my desire, I was ready to have him right there and then.


It didn’t
help that I could smell his manly scent.


Or that he
seemed available to the idea.


“All right.
You can keep them but under one condition,” I said.


His
eyebrows rose ever so slightly. “I’m listening.”


I took a
deep breath. “You’ll give me something in return.”


He seemed
to consider his options for a moment, and then he nodded. “That sounds like a
fair deal.” He stepped back and unbuttoned his jeans slowly. “You’re lucky I’m
in a generous mood.”


Oh boy!


I stared at
him in surprise. “That’s the first time I didn’t have to ask twice, you know?”


“What can I
say? I’m full of surprises.” He flashed me another wicked grin, enjoying every
moment of his glorious victory. 


I peered
down at his magnificent erection. He was hard and beautiful, much like a
scepter in a king’s hand, and Jett was like a king to me—ruling over my
heart and my body. I tried to form a coherent sentence, but all I could think
of was him inside me.


“Are you
trying to impress me?” I asked nervously. “Because if you are, you’re kind of
succeeding.“


“Kind of?
No, baby, I wouldn’t say I’m trying to impress you. I’d say I’m dying to fuck
you.”


Judging by
the naughty glint in his eyes and the serious tone in his voice, I should have
seen it coming, but it was still a surprise. 


His finger
curled around the fabric of my top, and he pulled it over my head. I shivered
as the cold air hit my naked skin. Slowly, he slid a finger under the strap of
my bra and pushed it down my arms, exposing my breasts. With a soft moan, he
lowered his mouth and sucked on my nipple, his tongue circling and flicking in
equal measures.


My body
responded instantly with a fire, welcoming his touch, welcoming
him—wanting so much of him that I felt like exploding.


I shifted,
suppressing a shudder, when his other hand started to move down my waist and
settled between my legs, resting against my wetness.


With a
sudden eagerness I had grown to love about him, he heaved me up. A shudder of
the good kind traveled through me at the thought of him filling me. Whatever
his plans were, I had high hopes for them and couldn’t wait for him to get
started.


There was
no denying.


 Jett was my weakness.


This sexy
god was my undoing.


He dipped
one finger inside me, sending a pulsing sensation to my core.


My head
began to spin.


“Wet,” he
whispered in my ear before kneeling between my parted thighs.


 “Is this really a good idea?” I
whispered, my gaze scanning the empty garage.


“Since when
are you opposed to public sex?” Jett asked, his hot breath tickling my skin.
“If it helps, everyone’s been instructed not to come down here before five.”


His hand
moved behind my back, and his tongue slipped into my sex, begging me—no,
demanding that I play along. His mouth captured me, his lips firm and yet soft,
knowing well what they were doing. My skin tingled. My body trembled. The
arousal he had ignited in me returned with full force. Leaning back, I lifted
my hips to grant him better access.


“Oh God,
Jett,” I whispered when he pushed in a second finger.


My words
seemed to please him because an instant later his tongue began to flick my clit
faster.


I started
to tense.


“Don’t
come.” That was all he whispered, stopping. My mouth was still tingling from
his kiss, my breathing came ragged, and my body was on fire, shuddering with
delight.


“What’s
wrong?” I asked wearily when he straightened.


“It just
hit me.” He brushed a stray strand of hair out of my eyes. “I’m addicted to
you.”


It was my
turn to raise my eyebrows. “Is that your third sorry?”


“No.” He
shook his head. “There’s nothing like the feeling of wanting someone so much
you have to possess them. I’ll do whatever it takes to make you weak for me.”
The way he emphasized each word made me believe everything he said. I bit my
lips as his magnificent erection poked my belly, the motion sending shivers of
apprehension through me. As if sensing my need, Jett laughed darkly.


“Now I’m
not going to deny it, woman. This is my favorite part,” he whispered as his
erection began to rub against my pulsing entry. And then, with one determined,
sensual stroke, he pushed into me.


My breath
hitched as he moved deeper, filling me, stretching me.


My hips
began to move, rising to meet his thrusts, opening myself up to the pleasure
only he could give me.


“Oh, God,”
I moaned again as my body began to shake from the sheer pleasure of being
filled. I grabbed the edge of the car’s hood, more for support than need. Waves
of desire shook me, carrying me to new heights.


With a fast
push, he hit the deepest point…and stopped.


My eyes
fluttered open, my gaze fighting to see through the hazy curtain before me.


It was then
that I realized Jett was going to torture me. He wasn’t going to let me come
easily.


I winced.
Casting my gaze to him, I began to plead because pleading was the only tactic
that ever worked on him.


“Jett,
please,” I whispered. “Don’t do this.”


He grinned.
“Do what?”


“Do I have
to spell it out?” I swallowed. “You make me want you.”


“Doesn’t
sound bad to me, considering you’re leaning against a very expensive car.”


Which so
happened to be Kenny’s.


“Don’t
stop, leaving me all frustrated.” I sighed again, hating to plead. “Don’t be a
jerk. You know what I mean.”


“I already
said sorry for being one.”


I grimaced.
“You can’t say sorry for something you haven’t done yet. If you do, you’re not
really sorry for doing it. It’s called being mean.”


He let out a
sexy laugh. “No, I wouldn’t call it mean. Mean is when I do this.” He pulled
out of me and stepped back, his full erection glistening with my moisture.


I stared at
him, disappointed and desolate. And so very empty. At the worst of times, I
felt overly sensitive.


Seriously, Stewart! Don’t let him get to you.


But it was
too late.


I was
already too deep in his game.


“Why did
you even bother starting?” I jumped down from the hood and pulled up my skirt
to cover my nakedness. “This is the last time I let you fuck me.”


His hands
grabbed mine. With a chuckle, he spun me around until my back was pressed
against his hard abs.


“Because I
like you wet and bothered, that’s why,” he whispered, his tongue trailing the
contours of my ear. 


“You’re
such a jerk. Like a double jerk. You did it on purpose!” I tried to push myself
away from him, but he didn’t bulge, his arms pinning me in place.


“That I
am.” He let out a laugh as he lifted my skirt again. My back pressed against
him, I shivered at his touch. I glanced at his hand spreading my legs wide
open, spreading the moisture, spreading my desire. I moaned, silently begging
him for more, cursing at the way he circled my clit with expert strokes.


Desire
started to burn through me again.


“What can I
say?” he whispered. “I just love it when you’re wet. It makes me feel like you
need me.”


I shook my
head, my body shivering from demand. He had started a fire he needed to stifle.


How far
would I go to satisfy my own needs?


Even though
my anger was still bubbling inside, I knew I would willingly surrender.


I always
did.


Slowly, I
turned to face him. “Well, I do need you.”


“Well, I
need you, too. Maybe more than I’d ever admit.”


Before I
could utter another word, his lips crashed down on mine. My pulse raced, and my
body trembled as he slowly entered me again. I closed my eyes, enjoying him
inside me and his skin against mine until I could feel myself letting go,
climaxing with an intensity I thought I’d never know again. Before the last
rush of release could leave, Jett came inside me.



 


 














 


 

Inspecting
myself in the mirror in the basement bathroom, I tied up my hair when I heard
footsteps behind me. I kept my back turned to him but followed his every move
in the reflection of the mirror.


He was
dressed in a pair of blue jeans that sat low on his hips, the fluorescent light
accentuating his bare chest and hard muscles. No matter where he was, Jett
always managed to look like he was ready to pose for a playgirl magazine.


“Hey.” He
handed me the clean clothes I had left behind when we had sought safety and
shelter with Jett’s former gang. “Thought you might want to put this on. Not
that I don’t prefer you naked, but it’s getting cold.”


His
beautiful green eyes shimmered mischievously.


“Thanks.”
Under his heated gaze, I slipped into the underwear and jeans. We had been
dating for a few months, but he was still making me nervous whenever he looked
at me. Now that I was pregnant, I could see the changes happening to my body.


If they
were so obvious to me, they most certainly were to him, too.


He must
have sensed my discomfort, because he stepped behind me and whispered in my
ear, wrapping his arms around me, “You’re beautiful. And you smell so good.”
His lips touched my skin gently. “You always do.”


“Wait until
I reach my second trimester. I’ll be as big as a balloon with stretch marks as
large as the Grand Canyon.”


It was
meant to be a joke, if only my tone didn’t sound so earnest.


“All the
more reason to love you. Every scar, every stretch mark will show the journey we’ve
covered together and remind me where we have been and how much I’ve loved you
along the way. I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he whispered and turned me
around to face him. “Brooke, I very much look forward to that day.”


“Quite the
gentleman you are. And probably a liar.” I slipped on my shirt and turned back
to the mirror. My gaze traveled to my toiletries bag. A cold lump settled
inside my stomach as I thought of Gina’s makeup.


“Anyway,
I’ve decided to burn her things,” I said casually as I applied some lipstick.
“I don’t think we’d find any fingerprints, so let’s get rid of the bags, like
you wanted.”


“Okay.”


I met his
gaze in the reflection. There was no smile on his lips. No satisfaction in his
eyes. “Is that all you’re going to say?” I asked.


“What do
you want me to say?” he asked.


I shrugged.
“How about great? Thanks for going along with my plan.”


“I already
told you I’m fine with whatever you decide.”


I turned
around slowly, eyeing him up and down. His eyes remained pinned on me, but his
face had turned expressionless. After our previous argument, I thought he’d be
pleased that I was agreeing with him. Heck, I would have bet on it. 


That he
didn’t seem to care confused me. His hand was still on my hip as he opened his
mouth then closed it again, as if he wanted to say something but decided
against it. Eventually, he heaved a sigh, and his shoulders dropped. Leaning
against the tiled wall, he seemed tired, as though everything was finally
catching up with him.


I narrowed
my eyes, suddenly uncomfortable.


Jett was
known for his secretiveness and unwillingness to talk, but now he looked
uncertain, almost as if he was having second thoughts about burning possible
evidence.


“We could
still hide it, if you’ve changed your mind,” I said. “Either way, I’d be fine
with it. Just let me know what you want.”


 “Will you forgive me?” His question
caught me off guard. His expressionless mask was gone, and in its place, I
found something else.


Something I
couldn’t pinpoint.


Here he
was, half-naked, the emotions in his expression exposed, his haunted eyes and
perfect features too beautiful for his own good.


I narrowed
my eyes, knowing he was done with our previous topic of conversation.


Fuck, I had
no idea what the hell he was talking about. But the sudden mood swing sure had
me worried.


“What is
there to forgive, Jett?” I asked nonchalantly.


“The last
few days.” He smiled gently. “Some plans didn’t go as I imagined.”


I let out
the breath I didn’t know I was holding as I realized Jett was back on memory
lane.


“Well, welcome
to the club.” I laughed. “Nothing ever goes the way I want. It’s like a cold or
something, except I can’t ever seem to get rid of it. Maybe you caught it from
me.” 


He shook
his head slowly. “It’s not just that. I wanted to call you, to see you, but I
thought you needed your space, so I gave it to you.”


“Space?” I
scoffed and flicked my hand. “I got plenty of space the last few weeks, when
you told me you had to work. I don’t think there was ever a time when I needed
you more than I did in the past few days.”


“So did I.”
With one step, he closed the distance between us until I could feel his breath
on my lips. His voice dropped to a whisper as his hand cupped my face. “I still
do, Brooke. I just wish…” he trailed off, leaving the rest unspoken.


“What?”


“I wish I
hadn’t lied.”


I shrugged.
“You didn’t really lie, though, did you? You had your reasons, and like I said,
I chose to believe you. And if you want to burn everything, I’m with you.” I
let the words linger in the air until a thought occurred to me. “Is that the
third thing you’re sorry for?”


“No.” He
laughed, and then he fell silent again. “No, it isn’t. I’m afraid there’s one
lie I left out, and that’s the one I’m really sorry about. It has nothing to do
with Gina.”


My smile
died on my lips.


He hadn’t
said that something was bothering him, but I knew something was going on because he had that mysterious air
about him and he was getting all deep on me.


Something’s bothering him, and now he’s getting
weird about it, Stewart.


If I didn’t
get him to tell me straight away, he’d shut down soon, the way he always did.
My heart lurched at the sudden realization.


“What is
it?” I asked.


He wet his
lips carefully, a nervous glint flickering in his eyes. “My jacket. There’s
something in my pocket you need to see. I don’t think you’ll like it.”


His tone
had me so worried my heart gave another jolt.


“Jett?” I
prompted.


“I’m sorry.
You have to look for yourself.”


What now?


My pulsed
spiked as I turned on my heels. With quick strides, I reached the garage in no
time. I didn’t even look to see if Jett was following behind. I had to know
what could be so important that Jett would lie and fret about it.


The jacket
was still where Jett had left it—on Kenny’s car.


Oh. My. God.


How much
more could I handle?


“What did
you do?” I asked as my fingers slipped into the pocket, afraid of what it might
be.


It was
hard. And kind of small.


When I
pulled it out, I gasped.


It was a
black velvet box.


And that
could only mean one thing.


“I’m
sorry.” Those words were the first and last he whispered before the world as I
knew it changed.















 


 

One of the
things I never understood was love. That four-letter word that spelled trouble.
Could it be that love really existed? That it was so potent, leaving a trail of
confusion in its wake by attracting nothing but simple words and actions? Or
was it the mind’s ability to create something so beautiful and scary that it
felt real if we chose to believe in it? Whatever it was, I still had a hard
time trusting it, especially when it came down to the sinfully sexy Jett
Mayfield.


The man,
who had the one and only ability to control my heart and mess with my soul.


The man who
had conquered my body and tamed my heart.


Jett had
taught me all there was to know about love, but he’d also made me learn how to
curse it when it mattered.


Like now,
when I was stuck in between a place where I wanted to believe what I hoped to
be true and curse the confusion that had filled my heart.


“Jett.” My
voice sounded awfully choked as I stared at the box in my hand. “What’s this?
If this is a prank, I swear I’ll kill you.”


“It isn’t.”
He stepped behind me, his hot breath tickling my neck. “This is pretty serious,
and I wouldn’t blame you if you ran away again. ”


I turned
around, not trusting his words, not trusting his smile, not trusting anything
he did or said. His words registered with me, and yet, for some reason, I
didn’t understand them.


I, Brooke
Stewart, didn’t understand the situation.


For all I
knew, Jett might as well have been speaking a foreign language.


It was that
damn box that rendered my brain all mushy.


“Why would
I run away?” I asked, cringing inwardly.


I sounded
so stupid I could have slapped myself, but honestly, he made no sense.


If only my
heart weren’t beating faster than a humming bird as I looked up at him.


His
handsome face turned to me, his green eyes piercing my heart, and there was
this strange knot in my throat that wouldn’t go away.


He grinned.
“You’d be surprised with a strong, independent woman like you.”


I stared at
the box in my hand again. It was light and yet heavy.


Could it be
earrings to match my necklace?


I mean,
there was no point in getting my hopes up, only to see them dashed again.


“Brooke,”
he started, “I’m sorry that it couldn’t be more special. There are no roses, no
candles, no music. Nothing to set the scene, but trust me, I had it all planned
back at the hotel, and then you ran away. But now is as good a time as any to
ask you…” he trailed off, pausing.


“Ask me
what?” I shook my head as I stared at the box, completely flummoxed.


Whether I
wanted to wear new stud earrings that evening?


That he had
found a good luck charm and didn’t know how to return it to its rightful owner?
Or whether I minded that he had started collecting cross bugs?


My mind
raced through different scenarios, each one more absurd than the
last—except for one, and that one couldn’t be true.


But if it
was?


No way.


I mean, we
girls dream. We hope and pine. And that’s just part of being stupid and in
love. Like the part of believing in unicorns, even though no one’s ever seen
one, at least not in real life. A marriage proposal was pretty much the same. A
fairy tale. Something you wished for.


At least,
it seemed like a fairy tale to me, because I, Brooke Stewart, was not getting
engaged anytime soon.


“What
question, Jett?” I asked, slightly out of breath.


“I think
you know, because I’ve made my feelings about you pretty clear.” With a smile,
he took the box out of my hand, his fingers lingering ever so shortly on mine.
“Don’t look at me like that.” Jett smiled. “I’m not pranking you, so you can
stop shaking your head.”


Did I shake
my head?


Oh my God,
I had.


And then he
kneeled.


Oh. My.
God.


So did that
mean…?


It couldn’t
be.


And yet, it
seemed so very true.


I had hoped
for it but never thought it’d happen any time soon.


Jett had
been pretty adamant that he’d never marry before he’d dated someone for at
least five years, and last time I checked, five years hadn’t passed yet. I
stared at him in shock, at the box in his hand, at his lost expression, and
fought the need to figure out if this was what I thought it was.


“Baby,”
Jett whispered. “I can be a real jerk when I want something. I can be a real
jerk when I fight to keep what belongs to me. Fuck, I can be greedy when I need
you, and there’s no denying, no reason, no doubt that I need you by my side.
Which is why I have one wish. That you stay with me. Forever. Not just today,
but until the end of time.”


He took a
deep breath and let it out slowly. Suddenly, he seemed to grow more nervous.
Not nervous, like a student taking a final exam, but more like nervous as in
afraid to fail. And he was strangely emotional. I could hear the shaking in his
voice.


Pausing,
his hand held mine, and he continued to stare at me, his eyes shimmering with
what I assumed were tears.


My heart
skipped a beat.


He meant
it.


“Brooke,”
he started again, drawing my attention back to his face. “There’s a reason why
I told you that I was sorry, and there’s a reason why I hope that I get a
chance to make it up to you for the rest of my life. It’s because I can no
longer wait to ask you that one question. The one question I hope will change
your life. The one I hope won’t make you run away.” He took a sharp breath. I
remained quiet, waiting for him to continue. “You once asked me why I love you,
even though you never had to ask. I already told you that you’re the only woman
who’s seen the real me and accepted me for who I am. You’re the only woman I
want by my side for the rest of my life. The only woman I can imagine myself
with. So…will you give me the honor and the joy of being your husband?”


With tears
in his eyes, he opened the box.


My heart
slammed against my chest so hard I feared I might faint on the spot. Lost for
words, I stared at him, then at the box.


Inside it
was a beautiful diamond ring.


And not
just any ring.


Ohmygodohmygodohmygodohmygod.


It was an
engagement ring.


He was
really going for it.


Jett
Mayfield was proposing to me.


I held my
breath.


My soul
rejoiced, my heart slammed in my chest, and my knees grew weak.


Too many
words began to swim inside my brain, and yet my mind was too mushy to grasp any
of them.


My vision
grew blurry. My fingers brushed over my eyes to check for any invisible tears.
Even though I couldn’t feel the moisture on my cheeks, it was there.


My tears
seemed to pour out of me like a river.


And then he
smiled—that beautiful smile I had grown to adore. That beautiful smile
that made my heart jump every time he so much as looked at me. For a few
seconds, I could feel his emotions, as if our hearts beat as one.


 “Yes.” I nodded and wrapped my arms
around him, my fingers clasping at the back of his nape. “Yes, oh my God. Yes.”


He breathed
out, relieved. “That’s good.” He grinned as he gathered me in his arms and spun
me around. “I thought I’d have to kidnap you and hold you hostage until you
said ‘yes’.”















 


 

While I was
sure that Jett wouldn’t be opposed to giving me some much-needed privacy, I
couldn’t tell him how much I needed him to get out so I could engage in some
girl chat.


It had
taken some convincing for Jett to order more Chinese, but the moment the door
closed and I got rid of my new fiancé—God, how much I loved that new
word—I phoned my best friend Sylvie. 


“You won’t
believe what just happened,” I started as I stared at my new ring, barely able
to conceal the excitement that came with being proposed to.


Sylvie had to know, or else I would be breaking
our ancient girl’s promise to convey the news of being engaged, or else—


Which was
why I was now standing in front of the mirror, my heart beating fast at the
prospect of telling her.


“Whoa, slow
down,” Sylvie said, unimpressed by my barely contained excitement. “Does it
involve Jett?”


My lips
twitched. “Yes. How did you know?”


“Oh, my
God. You did not bash his car with a baseball bat, did you?”


“No.
Nothing of the sort.” I let out a snort. That was exactly the thing Sylvie
would want me to do.


“What is it
then?” she asked, the confusion obvious in her voice. “And why the hell are you
shouting? Did you kill him or something?”


“I’m in the
bathroom, and Jett’s picking up lunch. Last time I checked, he was very much
alive.”


“But if
you’re with him, then…Oh shit! You did not!” She sounded shocked. “You did not have sex with him again! Please
don’t tell me you did.”


I groaned.
“I did, but before you say anything…”


“That’s it.
You have to get help,” she cut me off. I shook my head. As usual, Sylvie was
bossy when it came to Jett, not in the least because she wasn’t his biggest
fan. “I’m serious. This…this obsession with this guy, it has to stop. I gotta
tell you, it’s pure madness. And I’m putting it nicely, what with being your
friend and all.”


I groaned
again. “Please listen to me.”


“No, I’m
not listening to any more of your lame excuses. It’s not healthy for you. The
first thing you need to do is accept that he’s bad, bad news, hot or not.”


“No, just
listen. He proposed.” The words slipped out before I could stop myself.
Forgotten was the small fact that Sylvie wasn’t up to date. And she most
certainly didn’t know how much I had wanted Jett to propose.


Silence,
then hesitantly, as if she wasn’t sure she had heard right, “He did what?”


“Jett and I
are engaged.” I grinned like an idiot, even though she couldn’t see me.


The line
went quiet. A minute passed. Then another. The silence grew so heavy I was sure
Sylvie had hung up.


“Sylvie?
Are you still there?” I asked.


“Yes, I
am,” she whispered, strangely choked. “I’m just waiting to hear some clapping.
You’d tell me if I was being pranked on TV, wouldn’t you? Because right now,
that’s exactly what I think is happening and it’s not funny. It’s not funny at
all.”


“Jett and I
are back on,” I said.


“Like ‘back
on’ back on?” Sylvie’s voice was stiff, her tone oozing disbelief. I couldn’t
blame her. She had no idea at all what was happening. In her mind, Jett had
cheated on me. Then, in the span of thirty-six hours, Gina was found dead, a
letter was left for me, a nightly visit scared the shit out of me, and yes,
Jett and I had reunited. And then he proposed.


I had no
doubt that explaining everything on the phone would be too much for someone
like her. Knowing Sylvie and her tendency to overanalyze and comment on each
situation as if she were Oprah, it would take hours to get her to understand.


Hours I
didn’t have.


Grabbing a
stool from the corner of the bathroom, I sat down. “We want to take our
relationship to the next level, you know, start a family.”


“But…” As
expected, the dreaded words came. “He cheated, Brooke. How could you possibly
take him back?”


“Sylvie, I
got it all wrong. Tiffany was just jealous.” I cringed as I realized how I came
across. Defensive. Overprotective. “Jett was planning to propose the whole time
and she knew it. That’s why she tried to make a pass at him in the hope he
wasn’t serious about us.”


“That’s
what he told you, huh? That son of a bitch. Of course, he wouldn’t let you go
without putting up a fight. Of course, he’s working on his next lie.” A snort
echoed down the line before her rant continued, “Honey, you can’t believe a
word he says. He’s trying to get into your panties again. He wasn’t the one who
dumped you, meaning the loser couldn’t take a punch to his ego, so he’s spun
his story around to suit a purpose. Don’t fall for his shit. I bet he didn’t
even get you a ring.”


I sighed,
then sighed again.


This was going
to be so hard.


Leaning
forward, I took a few breaths and slowly counted to three—just as I had
learned in therapy after my sister died. This time it didn’t help ease the
tension inside me.


“I know
this is a lot to take in,” I said slowly. “It came as a surprise to me, too.
Really. But, Sylvie, listen to me.” I paused for effect before continuing, more
convincingly, “He didn’t cheat. He really proposed, and yes, I do believe him.
And what the hell! Of course he got me a ring, which, by the way, is the most
beautiful I’ve ever seen.” I stared at my hand again. It sparkled so much it
could light up a room.


Holy pearls!


The ring
was stunning, which could only mean that it must have cost him a fortune.


“Is it even
real?” Sylvie asked, doubtful, cutting through my thoughts.


“Wow. I
can’t even believe you said that.” I grimaced, my tone sounding hurt. “Of
course it’s real. Did you forget the fact that Jett’s a billionaire?”


“Exactly. He’s a billionaire.”


“What’s
that supposed to mean?” I asked indignantly.


“For starters,
he might have experience in proposing. I don’t even have to tell you how many
women he’s fucked.”


Disappointed,
I let my shoulders drop at the lack of excitement in Sylvie’s voice. Why
couldn’t she be happy for us? I knew my engagement made no sense to her, but
just this once, I wanted her to pretend.


Taking a
deep breath, I closed my eyes.


“Look. I
know you mean well, but my future is with him,” I said firmly. “If you both
can’t get along, then I’m not sure you should come to the wedding. This is
about my happiness, Sylvie. I don’t get to make a choice, because I love him,
and he loves me, and I can’t change that, even if that means you won’t be
invited to be there on our big day.”


“You’re not
joking,” Sylvie said matter-of-factly.


“No, I’m
not,” I whispered.


“So you
would choose him over me,” she said, hurt. “All the years of friendship, and
now you wouldn’t invite me to your wedding. Now let me remind you: When he
breaks your little heart, I’m the one who’ll still be there for you, but if you
don’t want me at your wedding, then by all means, I’ll respect your wishes.”


Kill me!


My pulse
started to pound against my temples. I so didn’t want to fight. Whenever Sylvie
and I had an argument, it could take days to resolve it.


I hoped
today wasn’t one of those days.


Fuck, I
hoped it wasn’t the day our friendship ended.


On reflex,
my chest tightened as fear washed over me. Losing Sylvie would be too hard a
blow. She was like the glue that held me together when times were tough.


“Sylvie,” I
started, my voice shaky. “You’re my best friend, my other sister. I never said
that I’d choose him over you. Of course, I want you to be there on what will be
my most important day. But I can’t be in the middle of this. I just can’t.
Right now, I need you to be there for me and not make things extremely hard by
jumping to wrong conclusions and fighting against Jett. There’s so much more
going on that you don’t know about.”


“I’m
looking out for you, sister.” Her voice sounded frosty. “As your friend, it’s
my responsibility to warn you that he keeps twisting his way into your head
with all his lies. What did you expect? That I would close my eyes and lie to
your face that he’s great when he thinks it’s okay to do whatever he pleases
behind your back?”


“No…yes,
maybe. I don’t know.” My head was spinning. “He lied to protect me.”


There was a
short silence. Eventually, Sylvie’s voice bounced back, the anger in her tone
more palpable than before. “I don’t understand. Protect you from what? And
what’s going on that I don’t know about?”


The lump in
my throat suddenly increased in size. I closed my eyes for a moment. This was
the moment. It was now or never. 


“Nate was
granted a furlough,” I said, trying to sound casual, even though a minuscule
part of me shrank at that name.


“Whoa! Stop
here! Why would they do that?” She sounded so taken aback, I thought she might
pass out from shock. “That’s crazy. He’s a killer who should be locked up
behind bars, not walking around, getting a break.”


“He isn’t
exactly walking around,” I explained. “They put him under surveillance so that
he could record a few conversations with his ex-associates in return for having
his sentence reduced.”


“What for?”


“They need
more evidence,” I muttered.


“That’s so
fucked up. As if they didn’t get enough already. Besides, how can they trust a
liar?” Her laugh sounded fake and stopped as abruptly as it started. In the
background, I could hear a chair scraping across the hardwood floor. Then
Sylvie sighed.


For a
second, I imagined her, her hand clutching her phone, everything else
forgotten. My previous words were still ringing in my ears. Sure, what I had
said was harsh, but I had spoken the truth.


“Hold on. I
need a drink to digest this. All of it.” The line went quiet for a while. That
was exactly what I had expected Sylvie to say after hearing the news. Leaning
my head against the wall, I imagined Sylvie rummaging in our small kitchen for
a bottle of anything, until I realized that she wasn’t and couldn’t be at the
apartment.


“You have a
bottle in your office?” I asked incredulously when she was back on.


She let out
a forced laugh. “Are you kidding me? How else would I survive in this poorly
paid job? But seriously, everyone has a secret stash somewhere.” In the
background, I could hear a bottle unscrewing and liquid pouring into a glass.


“I hate
fighting with you,” Sylvie said and took a sip. 


“I don’t
want to fight either,” I admitted, strangely emotional.


It was
true.


“Good. I
mean, it would be stupid to risk our friendship over some—” she stopped
abruptly.


I frowned.


Over some
guy? Over something else? 


The silence
grew worse. For some reason, I could sense that Sylvie was fighting with
herself.


“You said
Nate would be getting a reduced sentence,” she started. “How many years are we
talking about?”


“I don’t
know,” I said honestly. “I hope not too many, but Nate’s looking at life
anyway, so it won’t really make a difference. That’s what Jett said.”


“That’s
what he said, huh?” Her voice sounded stiff, but at least she had calmed down.
I could only guess it was the alcohol now flowing through her system.


A good old
glass of wine had probably saved me from the lion’s jaw.


“Yeah.”


Tense
silence ensued. 


Stretching
out my legs, I waited for her reply—for anything that would break the
awkward moment. When nothing came, I closed my eyes. With each passing second,
I was getting closer to the moment of truth.


“Just say
it,” I whispered, feeling every muscle in my body tense.


“Look, if
you want to get married, I’ll support you. Fuck, I’ll tolerate Jett, but don’t
expect me to love him or anything. You can’t expect me to understand why he
couldn’t tell you about Nate. It’s not like it’s not a big deal, because it is,
and we all know that. But it’s not exactly like he couldn’t tell you. And
please correct me if I’m wrong.”


Clutching
my phone to my ear, I stared at the wall. I could imagine Sylvie, her fake
reading glasses on her nose, a drink in her hand, as she waited for my
response, her face scrunched up, thinking she had it all figured out. It was
now up to me to be honest about everything.


Set things straight.


My heart
stuttered, but she had to know.


“My doctor
told him not to,” I whispered at last. “Jett didn’t tell me things because of
my condition.”


“What…wait,
what condition?” Sylvie said. “Oh, my God. You’re scaring me right now. What
condition? Are you sick or something?”


“No, I’m
not sick. It’s just that…” I trailed off, considering how to explain.


“Don’t even
think about lying. If you don’t tell me, I’ll phone Jett and ask him myself.”


I brushed a
hand over my womb.


“Well,
according to the doctors, I have a severe and rare form of preeclampsia, which
is often associated with first-time pregnancies,” I explained, trying to sound
casual. “It could put my life in danger and all that, but I think they’re all
exaggerating a bit. It had Jett worried, though, which is why he kept things
from me. To be honest, I feel fine. I’m happy. I’m engaged. So there’s no need
to overreact,” I added before Sylvie felt the need to jump into a taxi and
start cocooning me until the day my daughter was born.


“I’m such a
bitch,” Sylvie said slowly. “I assumed the worst.”


“You
weren’t the only one,” I retorted as I thought back to my confrontation with
Jett. I wanted to say more, but her sudden spluttering, then choking and
coughing, stopped me short.


“Are you
all right?” I asked, worried when her cough worsened.


“Sorry. My
drink went down the wrong pipe.” She cleared her throat. When she spoke again,
her tone was oddly tearful. “Look, I didn’t mean what I said before. You know,
about Jett. I had no idea he was trying to protect you.”


I shrugged
and squeezed nonchalance into my voice—enough to fool her. “It’s all
right.”


“No, I’m
really sorry.” She sounded so emotional my heart gave a jolt. “I shouldn’t have
acted the way I did. It was harsh and uncalled for. Not only toward Jett, but
toward you as well. I’d never…like ever… have forgiven myself if I wasn’t there
for your big day.”


“Sylvie,
you didn’t know about my condition or about his plan to propose,” I whispered,
feeling touched. I felt like hugging her. The fact that I couldn’t brought
tears to my eyes. “Seriously, don’t worry about it. It’s fine.”


“That’s
right, I didn’t know. But I should have shut my stupid mouth, which I never
do.” She let out a strangled laugh.


I sighed.
“That’s not you, Sylvie. And honestly, if things were different, I’d rather you
told the truth than let me live in denial.”


She
hesitated. “Even if the truth hurts?”


“Even
better,” I said, meaning it.


“So, does
that mean you’ll forgive me?”


“Yes, even
though there’s nothing to forgive.” I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me.
“Seriously, no hard feelings. It’s water under the bridge.”


“Thank
God.” Her voice sounded so hopeful my chest rose in joy. “Oh wait. Does that
mean I’m invited to the wedding?”


“Like I’d
ever walk down the aisle without you. Who would be my maid of honor?”


She let out
a joyful scream, and it sounded sincere.


“Holy shit.
I can’t believe you’re getting married.” Her voice rose into a crescendo of
disbelief, and then turned serious again. “No, that was wrong. I did see that
coming. I sort of gave up on him after your break-up. You know, I secretly
wanted things to work out with you and Jett. You were, and you still are, this
perfect couple. And then, bam, you told me you saw him with Tiffany, and I was
thinking of my own experiences. I didn’t want you to go through hell. I have so
many times, and it’s not fun.”


“I know.
I’d have done the same for you.” I smiled, touched by her words. “And by that,
I mean I’d have tried to verbally slap some sense into you, too.”


“We need to
celebrate, of course. Like big time,” Sylvie said. “Where are you? I’m going to
pick you up, and then we’ll chat some more. We need to start planning the
wedding. It’s going to be a full-time job.”


I could
already feel the bossy vibe wafting from her. Sylvie was going to take control,
and there was no stopping her.


“I’m at the
gang’s headquarters, but you can’t visit me now.”


“Why not?”
Her sudden excitement dropped to disappointment, only to be replaced with a
hint of amusement. “Are you and Jett busy?”


With busy,
she meant if we were in bed, having sex.


“Yeah,
something like that.” I smirked as I thought of all the other problems and
obstacles that still needed to be dealt with before we could truly enjoy each
other.


“Speaking
of Jett, what kind of ring did he get you?”


I lifted my
hand to admire the sparkling diamond. “You’re the expert. You’ll have to see
for yourself. I’ll just say it’s beautiful.”


I didn’t
know what made me do it, but I slid the ring off my finger. It was then that I
noticed the engraving.


Holy pearls!


“He even
engraved it,” I muttered in awe. “It says, With
no exceptions, my love for you doesn’t need reciprocation to exist.”


“I so want
to get married, too,” Sylvie said. “I’m happy for you, Brooke. I really am.
This is a dream come true. I know how much you always wanted to get married.”


Which was
so not the truth.


It had
always been Sylvie’s secret dream—the one she always adamantly denied.


And it
became mine the moment I got pregnant and realized I wanted a family with Jett.


“Do you
remember my vow? The one I took years ago? I promised I’d be your maid of
honor, no matter how far we lived from each other.”


“Yeah, as a
matter of fact I do.” I smiled at the memory, unable to stop the moisture in my
eyes as I became nostalgic. “You even went as far as denying another bride’s
request, because you wanted to be mine first.”


“Yeah, I
did. That is one of my favorite memories,” Sylvie whispered, and more silence
ensued. Eventually, her voice came low and somewhat weary. “Brooke?”


“Hmm.”


“Can you
promise that once you get married you won’t get all boring and lose touch like
so many people do?”


My throat
tightened. I could definitely understand her fear.


“I promise
we’ll be in each other’s lives forever,” I whispered.


“No matter
what?”


“Yeah, no
matter what.”


“Thank
you,” she whispered, the relief in her voice carrying down the line. “And now,
come on, make me jealous. Describe the ring. And I want every little detail.”


“Words
don’t do it justice. I’m going to send you pictures later.”


We talked
some more, then I finished the call.


With my
back against the bathroom tiles, I turned around and caught a glimpse of Jett
standing in the doorway. His shirt was unbuttoned, and he was holding two bags
of Chinese food. In the soft light of the bathroom, I saw him for who he was:


My fiancé.


My soon to
be husband.


He wasn’t
just handsome. With his black hair and eyes the color of sin, he was in every
way beautiful.


“How did it
go?” he asked.


“She’s
confused, but I think, deep down, she’s happy for us.”


“I can
definitely understand the confusion.” He placed a soft kiss on the tip of my
nose. “And I’m happy that I got the girl of my dreams, and she so happens to be
the mother of my unborn child.” He sat the bags down on the counter, and his
arms encircled my waist.


I leaned
against him, eager and starved for his soothing embrace.


“I love the
engraving,” I whispered, glancing at my ring again.


“Yeah, I
did that for insurance purposes in case you lost it or something. Or if you
ever forget my name.” He grinned.


“As if
you’d ever let me forget you, or your name.” I rolled my eyes playfully.
“Knowing you, you’ll probably have me screaming it at the top of my lungs for
the rest of my life, just to be sure.”


 “So, when are you girls meeting up to
plan our wedding?” Jett asked.


“I don’t
know. Maybe tomorrow.”


I stared at
him, suddenly feeling anxious. I wanted to see Sylvie, but there were other,
more pressing issues on my mind. Interweaving my fingers with his, I looked up.
“I want to burn Gina’s belongings.”


He nodded.
“Sure. Let’s eat first. I’m going to arrange for us to burn them once it gets
dark.”


I shook my
head. “No, I want to do it now.”


“Now?”


I pressed
my lips into a tight smile. “The sooner we get rid of them, the sooner I’ll
feel better.”


We weren’t
just getting rid of stuff that could compromise Jett; I was also getting rid of
the feeling that I could lose him.


Moments
lost forever.


“Okay,
baby. Let’s pick up her stuff,” Jett said.



 














 


 

When Jett
opened the door and we stepped out into the backyard, confusion crossed his
face.


“What?” I
asked.


“Where’s
your car?” he asked, scanning the area around us.


“I have no
idea.” I turned and pointed to the spot where I had parked it. “It was right
here.”


Jett walked
around me and stopped in the empty space where I had pointed, as if my car
would miraculously appear between the other parked cars. A giggle escaped my
lips. For some reason, the whole situation seemed too funny.


The last
thing I needed was for my car to be gone, but I didn’t suspect foul play.


“I don’t
think my car would transform into asphalt.” I laughed. “It’s not that kind of
car.”


“You find
this funny, Brooke?”


His lips
twitched and then spread into a full-blown smile. In the midst of the
situation, in the ridiculousness of it all, with him being a possible murder
suspect and me a target, hysteria bubbled up. I had no idea what anyone
watching might think of us, but I had no doubt we looked like we were high.


“Maybe you
forgot it back at my place and took a taxi instead.” He titled his head,
studying me.


“Yeah,
right. As if I’d take a taxi in this neighborhood.” A thought struck me when my
laughter subsided. “We should ask Brian. Usually, he’s guilty as hell.” I
shrugged because my suggestion made little sense.


“Why would
we—” Jett’s words were cut off by the sound of a door being thrown open.
We turned in time to see Brian stepping out of his car.


“Oh boy,” I
whispered. “Not again. We should hide in case he decides to interrogate us.” I
giggled again.


Nothing
could pierce my happy bubble.


“Interrogate?”
Jett asked. “What are you talking about?”


“He grilled
me for at least an hour before letting me see you.”


I eyed the
big guy nervously. Brian’s usual military clothing was gone. Instead, he was
wearing a blue mechanic jumpsuit that made him look bigger than he already was.
As he stopped in front of us, I noticed how dirty and greasy his hands were. A
smile lit up his rugged features. He seemed to be in a good mood, but then
Brian was never moody. Crazy, yes, but never moody.


“Hey!”
Brian said.


“Hey,” Jett
answered.


“How’s it
going?” Brian’s gaze swept from me to Jett.


“Where’s
Brooke’s car?” Jett demanded without further ado.


“In the
workshop.” Just in case we didn’t know where it was, Brian pointed his thumb
over his shoulder, a lazy grin covering his wide mouth.


“Why would
you move it?” Jett’s brows shot up as he stepped in front of Brian, which only
made Brian laugh. 


“Relax,
mate. You should have seen the condition it was in. A few more days and it
would have taken its last breath on earth. It’s a good thing I’m here to take
care of an oldie.”


Jett looked
at him warily, then stormed past him.


“What?”
Brian shot me a questioning look, and I shook my head, signaling that I
couldn’t help him figure Jett out.


We followed
Jett through the back door into the generous area Brian called the workshop,
which was just another garage adorned with all sorts of mechanical tools and
tires and other stuff I couldn’t identify even if I wanted.


The moment
I stepped through the door, I stopped in mid-stride.


My car was
there—or what used to be my car. Someone had taken the liberty of tearing
it apart. It was barely more than a skeleton of scrap and metal, just like the
other two cars to either side.


My jaw
dropped. The wheel was gone. And so were the tires and the seats, but what
shocked me the most was the fact that the hood was open and a few things were
missing.


“What did
you do to my car?” I asked, mortified.


“I gave you
a new alternator.” Brian smiled proudly. “Your old one was close to dying. Told
you already.”


Jett
ignored him as he rounded the car and opened the trunk. From where I was
standing, I saw that the two black bags were gone.


Jett
slammed the trunk closed, then turned around to face Brian. “Where are they?”
His voice dropped dangerously low, but his face remained expressionless.


“They?”
Brian asked, his voice not even hiding the amusement. “What the fuck are you
talking about?”


“Don’t try
to bullshit me.” Jett placed himself in front of Brian, his expression hard as
stone. “I’ll ask you one more time and you better answer. Where. Are. They?”


Grinning,
Brian buried his hands in his pockets. “I’m kidding. I kinda figured she wanted
to keep her junk, so I stashed the bags in the blue freezer in the basement.”


“In the
freezer?” Jett stared at him. “What the fuck!”


Brian
shrugged. “I had no idea if she was coming back soon.” He glanced at me, the
corners of his lips twitching. “Or at all. For all I knew, she might have fled
to Mexico, rented a room or something.”


“Why would
she be heading—” Jett stopped abruptly, eyeing us both. “Am I missing
something?”


I gazed
from Brian to Jett. “Remember when I told you about him grilling me? Well, I
kind of told him.”


“Told him
what?” Jett asked through gritted teeth.


Brian
wrapped one arm around my shoulders. “She told me that she was hiding
first-rate evidence in a murder case. How’s that for starters?” He turned to
me. “Right, Brooke?”


Jett’s head
snapped in my direction. “You told him that? What the fuck, Brooke!”


“I meant to
tell you.” I shrugged as I tried to shake Brian’s heavy arm off my shoulders.


“Why didn’t you tell me?” Jett asked, his
anger palpable, his stunning green gaze two burning dots.


“Easy,
mate.” Brian held up a hand. “I asked nicely, and she replied.”


A snort
escaped my lips. “Yeah, right. You practically forced it out of me. So not
nice.”


“I think it
was a fair deal for entering,” Brian said. “There’s nothing like a little piece
of information to make me happy. I gotta tell you, I didn’t expect you’d have
the guts to hide it in your car.” He seemed genuinely impressed.


I shot him
a timid smile. “I had no choice, really.”


Ignoring
our banter, Jett took my hand possessively and pulled me toward him.


“Did she
tell you why?” he asked.


“Because
you guys are in trouble?” Brian suggested casually, as if it wasn’t a big deal.
As if he hadn’t expected anything else from us.


Jett opened
his mouth to say something, but the ringtone of his phone interrupted him.


“Stay
here,” Jett said, frowning. “I have to take this.”


With that,
he left us, slamming the door shut behind him.


Brian and I
were alone, his people gone. I peered at him, expecting heavy and uneasy
silence.


It never
came.


“What?”
Brian asked, returning my puzzled look.


I shook my
head. “When you asked me why I was here, I didn’t think you’d believe me.”


“Where I
come from, there’s a saying. People who stand at your door when it’s raining
always tell you the truth, so I reckoned you needed help.”


I cocked my
head. “It wasn’t raining.”


“No, it
wasn’t.” He smirked. “You got me. Where I come from, there’s no such saying. I
made it all up. Thought it was clever and all.”


I eyed him,
curious. “So, how did you figure out it wasn’t a lie?”


“Your eyes
betrayed you.” He winked, and I forced a scowl onto my face. “All right, that
was another lie.”


“Right.” I
nodded. This could take a while because Brian didn’t seem keen on getting to
the point anytime soon.


“You really
want to know? Jett’s been in a bad mood since your arrival. I reckoned
something was wrong and he was in trouble. So when you told me you had
first-rate evidence, I thought you knew something he didn’t tell me about and
took the liberty to open your trunk and put the bags away, just in case, you
know, the cops were coming.”


“You had no
key,” I pointed out.


“So?” He
shrugged casually. “You think this was the first time I opened a car without
one?”


I shook my
head, which was rewarded with a chuckle.


“You’re
fucking unbelievable,” I whispered.


“I know.”


“I can’t
believe you took the bags and put them in a frigging freezer,” I said, dumbfounded.
“Who does that?”


“Trust me.
Nobody would look in there.” His eyes glimmered with excitement. Knowing Brian,
he probably thought his actions were pretty cool.


“It’s a
good hiding place,” I agreed.


His lips
twitched before he turned his back to me. “I would have moved everything
eventually.”


My stomach
dropped as I watched him walk over to a shelf and pick up a couple of wrenches
and pliers, then return to my car to continue whatever he had been working on.


“Did you
look inside?” I asked after a pause.


My question
made Brian look up.


“Inside the
bags?” Brian shook his head, and his smile disappeared. “No! And I’m not going
to ask what’s in them.”


Narrowing
my eyes, I leaned back, unable to hide the doubt in my voice. “So you really
didn’t look?”


“Nope.” He
sounded so honest I believed him. If there was ever a doubt, it dissolved
quickly the moment I caught his quizzical stare.


“Aren’t you
curious?” I asked.


“I am. But
you’ll tell me before it’s too late anyway, right?” He gave me a long stare
that sent a chill up my spine.


“I want you
to know that you’re part of our family now, Brooke,” he said firmly. “If you’re
in trouble, you’ll get me involved. I know a good place if you need to bury
something large.”


I stared at
him as realization kicked in.


Oh, my God.


“You think
I killed someone.” I laughed out loud. “I’m crazy, but not so crazy I’d kill
someone, Brian.” He stared at me, head cocked to the side, as if not sure
whether to believe me or not. So I added, “I’m not in that kind of trouble.”


“I wasn’t talking
about you.”


My eyes
widened as it dawned on me.


”You think
Jett killed someone?”


He
shrugged. “Well, knowing Jett, it doesn’t take long for him to jump the gun.
When he’s hell-bent on doing something, he really gets it in his head, even if
it’s a bad idea. It wouldn’t really be that much of a surprise.”


I frowned. 


Heart
racing, I turned to him. “What are you talking about?”


For a short
moment, silence ensued.


Brian eyed
me carefully. I tried to read his expression without much success. And then it
dawned on me why he wouldn’t just spill the beans, which he usually did.


He had no
idea how much he could reveal, so he
kept quiet.


I rolled my
eyes. “Look, Jett told me about my condition, so there’s no need for you to
protect me from the truth, or whatever.” I took a step forward, and my fingers
curled around his lower arm. “Please, Brian, if Jett’s about to do something
stupid, you have to tell me.”


His blue
eyes pierced mine—the look in them betraying his stony expression.


My heart
sputtered in my chest.


“Did Jett
say anything about killing someone?” I asked, my tone imploring. As
unbelievable as the idea seemed, Jett was unpredictable—and so very
protective of me and our unborn child.


“Jett’s one
of my closest friends, and he really cares about you,” Brian said, choosing his
words carefully. “He’s a good guy, but he’s extremely revengeful. So when he
says he’ll deal with a situation, I usually choose to believe he’ll do just
that. He’s been saying that for weeks, Brooke.”


“Nate,” I
whispered. “You think Jett would kill Nate?”


Brian
nodded, and for once, I would have welcomed silence more than the raging
thoughts inside my head.


All this
time I thought Jett had moved past his anger. All this time I thought Jett had
come to peace with the fact that his family wasn’t perfect. That his brother
was a killer. Worse yet, only a few hours ago, I’d had even jumped to the
conclusion that Jett was defending his brother.


That wasn’t
the case at all. Jett was still fighting his demons.


“What did
Jett tell you?” I asked.


“Sorry.”
Brian smiled apologetically, as though he had already revealed too much, and
moved past me.


So he
didn’t want to tell me. That, or Jett had asked him not to. Did I even really
need it spelled out when I already knew that Jett would hurt anyone who’d dare
come after me? Jett was unforgiving and overprotective. He had made that clear
on various occasions. I didn’t know how far he’d go, but I had no doubt that he
was keen to protect what was his at all costs.


Leaning
against my car, I watched Brian grab a pair of gloves and a screwdriver, then
start busying himself, his face grimacing in concentration. Only then did I
notice the dark shadows under his eyes, which in turn made me think of our
conversation that morning.


I didn’t
know what came over me, but I touched his arm again to get his attention. He
looked at my fingers as though they were some irritating bugs, his blue eyes
probing mine.


“I heard
about Tiffany being in the hospital,” I started, prying my fingers away from
him. “I’m sorry. I hope she’ll get well soon.”


“She’s
doing okay, given the circumstances.”


Hesitating,
I glanced at the door to make sure no one was listening before turning back to
him.


“Brian, can
I ask you something?”


“That
depends.” He barely looked up as he unscrewed another thingy for which I had no
name with so much fervor I almost feared he might break something.


“It’s not
about Jett,” I added, watching his shoulders relaxing. “Please don’t take it
the wrong way, but how can you be with someone like her?” I asked in silence.
“You know, fearing that she’d cheat. Wondering who she might throw herself at
the next time. You seem like a good person, so I don’t understand how you can
put up with it.”


I had been
hard on Jett. Most people would have been because it was only human nature in
order to emotionally protect oneself. Brian didn’t seem to be the most
forgiving person in the world. How could he excuse her behavior so easily?


The
question had plagued me for some time.


I had to
know, if only to understand him. I had to know how someone could love a person
who hurt them over and over again.


“I guess
for the same reason she returns to me time after time,” he said after some
pause.


I frowned.
“And why is that? Because in her cheating heart, she still loves you after
all—and that’s all that counts?”


A chuckle
escaped his lips. “Honesty and sarcasm. I like that,” he said and turned to
regard me. “But you couldn’t be farther from the truth.”


My brows
knitted together in confusion. “How so?”


Hesitating,
he pulled off his gloves again. He propped a leg against the wall, then slowly
retrieved a pack of chewing gum from his pocket and offered me one. I declined.


“It’s a
long story,” he explained as I watched him open the foil wrapper and shove the
chewing gum into his mouth. “To cut it short, the only reason we got back
together the first time was that we both hoped at some point we could make it
work as a family. It’s an Irish thing and has nothing to do with love. I’m the
only link to her son, so we try to work it out based on some bullshit belief.”
He looked up shortly, pride shimmering in his eyes. “He’s twelve years old and
lives in Ireland with my family.”


“Her son?”
I asked, suddenly aware of the lump in my throat as I remembered Tiffany’s
words. “Why would he live with your family? Unless he’s your…” My words trailed
off as his expression changed to surprise.


“Whoa!” He
held out his hand, and the skin around his eyes crinkled in amusement. “Did you
think it was Jett’s kid?”


Heat
scorched my cheeks, the spreading blush across my chin giving me away. It was
too late to lie.


He had
caught me, and I only had two options. Admit that I had been jealous or deny
everything, which would make me look weak.


“He isn’t?”


“No,
Brooke,” he said with a curious glance at me. “Tiffany wanted to give our son
up for adoption when she was sixteen, because we had no money, no support, not
even a safe place to stay. My family took him in, and now they’re raising him
as their own. That was the hardest decision I ever made.”


I stared at
him, lost for words.


All this
time, I had assumed that Tiffany went through with an abortion or had a
miscarriage. It never crossed my mind that she and Brian went back longer than
she and Jett, that she had to give her child away; and how difficult it must
have been for her as a mother. Not having the means to care for her child and
being forced to give him away was horrible.


I couldn’t
imagine living without my child, and she wasn’t born yet.


In the
gloomy silence, his eyes probed mine as he paused for a second, probably
considering his words. Eventually, something changed in his gaze, and I knew he
was about to share his story with me—a story so private I could feel my
heart shattering with each word he spoke.


“She hasn’t
seen him since the day he was born. He has no idea that I’m his father,” Brian
said.


For the
first time, I thought I caught something in his voice.


Pain.


Suffering.


Longing.


“Giving up
her child destroyed our relationship. I don’t think she’ll ever get over the
guilt of not having seen him grow up.” He shook his head slowly, his hazy gaze
reminiscent of the past. “Nowadays, when I look at her, I know she wants to see
him, but she can’t bring herself to do it, because she’s a mess. She doesn’t
want him to see her like this.”


“She could
get help,” I said.


Maybe I could help.


I wanted to
utter the words, but I bit my lip instead, holding them back because it made no
sense to tell Brian. I needed to tell her. Maybe she needed a friend who
understood the way she felt as a mother.


“She’s
tried so many times, you have no idea. You need to forgive her,” he said, his
eyes not leaving mine. “I know she has no excuse for trying to get it on with
Jett, but she’s an alcoholic and hasn’t been herself for a long time. Giving up
her son changed her. It changed our relationship, and it changed her love for
me. Even though it was her who came up with the idea of giving our son away, I
was the one who pushed her to go through with it. She never forgave me.” He
sighed, and for a moment, I thought I glimpsed moisture in his eyes. “Anyway,
like I said, it’s a long story.”


“Brian, I
had no idea. About your son. About Tiffany. Jett didn’t say anything,” I
whispered.


“I should
hope so. It’s most certainly not his place.” He shrugged again. “Not many
people know about this part of my past, and Jett didn’t tell you because I
asked him not to a long time ago. Anyway, there’s not much point in bringing
something up that you can’t change, right?” He glanced back at me and smiled
gently. “It’s not a story I’m proud of. I don’t know what’s in those bags and
what you’re hiding for him, but I can see why he loves you, even if he hadn’t
told me the night before.” 


He loves me.


Jett had
confessed his love to me in spite of our fight and disagreements. In spite of
the fact that he didn’t even know whether our relationship would make it.


My heart
fluttered.


All those
emotions I had for him came back like a big wall crushing me. It took me every
ounce of willpower not to say that I loved Jett, too. My heart gave little
jumps as I thought of him. After all the jealousy that I thought would consume
me at the mere mentioning of Tiffany’s name, I found myself smiling with joy.


Joy—that
Tiffany wasn’t the bad person I imagined her to be.


Joy—that
there most certainly was a reason why she kissed Jett.


And, most
importantly, joy that Jett never stopped loving me during our ugly fight. It
was proof to me that Jett would stand by me no matter what.


“And
congratulations.” He smiled and motioned at my ring. “We’re having a secret
engagement party tomorrow, which I’m not supposed to tell you about, but you
have this uncanny ability to pull secrets out of people.”


I laughed
and glanced at my beautiful ring. “Thank you for telling me,” I whispered, not
referring to the party.


When I
looked up, Brian had already turned away, his footsteps thudding as he crossed
the garage. For some reason, I felt as though I had glimpsed a new side of him.
A side that didn’t scare me.


Maybe
someday Brian and I would become friends. Or maybe we already were.















 


 

The flames
sent sparks high up into the sky. We stood there, watching the fire in the back
yard of the gang’s quarters. Jett’s arms were around me, pulling me close,
cuddling me against his hard chest, his lips nestled at the back of my neck.
Brian and four of his people were standing behind us. None of them asked any
questions before they threw the black bags into the bonfire, the wild flames
savaging the contents.


The fire
flared and died.


Eventually,
people began to leave, until Jett and I were alone.


As I watched
the dark ashes, tears rose to my eyes.


Those had
been Gina’s things—a woman I had known for only two days, but for some
reason I had liked her.


She didn’t
deserve what happened to her.


Of course,
there was still a distinct possibility that I had been wrong, and the bags
belonged to someone else, but that didn’t matter much.


Life ended
in the blink of an eye.


I knew next
to nothing about Gina, but she had left sadness behind.


She had
left emptiness in the hearts of those who loved her.


“You okay?”
Jett whispered behind me.


“I am. Just
a little sad about her, that’s all,” I whispered back, my glance fixed on the
dying fire. “Did you hear from Sam?”


“Not yet.”
He paused a little, and I sensed a change in topic. “My assistant called to
confirm our attendance at the charity fashion show.”


I turned
around, and my eyes found him. “When will it start?”


Jett
glanced at his cell phone, then back at me. “We should head back inside now.
Particularly if you want to take the time to check out my former room before we
leave.”


“I know
where your room…” My words trailed off as I got the hint. “Oh. But we’ve
already done it twice today.”


“No, not
with you as my fiancée.” He tilted his head, and something tugged between my
legs. Though his face was bathed in semi-darkness, I could feel his desire as
strongly as before. “What do you think?”


“Will you
ever get rid of your sex addiction?” I teased, surprised at how something as
simple as an unspoken invitation to have him inside me could make my skin
prickle and my heartbeat speed up.


“Can’t say
that I harbor any plans, but you never know.” He leaned forward until his lips
brushed my earlobe. “I’ve been told all good things are three,” he whispered.
“I have a very good idea of what I want to do with you. It doesn’t even have to
involve the sexy lingerie I got you.”



 

***



 

I’ve always
known that life can both suck and surprise in the same instant. I just had no
idea how much it could. When you’re lying in the arms of your lover, praying
that the moment will never pass, you should never trust that everything will
stay the same.


One wrong
step.


That’s all
that ever matters.


One look
back, and I should have known it was my time to run.


But I had
been too stupid to think beyond that special moment.


Or maybe I
didn’t mind what lay beyond.


I was newly
engaged with grand plans of a wedding and renewed hopes for the future. My
heart had been revived, and my faith strengthened by recent events.


I was in
love.


I was in
lust.


And I was
absolutely in no mood to talk to strangers, which is what I was sure I’d be
forced to do at the charity event.


 “God, the next few hours will be hard.” I
let out a sigh, pushing up from my lying position. “How am I supposed to make
it without this?” I pointed at Jett’s naked body, my eyes drinking him in, my
mind marveling at how perfect he was.


“Yeah?”
Jett’s brows shot up, amused. “And you call me a sex addict.”


I slapped
his shoulder and let my fingers glide over his skin. “To Jupiter. That’s how
far your confidence will grow if you don’t learn to rein it in.” 


“That’s a
good name,” he said, suddenly absentminded.


“Good name
for what?”


Jett leaned
back, resting against the pillows, his arms crossed behind his head, a
thoughtful expression on his face.


“If we have
another girl, it’ll be the perfect name for her.”


“What? No
way.” I laughed out loud, then stopped when I saw his face. “Wait, you’re
serious?” He nodded. “No way in hell, Jett. We’ll never name any child Jupiter.
Besides, who says I want another one? I’m still carrying this one, huffing and
puffing as we’re speaking, and you’re already thinking ahead.”


His laugh
was interrupted by the ringtone of his phone.


“Excuse
me.” I watched him as he straightened and grabbed his phone from the
nightstand. His gaze briefly brushed me before locking on the caller ID.


Turning his
back on me, he picked up.


There was
only one call Jett would always accept.


“Sam.” For
three minutes, Jett said nothing else, just listened, his shoulders slightly
tense.


I held my
breath as I tried to tune in, without much success.


Eventually,
Jett’s voice cut through the silence.


“How?” He
shook his head angrily. “How is that possible?” Whatever Sam had said, it must
have made Jett pissed off because waves of anger were wafting from him. “No,
I’ll deal with it. Just send it over as soon as you can…No, there’s no need.
I’ll take care of it.”


With that,
he snapped the phone shut, his back still turned to me as silence returned to
the room. I watched him, seconds ticking by.


“So, what
did Sam say?” I asked when it became obvious that Jett harbored no intention of
sharing the news with me.


My heart
thudded in my chest at the possibilities of what Sam could have said.


Had the
tests shown that Gina had been drugged?


Of course,
she had been drugged. If not, it meant I had been the only one targeted, which,
in turn, would mean Gina had been involved.


“The same
drug was found in Gina’s body,” Jett murmured and turned around. His beautiful
face twisted into something I thought I’d never see.


Pain.


Anger.


Worry.


All at once.


He grew
silent—the kind of silence that sent a chill up my spine.


“What?” I
asked, somehow unable to grasp the meaning of his words.


Jett looked
at me for one long, hard moment, and in that second I realized there was more.


I stared at
him, the cold sensation inside my stomach turning to boiling heat only to
change to ice again.


What could
be so terrible that Jett was afraid to tell me?


I waited
patiently.


When he
began to speak again, the words were as chilling as death entering the room.


“Nate’s
gone.” Jett’s voice lowered to a whisper. “Sam called to say that a police
offer was shot during his escape.”















 


 

A scream
built in my throat, but the sound remained trapped inside my mouth. To claim
that I was shocked by something as simple as a few words was an understatement.
I feared for my life, for my baby, for Jett, and that fear enclosed my mind and
body, rendering me unable to form a coherent thought.


Waking up
that morning, I thought I had experienced the worst. Then, after Jett’s
proposal, my life and relationship would finally move on to a better place,
that maybe we could leave the past behind once and for all and start preparing
ourselves for something wonderful.


A life together.


A family.


But now,
based on the recent events, all the facts led to one assumption.


One scary
conclusion: 


It wasn’t over.


It never
had been—the past few hours of joy easily shattered by something as
simple as words.


I thought
with Nate being in prison and most of the club members exposed and arrested,
the police had put a stop to the club’s activities. But that didn’t seem to be
the case. Gina was dead; maybe even others. The nightmare seemed to continue.
It always would.


Nate’s
release might be the beginning of another nightmare, where the worst was still
to come. I had no idea how to stop him, how to prepare myself for what I feared
the most. In particular, the high-ranked club members had connections, people
who knew how to appear in silence, doing their dirty jobs, and then disappear
just as quickly and invisibly—like ghosts. Protecting myself and the
people I loved sounded insane—a plan doomed for failure.


“Good
Lord.” I stared at Jett, noticing the throbbing nerve visible beneath the soft
skin around his eyes. He looked tired. At some point, dark circles had framed
his beautiful green gaze. “How is that possible? I thought he was under
surveillance.” 


My body
trembled; resignation was palpable in my voice. I hated weakness; I hated not
having the strength to pretend. All of my energy was gone, dissipated, as if
saying Nate’s name had the power to suck it out of my body.


“I don’t
know,” Jett said quietly. “All Sam said was that he found a hole in their
system and took advantage of it.”


“Good
Lord,” I repeated and crossed my arms over my chest. The shivers running
through me came hard, wave after wave, destroying any hope that we’d ever find
peace. My muscles were tense, aching from the effort, as a cold sensation
washed over me like an icy waterfall.


“The police
officer…” I couldn’t even say the words.


“Sam said
he might survive.”


Might.


I swallowed
the lump lodged in my throat.


What if he
wouldn’t? He could have been someone’s father, husband, brother, and lover.
Someone who worked hard to protect
innocents. Someone who loved and had been loved.


“Brooke.”
Jett cleared his throat. His hands cupped my face, his gaze searching mine.


My tears
began to pool at the corners of my eyes.


Stupid
tears that just wouldn’t stop.


I closed my
eyes in the hope Jett wouldn’t catch them.


“This
doesn’t change anything,” he whispered firmly. “I won’t let him hurt you. Nor
will my friends. You know they stand behind us in every way.”


“I know,” I
whispered. “But I’d rather have him locked up than roaming free and hurting
more people.”


Jett’s arms
engulfed me. But even in his soothing presence, my body continued to shiver.


“He’ll make
a mistake, and they will catch him again.”


“How can
you be so sure about that?” I looked up, more in search of his support than to
express my anger. “He has so many connections.”


His
shoulders slumped a little bit. Before he even said the words, I knew he was
being optimistic. “Well, that’s the thing,” Jett said. “I hope I’m right.
Knowing Nate and his tendency to avoid getting his hands dirty, he probably
asked for help. The more people get involved, the greater the risk that someone
will make a mistake. Sooner or later, the police will track him down. Just wait
and see. The whole thing will be over before it even began.”


They were
supposed to be words emitting strength and faith.


For a
moment, I wanted to believe them.


If only my brain
would stop telling me that it was a mediocre attempt. Jett didn’t have any
superpowers. Like Gina, Jett was human.


Sexy and
perfect—but still not invincible.


And he
couldn’t predict the future.


Like the
police officer, he could be shot. If they never found Nate, I’d never be safe
from him. And neither would Jett. Knowing Nate and his wicked obsession with
power and death, he might lay low for a while. But eventually, he’d come after
Jett and me. It’d only be a matter of time until he reached his friends and
found new ones who shared his sick fantasies.


I nodded,
but the motion lacked conviction. Jett must have sensed my fears because he
continued with more vengeance than I wanted him to have, “If he so much as
steps in your way, I’ll shoot him. I’ll get Kenny to track him down.”


I frowned.
“I’m not sure I want you to get involved.”


“It’s too
late for that. I’m already too deep into this.” His glance locked on me. “If
someone tries to scare you, that’s my God damn business. I swear the moment I
see him, I’m going to kill him.”


My stomach
twisted.


“He’s your
brother,” I reminded him.


“No, he’s
not.” He exhaled a sharp breath. “He lost that privilege a long time ago.”


Taking in
his words, I shook my head slowly. “You’re not your brother, Jett. You’re not
like Nate. Compared to him, you’re a good man.”


“No.” He
shook his head, his mouth pressing into a tighter line. “That’s where you’re
wrong. I’m only good when I’m with you.” He looked up, his eyes meeting mine.
“Nate and I aren’t so different. The moment he messes with my personal life and
threatens you, I can’t just stand there and do nothing. I can’t just wait for
the cops to do their job, and I sure as fuck can’t wait for something to
happen. I won’t let it be too late.” He placed one finger under my chin and
forced me to meet his eyes. His stare was determined, his tone chilling. “You
have absolutely no idea what I’d do to him. Someone needs to stop him. And that
someone is me.”


My pulse
began to pound against my temples.


No, I had
absolutely no idea what Jett would do to him.


But judging
from my earlier conversation with Brian, I had a good idea where it would land
Nate. The possibility of Jett getting hurt or killed along the way was there.


“Jett, no!”
I said. “Promise you won’t do anything stupid.”


“I can’t do
that,” he said firmly. “I’d be lying if I told you I wanted to see him alive.
He…” His words broke as anger consumed him. “He betrayed me; he betrayed my
father. He went too far. It’s all my fault.”


I stared at
him in shock. “It’s not your fault, Jett.”


“It is,”
Jett retorted firmly. “I’m the one who grew up with him. I should have known
him better, but…I underestimated him and that was a mistake.”


A muscle
worked his jaw, but he said no more. And I knew then that even though he was
wrong, there was nothing I could do to help ward off the demons consuming his
soul. The very demons that had made him lose all faith in people. The demons
that didn’t allow him to feel peace and trust and safety.


I wrapped
my arms around him and placed my head against his chest, hoping that my
presence would give him as much comfort as he did to me.


 “You couldn’t have stopped him even if
you’d wanted to, Jett,” I murmured under my breath.


“See,
that’s where you’re wrong,” Jett said. “I could have done something before someone
got killed. God knows it takes planning to execute what he’s done. And if what
you say is true, and these were Gina’s things, then I believe he’d planned to
frame me for a long time. He wanted to get rid of me, and now I might be paying
the price.” He brushed a hand over his face, his voice oozing danger and
frustration. “That son of a bitch wants me to miss the birth of our daughter
and our wedding. He knows how much you mean to me, and he thinks he can get
away with anything. But he forgets that I could have killed him right there and
then, when you were alone with him, and I didn’t. That’s nobody’s fault but my
own. If I could turn back time, I know what I’d do.”


I placed a
hand on his shoulder and trailed my fingers down his arm, marveling at how smooth
and taut his skin felt.


“Jett?” I
said, infusing as much confidence as I could into my tone. “Someday he’ll get
what he deserves. But it won’t be you who serves justice. Do you understand?”
He remained silent, so I continued, “I don’t want you to get involved, Jett,
because that’s exactly what he wants. Don’t give him the satisfaction. It’s not
worth the trouble. Like you said, the cops will find him in no time. He’ll get
caught. It’ll probably be over before it’s even begun.” I repeated his words, this
time almost believing them.


Jett looked
at me long and hard, his green eyes darkening. The aura he radiated was so
strong I would have given anything to know his thoughts. Even though chaos was
still surrounding us, his anger began to ebb, and eventually, peace settled in
his gaze.


His face
softened, and at last, his shoulders relaxed.


“You’re
right,” he whispered. “He wants me to come after him. He might think he’s clever,
but he should never have shot that cop. Now they’ll be after him. If they get
him, they’ll probably put a bullet straight into his head and call it
self-defense.”


“Yes,” I
agreed. “You’re probably right.”


He lifted
my fingers to his mouth. Goose bumps covered my skin as his lips brushed over
me, kissing my knuckles then the inside of my palm. I felt relief that Jett and
I were seeing eye-to-eye, but more than that, I was hopeful that, whatever
differences in viewpoints we might encounter in the future, we could work
through them.


“I’d never
ever let anything come between us, Brooke,” he whispered in his sexy Southern
voice. “If I can’t get him away from you, then I’ll find a way to get you away
from him or else I’m forced to get rid of him. We’ll be taking a little
vacation.”


His
suggestion took me by surprise. For a few seconds, I thought it was over.


Going
away…that was exactly what I wanted. But was it really that simple? Could we
leave it all behind?


“You want
to go away?” I asked, unsure what to make of it.


“Yes.” He
nodded his head. “I’ve already booked a flight to Las Vegas. We’ll leave in two
days.”


My lips
curled into a smile.


I couldn’t
help it.


“Why
there?”


“No idea.”
His smile matched mine. “Maybe because Las Vegas is sin city, and my obsession
with you is kind of sinful. Besides, you said you’ve never been, and I thought
it was about time you traveled a bit before our kid starts to demand all your
attention.”


I swallowed
hard. “Yes, makes sense.”


“After
Vegas, we’ll head back to Italy,” he added casually, his glance never leaving
mine.


My smile
vanished. I eyed him carefully.


“I’m not
sure that’s a good idea, Jett. It’d look like you’re on the run,” I said.


“I’m not,
because as far as things stand, I don’t know anything about anyone.” He smiled
knowingly. “Baby, I’m not letting you stay here. It isn’t even a question; it’s
a demand. NY is not good for you—at least not as long as Nate’s
investigation’s pending. We both need to head back to Bellagio, back to where
things were simple.” He sat down, then took my hands, pulling me onto his lap.
I wrapped my arms around his neck and settled as comfortably as my growing
belly would allow.


“It’s a
good time to take a vacation,” Jett continued. “A break from everything to
focus on our engagement.” His hand rubbed my back, the motion comforting and
soothing, easing some of the pressure that had built inside me. “I only want
what is best for you, and right now, I want you to feel safe. I tried to
protect you from the ugliness that’s been all around us, but my attempts got me
nowhere. I don’t see a reason why we should be hiding.”


“It’s
okay,” I whispered. “I’m used to ugliness. Particularly since it keeps popping
up in my life, no matter what.”


I couldn’t
pull the bitter tone out of my voice.


It was the
truth. The ugly, bitter truth.


I bit my
lip in a desperate attempt to stop the tears from welling up.


“That
doesn’t make it okay,” he said an instant before his lips brushed my naked
shoulders. His kiss relaxed me, if only for the time being. “Trust me. Taking
an oversea’s trip is a good idea. Today, let’s forget all our problems. Let’s
forget about Gina and focus only on us. It is as good a time as any to attend
the NYC charity fashion show.”


My breath
hitched.


Oh. My. God.


“Did you
say the NYC charity fashion show?” I choked on my words. “But…I thought this
was nothing special.”


“It must
have slipped my mind.” Jett grinned.


“Oh my
god.”


The NYC
charity fashion show was swarming with journalists and celebrities. It was one
of the most established and celebrated events of the year. I knew because
Sylvie read about it in her magazines and then left those magazines lying
around for me to dispose of.


Jett wasn’t
just a billionaire; he was one of the youngest and most successful businessmen
in the world. So it was only natural that he’d be invited and the media would
want to take pictures.


“Is this
really a good idea?” I asked. “What if the cops are looking for you? The place
is probably crawling with security and bodyguards and people who know you.”


“If anyone
dares to say one wrong word, I’ll call my lawyers.” His tone was nonchalant, as
though gossip didn’t bother him, as if he was used to false accusations and
people talking. “If anyone asks, we both ditched the club on Sunday to spend
the night together at your place.”


Which was
kind of true, but—


“You know
we can’t prove that,” I said flatly.


“No, you
can’t, but I can.” His lips cracked into a smile. I looked up at him, confused.


“What do
you mean?”


He started
pressing buttons on his phone, then let out something that resembled, “Yeah,
that’s it.”


I craned my
neck to get a better look, but there was no need for it because Jett turned the
screen for me to see.


I stared at
it, unable to comprehend the meaning of the picture.


“I took it
the night Gina died,” he explained. “There’s a timestamp and everything. This
should answer any questions.”


With trembling
fingers, I took the phone from his hand, my eyes fixed on the picture of me,
sleeping half-naked.


My hair was
spread around me like a halo, and my abdomen was exposed. Even though the image
was small, I could see that wasn’t anyone’s belly.


It was the body
of a woman who looked very pregnant.


For a few
seconds, I was lost for words.


“Why didn’t
you tell me?” I asked, unable to place my emotions. First, there was confusion,
then relief, and now I couldn’t wait to seek answers to the array of questions
inside my head.


“No idea.”
He grinned. “Maybe because we fought and you would’ve asked me to delete them.”


“I most
certainly would have done that.” I stared at the picture again, shaking my
head. “I probably would’ve had a point. Look at this, I’m huge. And…” I frowned
as I stared at what might be a stretch mark, but you couldn’t see those so
clearly in a picture, could you?


I had no
time to find out because Jett pulled the phone away.


“You’re
beautiful,” he said with that sparkle in his eyes that made me adore him even
more.


Tears began
to trickle down my cheeks. But this time, they were not caused by fear. I was
genuinely touched—not by Jett’s words, but his actions. 


Jett inched
closer and brushed his fingers over my cheeks, the motion gentle and soothing.


“Now you
know why I never believed there’d be a trial,” he whispered. “Like I said,
whoever’s trying to frame me has no proof that would ever stand in court. I’m
not saying this picture would solve everything, because let’s face it, people
love headlines. They love scandals. They love making money by dragging other
people’s names through the dirt. But this”—he held up his phone—“is
all the proof I need that I wasn’t anywhere near her. You have nothing to worry
about, Brooke.”


“I’m so
happy,” I said, relieved. “I can’t even believe I’m saying this after finding
out that Nate’s gone, but it’s true. How come you didn’t tell me this before?”


He shrugged
nonchalantly. “That night, I didn’t know about Gina. When you told me, I
explained that I didn’t kill her.”


“But you
could have shown me, and I would have believed you.” I eyed him carefully,
eager to catch his expression. “Don’t tell me it slipped your mind, because I
know that’s not the case. Nothing ever slips your mind.”


“Brooke.”
He paused and sighed. I looked up from the picture to take in his thoughtful
expression. “Would it really have made a difference?”


My heart
gave an enormous thud. The silence in the room became ominous.


“What do
you mean?” I asked.


“Our
relationship needs to be built on trust.” His voice sounded serious, almost
reproachful. For some reason, I felt scolded. “All I’m saying is that I don’t
feel like I have to prove anything to anyone. Either you believe me or you do
not. I wanted to see if you could.”


“Right.” I
exhaled slowly as I tried to process his words. “So, it was all a test?”


“No.” He
shook his head. “I’d never go as far as testing you. I’d rather call it a leap
of faith in our relationship. In our love. That one last step before marriage.”


“I don’t
understand.” I shook my head, suddenly feeling hurt. “Why wouldn’t I believe
you?”


“I needed
to see if you’d stand by me,” he said, and I stiffened. “Most people would
falter and run when they think their partner might have committed murder. Not
you, Brooke. I knew you would stand
by me. I wanted to see how it’d turn out.”


“To see if
I’d crack.”


“Yes,” he
said quietly. “I never gave a fuck about the trial. Without any physical proof,
they never had a case in the first place. But the last step in everyone’s
relationship before marriage is proving that real trust exists. That it’s there
for the future. All I wanted was to make sure that you trusted me and loved me
for who I am.” 


“I don’t
know what to say.”


“Nothing.
There is no need to say anything because in simplicity lies wholeness.” He
grinned. “Anyway, I took a snapshot every week when you were asleep. And may I
say you sleep soundly.”


Soundly?


I opened my
mouth to comment when he started flipping picture over picture.


Holy cow.


Most of
them had indeed been taken while I was asleep or in the shower.


My jaw
dropped.


“I’m at a
loss for words,” I said, stunned. “I had no idea you could be this sneaky.”


He laughed
out loud, and something flickered in his gaze.


Was that
pride?


Holy shit.


He was
proud of himself!


“Really,
you left me with no choice, Brooke. Remember the night you told me you hated
the idea of becoming big. Well, it was the night I decided I looked forward to
seeing your body grow, change, and so the decision to document that change was
born. I wanted something like a digital scrapbook. A keepsake.” He pointed at
his phone. “All those pictures are here to help us remember our first
pregnancy. Once the journey’s over and Treasure’s born, I’ll print them all. I
can’t wait to out us as a couple tonight and introduce the whole world to my
new fiancée.”


My breath
hitched in my throat as I watched him walk to the door. “You want to—”


He stopped
at the door and turned around. “Yes, make it all public, official, in case you
didn’t get the hint.”


“But…” I
paused, lost for words. “The charity fashion show is huge. There are
journalists and cameras. The whole world will know.”


He nodded
slowly. “That’s right.”


“And we
would be in the papers.” I gulped hard as I realized I had no idea what to
wear.


“Exactly,
which is why…” He glanced at his watch, his expression turning all business
like again. “You better hurry. You only have fifteen minutes until the driver
picks us up.”


“Fifteen
minutes? Are you kidding me?” I groaned. As usual, Jett was completely
clueless. No woman could get ready in fifteen minutes. It was literally
impossible. Besides, he forgot one tiny fact. “I have nothing to wear.”


“So you
think.” He grinned. “If I were you, I’d look in the closet, where there’s a box
waiting for you.” He nodded his head toward the closet. And then he headed out,
leaving me with a whole set of thoughts and questions I had no time to consider
because I had to get ready.


Damn.


I had no
idea where to start.















 


 

Never tell
a woman she only has fifteen minutes to get ready because there’s no way she
can do it. Not even when a sexy rock star is standing in front of the door. And
the knowledge that she’s about to attend one of the biggest fashion events in
New York City won’t exactly help.


First,
there was the hair. A whole lot of hair that I couldn’t ever get straight and
glossy—not without spending at least two hours staring at my reflection
while fighting with strand after strand and lots of straightening serum.


Second, oh
my God.


I held up
the piece of fabric.


Did Jett have to go for what could only be
described as the most extravagant cocktail dress? The dress, a mixture of green
with shimmery blue, was stunning, no doubt about that. Black lace was draped
over the silky material, sheathing my body.


But, fuck,
it was so tight that I feared the delicate fabric would rip if I so much as
took a few steps, let alone ascended a flight of stairs or, God forbid, bent
forward. It didn’t help at all that the split on the left side rode up my
thigh, or that the sparkling accents around my waist made me feel like a
peacock among swans.


Too daring.


Too bold.


With a
sigh, I slipped my feet into my high heels—a shimmering dark green to
match the dress—and turned around to regard myself in the mirror.


Another
knock rapped at the door.


“Brooke.”
Jett’s voice echoed through the bathroom, disrupting my thoughts. “We need to
get going, babe.”


“Just a
minute.”


“You
already said that five minutes ago,” he said, his tone carrying a hint of
amusement.


“Just
another minute, Jett.” Frustrated, I ran my hand through my hair, but the curls
bounced back with more fervor. I let my hand sink in desperation and stood back
to inspect myself in the mirror, shaking my head.


Whatever I
did, I’d never look perfect—for the cameras. The prospect of being
photographed with Jett made me nervous, more so now that I was his fiancée.


I uncapped
my lipstick and blotted more color onto my lips.


Jett
knocked again, and before I could stop him, the door was thrown open.


“I’m not
going to wait any—” He broke off mid-sentence. I turned around, more out
of exasperation than irritation.


“I said one
minute, Jett. I’m really not finished.” My gaze caught his stare, and my body
heated up instantly. “What?” My fingers raked through my hair. His
stare—hungry and intense—made me feel self-conscious.


“Wow.” He
let out a surprised breath. “You look beautiful.”


I smiled
shyly. “Thank you.”


He took a
lazy step forward and curled a strand of my hair around his finger. I felt the
need to wrap it all in a low side bun, but his proximity stopped me.


Even though
we had been dating for a while, I still had trouble breathing whenever he was
around. There was something about him—about his dominating height, his
stance, his scent—that made me want to run away and undress him, all at
the same time.


His finger
lifted my chin to meet his gaze.


“I need to
ask you something. How did you know it wasn’t me?” He paused, his expression
darkening. “Every other person would have doubted me. It’s something I have
been wondering about lately.”


His
question took me by surprise. I leaned back, taken aback.


How could I
possibly explain to him what felt right to me?


“Call it a
gut feeling.”


“How so?


I brushed
my hair behind my ears, considering my words. “After I found out you had paid
off my debts, I drove to your apartment. It was a complete mess. At first, I
assumed the police had been there, but then I discovered another woman’s
clothes and I assumed you spent time with her—” I trailed off as I
glanced at him.


“You
assumed I had someone over.”


The
telltale heat of a blush covered my face. There was no point in denying that
part. “At first. Yes.”


“Why did
you take her things?” Another question caught me off guard.


“I don’t
know.” My voice broke. Why had I indeed? “Once I realized they were Gina’s, I
didn’t want you to get into trouble, I guess. If the cops found the stuff at
your place, it would have been impounded as evidence.”


Jett shook
his head in amazement. “I can’t believe you took such a risk, Brooke. What were
you going to do with it?”


“Honestly,
I have no idea.” I shrugged because, really, I had no idea. It hadn’t been the
best of plans. “I guess you rub off on me.”


“Would you
still have done it if you had known I was going to Chicago?” Jett asked
quietly.


I raised my
brows. “Of all the questions you could ask me, this is the one that bothers you
the most?”


“I’m just
surprised, that’s all. Would you have done it?”


“Yes. I
guess.” I bit my lip, thinking. “It felt right.”


“Why?” He
looked at me intently. “Assuming I was cheating on you, did you really think I
deserved to be saved?”


“But that’s
the thing, you weren’t cheating.”


 “True, but what if that had been the
case?”


I frowned. “Would
I? Did I? Had I? What’s the point of all the questioning? You didn’t.” I
laughed nervously, afraid that my earlier fears would creep back up on me.


They
didn’t.


“Okay,” he
continued, stubborn as a mule as usual. “Let’s assume I had been. Would you
still have done it?”


I cleared
my throat to get rid of the lump. Finally, I let out an exasperated sigh and
dropped my arms in mock annoyance. “Yes, I believe so.”


 “But why, Brooke? Help me understand.”


“Maybe,
because deep down, I knew you were a good man, Jett. Or maybe I wanted you to
be good. In the end, that’s all that matters. But my strong trust in you isn’t
why I handled the situation the way I did. I did it because I love you. I
wanted you to be safe, regardless of whether we were together or not. Call it
unconditional love.”


He smiled,
and then he cupped my face in his big hands, holding me the way only he could.
“I’m glad we’re on the same page, Brooke, because I would have done the same
thing for you, even if you broke my heart.” He paused. When he spoke again, his
voice was gentle, infused with something I couldn’t pinpoint. “We have this
intensive chemistry. Don’t you think we can call it destiny?”


I stared at
him. “You believe in destiny?”


“No.” He
shook his head. “I believe meeting you was fate. I believe that relationships
don’t stop working. I believe people just give up. I believe that we still have
a lot going for us. While we’ll always have our differences, I’ll never give up
on this relationship, and neither are you, Brooke, because after everything
we’ve been through, I believe you’re the one woman for me. ”


“Does that
mean you’ll stay in New York?”


He returned
my smile. “Did you really think you could get rid of me that easily?”


“I don’t
know. Can I?”


His lips
twitched.


“You can
try and see how it works out.”


“Okay.”
Without a pause, I turned on my heels and ran.


But he was
faster.


He caught
up in no time and wrapped his arms around me, spinning me around.


I squealed.


Planting a
kiss on my cheek, he whispered, “No chance. Next time you try to outwit me,
make sure to run faster.”


“Not when I
look like a whale. Maybe I’ll try again when I’m in a car.”


“I’d find
you wherever you are,” Jett said. “I’m like one of the best racers in the
world. Not to mention very good at finding people.”


Yeah, he
had made that part pretty obvious on various occasions.


I shook my
head. “You know, following someone is kind of creepy.”


“I’m fully
aware of that.” His mouth curved into a wicked smile. “But in my defense, I’ll
say that I’m only doing it because I’m insanely infatuated with you. You don’t
know the lengths to which I would go to have you by my side.”


“Really?”         


“Yeah,
really.” He placed a soft kiss on my skin.


“How far?”
I asked, a bit out of breath.


“What?”


“How far
would you go?” I challenged him.


He put me
down, but his hands stayed on my hips.


“I’d die
for you, Brooke. That’s how much I love you. I’d kill for you, and I’d make
sure you have everything that makes you happy, even if that means staying away
from you, watching you move on, living your life without me. All beginnings are
hard, but you know what, endings are harder. Knowing it’s over and being apart
from you would be a sure way to make me kill myself. But I would have done it
if you wanted me out of our life.”


My heart
beat faster. “Don’t say that.”


“But it’s
true.” His finger brushed my lips. “I want to be honest, Brooke. Before I met
you, I didn’t believe in love and in the whole love and romance declaration
thing. Heck, I used to make fun of the whole Romeo and Juliet stuff, because
for me love was a myth.” He laughed, as though the idea was still alien to him.
“I always thought people deluded themselves. The more they loved me, the more I
felt caged in and wanted to run away from them.” He shrugged. “What’s worse,
for a long time women were coming and going. They were only there to get my
wants fulfilled. They obeyed me, followed me. Did everything I wanted, but I
still wasn’t happy, nor did I care enough about them to keep them close.”


He brushed
my hair out of my face, regarding me intently. When I didn’t reply, he
continued.


“I know it
sounds bad. I admit I was an asshole for using them without having the
intention of keeping them.” His eyes locked with mine, searching for something
I couldn’t give. Maybe forgiveness. Maybe understanding. “But I’m not the same
man anymore, Brooke. The player in me is gone. For what it’s worth, meeting you
changed me. You made me a better a man. I would never leave you. No matter how
bad things might be between us, I’ll always be there for you.” He frowned when
he saw my expression. “You don’t believe me?”


“A few days
ago when I called, I thought you didn’t care about me,” I admitted. “I was sure
you had moved on.”


“You think
I could ever move on so easily?” he asked, surprised.


“I’m not
gonna lie. I think you can. You’re a man with needs,” I replied. “Needs that
don’t care whether your girlfriend’s pregnant. Needs that could turn ugly if
you don’t get what you want.”


“Brooke, my
needs don’t define me.” He stared at me, his expression softened. “Needs don’t
make me. It’s want. And what I want is you. I never had such a feeling before.”


“And once I
grow old and ugly? Once this pregnancy changes my body? Or once things get
boring, because you know they will. It happens in every relationship,” I asked,
both hoping for and fearing the truth.


“Especially
then. I very much look forward to those times, because I know we’ll be going
through them together.” His hand rested on my arm. The gentle touch of his
fingertips tracing contours on my skin sent shivers through me. “Every scar
tells a story. Every change is proof of something that you’ve overcome. It’s
evidence of our past together.” He cupped my face, his eyes locking on me.
“You’re perfect, Brooke. You will never be ugly because I fell in love with
your soul.”


“What about
problems? Because you know they’ll surface eventually.”


He shook
his head. “Problems don’t matter. What matters to me is that you’re by my side,
experiencing them with me, while we stay together.”


I smiled. I
wanted to believe him, and for once, I was ready to do just that. “I think I’d
like that.”


“|And I
want you to live with me, Brooke. I know you already moved some stuff over to
my place, but I mean, move in with me permanently so we can raise our child
together. Is that something you’d want, too, now that we’re engaged?”


I stared at
him, my heart skipping several beats.


Was this
seriously happening?


We had
spent weeks choosing a name, schools, education, but we had never discussed
what would happen to us after our
child’s birth. That had worried me because I had no idea which direction our
relationship would be taking. A slow smile spread across my face as the knots
in my stomach began to dissipate, replaced by a feeling of happiness.


“I would
love to,” I whispered. “But your apartment—”


“Is not
ideal for a child, I know,” he cut me off. “Give me a few days and I’ll think
of something.” He smiled gently, picking a strand of my hair and twisting it
between his fingers. “It’s no longer just about us, Brooke. It’s all about you,
and me, and our baby. We’ll soon be a family.”


That
sounded like heaven.


I smiled
and brushed my fingertips over his face, tracing the contours of his chin.


“You’re
really beautiful, Brooke. I mean it,” he whispered, leaning into me. His warm
breath caressed my earlobe, and for a moment, I closed my eyes to savor the
sensation. When his arm slid around my waist, I almost feared the charity event
would take place without us. “You look exactly like the kind of woman I want to
marry.”


“You don’t
look so bad, either,” I whispered, rising on my toes to nibble on his neck.


Now that
was a big, fat lie.


Jett looked
absolutely breathtaking. Stunningly gorgeous.


The dark
suit he was wearing brought out the mysterious glint in his eyes. Even though I
was used to seeing him dressed for the occasion by now, something about him was
different tonight.


He seemed
so—


Dark.


Confident.


Broody,
even.


He was
probably in one of those moods that turned his eyes a darker shade of green and
gave him a haunted look.


The kind of
mood that always made my panties wet.


Clasping my
hands behind his neck, I placed a soft kiss on his lips. His answer was
instant.


Burning
ardor.


His mouth
briefly met mine, then moved on to my neck, his tongue trailing down to my
exposed shoulder.


“I thought
we needed to go,” I whispered and instantly cursed myself for not being able to
keep my mouth shut.


“Damn.” He
pulled away with a pained expression on his handsome face. “If we weren’t
already late, I would fuck you right here and now.”


“Now that’s
a fine promise.” My lips curled up at his words. “There’s always later.”


“I’ll count
on it,” he said and slapped my ass, sending me out of the bathroom laughing.















 


 

To call the
New York City charity fashion show crowded was an understatement. I had no idea
the place was going to be so huge and magnificent with so many beautiful people
huddled together. Cameras blitzed everywhere, the flashes bright and blinding.


The thick
red rug muffled the sound of my high heels as we ascended a flight of stairs to
the entrance, past the ushers and what looked like hundreds of journalists that
had been camping out for days. 


As the
cameras began to flash, Jett’s arm went possessively around my waist, and I
tensed, unsure where to look.


This was
not the kind of life I grew up with. I knew for a fact that I’d never belong,
no matter what I did and how much I tried.


Our
mid-class little white house that had seen better days had been a far cry from
the marble floors, designer dresses, and million-dollar diamonds around me.


“Mr.
Mayfield. Jett!” someone yelled, and others followed suit.


“Who is
she?”


“Are you
dating?”


“Are you
excited to watch the live fashion show?”


Someone
shouted, “Look, she has a ring. Jett, are you engaged? When’s the wedding?”


The crowd
went berserk, the questions culminating in a crescendo—about me, about
us.


Jett
stopped, and his grip around my waist tightened as he turned, forcing me to
face the hailstorm of flashing cameras. He didn’t seem affected, or the least
bit nervous. It seemed in every way as if he had done it dozens of times
before, which he probably had, given that he was rich and, until recently,
NYC’s most eligible bachelor.


My heart stopped
as he pulled me forward—toward the crowd of journalists.


“Jett, is
this your new girlfriend?” A guy stretched out a microphone. As Jett cleared
his voice all of a sudden everyone became quiet.


“Actually,
we’ve been dating for some time,” he said in a clear and loud voice that
carried no shaking, no signs that he was nervous. He squeezed his arm around my
waist possessively. “May I introduce you my fiancée, Brooke Stewart?”


“When did
you propose?” someone shouted from the back of the crowd.


“November
25th.” He smiled proudly.


“Today?”
they asked in unison.


“That’s
correct.” He flashed another gorgeous smile. “I couldn’t wait any longer to
take this stunning woman off the market.” His words trigged out laughs in the
crowed. To my bewilderment, Jett turned to me. “The truth is, it was love at
first sight, and we’re expecting our first child.”


I put on
the slightest hint of a smile and waited out the storm. More questions came,
alternated with congratulations, and more questions, but Jett answered them all.



After what
seemed like an eternity, Jett moved us along, and we continued our way to the
lobby.


“See, it
wasn’t that bad, was it?” he whispered in my ear.


I nodded,
feeling high from all the adrenaline. “I can’t believe you told them. Now we’ll
be in the papers.”


He laughed
out loud as he turned to regard me. “That was the plan. You know, I cannot let
you stay in the shadows forever. Or how else could I explain it if we’re
married by next week?”


My heart
stopped. My whole body felt faint.


“You want
to get married next week?” I asked in disbelief.


“Actually I
want to get married this weekend. Just a small wedding, before we plan our big
one. What do you think?” His words were casual, as if he were talking about the
menu in a restaurant.


“Jett…I
don’t know what to say.”


“What
about, I love you?”


“You know I
love you.”


“Then marry
me this weekend.” He touched my cheek gently, heedless of the crowd that had
begun to spill in around us. “Brooke, I don’t want to wait any longer. I don’t
want to have the stress of planning a wedding while fearing you could change
your mind and leave me at the altar.”


I shook my
head. “I would never do that.”


“Yeah,”
Jett said, unconvinced. “So what do you say?”


“You know I
would never say no.”



 

***



 

It was
slowly becoming packed as we weaved through the crowd.


Wherever I
looked, more people arrived in stunning designer wear that probably cost a
fortune. I even recognized some of those faces, adding names and movies.


There was
the major with his wife and children, and then there were A-list celebrities.
And then there was Grayson.


That’s
right.


Grayson.


I stopped,
suddenly extremely surprised to see someone I knew.


He was
standing to my right, sipping champagne as he talked with what looked like the
tallest blond woman I had ever seen.


 “Brooke?” Jett prompted, his voice
jolting me out of my thoughts. Realizing that it might not be such a good idea
to let Jett see me stare at another guy, I turned away, hiding my face with my
hand, but it was too late.


Grayson’s
head turned to me, and our eyes connected across the short distance. As
recognition dawned on him, his lips curled at the corners. He leaned forward,
whispering something to the blonde, and before I knew it, he was heading for
us.


Alone.


Damn.


“Oh, my
God,” I gasped.


It was too
late to back out. But I had to try. If only I knew how?


Jett’s hand
on the small of my back became firm as he guided me further into the crowd,
toward Grayson, and for a split second, I pondered whether to just to turn
around and dash for the exit, or let the inevitable take place and risk
igniting Jett’s extremely jealous nature.


When my
gaze fell on the bar on the west side, an idea occurred to me.


“Jett!” I
tugged at his sleeve to get his attention, the words gushing out of me in a
nervous frenzy. “Can you get me a drink?” I smiled weakly as he looked at me.
“I’m feeling awfully thirsty. In fact, if I don’t get something to drink right
now, I think I might black out.”


Which
wasn’t even a lie. I couldn’t deal with another discussion, or worse yet,
another fight, and particularly not with one that was unjustified.


His face
crumpled with worry. “Are you okay?” 


I nodded
unconvincingly. Behind Jett’s shoulders, I watched Grayson forcing his way
through the gathering crowds, stopping here and there to exchange a few words,
but his gaze remained focused on us. If I didn’t get rid of Jett right now, I’d
have to introduce Grayson to him.


Think, Stewart. Think.


The
modeling job had been a temporary thing to earn some money. But now, with the
possibility of Jett being a murder suspect and me being officially engaged to
one of the richest men in the world, I knew I couldn’t return to it. Besides, I
couldn’t go back to the one place where I met Gina. I wanted to move on, rather
than risk being officially branded as an erotic model, and risk harming Jett’s
reputation along the way.


“I’m fine.
It’s nerves.” I smiled weakly. Jett’s frown deepened.


Did he have to be so uncanny in his ability to
sense my emotional undercurrents?


“Relax,” I
said, infusing more confidence into my tone than I actually felt. “I’ve barely
had any water today, and the one cup of coffee has made me a bit dizzy. I’m
just a little bit dehydrated, so stop worrying all the time.”


“I’ll be
back in a second.” He pointed a finger to the marble floor beneath us. “You
don’t move from this spot. Okay?”


I scoffed
and fought the urge to roll my eyes. “As if I’d go anywhere without you.”


“I’m
serious, Brooke.”


“So am I.”
I motioned with my hand. “Come on.”


Jett had
barely turned his back on me, disappearing through the crowd, when Grayson
reached me. A smile was still plastered on his face as he stepped in front of
me, ignoring the crowd of people around us.


Dressed in
a dark blue tailored suit with a matching gray tie, he looked more business
like than I had ever seen him. Suddenly, my stomach filled with ice.


I didn’t
know the guy. I couldn’t trust anyone. Because it was too late to dash after
Jett, I had to be careful around him.


Mustering
the brightest and most confident smile I had, I waved at him. “Hi.”


“Look who’s
here!” Grayson smiled again and leaned forward. For a moment, I thought he
might be about to grab me in a bear hug or kiss my cheek. But he did neither of
those.


I laughed
nervously. “What can I say? It’s a small world.”


“I’m
surprised to see you here.”


“So am I.”
I shrugged, inwardly scolding myself for fostering the conversation. Grayson’s
gaze followed mine as I searched the crowd for Jett and spied him at the bar,
towering over everyone else.


“I didn’t
realize you knew him,” Grayson said, somewhat surprised.


 “Who?” In my uncomfortable state, I
didn’t realize that he must have seen Jett and me together. My brows furrowed.


“Jett
Mayfield.” Grayson regarded me for a long moment, his smile vanishing. “I need
to be frank, Jenna. I’m not happy about you dating my client.”


My stomach
flipped and my mind skidded to a halt as I eyed him, wondering if I had heard
right.


“Client?” I
asked carefully.


“Yes,
client.” He cocked his head, a disappointed scowl on his face. “Mr. Mayfield
met up with me yesterday to discuss your work. He wants you to be exclusive to
him, so he bought all your shots. An unusual request, I have to say, but then
again, some of my clients like to think a girl belongs only to them. I call it
something like a fixation.”


My jaw
dropped.


Jett had
bought my pictures?


How the
hell did he even know about them when I had only mentioned the job that
morning?


Grayson
probably misinterpreted my stunned silence because he continued, unfazed. “You
could have so much going for you, Jenna. A client with a fixation on a pregnant
woman’s body is a rare gem. For your sake, I advise you keep a professional
distance. That is, if you want more work and better pay. Otherwise, he’ll lose
interest before you know it, which would be bad for your future career.”


For a few
seconds, I just stood there, rooted to the spot, as his words sunk in.


Jett bought all of my pictures.


Not just one or two. But all, past and future.


“Actually,
I don’t think there’s a need for that,” I found myself saying. “I’ve decided to
quit.”


I raised my
chin and took a deep breath. Grayson stared at me.


“Mr.
Mayfield is a very influential man,” Grayson started. “Some of my models decide
to go that route, taking on an offer that sounds like it would solve all their
problems. He’ll take care of you as long as—”


At my
warning scowl, he trailed off, leaving the rest unspoken.


“He didn’t
pay me to quit, if that’s what you’re implying,” I said dryly. “And for your
information, Mr. Mayfield is my fiancé. I’m quitting for a different reason.”


“Oh, I see.”
His gaze brushed over my strategically placed hand and the diamond ring
sparkling in the lights. I could almost see the penny dropping. A short frown
crossed his face, and his eyes narrowed, but it disappeared quickly. When he
spoke again, his voice was soft, and concern was etched on his face.


“So, why?
If you don’t mind me asking.”


Shrugging
uncomfortably, I racked my mind for all the excuses I had come up with, but my
mind remained surprisingly blank. There were too many to go into detail.


“I’m sorry,”
I said, deciding not to go into specifics.


“Don’t
apologize.” He nodded knowingly, as though he might have expected it from me.
“Gina’s death was a blow to us all. I understand that, given the circumstances,
you have changed your mind about working for me. 


He thought
I quit because of Gina.


That was
only partially true, but I could live with that. I most certainly couldn’t live
with the implication that I might need a man to take care of me.


“Yeah.” I
crossed my arms over my chest, suppressing a shiver, and regarded him coolly.
“I only knew her for a short time, but…I liked her. She was a good person.”


For a brief
second, melancholy flashed across his face. “She was,” he said. “Well, take all
the time you need. If you ever change your mind, I want you to know that you’ll
always be welcome to join my team again. No hard feelings.”


I stared at
him, my unease replaced by gratitude. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”


Grayson
smiled and then scanned the crowd. The blond woman waved at him, drawing his
attention. If I wanted answers, I had to act now. He turned back to me, opening
his mouth.


 “Did they find out who did it?” I asked
before he could excuse himself.


“Not yet,”
he said. “I’m still waiting for the detective to answer my calls. I guess it’s
still early in the investigation.”


I frowned,
suddenly interested. “Why’s that?”


“He never
finished questioning everyone. After you left, he made a call and had to leave.
Call of duty, or so he said. I’m still waiting on an update.”


My heart
pounded harder.


Grayson
wasn’t involved. He didn’t know more than I did. His confusion made it pretty
clear.


Whoever the
detective was, he might have followed me, which would explain the rap at the
door in the middle of the night and the letter.


“Are you
okay, Jenna?” Grayson asked.


“Yeah.” I
smiled at him. “It was good to see you, Grayson.”


He
stretched out his hand, and I took it to shake it. “Goodbye, Jenna. It was good
to see you, too.”


And then he
left, his words echoing in my mind long after he was gone.















 


 

“Hi, baby.”
Jett’s lips, soft and hot, brushed my skin as he returned from the bar. “Sorry
it took so long.”


I turned to
him, mustering up a grin. “I thought you got lost.”


“Well, I got lost,” he whispered against my skin.
“But not here. Somewhere in a place that’s dark and much more soft.”


I slapped
his upper arm playfully, marveling at the firmness of his triceps. Holy shit,
was it my imagination, but did his muscles feel larger and harder?


“Does this
mysterious place happen to start with a V?”


“No, baby.
It’s your heart.” He kissed my cheek, then my neck, and came to hover at my
ear. “The day I fell in love with you, I got lost in the rhythm of your
heartbeat. It’s safe to say I still haven’t found a way out, and I doubt I ever
will.” He held up his hand. “That’s not to say the V place isn’t a favorite of
mine as well. In fact, it’s my number one trip.”


God, the
slightest hint at sex made my heart flutter and my core quiver.


He passed
me a drink. “I got you freshly pressed orange juice.”


“Thank
you,” and took the glass out of his hand. I took a sip, then another, realizing
that not only was I thirsty, but the baby inside me was demanding food. It felt
as though I hadn’t stopped eating since finding out I was pregnant.


But food
had to wait.


“Jett?” I turned
to him, eyeing him. “The strangest thing happened when you were gone. I met
Grayson.”


“Who?” His
green eyes turned a shade darker as he cocked his head.


“Grayson,”
I repeated, taking another sip. “You know, my ex boss.”


“Right.” He
paused shortly, his gaze probing mine. Probably to assess if it had been a good
idea to leave me all alone. “Where is he?”


“Oh, he
left.” I smiled at him. “He’s a busy photographer.”


His eyes
narrowed, and his lips curved down. “So I gather you talked?”


“Yes.” 


 “About what?”


Even though
his face remained expressionless, I could detect the hint of mistrust and the
streak of jealousy that always seemed to make me wary of any man who so much as
looked at me.


My heart
fluttered. Even though jealousy wasn’t a good thing in a relationship, I loved
it about Jett.


“Don’t
worry. Nothing special. I told him I couldn’t do the job anymore, that I quit.”


“That’s
all?” He sounded so genuinely relieved I felt like laughing.


“Yep,
that’s all.” My lips twitched involuntarily. “Except…come to think of it, he
mentioned something quite interesting.” I cocked my head and watched his
reaction.


My
implication had the desired the effect.


Jett’s eyes
went a shade darker and he froze. For the first time ever I had him muffled. I
stepped toward him and wrapped my arms around his waist. To the others, it
probably looked like I was hugging him, but I just wanted him to close to me.


“He told me
that you bought my pictures. But the way I see it, that’s not possible because
that would imply that you’ve been spying on me.” I gave a short laugh as my
fingers traveled up his chest and settled on that one special place where his
heart was located. “Right, Jett?”


His
nervousness disappeared instantly, and his lips curved into a nonchalant smile,
matching my grin. “Well, I might or might not be the owner of a very fine
collection.”


I stared at
him.


Was it all
just a figment of my imagination or was Jett proud of it?


“So you
admit it?” I frowned.


“Do you
want me to lie?” He cocked his head, amusement flaring in his eyes. “In my
defense, you’re really good. I would never have pegged you for a pin up girl,
but, fuck—” he made a whistling sound “—you know how to turn me
on.”


I dropped
my hands before people began to stare. “Is that your way of saying that I
shouldn’t have quit?”


“No.” He
pulled me back to him but not too close. “It’s my way of saying that you’re too
good to be in that kind of job. And I’ll admit—” he let out an
exaggerated sigh “—I cannot stand other people jerking off over your
pics. If Grayson hadn’t agreed to our deal, I would have tracked down every guy
who owned a copy and cut off their dicks.”


I let out a
nervous laugh. “You wouldn’t have.”


“I would
have.” He gritted his teeth. “It was bad enough that Kenny stared at you.”


I smiled.
“You don’t strike me as a jealous person, Mayfield.”


He adjusted
his tie. “I’m not jealous, I’m just protecting what is mine.”


Seriously?


“You have
no reason to be jealous,” I said.


“I know
that, but it is the thought of losing you to another man that’s unbearable.”


 “Jett?” I placed a finger on his sexy
lips, muffling his words. “You won’t.” In that moment, the crackle of a
microphone was replaced by an announcement. “I think the show’s about to
start.”


“Ready to
take our seats?” Jett asked.


“Is there
going to be food?” I joked.


“After the
show, I’m taking you out for dinner,” he said and kissed my forehead. “Come on,
baby.”


I sighed
inwardly and followed Jett to the row of seats overlooking the entire runway.
He motioned at the chairs with our names, and I sat down, food forgotten as I
stared at the magnificent display before my eyes.


The runway
had been set up to look like a bridge over water and was illuminated by a
complex lighting design with the lights shifting, magnifying, and fading at
various intervals. I had never seen anything like it, but then again, I had
never attended a fashion show, and most certainly not something as elaborate
and expensive as this.


I had
barely taken my seat when arms wrapped around me, and a familiar voice almost
shrieked in my ear. It almost sounded like…


“Sylvie.” I
jumped up in surprise.


“Surprise.”
She slumped onto the chair next to me with her usual grace and regarded me and
Jett for a long moment, her eyes sparkling. “Congrats on getting engaged.
That’s like the best news ever. I was so happy when I heard you two were tying
the knot.”


Jett’s
eyebrows rose in surprise a moment before he erupted in laughter.


“Okay.”
Sylvie shrugged and rolled her eyes. “At first, I was like, ‘run, run the hell
faster,’ but after I heard about the ring part, I was like, ‘hey, that’s a
pretty good deal.’ But seriously, I wish you guys nothing but the best. By the
way, you look stunning.”


“So do
you.” I blinked in succession, then looked from her to Jett and back to her.
“What are you doing here?”


“I invited her,”
Jett said, amused. “You gals deserve a bit of fun. Given that this is your
thing”—he pointed around him with the enthusiasm of a sleeping
pill—“I thought I might use my social influence to get you one of the
best seats here.”


“Thank
you,” I whispered. My stomach churned again when I spied a waiter carrying
trays filled with champagne flutes and what looked like mouthwateringly
delicious things to nibble on. And he looked like he was heading for us. Or at
least in our direction.


“Oh, I want
one of those,” I said before I could stop myself.


Jett
laughed, the buzz of his cell phone interrupting the sound I had grown to love
so much.


“Oh shit.
It’s work,” he mouthed. “I have to take this. Be right back.” He stood and
waved his cell at me. I nodded, my attention focused on the waiter as he
approached us. I declined the champagne but grabbed a few tiny, salty bites
that would have to do until I could get my hands on real food.


“I’m so
happy we’re here,” Sylvie said the moment he was gone.


“Me too.”


“He’s holding
a secret engagement party tomorrow,” Sylvie said the moment he was gone.


I turned to
her. “How do you know?”


“Kenny told
me.”


“Aren’t you
supposed to keep it a secret?”


“I’m your
best friend. Of course I have to tell you. And I should tell you too that Jett
included a note with the question if I wanted to be your maid of honor. Maybe
he’s not so bad after all. Not only did he get us in, he also paid for the
dress.”


Given Jett
and Sylvie’s history, I sensed that was about the greatest compliment he could
get.


I took a
bite of the delicious thingy in my hand and regarded the silvery sheath
enveloping her from head to toe. It was beautiful and probably very expensive.
Jett had definitely splurged, and while I wasn’t a fan of wasting money, the
fact that he was trying to get on well with Sylvie pleased me. They were the
most important people in my life, and I wanted them both to be around when the
baby was born.


“I’m sure
you’ll cut him some slack in the future,” I said jokingly.


“Depends on
the way he treats you.” Sylvie’s gaze brushed my ring finger, and I held it up,
fighting the urge to giggle, do a happy dance, or worse. I decided to save that
for some other time, when we were alone, far away from the prying eyes of the
paparazzi and their flashing cameras.


Sylvie
gasped and then grabbed my hand, making a loud surprised sound that had a few
people turning their head. “It’s beautiful. Princess cut. Perfect in every way.
I so want one of those.”


“You’ll get
one eventually. Just wait and see.” I smiled at her, wondering whether to ask
the one question I knew would either make or break Sylvie’s evening. In the
end, mentioning a guy’s name wasn’t worth it.


“I can’t
believe you had no idea he was going to propose,” Sylvie said. “So romantic.”


She didn’t
know the half of it.


“The fight
preceding Jett’s proposal was anything but romantic, to be honest.” Heat rushed
to my face as I pictured Jett’s sexy body. “It was very sexy, and very bare if
you get my drift. He really stripped down.”


Literally.


I blushed
again.


“It doesn’t
matter as long as you have this little baby to show off.” She laughed when the
lights began to go off one by one and people flooded in to take their seats.


“I think
the show’s starting,” I said, trying not to gawk at all the celebrities around
us. “Where’s Jett?”


Sylvie
shrugged. “Probably hiding to avoid this. You know how men are.”


“Yeah, but
he wanted to be here.”


I pulled
out my cell phone and dialed his number. He replied at the second ring.


“Where are
you?” I whispered.


“Babe—”
A slight pause. His voice sounded strained. A honk sounded off somewhere. Was
there traffic noise in the background? “You know that’s not really my thing.
Catch you in ten minutes when the show’s over?”


The show
was going to last more than ten minutes.


He was
bailing on me.


“What? No!”


“Sylvie’s
there. I’m sure she’ll be great company,” Jett said. “After the show’s over,
I’m going to take you both out on dinner. Love you.”


And with
that, he hung up. I stared at the phone incredulously, then peered at Sylvie.


“What did you
expect?” She rolled her eyes. “I bet Kenny persuaded him to go for drinks, and
Jett jumped in wholeheartedly. Probably didn’t even need much persuasion.”


“Wait.
Kenny’s here?”


She nodded,
confusion crossing her face. “Yeah, how else do you think I got here?”


For some
reason, Brian’s words popped into my mind. He had been secretive, strange even.


He’s a good guy, but he’s extremely revengeful.
So when he says he’ll deal with a situation, I usually choose to believe he’ll
do just that. He’s been saying that for weeks.


Combine
that with the fact that his partner in crime was here, it was the perfect
recipe for trouble.


Something
didn’t add up.


Coupled
with the fact that Jett had gone to so much trouble to get us in, buy both
Sylvie and me dresses, even though he hated anything fashion related, didn’t
sit well with me.


And then
Kenny was here as well. Jett hadn’t even mentioned him.


“Call me
suspicious, but I think they’re trying to get rid of us.” I raised my brows at
Sylvie.


“What do
you mean?”


I sighed.
“Brian said something strange.”


“Hey,” a
woman behind us said. “We’re trying to watch this.”


“Sorry,”
Sylvie mouthed to her, then turned back to me, in a quieter voice “You’re going
to listen to that guy?”


“I have no
choice.” I shrugged. “Something is up. We have to go.”


She shot me
a panicked look, probably fearing my next words.


“Grab your
handbag,” I said and stood. “Come on.”


“I saw that
one coming.” She heaved an annoyed sigh. “Stewart, I swear I’ll make you watch
Jason Statham movies on replay for the rest of your life if you drag my ass out
of here without a very good reason.”


A viable threat.


Jason
Statham movies were the stuff of my nightmares. Under different circumstances,
I would have probably thought twice, but not today.


“I think I
heard traffic noise in the background.” Ignoring her, I dashed through the
crowd, heading outside.


The fact
that we were heading in the wrong direction slowed us down, but eventually we
reached the red carpet and the parked taxis.


“Where is
he?” I mumbled, scanning the busy street.


There were
people everywhere.


It took me
a while to spy the striking black sports ride with its tinted windows stuck in
traffic. I had seen it so many times that I would have recognized it anywhere.


“There’s
Kenny,” Sylvie almost screamed. “Hey—”


I clamped a
hand over her mouth. “Are you crazy? You can’t draw their attention to us.” I
scanned the street for Jett and spied him standing next to Kenny.


They
exchanged words, and then they got into his car.


“What are
they doing?” I asked and grabbed Sylvie’s hand, dragging her behind me, both
balancing on high heels and shivering in our evening gowns.


“You can’t
possibly be serious,” Sylvie protested, but that didn’t slow me down. “I don’t
know how you can walk in this dress.”


“Call it a
necessity.”


“More like
stalking your guy.” Sylvie let out a laugh.


“Oh, shut
up.” I set my jaw and tightened my grip around her hand so I wouldn’t lose her
in the crowd.


Why hadn’t
Jett said anything about leaving? And where the heck were they going? As we
reached the road, the traffic lights changed and Kenny’s car began to move out
of the parking lot.


Fuck!


They were
about to drive away.


In that
instant, a taxi stopped a few inches from us and a couple got out. I raised my
hand, hailing it before it could speed off.


“Don’t lose
the black sports car,” I instructed the driver and settled in the backseat with
Sylvie, my gaze fixed on the road ahead.


My heart
raced so hard I was sure it would burst out of my chest.


Even Sylvie
seemed nervous. Her hand wrapped around mine and she gave it a light squeeze.
“This is so exciting.”


Okay, maybe
not nervous.


But then
she didn’t know about Gina and the letter.


“Where do
you think they’re going?” Sylvie whispered, her own suspicion finally piqued.


“No clue,
but I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” I muttered.















 


 

We drove
for a long time, more because of the heavy traffic rather than because of the
distance, before we reached the Manhattan coastline along the Hudson River.
Kenny’s car took a sharp turn and stopped in the distance, killing the
taillights. We parked at a safe distance, far enough away that they wouldn’t
notice us, but close enough that we’d be able to follow if they left.


“Isn’t that
the North Cove marina?” Sylvie said.


“I think
so. What are they doing here?”


Sylvie
shrugged her shoulders. “No idea. Maybe enjoying the view?”


“Maybe,” I
said, unconvinced.


In the
distance, I could see the yachts floating at docks scattered along the river,
their decadent lights casting golden reflections on the dark water. Sylvie must
have noticed the same.


“Maybe Jett
owns a boat and Kenny wants to check it out. You know how men are,” Sylvie
whispered even though no one could hear us.


Straining
my brain, I tried to remember whether Jett had mentioned owning a yacht there.
I didn’t think so but that didn’t mean he might not.


He owned
one back in Italy.


“Or maybe
they’re just hanging out.”


“This late
when they could go to a bar?” Sylvie whispered.


“You’re
right,” I muttered.


“Are you
getting out?” the driver asked.


I peered at
the car ahead.


“Not yet,”
I said. “Just wait.”


The driver
huffed and began to busy himself with his cell phone, which was fine by me.


We sat in
silence for at least ten minutes, then another ten. When nothing happened, I
breathed out a sigh of annoyance. The sports car was bathed in darkness. Even
if it weren’t for the safe distance, the tinted glass made seeing inside
impossible.


What the
fuck were they doing in there? Were they even still in the car?


Both my
curiosity and suspicion were killing me. I had to know, not least because Jett
had promised no more secrets.


I exchanged
a glance with Sylvie.


“You know,”
she whispered so the driver wouldn’t hear us, “this kind of reminds me of those
movies where they meet with a drug lord, or they do an exchange of some sort.
If you get the meaning.”


“You’re
being silly.”


My blood
froze in my veins. What if she was right?


“We’re
going to have a look,” I said to the driver after paying and making sure to tip
him generously. “Can you pick us up in ten minutes?”


“You sure
that’s a good idea?” Sylvie asked when the driver took off.


“Something
isn’t right.” I peered at Kenny’s car again. “I want to talk to them and find
out who they’re waiting for.”


“Is this
really a good idea?” Sylvie repeated, then yanked at my arm, pulling me down.
“Look. They’re getting out.”


I peered
over her shoulder. Sure enough, Kenny and Jett had exited and rounded the car,
and were now sitting on the hood, watching the coast.


“I don’t
like this,” I whispered. “Come on. I need to talk to Jett.”


We had
barely moved from the spot when a deafening bang echoed through the night,
followed by two more. They sounded like gunshots, only much louder.


Fire lit up
the sky in the distance.


My heart
stopped, and a quiet scream escaped my throat.


Flickering
orange flames rose above the water, ascending into a spiral of smoke.


“Holy shit.
A yacht exploded,” Sylvie uttered in shock.


The fire
flared brighter, and yet I couldn’t move. I couldn’t talk or do anything. The
fire was so bright I was sure it could be seen for miles.


“Oh, my
god,” I whispered as realization dawned on me.


Jett had
something to do with it.


As if
sensing my thoughts, Jett turned. I thought I saw surprise and disbelief
washing over his face, though I couldn’t be sure that he had glimpsed me in the
darkness.


Had he seen
me?


But there
was no time to talk because the taxi pulled up next to us.


The driver
opened the passenger door and called out, “Hey, missus. Pack it up. Let’s go.”


Whatever
was going on, he obviously didn’t want to get involved. No one would be paying
him for answering the police’s questions all night.


I nodded my
head but didn’t budge from the spot. The taillights of Kenny’s car glimmered to
life and then sped off.


I turned to
Sylvie and found her staring at me, confusion reflecting in her face. 


“Hey!” the
driver called out, his voice carrying enough annoyance to make me flinch.


Sylvie
straightened and helped me up. We slumped onto the backseat, and the driver
took off without so much as a glance back. As we drove back to the fashion
show, I couldn’t help but wonder whose yacht had caught fire and why the heck
it happened while Kenny and Jett had been camped out not far away.


And most
importantly, what had Jett done?


Brian’s
words echoed through my mind:


Knowing Jett, it doesn’t take long for him to
jump the gun. When he’s hell-bent on doing something, he really gets it in his
head, even if it’s a bad idea. It wouldn’t really be that much of a surprise.



 














 


 

The news
about the explosion was splashed all over the newspapers and CNN the next day
and the days after. It wasn’t so much the yacht that made the headlines but the
media’s fascination with two men.


Sitting at
the kitchen table, I went over each and every article. The headlines read:



 

SUSPECTED HUMAN
TRAFFICKING GANG LEADER JONATHAN MAYFIELD FLEES PRISON



 

MYSTERIOUS
GUNFIRE RESULTS IN DEATH OF FIVE MEN


JONATHAN
MAYFIELD DEAD AFTER SPECTACULAR ESCAPE FROM PRISON



 

PREVIOUSLY
UNDISCOVERED BODIES FOUND, ONE OF THEM HUMAN TRAFFICKING GANG LEADER JONATHAN
MAYFIELD



 

DRUG RING
RESPONSIBLE FOR DEATH OF REAL ESTATE MOGUL JONATHAN MAYFIED



 

“Are you
still reading this?” Warm lips brushed my earlobe.


A week had
passed, but we still hadn’t talked about that
day.


After
Sylvie and I had returned to the charity event, we tried our best to remain
unaffected, pretending to be clueless, and it worked. As the best friend she
was, I didn’t even have to ask her to keep quiet. She understood. When Jett
returned to the show a few minutes after me, he acted like nothing had happened.
We had dinner, then joined the engagement party he had planned for us.


Everything
was fine.


A perfect
façade.


Everyone
had believed us.


But today
was different.


I still had
to know. The excuses I had made for not asking were torturing me.


I turned
around, facing him. He leaned against the table, a coffee cup in his hand as he
watched me. “Jett, I saw you that day.”


His eyes
remained pinned on me, but he said nothing.


“If you’re
involved, you don’t have to tell me. But just answer this: did you help Nate
escape?”


It was the
only reasonable explanation I could draw from the newspaper articles. The past
few days I hadn’t dared to ask him, but I could no longer keep quiet because I
was sure that my assumption was right.


“Brooke…”
Jett let out an exaggerated sigh and put his cup down.


“Did you
get him that boat?” I persisted.


Jett
continued to stare at me, his beautiful face dark and mysterious.


“Baby, you
worry too much.” His arms wrapped around my waist, drawing me close to him. “My
biggest fear isn’t you leaving me, like your father did your mother, but losing
you due to circumstances out of my control. Since the day of your kidnapping, I
promised myself that I’d keep you safe, no matter what. Whether you want it or
not, I’ll always care for you and protect you. That Nate’s dead is unfortunate,
but I won’t shed a tear for a man who killed hundreds. A man who wanted you
dead.”


“You still
haven’t answered my question. You visited him in prison, didn’t you? ” He
sighed again. I eyed him curiously. “You helped him escape? Come on, Jett. Tell
me. I know you knew the boat would explode. Like I said, I saw you that day.”


He brushed
a strand of hair out of my face.


“I will
only say this.” Jett’s smile disappeared. “He was stupid to trust the wrong
people.”


His eyes
glimmered, and something flashed across his face.


Pride.


“You mean…”


“Yes.” He
nodded. “He trusted someone to get him out.”


Now I
understood.


Jett had
lied to Nate.


All his
visits to prison had been a means to build the trust, to get the plan moving. He
didn’t have to tell me.


“I had been
planning this for a long time. Brian told me not to do it, but I couldn’t,
Brooke.” He shrugged. “Nate would never have stopped. Because of him, your
friend’s dead. Who would have been next? You? I couldn’t take the risk.”


He was
right.


My thoughts
racing, I sat down, unable to wrap my mind around the fact that Jett had
carefully hid everything from me. “But…how did you do it?”


He smiled,
his thumb stroking my cheek. “Well, let’s just say don’t ever underestimate
your people. If you’re not careful enough, they might start working for someone
else. In Nate’s case it was Danny. Like I said before, everyone has a price.”


My heart
skipped a beat.


“Danny? You
found him?”


“Yes. It
wasn’t even hard. All we had to do was track down Nate’s suppliers and dealers,
then track their calls and locations for a few days. Danny was the only one to
come near you and Gina. Turned out he had been watching you for weeks.”


The words
lingered in the air, their magnitude weighing down on me.


My eyes
widened. “You’re saying…” I trailed off, unable to speak out the obvious.


“Yes.” Jett
nodded again. “He killed your friend and followed Nate’s orders to frame me. We
have enough proof from his phone conversations. Everything points to him.” He
took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I guess he couldn’t stay away from
you.”


“Oh, my
God.” I leaned back, frowning.


“Danny’s
dead,” Jett said softly.


I looked up
and found his expression serious. “But there was no mention of him.”


“In there?”
Jett grabbed a paper. My eyes followed his finger, as it hovered over the words
‘undiscovered bodies found.’ “He got what he deserved. It was long overdue. The
police are going to charge Danny’s cousin, Barrow, with Gina’s murder. The
weapon and photos were found at his place.”


“I still
don’t understand.” I shook my head. “I told you about Gina the day of the
explosion; how did you know that fast that it was Danny?” 


“I didn’t,”
Jett said. “It was luck. We only found out during the police investigation. It’s
a good thing he’s dead.”


Moisture
gathered in my eyes. I lifted my hand to wipe away my unshed tears, but Jett
beat me to it. His thumb stroked my cheek gently, the soothing motion touching
my heart.


“I’m not
sad.” My voice was hoarse, croaky.


“I know.”


“It’s
just…” Another tear trickled down my cheek. At least I wasn’t sobbing. “I can’t
believe you found him. I can’t believe you found the guy who killed my sister. Ten
years. That’s how long I waited for justice. And now I can’t believe it’s
over.”


Jett
kneeled before me, his hand touching mine. “Only the bad part, Brooke. The good
part, which is us, will never be over.”















 

Fifteen
months later



 

There are
so many kinds of loves, but only one kind—true love—can change a
person and raise that person to a meaningful existence. Love is a beautiful
thing. Sacred. It’s the only feeling that can grow if you pay it enough
attention and care for it. It’s also the only thing that can give you more
meaning than all material belongings.


I was
sitting in the backseat with my eyes blindfolded, my leg brushing against
Jett’s at every turn, as the black limousine took us to a place God only knew.


Jett had
made a big secret out of our destination so, naturally, the suspense was
killing me.


“We have
one hour before we need to get back to Treasure. Can you guess what my surprise
is?” Jett said, his deep voice with the slightest hint of a Southern accent
caressing my senses, and helped me out of the limousine.


“No.” I
smiled. “But I wish I could. You know how much I hate surprises.”


He let out
a pleased laugh. “But this one, I think, you’ll love.”


“You think?
What happened to your usual, ‘It will blow your mind’?”


“Well, this
is different.” He touched the small of my back to guide me forward. I could
feel the wind on my skin. The air tasted salty. The cries of seagulls
intermingled with the sound of waves crashing against a shore.


I had no
idea where we were, but I liked it a lot.


Jett always
made the best surprises. His inventiveness never failed to amaze me.


Finally, he
removed the blindfold. I blinked once, twice, then took in the shore before me.
The sun was shining and the sky was streaked with red and orange.


No surprise
there.


Jett beamed
at me. “Now turn around.” He touched my shoulder and motioned for me to follow
his command. I did as he said. My smile vanished. My whole being froze. 


I
recognized the setting and its private beach immediately. We were standing in
the backyard of a place we once visited. It been a long time ago, but even back
then I knew I’d never forget it.


Countless
rose petals were scattered across the trail in the sand, forming a path
illuminated by candles lit to either side. They were leading to a sandcastle. I
walked toward it, my heart beating frantically as I tried to process what was
happening. As I reached it, I spied a key with a note attached to it. The note
read:


HOME.


A small
arrow pointed ahead. At Jett’s silent encouragement, I followed it until I
glimpsed the front door.


“Jett.” My
voice reflected my excitement. “You can’t be serious.”


“Very
serious here.” His fingers intertwined with mine, and he spun me around. “The
moment I realized you liked this house, I knew it would be perfect for us, so I
had to get it. It wasn’t easy. The previous owner had changed her mind about
selling it, so it took me months to convince her to sell it to us.” He pulled
me forward gently but with enough persuasion to make me follow. “Come on.
Treasure’s waiting for us.”


I was so
shocked, I couldn’t reply. Thankfully, my legs began to move, following Jett up
the trail.


With shaky
fingers I unlocked the door.


“Mama.”
Treasure’s voice echoed through the hall as she dashed for me, the smiling
nanny behind her forgotten. I scooped her up and kissed her, burying my nose in
her hair to inhale her scent.


She had
grown so quickly.


With her
black hair and beautiful face, she was in every way a carbon copy of Jett.


“Dada.” She
stretched her hand out to Jett, and I let him take her, instantly catching the
glint of adoration in his eyes as we returned outside into the balmy breeze.


With the
warm sunlight on my face, I closed my eyes to the sound of little Treasure
giggling as her dad held her up in the air and spun her in circles—the
sound of the two even more calming and beautiful than the realization that we
were a family in our family home.


We were
free to be happy.


Right
before returning to NYC, we had spent a few months in Bellagio. It had become
something like a second home to us. We were finally free to live the life we’d
always envisioned without a threat hanging over our heads.


The news of
Nate’s yacht blowing up had broken less than twelve hours after the explosion.
Officially, no one knew what exactly happened that fateful night a year and a
half ago, but I knew for a fact that Kenny and Jett had been involved. Jett
seemed more carefree, as though all his worries had lifted off his shoulders.


Had he
singlehandedly orchestrated Nate and Danny’s death?


Based on
his words, probably. But we never talked about it again since the ‘talk.’ And
to be honest, I didn’t want to know every detail.


Jett had or
hadn’t done what he had deemed necessary to protect his family, and that was
it. He got rid of my demons. I owed him my life and my happiness.


For a long
time, I had wondered what to do with the estate I had inherited from Alessandro
Lucazzone. After Treasure was born, Jett came up with the idea of turning it
into a charity. A home for abused women—an idea which appealed to me on a
very deep level. It was the solution I had been searching for, and so he
assigned one of his best account managers the task of transforming the
Lucazzone estate, which had been a place of abuse for far too many years, into
a safe haven for those who needed to learn how to feel safe again.


At some
point, Jett’s dad had woken up from his coma. Jett had yet to forgive him, but
Treasure’s birth had mellowed him down a bit. An improvement in their
relationship didn’t seem so far-fetched after all. Besides, I was working hard
to make it happen.


As for Jett
and I, we had tied the knot twice: the first time in a private little ceremony
in Las Vegas, and the second time in a big and beautiful ceremony in Italy only
a few months ago, after which we had taken a much-deserved vacation.


Jett’s
urgency to work on baby number two couldn’t wait.


Apparently,
he wanted an entire football team.


He joined
me in a few steps, and together we watched Treasure playing in the sand, her
nanny nearby.


“Lots of
fond memories here.” Jett smiled, his gaze hazing as he thought back to a very
naughty day we had spent in the house. At that time, I had thought Jett had
broken in.


Turned out
he was an amazing actor.


“The best,”
I said.


I turned my
head to him because I couldn’t believe my luck. This insanely gorgeous man…I
knew I would love him forever.


I thought
back to the first day I met him two and a half years ago. The way I had
snatched my umbrella from his grip and sped off, because he had seemed intense
and arrogant. I knew now that I hadn’t meant to run away from him. I had been
running from myself in fear of unleashing something inside of me that could
destroy me. If he hadn’t come after me and hired me for a position in his company
without my knowing, we might never have ended up together.


“You got
one thing wrong,” I said when he joined me. “It was your inflated ego that made
me want you in the first place, not your stubbornness.” 


He raised a
brow. “Not the fact that you thought I was hot?”


I shook my
head in a weak attempt to stop his ego from growing to immense proportions.


Yes, I had
thought he was hot.


Yes, I
wanted to jump into bed with him.


But his
confidence could convince even a bear to give up his prey.


“I couldn’t
stand you because I knew I could easily be yours. It was all too easy to run
and lie to myself that I wanted you but didn’t need you. However, the truth
was, I wanted you because I needed you in some way. I just didn’t want to be that woman who got weak, only to be used
and discarded.”


“You’re not
that woman, because I’m not that kind of guy.” He took my hands in his. “I like
you needing me, Brooke. It makes me feel wanted. It makes me want to see you
happy. I wish you’d ask for more so I could give you all that I have.”


“I’m
already demanding,” I said.


Jett shook
his head. “No. Not to me, you’re not. You should be more demanding. I love it when you ask for more, especially when
I’m inside of you. I love it when you scream.”


Heat rushed
to my face. “I don’t scream.”


“The times
you do it fuels my imagination.” He glanced at me softly, his green eyes
shimmering with happiness. “Since you’re married to me and all, I can ask for
anything,” Jett continued. “So this is what I want. I’m asking for your
promise.”


“What promise?”


“That
you’ll stay with me forever.”


I shook my
head. “I thought you forgot about it.”


He let out
a laugh. “Fat chance. I’ve already married you, haven’t I? Now it’s only fair
that you return the favor.”


“You play
dirty.”


“That’s one
of the things you love about me.” He grinned. “You should be grateful for the
fact that I’m asking. I could force you—” he raised his eyebrows
“—but I won’t, because I’m a gentleman.”


I snorted.
“You’re no gentleman.”


“I’m not?”
He pressed his hand against his chest. “Now I’m hurt.”


I laughed
at his exaggerated expression. “You’re more manipulative than an insurance
sales guy. Sweet-talking is worse than forcing. With forcing, you sort of see
it coming. With manipulation, you’re being played.”


“Are you
trying to tell me my charm’s working on you?” The seriousness in his eyes made
me conclude that beneath our playful façade, he was still waiting for my
promise. He had made his, and it was my turn.


“Okay,” I
said slowly. “I promise I won’t leave you. I’ll stay as long as you love me.”


“Which
means for a long time. Maybe even forever—depending on how much sex I get
tonight.”


“Right.” I bit my lip, trying hard not to
laugh. In the end, it didn’t work and I let out a snort. “Just to be clear,
your charm’s the only thing working its magic on me. You could never ever force
me.” I leaned my back against him and let him wrap his arms around me. Snuggled
against his warm chest, I relaxed.


“You sure?
’Cause I could swear my charm’s not the only thing that worked today. I could
remind you of—”


I pressed
my hand against his mouth because I knew exactly what he was about to say. He
was getting out of control, and before we knew it, we’d be back in bed.


Or on the
floor.


Against the
wall.


I cringed
at the direction my thoughts were taking.


Jett
removed my hand gently, finishing his statement. “—all the ways I made
you come without employing force.”


“No need,”
I said, slightly breathless.


“You’re
right. Why waste time talking?”


I squealed
as he pulled me down on the sand and pushed himself on top of me, burying me
under his weight. Time seemed to stand still for a moment. And then he
smiled—that beautiful smile of his that always made me wonder what it’d
be like to melt with him forever. Above him, the stars were beginning to
show—beautiful like a canvas—and yet they couldn’t take away from
Jett’s magnificence.


Yes, Jett
Mayfield was perfect. Complicated but still perfect.


Perfect
with all his faults and imperfections.


My
relationship—even with all the fighting, the arguing, and the effort we
put in—was all worth it.


And so I
pray our love story will never end.
















***The End***
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I’m a
writer of happy endings, and if you like this final book in the No Exceptions
series, you might also enjoy 



 

An Indecent
Proposal: The Interview and An Indecent Proposal: The Agreement.



 

The
Interview by J.C. Reed and Jackie Steele



 

“It was
supposed to be easy. Hire a professional actor to play my fake fiancé. But when
he steps in front of my door to pick me up for The Interview, my heart stops.
Chase Wright is perfect. And hot. I mean like, burn up your dress hot. However,
Chase isn't professional at all. I hate what he does to me with his sinfully
sexy blue eyes. I hate that he wants me in his bed.



 

One
month...that's all I need him for. All I have to do is stay out of his bed.



 

But the
rules slowly begin to change. My fake fiancé suddenly becomes my fake husband.
When Chase offers me an indecent proposal, it's too late to fire him. It's too
late to decline.
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