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CHLOE

“I  guess there are perks to being pregnant,” I said, as Bear’s Jeep hugged the curves of the rugged roads leading to his cabin.

“Admit it, Beauty. You loved repelling out of that helicopter,” he teased, referring to his usual method of traveling to his rustic upstate hideaway.

“Sure,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm, “I can’t wait to have this baby so I can do it again. Hey! Maybe next time, I can do it with our baby strapped to my back, or something.”

“Why not? It’s important to start kids early these days,” he replied, his sapphire eyes twinkling with mischief, “make sure they aren’t afraid of anything, you know? It’s like throwing them in the deep end of the pool right away.”

“Remind me to never let you take our child swimming,” I said.

He laughed, throwing his head back as the corners of his eyes crinkled up. I stared over at him, my heart bursting with joy.

I’d never expected everything to work out so well.

Sure, it was lightening fast, but so what? I’d come to accept it. Especially now that I was pregnant. There’s no turning back at this point, you know?

Not that I would. If you’d told me six months ago that today I’d be pregnant and engaged to my drop-dead sexy billionaire boyfriend, I’d have laughed in your face.

In fact, I didn’t even want children before, but now….well that was just one more thing on the list of things that changed. Bear felt the same way. We’d spent long hours talking it through, especially after we’d both previously declared to each other that we never wanted children. But things don’t always turn out the way you think they will and you don’t always feel the way you might expect, until you’re really thrown into that situation.

And so, here I was, my hand engulfed in his as we raced away from the city for the weekend, our attempt to get away from everyone and everything to regroup.

It was going perfectly so far and did we ever need it!

My mother, Matilda, was shocked by the news that Bear and I were in love. When we told her I was having his baby, I thought her eyes were going to pop out of her head. She couldn’t wait to get me alone, and once she did, just as I suspected, she laid into me.

‘She couldn’t believe how irresponsible I was. How could I do something like this? And with her boss, of all people!’ She’d gone on and on about how much I’d ‘disappointed her, how I’d embarrassed her, how she’d be the laughing stock of the company now and nobody would take her seriously, that my pregnancy would somehow delegitimize her position at Dalton Enterprises’.

I’d let her go on. And on. And on…

Once I was certain she was finished, I very quietly and very calmly, laid everything out.

“Mom, no matter what you feel, no matter what you think, no matter how harshly you judge me, it won’t change anything. You can harp on about how horrible I am as much as you want, but that won’t change the fact that in a few short months, you are going to be a grandmother. Now, you can embrace that and be a part of your grandchild’s life, or you can be an unhappy, lonely woman. It’s your choice. I’m marrying Bear. I’m having his baby. That’s all there is to it.”

To my surprise, she stopped bitching, admitted I was right and wished me luck. And then, she’d hugged me. I almost fell out of my chair.

I’d never felt like more of a grown-up than I did at that point.

Somehow, knowing there was a child growing inside of me, that it was entirely up to me to take care of her, to nurture her, and that I alone, would be completely and utterly responsible for her, had allowed me to grow stronger.

My confidence was soaring.

I was done questioning my relationship with Bear.

I was done dwelling about my past and being indecisive and unsure if this life was for me or wondering what I’d done to deserve it all.

What’s done was done and this was happening.

The ultrasound pictures were in my purse.

I’d heard the heartbeat.

I’d seen her moving around inside of me.

I was sure it was a girl. It was too soon to tell but the dreams I’d had, the whispered song of a little girl that wouldn’t leave my head when I’d fainted, those feelings had stuck with me. I was sure it was my little girl that day, trying to tell me to be strong.

For her. For us.

For all three of us.

I’d never felt stronger in my life.

The queasiness had subsided and after staying overnight in the hospital and getting rehydrated, I’d been released after being told to ‘take it easy’.

Bear promised my obstetrician, Dr. Reynolds, that he would make sure that happened and he took me straight home.

Home.

Our home.

I’d moved in with him that night.

He’d gone and picked up a few things from my apartment and sent Max to get everything else the next day. He’d barely left my side since then, making sure I had everything I needed, making sure I was comfortable, making sure I was happy.

He’d kissed me, and my belly, about a million times and I couldn’t get over the gleam in his eyes. He looked like the happiest man on Earth and he was contagious.

It was like all the bullshit had completely disappeared, leaving nothing but a clear view of our future. And it was glorious.

We’d spent a few days holed up in the penthouse, talking for hours about the baby.

I told him I was positive it was a girl and he said he felt it, too.

We talked about where she would go to school, contemplated a hundred different names that neither of us could yet decide on. I wanted something exotic and unusual and he wanted something simple and wholesome. I knew we’d find a happy middle eventually.

We imagined what she would be like, which one of us she might resemble and he insisted that she never, ever go out on a date and maybe should join a convent at some point.

We’d talk for hours, then make love and spend all night talking again.

It was an enchanting cycle.

Once he realized I wasn’t a fragile doll made out of china and that he wasn’t going to hurt me, or the baby, we started making love again.

He was so careful, so heartbreakingly gentle at first, that I had to assure him that it was okay to use a little more force.

Not only was I feeling stronger than ever now that I was pregnant, but I was also feeling hungrier for him than ever.

I couldn’t get enough of his body, his hands, his mouth. All my inhibitions were gone and I pounced on him every chance I could get. He seemed to be enjoying the fact that I was taking the initiative and any sense of shyness that I’d possessed seemed to have packed up and hit the road.

I’d become as hungry as a wild cat in heat.

I wanted it in the car, in the kitchen, on the stairs, on the terrace, on the couch, by the fire, in the shower, hell, I even wanted it in the elevator.

Luckily, I had a man that could deliver.

Once he realized he wasn’t going to hurt me, he gave me everything I asked for and more.

And right now, what I wanted was his cock—again.

The trees whipped past us, as I reached over into his lap, cupping his package like a prize in my palm.

“You’re insatiable,” he said, shaking his head.

“It’s your fault. You’re dripping pure sex. How do you expect me to react?”

“Don’t worry, Beauty,” he growled. “I’ll take care of you as soon as we get to the cabin.”

“I don’t want to wait,” I cooed, scooting over to him and kissing his neck. He smelled like a spicy, musky heaven that I wanted to roll around in. He groaned and gently pushed me away.

“We’ll be at the cabin soon enough,” he said.

“But it’ll take forever. And you’ll end up drinking with Bruce all night and I’ll have to wait hours until I get you alone again. Let’s pull over.”

“It’s late. Bruce will be asleep already, because he never misses being on the slopes before sunrise. We’ll see him tomorrow when he gets back.”

“Does that mean I don’t have to wait?” I smiled.

“Don’t worry, baby, I’m going to fuck you until you’re begging me to stop as soon as we get there.”

“Good luck with that,” I laughed. “I never seem to want you to stop these days.”

“Well, then maybe I’m not doing my job,” he said, winking at me. “I’ll have to fuck you a little harder.”

“Promises, promises,” I said, smiling over at him.

It was already dark, the sun completely faded over the horizon, the tall pines dancing in the breeze overhead as we whipped up and around the curves, the headlights of the Jeep the only light around for miles.

“I’m so glad we’re doing this,” I said, leaning back in my seat.

“Me, too, Chloe.” Bear reached over, grabbing my hand and intertwining his fingers with mine.

“Do you think Bruce will be shocked about the baby?” I asked.

“No,” he said, thoughtfully.

“You don’t think he’ll think we’re going too fast?”

“No, he knows how much I love you. He won’t care about that. He’s not that kind of person.”

“Marie seems to really like him.”

“Everyone loves Bruce, it’s impossible not to,” he said.

“He’s really special,” I said. It was true. Bruce was everyone’s friend, the kind of guy who accepted you without question. He’d welcomed me into their life with wide open arms.

“He is,” Bear said. “There haven’t been a lot of men like him in my life. He’s been my one true friend, the only person I would trust with anything.”

“It’s good to have a friend like that,” I said, thinking of Marie.

“It is,” he said. “I actually think he’ll be thrilled. He loves kids. He loves you. It really couldn’t be more perfect.”

He pulled my hand up to his lips, brushing his warm lips across my fingers. I beamed over at him, my heart bursting with joy.

This is my life, I thought.

My wonderful, beautiful life….




 

BEAR

I  woke up with my arms wrapped around Chloe, her head lying peacefully on my chest, her long black waves covering half of her beautiful face. I bent my head, inhaling the sweet scent of her hair, just like I’d done everyday for the last week.

I’d insisted she move in with me, partly just so I could smell her hair every single morning for the rest of my life and partly because I couldn’t bear to be away from her.

I’d become addicted to her.

I loved everything about her. The way she smelled, the way she laughed, the way she talked, the way she moved…the way she moved on the end of my cock.

The thought of it made me hard instantly. Or, maybe I’d woken up that way. Either way, it was suddenly all I could think of and I was filled with pure need. A need that could only be fulfilled by her body.

I was still trying to wrap my head around all of this. In my usual manner, I was obsessed with why.

Why I reacted so strongly to her.

Why I continued to need her more than I needed air.

Why it was her, and only her, that could make me feel this way.

There were so many reasons, all of them perfectly valid, but I couldn’t help but contemplate the pure craziness of it all. It had all gone so fast, even for me, the king of fast decisions and even faster deals.

I’d learned to strike while the iron was hot, but my feelings for Chloe had even made my head spin a little.

I didn’t mind it, though, it made everything that much more exciting.

I was in awe of the fact that she’d gone along with everything. She’d had every opportunity, and probably every reason, to slap my face and demand that I never come near her again.

But she hadn’t. She’d been a little scared, at first, I’d seen it in her eyes.

But she’d also been brave. Braver than any other woman I’d let in before.

I know I’m a lot to handle. I’m not like other men. I have these needs that consume me, it’s like an aching inside of me that won’t go away unless I…well, you’ve seen it.

You’ve seen how I get.

I can’t help it.

And yes, I’ve tried. I’ve tried to suppress the rage, the darkness, as Chloe calls it, and you know, it works for a hot minute. But all I’m doing in those instances is shoving it down, letting it build up until the need is even stronger and hotter and I just…explode.

It’s best to let the steam out a little at a time, you know?

I can control it better that way. It doesn’t get out of hand.

Not like before.

I’m still filled with regret and shame for the way I’d acted because she’d lied about having dinner with Levi. Fucking Levi. He’d been trying to sabotage every relationship I had since Zoe had become infatuated with me.

It wasn’t my fault, but I’d been paying the price ever since.

Well, okay, maybe it was a little bit my fault, but it was a long time ago and he should have gotten over it by now.

But none of that mattered any more. Levi wasn’t a problem for me, he never was. I just didn’t want him anywhere near Chloe, because Chloe wasn’t just any woman.

She was the woman.

She was different from all those other women I’d dated. That’s why I’d lost my shit so badly. In retrospect, I should have gone over to Levi’s place and taken care of things like a man, taken out my rage on his face. Instead, my emotions had gotten all mixed up and I’d taken it out on Chloe’s beautiful, perfect ass instead.

I’d never fucked up like that before and I’d never felt as horrible as I still did about it.

I would never make that mistake again.

She’d graciously forgiven me, but I knew I’d spend the rest of my life making it up to her. She deserved nothing but the best out of life and I intended to give it to her.

Starting with this raging cock between my legs.

I inhaled again, drinking in the scent of her like a sweet ambrosia, before moving my shoulder slightly in hopes that she would stir.

It worked.

She moaned, her eyelids fluttering before she graced me with those sparkling green lights of pure love.

“Good morning, Beauty,” I said, my voice husky with desire for her.

“Morning, babe,” she said, her sleepy whisper only making me harder.

“I’m so glad you’re awake,” I growled.

“You are? Why?” she asked, pushing her hair out of her face.

“So I can do this,” I growled, gently rolling her on her back as I rolled on top of her, my aching, hungry cock sinking into her warm, sweet softness easily.

I moaned, closing my eyes, the wave of delicious relief washing over me as I felt her thighs wrap around my hips.

I rocked into her, slowly relishing the feel of her, over and over, wrapping my arms around her writhing body, melting into her sweet pussy as I pulled her as close as I could, my tongue diving between her lips, the pure love bursting through me and exploding out of my cock, causing my entire body to shudder with violent, perfect pleasure.

“BRUCE’S TRUCK is still at his cabin,” I yelled over the shower door. “He must not be on the slopes yet. I’m going to go over and say hello to him.” Chloe was bending down and washing her leg, her soapy silhouette visible through the steamy glass, tempting me to take her again.

Later, I thought, we have the rest of our lives together.

“I’ll be out in a few minutes,” she called.

I walked out of the bathroom with a smile on my face. I stood at the large windows of the great room, gazing out at the picturesque view of the Hudson Valley. It never failed to take my breath away and this morning was no exception. I was envious of Bruce getting to enjoy this view every single day.

He’d put in his dues, that was for sure, and he deserved to live amongst such beauty. I was glad I could provide a place for him to get away from everything after all the shit he’d gone through.

His old job as the District Attorney had weighed hard on him. The cases were rough and the work load was unbearable. He’d gone into that job a completely different man than he was when he’d come out. He’d been out of the game for over two years now and I was happy to see that Mother Nature was having the effect we’d hoped it would have. He was quickly returning to his happy, easy-going self.

I couldn’t wait to see his face when I told him I was going to be a father.

Turning away from the view, I put on my boots and jacket and walked outside, breathing in the cold, fresh, morning air.

Bruce preferred to live in the smaller cabin on the property, even though it wasn’t nearly as nice as the main cabin. But he insisted it was much easier to clean and more comfortable for him, so I didn’t argue.

I trudged through the snow, walking down the slippery trail that led from one cabin to the other. His beaten up red Ford truck was parked in the driveway and I looked up at the small log cabin, surprised there wasn’t smoke coming from the chimney. The only heat in there was from the wood-stove and it was usually the first thing he lit in the morning.

He probably slept in, I thought.

I knocked on the door and waited a few beats before trying the knob.

It was locked.

That’s weird, I thought. Bruce never locked the door. I knocked again, waiting a few minutes before I pulled my keys from my pocket and unlocked the door, slowly opening it and calling out.

“Hey Bruce, it’s me,” I called.

Silence. Darkness.

I flipped the light switch and waited.

“Bruce!” I called his name again.

Silence.

I walked into the bedroom and saw him lying in bed, faced away from me.

“You’re still in bed? You must have really tied one over last night,” I said, walking around the bed.

I froze.

His eyes were open wide, his mouth agape, blood streaked across his face, his body stiff.

“Bruce!” I ran to him, my heart racing, my hands shaking as I tried to shake him awake. His head fell limp onto his chest and that’s when I saw the bullet wound, going through his right temple.

A gun lay on the blanket, next to his side.

“Bruce! Bruce!” I yelled, my head shaking in disbelief.

I let him go, backing up from the bed, my heart shattering.

“No, fuck! No, noooo….” I screamed.

I scrambled to the phone in the living room and called 911, trying to control the shaking in my voice.

“I need an ambulance!” I barked, sinking to my knees.

“Fast! Now, goddammit, now! Hurry!”




 

CHLOE

ONE MONTH LATER

“A re you sure you’re going to be okay alone?” Bear asked, his sad, denim eyes staring into mine. I couldn’t believe how strong this man was. He’d shown incredible strength these last few weeks. He’d broken down. He’d cried. He’d raged. And then, he’d picked himself back up and now all he was worried about was me.

“I’m fine,” I insisted. “Don’t think about me, babe. Try to get lost in work.”

He was going back to the office for the first time since Bruce’s death and I was so happy he was finally feeling up to it. It’d been so hard watching him go through all the grief of losing his best friend. Nothing made sense to him and it had taken him a while to get a grip on himself.

For the first few weeks after the funeral, he’d spent long hours in his study, drinking whiskey in the dark while I slept in our bed. I’d wake in the middle of the night, go to him, hug him, try to coax him back to bed and sometimes he would come…but he’d make love to me, desperately clinging to me the whole time, and afterwards, he’d make his way back to the darkness, isolating himself with his pain.

It was as if he didn’t want me to see it.

But how could I not see it?

He was bathed in it.

Our happiness had a huge, dark cloud over it now.

And there was absolutely nothing I could do to help. All I could do was love him, hard. And I did. I cooked for him, I tried to get him out of the house as much as possible, which wasn’t easy.

And when he came to me, so desperate with his pain that he didn’t know where else to turn for relief, I opened my arms and let him in. I held him as he cried, I kissed him, I ran my hands over his skin, doing anything I could to sooth the anguish.

It never seemed to be enough to make the grief go away.

It ate breakfast with us. It walked the halls of the penthouse, lingering in the dark corners, it slipped into bed with us. Late at night, when he thought I was sleeping and he hadn’t yet gone to the study, I could feel the bed shaking from his sobs.

It was heartbreaking to witness.

But everyday, it seemed to get a little lighter and in just this last week, his smile has returned.

He’d found solace in the baby. He’d wrap his arms around my waist, putting his ear to my belly and just lay there, listening, feeling, smiling through his sadness.

I straightened his tie, kissed his lips and hugged him hard.

“Call me if it gets to be too much, or you just want to talk, okay babe?” I said. “You can go back slowly, you don’t have to jump right back into full days. Mom’s been taking care of everything.”

“Matilda’s been incredible,” he agreed. “But I think it’s time I dive in. I need this. I need the distraction.”

“I understand,” I said. “Just be gentle with yourself, okay?”

“I’m fine, love,” he said. “I’ll see you tonight for dinner. Are you going to start working on the arrangements today?”

“Yes,” I smiled. He’d insisted we get married right away. I think the renewed urgency was half because of the baby but also another part of the desperation he was feeling after Bruce’s death. Of course, he denied that, saying that he just wanted to make sure that me and the baby are cared for legally, should anything happen to him.

He signed everything over to me, all of his money, his assets, the island, the companies, everything, in case of his death. I’d protested for an entire week, the weight of such responsibility something I didn’t want any part of. He insisted it was all just legalities, and I wouldn’t be responsible for anything, except taking care of our child. I finally stopped protesting after that, but I was still uncomfortable with the thought of it all.

He looked so handsome today. He’d shaved, which he hadn’t done in a few weeks, his stubble growing longer and sexier, only adding to my attraction for him. But now it was all gone and so were his jeans and t-shirt. His suit fit him like a glove and I ran my hands over his arms, the fine dark silk sliding under my fingers smoothly.

He pulled me into his arms, kissing me long and hard. I felt his cock stir against my thigh and I pulled away.

“Go!” I laughed. “Before I jump your bones again. You look incredible, I’m already having a hard enough time.”

“Tonight, Beauty,” he growled, reaching around and grabbing a handful of my ass. “I need some of you.”

“I’m all yours,” I said, beaming at him.

“Good girl,” he smiled, before kissing me again. I melted into him, his warm kiss so tender and soft.

I pulled away with a reluctant moan.

“Go,” I whispered, pushing him away. He winked and turned, walking out of the door and closing it behind him.

I stood, looking at the closed door, taking a deep breath and saying a silent wish that he didn’t hurt too much today.

I longed for the old days, and by old days, I mean the days before Bruce’s death, when we were happy, when this heaviness wasn’t pulling us down…and I immediately felt guilty.

Bruce was dead. I shouldn’t be thinking of myself.

I still couldn’t believe it. The medical examiner ruled it a suicide but Bear was having a hard time believing it. He was sure Bruce would never do something like that and he knew him better than anyone. Bear had insisted the cops do a complete investigation, but they concluded that without some other evidence, to which they’d found none, there was no other explanation.

I think that was what Bear was having the hardest time coming to terms with. He didn’t believe his best friend would kill himself, he didn’t believe the cops, and yet he was helpless.

Without evidence, he had no choice but to accept what the police said and he didn’t seem able to do that just yet.

Time, I reminded myself as I turned from the front door and went to make a cup of coffee—decaf now.

They say time heals all wounds. No matter what, Bruce was gone. Nothing would change that. But maybe, in time, Bear would come to accept that he was gone and be able to move on.

Going back to work was a good start. I was glad Mom was there. She’d been surprisingly incredible throughout this entire nightmare. She’d taken the reigns at the company, working overtime to do both her job and Bear’s, insisting she had everything covered so he could take the time he needed.

I’d never been more grateful to her.

Even though she didn’t have much spare time, she’d been sending me package after package of baby stuff. I was pretty sure she was up shopping online when she was supposed to be sleeping but her enthusiasm warmed my heart.

I hadn’t spent much time alone since Bruce died. We’d retreated to the penthouse right away, rarely leaving. Other than when I was asleep, Bear was right there with his pain.

It felt odd being here alone now. The silence was too much, so I turned on some Chopín as I enjoyed my coffee. I walked out to the terrace, the music floating out behind me. It was a brisk, sunny morning and from all the way up here, I felt like I was on top of the city.

I remembered the first time I saw this view, the nervousness I’d felt being here. The way I’d been so intimidated and afraid of what was to come.

Never in a million years could I have imagined what really happened. It felt like so much time had passed, and yet, it was not long at all.

I reached down, my hand resting on my belly, a habit that I’d quickly developed. I took a deep breath, breathing in the cold air, and then another. I wanted to cleanse myself, lift myself up and ground myself all at the same time. Another breath, followed by a long slow exhale and I finally felt my shoulders relax. I pressed my hand against my belly, closing my eyes and feeling the peaceful connection.

A child.

In the beginning, starting that night in the hospital, I’d been so freaked out, so worried, so unsure if I would know how to take care of a baby. All I needed was for Bear to remind me that Matilda had pulled it off, alone at that, and that if I turned out okay, which the jury was still out on, then maybe I could learn to take care of her.

I’d slowly come to believe that myself.

I was only ten weeks pregnant.

Only three months had passed since I’d first gotten involved with Bear. That first day at lunch in Portland, where he’d basically claimed me as his own and I’d just gone along with it like some naive little puppet, hadn’t been long ago. I cringed when I thought about it now, but I was glad I’d done what I’d done.

I was glad I’d done what he’d said.

I was glad that even though I was taking my birth control pills every day faithfully, I’d still gotten pregnant.

I didn’t plan any of the crazy things that happened.

But if none of that had happened, I wouldn’t be here right now.

And there was no place in the entire world I would rather be, than right here, right now.

I wished things were different, sure.

I wished Bruce wasn’t dead.

I wished Bear wasn’t hurting the way he was.

But other than that, I wouldn’t change a thing.

I was glad we were getting married. I was glad I was pregnant.

I didn’t care that it was so fast, as everyone would surely say. But who was everyone? I didn’t have many friends or family, so I didn’t really care what anyone thought. Let them think whatever they want.

It was what I thought that mattered, what I felt, and what I knew in my heart, and more than anything, I knew this was love.

Pure, true love.

It was all meant to be.

All of it.

That’s what I kept reminding myself and that’s what gave me strength.

That—and this little being growing inside of me.

“You’re going to have a wonderful life,” I said to her. I turned and took my empty coffee cup into the kitchen.

I had a lot to do to get ready for my future.

I had a nursery to decorate and furnish, baby supplies to research and purchase, a wedding to plan, and if all went well—a store to open.

I wasn’t convinced I could pull off that last one, but after much discussion, Bear had insisted I hire a large team of players, including a business manager, to help me get it done before the baby arrived.

So, give or take a few weeks, I had six months.

Good thing I was feeling strong these days, because the old Chloe would have been overwhelmed by so many different important things to take care of. I laughed when I remembered being worried about designing Bear’s hotel. That seemed like so long ago and it seemed simple compared to what I was facing now.

But I could do it all. I knew I could. I just needed a little organization.

I grabbed a notebook from Bear’s desk and sat down to make a few hundred lists…




 

BEAR

I ’d been locked in my office for over an hour and I couldn’t sit still. All I could do was see Bruce’s face.

I’d failed him.

I should have been there for him.

I didn’t know how or when, but I was sure there must have been something I could have done differently. I’d been so wrapped up in Chloe the last few months, I hadn’t been talking to him as much as I usually did.

I had no idea he was depressed.

In fact, he seemed just the opposite. He was like a new man now that he wasn’t weighed down by the pressures of being the DA. He’d gone up to my cabin, insisting I tell nobody where he was because he didn’t want to be bothered by any one or any thing. He’d been up there for almost two years, secluded, isolated, spending his days skiing and hiking.

When he came down to spend New Year’s Eve with us, I’d been surprised. But he said he was starting to feel a little more sociable and he wanted to get away from the cabin. We’d all had a wonderful time together.

And now he was gone, just like that.

I couldn’t believe he’d kill himself. It just didn’t make sense, it didn’t fit with the Bruce that I knew.

Chloe kept saying I needed to accept that he was gone, and I was trying. It was how he’d left that I couldn’t accept.

My mind had made up all kinds of scenarios. I’d even presented a few of my theories to the detectives, but they dismissed them all. They said there was no sign of a struggle, the door was locked, nothing was missing, so it couldn’t have been foul play. I told them they should look into Bruce’s old job, but they said he’d been gone for two years, the chance of his job being involved were slim.

I insisted my friend wouldn’t harm himself, but they just looked at me with pity and apologized, said there was nothing else they could do without evidence.

Evidence.

Fuck the evidence!

This overwhelming intuition I had about the whole thing was enough for me.

If they weren’t going to do anything, then I needed to take matters into my own hands.

I picked up the phone and called the front desk.

“Yes, Mr. Dalton?” Sarah answered.

“Cancel all my meetings, Sarah, I’m leaving.”

“Of course, Mr. Dalton,” she said. “Should I reschedule?”

“Yes, I’ll try again tomorrow. Apologize for me.” I was supposed to meet with my Board of Directors in an hour and I just couldn’t do it.

“Of course, Mr. Dalton.”

“And Sarah?”

“Yes?”

“Call Alex. Tell him to get the helicopter ready. I’ll be ready to leave in half an hour.”

“Of course, Mr. Dalton. Anything else?”

“No, Sarah, thank you.” I hung up the phone and sat back in my seat, looking around my office.

“This can wait one more day,” I said to the empty room, Bruce’s face haunting me.



“THANKS, Alex,” I said. “I’ll drive back on my own.”

“My pleasure, Bear,” he said, patting my back. “I’m real sorry about Bruce, man.”

“Thanks, brother,” I said, as I clipped the safety cord to my harness. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Take care, Bear,” he said. I dropped down onto the ladder swinging below. I descended all the way, jumping the last few feet to the ground below. I unhooked myself and waved up to Alex as he pulled the ladder up and closed the door. Seconds later, the helicopter ducked to the side and turned around, disappearing around the bend of the valley.

I turned back to the cabin, my heart beating wildly.

It wasn’t from jumping out of the hovering helicopter, it was being back here. I’d not been back since the morning I’d discovered Bruce’s body.

And before that, I’d not been here alone in two years. Bruce had been here every time.

The silence inside the cabin was deafening.

I walked around, my footsteps echoing through the empty house. I took a deep breath and walked out the front door and down the trail that led to Bruce’s cabin, remembering the last time I’d done this.

He’d still been alive in my head then.

I’d been coming to tell him that I was going to be a father. I’d arrived with joy in my heart, everything had been so fucking perfect and right in that moment.

I stopped when I reached the cabin, looking around, hoping that my fresh eyes would notice something—anything—to make sense of all of this.

But everything was normal. Bruce’s truck was still parked out front. His little kayak was still sitting next to the house, his muddy hiking boots on the porch by the front door, waiting for him to slide his huge feet into and tromp through the woods like Bigfoot.

I stepped up onto the porch and sat in the swing that was hanging on the side.

My eyes swept over the view, the creek flowing in the distance, the swaying trees still covered in snow. It wouldn’t melt up here until at least March, maybe April. The snow had been Bruce’s favorite thing about living up here. He’d sit out on this porch for hours, wrapped in a blanket, a beer in his hands, just thinking.

I sighed, feeling as if he was right here next to me.

I stood up and walked inside, closing the door behind me, the silence of the cabin washing over me like a wave, taking my breath away. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been in here without him…except for that morning.

But even then, he was here.

I stood still, listening, feeling.

Maybe he was here now, too.

I’d sent in a cleaning crew after they’d removed his body. I couldn’t do it myself. But I’d told them only to clean, not to remove any of his things. They’d replaced the bed and linens, cleaned the kitchen and bathroom, but that was it.

I looked around now spotting signs of Bruce everywhere.

His ski goggles were discarded on the kitchen counter next to his car keys. His coat hung by the front door, next to his skis that were propped against the wall. A pair of slippers were next to the wood stove and I stared at it, contemplating whether I should light a fire. It was freezing in here.

I couldn’t stay long, though.

I needed to get back in time for dinner and the drive back would take a while. I eyed the bedroom warily, walking towards it slowly, my heart heavy, the memories flashing back.

I’d never be able to erase the images from my mind of that day, I knew that. Even now, as I gazed upon the freshly made bed, the rest of the room tidy and neat, I knew I’d never walk into this room again and not see him lying there.

I crossed the room, walking into the closet and stopping in my tracks. It smelled like him, the sudden scent startling me. I shook my head and gingerly looked through his clothes that were hanging there, smiling when I remembered how joyous he was when he was able to get rid of all of his suits.

I sighed, walking out of the closet.

I had no idea what I was looking for. I’d come here thinking that if I just showed up, I’d find some answers, but there was nothing here.

Maybe the cops were right. I still didn’t think so, but what was I missing?

“Give me a sign, man,” I whispered to the empty room, as I looked down at the bed, the ghost of his body lying there in my head. Tears stung my eyes and I shut them tight, willing it away.

I walked over to his dresser and rifled through the drawers.

Underwear, tshirts, socks…the man was no mystery.

I walked into the second bedroom that was set up as an office, a desk in one corner and a chaise with a knitted blanket slung over it in the other.

I walked behind the desk, picking up a picture he’d placed there.

It was the two of us, lost a few years ago on a trail somewhere with a waterfall behind us.

“That was a good day,” I said to the empty room, as I put it down and picked up another picture. It was an old black and white of his parents.

They’d died a long time ago in a car accident, when Bruce was just a kid. He was raised by his aunt, who died not long after he went to college. He’d been on his own for so long. No family, not many friends, except me. The few he’d made during his career seemed to have vanished from his life after he quit, at least as far as I knew.

He’d told me he wanted to disappear back then. From all of the people he had to deal with everyday. Corrupt prosecutors, unfair judges, and everyone else walking all over anyone necessary to get noticed. It was a cutthroat environment and nobody ever won, he used to say. I never questioned him wanting to be alone, it all made sense to me.

But now, I wondered if it was wrong to allow him to be up here all alone for so long. Had things really gotten so bad that he felt the need to end it?

It didn’t make sense, even now, standing here in his death house.

I looked around and all I saw was life.

I put down the picture and sat down behind the desk. I went to open the desk drawer but it was locked. I retrieved his keys from the kitchen counter and tried a few of them. The tiniest one worked.

The drawer was empty besides a few pens and pencils and paperclips.

“That’s weird,” I whispered. Why was it locked if nothing was there?

I shook my head, pushing the drawer closed. It caught on something, not fully closing. Bending down, I looked inside and saw that it was getting caught on something taped to the underside of the desk. I reached in, pulling it out and inspecting it.

It was a plastic ziplock bag with a label on it.
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“WHAT THE HELL?” I said, opening it up and pulling out the unmarked disc inside. I looked in the bag, but there was nothing else there.

I sat there for a few minutes, staring down at it, wondering what this meant.

“Is this my sign?” I said to the room.

“Fuck,” I muttered, shoving the disc back in the bag. I put his keys in my pocket and stood up, staring at the disc on the desk. Quickly, I looked through the rest of the desk, but there was nothing else of interest.

Everything was in its place and there wasn’t anything to suggest that anyone else had been here. There were no answers.

But maybe this was a clue.

I grabbed the disc and locked up. I walked out to his truck and jumped in, starting it up and backing out of the driveway. It would be dark soon and I wanted to get back home to Chloe. As I pulled out of the driveway, I stopped and looked back at the cabin.

“I love you, man,” I whispered, putting the truck in drive and roaring away.



“SHIT,” I muttered an hour later as I looked down at the gas gauge on Bruce’s Ford. It was almost empty.

I pulled into the nearest gas station and jumped out of the truck.

While the gas filled the tank, I stood by the door, my hands running over the side of the truck. Bruce loved this thing. It was an older seventies model with so many dings and dents that you couldn’t count them, but Bruce loved every inch of it.

I spotted a strap of leather sticking out from behind the seat and pushed the seat up. I pulled out a black, leather backpack and unzipped it.

A change of clothes, a pair of boots with a pair of heavy wool socks stuffed inside and a bottle of water. I pulled out the boots and laid them on the seat of the truck and looked in the bottom of pack. Lying covered by a blue t-shirt was a set of books. Bible-sized leather bound books, four of them.

I opened them up and recognized Bruce’s handwriting right away. They were dated back over ten years, right around the time I’d met him. I flipped to a random page and read aloud.

 

THE DEFENSIVE ATTORNEY thinks I’m a monster, but there’s no way I’m reducing the charges on a man like that…

 

I FLIPPED AGAIN.

 

THIS CASE MAKES me want to drink until I pass out so hard that I can’t dream about it. The pictures of that dead woman. They’re so hard to look at…I have to win this for her.

 

I SNAPPED THE BOOK SHUT.

“Shit,” I said, feeling guilty and triumphant at the same time. Part of me felt like I shouldn’t invade his privacy by reading these, but he was dead now, wasn’t he? Maybe I’d find some answers.

The gas pump stopped and I shoved the books back into the backpack and pushed them across the seat. Once I’d finished paying, I jumped back in the truck and drove the rest of the way home.




 

CHLOE

“T  hat was delicious, babe, thank you,” Bear said, smiling across the table at me. His eyes were sad, but tonight there was something else.

“I love cooking for you,” I said. “More than that, I love eating.”

He laughed softly, pulling me into his lap and kissing me.

His cock stirred and I wiggled my hips.

He moaned softly and shook his head.

“I’m sorry, love,” he said. “My heads just not in the game tonight.”

“I understand,” I said, kissing him gently. He’d told me he’d bailed out of work and gone up to the cabin today. I knew he would do it soon. He’d been talking about going up there for weeks.

Now that he had, I knew why I didn’t want him to. From the haunted look in his eyes, it was as if he’d taken two steps back in the grieving process.

“You know, Bear, I was thinking,” I said. “Maybe we should postpone the wedding. Until you’re feeling better. Maybe we need more time.”

“No!” he insisted, shaking his head firmly. “This weekend!”

“You’re sure?”

“Of course I’m sure,” he insisted. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I promise not to be so macabre on our wedding day, Beauty.”

“It’s not that…well, maybe a little, but you feel whatever you need to feel. I just wish there was something I could do.”

“You’re doing it,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Just by being you. By being here. By marrying me.”

“If you say so…”

“I do.” He kissed me again before staring deeply into my eyes. “Marry me, Chloe. That will make me the happiest man alive.”

“All right, my love,” I whispered, tears filling my eyes. “This weekend. Here. In this penthouse. I will marry you, in front of my Mom and Marie and Max.”

“I can’t wait,” he said, his sad eyes betraying the smile he was forcing. It was all so bittersweet, and there was nothing I could do to lift his mood.

“It’s going to be very simple,” I said.

“I just want you to be happy,” he said.

“That’s funny, because that’s what I want for you.”

“Well, then,” he replied, “sounds like we’re a match made in heaven.”

I kissed him lightly through my smile and stood up, gathering the dishes and heading to the kitchen to clean up.

“Are you sure you don’t want help with that?” he asked.

“Nope,” I said. “You can go to your study if you want. I’ll bring you a whiskey.”

“You’re the best, Beauty,” he winked. “I love you forever.”

“I’ll love you longer,” I said, tossing him a smile over my shoulder.



TEN MINUTES LATER, I brought him a goblet full of sparkling amber whiskey that probably cost a thousand dollars, but I didn’t know any better. It all smelled and tasted exactly the same to me, just like wine did. I guess I just didn’t have a taste for expensive stuff.

Either way, the smell of it made me gag, and I held it far away from my very pregnant nose.

“Thanks, babe,” Bear said, as I sat it on the table next to him. He’d turned off the lights and started a fire, and he sat by the easy chair next to the hearth, completely engrossed in a book.

“Sure,” I said. “What are you reading?”

“I ran across some old journals of Bruce’s,” he said. “Thought I’d skim through them.”

“Okay,” I replied gently, my heart aching for him. “I’m going to work on my dress. Let me know if you need anything.”

He didn’t look up, he just nodded and I padded out, quietly closing the door behind me and leaving him alone with this thoughts.

Time, time, time, I reminded myself as I made my way to my new studio. He’d converted one of the back bedrooms into a studio for me and I was putting the finishing touches on my wedding dress.

I didn’t have much time, so I opted for a simple slip style, made from fine white silk. The top was fitted, with spaghetti straps and a low v-cut in the front. The skirt stretched all the way to the floor, flaring out at the bottom to give it a little flow. I’d left it backless, with just a few pearl buttons starting at the swell of my hips and trailing up to the small of my back.

It was classic and elegant and I couldn’t wait to wear it.

I had a few more hours work left to put in and I figured tonight was as good as any. The faster I got this done, the faster I could get to other things.

My lists were long and plenty but I was crossing things off left and right, making decision after decision, emboldened by my new-found strength and motivation. I’d never been so productive in my life.

Of course, I had a baby cooking in me the whole time, and that just empowered me more—as if, I could accomplish all these tasks and still keep growing my daughter, then there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do.

It was a good feeling that I allowed myself to wrap myself up in, in the midst of all this anguish that filled these silent rooms.

Time, time, time, I reminded myself for the hundredth time today. Things will get back to normal in time.

Whatever normal is…

I looked up as my door opened just as I sat down at my sewing machine.

Bear’s hungry eyes met my gaze and I smiled…knowing exactly what he wanted and so happy I could give it to him.




 

BEAR

I  watched Chloe walk away and put the journal down. I sipped the whiskey, my eyes glued to her swaying hips. She was only a few months pregnant, but I already noticed a slight change in her body. Her hips were more voluptuous and her breasts had swollen slightly. Her nipples were ten times more sensitive, which made pinching them even that more fun.

Dammit, I thought, downing my whiskey and abandoning the journals for now. I’d come back to them later. After I’d tended to the fire that merely watching Chloe walk away had ignited inside of me. My cock was hard as a rock and I shifted in my jeans as I walked down the hallway, my cock already buried inside of her in my mind.

The look on her face when I opened the door told me everything I needed to know. She came to me with open arms, her lips warm and inviting, her body pressed silently up to mine.

We didn’t need words.

She knew. I knew. We both needed the same thing.

We walked arm in arm down the hallway to the dark room, the door closing behind us. I made a mental note to get a lock for that door soon. If we were going to have a toddler running around, the last thing I wanted to do was scar her for life. I couldn’t help but smile at the thought.

As Chloe turned to face me, I ran my fingers over her beautiful face, trying to imagine which of her features our child might inherit. Hopefully, all of them.

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I said.

Her smile lit up my heart and made my cock throb even harder. She reached down, gripping my cock and squeezing gently, lifting her chin as she met my gaze.

“Tell me what you want, Bear. Tell me what I can do for you, tell me what you want to do to me…I want to please you,” she whispered, her eyes glistening.

She was so sweet it almost broke my heart. I know she hates seeing me in pain. I know it’s hard on her. I know all of these things and I’m doing my best to shake them. And I will. I’ll figure it all out, I’ll work through it, day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute, and then I’ll be the man she knows.

I hated that I’d been taken down by grief. I felt soft and vulnerable, in a way, and I hated that fucking feeling more than anything.

I growled, my anger at the unending grief growing inside of me.

“Tell me what to do, baby…”

Chloe’s eyes were a blank slate of submission. I’d never been more thankful for her.

“I just want to forget,” I said, sitting down. “Just for a few minutes…”

“I think I can help you with that,” she said. She stood in front of me, her movements sure and confident as she pulled her shirt over her head and unzipped her jeans. She pushed them over the new curves of her hips, shimmying out of them and pushing them to the side. Naked and bare, I drank in her smooth skin, reaching out for her. I ran my hands over her hips and up to her stomach, my fingers flaring out over her belly. I leaned forward, closing my eyes and pressing my lips into the soft velvety skin there. She held me close, stroking my hair before pulling away.

She walked to the wall behind her, pulling off the long, leather cat-o-nine-tails that I’d used on her that first day she’d wandered in here. It seemed like so long ago and a world away from tonight. She handed it to me and then crawled into my lap, presenting her naked ass to me like a buffet of pleasure.

The old, familiar stirring sounded deep inside of me as I let the leather run through my fingers, my eyes feasting on her beauty. My hard cock twitched against her belly and a groan escaped my lips.

“Oh, Beauty,” I whispered through clenched teeth. “You are too good to me.”

The smack of leather on skin startled both of us. It’d been so long since we’d come in here, making love quietly before falling asleep in each other’s arms in bed. The familiar cracking sound as I let the whip fall again transported me to a different time. Chloe whimpered and wiggled, the skin of her ass turning a faint, soft pink. I took a deep breath, exhaling slowly, letting all the tension fall from my shoulders before landing another blow of the whip.

With each smack, her legs shook. My palm slid along the back of her thighs, running over the curves of her cheeks, soothing the stinging gently. Chloe cooed as I did this, her body melting into my lap.

“Beauty,” I growled, as all the pain faded into the background, my focus squarely on the beautiful, whimpering goddess in front of me.

“Yes?” she asked, turning her head to look at me. I reached down, sliding my fingers into her hair and pulling her head back. Her eyes widened with desire as she smiled.

“Are you a good girl tonight?”

“Always,” she whispered.

“On your knees,” I barked.

She slid to the floor in front of me, her head turned up, her eyes waiting, expectant, open.

I shuddered at her pure beauty, marveling in the fact that she was mine.

All mine.

I reached out, touching the collar that she still hadn’t taken off. Everyday she wore it, faithfully and quietly affirming that she was mine.

“Go get the other collar from the bedroom,” I said. “The one I gave you for Christmas.”

“Which one?” she asked, smiling sweetly. “Slut. Mine. Or Good Girl?”

My cock threatened to burst as she recited the words I’d had sewn in diamonds on them.

“You’re always mine,” I reminded her, reaching down and pressing my thumb into her plump bottom lip. “Most of the time, you’re a good girl, too. But tonight, I want you to be my slut. Can you do that?”

She nodded and stood up.

“No, no, no,” I said. She stopped and looked back at me. “I want you to crawl so I can see your sweet pussy as you leave.”

She nodded and smiled, sinking to her knees and crawling away from me, her beautiful pussy on display for me, taunting me, calling to me.

I couldn’t wait to sink myself inside of her.

“Hurry up!” I said, and I couldn’t help but laugh as she scrambled away faster. She was fucking adorable and I was a lucky man. A very hard, very aroused, very lucky man.

She scampered back with the collar already fastened around her neck.

“Excellent,” I whispered, pushing her hair from her face as she knelt in front of me. “Now, tell me what you are.”

“I’m a slut,” she whispered, proudly. “Your slut.”

“And what do sluts do?” I asked, towering over her.

“Whatever you want them to,” she replied.

“That’s right, Beauty. Do you know what I want you to do?” I asked, reaching down and grabbing a fistful of hair and gently pulling it back, forcing her to meet my gaze.

“I think so,” she whispered, nodding.

“Show me,” I said. She nodded again, sitting back on her heels in front of me and reaching up and unbuttoning my jeans. She pulled them down, pushing my boxers over my hips and pulling out my cock, her warm hand gripping it firmly. She looked up at me, seeking approval. I nodded slowly and she leaned forward, her hot lips sliding over the shaft of my cock and engulfing it with her heat.

I moaned, grabbing her head and guiding my cock deeper as her tongue twirled around it, sending my body into spasms.

“Fuck, Beauty!” I said, rocking my hips, sliding in and out of her mouth as she expertly wrapped my entire body in a blanket of pleasure, using only her tongue and lips. I closed my eyes, losing myself in the sensations, letting her work her magic on me until there was absolutely nothing left in the world but her mouth.

“Oh, Beauty, oh, baby…” I murmured, my cock swelling in her mouth. She worked harder, faster, her hand and mouth now working together until I crashed over the edge, my cock exploding in her mouth as she twirled her hot tongue around me, devouring every ounce of my pleasure.

She sat back on her heels, flashing me a satisfied grin and licking her wet lips sensually.

My cock grew hard again and I shook my head at her.

“You are a little slut, aren’t you, Beauty?” I asked, sinking my fingers in her hair and pulling her head back again. “Did you like that?”

“Yes, very much,” she nodded.

“Do you want more?” I growled.

“Always, Bear,” she whispered. “Always.”

“Come here,” I said, gently pulling her up and leading her to the bed in the corner. “Lay down.”

Obediently, she laid on her back.

“No, on your stomach.”

She flipped over, wiggling her perfect ass at me, begging for more licks.

I grabbed the flog and gave her just what she was begging for.

My hand flew through the air, hitting each cheek alternatively, grinning as I watched the skin grow pinker and pinker. She melted under the blows, her body relaxing into it until she thrashed wildly below me.

“You like that, slut?” I growled.

“Yes, Bear, yes, I love it so much, please don’t stop!”

“You’re a good girl, Beauty, a really good girl…”

Blow after blow, she took each one like a pro. I reached down after a while, sliding my fingers between her pretty pink cheeks and down even further, sinking into her soft slick pussy. She was so wet, her pussy was quivering around my finger. I slipped in another and another until she’d raised herself up on her knees, pushing her pussy back towards me.

“You want more?” I asked.

“I want your cock, Bear! Please?”

“You do, huh?”

“I need your cock, please Bear!”

“Tell me why you need it.”

“Because I’m your slut! My body can’t live without your sweet cock, Bear, please fuck me, please? My pussy is so wet, so ready. I need you so badly!”

She thrashed wildly, flinging her words at me with abandon.

I smiled down at her, pleased that she was enjoying this just as much as I was.

I needed her too.

I needed all of her.

I grabbed her hips and slammed my cock inside of her, her warmth spreading through me like fire, her wetness surrounding my cock as I sank into her. She was so hot, so tight, so fucking right.

“I love your perfect fucking pussy, Beauty!” I growled, shoving myself deeper inside of her.

“It’s your pussy, baby,” she whimpered, pushing back towards me. “It’s all yours, Bear.”

“That’s right, slut. All mine!” I pounded into her, harder and harder, my body working like a machine as I pushed faster and faster, my balls slapping against her clit, her pussy tightening around my shaft as she came, her cries echoing through the room.

“Bear! I’m coming, baby, please don’t stop! Please fuck me, harder, harder!”

I felt her entire body seize up, her pussy slamming down around me like a vice, her slickness pouring out of her, flowing around my cock as I thrust wildly into her.

“Fuck me!” she cried, so loudly, so forcefully, that it did me in.

I grunted and slammed into her hard as my cock exploded inside of her again.

“Yes!” I growled, my body shuddering violently, my breath shallow and ragged, sweat pouring off of me as I pulled her close. I buried my face in her hair, falling on top of her and pinning her to the bed. We fell silent as we caught our breath and I reached for her hand, intertwining her fingers with mine.

“I love you so fucking much,” I said, my voice a furious, frantic whisper as I clung to her.

“Oh, baby…” she cooed. “I love you, Bear, I love you so much…”



SHE WAS EVEN MORE beautiful in her sleep. I stared down at her peaceful face, her luscious and healthy body, the vessel that was nurturing and creating a tiny human mixture of the two of us. It was so scientific and yet mysteriously magical at the same time.

She’d fallen asleep with my arms wrapped tightly around her, her head tucked onto my chest, her breathing turning deeper and deeper as the minutes ticked by. After a while, I untangled myself, kissing her forehead before pulling the blanket up over her shoulders. I stared down at her, in awe, bewildered that she was mine.

I put up a tough front, I guess.

I’ve claimed her as mine like a goddamned caveman and I have no shame in that. But if she ever left me, I don’t know what I’d do.

She did it once already, she could do it again. I gave her an out, her safe word and I was damned glad she wasn’t afraid to use it. And when she did, which she had every damned reason to, I respected it. If she hadn’t fainted in front of Harlan—that spineless asshole—causing me to reunite with her at the hospital, I would have come crawling back to her within days anyway. That week without her had been excruciating.

She deserved an apology and it doesn’t make me any less of a man because I gave her one. That’s just being real.

So, yeah, I fucked up. She left and I let her go. But now? Now, that she was pregnant, that safe word meant something else entirely. I wasn’t letting her too far out of my sight. I needed to protect her…them…and nothing was going to get in the way of that.

But what was I thinking? Nobody was going anywhere.

We fit together like pancakes and syrup and that was that.

I stared down at her and while a part of me still couldn’t believe she was real, I walked away, trusting she’d be there when I came back.



WHEN I WALKED BACK into the study with a fresh glass of whiskey, I felt like a new man.

Making love to Chloe had become the only thing that made me feel sane, that lifted the heaviness I’d been plagued with since Bruce’s death. I’d taken out a lot of my pain on her body and she’d only opened wider, giving me more.

But tonight was different. I’d released a little more, with the whips, the hard fucking, the demanding words…it was just what I needed. Just enough to take me out of my head and forget, if only for a few minutes.

The break was just the refresher I needed and I sat down by the fire with Bruce’s journals and dug in. I started at the beginning, which seemed to start about the time he graduated from law school and started working his way through the legal system.

 

ONE MORE WEEK and then my career begins. First I have to pass the bar, then everything is going to change. I’m going to change. I want to change the world, do my small part to add to it, to make it a better place. I think I’m ready. No—I know I’m ready! I can’t wait to show everyone what I’m made of.

 

I SMILED, remembering him back then. I’d just met him, at someone’s birthday party on the West side. He was idealistic, ambitious, relentless in his pursuit for justice. He believed in the system, more than anyone I’d ever come across.

My heart ached thinking about how his faith had been shattered by that very system. I often wondered if he was too idealistic, too naive, too ambitious to see the corruption in the beginning. He wanted to believe so badly, he wanted to have faith that everything was just and good, like him.

But it isn’t.

The world doesn’t work that way. It took him a while to own up to it, it took a few setbacks, a few fists thrown his way before he broke through his idealistic bubble.

I kept reading, remembering the old days. Sometimes it seemed like yesterday…

 

TODAY IS the best day of my life so far. I’ve finally accomplished the first step of making my dreams come true. Despite the fact that my trial experience is almost nonexistent and the fact that I only recently graduated, I somehow managed to persuade the DA to bring me on as an ADA. I’m going to be one of the Assistant District Attorneys for Manhattan! I met Jake, the DA, when I was interning and he saw something in me. He said I had a ‘fire’ unlike any he’d ever seen! He told me he was taking a chance, in spite of the advice of his counselors, and I swore to him that he wouldn’t regret it. That means I have a lot of work to do to make up for my lack of experience, but I’m up for the challenge.

I can’t wait to get started…

 

I REMEMBER BRUCE CALLING ME, completely elated about landing that first position. We’d gone out that night, just the two of us, and gotten completely smashed on whiskey. I tried to remember if I’d ever seen him that happy again, and I couldn’t.

He started that job right away, working his ass off, sleeping in his office if he had to, pouring over legal documents and briefings and whatever else was necessary, always going the extra mile. He knew what it took to get the job done, but more than that, he always kept his eye on the prize, the end goal. And that meant doing more than everyone else, learning more than everyone else, and sleeping a lot less than everyone else.

I scanned through a few more entries. He talked a lot about those first cases, about his coworkers, who he seemed to be thoroughly impressed with. He was finally surrounded by a group of peers that helped him grow. He sounded satisfied, fulfilled.

I went to bed after finishing my whiskey and tucking the journals back into his backpack. Chloe was sleeping soundly, her hair fanning out around her pretty face. I smiled down at her, loving her, my heart swelling as I gazed down at my soon-to-be-bride.

This weekend, she would officially be mine.

And I would officially be the luckiest man on Earth.




 

CHLOE

I  smoothed the dress over my slowly swelling hips and looked in the mirror. I couldn’t help but smile. It was perfect.

The soft white silk clung to my curves as I swirled around, the skirt fluttering around my legs. I walked into the great room and out onto the terrace, imagining how everything was going to play out. We’d decided to get married out here and my heart skipped a beat as I wandered around, the wind whipping the dress around my ankles.

I felt pretty. I felt excited. I felt hopeful.

I took a deep breath, playing out all the details in my head.

The flowers will be everywhere. The altar would go at one end and there’d be a few chairs set up nearby. It would be a tiny ceremony and I couldn’t be happier that Bear had agreed to that. I knew the only person he really wanted to be there wouldn’t and I wished there was something I could do to fix that.

But I couldn’t.

So, Max would be his best man instead of Bruce.

Marie would be here tomorrow.

Mom promised to arrive early to help set up, but there wasn’t really anything to do. We’d have a nice candlelit dinner afterwards and that would be it.

We were going to spend the night at a hotel tonight and then we were jetting off to Paris for a short honeymoon. After that, I just wanted to get on with our life.

Since I’d met Bear our relationship had been full of a bunch of quick starts and stops and I was beyond ready for smooth, consistent sailing from here on out.

I walked back inside, quietly drinking in the simplistic majesty of Bear’s penthouse. Our penthouse, I corrected myself.

I shook my head, running my fingers through my hair as I tried to accept it all. It was the hardest thing I’d ever had to wrap my head around, the fact that all of this was suddenly half mine. But it was.

I’d stopped expecting to wake up from this dream and reality was slowly sinking in.

I walked back into the bedroom and slipped the dress over my head. Carefully, I hung it back up and then took it back to the studio and hung it in the closet there. I didn’t need any bad luck and Bear catching a glimpse of my dress in our closet wasn’t something I was going to risk.

We’d had enough bad luck so far, I wasn’t about to add to it.

Suddenly, I wished Marie was here. I couldn’t wait for her to arrive tomorrow, so that I wouldn’t be dealing with all of this alone. I needed her opinion on the dress, the flowers, the cake, the dinner, all of it.

The old Chloe would be surprised I’d made all of these decisions alone, and I gave myself a mental pat on the back, reminding myself that this was all a part of growing up—making decisions, getting married, having babies.

Look at me go!

I laughed, in spite of myself, at the whirlwind I’d found myself in.

Bear had given me the number of a business manager that he’d worked with a long time ago, insisting I call her and meet with her. He was begging me to hire her and insisted we’d get along great. I’d been hesitating, not ready to admit that maybe I couldn’t do everything all on my own.

The lists I’d been composing only seemed to be getting longer, no matter how many tiny things I managed to crossed off.

I sighed and picked up the phone.

A little help couldn’t hurt, right?

She answered on the first ring.

“Violet Balducci!” she barked.

“Ms. Balducci, hello. My name is Chloe McDonnell. I was given your name by my fiancé, Bear Dalton, and I—.”

“Bear! Of course! I ran into him last week and he mentioned you might call, Ms. McDonnell.”

“Please call me Chloe.”

“Of course, and you can call me Violet. How can I help you, Chloe?” Her voice was all crisp business.

“I’m opening my own business and I’ve never done this before. Bear mentioned your services might be for hire?”

“Of course!” she said. “I’d love to help.”

“That’s wonderful!”

“What’s your business?”

“I’m starting a clothing line. A retail store…”

“From scratch?”

“Yes,” I said, wishing I was much further along than I was.

“Well, you’ve called the right person. It’s better you called me at the beginning of the process, that way everything can be done right the first time.”

“Oh, okay, good,” I said, my fears put at ease.

“I have a ton of experience, Chloe, don’t you worry about a thing. When can you meet?”

“Well, I’d like to meet after our wedding this weekend. We’re going away for a short honeymoon and then I’ll be right back to get to work.”

“What’s the rush?”

“Oh,” I said, my hand flying to my belly, “I’m pregnant.”

“Oh!” she said. “I see, I see. Bear didn’t tell me that. Congratulations, Chloe!”

“Thank you,” I replied.

“So, I’ll see you when you get back and we’ll hit the ground running. You don’t worry about a thing and enjoy your honeymoon.”

“Thank you, Violet,” I repeated. There was something in the confidence in her voice that was contagious and I hung up doing exactly what she said—not worrying.

My shoulders relaxed and I went about my day breathing a little easier than I had before I called.

I made a mental note to listen to Bear a little more and accept his assistance a little quicker the next time.

It was a learning process. I was growing. Slowly, surely, and one little bit at a time, but I was getting there.




 

BEAR

“Sarah, can you ask Jeffrey to come in here?” I called.

“Sure thing, Mr. Dalton,” she said, her voice disappearing on the phone.

Jeffrey is the head of my IT department and it’s taken me a few days to decide if I could trust him with this particular task, but I think I can.

When he walked in, I pulled the CD out of my briefcase.

“I need your help with this,” I said, sliding it across the desk to him. “I tried it on my computer, but I can’t open the document. Can you take a look and let me know what you find?”

“Of course, Mr. Dalton,” he said. “I’ll get right on it.”

“Thank you,” I said, as he rose to walk out. “And Jeffrey?”

“Yes?” he asked, turning back.

“This is personal. Please keep this between us. Whatever is on there is not to be shared with anyone, do you understand?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Dalton.” He nodded and walked away and I took a deep breath.

“I’m gonna figure this shit out,” I said to my empty office, hoping like hell Bruce could hear me.

“Wish you were here,” I whispered, blinking away the tears. I hated feeling weak and sad. Those were not emotions I was used to. So, I pushed them away, focusing instead on the anger, using it to motivate me forward.

I had a lot of work to do, a lot to figure out and if there was anything to uncover, which I was pretty sure there was, I needed to do it methodically and carefully.

But first—I had a wedding to attend.

I’d never imagined I’d ever get married. Finding someone who could accept me as I am always seemed like an impossible task.

But Chloe proved me wrong.

I’d never expected things to last this long. I figured she’d confess to Matilda about our first encounter and it would be over. I didn’t think I’d ever see Chloe again and even though she said she would, I never expected her to show up in New York.

But she had. She’d responded to every one of my demands willingly and bravely. I’d seen something shining in her from the beginning and the more she responded, the more enthusiastic I became. In the beginning, I didn’t know I’d come to love her as fiercely as I do know.

But it had come. It hit me hard and fast and what had begun as a game had turned into something so much more.

She was everything to me.

I could lose everything tomorrow, all my money, my property, every asset I’ve acquired over the years and I wouldn’t give a shit, as long as I had Chloe.

She was all that mattered to me now.

Now that Bruce was gone, she was really my only friend. I had acquaintances, colleagues, even a few guys from college that I kept in touch with, but before Chloe came along, Bruce was the only person I’d confide anything of importance to.

My gratitude for Chloe was immense. She’d been an absolute angel these last few weeks, putting up with my melancholy mood, wrapping me up in her much needed love. I wouldn’t have survived this without her.

I would have married her soon anyway, but the baby and then Bruce’s death…well, I just couldn’t wait.

I wasn’t even sure why. I’d already claimed her as my own, but there was something more sacred about having a ceremony.

I wanted to seal our union, in a way, however corny it may sound.

There were lots of legal reasons, too, and whenever I started feeling particularly mushy about it, I hid behind them to hide my sentimentality. I didn’t really think anything would happen to me, but Bruce’s death had highlighted the fact that anything could happen at anytime, and it made me nervous. I wanted Chloe and our baby to have all the security they could, just in case.

I hated thinking about this shit…

I enjoyed pretending that myself and my few loved ones were untouchable, immortal…I knew we weren’t…but I was guilty of finding periodic comfort in the delusion. Bruce’s death didn’t allow me that comfort anymore.

So, lately, despite my preference, death was all I was thinking about.

Maybe once I found some answers, I’d feel better.

All I could do was hope…for now, I guess that was good enough.




 

CHLOE

“Something new, something old, something borrowed, something blue,” Marie said, holding up a lacy blue garter belt. “Here’s your blue!”

“I hadn’t even thought of any of that!” I cried. “Shit!”

“That’s okay, I’ve got you covered,” Marie said. I hugged her gratefully, my stomach quivering with nerves.

“You’re the best friend I’ve ever had,” I said.

“I thought I was the only friend you’ve ever had?” she quipped.

“Shut up!” I said, winking at her. “Give me that!”

I took the garter belt from her and lifted the skirt of my dress, sliding it over my left foot and up my leg to the middle of my thigh.

“How’s that?” I said.

“Are you not wearing fucking panties again, Chloe?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

Hastily, I let my skirt fall and tried not to blush.

“Shut up,” I said again. “I need something old, new and borrowed now.”

“Right,” she said, digging through her bag. “So your dress is new. So you’ve got that covered. And you can borrow this,” she said, handing me a beautiful jewel-covered hair comb.

“It’s lovely!” I cried, rushing to the mirror. I’d let my hair fall in carefully crafted waves around my shoulders and I lifted up one side, securing the comb and inspecting myself in the mirror. “How’s that?” I asked, turning back to her.

“That’s perfect,” she said, smiling over at me. “You look amazing, Chloe. Seriously, you’re the most beautiful bride ever!”

“Thank you.”

“Bear must be thrilled.”

“I wish he was more into it, to be honest.”

“Well, Bruce’s death hit him hard. It’s understandable. I don’t know why you guys didn’t wait till the baby arrived.”

Instinctively, I reached down, pressing my palm against my belly.

“He didn’t want to wait.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m sure everything will work out just fine.”

“Me, too. I can’t wait to be Mrs. Bear Dalton!”

“I can’t believe this. Your relationship has moved as fast as lightening. I think I still have a little whiplash,” she teased, reaching up and caressing her neck.

“Shut up!” I repeated again, laughing in spite of myself.

She winked at me and smiled.

“So now you need something old,” she said, just as Matilda peeked her head in the door.

“Mom!” I cried.

“Oh, my gosh, Chloe you look absolutely stunning!” she said, pulling me into her arms for a rare but warm embrace. She was really getting into this affection thing lately, I thought. It must be her new boyfriend. She had a glow on her face that I’d never seen before. I still hadn’t met him, she’d been keeping him all to herself. I’d even invited him to the wedding today, but she’d insisted he not come.

“Thanks, Mom,” I said.

“I brought you something,” she said, holding up a tiny black box with a red ribbon on it.

“Mom, you shouldn’t have,” I said, taking it from her.

“Of course I should have! You’re my daughter!” she said. “And did I hear you say you needed something old? This counts.”

I smiled and pulled on the ribbon and opened up the box to see a pair of dangly diamond earrings.

“Mom, they’re beautiful!”

“They were your grandma’s. She wore them at her wedding. Now, they’re yours.”

“Oh, Mom,” I said, throwing my arms around her. She patted my back and kissed my cheek.

“Put them on,” she said. Once again, I rushed to the mirror, slipping on the diamonds and shaking my head, watching them dangle and dance, the reflections sparkling around my face.

“I adore them!” I said.

“You look perfect, Chloe,” she said. “Are you really wearing that choker?”

“Oh,” I said, reaching up and touching the diamond encrusted choker Bear had given me. It seemed like so long ago and I wore it now like a second skin these days, barely even thinking about it. But I’d thought about it today and taking it off just didn’t seem right. I felt like I should wear it today especially.

“Yes,” I said simply, offering no other explanations. I no longer had to explain myself and that was a glorious feeling.

“Okay,” she said, dismissing it easily. “I really think you and Bear will be very happy together, Chloe. I’m glad you found each other.”

I squinted my eyes, searching for any hint of sarcasm or uncertainty, but I didn’t find any. She seemed to be accepting of our relationship fully and while I was still a little surprised by how easily she’d taken the news, I was more than grateful for it.

“Thank you,” I smiled. Her grace about the whole situation had made everything easier. I had enough to worry about and her disapproval would only add to my misery.

“Did you see Page Six today?” she asked.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Seriously? It’s the gossip page of the New York Post,” Marie said, rolling her eyes. “Everyone knows that.”

“I’m not much of a gossip queen,” I said, rolling my eyes back. “Unlike some people!”

“Well, maybe you should be,” Mom said. “You’re on it.”

“Me? What?”

“They saw your wedding announcement,” she said.

“That’s so cool!” Marie said, rushing to her phone.

“I didn’t make an announcement…” I said, thoroughly confused.

“I did,” Mom said. “I posted it in the wedding announcements, so we’d have a clipping for your wedding album, but Page Six picked it up and since Bear’s name is there…well, it’s big news, Chloe. You’re going to be a celebrity now.”

“What!” I cried. “Oh, God no!”

“Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about that,” Marie said, shoving her phone in my face.

“I try not to think of it that way,” I said, looking down at Marie’s phone that was being shoved in my face. Sure enough, there was our picture, taken completely unbeknownst to me while I was having dinner with Bear a few weeks ago. “God where did they get that picture? Bear’s the celebrity, not me.”

“Well, you’re going to be adopting his name, so you have no choice.”

“I’m never leaving the house again,” I said, dread washing over me. I might literally be the most private person in the world and having my name in the paper was really the last thing I wanted.

“You’ll get used to it,” Mom said, patting my back. “Don’t worry about it right now, though. Today is a day to celebrate! Do you need me to do anything?”

“Not that I can think of,” I said, sitting down on the bed with a deep sigh.

“Chloe,” Marie said, sitting beside me and taking my hands in hers. She peered deeply in my eyes. “If I see you frown one more time today, I’m going to rip that lovely dress from your body, steal back that garter belt, take off your earrings, pull the comb from your hair and then, I’m going to put it all on my body and go out there and marry that handsome hunk of a filthy rich man myself. I know you don’t want that to happen, because Bear wouldn’t know how to handle a woman like me, but I will do it, for the good of all mankind. So help me God.”

“Shut up!” I said, trying not to laugh. It was impossible to frown with Marie around.

“You shut up! And fucking smile, for fuck’s sake. You look like you’re going to a funeral.”

“I’m happy, I am!” I protested. “I just don’t want to be in the papers.”

“Well, tough shit, you are,” she said, “deal with it.”

“You’re so comforting, Marie,” I said, my voice laced with sarcasm. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, handing me my bouquet and shoving me towards the door. “Now get out there before I steal Prince Charming from you!”




 

BEAR

“M ax, I can’t thank you enough,” I said, hugging him. Max had been so loyal and kind and such a good friend to me. He’d treated Chloe with respect and kindness, too, and it hadn’t gone unnoticed.

“I’m honored to be here, Bear,” he said. I’d asked him to be my best man at the wedding in Bruce’s absence, which was so strong it was almost palpable. I’d woken up with the most mind-bending mix of euphoria and grief this morning.

Chloe had insisted we spend the night apart, so I hadn’t seen her at all today.

I smiled with anticipation, the millionth time today that I’d switched gears between sadness and elation. The rollercoaster ride was exhausting and it was all so bittersweet.

I was making a concerted effort to concentrate on the sweet part.

Max was helping a little.

We sat in my study together, sipping whiskey and waiting for the sign that Chloe was ready.

I couldn’t wait to see her.

I couldn’t wait to kiss her.

I had to remind myself to keep things clean because Matilda was here. I knew as soon as the priest told me I could kiss my bride, I would have a hard time holding back my passion.

A knock on the door told us it was time and my heart skipped a beat.

Max smiled over at me and nodded slowly.

“You got this,” he said, flashing a reassuring smile my way.

“I do,” I said, as we stood up and made our way to the door.



THE PIANO PLAYER we’d hired started playing and I swallowed hard, my eyes glued to the terrace doors. Max stood beside me, my heart pounding as I waited for Chloe to emerge from the penthouse.

The doors opened and Marie walked out, looking lovely in an emerald floor-length gown, a bouquet of pure white lilies in her hands.

She flashed me a lovely smile and took her place across from us.

The music played on as another moment passed, my palms beginning to sweat.

These are your last few minutes, I thought to myself, the end of my bachelor life and the beginning of my journey with Chloe.

As she walked out, her arm threaded through Matilda’s, a larger version of Marie’s bouquet held in front of her belly, my breath caught at the site of her.

“Beauty…” I whispered, my eyes filling with tears.

She was exquisite, like the finest, sparkliest, most pure diamonds on Earth, she was pure light. Her dress hugged her luscious curves, her hair flowing around her gorgeous face in soft waves and her eyes shone with nothing but pure love.

I could hardly breathe.

She walked up to me, silently beaming. She handed Marie her bouquet and I took her hands in mine.

We were both trembling.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join these two in holy matrimony…”




 

CHLOE

With shaking knees, I barely managed to make it to the altar. My eyes landed on Bear and everything else seemed to disappear. He appeared in a foggy cloud, his handsome face floating in front of me in a dreamy dance of love and joy. My earlier nerves fell away and I handed my bouquet to Marie, eager to grasp my love’s hands.

His touch soothed me, his fingertips playing against mine as our sparkling eyes danced together.

The priest Bear had hired chanted beside us in a low, velvety voice.

“A marriage is a voluntary act,” he began. “It requires one to be fully committed, excluding all others and lasting a lifetime.”

I smiled at Bear, imaging a lifetime with him. I’d never been happier than right here, in this moment, standing in front of the few people who cared, with this amazing man.

“Before you declare your vows to one another, I want to hear you confirm that it is indeed your intention to be married today.”

“Chloe,” he asked, “do you come here freely and without reservation to give yourself to Bear in marriage?"

“I do,” I said, fighting back tears, my heart swelling.

“Bear,” he continued, “do you come here freely and without reservation to give yourself to Chloe in marriage?”

“I do,” Bear replied, his voice a low growl that shot right through me.

“Being assured that your love and your choice of each other as lifelong companions is in God’s will and that you have your families’ blessings, I now ask: Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

Mom stepped forward, looking absolutely loving in her burgundy dress.

“I do.”

“Thank you,” he said. “Do you have the rings?”

Max stepped forward, holding out the two wedding bands that Bear and I had spent an afternoon picking out last week. They sparkled under the lights, as brightly as the stars overhead. The priest took them and handed Bear’s ring to me.

With trembling fingers, I slid it onto his fingertip.

“Repeat after me, please, Chloe,” the priest began again.

“I, Chloe…”

“I, Chloe,” I said, my voice trembling as much as my fingers. It was really happening…

“Take Bear, as my lawfully wedded husband…”

“Take Bear,” my voice strengthening, “as my lawfully wedded husband.”

I lifted my chin, pride rushing through my veins.

“To have and to hold, from this day forward…”

“To have and to hold,” I nodded, “from this day forward…”

“For better or for worse…”

“For better or for worse,” I whispered as tears stung my eyes.

“For richer or for poorer…”

“For richer or for poorer,” I whispered, my heart racing.

“In sickness and in health…”

“In sickness and in health,” I said, slipping the ring further on his finger.

“Until death do us part…”

“Until death do us part,” I said, my voice breathless with emotion.

I took a deep breath and slid the ring on completely. I looked down at his hand and then back at up his beaming eyes.

“Very good,” the priest said. “Bear, repeat after me, please…”

“I, Bear…”

“I, Bear,” he said, my head swimming as he peered into my eyes.

“Take Chloe, as my lawfully wedded wife…”

“Take Chloe,” he growled with fierce determination, sliding the ring on my finger, “as my lawfully wedded wife.”

My chest heaved with excitement, my heart fluttering wildly.

“To have and to hold, from this day forward…”

“To have and to hold from this day forward.” My heart melted, my legs threatening to buckle below me, my fingers shaking like leaves.

“For better or for worse…”

“For better or for worse,” he whispered.

“For richer or for poorer…”

“For richer or for poorer,”

“In sickness and in health…”

“In sickness and in health,” he said, his words catching in his throat. I knew he was thinking of Bruce and my heart swelled even more, threatening to burst with love.

“Until death do us part…”

“Until death do us part,” he said, sliding the ring on all the way.

He looked straight into my soul, his words a vow on the lips of the gods, a promise of never-ending love, a light so bright it dug into the dark places, healing the past and illuminating our future.

“By the power vested in me by the State of New York, I now grant you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

His lips crashed into mine, a crescendo of emotion that didn’t need fireworks, it didn’t need confetti or balloons, or handfuls of rice thrown by large throngs of people.

It was quiet, intensely beautiful and perfectly pure…




 

BEAR

I  was riding a rollercoaster of emotion.

Elation and grief and lust and love swirled around inside of me until I thought I might burst. I kept it all hidden, kept my armor up and stayed focused on the good parts.

How could I not?

I left the grief pushed far away and vowed to thoroughly enjoy my wedding night with the most beautiful woman in the world. Everything else could be addressed later.

No matter what happened to Bruce, there was nothing I could do to change it. And I knew if I didn’t let it all go for tonight, I would regret it later.

I wanted tonight to be magical.

I’d booked us the penthouse suite at the Four Seasons. It was the most expensive room in North America, and I’d stayed there a few times already. I knew that Chloe would love it. And at forty-five grand a night, I knew the staff would ensure every detail was carried out perfectly.

I couldn’t wait for her to see it.

“Dinner was lovely, wasn’t it?” Chloe asked me, as Max drove us around Central Park to the hotel.

“It was perfect,” I said.

“I feel bad leaving Marie in the city alone,” she said.

“It’s your wedding night, Chloe, don’t feel bad. Besides, it’s only one night, since she has to get back to work. She’s a big girl, she’ll be fine.”

“Yes, you’re right,” she said, snuggling into my side.

We were both a little buzzed from the champagne at dinner and yet I felt like I was drunk. I couldn’t look at her without my heart speeding up and touching her only made me want to rip her clothes off.

Yes, dinner had been lovely, but it had only prolonged my yearning for what I really wanted—needed—to do. As soon as the priest pronounced us husband and wife, I felt the urgent need to grab Chloe’s hand and escape somewhere with her—anywhere—so that we could be alone.

I needed to touch her. To kiss her.

But more than that, I needed to be inside of her.

And she knew it.

We’d danced a few songs after dinner, much to my dismay and frustration, but she’d felt it then. Her eyes flashed up at me, reflecting the hunger I was feeling and to her credit, she gracefully sped things up and got us out of there.

I’d let her call the shots completely for the wedding. I let her make all the decisions, choose every flower and dish and wine and cake. As far as I was concerned, it was her day.

But tonight? Well, just like I’d claimed her as mine, I’d claimed tonight as mine too. I’d told her as much weeks ago when we were discussing all the work involved in planning the wedding.

“Leave the evening up to me.” I’d promised her a memorable night and I was going to give it to her.

After saying goodbye to Max, we checked in and boarded the elevator. I was disappointed to see the bell boy get on with us, but it was probably best that I wait to devour my new bride in private.

Chloe smiled over at me and I winked, hoping she knew how much I wanted her. My cock twitched in my pants as I realized that I would be inside of her in mere moments. I’d been waiting all day, and that was way too long for me to wait for something I wanted.

The doors finally opened and we stepped out into a lobby with white lacquered walls and mother of pearl inlays. The bellboy left our luggage and I tipped him. When the elevator doors closed behind him I turned to Chloe.

“This is incredible,” she cried, her eyes wide.

“Nothing but the best for you, darling,” I said, pulling her into my arms and kissing her gently. She pulled back, staring into my eyes.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you, too,” I said, my cock begging for attention. She sensed my urgency and pulled away, smiling coyly.

“Slow down!” she said. “I want to look around.”

I growled, silently following her as she ooh’d and ahh’d around the penthouse.

“How many terraces are there?” she asked.

“Four,” I said. “You have a three hundred and sixty degree view of the city,” I said. We entered into a white carpeted living room with a fire roaring in the fireplace. A huge smile spread across Chloe’s face as she kept walking through the rooms.

A large library with glowing amber colored wooden walls flowed into a dining room with a table set up in an alcove against the floor-to-ceiling windows, a four foot tall, cut glass chandelier sparkling overhead.

The city stretched out forever in the distance.

“I can see our building from here,” she said, pointing over the tops of the trees in Central Park.

“There’s more,” I said, grabbing her hand and leading her down a hallway.

We walked into a second sunken living room, with a black grand piano displayed next to a bay window that circled around it. On one side, stood the Chrysler building and on the other the Empire State Building stood like a beacon of light in the distance. The entire city of New York shimmered below us as we stood at the windows, gazing down below.

“This is the most incredible view I’ve ever seen, Bear!” she exclaimed. “Thank you so much!”

“Let me show you the bedroom,” I said, doing my best not to rip off her dress. “I have a gift for you, Beauty.”

“A gift?” she asked. “That’s not necessary, Bear. You’re my gift.”

“I think you’ll be pleased,” I said, her hand warm in mine as I led her into the luxurious bedroom suite. It was a large room with a huge canopied bed taking up half of the room, the bed adorned in a white comforter with elaborate gold trim. The warmth of a flickering fire in a fireplace along one wall washed over us. A low slung chaise crouched in the corner. Two entire walls were windows, one of them separated into doors that opened onto a private terrace, the view spectacular as the city disappeared in the horizon.

I’d come here earlier, and on the bed I’d laid out an outfit I’d bought for her.

A white leather corset, with white satin ribbon lacing up the front with a matching white leather thong.

“Are those panties?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

“It’s a special occasion,” I shrugged. “I figured I’d make an exception. You won’t be wearing them long, don’t worry.”

She smiled and picked up the white leather whip beside them. The soft skinny straps trailed through her fingers seductively as she looked over at me. A slow grin spread across my face as I watched her reach down and pick up the white tasseled clamps.

“What are these for?” she asked.

“Those beautiful pink nipples of yours,” I said.

She nodded and put them back on the bed. She ran her fingers over the white mink lined handcuffs and then slowly picked up her new collar. I’d had it made out of soft white velvet, with tiny little pearls sewn on, forming the words, “Mrs. Dalton”.

“I love this,” she whispered, tracing the words with her fingertips. She walked over to me and handed it to me, before turning around.

I unfastened the black collar she’d worn faithfully every day, smiling at the thought of how amazingly consistent and willing she’d been. She’d surpassed my wildest dreams in a partner. My fingers trembled slightly, my cock twitching as I put the fastened the new collar around her neck.

Her hair fell in waves around her face, framing her beautiful eyes. I gazed down at her throat, unable to resist the urge to caress her, run my thumb across the words on the collar.

“Mrs. Dalton,” I growled, my cock throbbing now.

She bit her lip, staring up at me with pride.

“I’ll go change,” she said, raising up on her toes and kissing me quickly. I watched her gather her things from the bed with breathless anticipation.

“Hurry up, Beauty,” I said. She flashed me a look over her shoulder and I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ve been waiting too long.”

“I’ll hurry,” she promised.

I walked around the penthouse, marveling at the pure opulence of this place. It was the exact opposite of my place. Our place, rather. It was hard to believe that soon my used-to-be bachelor pad would be filled with the sounds of a child.

My child.

Our child.

I was so thankful Chloe had finally gotten over feeling ill. She was glowing lately, strong and healthy. And she’d spent the last month doing nothing but worrying about me. Tonight, that all changed.

It was time for me to be the man she needed me to be. The man I’d been for her in the beginning. There was a reason we fit together and I wasn’t ever going to forget that.

I gazed down at the sparkling lights of the city. I’d grown up down there and now here I was, way up here, in a place I never imagined I’d be.

I removed my jacket, hanging it in the closet. My silk tie ran through my fingers as I loosened it, enjoying the relief it brought. I unbuttoned my shirt, sliding it over my shoulders and pulling it from my pants. Once I’d kicked off my shoes and taken my pants off, I stood in my boxers, hard, waiting, impatience beginning to thread through me.

I sat on the bed, my heart in my throat.

I wanted this night to be everything she dreamed of but if she didn’t get out here soon, my cock was going to pop off on its own. Of course, maybe she didn’t realize I was on the verge of ripping the door right off of its golden hinges.

“Chloe!” I called out, just as the door opened.

I gasped, my breath jagged and rough as she walked into view.

She was a vision of heavenly beauty, the leather corset hugging her curves and pushing up her creamy breasts. It was maybe a size too small and now that I saw her in it, I realized that a size too small was absolutely perfect.

“I think my curves are getting a little curvier,” she said, a shimmer of shyness falling over her face.

“You’re sheer perfection,” I whispered, drinking in her luscious voluptuousness, the swell of her swollen breasts, the tuck of her waist, the generous sway of her hips as she shifted from one bare foot to the other. “Come here.”

She walked over to the bed, standing in front of me, her hands landing on my shoulders. The feel of her skin on mine, the caress of her warm palm, sent shocks of electricity straight to my cock.

I moaned as I reached out for her, pulling her close to me.

I buried my face in her breasts, the smell of leather intoxicating me. My hands reached around, cupping her ass cheeks, my fingers dipping under her leather panties, inhaling the scent of her, letting the sweet essence of her wash over me.

I stood up, my lips consuming hers. I kissed her hard, firmly, the first of millions more, with absolute determined intention of claiming her, taking her, loving her, owning her.

I pulled away, staring down into her eyes, my fingers reaching up and caressing her face.

“Hello, Mrs. Dalton,” I whispered.




 

CHLOE

His lips crashed into mine and I melted into his embrace. He was everything I needed and more. I knew, from that moment on, that I would never be the same. Bear had become a part of me, as essential as a limb, as important as oxygen.

I knew I’d never be the same, because I’d never be able to live without him.

He’d made me his wife. I’d never been more proud.

I’d never been happier or so sure of anything in my life. I stood on that terrace tonight, declaring everlasting love to him, with such confidence and ease and now, as he kissed me, his warmth radiating into me, his passion a fiery flame that ignited everything inside of me, I knew one thing.

I loved him.

Pure, unconditional, deep love.

He’d given me my perfect day…and now, he was giving me my perfect night.

He pulled me down over his lap, the leather corset tightening as my newly formed curves strained against the soft leather.

I knew what was coming and I had never been more ready for it.

He teased me, though…making me wait for the delicious blows…running the soft straps of leather over my back, then over my ass, down my thighs and back up between them. I shuddered, waiting, wanting.

But tonight, he was taking his time.

He used his hand first. Lightly tapping my ass, until I was quivering on his lap, anticipating the sweet sting of the leather. His caress became gentler and gentler, until he was barely brushing his fingertips across my ass, faintly sliding his fingers into the side of the panties, running over my pussy, trailing lightly down one thigh and back up the other, over and over. I was holding my breath, waiting for more, dying for more.

Finally, I cried out.

“Bear! Please!”

“Hmm,” he moaned, “what is it, babe?”

“You’re killing me!” I cried, the words bursting forth like water from a dam. His touch was so light it almost tickled and I couldn’t handle it.

I needed something entirely different.

I needed the full force of him right now.

“What do you want, baby?” he asked, teasingly.

“You know what I want!” I whispered, wiggling my ass.

He laughed.

“Lift up,” he said, as he slid the panties over my hips and thighs.

“Much better,” he said, thoughtfully, slowly tracing a fingertip over my clit. I shuddered, pushing into his hand.

“You’re so wet,” he said, sliding a finger along my lips.

“Yes,” I nodded.

“Is there something you want?” he asked, his tone playful and light.

“Yes…”

“Tell me,” he said, his finger lingering at my entrance.

“Please…” I shifted my hips, trying to press his finger into me.

“You know the magic words, Beauty,” he said, pulling away.

“Oh, Bear, please!” I cried, looking over my shoulder at him. “Please give me what I want.”

“But those aren’t the magic words, and you know it, darling…”

I groaned, peering deeply into his eyes.

“Bear Dalton, my beautiful husband, please, I beg of you, please fuck your wife!”

His grin lit up his face and warmed my heart. When his finger finally slid inside of me, I gasped loudly, his touch ricocheting through my entire body and igniting a fire at the very center of my clit. I thrashed wildly on his lap as he slid another finger in, my pussy pulsing, my pleasure flowing over his hand as he fucked me slowly, my body writhing with every thrust.

“Is that what you wanted, Mrs. Dalton?”

“Yes…” I nodded, my head hanging down. His cock was rock hard, twitching against my hip. He reached over, grabbing a handful of hair and pulling my head back and growling into my ear.

“Chloe, tell me again…who do you belong to?”

“You,” I gasped. “I’m yours.”

“Good girl,” he said, letting go of my hair and reaching down, snaking his fingers around my neck, covering the collar and rubbing the tiny pearls with his thumb. I looked into his eyes.

“Beauty,” he said, his fingers sliding up and cradling my cheek, “you were the most beautiful vision I’ve ever seen today.”

I smiled, tears stinging my eyes.

“Stand up,” he said.

I stood on wobbly legs and faced him. He reached over on the bed and picked up the nipple clamps. I shivered when I looked at the clips, attached to long white leather tassels. My nipples hardened even more than they already were and I swallowed hard, thinking about the pain.

“It’ll only hurt at first,” he said, winking, reading my mind. I tried to take comfort in his reassurance, taking a deep breath before he placed the first one on my twitching left nipple. The sharp bite dug into my tender flesh and I whimpered, biting my bottom lip hard to keep from crying out.

A slow smile spread across his face as he watched me, then he put the other clamp on. I whimpered again, taking a deep breath again, tears stinging my eyes.

Bear nodded, reaching out with a smile and pressing two fingers into my clit.

Sharp, stinging electric shocks shot through my body, exploding in my brain, my head falling back as I cried out, violent shudders of pleasure ripping through me as he pressed harder, the sharp biting of the clamps turning to a deliciously glowing warmth.

“Good girl…” Bear’s satisfied murmur crashed through my hazy cloud of ecstasy and I opened my eyes, blinking in amazement at him.

“We should have done that sooner,” he growled. I nodded vigorously as he kept pressing into my clit, moving his fingertips in small, sure circles. My thighs fell open as I pushed my hips forward, wanting more of him, needing him to give me every thing he could.

My body was on fire with lust for him, for my husband.

He dipped his fingers back inside me and I moaned at his touch. In and out, in and out, the smooth slide of flesh on flesh was deliciously satisfying.

“Yes,” I whispered, pressing my hips forward.

When he pulled away, I thought I might faint.

My eyes flew open, my mouth opening in protest.

He was holding the handcuffs.

“Lie on the bed,” he growled. I crawled onto the gorgeous gold threaded bed and watched as Bear walked over and flipped a switch near the headboard. The canopy surrounding the bed began to close slowly, trailing along an electronic railing at the top. The curtains closed around us completely, leaving us surrounded in the luxurious white brocade curtains. Bear pushed another button and soft classical music poured into the room as the light dimmed.

He pushed his boxers down, standing at the foot of the bed, staring down at me like a fucking god, his beautiful cock at full attention, the hunger and lust in his eyes sending my heart racing in my chest.

“Touch yourself,” he said.

“Bear…” I murmured, stopping myself before I complained. I wanted him inside of me, but apparently he wanted to drag this out as long as he could. I reached down, my fingers slipping inside of my pussy smoothly. I met his gaze, enchanted by the fire in his eyes as he stared down at my moving fingers.

I opened my thighs wider, pulling my lips apart.

“This is yours,” I said. “Forever and ever…”

I slipped a finger inside and brought it to my mouth, licking it seductively, hoping my wanton attitude would push him over the edge. We had the rest of our lives to play games, I desperately wanted his cock inside of me right now.

“Don’t you want to fuck me?” I asked.

“I will, Beauty,” he said, crawling up the bed and hovering over me. He brushed a kiss over my lips. “In due time.”

I sighed and he smiled.

“You’re so impatient,” he winked.

I nodded, as he reached for my hands, pulling them over my head as he straddled me. His cock rested against my stomach and I longed to touch it. He clicked the handcuffs into place over my head, my wrists restrained in a cage of soft, tickling fur. I pulled them apart, testing them.

“They may be pretty, but they’re strong,” he said, smiling down at me. He kissed me gently and pulled away, “just like you.”

He kissed me again, deeply this time, his tongue sliding between my lips, searching, invading, devouring. I kissed him back with the same passion, melting below his warm body as his cock twitched enticingly against my belly. He slid down my body, trailing kisses along my trembling flesh, my skin hungry for his mouth.

He kissed each breast, his mouth sliding around the nipple clamps that I’d almost forgotten about. The constant burning had become a part of me, a part of my need, a part of my pleasure. He reached up, pulling on them as I winced at the sharp pain.

He smiled, dipping his head to my belly and kissing it slowly, his lips tracing over my hip bones, tickling the tender flesh there with his tongue.

I shuddered, my pussy soaked and quivering with desire for him.

When his mouth engulfed my clit, I melted into the bed, my body submitting to the sweetest bliss of his tongue, his lips, his teeth, licking and sliding along my skin, dipping inside of my heat, tasting me, biting me, drinking the fountain of pleasure that was now pouring from me.

“Bear, Bear, Bear…” my head thrashed wildly on the bed as I chanted his name like a prayer, my thighs spread open, my body consumed by the purest pleasure…submission.

I closed my eyes, throwing myself into the sensation of completely giving in, allowing this beautiful man to take me, to claim me, to own me….

I trusted him. With everything. With every pound of flesh. With every ethereal drop of mist that made up my soul. With every beat of my heart.

I gave in.

I gave in to him. I gave in to this love. I gave in to every part of myself that fit with every part of him.

His mouth hit the spot. My bound hands flew down, my fingertips sinking into his soft black locks and pressing his head closer into my pussy. His mouth was pure heaven, licking and sucking skillfully, flittering over my clit and then sucking it hard into his mouth.

My orgasm hit me hard and fast. I crashed into his mouth, flailing uncontrollably as he continued his delicious assault despite my wild thrashing.

“Yessssssss,” I growled, my voice filled with the lustful pleasure of release. I shuddered, my body left shaking and breathless as he pulled away, his kisses trailing back up my body. His cock twitched against my thigh, sliding up it and leaving a trail of slick treasure in its wake.

His lips landed on mine at the exact same second his cock pressed against my entrance, his hot tongue sliding in as his velvety cock thrust inside of me.

I moaned into his mouth, his cock so hard, so big, so perfect. I pushed my hips up towards him, wanting every inch of his perfection buried deep inside of me. He pushed harder, deeper, his cock opening me up and throbbing hotly, sending my head spinning with ecstasy.

He slammed into me, kissing me and fucking me, his body like a machine working inside of me, his kiss hot and demanding.

“Turn around,” he roared. Quickly, I obeyed, my ass offered to him. I closed my eyes, wishing that he would use the whip. I needed so badly to feel the heat of the sting, the slap of the leather against my tender flesh. He sank his cock back into my pussy and I shuddered with pleasure once again. His hands pulled my cheeks apart and I welped as I felt his thumb slid into my ass.

“Look at you, Chloe,” he said. “Look at you shudder every time I touch you. Look at you, shaking like a leaf every time I fuck my cock into you,” he said, pressing hard into me. His words left me breathless and I pushed back again, sliding my pussy farther down on his hardness. “You’re my perfect little bride, look how much you enjoy it.” He pushed his thumb inside my ass and a jolt of pleasure shot through me.

“Yes,” he said, gripping my hips and fucking into me hard, “that’s it. Take my cock like the perfect little minx you are. Yes, Beauty….my Beauty…”

My head hung low between my arms as I held myself up on the bed. His cock plunged into me from behind, his thrusts mesmerizing me. I’d almost forgotten about the whip.

But he’d never let me do that.

He didn’t touch me softly with the leather. He didn’t slid it gently across my ass. I didn’t even realize he’d picked it up. His cock never stopped slamming into me. He never missed a beat.

Like the sudden bang of a loud drum, the blow landed on my ass with the full force of Bear’s strength behind it.

“Ahhhhhhh!” I cried, my head shooting up, my eyes and mouth wide with shock.

His low, sexy laughter was drowned out by the rest of the blows. One after another, he began slapping the whip against my cheeks, alternating each side until both sides of my ass were a burning scarlet inferno.

He kept fucking me, my body wildly responding to the dichotomy of pain and pleasure, his cock soothing the inside of my flesh, while his whip inflamed the exterior.

I felt his cock swell inside of me and he slowed down, dropping the whip and gently rubbing my tender flesh with his hot palm. I whimpered, struggling against my restraints. His fingers dug into my hips, turning me over, his cock still buried inside of me.

I landed on my back, so happy to be able to see him again. I peered into his gorgeous blue eyes, the familiar storm greeting me like an old friend. He fucked into me, hovering over me as his hips danced against mine, his cock piercing me deeply. He kissed me again, his warm lips like heaven, his rippling hard body pressed against me and feeling like home.

We moaned together, our search for closeness, our journey for unity, our unbridled love, consummated in a passionate tornado of lust and pleasure, love and pain, joy and sadness.

“Mine, mine, mine…,” he chanted with each thrust, his enchanting spell transporting us into our future.

He exploded inside of me, his heat, his seed, his love….filling me up, claiming me, owning me…




 

BEAR

Waking up with my bride nestled in my arms was something I’d never forget. I blinked my eyes open, her beauty bathed in the morning light and taking my breath away. My gaze trailed around the room, the spent remnants of our wedding night scattered along the floor.

The corset lay thrown across a chair, the handcuffs hanging off a side table. The whip and panties tangled together on the marble floor. I looked down at Beauty again and smiled at the collar still firmly secured to her neck.

She was mine.

Officially, completely, unapologetically mine.

My heart soared with the realization that this was my reality now. This was the beauty my life was filled with, a loving woman, a happy home, a beautiful, perfect life.

I drank in the peaceful feeling, holding her close as I inhaled her sweet scent. Last night had been a whirlwind of sex and connection and lust and letting go. There was something about being bound by marriage that let all inhibitions fall away. Chloe had embraced me already, accepted my quirks and preferences, as I liked to call my domineering tendencies, but last night, she’d leaned into them in a whole new way.

My cock was throbbing before I’d opened my eyes and I yearned to start all over. Sure, I’d take her this morning, but we wouldn’t have time for a repeat of last night. Max was waiting for us outside the hotel to take us to the airport and the plane was waiting on the runway to whisk us away to our honeymoon.

I’d let her pick the location and she’d picked Paris. An obvious choice, but a romantic one. I couldn’t wait to make love to my wife in France. In fact, I made a vow to make love to her on every continent and as many cities around the world as possible. We’d laugh about it later, making memories that would last a lifetime.

But first, I needed to get rid of this painful throbbing between my legs. I reached down between her legs, gently sliding my fingers between her lips, slowly rubbing her clit. Her moan was like a song in my ears. I gazed upon her face, my eyes trailing over her upturned nose and her lush full lips, and when her eyes fluttered open, and a slow, sleepy smile spread across her face, I couldn’t help but growl and roll her over and slide my cock deep inside of her without a word.

She moaned again, over and over, her cries vibrating soft and low in my ears as she wrapped herself around me, rocking against me as we rode the massive waves of pleasure that our bodies created out of our tangled limbs, our heat, our love…



HAND IN HAND, we walked out of the hotel. On our beaming faces, cheshire grins had taken up permanent residence. We were so damned elated, we were practically skipping to the car. Max stood by the back door, always on time, always patient.

“Good morning, newlyweds!” he cried, with a happy smile.

“Good morning, Max!” Chloe said, hugging him.

“Morning, buddy,” I said, gripping his fist and pulling him in for a hug. “Thanks for the lift.”

“Of course,” Max said. Chloe slid into the backseat and Max stopped me before I got in. “Bear, there’s a man over there that told me he was waiting for you and Chloe.”

“What?” I asked, looking at the man Max was pointing to. He was walking straight towards me. “I don’t know him.”

Max straightened up, stretching to his full height and putting his hand in his jacket as the man approached. I knew Max carried a gun, but he was always discreet about it.

The man walking our way had short, dark hair and familiar eyes, his hands fidgeting nervously as he neared.

“Mr. Dalton? You’re Bear Dalton, right?”

“Yes?” I asked. “Who are you?”

He stood in front of me and I towered over him at least four inches.

“Is that Chloe?” he asked. He looked past me into the car where Chloe was waiting. I took a step to the right, putting myself between him and Chloe.

“Who are you?” I asked again.

“Oh, sorry,” he said, turning his attention back to me. He flashed me a nervous smile. “I wonder if I could have a word with her?”

“With my wife?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

“Yes, well…with my…well, it’s best if I talk to her first,” he said.

“I’ll ask you again,” I said, “who are you?”

“Bear?” Chloe’s voice sounded behind me and she poked her head out of the car. “Is something wrong?”

The man’s face lit up when he saw her. It made me extremely uncomfortable, he still hadn’t answered my question and I wasn’t about to let him anywhere near Chloe.

“Everything’s okay, babe, just a minute,” I said. She looked at the guy and turned away, disappearing back into the car. Obviously, she didn’t know him, which made my instincts light up even more.

“I’m Randy,” the man said finally, putting out a hand. “Chloe…well, she’s…she’s my daughter.”

“What?” I said, shaking my head. “No, I don’t think so…”

I turned to Max and shook my head.

“Let’s go,” I said to Max and turned back towards the car.

“No, seriously,” the man said. “Chloe! It’s me!” he called. I slid in beside her and started to close the door. He pushed his hand in before I could shut it.

“Look mister,” Max said, pushing him out of the way, “back off!”

“Chloe, please! It’s Randy, Chloe! I’m Randall Anderson, your father!”

I looked over at Chloe and she’d gone white.

“Babe?” I asked.

“How does he know my father’s name?” she asked. She leaned over me, looking out the window.

“Just some crazy guy,” I said, dismissing him.

“Stop!” she said to Max. “My god…” she whispered. She pushed past me, opening the door and facing the man. Wordlessly, with wide eyes, she looked him up and down.

“Hey sweetie,” the man said, flashing her the same nervous smile he’d given me. “It’s me. Dad.”

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“I saw your wedding announcement in the paper!” he said. “I tried to get in to see you yesterday but the doorman at your building wouldn’t let me in.”

I made a mental note to give our doorman an extra tip. There was something about this guy that I didn’t like. Chloe hadn’t told me much about her father at all, just that he’d disappeared when she was young, leaving Matilda to raise her alone. By the way she was looking at him, she wasn’t sure what to think herself. I couldn’t tell if she believed him, or recognized him, or what. She just stared at him silently.

“How did you find me here?” she asked.

“I followed you last night. You looked so happy and I didn’t want to interrupt you once I saw you. I didn’t want to ruin your happy day.”

“Then why are you here now?”

“I wanted to see you.”

“Why?” she said, her voice hardening.

“Because, well…you’re my daughter, Chloe.”

“So what? What difference does that make?”

“Chloe…”

“It wasn’t important for you to show up before now, so I don’t see any point for you being here now.”

“Chloe, please…” he said, his eyes searching hers.

She squared her shoulders, shaking her head.

“No,” she said. “You left my mother, you left me…I don’t want anything to do with you. You shouldn’t have come.”

She turned away, her eyes cold, her lips stretched thin with anger as she got back in the car.

I turned back to him and looked him in the eye.

“You heard the lady. Get lost,” I said. “Let’s go Max.”




 

CHLOE

I  was still shaking when the plane lifted off. Bear was amazing, pulling me into his arms as soon as the limo door closed and now that we were on the plane, he was giving me a little space and making me a cup of tea.

I couldn’t believe what had happened.

Why in the world would that man decide to show back up in my life now?

I picked up my phone and tried to call my Mom. Of course, she didn’t answer.

I left a long rambling message insisting she ‘call me back immediately because Randy had shown up on the street and did she know anything about that and did he come to see her too and what the fuck and oh my god can you believe this shit!’

“That should do the job,” I said, hanging up as Bear walked back to me.

“She didn’t answer?” he said.

“Nope,” I replied, my fingers still trembling as I took the cup of tea from him. I’d kill for a good glass of wine about now, but that wasn’t in the cards for a while.

“There’s a board meeting today,” he said.

“Shouldn’t you be there?” I asked.

“Me?” he asked, smiling. “I’m on my honeymoon. Definitely more important than attending a board meeting and certainly much more entertaining.” He reached out, running a teasing finger up my thigh.

I shook my head and pursed my lips.

“I’m sorry, Bear, I’m just so upset right now.”

“I understand, love,” he said. “I’m just trying to take your mind off of it and I can’t think of a better way.”

“Normally, I wouldn’t be able to either, but this is very distracting!” I complained. “Why would he just show up like that?”

“Maybe it’s as simple as what he said.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you’re his daughter. That’s reason enough, isn’t it?”

“Is it? He’s been absent all my life. He left when I was two. One day, he just didn’t come home after work. Ran off with some tramp from his job. And we never saw or heard from him again.”

“Matilda didn’t sue him for child support?”

“Nope. She’s always been fiercely independent, determined to make her own way and even though it was a huge sacrifice, she did it. She worked her ass off and proved to him and herself and everyone else that she didn’t need him. I think she was incredibly proud of that, to tell you the truth. She didn’t chase him. She didn’t go after him in court. In turn, she didn’t have to share custody with someone that clearly wasn’t interested in spending time with me.”

“That’s fucked up,” Bear said, echoing the words floating through my head. “So no contact until today?”

“Nope.”

“That’s wild,” he said.

“God, I wish Matilda had never put that announcement in the paper. Did you know there’s a picture of us having dinner and an announcement about us getting married on Page Six, whatever the hell that is?”

“Is there?” he asked, smiling. “I didn’t know that. No wonder my phone was blowing up yesterday. I was wondering how everyone knew. I just figured Matilda mentioned it at work.”

“Matilda mentioned it to the world, apparently,” I said, dryly.

“It doesn’t matter, darling,” he said, pulling me close. “It won’t be the last time we’ll be in the papers. It goes with the territory.”

I groaned, leaning my head on his shoulder.

“You’ll get used to it, Beauty,” he said, kissing my forehead.

“I could have gone my whole life without seeing him,” I said.

“Well, something tells me that won’t be the last time. You should think about how you want to handle this. Let me know if you need me to do anything.”

“What are you going to do? Pay him to go away?”

“That’s an option,” he shrugged.

I hit him playfully and laughed.

“I was kidding!”

“Well, there are a lot of options. Give it some time. You might want to see him again. At the very least, it might offer some closure in your life.”

“I don’t need closure, not when it comes to him.”

“Okay, okay,” he said, holding up a hand, “it’s your choice, Beauty. It’s your life. You do whatever’s right for you. I’m behind you a hundred percent, no matter what you decide.”

“Now, see?” I asked, “that’s why I love you.”

“Why?” he smiled.

“Because you act like you always have to be in charge, but in reality you give me everything I want.”

He arched an eyebrow, lowering his voice as he placed a hand on my knee.

“Be careful, Beauty,” he said. “You learn all my secrets too quickly and I won’t be any fun anymore.”

I laughed out loud, the laughter roaring through me, all of the tension releasing from my shoulders.

I reached down, putting my hand on my stomach, thinking about my daughter. I’d never seen her face, but I knew I’d never be able to even imagine what it would be like to abandon her.

No, the last thing I wanted was to see Randy again. I’d gotten by just fine without him so far and I certainly didn’t need a father now.

I looked up at Bear and he kissed me gently. I leaned into his warm embrace, knowing deep in my heart that I’d finally found my true home right there in his arms.




 

BEAR

I t wasn’t the best time of year to go to Paris, but Chloe fell in love with the gloomy, rain-soaked, cobblestone streets right away.

“It reminds of me of home,” she said, her dancing eyes lighting up with some new joy around every corner we turned. We were huddled together under an umbrella, strolling along the Champs-Elyseés.

“I’m glad you’re happy,” I said, pulling her close. The avenue was filled with happy partygoers, the rain not deterring them one bit. Paris had a way of making your forget all your troubles, including inclement weather.

“I think I could live here,” she said. “Have you ever thought of moving away from New York?”

“I’ve thought about it, sure, but that city owns my heart. It would be hard to live somewhere else. I think I’d miss it tremendously. If anything, I could see myself living up at the cabin. Well, at least I used to, now…well, I’m not so sure.”

Chloe shot me an empathic glance. I’d tried to put Bruce’s death in the back of my mind, determined not to let his absence ruin my honeymoon, but it was proving more difficult than I’d imagined.

“Maybe it’ll get better with time,” she said, brushing a kiss across my lips.

“I hope so,” I said. “In the meantime, we’re here now and we can come back to visit anytime you wish! Maybe next time we can come when it’s not so rainy.”

“I’d love that,” she said. “And you're right, we’re here now! Let’s enjoy it!”

“Absolutely, Beauty. What are you in the mood for?” We’d had dinner at a candlelit bistro not far from our hotel earlier and we’d been strolling around aimlessly for an hour or so.

“I’m not sure,” she said.

“There’s a wonderful nightclub at the end of the avenue toward the Arc de Triomphe. Let’s go dancing.”

“Sounds great,” she said, “I’m happy doing anything, as long as I’m in this city and with you.”

“You’re easy to please,” I said.

“Am I?” she teased. “I like to think that you’re just really skilled at it.”

I groaned, my cock twitching in my pants. She’d been flirting like an unabashed vixen since we’d arrived.

“Beauty, if you keep flirting, I won’t be able to make it back to the hotel before slamming my cock inside of you,” I growled into her ear.

She moaned, arching her back as she leaned into me, her breasts pressing into my arm.

“Do you think I’d say no to that?” she asked, with a playful grin.

“There must be something in the Paris air that agrees with you.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head, her loose black curls waving around her upturned face, “it’s just you.”

“Lucky me,” I said.

“I’m the lucky one,” she said, stopping and turning to me, as she stared up into my eyes. “Have I told you today how thankful I am for you?”

“For what, darling? Claiming you as my own and dragging you kicking and screaming into my cave?”

Her laughter rang out like a song. I couldn’t help but smile.

“Yes, something like that,” she said. “And for everything else. For loving me. For marrying me. For bringing me here.”

“Chloe,” I said, my face turning serious. “Surely you realize the pleasure is all mine.” I grabbed her hand, kissing the back of it. “You’re the best thing to ever happen to me.”

“I love you, Bear,” she said, her eyes beaming love straight through me.

“Je t’aime, mademoiselle,” I whispered.

“Je t’aime, monsieur,” she giggled.

She laughed again, staring up at me with the prettiest smile. She was so young, so hopeful, not yet jaded by life. I loved the fact that she found joy in the simple things, that she found love in me.

If I wasn’t careful, all this mushy love stuff was going to soften me. I was already holding back considerably in bed, terrified to hurt her or the baby. Every time we made love now, I made sure to reign in my normally rough desires. She kept telling me over and over that she was fine and that I couldn’t hurt the baby by our normal activities, but I wasn’t about to take any chances.

Part of me couldn’t wait till the baby was born and Chloe was all healed up and ready to accept the full force of my love again. Until then, I’d be happy with being gentle.

It certainly wasn’t easy, though. I longed for the rush of power that I was used to experiencing. I yearned to run my fingertips over her freshly whipped flesh, admiring the scarlet beauty of her stinging skin. To know that I had created that. It was a heady rush that I’d become addicted to. Chloe’s acceptance of it all had only made me want it more.

At times, I questioned my need for it. I wondered if I’d let it go too far. I’d contemplated if I was indeed a sex addict. But those questions didn’t matter, nor did the answers.

I was who I was. Nothing was going to change. That was why Chloe was so valuable to me. I knew she accepted me fully, she wasn’t just waiting around for something to be different. I’d had relationships in the past where women thought they could ‘fix’ me, or that I’d grow out of it, or even worse, that I could change just because they wanted me to.

Those theories couldn’t be farther from reality.

Hell, I’d already gone to hell and back trying to deny that part of me and I’d learned it wasn’t going anywhere.

Chloe was priceless to me.

Her love, her acceptance, those were things my money would never be able to provide for me. Even the most seasoned sex workers had tired of my games, no matter how much I paid them.

Chloe loved me for me.

There was nothing more important to me than nourishing that love. If I was forced to control myself a little more than usual while she was pregnant, so be it. In the end, I would get to go back to my old ways and we’d be blessed with a little girl afterwards.

That didn’t mean we couldn’t do other stuff though. I wasn’t sure where, but I knew I’d be buried inside of her somewhere on this avenue before the evening was over. I knew this because there was no way I was going to be able to wait much longer, not with that look on her face and that short cocktail dress she was wearing just begging me to take her.

We reached the far end of the Champs-Elyseés and found the club I knew about. L’Arc was jumping, with people steaming in and out of it steadily. The Arc towered in the distance, a gorgeous backdrop.

“Let’s go inside,” I said, taking her hand in mine and leading her inside the club. Loud pumping music poured out of the place and as soon as we walked through the threshold we were transported into another world.

A world of opulence and luxury.

The black marble floors under our feet led down a small stairway and into a sunken bar and dance floor lined with low-slung quilted black leather booths filled with the beautiful people of Paris. They were drinking, laughing, flirting, lounging and all the people writhing on the crowded dance floor only added to the electric energy of the place.

The hostess greeted us and I asked for a VIP room. She nodded and we followed her to the back of the club. We walked past throngs of dancing couples and I glanced over my shoulder, smiling as I watched Chloe drinking in the crowd.

We ascended a dark staircase and the hostess opened a door and ushered us inside a dark, empty room. I slipped her some cash and she smiled.

“A waitress will be here shortly,” she said, closing the door behind her.

The room was gorgeous, the low light faintly illuminating a black leather couch and a few tables. One entire side was a window that looked down at the dance floor, the flashing pink and blue lights ricocheting off mirrored walls.

“This is incredible,” Chloe said, just as the door opened again and a scantily dressed waitress walked in.

“Bon jour,” she purred. “What can I get you?”

“What would you like, darling?” I asked Chloe.

“I’d love a whiskey, but I’ll just have a soda and lime,” she said. I winked at her, and turned back to the waitress.

“Two sodas with lime, please,” I asked.

“Be right back. Please make yourself comfortable,” she nodded and walked out. Chloe turned to me.

“Bear, you don’t have to refrain from drinking just because I can’t,” she said.

“I’d rather be on the same page with you tonight,” I said, pulling her into my arms.

“You’re too good to me,” she said.

I was being good to her, but I was also refraining from drinking because I was afraid of getting drunk around her and losing control. Staying sober was best.

Besides, it really isn’t fair that the woman has to do all the work and make all the sacrifices during a pregnancy. A little solidarity was in order, as far as I was concerned.

The waitress returned with our drinks after a few moments and we took her advice, settling into the couches and watching the crowd below.

“We can go down there, if you’d like,” I said.

“I’m loving it up here,” she said. “I like begin alone with you and still being able to see everyone. Do you think they can see us?”

“Who cares? Nobody seems to be looking up, but I’m sure they’re all pretty self-absorbed right now.”

“They do seem to be having a very good time, don’t they?” she quipped.

“Yes, they do,” I agreed. She leaned into me, my cock stirring at the pressure of her body against mine.

Suddenly, I realized I couldn’t wait any longer. We were alone and she was mine.

“Beauty, stand up,” I growled.

“Hmm?” she asked, distracted by her people watching.

“Stand up!” I barked. “Now!”

“Oh!” she said, scrambling to her feet. She looked down at me, a half-smile forming on her face as she realized what I was up to. Silently, she waited for further instructions. Her obedience only made me harder.

“Go lock the door,” I said. She walked over to the door and my gaze glued to her ass, her curves mesmerizing me as they swayed back and forth. Every move she made seduced me into a trance.

She turned back to me, waiting expectantly.

“Come here,” I said, my voice a low husky growl. My cock swelled in my pants, throbbing painfully. She stood in front of me, looking down at me with the beauty of an angel.

I’d never wanted her more.

I reached down, unbuckling my belt and opening my pants. I pulled out my swollen cock and looked back up at her.

“Straddle me,” I said. “I need to be inside of you, now!”

Without any hesitation, she sat on my lap, her dress rising over her hips, her naked thighs surrounding me. She reached down, gripping my shaft and sliding her exquisite pussy around me.

“Yes,” I groaned, my hands grabbing her hips and guiding her up and down on my lap.

She was so soft, so fucking hot, such a perfect fit.

My hands trailed down, running over her muscular thighs as they flexed under my palms with each thrust. Her skin slid under my fingertips like satin. My gaze traveled up, drinking in the swell of her breasts, the flush of her cheeks, the hunger in her eyes.

I reached up with one hand, encircling her beautiful collar-lined throat with my fingers. I felt her swallow hard, her eyes peering into mine.

“Bear?” she asked.

“Yes, Beauty,” I groaned, pushing up into her.

“Who am I?” she asked, cocking her head to one side, her eyes full of sensual mischief. She licked her lips, waiting for my answer.

I smiled, my cock twitching inside of her, threatening to explode. My thumb rubbed over the words emblazoned on her collar. She shivered at my touch, her nipples hardening under her dress.

“You, Beauty, are mine. Mrs. Dalton, my good girl…”

Her pupils dilated and I felt her pussy spasm around my cock, gripping me tighter with each thrust. Her hips never stopped moving, her soft lips grinding against me and then pulling away, up and down, over and over…

“Do you like me like this, Bear?” she asked, her voice a low purr. “Fucking you. Obeying you. Doing every slutty little thing you ask me to do…”

“Yes,” I said, pressing harder into her. “I fucking love it, Chloe. You’re my perfect little slut, aren’t you?” I let go of her neck, sliding my hand into her hair. Her curls tangled around my fingertips and I lightly pulled. Her eyes lit up, just as they did every single time I did that.

I turned her face to the crowd below.

“Look at them,” I said. “All those people. All they have to do is look up and they’d see what you are. A dirty girl. A very, very good girl, but a terribly dirty slut.”

She was so wet. The sweet slide of skin on skin took my breath away, sending me deep into the darkness that I knew I’d never be able to ignore.

“Chloe,” I growled, “do you see anyone else down there you’d like to fuck?”

Her head spun around, her gaze crashing into mine.

“No, Bear,” she said. “I’m yours. I don’t want to fuck anyone else.”

I growled again, my perfect little angel.

“Good answer,” I said, thrusting hard up into her. She whimpered, her head falling back. “You do know who you are, don’t you? All mine. Forever mine.”

I grabbed her hips, lying her down on the couch and laying on top of her. My cock slammed into her hard, her thighs wrapping around me as I worked my cock into her hard and fast. She whimpered below me, chanting my name like a siren’s call.

“Bear, Bear, Bear….”

“I’m all your’s…your’s….your’s…”

Everything else disappeared. The flashing lights, the people, the pumping music, even the couch below us. All I knew, all I felt, all that filled my brain was Chloe. Chloe’s warm, inviting body. Chloe’s hunger, matching my own as she opened herself up to me, her soul needing exactly the same thing that mine did.

We crashed over the edge together, the music and lights mingling with the cries escaping from her mouth and the fireworks exploding in my head. The world erupted in a spectacular display of sensational expressions of lust and hunger, our love binding us together as we melted into each other…




 

CHLOE

“I ’ve always wanted to see the Mona Lisa!” I squealed. I couldn’t believe today was the day I’d always dreamed of. When Bear told me I could pick the location for our honeymoon, I needed no time to think. When I told him why, he laughed and promised to take me to the museum of my dreams.

“You’ve told me that a million times in the last two weeks,” Bear teased.

“I’m glad you were listening,” I said.

“I always listen to you,” he said. “And I always will.”

“How did I get so lucky?” I asked.

Bear just smiled and shrugged. For an arrogant bastard, he sure could be humble sometimes.

“We were meant to be,” he said, placing his hand on my knee. He’d hired a car to take us all around the city today and although I was a little tired, I was ignoring it. I seemed to be getting exhausted easier these last few days, but my doctor told me that was to be expected. “Oh, look, we’re here!”

I looked out the window and gasped when I saw the majestic building, the sparkling pyramids standing prominently out front.

“It’s even more amazing in person,” I said.

“Wait till you see inside, Beauty,” he murmured, looking out the window with me. The car pulled up to the front and we got out, standing there and taking it all in. “My parents used to bring me here when I was a kid. I’ve come back many times since then. I can’t wait to show you my favorite pieces.”

We walked up to the front doors and as soon as I saw the sign on the front door, tears tung my eyes.

“It’s closed! Bear! I can’t believe this,” I said. “The sign says it’s closed for a private party!”

He nodded, wrinkling his eyebrows. “So it does.”

“I guess we should have checked the schedule,” I said, my heart filled with disappointment. I’d gotten so worked up about visiting the museum, seeing things I’d only ever dreamed of seeing.

The door opened and a man in a suit walked out.

“Mr. Dalton?” he asked. Bear smiled and took his hand.

“Mr. Rousseau?”

“Yes! Welcome to the Musée du Louvre! It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Dalton. And this must be your lovely bride!”

“Yes, this is Chloe,” Bear said. I reached out a hand and the man took it and kissed it.

“Hello…” I said, completely confused.

“Mrs. Dalton, welcome! Please, won’t you come inside?” He turned and walked back in. Bear took my hand and followed him.

“What did you do?” I whispered.

He shrugged and flashed me a smile.

“I rented out the museum for the evening. It’ll be easier to see everything without all the lines and people wandering around…”

“You’re insane!” I said, my heart racing, my eyes wide with absolute delight. I let out a tiny little squeal and kissed his cheek. “God, I fucking love you!”

“Sure you don’t just love my money?” he teased.

“That too!” I said. He laughed and squeezed my hand.

“Only the best for my girl,” he said. I sighed and looked around, overwhelmed right away by the beauty of the museum. It was so quiet, our footsteps echoing through the empty halls.

Mr. Rousseau handed us a few maps and smiled.

“You’re sure you won’t reconsider the tour, Mr. Dalton?” he asked.

“No, but thank you for offering again. That’s very kind of you, but we’d prefer to just wander around at our own pace.”

“Very well, monsieur,” he said. “There are a few guards throughout the museum, please let them know should you need anything. Dinner will be served just as you requested.”

“Thank you, Mr. Rousseau, you’ve been quite helpful.”

My eyes were wide as saucers. I had no idea Bear had set this up and I didn’t even want to think about how much it must cost to rent out the entire Louvre for the night. And dinner, too?

“You, Mr. Dalton, are full of surprises,” I said, as we walked hand in hand through the lobby.

“I try,” he said. He looked down at me, completely pleased with himself. My heart swelled with adoration for him.

We spent the next hour trailing through the maze of exhibits, each more breathtaking than the last. I spent a good fifteen minutes sitting in front of a Monet, tears streaming down my face.

“This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I cried. Of course, I’d said that about a dozen times already tonight. Bear handed me a handkerchief, patting my back, patiently waiting while I tried to commit every paint stroke to memory.

Not only did we see the Mona Lisa, which was absolutely breathtaking, but we also saw Venus de Milo, Jean Antoine Watteau’s Nymph and Satyr, endless paintings by Rembrandt and daVinci and Matisse and Renoir…

My head spun.

Sculptures by Picasso, entire rooms created from gilded furnishings, ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, the four seasons paintings that Poussin had created in 1660….

The treasures were endless and of course, Bear seemed to be an expert. I wasn’t surprised. He seemed to be a source of endless knowledge about an endless amount of subjects.

We walked into a large room filled with two huge marble sculptures that took my breath away. A small table was set up in the middle of the room, with flowers and lit candles flickering on it.

But my eye was drawn to the two towering sculptures.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Bear said. “These are my two favorite pieces. I’ve been drawn to them since I was a little boy. They’re named the Rebellious Slaves, and they were carved out of marble by Michelangelo beginning in 1513 and ending in 1515.”

“They’re stunning,” I said, slowly walking around them. They were statues of two massive men, the first one with his head thrown back, his eyes closed. The other was bound in chains, struggling against them.

“This one is the Dying Slave, and the other is the Bound Slave,” Bear said. One arm was raised over the Dying Slave’s thrown back head, the other resting on his chest. His naked body rippled with muscles. “They were both originally intended for Pope Julius the Second’s tomb. He commissioned Michelangelo to sculpt a very elaborate tomb, with forty of these sculptures. But Michelangelo was pulled away to paint the Sistine Chapel. The tomb was redesigned on a smaller scale, with a few of the original sculptures used alongside a sculpture of Moses. These two ended up not being used at all for that tomb and now they stand here today. The tomb is at a museum in Italy.”

“That’s fascinating.”

“I think so too! This one, the Dying Slave, seems to be completely internalized, almost as if he’s in a trance, as if he’s in an entirely different place, as if he’s giving in to whatever pain or pleasure he’s in, letting go of something, letting go of himself. The other one here, the Bound Slave, he’s my favorite.”

“Why?”

“Look at him. His strength is almost palpable. He’s resisting. His head is looking up as if he’s confronting God, confronting whatever is holding him down. He fights, he struggles against his restraints. Some interpret him as struggling to be free from the earthly realm and struggling to be one with God. And look,” he pointed down to the Bound Slave’s feet. “He’s bound into the stone. Michelangelo once said that when he saw a block of marble, he immediately envisioned the character struggling to be free of the rock. He felt as if his work allowed that. As if he himself were freeing them. Even though they’re still here, still part of this solid marble, they’ve never escaped, but they’ve never given up fighting to be free, either.”

“It’s as if the Bound Slave is really bound up in himself,” he continued, his eyes lighting up. “His body is twisted in a serpentine fashion, as if he’s trying to escape the very bounds of his flesh.”

My heart was racing as Bear talked. I’d never had a piece of art affect me so deeply. Tears stung my eyes as I circled them, drinking in every detail.

“I’ve never seen anything more beautiful,” I whispered, for the millionth time. But I meant it this time.

Bear walked up behind me, wrapping his arms around me.

“I have, Beauty,” he whispered, his voice low and soft in my ear. He turned me around to face him, his deep ocean eyes staring into mine. “You, Beauty. You’re more beautiful to me than anything in this place. In thousands of years, in all the countries, nothing more beautiful than you has ever been created. You’re my masterpiece, Beauty.”

“Oh, Bear,” I said, looking up to him through tear-filled eyes.

He kissed me, gently, tenderly, his arms holding me close and tight. I melted into him, overwhelmed by the love that he showered me with.

Footsteps sounded behind us and we turned. Mr. Rousseau was standing there by the table, a polite smile on his face.

“Dinner is served, monsieur,” he said.

“That’s perfect, thank you, Mr. Rosseau,” Bear said, grabbing my hand and leading me to the table.

We sat down and for the next hour, we had the loveliest meal of Coq au vin and escargot and the most amazing creme brûlée I’d ever tasted, all under the watchful eyes of the Rebellious Slaves.

By the time we were finished with dinner, I’d declared this night the most magical of my entire life.

“I feel like I’m living a dream,” I said to Bear.

“Me, too, Beauty,” he said, his eyes sparkling with love. “Perhaps we are…”

“Perhaps we are,” I agreed. We sat there, lovingly staring into each other’s eyes, the happiest two people on Earth.

As we left that evening, hand in hand, totally sober and yet completely intoxicated by the magic of the night, I took a last glance over my shoulder at the two slaves, a little piece of my heart remaining in the room with them. I knew I’d never forget them, for as long as I lived.

“I want to come back here,” I whispered to Bear, knowing I couldn’t stay away too long.

“Of course, darling,” he nodded. “Anytime you want.”

“Is tomorrow too soon?” I asked.

He laughed, winking at me.

“What Beauty wants, Beauty gets…”




 

BEAR

A s always, Paris didn’t disappoint. By the time we returned home, we were both exhausted from happiness. We’d barely slept, spending long luxurious hours making love in our hotel room, wandering through the rainy streets night after night, slipping into tiny little speakeasies, laughing to ourselves as we watched bawdy burlesque shows, ducking into any dark corner we could find to make out or make love, whichever was convenient, as long as we could touch each other.

Instead of quenching my thirst for her, our honeymoon had only left me with an undying appetite for Chloe. I needed her close to me, whether that meant merely walking by my side, or completely wrapped around me, it didn’t matter. As long as she was there.

I’d done a halfway decent job of letting go of my grief. Once I was able to do that, I dove into her. Or maybe diving into her allowed me to let go of the grief.

I made her tell me every childhood story she could remember, I wanted to know about every friend or boyfriend she’d ever had, I wanted to know every food she refused to eat and every sweet treat that she ever craved. She’d patiently consented to my million questions, humoring me when I asked for every detail. We’d spent so much time getting to know each other’s bodies, I was suddenly thirsty to know every inch of her mind, as well.

Coming back to New York had been a bit of a wake up call. I was back to work, but I was also back to the realization that my best friend was gone forever. The fact that I’d never see Bruce’s face again hit me like a ton of bricks, sending me reeling all over again.

I’d put everything on hold until after the honeymoon, but now it was time to find answers.

The first thing I did when I got back to the office was call Jeffrey. He showed up in my office to tell me what he’d found on the CD I’d given him.

“It’s a recording of a conversation between two men,” he said. “I converted the file and sent it to you via email right before I came up here.”

I pulled it up on my computer and pushed the play button once I’d retrieved his message.

 

“LISTEN,” a man’s voice snarled.“The girls are ready to go. We’ve got sixteen of them, from twelve on up.”

“And the johns?”

“Ready and waiting to receive the cargo.”

“You get the money?”

“Yes, boss.”

“Alright, make sure it all goes down smoothly. I can’t afford any fuck ups.”

“Don’t worry, boss, it’s all under control. There’s a few extra women, some that they rejected. Too ugly, too fat…What do you want me to do with them? You want them?”

“Fuck no. I’m getting too old for this shit. Just find someone else to sell them too.”

“You got it, Rio.”

 

THE TAPE CUT OFF.

I looked over at Jeffrey.

“Is this all that was on there?” I asked.

“Yes, sir, nothing else at all.”

“Alright, thanks Jeffrey. Any other identifying information? Anything?”

“It was recorded on a cell phone, but there’s no other data to identify the number or anything like that.”

“I see. Okay, thanks,” I said. “And Jeffrey, remember not to mention this to anyone.”

“Of course,” he said, walking out.

I sat back in my chair and pushed play again and again…

What did this mean and why was this hidden in Bruce’s house? None of this made sense. But maybe that’s because I didn’t have any answers, all I had were questions.

I pulled up a search page and began searching through information on Bruce’s last case. At the time, I had no idea it was going to be his last case, so I hadn’t paid too much attention. He made a point not to talk about work too much and I never pressed him for information. I knew what it was like to have to take your work home and I knew that he didn’t want to talk about it. He’d rather talk about the killer run he had on the slopes instead of the killer he was trying to put behind bars.

An article in the New York Times popped up and I began reading it. It was a detailed account of Bruce’s last case and when I saw the name of the defendant, I froze.

Rio Santiago.

I played the recording again and nodded. The man on the recording had called the other man Rio. I read on.

Rio Santiago was a high-level sex trafficker that had gotten busted after years of suspicion by the NYPD. They’d never been able to pin any charges on him, despite their best efforts, until this case. They’d lucked out when one of the girls they’d arrested with a john was brave enough to testify against him. She’d insisted he was the ringleader of a huge group of men that trafficked dozens of women and girls every month, bringing them up from the South and promising them modeling jobs in New York. Of course, as soon as they arrived they were drugged and sold and pulled into the dirty world of evil men. Bruce was the prosecutor. He’d brought heavy charges down on Santiago, hitting him with the full force of the law. The case had been highly publicized and the trail dragged on for months. In the end, Santiago got off with a light two year sentence after the jury decided there wasn’t enough evidence to convict him. Bruce had been devastated and in the end, he decided he’d failed in his mission to make the world a better place. If guys like Santiago were given a slap on the wrist on his watch, he’d told me, then he wasn’t doing his job. He’d resigned, not even finishing out his term, much to the dismay of the Governor and the team of Assistant DA’s he’d assembled that looked to his experience for guidance.

I spent over an hour combing through articles about the trial, wondering if there was any connection to Bruce’s death. Once I realized there was video of the trial on youtube, I eagerly pulled it up.

In an instant, there was Bruce. Alive again. Standing in the courtroom, literally holding court, the jurors, the judge, all the players hanging on his every word.

He had skills, that was for sure. He had a way of charming you while he showed you exactly how smart he was, all at the same time.

“Cocky bastard,” I whispered, laughing softly as I watched him play to the jury. The women smiled at him, subtly blinking at him, and the men nodded like he’d just told them he was giving them a million dollars. He was so damned confident, it dripped off of him.

He was overly prepared and extraordinarily self-assured.

He was one of those men that you’d believe when he told you the sky was red. You wouldn’t even look up. You’d just agree and go on with your life, never questioning the color of the sky again.

“Fuck, I miss you,” I said to my screen. “Wait a minute…”

I froze, sure I wasn’t seeing what I thought I was. I stopped the video and rewound it. Bruce was standing next to the defense attorney’s table, Rio sitting next to him. But it was who was behind Rio that gave me pause.

“It can’t be…”

I rewound it two more times, freezing it on that frame. It looked like her. She even moved like her, tossing her long red hair over her shoulders. It was her signature move.

“But why in the hell would Ruby be there?” I wondered out loud to my empty office.

Ruby René was a woman I knew many years ago. I was in my late-twenties, trying to make sense of the darkness I’d been cursed with. Every woman I dated that I’d experimented with until then became scared or turned off or accused me of horrible things, even after I’d insisted on consent. No matter how much I tried to hold myself back, I never could find someone who understood.

Those early years where full of introspection and experimentation. At one point, I’d experimented with a few escorts. I didn’t pick anyone up off the street or anything, but I knew a few colleagues that had talked about an elite agency that was very discreet and very expensive.

Ruby was one of those girls. In fact, she was one of the only women who even came close to understanding me, understanding what I needed and why. She never fully understood, but at least she’d tried. We’d had a few good nights together, but in the end, we just didn’t fit, no matter how hard she tried.

I sent her away as soon as I realized she was starting to have feelings for me.

Why in the hell she’d be sitting in that courtroom behind Rio Santiago, I had no idea. I’d not had any contact with her in years and years. I had no idea what she was doing now. The idea of her getting mixed up with a man like Santiago made my stomach churn.

She was better than that.

I turned everything off with a heavy sigh, filled with even more questions as I left the office for the day.

Beauty was waiting at home.

Her sweet embrace would greet me at the door and I’d melt into her.

I drove a little faster than I usually would and made it home in record time.




 

CHLOE

“N o, I haven’t seen him again,” I said to my mother, my shoulder pressing the phone to my ear as I finished the seam on a dress I was working on. “And thank God for that.”

“I can’t believe he had the nerve to approach you like that.”

“Well, at least he waited till the day after my wedding to freak me out.”

“He shouldn’t have contacted you at all. If he wants to talk to you, he should go through me.”

“Mom, I’m adult,” I said. “I’m sure he knows you hate him.”

“Of course he does,” she said. “But still…”

“You can’t control the entire world, Mom,” I said, knowing it was eating her up. “But don’t worry, if he shows up again, I can handle him. He caught me off guard the first time, but I’ve had time to think about how to handle it now. I’m prepared.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Well, I’ll march right up to him and calmly tell him I have absolute no interest in having any type of relationship with him and politely ask him never to contact me again.”

“That’s very mature of you,” she said.

“Is it? I do feel like I’m growing up,” I said, cutting the thread and turning off the sewing machine. I grabbed the phone from my shoulder and walked into the kitchen.

I was starving again, just like always. I was starting to show a little now and I wasn’t sure if it was from all the pasta and pizza I’d been consuming or the tiny human growing inside of me.

“You’re growing up a lot faster than I expected,” she said, her voice sounding almost wistful.

“Mom, are you getting sentimental in your old age?”

“Don’t be absurd,” she bristled. I couldn’t help but smile.

“You’re going to be a grandma soon, you have to soften up a little.”

“I don’t have to do any such thing,” she laughed.

“It may just be another one of those things you don’t have any control over,” I teased.

“Are you trying to send me to an early death, Chloe? You know that’s my weakness.”

“You should try relinquishing control every now and then, Mom, you might find you like it.”

“I doubt that,” she said. I could feel her eyebrow raise over the phone. She was so predictable, so set in her ways, I knew she’d never change but it was fun to tease her about it.

Our relationship had taken an interesting turn these days. Now that she’d accepted my relationship with Bear and that we were having a baby, it was almost like we could be friends instead of the constant pull that existed in our screwed up mother-daughter relationship.

It was nice.

In small amounts.

“I gotta go, Mom,” I said. “I have to make my second lunch and then start dinner.”

“Eating for two these days?”

“I think it’s more like eating for two dozen,” I said.

“Well, eat healthy stuff, the baby needs its nutrients.”

“I know, Mom…”

“Okay, I’ll let you go. You know where I am if you need me. I love you, Chloe.”

“I love you, too, Mom.”

That was new too. Declarations of love used to be rare and now she never ended a conversation without it.

I guess that was nice too.

My phone rang while I was making a sandwich. I looked down at my phone and grinned when I saw my handsome husband’s face staring up at me.

“Hey babe,” I answered.

“Hello, my love. How are you feeling?”

“I’m good. Hungry, making a sandwich right now.”

“If you want we can go out to dinner tonight,” he said.

“I’d rather order in, is that okay?”

“Of course, love. Listen, I’m calling because I have to make a stop before I get home. I’ll be an hour or so late. Do you need anything?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“Okay, love, see you soon. Oh, and Chloe?”

“Yes?”

“Put the remote control vibrator in, would you?”

“Can I eat my sandwich first?” I laughed.

“You have fifteen minutes before your first zap,” he said.

“Okay, okay…”

“Good girl. See you in an hour. Love you.”

“Love you,” I replied, shaking my head as I hung up the phone.

Hurriedly, I finished my lunch. By the time I was finished, I was already wet just thinking about what was coming….




 

BEAR

I ’d left the office and sat in the back of the car on the way home, thinking about Bruce and trying to figure out my next steps. The thing is, I needed more information from people who were there at the time.

“Hey, Max,” I said, rolling down the dividing window. “Can you take me to the District Attorney’s office? It’s on Hogan Place, over by Columbus Park.”

“Sure,” he said, turning the car around.

I called Chloe to let her know I was going to be late and then looked up information on the current District Attorney. Lacey Vance had been appointed by the governor after Bruce left and then elected permanently into the position later. She’d worked under Bruce for years and I couldn’t find anything indicating she’d worked on the Santiago case, but I figured if I could meet with her for a few minutes, it might help.

It took a bit of work. Her receptionist was a tough older lady that I could tell wasn’t in the habit of letting people walk off the street and gain access to her boss. She recognized me right away though and that helped. I charmed her with compliments and when the DA walked by, she waved her over and introduced us.

“Mr. Dalton, nice to meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Well, don’t believe everything you read,” I said, winking at her. Lacey Vance was a buttoned-up blonde with her hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. Her smile was as tight as her suit.

“Actually, most of what I’ve heard came from Bruce,” she said.

I laughed and shook my head.

“Well, in that case, maybe I should start by apologizing for any stories you might have heard.”

“It’s not all bad,” she said. “Why don’t you come into my office? I have a few minutes before my next meeting.”

Her’s was the biggest corner office on the floor and she closed the door behind us, sitting at her desk. I looked around, realizing I was sitting in Bruce’s old office.

“What brings you here today, Mr. Dalton? I certainly hope you’re not in any legal trouble.”

“Oh, no, not at all.”

“That’s good to hear,” she said, smiling again. She looked younger when she smiled.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about Bruce.”

“I was so sorry to hear of his passing,” she said, shooting me a sympathetic glance.

“Thank you,” I said.

“The papers reported it was a suicide.”

“Yes, they did,” I said. “The coroner came to that conclusion, but I’m not entirely sure that’s the case.”

“Why not?”

I peered at her, trying to decide if I could trust her or not. I decided to play it safe for now.

“It’s just a feeling I have. Bruce and I were very close and I know he would have reached out to me if something was bothering him.”

“Everyone handles depression differently, Mr. Dalton.”

“I understand that but you knew Bruce, too. He was gregarious, full of life. None of this makes sense.”

“The Bruce that I knew was tense and irritable,” she said.

“Well, yes, and overworked. But since he gave up the DA position, he’d really gotten back to his old self. He was shaking all of that. Did you have any contact with him after he left the department?”

“No.” Her reply was firm and ended with her pressing her lips together defiantly. She crossed her arms and sat back in her chair.

“No?” I asked. “Do you know if he had contact with anyone else here?”

“How would I know? Not to my knowledge…”

Bruce had been isolated up there at the cabin and he’d avoided talking about work at all once he’d left, but I always assumed he’d stayed in touch with some of his colleagues. Maybe I was wrong.

“Were you and Bruce close, Ms. Vance?”

“We worked side by side for many years, Mr. Dalton.”

“Is that a yes?”

“Not to be rude, Mr. Dalton, but why are you asking all of these questions? Why now?”

“I’m just trying to get some insight into my friend’s death. That’s all. Did you work on his last case with him?”

“I don’t really remember…”

“How could you not remember?” I asked. “The Santiago case. It was huge. Bruce was devastated that Santiago only got a few years time. Even I remember that.”

“Yes, of course,” she said, with a dismissive wave.

“Was there anything in that case that might have put Bruce in danger?”

Her eyes widened and then she quickly looked away. She put a hand on her neck and shook her head, replying without looking at me.

“Of course not.”

“I see,” I said, doing my best to feel her out. Something wasn’t right here and my intuition was telling me to dig deeper. But I could tell by the set of her jaw that I wasn’t going to get anything out of her.

“Well, thank you for your time,” I said, standing up. Relief flooded her face.

“Yes, I have a meeting soon,” she said, walking me to the door. “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Dalton.”

“Yes, nice to meet you, too.” She was closing her office door when I turned back to her.

“Ms. Vance..or is it Mrs?”

“Mrs.”

“Mrs. Vance, one more question. Do you recall Santiago ever mentioning a woman named Rube René?

“I really can’t discuss the specifics of a case with you, Mr. Dalton.”

“Of course, I understand. May I call on you again? In case I have more questions.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Dalton. Have a good day.”

She closed the door firmly, leaving me and my uneasy feelings solidly on the other side.




 

CHLOE

V iolet Balducci was a force of nature. Tall, statuesque, with a take-no-prisoners attitude. As soon as she walked into the penthouse and shook my hand with a firmer than necessary handshake, I decided I liked her. She launched into a discussion right away, asking me a million questions about what I expected from my new venture.

She asked questions I’d never even though of and it made me feel even more inexperienced. But we worked through them all, and by the end, we’d come up with a plan of action.

The best part? She was going to take care of everything. I’d make all the bigger important decisions, but with her taking care of the business aspect, it allowed me more time to focus on the creative stuff.

Which is exactly how I wanted things.

“Chloe,” she promised, “I am going to put everything I have into making this a success. I think you’ll be quite pleased.”

“I already am!” I said. “Thank you so much, Violet.”

“It’s my pleasure! Bear’s one of my favorite people in the world and I’m so pleased he’s found such a lovely wife.”

“Oh, thank you, that’s very nice of you to say,” I said, a flush running up my neck.

“So, when are you due?”

“Late July,” I said. “We still have a few months and a lot of work to do in the meantime.”

“Well, I’ll take the heavy lifting and you just work on those creative decisions.”

“Will do,” I said, running through my assigned tasks in my head. The first thing I had to do was come up with a name. The fact that I’d not done that yet was ridiculous, I know. I was just so indecisive about it and I kept coming up with ideas and rejecting them. Nothing was sticking. I’d enlisted Bear’s help, but so far he’d not provided any acceptable options, either. I knew when the time was right, the perfect name would come to me.

Violet left in the early afternoon, our meeting taking up most of my day. I spent the rest of the afternoon working alone, finishing up sketches and working up new patterns. I had a team of seamstresses coming in tomorrow to start work on creating a small inventory from the patterns.

I sat out on the terrace, sipping tea and contemplating all the work I had to do. I still had to finish the nursery, too. All the furnishings were being delivered in a couple of days.

Bear and I had gone to see Dr. Reynolds a few days ago and everything was moving along perfectly with the pregnancy. Lying there with him holding my hand while they were doing the sonogram had been amazing. Hearing the baby’s heartbeat, seeing her face…it sent tears flowing down both of our faces.

I was still calling her a ‘she’ even though we couldn’t determine the sex for sure during the sonogram. We were going to try again soon, but I’d never had such a strong feeling about something before, I just knew she was a girl. We’d left the doctor’s office full of joy, and as usual, talking about how crazy it was that we’d done a complete one-eighty about having children. Seeing the realness on that sonogram screen only made us more ecstatic about it.

Although Bear had been a bit distracted since we’d arrived home from our honeymoon, he was still going out of his way to make sure I had everything I needed, that I was feeling strong, eating healthy and not taking on too much. He was treating me like I was made of glass these days, which was totally unnecessary. I’d never felt stronger.

To be honest, it was him that I was worried about. His grief seemed to have returned once we’d gotten back home, and I was back to trying to make it a little better each day.

I was completely ignoring the issue with Randy. I really didn’t want him in my life, but I was curious to hear what he had to say. Not curious enough to try to contact him, but it was there. Thankfully, he’d not come around again and I was happy for that because it was one less thing I needed to think about.

We were both dealing with a lot of changes and both overwhelmed, but all in all, I think we were handling the load decently.

Our future looked bright. Our love was strong.

Even though everything was a work-in-progress, I felt invincible.




 

BEAR

M y meeting with Lacey Vance had left a bad taste in my mouth. Something wasn’t right and after seeing the way she’d blown me off, I was even more sure of it now.

Luckily, I had other resources.

First of all, I’d not finished going through Bruce’s journals. After a lovely dinner with my beautiful bride, I locked myself up in my library and pulled them out again. The flames of the fire I’d made earlier flickered beside me as I slowly sipped my whiskey and read the private words of my best friend.

I picked up where I’d left off previously, but it was obvious that Bruce had quickly become disenchanted with his work.

 

BEING an ADA isn’t all that it’s cracked up to be. I think I’m gaining ground, showing the DA that I can do the work, that I’m willing to go the extra mile, but it’s a competitive office and all the other ADA’s are showing just as much initiative. Of course, that just means I have to work even harder, and longer hours, and I think it’s starting to get to me. I’m so fucking exhausted and there just aren’t enough hours in my days. What I’d give for a nice run on some fresh slopes right now…

 

I FUCKED UP. I missed a filing deadline and now I look like an incompetent fool. I’m going to have to work even harder to show the DA that he didn’t make a mistake appointing me to this position….

 

I SKIPPED THROUGH THE ENTRIES, flipping through to later ones that were written a few years later.

 

I HATE ELECTIONS. They’re so nasty, especially this one. My opponent thinks he’s going to win, but I’m not so sure. I’m getting a lot of good feedback from everyone in the office and I’m pretty sure the outgoing DA wants it to be me. Time will tell, I guess. Just a few more weeks until election night…

 

I COULDN’T HELP but smile. I remembered all the stress he was under back then, trying so hard to win over the vote of every single person he crossed paths with. It worked.

 

I WON! I won! I won! I’m elated…and very drunk after celebrating with Bear all night. My opponent was actually a gracious loser, which I was happy to see. Now, I’ll have the power I’ve always wanted, the power to make changes, to make the world a better place. All those long nights working have finally paid off. I can’t fucking believe it…

 

I REMEMBERED THAT NIGHT. We’d celebrated till the early morning, Bruce completely beside himself with happiness.

“That was a good night, brother,” I said to the empty room. I kept telling myself he could hear me, even if it wasn’t true. It just made me feel better to talk to him. I kept reading.

 

MY FIRST WEEK as the DA did not go as planned. It was fucking hard. Harder than I expected, even though I know the job backwards and forwards. It was the internal office politics that threw me. The people who didn’t vote for me are pushing back against my decisions hard and I have to fight to stand my ground. I have to do it, though, or they’ll never have faith in my ability to do this job. I have to appear confident about every decision, even if I’m not one hundred percent sure at the time. It’s exhausting…but goddamn, do I love it!

 

I COULD HEAR his voice as I read on.

 

I MADE A HUGE MISTAKE. It was late, my defenses were down. Lacey was there working with me. We were alone in the office and I don’t know what happened. I’ve been working so much, I’ve been neglecting my physical needs. I never should have let that happen, but one kiss turned into more and then there we were—naked on the couch in my office. If she tells anyone, my career is ruined…

 

MY EYEBROWS RAISED at that entry. So Lacey and Bruce slipped up, huh? She’d certainly not shown any indication of anything like that. I wasn’t surprised. Why would she tell me? Maybe that’s what I was sensing at her office. I knew she was being short with me and with Bruce being my best friend, she probably thought I already knew. I was a little disappointed that he hadn’t told me, actually, but it was his secret to do with as he pleased. Besides, these entries were from a long time ago. So much had happened since then. I put away the early journals and pulled out the more recent ones. If I was going to find any clues at all, they’d most likely be in those.

These entries were shorter, angrier, full of the frustration that had enveloped Bruce during his last years at work.

 

I CAN’T BELIEVE I lost that case. I was sure I had it in the bag. I failed myself and I failed the victims. And then, I decided to throw fuel on the fire and let my guard down with Lacey again. I have to stop doing that. She keeps flirting with me and I know it’s so wrong. Not only is she my employee, but if her fucking husband found out….I don’t even want to think about it. Another night of drinking myself to sleep and trying to remember that somewhere inside this flesh suit is a good man….

 

SIX MONTHS PASSED before there was another entry and this next one was from the last few months of his working as the DA. It was also the very last one in the book.

 

FUCK RIO SANTIAGO. I can’t believe I’m in this position. How did this fucking happen? I thought I had it all under control, and once again the rug gets pulled out from under me. I never could have prepared for this obstacle, though. I should tell Bear. But I know what will happen if I do. He’ll try to fix the problem with his money and money can’t help me now. Rio’s figured out my one weakness. If I don’t do what he wants, I’ll lose the one person in the world who means anything to me, and there’s no fucking way I’m going to let that happen. I have to do what he wants…

 

MY BLOOD RAN COLD, my head spinning. What the fuck was he talking about? How in the world could I be involved? Just as before, I was left with more questions. I needed to know more about Santiago. I needed to figure out where he was now and what the hell happened during that trial.

I knew one person who could help me with that.

I picked up the phone and he answered on the second ring.

“Dalton!” he answered, his voice bellowing through the phone.

“Hey, Charlie. How are you, brother?” Charlie Iverson was the man I called when I needed knowledge. He could discover anything you tasked him with. He had a network bigger than my own and if you needed information that maybe wasn’t supposed to be surrendered to you, well Charlie had ways to get around things like that. He was discrete and thorough. I trusted him completely.

“I’m doing alright. Not as good as you, though…”

“What do you mean?”

“I saw you and your pretty young bride, you crazy old man. How do you keep up with a girl like that at your age?”

“Shit, you’re older than me, Charlie. You don’t have room to talk.”

“I know, that’s why I’m asking! You have one of those little blue pill prescriptions?”

“I don’t need any help in that department right now, if you must know. And how the hell did you know I got married?”

“I’m a private investigator, Dalton. It’s my job to know things.”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s actually why I’m calling you. I’ve got a job for you…”




 

CHLOE

“Y ou’re going back up there?” I asked, my brow furrowed. “How long will you be gone?”

“Just for the weekend,” Bear said. He’d just sat me down on the couch and told me he was going back to the cabin upstate. When he explained why, I realized I had no place to argue. He’d filled me in on what he’d read in Bruce’s journals and told me that he needed to keep investigating. I understood, but I still wished he wouldn’t go.

Nothing he did was going to bring Bruce back. However, I realized that what he was going through was the many stages of grief. What he needed was closure. And if digging through Bruce’s past was what got him there, who was I to get in the way?

“I’ll miss you,” I said.

He pulled me close, kissing me gently.

“It’ll be a quick trip, I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Well, I suppose I do still have a lot of work to do,” I said. “I’d be too busy to have any fun with you anyway.”

“How’s Violet working out?”

“She’s amazing. Thank you for putting me in touch with her.”

“I knew you’d hit it off. She’s competent, smart, and she has great intuition. Did the two you go look at the retail space I told you about?”

“Yep, we went today,” I replied. “It was absolutely perfect, Bear, you were so right. The fact that you own the building is even better. No rent? I am so blessed. I couldn’t do this without you.”

“Oh, you’ll be paying rent,” he said, a mischievous glint in his eyes.

“What are you talking about?” I said.

“You’ll be paying rent, love, just not in dollars,” he said.

“Oh, I see. You’re going to take it from me in other, more creative, out of the box kind of ways?”

“Oh, I’ll definitely be in your box,” he said, laughing.

“That sounds like a fair price,” I said, our laughter echoing through the house. It was a cold night and the fireplace was roaring, the faint sounds of the city lingering in the distance.

Bear’s kiss was gentle, yet demanding. I wrapped my arms around him, melting under his touch, falling back onto the couch. He laid on top of me, his hands running over my rapidly growing curves.

He stopped kissing me when he touched my stomach. He propped himself up, staring down at me, his eyes filled with love and wonder.

He leaned down, kissing my belly gently.

“Remember when we first met? And you said you didn’t want kids?”

“Yes, and you agreed.”

“It was a big lie,” he winked. “Now, I can’t wait to hold her, to smell her, to hear her adorable little cooing sounds…”

“Bear Dalton, I dare say you’re becoming a big mush ball!”

“If that’s so, it’s all your fault.”

“Well, there are worse things to be guilty of.”

“I never thought I could be tamed like this, Beauty.”

“You? Tame? You’re kidding, right?”

“No, I’m not. I used to fantasize about the next fear I could conquer, or how I was going to find a way to buy a building that someone didn’t really want to sell. I was an adrenaline junkie. Now? Nothing sounds better to me than picking out baby clothes and staying home and making love to my wife.”

“Well, if you’re looking for an apology, you’ve come to the wrong place,” I laughed.

“I’m not looking for an apology,” he said, kissing me again, harder this time.

“What are you looking for?” I asked, arching my back, teasing him, doing my damnedest to seduce him.

He looked into my eyes then trailed his gaze down my body, lingering on my swollen breasts, my rounding belly. I’d taken to wearing long flowing dresses and I smiled when I saw him reach down and lift the skirt of it. He scooted down between my legs and I opened my thighs, welcoming him.

He smiled and winked.

“This is what I want,” he growled, before disappearing under my skirt, his head hidden by the flower printed fabric.

His tongue dove into me.

“Well, you’ve definitely come to the right place for that…” I murmured, letting my thighs fall open, as I lifted my hips to his delicious caress.




 

BEAR

T  he cabin was quiet. Way too quiet.

I walked around the big house after I got there, making myself dinner and lighting a fire. I had no idea what I was looking for. Perhaps there was nothing left to find. I’d already searched Bruce’s place, after all.

Honestly, I just needed to get away from the city, from the noise constantly running through my head.

I’d asked Charlie to look into Santiago for me. A quick internet search had indicated he’d been released just a few months before Bruce’s death. I didn’t like where my thoughts were going, but I couldn’t deny the possibility either. I knew Bruce likely wouldn’t have killed himself, and if he did, he wouldn’t have just done it because of depression. I just couldn’t believe that.

With the taped recording and that last journal entry, I was sure I was onto something here. I just had no idea what it was.

I spent the evening pouring over his journals again by the fire until I couldn’t see straight. I fell asleep on the couch, my dreams haunted by memories of Bruce.

The next morning, I woke up more determined than I’d been before. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong and I’d learned long ago to trust that feeling when it arose. I went for a long run through the woods, showered and ate breakfast before I made my way out to Bruce’s cabin.

It was just as I’d left it weeks ago. But I could have missed something.

Again, I searched it high and low, looking through every dresser drawer, every pocket of his clothes, every file in the desk. I even crawled into the attic and looked up there in the dark, dusty corners.

Nothing.

“Damn it, Bruce, help me out,” I said. I sat on the brand new bed, the place he’d taken his last breath, trying desperately to establish a connection with him. I wasn’t a religious man, by any means, and I wasn’t even sure I believed in any sort of afterlife at all, but if there was any way Bruce could communicate with me, I welcomed it.

After eight hours of searching every nook and cranny, I was left with nothing but frustration. I went back to the main cabin and made myself dinner and called Chloe. I felt a little guilty being away from her, but I needed this time to myself. She, of course, was sweet and gracious and completely accommodating, as usual.

I don’t deserve a woman like that, I thought. She was better than me, so much more forgiving than she should have been. I knew this, I knew she didn’t have to forgive me so easily. All of this only reinforced my intention of never treating her badly again. I was trying to shake the shame I felt for my actions, but I wasn’t sure that would ever go away.

Maybe after a few years time it would all fade away, but as for now, I still felt like shit.

I felt terrible about what I’d done to her. I felt terrible for failing Bruce. I wasn’t a man used to feeling regret, but I was bathing in it these days. I hated it, of course. I wanted to shed this skin, but it wasn’t the skin that was the problem. It was what was inside of me.

Had I been so selfish that I’d not paid proper attention to the two people I loved the most?

It was too late for Bruce, nothing I could do would bring him back, but I was determined to find out the truth, now more than ever. It was the only thing left for me to do. It was the only way to make it up to him.

Thank goodness I still had Chloe so that I could make things up to her. At least I had that opportunity.

In the meantime, I was crawling out of my skin. I was amped up, restless, my head spinning with ideas and thoughts as I tried to wrap my head around everything.

I was about to drown my sorrows in a glass of twenty year old scotch, but I thought better of it. It wouldn’t do anything to ease the irritability and frustration I was feeling.

I headed out for another run after strapping on a head-lamp. The forest around the cabin was quiet and dark, but I knew the trail well. My feet pounded the ground furiously as I ran for miles before turning around.

Sweat poured down my back as I picked up the pace on the way home. I told myself the wetness pouring down my cheeks was sweat, too. By the time I was back on my property, I was panting hard, my heart beating so fast I thought it would burst from my chest. But all my irritability was almost gone and I felt a little better.

The scotch called my name now and I knew I’d fall asleep hard and fast as soon as my head hit the pillow.

I slowed down as I approached Bruce’s cabin. A light shone through the window and I stopped in my tracks. I was sure I’d turned them all off before I’d locked up. I peeked in the window and froze.

Someone was in there. A man, a very large man, stood behind Bruce’s desk, rifling through it, just like I’d done only a few hours ago.

Quickly, I contemplated what to do. I jogged back to my place and pulled my handgun from my safe and quietly crept back down the trail that connected the two cabins. I looked in the window again and saw he was now looking through the kitchen drawers.

The sound of a ringing phone broke through the silence. With a grunt, he fished in his pants for his phone, answering in a low muffled voice.

“Yes?” he answered.

He paused, listening.

“There’s nothing here, boss. I’ve looked everywhere. I’m going to search the big cabin next. Maybe it’s there.”

Fuck! I thought, my heart hammering in my chest. He sounded just like the guy on the tape. I could have confronted him, but he was much bigger than me. If went into the cabin, he’d see the roaring fire, the dirty dishes in the sink…he’d know I was there and I certainly don’t want this asshole in my home.

I snuck back into the forest, deep enough down the trail behind the cabin so that he couldn’t see me, but I could still see the door.

When he came out, he did so slowly, his large frame wobbling towards my cabin. I pulled out the gun and pointed it over my head. I took a deep breath and then pulled the trigger, the shot sounding out over head and sending birds shooting out from their roosts.

The man froze and looked around with wild eyes, before turning around and hurrying back past Bruce’s cabin and then back down the hill. I followed as close as I could without him seeing me. He’d parked down at the bottom of the hill and I watched as he got behind the wheel of a black SUV. I waited till he’d started to drive away and burst out of the trees with my cell phone pointed at his license plate. I snapped a photo as quickly as possible and ran back into the trees and watched until his SUV disappeared from view.

I walked back to the cabin breathless, my head spinning.

Now my fears were confirmed.

This didn’t prove my theory that Bruce didn’t kill himself, but it sure did confirm that there was more to the story.

As soon as I got back into the cabin, I locked the doors and texted the photo to Charlie with a message asking him to find out who the registered owner of the SUV was.

I may not have any more answers, but I was knew I was closer than ever.

At least now I had another clue.

I poured myself another scotch to slow the adrenaline rushing through my veins, finally finding sleep, my gun resting on the nightstand right next to my head.




 

CHLOE

“V iolet, you are amazing,” I said. We sat in a coffee shop near Central Park, going over all the information she’d collected to share with me. We’d secured the retail space, which just meant registering the address, since Bruce owned it, and the seamstresses were hard at work in my apartment right now. Everything was coming together perfectly.

“It’s true, I am amazing,” she said with a wink. “Now tell me, did you decide on a name yet?”

“Bear suggested it actually,” I said, “and I love it.”

“So, what is it?”

“I’m going to call the shop ‘Beauty’,” I smiled with pride.

“Oh, I like it. Simple. Elegant. One word, easy to remember. It’s perfect,” she said, with an approving smile.

“I’m glad you like it,” I said. Bear had suggested it before he’d left for the cabin the other night and as soon as he’d said it, I knew it was perfect. It seemed so obvious now.

It gave me a little thrill knowing that a little piece of us had inspired it. Without him, none of this would be happening, and it just seemed fitting somehow.

We finished up our meeting and agreed to meet again in a week. I walked out of the coffee shop with a sense of accomplishment and pride. It was all coming together and I couldn’t be happier.

I’d walked to the coffee shop today, not wanting to bother Max for such a short walk from the penthouse. The snow had disappeared a few days ago and it was sunny and cold. I pulled my coat tight around me, shivering against the crisp chill in the air.

I was almost to the entrance to the building when I heard someone call my name.

“Chloe! Chloe!”

I turned and came face to face with a sad-eyed Randy.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I’m sorry to bother you again, Chloe. But can we talk? Just for five minutes?”

I bristled and shook my head.

“I don’t have anything to say to you,” I said, turning away.

“Wait! Please!” he begged. “I have a lot to say to you. Just listen. Please, Chloe? Can I buy you coffee or something?”

I sighed, looking him over, trying to find some resemblance to me. Maybe the eyes a little, I thought.

“Alright,” I relented. “One coffee. And then I never want to see you again, okay?”

“If you say so,” he said, a smile spreading across his face.

We walked across the street to another coffee shop and I ordered decaf and sat down with him at a table near the window. Streams of New Yorkers flowed by, a melting pot of nationalities and shapes and sizes. I couldn’t help but think about how amazing America is, allowing a chance at freedom to all religions and races, welcoming in the downtrodden, the oppressed, the needy.

Maybe the pregnancy was making me sentimental, or maybe it was getting out of my bubble in Oregon and seeing the country for what it really was…a mix of people from all over the world. That’s what really makes this country great, all of the diversity coming together to form a perfect nation. Not that it was perfect, by a long shot, but nothing really is.

Not even this man sitting in front of me.

Even so, I was still annoyed that he’d bothered me again, but I thought if I heard him out, maybe he’d go away. I honestly had no interest in having him in my life after all this time of being absent.

As far as I was concerned, even taking into account the fact that nobody is perfect, we’re all flawed, we all make mistakes, I still had no use for him in my life.

My daughter shifted in my stomach, the fluttering sending a delightful thrill through me. I loved feeling her move. The first time had been amazing and I was so thankful that I’d felt it when Bear was there. I squealed with delight and he’d beamed with joy, not taking his hand off of my stomach the entire night. I smiled, thinking about him now. He was due home tonight and I was eager to see him.

I was excited to update him on the progress of the shop, but now I’d have to tell him about this meeting, too.

But first, I just wanted to get it over with. I looked at my watch to note the time and looked over at Randy expectantly.

“So, five minutes. What’s up?”

“I’m so glad you agreed to talk with me,” he said, smiling over the table. “It’s so good to see you, Chloe. You’ve really grown up.”

“I certainly have. That’s what happens after twenty-six years.”

“You’re angry. That’s understandable.”

“I’m not angry,” I said, with a dismissive wave. “Maybe I used to be, but right now, I just don’t give a shit about you at all, honestly.”

He blinked at my harshness, but I didn’t care if I hurt him. He deserved it. He’d hurt me all my life.

“Okay,” he nodded slowly, taking a deep breath. “I suppose an explanation is in order.”

“I’m really not interested in an explanation.”

“Well, let me give you one anyway, okay?”

“I guess so,” I said, my voice full of exasperation.

“I was young. I was stupid,” he began. “Matilda was strong, determined, always so sure of herself.”

“Nothing’s changed in that department,” I said.

“I’m not surprised. I knew she’d go on to do great things,” he said. “And I knew she’d take great care of you. And by the looks of you, it appears I was right in that regard.”

I cringed at his words. Matilda might have taken care of the necessities, but saying she took good care of me wasn’t something I’d say myself. She housed me, she fed me, she took me to the doctor when necessary, but other than that, she wasn’t really present.

“When I found out she was pregnant, I panicked. I stuck around through the pregnancy, but once we brought you home, I knew I wasn’t prepared to be a parent.”

“Nobody is,” I replied angrily, thinking of myself. Hell, I was scared to death of being a mother, not to mention afraid of actually giving birth. But I was going to do it, because it was what you did when you were a parent. You put your own shit aside and did what was best for the child. I had every intention of doing that, no matter how hard it got. If he was looking for me to relate to him, he wasn’t going to find it.

“You’re right,” he said. “And you’re right to be angry. I get it, I do. I was wrong. I shouldn’t have let my fear get in the way. I never should have left.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” I said, looking at my watch. He had two minutes left.

“I guess I just wanted to apologize. Now, I see how much I screwed up. How it must have affected you.”

“I’m fine,” I replied cooly.

“You are, aren’t you?” he asked. “You’ve done very well for yourself, Chloe. Marrying Bear Dalton will ensure you’re taken care of for the rest of your life.”

“I can take care of myself just fine,” I said, “I’ve been doing it all my life.”

“I know,” he said. “But the money has to help.”

“My husband’s money is none of your business.”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” he said. “I just mean in general, money can solve a lot of people’s problems.”

“I suppose,” I said, with a dismissive wave.

“Is there anything you want to know about me?” he asked.

I stopped short at his question. When I was younger, I’d spend hours daydreaming about what my father might be like. I’d seen pictures of him, much younger than he was now, smiling with his arm around my mother, his hand resting on her swollen belly, or the two of us playing together at a park. I’d always wondered what he was thinking in those pictures, if he ever thought of me now, where the hell he was…

“Where do you live?” I asked.

“Here, in New York,” he said. “I’m at St. Anthony’s, over in the Bronx.”

“St. Anthony’s?” I asked.

“It’s a shelter,” he shrugged.

“A homeless shelter?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” he nodded. “I’ll get out soon, though. Just need to get back on my feet, get a job…it’ll happen. I have hope.”

“I see,” I nodded, wondering if the absence of any feelings whatsoever about this news was normal. Shouldn’t I care that the man who fathered me was homeless while I lived in one of the nicest penthouses in the city? Shouldn’t I feel sorry for him? Should I offer him money? A place to live?

My head spun with questions, but my heart remained firmly closed for business. When it came to him, I just felt dead inside. I’d felt that way for a long time, though.

“So what did you do in the twenty-six years between then and now?”

“I traveled around, finding odd jobs here and there. I went to Mexico for a while, lived in Texas for a few years, but nothing ever stuck. I’ve always been a bit of a wanderer, I guess.”

“How long have you been in New York?”

“Just a few weeks. When I saw the announcement in the papers that you were getting married, I hopped a train and made my way up.”

“You came up here because of that?” I asked, incredulously.

“Yes,” he admitted.

“Why?” I asked, suspiciously.

“To see you,” he said.

“But you haven’t made an effort to see me in all these years and now you go out of your way. That doesn’t make sense….wait a minute,” I paused, reality dawning on me. “You want money.”

“What?” he asked, shaking his head. “I wanted to see you.”

“I don’t believe you,” I said, standing up. “If you truly wanted to see me, you’d have contacted me sooner.”

“Look, I’ll admit having a daughter married to one of the richest men in the world makes me happy. But I did want to see you.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head, my lips pressed together firmly.

“No, what?”

“No, I’m not giving you any money! Stay away from me, Randy, do you understand?”

“But, Chloe, I’m your dad!”

“No, you aren’t. You just donated a few sperm, that’s all, and that doesn’t make you a father.”

“Chloe, please?” he asked.

“Please what?”

“Don’t turn your back on me. I’m homeless. And you live in that penthouse, your husband has so much money, he’ll never be able to spend it all…”

“Yeah,” I said, “but that’s not really any of your concern, is it?”

“Chloe, don’t walk away from me…” he said, as I turned towards the door.

“Why not? That’s what you did to me. To Matilda. I don’t see any reason why I need to have someone like you in my life. I don’t owe you a thing. Goodbye, Randy,” I said, walking to the door and leaving him sitting at the table alone.

“Chloe, if you walk out the door, you’ll regret it.”

I paused, looking back at him with wide eyes.

“I regret walking in it. Don’t contact me again,” I said, pulling open the door with shaking hands and walking out onto the street. I ran back to my apartment with angry tears welling up in my eyes.

By the time I was back in the penthouse, I was sobbing and furious rage was rushing through my veins.




 

BEAR

I  held Chloe in my arms while she cried. I was so pissed that her dad had approached her again and upset her so much. I hated that if it wasn’t for her marrying me, he probably wouldn’t have shown up at all.

Greed has a fucked up effect on some people.

“Maybe if I just give him some money, he’ll go away,” I suggested.

I wasn’t prepared for her reaction.

“No fucking way!” she cried. “I’d never do that.”

“It’s just money and if it makes something better for you, than I’d gladly pay him to go away, Chloe.”

“Fuck him,” she said, drying her tears and shaking her head. “He doesn’t deserve a dime. Why should he profit off of me after all these years? What kind of man does that?”

“It sounds like maybe he did you a favor staying out of your life, honestly. A person like that could never be a good father.”

“You’re right,” she agreed. “I’m thankful for that, too. As bad as Matilda was, at least she wasn’t that screwed up.”

“Matilda loves you,” I said.

“I know,” she replied. “She just loves herself more.”

I pulled her into my arms, my heart breaking that she was in pain. And fuck that guy. I wanted to pummel him for upsetting her.

“Is there anything I can do to help, Beauty?” I asked.

“Just hold me,” she whispered, burrowing into my chest.

“Always,” I said, pulling her tighter. I pressed my face into her hair, inhaling her intoxicating scent deeply. I loved her so goddamned much, it was astonishing.

“How’s the nursery coming along?” I asked, hoping to take her mind off of Randy.

“It’s adorable,” she said. “I’ll show you in a little while.”

“I can’t wait to see it,” I said. She’d been crying when I got home from the cabin and I’d sat her down and made her tell me everything. “I love you, sweetheart.”

“I love you, too,” she sniffled.

“You’re so strong, Chloe,” I said. “You’ve grown by leaps and bounds in these last few months.”

“I’m trying,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

“You’re doing great. I’m very proud of you, babe,” I said.

“Thanks, Bear. That means a lot to me,” she said. Her words were muffled into my chest and as we lay there on the couch, I couldn’t help but count my blessings again.

“You and the baby mean everything to me, Chloe,” I said. “I don’t want anyone upsetting you again. If he comes back or tries to contact you again, I want you to stay away from him and tell me right away, alright?”

“Sure,” she said. “I don’t think he will, though. I made myself pretty clear.”

“I hope not, but don’t be surprised. If there’s anything I’ve learned, is that greed makes people persistent and relentless.”

“Duly noted,” she said. “I’ll let you know. I don’t want to talk about him anymore. How was your time at the cabin?”

“It was…weird, I guess,” I said. “I’d already gone through everything when I was there before and I was hoping I’d find something else,” I said. “The journals were vague, but there was this entry at the end that gave me pause. Something happened with Bruce’s last case. I don’t know what exactly but I’m getting closer to finding out.”

“What do you think happened?”

“I’m not sure. I found a CD last time I was there. I didn’t tell you about it because I wasn’t sure if it was important or not. It’s a recording of a conversation between two men talking about a transaction. But I don’t know who they are.”

“And you think it has something to do with Bruce’s death?”

“It’s possible. There’s something else, though. Last night, I went for a run. When I came back, someone was in Bruce’s cabin. He was going through his things.”

“Oh, my god, Bear!” she said, her head shooting up. Her eyes were full of alarm. “What happened?”

“I waited in the dark, watching him. He was about to go into my cabin, but I distracted him and he took off.”

“Bear, that sounds dangerous,” she said, her brow furrowed.

“I’m fine,” I said, shrugging. “Nothing happened. He didn’t even see me. I contemplated confronting him, but I followed him and got his license plate number instead.”

“I’m so glad you didn’t do that!”

“I’m sure I could have taken him,” I shrugged. I didn’t want her to be worried. That guy was three times my size, of course he could have hurt me. But she didn’t need to know that.

She kept looking at me, though, and I knew she was worried.

“Chloe, it’s fine.”

“Bruce died, Bear. You think someone killed him. You have to be careful! I can’t risk anything happening to you!” Her eyes were wild with alarm.

Goddammit. I’d done the one thing I’d wanted to avoid. It was a fine line between being open with her and protecting her from the truth.

“Chloe,” I said, pulling her back into my arms, “stop that. Nothing is going to happen to me, trust me. I promise. Do you think I’d do anything to put myself in danger of not being here for you and the baby? I would never do that, babe. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.”

“Just be careful,” she said again.

“I promise, babe,” I replied. “I promise…”



HOURS LATER, I untangled myself from her naked limbs. I stood over her, looking down at her breathtaking beauty. My eyes traveled down to her barely swollen belly and I marveled at the fact that our child was in there. I couldn’t help but smile, my heart swelling with love for someone I’d not even met yet.

I settled in my study with the journals and my cell phone. I called Charlie right away, hoping he had some information for me by now.

“You’re in luck,” he said. “I was able to get some good info for you.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear, brother,” I said. “Tell me everything.”

“Okay, so Rio Santiago is indeed out of the slammer. He’s back in his old neighborhood, still running everything like the biggest cock on the block. Back to dealing drugs and women, or so I hear.”

“You get a hit on that license plate?”

“Sure did. Registered to Vito Alonzo, who just happens to be Rio’s cousin and right-hand man.”

“I knew it!”

“Yep, real dangerous motherfucker, that guy. Good thing you didn’t confront him.”

“Whatever, I could’ve taken him,” I replied.

Charlie snorted.

“Fuck you, Charlie,” I said, with a smile.

“They make bullet proof vests out of money these days? Or maybe you afford a few bionic parts?” he teased.

“What else did you find out?” I asked, ignoring his dig.

“Okay, so the case. I snooped around and heard some interesting rumors going around the DA’s office.”

“Like what?”

“Well, as you know Rio’s case was Bruce’s last one. And it was real ugly, too. Lots of infighting within the department. Apparently, some key evidence came up missing, but nobody will say what it was. I’m still working on that.”

“Do you think it was the CD?”

“I sure do. The case numbers match. And I gotta tell you, Bear. Lots of people blamed Bruce, maybe not to his face at the time, but the word on the street is that Bruce was suspected of withholding evidence that would have ensured Rio stay behind bars for a long time. Instead, his sentence was miniscule. I guess there were a lot of people pretty pissed at Bruce. He denied it, of course. But with him quitting right after the case, it only increased suspicions.”

“Why didn’t they do anything about it?”

“To save face, I guess. The didn’t want to look incompetent.”

“I see,” I said. “Alright. Anything else?”

“Not yet, I’m still digging.”

“Alright, thank you, Charlie. Oh, hey, do you have an address for Santiago?”

“I do,” he said, rattling it off to me as I jotted it down. “You aren’t thinking of going to see him by yourself, are you?”

“Not sure,” I lied. That was exactly my intention.

“Bear, that’s a bad idea. At least take me with you. You could get yourself in a sticky situation. And I fucking know you aren’t bionic, so don’t even try to fool me.”

“I’ll let you know,” I said, “thanks again, brother.”

“Alright,” he replied, warily. “I’ll call you as soon as I have anything else, but try not to get yourself killed in the meantime, okay?”

“Goodnight, Charlie,” I said, hanging up the phone.

I stared at the address, sipping my whiskey, contemplating my next steps. Bruce would never have withheld evidence without a very, very good reason. His last journal entry mentioned me.

But why?

If anyone knew, it was Bruce, Rio and maybe Lacey Vance. I could go to Rio and asked, but Charlie was right. It was dangerous.

And I had a wife and baby depending on me.

I decided that I would go to Rio as a last resort. Lacey Vance had been very short with me, but that was before I knew she’d slept with Bruce. Maybe now that I had that information, I could use it as leverage to get a lot more information from her.

I went back to bed, spooning Chloe and holding her close all night. My cock stirred, reminding me that too many hours had gone by since I’d made love to her. I’d put those needs on the back burner the last few days, and everything was simmering just below the surface. I thought about waking her up, but she was sleeping so peacefully, I just couldn’t do it.

I ignored the pulsing between my legs and fell asleep, dreaming of my wife’s perfect body.




 

CHLOE

I  met Violet at the shop the next morning. All of the furnishings and supplies we’d picked out were in the process of being delivered and the place was crammed with boxes and containers. Violet had set up a desk in the corner and she was elbow deep in paperwork when I arrived.

“I can’t believe all this,” I said, spinning around.

“Everything’s going smoothly,” she said. “How are you doing?”

“I’m good,” I said, placing my hand on my belly. I’d gotten used to the fact that when people now asked how I was doing, they meant me and the baby. We were a cohesive unit at this point. To remind me of that fact, she kicked me, hard.

“I have some paint samples and logo designs I’d like you to look at,” she said.

“Oh, I’d love to,” I said. We sat down together, spending the next few hours picking out paint and carpet and then she showed me the ideas the designer had come up with for the sign outside.

I picked the prettiest one…a flour-de-lis trim on a lavender background with the word ‘Beauty’ inscribed in cursive, the edges of the letters curling around artistically.

“I think that’s the best one, too,” Violet said. “Maybe you don’t need me after all.”

“Are you kidding?” I asked. “I couldn’t get all this done without you. Look at this place! And it’s all moving so quickly.”

“Well, once you’ve done it a few times, you move a little faster. You’re on a learning curve, that’s to be expected. Don’t sell yourself short. It’s mostly a matter of spending money and when you don’t have to worry about a budget, it makes things a lot easier.”

I felt a twinge of guilt when she said that. I knew most people struggled for years to get to this point. It was true that Bear’s money had allowed me this incredible opportunity, probably way before I was truly ready. The baby had sped things up, or maybe his money had, or both, but either way, part of me felt bad for not paying my dues properly.

I pushed it aside and flashed a grateful smile at Violet.

“Thank you for all your help, you’ve been a blessing, Violet,” I said.

“It’s my pleasure, Chloe,” she replied, walking me to the door. “How’s Bear doing?”

“He’s okay,” I said. “Still getting over Bruce’s death, but I think he’s settling back into his routine.”

“That’s good to hear,” she said. “Those two were close as brothers.”

“I know,” I said. “Bruce was a wonderful man.”

“He was,” she said. “I still can’t believe he’s gone.”

“Me, either,” I replied. “Did you know him well?”

“We had a little fling many years ago,” she said.

“Oh!” I replied. “I didn’t know…”

“Not many people do,” she said. “But like I said, it was a long time ago. We didn’t see each other too often over the years, but when we did, we were friendly. Bruce was one of those guys that was impossible to be upset with. Everyone loved him. It’s such a shame he killed himself.”

“I know,” I said. “Bear doesn’t really believe that, actually.”

“Well, Bear would know,” she said. “Like I said, they were close as brothers…”

I nodded, thinking about Bear’s investigation into Bruce’s death. I’d been worried about him tremendously, especially after he told me what happened at the cabin. I’d asked him to be careful, not to put himself at risk, but I knew he wouldn’t stop until he had the answers he was searching for. Violet’s observations only cemented that fact.

“Violet, thanks again. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“My pleasure, sweetheart,” she said.

I walked back out to the car, smiling at Max as he waited patiently. I slid into the backseat, my mind a million miles away as I thought of my amazing husband.

I should be thankful that he was looking into Bruce’s death. He loved him so much and Bruce deserved Bear’s devotion. I vowed to stop worrying and do whatever I could to help him. I’d not even offered my help, not really. I kept wanting to find a way to help him feel better, to help him get over it, but maybe the only way ‘over’ it was to go right ‘through’ it, as they say.

We’d not made love in days, and I knew it had to be because he was so distracted. Maybe once this was all over, things could return to normal.

My ass twitched as I thought of what normal meant for us. My nipples hardened as I imagined the feel of his hands on me, heard the sharp slapping of skin on skin, the sound of Bear’s voice growling in my ear…

‘Good girl….Good girl….’




 

BEAR

“Good morning, Sarah,” I said as I walked past my assistant’s desk on the way to my office.

“Good morning, Mr. Dalton,” she smiled. “Sir, there’s a man here to see you. He doesn’t have an appointment and he asked to wait for you.”

“Who is it?”

“He says his name is Randy.”

“I don’t know anyone named Randy…” I said, my voice trailing off.

“He said he’s Mrs. Dalton’s father?”

“Fuck,” I said, rolling my eyes. “He’s still here?”

“Yes, sir,” she said. “He’s sitting outside of your door.”

“Alright, I’ll see him for a few minutes,” I said, anger beginning to bubble up inside of me.

I walked to my office and sure enough, there was Randy, fidgeting in his seat. He stood up when he saw me.

“Hello,” I said, dryly. I was not in the mood to see him, but after the way he’d upset Chloe, I was almost glad he was here so I could firmly send him on his way. “Come in my office.”

I walked inside, not bothering to shake his hand. He followed closely behind. I sat behind my desk and stared at him warily, resisting the urge to give in to my fantasies of punching him.

“How can I help you?” I asked.

“Chloe doesn’t want me in her life,” he said.

“Can you blame her?” I asked.

“No, of course not. But I was hoping you could convince her otherwise.”

“How and why would I do that?”

“Because I want to be a part of her life,” he insisted.

“Do you really?” I asked, cocking my head. “Why now?”

“I’m her father.”

“No, you really aren’t, and it sounds to me like we’re having the same exact conversation you had with Chloe the other day. I don’t see the point of this. This has nothing to do with me.”

“Actually, it does,” he said. “Because you’re the one with the money.”

“Ah, just as I suspected,” I replied. “You want money.”

“Yeah, I do,” he said. “It’s only fair.”

“Fair?” I scoffed. “Are you mad? Get the fuck out of my office and stay away from us. I’m not giving you anything.”

He stood up, removing an envelope from his jacket and throwing it on my desk.

I groaned.

“What the fuck is this?” I asked.

“Open it,” he insisted.

“Fuck,” I shook my head, opening the envelope and pulling out its contents. “What is this?”

I looked at the stack of photos and cringed.

It was Matilda.

Having sex.

With him.

They were very young, but it was obvious it was definitely them.

I threw them upside down on the desk and shook my head.

“I could have gone my whole life without seeing that.”

“If you don’t give me what I want, I’m sending these to the New York Post. I think they’d love to have them, don’t you think?”

“Why would anyone care?”

“Because of you, of course. You’ve married the young daughter of your CFO and now pictures of her slutty mother surface. There’s a video tape, too, by the way. It’s a bit of a stretch, but if you think they wouldn’t publish them, you’re mistaken. It’d be such an embarrassment to Chloe, don’t you think? Not to mention your brand new mother-in-law.”

“Wow, you really are a prick, aren’t you?”

“I don’t care what you think of me.”

“Of course you don’t,” I said, my anger boiling now. “What do you want, Randy?”

“Not much,” he said.

“How much?” I asked, my fists balling at my sides.

“Two hundred thousand,” he said.

I stood staring down at him, my eyes full of rage. Sometimes, money just causes problems. I knew if Chloe hadn’t married me, this scumbag never would have surfaced from whatever pit of hell he came out of. She’d been so upset by him, and I wasn’t about to let him near her again.

This time, money could solve the problem it had created.

“I’ll give you ten thousand and not a penny more.”

He squinted and began to protest, but I shook my head.

“Not a penny more,” I repeated.

“Fine,” he said, shaking his head angrily.

I opened my desk drawer and quickly wrote a check and handed it to him. His greedy eyes lit up like a goddamned Christmas tree, making me want to punch him even more. I walked around the desk and closed the distance between us.

I grabbed his collar with my fist and pushed him against the wall.

“You come anywhere near Chloe or Matilda again and I will fucking knock your head off, do you understand me?”

“Understood,” he said, with a creepy smile. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Dalton.”

“Fuck off,” I growled, pushing him away. “Get the fuck out.”

He left without another word, the pictures still lying on my desk. I grabbed them, running them through the shredder under my desk, shaking my head.

“Motherfucker,” I muttered, trying desperately to scrub the images from my memory.



FIVE HOURS LATER, I sat in my car parked down the block from Rio’s apartment building in Harlem. I watched as several people streamed in and out, but none of them were Rio. I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. Maybe I was wasting my time sitting here but I was still looking for clues.

I was pretty certain that Rio had Bruce killed, or somehow forced him to kill himself, but I didn’t know why. If Bruce had done what he wanted, if he’d thrown the case, what was the point of killing him? And how in the world had he found him up at the cabin?

Nobody was aware he was up there, as far as I knew.

I’d asked Bruce on New Year’s Eve if he’d had any contact with anyone from his old job and he’d told me he hadn’t and I’d believed him. He didn’t have any reason to lie to me.

I sat outside of Rio’s apartment for an hour and didn’t see a thing of interest to me.

“This isn’t getting me anywhere,” I said to myself. I decided to try a different approach and started the car up, heading back towards the DA’s office.

Lacey Vance was sitting at her desk when I walked in. Her receptionist recognized me right away, her face lighting up with a smile.

Lacey wasn’t as happy to see me. I closed the door behind me and sat down across from her.

“Mr. Dalton, how can I help you?”

“Nice to see you again,” I said.

“I’m very busy,” she said, tossing me an impatient look.

“I understand,” I said. “I was hoping I could ask you a few more questions about Bruce.”

“Of course,” she said, folding her hands in front of her.

“Well, I’ve done a little digging on my end and I wanted to ask you again if you’d talked to Bruce, or perhaps seen him, after he left his position here.”

“I already answered that. No.”

“Right,” I said, nodding. “And you said you two were close?”

“We were colleagues, Mr. Dalton, what are you getting at?”

“You were more than colleagues, Mrs. Vance.”

“Excuse me?”

“You were sleeping with him.”

Her face paled and her eyes widened.

“Mr. Dalton, I’m not sure why you think that, but I can assure you, I didn’t—.”

“—I have his journals.”

She stopped short, her mouth open as she stared back at me. She shot a glance at the door and lowered her voice.

“That was a long time ago,” she whispered.

“Was it?” I asked. “Sounded more like an on-again, off-again, repeating kind of thing to me.”

“What do you want?”

“I just want answers, Mrs. Vance.”

“I don’t see what any of this has to do with Bruce’s death,” she said.

“I don’t either. Not yet, anyway. But I’m pretty sure my friend wouldn’t have killed himself, and I’m determined to get to the bottom of it. In fact, I won’t stop until I do. At this point, I’m looking for more information about Bruce’s last case. You worked on it with him. Do you know why Santiago got off with such a light sentence?”

She paused, squinting her eyes at me.

“No,” she said.

“Do you know anything about missing evidence?” I asked.

“No, Mr. Dalton, I have no information to offer you. I don’t know what happened. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.”

Her face was flushed, a hot, pink blush rising in her cheeks. I glanced down at her hands and saw her fingers trembling as she picked up her pen.

I nodded and rose to my feet.

“That’s alright, Mrs. Vance. I’ll keep digging.”

I walked out, knowing I’d left her rattled and even more sure that I was on the right track.




 

CHLOE

O n my way home, I’d stopped at a gorgeous French lingerie store and bought a sexy new outfit to surprise Bear with. He’d been so distracted lately and I hoped it would cheer him up and take him out of his head for a little while.

The negligee I’d picked out was made from delicate red French lace. It plunged to a deep V in the front and back, and had a tiny little skirt of black lace sewn around the hips.

I loved it and as soon as I tried it on, I knew it was perfect. My belly kept growing more and more every day and even though I wasn’t showing so much that I couldn’t have passed it off as the effects of consuming a very large meal, it was still very noticeable to me. I didn’t mind it one bit, though.

I loved my new breasts, my new hips, and by the way Bear’s hands seem to always be resting on them, I was pretty sure he was enjoying them, too.

Hopefully, tonight, we could really reconnect. We needed it so badly. We’d both been working hard and his head was in the clouds and not in a good way, definitely in a very stressful way. We both needed to recharge and I couldn’t think of a better way to do it.

I waited for him in the dungeon room, all dressed up in my new outfit. I craved a big glass of wine to help shake my nerves, but since that was out of the questions, I’d done what I could with a cup of chamomile tea before I settled in there. I walked around the room while I was waiting, memories flooding over me.

I remembered the first time I’d seen this room, how nervous and freaked out and excited I was. When he’d caught me snooping, I thought that was the end of it all. But it was only the beginning.

My fingers trailed over the whips on the wall, a faint smile spreading across my face as I remembered the feel of them sliding across my skin, smacking against my ass, my thighs, my pussy…

And then I remembered that awful night I’d told him about my dinner with Levi. It seemed like so long ago and all that pain was now just a very distant memory. So much had changed. After finding out I was pregnant, I’d called Levi a few days later and politely thanked him for his help but told him I was no longer interested in pursuing the job at Armani. Bear had insisted that wasn’t necessary, all the while apologizing for his behavior, but I’d done it out of respect.

I knew he felt bad about everything, still to this day. I’d forgiven him quickly and I was glad I had. Now, with the way he was being so sweet and gentle with me, I knew I’d made the right decision. I knew at the time that I was running the risk of him doing it again, but as I’d hoped, he’d respected my boundaries immensely.

I knew without a doubt I’d done the right thing.

I picked up a leather strap and ran my fingers through it, relishing the feel and the smell of the leather. I wrapped it around my hand, clutching it firmly and slapping it against the bed. The sound sent chills down my spine, ending with a tiny spark of electricity lighting up my clit.

I was so hungry for Bear’s touch at this point. When I heard the front door open, my heart sped up.

I laid down on the bed to wait for him.

Lying on my side, I propped myself up on my elbow and positioned myself into what I hoped was a seductive pose and not a comical one.

If this outfit didn’t get him to fuck me, then nothing would….




 

BEAR

I  made my way home with a guilty heart.

I never should have paid off Randy. I should have gone to Chloe and Matilda first and let them decide to how to handle it. They were tough, they could handle it just fine on their own. If they wanted to pay him off, then I’d happily oblige.

Instead, I’d let my instinct to protect them override my logical thoughts at the time. He’d pissed me off so badly, and I just wanted to make it all go away.

I had so much other shit to think about, the last thing I needed was some money hungry asshole trying to fuck with my family. It was just easier to make him go away.

But that was no excuse. I decided on my way up to the penthouse that I had to tell Chloe the truth. And Matilda, too. They’d be upset that I paid the asshole off, probably, but I had to at least explain to them why I’d done it. If they wanted me to, I’d put a stop on the check.

I needed to deal with this right away, so it didn’t turn into a bigger problem later and so that I could properly continue with my investigation into Bruce’s death. That was what was important to me.

That, and protecting my family. Even Matilda was my family now, so she fell into that category whether she wanted to or not.

When I walked in, Chloe was nowhere to be found.

I called out her name, but she didn’t answer.

I walked into our bedroom, but she wasn’t there, either. Her phone and purse were on the dresser, so I knew she was here somewhere.

She’s probably working, I thought, heading down the hall to her studio.

I knocked on the closed door and opened it, peeking in. I expected to see the usual chaos, but instead, everything was neatly organized and tidy. I smiled with pride. She was really getting it together. Everyday she proudly listed off her achievements for the day and I could tell that Violet was really helping, but she was also doing a lot of the work herself now that she wasn’t overwhelmed with the business aspect of it.

I’d been telling her from the start that every successful businessperson got there by delegating. Nobody was an island, so to speak. Every successful company owner got there with a lot of help from other people.

I walked back down the hall, calling Chloe’s name.

When I heard her faint voice call from the dungeon, my cock reacted before my brain.

“In here,” she cooed.

I swallowed hard, my body immediately taking over, my feet moving to the door, my hand reaching out and opening it and my cock springing to attention at the heavenly sight waiting for me without no conscious thought of my own.

“Beauty…” I whispered when I saw her.

“Hello, my love,” she replied, with a sultry smile.

She was spread out on the bed, her hair falling over her shoulder, cascading down her arm as she propped herself up. The look on her face was pure hunger and all thoughts of telling her what I’d done disappeared from my mind immediately.

I walked over to the bed, gazing down at her. She was wearing something I’d never seen before, a red and black number that hugged her curves perfectly. Her breasts threatened to spill out of it completely, her perfect rosy nipples peeking out seductively.

“What did I do to deserve this?” I asked.

“I just thought we both needed a little reprieve,” she said.

“You thought right,” I said, my voice husky with desire.

I watched with growing passion as she sat up. She smiled up at me, her eyes wide and sensual, as she reached for me. She grabbed my belt, pulling me closer as she unfastened it. Her fingers unbuttoned my pants, and as she slowly slid the zipper down, she looked up at me, biting her lip.

Desire raged through me as she reached inside my boxers, pulling out my already throbbing cock. I pushed my pants to the floor and stepped out of them.

Her mouth engulfed me, the heat overwhelming, her soft lips sliding down my hard shaft as her tongue swirled around it. My head fell back as I sunk my hands into her hair, her head bobbing back and forth.

“Oh, my god…,” I moaned. She was amazing, her mouth pulling every ounce of pleasure out of me until I was about to come in her mouth.

“Stop, babe,” I said, pulling away. She looked up at me with a disappointed pout, only adding to my desire for her.

“Lie back,” I whispered. She did so slowly, her long limbs spreading over the bed, her thighs falling open as she reached her hand down between her lips, spreading her beautiful center open for me to see. My eyes trailed up her beautiful, lace-covered body, her breasts full and swollen, her collar firmly fastened around her delicate neck.

Quickly, I shed the rest of my clothes and joined her on the bed. I hovered over her, my lips crashing into hers as I kissed her deeply. My cock throbbed against her naked thigh and I shifted my weight, pushing my cock against her inviting pussy.

“Bear, please, not yet,” she said.

“Not yet?” I asked, my cock about to explode just by the caress of her soft skin.

“I want…,” she began, looking up at me shyly.

“What, Beauty? What do you want?”

She bit her lip before replying, the sexiest look crossing her face.

“I…want…the…whip,” she whispered softly. My eyes widened in surprise. She’d never really asked for it before and my heart almost melted in my chest.

She wanted to play. Of course she did, or she wouldn’t be in this room. I’d been so eager to fuck her, to feel myself buried inside of her, that I hadn’t realized what she needed.

“Have you been a good girl?” I asked.

She nodded, a small smile spreading across her face. I reached up and grabbed a handful of her hair, pulling her head back.

“You have, haven’t you?” I growled. She nodded again, her eyes begging me. I marveled at the blessing of finding this woman.

I stood up, my hard cock standing straight up between my legs. I could handle waiting a little longer, if it made her happier. I wanted nothing more than to please her.

I walked to the wall, selecting a large leather and fur paddle. I turned back to her, showing it to her.

“Touch it,” I said. She reached out her fingers gingerly touching the fur. “It’s soft, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she murmured demurely. I flipped it over to the leather side. “See this side? It’s going to sting so badly against your beautiful skin. Is that what you want, Beauty?”

She nodded enthusiastically and I couldn’t help but smile with approval.

“Turn over,” I said. Eagerly, she turned over, her lace covered ass fully displayed for my use. Slowly, I ran the fur side of the paddle over the back of her thighs and up to her cheeks. She shuddered, her skin breaking out in goosebumps. “Your ass is almost perfect, Chloe. Do you know what would make it better?”

She looked over her shoulder, staring up at me expectantly.

“You know, don’t you?” I asked, running it over her ass over and over. “It’s so round, so shapely, so absolutely sexy. But it’s entirely too lily white, Beauty.”

I landed the first blow, pulling my arm back and down, the smack loudly cracking through the air. She shuddered again and I smiled. “Ah, yes, that’s a little better. Such a pretty little faint pink. I think we need more.”

I hit her again, three times in a row, the blood rushing to the surface of her skin. “Look at that,” I admired. “It’s like a perfect canvas, just waiting for the stroke of my brush. So pretty, Chloe. So fucking perfect.”

My cock throbbed painfully now, begging for contact, begging for release. But I ignored my own needs, seeing the pleasure washing across my wife’s face. She lifted her ass higher, wiggling it towards me, begging for more.

“You dirty little vixen,” I growled. “Begging for it…”

“Yes,” she whispered, her head buried between her hands as she braced herself for more. I stopped, making her wait, drawing out the tension as long as I could. I hit her again, each blow ricocheting through me, sending me into the delicious trance that I was so addicted to.

A familiar rush of power ripped through me as I gazed down at her.

“Tell me, Beauty, tell me what I love to hear,” I ordered.

“I’m yours, Bear. All yours,” she said, looking over her shoulder at me again, tears welling up in her eyes.

“Tell me you love me,” I said, landing another blow on her ass.

“I love you so much!” she cried.

“Tell me you love this,” I said, landing another.

“I love it, baby, I love the way it stings my ass, the way it hurts, the way it rushes through me…”

“Ah, that’s my girl,” I growled. “Tell me you love my cock.”

Her eyes lit up with joy.

“It’s my favorite thing in the entire world.”

I couldn’t handle it anymore. I grabbed a handful of her hair and making sure not to hurt her, I pulled her face near me again.

“I want your mouth again,” I said. She opened wide as I slid inside, my cock threatening to explode immediately. I gave her a few seconds, but it was too much and I was having way too much fun to stop now. I pulled away and she flashed me her pouting face again.

“Spread your legs,” I demanded. She laid back down, obeying me perfectly. I swallowed hard, my cock begging to slam inside of her, but I continued to resist. I grabbed the paddle and began softly slapping it against her outer lips. She shuddered with tap, her head thrown back in ecstasy. When I saw the faint glimmer of her juices flowing from her, coating the paddle, I couldn’t help myself.

I dove between her legs, licking her delicious nectar from her pulsing center. She tasted like love, like heaven, like candy, like anything and everything that was good in the world.

I thrust my tongue inside, grabbing her flailing hips to hold her still. She struggled against me and I held on tighter. Her moans filled the room and I sucked her clit into my mouth, hard. She cried out, just what I wanted. I sucked harder and harder until she was screaming my name, thrashing below me like a captured wildcat. I held on, continuing my assault until she stilled, her pussy filling my mouth with her pleasure.

Afterwards, she lay panting, submissive, her thighs fallen open, her pussy drenched with her juices.

I couldn’t wait any longer.

I slammed into her with the full force of my strength, my cock smoothly sliding into her as far as I could reach. She pulsed around me, her tightness threatening to push me over the edge right away. I took a deep breath, doing my best to hold on as I fucked into her over and over. The sensitivity passed, and my hard cock worked deeper into her, fucking her wildly, her pussy so soft, so wet, so fucking beautifully tight.

She fit like a glove.

“Yes, yes, yes…” she chanted, her beautiful voice rising up above my guttural moans. I hammered her hard, and then harder still.

I needed this so badly. I needed her. I needed us. I needed this family, this life, this acceptance and release, this magic we’d created together in the darkness of my heart.

She’d found a way to reach inside of me, illuminating my darkness and turning it into something else entirely—pure love.

She wrapped her arms and thighs around me as I kissed her, as I fucked her, as I gave her every ounce of love and lust that existed inside of me. My love flowed out of my cock and straight into her, filling her up with the heat of my release.

She cried out, her pussy slamming tightly around me as we crashed over the edge together, the lines between realism and magic blurring into one as our love brought us closer together, our bodies clinging to each other for sweet life…




 

CHLOE

M y ass still stung from yesterday’s sweet assault. My plan worked perfectly, leaving Bear relaxed and happy, and certainly sexually satisfied. We’d stayed in the dungeon playing for hours, locking ourselves away from the world. We’d finally gone to bed in the early morning hours, giggling and kissing, my skin tingling as we drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms.

I’d woken up as he’d kissed my forehead before leaving for work, his gentle touch a sweet contrast from last night’s paddle.

I stretched and opened my eyes a few minutes later, the sun shining in through the large windows of our bedroom.

I walked through the morning with a grin on my face and my heart full of love and joy. I still couldn’t believe my luck. I was starting to accept that this was my life, but I was still in awe of it all, the way it played out, the way Bear loved me, the way I loved him…

I had a busy day ahead of me. I had a doctor’s appointment at noon, which Bear was supposed to meet me at, and I was meeting Violet afterwards to do some planning. After that, I was meeting the seamstresses to look over their work. And tonight, Bear and I were supposed to meet up with Mom for an early dinner. I knew by the time I got back home for the night, I’d be exhausted.

Lately, all I wanted to do was sleep.

I slept in every morning as much as I could get away with. I took a nap every chance I got. And I was usually fast asleep by nine at night, if Bear wasn’t home. In fact, if I didn’t have so much to do, I’d probably crawl back into bed right now.

Instead, I decided to treat myself to breakfast as the bistro down the street. They had the best omelets and I’d been craving mushrooms like crazy. I was having the weirdest cravings. Last week, I’d made Bear go out in the middle of the night and get me all of the ingredients to make s’mores. We'd sat in the living room in front of the fireplace, trying not to burn ourselves as we pulled the foil packets from the fire, feeding each other sticky, gooey chocolate and marshmallows, laughing hysterically through it all. We’d ended up in the shower together after we realized licking it off wasn’t going to work out so well.

It was the best shower I’ve ever had.

I was smiling about it as I walked out into the crisp sunny day. As always, the city that never sleeps was wide awake. The stream of people outside of our building seemed to only let up in the early hours of the morning. Anytime after sunrise, it was a madhouse. Today was no exception.

Max had the day off today, so I joined the river of people and let them sweep me down the street with them towards the bistro. I was smiling, thinking of Bear, thinking of what I’d eat—extra mushrooms, extra cheese—when I felt a hand close around my arm.

Startled I pulled away before I looked up.

When I saw it was Randy, I bristled.

“Don’t touch me!” I said. “What are you doing?”

I stopped to face him, the stream of people rushing past us.

His face was twisted into an ugly grimace. He pushed something into my face

“Look at this!” he snarled.

“What is it?” I asked, looking down at it. It was a check. From Bear…

“What is this?” I asked, my heart jumping in my chest.

“Your husband is smarter than you,” he said. “I just thought you should know that he paid me money to leave you alone yesterday.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. I looked up at him, but the smug look on his face made me do a double take. I was furious, but I wasn’t about to give this horrible man the satisfaction of knowing he’d gotten under my skin. I looked him straight in the eye, raising my chin defiantly.

“I already knew. So what the hell are you doing here?” I asked, my voice steely.

He blinked in surprise and took a step back.

“I thought he wasn’t going to tell you,” he said. My heart was breaking and I just wanted to get away from him. Why would Bear do such a thing?

“Well, he did. Go away. I never want to hear from you again. Do you understand? Did he tell you that, too?”

“Yeah,” he said, “he did.”

“Then leave!” I yelled, my voice barely rising above the traffic noise. “Go! Go on!” I pushed him away from me and turned and ran back to our building, leaving him behind, glad he hadn’t followed me because I didn’t want him to see the tears falling down my face.

I wasn’t crying because of him. I was crying because of Bear. How could he betray me like that? I’d asked him directly not to do that and he still did it!

By the time I got back to the penthouse, I was shaking.

I sank down onto the couch, crying into my hands.



BEAR WAS LATE to the doctor’s appointment. My face was puffy from crying, but thankfully the doctor and her assistants pretended not to notice. By the time Bear came barreling through the door, I was already in the stirrups.

I hadn’t talked to him since this morning. He didn’t know Randy had come to see me again. I was planning on confronting him before the appointment, but since he was late, here I was—puffy, angry and half naked in a room with my doctor.

It was hardly the time to ask him why he’d given my deadbeat dad a bunch of money. I was appalled, though. And furious. And fucking hurt. He thought his fucking money could solve anything. But this was my problem, not his.

I wanted an explanation and I wasn’t sure if I’d even accept it. I couldn’t imagine anything he could say that would make me forgive him.

“Mr. Dalton,” Dr. Reynolds smiled, “so glad you could join us today.”

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, flashing a charming, apologetic smile to the doctor and leaning down and kissing my forehead.

Fuck, I thought, he smells good.

I stiffened at his touch, and when he put his palm over mine, I pulled away. I felt him looking at me, but I avoided his gaze. I kept my focus on the doctor. She was rolling the ultrasound wand over my belly and I looked past her at the monitor behind her.

“Oh!” I cried, as the baby came into view. When the racing sound of a strong and steady heartbeat filled the room, tears filled my eyes.

“That’s your baby right there,” she said. I nodded, my eyes glued to the screen.

Bear leaned down next to me, planting a kiss on my cheek. I moved my cheek away and I heard him gasp. He put his hand over mine again and I pulled away again.

“Chloe,” he said, his voice low and stern.

I ignored him, the tears in my eyes welling up bigger. My heart was pounding, my throat constricted and for fuck’s sake, I really didn’t want to do this right now, but I couldn’t look at him. Not without screaming.

So, I didn’t.

I squared my shoulders, lifted my chin and kept looking at the screen, pretending he hadn’t said my name.

“Do you want to know the sex?” the doctor asked, rubbing the wand all around as she took measurements.

“I already know it’s a girl,” I said, my voice shaking.

“Well, you don’t know it’s a girl, you just think it’s a girl, right?” Bear said.

“I know it is!” I snapped, maybe a little too angrily and maybe a little too loudly for a doctor’s office.

Bear’s gaze burned into the side of my face as I continued to refuse to look at him. I was hoping we could get through this, that I could pretend everything was fine, but he knew me too well.

That, and the fact that I was acting like he wasn’t even the room probably tipped him off that I might be a little upset.

“Dr. Reynolds, could I please have a moment alone with my wife?”

“Absolutely,” she said, putting the ultrasound wand back on the machine. She took off her gloves and handed me a box of tissue. “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” she said, with a polite smile, before leaving us alone.

I watched the door close behind her, wishing I was anywhere else but here at the moment.

“What’s going on?” Bear asked.

“We’ll talk about it later,” I said, finally meeting his eyes and then looking away again immediately.

Goddammit, I thought, he’s so fucking handsome. Why does he have to be so fucking sexy all the time? Why can’t he just be normal, just some normal guy with a normal job and normal eyes, eyes that didn’t seem to have the ability to see right through me every time they landed on me?

“Let’s talk about it now,” he said, his voice low and measured.

“I don’t think this is an appropriate place or time,” I said, matching his tone.

“Chloe,” he said, reaching over and putting a finger under my chin. He turned my face towards him, and I kept my eyes averted. “Look at me.”

“I don’t want to,” I said, turning away as soon as he let go.

“Okay, fine, don’t look at me, but at least tell me what the fuck is going on. I thought this was supposed to be a happy visit.”

“So did I,” I said, “but now it’s ruined.”

“Why the fuck is it ruined? What happened?”

“Why don’t you tell me what happened, Bear?” I said, my anger finally bursting through as I turned to him, my angry eyes clashing with his goddamned sexy ones.

“What?” he said, putting out a hand.

“You know what you did!” I cried.

“Okay, this is about Randy, right? That’s all it can be.”

“That’s all?” I exclaimed. “Isn’t that enough?”

“Chloe, I can explain,” he said.

“I hope so,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

“Look, I owe you an apology, I know. I shouldn’t have paid him off, but well…I was going to tell you this last night, but you were so…so…distracting…as soon as I walked in the door and once we got started, we were having such a nice time and I didn’t want to ruin it.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you gave my sperm donor enough money to buy a fucking car!”

“What did he tell you?” he said, squinting his eyes at me.

“Nothing! Except that you were smarter than me, whatever that means.”

“Fuck,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “He didn’t tell you about the pictures, about the tape…”

“What are you talking about?”

“That asshole came to my office yesterday, showing me pictures…of Matilda,” he said, shaking his head, his lips twisted into a grimace.

“Pictures of Mom? Why?”

“Dammit, Chloe,” he said, his voice full of exasperation. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but they were naked pictures. Of her having sex. With him.”

“What!” I yelled, my stomach churning at the thought. “Oh, I think I’m going to be sick.”

“I didn’t want to tell you.”

“Why would he show you that?” I asked.

“Oh, babe, don’t you get it?” he asked, his eyes turning gentle. “He was blackmailing us. Or you. Or Matilda, or all of us, I guess. He threatened to go to the New York Post if I didn’t give him money.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked.

“I wish I was,” he shrugged. “Look, I know I should have told you right away once I got home, but like I said, you were all dressed up, so sexy…”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s not what you should have done.”

“What?” he asked.

“You shouldn’t have given him anything. He was probably bluffing. And who cares what my mother did over twenty years ago?”

“I was protecting the two of you,” he said. “You’d be surprised how nasty the media can be.”

“But why didn’t you call me first? Come to me and ask me again? I’d already told you I didn’t want you to pay him off in the first place,” I said, my voice rising in anger again. “Why didn’t you listen to me?”

“I didn’t—,” he began.

“—you didn’t what? Think about what I want, Bear? You already knew my wishes. You knew I didn’t want you to give him money! Do I have to use my safe word for that? Or do you get to make those decisions for me, too?”

He looked like I’d slapped him, his mouth dropping open in surprise. I immediately wished I could push the words back in my mouth, but it was too late. And I was so angry and hurt! Maybe I could have said things a little nicer, but I meant it.

“I apologize, Chloe,” he said, his voice low and stern.

“Yeah, I’ve heard that before,” I said, the tears falling down my face. “Just go.”

“What?” he asked, his eyes wide.

“Just go, Bear. I want to be alone. In fact, I think I’m going to stay at my old apartment for a while. I need some space, some time to think…”

“Chloe, don’t do this,” he said. “Let’s just get through this appointment and we’ll talk about everything when we get home.”

“No,” I said, lifting my chin. “In fact, I want you to leave now.”

He paused, peering into my eyes. I held his gaze, determined to show him that he couldn’t just walk all over me like that. This was a big deal. At least to me, it was. The Randy battle was mine to fight, not his.

Maybe the money was nothing to him, but it was the principal of the matter. Randy didn’t deserve to profit off of me, and blackmail? Or all things? Fuck him.

I guess Bear saw that I was serious. After a moment, he nodded and walked toward the door. My heart broke as he turned back to me slowly. The pain in his eyes went straight to my heart.

The fact that we were both hurting did nothing to make me feel better.

“You go on home, Beauty,” he said, his voice low and gentle. “I’ll get a room at the Four Seasons. I’m the one who fucked up, I’m the one who should leave. You take all the space you need and I’ll be here whenever you want me again.”

He turned and walked out and I could have sworn I heard my heart crack completely in half.




 

BEAR

I  sat in my car mentally kicking my own ass.

Of course, I should have told Randy to fuck off.

At least she’d given me a chance to explain and hopefully, she’d come to realize that I’d done it for a good reason.

She had to forgive me.

I wasn’t sure what I’d do if she didn’t.

She and the baby were the only things in the whole fucking world that really mattered to me. I laughed when I thought about the man I used to be, the man who thought that money and power and rough sex were all he needed to get through life.

I pitied that man now. His life was empty, lonely, meaningless.

Everything was different now. Chloe had turned everything upside down and now everything that I used to feel, everything I knew to be true, everything I thought I loved and needed—it was all a lie.

A lie I told myself to get to sleep at night.

A lie my parents had taught me.

A lie that I’d believed, that I’d eaten up like an expensive steak.

Work hard. Achieve. Succeed. Make money. Live larger…

Those were the things they thought were important.

The values they’d instilled in me.

And in turn, I’d developed a taste for power. And yet, once I had a little, I needed more, like a junkie whose last fix was never as good as the first, and yet I kept trying to score more.

More, more, more…

More money, more power, more sex…

Put them all together and it was even better cocktail.

I inhaled as much of it as I could get. It was a miracle it hadn’t killed me yet. I was sure if I kept going the way I was, it would have. I would have had a heart attack from stress, or something equally repugnant.

But Chloe had come along, knocking me off my pedestal and showing me what life was really all about.

With her smile, her innocence, her irresistible naiveté…her sensuous, stunning body…

Love.

That’s what she’d given me.

Pure, perfect, love.

And all I’d managed to do was screw it up over and over.

I hated to admit it, but fuck if I didn’t know what the hell I was doing here. It was all new to me.

One minute, I wanted to rip her clothes off and devour her body like a goddamned caveman, with uncontrollable and animalistic rage, and in the next, I wanted to throw my entire body over her and protect her from the bullets of life, keep her soft, make her happy, gaze at her beautiful smile all day long, gently kiss every inch of her perfect skin.

I’m sure I was supposed to be doing something somewhere in the middle, but I’d yet to find the sweet spot apparently.

She’d been entirely forgiving and gracious up till now, but I was afraid my latest screw up transcended an entirely new level of fucked up.

That’s why I agreed to give her space.

I stood there staring at her there in that room, her belly covered with slippery goo, her feet up in the stirrups, her eyes raging with anger that I’d never seen cross them…and they were turned towards me.

I hated that more than anything.

That’s why I gave in, agreed to give her space. I didn’t want to. I wanted to insist she come home, I wanted to order her sexy ass into my car and into our bed and make love to her until all of her anger was gone and she looked at me with soft eyes again.

But I knew I couldn’t do that.

I had to give her what she asked for and if what she was asking for was for me to leave her alone, then no matter how much it went against every fucking instinct I possessed, I had to do it.

So, here I was.

Sitting in my car and cursing myself like a fucking love-sick kid.

I started up the car and drove to the Four Seasons, reminding myself that time heals all wounds.

Hopefully some faster than others…



I GOT THE PENTHOUSE AGAIN, the one that we’d stayed in on our wedding night so I could feel close to Chloe while I was gone. At forty-five grand a night, it was worth it. Sure, it was extravagant for just one person, but I’d spent my money in more frivolous ways.

I didn’t care.

Besides, I hoped Chloe would forgive me sooner than later.

In the meantime, I’d stay out of her hair and focus on other things.

The thought of being in her hair, the sweet smell of her shampoo, sent a shot of pain right through my heart. I fucking missed her already.

This was not going to be easy.

I just had to remind myself that this was the right thing to do—even if I had to remind myself every fucking five minutes so I didn’t pick up the phone to call or worse, show back up at the penthouse before she wanted me to.

Yep. Stupid love-sick kid.

That’s what it felt like.

It was a hat I wasn’t used to wearing and it felt ridiculous.

It felt vulnerable and that was the last thing I ever wanted to feel.

“Fuck!” I yelled to the empty hotel suite. It was too big, too full of memories. I’d taken her that night in almost every room, every corner, up against the window, on this couch I’m sitting on right now.

“Fuck!” I yelled again, punching the leather beside me.

I stood up and walked outside, trying to figure out how I was going to get through this. I wished I could call my best friend, but I couldn’t.

Bruce, I thought, I’ll just focus on finding his killer.

It was still early in the afternoon, and I’d come straight to the hotel after leaving Chloe at the doctor’s office. I knew there was no way I’d be able to just sit here for too much longer, so I grabbed my phone and keys and left the suite.

Something about my last meeting with Lacey Vance had been eating at me. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I knew there was something she wasn’t telling me. I drove to her office, hoping for one more meeting with her. Bruce had never been this easy to meet with. When he was the DA he was always busy, always working. Lacey had talked to me without an appointment twice already and I was hoping my charm and good luck would work a third time.

I was just parking my car in the garage when I saw her exit the elevator. I parked, at first intending to approach her before she reached her car, but instead, I waited. She walked to her car quickly, then jumped behind the wheel and sped off down the ramp of the garage.

I didn’t think twice about following her. It’s not like I had anything else to do at the moment.

Chloe’s face haunted me as I trailed behind Lacey. She headed down several streets, finally getting stuck behind a group of taxis for a while before hastily speeding around them.

I followed behind at a good distance, keeping a few cars between us.

Ten minutes later and we were in Harlem. I kept following and when I saw her turn down the same street Santiago lived on, my heart starting racing. When she parked her car down the street from it, I thought maybe it was just a coincidence. I found a place to park not far from her, dropping down low in my seat as I watched.

She walked right up to Santiago’s building.

“What the fuck,” I whispered, my eyes darting around. There were dozens of people wandering around, but they were all minding their own business and I didn’t recognize anyone. Lacey entered the building and I jumped out of my car, crossing the street and standing at the side of the entrance. I peeked around the corner and froze.

Lacey was standing in the garden of the building, talking with a very large, very familiar man. The man I’d seen in Bruce’s cabin. Alonzo.

I hid behind the corner, straining my ears to listen.

“Is Santiago around?” she asked.

“Nope, he just left,” he said.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?”

“No, but you might want to wait till tomorrow. After you told him that rich prick was sniffing around, he got all pissed off. He went to take care of him, so I don’t think he’ll be in the mood to talk when he gets back.”

“Dalton?”

I bristled at the sound of my name.

“Yep. Now that your old boss is gone, he figures Dalton is fair game. Especially now that’s he’s fishing for information.”

“But he made a deal with Bruce,” she said.

“Can’t keep a deal with a dead guy, now can you?”

“Shit,” she said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have told Santiago that Dalton came to visit me.”

“Doesn’t matter. He’d have figured it out anyway. Someone told him he had another guy digging around, too. Nothing gets past Rio.”

“Yeah, I guess not,” she said. “He sure does hate Dalton. I’ve never seen someone hold a grudge for so long.”

“Yeah, well, Ruby was his girl…”

My phone rang in my pocket and I almost jumped out of my skin. I ran down the sidewalk away from them, my heart pounding in my chest. I pulled out my phone and saw that it was my assistant, Sarah.

“Fuck,” I muttered, turning my phone off and shoving it back into my jacket pocket. I jogged back down towards the building and peeked around the corner again. They were still talking.

“…I’ve never seen Santiago so happy as when he was with Ruby. That didn’t stop him from turning her out, of course,” Alonzo laughed. Lacey laughed with him and I cringed. “When she met Dalton, that was all she could talk about. I think she thought he was her way out, I don’t know. She should have known better. Nobody gets out of this life. Anyway, she was never the same after that pinchazo dumped her. She came back, all depressed, didn’t want to work, talking about all the shit she’d done with him. Santiago let her get away with that shit, too. That’s how much he loved her.”

“Wow,” Lacey said. My head was spinning, trying to recall my time with Ruby. It was so long ago, so insignificant, so meaningless, really.

“He tried to save her, but he couldn’t. Everyone said he should kick her ass, straighten her up, you know? But Santiago never laid a hand on her. It still didn’t work, though and when she jumped off that parking garage, it fucked him up big time.”

My heart sank. Ruby was dead? Fuck!

“He already hated Dalton by then, just because he knew Ruby was in love with him, but he’d let him live as long as the DA helped him out in exchange. Once he figured out Dalton and the DA were best friends, he convinced the DA he’d kill Dalton if he didn’t hide the evidence. I think even Santiago was shocked he took the bait at the time.”

“Everyone was,” Lacey said.

“But you know what? He still kept holding out hope for Ruby, even after he went to jail. She killed herself six months later and I tell you, it wrecked Rio. He came out of the pen angrier, harder, with nothing left to lose. Once he served his sentence, he wanted blood.”

“I probably shouldn’t have told him where Bruce was living,” she said. Rage filled my veins when I heard that. It took all my strength not to come out from my hiding spot.

“And what? Let him kill your husband? You had no choice once he threatened you and you know he’d have done it in a heartbeat.”

“I just wish none of this shit had happened. It’s just snowballing and I never expected anyone to die, for fuck’s sake.” Her voice was filled with anguish, but it did nothing to quell the anger raging through me.

“Well, it’s not over yet. He’s on his way to Dalton’s place right now. Said he wanted to do this one himself, since it’s personal. For Ruby, you know?”

My heart dropped when I realized exactly what he was saying.

I ran down the block to my car, fear gripping my heart as I raced home.




 

CHLOE

I  blew my nose for the millionth time since I’d left the doctor’s office. I hadn’t stuck around to finish the appointment. Instead, I cleaned myself up and dressed quickly before sneaking out a back door, grateful I hadn’t run into the doctor.

I’d call tomorrow and reschedule.

I was devastated and being all alone in the penthouse wasn’t helping. Why had I sent him away? I was still angry, but after being home alone for a few hours and processing everything, knowing now that at least he’d had some reason for paying off Randy, even if it was still unexcuseable, helped just a bit to ease my anger towards him.

I understood he was trying to help.

But he’d gone about it completely wrong.

I desperately wished he’d come to me first. But he hadn’t. Nothing I could do would turn back time. And now, I’d sent him away and here I was, all alone with nothing but my tears and this huge penthouse that did nothing but remind me how very alone I was.

I thought about calling him, but then I remembered all the other times I’d forgiven him so easily. Not this time.

I said I needed space, and no matter how much it hurt, I wasn’t going to back down. At least not right now.

I thought about calling Matilda, but then I’d have to explain the whole thing about Randy trying to blackmail us with pictures of her naked, and the whole thing grossed me out. I couldn’t deal with it. I’d have to tell her, of course, but right now, I just didn’t have the strength to deal with her reaction, whatever it may be.

Instead, I picked up the phone and called Marie.

I’d never been more grateful to hear her voice. As soon as she answered, I burst into tears.

“Whoa, whoa, Chloe, what’s up?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I said, sniffling into the phone. “No…”

“What happened?”

“Bear…” I said.

“You mean your dreamy billionaire husband?”

“Yes…” I sobbed. She wasn’t helping by pointing out what I was missing.

“Okay, maybe a few more details might help.”

“Randy…” I managed to sputter out through my tears.

“Randy? Do you mean the parasitic good-for-nothing scoundrel that impregnated your mother and by some miracle created my amazing best friend? That Randy?”

“Yes…,” I said, smiling in spite of my misery.

“What did Bear and Randy do?”

“God, Marie, you aren’t going to believe this!”

“Oh, this sounds juicy, tell me. Wait! Do I need to kick someone’s ass?”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Hmm,” she murmured. “I’ll reserve judgement. Keep going.”

“Randy apparently tried to blackmail Bear…or me…or Matilda, I don’t really know…all of us, I guess.”

“Blackmail? That’s…creative. With what?”

“Pictures and video of him having sex with Matilda.”

“Oh, my God!” she screamed, her sheer voice piercing my ears. “You saw them?”

“No, thank God!” I said. “I think Bear did.”

“You think?”

“Well, yeah, I guess he did. I don’t know I wasn’t there.”

“Lucky you,” she said. “Sounds like you dodged a bullet. You’d never be able to scrub that image from your head.”

“God, shut up already! I don’t even want to think about that!”

“Well, then why are you crying?”

“Because it worked!”

“What worked?”

“The blackmail, for fuck’s sake, aren’t you listening to me?”

“You aren’t exactly being crystal clear, Chloe. So who did he blackmail?”

“Goddammit, Marie.”

“Okay, all of you. So what, you paid him off?”

“Not me!” I protested. “Bear!”

“I see. Okay. And?”

“And I told him not to! But he did anyway and he didn’t tell me. He said he was going to tell me, but then…well, I was waiting for him…never mind…anyway, he didn’t tell me. He gave him a check for ten thousand dollars, Marie!”

She whistled and I rolled my eyes.

“It doesn’t matter how much, because he shouldn’t have given him a penny, don’t you understand?”

“Well, if you told him not to, then why did he?”

“Because Randy brought the pictures to him. When I told him not to, I didn’t know the pictures existed.”

“Well, what did you think he was blackmailing you with?”

“Nothing! He wasn’t blackmailing us, not at that time. Look, never mind.”

“Chloe, maybe I don’t understand, but it sounds like Bear did you a favor. He paid off Randy, saved your mother from a lot of embarrassment and saved you from a lifetime of therapy from seeing your mother have sex. I still don’t understand why you’re crying.”

Her words made me sob even more. I cried into the phone, snot and tears running all over my face.

“You sound terrible, Chloe,” Marie said. “Where’s Bear now?”

“At a hotel,” I said.

“You kicked him out of his own penthouse? That’s kind of bad ass…I’m proud of you.”

“I didn’t kick him out. I was going to leave. Her offered to go instead.”

“Oh, I see. Okay, well…when is he coming back?”

“I don’t know!” I cried.

“Well, just call him, Chloe. I don’t think this is a deal breaker unless there something you aren’t telling me. Is everything else okay? Is the baby okay?”

“The baby is fine,” I said, running my hand over my stomach.

“Well, it’s probably not good for you to get this upset. You should try to call him, or maybe take a bath or something first to calm down. Then call Bear and tell him to come home and you guys have some really good make-up sex so you can tell me all about it later.”

“Hush,” I said.

“Chloe, I saw you guys fuck. It’s hot. Okay? I wanna hear about it.”

“Shut up!” I said.

“Okay, okay, whatever. Jeez, I thought we’d reached a new level in our friendship, but I guess not.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Stop rolling your eyes,” she said.

“I’m not,” I lied.

“Yes, you are. Whatever. Look, I can only wish I had a husband like you do. Be grateful for him. Even if he went against your wishes, it sounds like he only did it to protect you and how can you be angry at that? It’s fucking sexy.”

“Is everything sexual to you?” I asked.

“Pretty much,” she said.

“You’re impossible. But you’re right, I guess. I’ll call him later and tell him to come home. He’s been so distracted lately with all the stuff with Bruce…everything was going so great, though, and then Randy decides to blow everything up.”

“What about Bruce?” she asked, her voice softening. I paused, remembering her crush on him.

“I thought I told you? Bear doesn’t think he killed himself. He thinks maybe someone killed him. Maybe someone from a case he was working on before he quit his job. Apparently, Bruce was in hiding up in the cabin, nobody knew he was up there. So Bear is trying to find out how someone might have found him. I don’t know, there’s more to it, but it’s complicated.”

“That’s not true, Chloe.”

“What isn’t?”

“That nobody knew he was up there.”

“How do you know?”

“I was on the phone with him one night and he got a visitor. He said it was an old coworker. A woman…Lacey, Casey…something like that.”

“Oh, really?” I asked. “Okay, well I’ll tell Bear. He’ll want to know that.”

“Yeah, tell him. And then, have that make-up sex. You know my number.”

“Shut up!” I said again. I couldn’t help but laugh, though. Maybe things weren’t so bad, after all. Maybe I just needed my best friend to show me that.

The doorbell rang and I jumped.

“Someone just rang the bell, Marie, I gotta go,” I said, hoping it was Bear. But why would he ring the bell? I wondered. Maybe he’s just trying to be respectful.

“Tell Bear I said hello. And you know, if you wanna Skype that make-up sex later, just let me know ahead of time so I can dress appropriately…”

“You’re terrible. I’m hanging up now.”

I walked to the door with my phone in my hand, my palms sweating with nervousness and my heart filling with hope, all at the same time.

Maybe we could work this out.

We just needed to talk a little more.

I took a deep breath and flung open the door.

“Oh!” I said, taking a step back. The man standing there was the scariest man I’d ever come face to face with in my life. My heart jumped into my throat. “Can I help you?”

“I’m an old friend of your husband’s,” he said, smiling, flashing a mouthful of gold teeth, his pockmarked face wrinkling into a creepy, strained smile. “He around?”

“No, he’s not,” I said, looking behind him. How the fuck did he get up here? I wondered. “Can I tell him you stopped by?”

My hand was on the door handle, ready to close the door, but he walked in before I could close it.

“I’ll wait,” he said, barreling past me.

“Excuse me?”

“I’ll wait,” he said, turning and flashing me his glittery smile once more. “If you don’t mind.”

“Who are you?” I said, looking back into the empty hallway again. I don’t know what I was looking for. Another human, perhaps. One less terrifying than the individual that had just strolled into our penthouse.

“Name’s Rio Santiago,” he said, holding out a hand to shake. “You’re obviously Mrs. Dalton.”

“Chloe. Yes,” I said, as he grabbed my hand. I cringed when he pressed it to his fat lips. My stomach churned and I pulled it away quickly.

“Nice to meet you, Chloe,” he said, turning towards the terrace and taking in the view. “This place is incredible.”

“Yes,” I agreed. I left the door open and kept my eye on him. Hair stood up on the back of my neck. Suddenly, I remembered I was holding my phone.

I hit the home button and punched in my pass code, and then froze. Who do I call? Bear or 911?

“Why don’t you call Bear and let him know I’m here?” he said. “Maybe he’ll get here a little sooner and I won’t take up any more of your time than necessary.”

“Oh, sure,” I said, nodding, trying to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach.

I called Bear’s phone and it went straight to voice mail.

“Bear, it’s Chloe. I’m at the penthouse. There’s a man here to visit you. Mr. Santiago? Please come home right away, he’s waiting for you. Please call me back.”

I hung up the phone and clutched it in my hand.

The man stood staring at me now, his gaze intense and intimidating.

“How long have you been married to Bear?” he asked.

“Just a few weeks,” I said.

“Oh, newlyweds, is that right?” he smiled. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

“Thank you,” I muttered. “Can I get you a drink?”

I didn’t know what else to do at this point. All I could do was hope Bear got here soon. In the entire time I’d known him, he’d always answered my calls. His phone was never turned off, never went to voice mail. Why in the hell did it have to happen now?

“I would love a drink, Chloe, thank you!” he said, sitting on the couch, his huge frame sinking into the soft leather. “I trust you have tequila?”

“Yes,” I said.

“I’d love a few shots,” he said. “In fact, just bring the whole bottle and come sit with me,” he patted the seat next to him. “We can get to know one another while we’re waiting for your husband.”

I took the bottle over to him and poured a shot, putting the glass and the bottle on the table in front of him.

“Go on, get another glass,” he said. “Unless we’re going to share?” he winked.

“No, I can’t—I don’t drink.”

His eyes shot down to my stomach and his face lit up.

“You’re expecting!” he said. “That dirty dog! He knocked you up already?” His laughter roared through the apartment as he poured another shot and my stomach churned. I looked at the front door, my heart skipping a beat.

Where are you? I thought. Hurry up!

“You know,” I said, trying to muster a smile. “I just remembered. Bear had a long meeting today, that’s probably why he’s not answering. I’ll have him give you a call as soon as he gets home.”

“Nonsense,” he said, pouring his third shot. “I’m happy to wait. Besides, I’m enjoying your company, Chloe. You’re a very lovely woman.”

“Thank you,” I said, biting my tongue, my heart racing.

“I had a lovely woman once,” he said. “Long time ago. She’s gone now, though.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

“It is what it is,” he said. “C’est la vie, you know?”

“Right,” I nodded.

“So, where are you from Chloe? You don’t look like a New Yorker, no offense.”

“I’m from Portland.”

“Oregon?” he asked.

“Yes,” I nodded.

“I heard there’s a pot store and a strip club on every corner in Portland,” he said. “I gotta a few buddies who love that place.”

“I suppose,” I shrugged.

“Sounds like a fun place,” he said, pouring his fourth shot and downing it just as quickly. “You like fun?”

“Yes,” I said, stealing another glance at the door.

“Well, you’d have to being married to Dalton, right?”

“Excuse me?”

“Well, he’s into some kinky stuff, right?”

“I don’t think—.”

“—Don’t be shy! I’ve heard all about him. A little too much, unfortunately.”

“Mr. Santiago,” I said, standing up. “I think maybe you should leave now. I’ll have Bear call you, I promise.”

“Oh, what’s wrong, chicka?” he said, standing up and brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. I shuddered at his touch and stepped back.

“Rio Santiago!” We turned and saw Bear standing by the door.

A wave of relief flooded over me for a minuscule second, but once I saw the look on Bear’s face, I knew something terrible was happening.

“Dalton,” Santiago said, flashing his gilded mouth at Bear. “It’s about time we meet!”




 

BEAR

I  almost tackled him as soon as I saw him touch Chloe. But then I saw the gun sticking out of his suit jacket and I froze.

I held out a hand and walked towards him. Standing between him and Chloe, pushing her gently behind me, I faced him.

“Bear Dalton,” he said, his voice a slow drawl as he shook my hand.

“Santiago,” I said, meeting his beady black eyes. “How can I help you?”

“I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time. You’re famous, rich, powerful. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Is that so?” I asked, keeping one eye on his gun. It wasn’t that I was afraid of him, but I was certainly out-armed here. At least at the moment. I had an arsenal of guns, but I kept them locked safely away in a cabinet in the bedroom, never taking them out. I’d only bought them in case of a zombie apocalypse or worse…an armed felon invading my house.

Unfortunately, they were way too far away.

“Chloe, darling,” I turned to her, “could you make me a cup of tea while I talk to Mr. Santiago?” I reaching down and grabbed her hand, squeezing it firmly, trying to reassure her. Her fingers were trembling and it killed me.

“Of course,” she said, turning and walking towards the kitchen.

“Please, have a seat,” I said to him, sitting across from him. He poured a shot of tequila and offered it to me.

“No thanks,” I shook my head.

“What? You aren’t knocked up too, are you?” I cringed at his words. I didn’t want him even looking at Chloe, much less being near her. I knew what kind of a man he was and now I knew he’d killed my best friend.

Because of me.

But, I stayed cool. Kept my head. Because I knew, without a doubt, that was the only way Chloe and I were going to survive this. I’d called Charlie on the way over, frantically leaving a message. I’d told the door guy to call the cops on my way up.

All I had to do was keep Santiago cool and calm until they arrived.

“So what brings you here?” I smiled.

“Do you remember a woman named Ruby?” he asked.

“Yes,” I nodded.

“Ruby was the love of my life,” he said.

“Ruby was a nice woman,” I said. “I didn’t know her very well.”

“You knew her well enough to fuck her, though, right?”

“What’s your point?”

He stood up, strolling around the room slowly as he looked over the place.

“This is a sweet crib you’ve got, Dalton,” he said. “You’re richer than the Queen of England, aren’t you?”

“I don’t think so,” I replied.

“Ruby was my childhood sweetheart, did you know that?”

“No, I didn’t,” I answered.

“We grew up together, used to play at each other’s houses, that sort of thing. Went to all the same schools. By the time we hit high school, I was in love with her.”

“Is that so?”

“Yep,” he said. “We might have had a good life together, if we weren’t so poor. Poverty makes you do desperate things, did you know that Bear?”

“I’ve heard,” I replied. Fuck this guy, I thought. There are plenty of poor people that don’t turn their girlfriends out.

“You’ve heard. Of course, you’ve only heard. You were born rich, right?”

“Yes, my parents were wealthy,” I said.

“Lucky you,” he said.

“Yes,” I agreed.

“Did you know Ruby died?” he asked.

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“She killed herself. Jumped right off a twenty story apartment building, can you believe that?”

“She must have been in a lot of pain,” I said.

“Yeah, you think?” he said. He was pacing around the room, a light sheen of sweat forming over his brow. “She was never the same after you.”

“After me?” I asked.

“She was classy, right?”

“Sure,” I said.

“She was. She wasn’t like all the other girls from the neighborhood. She didn’t need money to be stylish, she didn’t need some fancy education. She taught herself, was constantly reading books. She was adventurous, too, but you knew that, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“After you broke up with her, she told me all about your…perversions, shall we call them, Dalton?”

“I didn’t break up with her. We weren’t in that kind of relationship, there was nothing to break up. It was just a few dates.”

“No? So you just beat the shit out of everyone you go out with?”

“Look, I don’t think this is something we need to talk about.”

“You don’t? What would you rather talk about? Your dead friend?”

“Sure,” I said, grinding my teeth together. “Let’s talk about Bruce.”

“Yeah, that’s someone you loved, right? He was like a brother to you?”

I nodded.

“He sure loved you, I tell you that. Gave up so much for you, risked everything for you. He could have gone to jail for years.”

“Tell me about it,” I prodded, straining my ears for sirens.

“Didn’t your private investigator tell you enough?”

“I’d rather hear it from you,” I said.

“Of course,” he said. “That’s only fair.”

I sat calmly, watching him pace around the room as he spoke.

“Bruce wanted to put me away for life. He was a fierce guy, wasn’t he? Passionate. A do-gooder, my mother used to call them. Wanted to wear a cape, save the world, put one criminal away at a time. It was honorable, don’t get me wrong. If he’d set his sights on someone else, I’d have cheered for him.”

“Bruce was a good man.”

“Ah, yes, but every good man has a price, doesn’t he?”

“Do they?”

“I think so. I found Bruce’s weak spot. I had to, of course. I wasn’t about to spend a lifetime behind bars just for giving a few men access to some pussy. Turns out, that weak spot was you. Once I figured that out, he was easy to roll. And boy, did he roll right over as soon as I threatened to kill you. I guess he knew I wasn’t kidding.”

“So if he did what you wanted, then why’d you kill him?”

“Well, I’m not too fond of loose ends. My father taught me to never leave things unfinished. You see, Bear, that’s why I’m here today, as a matter of fact.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes. You’re a loose end. You probably didn’t even know that, though, did you?”

“Nope,” I said.

“Well, now you do. So, how do you want to do this?”

“Do what?”

“Die, of course,” he said, casually pulling his gun from his jacket and pointing it at me. I shot a glance toward the kitchen but I couldn’t see Chloe.

“How about we go outside?” I said.

“With a million witnesses? Come on, you know I’m smarter than that.”

I nodded slowly, assessing the situation. He stood by the couch and for the first time, I cursed my minimalist design. If I had some vases or lamps or something heavy around, maybe I could use it to defend myself. As it was, there was nothing in this room but a couple of couches and a rug and a table.

He moved towards me, pointing the gun at my stomach. I braced myself, my life flashing before my eyes—Bruce, Chloe, my parents, my friends…

“Wait,” I said. “Let my wife leave first.”

“No,” he shook his head. “I promise I won’t hurt her. She doesn’t have anything to do with this and I hate killing kids or women, contrary to popular belief. I’m not a monster, Dalton.” The smile that spread across his face was the ugliest thing I’d ever seen in my life and I didn’t trust him for a second.

“Thank you,” I said.

He was crazy if he thought I wasn’t going to fight back. My head was spinning as I turned away, hoping like hell he’d follow instead of shoot.

“You know,” I lied, turning back to him and flashing him a smile of my own. “Ruby did tell me about you, now that I think about it.”

“She did?” he said, his eyes lighting up. “What did she say?”

She said you were a fucking monster, I thought to myself.

“She told me she loved you, she said you were really good to her, better than anyone she’d worked for before.”

“She said that?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I replied, catching a glimpse of Chloe behind him. She stood near the terrace, Harlan’s gun in her hand as she pointed it right at Rio’s back.

“She said something else, too,” I said.

“What? Tell me before I kill you, it’s the least you can do. You owe it to me for taking her away from me.”

“You’re right,” I nodded, taking a deep breath. I walked a few steps out of the way and then turned back to him. “She said you had a really fucking tiny cock. She said it was so tiny she couldn’t feel it at all when you fucked her. And she said you sweated like a pig when you were on top of her, so much she thought she was going to drown in your toxic fucking juices.”

He looked at me in shock, his eyes widening in surprise.

“You motherfucker!” he yelled, starting to walk towards me.

“Freeze!” Chloe yelled. He turned to her and then began laughing.

“Oh, you’re on tough bitch, eh?” he asked, before turning back to me. “You got a live one, huh, Dalton? A little firecracker?”

Chloe kept her focus, her eyes squinting as she kept the gun pointed at him.

“Move away from him or I’ll shoot you, I mean it, asshole!” she yelled.

My eyes widened in surprise as I heard the faint sound of sirens ring out. Rio laughed and shook his head, but he took a step back, his gun still pointing at me.

“Now, put the gun down!” Chloe ordered.

“I’m not going to do that, chicka,” Rio said.

Chloe cocked the gun, her eyes filled with rage.

“Yes, you are,” she whispered, her voice seething. “I’m not going to let you hurt my husband.”

“Chloe,” I warned, my head spinning. Harlan’s gun wasn’t loaded. As soon as Santiago called her bluff, I was a dead man.

“You don’t have a choice, lady,” Santiago said, turning the gun on her.

“Chloe!” I screamed, just as the shot rang out from her gun, the bang echoing through the penthouse, ringing my ears as I lunged towards the bleeding Santiago.

The police rushed in, grabbing Harlan’s smoking gun from her hand and descending on Santiago’s unmoving body.

“That gun wasn’t loaded,” I said, pulling her into my arms.

“I loaded it,” she said, her voice shell-shocked as she fell limp against me.

“Oh, Beauty, you saved my life,” I said.

“I’d do it a million times, if I had to,” she whispered.

I kissed her hard, the chaos around us disappearing, until there was nothing in the room but my beautiful bride and the love flowing between us.




 

NEW BEGINNINGS…

5 MONTHS LATER…

C hloe’s screams echoed through the delivery room as Bear clutched her hand. She panted, screamed, panted and screamed again, her face drenched in sweat, her thighs open, the doctor smiling between her legs.

“Push, Chloe, that’s it, harder…”

“I can’t!” she screamed.

“Yes, you can,” Bear leaned down, whispering in her ear as she squeezed his finger with a deadly grip. “Come on, Beauty. You’re strong. You’re tough. You’ve got this. I’m right here, you can do this.”

“Noooooooo!” she screamed, bearing down.

“That’s it, Chloe,” the doctor yelled. “So close, keep going!”

She cried out, her eyes wild with pain as the baby burst forth, flailing and wiggling, a piercing cry filling the room.

“It’s a boy!” the doctor yelled.

“What!” Chloe cried, her head shooting up and looking at the baby as they placed him on her chest. “It can’t be…”

“It’s definitely a boy. A very big boy!” the doctor exclaimed.

Tears ran down their laughing faces as they gazed upon their beautiful son. Bear kissed Chloe’s forehead, his eyes shining with pride and joy.

“I can’t believe it’s a boy,” she whispered, her eyes wide with love as she stared down at him. “I was so sure…”

“Life is full of surprises,” the doctor said. “This is just one of many coming your way, now that you’re parents. Congratulations, you two! He’s beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Chloe cried, her fingers running over her newborn’s soft skin. She looked up at Bear, her eyes full of love and wonder. “He is beautiful. Let’s name him Bruce!”

Bear looked down at her in surprise, his eyes spilling over with tears.

“That’s perfect,” he whispered, kissing her gently through the tears.

“I love you,” she said, peering up into his eyes before turning back to their baby boy, Bruce Dalton.

“I love you, too, Beauty,” he whispered.

He kissed her passionately, their tears mixing together, their future laid out before them, full of love and happiness, full of more joy than any either of them could ever have imagined.

Bear pulled away, his deep blue eyes peering into hers.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

“For what?” she asked, through her teary smile.

“For giving me the one thing I could never buy. A family…”
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SARAH

With a sigh, I looked out the window at the frigid landscape that zipped by. This wasn’t exactly my idea of a relaxing trip. To me, a vacation meant sun, beaches, and cute cabana boys. Not constant snowfall and temperatures below zero. Yet here I was, on my way up a mountain in what seemed like a blizzard for a week long ski trip.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Nathan nod his head in time with the music blasting from the speakers. He loved the cold. Whether it was skiing, snowboarding, or even hopping on a sled to slide down a hill, he was there with a smile on his face. This trip had to be a dream come true for him.

Especially since his daddy was the one paying for all of it.

His father, and my stepfather, had insisted we go on a trip together, to get out of the house and relax. With my twenty-first birthday having just passed, he said it was the perfect chance to go have some fun, rather than burying myself in my school work like I usually did.

And Nathan hadn’t done anything but nod and grin as his father spoke, the traitorous bastard. He knew damn well I wasn’t a fan of the cold, nor was spending a week with his friends something that was high up on my priority list.

Especially if Billy was going to be there.

I shuddered at the though. Out of all of Nathan’s friends, Billy was my least favorite. I’d have been perfectly happy to never see him again, though the chances of that happening were pretty damn slim. He was always there, whenever Nathan and his friends got together.

Just the thought of him brought back the memories of Nathan’s twenty-first birthday a few months ago. Billy had set his eyes on me the moment he’d walked in the door. He’d seemed nice at first, until he started pushing drink after drink in front of me until I was more than a little tipsy.

That’s when he’d cornered me, pushing me up against a wall and trying to shove his tongue down my throat. I’d tried to push him away, but the fucker had just laughed and tried again, earning him a swift kick in the nuts.

He hadn’t tried anything else that night, but every time I’d seen him, he’d been watching me. I’d made sure to keep my distance from him after that, but he still gave me the creeps whenever I saw him

And now I was going to be stuck at a ski resort with him for a week.

Lucky me.

“Where are we?” I asked, trying to get my mind off Billy. I looked around and didn’t see anything but snow covered trees. It seemed like we’d left civilization a while back.

But Nathan just grinned, seemingly unworried about the lack of anything living, besides us. “Short cut. We’ll be there in an hour or two, at this rate. The main road would’ve taken us almost five hours.”

“Okay,” I said with a nod. That seemed reasonable. And the less time I had to spend cramped in Nathan’s Jeep, the better. It was pretty nice, as far as Jeeps went, but it still wasn’t the ideal vehicle for a long road trip. Besides, I really needed to pee soon!

Sighing, I closed my eye and leaned back in the seat. If I was going to be stuck here for another two hours, I might as well take a nap. It seemed like a better idea than staring at frozen trees at least.

Only a few minutes had passed before there was a loud popping sounds, making me jump out of the seat. My eyes flew open as I whipped over to look at Nathan. “What the hell was that?”

Nathan frowned and shook his head as he pulled over. “Not sure. Gonna have to get out and check.”

Now I frowned. That didn’t sound good at all. Already, smoke rose from beneath the hood, making my heart sink even more. The last thing I wanted was for us to get stranded on the side of the road in this frozen hell.

Nathan turned the car off, then reached behind the seat to pull out his jacket. He shimmied into it, then turned at me and smiled. “Don’t worry, it’s probably nothing. I’ll go out and check it. Stay in here.”

Like he needed to tell me that! There was no way I was going out in the knee deep snow unless I absolutely had to. Freezing my tits off wasn’t on my to-do list today, thank you very much.

The longer Nathan was out there, fiddling around beneath the hood, the fast my heart began to beat. I slid my phone from my pocket and frowned. Not even a single bar of service, much less a data connection. Just freaking great, I thought as I shoved it back into my pocket. Could this day get any worse?

I tapped my foot, taking deep breaths to try and calm myself. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as I waited for him to finish whatever it was he was doing out there. And the entire time, not a single car drove past in either direction.

We really were out in the middle of nowhere.

God knows how long it took before Nathan slammed the hood shut and ran back around to the driver’s side and slid inside as quickly as possible. He shivered slightly and rubbed his hands together, bringing them to his lips and breathing on them to warm them up.

“Well?” I asked, impatient to know what was going on. It was still pretty early, but I wanted to get to the lodge as quickly as possible. A cup of hot cocoa and a nice roaring fire was just what the doctor called for right now.

Nathan shook his head. “Looks like we’ve blown a gasket.”

Whatever the hell that means. “Can you fix it?”

“I could,” he said, “if I had my tools and a new gasket. Out here though? Not much I can do.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone, cursing under his breath as he looked at it.

“No service either?” When he shook his head, I groaned. “Now what do we do?”

Nathan shrugged, then massaged his temple. “Well, we can either wait here and hope some comes by or we can try hiking down to the cabin we drove past not long ago.”

Cabin? I must’ve missed that, since I didn’t recall any cabin. But if he saw one, I trusted him. I wasn’t exactly paying all that much attention to our surroundings. Hiking to a random cabin didn’t sound all that appealing, but neither did sitting here freezing my ass off as the heat left the car.

“Can’t we just hike up to the lodge?

“If you want to spend the entire day hiking in the snow, sure,” Nathan said with a laugh. “It was going to take us two hours to drive there. You know how long it would take to walk?”

I frowned and shook my head. If there hadn’t been a blizzard raging outside, it probably wouldn’t have been too bad. But Nathan had a point. It would take forever to hike in this, and we’d probably freeze to death long before we got there.

“I guess let’s head to the cabin. Sounds better than just sitting here doing nothing.”

Nathan nodded and took a deep breath. He leaned into the back again and pulled the rest of his snow gear out, along with his bag.

I did the same, bundling up like an Eskimo. If I was going to hike, I was going to wear every single piece of snow gear I had. The more layers, the better I’d be. It was a good thing Kelly and I had gone out shopping for brand new stuff last weekend.

Not only would I be the most fashionable girl on the mountain, but I made damned sure I’d be the warmest.

“Ready?” Nathan asked after we’d both bundled up. When I nodded, he gave me a shaky smile, then opened his door. “Let’s go then.”




 

NATHAN

I  frowned as I watched Sarah hike next to me, her arms wrapped around herself like she was freezing. There was no way that was true, judging by the truly impressive number of layers she’d managed to put on. Still though, I hated seeing her like this.

I’d known she hated the cold, yet pushed her to come along on this trip. I had hoped she would have fun, once she got up to the resort and got out on the slopes. Besides, I was kind of looking forward to teaching her how to ski.

It’d been a while since we’d done anything, just the two of us.

Granted, there’d be a bunch of other people around. A group of my buddies were meeting us up there, plus I’d invited her best friend, Kelly, without telling her. I figured it’d be a nice little surprise and mood booster once we finally got there.

If we got there.

I’d just taken the damn thing in for maintenance too. But of course it had to go and break down in the middle of a freaking mountain, during a blizzard. Wasn’t that just my luck?

But there wasn’t much I could do about it now. I just hoped there were people at the cabin or at least a phone so we could call for help or something. I hadn’t expected to not have cell service. I’d been to this lodge before and never had any issues.

Once again, I felt like shit. I’d planned this trip. I’d talked Dad into footing the bill, which hadn’t been all that hard. And I’d convinced Sarah that it would be fun. And now, here we were, walking to some unknown cabin in a snow storm.

“How’re you holding up?” I asked, eyeing Sarah. I bit my lip, waiting for her to lash out at me, waiting for her to call me an idiot and a thousand other names.

Instead, she just shrugged, the movement barely noticeable beneath all her layers. “I’ll be better once we get to this cabin. How far back was it?”

“Not far,” I said. I wasn’t exactly sure where the cabin had been. It’d barely registered on my radar when we’d been driving. At that point, it’d just been another part of the scenery.

I didn’t stop to consider what I’d do if the cabin was abandoned. What other choice did we have, really? Sitting in the car wouldn’t have been much better, since I hadn’t seen any other cars in a while. Even before we’d broken down, I hadn’t seen anyone else.

I doubted many people came this way. Most travelers would’ve taken the main road, rather than this side one. Not many people, other than regulars, would even know this route exists. I’d only learned about it two years ago, on a snowboarding trip with the guys.

Hopefully someone would come by, and soon. I didn’t hate the cold like Sarah did, but neither was I found of freezing my nuts off for no reason. At least normally when I was out in weather like this, I was skiing or snowboarding, which kept my mind off how damn cold it was.

When the cabin was finally in sight, I had to fight to keep from jumping up and down. Sarah, on the other hand didn’t fight that urge. She yelled out a “yippie!” before jumping up, her hands in the air like a cheerleader.

That wasn’t the smartest idea though, since she lost her footing when she came back down, nearly falling on her ass. I put my arms around her to steady her and keep her from landing in the snow. Her breath came in short gasps as she leaned against me.

I knew her heart had to be beating a mile a minute from the quick shock, so I just held her until she got her bearings again. After a moment, she stood up straight and took a step forward, looking back at me with an embarrassed smile on her face. Her cheeks were bright red, and I was pretty sure it was only partially because of the cold.

“Thanks,” she said at last, her eyes downcast.

I grinned, then patted her on the back. “No problem. Just be more careful, unless you fancy taking a snow bath!”

Sarah grimaced, then shook her head before turning back toward the cabin. Grinning, I followed behind her. A small part of me did hope she’d fall into a mound of snow, just for something to laugh at for a few minutes.

The cabin seemed deserted as we approached. There weren’t any cars nor any footprints. That didn’t mean too much though, since with all the snow falling, I doubted any tracks would be visible for very long. So we trudged up what was probably the drive way to the front door.

I pounded on it a few times, loud enough to echo through the small cabin. When there was no reply or sounds of movement, I pounded on it again. “Anyone in there?” I shouted.

Still nothing

I looked over at Sarah and she shrugged. I took a deep breath, grasped the door handle, and turned. Surprisingly, it opened. There must not be many problems with thieves around this part, I figured. I inched the door open and peered inside.

“Anyone there?” I yelled again, but there was still no movement.

Frowning, I pushed the door open to reveal the tiny, one room cabin. There wasn’t much in there, but it was definitely empty and had been for at least a few months, judging by the amount of dust that had accumulated.

Still, it was better than being out in a blizzard, so I walked inside, Sarah following close behind. The cabin was sparse, but cozy. It was probably a small hunting cabin, judging by the gun rack on the wall. That explained why it was empty, since no one in their right mind would try and hunt in this weather.

“Look around,” I said, glancing back at Sarah. “See if you can find anything useful.”

It didn’t take long to search the entire place. It was only a single room, after all, with a small broom-closet sized bathroom that only had a curtain for privacy. The tiny kitchen was well stocked though, assuming you liked canned beans of course.

I held up two cans and grinned at Sarah. “Well, I hope you like chili.”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head, then resumed going over the cabin. I wasn’t sure what she expected to find at this point, since it was pretty clear there wasn’t a phone or anything. There was nothing even remotely electric in this place. Even the stove was a wood-burning one.

The cabin would keep us from being frozen alive out in the blizzard, but it wasn’t going to be much help in getting to the lodge. Unless the owners randomly decided to come out to their cabin in the middle of a storm, a swift rescue didn’t seem likely.

“Now what?” Sarah asked, hands on her hips?

I shrugged. “Well, I guess we hole up here until either someone finds us or the storm breaks.” I glanced out the window at the snow still rapidly falling and frowned. It didn’t look like it would stop anytime soon, so God only knew how long we’d be stuck in this place.

I walked over to the small sink and turned it on. Thankfully, it seemed the pipes hadn’t frozen. It was like a small miracle, but a welcomed one at that. I let it run for a few moments, then stuck a finger beneath it, yanking it back almost right away.

“Well, we’ve got water, but it only comes in one temperature – freezing.”

Sarah snorted and grinned. “What did you expect? There’s not even a phone line, much less a hot water heater.”

I stuck my tongue out at her and turned the sink off, leaving it so only a small stream continued to flow. I hoped that’d keep the pipes from freezing, though I wasn’t super optimistic. With everything that seemed to go wrong, I was surprised they hadn’t already frozen.

I looked beneath the sink and found an old cardboard box. Grinning, I pulled it out and set it on the table before rummaging through my bag for a moment. When I found the marker I was looking for I quickly wrote HELP in big letters, with STRANDED just below it. Once I was done, I held it up for Sarah, smiling like a kid who’d just won the science fair.

“I figure if we put out by the road, maybe someone will drive by and see it. Then we can get out of this place and not have to risk trying to hike the rest of the way up the mountain.”

She pursed her lips, but nodded. “It’s better than doing nothing, I suppose. What are the chances of someone driving by?”

“Probably not very high, but at least we’re pretty safe in here.”

“I guess you’re right.” Sarah sighed and looked out the window at the falling snow for a moment. “Well, you get to go out and put the sign by the road, since this was all your brilliant idea.”

Frowning, I nodded. She had a point. If I wasn’t for my damn car breaking down, we’d be nearly to the lodge by now, ready to start our vacation. Instead, we were stuck our here, with nothing but a dusty cabin and a year’s supply of canned beans.

So I tightened my jacket back up and headed for the door. “Don’t run away!” I said with a wink as I headed back out into the tundra.




 

SARAH

I  leaned against the window frame and watched as Nathan walked around, trying to find a way to set the sign up where someone could see it. The entire time I hoped someone would drive by and see him, rescuing us from this frozen nightmare.

Eventually, Nathan hung his make-shift sign from a low hanging branch. Still though, not a single car had driven by. Hell, I hadn’t even seen a deer or a moose or any other type of wildlife. For all I knew, we were the only living things left on this mountain right now. The zombie apocalypse could’ve started and we’d have been none the wiser.

After securing the sign, Nathan trekked back up to the cabin. But instead of coming inside, he walked around the side of the cabin.

What was he up to now?

When he didn’t reappear, I walked to the window at the back and peered out it. Nathan was shuffling around out there by what looked like a wood pile. He examined it carefully for a few moments. Then, he brushed some snow off the side and uncovered what looked like an axe.

He shuffled around some more until he uncovered a small stump only a few feet away. He took one of the logs, knocked the snow off it, then place it standing up on the stump. I held my breath as Nathan removed his gloves and stuck them in this pocket before taking told of the axe again. I was sure Nathan was about to lose a hand or a foot or some other body part.

But he lifted the axe high, then swung it down and split the log in a single motion. As I watched, he cut a few more until he had a sizeable pile at the base of the log. Even from the window and even with him wearing his winter gear, I could see his muscles flex and bulge as he swung the axe.

Where’d he learns to do that? I wondered briefly. It wasn’t like he’d ever needed to chop wood back home. Even if for some reasons he’d needed firewood, he had servants and all to handle that type of work. Or he’d have sent someone down to the store to buy pre-chopped wood.

I was actually pretty impressed by the time he leaned the axe back up against the wood pile. He’d chopped a good number of logs and it looked like he barely broke a sweat. Maybe he wasn’t just the spoiled rich boy I’d always thought he was. Then again, chopping wood wasn’t exactly rocket science.

When Nathan loaded the split logs into his arms and headed for the cabin again, I ran over to the back door and wrenched it open. It squealed as I did, requiring all of my strength before it was wide enough for him to slip inside with his load. Then I had to use my shoulder to slam it closed again. Apparently whoever owned the cabin didn’t much use the back door or at least hadn’t in a long time.

Nathan deposited the wood into a weird looking metal contraption that I’d seen but hadn’t been able to identify. When he stood up and began rubbing his hands together to warm them back up, he grinned at me.

“Now we won’t freeze!” he said proudly.

“How are we going to light it?” I asked, hands on my hips.

Nathan’s smile disappeared, quickly replaced by a frown. He ran back over to the kitchen and began opening and closing drawers. Moments later, held up a box of matches in triumph. Then he disappeared behind the sink only to reappear holding some more cardboard.

“To help get the fire going,” he explained as he walked back over to the fireplace. He tossed a couple logs inside, then arranged some of the cardboard around it. Once he seemed satisfied with his effort, he opened the box of matches, struck one, then brought it to the cardboard. The cardboard caught instantly, and a minute or two later, the wood began to burn as well.

“There we go!” Nathan said as he stood up. “One fire! Now we can stay warm while we wait for someone to show up.”

I walked back over to the window and stared out at the sign he’d put up. “What are the chances of someone showing up?”

“I’m not sure,” Nathan said, walking over to stand next to me. “This is a back road that not many people know about. Plus, with the weather, most people will probably take the main road anyway. Maybe when the storm breaks we’ll get some people coming by. Until then, we’ll just have to sit tight.”

I frowned. God only knows when the storm was going to break. If anything, it seemed to be getting worse out there. I could barely see our footprints from when we’d arrived and that hadn’t been all that long ago.

At this rate, we were liable to be snowed into this place.

“How long will the wood last?” I glanced back over at the pile he’d brought in.

“A day or so, I guess.” He shrugged. “There’s plenty more outside. I’d just have to go out and chop it.”

“Speaking of, where’d you learn how to do that? Was there a lot of wood to chop in Atlanta?” I smirked at him, then gently elbowed him in the ribs.

Nathan laughed and shook his head. “I haven’t chopped wood in years. I used to be a Boy Scout though, and that’s one of the things they teach you?”

“You were a Boy Scout? You?” I took a step back and looked him up and down before laughing.

His snow gear may have been a bit more well used, but it was no less expensive than mine had been. Nathan had grown up with a silver spoon in his mouth, never having to work a day in his life. His father’s father had been loaded, and his father had grown their fortune through investments. Even now, Nathan had his own investment portfolio worth more than most people would make in a lifetime.

To picture him sharing a tent in the woods with a group of other guys was laughable in itself. But to picture him actually getting his hands dirty by chopping wood or fishing or whatever else the Boy Scouts did? That was just too much to bear.

“Yes, me.” Nathan rolled his eyes. “I was in Cub Scouts and Boy Scouts growing up, thank you very much. And we do more than sit outside Wal-Mart selling cookies.”

I rolled my eyes. “Please. I was never a Girl Scout. I was much too busy actually taking care of the house while Momma worked two jobs.”

He needed the gentle reminder that not all of us had grown up without a care in the world. I may not have been able to chop wood, but I could cook, do laundry, sew, and scrub a house cleaner than any maid could. Before Momma met Nathan’s father, I’d had to do all of that.

We hadn’t moved in with Nathan and his father until I was sixteen.

Though, I had to admit, I’d taken to the upper class life like a fish to water. It was nice not having to do all the household chores. And it was nice being able to buy new clothes whenever I wanted, without having to worry if we’d have enough to pay the bills that month.

Still though, Nathan deserved a bit of a reminder of how fortunate he really was.

“Sorry,” he said, blushing. “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

I shrugged. It wasn’t a big deal. Besides, if I’d had his life, I probably would’ve been a Girl Scout. I wondered briefly if they did the same things the boys did – camping, hiking, wood cutting. Maybe if I’d been a Girl Scout I wouldn’t have hated the cold so much.

“Let’s just hope someone else is as crazy as we are and takes this stupid short cut of yours.”

“Hey!” Nathan said defensively. “I resent that. This short cut would’ve knocked hours off our drive! Besides, the storm wasn’t that bad while we were driving. If we hadn’t blown that gasket, we’d have gotten to the lodge, no problem.”

“Uh huh, sure.” I drew out the word and rolled my eyes for emphasis. Just because he’d been a Boy Scout didn’t mean he knew everything.

Although, a part of my mind told me, you were perfectly willing to trust him earlier, when he said we’d get there quicker. And we probably would have, if we hadn’t broken down.

But there was no way I was going to admit that to him!

He needed to be knocked down a peg or two. And I was just the girl to do it.

Walking away from the window, I started to remove my winter gear. It was still chilly in here, but I didn’t need to be bundled up like an Eskimo any more at least. The layers were definitely warm, but they weren’t the most comfortable thing to wear.

Nathan followed my lead, removing his outwear as well. Soon, we were both in a sweatshirt and jeans. Along with the fire, it would be enough to keep us warm, so long as we kept the doors closed from now on.

Nathan walked over to the bed and sat down on it, sending up a cloud of dust that had him coughing and covering his mouth and nose. I laughed as he stood up and tried to catch his breath. Now that was certainly a good way to knock him down a bit!

Once the dust had settled, he pulled the outer blanket off and tossed it into a corner. Then he stood frowning at the bed, like he wasn’t quite sure what to do.

Rolling my eyes, I walked over and nudged him out of the way. Chopping wood was easy to him. Cleaning a bed apparently wasn’t. I pulled the sheets off along with the pillow cases. They weren’t nearly as bad as the top blanket had been, but they still needed cleaning.

“Go find a large pot and fill it with water,” I instructed, I’d never had to clean linens by hand before, but it wasn’t all that complicated.

Once he’d done as instructed, I pointed over to the fire for him to set it down. I waited a bit for the water to heat up, since I wasn’t too keen on sticking my hands in a nearly frozen pot of water. After a few minutes I walked over and stuck a finger in it.

Deciding it was warm enough, I rolled up my sleeves and plopped down in front of it. Sitting right in front of the fire was much better than standing near the window, that was for sure!

A few minutes later, the water was a murky brown and the linens were laid out in front of the fire to dry. If we were stuck here for the night, at least we’d have somewhere clean to sleep. I glanced over at the blanket, debating cleaning it, then decided against it. It was a bit too large to try and dry before night fell.

And there was no way I was sleeping with a wet blanket in this weather! I’d be lucky if I wasn’t frozen to it when I woke up!

“Go dump that out,” I said, nodding to the pot.

Just like before, Nathan did as told without even a comment.

I liked this version of him. It was nice having a bit of muscle around to do all the heavy lifting. And as Nathan lifted the pot to dump it down the sink, I couldn’t help but see his muscles flex beneath his tight sweatshirt.

Instinctively, I licked my lips. Then I shook my head and chastised myself. Nathan was my stepbrother, for crying out loud. No matter how fit he was, it wasn’t right for me to be checking him out like he was some model on display in a magazine.

Deciding I needed to get my mind off things, I grabbed my bag and pulled out a book, then plopped down in front of the fire. The fact that I’d only packed a few trashy drug-store romances didn’t help much, but it was better than staring at Nathan the entire time.




 

NATHAN

A s I cleaned the pot out, I watched Sarah. She seemed to be lost in her book, and for a moment, it looked like she’d even forgotten we were stranded in an abandoned cabin. This definitely wasn’t how I wanted her to celebrate turning twenty-one.

I’d thrown a huge party when I turned twenty-one and had a blast. On her birthday, we just had family over and a couple of her close friends. I’d tried to talk her into having some fun and throwing a party of her own, but she’d been completely against it.

She wasn’t really the party type, so I’d dropped it until I had the idea to bring her up to the ski resort for a week. It wasn’t really her thing either, but this at least I knew she would enjoy once she got up there.

Part of me was regretting that now. Sitting in this godforsaken cabin wasn’t exactly a great way for her to celebrate. Then again, Sarah always was a bit of a loner, so I wondered if it really wasn’t all that bad for her. She spent most of her time holed up in her room, so it wasn’t like much had changed, except for the lack of electricity.

After the pot was clean, I wondered back over to the window. The snow was really coming down now, which just made me frown even more. At this rate, no one would be crazy enough to take a side road up the mountain. Hell, most people probably wouldn’t even risk coming up the mountain, even on the main path.

I had a feeling we were going to be stuck here for a while. A day or two at the very least.

As I watched the snow continue to fall, I decided to go cut some more firewood. With the way it was coming down, we could’ve ended up snowed in here, and the last thing I needed was for us to run out of wood while we were snowed in.

“I’m gonna go cut some more wood,” I said as I put my snow gear back on.

Sarah nodded and muttered and “uh huh” without even bothering to look up from her book.

I never understood what was with her and her books. She could spend hours in the same place, just staring at the words on the page. Not me, though. If I sat still too long, I was liable to go stir crazy. Which was one of the reasons I was heading out to cut wood.

At least that would keep me moving, keep me doing something. It was already my fault we were stuck out here, and I hated just standing around not being able to help the situation. I wished I could get some cell service to call for help.

The back door was stuck and took a bit of yanking to pull it open. I frowned at it before heading outside. It would’ve been easy to fix, if I’d had some tools. But, once again, I was helpless to fix even a simple problem.

Sarah may have thought I was just some rich boy who paid people to do everything, but that wasn’t the case. At least, not completely. Sure, we had hired help that took care of most of the things around the house, but that didn’t mean I was completely useless.

I’d learned to work on cars when I was a young teen. Whenever we’d had to call out our mechanic, I’d been right there with him, watching how he did everything. He’d taken me under his wing, teaching me how to fix all but the most serious problems with a car. But that had all been before Sarah had moved it.

Hell, I doubted she knew I’d completely resorted the vintage Corvette sitting in our garage. She probably just assumed I pulled out Dad’s credit card and bought it from some old collector.

While most of my friends had gotten new BMWs and shit when they got their license, I’d gotten a nearly destroyed 1966 Corvette. Dad had offered me a new car, but I turned him down. The ‘Vette was all I needed. It’d taken nearly two years to restore it, but in the end, I had a car I could be proud of.

Unlike the Jeep, I thought bitterly. The damn thing wasn’t even that old and had chosen this week, out of all weeks, to break down.

By the time I’d chopped another load of wood, I was in a worse mood than when I’d started.

I’d tried so damn hard to make Sarah’s twenty-first birthday memorable. Oh, it’d be memorable all right, but now all she’d remember is me getting her stuck in the middle of fucking nowhere. So much for trying to do something nice for her.

It took a bit of maneuvering, but I managed to get the cabin door open and shut, without dropping the wood or killing myself in the process. When I stood just passed the doorway, taking deep breaths to warm my insides, I saw Sarah was right where I’d left her, still absorbed in her book.

I smirked. At least it didn’t seem like she was panicking or anything. Hell, it didn’t even look like she realized she wasn’t in her bedroom or the study back home anymore. Knowing her, she was probably in some far away land as she read about a prince saving his princess.

If only I could save her from this.

I let out a sigh, then put the wood with the rest of it. That would be enough to keep a fire going for at least three days, I thought. Even if we needed to use some for the stove, we still wouldn’t have to worry.

Well, that was one problem solved at least.

I crossed back over to the window. My little sign was still hanging from the tree, though I had doubts whether anyone would be able to read it with the constant fall of snow. Even from here, I could just barely make out the brown rectangle amongst the sea of white.

Then again, anyone foolish enough to drive in this would probably be going at a snail’s pace. If we were lucky, someone else was on their way up the mountain right now and would find us before nightfall. Then again, I doubted we were that lucky.

And, sure enough, soon the sun was beginning to set, the temperature going down along with it. I hadn’t though it could get much colder, but I was proved wrong once again. I went over to the fire and tossed a few more logs onto it, which seemed to get Sarah’s attention.

She blinked up at me, then marked her page before setting the book aside and stretching. “What time is it?”

I pulled out my phone. “A little after five. Good book, is it?” I asked nodding toward the discarded paperback.

“Eh, not really,” she said with a shrug. “But it could be worse. I guess we should make some food, huh?”

“I guess.” It didn’t seem like we were liable to get rescued any time soon. And once the sun was down, I knew no one would be coming through. Nobody was suicidal enough to drive through a snowstorm in the dark.

Together, Sarah and I headed over to the tiny kitchen and started going over the cans of food that had been stock piled. Apparently whoever used this cabin wasn’t a huge fan of balanced meals, since there wasn’t a wide selection.

Sarah frowned at a can of chili, then sighed. “At least it’ll keep us warm,” she said as she searched the drawers for a can opener. “Why don’t you get the stove started?”

I nodded and stared at the thing. The massive wood burning stove looked like it was older than I was! Hell, the damn thing could’ve very well been older than my father.

It took a bit of poking and prodding, but eventually I had it figured out. Soon, the fire beneath it was roaring, and Sarah had a pot of “fresh” chili on the stove for us. It wouldn’t be the most filling meal, but at least it would keep us from starving.

Once it was hot, Sarah split it into two bowls, then handed me one with a spoon. “Bon appetit,” she said with a grin.

I shook my head, returning her smile. Then I took a bite and managed to avoid wincing. “Well, it could be worse,” I said after swallowing some.

Sarah took a bite herself, but she didn’t stop herself from wincing. “Not but much.” She wrinkled her nose, then headed to sit back in front of the fire.

Dinner was a quiet affair, with us mostly just trying to stomach the less than appetizing meal. I kept telling myself it could’ve been worse, but it really couldn’t have gotten much worse. Fresh, homemade chili was to die for. Crap out of a can? Not so much.

Finally, after eating maybe a third of her bowl, Sarah set it aside. “I’m done.”

I nodded my agreement and set mine next to hers. “I don’t blame you.”

“So, Mr. Boy Scout. Why don’t you go catch us something tastier to eat then?”

“Have you looked out the windows? You’d be lucky to find a bug in this weather, much less anything edible. All the smart animals are huddled up somewhere warm, waiting out the storm.”

“Yeah, I figured.” Sarah signed and leaned back on her elbows. “I guess we’ll be stuck here for the night, huh?”

“Looks like it. Doubt anyone is going to be driving in the dark in this weather.”

I hated that we were going to be stuck here for the night, but there wasn’t much I could do, which seemed like the theme of this trip. Walking up to the lodge definitely wasn’t an option now. Walking it during the day would’ve been dangerous. Walking it at night was just suicidal.

“I’m… I’m sorry, Sarah.” I looked into the fire, focusing on the flickering light.

“For what?”

“For this.” I waved my arm around the empty cabin. “For getting us stuck out here.”

Sarah turned to look at me. I could just barely make out her frown from the corner of my eye. I bit my lip and waited for the overdue chastising, but it never came.

“It’s not your fault. It’s not like you knew your car would break down.” She scooted over until she was right next to me. Then, she put her arm around my shoulders and leaned against me. “I appreciate you trying to make my birthday memorable. Not many guys would go out of their way for me like that.”

The scent of strawberries and mango washed over me. I turned and took a deep breath, relishing in the scent of Sarah’s shampoo. I’d never noticed it before, and I briefly wondered why I was now.

“They would, if you’d let them.” I smiled at her, then put my arm around her and hugged her close. “You’re a great girl, Sarah, even if you do drive me bonkers sometimes. If you got out more instead of huddling up in your room, you’d have guys all over you.”

Sarah snorted and shook her head. “Yeah, ‘cause that’s what I want, a bunch of drunk guys who can’t keep their hands off me. I had enough of that at your birthday party, thank you very much.”

My party? What had happened at my party? I knew Sarah had been there, since I’d dragged her out of her bedroom myself, but I really hadn’t seen much of her that night. I’d told her to invite Kelly, so it wouldn’t just be my friends, and I’d assumed they’d spent the night together, dancing among the crowd.

But now that I thought about it, I remembered seeing Kelly on the dance floor a few times, but I couldn’t recall ever seeing Sarah out there. Then again, I’d been so drunk she could’ve been right in front of my face and I probably wouldn’t have noticed her.

“What happened at my party?

Sarah shook her head. “Nothing, not really. Just a bunch of drunk guys trying to get laid.” She rolled her eyes. “At least you’re not like that. You were as plastered as the rest of the guys, but at least you weren’t humping everything with tits.”

Well, not publically, I thought to myself. But I wasn’t going to mention what had happened after the party. That didn’t seem like an appropriate discussion to have with my stepsister.

“You sure nothing happened?” If one of the guys made a move on her, I might just hit them upside the head. Yeah, she was an adult and could hook up with whoever she wanted, but only if that was what she wanted, not what they wanted,

But Sarah nodded and smiled up at me. “Yeah. I’m… I’m just not a party girl, you know? That’s more Kelly’s scene. She had a blast that night. I’m sure so did some of your friends, judging by the way she was dancing with them.”

Sarah laughed, and I found myself laughing with her. She didn’t show any sign of moving off me anytime soon, but for some reason, I didn’t mind. It was nice having her laying her head against me like this. It was relaxing, and if I focused on the fire, I could almost forget we were stuck in the middle of a blizzard.

“I guess that’s why you didn’t want to throw a party for your birthday.”

She nodded. “I know you were hoping I would, I just wasn’t feeling it. Relaxing at the house with everyone was more than enough for me.”

“I’m sorry for pushing you to come on this trip.”

Again, she shrugged. “It’s no big deal. I know you were just trying to make sure I had fun. And I appreciate it, really.” She smiled at me again. “Besides, I figured this trip couldn’t be too bad. I could always find a nice fire to sit in front of with one of my books, if I got tired of everything.”

I laughed. That’d been exactly what she’d done today. It was kind of cute how she could retreat into her head like that and zone out everything going on around her. I was the exact opposite. Whether it was books, movies, or even video games, nothing kept my attention for very long.

Looking over at her bag, I grinned. “So exactly how many books did you bring?

“Just a few….” She said, her face flushing read.

“Yeah, a few dozen, probably!”

She smacked my leg, then laughed. “I’m not that bad!”

“I know.”

I looked down at her and all of a sudden had the urge to kiss her. With her eyes closed, she looked so peaceful, those puffy red lips just begging to be kissed. But I pushed the thought away, immediately. This was my sister, even if we were only related through marriage! I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about kissing her, no matter how cute or sweet she seemed.

Shaking the thoughts from my head, I stretched. “I guess we better clean up the stuff from dinner.”

Sarah nodded, then yawned before sitting up and stretching. She picked up the bowls and the two of us headed into the kitchen to clean everything up, since it was pretty clear neither of us were eating any more of that crap. It may have been edible, but it was far from enjoyable.

“We should probably get some sleep,” Sarah said as she did her best to clean the bowls without any soap. “Maybe someone will come by early in the morning and we can get out of here.”

“Yeah, that’s a good idea.”

I had my doubts, but Sarah was right. I’d rather be up and ready to go if someone did show up, rather than be sound asleep and miss them completely. The last thing I wanted was for us to be stuck up here for another day!

Once the dishes were clean, Sarah and I retrieved the now dry, and much cleaner, bed linens. It only took a few moments for us to remake the bed, and I looked forlornly at the discarded comforter. I walked over and picked it up, dragging it in front of the fire place.

“What’re you doing?” Sarah watched me, hands on her hips, her blue eyes sparkling in the firelight.

“I’ll sleep with this. You can have the bed.”

“Oh please.” She rolled her eyes. “You’ll suffocate from all that dust. We can share the bed, you know. We’re both adults.”

“Are… are you sure?”

Sarah nodded, then sat on the bed and began removing her boots. “Yeah. It won’t kill us. And I doubt you’re going to try and molest me in my sleep.”

“Never!” I said instantly. Not in a million years would I have even dreamed of doing something to Sarah while she slept.

“Then we can sleep together.” She stood up and undid her jeans, sliding them off without even a second thought. Then she stood up and grinned sheepishly at me. “Sorry, I hope you don’t mind. But these things are not comfortable to sleep in, trust me.”

I snorted. Her jeans were practically skin tight, so I really didn’t blame her. Even my jeans, which were much baggier, weren’t the greatest to sleep in. Whoever invented the damn things apparently hadn’t wanted anyone sleeping in them.

She nodded at my jeans. “You can take yours off too, if you want.” Her flush deepened. “Not that you have to, or anything, I mean. I just thought you might be more comfortable without them, that’s all.”

I laughed and shook my head at her rambling. I walked over to the bed and sat down, taking off my boots and tossing them over with hers. Then I stood up, grinned at her, and removed my own jeans. I wasn’t much one to say no to a challenge, even if it was just an implied one.

Besides, sleeping without the jeans would be much more comfortable. And I usually just slept in my boxers at home, anyway. But with the chill in the cabin, I wasn’t going to take much else off. Besides, I was sharing a bed with my stepsister; there was a limit!

As Sarah crawled beneath the thin blanket, I tossed a few more logs onto the fire. Hopefully that would be enough to burn throughout the night and not have us turn into popsicles. Once that was done, I turned back to the bed to see Sarah grinning at me, the blanket up to her chin.

I took a deep breath, then walked over to the other side of the bed. This would be the first time I’d spent the night with a girl, just sleeping. This would definitely be interesting, but at least it was only for one night.

I hoped.




 

SARAH

I ’d expected to be up half the night, tossing and turning as I tried to sleep. Instead, it seemed like I was out the moment my eyes shut. I barely even noticed Nathan next to me in the bed. That is, until I woke up the next morning as the sun shone through window.

For the first few moments, I couldn’t figure out where I was. I blinked a few times, trying to get my brain to focus. The first thing I noticed was the warmth beneath me, the gentle rising and falling. Then, there was the arm around my shoulders.

My eyes shot open and I looked up at Nathan’s sleeping face. I was laying on his chest, snuggled against his side, and his arm around me. I took a deep breath to keep from panicking. I’d never shared a bed with a guy before, and I certainly hadn’t expected this to happen.

The worst part was when I looked down and saw a very obvious tent where his crotch would be. Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit! It wasn’t a tiny tent either, which just made my brain go into overdrive as my heart began to pound.

Was he getting turned on by me? I knew he wouldn’t actually try anything, but I hadn’t expected him to get horny from it!

But as I stared at it, something began to stir inside me. The closest I’d ever come to a hard cock was in the trashy romance novels I couldn’t stop reading. Now there was a real live one, only a few inches away, covered only by a thin blanket and an even thinner pair of boxers.

Carefully, I lifted the blanket, just enough to peer beneath it. My breath caught in my throat. Sometime during the night, Nathan had come out of his boxers, and now he was completely exposed. His stiff member stood straight up out of the fly.

I stared at it, unable to move, unable to breath, unable to even think. This was the first time I’d ever seen a real penis, outside of health classes and the few pornos I’d seen. To top it off, it was Nathan’s cock, my own stepbrother. The one person I wasn’t supposed to see like this.

Nathan shifted and I dropped the blanket, closing my eyes to pretend I was still sleeping. It wasn’t until he began to move that I opened my eyes, rubbing them gently as if I’d just woken up.

“Morning,” Nathan said, stretching his arms above his head.

“M..morning.” The word barely made it out of my mouth. My throat was so dry, I could barely breathe, let alone speak. My eyes were drawn back to the tent beneath the sheet almost immediately, despite my best efforts.

Nathan must’ve noticed my gaze, since he shifted, reaching beneath the blanket to adjust himself until the tent was no longer standing straight up. “Sorry,” he said, his face bright red now. “The damn thing has a mind of its own in the mornings.”

I nodded and offered him a shaky smile. “Yeah, no problem.”

I swung my legs out of the bed, then quickly grabbed my jeans and shimmied into them. The fire had died down over the night, and the room was quite chilly, a stark contrast from being beneath the blanket and snuggled up with Nathan.

Nathan did the same thing, and I couldn’t help but watch as he walked across the room to where he’d left his jeans. He’d adjusted himself so he was no longer sticking out the fly, but the outline of his stiff cock was still very much evident in his boxers. He had it down the right leg of his boxers, the cloth just barely coming down far enough to cover the head.

I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, unable to take my eyes off him. Why did the first guy I saw like this have to be my stepbrother?

As he slipped his jeans on, I fought to get myself under control. I couldn’t let him see me like this. We’d just shared a bed; I doubted he’d be very happy with me if he found out I was checking him out. Nor did I want him to realize I’d never seen a guy in that state before. He’d probably start treating me like a little kid if he found out I was a complete virgin still.

Even with his jeans back on though, I could still make out the outline of his manhood.

“I’d suggest a shower if it wasn’t going to be freezing,” he said grinning at me.

I blinked at him a few times, trying to decipher what he’d said. My brain still seemed to be frozen, and it wasn’t because of the weather. “Y..yeah…” I stuttered out.

Nathan walked over and hooked his arm around my neck, giving me a playful hug. “Sounds like you might need a shower just to wake up!” he said, laughing.

I rolled my eyes and pushed him away. “Hey, I’m not the one who needs a cold shower to calm down.”

“Ohh, touché,” Nathan said, mock wincing. “Sounds like someone’s a little jealous. Not used to seeing a real man?”

I looked him up and down, then smirked. “I still don’t see one.”

Nathan messed with my hair, then gently pushed me away. “Keep it up, and I’ll show you a real man.”

“You can try!” I stuck my tongue at him.

Apparently, that was the wrong response, since he ended up chasing me around the cabin in mock anger. I laughed and squealed as I circled the tiny cabin, trying to keep out of his reach. I’d just approached the bed when he tackled me, both of us landing on the soft mattress.

He pinned me down, holding my hands above my head, both of us gasping for air. “So, what were you saying?” he asked, smirking down at me.

I stuck out my tongue, then smirked right back at him. That just earned me more punishment, since he held both of my wrists with one hand now, then began tickling my ribs with the free hand. I squealed and squirmed, trying to break free, but it was no use.

“Stop!” I yelled between my giggles. “Come on, Nathan!”

“Say you’re sorry.” His grin broadened. “Then maybe I’ll let you go!”

I held out for only a few more moments before my willpower broke. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! You’re a real, man okay? Just let me go!”

Nathan was relentless. He continued tickling me until I thought I might pee myself. Then, finally, he stopped, though he didn’t let me go just yet. He kept me pinned on the bed, a wicked grin on his face, the corners of his eyes crinkling with amusement.

“Jackass,” I said as I struggled to catch my breath.

“Hey, you started it.”

For a few moments, we just stared at each other. Even once my breathing was back to normal, he still didn’t release me. Then, I became acutely aware of his hard cock pressing into my leg, making me suck in a breath. There was no way that was just morning wood, not now.

Slowly, Nathan’s head seemed to inch closer to mine. I held my breath, my heart pounding, threatening to break free. Was he going to kiss me? For some reason, I wasn’t appalled at the idea. Instead, I was intrigued. What would it be like to kiss him? Was he a good kisser? Would I be a good kisser?

Outside of a few innocent kisses in my youth, I’d never even kissed a guy. Well, unless you counted when Nathan’s friend tried to shove his tongue down my throat, which I didn’t.

I knew I should’ve been repulsed by the idea of kissing Nathan, but I wasn’t. Rather, I wanted him to do it. I wanted to see what it was like to really kiss a guy, especially one as kind and caring as Nathan.

Time slowed to a crawl as he began to inch closer and closer to me. I wanted him to just hurry up and do it, but I was frozen in place, unable to speak or move. I was helpless, his to do with what he pleased. And I couldn’t have been happier.

Finally, his lips pressed against mine and star appeared before my eyes. He didn’t try to stick his tongue in my mouth or even try to touch me. He just kept his lips firmly against me, his eyes locked onto mine. His hard cock was still pressed against my leg as well, making my entire world start to spin. I closed my eyes and pushed back against him.

Then, in the blink of my eye, his touch was gone. When I opened my eyes, he was standing a few feet away, facing away from me. I stared at him, my breath caught in my chest. What had happened? Why did he pull away like that? Had I done something wrong?

“I…I’m sorry,” he said, still not looking at me. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m so sorry.”

I stared at his back, unsure what to say. Why was he sorry? It wasn’t like I’d tried to push him away or even ask him to stop. Had I really been that bad at kissing? Or was he just repulsed by the idea of having just kissed his stepsister?

He ran his hand through his hair, then started pacing. I could just make out what he was saying under his breath. “God, I’m such an idiot. Such a fucking idiot. After what you said last night about guys who couldn’t keep their hands off you…. And now I fucking kissed you. God I’m such a fucking idiot.”

“Nathan.” He didn’t react at all, just kept pacing and muttering to himself. “Nathan!”

That time I got his attention. He froze and stared at me, looking like the proverbial deer in headlights.

“Will you relax? It’s not a big deal.” I took a deep breath and stood up, adjusting my clothing.

“I’m not mad or anything. It just… it just happened, right? No big deal.”

I tried to convince myself that everything I said was true, but I couldn’t stop thinking about his lips pressed against mine. I couldn’t stop thinking about seeing his hard cock beneath the blankets. I couldn’t stop thinking about all the things I wanted to do with him, if only he wasn’t my stepbrother.

“Are…. Are you sure?” he asked, his eyes darting around the room. He looked almost like a scared rabbit, one who’d just caught sight of a fox.

“Yeah, totally.” I went over to my bag and pulled out a hairbrush. I needed something to do, anything that wasn’t just sitting there staring at Nathan. “No big deal. Let’s just forget it happened, okay?”

“Yeah, okay.” He nodded, but still didn’t seem convinced.

I watched as he went over and stared out the window again, no doubt hoping for a sign someone might be coming to rescue us soon.

Part of me hoped someone would be walking up to the cabin right that moment. Yet, another part of me hoped we’d have some more time together. Despite essentially being trapped in this cabin, it really wasn’t that bad. We could use some better food, sure, but there were worse people to be trapped with.

For a few minutes, I just watched Nathan, briefly wondering what he looked like beneath all those layers. I’d gotten a fairly good look at his lower half, including his muscular thighs, but I hadn’t been able to focus on much besides his stiff cock.

Was his entire body as muscular as I thought it was? I’d seen him shirtless and in bathing suits over the years we’d lived together, but I’d never paid much attention to him. Now though, I couldn’t recall those memories to save my life. If It hadn’t been so cold out, maybe I’d have gotten to a see a bit more flesh, but the chances of that happening now were pretty slim. He was bound to be guarded and closed off, not risking another encounter like we’d just had.

If only I’d had the courage to tell him I’d actually liked the kiss.




 

NATHAN

T  here still wasn’t any sign of life on this mountain. I couldn’t even see any tire tracks on the road. It looked like no one had come up this way after us.

The snow was still falling pretty heavily, but the wind didn’t seem as bad as yesterday. Maybe that was a good sign, I thought. Surely someone with a heavy duty truck was brave enough to traverse these roads. Then they’d find us and rescue us. Then we could get to the resort and forget this ever happened.

Yeah, like you’ll ever be able to forget that kiss, a perverse part of my brain interjected.

The worst part was, it was right. When I’d been leaning over her like that, all I wanted to do was kiss her. I’d wanted to taste her, to feel the soft touch of those puffy red lips against mine. And I’d let my stupid cock convince me to just do it.

Now look where we were.

I couldn’t even bring myself to look at Sarah. How could I have taken advantage of her like that? She’d told me last night how much she hated guys always trying to have their way with her. She’d avoided having a party just because she hadn’t wanted guys to be all over her.

And now I was the one all over her. Who knows what I’d have done if I hadn’t snapped out of it at that moment.

Even worse, a small part of me didn’t regret it at all. The moment my lips touched hers, it was like a dam broke loose inside me, fireworks rocketing through my entire body. I’d never felt like that when I kissed a girl. We weren’t even making out and she’d made me lose my mind.

What was it about Sarah that had me so on edge? Even now, my cock was rock hard, pressing against my jeans, straining to break free.

At first, it had just been morning wood. There was rarely a morning I’d wake up without my cock being rock hard. Usually, it was gone less than ten minutes later after I’d had my first piss of the day. And it had disappeared briefly as Sarah and I had run around the cabin.

But the moment I had her beneath me, her arms held above her head and her entire body mine for the taking, it’d come right back to life. As she’d squirmed beneath me, laughing and yelling from being tickled, it’d just gotten harder.

And when we’d finally kissed? I thought I might come in my pants without even touching myself.

There was just something about her that seemed to go right through me. It was like nothing I’d ever felt before. And no matter how hard I tried to suppress it, no matter how hard I tried to shove it back down, all I could think about was Sarah.

What the hell was wrong with me?

She was my stepsister, for crying out loud. I’d convinced her to come on this trip. It was my job to look after her, to protect her. Not to come on to her like the horny men she hated so much.

God, I was surprised she could even look at me now. I could barely look at my own reflection in the glass, let alone look at her. Staring out at the unchanging snow was a better option than turning around and facing her right then.

But of course, she wasn’t going to have any of that. She came and stood right next to me, staring out the window along with me. Briefly, I wondered what my chancing of making it up to the resort by nightfall were if I left right then.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been by,” Sarah said, breaking the silence. “Think anyone will soon?”

I shrugged, it didn’t seem likely, but I didn’t want to say that out loud. “I’m sure someone will come by soon. The snow’s not too bad today. Maybe we’ll be up at the lodge by lunch time, enjoying a nice meal by the fire.”

Sarah snorted. “At this point, a roadside diner would be better than what we’ve got to eat here.”

“That’s true,” I said with a laugh. “If we are here for lunch, I hope to God we can find something better to eat besides that disgusting chili.”

“Me too!”

For a few moments, things seemed back to normal. Then I looked over at Sarah, the light reflecting off her eyes, and was right back where I had been. I wanted to push her up against the window and kiss her again. I wanted to wrap my arms around her and hold her tight against me, never letting go.

I couldn’t do that though, so I walked away to the kitchen and started rummaging through the different cans of food. It was stupid, but it was better than staring at Sarah, wicked thoughts running through my head.

“Well, there’s a few different things, but not a whole lot.” I frowned at the cans. None of the options seemed particularly good, and that wasn’t counting the nasty shit we’d eaten last night. “There’s two other brands of chili. A can of peas. Some creamed corn.” I picked up one can, then winced and shoved it back into the cabinet. “And some Vienna sausages.”

Sarah shuddered, and I doubted it was from the cold. “God, whoever owns this place has the worst taste in food.”

“Right?” The guy who used this place must’ve brought up food with him whenever he visited. I doubted anyone could survive for long on the miniscule selection we had right now. “Maybe one of the other types of chili will be better? They can’t all taste that bad, can they?”

“Do you really wanna test your luck?” she asked, smirking at me.

“Well, it’s either that or we eat those Vienna sausages. And the last time I ate Vienna sausages, I nearly puked.”

“When have you ever eaten Vienna sausages?” She put her hands on my hips. Her eyes seemed to drill right through me as she waited for an answer.

“It was when I was thirteen, okay?” I stuffed the food back into the cabinet, then shut it. “I was sleeping over a friend’s house and we were played truth or dare. They dared me to eat an entire can of the shit. I was young and stupid so I figured it would be easy. Boy was I wrong!”

I shuddered at the memory. It’d taken me nearly a week to get that taste out of my mouth. I’d even considered sneaking into my father’s alcohol stash just to get the taste out of my mouth. I’d spent many nights just poking at my food, not able to stomach much at all.

“So you’re welcomed to them, if you want. I’d rather eat that can of peas!”

Sarah laughed and shook her head before walking back over to the fire. It’d almost completely died out over the night, so she tossed a few of the logs on to get it going again. I couldn’t blame her. Even with the sun having risen again, it wasn’t much warmer than it had been last night.

“So, what should we do?” I asked, leaning against the counter in the kitchen. “I don’t fancy just sitting around twiddling my thumbs while we wait for someone to show up.”

“Well, I’ve got my book to finish.” She picked up the discarded paperback from last night and held it proudly. “I’ve got some more in my bag, if you want to borrow one.”

I frowned, but shrugged. “Might as well.” Reading may not have been my one true love, but it sure beat just sitting around staring at the snow.

Sarah produced another book and tossed it to me before making herself comfortable in front of the fire. For a few moments, I considered going to sit next to her, then I decided against it. I needed a bit of space, even if that was at a premium in this tiny place. So I opted to sit on the bed instead.

For the first few minutes, I was able to focus on the book. That didn’t last long though, and soon I found myself glancing up at Sarah after every few sentences. It didn’t help that the book she’d given me was some cheap romance novel about a Mediterranean prince rescuing some shipwrecked beauty.

Jesus, I thought, who reads these things?

And yet, I didn’t toss the book aside like I wanted to. The more I read, the more the scenes began to float in my head. Yet instead of the busty brunette the book stared, all I could picture was Sarah. And instead of the bronzed prince with his long flowing locks, I saw myself.

All I could see was myself rescuing Sarah from the ship, taking her to my castle and impressing her with flowers and feasts and a gorgeous sunset over the beach. Slowly, she fell in love with me as I wooed her in ways only a romance novel thought seemed realistic.

Until, finally, we made love on the beach as the sunset behind us.

Before I knew it, my cock was rock hard in my pants again as I imagined making love to Sarah on a romantic beach. I imagined her moaning out my name as she came, her body wrapped around mine as I filled her with my cock, bringing her to an earth shattering climax like no one else could.

Finally, I had to shut the book and take deep breaths to calm myself. I was getting way too worked up over a cheesy romance novel. And with only a curtain to separate the bathroom from the rest of the cabin, it wasn’t like I had much privacy to seek out some relief.

My phone buzzed in my pocket and I quickly yanked it out, hoping I’d gotten a signal, only to be dismayed. It was just the low battery warning. With a sigh, I hopped off the bed, hoping my jeans hid my still throbbing erection, and went over to my back, pulling out my external battery and plugging it in.

As I stood at the counter, I closed my eyes and took deep breaths. I needed to get myself under control before I did something stupid. This trip was to give Sarah a good time and help her relax. The last thing I wanted was to make her feel uncomfortable or attacked.

Which meant I needed to stop looking at her like she was my girl of the night. She wasn’t, and she never would be.

What I really needed was to get out of this cabin. Being in such tight confinement with her was the problem, I told myself. My body was going into survival mode, focusing on continuing the human race. That was all it was. Just me being stupid from being trapped in this cabin.

With that thought firmly in place, I turned to Sarah and grinned. “So, you think we should try another thing of chili? It is getting to be around lunch time, and neither of us ate very much last night.”

Sarah closed her book and sighed. “Yeah, I guess,” she said as she yawned and stretched. “If it’s too bad, we’ll just eat the can of peas for dinner.”

Well, a can of peas wasn’t the best idea for dinner, but hell, it couldn’t be all that bad. I couldn’t remember ever having bad peas at least.

The two of us worked in relative silence as we prepared our lunch. I kept my mind focused on the task at hand, doing my best to pay as little attention to Sarah as possible. The less I focused on her, the I’d want to fuck her, I figured.

It helped, but my cock still didn’t go completely soft. And, twenty minutes later, when we sat in front of the fire with our bowls, I couldn’t ignore her any more.

“Ready?” she asked as she took a spoonful.

I nodded and took my own spoonful. After she counted down from three, we both took a bite, both wincing nearly immediately. “Well, I guess it’s not as bad as last night”

“Yeah, I guess.” When she took another spoonful though, she didn’t look very eager to stuff it in her mouth. Yet, dutifully, she kept eating.

The food really was brutal. I couldn’t wait to get out of here, just so we could get some real food to eat. Even if it was a taco from a food cart, anything had to be better than this slop. Hell, at this point, I’d have gladly eaten a plat of prison food over this.

Rescue couldn’t come soon enough.




 

SARAH

A fter kissing me earlier, Nathan seemed to be doing his best to ignore me. He rarely spoke to me and even then it was only if he had to. Getting him to make eye contact was even harder.

It was like he’d completely withdrawn into himself, which was completely different than the Nathan I knew. The Nathan I knew rarely stopped talking, always animated and involved in whatever was going on. He rarely sat still, always needing to do something.

But today was completely different. He spent most of the time either staring at the book, no longer even bothering to turn the pages, or staring out the window at the falling snow. He was almost like a completely different person.

Even after our second round of horrible chili, he still didn’t speak much. He just sat in his own little world, pretending I wasn’t there.

But I couldn’t think of anything to say to pull him out of his head. What was there to say? I sure as hell couldn’t tell him I’d enjoyed the kiss, that I wanted him to do it again. God, then he’d never talk to me. If he found out his stepsister wanted to jump his bones, things would never go back to normal.

No, telling him the truth was definitely out of the question, that was for sure.

So what could I do? I racked my brain over and over, trying to come up with some kind of solution. Yet, nothing appeared. No matter how hard I thought, I couldn’t come up with any way to bring Nathan back to the land of the living.

All I could do was hope someone found us soon. Maybe then, with a bit of interaction with other people, he’d return to normal. It wasn’t the best plan I’d ever come up with, but it was the only thing I could think of, short of telling him to kiss me again.

Yet, as time ticked by, there was no sign of rescue. I hadn’t even heard a single car go by, much less anyone stopping to help us. Would we ever get out of this damned cabin? Or would we be stuck here until we ran out of disgusting chili and starved to death?

Don’t think like that, Sarah! I chastised myself. Stay positive. Someone has to come by eventually, and then we’ll be out of here!

All I could do was hope that was true. It was either that or we bundle up and try to make the trek up the mountain to the lodge, and I wasn’t looking forward to that at all. The hike here had been bad enough, and now there was even more snow on the ground.

No, hiking up to the resort would definitely be a last resort. No way was I going to suffer through that unless I absolutely had to, and even then, I wouldn’t be thrilled about it.

Soon enough, the sun began to set again. I tossed aside my book, having finished it hours ago, but not bothering to retrieve another. There was only so much cheap romance I could read when all I could think about was Nathan. And it wasn’t like I had any privacy to take care of the built up tension inside me.

I stood up and walked over to the window where Nathan stood, staring out at nothing once again. His sign was just barely visible from here, but at least it was still in place. If he hadn’t hung it from a branch, it’d have probably been buried by now.

“Looks like we’re stuck here for another night,” I said with a sigh.

Nathan nodded, his lips pursed tight. Still, he wouldn’t talk to me. I wished I could figure out what was going on inside that thick head of his. Why couldn’t he just tell me what was bothering him? Then maybe I could at least try to help.

“I’m not eating more of that chili,” I said, an exaggerated frown on my face. “I think I’d rather go out and get some tree bark to eat instead.”

Nathan snorted, a thin smile appearing on his face.

Well, it’s a start.

“So, canned peas or creamed corn tonight?” I nudged him gently. “Those seem like the only two options that won’t have one of us puking.”

“Canned peas,” Nathan said, nodding to himself. “Definitely the peas. Although, the creamed corn at least can’t be as bad as the chili.”

“Nothing can be as bad as that chili. Whoever owns this place must not have a stomach at all. God, I can’t imagine someone buying that crap once, let alone a year’s supply of it. What was he thinking?”

“Maybe it was on sale.”

“Maybe someone paid him to take it all off their hands.” That seemed like the only viable excuse to own that much disgusting chili. I doubted even a dog would eat that garbage.

For a few minutes, the two of us stood there laughing as we came up with different reasons for owning that much disgusting food. For a few moments, it was like Nathan had come back to reality.

But once the conversation died down, he retreated right back into his head again. It was like nothing would truly bring him back. Maybe one of his friends could, but it seemed like he was purposely trying to tune me out and pretend I wasn’t in the cabin with him.

Finally, I’d had enough. I grabbed his arm and dragged him back over to the fire. “Come on. Let’s play cards.”

“With only two people?”

“Well, it’s better than staring out the window for the rest of the day.” I dug around in my backpack until I found the deck of cards I’d tossed in here. I wasn’t quite sure why I’d packed them, but now I was glad I had.

“What are we going to play? Strip poker?” Nathan winced, like the joke burned as is slipped from his lips.

Defiantly, I glared at him. “Okay, let’s play strip poker.”

Okay, so it probably wasn’t my best idea, but I had to try something to get him out of his shell. And, after all, he’d been the one to suggest it, even if it had been in jest.

“We can’t play strip poker!”

“Why not?” I started shuffling the deck, not taking my eyes off him. “Afraid of losing, are you? Think you can’t beat your poor little stepsister at a game of poker?”

Now I was just goading him. Nathan lived for a challenge, never passing up the opportunity to show someone up. There was no way he’d be able to back down now.

“Fine.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest and frowned. “But you better not complain when I kick your ass!”

I snorted. Fat chance of that happening. I’d seen Nathan play poker before. He wasn’t bad, not really, but he was far from a champion or anything. Chances were, he’d be the first one stripping, not me. And now, maybe, I’d get a chance to really see those muscles he was hiding beneath his clothes.

I dealt the first round, fighting back the urge to cheat. It would’ve been easy to rig the deck, but if I was going to beat Nathan, I wanted to do it fair and square. Then he couldn’t complain when I kicked his ass.

When we both laid down our cards, we both ended up with a pair. Him with a pair of sevens and me with a pair of nines. “Ha!” I said triumphantly. “What was that about kicking my ass?”

I stuck my tongue out as he grumbled, sliding his sweatshirt off and tossing it aside. For the first time, I noticed how tight his t-shirt was, clinging to his muscular chest and arms. How had I not noticed that before? How had I not noticed how hot Nathan was?

“Well? Are you going to deal the next hand?” He rolled his eyes. “Or are you chickening out already?”

I glared at him and dealt the cards, trying not to stare any more. God, if things were this bad with him just wearing a t-shirt, what was I going to do when he was shirtless? I’d be drooling like a puppy waiting for his supper.

The next hand went to Nathan, much to my annoyance. Though, it was probably a good thing, I thought as I pulled my own sweater off. At least it gave me a little bit more time to get myself under control before being greeted with the torso I’d been dying to see all day.

I didn’t have to wait long, since the next hand was mine, and Nathan had to remove his shirt. My eyes were glued to him as he slipped it off without anything more than a frown in complaint. God damn he was built.

For someone who never went to the gym, the guy looked like a freaking model. How the hell did he maintain that? I wondered. I’d never seen him eat particularly healthy. And, as far as I knew, the only exercise he got was skateboarding and snowboarding with his friends. No way those activities kept him in that good of shape.

Was he chiseled from marble by the gods themselves?

My frown matched his own as I dealt the next hand. Part of me prayed I’d win while the other part of me prayed I wouldn’t. I wanted to see Nathan wearing nothing but those boxers, but at the same time, I didn’t. If I saw him in just his underwear, I’d never be able to get the sight out of my head.

Worse, if he didn’t back down after being stripped to his underwear, I wouldn’t be able to keep from gawking at his nude body. Then he’d really see how much of a pervert his sister was. But, it was too late to back out now.

I’d been the one to challenge him. If I chickened out that easily, I’d never live it down. And, for some reason, being known as a coward and a chicken seemed like the worse of the two options. So I laid my cards down and grinned at him. Pair of queens.

Beat that!

Fortunately, or unfortunately, he couldn’t. He didn’t even have a single pair that hand. Meaning it was once again his turn to strip.

This time, he didn’t just frown at me, he glared at me. “Why are we playing this stupid game?” he asked, still not moving from his seat.

I shrugged and grinned at him “It was your idea. Don’t tell me you’re backing out already. What would your friends say if they knew how much of a chicken you were?”

Nathan stood up, scowling as he did so. “Fine! It’s not like you didn’t see it all this morning.”

I froze, scared for a second he’d been awake as I’d peaked beneath the blanket. But when he just shoved his jeans off and kicked them aside before sitting back down, I figured my secret was safe, at least for now.

He shifted and adjusted himself as he sat, and that’s when it dawned on me that he was hard again! I’d been so lost in thought as he stripped that I hadn’t noticed right away. But now, I could see the length down the leg of his boxers again, raising the material just slightly. If he hadn’t adjusted himself and sat cross legged, I’d have been able to see right up the leg of his boxers.

My heart pounded now. My brain told me to back out, even if it meant looking like a chicken. Let him put his clothes back on before you do something stupid!

Yet, I didn’t quit. I shuffled the cards and dealt the next hand. I was sure Nathan could hear my heart pounding in my chest now. The sound was loud enough to drown everything else out. But he didn’t comment, he just looked down at his cards, his expression not changing.

“Pair of jacks,” I said, setting my cards down.

This was it, I thought. Now Nathan would need to take his boxers off and I’d get to see every last inch of him. Once again, I’d be greeted by the sight of his hard cock, standing straight up in the air.

But I was wrong.

“Straight,” he said laying down his own cards and grinning at me. “Nice try though.”

I couldn’t help the pout that appeared on my face. I collected the cards and stacked them up before hooking my fingers beneath my shirt and lifting it over my head. Then I tossed it aside and glared at Nathan, not backing down from his challenge.

There was no way either of us were going to give up now.

Once I had my shirt off, Nathan frowned. “That’s not fair! You’ve got an extra piece of clothing!” He crossed his arms in front of his chest and huffed out a breath. For a few moments, he seemed like a petty child, upset about not having the advantage.

But, I had to admit, he was right. I’d forgotten I was wearing a bra and he wasn’t. I’d never played strip poker before and hadn’t even thought of that. So with a sigh, I breathed out “Fine!” and reached behind my back, unhooking my bra and letting it fall away.

I shivered as the cool air brushed past my breasts. I wanted to cross my arms in front of my chest like Nathan had done, but I resisted. It wouldn’t be fair if I covered myself up, since when it came time for Nathan to be exposed, I expected him not to cover up either.

Unfortunately, my wish didn’t come true on the next round either. Nathan one again, this time with a pair of fours to my nothing. So, after taking a deep breath, I stood up and removed my jeans, practically needing to peel them off myself.

Why did girls’ clothing have to be so tight? I wondered briefly.

Once I was down to nothing but my panties, I stood there for a moment, shuffling back and forth on each foot. I wanted to just sit down and get on with the game, but with Nathan’s eyes glued to my body, I couldn’t. It only seemed fair to let him look at me, since I’d peaked at him this morning, even though he didn’t know that.

Besides, it was my own fault for being trapped in my own head or I’d have gotten a better look at him earlier.

But, after a few moments, I sat back down and crossed my legs, just as he’d done. When I glanced at his crotch though, I noticed his hard cock was much more evident now, easily raising the thin fabric of his boxers.

A shiver went through my body at that moment. God, I couldn’t believe he was getting turned on by seeing me in nothing but a pair of panties! I wondered if maybe his erection this morning hadn’t just been morning wood.

One thing was for sure, my nipples were rock hard now, showing off my own excitement. If I wasn’t careful, the fire building up inside my stomach would lash out, then my panties would be wet. And the last thing I needed was for Nathan to see me getting wet over his nearly naked body.

I took a deep breath and dealt the next hand. This was it, I thought to myself. After this, one of us would be completely naked in front of the other. But as we sat there staring at our cards, neither of us had the courage to speak up. Nor were either of us willing to back out.

It was a stalemate.

In more ways than one, it turned out, since neither of us had a hand to play. Frustrated, I glared at the cards like they’d betrayed me. It was irrational, sure, but god damn it, I wanted to see Nathan naked! I’d have never admitted it even under torture, but I’d never wanted anything more in my life.

Nathan tossed his cards away, then let out a breath. I couldn’t tell if it was a sigh of relief or frustration.

I shuffled the cards again dealt what could possibly be our last hand. As I looked at my cards, I couldn’t help but grin. Three aces! There was no way he was going to beat me!

But when I looked over and saw him grinning as well, my confidence wavered. Could he possibly have something to beat me? If that happened, I’d be the one naked, my entire body on display for him. I wasn’t quite sure whether that was a bad thing or not though.

Finally, he laid down his cards. “Three kings!” he said proudly, sitting back and grinning at me. As he did so, his boxers shifted, giving me a clear view of his stiff cock hidden beneath them.

I froze in place, unable to take my eyes off him. My mouth was dry suddenly, and my brain had once again shut down. It wasn’t until Nathan stretched his leg out and gently tapped me with his foot.

“Well? What do you have?” He still smirked, like he’d just won the lottery.

“Three… three aces,” I said, setting my own cards down.

I had to admit, seeing that cocky grin disappear off his face was almost as good as what was going to happen next. Now it was my turn to grin at him, though my smile was much shakier and less confident than his had been.

“No way!” he shouted. “You cheated!”

I shook my head. I hadn’t cheated, despite my earlier thoughts. I beat him fair and square. Now it was time for him to give me the prize I’d won. “You know the rules!” I said, sounding much braver than I felt.

With a scowl, Nathan stood up and yanked his boxers off in one movement, his hard cock springing up and slapping against his stomach. He didn’t even bother covering himself, not that he could’ve covered that monster up easily.

God damn, it was no wonder he was so popular with the girls! For a brief moment, I wondered how that even fit inside them. I was pretty sure if he tried to put it inside me, it’d split me in half! Then a shiver went through me as I imagined Nathan on top of me, that cock pressed right against my slit.

It wasn’t until Nathan started snapping his fingers in front of my face that I came back to reality. “Huh?”

He rolled his eyes. “Are you going to shuffle the cards or not?” he asked, waving his hand at the scattered cards.

“Shuffle them? Why? I already won.”

“Yeah, right! We’re going to keep playing until you’re naked too. It’s only fair.”

“And what do I get if I win?” I frowned at him. “You’re already naked. If we keep playing, then you don’t have anything to lose.”

Nathan thought about it for a moment, then his eyes lit up. “Fine. If you win another hand, you get to ask me a question and I have to tell you the truth, no matter what. Deal?”

I found myself nodding, despite my growing fear of having to remove my panties. Seeing Nathan’s naked body, and then picturing him atop me like that, had gone straight to my pussy. There wouldn’t be any way to hide my arousal now, if Nathan had me remove my underwear.

But I couldn’t pass up the chance to be able to ask him any question I wanted. This was a chance I’d likely never get again!

So I shuffled the cards and dealt them. But, once again, luck was on my side. Straight, ten high,” I announced proudly, laying out my cards.

Nathan scowled as he placed down his pair of twos. He sighed, then pursed his lips tight. “Fine. Ask me your question.”

“How big is it?” I asked, the words stumbling out of my mouth, my eyes once again locked on Nathan’s manhood.

I glanced up at his face just in time to see him blush and look down at the floor. “Eight and a half inches,” he admitted.

Fuck! I knew he’d been big. From my high school sex-ed class, I remembered the average was closer to six inches. No wonder he looked so big. He’d have fit right in on the set of a porno with that cock. Not to mention he had the body to go along with it!

He really was created by the gods, I thought to myself. There was no other explanation.

With a nod, I gathered the cards and repeated the process. Much to Nathan’s utter dismay, I won again, my pair of sixes beating his pair of fives. “You sure you’re not cheating?” he asked as he tossed the cards my way to be shuffled again.

I shook my head. “I’m not, I promise!”

“Fine,” he said with a sigh. “Ask your question.”

I had to think about what I wanted to ask this time. Then I settled on a question I’d wondered about, but was never really sure of “Are you a virgin?”

Just as I’d suspected, he shook his head. “Not for a few years now.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. I was glad only I got to ask questions, since I dreaded having to admit I was still a virgin to him. I doubted he’d parade it about, but it was still embarrassing to admit to someone like him.

As I dealt the next hand, my heart began to race again. Something told me I wasn’t going to win a forth hand in a row, and sure enough, I was right. Nathan had a straight versus my pair of sevens. This was the moment I was both excited for and dreading. Now both of us would be completely naked together, for the very first time.

Dropping the rest of my cards on the floor, I took a deep breath, then stood up. I hooked my thumbs in my panties and pulled them down in one swoop before I could second guess myself. When I stood back up, I put my hands on my hips and spread my legs slightly, letting him see everything.

My heart continued to hammer, like it was trying to leap from my chest. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. Not only was I naked in front of a guy for the first time, but it was Nathan of all people. I was completely naked in front of my stepbrother.

It was a wonder I didn’t pass out!

When I looked between Nathan’s legs, I saw his cock twitching. The head was bright read now, barely his foreskin almost completely retracted. The entire shaft glistened with precum, showing me just how excited he was.

I giggled, covering my mouth. Was he going to come without even touching himself? God, that would’ve been the perfect ending to the night. Not only would it have been the hottest thing ever, but it would’ve been worth a lifetime of blackmail.

Glancing down at my own body, I blushed. My nipples were still erect, and there was no way Nathan couldn’t see how wet I was right now. It was all I could do not to reach between my legs and touch myself.

“Looks like we both need a cold shower,” I said at last, breaking the silence.

Nathan nodded, still not otherwise moving and not taking his eyes off my body. It was both embarrassing and a turn on to have him staring at me like that. I wondered if he felt the same way with me staring at him all evening.

“We… we should probably get dressed.” Nathan looked up at my face for the first time since I’d taken my panties off. “You know, in case someone sees our sign out there.”

I rolled my eyes at his lame excuse. Nonetheless, I picked up my panties from where I’d dropped them and slid them on slowly, watching as Nathan’s eyes never left my body until my underwear was back in place.

That was when he seemed to snap out of his haze, standing up and retrieving his boxers. I watched his cock bob and sway as he moved, the sight oddly hypnotizing. I wondered briefly if that was what he’d thought as he stared at me.

As I slid my jeans on, I grinned at him. “So, was it worth it?” When he blinked at me, his brain obviously malfunctioning, I rolled my eyes. “You know, seeing me naked.”

Nathan nodded immediately, his eyes seeming to light up as the memories flashed before him again. “Yeah, definitely.”

“You’re not so bad yourself.” I winked at him, then grabbed my t-shirt and slid it on without bothering to retrieve my bra. The damn thing wasn’t all that comfortable to wear anyway.

Nathan blushed and didn’t say anything until we were both dressed again. Then, while I started putting the cards away, he headed into the kitchen to make our peas for dinner. It wouldn’t be that filling of a meal, but hey, it beat having to choke down any more of that chili.

When we were seated in front of the fire again, I nudged him with my foot. “You okay?”

He’d gone back to being lost in his own head again. I could only imagine what he was thinking about, since he didn’t seem all that inclined to tell me.

Instead, he just nodded and muttered “yeah” just barely loud enough for me to hear.

Yeah, there was definitely something bothering him. I just wished I knew what it was. Was he regretting playing strip poker with me? It had been his idea, after all, even if it had just been a joke. Or was it something else? Had I said or done something to upset him?

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like he was going to tell me anytime soon.

After we finished eating our magnificent meal, we cleaned up and then Nathan suggested we head to sleep. Since it wasn’t like there was anything else to do, and I knew we’d be getting up early again tomorrow, I agreed.

When Nathan stood in front of the bed and looked between it and the still discarded blanket, I rolled my eyes.

“Don’t even think about it. Get your ass in the bed.”

I slipped off my sweatshirt, then pulled off my jeans before crawling into bed wearing just my t-shirt and panties. It would be much more comfortable than last night had been, that was for sure. Sweatshirts and bras weren’t the most comfortable things to sleep in.

Finally, Nathan seemed to come to his senses. He sighed and began removing his own clothes, like he was on his way to death row. I rolled my eyes at his dramatic performance, though when he slipped his jeans off, I noticed his cock still hadn’t gone soft, at least no completely.

When he slipped off his t-shirt and crawled in bed next to me, now only wearing his boxers, my breath caught in my chest. Well, this was going to be fun, I thought as I closed my eyes and waited for sleep to overtake me.




 

NATHAN

T  he next morning, when I woke up, Sarah wasn’t laying on my chest. This time, we were on our sides, my arm around her waist as we spooned. Once again though, my cock was hard as steel, though this time, it was pressed against her soft ass.

As the sleep began to fade, I noticed Sarah was moving. She rocked back and forth gently, my cock rubbing against her backside. Her breathing was labored, and for a brief moment, I thought maybe she was having a nightmare.

That is, until I slid my hand down to her hips and realized her panties were no longer in place. That was when I noticed her arm was moving slightly. She wasn’t having a bad dream.

She was masturbating!

For a few moments, I just froze, not sure what to do. But as she continued to rub her ass against my cock, my brain began to cede control to the lower head. The hand at her waist moved forward, until I held her hand in mine, helping as she continued to gently rub her pussy.

She moaned slightly at the contact, and when she didn’t stop me, I moved my hand off of hers and placed it directly onto her pussy. She gasped now, moving her own hand away and letting me continue to touch her.

After a minute or two of that, I took a deep breath, then slipped two fingers into her slit, making her moan even loud. God, she was so fucking tight, I thought, as I slid my fingers and an out.

“Take your boxers off,” she breathed out, her voice low and hoarse, something I’d never heard from her before.

She didn’t need to tell me twice. Still fingering her, I shimmied out of my boxers, kicking them off and moving to lay back against her, my hard cock now directly on her bare ass. She continued to rub against me as I fingered her, moaning ever so slightly.

Unable to control myself, I leaned in and started kissing her neck, which made her moan even louder. She let me do this for a few minutes, then pushed me away until I rolled onto my back. Then, she rolled over and laid her head on my chest like yesterday, only this time, she slipped her hand beneath the blanket and took hold of my cock.

I bit my tongue to keep from moaning out. God, if I wasn’t careful, I was going to blow my load soon!

When I pushed the blankets down, I saw Sarah had completely removed her panties. Damn, she must’ve been horny! Then again, so was I! After everything we’d done yesterday, it was a small miracle I hadn’t come in my sleep.

“Take your shirt off,” I said through gritted teeth.

If was going to be completely nude, I wanted her nude, too. As she slipped her shirt off, revealing her magnificent tits to me once again, I remember exactly what we’d done last night. When she’d pulled her panties off, showing me her pussy, it was like I’d died and gone to heaven. When I’d seen her juices glistening in the firelight, it’d taken every ounce of my self-control not to push her to the ground and fuck her brains out.

God, I hated to admit it, but she was the sexiest girl I’d ever seen. Even now, I wanted to crawl on top of her and give her the fucking of a lifetime. I wanted to feel her pussy wrapped around my cock as I pumped her full of cum.

Biting the bullet, I turned and looked into her eyes. “Sarah… I want to fuck you… please…”

She stared at me for a moment, her hand frozen in place around my cock. It didn’t even seem like she was breathing until she finally nodded. “I want that, too… It’s just…” Her face flushed a deep red. “I’ve never done this before…. I’m… I’m a virgin.”

I took her head in my hands, then leaned in and brought our lips together. Immediately, the fireworks inside me went off again. Even just kissing her was like nothing I’d ever experienced before.

When I broke the kiss, I smiled at her. “I don’t care. I’d love to be your first.”

“Will it hurt?”

I shook my head. “I’d never do anything to hurt you.”

“What about condoms?”

Fuck! I’d completely forgotten about that. Closing my eyes, I sighed and shook my head. “I don’t have any. I wasn’t exactly planning on getting laid this week. Do you have any?”

But she shook her head and my shoulders slumped. Fuck! This was what I’d been wanting to do for the past two days! And now, I finally get the chance, and neither of us thought to pack condoms. What else could go wrong this week?

“I don’t care,” Sarah said, surprising me. “God, Nathan. I need this. I need you inside me. Please.”

It was stupid, god it was stupid, but I didn’t care. I kissed her again, then moved between her legs, our lips still pressed together. Reaching between us, I grasped my cock and gently rubbed it against her outer lips until she moaned into my mouth.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked, holding myself still at her entrance. I wanted this more than anything in the world, but there was no way I was going to push her if she didn’t want to. “There’s plenty of other stuff we can do, if you want. We don’t have to fuck.”

But Sarah shook her head. “I don’t want to do anything else. I want you inside me. Please, Nathan.”

Nodding, I took a deep breath. I kissed her one final time, then, with one arm holding me above her and the other gripping my cock, I slowly began to push the soft head into her, Sarah already moaning as I did so.

BAM BAM BAM!




 

SARAH

Both Nathan and I jumped at the sudden noise. He rolled off me as I grabbed the sheet, pulling it up to cover our naked bodies. For a few seconds, we sat there in frozen silence as we stared at the front door.

“Anyone in there?” a muffled voice yelled.

“Just a second!” Nathan replied as he jumped out of bed and scrambled to grab his clothes.

I did the same, dressing in record time, not even bothering putting on my panties or bra, instead stuffing them into my bag where they couldn’t be seen. I was just pulling my sweater over my head as Nathan approached the door.

He looked back at me and waited until I nodded to open the door, revealing a short, old man who looked frozen half to death. The moment the door was open, he shuffled inside, letting Nathan close the door behind him.

“You kids all right?” he asked, looking between the two of us. “I saw the sign out there by the road. Said something about being stranded?”

Nathan nodded as my heart leapt in my chest. Finally! We were going to be rescued!

Although, a bitter part of my brain added, the guy could’ve waited an hour until Nathan and I had finished, but I wasn’t about to say that out loud!

“Yeah,” Nathan said, his breathing still a bit ragged. “Our car broke down two days ago. We’ve been stuck here ever since. We haven’t been able to get cell service and you’re the first person that’s driven by.”

The man nodded. “Yeah, that storm really messed with the roads out there. Doubt many people will be coming up this way anytime soon.” He glanced over at me, then back to Nathan. “Where were y’all headed?”

“Up to Mount Kishie Ski Resort,” I supplied, hoping to God he was going that way and wasn’t coming down the mountain.

“Well, you’re in luck. My wife and I are heading up there as well.” He smiled proudly. “It’s our sixty-third anniversary. It’ll be a tight fit in the truck, but I’d be glad to take you guys up with us. Can’t just leave you out here, now can I?” He looked at our two back packs. “Is that all you packed?”

Nathan shook his head. “No, we’ve got our suitcases in the back of my Jeep. It’s about a mile or two up the road.”

“Well, we can stop and get them on the way. Someone at the resort should have a phone so you can call for a tow truck.” He pulled out his own cellphone, which looked like it was almost as old as I was. “Even this thing isn’t getting’ any signal up here.”

Nathan and I both thanked the man profusely as we gathered our few things. Once we were sure the fire was out, not wanting to burn down the cabin that had probably saved our lives, we were all squeezed into Jeb’s pickup truck along with Joyce, his adorable wife.

True to his word, Jeb stopped alongside our Jeep so Nathan could load our suitcases into the back of Jeb’s truck, which thankfully had a covered bed to protect everything from the snow. Then we were off up the mountain once again, finally on our way to our destination.

The drive was far from comfortable, but it was a hell of a lot better than being trapped in that cabin for another day. Although, as I looked over at Nathan out of the corner of my eye, part of me wished we’d been stranded there just a bit longer.

At least then I’d know what it was like to have a man inside me, and not just his fingers.

The entire drive up to the lodge, all I could think about was Nathan. I’d come so close to losing my virginity back there. I couldn’t ever remember being that horny in my life. Hell, I still couldn’t believe I’d slipped off my panties and started masturbating as Nathan slept right next to me.

What had I been thinking?

And yet, I couldn’t bring myself to regret any of it. I had to admit, as far as men went, Nathan wasn’t a bad one at all. He certainly wouldn’t have been a bad person to lose my virginity too. Even as he’d fingered me and kissed me, he’d been so gentle and caring.

He’d been so hesitant to fuck me too, even though I knew he wanted it even more than I had. The look of concern on his face as he’d asked me if I was sure made my heart swell. It was at that moment I’d known I was sure. I never would’ve regretted letting Nathan fuck me.

Though now that I thought back on it, maybe it was a good idea we’d been interrupted. I wasn’t on the pill, and I knew just how risky having sex without a condom would’ve been. I trusted that Nathan was clean, that wasn’t even remotely a concern. But I was barely twenty-one, only in my third year of college. What would I have done if Nathan had gotten me pregnant?

At least I didn’t have to worry about that, I thought to myself. Now I just had to worry about getting to the resort soon so I could take care of the fire that still burned inside me as my body begged for some relief.

Glancing over at Nathan again, I wondered if we’d continued what we’d started, once we got there. One thing was for sure, he could push me up against the wall in my room and fuck me right then and there, and I wasn’t going to say no.




 

NATHAN

When we finally arrived at the resort, all I could do was grin. Finally! Now we could get on with our vacation and put all the mishaps behind us. Jeb interrupting this morning was going to be the last thing that went wrong, I told myself.

Though I wasn’t exactly sure him interrupting had been a bad thing. Sarah was my stepsister, and as much as I wanted to fuck her brains out, it wasn’t right. She told me more than once she wanted it, but I knew once we got out of the cabin, she’d regret it. She’d regret letting her brother take her virginity.

Which was why, after thanking Jeb and Joyce profusely, I pulled Sarah aside before we went to check into our rooms. “Look, Sarah… About what had happened in the cabin….” I took a deep breath, then sighed. “I’m sorry, okay? None of that should’ve happened. We both just got a little stir crazy and horny, that’s all. No big deal. Let’s just put it behind us and forget about it, okay?”

Sarah was quiet for a moment and I wasn’t able to read her expression. Then she put on a smile and nodded. “Yeah, sure, okay. No problem! It’s all forgotten.” Still smiling, she turned and walked away toward the lodge.

Frowning, I watched her go. I wanted to chase after her, to pull her into my arms and take back everything I’d just said. But I couldn’t. Sarah was my sister, and I needed to focus on that and that alone.

Hopefully, once we were in our own rooms for the night and around our friends, then I’d be able to get my mind off her. Then, things could go back to normal and we really could forget about everything that had happened back in that cabin.

The moment I stepped into the resort, I knew something wasn’t quite right. It seemed darker than it normally would, like all of the lights weren’t on. Shrugging, I headed up to the front desk where I young woman greeted me with a smile.

“Hi, I had a reservation for two rooms for Monday. Our car broke down and we weren’t able to get ahold of anyone. I couldn’t get service on my phone for some reason.” I handed her my ID and credit card, letting her look up the reservation.

“I’m so sorry to hear that! The storm knocked out the power on the mountain early Monday morning, which is probably why you couldn’t get a signal. Not to worry though, since we have generators here to keep everything going!”

Well, that explained a lot. But hey, if they had generators, at least the trip wouldn’t be ruined.

“Are the ski lifts still running?”

She nodded. “Oh yes! The last time this happened, the power was out for almost three weeks, so we made sure to be prepared this time! Everything is more or less fully operational, so you shouldn’t have any problems.” Then she frowned. “Oh no. It looks like since you didn’t show up, your rooms were marked available again and were sold to someone else.”

Wasn’t that just my luck? Was there anything that would go right this week? Anything at all. “Do you have any other rooms available?”

“Let me check!” She clicked around on her computer for a moment. “We have one room left, it’s a bit more expensive than the ones you’d booked, but it’s all we have right now. I’m so sorry.”

I sighed, then shrugged. A single room was better than no room, I figured, even if I was hoping to have a little bit of privacy. But hey, what can you do, right?

Ten minutes later and I had the key to our room.

When I explained everything to Sarah, she frowned for a moment, the smirked. “Well, I guess we’re stuck with each other for a bit longer.”

“Looks like it.”

Keys in hand, we headed to our room. Sarah lead the way, seemingly in a hurry to get there for some reason.

She opened the door, then stopped barely two feet into the room and gasped.

It only took me a second to figure out why. No wonder the damn room was so much more expensive. It was a freaking honeymoon suite, complete with a single heart-shaped bed with a bright red blanket on top of it. The entire room was covered in hearts and flowers.

I groaned. The lady at the front desk had failed to mention this when I booked the room I thought crossly. Sarah and I walked in, setting our bags to the side as we explored the room we’d be trapped in for the next five days.

I really needed to stop asking myself what could go wrong next, I thought as I scanned the room.

“Oh my god! It vibrates.” Sarah jumped onto the bed, then pressed a little button, bringing the bed to life. She started laughing her ass off as she laid back on it, grinning up at the ceiling.

Even I had to laugh at that. The damn thing looked like it had come straight out of a 1970s’ love motel. What the hell was it doing in a fancy ski resort like this? But before I could even begin to think of reasons, Sarah’s squeal broke me out of my head.

She jumped off the bed and ran over to me, grabbing my hand and pulling me back to the bed. “You’ve got to try this!” she said as she pulled me down onto it.

The moment I sat down, I shivered. How the hell did anyone ever find this romantic or sexy? I thought as Sarah burst into laughter again. I laughed as well, shaking my head.

Well, I’d wanted to give Sarah a twenty-first birthday trip she’d never forget. And I had a feeling, she definitely wouldn’t be forgetting this one any time soon.

Once we finished laughing at the ridiculous bed, I went over to the desk and called for a mechanic to come pick up the Jeep and fix it for us. It took a bit of negotiation, but eventually he agreed to have it dropped off at the resort for us before it was time for us to head home.

Then, the two of us headed to the onsite restaurant to get something for breakfast. We were both starved, having eaten barely anything over the past two days. Surprisingly, some of the guys were in there having breakfast as well, and so was Kelly, Sarah’s best friend.

While those two went off on their own to sit and catch up, I pulled up a chair with some of the guys and filled them in on what had happened to us. They’d all been worried, but without my cell working, none of them could get ahold of me.

After I stuffed myself, I headed back to the room to shower, agreeing to meet the guys out on the slopes in a little while. Sarah opted to enjoy the nice warm lodge for a bit, her and Kelly saying they’d catch up with us around lunch time.

That was fine with me, I thought as I headed back to the room. A little space away from Sarah was just what the doctor ordered. Well, he also called for a quick wank in the shower, but that went without saying.

By the time I met up with the guys, I was feeling much more relaxed, both physically and mentally. As I joked around with the guys and enjoyed the slopes, everything seemed to settle in place. I was actually able to get my mind off Sarah a bit, now that we weren’t trapped in a single room together and now that my dick wasn’t in control.

Yet when Sarah appeared with Kelly later that day, bundled up to the nines, my heart skipped a beat. For a moment, all I could see was her face as she laid beneath me, begging me to fuck her. I pushed the thought out of my head as I greeted her and introduced her to the guys, making sure she knew everyone.

The rest of the day was spent teaching both her and Kelly how to ski. Neither of them had ever even seen a ski in person before, so it was definitely quite the experience. And, I had to admit, it was quite amusing watching the two of them fall face-first and ass-first into the snow over and over.

By the time the sun began to set, they had managed to get the hang of the basics at least. With a little bit more practice, they’d be skiing like pros in no time, I told them.

Despite Sarah’s reservations about the trip, she seemed to be fitting right in with everyone. She was smiling a good bit, laughing and making jokes with them as we headed back toward the resort. I was glad to see her happy and enjoying herself.

After taking turns showering back in the room, we met the guys back down in the restaurant for dinner and some drinks. And after the last couple days, I really needed a drink!




 

SARAH

T  wo drinks into the night and I was practically floating on air. I normally wasn’t a big drinker, but after everything that had happened with Nathan, I needed something to help me get my mind off everything. And drinks were the perfect thing it seemed like.

And to be honest, I was actually having a great time. I was so glad to see Kelly when I’d walked into the restaurant this morning. At least I wouldn’t just be stuck with Nathan and his friends the entire time, not that they were really that bad. They’d all been extremely friendly out on the slopes, helping Kelly and I to figure things out.

Even Billy was being a perfect gentleman so far, which actually kind of shocked me. I’d expected him to be all over me again, but he’d done nothing but offer me polite smiles as we were out on the slopes.

When I walked over to the bar to get another martini, he followed me. I took a deep breath, expecting him to have returned to the sleezeball he’d been at Nathan’s party. But he smiled at me, then ordered his drink.

As we waited for our drinks, he turned to me again, taking a deep breath as he did so. “Look, Sarah, I wanted to apologize for the way I acted last time I saw you.” He pursed his lips tight and glanced down at the floor. “I was drunk and a bit of an ass. I’m sorry I was so pushy. I’m not normally like that, I promise.”

For a moment, I just stared at him, not sure what to say. He’d been creepy as hell at the party, but maybe it was like he’d said, he’s just had too much to drink that night. Most of the guys there had been pretty wasted, including Nathan. And he had been perfectly polite all day.

I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt. “It’s all right. Apology accepted.”

“Thanks.” He smiled at me again before the bartender handed him his drink. “I’ll see you around,” he said before turning and heading back over to the group.

As I watched him go, I had to admit, he was pretty handsome. I remembered Nathan saying something in passing about Billy having enlisted in the army, and it definitely showed. He didn’t have that slim, sexy model build like Nathan, but he was sure built. Right that second, I wouldn’t have minded a little peak at what he was hiding under there.

Thankfully, the bartender returned with my martini right then and I didn’t have to think about it any longer.

Besides, even if Billy was built and wasn’t as big of an ass as I’d expected, he still wasn’t my type. I liked my guys with a bit more brain in their head. Guys who didn’t pass their classes with a C average.

Guys like Nathan a bitter part of my mind added.

I shook my head and tried to push that thought away. Nathan was off limits, I told myself. Besides, even if I wanted him again, there was no way he was going to go for it. He’d made that perfectly clear when we’d gotten here this morning. Everything we’d done together was a mistake.

By the time we headed back up to our room, I was more than a little tipsy. More than once Nathan had to catch me to keep me from falling flat on my face. Like I said, I wasn’t exactly a party girl, and I had virtually no alcohol tolerance what so ever.

When we were in the room, I stood staring at the bed, frowning. Even in my drunken state, sharing a bed with Nathan didn’t seem like the greatest idea in the world.

“You okay?” Nathan asked as he closed the curtains.

“Only one bed again,” I said, still staring at the offending piece of furniture.

“So?” I looked over at Nathan to see him shrug. “Weren’t you the one who said we were adults and that we could share a bed?”

I frowned again. Leave it to Nathan to use my own words against me like that! But what other choice did I have? The floor didn’t exactly look all that comfortable. Nor was I going to sleep in the desk chair. In this state, I was liable to fall out of it and break my neck.

“Yeah, I guess,” I said at last.

“Would it make you feel better if I slept in my clothes? I don’t have any pajamas to wear.”

I shook my head, realizing my mistake right away, grasping the bed to make the room stop spinning. “No, it’s fine. We’re both adults, right? It’s not like we’re animals who can’t control ourselves.”

I tried to smile as I started undressing, but I had to put all of my energy into not falling over. By the time the two of us crawled into bed together, Nathan wore just his boxers while I was wearing only a t-shirt and my panties.

We both probably should’ve worn a bit more, but at that point, I just wanted to go to sleep.

“Don’t turn on the vibrating,” Nathan said through a yawn. “I feel like I might puke if you do.”

I snorted. “You and me both!”

Before I knew it, the sun was shining through a gap in the curtain. Like the first night, as my senses finally came back to me, I realized I was snuggled against Nathan’s chest again. Immediately, I rolled over, moving his arm from around my shoulders.

The last thing I needed was for him to wake up and find me on top of him and think I was coming onto him or something. It was awkward enough seeing that familiar tent beneath the blankets once again. But rather than lift them up and take a peak this time, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, then headed to the bathroom.

I was actually quite proud of my self-control as I took care of my morning routine. It’d taken a lot of effort not to just reach beneath the sheets and take hold of Nathan’s cock again. Even now, I could clearly remember how it felt to hold him, his shaft thick enough that I couldn’t even completely close my hand around it.

I knew he wouldn’t have been able to resist me if he’d woken up to me stroking him, but I wasn’t going to take that risk. Just because he wouldn’t push me away right away didn’t mean he’d go along with it once he’d blown his load.

After that, he’d have probably chewed me out from now until we’d gotten home. Stepsiblings weren’t supposed to do that kind of stuff together, after all.

By the time I came out of the bathroom, Nathan was awake, sitting up in bed and rubbing sleep from his eyes. The blanket now just covered his waist, leaving his muscular chest visible, once again making my heart pound as I looked at him.

“Morning,” he said through a yawn.

I forced myself to smile at him. It was a good thing he was still half asleep, since he wouldn’t notice how fake it was. “Morning. Sleep well?”

He nodded, yawning again. “Not bad, though I could still use a few more hours.” He glanced over at the alarm clock and frowned. “I guess I better get up so we can go get some breakfast before we head out onto the slopes, huh?”

“Probably a good idea. I don’t need you passing out from hunger while we’re out there. I’m not carrying your ass back here.”

Nathan snorted and shook his head before pushing the blankets back and getting out of bed. Once again, my breath caught in my throat as I stared at his very prominent erection. Even though I’d seen it, felt it, hell, almost been fucked by it, it was no less exciting to see.

Luckily, Nathan didn’t seem to notice his effect on me, since he just shuffled to the bathroom, yawning the entire time. By the time he reappeared, I was almost completely dressed, just pulling my sweater over my head. His erection had vanished as well, though I could still see his sizable member swinging beneath his loose boxer shorts.

God, would I ever be able to look at him without feeling like a love struck teenager? I had my doubts.

But, soon enough, he was dressed and we were on our way down to breakfast. About half of the guys were already there, including Kelly, but at least we weren’t the last ones to show up. Billy arrived just after us, and sat down across from me, smiling as he did so.

I smiled back but was much more interested in the menu than him. Even after everything I’d eaten yesterday, I still felt like I need to eat more to make up for the two days in the cabin. And, compared to that canned chili, everything looked fucking delicious.

By the time we headed out to the slopes, they almost had to roll me out there. I just hoped I wouldn’t puke going down one of the trails!




 

NATHAN

J ust like I’d expected, Sarah and Kelly were soon skiing down the easier slopes without problem! They only fell as few times during the day, and most of those were right at the start of the morning. All in all, they were pretty fast learners.

By the time we headed back to the resort to clean up before dinner, we were all pretty exhausted from a long day on the slopes. We’d even gotten Sarah and Kelly to go down one of the intermediate slopes with us, even though they were nervous about it.

It was turning out to be a great vacation, all in all. Sarah really seemed to be enjoying herself, even if she was mostly surrounded by my friends. And for a girl who didn’t care for the cold very much, she had a pretty big grin on her face by the time we headed back to the cabin!

Being with the guys again had definitely helped me as well, though I still found my eyes drifting back to Sarah. When we were on the slopes, I couldn’t take her eyes off her. I tried to brush it off as just brotherly protectiveness, not wanting her to get hurt while she skied, but deep down, I knew it was more than that.

Something about her just kept drawing me in.

When we went back to the room and she came out of the bathroom after her shower, completely naked, I thought my heart might force its way right out of my chest. Nothing about her was sexual in the least, and as soon as she was out, she started dressing, but all I could do was think about that morning in the cabin, my cock right at her entrance.

I hurried into the bathroom for my own shower, needing to get away from here, even if it was only with a thin wall separating us. As I stood under the shower’s hot spray, I wished we’d been able to get our own rooms like I’d planned. I needed some space away from her. The temptation of pushing her down onto the bed and having my way with her was getting to be too much.

When I walked out of the bathroom, I made sure I was smiling and that my cock had gone soft again. Sarah didn’t need to know about the turmoil going on inside me. I doubted she’d understand, and it’d probably just make the rest of her trip uncomfortable.

Yet, as we walked down to the restaurant to meet up with everyone, I couldn’t get my mind off her. No girl had ever done this to me before. I’d been with plenty of them over the years, but most had just been one night stands. I’d never been so fixated on one person before.

Why did it have to be Sarah of all people? The one person I wasn’t supposed to have these feelings for. Why couldn’t it be Kelly or some waitress at the bar or some snow bunny looking for a fun time? Why her?

There was just something about her. She was sweet, kind, innocent. The kind of girl you could see yourself with for a lifetime. The kind of girl who would be happy just lying in your arms. The kind of girls you fell in love with.

I sucked in a breath.

No, I wasn’t in love with her, I told myself.

Sarah was my stepsister. It was as simple as that. I couldn’t be in love with her.

I tried to focus on the conversations going on over dinner, but my heart just wasn’t in it. My entire body seemed to be rebelling against me. I was barely able to even touch my food, yet I downed three beers by the time we headed from the restaurant to the resort’s bar.

I should’ve been stumbling as we walked, yet it felt like I was floating on a cloud. When Sarah looked over at me and raised an eyebrow, I just grinned at her. She smiled back, a little uncertainly, then turned back to whatever the guys were talking about right then.

When I had my first shot of fireball, the warmth quickly worked its way through my body. I did my best to push Sarah from my mind, focusing instead on the guys as they talked about their favorite trails to ski or snowboard.

“The ones here are totally better than at Ridgeland.” I rolled my eyes at Billy.

Billy shook his head and frowned. “Fuck no! Ridgeland had way better slopes. Not all the baby shit like here. Those were real slopes!”

The other guys chimed in at once, each offering their own opinion. I listened for a minute or two, then stood and headed over to the bar to get enough drink. The alcohol was helping loosen my up a bit, and I wasn’t planning on stopping until I was ready to head back to the room and pass out.

As I waited for my drink, Billy saddled up next to me. “Hope you’re not mad about what I said about the slopes here.”

“Nah,” I said with a shrug. “I’m used to you being a dickhead by now.”

He snorted and grinned before turning back to look at the group sitting only a few feet. After a moment, he turned back to me. “Is she single?” he asked, nodding toward the table.

When I followed his eyes, I saw them locked on Sarah. Immediately, my heartrate spiked, and I frowned. “Dude, that’s my sister.”

“Step-sister.” He shrugged. “Come on, dude. She was flirting with me at your party, but she shot me down. Now she seems pretty interested though. Just want to make sure some angry boyfriend isn’t going to be upset if I make a move.”

My frown deepened at the thought of Billy making a move on Sarah. Yeah, she was an adult and capable of choosing who she dates or hooked up with, but I really didn’t like the idea of her getting with him. He was my friend, but he also was a dickhead.

“Yeah, good luck with that. She’s pretty picky about who she goes out with.”

It was partly true. She’d only dated a couple guys since we were in high school, and none of them had lasted very long at all. I highly doubted Billy actually had a shot, even if I still wasn’t thrilled with the idea of him trying.

“Yeah, well, that’s what Jaeger’s for, isn’t it?” He grinned at me, then turned back to the group and raised his voice. “Who’s up for a round of Jaeger Bombs?”

Everyone cheered, including Sarah, which just made me frown even more. The high I’d built up had vanished now, leaving me feeling lower than I had before. Even when I had my drink in hand and headed back to the table, I still didn’t feel any better.

When Billy came back with a load of drinks and sat next to Sarah, I became downed the rest of my drink before accepting the one from him. Maybe a bit more alcohol would help bring back that high I’d had before.

It definitely made me feel something, but it wasn’t what I’d hoped for. Instead of that clouded, giddy feeling, I was more alert, more aware. Now all I could do was focus on Sarah, and to an extent, Billy, who seemed to have blocked out everyone else at the table and was talking solely to her.

A jolt went through me as Sarah giggled at something he said, batting her eyelashes at him. As they spoke, her attention seemed to be focused intently on him, and I began to worry she might actually be interested in Billy.

When he reached over and placed his hand on her thigh, I stood up abruptly. Everyone stated at me, eyebrows raised, but I ignored them.

“Hey Sarah, can you come help me with something?”

She looked at me curiously, but nodded. She smiled apologetically at Billy, then slid her chair back and stood up. The moment she walked over to me, I grabbed her wrist and lead her out of the bar, not looking back at the group.




 

SARAH

I  frowned as Nathan practically dragged me from the bar. As we wound through the halls, heading back to our room, his grip on my wrist tightened. Soon, there was a dull ache, and it seemed like he was trying to pull my arm out of its socket.

What the hell was wrong with him?

He walked with a slight stumble but with a purpose. I could only imagine what was going through his drunk head right then, and I wasn’t quite sure I wanted to find out. Part of me just wanted to slap him upside his head for being a dumbass

I’d been having a good time at the bar. The guys had opened up to me, welcoming me and Kelly into their group liked we’d always belong there. So why had Nathan decided to pull me away all of a sudden? What was so urgent that we had to go back to the room right away?

By the time we got back to the room, my blood at begun to boil at the way Nathan was yanking me like I was a toddler on a leash who’d disobeyed a command. When we walked inside, we barely made it a few feet before Nathan released my wrist and turned on me, his eyes narrowed into slits.

“What the hell was that all about?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips and glaring back at him.

“What was with you and Billy?” he asked, his voice raised.

I blinked at him. Billy? What the hell did he have to do with anything? “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Don’t give me that!” He let out a breath. “God, he was practically in your lap all night. “

“What, you think I was going to hook up with him? Jesus, Nathan, get a clue. I wouldn’t hook up with him even if he was the only guy at this resort. I have better taste than that, you know. Besides, what do you care who I hook up with? You had your chance and you pushed me away, remember?”

His face grew red, and I braced myself for the tirade I was sure was coming. But instead, he turned and hit the wall, none too gently, either. “Jesus, Sarah. I know I said we couldn’t do this, but I can’t stand the thought of you being with anyone else, especially not him.”

“Yeah, well you should’ve thought about that earlier, huh?” I frowned at him, wondering where this sudden mood swing had come from. He hadn’t seemed the least bit interested in me as anything other than he stepsister since we’d gotten to the lodge.

Now he wanted to dictate who I could hookup with?

Fat chance.

Nathan turned back to me and pushed me up against the door, his arms braced on the cool wood on both sides of my heard. I sucked in a breath as I looked up into his eyes, seeing a fire there I’d never seen before.

When he leaned in and pressed his lips to mine, it was like time had come to a standstill. For a few moments, I just stood there, stunned and unable to think. Then I started kissing him back. Before I knew it, my arms were around his torso, my hands sliding beneath his shirt as we kissed.

I seemed to melt into him. When his hands slipped beneath my own shirt, it was like a fire inside me had roared to life. It didn’t take long before we were undressing each other, only breaking the kiss for the briefest of moments.

Before I knew it, I was down to my panties and Nathan wore only his boxers. His hard cock pressed against me, separated only by the thin fabric. When Nathan slipped his hand into my panties and pushed two fingers into me, I moaned into his mouth.

This wasn’t the slow, thoughtful movements they’d been that morning. Each movement we both made was full of lust, desire, and need. This was something we both craved. Something we both needed.

God, I’d needed this for so long.

I broke the kiss, my face flushed as I gasped for air. “Fuck me,” I said through my pants.

Nathan blinked at me. “Are you sure?” When I nodded, he grinned, then pushed his boxers down before kicking them off. His lips were back against mine, his tongue slipping into my mouth as I pulled my panties down.

The moment they were off, Nathan reached between us and grasped his cock, bringing it back to my entrance. As the soft head spread my folds, I gasped into his mouth. I didn’t care if anyone came knocking this time. I wasn’t going to let go of him until he’d fucked me.

His cock seemed even longer, even thicker, as he pushed it into me, my pussy wrapping tightly around it. My knees went weak, and if it hadn’t been for Nathan’s arms around my waist, I wouldn’t have been able to stand. I’d masturbated so many times, yet it didn’t even come close to the sensation of having Nathan inside me.

It seemed like an eternity passed before I felt his pubic mound pressed against mine, his entire length finally inside me. God, how had I gone so long without this? We’d barely even started and I already wanted to melt into a puddle at his feet.

Nathan never broke the kiss as he pulled his hips back, then slammed them forward into me, making me moan. He paused for a second, then repeated the process. After each thrust into me, he’d rest for a second, then do it again. Soon, the pauses became shorter and shorted until he was like a jackhammer between my legs, pounding my pussy.

I knew I wouldn’t last long. I’d wanted this for so long. The past few days had been nothing but pure torture as I’d been forced to watch him and remember what had almost happened between us. Now I was finally getting my deepest desire. I was finally getting Nathan.

And it was fucking amazing.

There was no other was to describe what I was feeling at that moment. My entire body quivered in Nathan’s arms. I never wanted him to let go of me. I never wanted him to stop fucking me. The rest of the trip could go to hell for all I cared, just as long as Nathan never pulled out of me.

The fire at my core spread throughout the rest of my body now.

I dug my fingers into Nathan’s tender back, trying to fight back the inevitable. I didn’t want to come. I didn’t want this to end. Not yet, not ever.

But as Nathan continued to fuck me, his hands roamed up and down my back and ass, sending sparks through my body. When he placed his hands beneath my ass and lifted me up, I wrapped my legs around his waist and let him press me up against the door.

His pace quickened now, like he was in a hurry to get my off. Like he wanted to fuck me right through the door and out into the hallway.

Finally, it became too much, and I lost control. My legs tightened around his waist as I moaned into his mouth. The fire explodes at once, my pussy tightening around Nathan’s cock. Even with my eyes squeezed tight, my vision swirled with stars, then went white.

Time ceased to exist at all. The only thing I could focus on was Nathan’s body tight against me, his arms gripping me tightly, and his cock still sliding in and out of my pussy. Each thrust sent another jolt through me, heightening my orgasm even more.

Then his fingers dug into me and he slammed into me one last time, pushing his cock as deep into me as he possible could. As he moaned into my mouth, I could feel his cock throb as the first jet of cum splashed against my insides.

At that moment, we became a single being, united in our pleasure. The entire world around us was gone, leaving just the two of us, wrapped in each other’s arms as we came.

Nathan was the first to come down from his high, slumping against me slightly. Yet, somehow he managed to keep hold of me as I came down as well. Our lips were still locked together, but we no longer kissed with the same intensity we had.

When we finally broke the kiss, the two of us were gasping for air as if we’d just finished running a marathon. I looked into his eyes and wanted to just melt as he looked at me like he never had before. It was a combination of lust and desire yet mixed with happiness and love.

It was a look I’d never seen on any guy before.

It was a look I never wanted to see on anyone else.

“That was amazing,” I said, smiling up at him. “I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Gently, he set me back down on my feet. “What do you say we head over to the bed and I show you what else I can do.”

My heart skipped a beat. That was the best idea he’d had in his entire life. I nodded eagerly, luck a puppy wanting his food.

This time, when Nathan wrapped his hand around my wrist and pulled me away, it was gentle and caring. I never wanted him to let me go, and the moment we were at the bed, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him into a kiss as we toppled onto the soft mattress.




 

NATHAN

We had sex two more times that night before we fell asleep in each other’s arms. I’d never slept that soundly in my life, never once letting go of Sarah. She fit against me like we were made for each other, and I never wanted the night to come to an end.

Yet, all too soon, the alarm was going off, waking me from a deep sleep. I reached over and swatted at the damned thing until it ceased its ear-piercing wailing. I tightened my arms around Sarah, then closed my eyes, intending to go right back to sleep for a few more hours.

“Don’t we have to get up?” she asked, her voice still laced with sleep.

I shook my head. “Nah. The guys can hit the slopes without us. Right now, I’m not leaving this bed.” I pressed my lips to her forehead for a quick kiss. “I’m not letting go of you just yet.”

Sarah giggled and snuggled up closer to me. Then, he hands began to drift down my chest to my stomach. Soon, her fingers were gently moving through my pubic hair, making my cock twitch. I’d been ready to fall back asleep moments ago, but now I was wide awake, my attention focused solely on Sarah.

I stroked her back, letting my hand wander lower and lower with each passing second. When I grasped her ass, she moaned out pushing back against my hand. Oh yeah, she was definitely awake too!

“Ready for another round already?” I asked as I kneaded her soft ass.

Sarah nodded. Then she took hold of my cock and stroked it once, making me suck in a breath. “Looks like you are, too.” She looked up at me and smirked.

I couldn’t deny that! Though my cock was always hard in the mornings, I doubted I would ever not be ready to fuck Sarah’s brains out. Despite her having been a virgin when we’d started last night, she’d fucked me like a pro until the early hours of the morning.

Pushing Sarah off me to lay on her back, I swung my leg over her until I straggled her waist. I held her wrists above her head, not letting her moved. When she grinned up at me, I leaned down and kissed her.

“How do you want it?” I asked after breaking the kiss.

“Hard!” she said with a giggle.

Well, that went without saying! I’d planned to fuck her brains out no matter what position she’d wanted. She could’ve asked me to fuck her while doing a hand-stand, and I’d have still pounded her pussy like there was no tomorrow!

“Since you’re such a naughty girl, I think you should be treated like one!” I moved off the bed, pulling her with me. Once we were both standing, I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her naked body tight against mine before kissing her again.

This time, she was the one who’d pushed her tongue into my mouth. For someone who hated pushy guys, she sure could be pushy when she was horny, I thought to myself. And I had to admit, I loved that side of her. I loved a girl who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go for it.

And after our first fuck last night, she hadn’t showed any signs of hesitation what so ever.

When my cock began to throb, I pushed Sarah away, grinning at her. “It’s time for you to get your punishment for not letting me sleep in!” I spun her around, then bent her over the bed.

She pushed her ass up into the air, obviously eager for whatever I had planned for her. Yet, when I brought my hand down in a slap, she squeaked and jumped. After a second, she was right back where she was, ass back in the air, waiting for more Over and over I slapped her ass until her squeaked dissolved into moans. After a few minutes, I slipped my hand between her legs and stroked my finger along her pussy, feeling her juices already flowing. I’d know she would love a good spanking, but I hadn’t expected her to get this turned on!

Briefly, I considered spanking her some more, to see if I could make her come just from that, but my cock had other plans. I was much too hard and horny for that right now. Maybe another time we’d try that little experiment. Right now, I wanted to bury myself in her pussy and give her a fucking she’d never forget.

When I took my cock and rubbed the head of it against her soft lips, she moaned out and pushed back against me. She wanted to get fucked as much as I wanted to fuck her! She really was the perfect girl for me, one who was raring to go whenever I was.

I leaned over her and wrapped my arms around her waist as I did so. With my cock between her legs, the shaft rubbing against her slit, I started kissing at her neck, making her moan louder and louder without even fucking her yet.

“God… Nathan….” She said between her moans. “Please… Please fuck me!”

I bit down gently on her neck, making her whimper. “You’re such a naughty girl,” I whispered into her ear. “You want this, huh? You want to feel me inside you again?”

Her moans were louder now, and all she could do was nod and push her hips back against me.

Seeing her like this, horny and begging for me to fuck her, just made me even hornier. Despite having fucked her three times only a few hours ago, I doubted I’d last very long at all. But it was still early. We had all day to spend in bed together. And that was just how I planned on spending the day!

Sarah continued to whimper and writhe beneath me as I teased her. Since there was no way I was going to last long, I wanted to make sure she was just as on edge as I was. I wanted to bring her to another explosive orgasm as I came, like I’d done last night.

It wasn’t until my cock was close to blowing that I pulled away from her. I gave her another couple swats on the ass as I took deep breaths to calm myself down. Then, I slipped two fingers into her dripping pussy and fingered her, keeping her right on edge for me.

Sarah’s moans were echoing off the walls by now. I loved hearing her so loud, loved knowing just how turned on I was making her. This was a soundtrack I’d never get tired of listening to.

“You ready?” I asked, pulling my fingers from her. She whimpered, but nodded, wiggling her ass at me as she did so.

With one hand on his hips to hold her still, I used the other to line my cock up with her hole. Then, after taking a deep breath, I pushed the entire length into her in one push, making her yell and push her hips back against me.

I had to bite my lip to keep from coming right then and there. God, even after everything we’d done last night, she was still inconceivably tight, her pussy wrapping around my cock like a glove. I fit perfectly inside her, like this was what her pussy had been made for.

“Fuck me, Nathan!” she yelled out. Her head was pressed down against the bed, the sheets balled up in her fists.

Well, who was I to deny a lady what she wanted?

I pulled back until just the head of my cock was left inside her, then slammed forward again. Within a couple thrusts, she was back to yelling out in pleasure, moaning out my name for the entire world to hear.

Electricity ran through my body like a livewire. Already I was doing everything I could not to just lose control and fill her with my seed. I knew that was what she wanted, but I wasn’t ready to give it to her yet.

I lost track of time as I fucked Sarah. All of my focus was on her and not finishing too quickly. And believe me, when you’ve got a girl like Sarah bent over in front of you, it takes almost all of your strength not to give in to the pressure building inside you.

Just like our first time, Sarah was the first one to lose all control. She yelled out louder than ever as her entire body began to shake and spasm. Her knees wobbled, and if she hadn’t been bracing herself against the bed, I was pretty sure she’d have collapsed to the floor.

Her pussy became like a vice around my cock as she did her best to milk the cum out of me. She was tight normally, but as she came, it was tighter than anything I’d experienced before. I lasted maybe a half dozen more thrusts before I couldn’t take it anymore.

I slammed into her one last time as my fingers dug into her hips. My moans of pleasure mingled with hers, the sound bouncing off the walls around us. My vison went black and I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting just to keep myself standing as my own knees went weak.

Then, just as quickly as it had over taken me, it was gone, leaving me gasping for air and struggling not to fall on top of Sarah. She was slumped against the bed now, her chest rising and falling in quick succession. Her entire body glistened with sweat in the early morning light.

God, she looked gorgeous, laying there, grinning off into space. I leaned over her gently, then started placing kisses on the side of her neck again. Making her squirm and moan softly.

“You’re amazing,” I whispered into her ear.”

She giggled and blushed, turning to bury her face into the mattress.

“I mean it, Sarah. I’ve never met anyone like you before.” I took a deep breath. “I’m glad we woke up early.”

“Me too,” she said, turning to look at me at least. She still had that dreamy smile on her face. “But I think we need a shower now!”

I laughed, then slapped her ass, making her squeak. “I definitely think a shower is in order. Feel like joining me?”

She giggled, but nodded. I kissed her one more time, then stood up and pulled out of her, my cock falling free with a plop. Sarah wiggled her ass and whimpered for a moment, then stood and faced me, wrapping her arms around me and pulling our bodies together.

She didn’t kiss me, just laid her head on my chest and held me tight. As fun as a shower sounded, standing there in her arms was just as good. In fact, I’d have been perfectly happy to stay there for the rest of the trip, never letting her go.

Then she looked up at me and batted her eyes. “So, ready for that shower?”

I pressed my lips to her for a quick kiss, then grinned at her. “I’m ready for whatever you want!”

Returning my grin, she grabbed my wrist and let me to the bathroom, her hips swaying as she walked. We may have been heading for the shower, but I doubted much cleaning would be getting done in there!




 

SARAH

I  giggled as I lead Nathan to the bathroom, enjoying being in control for a once. Not that I didn’t love how dominant Nathan was in bed, but every once in a while, a switch up was nice. Besides, we had plenty of time for him to be in control later.

It didn’t help that I was looking forward to my first shower with a guy. I’d read about men and women showering together in countless of those trashy romance novels. Now I wanted to see what the fuss was all about.

Sure, part of me was looking forward to rinsing the sweat off my body, but a bigger part was looking forward to having Nathan’s arms around me as the warm water flooded over us.

When I bent over to turn the water on, Nathan’s hands were at my hips, pulling me back against him. I wiggled my ass against his crotch, feeling his cock coming back to life already. I stood up and he wrapped his arms around my waist and began kissing at my neck again.

“A little excited are we?” I asked, giggling and wiggling in his arms, his cock twitching at the contact.

“It’s hard not to be, with someone as sexy as you in the room with me.”

My face flushed and my cheeks burned. I’d never had anyone talk to me like that before. Sure, I’d had guys flirt and hit on me before, but never like this. They were always clumsy, too busy trying to get into my pants. But not Nathan. He’d already been in my pants and more, yet he never once stopped being sweet and romantic and loving.

And as much as I teased him about being horny, I was loving every second of it. I loved knowing it was me that made him so horny, that brought his cock to life at the simplest touches.

As steam began to fill the room, I turned in Nathan’s arms and kissed him. “Well, if we’re going to get a shower, we better get in now. Even hotels don’t have unlimited hot water.”

Nathan grinned and nodded, then kissed me again before letting go. As soon as I turned the shower on and stepped in, he stepped in right behind me, pulling the curtain closed. Then his arms were around my waist again and he was back to nibbling at my neck.

I laughed and shook my head. “You’re incorrigible!”

He laughed as well but didn’t stop his ministrations. “You know you love it,” he whispered in my ear, his hot breath making me shiver.

I did love it. I loved everything he did to me. There was nothing he could do that I wouldn’t have loved. But this wasn’t what I wanted right then. I was in control, I reminded myself.

Pulling his hands away from my waist, I turned and winked at him. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later!” I grabbed my bar of soap from where I’d left it and handed it to him. “Since you can’t get enough of my body, why don’t you help me wash?”

He leaned in and kissed me briefly. “Gladly!”

After that, I had to bite back my moans as his hands were all over my body. He touched me in places only I’d ever touched. His hands were soft and gentle but firm. He kneaded my muscles as he worked, making it even more exhilarating.

The fire in my core returned with a passion. Just something as simple as him washing me was sending me into a tailspin. Even though he’d just gotten me off minutes ago, my knees were already going weak again.

But that didn’t deter Nathan. He was determined to wash every single inch of my body. Soon, he was on his knees in front of me, his hands sliding up and down my bare legs. When he started to wash my pussy, I had to bite my bottom lip to keep from moaning out.

Then, he stood up and turned me around to face the spray of water, his hands once again all over my body as he washed away all of the soap. He barely even touched my pussy, yet I felt like I was going to come already.

I couldn’t believe how much Nathan turned me on.

But when he turned me around again and kissed me, then started leaving a trail of kisses down my body, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. He kissed around my nipples, then flicked his tongue across each one before continuing his path down my body.

I sucked in a breath as he dropped to his knees in front of me again. But instead of kissing my pussy like I’d expected, he started kissing his way down my right leg, then up my left leg.

My body was on fire by this point, my pussy aching for attention. I wanted to feel his lips on my cunt, I wanted to feel his tongue push into me. But Nathan seemed to have other plans.

He continued to kiss my body as his hands caressed my bare skin. He revealed in teasing me like this, in making me squirm and moan as I desperately waited for the main course. God, if there was one thing he was good at, it was driving me crazy!

“Please, Nathan…” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

Nathan grinned up at me, then planted a few more kisses as I whimpered. Oh yeah, he was definitely doing this all on purpose, making me beg him for every inch. Even when I was in control of things, he still worked at his own pace, giving me only as much as he wanted and not a bit more.

“Fuck…” I breathed out. “God, Nathan… You’re such a tease. Such a fucking tease.”

My hands balled into fits, my nails digging into my palms. It was all I could not to collapse into the tub from his delicate ministrations. He worked careful as he kissed his way toward my pussy, each press of his lips sending a shock through me.

Finally, when he kissed my slit, I couldn’t hold back the moan. He kissed down the entire length of my pussy, the sensation making me shiver more than ever. Nathan stuck out his tongue and licked back up the length, tasting my juices.

But it was when he began suckle at my clit that I nearly lost complete control. It took every last bit of my self-control not to let myself come. I vowed not to succumb to Nathan’s wicked lips until he gave me watch I wanted. Until he began to properly eat me out, he wouldn’t get his goal.

That didn’t stop him from trying though. His fingers continued their journey across my bare legs and ass, only stroking the fire inside me even more. As the water continued to cascade down my body, Nathan continued to tease me clit, only occasionally breaking off to lap at my pussy for a few moments before returning his original task.

“God damn it,” I said between my moans. “You’re such an ass, Nathan!”

He chuckled, his eyes flashing up at me as he grinned. “You know you love it.” He ran his tongue along my pussy again. “You complain, but I know you’re enjoying every bit of this.”

I growled at him. What did he always have to be so damned right? It was like he knew my body better than I did. One thing was for sure, he knew just which buttons to press to make my knees weak and beg him for more.

“Please….” I said again, once more begging him for the relief I so desperately craved. “Please, Nathan…”

“Well, if you insist!” He winked at me again before giving my clit one last kiss. Then, finally, he pushed his tongue into me, making me suck in a breath.

Oh fuck!

This was what I’d been waiting for, but I hadn’t expected such a shock.

As his tongue slid in and out of me, my moans bounced off the walls in the small bathroom. I threaded my fingers through his short hair, making sure he didn’t try to back off. Now that I was finally getting what I’d wanted, there was no way I was going to let him stop!

He brought his right hand around to rub at my clit as he continued to tongue fuck me.

God, I wished we were lying in bed right then, so I could wrap my legs around his head and pull him even tighter against my pussy. I’d have gladly laid in bed all day, letting him worship me with his tongue.

But I knew the water wouldn’t last forever. And I still had to get my revenge on him, after all.

Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and let loose. The fire inside me lashed out at once, my body trembling beneath the pressure. My toes curled and my grip on Nathan’s hair tightened. I pushed my hips forward and pulled Nathan’s head tight against me at the same time.

“Oh god!” I yelled out as I came.

My knees went weak as stars appeared before my eyes. Soon, even those disappeared as a blinding white light overtook me. The world swirled around me, all sensation disappearing, except for Nathan’s touch. Once again, only he and I existed in that moment.

His tongue continued its assault while his fingers continued to rub my clit. His other hand was firm on my ass, holding me still and helping to keep me from collapsing.

Just as I began to think my orgasm might last forever, I came crashing back to reality. My entire body shook now, and I had to release my grasp on Nathan and take hold of the small bar in the shower to steady myself.

“Okay, okay, enough!” I said between my gasps for breath.

When Nathan pulled away, he grinned up at me, his lips glistening with my juices. “So, was it worth the wait?”

Rolling my eyes, I lifted him to stand, then leaned in and kissed him. I loved being able to taste myself on his lips. But after a few moments, I gently pushed him back. Then, I whispered into his ear. “It was, but remember, payback is a bitch.”

With a wink, I retrieved his soap and began to wash him, just as he’d done to me. I took this chance to touch each and every one of his muscles, caressing them in a way I’d wanted to do since I’d seen him chopping wood outside the cabin.

It was still hard to believe how built he was. How had I not noticed that over the past few years?

But now that I had noticed, I was determined to make myself intimately familiar with every inch of his body. I took my time working my way lower and lower, avoiding his stiff manhood all together. It was tempting to just take hold of him and bring him the pleasure he’d given me. But first, I vowed to make him experience the same torture he’d given me.

After all, fair was fair.

Nathan had thought he was being funny, tormenting me and trying to wrest control from my hands. Now it was time for him to see just how cruel a woman could be!

By the time I’d washed the majority of body, his cock was throbbing, a bead of precum pooling at his slit. I licked my lips, fighting the urge to take him in my mouth and taste him for the first time. Instead, I soaped up my hand, took hold of him and began to stroke his cock.

Nathan moaned, his hands balling into fists. When I looked up to see him chewing on his bottom lip, I grinned. So far, my plan was working just as expected. Now it was time to make him beg, just as he’d done to me.

I continued to stroke him, using one hand on his cock and the other to gently fondle his balls. As he continued to moan, low and soft, I tightened my grip on his shaft. Now his body began to tremble, his moans growing louder by the second.

Grinning up at him, I released his shaft and stood up, making him groan as I did so. I turned him to face the water and let the water cascade over him, rinsing the soap from his body. Then I began to massage his muscles again, ensuring all of the soap was washed away.

“Now who’s the tease?” he growled as I slid my hands down his backside.

I giggled, then slapped his ass, making him suck in a breath. “I warned you,” I said, whispering into his ear. “I told you payback was a bitch. Now shut up and take your punishment. Unless…. Unless you want me to stop now…. Would you like that? Would you like to spend the rest of the day with your cock hard and threatening to break out of your pants?”

Nathan’s growl grew louder, but he shook his head.

“Just get on with it!”

Well, if you insist, I thought to myself. I didn’t plan to leave him hard and on edge all day, just long enough to make him beg me for relief. Only then would I give him what he wanted; only then would I let him come.

I took my time washing away the soap, leaving his body squeaky clean. There wasn’t a drop of sweat left on him. By the time I dropped to my knees in front of him, he was cleaner than he had ever been. It was only then did I take hold of his shaft again.

Slowly, I slid my hand up and down, covering and uncovering the head of his cock. Soon, more precum appeared at the tip, then slowly slid down his length. When I reached between his legs with my other hand and began to fondle his balls again, another drop appeared.

It didn’t take long before his shaft was covered, the precum acting as lube. With each passing second, it became more and more difficult to keep from taking him in my mouth. God, I wanted to taste him, but I couldn’t give in so easily.

Nathan had made me beg. Now, I was going to make him beg.

He pushed out a breath, he legs shaking “Damn it, Sarah…” His voice was hoarse and deep now.

I looked up at him and batted my eyelashes. “What’s wrong? Isn’t this what you wanted?”

“You know damn well what I want!” He grimaced, fighting back a moan.

I pouted at him, putting on a mask of perfect innocence. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I thought you wanted me to jerk you off.”

“For suck sake!” he growled at me. “Damn it, Sarah, you know what I want!”

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to enlighten me.”

He glared down at me, anger and lust flashing through his eyes. For a moment, I thought he might pick me up, push me against the wall, and fuck me like he’d done last night. And for a moment, I would’ve been perfectly okay with that. Then, his words reached my ears once more.

“Please Sarah… Suck me…. Suck my cock.”

I looked up into his eyes and grinned. There it was, the first plea. That was just what I’d been waiting for!

Sticking out my tongue, I flicked it against his slit, making him moan louder now. I did this a few times, until another bead appeared. Eagerly, I licked it up, savoring his taste. It was better than I’d ever expected, salty but just a bit sweet, too.

If that was just a drop, I couldn’t wait to taste the main course! I couldn’t wait to taste a full load of his cum.

I slid his foreskin back, revealing the purple heads of his cock. Then I ran my tongue around the edge of it. Over and over I circled my tongue around his cock until Nathan was moaning openly, the sound echoing around the tiny room.

“Fuck,” he breathed out between gasps for air.

I knew he was right on edge now. If I’d wanted to, I could’ve made him cum right then. Instead, I backed off and kissed down his inner thigh to his balls. I took first one, then the other, into my mouth, gently rolling it around.

“God damn it,” Nathan growled.

Again, I blinked up at him, feigning confusion. “What’s wrong? Aren’t I doing a good job?”

“You know damn well you’re doing a good job! Now finish me off.”

“Tsk tsk,” I said, grinning now. “Patience, big brother. I promise I’ll make you come, just not yet. You made me wait, now it’s time to make you wait. I promise, it’ll all be worth it in the end. Trust me.”

Nathan growled but pursed his lips.

I did plan on making him come, but not for a while yet. Part of it was wanting to torture him as he’d done to me, but the other part was wanting to make this as unforgettable as ever. This was my first time giving a blow job, after all, so I had to make it memorable.

I went back to sucking on his balls again. Judging by the way he moaned, I was doing something right. As my mouth worked on his nuts, I let me hands run up and down his legs, loving the feel of his muscles beneath my fingertips.

God, if I wasn’t careful, I was going to need him between my legs again by the time I finished!

When I brought my lips back to his cock, I kissed up and down his length, making his cock twitch at each contact. Nathan’s breath came in ragged gasps right now, and I wondered how much longer he’d be able to hold out.

My question was answered when I stuck out my tongue and began to trace his veins with it. He slipped his fingers through my hair, gripping tightly. “Please…. Sarah… I… I need this.”

He’d said the magic words I’d been waiting for!

I winked at him, then leaned forward and took his length into my mouth slowly. I nearly gagged at first, but after closing my eyes and focusing, I was able to take more and more. Nathan held my head still for a moment, and I knew just how close I had him…

After he relaxed his grip, I pulled back, leaving just the head of his cock in my mouth. I swirled my tongue around the head, just as I’d done before, then took the entire length again, keeping my lips tight around him. I repeated the process over and over until a constant stream of moans echoed around me.

When I reached up and took his balls into my hand again, he gasped and groaned, and I knew it would only be a matter of moments before I had what I wanted. I needed this… I needed to taste him.

He started moving his hips in time with me bobbing up and down on his cock. As his grip in my hair tightened and his moans grew louder, I knew the end was very much in sight now. I moved faster and faster, sucking him and fondling his balls, my free hand still caressing his muscular thighs.

“Oh fuck!” He yelled at last. He held my head firm as his cock throbbed in my mouth. The first shot of hot cum splashed against the back of my throat. The second and third as well disappeared down my throat with barely even a taste. The next few though landed on my tongue, and I savored the taste.

Even after he finished coming, I continued to suckle gently on his softening cock, making sure I got every last drop of his seed. I didn’t quit until Nathan pushed me back, his cock slipping from my lips.

“Well,” I asked, looking up at him from where I knelt. “Was it worth the wait?”

Nathan laughed, a deep sound that reverberated off the walls. Then he slipped his arms beneath mine and hefted me up before pressing his lips to mine, his tongue pushing into my mouth almost immediately. His hands roamed over my body as we kissed, as if, even after all that, he still couldn’t get enough of me.

When he finally broke the kiss, he was grinning broadly. “It was definitely worth the wait.”

“Not bad for my first time, then?”

“Not bad at all!”




 

NATHAN

A fter we rinsed off one last time, Sarah and I stepped from the shower. I grabbed a fresh towel from the rack and turned to dry her off, enjoying another chance to caress her supple body. No matter how many times I touched her, her body never ceased to amaze me.

And judging by the way she allowed me complete access, she was loving every second as well. She grinned broadly as I dried her off. Then, once she was dry, she took the towel from hands and proceeded to give me the same treatment.

Once dry, I pulled her into my arms for another quick kiss before we returned back to the bedroom. When she walked to grab clothes, I stopped her. “Not today.”

She smirked and raised an eyebrow. “What, you think I’m going to walk around naked all day?”

“That’s exactly what I think. You’re not leaving this room today. You crawl into bed, and I’ll go down and grab us some breakfast.” I kissed her again. “But when I come back, I expect you to still be naked.”

“Oh?” She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “What makes you think I want to spend my birthday trip in bed? Maybe I want to get back out onto the slopes, to improve my skills a little.”

I pulled her back into my arms, letting her feel my hardening cock press against her. Her eyes widened and the smile returned as she looked up into my eyes.

“If you’re a good girl, maybe we won’t use the bed.” I winked at her. “There are plenty of places in here for me to fuck you. Over the desk, in the chair, maybe even up against the window. Besides, I know how much you hate snow. I’m sure you’d rather spend the day in bed with me, keeping warm.”

Her face flushed, but she nodded. “You better bring a lot of food then. I’ll need a lot to eat if you expect me to keep my strength up. And believe me, you’re going to need your strength too. I’ve got a lot planned for you today!”

Chuckling, I kissed her one more time before grabbing a pair of jeans and slipping them on without bothering to find underwear. I didn’t plan on wearing them very long. After slipping a t-shirt on, I found my shoes as well as my wallet and room key.

Sarah insisted on giving me one last kiss before letting me venture out for supplies. I hadn’t expected on holing up in a room with Sarah again, but hey, at least we’d have real food to eat this time! Plus, we’d be having a lot more fun than reading books.

Hell, I might even try some of the things I read about in the book in the cabin. It had a few good ideas that I was sure Sarah would enjoy!

My friend Craig was in the restaurant when I got there. He waved me over and I pulled out a chair to sit at his table. “Sleep in?” he asked with a grin.

I shrugged. “Sarah’s not feeling well. Not sure if it was something she ate or if she just drank too much later night. Either way, we’re gonna hang out in the room for the day.”

Craig nodded, accepting my lie without question. The two of us chatted as I waited for the waitress to bring mine and Sarah’s food in to-go boxes for us. Once it showed up, I bid Craig farewell and practically ran back to the room with it.

Craig had assured me he’d let the others know where we were so they wouldn’t worry. I made sure to tell him Sarah would be resting most of the day and to tell everyone we’d see them tomorrow. Didn’t want anyone stopping by while I was balls deep inside Sarah.

We’d had one interruption already, and I didn’t want to deal with another! Once I got back upstairs, I didn’t plan on putting clothes back on until it was time to retrieve dinner.

I had much better things planned that wouldn’t involve pants!

When I walked back into the room, Sarah was laying on the bed, her legs spread wide as she rubbed her pussy. My cock twitched in my jeans, and part of me wanted to drop the food to the ground and just bury my face between her legs again.

Who needed pancakes when you could eat pussy?

But I knew that would be silly. Like Sarah had said, we’d both need our strength for today. So I set the food on the desk and grinned at her. “Miss me, did you?”

“More than you can imagine!” She closed her legs, then hopped off the bed, walking over to me. “So, what’d you bring? I’m starved!”

I laughed and shook my head. So much for missing me! It sounded like she wanted the food more than me. Though, as my stomach growled, I couldn’t blame her. We had done our best to work up an appetite this morning, not to mention last night!

“Pancakes, eggs, sausage, and bacon,” I said with a grin. “And a large hot coco for each of us to help wash it down. Figured that’d give us enough food to last until dinner time.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow and grinned. “Oh? Have a big day planned for us, do you?”

“You bet!” I said, slapping her ass.

She squeaked, then punched me in the arm. “Well them, you better get those clothes off. I wouldn’t want you getting syrup on them. It’ll be much easier to lick it off you if you’re naked.”

Well, I liked the sound of that! While Sarah opened the to-go boxes and brought the food over to the bed, I stripped off the few clothes I wore. Eating naked wasn’t on my list of things to do today, but I wasn’t going to complain.

There were certainly worse things I could be doing!

If Sarah wanted to lick syrup off me, there was no way I was going to stop her! Hell, I might have to dribble a bit of it onto her tits and have some fun licking it off her body. Wasn’t that what people did in porn? It sounded like a fun thing to try, at the very least.

The two of us ate in silence, but that didn’t stop me from staring at Sarah. Even doing something as simple as eating pancakes made my heart thunder in my chest. What was it about Sarah that kept my attention without fail? What made her so different than all the other girls I’d been with?

I wasn’t quite sure, but I vowed to figure it out. We had a few more days here in the resort, and I vowed to find out every last thing about Sarah. Oh, I planned on having quite a bit of sex with Sarah, but it wasn’t like we could stay in this room for the rest of the week.

The guys would definitely get suspicious if we tried that.

But that didn’t mean we couldn’t do other things together. I could still find out more about her, even with the guys around. Maybe I’d spend a bit of time with Kelly too, and learn a bit about Sarah from her. After all, there were things friends would notice that you sometimes didn’t know about yourself.

“What’s on your mind?” Sarah asked after swallowing a piece of bacon.

“You,” I said, being honest. There wasn’t much point in denying it.

She smirked at me. “Oh, I can just imagine all the things you were thinking of! I’m sure I was thinking of quite a few of the same things.”

Immediately, my mind went into overdrive. I was sure Sarah had quite a few fantasies that would be fun to fulfil. For a girl who’d been a virgin not that long ago, she sure as hell hadn’t disappointed me yet. I was sure the future had quite a few fun things in store for the both of us.

I returned her grin. “I can’t wait to see what you’re imagining. You’ve read quite a few of those dirty books. You’ll have to show me what you’ve learned from them. You did pretty damn good with that blow job.”

“Oh, I’m sure I can think of a thing or two to show you. There’s a few things I’ve read in those books I’ve been dying to try with someone. And today sounds like the perfect day to try out each and every one of them!”

Well, that was one reason I couldn’t get enough of her. Somehow, we both seemed to be on the same wavelength, both craving the same things. And I wasn’t lying when I said I was excited to see what she had planned for today. I could only imagine the sordid things the characters in her novels did. And for once, it would be fun to be the person experiencing it all.

I may not have been a prince and may not have been her savior, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t have our own experience. I was sure I could rock her world better than any fake prince or pirate or whoever else were in all those books.

They were big shoes to fill, but I was up to the challenge. Besides, we had an entire day ahead of us. And with such a big breakfast, we were going to need a lot of exercise to burn off all those calories!

After we finished eating, Sarah let me drizzle syrup onto her nipples, then lick and suck them clean. I didn’t see what was so amazing about it, though she seemed to enjoy it. Then again, she’d have enjoyed it if I’d sucked on her tits even without the syrup.

As the day went by, we quickly lost track of time. I also lost track of how many times we had sex together. True to my word, I tried out many different positons and locations. I loved fucking her from behind, since it gave me more control. I think she liked it when I laid on the bed and let her ride me the best though.

I didn’t realize how late it had gotten until the sun had set, leaving us lying in bed in the dark. “Think we should venture down for dinner? Let everyone know we’re okay?”

I shrugged. “I told Craig you weren’t feeling well so they wouldn’t come looking for us. We can go down and eat, if you want. As long as I get to fuck you again afterwards.”

Sarah laughed and slapped my chest lightly. “You really are horrible; you know that?” Despite her words, she smiled at me, and I smiled back.

“But I’m fun aren’t I?”

“Oh, you’re definitely fun!” She licked her lips. “Let’s shower, then we can get some food and recharge. This way we can keep your strength up. Can’t have you passing out in the middle of fucking me!”

I smacked her ass again, making her squirm and snuggle closer to me. I loved the way she teased me, but I also loved giving her a bit of mock punishment. Can’t let her get too cocky, now can I?

Our shower took longer than it should have, but eventually we were dressed and on our way down to the restaurant for some food. The guys were already there, part way through their meal, when we showed up. But they greeted us and welcomed us to the table like it was no big deal. I noticed Billy wasn’t there, but just figured he was still in his room showering.

Many of the guys asked Sarah how she was feeling and she played it up like a ham, claiming she’d had eaten something that hadn’t agreed with her yesterday. Her flushed look helped sell the story, and none of them seemed to even guess she’d spent the entire day naked and in bed with me.

I tried to focus on the conversation with the guys, but like before, I couldn’t take my attention off of Sarah. But unlike before, it wasn’t regret that had my attention but my lust for the future. When the guys began to migrate to the bar, I almost tried to beg off, but I knew that would look suspicious.

Sarah was laughing and joking like nothing was wrong, so I couldn’t use her being ill as an excuse this time. So we followed the guys to the bar, secretly trading glances the entire time. A few of the guys did break off to head back to their rooms, claiming they needed some rest after being out on the slopes all day.

When we got to the bar, I slid in next to Kelly, with Sarah sitting across from us. “So how was skiing?” I asked her as we waited for our first round of drinks.

“Pretty good. I’m really getting the hang of it now.” She looked over at Sarah. “I hope you’ll be out there with us tomorrow. The guys showed me one of the tougher slopes and it’s freaking awesome!”

“I hope so, too! Maybe tomorrow my stomach will be better tomorrow and I can go out with you guys again. I wanted to go out today but I was afraid I might barf going down the trail!”

Kelly grimaced but laughed. “Yeah, probably good you stayed in. Hopefully some rest will have helped.”

“I think it did, but just to be safe, I’m gonna take it easy tonight. Probably won’t stay out very long, you know?”

“Oh yeah, I totally get you. Being stuck in that cabin probably didn’t help much either.”

The two girls laughed and chatted as I sat and sipped my drink. The two girls really were best friend, both animated and excited no matter the subject.

Craig nudged me to get my attention. “You gonna be out on the slopes tomorrow?” he asked.

I shrugged. “Probably. As long as Sarah’s feeling better, I’ll be out there. You guys have a good day today?”

He nodded. “You should’ve seen Billy face plant! He was trying to show off on his snowboard and fucked up a jump. Went face first into the snow. Took two of us to get him out of it, too. Was freaking hilarious.”

“Damn, I wish I’d seen that!” I said with a laugh. Served him right for trying to hit on my sister, I thought. “I guess that’s why he didn’t come down for dinner?”

“Probably. Even Kelly was laughing her ass off at him. He was probably too embarrassed to show his face!”

Again, I laughed. Now I was really disappointed I hadn’t gone out today. Would’ve liked to see Sarah’s face when he busted his ass, too. Then there was no way she’d have hooked up with him.

Although, judging by the way Sarah kept looking over at me and smiling, I doubted she’d be hooking up with anyone else anytime soon.

The two of us stayed downstairs for maybe another hour before Sarah yawned and said she wanted to head back up to the room. Being the courteous stepbrother I was, I offered to escort her up there, barely able to contain my grin as we headed out of the bar together.

But the moment the door was shut behind us, Sarah was in my arms, our lips locked together once again. Our hands were all over each other, and we left a trail of clothing leading from the door to the bed.

By the time we finished, and Sarah was curled up against me again, I was starting to think the smile on my face might be permanent. One thing was for sure, I was happier than I could ever remember being.

It was going to suck when the week ended and things went back to normal between us.




 

SARAH

T  he next morning, I woke up feeling more refreshed than ever. Being completely naked with Nathan spooning me may have had something to do with it, but I wasn’t going to complain. And feeling his stiff cock pressed against my ass just made it even better.

When Nathan woke up, he fucked me again, then the two of us headed into the shower. I think we spent more time enjoying each other’s bodies, but I still wasn’t going to complain. Even if the shower did end with me screaming and begging for more as Nathan fucked me from behind.

We’d fallen into a routine, it seemed. Sex in the morning, shower sex before skiing, shower sex after skiing, and then sex in the evening before we fell asleep naked in each other’s arms. It was almost hard to believe that when I’d gotten here, I was a complete virgin.

Most of the guys were already down in the restaurant when we got there, but I didn’t care. Getting fucked twice this morning was much better than being on time to breakfast. Besides, it wasn’t like anyone had set a specific time for us all to meet.

For some reason, Billy was still absent. I wondered if he was still too embarrassed about wiping out yesterday, but I didn’t put much thought into it. At least I wouldn’t have to deal with his constant flirting. Even if he wasn’t as pushy as he’d been at Nathan’s party, the flirting did get old after a while.

He didn’t have a chance before, but now that I was with Nathan, he didn’t have a shot in hell!

When we finally got out onto the slopes, I was a little nervous, but when Nathan smiled at me, all my worries faded away into nothingness. Even if I did mess up, I knew he’d be right there next to me, helping me back up. And once we’d gone for our first run, I wasn’t nervous in the least.

When I’d first woken up, I’d briefly considered talking Nathan into staying in bed all day, but now I was glad I’d decided not to. Having Nathan fuck my brains out was fun and all, but learning to ski was actually a lot of fun too.

Besides, even I had to admit I was getting a little tired. I loved having Nathan inside me and all, but every once in a while, I needed a little break! I was actually kind of amazed Nathan hadn’t had any trouble getting it up yet. Briefly, I wondered if he’d been popping little blue pills to help keep his stamina up.

Then I’d look him up and down and know there was no chemical help. Nathan was just pure man, more than enough to satisfy any woman. Boy, did he know how to satisfy me!

And whenever I caught Nathan’s eyes I knew we’d make time for fucking later, somehow.

Just as I thought, when we headed back to our room to clean up before dinner, I ended up bent over in front of the kitchen sink as Nathan fucked my brains out. Maybe our routine wasn’t set in stone after all. Even if it was predictable, there was still plenty of wiggle room to spice things up!

Even though we didn’t have sex in the shower this time, it still took a bit longer than normal. We may have both been freshly, but it didn’t mean we couldn’t both enjoy each other’s body while we washed. No matter how many times we had sex, I knew I’d never tire of his body.

As the night went on, I started to wonder what was going to happen after the week was over. Sure, things were going great now, but what about when we left? After this week, we wouldn’t be in a ski lodge together, sharing the same room every single night.

Would Nathan want to keep this up when we went home? Or would he go back to having a different girl every week?

More than that, what did I want?

Every time I looked at Nathan, my heart skipped a beat. I could barely go ten minutes without thinking about him, no matter what we were doing. Even my dreams were filled with him. It was almost like he was an addiction, one I wasn’t quite sure if I wanted to give up.

The sane, rational part of my brain told me to give this up when we went home. Nathan was my stepbrother. Having a fun weekend wasn’t going to be the end of the world, but it wasn’t exactly like we could be in a relationship together.

Could we?

“Earth to Sarah!” Kelly said, snapping her fingers in front of my face.

“Huh?” I blinked at her, trying to figure out what was going on. I’d been completely absorbed in my head that I’d barely even registered her sitting next to me.

“I asked if you’d had fun out there today.” She rolled her eyes and sighed. “Are you sure you’re feeling better?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, just a little tired, that’s all. I did have fun. I’m still not a huge fan of the snow, but it’s not nearly as bad as I’d expected.”

Kelly laughed and the two of us chatted aimlessly until the waitress arrived to take our order. After that, I tried to join in the conversations with the guys, but every time I locked eyes with Nathan, my mind began to wander.

What were we going to do?

Even when we’d gone back to the room and had sex one last time before falling asleep, I still wasn’t sure what to do. My mind and body warred against each other, both with their own idea of what should happen after we went home.

We only had a couple more days before we had to pack up, and I wanted to have things figured out before then. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck in the car with Nathan for hours on end as we tried to figure things out.

At least here in the hotel, even in the same room, we weren’t trapped practically on top of each other. Nathan’s Jeep was nice, but it wasn’t exactly a conducive location for a tense or awkward conversation, that was for damn sure.

Still, by the time we were back on the slopes the next morning, I hadn’t made up my mind one way or another. I wanted to keep this going, I wanted this to be more than just a fling for the two of us, but was that even feasible?

I had fun out on the slopes again, but my heart just wasn’t in it today. I was lucky I didn’t wipe out and end up buried under two feet of snow, with how distracted I was the entire time. Yet somehow, I managed to stay standing and avoid making an ass out of myself, even though we were on the intermediate slopes the entire day.

Even after our shower sex, and dinner, and our after dinner sex, I couldn’t stop thinking about what we were going to do in a few days. I didn’t want this to come to an end, but did I want to turn this into a relationship?

Nathan was my brother, even if it was only because my mother had married his father. What would people think if we started dating? I doubted very many people would approve.

Yet, at the same time, I didn’t want to just continue having casual sex with him when we got home. Being in bed with him was amazing, there was no denying that, but I wouldn’t be able to stand being his secret lover while he went out with different girls.

That wouldn’t be fair, to any of us.

Sleep took forever to over taking me that night, as I stared up at the dark ceiling. Even with Nathan’s arm around me, I just couldn’t slip into the slumber I craved to get my mind off of Nathan, even for just a little bit.

The next morning, I woke up just as tired as I’d been when I’d gone to sleep. Sometime in the night I had indeed fallen asleep, but it hadn’t been the relaxing, peaceful sleep I’d had the last few nights. It was fitful, with lots of tossing and turning. I was surprised Nathan had been able to sleep at all with me in bed with him.

I was up a good twenty minutes before he was, still staring up at the ceiling turmoil raging inside me. Sometime in the night I’d decided what I wanted, but I wasn’t sure how Nathan would respond.

When he woke up, he pulled me tight against him again, and I laid my head on his chest after he kissed my cheek. I’d expected him to want to fuck right away, like we had been doing, but he seemed to be content to just cuddle, neither of us speaking.

“Are you okay?” Nathan asked, lifting my chin until we locked eyes. It was the first thing he’d said, other than good morning. “You’ve seemed a bit off since yesterday.”

I chewed on my lip, not quite sure how to broach the subject. I didn’t want Nathan to think I was getting clingy or anything. From what I’d heard from Kelly and my books, nothing sent a guy running faster than a girl who got too clingy.

“Have you thought about what’s going to happen after we head home?” I asked at last.

“What do you mean?”

Typical Nathan, I thought, rolling my eyes. He was too busy living in the moment to think about what happened when we went back to our normal lives. “I mean, what are we going to do about us? Are… we going to keep this up? Do you want to keep this up? Do you… do you want more out of this?”

He stared at me for a moment, then closed his eyes and leaned back against his pillow. “Do you want to keep this up? It’ll be a lot harder when we get home, to keep it from everyone, I mean. Someone is bound to notice if you’re spending the night in my bed.”

That’s what I’d been afraid of. I didn’t want this to end; I didn’t want to just be another notch on his bed post.

I pulled out of his arms and scooted over in the bed, needing a bit of space. He didn’t seem to even be considering anything more than just sex between us, even if we kept things going after the trip. He’d been my first, someone I thought cared about me as more than just a girl to occupy his bed. Had I been wrong about him?

“What’s wrong?” Nathan tried to pull me back into his arms, but I resisted, not wanting to look at him yet.

“I thought maybe this was more than just a hook-up.”

Nathan exhaled sharply. “It is more than just a hook-up, Sarah. You know I care about you, but you’re my stepsister. What would everyone say if they found out about us?”

Rolling off the bed, I walked over to the window and peered out it. What was I supposed to do now?

“Doesn’t it even bother you a little? I mean, for Christ’s sake, Nathan, you were my first. I thought…. I thought this meant something more to you.” I fought back the tears that formed at the corners of my eyes.

Nathan was behind me before I knew hit, his hands at my waist. “Come on, Sarah. Don’t be like that!”

I pushed him away, heading for the bathroom. “I need a shower. You need to figure things out by the time I get out. I’m not going to just be your weekend fuck, Nathan. I thought you were better than that!”

Once the door was shut, I leaned against it, no longer able to fight back the tears.




 

NATHAN

I  stared at Sarah as she walked into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. Fucking hell. That hadn’t gone the way I’d wanted it to. I’d known we’d need to have this chat sooner or later, but I hadn’t expected it to go down that badly.

I need a drink, I thought to myself. I grabbed some clothes and threw them on before slipping out of the room and heading to the bar. It was a good thing the place was open this early, since I was pretty sure I was going to go insane without something to calm my nerves.

Sarah wasn’t the only one who’d been thinking about this. I’d just hoped I would’ve had a bit more time to work things out before we sat down and talked about things, not that we’d done much sitting or talking.

Apparently neither of us were the greatest under pressure. I wished Sarah would’ve just told me what she wanted, right from the start, instead of playing twenty questions. Not that I’d done much better and spitting out what was on my mind.

I did want to be with Sarah, more than anything I wanted to be wither. No matter what I was doing this week, all I could think about was Sarah. But no matter how much I wanted to be with her, it just didn’t seem feasible. We were stepsiblings, after all.

Which is why I’d assumed, after this week was over, things would go back to normal between us. Because, no matter how much either of us wanted something else, it just couldn’t happen.

Could it?

I was halfway through a glass of scotch when Billy walked in. I nodded to him and he stalked over, glaring at me. “What the hell, man?”

“Good morning to you too,” I said dryly. “I wondered when you’d show up again.”

“Like you have room to talk. I wasn’t the one fucking my sister for the past three days!”

My heart skipped a beat. How the fuck had he known? Or was he just being a dumbass? I slammed the drink onto the table and glared at him, not much in the mood for his bullshit today. “The hell’s your problem? I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Billy slammed a room key onto the table next to my glass. “I’m in room 202, the one right next to yours, jackass. I could hear the two of you going at it like fucking animals. What the hell is wrong with you? I told you I was into her. Did you just fucking hook up with her to spite me or some shit? She’s your sister for fucks sake!”

“Step-sister,” I spat back, throwing his words back at him. “Remember? And no, fuckface, the entire fucking world doesn’t revolve around you. So fuck off and stay out of my business.”

Right then, I couldn’t remember why I’d ever been friends with him. I’d always just sort of hung out with him, even though we’d never really been close. Now I was starting to regret never telling him to fuck off before now.”

“Oh, I bet your daddy would just love to know what kind of business you’ve been getting up to. What would he say if he found out you were fucking your sweet little step-sister, huh? I bet he’d be so thrilled he sent the two of you up here so you can fuck like rabbits!”

“Fuck off,” I rolled my eyes at his stupid threat. “Like he’d ever believe you. You’re just some fuckwit who’s pissed because you couldn’t get laid.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He played around on it for a minute, then tossed it onto the table. “How about we let Sarah be the one to tell him?”

Seconds later, Sarah’s voice came out of the phone. “Oh god! Fuck me, Nathan! Harder! Oh god, I’m gonna come!”

My face heated and I clenched my fist, fighting back the urge to knock Billy into last year. Fucking asshole had recorded us having sex at some point. Fucking son of a bitch.

It took every ounce of my will power not to beat his fucking ass. I’d always known he was a dick, but I’d never expected this from even him.

“You’re a fucking dickbag.”

He picked up his phone and room key, stuffing them back into his pocket. “Break it off with her, or as soon as I get service, I will send this little recording to Daddy and we’ll see just what he thinks of his golden boy son. And if you tell anyone about this, I’ll post this online and fucking ruin you, understand?”

I watched a Billy stalked off, then picked up my scotch and downed the rest of it before signaling the bartender for another. One drink definitely wasn’t going to be enough now.

Now what the fuck was I supposed to do?

Despite my reservations earlier, I didn’t want to break it off with Sarah. Ending this was the logical thing to do, but it wasn’t what I wanted to do. Billy was right. What would my father say if he found out Sarah and I hooked up on a trip I’d talked him into paying for?

And yet, even with his threat hanging above my head, I still didn’t want to let her go. The thought of Sarah with another guy made me sick, even more so than the thought of my father finding out about us.

As the liquor hit my stomach, liquid fire worked its way through my veins. What the hell did it matter what Dad thought? I was an adult now and so was Sarah. What was the worst he could do? Write me out of his will?

I’d started investing the moment I turned eighteen, turning the inheritance my grandfather had left me into a small fortune in its own right. Even if Dad tossed me out and never gave me another dime, I still had more than enough money to live on without his help.

So it wasn’t like I had to worry about relying on him to live. I could easily find a new house and afford to take care of myself, even if it wasn’t necessarily something I wanted to do. Not like that, anyway.

I was close with Dad and didn’t want to ruin my relationship with him. But, more than that, I didn’t want to ruin what I had with Sarah. I didn’t want to push her away and make her feel like she was just some cheap girl I picked up for a weekend of fucking.

She was more than that to me. Even now, I was considering risking everything for her. Even if I had enough money, that recording could still cost me quite a bit. Not many people would want to do business with a guy who fucked his own sister, even if she was only my stepsister.

But she was worth it, I decided as I downed the last of my drink.

Sarah was worth everything I had and more. Now I just needed to tell her that and hope to god she wasn’t still pissed at me for this morning. I paid off my tab and headed back to the room, determined to make things right with Sarah.

When I went to the room though, Sarah was gone. I frowned as I looked around the empty room, wondering where she’d disappeared to. Then I noticed a paper on the table, which I snatched up, frowning as I read it.

“If you can’t even talk to me, then I guess we’re done. I’m not going to be your weekend entertainment. You can find some other girl to fuck for the rest of the trip.”

Fucking hell!

She must’ve thought because I’d gone down to the bar for a drink that I didn’t want her. Fucking hell. Why hadn’t I gotten my head out of my ass sooner? Why hadn’t I just told her what I was feeling?

I slammed the note back onto the desk as I cursed under my breath. Where the hell could she have gone? Had she gone to Kelly’s room? That would be the most obvious place for her to hideout if she was avoiding me.

Heading back down the hall, I went to Kelly’s room, pounding on the door. I shifted from foot to foot as I waited for someone to answer the door. It seemed to take forever before Kelly appeared. She blinked at me, obviously confused at why I was there.

“Have you seen Sarah? She left while I was out, and I can’t find her.”

“Yeah, I saw her not long ago, down in the lobby.” Kelly covered a yawn. “Seemed like she was upset over something, but she didn’t want to talk about it. I was exhausted, so I came back up to take a nap, but she went out to the slopes with one of your friends. He said something about fresh powder.”

I sighed, cursing at myself mentally. “Do you remember who she was with?”

“Billy, I think his name was. The one who face planted in the snow the other day? Him.”

“Damn! Sorry, I mean thanks for letting me know. Get some rest okay?”

Before she could respond, I was heading down the hall. I stopped by my room and threw on my snow gear and grabbed my board before practically running out of the lodge. The moment I was outside, I saw what Billy had meant by fresh powder. The storm had broken sometime in the night, leaving the ground glistening with fresh snow.

But when I reached the ski-lift, my heart sunk. It wasn’t moving, despite the lights all still being on. So that meant it wasn’t a power issue. I headed over to the little booth where a man stood. He turned as I approached, an apologetic smile on his face.

“I’m sorry sir, no one else can go up right now. The last riders went up ten minutes ago.”

“What’s going on? Why isn’t the lift running?” I leaned against my board, frowning at him.

“There was an avalanche on the next ridge over. Nothing major, we just had to shut down as a precaution, to check the snow pack and keep people off the backcountry, that’s all.”

“My sister and a friend are up there!” I shouted. “You need to turn the lift back on so I can make sure they’re okay!”

The man shook his head, his smile turning into a frown. “I can’t do that, sir. I’m sure your sister and friend are just fine. Ski patrol is already up there making sure all of the riders get down safely. Don’t worry.”

Fucking Hell!

Billy loves the backcountry. Every time we’d come up here before, he’d gotten tired of the main slopes quickly. It was one of the reasons he wasn’t thrilled with coming here instead of some of the other resorts. If it was just him and Sarah, he was bound to take her off the main slope, even if she was still a relative beginner.

I clenched my fists and ground my teeth, trying to figure out how to get to them, how to make sure she was okay. I couldn’t walk up the mountain. That would take way too long.

Then I spotted the bright red ski patrol snowmobile parked next to the ski lift, the sunlight reflecting off the keys. I frowned as I stared at it, but no other option came to mind. Dropping my snowboard, I ran over to it and hopped on. As the lift owned yelled at me, I cranked the engine and took off up the mountain, the stubby man trying to chase after me for a few feet before giving up and running back to his little shack.

Skiers passed me by as I drove up the mountain, but none of them wore the bright pink gear Sarah did. For once, I was glad she’d chosen the most outlandish outfit she could find, since it would make her easier to spot

But by the time I made it up to the lodge at the top, I still hadn’t spotted Sarah or Billy. Fucking hell, they really had gone off trail. I was going to kick Billy’s ass when I found him. He should’ve known better than to take a beginner off the main trails.

When I pulled up next to the small building, a ski patrolman stood there, arms crossed over his chest as he glared at me. My face flushed but there was no way I was going to be apologetic for being worried about Sarah, especially since now I definitely knew they were somewhere on the backcountry.

The man stalked over as I pulled to a stop. He had a walkie-talkie in his hand, which explained how he’d known I was on my way up. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“Look, my sister is missing. I think she may have gone off-trail with another guy.”

The man nodded. “A couple went off trail not long ago. We’ve got people out looking for them. Now get off the snowmobile and let us do our jobs.”

I opened my mouth to reply, only to be interrupted by a rumbling sound. A sound I knew all too well. Both the patrolman and I turned just in time to see the wave of snow cascading down another one of the ridges, right by where they’d have been if they went off trail.

“Get on!” I yelled to him, cranking the engine again.

The guy didn’t argue, just hopped on back. The moment he was seat, I hit the gas and we were off in the direction of the avalanche. The entire time, I kept looking for something, some sign of where she’d gone. Something that would at least give me a clue.

“There!” the patrolman shouted, pointing to the right.

I couldn’t tell when he was pointing at, but I turned the snowmobile that way anyway. As we got closer, I saw the tracks – a snowboard and a set of skis. That was most likely Sarah and Billy, if I had to take a guess.

The tracks went toward where the avalanche had just hit, disappearing beneath the snow. My heart pounded as I followed the tracks as best I could, hoping we’d find them soon. I slowed the snowmobile down as my head was on a constant swivel, looking for tracks or anything that might help.

“Over there! I see someone!”

I looked where he pointed. Squinting, I could just make out a mark of red or pink sticking out from beneath the snow. I gunned it again, coming to a stop a few feet away. Immediately, the two of us jumped off and ran towards what I could now tell was a glove.

We started digging, pushing the snow out of the way. Moments later, Billy’s rose out of the snow, panting and gasping for air. I cursed as the patrolman and I lifted him out.

“Where the hell is she?” I shouted. “Where’s Sarah? God damn it, where is she?!”

Billy coughed and shook his head, then pointed to his right. “She was a few feet next to me.”

Leaving Billy in the care of the patrolman, I started searching, digging around in the snow every few feet. Finally, I found one of her ski poles, and I started digging in that area, yelling her name the entire time. When I finally found her, she was completely buried beneath the snow.

“I need some help!” I shouted, digging without even looking back to see if anyone had heard me. But, seconds later, the patrolman was next to me again, helping me uncover Sarah. When we finally pulled her out, she wasn’t breathing.

The man pulled open her jacket, leaning down to press his ear to hear chest. “She’s still got a heartbeat!”

I pushed him out of the way and straddled her hips, performing CPR. It’d been many years since I’d practiced, but I still remembered the lessons from my Boy Scout days as if they’d been just last week. My own heartbeat rose with each passing second, my body beginning to shake.

“Come on, Sarah,” I said as I pressed down on her chest before leaning over to push more air into her lungs. “Come on. You can do it.”

Time stood still as I continued performing CRP on Sarah. All I could do was think of the things I wished I’d said to her back in the room. All the things I wanted to tell her now.

Her body arched as she sucked in a gasp of her, choking and sputtering as she did so. She still didn’t open her eyes, but she was breathing now, which was definitely a good sign.

“Oh thank god!” I lifted her gently and hugged her tight, not wanting to ever let go with her.

The patrolman said something into his walkie-talkie. I was too busy crying to pay much attention to what he said until he placed a hand on my shoulder. “Take her down the mountain. They’ve got an infirmary set up down at the lodge. I’ll wait here with the other one until someone else can get up here to bring him back down.”

I nodded, carrying Sarah over to the snowmobile, being careful not to jostle her too much. My heart still pounded, threatening to leap from my chest and make its way down the mountain without me. Luckily the snowmobile had straps to hold her in, else she’d have probably fallen right out.

“They’ll be waiting for you when you get down there. Just take it easy and try not to hit too many bumps.” Even the patrolman looked panicked and worried, which just made me feel even worse.

I patted him on the shoulder and smiled, glad for his help. Even though I was sure I wasn’t his favorite person in the world right then, he’d done his best to help me find Sarah. For that, I would be eternally grateful. “Thank you so much.”

He nodded. “Just be careful.

Once I was sure Sarah was secure and not going anywhere, I hopped back onto the snowmobile and made my way back down the mountain. The trip down took much longer than the one up, since I had to be careful with Sarah on the back.

I was halfway down when two ski patrol snowmobiles zipped by my, heading in the direction I’d just come from. At least they wouldn’t have to wait up there too long, though I wouldn’t have minded if Billy had been left up there for the rest of the day.

The fucker deserved it for almost getting my sister killed.

Like the patrolman had said, they were waiting for me when I pulled up in front of the lodge. Two medics rushed over when I came to a stop and immediately began loading Sarah onto a stretcher.

I jumped off, waiting to help if they needed it. But the two loaded her with easy, as if they’d done this a million times. Even as we walked, they were taking her vitals, checking her breathing and heartbeat.

“Is she going to be okay?” I asked, following them into the lodge. Part of the lobby was cordoned off for a small infirmary, white cloth blocking the inside from view.

“We’re not sure yet.” When I tried to follow him into the tent, he put a hand on my chest to stop me. “we’ll let you know as soon as we know something. You need to wait out here.”

Before I could open my mouth to respond, Craig was at my side, pulling me to a group of chairs and couches where most of the guys sat. I hadn’t even noticed them when I’d walked in, nor the group of onlookers that had gathered in the lobby to see what was going on. “Come on, man. Let the medics to do their job. Okay?”

Numbly, I nodded. She’d started breathing again. That had to be a good sign right? That had to mean she was going to be okay. I tried to focus on that, tried to focus on all the good outcomes. She hadn’t been under the snow all that long, so chances were, she would be just fine, I told myself.

What the hell was I going to do if something happened to her?

I’d only just gotten to know her. Even though we’d lived together for the past few years, it wasn’t until this week that I really began to pay attention to her. We’d been friendly, sure, but we’d always pretty much existed separately, only coming together when we had to.

Now though… I couldn’t imagine life without Sarah at my side any more. I didn’t care what my father or Craig or Billy or anyone else thought. I loved Sarah and would do anything I could to be with her for as long as possible.

Even if that meant moving across country. Even if that meant giving up everything and starting over from scratch. If it meant I’d have Sarah by my side, then I would do it all without a second thought.

Craig tried to get me to sit, but all I could do was pace. Once again, I felt useless, helpless. I hated not being in there with her, at the very least holding her hand and letting her know she wasn’t alone. Yet, all I could do was stand out here and wait.

When the lodge doors opened and Billy walked through them, everything inside me boiled up at once. This was all his fucking fault, yet he was fine, like nothing had even happened, while Sarah was in there fighting for her life.

I stalked over to him, my hands balling into fists. When I approached, he opened his mouth to speak just as I swung my first, hitting him in the side of the head and knocking him to the ground. Before I could do anything else though, Craig was there, grabbing my arm.

“Chill dude,” he whispered into my ear. “This isn’t going to help anything.”

Despite Craig’s words, anger still flooded through my veins. I glared down at Billy, wanting to pummel him into oblivion. It was only due to Craig holding my arm that I didn’t.

“This is your fucking fault!” I shouted at him, unable to hold back. “It’s because you she’s in there. What the fuck were you thinking, taking her out on the backcountry like that? Even if there hadn’t been an avalanche, you knew she was a beginner! She never should’ve been out there!”

Billy flinched, holding a hand to his face where I’d struck him. “Look, I’m sorry man. I know it was stupid. I wasn’t thinking okay? I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

I glared at him, not yet ready to accept his apology, by my anger had subsided enough that I no longer felt the urge to pummel him until his was as red as his jacket. Craig seemed to sense this and released my arm, taking a step back.

Still though, I didn’t want him near Sarah. I didn’t even want him to look at her, much less speak to her. Not only had he nearly gotten her fucking killed, but he’d thought it was a great idea to go out on the slopes with her only minutes after he’d tried to fucking blackmail me.

Fucking asshole.

“Stay away from her, okay? I don’t want you going anywhere near Sarah ever again, do you understand?”

Billy nodded, frowning down at the grounded. Then he looked up again, his gaze darting from me, to Craig, to the rest of the guys. “Look… Can I talk to you in private for a moment?”

I frowned, but nodded, not quite sure I wanted to hear what he had to say. But at least in private, if he said something I didn’t like, I was free to knock his head off without Craig standing there to stop me.

Craig patted me on the back. “I’ll be over with the guys.” He glanced over at Billy and frowned. “Try not to kill him, okay? I don’t feel like explaining to your old man why you’re in jail.”

I snorted. Jail was the least of my concerns right now, but I nodded anyway. If I was in jail, I wouldn’t be able to be there for Sarah, which meant, at the very least, I wouldn’t kill him today. Maybe bloody him a bit, but he’d be able to stumble back to his room after.

Billy lead me over to a corner, away from all the people, but still in full view of where the guys sat. Probably an insurance policy, I figured, just in case I decided killing him was a good idea.

“Look…. About this morning. I’m really sorry. What I said was stupid. I was angry and wasn’t thinking.” He ran a hand through his hair. “When we were out there? All she could do was talk about you. Yeah, she was pissed at you for something, but she still couldn’t stop talking about you.”

Blinking, I stood there, shocked. I’d expected she wouldn’t have wanted to even hear my name after this morning. Yet she’d talked about me the entire time? My heart swelled and I fought back a grin. That meant there was still hope for us.

That meant maybe she’d forgive me for being such an ass.

“I’ll delete the recording, I promise. And I won’t say anything to your father or anyone, okay?”

Nodding, I stuffed my hands into my pockets. “I still don’t want you around Sarah, okay? If she ever found out what you tried to pull, she’d kill you herself, understand? So go back to your room and don’t bother us for the rest of the trip.”

“Okay, I guess that’s fare.” He smiled sadly, then shuffled off toward his room.

I watched him go, taking deep breaths to calm myself. I hadn’t really cared if he’d told anyone, but it was still relieving to hear. At least now people would find out from me or her, not from his vindictive ass. That was one problem, solved, but I still had a bigger one to worry about, I thought as I looked toward the tent.

With a sigh, I went back over to the guys and flopped down onto the couch next to Craig. They all seemed to understand I wasn’t much in the mood to talk about anything, so we all just sat there in silence, waiting to hear that Sarah was okay.

Even sitting down, I couldn’t stay still. My knee bounced up and down. Just like when we’d been stuck in the cabin, there was nothing I could do. At least then, there were a few things I could do that helped, like chopping firewood and keeping the fire going.

But now… There was nothing I could do now except wait. Sarah was in the hands of the medics now, and until they were finished, there was nothing I could do. Why couldn’t they have at least let me sit with her and hold her hand? I could only imagine how disorienting it would be for her to wake up after that, surrounded by people she’d never even seen before.

Finally, one of the medics came out of the tent and looked around until he saw us. I was out of my chair in a flash, sprinting across the lobby to reach him.




 

SARAH

God, my head fucking pounded as I sat in the decided uncomfortable bed they’d laid me in. One of the medics shined a light into my eyes several times, nodding to himself as he did so. It’d been a bit disorienting to wake up in a tiny tent surrounded by people I didn’t know, but at least now I had my bearings.

“Well, it looks like you’re going to be okay,” he said, smiling at me. “You’re going to need a bit of rest, but there shouldn’t be any lasting damage. If I were you, I’d spend the rest of your trip up in your room, watching TV and ordering room service. No more skiing for you, at least not for a while.”

I nodded. No more skiing for a while sounded like an excellent plan to me. The doctor may have said I was fine, but my entire body still ached like I’d been hit by a minivan. Right that moment, lying in bed for a few days sounded like heaven.

The doctor stepped out of the tent while a nurse handed me a warm cup. “Hot cocoa.” She smiled. “It’ll help warm you up.”

“Thank you.” I returned her smile, then took a sip, savoring the sweet taste as it slid down my throat, warming me almost instantly. The hot chocolate was perfect, just hot enough to warm me up without burning my insides. They’d even put tiny marshmallows in it for me.

When the tent opened again, I was surprised to see Nathan standing there instead of the doctor. The nurse politely excused herself while Nathan ran over to me, wrapping his arms around me and almost covering himself in hot chocolate in the process.

“God, I was so worried about you.” He buried his face in my neck, and for a few moments, it sounded like he was crying. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

I put my arms around him and pulled him tight, glad to once again be in his embrace. Earlier, I’d wanted to get out of here and away from him for a little while, but now I didn’t want to ever be separated from Nathan ever again.

“I’m sorry I went off without you,” I said, fighting back my own tears. I’d been so foolish to leave when I came out of the shower and found the room empty. But I’d been so pissed at him for walking out on me. I thought for sure he’d never want to see me again after I’d gotten all clingy this morning.

But Nathan shook his head. “This isn’t your fault. It’s mine. I’m so sorry for trying to push you away this morning. I should’ve just told you how I felt. I should’ve told you how much I love you, how much I want to be with you.”

“It’s okay, I understand.”

Nathan had a lot to lose by being in a relationship with his stepsister. I couldn’t really fault him for not wanting to give up his entire life just for me, especially not after a few days of being together. I’d been foolish, thinking with my heart and not my head.

I’d turned into one of those clingy girls that I’d tried so hard to avoid.

“No, you don’t understand.” He pulled away from me and took a deep breath, looking right into my eyes. “I love you, Sarah. I don’t want things to be over between us. I don’t want to go back to how we were before this trip. I don’t want to live my life without you in my arms anymore.”

I stared at him, my mouth hanging open. Was he really saying what I thought he was? No, it had to be my mind playing tricks on me. Maybe I’d hit my head harder than the doctors thoughts. This had to be an illusion or a hallucination or a dream or something.

“I love you, Sarah, and I don’t care who knows. I don’t care what my friends think. I don’t care what my father thinks. As long as I have you, I know I can get through anything that comes my way.”

“You… you really mean that?”

When he nodded his head and pulled me back against him, it was my turn to cry as I buried my face into his chest.

This morning, I’d wanted him to at least consider taking our relationship to the next level. This though… this was far beyond what I’d even hoped for. To have Nathan confessing his love to me was something I’d expected to only happen in my dreams.

“You’re not just saying that because I almost died, are you?”

“God no. I’d gone back to the room earlier to apologize and tell you how much I loved you, but you’d already left. When I found out you’d gone up on the mountain with Billy and that there’d been an avalanche…” He took a deep breath. “God, I was so scared. I thought I might never get to see you again, that I’d never get to tell you I loved you.”

“I love you too, more than anything.”

My entire body tingled as the words left my mouth. I’d known last night that I loved him, but I hadn’t dared saying it out loud. I’d been so scared that if I’d told him I loved him, he’d have dumped me in a hot second for a girl who didn’t fall in love with the first guy she slept with.

But maybe if I had taken a chance and told him, none of this would’ve happened. I definitely would’ve liked to avoid getting trampled by a metric ton of snow.

As he held me in my arms, I realized I wouldn’t go back and change things, even if I could. I had Nathan now, and we were closer than ever. Even with all the aches and pains and bruises, it was all worth it.

After a few more minutes, Nathan pulled away and slipped off his jacket, handing it to me. “You might wanna put this on before we go out there.”

It was only then that I looked down and realized I was wearing only my bra. I’d completely forgotten the doctors had needed to cut my shirt off when they brought me in. Blushing I accepted the jacket and slipped it on, zipping it up to cover myself.

Once I was decent, Nathan offered me his hand to help me down from the bed. Then, he pulled me into his arms again and kissed me, his arms tight around my waist, like he was never going to let me go.

It wasn’t until the guys had surrounded us that I realized Nathan was still holding my hand. I tried to pull it free, but he wouldn’t let go, grinning at me the entire time. None of them even seemed to notice though. They were all too busy asking how I was and if I needed anything.

“I have everything I need,” I said smiling over at Nathan.

They all looked at my curiously, but didn’t comment. Then, Nathan turned to face me and pulled me into his arms, kissing me right in front of everyone. It wasn’t a soft, chaste kiss either, certainly not one you’d give you sister. It was fiery and full of passion, his tongue pushing into my mouth for just a brief moment.

When he broke the kiss, everyone was staring at us, their mouths hanging open in shock. My face flushed, and I looked at the ground. Nathan had said he didn’t care who knew about us, but I hadn’t been expecting him to tell everyone right away. And not like that!

But he didn’t seem to be the least bit ashamed or embarrassed about what he’d just done. Instead, he grinned broadly at everyone, his hand still wrapped firmly around mine.

“I guess there’s a few things we need to fill you guys in on,” he said, still grinning like an idiot.

Craig slapped him on the back of the head. “I’ll say! How long were you two planning on keeping this a secret from us?”

Nathan and I shrugged at the same time, neither willing to admit that, before today, we hadn’t been planning on telling anyone. Before today, neither of us were even sure we’d be together after the week was over.

But now, Nathan seemed confident we’d conquer the world together, head on. And when he let go of my hand and put his arm around my waist, I was ready to face the world along with him, consequences be damned!

There was no reason to be worried though, since like true friends, every one of them stood by the both of us with nothing but support. Most were more curious than anything, wondering when we’d gotten together. Nathan left out the more scandalous details, but filled them in on most of what had happened over the last week.

Including Billy attempting to blackmail him.

The fucking sleaze. I couldn’t believe I’d gone out skiing with him, right after he’d just come from blackmailing Nathan. God, did the guy have no conscience at all? I was glad Nathan had sent him away before I came out, else I’d have been tempted to shove a ski pole up his ass for pulling that stunt.

I didn’t care that I’d nearly died because he’d suggested we go off trail. After all, I’d agree to it, and I had been doing pretty well until the avalanche struck. But how could he think I’d want anything to do with him after he blackmailed Nathan like that?

I’d planned on going back to the room and relaxing, like the doctor had suggested, but the guys convinced us to join them in the restaurant for a little celebration. And I wasn’t feeling that bad, though I certainly wouldn’t have turned down an aspirin or two!

After dinner, Craig ordered a round of drinks for everyone, though I passed. A drink probably would’ve helped take the edge off everything, but it didn’t seem like the best idea after everything that happened.

Once the waitress delivered the drinks, Craig raised his up into the air. He looked at Nathan and I and smiled, his bright white teeth showing. “To Nathan and Sarah. I wish you both the best.”

“To Nathan and Sarah!” The guys said, raising their glasses and clinking them together before taking a drink.

Nathan and I took a sip, then turned and looked at each other, grinning like fools. Nathan leaned in and kissed me again, sparks flying the moment our lips touched together. Even just a quick kiss from him took my breath away.

I wanted to take him back up to the room and fuck his brains out, aches and pains be damned. I hoped we never lost that. It didn’t matter if we were eighty and in beds in a nursing home, I hoped that every time I looked at Nathan, it felt just like now.

“I love you.” He kept his eyes on me, making me feel like I was the most important person in the world. The president, the Beatles, and an alien could’ve walked in right then, and I doubted he’d have even noticed them.

“I love you, too.”






EPILOGUE

Nathan


Standing outside the door, I took a deep breath and smoothed out the creases in my suit. I’d waited until Kelly had left, then crept down the hall. I had to be in and out before she got back, lest I incur her wrath.

So much had happened in the last couple months. The rest of the trip went off without a hitch, despite Sarah not being able to ski. I’d gone out boarding with the guys a couple times, but I spent most of the time with Sarah. With her so sore after everything, we couldn’t fuck like rabbits, but we still managed to make love a few times.

Telling the guys about me and Sarah had been a walk in the park compared to telling our folks. God, I wished a hole would’ve opened up in the ground and swallowed me when we’d sat in the living room, talking to them about everything.

Neither of them had been thrilled at the idea, but there really wasn’t any reason for us not to be together. We were both adults, we weren’t related by blood, and hell, we hadn’t even known each other until we were in our late teens.

In the end, they supported our decision.

Besides, it wasn’t like they had much of a choice. Whether they approved of us being together or not, Sarah and I had made our decision. We were going to be together.

As quietly as possible, I turned the doorknob, slipping inside and closing the door behind me without making any noise. Sarah stood by the window, staring out at whatever lay beyond. I sucked in a breath at how gorgeous she looked.

The sun washed over her, her brown locks curled and cascading down her back. The dress she’d chosen was perfect, white and flowing without being gaudy or outrageous. Her and Kelly had spent weeks at dress shops, picking out the perfect one.

And they’d done a magnificent job.

Though, truthfully, she could’ve been wearing a potato sack, and I wouldn’t have minded one bit. She would be beautiful no matter what she wore, that I was certain of. Whether it was ski clothes, pajamas, or nothing at all, Sarah never ceased to take my breath away.

I crept over to her, placing my hands over her eyes.

“Guess who?” I whispered in her ear.

“Nathan!” She said with a giggle. She pushed my hands away and turned to glare at me. “You know you’re not supposed to be in here. It’s bad luck to see a bride on her wedding day.”

I shrugged, then slipped my arms around her waist and pulled the two of us together. Then I placed gentle kisses along her jawline. “I don’t care. I had to see you.”

“You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

“Of course not!” I shook my head. “I’m looking forward to spending the rest of my life with you.” I reached between us to place my hand at her growing stomach. “And with our baby.”

Sarah blushed, then laid her head on my chest. Neither of us had planned to marry this quickly, but a trip to the doctor for Sarah had hit the fast forward button on our plans. But despite the sudden shift, I hadn’t once had a single regret or doubt.

I loved Sarah with all of my heart. And whether we got married now or a year from now, I knew that wouldn’t change. That would never change.

“I love you, Sarah.” I whispered into her ear. “I can’t wait to start a family with you. I can’t wait to be a father. I can’t wait to be your husband. I can’t wait for you to be my wife.”

“Then it’s a good thing you won’t have to wait. In a few hours, I’ll be yours and you’ll be mine.” She giggled. “And I’m glad we didn’t just run off to Vegas like I’d wanted. I know I’ll never forget this day.”

“Nor will I. I’ll never forget how beautiful you are in this dress.”

“Even if I am fat now?”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Like you could ever be fat. But even if you suddenly gained two hundred pounds, I would still love you just as much as I do now.”

“I love you, too.” She brought her lips to mine for a quick kiss, then pushed me away. “Now get out of here before Kelly gets back. You know she’ll throw a fit if she finds out you saw me before I walk down the aisle.”

I kissed her one last time, then snuck back out into the hall, a permanent grin etched onto my face. Nothing would’ve been able to ruin this day, not even Kelly yelling at me for sneaking in to see Sarah.

I couldn’t wait for her to walk down the aisle and officially become my wife.
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ELIZABETH

N ever in my life had I felt so awful.

Before I even opened my eyes, I could tell that this headache was going to be one of the worst; and once they were open, it only made a bad situation all the more terrible. My mouth felt like I’d been licking the back of a cat and my entire body ached like I’d just run a marathon. And if that wasn’t bad enough, I didn’t have any clue where the hell I was.

The moment that fact crossed my mind I sat bolt upright on the feather bed, clutching the soft, luxurious sheets to my very naked chest. It took me a few seconds to realize that I was in a hotel, and another few to realize how bad of an idea sitting up had been. A wave of nausea overtook me, my stomach threatening to remind me about last night’s dinner. It was bad enough that I couldn’t remember—nor did I remember anything else about last night—but to not even know where I was? That was a new level of inebriation, even for me.

Gradually I gathered my thoughts and brought myself out of the initial panic of waking up in some strange hotel room without even a vague sense of how I’d gotten there. You’re fine, Liz, I told myself. This could have been way,
way
worse than it is.

I’d heard plenty of horror stories from my friend Jenna—most of them firsthand accounts—about waking up in strange places with strange men. There was the awkward staring and the refusal to make eye contact, and the part where you get the hell out of there before a tiny mistake turns into another failed relationship.

Of course, none of Jenna’s stories ever involved waking up in a suite like this. It was the kind of room I’d never be able to afford on my own. Light poured in from the penthouse windows and spilled over designer furniture that probably cost more than my car. That thought opened a pit in my stomach; there was no way I could have paid for this even if I maxed out every single one of my credit cards. Money was tight enough as it was, and if I’d just blown a week’s pay on one night in a hotel room, I was in real trouble…

I looked around, squinting against the dull ache still pounding behind my eyes, I saw the metallic glint of a tin bucket and the slender neck of a champagne bottle poking out of it. My heart felt like it had skipped a beat.

I never would have ordered champagne if I was alone. Someone else must have come up here with me.

A soft grunt rose from beneath the mound of rumpled sheets beside me. I watched quietly as the mound began to move and a devastatingly muscular arm slipped out. Whoever it belonged to had biceps for days, and I couldn’t help but stare at the way it was wreathed in tattoos.

Oh, God! My heart dropped to my stomach. I had a one-night stand?! Oh Jesus, this is bad… Jenna will never let me live this down.

The last thing I wanted was for this bastard to wake up. I was mortified enough as it was, and the thought of having to make excuses for why I was about to sneak out of that hotel room after a night of God-knows-what wasn’t exactly on my agenda for the day.

This was so unlike me. Sure, I’m no angel, but I’m not the kind of girl who wakes up in strange hotel rooms either!

The man-shaped lump beneath the sheets shifted again, but otherwise showed no signs of waking up. I still had time to get out of here unscathed, but some small part of me wanted to at least know what he looked like. What kind of man would I deem worthy of taking to bed on an ill-advised whim? I rubbed my bleary eyes with the back of my wrist. Did it really matter? Weren’t the circumstances still the same in the end?

But maybe… maybe it would give me some kind of closure. Maybe knowing even the smallest detail of what had transpired last night would make me feel like I wasn’t such an idiot, or at least give me some small amount of control. Already the fog seemed to be lifting from my mind. Seeing this man’s face might clear the hangover haze and help me get a handle on exactly what I’d done. Those were all very good reasons to take a peek, weren’t they?

I moved aside one of the pillows, revealing a wealth of dark hair. He was lying on his stomach, face turned from me, and those locks were an absolute wreck—not in quality, but in the sleepy, snarled way hair gets when you’ve been tossing and turning all night long…

Or when you spend the evening engaged in rigorous physical activity.

If he’d been standing, the ends of his hair probably would have dangled somewhere just below his jaw. I wasn’t usually into guys with long hair. What was I thinking?

Gingerly, I tugged down the sheets just enough to expose his shoulder and back. The tattoos I’d seen on his arm continued up in a full sleeve, one that extended all the way into his shoulder blade and partway down his side. They were extremely well-done. I didn’t normally go for tattoos, but these clearly meant something to him. They’d been painstakingly designed, turning his skin into a work of art. I couldn’t shake the feeling that the design was somehow familiar…

But no. It couldn’t be. My gaze snagged on a watercolor splash of orange along his back, where a massive koi fish spanned down to the spur of his hip. It was a unique style with incredible detail carefully laid into the scales.

A design I’d definitely seen before.

It had to be a copycat. Had to be. There was no way I’d slept with…

With another rumbling groan, the man turned over and let out a lazy sigh, blowing his hair back from his face and removing all doubt as to his identity.

I’d just had a one-night stand with Julian Bastille. The rock star.

And not just any rock star—Julian was one of Britain’s sexiest men alive. He was a legend in the arena of alternative rock, with a voice that sounded like Brendon Urie, Dave Grohl, and Thom Yorke had spliced their DNA into a silver-tongued lovechild. He’d been on top of the UK charts for years, and every time he wasn’t, it seemed like he chose that exact moment to drop a brand new sexy single better than anything that had come before.

Or at least… He used to.

Julian Bastille had dropped off the charts a few years ago. Why he disappeared was a bit of a mystery.

Not that any of that mattered to people on this side of the Atlantic ocean…

I knew all this because my best friend Jen was absolutely in love with all things Julian Bastille. He didn’t have much of a following in the US, but she more than made up for that with her zealotry. She owned every album in digital and vinyl. She’d bought some fancy old record player and a pair of thousand dollar speakers just to prove she was an über-fan. Jen once told me she’d kill to fuck Britain’s most wanted. And despite her smile, I was pretty sure she was serious when she said it.

Maybe alt-rock wasn’t my thing, but objectively, even I had to appreciate the sonorous and honeyed texture of the man’s voice. There was talent there, sure, even when he gave up that dulcet lilt in favor of a rasp comprised of smoke and gravel. Okay, maybe especially then. He could scream like nobody’s business and somehow remain perfectly on key. Credit where credit was due. The man had a talented tongue.

That little thought made a shiver run straight up my spine.

As quietly as I could, I climbed out of the bed’s soft embrace. My fingertips gingerly pulled free the blankets in the hopes that I wouldn’t wake Julian. The chilly air raised gooseflesh all over my body, making me acutely aware of just how naked I was as I tiptoed around the room and gathered up my haphazardly strewn clothes. As I slipped my panties on, I tried to count my blessings. Maybe I’d had a one-night-stand, but there wasn’t a woman on the planet who could look down on me for it.

I guess even Drunk Liz has high standards. I thought to myself. My mind ran over ever sexy line of his face, with little glimpses of the night before peeking their way up from my broken memory. I could practically see his eyes—vibrant green set against fair skin, mischievous and mysterious and sexy. I’d stared into those eyes last night. He had a series of pretty gold flecks around his pupils, and a ring around the outside of his irises that reminded me of the color of storm clouds at dusk.

I tried to shake off the image, but those eyes would not readily leave me. They were… haunting. Something about them was profound. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but they drew you in, beckoning in a way that was utterly mesmerizing. Maybe it was the paradox of the equal shares they held in both melancholy and irreverence. An allusion to something darker and more dangerous below the surface. Something more real.

I tried to direct my mind to someplace else and this time it obeyed, busy with the task of getting my trembling fingers to properly clasp the back of my bra. Now was not the time for me to be dwelling on Julian Bastille’s best qualities. I needed to get the hell out of here and forget this had ever happened, because no matter how hot or skilled he was, he was also defined by one absolute truth.

He was a player.

Julian Bastille was a wild thing that could never be tied down. His musical career was overshadowed by sex scandal after sex scandal. He’d worked his way through half the A and B list celebrities, and everybody knew that was only the beginning.

I wasn’t about to subject myself to the scrutiny of having slept with a man who viewed sexual conquest like it was some sort of a competition. I wanted to get the hell out of there before the paparazzi came calling, or before Julian had the chance to wake up and make me feel like I was just another notch in his bed post. I’d already done a number on my own self-esteem by now. I didn’t need him adding fuel to the raging dumpster fire of my existential crisis.

It didn’t help that brief flashes of Julian fucking me senseless kept playing out in my mind. Butterflies were rising in my stomach as I glanced back at the insanely sexy man sprawled out in the bed. If I didn’t get out of here soon, I might end up joining him for round two…

After I managed to find my blouse, I began to feel a little bit more relaxed, even more so after I slipped my dark pencil skirt up and over my hips. The more clothed I was, the less vulnerable I felt—like with each button I thumbed into place, I secured a strap on my armor. It was only once I’d completed my ensemble that I felt a sense of calm sweep over me. Everything was going to be all right. I could do this. All that stood between me and sweet freedom was the distance between me and the door.

I grabbed my purse from underneath the room service cart and slipped on my pumps just as I heard another sleep-thick groan rumble up from Julian’s throat. I winced with every step I took toward the exit, hoping my steps were soft enough to avoid fully waking him. The broad expanse of his chest stretched across the mattress as he turned onto his back, one arm draped across his eyes. I turned the handle as quietly as I could, holding my breath and praying to whatever god was listening that the hinges wouldn’t squeak.

They didn’t. The moment the heavy door opened, I took off as quickly as I dared in my tall heels, thankful for the carpeted hallway that muffled my steps. I didn’t stop until I reached the elevators, where I jammed my thumb into the call button repeatedly, hoping it would somehow make the car ascend faster. The light streaming in through the windows made that low, convulsive pain in my head crescendo into a sensation best described as “the inside of my skull is lined with razor blades.” While I waited on the elevator I fished in my purse for my sunglasses, inwardly cursing myself.

How late had I slept? What time was it? My cell phone was dead. There had to be a clock in the lobby, but I hated not knowing just how badly I’d screwed up. All these loose ends made me feel like I’d lost control of myself and the situation, and if there was one thing in life I was unwilling to lose, ever, it was control.

The chime of the elevator car’s arrival heralded my salvation. I was so desperate to get the hell out of there that as the doors opened, I came inches from barreling into a woman standing in the car. She was dressed in a sharply tailored suit and holding a drink carrier containing two venti coffees from Starbucks. Had I put on the brakes even half a second later, I would have spilled their steaming contents all the way down the front of her cream, silk blouse.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, wilting beneath her glare. Without so much as a word she marched out of the elevator, a sneer on her lips, and as I watched her go, I sneered right back. If she noticed, she didn’t say anything. Well, score one for me.

“Home free,” I muttered as I pressed the button for the lobby. At least, I hoped I was. With any luck, I’d be able to put all of this behind me and get on with my life. I still had so much to figure out… For example, I needed to figure out how to get back to my own hotel, and I still needed to pack up before my flight back home.

And where the hell did I put my notes from last night’s conference…

I should never have mixed pleasure with business. As long as I was the only one who ever knew, there was no reason to stress too much over it. My reputation was the most important thing I had in life, and I nurtured it like a child. No way was I going to let some rock star ruin it. Julian Bastille had no idea what it was like to live under the weight of other people’s expectations. I, on the other hand, couldn’t afford to make even one tiny little mistake.

Not when I had so much to lose.

I could only hope that what all those travel brochures and commercials claimed was true…

What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.




 

JULIAN

T  he sound of a door slamming startled me awake. I pitched forward, coming to a bolt upright position swathed in the satin sheets of a hotel bed. I frowned, pushing aside the mess of my hair from my face as the familiar, sticky sensation of a hangover washed over me. I hated being hungover more than I hated being sober—thankfully, the cure for both looked to be readily available in the form of a champagne bottle peeking out of a tin bucket.

“Must’ve had a good night,” I said to myself, practically patting myself on the back as I stole a glance at the opposite side of the bed I had woken up in. I’d expected to find the incredibly sexy woman I’d picked up the night before—that was usually the case—but there was nobody to be found… Just empty space. I spanned my fingers across a slight indentation in the mattress. It was still warm.

I laughed in disbelief. It was madness—someone had turned one around on me! The way these things usually went, if there was anyone who was going to dash before any explaining gets done, it was going to be me. Somehow, this girl had scampered off as quick as you please and left me none the wiser.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I said, shaking my head. I instantly regretted it; I could feel my brain sloshing around in there. Right about then, I’d have happily donated my right kidney for some paracetamol.

“So, this is what that feels like? Unreal.”

This—both the encroaching migraine and the unfamiliar sensation of being run out on—called for the only antidote I had at my disposal: getting fucked-in-half drunk again.

But even as I put the champagne bottle to my chapped lips, I couldn’t help but wonder how such a turn-around had taken place. Never in my life had a girl made such a quick escape after having a go with me between the sheets. The more I thought about it, the more I started to feel like I was starting to lose my touch.

Rumors had been spreading lately that I was washed up, and finding myself alone in this swanky room wasn’t helping matters. I definitely wasn’t drunk enough to follow that train of thought to the end of the line, so I took another long draught from the bottle in my hand. It was the only remedy I knew.

Outside the door, I heard the sound of a key card swiping. My mood brightened and I set the champagne back down on the room service cart.

“Come back for more, have you, love?” I called out as the door swung open. I carded my fingers through my hair once more, hoping to style it into something decently presentable, and plastered the most roguish grin I could muster on my face…

At least until I saw my manager, Tessa, standing there with a drink carrier in her hands and a grimace on her scarlet lips.

“Oh. It’s you.”

“Get your damned clothes on, Jules,” she scolded, practically spitting venom with every syllable. “You’ve got a flight in two hours, and here I find you naked as the day you were born and drinking last night’s champagne.”

“How do you know it’s from last night?” I asked with a shrug, summoning my inner petulant teen. I already had a headache—I didn’t need another one wearing a pants suit. “Could be from this morning.”

“I checked your credit card transactions you utter ponce,” she said, bending down to pick up my shirt, which she promptly threw at me. “How do you think I found you?”

“Figured you had one of those micro-chips embedded in my skin. You know, like how they do with dogs,” I shot back, grabbing the champagne bottle again. I took a defiant drink, holding eye contact with Tessa over the curve of the glass. “We can always reschedule the flight. It’s not like I don’t have the money.”

“But you don’t have the money, do you?” she hissed, tossing a pair of my pants at my head. “That’s the whole reason we’re here—to get you back in the spotlight! Instead, you’re throwing away what little cash you’ve got on one-night stands and fancy hotel rooms. Which, I might add, is something you already had!”

I ducked the pants as best I could, using my body to shield the champagne from harm. A man has to have his priorities, after all. At least part of what Tessa said was true: we were starting to get a little strapped for cash, but to say we were out? That was ridiculous. As much as I liked to party, I was hardly a big spender.

“Your numbers are dropping, Jules,” Tessa reminded me, approaching the cart and setting the drink carrier on top of it. “And if you plan to keep having your fun with whatever sweetheart comes your way, then you’d better be willing to actually perform at your bloody shows instead of running off before your set!”

“I thought I’d forgotten something,” I murmured as Tessa thrust one of the Starbucks cups at me. I took it, sniffed, and then finished off what was left in the champagne bottle instead. She glared murder at me. “Come on, now. There’ll be other gigs…”

She snatched the bottle from me. “Not if you keep this up, there won’t!” Slamming it down on the cart, she ripped the other drink from the carrier and put it to her lips, guzzling it like caffeine was her lifeblood. “I have tried so hard to keep your head above water—do you know how hard it is to book a big show for a rock star whose music has only a small cult following here in the States? Do you?!”

“Then let’s stick closer to home, love!” I said, smiling as the booze finally started kicking in. My first headache was already on its way out, and hopefully Tessa would be next. “Who needs America?”

“You do,” she snapped. “If you want to become a real star, you need to make it big over here. The music industry is six times bigger here than it is back home. You either break out in America, or you’re just going to wind up some flash in the pan that burned out before he even got started. I can see it already: you, drunk in some pub in Essex telling everyone about how famous you used to be. How great you almost were.”

I heaved a sigh, rolling my eyes as I pushed myself up from the edge of the bed. For a brief moment I tottered there, wondering if I’d actually lose my balance as the champagne hit me full-on.

Tessa wasn’t wrong about me—or my situation—not entirely. Sure, I’d made it big in the UK. Yes, I had some truly rabid fans here in the states… But it wasn’t enough. If you didn’t make it big in America, you were destined for obscurity. I worked too hard to claw my way up from nothing to let it all go to waste.

Yet some part of me just felt… tired.

Tired of having to climb up on stage and start from scratch. I didn’t like being Tessa’s dancing monkey. If she wasn’t so damn good at her job, I would have fired her a long time ago. She was the only one who’d managed to get me booked for anything more than a open mic night here in the States, and that meant she deserved a little latitude… Besides… I was under contract.

“Fine,” I said as I re-established my balance, holding the sheets over my waist to afford myself some privacy as I fought to get dressed. “I fucked up. There, I said it. Let’s just move on, okay? Let’s just go home.”

“Maybe there I can get you a show you’ll actually show up for,” she said, “and do some damage control on this circus you’ve brought down on our heads.”

I rolled my eyes skyward and pulled on my pants. I wasn’t a fan of going commando, but I’d be damned if I was going to walk bare-assed across the room in front of my battle axe of a manager. “Christ, Tessa, you’re so dramatic. It can’t be all that bad.”

“It’s not front page news,” she admitted, “but it made the paper. Your fans—the few you have over here—aren’t pleased with you one bit.”

I grinned at her. “Bet at least one of them is.”

Tessa shook her head, wiping the lipstick stain from her coffee cup. “You’re a pig, Julian,” she said, a note of exhaustion creeping into her tone. “That kind of thing might work with girls who don’t know any better, but it doesn’t work with me.” Her sharp gaze caught my own. She had this uncanny way of making a man feel two inches tall. “I know you better than you think, and the fact of the matter is that lately, I don’t like what I see. I don’t know what’s going on with you, and at this stage, I’m not sure I care to. You need to grow up, Jules. Bottom line.” After another sip from her cup, she sighed and looked away from me. “Just get dressed and we’ll head to the airport.”

I didn’t like hearing how disappointed she was. It made me think of my nan. She was a beast of a German woman with hard eyes, but I knew she had a soft heart underneath all that scowling. Sometimes it seemed like yelling was her natural state of being, so it was never her anger that stopped me from being a twat. It was when she’d get quiet and shake her head and say she’d expected better from me. That always took the wind right out of my sails.

I was a performer, through and through. The notion of not living up to the hype, of falling short of other people’s expectations… that was enough to cripple me. It made me wonder if maybe that’s why my fling from last night had run out on me.

Tessa was right. I needed to do something to get back on my feet. I just wished she wasn’t such a stone cold bitch about it.

It took me just another minute to get the rest of my clothes on, though for the life of me I could never properly manage shoelaces whenever I was drunk. Before long the two of us were on our way down to the lobby. All I wanted was another drink, but for the moment, I’d have to settle for shitty coffee.

“So what happened to this one?” Tessa said as we made our way down the hall to the lifts. She chuckled as she hit the call button. “Did you scare her off? Usually I have to pry them off the chandelier after you’ve had your fun with them.”

The car arrived almost immediately, doors parting with an insufferable chime. We stepped on board and she hit the button for the lobby. I didn’t answer her until the doors were closed again.

“If you can believe it, I don’t know,” I said haltingly, wondering if I was opening myself up to even more humiliation by confiding in someone with all the maternal instincts of an angry crocodile. “She was gone before I woke up.”

Tessa glanced at me out of her periphery. For a moment, an expression flitted across her face that was close to empathy. The piercing nature of her gaze grew just a bit softer. “Probably for the best, really,” she quietly said. “Besides, you’ve got one of those ‘one and done’ rules from what I understand.”

“What’s so wrong with that?” I asked as we reached our floor. We stepped out in tandem. As much as Tessa grated on my nerves, I had to admit that in our time together, we had developed a certain synchronicity—an involuntary rhythm.

“Well,” she said as we hurried through the doors and approached the town car waiting at the curb to take us to the airport, “I’m just thinking that maybe it’d be good for your image to settle things down a bit. Show the world that you’re not just some lush looking to deflower every piece of ass you come across.”

I snorted at the very thought. “That’s ridiculous. Who wants to see the rock star with a stable love life? It’s sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll, not flowers and cards and acoustic guitar.”

Tessa sighed and shook her head as we got into the car. She never cared for how I behaved, even though people seemed to like seeing me on the cover of every tabloid. Tessa only looked the other way when my scandal-of-the-day actually boosted my “ratings.” It was all about the numbers to her, never about the music or the lifestyle. That was the whole reason I even got started on this path. I wanted the fame and the recognition and the fucking fun. The money was just a bonus.

For Tessa, the money was absolutely everything. That was why we would never truly get along.

“You’ve got to think about your image, Julian,” she said—just like she’d said a thousand times before. “Maybe think about getting a girlfriend, someone who’s famous or something. Hell, you don’t even have to like her. Just let the paparazzi snap a few photos and then break it off. It’s things like that that generate interest in you, not having a tumble with some anonymous tramp.”

“Do you realize you’re the reason this world is awful?” I asked, lifting my brows. “That little scheme of yours is precisely why people hate hearing about celebrities. It’s all fake. It’s trash. At least when I sleep around, I’m bloody honest about who I am. I’m not manufacturing drama by pretending to be something I’m not.” I looked out the window and muttered, “Bloody hell. Isn’t there anyone who gives a shit about authenticity anymore?”

From the corner of my eye, I watched Tessa give a dismissive wave of her hand. “Have it your way, Julian. But when you start to realize that no one’s interested in a rock star with no scandal to their name, you’ll start to see things my way.”

“I thought the problem was that I was already causing too much scandal?” I said, watching the buildings go by. The neon glow of the previous night had drained out of all the signs. It was rather depressing to see, really—that the glitz and the glamour of this town was just as fake as Tessa was suggesting I should be.

“No, the problem is you’re not embroiled in the right kind of scandal,” she replied, shaking the contents of her coffee cup to stir them. “After a while, a different girl every night is boring and predictable. People want drama—they don’t want to hear the same tired story about you chasing skirts forever. You’ve got to give them something more substantial.” She took a long drink, then added, “You’ve got to give them a broken heart.”

I sniffed at that, shaking my head. Of course that was what they wanted. They always had. Everyone who got up on stage was just a broken heart bleeding for their approval. But no, the fans needed to make it complicated. Somewhere along the line, this business had become less about the music and more about the misery. I wasn’t sure when it happened, exactly. But sometimes it felt like things had changed right when I’d come along.

I closed my eyes, leaning my forehead against the glass. The champagne buzz was wearing off, and everything was starting to hurt again. The cool pressure provided a very small comfort.

“I guess you’re right,” I muttered. “We are in the business of giving the people what they want.”

Tessa seemed both surprised and satisfied by this. “I know you’ve got ideals, Jules. But trust me—things will turn around if you take my advice. You’ll be seeing things my way.”

Doubtful, that, I thought to myself, but I refrained from saying it out loud. I knew when to pick my battles.

And if I was being honest… I had the sneaking suspicion that Tessa was right. I would never amount to anything unless I ruined someone’s life for people’s fucking entertainment. Even if that life was my own…

Maybe you were smarter than I gave you credit for, I inwardly said to the girl who’d left my side before I had the chance to learn her name. You got out of my way before I had the chance to hurt you… Good for you, love. Good for you.

I only wished that, like her, I had the freedom to steal out of my life and never look back.




 

ELIZABETH

SIX WEEKS LATER…

J esus Christ, what the hell did I eat? I asked myself as I sat curled around my toilet wracked with unrelenting nausea. I couldn’t hold anything down! I’d never felt so sick in my entire life, not even when I’d gotten that stomach virus a few years back.

I absolutely hated calling out of work. It wasn’t something that happened often, if ever, but it still made me feel like such an unreliable asshole that I had, at first, tried to tough it out and get dressed. I had prided myself on my attendance and dedication to being the hardest working person there—even if the pay was just barely enough to keep my head above water. With my student loans constantly looming over my head, I knew that I had to put in every single second of my free time into work, otherwise I might just start to realize how awful my life was.

Though I’d managed to mostly get ready to go, I was lucky I’d never made it to the car. If I had, I would have ended up blowing chunks all over my dashboard, all over my nice clothes, and probably getting into a wreck on top of everything else. The last thing I needed was another bill, or for my insurance rates to go up. Ugh, how depressing—I couldn’t even think of my own health or safety without putting money first.

I wanted to cry, and not just from the paranoia at what missing a day of work would mean for my paycheck. Every moment I spent on the bathroom floor was another moment I was beset by wave after wave of intolerable illness. In the moments I wasn’t physically sick, I was almost wishing that I was so that at least I could get it over with.

“Call me back, dammit,” I groaned, looking down at my cell phone’s blank screen. When all of this had started a few days ago, I’d rushed straight into my doctor’s office to get myself checked out. They’d poked and prodded and given me a prescription for some anti-nausea medication that I couldn’t even keep down long enough to let it take effect. I felt like a hot mess, and all I could hope for was that they’d get back to me so that I at least had some idea of just how screwed I was.

I was the kind of person who was convinced that whatever I had, it would be the thing that killed me. I was constantly checking my symptoms online, and with the way most “medical” sites worked, the diagnosis from my computer doctor was almost always something serious like the plague or cancer. This time, however, I thought that maybe I was dying. It certainly felt that way.

Is this some kind of karmic punishment? I wondered.

Oh, how I wished I could blame somebody. I desperately wanted to shift my anger onto something tangible, something more palpable than the nebulous idea of fate or chance.

The grinding buzz of my cell phone nearly made me jump out of my skin, and I scrambled to grab it, hoping it was my doctor. In my rush I didn’t even bother to look at the name or the number. I just answered.

“Doctor Harper?” I rasped.

“Nah, hun. It’s just me,” Jen replied. I loved her, dearly, but right then I wanted nothing more than to throw my phone into the toilet and curse her for getting my hopes up.

I scrubbed my hand over my face, trying to sound even worse so as to get her off the phone. “Oh, hey. I’m waiting for a call from my doctor, actually. Can we talk later?”

“I don’t think it can, babe,” she said, and now I noticed the strange note in her voice. It was like she was just waiting to let something out—to tell me a huge secret like she usually did over lunch at work. Jen was probably the biggest gossip I’d ever met. But this didn’t sound entirely like that. This sounded a little more serious.

“Are you okay?” I asked, frowning as I sat up a little straighter. The nausea was starting to pass, giving way to anxiety and concern. I’d take a tight chest over a rolling stomach any day.

“I’m fine,” she answered, and by the way the words were slightly muffled, I could tell she was chewing her lip. “But you’re going to want to get to a TV and turn on channel seven.”

I let out a sigh and slowly hefted myself up from the bathroom floor. Maybe that slimy, sick sensation had abated, but the effects of it had left my knees weak. I took a moment to steady myself on the counter before making my way out to the living room, using the walls for support. All I wanted was some toast, but in my current state, I was afraid it would do more harm than good.

I let myself half-sit, half-fall onto my couch, grabbing at the remote with an unhappy grunt before I turned on the TV to channel seven—the local garbage heap we called a news network.

“All right, Jen, I’m watching it,” I muttered. “Why did you want me to see a story about pandas at the zoo again?”

“Fuck the pandas,” she said. “Just wait a few minutes and they’ll put it on again.”

I heaved another sigh and stared blankly at the screen, watching as the tiny baby bears rolled around in their enclosure. If nothing else, they served as a decent distraction. They were so cute they almost brought tears to my eyes—which was saying something, since I didn’t even cry during Steel Magnolias.

I chalked it up to stress as another story flashed across the screen, this one about a drunk driving accident that had occurred late the night before. “Is it someone we know?” I asked Jen. She sighed.

“No, that’s not it either. Piece of shit station. Just… be patient. It’ll be worth the wait, I swear.”

“I’m really not in the mood, Jen, whatever it is,” I told her, glancing at my phone to make sure the doctor wasn’t calling on the other line. He wasn’t. Damn him. “I feel like death warmed up.”

“This won’t make you feel any better,” she warned me. “But you do need to see it.”

I was about to argue when one of the news anchors came on the screen, a clown-like grin on her face. I groaned. This was the one I not-so-affectionately referred to as Debby Smiles, the woman who never, ever let that overly cheerful expression drop from her face. It was horrifying, really, the way she talked around it, even when discussing something as serious as a Make-a-Wish sob story. Jen and I had had many a laugh as we theorized about what could possibly have caused this terrible affliction to befall her—my favorite theory was “Botox Gone Wrong,” but Jen’s involved her being a reincarnation of Pennywise.

The red lipstick did her no favors in that arena.

“And in local news,” Debby Smiles began, overly white teeth glistening under the studio lights, “Sorry ladies, but it looks like the most eligible bachelor on the planet is off the market! Julian Bastille is a married man.”

Shame burned my cheeks at the same time that rage scalded my chest. It was bad enough that I’d had a little fling with him. Now he’s married a few weeks later?

That bastard used me to cheat on someone?

My fists clenched, nails digging into the heels of my palms. I couldn’t believe this. Sure, I’d never imagined he was some sort of upstanding gentleman, but making me complicit in something like this…

“That piece of shit,” I muttered, completely forgetting that Jen was on the other end of the line.

“What’re you talking about?” she asked. I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Nothing. Just… really wish they’d get to whatever story you wanted to show me.”

“How’s that local news, Debby?” Chet Downs, Debby’s co-anchor asked, doing his best not to look completely bored with the subject already.

Debby smiled even wider. That such a feat was possible made my stomach turn all over again. “Well, it involves a woman from our very own town, silly!”

I blinked, wrinkling my nose. “That bastard married someone from here? Why the hell am I watching—”

“Billford Hills native Elizabeth Lawson,” Debbie continued through her teeth, “is the sexy singer’s lucky lady.”

The sound of my own name echoing from the speakers of my television hit me like a punch in the gut. I felt like I was freefalling, spinning out of control and about to hit the ground at a thousand miles an hour.

“Oh, God,” I whispered. I felt sick again, but not because of whatever illness or disease I was fighting off. “Oh, God!”

“There it is,” Jen said. She sounded at least partly amused. It was infuriating. “Liz, this is some kind of joke, right? You didn’t marry Julian Bastille… did you? And if you did, you’d totally have told me and not kept it a secret since I’m your best friend and all! RIGHT?”

Unaware of my distress, Debbie Smiles just kept on rolling. “According to eyewitness accounts—”

“Eyewitness?!” I screamed, nearly dropping my phone into the couch cushions.

“—Lawson and the singer were wed in a ceremony at the Lucky Hearts Chapel in Las Vegas, Nevada just a few short weeks ago.”

“Weren’t you in Las Vegas six weeks ago for that conference?” Jen asked, her tone turning into one of apprehension. Why are you so quiet? “Is this some kind of joke?”

I pressed my hand to my chest as if that could keep my heart from beating hard enough to make my ribs quiver. I looked around my living room, certain I’d find evidence of some hidden cameras. Was Ashton Kutcher still out there punk’ing people? Maybe this was a fever dream, brought on by whatever ailment was trying so hard to rip me apart from the inside out. In either case, I would be off the hook. Delusional, maybe, but not married to Julian Bastille.

I shook my head defiantly. “This can’t be real…”

“Despite efforts to make contact with Bastille, we have yet to hear from the singer on just how legally binding these proceedings are. Is he planning on using his new marital status to become a US citizen? We’ll have more as the story develops.”

“Holy shit,” I whispered as the TV cut to a commercial. “I can’t be married to him… all we did was sleep together!”

Jen gasped. “You slept with Julian Bastille?!” I winced. The pitch of her voice was high enough that I was sure she was alerting every dog within a three-mile radius. “And you didn’t tell me? I thought we were friends!”

“I didn’t want to tell anyone, Jen!” I whined, grabbing one of the throw pillows and holding it close like a shield, like it could protect me from my friend’s anger—and the truth. “You think I really want to go bragging that I almost got blackout drunk and woke up next to a rock star?”

“Um… yes! Who the hell doesn’t want to brag that they got some of that action? I mean, have you seen the man? He’s gorgeous!”

“Clearly, I’ve seen him,” I said dryly, and I could practically hear her scowl over the line. I groaned and fell over onto my side on the couch. “What am I going to do, Jen? This is a mess. I didn’t want any of this. I was just trying to have some fun.” I sighed. “Can’t I just do what everyone else does and hide from my problems?”

“Well, you can,” she said at length, “but not for long, I don’t think. You’re probably going to have people on your front steps any minute now.” My heart sank and Jen chuckled. “Oh, come on, sweetheart. You’re about to get your fifteen minutes of fame. Isn’t that what everyone wants?”

No, I thought. Not everyone. Not me. All I’d ever wanted was to be successful. To live a quiet, but fantastic life according to the plans I’d made back in middle school. I’d worked so hard to make every bullet point on my list into a reality. I’d gone to the college of my dreams on an academic scholarship. I’d graduated at the top of my class with an MBA in accounting. I’d had my pick of the litter when it came to firms, and I’d moved halfway across the country to accept the offer I’d received from one of the most prestigious, and reputable, companies around.

With one naughty night, I’d ruined all those hopes and dreams. All of my planning and effort was crumbling around me…

I’d thrown my life away for a night with a rock star.




 

JULIAN

“Wake up, Julian,” Tessa said as a sharp pain in my side brought me back into consciousness. I sat up in my bed—no wait, this was the couch. I hadn’t made it to the bed last night.

“For fuck’s sake Tessa. What’d you have to go and wake me up for?”

She stood over me, hands on her hips, fingers leaving small, crisp indentations in the finely tailored fabric of her stark white suit coat. The light behind her created a halo effect around her auburn hair that some men might have called angelic. But I knew Tessa better than that. There wasn’t one thing about her that was as divine and serene as all that.

“Because you need to get the hell up and get dressed,” she said. The glare of the lights off her glasses was intolerable. “You have a flight to catch.”

I snorted. “To where, exactly? We don’t have any shows planned for another month!”

She shook her head and walked over to my telly, her heels clicking on the marble tile. Grabbing the remote, she turned on the set and changed the channel from one of the adult premiums to the news. Not the actual news, mind—the entertainment variety.

“Oh, that was a good picture, that one,” I said as I stared at myself on a magazine cover from a few years back. I was shirtless with my tattoos on full display, perhaps with a color balance edit in Photoshop to really make them stand out. I glanced up at Tessa. “But that doesn’t answer my question.”

Tessa glared at me and smashed her thumb into the volume button, turning the telly up.

“British rocker Julian Bastille is a married man! Sources say that he and his new bride tied the knot while Bastille was supposed to be playing a concert in Las Vegas, Nevada. Instead it seems the singer hit a drive-thru chapel with his intended and enjoyed a wild honeymoon at the crowd’s expense. His reputation in the States has plummeted, with many of his fans taking to the Internet to declare their outrage.”

“What’s this ‘married’ nonsense?!” I asked, staring at Tessa, my eyebrows raised. “I didn’t get married!”

“His spouse,” the anchor continued, “a woman by the name of Elizabeth Lawson from Billford Falls, has yet to be reached for comment.”

“Elizabeth who?” I mumbled, cocking my head. This had to be some kind of a drunken hallucination, didn’t it? Except it didn’t feel like that at all. It felt real. I could tell by the way my mouth felt full of cotton and the muscle in my cheek was starting to twitch. I looked up at Tessa. “Who in the hell is Elizabeth Thomson?”

“Apparently,” she said, extending every syllable out as much as she could, “she’s the girl that ran out on you in Vegas.”

Oh…

I put my face in my hands. I’d been trying not to think about that night since Tessa and I had gotten on the plane. In fact, I’d done my damnedest to forget all about it—or what little I could recall in the first place. Every indicator had pointed to that evening being something of an embarrassment, and the fact that she ran out on me wasn’t a damn confidence booster. I didn’t know why, really. Something about being abandoned like that—me, a rock star, for fuck’s sakes—just made me feel like a failure. Jagger sure as hell never had this problem.

“We’ve got to sort this out,” I said into my palm. My heart was pounding, a cold sweat clinging to my brow. I was starting to sober up and I didn’t like it. “Call Jerry. We might have time to get this whole thing turned around. Didn’t Brittney Spears unwind one of these Vegas weddings? We’re going to need to get divorce papers, and—”

“You’re not going to divorce this girl.”

I dropped my hands and stared up at Tessa in indignant disbelief. “The hell do you mean, I’m not?” I laughed, even though there was nothing at all funny about this situation. It just seemed like one of those things where you either laughed or you cried, and I wasn’t about to start shedding tears like a baby who needed his dummy. “Sorry, love. You might control every other aspect of my life, but this one’s mine to claim. I’m not the marrying type.”

“And why not?” she asked, lifting her brows as she hit the mute button to silence a story about a new set of pandas at some zoo in the States. “This is perfect, Julian. It’s just what we’ve needed to get your name into the American news. It’s exactly what we talked about back in Vegas.”

My jaw sagged. “You’ve got to be kidding.” I pointed at the screen in dramatic fashion, hoping that by now they’d put up a picture of this Elizabeth girl so I could both put a face to her name and invoke some sense of her humanity in all this, but no—they were still going on about the bloody pandas. I ran my fingers through my hair instead. “That girl deserves better than to be put on display for public amusement. And I fail to see how stringing her along is going to help my reputation.”

“It’s going to make you more human,” Tessa said, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “Without something to make people care about you, you’re going to fade away! Your money’s running out. You haven’t played a proper show or recorded an album in over two years, and walking out on the one gig I managed to book in the states didn’t earn you any sympathy!”

I turned away from her, casting my gaze out the floor-to-ceiling windows and toward the London skyline. I hated all of this publicity nonsense that Tessa kept trying to push on me. I remembered our conversation in the town car—as much as I wished I didn’t—and we’d had several like it since then. She’d even gone as far as to find a professional matchmaker to try to set me up with someone “fitting” of a scandal. Someone who might understand my “unique” position in all this. I couldn’t believe people actually did this sort of thing. It really put me off the idea of love.

Not that I’d been romance’s biggest fan, anyway. It all seemed such a messy business, and not in a good way. I’d never had much loyalty in my life. My past was a roadmap of utter betrayal, a Rolodex of people who’d turned their backs on me for their own gain. And imagining doing it to someone else… it just didn’t sit well with me. Not in the slightest.

“This isn’t right, Tessa,” I said, shaking my head as I focused my attention on the south bank of the Thames. I could see the London Eye from here. More like the London Eyesore, really. It stuck out a chav at Buckingham Palace. “I don’t like this one bit.”

Tessa turned off the television. “No one said you had to love her.” She returned to stand in front of me, arms folded across her chest. Her tone was soft, but everything else about her was so severe. “If that’s what you’re worried about.”

“It’s not just that,” I replied, finally meeting her eyes. “What about her feelings in all this? What happens to her, when all is said and done?” I turned away again. “Christ, I can’t imagine all the press at her door right this moment. And maybe I’m wrong, but Billford Falls doesn’t exactly have that big-city ring to it. Poor dove must be going out of her mind…”

Sighing, Tessa sat beside me on the couch. “Oh, Jules. You always think the best of people, don’t you? That woman, whoever she is, is probably eating this up with a spoon. I mean, clearly, she was a fan. Why else would she roll through a drive thru chapel with you? Trust me, Jules. She’ll be more than happy with this arrangement.”

“You think so?” I asked, an uncertain frown creasing my face. I didn’t like the idea of taking advantage of this woman if she was just as much a victim in this as I was.

Tessa patted my leg. It didn’t suit her, this phony fondness. “I know so. I’ve seen it a million times.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “But why didn’t this come out sooner? If this girl’s the shrewd bird you think she is, wouldn’t she break the news much earlier? I haven’t seen heads or tails of this woman.”

“You’re thinking too much,” she chuckled. “Don’t you pay me to do that for you?”

I wasn’t so sure. Those empty words seemed an awful lot like Tessa just didn’t have an answer.

“Think of it this way,” she continued, leaning forward and clasping her hands. “You two meet up in the States. We let the paparazzi have a field day for a while, come up with some story about why this didn’t come to light sooner. And then you two announce you’re going to try to make things work. You live in married bliss for a while, then manufacture a big row in the public eye. Something that implicates you both. You need your freedom, of course. She needs security. The age-old chasm that separates men like you from women like her. You break it off, get sympathy from your adoring fans, and she gets to have her taste of fame! Once for the marriage, and then one more time for the breakup.”

She smiled, spreading her hands now. “It’s a win-win for the both of you, really. What do you have to lose?”

Tessa’s plan made a cruel sort of sense, but it was still contingent on the idea that this woman—this Elizabeth—was willing to go along. Tessa seemed to think she’d been complicit in this from the start, but I still wasn’t sure that I bought that. The timeline just didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. If that really were the case, I’d have expected her to be crowing about it long before now.

“All we have to do is hop on a plane and you and I will find this girl, make her see reason, and everything will fall into place from there,” Tessa finished at last. “Really, Jules, it’s the perfect plan.”

Perfect, I mused. Perfect for who? It certainly wasn’t perfect for me. If I was allowed to have my way, none of this would be coming to pass. I could focus on the musical aspect of my career instead of the parts that made me feel like I was part of some reality TV show. And that word—allowed—made me grind my teeth. Wasn’t the life of a rock star supposed to be about doing whatever the hell it was I wanted to do? Weren’t people supposed to answer to me instead of the other way around?

But then… I wanted to survive, didn’t I? Maybe this was just a part of paying my dues. I’d thought those days were over after my first hit, that I’d finally made it to the top of the mountain. Instead, I’d looked up and realized that the fog of perspective had been obscuring my view. What awaited me was yet another uphill climb, this time along a sheer cliff face with no handholds to speak of. Every victory I achieved meant nothing if I wasn’t scrambling for another one. It was exhausting.

And the truth was, I’d burned out.

I was sick of struggling. I was sick of the endless task of finding something bigger and better to do, to be. No matter what I did, the audience would always want more. And not just more of the same. They’d want something spectacular. They were chasing the dragon of novelty; we lived in an age where the worst possible thing you could be was predictable. Predictable was boring. And that meant that performers couldn’t just perform anymore. They had to entertain, too. It wasn’t good enough to stand up there and sing your heart out, you had to do it dressed in a pair of meat panties while two assholes in shark costumes danced in the background.

I blame Pink Floyd for all of this, of course. The spectacle has become more important than the music.

I felt like a puppet on a set of strings that could be cut at any moment, leading to my full and irrevocable collapse. It wasn’t a condition I wanted to stay in. When I finally threw off my binds, I wanted it to be because I’d escaped my masters—not because they’d given up on me. I wanted it to be my choice.

If that meant I had to suffer a few unsavory compromises along the way… well…

“What do I have to do?” I asked, averting my gaze from Tessa’s once again. I could convince myself this was a necessary evil, certainly, but in the end it was still evil, and I didn’t have to like it.

She relaxed beside me, reaching down to straighten the hem of her jacket. “We’re going to get onto a plane in an hour—I called in a few favors and got you a private jet, and I phoned ahead to the local news station where your wife—” Tessa seemed to take a special, sadistic pleasure in using this word “—lives to let them know we’re on our way and that they ought to get their press vans mobilized. Once we land, you’re going to make a statement on how your romance was spur of the moment, and that you two fell in love at first sight.”

I cocked a brow at her. “People really go for that stuff, do they?” She shrugged, and I shook my head, bewildered. “Christ almighty.”

“After that,” Tessa continued, “you two will meet up somewhere. Someplace private, as it gives us all time to speak freely about the circumstances at hand. If she’s a fan like I think she is, she’ll be more than happy to play house. Depending on how she reacts, we’ll decide whether or not to tell her about the breakup plan.”

I snapped my head around to stare at her. “Jesus, Tessa, why wouldn’t we tell her?”

She regarded me, nonplussed. “To keep her from causing the kind of scandal you don’t want, of course.”

“Of course,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose. This was all so bloody complicated. I felt like I was an agent for MI5 rather than a guy who wrote songs for a living. “And what if she’s not on board?”

“Then we’ll make something up that explains this whole mess away, something that paints you as the victim here instead of her.” She thought for a moment, then added, “We’ll say you were drugged, then tell everyone you’re not pressing charges…”

The look I gave her must have telegraphed my horror, because Tessa raised her hands disarmingly and immediately went on the defensive. “I’m just being practical, Julian. And it’s either this, or go back to working small-time here in London, playing in those little dive bars you used to love so much.”

I groaned. I couldn’t go back to that, not after I’d gotten a taste of the limelight. Now I needed to stay there at any cost… but at the cost of this girl’s happiness, or even her reputation? I felt like scum, though from the smile on Tessa’s face, you’d think she’d just won the lottery.

“Up and at ‘em, then, Julian!” Tessa said, her voice rising to delighted heights. “We’ve a plane to catch and a sham marriage to reap the benefits of!”

I sat back a moment and took a breath, still reeling from the idea that any of this had even happened. The pit in my stomach had only grown as I’d learned the details of Tessa’s plan, and with her machinations already in motion, I knew it wasn’t going to shrink anytime soon.

I rubbed my face and hoisted myself up off of my couch, searching around for something clean to wear as Tessa made excited phone calls just out of earshot.

“No press is bad press,” I muttered to myself.




 

ELIZABETH

“O h, God! Jen this is so bad,” I said, peeking out from between my curtains at the mass of vans and camera crews milling around just inches from my front yard. It had only taken them a few hours to start gathering after the news had leaked my name to the entire state—hell, even TMZ was outside waiting for me to make some kind of statement for them.

I wasn’t giving them a damn thing, though. They’d been out there for almost twenty-four hours now, just waiting for me to come outside. There had to be some kind of public ordinance about this thing. Could I call the cops?

“You keep saying that, hun,” Jen said from my couch. She’d braved the clamoring masses to knock on my door this morning, McDonald’s breakfast and coffee in tow. My stomach had been too upset for me to feel excited about either one, though I couldn’t deny how sweet the gesture was. “But this could be huge for you! You’re Julian Bastille’s wife! This is awesome!”

“How is this awesome?!” I asked, my voice rising to uncomfortable levels. “I have people outside my house with cameras! Nothing about this has been awesome so far!”

Jen looked over at me for a few long moments before heaving a sigh and hefting herself up from the comfort of the couch cushions.

“Listen, babe,” she said as she sauntered over, “you’re currently married to one of the hottest guys in the UK. I’d give my left arm to be in your position. Sitting here listening to you complain about having a bit of media attention outside of your house is a little annoying… and the only reason I’m not standing with a crowd of Bastille fans cursing your name is because of how much you mean to me.” She grinned. “And ‘cause being your friend means I might get close enough to touch him. You have nothing to worry about! Worst case, this all goes away in a few days.”

I bit my lower lip and Jen laid a hand on my shoulder, smiling sweetly, though the way her words had come out I swore she was about to smack me upside the head. I’d already called into work today—again. The only thing I could do was sit and wait to see if this bastard would so much as acknowledge the shit storm he’d just dropped me into.

“You’re right,” I said, smiling half-heartedly. “I don’t have anything to worry about—not yet, anyway. I’m just surprised that his lawyer or manager or whatever hasn’t called yet. We need to get this marriage annulled quickly.”

“Give it time, Liz,” Jen said. “Guys like him love shit like this. If he doesn’t call you, then he’ll probably be on the news soon anyway.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to calm myself down. My nausea had abated somewhat, though I could still feel my stomach teetering on the precipice of butterflies versus queasiness. I’d thrown up twice before Jen got here. Nothing like waking up to your gag reflex in overdrive. “I just wish my doctor would call me back.”

“Lab work can take a few days,” Jen said, waving her hand as she turned toward the reflective surface of my television—which I’d turned off, after that bombshell dropped—and started to preen herself. “Do you think I look good enough for the news?”

I stared at her. “That’s what you’re thinking about right now?”

She laughed. “Are you kidding me? This is the biggest thing to happen in this town since the history of forever! Hell yes, I give a damn about how the world’s going to see me when I make my big television debut!”

“Unbelievable,” I muttered as I headed toward my bathroom. I needed a shower, and not just because I felt dirty, but because I was a mess. Ever since I’d gotten home from the doctor’s two days before, I had been practically useless.

I stripped out of my pajamas and turned on the shower, making sure to avoid the windows. I’d seen enough movies to know that these paparazzi pricks loved to get shots of their subjects when they weren’t looking—and usually in the most compromising positions.

For extra measure, I turned the water as hot as I could stand, waiting until it was steaming before I stepped inside. I breathed deep from the humid air that whirled around me as the near-scalding water beat down on my skin, eliminating all traces of the world outside. I’d always loved taking hot showers, the way the white noise of the water rushing through the nozzle could clear my thoughts. In here, I could have a moment’s respite from the stress of life outside this room. In here, I could forget the name Julian Bastille and all the ways he had royally screwed me over.

In some ways, literally.

I’d just barely managed to get my muscles to relax when I heard Jen calling to me from outside the bathroom door.

“Hey, hun? You might want to come out here and see this.”

My stomach clenched. Just like that, all my tension was back. Those words couldn’t possibly mean anything good.

“In a minute,” I called back to her before beginning to wash my hair and body in earnest. I didn’t even want to think of what awful thing had happened now—all I wanted to do was get myself clean again.

After I’d rinsed, I stepped out onto the coarse terrycloth rug, wiggling my toes against the scratchy fabric. The sensation of it underneath my feet make me heave a sigh of contentment—something I didn’t think I’d ever do outside of this room again—before wrapping myself up in a towel and walking out into the living room to find out just what Jen was making a fuss about.

“What is it now?” I asked, pulling the towel up to make sure that it covered all of my assets.

As I entered the room, Jennifer was standing in front of the TV, her mouth open and eyes the size of silver dollars. My heart skipped a beat as I turned my gaze toward the screen and saw Julian Bastille himself standing in front of a private jet, a crowd of reporters surrounding him as he smiled like the cat that ate the canary.

“My Lizzie and I are madly in love,” he said, the lovely lilt of his accent made much less so by the subject matter at hand, “and she and I are planning on spending many happy years together.”

“His Lizzie?” I hissed, my face flooding with color. “Nobody gets to call me Lizzie.”

If there was one thing in the world I hated being called, it was “Lizzie.” This piece of crap had somehow managed to push every button I had before we’d even properly met! Not only had he recited my most hated nickname—and in front of all the world, no less—but he’d declared us lovers. As if this was reciprocal. As if I felt anything at all for him beyond horror and disdain.

“Madly in love,” I snorted. “The only thing mad about us is him.”

“This just keeps getting weirder,” Jen said, shaking her head in disbelief. “Why would he get on TV and say those things about you two? Unless you’re still not telling me something!”

“There’s nothing I haven’t told you!” I cried, throwing my hands up as I stomped back toward my bedroom to get dressed in fresh PJs. This whole mess had reached peak levels of insanity, and by this point, I was barely even able to handle the fact that none of this was a dream. I just wanted to go back to bed and have all of this be over when I woke up.

I slipped into a pair of loose-fitting harem pants and a tank top, taking as much time dressing myself as I could before I went back to watching the circus that had become my life. Already I’d had fifty separate phone calls from different news networks—and not a single call from my own damned doctor!

I wanted to scream, to throw something, to shake whoever was responsible for this ridiculous story getting out to the public. But none of that would solve the problem I had right now. How was I was going to fix all of this? I could imagine there were plenty of lawyers who would take a divorce case like ours, but the issue was finding a way to consult one without wading through a sea of reporters and photographers.

“Vultures,” I muttered to myself, taking a brush to my hair and then tying it back into a ponytail. If I hadn’t had social anxiety before, I certainly did now.

“Liz!” Jen called. I groaned and just barely restrained myself from thunking my head into the nearest wall.

“What now?”

“You should probably look outside,” she called back, her tone almost apologetic. Already I could feel the regret that following her instructions would bring, and I didn’t even know the worst of it yet.

I cautiously peeked through the blinds, just enough to get a glimpse of what appeared to be a rather large commotion within the crowd of press that had made a temporary camp outside my house—but for the life of me, I couldn’t get a good look at what was causing it all. Grinding my teeth, I stormed back into the living room. Jen was looking out through one of the windows. Her cheeks were red and her hands were clenched so hard her knuckles had turned white.

“What is it?” I asked Jen, gently pushing her aside to look just long enough to get a camera’s flash set off right in my face by one of the photographers, sending me reeling back from the sudden bright light.

“Jesus!” I cried, covering my eyes as I tried to rub away the spots dancing in front of my vision. “What the hell?”

Someone was knocking on the front door. I blinked, hard, and looked at Jen, squinting at her past the Technicolor starbursts flaring over her face.

“Please,” I said to her. “Please tell me that’s not…”

Jen said nothing in return. And half-blind like this, her expression was almost impossible to read.

Oh, God.

The way this day had gone, there was no way it wasn’t Julian Bastille at my door. It had to be. The clamoring of the press outside. Jen’s inability to function or speak. The fact that I’d just seen him on TV twenty minutes ago, standing in front of a private jet, professing his love for me. Our love for each other. He was at my doorstep. He was here for me.

I suppose I knew this would happen eventually—that we would have to come face-to-face and actually talk about this. But some part of me had been hoping it could all happen remotely. That we might be able to do this through lawyers and mediators and paperwork sent through the mail. The last thing I wanted to do was see Julian’s face, to add fuel to the fire of this controversy. To ruin my life more than it already was.

But there was no avoiding it. The press knew I was holed up in here. If I didn’t open up, things would get so much worse. It all came down to a single question, and a very unfair one. Which way would I prefer the world to see me: as the blushing bride, or the slut?

With that in mind, there was no contest. I had to let Julian Bastille into my home and my life. I just hoped that once he was here, it would be easy enough to shove him back out again.

I braced myself as I pulled open the front door, but nothing could prepare me for the glittering sea of camera flashes that met me. All the shouting and clamoring for attention had woken several of my retired neighbors, who stood on their lawns looking none too pleased about any of this. I hoped one of them had called the cops, or even that all of them had. Maybe joint complaints would make the police actually do something about this mess.

What they could do nothing about, however, was the man standing in front of me. He was wearing a pair of dark wash jeans that fit him like a glove, a band tee for The Cure, and thrown over that was a well-worn leather jacket that seemed like it had seen better days. There were a variety of patches sewn into it, though I couldn’t tell what they were for, and studs along the lapels and shoulders that glinted despite their tarnish. As I looked up into his face, my eyes dragged over the sharp cut of his jaw, the squareness of it giving way to a set of high, prominent cheekbones. That made the shading of his eye sockets a little heavier than was normal, but one thing the shadows did for him was make his gorgeous eyes glow.

I opened my mouth to speak to say something, anything to the man who had ruined so much for me—perhaps irrevocably. But my throat betrayed me, clenching and holding fast in the face of such preternatural beauty and that riveting, verdant haze.

Come on, I willed myself. At least invite him in so you can close the door on these buzzards, for Christ’s sakes!

But I just stood there, breathless and dumbstruck. I could hear myself stammering, making a fool of myself, but there was nothing I could do about it. It was like I was under some sort of spell.

One that was abruptly broken when Julian grinned puckishly and said, “Hello, Lizzie. I’ve missed you.”




 

JULIAN

T  his woman was nothing like I’d anticipated.

Elizabeth Lawson was a vision. Not that I’d expected her to be anything else, but she was somehow… more. I’d seen my share of models and actresses, plenty of sexy bartenders and exotic dancers too. I was, in many ways, accustomed to their beauty. Their svelte, willowy bodies. Long, toned legs. Picture-perfect makeup and hair at all times. Everything about them was carefully sculpted, arranged just so.

But this girl was different. Standing there just past the threshold, she was wearing a baggy pair of pajama pants and what appeared to be a tanktop just hauled out of the bottom of a laundry bin, with her hair in a loose ponytail and her face completely devoid of makeup. I could smell the fresh scent of her, and judging by the dampness of her locks, it was obvious she’d just stepped out of the shower not long before my arrival.

Half-dressed and looking more than a little pissed at me, she was more glamorous, more intensely beautiful than any other woman I’d ever had the pleasure of being with. That made me wish all the more that I could remember what we’d done together. God willing, we might just get to make some new memories.

“Mind if I come in?” I asked, flashing a charming smile I’d used a thousand times to get girls into the sack. “I think we’ve got some things to talk about.”

“You’re damned right we do,” Elizabeth said, her scowl deepening as she moved aside to let me cross the threshold. The door shut behind me and her anger only seemed to deepen. “You’ve got a hell of a lot of explaining to do. And don’t call me Lizzie if you want to keep breathing.”

I could feel my smile faltering. From the tone of her voice I could tell that she wasn’t exactly thrilled with this situation—though I couldn’t blame her, honestly.

Unless this girl was one hell of an actress, that threw Tessa’s theory about her being some kind of scheming gold-digger right out the window. I felt the muscles in my shoulders loosen just a little. Maybe that would have made things easier, had she been heartless, but it was nice to know she wasn’t.

“Well…” I began, trying my best to come up with some way to spell out the situation that didn’t leave me sounding like a complete idiot. But before I could even get out a second syllable, the door burst open again and Tessa pushed her way in behind me.

“You’re not going to say another word, Julian,” she said, slamming the door in an overly eager photographer’s face.

“Who the hell are you?” Elizabeth asked, narrowing her eyes as Tessa strode into the center of the room.

“I’m the person who’s about to change your life,” Tessa replied, letting out a little laugh.

“I think my life’s been changed plenty, thanks,” Elizabeth said, holding her hand up to stop Tessa from continuing on. “All I want is for things to go back to normal—which means you both need to get the hell out of here. Forever.”

“Come now Lizzie,” I said, trying to sound appealing. “We know this situation isn’t precisely ideal, but if you hear me and Tessa out, maybe we can—”

The way Elizabeth turned her gaze on me stopped me cold, and were it possible, I think steam might have billowed from her nostrils. Her face flushed with color, her hands clenching—I knew immediately that I’d done something terribly wrong.

And then I remembered what she’d said to me at the door.

Oh, balls.

“Don’t ever call me Lizzie,” she said, her voice just barely audible over the sound of my own heartbeat. This woman was utterly terrifying when she was mad—even at a whole foot shorter than me.

“Sorry, love,” I replied, doing my damnedest not to sound as frightened as I was. I was used to dealing with women who were a mite less dangerous than this one was, and a lot more willing to strip down to their knickers at the snap of my fingers. Seeing a girl like this was not something I was at all accustomed to… and hell, it was almost refreshing.

“No offense meant.”

“Shut it, Jules,” Tessa hissed at me, her gaze as withering as ever. I’d learned over the years that it was best to let Tessa deal with things like this, mostly from her constantly reminding me as much.

“Ms. Lawson,” Tessa began, a thin smile stretching her lips, “Do you think maybe we could speak for a moment, alone?”

She motioned toward the corner and I became suddenly aware that Elizabeth had company. This tall one looked a little happier to see me. Her cheeks flushed red as we locked eyes.

“She is staying. There isn’t a damn thing you can say to me that you can’t say to her,” Elizabeth said angrily.

Tessa turned to the tall woman in the corner as if noticing her for the first time. “And you are?”

“Jennifer Crane,” she answered, folding her arms over her chest. “My friends call me Jenna or Jen.” She smiled. “Which means you can call me Jennifer.”

Tess just gave her a little nod. “We understand what a shock this must be to you Elizabeth. That being said, we think that perhaps we could turn this… happy accident to our mutual benefit.”

“Happy accident? What in the hell are you talking about?” Elizabeth asked. “There’s no way that I’m doing anything except filing for a divorce or an annulment! What ‘mutual benefit’ do you think there is to any of this?”

“Well,” Tessa said, taking a breath and steadying herself against Elizabeth’s shouting, “there is the matter of financial compensation. We’d be willing to negotiate a sizable settlement when we do deem a divorce to be prudent to our goals.”

“Your goals?” Jen asked, cocking a brow. “What does that even mean?”

Tessa blinked impassively. “I’m sure you’d find it fascinating. Although, I do believe I was talking to Ms. Lawson here. Or rather, Mrs. Bastille.”

The way Elizabeth flinched when Tessa mentioned my last name hurt a little. Was I really so unappealing to her? And why? Every other woman I’d met looked at me like I was the juiciest steak they’d ever lain eyes on. But not her. Not Elizabeth. I rubbed at the back of my neck. Was this why she’d run out on me in Vegas?

“You’ll have to leave,” Tessa continued, examining her nails. “I won’t continue this conversation any further with a fourth party in the room.”

“She’s my friend!” Elizabeth protested, drawing Tessa’s attention again. “And the only one I have in this room. She’s not going anywhere.”

Tessa squinted faintly behind her glasses. She was usually so good at this. Either her dismissals cowed whoever they were directed at, or she was able to manipulate them into a state of calm submission some other way. It looked like she’d finally met her match in Elizabeth.

“I’m not prepared to speak about sensitive, perhaps even legal, matters in front of someone who’s not directly involved.”

Elizabeth held her gaze. “Then don’t. You know where the door is.”

Silence fell over the four of us for a long moment. Tessa had a point—we were discussing subjects that were better kept between as few people as possible. You know what they say: two can keep a secret, if one of them is dead. But on the other hand, Jen seemed so important to Elizabeth, and that immediately put me on her side of things. Maybe it was the way she didn’t let Tessa—or anyone, it seemed—push her around that turned me on so much. Whatever it was, I’d developed a sort of instant fondness for the girl.

“What’s more important, Tess,” I ventured, “that we all pull out our dicks and measure them here, or that we make this girl who has so much riding on her cooperation feel just a teensy bit more comfortable?”

Tessa seemed ready to rebuke me. Her lips parted, but no sound emerged. There was a look of consternation on her face, one that made her frown lines all the more prominent. I couldn’t help but smile. Ah, so this was what my manager looked like when she’d been outsmarted. Brilliant.

She turned to Jen. “Just so long as you understand that whatever is said here, whatever deals are made, none of it leaves this room.”

“Deals?” Elizabeth asked, brow furrowed. “Evidently, Mr. Bastille and I got drunk and married in Vegas. That’s not exactly what I’d call a point of negotiation. What could you possibly get out of all this?”

“Some good press,” Tessa stated matter-of-factly, nodding at me. “Mr. Bastille and I are looking to increase his presence in America, and having a bona fide scandal is the perfect way to get the ball rolling—and when the two of you eventually divorce, it’ll make for an even bigger news story. You two go your separate ways with your pockets significantly heavier.”

“You don’t really seem like you want to be married to me,” I interjected, watching Elizabeth’s expression flicker. “I get that. But think about how much this’ll pay off for you if you just… play along. You must have things you need paid for, right? Would a few months of pretend marital bliss be so bad in exchange for a huge settlement once it’s all over?”

I watched as the gears turned in her head. She was considering the offer, considering what we’d both said. But to my surprise, she didn’t look particularly happy about it. She glanced at her friend, Jenna, who gave a shake of her head that made her ebony curls bounce. Now she was the kind of girl I usually fell in with. Why couldn’t I have chosen someone like her, instead of the one woman on earth who senselessly hated my guts?

Well, senseless if you didn’t count the fact that I’d married her in such an inebriated state that I didn’t even remember it. Or the fact I’d forgotten her name, probably just as quickly as I’d learned it. Or there was also the whole thing where, in the wake of said wedding there were now scores of paparazzi camped out at her door.

All right, so maybe she had a few reasons…

“Listen,” Elizabeth said at last, “I didn’t want any of this. I still don’t. I don’t care about any money or… or some publicity stunt. I just want to get back to my life and my job and get these goddamn reporters off my lawn. So if you can just both…”

A cell phone buzzed. I checked my pockets, but mine was still on airplane mode. Tessa glanced at hers, but I could tell by the look on her face it was no dice. Jen went to her purse on the couch, but came back empty-handed.

“That’s mine,” Elizabeth said, looking down at her screen. A small, relieved smile curled the corners of her lips, and I wished I knew what a full one might look like.

“Finally!” she said, pushing past both me and Tessa as she walked down the hallway toward what must have been her bedroom.

Tessa shook her head and walked a few feet away into the kitchen, dialing a number on her own cell phone. There were definitely people she needed to call, and my lawyer would be the first no matter how this little meeting went.

“Sorry about that,” Jen said as I made it my somber duty to hold up the wall. “Liz has been waiting for that call all day.”

“Something important?” I asked, flashing my usual grin—only this time, it seemed to have the desired effect.

“Yeah—I mean, I think it might be,” Jen stammered, beaming like she’d just won the lottery. Well, at least someone here likes me, I thought. “Liz hasn’t been feeling well for the last couple of days, so it’s probably her doctor.”

“Nothing too serious, I hope,” I said with a frown.

Jen shook her head, those pretty ringlets of hers bouncing again. “I don’t think so. Stomach bug, probably.”

The two of us stood there in silence for what seemed like forever, Jen idly rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet. It reminded me of that event Tessa had tried to make into a regular thing at my shows—meeting a fan before I’d gone on, before they’d even gotten drunk. It had just ended up being two people in a room feeling awkward. I was almost relieved when she opened her mouth again.

“I feel really stupid saying this, but… I’m a huge fan.”

Nervously, she chewed her bottom lip. I couldn’t help but give a chuckle.

“It’s always nice meeting a fan,” I said. Hopefully, she’d forgiven me for my blunder in Vegas—the one that didn’t involve a marriage certificate. And if I was lucky, she wouldn’t start asking me about one of my—

“Was I Wanna Feel You really about dating that supermodel back in 2007?” Jen asked, eyes all aglow. “Because I keep trying to tell my friend Sasha that it was about someone from back before you—”

“It was a long time ago,” I interrupted, kindly but firmly. “Honestly, I forget who I wrote it about.”

That was a lie; I remembered exactly why I wrote that song. Back in those days, I’d started to lose some traction in the industry—fans started dropping off, concerts weren’t sold out anymore—so Tessa sold me on the idea of writing a bunch of songs about a girl who got away. The whole album was pure bullshit. That’s about the same time I’d taken up drinking as a hobby. It was easier to do things you didn’t want to do when you couldn’t actually feel yourself doing them.

“Oh,” Jen said, her face falling slightly like I’d just told her that Santa wasn’t real. She recovered quickly enough, though. “Well, what about Give Me Some More? Who’d you write that one about?”

I tried to give her that panty-wetting grin again, hoping to brighten her mood. I hated disappointing people, especially fans, but how much better did it make it to lie to her about why I wrote that garbage?

“That one,” I said, putting on a wistful look in the hopes I could fool her into thinking I was reminiscing. “That one was about a girl I’d met when I was still just sixteen.”

“That’s so sweet!” she cooed, stars in her eyes again.

“I wasn’t always the man I am today,” I said, shaking my head. “That girl’s probably more deserving of the praise than I am.”

Jen’s eyes widened. She started to smile, but all the air was sucked out of the room as Elizabeth joined us in the living room again.

“Jesus, hun. You look like hell,” Jen said, rushing over to Elizabeth’s side. She wasn’t wrong—Elizabeth’s face was utterly ashen and her eyes were glazed with the kind of thousand-yard stare I hadn’t seen outside of combat veterans. “What’d the doctor say?”

For a few moments, Elizabeth didn’t speak. Her knees were locked and trembling, and were it not for Jen’s support, I think she might have toppled right over. I took a step closer. The least I could do was catch the poor thing if she fainted.

“Are you all right?” I asked her, dread coiling in my stomach.

Elizabeth raised her eyes to me and I searched them, seeking some kind of understanding. All I saw in Elizabeth’s gaze was an indistinct, animal fear and a deep well of sadness. I braced myself for the worst.

“No,” she said at last. “No, I’m not all right.” Her lower lip trembled and a sob wracked her shoulders. “I’m pregnant.”

The breath left my lungs all at once. Maybe I had been preparing for the worst… but I certainly hadn’t been prepared for that.




 

ELIZABETH

“T  his is brilliant!” Julian’s manager—or was she his agent?—shrieked. Whatever the hell she was, she seemed to think that the fact that I was carrying this man’s child was the best news in the world. “Oh! Marriage was one thing, but a kid changes everything! It’ll humanize you, Julian, make you seem like a real person! This story is going to be huge!”

I stared at her in disbelief. How could any human being—I assumed that was what she was, anyway, despite all evidence to the contrary—possibly be this cruel? How could she be this… dense? Was she oblivious to the emotional realities of those around her, or did she fail to care? It was almost impossible to read her, even when she was smiling or laughing. It was like she just parodied expressions rather than feeling them herself…

If I hadn’t been in such a state, I think I might have pitied her. Unfortunately, the only person I was capable of pitying right at that moment was myself.

“Tessa, I don’t think—” Julian began, but I couldn’t stop myself from yelling over him.

“Are you kidding me?!” My face was burning, fists clenched so tightly I was sure my cuticles were bleeding. “You think that this is a good thing? This is my life!”

“Well it’s not just yours anymore, sweetheart,” Tessa said, smiling as she started to make a call on her phone again. “I need to get the word out. We need updates to your website and some pictures for twitter. You both need to get out that front door right now and let everybody know. Those reporters will go crazy!”

“Don’t you dare!” I lunged for Tessa’s phone, sending it clattering to the hardwood floor. “This doesn’t leave the room! It’s bad enough that my doctor knows—oh, God.” I looked at Jen, wide-eyed. “What if someone in his office talks?”

“Do you know how much that bloody phone cost?” Tessa hissed, glaring at me over her horn-rimmed glasses. “Just because your hormones are on the fritz doesn’t mean you can just…”

“Tessa!” Julian said, cutting her off before she could even dare to finish that threat. “Can’t you cool it with all of this publicity nonsense for just a moment?”

“I’m just doing my job, Julian,” she shot back, narrowing her eyes at him. “The job that you hired me for! The job that’s turned you into a star, or at least made the effort to! I’ve gotten you this far. I’m the reason you’re not completely destitute and forgotten. If I were you, I’d shut my flailing gob!”

I glanced between the two of them, expecting to see a fight like that from an old married couple rather than a manager and their client. The way she glared at him reminded me of a mother at her wits’ end, or one of those narcissists who demanded perfection from her child so that she could look good. Either way, this Tessa person looked completely insane, yelling at a grown-ass man.

And I was in no mood to be a party to it. I’d just received the most devastating news of my entire life. Everything I’d worked so hard for was spiraling down the drain, and all these two idiots could be bothered to think about was how to use it to line their pockets.

“The two of you need to get out of my house,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Because if I hear another word about how good this dumpster fire of a situation is for your image, I am going to straight-up murder both of you!”

Tessa snorted. “You really don’t know what’s best for you, do you, sweetheart? You can’t just toss us out of here. What will the press say?”

“Tell me one more time what my friend can and can’t do in her own house,” Jen said, suddenly at my side again. I grabbed her arm, partly to hold her back and partly to steady myself. I wasn’t just shaking with fear anymore. I was shaking with rage.

“Tessa,” Julian said, his tone wary as all three women in the room raised their hackles. He could see his manager was outnumbered, but wasn’t rushing to her aid. “Maybe we should just go…”

“We’re doing this, love,” she snapped, and for a moment, I actually felt bad for that bastard. Maybe it was because it seemed like he was at least partially on my side in all this. The way he and Tessa interacted, I got the impression this arrangement hadn’t exactly been his idea.

Julian’s cheeks colored a bit. The muscle in his cheek twitched, and I could tell he was grinding his teeth. A hot anger flared in his burnt jade eyes and I found myself staring in something close to awe. Everything I’d seen from him so far—everything I could remember, anyway—had indicated he was the kind of guy who didn’t let things get to him, even when they should. He’d struck me as the high school quarterback who’d never grown up—who’d always had everything handed to them on a silver platter and couldn’t begin to appreciate what it meant to have to fight for something.

But looking at him now, I could see that wasn’t entirely the case. The way he held himself now, the sheer transformation that took place… it held me transfixed. Julian was standing taller, straighter, and in a voice that shook me to my core—still sweet and dulcet, but rumbling from his chest like the call of a freight train—he took command of Tessa and the room.

“Let’s go, Tessa. The bloody cops are right outside,” he warned her, motioning to the window. “And besides, you’ve already cocked this up. I think you’ve done enough damage for one day, don’t you, love?”

That word left his lips like a poisoned dagger just dripping with venom. I could see the shock register in Tessa’s eyes and I wondered if he’d ever spoken to her this way before, or if this was a new development for her. Julian looked cool as a cucumber, but the flash of indignation that crossed her face made me think she wasn’t accustomed to being talked to this way. He’d just forcefed her a dose of her own medicine, and she wasn’t happy about it. Not in the slightest.

I glanced out the window he’d gestured to. I’d been so wrapped up in the phone call from my doctor and the disaster taking place in my living room that I hadn’t noticed the blue and red flashing lights. They had a bit of competition from the photographers still wildly snapping photos, but it was clear they were finally trying to get the crowds to disperse. I let out a breath of relief. One of my neighbors must have finally made the call. The cops sure had taken their sweet time, but for once, I was glad that my neighbors were the nosy types.

Tessa scowled. She opened her mouth to say something to Julian, but when he didn’t buckle under her stare, she turned on Jen. She found no quarter there, either. And by the time she got to me, there wasn’t much fire left in her.

“Fine,” she snipped, bending down and picking up her cell phone before looking me straight in the eye. “But this is not the last you’ve seen of us, Mrs. Bastille. You’re going to be hearing from our lawyers about that baby and about this marriage. And if I had to wager a guess…” she surveyed my home with amused disdain. “…I’d say your resources are a bit more limited than ours, when it comes to the exorbitant cost of a legal battle.”

She smiled at me so very sweetly. I wanted to slap it right off her face. Then she turned on her five-inch heels and made for the door, throwing it open to allow all the reporters outside unfettered visual access to my home. Julian rushed to block it with his broad frame as I covered my face with my hands and let Jen wrap me in the protective circlet of her arms.

“Elizabeth,” he began. I looked up, saw the hurt in his eyes. There was this simultaneous sharpness and softness to his gaze. It seemed like he’d sobered up, and with that, he became capable of real, grown-up feelings. “Look, I know this didn’t go well. I know it’s not what you wanted. I know I’ve been a right cock about it all up until now. But if you’d just give me a chance, maybe… maybe I could fix things.” He swallowed hard. “Maybe we could—”

“It’s time for you to go,” I said, resolute.

“Right,” he said half-heartedly, glancing between me and Jen. “Anyway, I’m sorry. For everything. All of it.” A self-deprecating chuckle. “That’s what rock stars do though, innit, love? We blow in like a hurricane and upend everybody’s lives.” His expression darkened, and his voice was bereft of all life when he added, “And then we move on.”

Then he gave a slight nod and pulled the door shut, backing out of my life just like I’d wanted. I stared at the afterimage of him, still haunting the place where he’d stood, thinking about how different he seemed when his manager wasn’t looking. It was like a switch had flipped and he’d become a real person instead of the cocky, irredeemable asshole he made himself out to be. Is that all just part of his image? I wondered. Was there more to Julian Bastille than met the eye?

His apparition dispersed when Jen strode over to the door and locked it. She leaned her back against it, shaking her head. “I honestly didn’t think that people that terrible existed outside of movies.” I assumed she was talking about Tessa.

“You and me both,” I sighed, scrubbing my hands over my face. That had been an utterly draining experience from start to finish. I hadn’t even had time to process it all yet.

“That girl needs to take a Xanax and chill the fuck out,” she chuckled, pushing off the door and closing the blinds again. The lack of light in the room was a godsend. I was getting a headache. “Or get laid.”

I shook my head. “Someone would have to get within biting distance for that.” It felt good to laugh a little, but the joy was short-lived. Reality was starting to come crashing down around my head. Now that I had no enemies left in front of me, I had nothing to distract me from it. “I just… I can’t believe the way she talked to me.”

“Or him,” Jen said, drawing my curtains shut for good measure. “You’d think she was his mother, or something! That poor guy.”

“Oh, yes,” I said, rolling my eyes as I made my way toward the couch. I needed to sit before my knees gave out from underneath me. “Poor Julian Bastille, who not only got a one-night stand out of the deal, but has upended my life, barged into my home demanding I play into this like it’s some kind of publicity stunt, and who doesn’t have to carry a child for the next nine months.” I sat down, hard, and let myself sink into the cushions. “He’s sure got it rough!”

Jen turned to look at me. She smiled a little pityingly as I shook my head and whined, “Oh, God, I’m pregnant. I’m really pregnant. How? How does something like this happen to someone like me?”

“The usual way, I’d suspect,” she joked, coming to sit beside me. I put my head on her shoulder. “Or it could be karma. This is what you get for going around sleeping with my dream man!”

“I hate you so much,” I sighed, shaking my head. But as the two of us settled into silence, the real weight of the world—my new reality—finally closed in on me in earnest.

This had gone from some embarrassing legal snafu to a full-on ordeal, with doctors and custody to be considered. This wasn’t part of my very detailed life plan.

There was so much to do. I had doctor’s appointments I had to deal with. I didn’t have anywhere near enough time or money to take care of a child on my own—and yet the thought of taking those two up on their offer made my skin crawl. I began to wonder just how good of a parent I’d be, or even if I was cut out at all for parenting—hell, my own parents were hardly the best role models, which was one of the reasons I had shied away from the idea of motherhood as I grew up. What if I ended up just like them?

“I’m scared, Jen,” I said, hiding my face in my best friend’s curls. Her hair always smelled so good, like jasmine and honeysuckle and vanilla. It was soothing, like chamomile tea taken straight through the nose—without the choking and sputtering, obviously. “I didn’t ask for any of this.”

I had, in fact, an itemized list of everything I did ask for. Nowhere on that list was “make a baby with Julian Bastille”.

“I don’t think I’m ready to be a parent.”

“Don’t I know it, hun,” she murmured, rubbing my arm and letting me seek solace in the scent of her shampoo. She was also so indulgent of me. Then again, wasn’t everyone indulgent of the ones they loved? “But for what it’s worth, I think you could be a great mom—hell, you take care of my tipsy ass every weekend. What’s one more helpless human being for you to worry about twenty-four-seven?”

“Now I’m thinking of putting you up for adoption,” I said, playfully pushing her away.

“Adoption?” She laughed. “No one would take me, but if you’re looking for someone to raise a hot British rock star’s baby, I’m gonna be at the front of that line.”

I shook my head. “Great. You can have it. Just be ready to catch when it comes out.”

“Gross!” she said, looking at me askance as she reached for the remote. “Come on, let’s get your mind off things, huh? You’ve got months to go before you need to make a decision and everything is going to work out. What do you want to watch?”

“Put on something scary,” I said, drifting into a lazy half-consciousness. Sleep felt so inviting, and Jen made the best pillow.

“Right, Rosemary’s Baby it is,” she said, surfing through the on-demand movie channels.

Leave it to Jen to rub it in, even when she was trying to help. I caught the mischievous tilt of her lips and settled back into the couch with a shake of my head. If there was one thing I could’ve used a little less of in my life, it was people all too willing to show off their smart mouths.

“Fuck you,” I grunted half-heartedly, hiding my smile as best I could while Jen’s peal of laughter echoed through the living room. She was right. I had plenty of time to decide what I was going to do. Plenty of time to come to terms with this situation and all it entailed.

Julian’s eyes flashed in my mind—not his typical tipsy leer, but the way he’d looked at me just before he’d left. Like he didn’t want to leave—like he’d had every intention of staying, if I’d told him it was all right to. But I hadn’t, had I? I’d sent him away. I’d been telling myself that was the best thing to do, but as I replayed what he’d said to me—the sadness in his tone, the way his shoulders slumped, how his gaze had darkened and lost that brilliant shine—I wondered if maybe I’d gotten it all wrong. Maybe he deserved a second chance, somewhere far away from Tessa and her publicity schemes.

But there was more to it… On some fucked up level, I wanted this to happen. I wanted things to work between us.

“Plenty of time,” I reminded myself out loud, taking a deep breath as I mentally added Julian’s name to the list of things that might be worth looking into over the next handful of months.




 

JULIAN

I  laid back against the pillow in my hotel bed. I had what was, by far, the best room that Billford Hills had to offer, but that wasn’t saying much compared to the places I’d been.

Tessa had left the meeting with Elizabeth absolutely furious. She couldn’t seem to understand why her compensatory offer for putting up with me wasn’t as well-received as she’d imagined it would be. She seemed to think she’d offered Elizabeth the world back there, while I was pretty sure everyone else in attendance had seen it for what it was: a shrew of a woman trying to manipulate everyone around her into doing her bidding. She kept saying it was for my benefit, even for Elizabeth’s, but in the end, I was certain Tessa’s plans only ever had one beneficiary in mind… and that was Tessa.

The more I had listened, the more I had wanted to run away from all of this. The world was so much simpler when life could be boiled down to one of four things: drinking, fucking, singing, and sleeping; anything else was either too much to bother with, save maybe eating. Usually Tessa was only up my ass about my performances, but these last few months she had been constantly nagging me about my publicity, telling me that “we” needed to be in the papers as much as possible.

“Why?” I’d asked her on numerous occasions. “Why would I want to turn myself into a sideshow?” But that only made her more angry. The way she’d torn into me was the same way most people scolded their dogs for pissing on the carpet.

“I just want to go home,” I whispered to the empty room.

We all grow up having dreams of how your life will turn out, childlike fantasies of being a famous… whatever the hell people dream of being. Me? I wanted to be more than just a rock star. I wanted to be loved.

Really that’s all I ever wanted, to feel like I was loved by someone, but the more I tried the less the love I was trying to find seemed to stick. Sure, I was a pretty lad, someone that all the girls fancied, but beyond the physicality of it, the love I’d experienced had been so fleeting. So superficial. It never lasted long.

Part of that was my fault. It was hard for me to trust in anyone, even myself. The kind of home I came from, I was raised to doubt my every thought, my every feeling, my every action and word. Not only mine, but those of everyone around me. My father certainly never kept his promises, and Mum… well, she was probably the biggest disappointment of all.

How? How do you just stand there and watch your son being beaten like that? How do you watch from the doorway and not say a bloody word? How do you live with yourself, how do you sleep at night, you’re a mother, for God’s sakes, how…

So instead of trying to find a deep, meaningful relationship—something that constantly seemed to elude me—I delved into the pit of meaningless flings. It was easier that way for everyone involved, no attachments, no heartache. I left no broken hearts in my wake, only blissful smiles and dreams come fucking true. All I had to do was keep moving and never let myself think about what I was missing.

Love. The real deal. Not the phony shit I write songs about.

But ever since we’d left Elizabeth’s house, something had changed. Deep in my gut I could feel this strange sensation, almost like I was about to be sick, and yet at the same time I knew there was nothing wrong. The world seemed to float along at a snail’s pace while I moved just the way I’d always done—so was it me that had changed, or everything else?

My mouth felt dry despite all I’d had to drink, and yet my vision was swimming in different ways than it normally did, not from my own intoxication, but from the onset of what I was beginning to realize was reality asserting itself despite my drunken stupor.

“I’m going to be a dad,” I mused, saying the words for the first time out loud, acknowledging them for the first time—period. I was going to be someone’s father. This wasn’t some meaningless fling. I couldn’t just walk away.

Maybe it was the fact that this Elizabeth girl wasn’t just some bird I’d knocked up… I’d married this girl! Even the thought of being hitched sent my mind spinning farther afield. What the hell was I thinking?

An errant thought strayed to the forefront of my brain. Kid’s gonna be a looker, between the two of us. Now that was a truth no one could deny: that Elizabeth and I would make some damn pretty babies. But that was about where the advantages to this situation ended: right at the threshold between where the fortunate circumstances of inheriting my genetic material ended, and having me as a parent began.

“Christ,” I muttered, “a dad? This poor fuckin’ kid…”

And yet the more I imagined myself in a world where I played peek-a-boo and changed nappies, the more I wondered why I couldn’t make that a reality. So maybe this girl and I hardly knew one another—as a matter of fact, before a few hours ago, I hadn’t even known what she looked like. But something about knowing that I was responsible for what was growing inside of her—of placing the burden of carrying around another body inside of hers for roughly nine months squarely on her shoulders—made me think of someone other than myself for a change. It made me think of what the hell I could possibly do to make life easier on the both of them. After all, this was going to be my kid, too.

Taking responsibility for something, I thought. Well, that’s new for me.
In fact, this might be a first. All my life, I’d run from responsibility—from my actions and the consequences thereof—but no matter how hard I tried, something inside of me couldn’t shake the urge to do something for this girl—and by extension, for my child.

More than my dad ever did, I thought, bile rising in my throat at the thought of that mean bastard. I won’t let that happen. Not to my kid.

But was that really a promise I was going to be able to keep? After all, I didn’t have the best track record when it came to reliability—but then again, just how hard could parenthood really be? All I had to do was not fuck up. Right? Seemed fairly straightforward: be nothing like my parents. Done and done.

The sound of my phone buzzing on the nightstand nearly made me jump out of my skin. I reached over and grabbed it off the table, squinting through the radiant glow of the screen to see who the hell was calling me at such an ungodly hour—or, as most people called it, half past two. In the afternoon.

“Of course,” I sighed once I was able to discern it was Tessa calling me. For a moment I debated whether or not I should bother answering, but I knew full well that if I didn’t, she’d just call back a thousand times more. And if that didn’t work for her, she’d just waltz right into my damn room like she owned the place. With a sigh, I accepted the call and put my phone to my ear.

“City morgue,” I said, trying to sound as cheerful and American as possible. “You bag ‘em, we tag ‘em! My name is 8-Ball, what can I do ya for?”

“You’re a bloody child,” Tessa muttered. “And what you can do for me is grow up a little. You have work to do making sure this plan of ours goes off without a hitch!”

Though she couldn’t see me, I cocked my head. “Funny, that, considering that to my knowledge, this was all your idea—or at least it was back when it looked like it might pan out. Now that there’s complications to be had, suddenly it’s a joint venture?” I chuckled darkly. “No thanks, love. You can keep full custody of this one.”

I immediately regretted my choice of words. They sounded harsh, even to my ears, and I had the benefit of knowing what I’d meant. To Tessa, they must have sounded deplorable. And they left the door wide open for her to take a jab.

“Let me put it to you this way, Julian,” she began in that slow, hissing tone that told me she knew exactly what kind of opening I’d left her. “Either you get her on board with this plan—our plan—or I just go ahead and cancel these shows I have lined up over the next few months for you. The ones that booked you after seeing you on the news. How’s that for a custody agreement?”

I felt my stomach tighten, heat rising up the back of my neck. Despite how much I wanted to tell her to go fuck herself, Tessa had one hell of a power play at her disposal. If I wasn’t making any money, how could I hope to be part of my kid’s life? Or possibly even Elizabeth’s? Kids cost a hell of a lot these days. I needed to be doing everything in my power to ensure he or she had a head start on a great life.

“Why can’t we just leave this girl alone, Tessa?” I asked, rubbing my face in frustration. “She seems the decent sort. A little crabby, but who wouldn’t be, in her shoes? She doesn’t deserve this.”

“Deserve what? Being in the spotlight? Being a celebrity?” Tessa sucked her teeth. “Get real, Julian. Everyone wants to be famous—even her.”

“It isn’t just her anymore, Tessa,” I reminded her. God, I couldn’t believe how she’d changed. The two of us had been together a long time, and this wasn’t the Tessa I’d met when I was just starting my career. “She’s got my bloody kid inside of her.”

I could practically hear her roll her eyes. “Please. Even if she does—and you still don’t have any proof that she’s telling you the truth—since when have you ever cared about some bastard you may or may not have made?”

“Maybe since this one’s actually mine?” I shot back. “Or it could be. Look, I don’t know for sure. None of us do. But if Elizabeth had wanted something from me, wouldn’t she have gone to the press with all this?” As far as I could tell when I’d visited her, she’d wanted nothing to do with being in the public eye whatsoever.

“How do you know she didn’t?” Tessa queried. “How do you know this isn’t just part of some elaborate scheme of hers? Maybe the past few weeks, she’s been working on her image—scrubbing social media of any evidence of wrongdoing, cleaning up her act, polishing herself for the cameras. Stranger things have happened, Jules. You’ve no idea how insanely manipulative people can be.”

“I rather think I do,” I muttered. “And anyway… even if I can’t prove that’s not what’s going on here, I somehow feel it. Elizabeth isn’t that kind of girl, Tess. I just… know.”

I knew it wasn’t the most compelling argument, but my gut was telling me Elizabeth wasn’t out to get me. She wasn’t trying to use me or cause me harm like so many others had. Enough people had hurt me that I should have been able to recognize it clearly by now, and Elizabeth didn’t even register on my radar.

Abused kids, they have this sense about them, I think—even as adults. It never quite leaves you. Without even trying, you pick up on the small things—body language, micro-expressions, tone of voice, or whatever else—and then you just… know.

And where Elizabeth was concerned, I just knew.

It wasn’t an explanation Tessa would accept. But this wasn’t her life. It was mine. No matter what she might believe to the contrary.

“Well, then,” she said testily. “If you’re so damned determined to play house here, then you had better get this little tart on board, hadn’t you? Otherwise, you’re probably never going to see that kid again for as long as you bloody live. You patch things up, and I’ll spend the next few days letting the press know you’ve been involved in a deep and loving relationship with this girl. Don’t screw this up Julian!”

The line went dead, and suddenly I was alone again with my thoughts—which was exactly the thing I’d been avoiding for over a decade. I sighed and put the bottle of liquor back to my lips, feeling the hot burn of it scorching my throat as I tried once again to reach that sweet oblivion that was unconsciousness.

This poor girl didn’t bloody deserve any of this… but if everything Tessa had said went according to plan, then wouldn’t she end up coming out the other side better off for all of her trouble? She was young enough to be stuck paying off her debts from college, and getting a divorce settlement and child support would set her and our kid up for the rest of their lives. I was doing them a favor.

I took another long pull from the bottle, closing my eyes as I rested back on the hotel bed, embracing the warm glow radiating through me as I began to let the ebb and flow take me away into sleep. Whatever Tessa was planning could wait until tomorrow.

As I drifted off, a different feeling started rising up from deep within me. It was a familiar feeling. A need that couldn’t be written off or hidden away. I couldn’t get Elizabeth’s face out of my mind. Every curve of her body played out in lurid detail with my imaginary fingers tracing delicate lines across her skin.

These were memories of our night together. As dreams of Elizabeth washed over me, I found myself lost in her beautiful eyes… and I could see one emotion above all others as plain as day.

Desire.

I can work with desire…




 

ELIZABETH

What the hell am I going to do? I wondered, feeling almost as hopeless as I was yesterday.

In situations like this, a girl like me might have been able to get some loving advice from her mother. But since I’d made sure not to give my mother my cell phone number, that was totally out of the question. The last thing I needed was a lecture on how good of a mom she’d been and how much I’d ruined her life. No thank you.

I sighed, running my hand through my hair and then grabbing a hair tie off my nightstand to tie it back into a ponytail. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t chase away the feeling of dread that overwhelmed me at the idea of having Julian Bastille in my life—or my child’s, for that matter. It wasn’t just his devil-may-care lifestyle or his obnoxious demeanor, either. It was also the fact that every visit would come with the paparazzi attached. This kid would have no chance at normalcy, not while he was around.

What kind of mother would subject her child to a life where they were monitored by the media twenty-four-seven? What kind of mother would subject herself to that kind of scrutiny as well?

I could just imagine the headlines now. From whatever I chose to name the baby to what delivery method I used, and then from whether I used cloth diapers or regular, or what its damn high school GPA was, I would be bombarded with strangers questioning every move I made. I’d be accused of all sorts of abuses and every mistake would have Julian’s fan base foaming at the mouth.

I deserved better than that, and so did this kid. Adoption, I realized with a sort of resolution I’d lacked before, was my best option. Our best option. My only hope was that Julian didn’t try to make giving the kid up any harder than it was already going to be.

I knew I had to do what was best for both of us, Julian Bastille be damned.

I also knew it would need to be a closed adoption. That was the only way this kid was going to escape the media hounding it for the rest of its life. It was bad enough it had to be conceived this way, and keeping secret how much of a circus its own conception had been would probably only help it be as well-adjusted as possible. It didn’t need the thought of being some famous asshole’s son hanging over its head, especially not an asshole like Bastille, who couldn’t keep it in his pants long enough to even bother pulling his zipper up.

“Adoption it is,” I said, feeling like I might be trying to convince myself that this was the right way to go about it. Logically, it was. But deep down, I wondered if I’d make a better parent than my mother had been. Maybe I could take what I’d learned from everything she’d put me through and ensure my child never had to suffer those indignities.

But the idea of finding out at the expense of this kid’s life wasn’t an option, and that alone made me a better parent, in my book. I knew what it felt like to be an unwanted child, and I wasn’t about to inflict that on this little boy or girl.

Maybe I wasn’t the most maternal woman in the world. Maybe, like Jen had said, practically any other girl would have already been picking out nursery colors and gender-neutral onesies. But for all my failings on this front, at least I was determined to ensure this life inside me was loved. That had to count for something. Didn’t it?

I started looking up adoption agencies in my state. The more I read, the more I realized how lucky I was to have come to this decision before the birth. So many other mothers found themselves unable to care for their children until much later, and those kids were the ones who seemed to get stuck in the system for years, many of them never making it out before adulthood hit. Most families, from what I could gather, wanted a brand new baby straight out of the womb. It staggered me that I’d probably be connected with a family looking to adopt within a few days, whereas most kids waited their whole lives to be brought into loving homes while some couple snubbed them because they weren’t “fresh out of the box.”

That thought pulled at my heartstrings. Just like I had with the baby pandas on the TV the other day, I found myself tearing up.

“Oh, goddammit,” I whispered, wiping my eyes. “Freaking hormones…”

That was just another part of being pregnant that I was going to need to get used to. In the last twelve hours my mood had went from sad to happy to hornier than I’d ever been in my whole life. I couldn’t stop imagining Julian sliding his huge cock between my thighs, and even my battery operated boyfriend couldn’t make that little desperate thought disappear.

Which made me sad all over again…

My phone trilled, a number I didn’t recognize listed at the top of the screen. I knew it wasn’t one of the reporters—I’d made damn sure to block all of their numbers, as well as those of the talk show hosts who’d tried to get me to make a statement.

At first I was tempted to let it ring, to just let whoever the hell it was leave their message and go on their way, but something in my gut begged me to pick it up. God help me, I don’t know why I listened, but before I could stop myself I had the phone to my ear.

“Hello?” I put my thumb over the button that would end the call, just in case someone new was trying to spring an interview on me. In my emotional state, the last thing I needed to do was put something on the record.

A voice that had recently grown all-too-familiar greeted me from the other end of the line. “Elizabeth, love.” My stomach clenched. Great, as if I wasn’t freaking out enough already.

“What do you want, Julian?” I said, trying to keep my tone even and failing. “Haven’t you done enough damage?”

There was a long silence over the line. I knew he was still there, could hear the soft cadence of his breath, but he had nothing to say for the longest time. There was something strained there, in his lack of words. Like he very badly wanted to say something, but was having trouble mustering the courage.

I closed my eyes. Julian hadn’t struck me as the type to get tongue-tied. Not ever. Had I done this to him? Had I… had I actually hurt his feelings?

“Listen,” he began again, the velvet of his voice struck through with an anxious tremor. All that cocksure posturing was gone, leaving behind an earnestness that stole my breath. The change was like night to day. “I know I’m not your favorite person, and I understand why. And I don’t blame you in the slightest for wanting me out of your life.”

I lifted my brows. That was a good start to this unexpected conversation. “Do you really understand?” I asked him. “Because your manager sure doesn’t seem to.”

“Tessa can be… intense,” he admitted. I didn’t think that was nearly a strong enough word for it, but I held my tongue. Pick your battles, Liz. Julian had something to say, and it must have been important, given how utterly human he’d become. “But we’re not joined at the hip. And she certainly doesn’t speak for me—or, rather… she does, but that’s something I’m ready to change.”

He paused and cleared his throat. “Given the situation that we’re in, and the fact that both of us have a stake in what’s happening with this whole thing, I wanted to ask you to dinner.”

I blinked. “You… you called me to ask me out to dinner?”

“Call it the first of many peace offerings,” Julian said. “I’ve made a mess of things. Let me at least show some courtesy and we can talk. Just you and me, no manager or press to get in the way. Just… give me the opportunity to do something right here, even if I might cock it all up.”

I sat back against my pillows. I honestly wasn’t sure what to say. Entertaining an offer of a dinner date had been way down on my list of expectations, especially when it came to Julian Bastille. At first blush, I wanted to tell him there was nothing to discuss and then hang up the phone, but…

What if I’d been wrong about him? What if I’d allowed his manager’s awful behavior to cloud my judgment? What if I had been holding a grudge against him for something that was my fault too? It wasn’t like Julian had set out to get me pregnant and ruin my life. He’d been looking for a good time just as much as I had. Shame ripped through me as I considered how unfair I’d been to him, how I’d made him out to be the villain in my story when really, we were both just the victims of circumstance.

“Just the two of us?” I asked him. “You promise?”

“I promise,” Julian solemnly replied. “Cross my heart, love.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about him calling me that, but it seemed good-natured enough. “And while I’ve got you, I… I also want to say how sorry I am for what happened at your house. I didn’t expect Tessa to act that way, and I won’t let it happen again.”

“Thank you,” I said, slipping my hair tie off and letting my hair spill over my shoulder again. I didn’t realize I was twisting it around a finger like some nervous schoolgirl until I had a lock of it wound down to my knuckle. Quickly, I unraveled it, thankful Julian wasn’t around to see me. “Where were you planning to have dinner? And when?”

“I’ll send a car,” he said, a smile in his voice now. I shifted uneasily at the idea of letting Julian takes the reins on this—or anything, really—but with just a few words, he yet again managed to change my mind. “Oh, and Elizabeth? Thank you.”

“I…” It took me several moments to remember the words that really should have been more like muscle memory. “You’re welcome.”

We hung up and I stared at my phone. I couldn’t believe I’d agreed to this. I couldn’t believe the difference in Julian, in his manner, his personality, and his tone.

“What are you getting yourself into?” I whispered to the empty room.




 

JULIAN

Back in London, I could just call someone and have the most expensive food I could think of brought right to my door on a silver platter. Out here, I was lucky to find a place that offered a decent slice of pizza. Très Coûteux was the most expensive restaurant I could find in a fifty mile radius. It would have to do…

From the look of the place—and the gaudy name they’d chosen—they styled themselves like some upscale French eatery like you’d find in Paris.

Assuming you’d only seen Paris on television.

Their décor, their ambience—all of it was a comical mimicry of what Americans thought a French restaurant looked like right down to the pompous maître d’ with his pencil-thin mustache. I could barely contain my amusement, and it raised my spirits. I only hoped Elizabeth was in a pleasant mood as well.

An odd procession of feelings passed over me as I glimpsed the car service I’d hired to bring Elizabeth to the restaurant round the bend. From that bundle of nervous energy came a kind of hopefulness. Despite how angry she’d been, I hoped that Elizabeth and I could come to have at least a civil relationship, if not a friendly one.

Finally, fear and regret joined the party upstairs. Fear that I’d already mucked things up too much to repair them. Fear that everything I thought about myself—that I couldn’t be loved, that I wasn’t worthy—would be confirmed. Regret that we hadn’t met under better circumstances, that I hadn’t even gotten to know Elizabeth before everything around us had gone to shit.

As the car pulled up to the curb, I stepped forward to open the door and help my “wife” out of the car.

“Très Coûteux?!” she whispered, half in awe, half in what seemed like agitation. “You tell me we’re going to dinner and bring me to the nicest restaurant around? I’m wearing blue jeans!”

Indeed, she was—and a very nice pair. They did marvelous things for her figure, hugging her hips and her slim thighs. Her blouse was rather nice too, not too dressy but not a t-shirt either, and she had her makeup and hair done, those pretty eyes of hers rimmed with winged liner that made them look even wider than they were. Her hair was pulled back from her face, the silken waves of it styled into a beautiful and complex fishtail braid.

“So am I,” I assured her, glancing down at my rather informal attire. “I don’t think that they’re going to mind.”

She looked unconvinced as she glanced through the windows at the front of the restaurant. “I’m so embarrassed. If I’d known, I would’ve…” She trailed off there, leaving me to wonder where that sentence could have gone. She’d have what? Dressed up for the occasion? Oh, the thought of those sweet curves in a dress made my knees weak. I almost missed it when she asked, “What if they don’t let us in?”

“Perish the thought. We’ve got a reservation,” I told her, taking her by the hand and gently leading her into the restaurant. “Just let me do all the talking.”

The moment we entered, I had to suppress a gag. Playing over the speakers was the exact same music you hear whenever an establishing shot of Paris shows up in a god-awful rom-com, along with a montage of mimes and the Eiffel tower. I almost wanted to walk back out and find somewhere a little more down-to-Earth.

“Pardonne-moi, m’sieur, but we have a strict—” the maître d’ began.

I shoved a hundred-dollar bill into his hand with a smile. “Bastille,” I said, ignoring whatever indignant noise that was coming from beneath that moustache of his. “Party of two.”

I could have sworn that that poor bastard was going to try to argue with me—right up until a manager rushed out and pushed him aside.

“Right this way, Mr. Bastille,” the much portlier man said, waving us toward a corner booth that seemed perfectly secluded—or what passed for secluded, in a place like this. He leaned into me a little closer than I’d have liked and added, conspiratorially, “My daughter is a huge fan.”

“Is she?” I beamed at him, hoping my enthusiasm would dissuade any further closeness. “That’s brilliant! Does she want an autograph?”

“That would be wonderful, Mr. Bastille,” the manager said, practically falling over himself to get us seated. “Please, have a seat and I’ll have a waiter with you in just a moment. And I’ll get you something to sign…”

“Take your time,” I said, smiling as he tottered off.

Elizabeth, however, didn’t seem nearly as pleased as I would have thought she’d be. As she sat down in the booth, she began chewing on her lip, her brows furrowed in a way that created cute little divots above her nosebridge.

“Something wrong, love?” I asked, as I sat down opposite her. I quickly ran back through everything I’d done since we came here, and for the life of me, I couldn’t pick out a single thing that might be considered wrong. Well, except for the faux-pas on the dress code.

“I don’t…” She heaved a frustrated sigh and then forced a smile, shrugging as she looked around. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just not used to being treated like this.”

“Like what?” I asked, following her gaze as it roamed. I thought women liked places like this. Then again, my knowledge of legitimate dates involved less of my own experience, more of secondhand teachings. Either I’d heard stories from some of my mates, or I’d seen on TV that this was supposed to be how it goes. But maybe something had gotten a bit lost in translation along the way.

“Fancy restaurants? Cars picking me up?” She shook her head. “It’s just not how people do things here. Or at least, it’s not something that’s ever been done for me.”

“I’m not trying to show off. I just thought we could get a bit more privacy here so we could talk. You didn’t ask to get tangled up in this mess, and I want to make things right.”

“It’s not just your fault,” she said quietly. “It takes two to tango…”

After the waiter came by with water and to take our drink orders I said softly to her, “Do you remember anything about that night? Anything at all?”

She gave another little shrug and ran a finger around the rim of her water glass. “I remember a few things…”

I cocked a brow at her. “How much?”

Elizabeth looked at me then. God, were her eyes striking. “Enough to know that I wanted to make the biggest mistake of my life…”

Ducking my head sheepishly, I said, “Ah. Well at least there’s that.”

“Liz…” I started. Then I looked up at her with a wince. “Is ‘Liz’ all right, love? I know no ‘Lizzie,’ but…”

“Liz is fine,” she said, and even afforded me a little smile. “Go ahead. I’m listening.”

Carding my fingers through my hair, I collected myself and then continued. “I know I’m not the kind of man you’d have chosen for this, but we can make the best of this situation. I think you deserve that much from me.”

Liz considered me carefully. “So is that what dinner is all bout?” she asked, leaning back in her seat slightly, her gaze pensive. “Are you still trying to get me to go along with your manager’s little game?”

I sighed, rubbing my face in frustration.

“Tessa is a royal bitch, but like it or not, this is something that needs to be handled so neither of us get thrown under the bus. We can’t change the circumstances that brought us here. I know you’ve seen the tabloids and the news. They think you’re some kind of gold-digger who tricked me into marriage. They don’t think I’m the kind of guy who settles down without some fucked up ulterior motive.”

“And they think you’re some filthy British rockstar who knocked up a slutty bimbo,” she replied coldly. “Is it so hard to believe maybe I just wanted to let loose for once in my life? You were supposed to stay in Las Vegas damnit! Isn’t that how it works?”

She flattened her lips into a thin line and bowed her head, blinking rapidly. I grabbed her hand and gave it a little squeeze. That’s when the lyrics to one of my songs came to mind.

“I confess, I’m a mess

Saying ‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t clean it up

You’re like chess in a dress—

I don’t know the moves, and I’m completely fucked…”

Liz laughed a little as I quietly sang, looking up at me through her lashes. I grinned and took her other hand in mine as well. Her laugh was the perfect complement to my song.

“Everything’s gonna be all right. You’ll see. We’ll make this work.”

“And you think it’s going to be that easy? Just play nice and everything is lollipops and gumdrops?” she asked.

“I’m running up a tab, hoping and dreaming

You’ll burn just like whiskey when you finally ask me,

‘Why don’t you just drop dead?’ ”

It was one of the songs that Tessa had convinced me to write way back when. She’d wanted pathos and heartache, the story of a man pining after a relationship gone wrong.

“What’s that one called?” she asked, and now her voice sounded just a little steadier than it had before.

“Ah.” I rubbed my thumbs over her knuckles. “That’d be the classic hit, If I Had Three Wishes I’d Waste Two On You and One On the Booze.”

Liz laughed again, surreptitiously wiping at her eyes. “What’s the deal with the long name?”

“It’s a matter of artistic integrity,” I answered. “Can’t be a real pop-punk-emo-rock-star without it.”

For the first time, the silence that fell over Liz and I was a comfortable one, broken only by her occasional sniffle. She still hadn’t let go of my hand, and I’d be damned if I was going to make her. It felt good to comfort her, to affect some change in her life that wasn’t horrific. For the first time, I felt like I was actually helping.

“I suppose you’re about to have some more material,” she said. “What kind of run-on title do you give to a song about a marriage and a pregnancy born from a drunken stupor?”

“I’ll have to think on that one,” I said with faux pensivity. I eyed her. “Does that mean that you’ll give this a try?”

“For now,” Liz agreed at length, and after another moment of silence.

“For now,” I nodded back, smiling as food finally arrived at our table.

“So what do we do next?” she asked quietly.

“I think we eat, and see where things go. No pressure, no expectations. For now it’s a sham marriage, but maybe it doesn’t have to stay that way.”

I leaned back and away from the table, but still she did not take her hand from mine. This was progress, even if it meant I had to eat with my left hand. It wasn’t long before I noticed a quick flash or two coming from one of the windows. They’d caught us holding hands, and I already knew that photo would be all over the damn news tomorrow. It really couldn’t have gone better if I’d planned it.

And yet I felt a little sad that the paparazzi had finally arrived. This moment should have been mine and Liz’s alone. To her credit, she put on a smile and pretended not to notice. That was good, because every time she smiled I wasn’t sure when I was going to see that expression again.

“You know, this is almost nice.”

“Did you expect anything less? You don’t seem like the kind of girl who’d marry an asshole,” I replied, laughing.

Swallowing one last bite, Liz lifted her eyes again to settle her gaze on my face. I held her stare. “Maybe I was being a little crazy, but I think I saw the actual Julian Bastille the night we met. And he’s a man I think I could like… Tequila did the rest.”

I let out a breath. Like me? Well, that was a start, even disregarding the tequila. Women threw themselves at me and men wanted to be me, but I couldn’t exactly count them as friends… or more than friends…

“I just wish I could remember more about the honeymoon suite,” she said, giving me a little smile.

“I must have done something right, or we wouldn’t be in this little predicament…”

“Maybe you did,” Liz replied. “God, this whole situation is just so… fucked. I slept with the hottest guy in Britain and all I have to show for it is a hangover, a Vegas wedding, and a baby. I mean, I’ve just pissed off an entire island of women, and I don’t even get to brag about what it was like.”

A waiter closed the blinds on yet another window as Liz finished off the food on her plate, blocking us from view from the growing crowd outside.

“Do you want to find out?”

“Do I want to find out what?” she replied, laughing nervously.

“What it was like?” I answered slowly, the words rolling off almost like a lyric to a new song.



THE RIDE back to my hotel room took way too fucking long, and the elevator ride seemed even slower. We’d stayed close the whole way, the building tension between us almost unbearable. It was everything I could do not to pin her up against the wall of this elevator and fuck her senseless.

“So how much do you remember?” I finally asked her as the doors slipped open, walking her down the hall toward my room.

“More than you, I think. But I don’t know if you were any good…”

“You could always make something up and spare me my dignity,” I offered. “I take great care in being the kind of lay you can at least reflect upon with some modicum of pride.”

Liz looked me up and down as I swiped the hotel card and swept her up off the floor to carry her into the room. I got the impression she was sizing me up. I puffed out my chest and she laughed as I closed the door behind us and tossed her onto the king sized bed.

“I might have had too much tequila, but I’m pretty sure not all of the rumors are true.”

“Well, I suppose that depends, doesn’t it?” I asked thoughtfully, joining her on the bed and leaning back on my elbows.

She turned her head over her shoulder to look at me. “On what?”

“On just what they say.”

Again, she rolled her eyes. “What they say borders on the absurd. I’m sure I’d have remembered if that stuff was true.”

“Oh?” I peaked my brows. “Do they say I’ve got a foot-long and an insatiable lust for post-coital cuddling with a pint of brownie ice cream? If so, then I’m afraid that you’ll be disappointed on one of those fronts.”

Her eyes sparkled with a kind of mischief I hadn’t seen in her before. “So you’re not a cuddler, then?”

I grinned. “Lactose intolerant, love. I can cuddle for days… Come on. Tell me what they say about me.” Playfully, I smacked my knee into hers. “Stroke my ego a bit, after how thoroughly you demolished it the other day.”

“Well…” Liz said, eyes sliding skyward as she thought. “They say you’ve got a reputation for… stamina. Pretty sure I remember that being true.”

I grinned even wider. “What else?”

“And I know that you’ve got quite the tongue,” she said, her skin blushing red.

“Is that it?”

“No.” She didn’t continue.

I bumped my knee into hers again. “Well?”

“Well… maybe you haven’t got a ‘foot-long,’ but…” She actually did the air quotes, and it made me laugh. “I remember you’re blessed… Maybe…”

I howled. “Blessed! Is that the word for it?”

Liz threw up her hands. “What did you want me to say? ‘Well-hung’?”

“Only if you think it’s true.”

“Like so much else about that night, I don’t know. Maybe my own drunken brain was exaggerating. If it were so big, wouldn’t I remember it a bit better?”

“You were as hammered as I was! At any rate, how do I know you weren’t awful and I was the amazing one?”

“Oh please. You wanted in my pants so bad you married me! And besides, if you were as good as all that, I would have remembered.”

“And by your own logic, if you were as good as all that, I would remember.”

Liz regarded me for a moment, lips pursed. After a time, she conceded the point with a muttered, “Touché.”

Oh, I liked this side of her. As irksome as it was, it was also exciting.

“I guess there’s only one way to settle this,” I ventured. I wasn’t sure if I was really hitting on her, or just trying to get a rise out of her again. I suspected it might be a bit of both. As expected, she laughed, giving me a bit of a push.

“Is that how it is? You expect me to hop into bed with you just like that?”

“You did follow me home… What’s the harm in having another go?”

She arched a brow at me.

“I’m your husband,” I reminded her. That gave her pause, one I took a bit more pleasure than intended in. “That’s who I am—the man you decided you wanted so damn badly that you just had to tie me down. Besides, don’t pretend you haven’t been thinking about this ever since you ran out on me that morning…”

Liz shook her head at me. Her smile had softened a little. “You’re the worst,” she teased. And that was the thing—I could tell it was a tease this time. She didn’t actually mean it. And that meant the world.

“I could be,” I admitted, completely subverting the intention of what she’d said. “But there’s only one way to find out.”

Tentatively, instead of pushing her with my leg this time, I laid mine against hers. I felt her tense, but she didn’t move away. She merely looked down, a grin on her face as she said, “This is a terrible idea. You know that, right?”

“Those are the best kinds,” I countered, grazing my thigh past hers. She tensed again, but I swore she moved against me a little, pressing nearer. I felt like a schoolboy all over again, butterflies in my stomach and jitters in my hands. “You always end up with the most interesting stories afterwards.”

“We tried this once,” she protested weakly. “It didn’t exactly work out.”

“You don’t know that, and neither do I. Didn’t you say you wished you could remember?”

“I…” she bit her lip. “Well, yes, but…”

“So…” I leaned a bit closer to her, slowly allowing my gaze to slip from her eyes to her mouth. “Why don’t you let me have a go at jogging that memory of yours?”

Liz swallowed hard. I could see the flutter of her pulse in her neck and watched as it quickened. Lifting my hand, I brought my fingertips to her cheek and softly traced from the hollow of her cheek to just under her jaw. Her pupils dilated and a sharp intake of breath followed as I brushed my palm down over her collar bone.

“Do you remember anything?” I asked her.

Slowly, she shook her head. “No. Not yet…”

One after the other, I let loose the buttons of her blouse. Her stomach trembled when I caressed a trail up to her breasts with my knuckles. “Now?”

Liz made a small noise I took to be an answer in the negative. Smirking, I bowed my head and pressed my lips to the dip in her throat, eliciting another sound. I parted my lips, the tip of my tongue laying flat against her skin to savor the taste of her.

She squirmed. “That feels…”

“Familiar?” I asked, kissing her sternum now, just above the twin swells of her breasts.

Liz’s pulse quickened again. “No. It feels… good.” When I nipped at the top of one breast, she gasped. “So good…”

Taking her ribs in my hands, I laid her on her back upon the bed, my affections drawing a line that led down past her navel. The temperature of her flesh flared beneath my ministrations, burning my mouth. She lifted her knees to make room for my body between them and I groaned at her acquiescence, hardening against the mattress.

It was hard to believe there was a life inside her right this moment, just a few inches below where I was kissing her. When she arched for me, I looked up to see she’d tossed her head back, pretty hair fanning over the pillow behind her. I smirked. Perhaps there was one way in which I could tell Liz was pregnant—she certainly did have a glow about her.

“You’re not playing fair,” she whined, looking down at me as I began to unzip her jeans. I tugged them down from her hips, dragging my nails very lightly over the backs of her knees in the process, then threw the offending denim to the floor.

“All’s fair in love and war,” I told her, lowering myself even further to feather my attentions along the center seam of her panties. When I reached the expanse of cloth shielding her slit from me, I took a nice, deep breath of her and blew it back out across the dampness there. Liz moaned.

“Oh, Jesus.” The sheen of her lust had reached her inner thighs, glistening in the dim light of the room. I chuckled low, letting the vibrations of it tease her.

“Remember anything yet, love?”

Liz bit her lip and looked down at me, threading her fingers through my hair. I leaned into her touch, savoring the tingling sting of her nails in my scalp. “No, goddamn you.”

I laughed again, lightly pulling aside her panties to slip my fingers inside them. With all the lightness I could muster, I brought my finger down from the apex of her cleft to the bottom of it, testing her center. I found her hot and soaking. “Relax. It’s no fun unless you actually let go a little bit.”

“Easy for you to say,” she breathed, moaning as I teased open her inner folds. “You’re not worried about the consequences.”

For just a moment, I stopped touching her and looked up the line of her body, raising my brows. “Just what is there to lose, love? Worried I’ll get you more pregnant than you already are? I know I’m quite the virile male, but I don’t think I’m that virile.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sakes,” Liz groaned. “Shut up, Julian.” And then she grabbed the back of my head, pushing my face between her thighs.

I offered no complaints. This was exactly where I wanted to be. Though I was a bit surprised by her forwardness. I wasn’t sure she’d had it in her, until now.

Easily I found her clit, pushing her panties all the way to the side so I could flick my tongue against it in earnest. Liz arched, toes curling as I plundered the most sensitive parts of her, coaxing from between her lips the rasping moans I’d been looking for. Wantonly, she bucked against my mouth, and I hummed with appreciation for the flavor of her desire. Seemed as though once Liz got going, she transformed into quite the wildcat. Spreading her wider with my fingers, I doubled down on the pleasure I applied to her sweet little bundle of nerves.

“That feels so good,” she said, running her tongue over her lips. “I remember this…”

“And you had your doubts,” I murmured, withdrawing from her soaked pussy and undressing myself in short order. Liz’s eyes went right to my tattoos, admiring them in a way I hadn’t really experienced before. There was a sort of reverence in her gaze, a real appreciation for the art rather than just a pretty young thing getting visual confirmation she was about to have her bad boy fantasy fulfilled. She reached out, stroking along the outside edge of my abs where the gigantic koi curved toward my hip.

Using her feet, she slid my boxers down. My dick throbbed eagerly as the fabric slid over it, and Liz gasped when she saw it.

“You… you have a piercing?”

I laughed at the wide-eyed look she was giving me. “I guess you really don’t remember, huh?”

She blushed fiercely. “If I said ‘yes,’ would you still finish trying to remind me?”

As I removed my boxers completely, I worked next on getting Liz’s panties onto the floor. “Hmm. I suppose I could.”

Sitting partway up, she reached for me, one bra strap falling down her shoulder as she did. “Then I remember a few things, I think. Like this…” And she oh-so-lightly ran her fingertips from the base of my shaft to just below the tip, ghosting her touch across the stainless steel ring there in a way that made my cock throb in anticipation.

“Oh, hell,” I groaned, hissing in a gulp of air through my teeth. “Now who’s not being fair?”

“I thought you said all was fair in love and war?” she replied, making the same motion with much the same result. The low, aching pulse she inspired was so intense it resonated in my balls. I sank my teeth into my lower lip as I ranged over her, using one hand to pull the cups of her bra down and expose her perfect tits.

“It is,” I told her, “but only when I have the advantage.” She wrapped her fingers around me completely, stroking my length, and I bowed my head to take one of her nipples between my teeth and gingerly pull.

I thought perhaps I was starting to remember, too—that being so intimate with Liz again had finally activated my sensory recall. Vague images of her fingers twined with mine, her ankles locked high around my back, and those gorgeous breasts heaving as I thrust into her flashed through my mind’s eye. The sound of her breathless panting echoed in my head. I knew with absolute certainty that we’d been here before.

That made this experience entirely new to me, but in a different way. I wasn’t the sort of man who slept with a girl more than once. It just seemed easier for everyone that way—we parted ways with smiles on our faces, not nursing broken hearts. Liz would be the first woman in many, many years I’d taken pleasure in ravishing a second time. Then again, she was the first woman in many, many years I actually wanted to.

“What’s wrong?” she asked me as I hovered above her, hesitating. I raised my gaze to meet hers and found a heady mix of both lust and concern there. “Julian?”

I shook my head, putting on a smile for her. “Not a damn thing, love. You’re just bloody perfect. That’s all.”

And that was a little intimidating—the idea that a woman like Liz wanted to fuck a man like me. That twice now, I’d talked her into bed when she should have been with someone who wasn’t such a colossal fuck-up. Oh, how I wanted her—how that brilliant light inside her appealed to me—but putting my hands on her divine curves reminded me of how filthy I was.

Still, I wasn’t about to disappoint. And so I rose to the occasion.

I kissed her, and time stopped. With some guidance from her hand, I’d positioned myself at her entrance and could feel each shiver she gave in prolonged fashion, my world slowed by virtue of the solace I found against her lips. For a moment, there was simply nothing that existed outside of her save for me. She, and the sensation of breaching her, became my entire universe.

Her lips were scorching upon mine, heated through by the passion and elation coursing through us in equal measure. It took me several moments of breathless wonder to realize I’d slid into her all the way to the hilt, that I’d left no quarter within her for anything else but my cock. As I drew away, Liz looked up at me with her bruised and bitten mouth slightly agape, like she’d never been so full before. Grasping her hands and fitting her fingers through mine in hopes she would remember, I angled my hips and drew a steep breath as I plunged again, my spine tingling with a craven shudder.

“Julian,” she whispered, rolling her hips to meet mine. The rendezvous wrested a snarl from deep in my throat. “Slow… slow…”

I nodded to her. Usually, that was not a word in my vocabulary—it wasn’t that the act was ever quick, per se, but it was never gentle. It was always a flurry of motion, a locomotive churning. Fucking, not making love. Just sticking my dick in something over and over until we were both satisfied enough to call it quits.

Once again, things with Liz were going different. For so long, every day of my life had seemed exactly the same. I grunted and swallowed the unbidden lump of emotion in my throat as I obeyed her command, rocking into her in a slow, methodical rhythm, ensuring neither of us lost even the slightest sensation to the blur of somatic bliss a less patient pace wrought.

She clutched me to her, fingers leaving hot, stinging trails down my back. We pressed out foreheads together and I inhaled each one of Liz’s sighs, murmuring a few of my own against her lips as her cries steadily became more frenetic. Those ankles locked behind my back just as they had the first time I’d taken her, ensuring I stayed in place. No longer was it a mystery how she’d gotten pregnant with this as her strategy. I smirked.

“Get your fingers in the gears, love,” I encouraged her, taking her earlobe between my teeth and lightly tugging. “I want to feel you coming around me. I need to… ah…” Her inner muscles tightened in response to my love bite, and I just barely held it together. “I need to feel it when you lose control.”

Liz slid her hand down her body, and I watched as her fingers came to settle at the place of our joining. The way she squirmed on me was heavenly, and those hungry motions only became more pronounced as the friction of her touch did its work. With her head tipped back like this, hair spilling around her, she looked like a goddamn angel. I kissed each of her closed eyelids and then her forehead, pushing forward onto my knees until her hips were off the mattress.

At this angle, I had unfettered access to her fathoms. Though evidently, our first time had been bareback as well, I couldn’t remember the sensation of it—so I basked in it now, thinking of how, before Liz, there’d been no one else I’d been inside without a barrier. Skin-on-skin felt amazing, and not only in a physical sense. There was a kind of closeness involved that transcended the meeting of our bodies and, in some ways, felt more like a meeting of our souls.

I pushed one of her legs back, grasping the back of her knee, and then kissed her calf as I sought to know her even deeper than before. Liz wailed in the most glorious way, keening for me as if nothing in her life had ever felt better. I knew for me it hadn’t. This was the pinnacle of all the pleasure I’d experienced. Any other woman in my life simply couldn’t compare. There was no competition to be won—Liz had taken the prize, and the effortless way she did it made me feel like she wasn’t even playing the same game as everyone else.

“Don’t stop,” she begged of me, and I had to bite my lip to keep myself from disappointing her in that regard. The husky tremble of her voice nearly drove me over the edge each time it sounded. I was just barely hanging on. “Please, Julian. I’m so close…”

I pushed her hand away abruptly, eliciting a short, almost indignant cry. But when I pressed my thumb into her clit a moment later, I heard no more complaints. Looking down at her stretched beneath me, giving me so much for so little in return, it reminded me that I needed to take responsibility for something. And I could start with taking responsibility for Liz’s orgasm.

It didn’t take long to send her into a fit of ecstasy. I continued to abrade her bundle of nerves with my thumb, hissing through my teeth as Liz thrashed and bared her throat to me. The arc of her body was so perfect, so graceful, and the way she gripped the pillows until her knuckles whitened was just too much to bear. I felt a tell-tale pulse rush through me, and a moment later, the rippling clench of her pussy took me over the edge and brought all that rapture into a single point of focus. I spilled into her on the back of a startled groan, the bucking of my hips taking on an erratic cadence as the most intense climax of my life overtook me.

There was a certain clarity in the spasming of my muscles, a certain sense of knowing. And in those scant few moments I could hang on to it, I knew this: whatever this had started out as between me and Liz, it was turning into something altogether different. There was a bond stronger than political necessity well on its way to wrapping itself around our hearts. Or at least, on my end it was. But the look in her eyes just now, the warmth with which she beheld me… I wanted to believe that meant something more than just a comfort lay. I wanted to believe it was the start of something genuine, something real.

Between the orgasm and the revelation, I found myself dizzy. Very gently, I let myself fall forward onto my hands on top of her, holding myself inside just a moment longer so I could feel the fading resonance of our shared bliss. I kissed her lips, once, twice, and then again for good measure. I didn’t even care if I could breathe, when my mouth was on hers. All that mattered was that I could feel her. Nothing else struck me as being quite as important to my continued survival.

Jesus, I thought to myself in the afterglow, allowing myself a small laugh as she smiled against my lips. If she fucked me like this the first go around, then no wonder I bloody well married her…




 

ELIZABETH

I ’d had no idea anyone could be so good at sex.

Julian Bastille was… an experience. I now realized that the tales Jen had told weren’t exaggerations in the slightest—if anything, they failed to fully capture the extent of his prowess. It had little to do with the mechanics of the act itself, though he was awfully good there. It was that he invested himself in the act in a way I’d never seen before, committing so completely that it was easy for me to feel like I was the only woman in the entire world.

“Holy shit,” I breathed, a slow, lazy smile spreading across my face as he lay next to me, arm draped across my stomach. “That was incredible.”

“I aim to please,” he rumbled, and for the first time since I’d met him, I was actually starting to enjoy that accent of his. I didn’t think I’d ever been so at peace. The weight of Julian’s arm over me brought about a sense of comfort and safety I hadn’t felt in such a long time. I was prepared to drift off into sleep right then and there.

“I guess now I’ve got something to brag about,” I teased as I turned onto my side to face him. “I don’t think I’ve ever come that hard in all my life.”

Julian’s eyes glinted as he looked down at me, stroking my hair back from my face. “Well, there’s plenty more where that came from, love.” The effortless way he could produce a quip, which had annoyed me before, now just about melted my ovaries. I sighed into him as he drew me close, kissing the crown of my head and tucking me beneath his chin.

We were silent for several moments, the two of us utterly entwined and neither one willing to move. If you’d told me just twenty-four hours ago that I’d be naked in Julian Bastille’s arms, and enjoying it, I would have laughed straight in your face. And yet here I was, doing just that. And as content as the cat who ate the cream, no less.

I was starting to think maybe I’d been wrong about him. Not only was Julian amazing in the sack, but the more time I spent with him, the more I began to see a side of him that they never showed on the gossip shows and in the tabloids. The Julian Bastille I saw now was tender and sweet, someone who might actually be father-, and even husband-material if he ever got his act together. This wasn’t the smart-ass, selfish boozehound and playboy that I had come to expect. This was a man worth knowing. Worth trusting, even.

Was this really happening? Was I actually considering this man to not only be the father of the kid growing inside of me, but also my husband?

I blame the endorphins, I thought, trying to assuage myself of any lingering guilt about these conflicting thoughts. They’ve got to account for some of this insanity. Right?

But no amount of mental gymnastics were enough to wash away the warm and fuzzies. With a reluctant grumble, I kissed over Julian’s bicep and shoulder, following the path of his tattoos. When I got to his pec, he chuckled and stirred beside me.

“Are you trying to get me started on round two?” he asked. I was glad I was lying down—the gravelly purr of his voice made my knees weak.

“Maybe,” I hummed, rousing his nipple to attention with my tongue. He twitched against me, and not unpleasantly. “Actually, I was going to ask what these mean.”

“Which?” he asked, cocking his head at me. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

I took in the spread of ink that drifted down one whole side of his body. After a time, I let my fingertips settle upon the scales of the koi near his hip bone, painted in splashes of gold and atomic tangerine. “This one.”

“Ah,” Julian said, “that’s the one everyone always asks about.” He shifted slightly to give me better access to its full span. “It’s in memory of my grandmother.”

I looked up at him then. That was certainly not the answer I had expected. “Your grandmother?”

“Mmhm.” Julian trailed his fingers up and down my arm as I flared my fingers across the delicate line work of his tattoo. “It was something she used to say to me when I was younger. Something I’ve kept with me all these years. She told me koi are unique among goldfish, as they’ll grow to fit whatever size container you keep them in. Raise them in tight quarters, they’ll only get as big as a few inches. But put them in a pond and nourish them?” He chuckled. “The biggest ever caught was a hundred and ten centimeters. That’s a bit over forty-three inches to you Americans. Three and a half feet of fish.”

“And that stuck with you?” Granted, that was one enormous carp, but it hardly seemed like the kind of thing you commemorated on your skin. “Why?”

Julian smiled. It was a wistful, almost melancholy one. “Because it was a metaphor, love. She told me about the koi to encourage me not to put myself in too small a box. She believed in me when no one else did. She always wanted me to branch out, to find a bigger pond. She didn’t want me to grow up stunted. She wanted me to grow as big as I possibly could.” His smile faded. “Sometimes I think I let her down, in that regard.”

“You don’t think she’d have been proud of you—Julian Bastille, the rising star?”

With a shrug, he met my gaze again. “Maybe. But the last couple of years, I’ve settled, haven’t I? Let it all slip through my fingers. I’ve given so much of my power away to people like Tessa, and if you can believe, even worse sorts than that. Just… emptied myself out until it seemed there was nothing left for me anymore.” He drew a breath, then smiled. “You should probably know I’ve never told anyone that before.”

I leaned into his touch as he traced the swirling curvature of my ear. “About feeling like you’ve failed?”

He shook his head. “No. I’ve told a fair few people that before. They just never seemed to care. I meant the tattoo.”

Touching it again, I asked him, “I thought you said everyone asks you about it?”

A faint smirk curled the edges of his lips like parchment smoldering. “I never said I answered them.”

My breath caught in my throat as I realized Julian was entrusting me with an enormous secret. This wasn’t something I’d find on his fan page—it wasn’t even something someone like Jen would know. This was as personal as it got: an admission of regret and a memory that, until now, he’d been the only one to keep.

“But you answered me,” I said softly. “Why?”

Julian pressed his hand to the small of my back, drawing me even closer to his body. “Because if anyone on this earth ever deserved to know me, it’s you, love.”

He kissed me again, this time on the mouth, and there was nothing I could do but submit. The press of his lips was like a warm blanket around my shoulders, fending off the chill of reality and making me think of far more pleasant things—winters I’d sat in front of the fireplace with my cousins, blocking out the sounds of my parents fighting by engaging in the fairy tales they told. Those were the days when a cup of hot chocolate with marshmallows could solve everything, at least for a little while.

Julian’s kiss brought me back to a place where that was possible. God help me, I thought, allowing him to envelop me in his arms and delighting in the smell of him—sex and cologne and something else that was entirely Julian Bastille. This might not actually turn out so bad, after all.

And then he had to open his mouth and ruin it.

“Speaking of knowing one another,” he said, pulling back enough to look down at me again. “I wanted to talk to you about how we’re going to be… well, making our living arrangements.”

I frowned at him. “Do we absolutely have to talk about this now?” I’d just been getting comfortable with the idea that Julian was a real person. Discussing our little charade was going to taint that.

“Well, I… we want people to think that this is real, don’t we?” he asked, an awkward smile crossing his lips. “It’s rather important to our cause. So… I thought maybe you should come live with me in London. At least for a while—you know, for the duration of our romance.”

Just like that, all the warmth I’d felt toward him faded away, sapped straight out of my heart by the cold and callous way he jumped right back into the scenario that was most financially lucrative for him. It made me question whether I’d been wrong about Julian in a different way. Maybe these tender moments weren’t him being real. Maybe they were him being manipulative. Maybe he was showing me what he thought I wanted to see, hoping to soften me up to obeying his every whim. In fact, that sounded exactly like something Tessa would have instructed him to do.

It was all so clear now: Julian had me on a leash. Every time I strayed too far from his machinations, he put on the puppy dog eyes and reeled me back in. I felt like an idiot. How had I not seen this before now? Why did it always take jumping into bed with this man for me to realize what a bad idea it was?

“I… I don’t think that’s going to work for me, Julian,” I said, my voice so soft that even I could barely hear myself speak. “In fact, I’m not sure just how comfortable I am with this anymore.”

“Liz,” he said, trying to placate me with a gentle touch on my shoulder. I pulled back from his hand as though he’d scalded me, suddenly unable to tolerate the mere idea of physical contact with him. Turning away, I sat on the edge of the bed.

“I’m going to get dressed,” I told him. “And I’d really like to do it alone.”

I felt him sit up behind me, moving to circle my waist with his arm. “Hey, love, hey. What happened? What’d I say? Is living in London such a terrible idea?” Once upon a time, the rough scratch of his stubble on my neck and shoulder had made my body sing. Now it just made my skin crawl. “It’s really great over there. You’ll see. There’s so much I could show you, so many places I’m just dying to—”

There it was again. The moment I began to withdraw, to show any signs of thinking for myself, I was bombarded with sweet nothings and candied promises. I put my face in my hands, laughing disdainfully at myself. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice…

“Julian,” I gritted, wrenching out of his grasp. “Just go, okay?” When he didn’t move, I reiterated, louder, “Get out of here.”

“This is my room, love…”

“And I’m asking you to leave. I need a little time to think.”

“At least promise me you’ll stay here… Share the hotel room with me. You’re my wife, and this place is as much yours as it is mine.”

I kept my face covered as he slipped out of the sheets. I heard him place his feet on the floor, heard him moving toward the end of the bed where our clothes were strewn. He gathered his without saying a word, and just as silently, he padded out into the common area of our suite stark-naked. He must have been; I hadn’t heard him put his clothes on. I only lifted my head once I’d heard the door to his room open and shut again.

All this is ever going to be for him is just some publicity arrangement, I thought numbly, wrapping my arms around myself as hot, shameful tears welled in my eyes. I’d slept with that bastard again—this time of my own free will—and all I got for it was a reminder that I was nothing more than an opportunity for a headline or two. Just a cash cow… and a pregnant one, at that.

Come on, Liz, said a voice from the back of my head—one I should have listened to from the start. You knew this was too good to be true. Happiness always comes with a catch. And this time, the catch is that none of what you’re being sold is real.




 

JULIAN

I  wonder if a day could go by that I don’t shove my foot right into my howling screamer, I wondered as I sat in a corner booth in the hotel restaurant, shades on and a tumbler of Jack in my hand. This was the first drink I’d touched since my dinner with Liz…

After she kicked me out of the bedroom, I threw on my clothes and headed downstairs for a bit of fresh air. Or at least, that was what I’d fooled myself into believing. The reality was I’d headed straight for the bar. It really didn’t take much for me to give up, did it? I’d proved that time and time again. All I would ever be was a grade-A fuck up. What was the use in fighting it?

“Thought I might find you here. You look like you’ve been better,” Tessa said as she sat down across from me. I immediately took a drink. To deal with her, I was going to need something to take the edge off. “What happened?”

I snorted. “Unless you can spin it into yet another money-grubbing scheme, why the hell would you care?”

This succubus actually had the gall to look wounded. “How can you ask me something like that?” she asked. “After everything we’ve been through, after all I’ve done, how could you think that I don’t care about you?”

She moved to place her hand upon mine across the table. I pulled away and sat back, shaking my head.

“She’s pissed, Tessa,” I said, turning my gaze elsewhere. I didn’t want to entertain any crocodile tears. “Haven’t even been married for more than a month, and my wife already hates me. Is there an award for ‘worst husband of the year’? Because I’m fairly sure I’ve earned it.”

Out of my periphery, I saw Tessa roll her eyes. Typical—she wanted to know every last detail of my life, pulled the “but I care” card, and then ended up ridiculing me all the same. It was never any different with her. It was never any different with anyone.

“Oh, relax,” she said, her tone scathing. “It’s not like she’s really your wife. Your marriage is bullshit, just like the Elvis impersonator who married you.”

Maybe, technically speaking, Tessa was right. Maybe Liz wasn’t really my wife—at least, not in any way that involved actually being in love. But the more time I spent with her, the more I felt like maybe we could have something real. Of course, I’d just cocked that all up, hadn’t I, going on about our ruse right after we’d shared something so intimate with one another.

That’s not how you ask a girl to move in with you, you twat, I told myself as the whiskey warmed my guts. You don’t make her feel like she’s just another set piece in your oh-so-glamorous life. And you certainly don’t dress it up as a charade that will come crashing down as you’ve got your money’s worth!

“You just need to keep Little Miss Vegas in line long enough for this plan of ours to pay off,” Tessa continued, though I was hardly paying her much mind. I had so much more to think about than some stupid scheme to get me on the cover of the New York Times or the National Enquirer. Liz, and how badly I’d screwed up with her, was the only thing I currently found worth thinking about.

I thought about the way Elizabeth’s eyes had refused to even meet mine as I’d left the room, how she’d covered her face with her hands just so she wouldn’t have to look at me. I thought of how violently she’d torn herself from me, like she couldn’t even stand for me to touch her. Was this shame tightening my throat, making me grind my teeth this way? It had been so damned long since I’d been truly ashamed of anything that the sensation was utterly alien to me. I’d spent so long floating in and out of sobriety that even the word had all but left my vocabulary.

It felt like the memory of how I’d ruined a perfect moment was choking me. For so long, I had believed that true intimacy was for other people. I had coveted it, certainly, but I’d never actually thought it would fall into my lap the way it had with Liz up there. And then I’d sullied it, just the way I sullied everything else. How stupid I’d been, to think I could be the person Liz needed me to be—the person that my kid was going to need me to be. When it came down to it, I was a selfish, spoiled brat, and for that I had no one to blame for myself.

I swallowed hard past the lump in my throat, still feeling the burn of the last drink of my whiskey I’d taken. I was going to be a father, and all I knew was that I was woefully unprepared to meet that challenge. Tessa blathered on about some meeting she was having with another news network, and I was wondering whether I really wanted to let this whole thing go once the publicity stunt was over.

At this point… did it matter?

The whiskey in my hand felt so heavy, like a burden I was just itching to cast aside, and yet part of me wanted to keep holding onto it, to feel it scorch my throat again as it carried me into the sweet oblivion of intoxication—a land where my actions were barely my own and I couldn’t be blamed for being a complete and utter fool. But the longer I thought of Liz, the more the aftertaste of that whiskey turned sour on my tongue.

Maybe there’s a chance that I could be better, if I actually tried for once, I thought, setting the tumbler of Jack down on the table. Tessa was still prattling on, despite my rather obvious inattention. If I didn’t pull back at the last minute, maybe I could actually be worthy of something. Something good.

But was there even any truth to that? After the way that I’d behaved all these years, was there any turning back now? Or was this my one and only chance to become something more than just a drunken sex hound that only ever felt a connection when he got some barely legal groupie into his bed? The question tore at my insides, at the very fiber of my being, as I contemplated the crossroads I sat at.

“Earth to Julian,” Tessa called, eyebrows raised as she snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Are you listening to a word I’m saying?”

“Sorry,” I muttered, frowning as I pushed her hand away. “I guess I’m a little distracted, is all.”

“Well, you’d better focus,” she said, shaking her head as she started digging through her purse. “If this plan our ours doesn’t go the way we want it to, then your career is over—and this time, I won’t be able to do you any favors. We’ll be done, and I’ll be looking for a client that has some actual promise.”

“We have a contract,” I reminded her. The way she tutted me right after made me want to flip the table over.

“One that I have the power to break, should you insist on reneging on your duties. Really, Jules, you should know this. Or didn’t you read the terms all the way through—”

“Can you spend a second of your life not being a bitch?” I snapped, my voice a hissing whisper so as not to draw the attention of the other patrons. “For Christ’s sake, Tess, I am so tired of hearing about how my career is in constant peril! Can’t I just sit alone for once and make a decision about my life that doesn’t involve money—or you being a right cunt?”

“I beg your pardon?” she said, blinking as she tried to process my words. “You need to remember who the hell you’re talking to, Bastille—I discovered you!”

Her voice was rising to levels I wasn’t comfortable with, drawing stares from the men and women enjoying their dinner at other tables. She was going to cause a scene, if I let her—make sure someone recognized who I was and get a video on their phone.

No. That wasn’t going to happen. For once, Tessa was not going to get her away. Even if it meant conceding this battle in order to win the war.

“Forget it,” I said, shaking my head as I stood up from the table. I threw down enough cash for my bill plus a tip before I turned away from her and started heading for the elevators. “I’ve had a shit night. I’m going to bed.”

I could feel Tessa’s gaze practically burning holes into the back of my jacket as I left her there, seething, and without any outlet for it. Good, I thought. Let her feel what it’s like to be trapped in a situation where someone else has all the control.

I smashed my thumb into the call button for the elevator, wondering through a whiskey buzz about how I was going to convince Liz to even let me into the suite. There was only one real answer—and it was exactly what she deserved.

You have some apologizing to do, I thought as the elevator doors opened in front of me. I took a deep breath before boarding, feeling a lot like I was descending into hell, and this was my personal hand basket. A hell of a lot.




 

ELIZABETH

“I  can’t believe he did that,” Jen said over the phone. “How could he think that killing the mood like that would make things better? You don’t bring up some business deal after you’ve just gotten done getting busy!”

“I didn’t say I slept with him!” I protested.

“I’m sure you just sat his in hotel room and played scrabble, right?” Jen replied, laughing.

I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t help but let out a snort of laughter. Jen always knew how to take the worst things and turn them into something to laugh about—it was why she was so good at cheering me up when my life took a turn for the worst.

“I just don’t know if I want to be doing this anymore,” I said, sighing as I laid back down on the king-sized bed that Julian and I had shared barely two hours before. “I thought maybe we could make this work…”

“So does that mean that you’re starting to actually like Julian?” she asked, “You didn’t seem too happy the last time we talked… What’s changed?”

“I don’t know,” I replied, staring up at the ceiling as I tried to find a way to put it into words. “It’s like the more time I actually spend around him—private time, not time surrounded by his fans or hounded by his manager—the less of an asshole he is. But aside from all that… after what he said to me, I just feel so used. You know? Like these moments we share, where he does and says these sweet things… like they’re not real.”

“You said you had a few genuine moments with him,” Jen said around a mouthful of something that couldn’t be healthy for her. “Did he seem like that kind of person to you?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know.” A thought occurred to me. I sat up in bed. “Jen… you know Julian’s tattoos, right?”

I could hear the smirk in her tone. “I know of them.”

I rolled my eyes. “Do you know what they mean?”

“Um… well, there’s a lot of speculation,” she admitted. I could hear her balling up a paper wrapper. She’d finished her first course. “It’s kind of a special interest area for his fans, actually. There’re a lot of them who think it’s just your typical symbolism, or that he just liked the way the art looked, but plenty more of us think there’s a deeper meaning to it all. The pattern can’t be random. It has to be something way more personal.”

I could feel my heart in my throat. “You mean no one knows for sure? He’s never explained—not even in an interview, or to one of his groupies during pillow talk?”

Jen laughed. “No, never. Not that he hasn’t been asked, but he’s the kind of guy who likes to keep an air of mystery about him. Wait…” I practically heard the tumblers in her brain click into place. “Wait, did Julian tell you what his tattoos mean?”

I hesitated, trying to think of how to answer that question. He’d told me what they meant in confidence, and apparently, that much hadn’t been a lie. That floored me a little, to be honest. After things had gone sideways between us, I’d just figured it was another line, something to make me feel special so I’d trust him.

Now I knew for sure that wasn’t the case. Jen was the expert, after all. If he’d ever divulged the secrets of what his tattoos meant, she would have known about it.

And I wasn’t sure how that made me feel. It should have been a relief, really, to know I hadn’t been lied to on the matter—but that just made it even more difficult to discern what Julian’s goal was. Where did the lies end the truth begin with him? The pattern can’t be random, Jen had said of his tattoos. If that went for all aspects of Julian’s life, then what the hell was I missing here?

Thankfully, I never did have to come up with an answer, because someone started knocking on the door to the suite.

“Everything all right?” Jen asked me.

“I think so,” I replied. “Someone’s here. I’ll talk to you later.”

I set my phone down on the nightstand and walked out of the bedroom and through the empty living area, peeking through the peephole to see who was out there.

Julian was standing outside, swaying back and forth on the balls of his feet. I slowly turned the knob on the door and opened it just a crack—just enough to peek out and get a better look at my so-called husband.

“Don’t you have a key?” I asked him, my tone as flat and emotionless as I could make it. I didn’t want him to know that I’d cried for almost an hour after he left, or that I was still pissed at him. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of any kind of reaction to his bullshit.

“I do,” he conceded, “but since you were mad at me when I left, I thought I’d knock first—seemed like the gentlemanly thing to do.”

“Not sure you’re one to talk about being gentlemanly, Julian,” I said. “What do you want?”

“A chance to make an apology,” he replied, offering a slight smile. I hated how cute he looked, how just the sight of him reminded me of how he’d felt inside of me.

“So,” I said, trying not to let my voice soften, “apologize.”

“I can’t come inside?” he asked, his smile going a bit wider in an attempt to charm me into opening the door. This was exactly why I didn’t trust him.

“Maybe,” I said. “If I like your apology.”

Julian let out a soft sight, hanging his head dramatically before his expression grew slightly more serious.

“Everything happening here is new to me. The baby, this marriage, whatever this relationship is between us… I know it’s not traditional. I’m used to focusing purely on my career, and you deserve more than that. Whatever happens between us, I promise I’ll do right by you and our child…”

I watched him for a few moments in silence, doing my best to keep my face free of expression. I wanted him to torture himself a bit with wondering whether I was going to let him off the hook or not.

“I suppose I can let you back in,” I said after he’d put on the cutest pout I’d ever seen on a man. I turned away from the crack in the door, determined not to let him see me smile as I opened it enough to let him through.

“Does this mean you forgive me?” he asked as he stepped inside, giving me a cautious smile as I closed the door behind him.

“No one ever said you were forgiven,” I warned. “All I said was that I’d let you in. You’re nowhere near being forgiven yet. Not until you explain what the hell you want from me.”

Julian paused, turning his gaze down toward the floor, his eyebrows knitting together. There was something in that look that broke my heart, as though he were trying to find the words to express something that dug deep into his soul.

“That’s… that’s fair,” he murmured, and once again that rakish mask dropped from his face. “Even though I’ve tried to do right by you, I haven’t been honest, have I? Not where it counts. And that’s the true problem here, isn’t it? You don’t feel like you know me. Like you can trust me.”

I didn’t reply. There was no need. Julian obviously knew what was wrong. Maybe he’d known from the start. That didn’t mean he could stop himself from making things worse. It didn’t mean that, when it came down to it, he had the wherewithal to help himself.

And that possibility frightened me in a way that was almost worse than all the others. If he wasn’t pulling a con on me—if he was sincere—but it turned out that the issue was willpower, rather than intent…

That told me he wasn’t especially good at curbing his nature. And that made me wonder… what, exactly, was the nature of Julian Bastille? There seemed to be two separate men in there who were completely at odds.

So instead of talking, I listened. And I watched him pace as he tried to explain, anxiously carding his fingers through his hair all the while.

“The truth about me, love… the truth is since I’ve been with you—since I’ve known about you being pregnant and about the marriage—I’ve felt like I have a chance to be more than I have been.” There was such hope in his gaze, in the upward inflection of his voice. “When I’m not being a twat, I mean. And whenever you’re around, I… I don’t feel like I’m alone anymore. I don’t feel quite so lost. I feel like I’m home. My publicist wants to turn this whole thing into a big fucking game until we can split badly so I can launch an album of breakup songs, but I don’t want to give this up so easily. Not without giving it a shot, at least. A real, honest-to-God try.”

I swallowed thickly. Looking into Julian’s eyes as he made his confession was bringing something up inside of me—something that I hadn’t expected to feel. I felt a sense of total clarity, a firmness of belief I’d thought was long gone, after all the walls he’d put up, all the masks he’d worn. But the way Julian was talking to me now, the things he was saying, the raw emotion with which he was saying them… it reminded me of how he’d sang to me back in the restaurant. I’d heard the same passionate tremor in his voice then, felt the same openness and vulnerability. When Julian Bastille sang, all his walls came down. Maybe that was the only time they ever did.

Except now… now they were tumbling down right in front of me, not in a chorus or a verse, but in the form of desperately constructed sentences, awkward word pairings, spur-of-the-moment choices in prose. This wasn’t rehearsed. It wasn’t well-thought-out, and it wasn’t guarded. Julian had just opened a door to himself, and had invited me in.

And the truth is… I wanted to make this work too. Maybe my life needed something to shake it up and get me out of my own rut.

Slowly, I took a step toward him. He stopped moving, lips still parted, but no further sounds coming out. I took another step, closing the remaining distance between us, and then reached out to grasp his hand.

“I… haven’t hated having you around,” I said, biting on my lip as I thought of something more meaningful to say. If I expected Julian to be open with me, then it had to be reciprocal. “In fact, when your manager isn’t around, you’re a whole different person, Julian. You’re a man I could see myself spending time with. I want to get to know the real you. I don’t know if we can make this work, but damnit, I’m your wife and I want to make this work too. So help me Elvis!”

The little laugh he gave was gut-wrenching. Like he had waited his whole life to hear someone say these words to him. Like no one had ever been interested in who he was, outside of who he could be for them. Was that why he was so reluctant to drop the act? Because every time he had tried, he’d been hurt?

“So,” he began, wetting his lips, “what you’re saying is… I might not be half-bad?”

“I think you’re more than just ‘not half-bad,’ Julian. The problem is I don’t know for sure. Not with the way things have gone between us so far. And given what’s at stake…” I glanced down at my stomach. It was still so surreal to me that there was a little life inside there, and that in a matter of months, it would start to show. “…I’m a little afraid to take a risk.”

That was what it boiled down to, in the end. Now that I’d said it out loud, the weight of those words came crashing down around me like a ton of bricks. I was the kind of girl who made lists and plans, for whom change was a terrifying concept. I always drove the speed limit. I always went with the tried and true method of confronting obstacles. I never chose the path less taken, but rather the one well-trod, where I could walk in the footsteps of others. I’d never once made a decision by following my heart. I’d always trusted my head, and until now, I’d been absurdly proud of that fact.

Now I was starting to see that feeling something, even letting yourself get swept up in it, wasn’t a bad thing. Passion didn’t have to be a weakness. In fact, it could be a great strength. It could open the doors for so many more possibilities than you’d ever dreamed of. It could take your life from “right on schedule” and “good enough” to something beyond imagining—something wonderful.

Julian Bastille was my leap of faith. I understood why I’d married this man on our first night together. This was my act of rebellion. It was utterly insane, and this kind of madness couldn’t be solved with cold, unfeeling rationality. He made me feel alive.

“We both have a tremendous amount at stake here. Our reputations. The rest of our lives. Our happiness, even. And neither of us want to compromise what we’ve earned—I get that. And you know what? It’s okay. We shouldn’t have to give up everything we’ve worked for because we couldn’t live up to other people’s expectations of us. It’s the world that’s wrong here, not you and me.”

“But what does that mean for us?” he asked, searching my face. “How do we reconcile where we’re at with where we want to be?”

“We start by making the best of it, I think,” I answered, blowing out a long breath. “We know a few things right offhand: we’ve got reputations to protect; we’ve got careers that are important to us; we’re both looking for security; and we don’t hate each other.” This time, when he laughed, it wasn’t so hollow and heartbreaking. “Honestly, Julian, this… arrangement wasn’t the worst idea in the world. And if I’d met you without Tessa in the room? Maybe things would have gone differently. I sure as hell wouldn’t have had the same reservations about seeing it through.”

“Then what if I say we leave Tessa out of this as much as possible?” he asked, taking both my hands now. “From now on, we make decisions about this situation between us. Come what may. If we cock it up, we’ve no one to blame but ourselves.”

Julian was speaking my language. He was talking about responsibilities and independence, liberation even. I closed my eyes to take it all in. I’d known that communication was a two-way street, and I’d known that I had to make the effort to speak from the heart so that he’d understand where I was coming from in all this, but I hadn’t expected him to reach out to me this way. I hadn’t thought him capable of it. I hadn’t thought him selfless enough.

“I like the sound of that,” I told him at last, opening my eyes again to meet his verdant gaze. I found it just as compelling as ever, beckoning me to reach out and touch him, to make the same kind of connection we’d made a few hours before—the one that had felt so damn good…

Nervously, I wet my lips, glancing away from him as I fought to hide the flush creeping into my cheeks. I knew now, firsthand, that there was such comfort to be had in his embrace—and such pleasure, too. I had told myself that I was going to let my heart lead more often, and the fact of the matter was that my heart wanted both the security of his affections and the unpredictable nature of the ecstasy he inflicted upon me.

“I’d really like it if you’d kiss me right now,” I whispered to him, watching as his eyebrows shot up in surprise. That color in my cheeks was starting to spread right across the bridge of my nose now. “Please?”

With a great deal more confidence than I had expected, Julian pulled me right against his body, eliciting a soft yelp from my lips as he released my hands to settle his palms on my hips. I turned my head up to meet him as he pressed his soft lips to mine, closing my eyes as I surrendered to the heat of his mouth, his tongue.

I slid my hands up underneath his shirt, caressing the topography of his muscles, my fingers charting all the curves and planes of his flesh. There was so much for me to hold on to, to hide in, to bury all my fears and doubts. So much of him was stalwart and steady, underneath the façade. I wanted more of that, more of the surety only Julian could give me now. He shrugged out of his jacket, and gripping the hem of his shirt, I unveiled him.

He took me by my hips, slowly working at the pajama pants I’d slipped into after he’d left. My breath caught and went wetly skipping through my throat, but I made no move to stop him, though I whimpered as he expertly slid them over the roundness of my ass and down to the floor. I hadn’t bothered to put panties back on, and part of me was glad for it.

The cold air against my sex made me gasp, my nipples growing taut beneath the thin tank top I was wearing. I felt so utterly exposed as Julian’s hands began to work their way up my sides, pulling my shirt up as I lifted my arms to assist him. Finally I stood there, bare, in front of him, my heart pounding against my sternum, my breasts hitching with each labored breath.

I didn’t wait for permission to continue. As he looked me over, admiring what he’d revealed, I unfastened his belt and lowered the fly on his jeans, pressing closer against him. I couldn’t help it; I needed to feel him against me like I had before, but this time, it seemed to mean so much more than whatever childish ego trip had led to it then. This, here, was more than mere curiosity or thinly veiled excuses for release—this was passion.

I pulled down his jeans and boxers, exposing his impressive cock and the even more impressive piercing running through the tip of it. That silvery ring gleamed enticingly, reminding me of what it had looked like all wet with Julian’s desire. That memory came flooding back to me, the one I’d recalled earlier when I’d seen his cock again, and I dragged the tips of my fingers over his balls, up his shaft, and to his reddening crown.

“Where?” he asked breathily, directing my attention back to his face. He shuddered as I stroked him, hips twitching to move him closer to my fist. So eager already, like he just couldn’t wait to have me—like he needed me, somehow. I bit my lip.

“Right here,” I said, pressing him back against the wall with my hand on his chest. I could feel his heart beating beneath my palm, the rapid cadence only increasing as I drew the rest of my body up against him, smearing his desire over my lower stomach. Somewhat reluctantly, I abandoned his cock to wreath my arms around his neck instead, lacing my fingers together around the back of it. “Think you can hold me up?”

“I don’t spend all that time at the gym for nothing,” Julian said around a grin and with a glint in his eyes. He slipped his hands down to my ass, grabbed me there hard, and pulled me flush with him, legs bracketing his narrow waist.

We slotted together almost instantly, as though the natural course of our bodies was to be joined like this. His tip buried into my wet channel and with a moan, he sawed deeper, pulling back out before pushing the next inch in. I was so ready for him, still a little silky from the last time we’d fucked, and there was no resistance to the way he impaled me, only pitiful cries for more.

I arched my spine as he hilted, throwing my head back to release a sigh of satisfaction. Gripping his hair I leaned forward, kissing his neck as I squirmed for him, adding even more friction to the heat we were already generating. Julian bucked harder, moaning as I worked into a faster pace. In response, he drove so deep into me I was sure I could taste him on the back of my tongue.

“Fuck,” he snarled, gripping my shoulders hard so he could use my body to fuck him as much as he was fucking me. I’d never felt so unmoored in all my life, so out of control, so reckless. Julian had the power here. I had given it to him. And that made what we were doing all the more exciting.

And the way it was turning him on did wonders for me. Every time I was struck through with him, I looked into his hooded eyes and watched that gorgeous green seem to grow all the more vibrant. He was trembling, not with effort it seemed, but with restraint. It made me wonder what he might do if he lost control.

The thought thrilled me. And so every time he hoisted me up, I sat back down as heavily as I could, driving Julian’s cock in so roughly I began to see stars. “Liz,” he gritted, thumbs leaving trails of dusky marks across the bottom of my ribs. That was fine—I wanted it that way. “Christ, woman…”

We interlocked like the parts of a divine machine, churning, fueled by a heat and a passion that lit us up from the inside. I could see a spark in Julian’s eyes, a bright glimmer of something vital, something alive. No wonder we’d created something together our first time around. His passion was life-giving breath in my lungs. I inhaled him each time he moaned.

It was like making love in a dream. Everything flowed seamlessly from one moment to the next, so fluid that it was difficult to recall later who did what and when. Sensation was my only interest, releasing this darkness inside me my only goal. I wanted to feel—truly feel—and the only way to do that was to let go. To surrender.

To submit.

Julian pulled out and turned me. My face was against the wall, cheek pressed tight to the coolness of it. His fingers spanned my throat, forcing my spine to arch as he slipped into me a second time. He was ranged over me, his abs clenching and flexing against my back. There was so much power in him, and so little mercy. Every thrust drove him right into the heart of me, into the spot that make my knees quake and my teeth clench.

With his free hand, Julian delved into the slickness between my shuddering thighs, and he stroked a path through my cleft that began with his tender point of entry—the place where my muscles stretched taut around his pistoning shaft—and ended when he pulled back the delicate hood of my clit. Those desperate nerves exposed, he lathered them with my wetness and tapped out a beat like he was fretting a guitar. I was accustomed to rubbing, to flicking, to caressing that hungry bud into blooming. The way Julian did it, though…

I shoved my ass into his hips, rocking as I chased that friction, spreading my legs wider, making room for all the sensation bundling into one, throbbing mass between them. His other hand left my throat to sweep down my chest, grasping one of my breasts and plucking at the nipple. I realized then, albeit dimly, that he was humming a little. He was playing my body just like an instrument, and pretty soon, it was going to sing for him.

My core was getting tight. Julian was swelling inside me, thickening, fattening up. I felt his balls jerk up closer to his body and knew he was close, knew he was only holding back for my benefit. The way that heavy pair slapped against me and the wet sound they made when they did was the perfect accompaniment to the symphony of sounds he extracted from me. His low, gravel-laden grunt—and the way he rolled my nipple between the rough pads of his forefinger and thumb—made me pulse enthusiastically.

“Close,” I warned him, holding myself away from the wall as I slapped it with my hands. My fingernails curled into it. I was sure I was going to peel the paint right off. “More… just a little…”

Despite my plea for an inch, Julian gave me a mile. He doubled the pressure on my clit, pressing into it now, then working his finger in a spiral. The heat was intense. It made me want to move, shredded my resolve until I could no longer stand still. I squirmed and bucked against him, legs snapping almost shut on instinct. The tighter fit for him wrested a gasp from his lips. He hadn’t been expecting that, and I felt a single rope of his come fill me as he whispered, “Goddammit…”

His hand tore away from my breast, hooking under the crease of my thigh instead, lifting one of my legs up so that my knee nearly touched his hip. I threw myself back against him, skin to skin, my shoulders against his heaving chest as he spread me enough to let his fingers continue their wicked work. He worked just the tip of his cock in and out of me. I whined like a cat in heat for him.

“Oh, fuck. Julian. I’m…”

“Uh huh,” he rasped in my ear. “I know.”

All the tension inside me funneled down. The clench of my poor, aching muscles increased in frequency. I panted, hair sticking to his chest and shoulder, my face to the ceiling and my eyes shut tight. For a moment, there was only me, Julian, and the rhythm of his cock and fingers. Only these things comprised the universe.

And then I was spreading out like a drop of ink in a warm glass of water, the fabric of my being stretching and seeping back into reality, cast in such sharp relief I cried out. The sound of it was so strong it rattled my teeth, my throat burning as the exhortation of all my need and desire came scraping and clawing its way out. Even my blood cells seemed to vibrate with the force of my climax, tearing through my body at supersonic speeds, leaving me little more than a quivering, hyperventilating mess. Every hiss and groan that left me thereafter was borne on the back of a wheezing gasp. And still, Julian refused to let up.

Spurred by the crescendo of my voice, he stabbed inward once again, now giving me the full length of his cock. How sweet it was to have something for my inner workings to clutch and clench around, to bear down on and yes, even to milk. I knew what I wanted. I’d had a dose of it just a moment before. But that wasn’t enough for me. I wanted more. I wanted all Julian had, and then some.

The sound of him crashing into me was even wetter now, punctuated by his staccato moans. I reached down and grasped at his balls, teasing them, rolling them in my palm. He gave a shudder and I pulled them down, away from the base of his cock. He throbbed once, twice, and once more. He drove all the way into me, then nearly all the way out.

I was so very wet that he easily could have withdrawn, then plunged in all over, again and again, penetrating me to the fullest with each stroke. But I knew he didn’t want to leave the heat and death grip of my dripping channel. Not when he was so very, very close to flooding it anew.

“Please,” I breathed. “Julian…”

“Liz,” he hissed in my ear. And then he let go, pressing his forehead hard against my neck, burying his face there as he came for me in a series of juddering, erratic strokes. I reached back to grip his hair and turned my face enough to catch his mouth, to kiss him hard enough to swallow his groans, to accept his tongue so that any part of him that could penetrate me was. I wanted to feel utterly consumed and claimed. I wanted to feel like I was his.

And then he was turning me again, this time toward him, lifting me even as he knelt down. I gasped as he laid me on the floor with a tremulous gentleness, taking great care not to unsheathe his cock from me. He was still pulsing and my head was still spinning. I was heady and giddy, utterly drunk, and unwilling to come down from those intoxicating heights just yet.

“Don’t pull out,” I whimpered as I looked up into his smoldering eyes. “I don’t want it to be over yet…”

Julian smiled at me, holding himself over my body as my hands blazed a trail along his tattoos. “Oh, love,” he purred as he bent his head. “We’ve only just started.”

And he pressed his lips to mine again.




 

JULIAN

L ying here with Elizabeth in my arms was the most natural thing I’d felt in a long time. Every breath brought the scent of her perfume into my nose, filling my senses as she snuggled up against me, eyes closed. We’d just finished another round together, our bodies still loosely entwined as our chests rose and fell in perfect harmony. I basked in her glow, in the radiant warmth of her sleepy bliss.

I’d never been more satisfied by sex. Then again, sex for me had never amounted to much more than a means to an end, an opportunity to feel wanted for just a little while. What Liz and I had done meant more than that. She meant more than that.

For the first time in my life, I finally felt that maybe I could just be something else other than a rock star, a sex symbol, or even a celebrity. Maybe, with her, I could be Julian Bastille and no one else.

Would that be enough for her? It was hard, even for me, to tell. I hadn’t made any effort in years to be “just Julian.” I couldn’t begin to surmise what kind of a man I was without my rock star persona—the one I’d hardly ever let drop in more than a decade of performing. Who was the man behind the mask, and was he the kind of man she’d want to stick around? Was he the kind of man worthy of being a husband and a father?

All I knew was that since Liz had come into my life, I was beginning to feel like someone new, someone I actually liked. I wasn’t the boozehound that spent weeks drunk off of his ass, picking up groupies after his sets—I was someone who took responsibility for the things that he did, someone who wanted to make sure Liz thought well of him. That wasn’t the Julian Bastille that I’d been only a week before, and in every way possible, I was glad of it.

She’s the first person who’s ever made me feel like I could be something more than just a pretty face on a stage, I thought, coursing my fingers through her hair as she began to wake up from her post-coital nap. I smiled, brushing the back of my hand down along the line of her jaw as her eyes fluttered open, a smile already pulling at the corners of her lips.

“Hi,” she said, voice husky from her nap. I couldn’t help but smile back down at her as she leaned against my touch.

“Hello, Mrs. Bastille,” I said, my sweet smile turning into a mischievous grin as she rolled her eyes—though for once, it didn’t seem out of derision, but rather a valiant effort to hide her widening smile.

“I’m never going to get used to that,” she said, trailing her fingers up over my arm. “Not being Liz Lawson is going to be so weird.”

“I guess there are a lot of things we’re going to have to get used to,” I said, toying with a lock of her hair. “Where we’re going to live, how we want to raise our kid… just being parents in general. It’s a hell of a lot to take in.”

Liz nodded. “It is. And while this has been a distraction of the best kind…” She bit her lip. “We’re going to have to venture back out into the real world, eventually.”

She was right, of course. We couldn’t stay cooped up in this hotel room forever, as fun as such a thing sounded. We both had business to attend to, responsibilities we had to own up to. But it had been nice, for a little while, to imagine a world in which we only owed things to each other. I hoped to make that fantasy become reality someday. For both our sakes.

“You’re worried about something specific,” I noted, narrowing my eyes at her. “I can tell. What’s on your mind, love?” I grinned. “Or should I be working on wiping it blank again?”

Her cheeks colored. “Maybe not just now, but…” I saw her glance down my body, a spark of intrigue in her eyes. That was good enough for me—the fact that she was still interested. I didn’t want a repeat of our first time together where she went slinking off into the sunset. “I was thinking about the baby.”

I propped myself up on an elbow. “Tell me.” She rolled onto her back and I draped my other arm across her, my palm against her stomach. “Come on, love. I want to know.”

Liz hedged for a moment, and I wondered if she was going to close right back up again, start hiding things from me. I wanted to be in the loop so badly, wanted more than anything to be considered worthy enough to be part of her world. Hers, and this child’s. Hell, I wanted it to be our world, our lives merged in the same way our bodies had been. I anxiously awaited her response, hoping like hell I’d actually get one.

Finally, she said, “It just feels so surreal,” and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. She must have noticed, because she chuckled. “I’m sorry. I’m having trouble putting it into words.”

“Take your time,” I said, feeling significantly more secure now that I knew she wasn’t clamming up on me. I began kissing along the curve of her shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere.”

She let me dote on her for several long minutes, shivering and cooing every time I gusted a light, hot breath against the fine hairs on her arms and nape. It felt good to give her such a sensual experience without anything in return, without any expectations on either of our ends. I let my fingers wander across her hips, finding the places where her skin was thinnest and stroking the nerve endings there.

“I guess I’m having a hard time connecting to all of this,” she admitted, squirming cutely under my touch. “I know what my doctor said. And I know I’ve got all the symptoms. But so much of it just doesn’t seem like it’s really happening, or if it is, it almost feels like it’s happening to someone else.” She looked up at me and sighed. “I feel like a bad woman.”

I laughed at that. Maybe it was a little cruel, but I couldn’t help it. The idea of Liz being a bad anything was so absurd. “You’re going to have to explain that one to me, I’m afraid.”

Scrunching her nose, she huffed. “It’s hard to want to explain anything at all when you laugh at me.”

I held up my hand in a disarming gesture. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I just think you’re the cats pyjamas, and I don’t understand how anyone could ever think otherwise—even you.” She rolled her eyes and I kissed that wrinkled nose of hers. “I’ll spare you the laughter this time. Promise. Just know it came from the heart.”

“Mm,” she said, a noncommittal answer if I’d ever heard one. Then she shrugged. “Every time I’ve heard women talk about being pregnant, they say there’s this… inherent connection between them and the baby. They can feel them all the time, sense them, like they’ve got this… this intrinsic bond before the kid’s even born.” Her voice went real quiet and she looked away from me. “I don’t have that.”

I laid my head down on the pillow beside her and thought a moment, twisting my fingers softly around her navel. “You ever think those women are exaggerating, love? Maybe trying to make the experience more glamorous, spiritual, and mystical than it actually is? Not to say that carrying a child’s not special, but…”

Liz shrugged again. “They seem to believe it.” I tried a different approach.

“Well, if pregnancy is so personal and unique… then maybe there’s no universal way to experience it.” She glanced at me, and I continued. “Those women. Would you say they’re the, ah… emotional sort? Not in a bad way, just—they rule with their hearts, more than their heads?”

She nodded. “I guess.”

“There you are, then,” I said triumphantly. “You, my dear, are the practical sort. Rational. Head over heart.” I kissed the crown of her head as if I could reach her brain, and she giggled. “No wonder your experience is so different. You’re different. And there’s not a bloody thing wrong with that.”

“Thanks,” Liz said in a thoughtful, drawn-out way. The look on her face resembled a kind of bemusement. “I wasn’t actually expecting you to make me feel so much better about that.”

I held my hand over my chest, as if wounded. “Your vote of confidence moves me.” She sucked her teeth and I winked in reply.

“Still…” When she looked away, I spied a bit of wistfulness replacing her indignance. “I do wish I had something… something like evidence… to make me feel like all this was real. Something tangible. Something…” She wet her lips, and I could tell she was struggling to put together what she meant. Poor Liz still wasn’t so good where feelings were concerned, I could tell. “I dunno. Maybe something I could see.”

I frowned, looking skyward as I considered this. What she was saying made perfect sense to me. As the father of the child in question, I felt so far removed from the experience that it all seemed a little unreal to me, as well. I’d figured that would fade in time, that as Liz began to show and the baby began to kick, the whole thing would come into focus for me. I could wait for that.

But to know that she was in the same boat… that made me want to act. Made me want to do something for her that would speed up the process, give her the clarity she desired now. I was swiftly learning that I had no patience when it came to Liz’s whims. Whatever she wanted, I wanted to give to her. Immediately, if not sooner.

Out of that desire, a solution was born. I blinked, a bit shocked that I’d been the one of us to think of it, but pleasantly so. This was my opportunity to be impressive out of the bedroom. I grinned at her slyly, rolled halfway on top of her, and said:

“No worries, love. I think I know just the thing.”




 

ELIZABETH

I  was honestly more scared than I thought that I would be at this point, especially considering how painless this entire situation was supposed to be—but then again, I had never had an ultrasound performed on me, and new things had always made me nervous.

Normally, a pregnant woman wouldn’t get an ultrasound done until after her first eighteen weeks to make sure that everything was going properly, but after my pillow-talk confession, Julian had thought arranging for one as soon as possible wouldn’t be the worst idea. If anything, at least we’d have a solid idea of when I was actually due.

“You’re shaking,” Julian whispered in my ear, almost chidingly. “It’s going to be fine. They aren’t even going to stick you with a needle.”

“I know that,” I said, nudging him with my elbow as we sat in the waiting room, awkwardly trying to make sure no one recognized us. He had a ball cap pulled down over his face and a pair of aviators on like he was the Winter Soldier, or something. “I just… I’m nervous about seeing the baby.”

“You were nervous about not seeing it, too,” he reminded me, and I grunted in reply. Then he added, “It’ll be fine. Thing’s not any bigger than a sea monkey at this stage, anyway.”

I gave him a look as he grinned, pushing his ears forward and puffing out his cheeks like an actual monkey. I didn’t want him to make me smile. I wanted to worry. At least then I felt like I could prepare myself for the worst.

“At least there aren’t any cameras,” I sighed, feeling an unnerving amount of gratitude for Tessa. When we told her we were getting the ultrasound done, she let a rumor slip that Julian and I would be at some restaurant across town, drawing the paparazzi on a wild goose chase far away from where we really were. Even I had to admit that it was brilliant, and it afforded us some much needed time away from the constant vigilance of the media. I nearly felt like we were just a normal couple enjoying a momentous, and private, moment in our lives.

“Yeah,” Julian agreed, though from the look on his face as he glanced over his shoulder, he might’ve been searching for some wood to knock on. “Hopefully it bloody stays that way.”

“They can’t just barge into the doctor’s office,” I said, following his gaze through the window that opened out onto the parking lot. “Can they?”

“They’ll sure as hell try,” he said, squeezing my arm. “But I don’t see any of those bastards yet, so…”

“Mr. and Mrs. Goodwin?” a nurse called, and Julian stood like a flash and pulled me over to the counter. I could have sworn that he was going to pull my damn arm off if it weren’t slotted into the joint.

“Yes, that’s us,” he said, flashing the nurse a faint smile. “Is the doc ready for us?”

The nurse stared at him for a good minute, not out of recognition, but annoyance.

“The ultrasound technician has a room ready,” she said, accentuating every syllable of their title. “You’ll see the doctor once the tech is finished, and he’ll go over the results.”

There was a soft buzzing sound and she motioned for us to head toward the door leading back into the office proper and out of the waiting area.

“Third door on your right,” she said before sliding her little window shut.

Julian and I stepped into the room the woman at the desk had indicated. The door was already open and there was one of those uncomfortable exam tables waiting for me, complete with disposable paper upholstery and a deflated pillow. Parked next to it was a strange-looking console on caster wheels with an HD television attached to the top. I’d never had an opportunity to see one up close, but I could only assume that this was the ultrasound machine that would be looking inside of me.

Just the thought of seeing my insides—even if they were going to be just grainy black and white pictures of them—gave me a chill. I never liked the idea of someone being able to see into my body, I could never explain why. Maybe it was some primal instinct left over from the days where a human was as likely as not to get torn apart and eaten by some hungry beast. Or maybe it was yet another side-effect of my private, reserved nature rearing its ugly head. Whatever the case, it gave me the creeps.

I squeezed Julian’s hand as we entered the room, throwing him a faint, nervous smile. Seeming to sense my hesitation, he tightened his grip and guided me over to the adjustable exam table.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” he said, though judging by the look on his face—the tight draw of his mouth, the clench of his jaw, and that little muscle twitch in his cheek—I thought that he might be saying that to assuage his own nerves as well. “Probably won’t even be too much to see, this early on.”

“You’re probably right,” I said, sitting on the edge of the table as we waited for the technician to arrive. “I’ve just never had one of these done before.”

“Well, if it makes you feel better, doctors give me the willies.”

I arched a brow at him. “Well, it’s not you they’re going to be looking inside of,” I reminded him, half a reassurance, half an admonishment for forgetting which one of us was the subject of this little examination here. “You don’t have anything to worry about.”

“It’s not just that,” he muttered, averting his gaze. “It’s the baby too.”

“What about it?” I asked, reaching out to take his hand again. He shifted and gave my hand a quick squeeze before pulling up one of the two small chairs near the door.

“I don’t know,” he said, sighing as he ran a hand through his hair. “I’m just… I want everything to be okay. I’m not sure I’d know how to handle it if something was wrong.”

I smiled at him a little differently now, with much more warmth and understanding as I laced my fingers with his. This was the first time I’d seen him actually worried about the baby, and despite his distress, I felt relieved by how much he actually cared. He was really shaping up, and in leaps and bounds too. It was like spending less time with Tessa, less time embroiled in the world of camera flashes and scandals, had brought out the best in him.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said softly. “But for now, we don’t need to be worrying about uncertainties. We have enough that is certain to stress over—and high levels of stress aren’t good for pregnancies, according to what I read on the subject…”

The sound of footsteps drew my attention away from Julian as a man in a pair of turquoise scrubs walked into the room, a big, customer-service smile on his face.

“Hi there,” he said, his voice terrifically smooth. “I’m Tyler. I’m going to be performing your ultrasound today. Would you mind giving me your name and date of birth?”

“Elizabeth Jane Lawson,” I said, frowning at what seemed like an odd request. “And I was born on February fourteenth, nineteen eighty-four.”

“Ouch. Valentine’s day?” Julian asked with an exaggerated wince. I sighed and smacked his arm to keep him quiet, making him draw back as though he’d been wounded, that playful grin of his smeared on his lips—the more I saw of it, the more it was growing on me.

Tyler glanced between the two of us, probably confused as to why Julian wouldn’t have known my birthday. Then he sat down at the swiveling stool beside the ultrasound machine.

“Have you ever had one of these before?” he asked, donning a pair of gloves from a box stashed under the machine.

“No, never,” I said, swallowing nervously at the soft snap of the latex hitting his wrists.

“Well, you don’t have anything to worry about,” Tyler assured me, grabbing a white squeeze bottle. “This scan doesn’t hurt a bit. The most you’re going to feel is a little chilly from this gel. Other than that, it’s totally painless.”

I nodded faintly as Tyler leaned behind the exam table and brought the head-rest up by about forty-five degrees, just enough for me to recline so he could get easy access to my stomach. I laid back on the uncomfortable mattress, lifting my shirt up to the bottom of my bra when he told me to.

Despite his warnings, the gel was much colder than I’d expected. After he’d squeezed a good bit of it onto my abdomen, I watched him use the sensor wand hanging off of the machine to spread the gel over where my uterus was.

“Jesus,” I muttered, “that is cold.”

“Yeah, it’s the worst part,” Tyler said, “but at least that’s all there is to it. Now, let’s see if we can find that baby in there.”

I swallowed thickly, and a moment later, Julian squeezed my hand. The top of the ultrasound machine began to show grainy, almost indiscernible images floating and morphing across the screen. It was hard to tell what anything was, though from the way Tyler seemed to be moving the wand and adjusting the settings on the console, he knew exactly what he was looking for.

It took maybe a minute or two, but then he gave a sound of excitement, turning the screen toward Julian and I and pointed toward a rather distinct black spot in the middle of a gray-ish ring.

“There it is,” he said, a big smile on his face. “Not much to look at right now, but that’s your baby right there. Size is about right. If you come back in a month or so, you’ll be able to see the heartbeat.”

I suddenly felt a lump in my throat. Sure, it was just a spot of ink, but suddenly realizing that it was my inky spot somehow made it infinitely more impactful. Beside me, I could hear Julian make a soft sound, and as I turned to look at him I could see tears beginning to form at the corners of his eyes.

“I’ll give you two a minute alone,” Tyler said, smiling as he clicked a few buttons on the console to freeze the image of our still as-yet unformed baby on the screen.

As the tech left the room, Julian sniffled. The smile on his face was strained. “Told you,” he whispered. And then he made the stupid monkey face again.

This time, it made me laugh. And then it made me cry. I looked at the monitor, tears streaming down my cheeks. Julian leaned in and pressed his lips against my face, drying those tears with kisses, cleaving to my hand as he whispered, “You’re incredible, Liz. Look at that thing. Look how well you’re doing already. You’re going to be a great mum.” I was crying harder now. Damn him, he knew just how to yank at my heart strings. “You’re going to be…”

The ringing of Julian’s phone shattered the moment. For several seconds he made no move to answer it, but we both knew he would have to eventually. I didn’t say anything as he withdrew; I knew it was with great reluctance. I also knew who was on the other end of the line before Julian ever even answered it—Tessa was the only person who ever called Julian on his cell.

“Hey, Tess!” Julian began, exchanging dread for excitement. “We just got done with the ultrasound. We’re—”

His face fell more suddenly than I had ever seen, a frown replacing that dashing smile of his like the flip of a switch. My stomach did a somersault, and suddenly everything went completely cold. “How?”

“Julian?” I asked, dread coiling my guts into knots as I wiped away the gel off of my stomach. Something was obviously wrong, and the longer Julian stood there, silently listening to whatever Tessa was saying, the more my mind came up with the worst possible outcomes.

“Right,” he said, swallowing hard as he gave me a look that had the power to break my heart. “We’ll see you in a minute.”

“Julian, what’s wrong?” I asked, my voice rising to match my growing distress. I felt vulnerable enough after having someone quite literally scanning my insides. Adding some disaster to the mix was too much to bear, especially when I had no idea what to expect from it. I felt weightless, like I was falling from some vast height, and there was no safety net below me—just an endless void.

“Tessa’s coming around with a car,” he said, meeting my gaze with a ghost of an apology in his eyes. “Somehow, the press found out about our arrangement. They think this whole thing is a sham.”




 

JULIAN

T  he first car was meant for Liz. Tessa wanted her back at the hotel as soon as possible, where she would hopefully avoid getting swamped by the paparazzi and where she would be somewhat safe in general. Sadly, I wasn’t so lucky.

Tessa had called a press conference in order to try and “get a handle on the situation,” as she put it. In truth, she was just planning to cover our asses, but I didn’t care. My reputation meant nothing right now. All I was worried about now was Liz and the baby.

“Who told them our marriage is a sham?” Liz asked as we stood outside the doctor’s office, the car Tessa had called for her pulling up right to the curb.

“I don’t know,” I said, running my fingers through my hair in frustration. “I just don’t know. That’s one of the things Tessa is going to talk to me about.”

“Julian… I’m scared. I don’t know what to do,” she said, pulling me into a tight hug. I wanted to keep her in my arms as long as possible, to not let the comfort of her touch be taken from me so quickly—so soon after we’d just seen our baby for the very first time. I had the ultrasound printouts in my pocket. Well, some of them. Liz and I had split them between ourselves; though there wasn’t much to see, it felt good having some evidence, some concrete proof of what we’d made together to hold on to.

“I’m scared too,” I whispered, begrudgingly drawing away to open the car door for her. Time was of the essence now, and I didn’t want her getting caught in the media crossfire. “Just get back to the hotel. Don’t go home… I’m going to fix this. I might be a day or two, but I promise I’ll come back… Okay?”

“Right,” she said, offering me the shade of a smile as she climbed into the backseat. I could feel a pit opening up in my stomach as I watched the car drive off, an absolutely unbearable thought jumping into my mind.

What if this is the end?

No, I couldn’t think like that. Not after everything had started to go so well for us, not after we’d only just begun to work so perfectly together. It wouldn’t be fair—life would never be that cruel, would it?

Who was I kidding? Life was cruel every single day. I knew that firsthand. But despite that fact, I couldn’t stop myself from hoping that somehow Liz and I would be able to make it through this. That the next time we saw our baby, it’d be bigger and healthier and more beautiful than the ultrasound machine could capture. That there’d even be a next time.

Moments after Liz’s car had driven off the second car arrived. Tessa pushed open the back door the moment it stopped.

“Get in,” she said, her face more grim than I’d ever seen it. Tessa always sported a rather severe look, and that was something I could handle, something I was accustomed to, but the way she glared at me now was different—like she was about to tell me that a bomb had been dropped right over London.

I climbed in beside her and shut the door. “Do we know how they found out?” I asked. The silence in here was palpable, so thick that I could nearly taste it on my tongue. “Who talked?”

“We’re still trying to get all the details,” she evenly replied. Every word from her mouth seemed so carefully chosen, the cadence of her voice so slow and precise. I didn’t like it when she picked her words like that. It never meant anything good, and it sure as hell never meant she was telling me the whole truth. “While you’ve been busy with your little tart up in that shitty hotel room I’ve been down here busting my ass drumming up a media frenzy around your wedding and baby-on-the-way. This leak is screwing everything up Jules. It’s damning, and they’re going to railroad us with it.”

I tried to swallow, but my mouth was bone dry. I could feel a coldness crawling up from the bottom of my stomach all the way into my chest. If the media went against you, it didn’t matter if you were right or wrong. They could shape the narrative and ruin my career. This would be the thing that defined me for the rest of my life, not my music, not my voice, not the words I’d ripped straight from my heart and tossed to the wolves. And worst of all, Liz would fall right along with me. She’d be the victim seen as somehow lesser-than for being taken advantage of.

“We never should have done this,” I muttered, shaking my head. “This was a stupid plan right from the start. I knew it in my gut, but for whatever damn reason, I decided to ignore it and listen to you instead. I’m having real feelings for this girl. I don’t need to be playing pretend. I think we can be together for fucking real…”

“Don’t blame me for this,” Tessa snapped, whirling on me so fast I jumped. “It’s your fault all of this fell apart—hell, it’s hers!” I felt that clench in my jaw, the one I got whenever I was nervous—or pissed. Honestly, I wasn’t sure which emotion was gripping me tighter now, but for Tessa’s sake, I hoped it was the former. “Elizabeth spilled the beans on this whole damned thing! I can see it now—Rocker’s Wife Confesses to Sham Marriage.” She shook her head in disgust. “Do you know what the Enquirer would pay for that kind of story? You’ll never book another concert after this.”

“Liz didn’t do this, Tessa,” I said as coolly as I could manage. Tessa was truly testing the limits of my self-control. “She wouldn’t. She was with me the entire time—when would she have the time to call the press?”

“I don’t know, Julian,” she said, folding her arms and turning her gaze out the window. “Maybe it was after that little tiff that saw you sulking in a corner booth with a whiskey in your hand?”

The two of us lapsed into silence, each of us staring out of our respective windows as we watched the city pass us by. I hated myself for it, but Tessa’s mention of my fight with Liz had gotten to me. She’d been so angry at me, hadn’t she? So ready to call this whole thing off. Wasn’t that what she’d said? That it wasn’t going to work out?

There’d been plenty of time between the moment I left the room and the moment I returned for her to make a phone call or two. Or three. Or seven. Or even to text her friend, Jen, the super-fan, someone who likely wouldn’t turn down the opportunity to get their fifteen minutes. Had Liz fucked me over?

A glance into the rearview mirror caught a flash of a camera in the car behind us, and already I could feel my face starting to redden. Couldn’t they just leave us alone?

“So, what do we tell them?” I asked, trying to resist the urge to open up the car’s built-in fridge and go rooting through the mini-bar. “At the press meeting, I mean.”

“Well, we can either come clean or double down,” she said. “Tell them mistakes were made, or feed them a sweet little lie about how you two are truly in love and how you’re planning to raise your bastard baby together.”

The way she threw around the word bastard was starting to grate. I slipped one hand into my jacket pocket, worrying the ultrasound printout with my thumb and forefinger, relying on it instead of the bottle I wanted to wrap my fingers around.

“Why would that be a lie?” I said at last, meeting her gaze.

“You can’t be serious, Julian,” she snorted. Then she laughed. “You can’t honestly tell me that you’ve fallen for that little tramp, have you? I know you’ve been up there fucking her, but don’t be a fool…”

“First and foremost, Liz is not a tramp. You call her that, or anything else degrading, one more time, and I have half a mind to drop you on your arse at the nearest corner for all the world to gawk at.” Tessa gaped, but before she could get a shot in, I ran right over her. “Secondly, what if I have, Tessa? What if I’ve actually fallen in love with her? Would that be so awful? I mean, we were supposed to act like a happy couple, weren’t we? Wasn’t that the plan? Why can’t we actually be happy?”

“Because that wasn’t a part of the plan,” she said quietly, her expression suddenly as blank as a sheet. The incredulity fell away, leaving a frankly horrifying lack of emotion in its wake. “This was just supposed to be just another slut you’d slept with—not your real bloody wife! You’re supposed to love her and leave her. Tell the whole world she broke your heart and write another platinum album worth of songs about it. The fans will eat that shit up with a fork!”

And just like that, the numbness on her face morphed into a seething rage. I slid back into my seat as far as the safety belt would let me, watching as her face colored bright red and she screamed at the top of her lungs. All I could do was stare, my eyes wide as she sucked a few slow, deep breaths afterward, seemingly an attempt at calming herself. It worked. Suddenly, her stoic demeanor was back. I’d never seen her act this way before. Whatever emotional rollercoaster she was on was apparently flipping end over end.

Had Tessa finally reached her breaking point? Had her failed machinations driven her to some kind of nervous breakdown? I suddenly, intimately understood Liz’s position—not knowing what you were up against, whether in whole or in part, was one of the worst feelings in the world.

“What the hell is wrong with you?!” I began, but Tessa held up a finger to silence me.

“No. Don’t say a word, Julian. I’ve heard more than enough.” She pulled out her phone and started texting at speeds I’d thought physically impossible for a human being. “I’ll make sure this is taken care of. I will fix everything—like I always do—and you’ll just stand there and watch me clean up your mess—like you always do. Understood?”

“Where are we going?” I asked as the driver swung the car toward the airport.

“New York City,” she replied, her fingers still working overtime on her phone. “Now shut up and let me work.”



I DIDN’T SPEAK to Tessa on our flight to the big apple, and I wasn’t about to start now that we’d landed. I just sat here staring out the window at the traffic as our driver took us through Times Square on our way to wherever the hell Tessa had called this damned conference at. Why it couldn’t happen back in Liz’s hometown was completely beyond me, though I supposed the farther away from Liz all of this was, the better. I’d screwed her life up enough. The last thing she needed was to be stuck in front of the American public.

Then again, if she’d been the one to leak the information in the first place…

But why would she do it?

“We’re here,” Tessa said as our car pulled off of the street and down into an underground parking garage a few minutes later. We were beneath some building I’d hardly even gotten the name of—though it almost looked like another hotel. “Just get out of the car, and for heaven’s sakes, keep your mouth shut. We’re going to get you ready to go live in a few minutes.”

“There’s something you’re not telling me, Tessa,” I said, catching her gaze. “What is it?”

She regarded me wordlessly for several moments. I couldn’t be sure if she was going to tell me anything at all, and that reminded me of how guarded Liz had seemed back in our suite before we’d talked about having the ultrasound. Maybe that bit about needing proof of the baby’s existence had all been a ruse. Maybe she’d been trying to cover for the fact she was feeling guilty about what she’d done—or worse, that she wasn’t, and she just needed a visual aid to flash at the press once they came calling for her.

Either way, the expression that crossed Tessa’s face was so similar it made my stomach turn. I was tired of being lied to. Tired of being left out in the cold and the dark.

“The answer is coming. Just be patient.”

“I’ve been patient,” I muttered as we stepped out into the crowd of reporters, all of them shoving their cameras and microphones in my face before I could even get to my feet. I threw my arms up to protect my eyes from the flashes of light, pushing through the throng as best I could to follow Tessa, who deftly wove a path between the bodies. I could already tell this was going to be an absolute circus.

Once the two of us were in the clear, we made our way down a set of winding hallways. Somehow Tessa already knew where she was headed, though I had no real reason to question it—she always knew what she was doing, as though everything, even the shit that went wrong, had all been accounted for already. That was just who she was.

That’s why I’d followed her to New York for this dog and pony show. She’d never led me the wrong way before, and if there was a way to calm down the press so I could get back to courting Liz, I was sure she’d make that happen.

“Step in here,” she said, opening a door that was marked as some kind of office. As instructed I stepped inside, expecting to find at least one person charged with getting me ready for being on camera, but to my surprise, I was completely alone.

“Tessa, where is—?”

“You’re going to stay in this room until the press are ready for you,” she said, interrupting me like she so loved to do. “I’ll have someone come in to get you ready when it’s time, and I’ll be in to tell you what you’re going to say.”

“I’m going to tell them the truth!” I said, but before I could finish, she was already gone. I stood in that office, scrubbing my face with my hands, wondering how the hell I’d ended up in this mess in the first place. How any of us had.

But more importantly, I was hoping Liz was all right.




 

ELIZABETH

HOURS EARLIER…

I  spent the entire car ride having a panic attack about the bombshell that had just been dropped in my lap. A bombshell that provided a million questions and absolutely no answers. What in the hell was going on? Why would Julian just abandon me like that right after our ultrasound? Whatever was happening, I could have stood with him! I could help him make it right. To hell with the media or anyone else who thought our relationship was fake.

We made a child. I’d seen it with my own two eyes. That was something… That was real.

I leaned forward in my seat, my head in my hands as I tried my damnedest to remind myself that the world was not actually spinning and that it was all in my head.

I reached forward and pressed the little intercom button just below the privacy glass that separated me from the driver.

“I want to go back to my place,” I said quietly.

“I’m sorry ma’am, but you’ve got places to be. Julian wants you on a plane in thirty minutes,” came the reply.

I could already feel my chest beginning to tighten and the start of yet another wave of nausea rearing its ugly head. Julian had just stuffed me into this car, and now he wanted me on a plane?

I couldn’t help but wonder what Julian was doing—how he was handling all of this. It had only been a few minutes since we’d seen one another, and already I wished that he was in the car with me, comforting me with those gentle touches and the accent that I’d come to enjoy over the course of these last few days. I wanted to have him by my side to tell me that everything was going to be okay, and that no matter what, he’d be there when the smoke cleared.

Who cared if people thought this was a sham? What mattered was the way we felt about each other.

I cursed an errant tear as I pulled out my phone. I’d forgotten to take it off silent after we’d left the doctor’s office, which I supposed was understandable, given the news we’d received. I checked my messages, but to my surprise, there wasn’t even so much as a text from Jen. If there was big news about Julian Bastille, wouldn’t she have been all over something like this?

In a way, I felt abandoned. The whole world was speeding by me as I sat alone in this car, just waiting for some new bomb to detonate and bathe my life in nuclear fire.

I wanted to tell myself that it would all be all right—that Julian and I would weather this. We’d only known one another for a short time, but in that time, he’d shown me the kind of man he was—or at least, the kind of man that he wanted to be. Would he throw that all away at the first sign of trouble? Though if that were the case, then wouldn’t he have turned tail and ran when I’d said that I was pregnant with his child? He hadn’t done that—in fact, he’d stepped up.

“We’re going to be all right,” I said to myself, thankful for the privacy glass that separated me from the driver. I didn’t want to be seen. All I wanted was to be safe and hidden from the world, but the closer that we got to the airport, the more I began to realize that I would hardly get my wish.

We finally pulled up to a part of the airport I’d never been anywhere close to. A large hanger was labeled GULFSTREAM and a handful of small private jets sat quietly on the runway. A sea of paparazzi was waiting for me as the door opened, cameras flashing as they shoved microphones and smart phones in my face, eager to get something on tape. I pushed through them quickly and boarded the jet, thankful to leave those vultures behind. All they wanted was to pick clean the carcasses of whoever was unfortunate enough to fall along the wayside of fame and fortune. I’d only been famous for a few days, and already I hated them with every fiber of my being.

“Glad to have you aboard,” a man shouted from the cockpit. “Get yourself buckled in. We’ve got places to be and no time to get there.”

I didn’t ask questions. If Julian wanted me here, I knew he must have his reasons. I sat back in one of the huge comfortable chairs and closed my eyes as I waited for my plane to take flight. The nausea seemed to die down as I took deep breaths. Maybe everything was going to be okay…



I AWOKE to the sound of wheels chirping on tarmac. Huge skyscrapers filled the view out the small window next to my seat, and I knew instantly where I was…

New York City?

I’d barely been given a chance to react to my new surroundings. I stepped out of the plane just long enough to take a breath and get thrown straight back into another black town car. The driver sped across town as the towering skyline surrounded us in a man made canyon of brick and steel and glass. I’d never seen anything like this in my life.

We pulled up along the front entrance of the hotel, and just as expected, there was a crowd of press waiting for me there. I wanted to scream and cry and hide all at the same time, to curl into a ball and disappear completely from the universe. I felt so small, like an ant about to be crushed beneath the boot of someone so much larger than I. But even that would have been too merciful, too quick, compared to what was about to happen.

None of this made sense. What could possibly be going on that deserved this level of attention? I wanted my life to be my own again—I was so tired of the spotlight and the heavy chains it seemed to come with.

The moment I stepped out of the car, they were on top of my like a pack of wild dogs taking down a kill. Flashing lights blinded me, almost making me stumble as I did my best to push past them.

“Ms. Lawson! Ms. Lawson!” one of the reporters cried over the throng, “Why did you fake your marriage to Mr. Bastille?”

“I didn’t—” I tried to say before I was cut off by yet another question.

“Was it his money? Were you planning on taking everything he had in the divorce? Who helped you take advantage of him?”

“What?!” I felt like I’d been punched right in the stomach. Taken advantage of Julian? What in the world were they talking about?

“Is it true that you traveled to Las Vegas specifically to sleep with Mr. Bastille?” another reporter asked. “How long had you been planning this con of yours?”

“I would never—” I stammered, the sting of tears forcing me to shut my eyes. I couldn’t hold back the sobs as I tried all the harder to get to the front doors, wincing every time someone demanded I answer for a thousand different theories concerning my relationship with Julian. I felt so violated, so exposed, that I might as well have been naked out there on that street, all eyes on me as they immortalized the moment for all the world to see.

“When did you decide that Julian Bastille would be your target?” another reporter asked.

“Were you trying to flee to the United Kingdom? Was this attempt to get UK citizenship all a part of some plan to escape your crippling debt?”

“What are you talking about?” I shouted as more and more reporters tried to squeeze themselves closer.

I swatted the nearest microphone away, finally breaking free from the crowd and pushing through the doors into the lobby of the hotel. Already I could hear some of the press following after me, hoping to get the upper hand on their fellows and maybe even catch an exclusive.

“Ms. Lawson!” a man—someone I even recognized from television—called after me. “How could you do this to Julian Bastille?”

I couldn’t take it anymore. All of these wild accusations had driven me over the edge—and despite promising myself that I wouldn’t say anything to these monsters, I couldn’t spend another moment helplessly hounded by them, either. I wouldn’t just cower when the world called me such awful things—I was going to fight back.

I was going to take control.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I would never hurt Julian,” I said, whipping around on the reporter and his accompanying cameraman. They both flinched backward, eyes wide, apparently not anticipating my wrath. “I may be a lot of things, but I’m not in this for the damn money. Our life—Julian’s and mine—is exactly that. Ours. And that means it’s none of your business.” I could have stopped right there, but taking the reins like this had opened up the floodgates on my anger. Seething, I added, “Now fuck off!”

As though they’d smelled blood in the water, a flurry of additional questions came roaring in, and more and more of the reporters from outside began filing in, convinced I was not willing to answer their questions.

“Ms. Lawson! Are you faking your pregnancy?” a new reporter demanded to know. “Is the child even Julian’s? Has there been a paternity test? Whose baby is it?”

I wanted to kick myself for giving them even a bit of an answer. The longer I stood there, fixed to the floor of the lobby, the louder and more demanding they became for answers, cameras once again flashing in my face.

I wasn’t sure how long I stood there, frozen, until hotel security finally intervened, pushing back the crowd and swiftly guiding me toward the elevator. They asked what room I was staying in, and I readily told them. Whatever it took to get me out of this mess, that was what I was willing to do. They could have asked me for my social security number in exchange for safe haven, and in that moment, I might very well have given it to them.

Everything after that passed by as if I was in a dream, time moving in ways I couldn’t even comprehend, my brain reeling from the trauma of what had just occurred—the accusations that had been leveled at me from people who didn’t even know me. Why the hell were they accusing me of conning Julian?

Before I knew it I was in a suite. The security officers were standing at the threshold, asking that I stay in my room until the reporters could be removed from the premises. I nodded numbly and shut the door behind me, slumping against it. Just like that, I was alone again, my face wet from the fountain of tears I had cried in the elevator, still shaking as I tried to hold back the tide of sobs threatening to wrack my ribs. How had all of this gone so wrong?

I never should have gone along with this, I thought, shuffling toward the couch in the common area. My knees gave out just as I reached it and I sat, hard, letting the cushions all but swallow me whole. We should have just told the truth right from the beginning. Let the world know we made a silly drunken mistake, and see what happened from there. This could have been done quietly, instead of trying to have our cake and eat it too. We should have—

I took out my phone again and tried to call Julian, but the moment I hit the “call” button, a prerecorded message played instead.

“We’re sorry, your device has been disconnected from the network. For more information, please contact…”

I threw the cell onto the bed and reached for the hotel phone on the table. Before I could dial a single number, a large television on the wall caught my attention. Julian had just stepped into view. Shaking, I grabbed for the remote and turned up the volume.




 

JULIAN

A t the sound of the doorknob rattling I leapt to my feet, ready to lay into Tessa the moment I saw her. But instead of Tessa, I found a mousy-looking woman standing there with a bag clutched firmly in her hand. I wasn’t sure what was going on until she stepped into the room, set the bag down on the table, and opened it to reveal a plethora of makeup.

“You’re here to get me ready for the cameras,” I said, heaving a sigh as I sat back down in the chair I’d been occupying since Tessa had locked me in that room.

“Yes, sir,” the girl stammered, flashing me a faint smile before she started getting out the things she’d need to make sure my face didn’t shine. It’s almost unbelievable how much foundation gets put onto people just so they look somewhat normal on your telly. The makeup helped to keep the lights from bleaching out the overly pale and from cutting the glare that often reflected off the skin. Even during my concerts, I’d been practically covered in the stuff as they filmed my sets.

“Let’s get on with it, then,” I said, closing my eyes as I heard the sound of the door opening again. I frowned, lifting my lids again just in time to see Tessa storm into the room, a stack of papers in her hands. She didn’t look happy in the slightest.

“Get out,” she snapped at the girl, whose brush hovered not even an inch from my face. She froze, and Tessa bellowed, “Now!”

I’d never seen someone disappear so quickly, taking her bag and all its contents with her as she darted back out into the hallway. I shook my head in disdain as I opened my mouth to speak, only to be cut off before I had the chance to.

“You really are an idiot,” Tessa hissed, slamming the door after the girl and walking up to the edge of the desk I’d been sitting at for the past hour. “This was so easy to avoid, but you couldn’t resist getting your dick wet, could you?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked, fists clenching as she slammed the stack of papers down onto the table. She looked so odd—obviously she was angry, but there was something cold behind her eyes too, something almost calculating, precise. But then again, that had always been Tessa, hadn’t it?

“You just had to sleep with the first girl in Vegas that opened her legs,” she growled, “and now look where we are, about to give a press conference about how you fell for one of the oldest fucking tricks in the book.”

“Tessa, what the hell are you even talking about?” I asked, “What trick? What do you know that I don’t?”

“That’s a long list, Julian, and not one that I’m willing to detail in full,” Tessa answered, spanning her fingers across the stack of papers in front of me. “Regardless, I can at least tell you that your blushing bride has been playing you from the very beginning.”

I swallowed. “You’re full of shit,” I said, trying not to turn my gaze toward the papers she’d laid there in front of me. But was it because I didn’t believe her, or that I didn’t want to? I could already feel my heart racing, that slow chill creeping into my chest from the bottom of my stomach.

“Liz wouldn’t do that,” I murmured. “That isn’t the kind of person she is.”

“And how would you know that, Julian?” Tessa asked, eyebrows peaked as she stood straight again and put her hands on her hips. “You’ve spent a few days with her and you trust her more than you trust me—the woman who’s been beside you every step of your career? Guiding you to where you are now? Picking you up off of the floor after every drunken stupor?”

As much as I wanted to refute her, Tessa had a point—just how well did I know Liz? I mean, aside from a drunken night in Vegas together—one that neither of us remembered—we’d been together for all of a week; and while it had been the best week of my life, did that really mean that I knew the first thing about her? Liz could have been anyone in the world. There was no way I’d even scratched the surface of who she was in such a short amount of time, no matter what I felt to the contrary.

I glanced down at the papers despite my better judgment, squinting at the small black type. I’d been expecting photos, but this appeared to be a series of e-mails Tessa had printed out.

“What’s this?” I asked, resisting as best I could the urge to actually read one. The truth was I wanted so badly for Tessa to be wrong—to be so completely and totally off-base about this entire thing… but unless I knew all the facts, then I was just as much of a chump as she’d said I was.

“E-mails… and a few text messages,” she said. “All of them between Elizabeth and her friend Jennifer. All of them about you.”

“Why is that so shocking?” I snorted and looked away from the stack, trying to affect an air of confidence I didn’t really feel. “Of course she talks to Jen about me. They are friends. I’m not going to sit here reading her private email!”

Tessa looked at me like I was a particularly slow child. “These e-mails aren’t recent, Julian.” She tapped her finger against a line on the top sheet, indicating a date of some months before I’d even been to Vegas. That was right around the time I’d made the announcement about the show. “They’ve been planning this for months.”

“What in the hell are you talking about?”

“You want me to read you the damn things?” Tessa shouted, lifting the emails back up. “You’ve been drinking a long time Julian. Do you ever black out and forget a whole damn night?”

“I must have hit things a bit hard…”

“Rohypnol, Julian. It’s all right here,” Tessa said, slapping at the paper. “The date rape drug! They drugged you!”

My heart sank. Over the past hour, I’d been doing my best to dismiss the intrusive thoughts I’d had about Liz’s fidelity, about whether or not she was who she’d said she was. I’d been calling myself a paranoid fool for even entertaining the notion she’d betray me—sure, we’d had a fight, but not one big enough for her to throw everything we had away.

What did we have, though, really? An accidental marriage, an inconvenient pregnancy, and a few good lays? No, it had to be more than that. We’d shared things with each other. Hadn’t we? Or at least, I had. The koi fish tattooed along my ribs throbbed suddenly and I touched it through my shirt, wincing.

“These can’t be real,” I said, giving in to my morbid curiosity and beginning to read through the papers. “You’re lying…”

More softly than I’d expected, Tessa said, “It’s all real, Julian. The marriage, the baby—it was all just an elaborate scheme, meticulously planned and elegantly executed. You fell right into their trap.”

“None of this makes any sense,” I said, running a hand through my hair as I grabbed the papers from Tessa. I read over one e-mail after another, each one detailing the various stages of an intricate plan, from discovery of which hotel I was staying at, to getting me drunk at the bar, right down to making sure I wasn’t wearing any protection when we had sex.

Sweat clung to my temples. I covered my mouth with the tips of my fingers. My stomach clenched and threatened to lurch. This couldn’t be true.

“Doesn’t it?” Tessa asked incredulously. “She just wanted to take you for a damn child support payment, Julian—and the alimony that would have gone alone with the divorce! This was her plan all along!”

“But she didn’t remember what happened, either,” I said, my voice growing weaker as my gaze returned to the pages in front of me, each of them more damning than the last.

Tessa threw up her hands. Now there was an expression on her face I understood—exasperation. “For Christ’s sakes, Jules—she lied! It’s that simple. People like her will always lie. It’s because of who you are. Because of what you represent to them. You will never be anything but a potential payout… except to me.” Her gaze softened. “I keep telling you, Julian. In this line of work… I’m the only person you can trust.”

I couldn’t stop myself from staring at the e-mails. I was so transfixed by just how foolish I had to be to put myself in a situation like this. Tessa was right—I had played right into their hands, and now I would have to find a way to somehow dig myself back out of the grave I’d dug. I felt like I was falling, like I’d jumped out of a plane with no parachute, or even a hope of landing on anything soft as the ground rose up to meet me.

“Why didn’t she go public right away, then?” I wondered out loud, shuffling through the documents numbly. “Why did she wait almost a month…”

“That’s always bothered you, hasn’t it?” Tessa said, sighing as she rooted through the remainder of the stack. Finally, she pulled a sheet free. “Here. You won’t believe me if I tell you, so see for yourself.”

I read it over. Then I closed my eyes. “She was waiting on confirmation of the pregnancy.”

Tessa nodded. “Didn’t it strike you as one hell of a coincidence that her doctor called right as we showed up?”

No, I thought, though I dared not say it out loud for fear of looking even stupider. I’d had no idea that any of this was staged. From the very start, Liz had pulled at my heart strings. She was beautiful. She was a spitfire. She seemed the kind of girl who’d never had a day of fun in her whole life, and that made me want to take care of her, to show her how amazing life could be if she’d just let her guard down. She was a wildcat in bed, too, and I wondered if that was what had sealed the deal for me. Dear Lord, I hoped not. It was one thing to be a fool, but a fool as shallow and brain dead as all that? Hell, I might as well have applied for this year’s Darwin Award.

Well done, Liz, I thought, pushing the papers away. Bitterly, I recalled how the morning I’d woke up in that Vegas hotel room, she’d been gone—and how part of me had actually been impressed with that, impressed with the idea that she’d got me all turned around. You pulled one over on me. Right from the start.

“You’re right,” I said to Tessa at last, my voice tight as I fought back the emotion welling in my throat. Tessa had been there for me through thick and thin, seen me through to being the star I was today. If I couldn’t trust her, then what did I have? Years of her helping me rise to the top should have earned her enough respect to take her word at face value—even when it was something I didn’t want to hear. And yet I’d treated her as the enemy ever since Elizabeth Lawson walked into my life. A pang of guilt resonated in me. Tess deserved better. “I… I just don’t know what to say.”

“All you need to say,” Tessa said, gathering up the papers, “is that you were tricked, and that you have evidence that proves that Elizabeth Lawson planned your wedding and her pregnancy in order to extort money from you. Then you’ll say how betrayed you feel by all of this and we’ll go home back to London.”

I felt so tired suddenly, as though everything I’d had in me had been taken out through a straw. I felt like a husk of what I had been, a pale imitation of the man who had seen his baby’s ultrasound just a few hours beforehand. But now that memory had been sullied by what I’d just read in those e-mails. I’d been used—played like some schoolyard dolt for his lunch money, just because a woman batted her eyelashes at me and told me that she was going to have my child.

“Fuck makeup,” I said, rubbing my face as I stood up from the chair. “Let’s get this over with.” The last thing I wanted right now was to be touched, by anyone, but especially a woman.

I felt numb, almost directionless as I followed Tessa out of the room and down the hallway toward the sound of people milling about. I wasn’t even in the mood to hate those bastards with their cameras and incessant questions about nothing that even had any importance. I just wanted all of this to be over. I wanted to be back home, where I belonged. I never wanted to feel anything ever again.

If I had a choice, I would never even set foot in America again, and if that meant fading into obscurity, then I hardly gave a damn. Truth be told, drowning myself in an ocean of booze sounded like the best idea I’d had all bloody week, and the moment this stupid interview was over, I was going to start doing just that.

“Before I forget,” Tessa said, turning around and holding her hand out to me. “I need your phone.”

I stopped short. “Why?” I asked her, frowning even as I dutifully dug it out of my pocket and handed it over.

“Because I’m going to get you a new one,” she said with a smile. “She’s got your number, and since she’s been outed, I hardly think she’s going to keep that a secret. By now there have to be a hundred different news networks who know it.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I muttered. Great, now even my phone had been spoiled, corrupted by Liz’s scheming and my terrible decisions. I was glad Tessa was getting rid of it. Its absence would provide me with one less reminder that I’d been duped.

“There’s a good lad,” she said, stowing the phone in her purse as she laid her hand on my back, leading me out toward the bright lights of a conference room. The moment I stepped inside the cameras started flashing, a sea of phosphor dots dancing in front of me as Tessa guided me over to a podium where I would address the crowd.

Already people were starting to shout out questions, most of them wondering how Liz had tricked me into marrying her and getting her pregnant. I was almost grateful when Tessa stepped in front of the crowd and asked for silence. Once the mob of reporters had quieted their din to a low rumble, I finally began to speak.

“Good afternoon,” I began, doing my best to keep the quaver out of my tone. “I have recently been made aware of certain information that proves that my so-called wife, Elizabeth Lawson, has in fact been lying to me since our meeting in Las Vegas, where she got me drunk, drugged me, and proceeded to use my impaired judgment in order to facilitate conceiving a child. Her plan was to receive child support through the American courts, as well as alimony after the planned termination of our marriage…”

I didn’t look anyone in the eye. Not a single one. I couldn’t bear to acknowledge the complete idiocy I’d engaged in, or the stupid brand of hope I’d felt that my life could change—that I could ever be anything other than what I was. That I could be loved the way other people were, known the way other people were, or love someone else the way I so desperately wanted to. In my line of work, there could be no trust. All I would ever know of love was the shitty lyrics I wrote to coerce teenage girls into buying my albums on iTunes.

And I sure as hell didn’t reach in my pocket and touch the ultrasound photos there—the only tangible remnant I had left of the future that had turned out to be nothing more than a lie.




 

ELIZABETH

I  stared at the television set, utterly dumbfounded by what I had just heard come out of Julian’s mouth. For a moment I thought for sure I’d lost my mind, that the last few days he and I had spent together—all the things we’d done together and said to one another—had all been in my head. My world was spinning into a freefall that I felt like I wouldn’t be able to pull myself out of in time to avoid the inevitable crash landing. Was this really how all of this was going to end? Just when I had thought maybe I’d be able to have something with Julian?

I could feel my chest seizing, the world suddenly losing all sound. I watched in horror as he answered question after question about my character, my supposed manipulations, and some kind of elaborate plan I’d enacted to trap him into marriage and fatherhood. Nothing made sense, and I wanted to just stop existing until I woke up from what had to be the worst nightmare I had ever experienced.

Pull it together, Liz, I thought, trying as hard as I could to push through my panic attack. In my head, I started going over a list of all the things that I actually had control over, repeating the exercise incessantly until my lungs expanded and the world settled on its proper axis again.

I snapped myself out of my stupor just in time to catch the very end of the interview as one of the reporters asked Julian, “What’ll you do now, Mr. Bastille?”

“I’m going back home,” he said. I’d been feeling a lot of awful things since this press conference started, but the worst feeling of all came when I saw just how sad he looked as he said that. Julian looked like he might crumble right there in front of everyone, just dissolve to ash and blow away in the wind. When he walked off camera, my heart wrenched for an entirely different reason. It was like I was watching him turn away and leave me, rather than just the crowd.

I sat forward on the couch, hiding my face in my palms as I wondered just how long I’d be able to stay in here before they told me I needed to leave.

I glanced back up at the television as a newscaster began going over a few more of the story’s details.

“According to sources close to Mr. Bastille,” the woman said, leaning forward almost conspiratorially, “Ms. Lawson’s deception was uncovered through a series of leaked e-mails, detailing for months how she and a friend had plotted out every step of their insidious plan.”

“What fucking e-mails?!” I yelled at the screen, grabbing the landline and trying to call Julian one more time. Now there were a bunch of e-mails that implicated me in some kind of marriage con? It was bad enough that some low-life paparazzi had made a claim like that—men like him came up with wild theories to sell their stories all the time—but for an actual news organization to publish it too?

Whoever had “leaked” those e-mails must have been the same person who had tipped the press off to the arrangement Julian and I had made—one that I honestly wished I’d said no to right from the start. I knew one thing for sure: whoever was responsible for all of this was going to pay for every moment of this humiliation. That was a solemn vow I was only too happy to undertake.

I wanted to scream, to shout to the heavens that I wasn’t responsible for any of this, but that would get exactly nothing done except leave me hoarse. No, I needed this anger inside me, fueling me to take action in setting the record straight—and Julian.

As much as I hated the very thought of it, there was at least one more person I could call—someone that I knew would be able to get me in touch with Julian, or at least tell me what in the world was happening. She was in the thick of everything now, and if anyone had any answers, it would be her.

I scrolled through my cell phone for Tessa’s contact information, lifted the receiver on the hotel phone once again, and dialed. I just had to hope that she, too, wouldn’t be ignoring my calls. The last thing I needed was that bitch snubbing me on top of everything else. But she was Julian’s manager. She would want to do what was in Julian’s best interest, wouldn’t she? And clearing all of this up would be in everyone’s best interest.

With each ring I could feel my stomach tightening, each one taking me one step closer to having to hear the sounds of that woman’s voicemail and leaving me with yet more unanswered questions.

On the fourth ring, I heard someone pick up the line, the distant murmur of voices, and the sound of a door slamming shut.

“What the hell do you want?” Tessa hissed. “Haven’t you done enough to ruin everything already?”

“Tessa!” I said. For once in the entire week that I’d known her, I was actually relieved to hear that sneer directed at me. “You have to let me talk to Julian. This entire thing is a—”

She barked a laugh. “Let’s get one thing straight here, Elizabeth: I don’t have to let you do anything. You can go rot in a jail cell for all I care—not that Julian is pressing any charges—but I do hope that you get whatever book they can think of thrown at you. You’ve ruined everything.”

“You have to listen to me,” I begged, hoping to God that she didn’t hang up on me. “None of what they’re saying is true! I didn’t do any of this!”

“These e-mails say otherwise,” she said, an odd turn in the tone of her voice putting me on edge. “According to these, you’ve been planning this little con of yours for months now—and who is the world supposed to believe? The hard evidence? Or some nobody from Bumfuck, USA who swears she didn’t do anything wrong? You’re up the bloody creek without a paddle darling, and I’m sure as hell going to enjoy watching you drown.”

There was something in the way she spoke, some glee she took in describing just how screwed I was, that made me pause. The more she went on, the less angry she seemed. There was something manic about her now; she was spitting her words out so fast that I was surprised that she wasn’t stumbling just to keep up with herself.

“Put Julian on,” I demanded again, clenching my hands into fists as I was met with another laugh. “Now!”

“There’s no way I’m letting you say a word to him, little Lizzie,” she said, and I ground my teeth at the use of that hated nickname. “I’ve worked far too hard to let someone like you ruin this for me. In just a few hours, Julian and I will be on our way back to London.”

“Jesus Christ, Tessa, what the hell is wrong with you? Don’t you care about the truth?” I remembered the way he’d looked at the conference and my heart broke all over again. “This is going to tear him apart, and it’s pure lies! He’ll never recover from it. Never.”

I’d been attempting to appeal to her humanity, to the part of her I believed, at the time, truly cared about Julian and his well-being. But Tessa didn’t even pause to consider what I’d told her. She just lowered her voice, her mouth very close to the phone as she said:

“If I so much as catch a whiff of you before we’re on that plane, you’ll be in jail for whatever charges I can have a solicitor dream up. If you know what’s good for you, Lizzie darling, you’ll do everyone a favor and just disappear—you and that little bastard growing in your belly. The world doesn’t want to hear about some whore whose only claim to fame was uncrossing her legs for one of Britain’s most wanted.”

I reeled from the shock of the venom in her words, the icy and cutting way she spoke them right in my ear. Was she really so determined to turn this against me that she wouldn’t even listen to my side of the story? But the more I thought on it, the more I realized that no matter what the outcome of this situation, Tessa would spin it to her benefit. She was the kind of person who would turn any bad thing that happened into her newest advantage, and while that sounded almost admirable, the fact that she would step over—or on top of—someone just to manipulate things in her favor left me with nothing but loathing for her.

“I can’t believe this,” I said, trying hard to hold back the tears prickling the corners of my eyes—tears of frustration, anguish, and rage all fighting for dominance over which would be in control of my reaction. “I can’t believe you’d be so goddamn heartless.”

“Oh, please,” Tessa tutted, “heart has nothing to do with it. But since I’m feeling generous, I’ll let you in on a little tip: either you do, or you get yourself done. It’s fuck or be fucked, and I don’t mean that in the good way. That’s how this world works, pet. Always has, always will. Tough lessons to learn, I’m sure, but in the end, you’ll be smarter for it.”

“You fucking bitch,” I whispered, almost choking on a sob. “All I want is to talk to Julian.”

“I’m not a bitch, Lizzie,” she said coolly. “I’m just winning. And I’ve worked way too hard to let some loser, some runner-up, like you take that away from me.”

And just like that, the line went dead, and I was alone in our suite once again.

It was then and only then that I started to break down, crumpling into the sofa as the weight of all I’d lost came crashing down on me.

For one small moment, I had thought that maybe my life wouldn’t be spent paying off my student loans or being alone with no one but my best friend for company. I had dreamed, for just a second, that I could have someone who cared about me, who would stick by me no matter what. That I could finally surrender all this armor I’d been wearing since I was practically a child. That I could stop fighting so hard for every scrap of happiness in my life, and maybe even start living it.

But it seemed that the universe would have none of that—as though all of creation couldn’t stand the idea that maybe Liz Lawson got her happy ending for once.

I don’t know how long I lay there, my face stained with tears, before I reached out and grabbed the hotel phone one last time. I dialed a number that had been burned into my memory from a lifetime of friendship. If there was one person on this planet who would help me now, it was Jen.




 

JULIAN

TWO DAYS LATER…

I t was almost like I had gone back in time.

There I was, sprawled out over the couch, a bottle clutched limply in my hand and God only knew how much booze coursing through my veins. I stared at the ceiling, having completely surrendered to the void of sweet oblivion. Everything was exactly like it had been before I’d ever gone to Vegas, just like the days when I would spend weeks at a time in a drunken haze. But it was exactly that that had me so… dissatisfied.

The sight of those e-mails still haunted me as I lay there, rereading them over and over again in my mind, still trying to come to terms with how any of this could have been true. I could almost convince myself that all of it had been a dream, that I had only just woken up from a week-long torpor and that somehow, whatever fantasy had danced through my unconscious had turned so horribly sour. But deep down in my heart, I knew that it wasn’t a dream, wasn’t something that I would forget before I took the next sip from the bottle in my hand, or even something I’d forget a week from now.

Or a month. Or a year. Or, hell, a lifetime. I took another pull from the bottle of Jack. Bottom’s up, eh?

I had been betrayed. Betrayed by the woman that, for the first time in my life, I thought I might have a chance—or even wanted a chance—with! These were the kinds of things that people wrote tragedies over, the loss of trust in love and the slow march into utter loneliness. Even my impressive level of intoxication couldn’t guard my heart against the toothy memory of those messages between the woman I had begun to care so much for and her best friend. The messages that had been used to plot out how the two of them would take me for a complete and utter fool and use me to finance the rest of their lives.

I felt rudderless again, like I had before I’d met Liz, and couldn’t help but marvel at the irony that the one time I felt like I had a purpose in my life, it had only ever been a ruse to line someone’s pockets. Was that all I was good for, being taken advantage of and consumed like something you’d buy at the grocer’s? Was I just a tool to be used and then thrown aside once I had served my purpose?

I couldn’t blame Liz entirely for it, I supposed—after all, the plan had been to use her for practically the exact same thing—or rather, that had been Tessa’s plan. But so much had changed since I’d met her, seen her as something more than a woman I’d fucked in a hotel in Vegas, or even the accidental future mother of my child. I had begun to see her as the woman I wanted to ensure didn’t have her life ruined because of me. But instead, it had been her plan that both Tessa and I had played into. It was ironic, to say the least.

And it was something Tessa had warned me about since the beginning. Oh, why hadn’t I listened to her? She might have been a right cunt half the time—really, only half? I wondered to myself—but she was rarely, if ever, wrong. And she’d never double-crossed me, not like Liz had. It was a damn good thing Tessa had found those e-mails, because as smitten as I’d been with Liz, there was no way I’d have believed her if she merely told me.

Yet despite how all of the evidence pointed toward her using me without any damned remorse, I couldn’t bring myself to be angry with Liz. No—instead, all I could bring myself to feel was utter despair and loneliness, crushing my ribs like a vise whenever I tried to take a deeper breath.

Ever since the press conference, I had just felt so damn empty, walking along in a daze. And damn, too, the idea that I was meant to be more than just some fleeting star, burned out before I got my chance to truly shine. If there ever had been any anger inside of me, it had been snuffed out before it had even gotten any air to breathe—extinguished by the knowledge that I would never have someone I could truthfully call my own.

The idea of a family had only been mine for a moment before it got snatched away from me like bait on a line. That was what I had become—the rock star that bit the hook and got reeled right in like the sucker I was.

I should have never left London, I thought, shaking my head as I brought the mouth of the bottle to my lips once again, taking a long, slow pull from its amber contents. I should have never even entertained the thought of going to Vegas. What a stupid idea that’d been.

But then I remembered that Vegas had been Tessa’s idea, really—she’d booked the gig and had practically demanded that I go. She had been so damned determined to get me a bigger following in the States, and I hadn’t been in enough of a mood to tell her no. Who would I have been to tell her she didn’t know her own business? If she said that it was a good move, why wouldn’t I have believed her? Shit, it might have worked out fine, had I actually shown up to the concert.

I attempted to set the bottle down on the floor beside the couch, but only ending up tipping it over and spilling some of its precious contents onto the marble tile.

“Shit!” I shouted, jumping up as quickly as I could, only to suddenly realize how much of a mistake that had been. I slipped on the puddle that had poured out from the bottle and busted ass, a bolt of pain searing up my spine through my tailbone.

“My God, man, you look like a mess,” came Tessa’s unusually chipper voice as the door swung open. Just the sound of it made me dread whatever it was she had come to my flat to say. “Why’re the curtains closed? It’s wonderful outside!”

I groaned and laid down on the floor—fuck getting up, though the clicking of her heels across the tile made me want to crawl into my bedroom and shut the door, a feeling only compounded by the sudden burst of light flooding into my living room as my manager flung the heavy blackout curtains wide.

“Jesus!” I cried, covering my eyes and turning away from the light. “Could you not?”

“Oh, settle down, Jules,” she said, an infuriatingly pleasant smile on her lips. “You should be pleased! You’re in the clear!”

“Oh, yeah, I’ll start doing a dance any minute now,” I grumbled, glaring at her as my eyes slowly started to adjust to the offensive amount of daylight streaming in through the windows. “What do you want, Tess?”

“Is that any way to talk to the woman who’s practically just saved your career from the rubbish bin?” she purred. “I mean, I did just make sure that you’re the most talked about person in the whole country, after all.”

“What in the hell are you on about?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her as I hoisted myself carefully from off the floor. “My career is over, Tessa. We both know that, don’t we? There’s no way I’m coming back after what happened.”

“That’s where you’re so wrong, Julian,” she said, beaming at me as she withdrew a newspaper from her purse and handed it over to me. “You’re the talk of the town, love. Everyone’s looking for an exclusive about how you were taken advantage of.”

“And why the hell would I want to tell the world all about that?” I asked her. “Hell, I don’t even want to think about what happened over there, much less relive it after that circus you put together before we left. All I want is to be left well enough alone.”

The headline of the paper read Bad Boy Rocker Can’t Be Tied Down, and it was accompanied by the most horrendous side-by-side of me at one of my old concerts juxtaposed against one of Liz, her makeup streaking her face in the middle of the hotel lobby. Just the sight of it was enough to make my stomach lurch and tighten. Suddenly I felt sorry for her. Even after all that she’d done to me, I still couldn’t stand the sight of her in tears.

“That is not an option,” Tessa said, her voice suddenly serious. “You’ve got an interview with three different late night talk shows and a charity event to perform for in a few weeks! Everyone’s eating this up—your love-life has got the whole country talking. You’ve never been more popular!”

She pushed the paper into my hands. “I honestly think that this fiasco might end up being the best thing that’s ever happened to you,” she continued, tapping the headline with one of her well-manicured nails as if I hadn’t seen it. “Women are all commenting on the Internet about how sorry they feel for you. You’ve never been sexier!” A grin split her face wide. “This is fantastic, and we haven’t even dropped the date-rape-drug bombshell yet! That’s going to be making news for months!”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, my jaw sagging as Tessa kept going on and on about how the sales figures for even my older albums had jumped through the roof since this scandal had hit the air. I could feel my chest starting to tighten, heat rising at the back of my neck with every word out of my manager’s crimson lips, her stupid cat-that-ate-the-canary grin growing wider and more disturbing with every syllable. What in the hell was happening with my bloody life? Was this all I was now—some pathetic knob people took pity on?

“Get out,” I said, my voice barely audible even to me, though apparently loud enough to give Tessa pause.

“Excuse me?” She squinted at me and the smile dropped from her lips. “I’m sorry, I must have misheard you. For a second, I imagined you’d said—”

“I said to get the hell out of my flat!” I growled, taking a step toward her that made her almost stumble back against the wall behind. “Fuck right out of here, Tessa. Now.”

Much to my surprise, she didn’t argue. She only snatched the paper from my hand before she made her way out the door, though I could tell from her expression she wasn’t at all pleased.

But what the hell did I care? What did I care about any of it? After losing what I’d never known I’d wanted all this time—love I’d found in the place it wasn’t supposed to be—what the hell did some publicity matter to me anymore? I was so tired of all the stunts and the interviews. All I wanted was what I could never have: someone who cared about me for more than my financial worth.

I picked the bottle back up from the floor, a little over half its contents still streaming through the grout. I couldn’t even muster the effort to give a damn about cleaning it up. It could sit there for the rest of my damned life, for all I cared. The only thing I wanted to do now was drink the rest of that bottle, or however much it took to blur my thoughts into a blue haze. Plenty of rock stars had drank themselves to death, guzzled and guzzled their way into an early grave. What did it matter if there was one more?

“You’re nothing but someone else’s paycheck, mate,” I said to myself, putting the mouth of the bottle to my lips once again before I took a long draught. “And sooner or later, they’re going to try to get everything they can from you. Take every last bit of you, chew it up, and spit it out. Once you’re not good for anything else, they’re going to leave you to rot on the side of the road.” Then I chuckled mirthlessly as a set of rather iconic lyrics came to mind.

“It’s better to burn out than to fade away.”

Ah, Neil Young. Now there was a rocker who knew the score.

I threw the bottle, watching it shatter against the far wall. To hell with it. To hell with everything.




 

ELIZABETH

I t took a special kind of friend to dish out the money for a round-trip ticket to the UK. The kind of friend you don’t ever take for granted. Jen was as selfless and noble as they came, to be sure. But the fact that she had been implicated in this whole scandal sure helped her make the decision to finance my vindication.

The only real problem had been getting from the suite over to the airport without alerting the sea of press that had been stationed outside ever since that stupid story broke. Thankfully, the room I was in had been paid for in advance and included another day, so I had at least a little while to plan how I would get the hell out of Dodge and over to JFK in time for my flight.

Much to my surprise, my saviors had come in a form I hardly expected. The security guards who had escorted me up to my room worked for the hotel, and they were absolutely ready to get rid of me and all the craziness happening just outside the doors to the hotel. With their help, I was able to sneak out around the back and get into an Über that Jen had paid for to pick me up. I honestly couldn’t have asked for a better friend, and I knew that if I made it out of this with a penny to my name, minus the legal fees that surely faced me in the future, I would have to take her out to dinner.

I’d arrived at the gate just in time to catch my flight across the Atlantic. I thanked God I had managed to grab my purse before I was taken away from Billford. The passport inside was nearly expired and had never seen a single foreign stamp. I’d gotten it thinking I might travel some day, and I guess now as as good a time as any. Practicality for the win, I thought to myself.

We touched down in Heathrow airport some twelve hours later, and thankful for just how uneventful my flight had been, I made my way through customs and out toward the pick-up area to try to hail a cab that would take me to Julian’s flat.

I had Jen to thank for the address—leave it to a bunch of obsessed fan girls to have their favorite rock star’s address plastered across the Internet for anyone to find. That only made my life that much easier.

I did my best to relax in the backseat of the cab, glancing out the windows as one of the most historic cities on the planet rushed by. I was amazed at how the cabbie didn’t even have a GPS or anything to help him find where he was going.

The cabbie rattled off some landmarks and talked about some of the history behind it all as we went, our progress slowed by the kind of heavy traffic that reminded me a little of New York. My driver was something of a history buff and had a habit of talking the ear off of anyone who would listen to his countless tidbits of trivia. If I hadn’t found it fascinating—and a worthy distraction from the worry growing in my gut—I think I’d have tuned him out before we’d even gone a block. The sound of conversation was comforting, and for once I’d met someone within the last few days who wasn’t constantly blathering on about my current romantic entanglement with a rock star.

It took about an hour and a half to get across London to Julian’s flat, and by the time we’d arrived, I was already sorry to see the cabbie drive off. I felt like I’d lost a friend just before I was about to step into a dragon’s lair in the hopes that maybe, just maybe, I’d find something good to take away from all this—even if I left with my heart ripped out.

I had to take a risk. I’d always told myself I’d be willing to do so when it mattered. Well, it mattered now. Maybe more than I’d been willing to admit, at first.

It was insane to think I’d fallen in love with him after such a short amount of time, but the moments we’d shared had so much weight to them. I had to keep reminding myself that stranger things had happened, that I wasn’t a complete idiot for feeling the way I did. Every time I started to drift into that territory, I remembered the look on Julian’s face when he’d seen the ultrasound screen, what he’d whispered against me as he kissed the trails of my tears away. If that wasn’t love, I wasn’t sure what the hell qualified.

By the time I found myself standing outside Julian’s apartment, it was nearly evening. I looked up into the golden glow of his windows on the third floor and hoped that he would be alone. At first I thought that my biggest concern in that regard was Tessa, but suddenly the idea of Julian tangled up with some woman he’d picked up at a pub or something popped into my head, and the sting of tears at the corners of my eyes began in earnest. Part of me wanted to run, to hide at the thought that I’d probably already been replaced, and likely by a woman he hardly knew. Then again, wasn’t I some woman he hardly knew? What made me so different? So special?

Well, for one thing, he got you pregnant, I thought, setting my jaw as I mounted the steps to his stoop. And for another… you’re pretty sure you’re in love with him.

But the moment I touched the door, I thought that I might have a heart attack. Right there in the hallway was the one person who could ruin everything.

Tessa.

My heart hammered as I looked for someplace to hide, lucky as hell that I hadn’t been spotted just yet.

In a desperate rush of movement, I ducked behind a car parked along the curb, peeking through the windows as Tessa stepped out onto the street, her expression set in its usual state of mild, stony annoyance.

I held my breath, feeling utterly vulnerable as she stopped to check her phone. She stood there for what seemed like an eternity before turning and heading in the opposite direction of my impromptu hiding spot, allowing me to breathe once more.

Now’s my chance, I thought, rushing back up to the door and pressing one of the call buttons in the hopes that a resident might fall for one of the oldest tricks in the book.

“’Ello?” a garbled voice asked through the speaker on the third try. I put on the most polite voice I could manage and hoped to God they wouldn’t suspect anything.

“I’ve lost my keys, and—”

Before I could even finish my sentence, there was a loud buzz signaling that the door had been unlocked.

“Thank you!” I said before letting the button go and heading inside, surprised and so thankful that that even worked. It was quite a different world over here.

I dashed up the stairs all the way to the third floor, the dread in my belly growing heavier and heavier as I got closer to what I knew would probably be one of the most devastating confrontations in my entire life. I knew that I needed to be strong and hold my own—defend myself to him against all the lies—but no matter how I thought about it, I couldn’t see an outcome where I wasn’t crying my eyes out.

But maybe he’ll believe me once I’m in front of him, I thought, though that tiny glimmer of hope was almost instantaneously extinguished by my omnipresent sense of realism. He might, but I can’t bet on that. I have to go in fearing the worst and be ready to deal with it. This is the last stand for us… and there’s no guarantee that we’ll make it out of there with our relationship in one piece.

Before I knew it, I was outside the door to his flat, chewing nervously on my bottom lip. I felt like I was frozen in place, standing before the gate to what I was sure would be my complete and utter emotional destruction. But I’d come all this way, traveled across an ocean, just so I could see him—possibly for the last time. I couldn’t stop here.

I reach out for the door, my hand shaking as I knocked three times. At first I thought that I might have been too quiet and Julian hadn’t heard me. Or maybe he wasn’t even home—but then what had Tessa been doing here, if not talking to her client? Her only client, now that I thought about it.

Sure that I hadn’t been heard, I reached out to knock again, only to hear the rasping sounds of a deadbolt being slid open. From the other side, a familiar voice grumbled something that I could barely make out.

“You were just here,” Julian said as he opened the door. “What, did you already lose your…”

His eyes, red and bloodshot went wide as they met mine. His mouth dropped open, eyebrows raised as the two of us stood there, staring into one another’s eyes as though we might have just seen our own respective ghosts.

“You,” he said, his voice hoarse and barely above a whisper. “What’re you doing here?”

“I needed to talk to you,” I said, swallowing nervously as I took a step closer to him. “I needed to explain—”

“I think that I’ve heard enough explaining from enough people about what happened,” Julian said, his voice rising as he shook his head. “No. I don’t think I want to hear what you have to say.”

“You’ve heard other people tell you what happened,” I countered, grabbing the edge of the door as I saw him move to shut it in my face. “But you haven’t heard me tell you what happened. And after all we’ve been through, I deserve that much from you, Julian Bastille.”

Julian stared at me hard. It wasn’t until he was looking at me that way, until we were so close, that I realized his eyes weren’t just red from the alcohol. They were red because he’d been crying. My heart suffered yet another crack through it as I imagined the kind of pain he’d been in ever since the day that story broke. To have gone from seeing his child on an ultrasound, to being told his wife was some gold-digging fraud…

I was beginning to think we’d stand there forever. But then Julian turned his back on me, leaving the door ajar and walking farther into his flat. I followed him, shutting the door behind me as he sat down on the couch, his eyes fixed on me expectantly.

“All right,” he said, his accent thick, “let’s hear this grand explanation of yours.”

I felt my throat tighten, and suddenly I was at a loss for words. How could I express what had been happening over the last day and a half? I wasn’t sure where to begin, or what I could say that would make me even sound remotely believable. No matter how many times I’d rehearsed this in my head on the way over here, my courage failed me in the face of his pain. By now Julian must have seen me as some tramp who’d actively tried to ruin his life, all in the name of money. I knew I had to say something, something big, something important, to change his mind. Even if I walked away from this empty-handed, he had to know the truth.

“All right,” I said, swallowing thickly and then clearing my throat. “I know you have no reason to believe me. I know what’s been said and written, and everything else. But I promise you, every single word I’m about to tell you now is the truth. And I swear, Julian. I’ve never given you anything but that—the truth.”

“Get on with it then, Liz,” he sighed, taking a long drink from the bottle in his hand. “I haven’t got all night.”

I reached into the pocket of my jacket. There, between the lining, was one of the printouts from the ultrasound we’d had done that fateful day. In lieu of liquid courage, thoughts of this child—Julian’s child, our child—delivered the strength I needed to go through with this. To bare everything for him, and hope that he didn’t take advantage of my vulnerability in return.

Okay, I thought. Here goes…




 

JULIAN

“F irst, I’m going to have to ask you not to be an ass,” Liz said, clearly quite done with my shit before we’d even started. That little bit of frustration, though, proved to be exactly what she needed to break free of the stumbling block that had stopped her at the door. She was now too angry to be nervous, and inside, that made me ache for her all the more.

“Second…” she continued, taking her hand out of the pocket of her jacket and holding it up as I began to protest. Judging by the look on her face, she wasn’t in the mood to be interrupted, and she seemed more than willing to tell me to shut the hell up and listen if she needed to. “Everything they’ve been saying on the news about me—these e-mails, whatever ‘plan’ I supposedly cooked up with Jen—all of it is complete bullshit.”

“I’ve seen them, Liz!” I said, shaking my head at her. “You come in here telling me that you’re going to tell me the truth—promising that what you’re saying is true—and start out with a bloody lie?” I snorted and turned away. “Come on…”

“I’m not lying!” she shouted, her face growing red. “Those emails aren’t mine. The first time I heard about them is when I was stuffed into a car, flown to New York and locked away in a hotel room. I saw your press conference on TV!”

That gave me just a moment’s pause. Even in my inebriated state, I knew something didn’t add up there.

“What the hell are you talking about?” I slurred, squinting hard at her. “Why the hell were you in New York? Why didn’t you call me?”

“I don’t know!” she replied. “Tessa had me shoved on a plane and somebody had my cellphone service turned off! I tried to call you on the hotel phone but Tessa wouldn’t let me talk to you. She threatened me Julian! And now you owe me an explanation. How, exactly, do I know that you and Tessa hadn’t planned all of this from the very beginning as a way for you to get out of your responsibilities?”

I scowled. “Don’t turn this around on me, love. I don’t know anything about you getting flown to New York.”

“Right,” she said. “Just like I don’t know anything about any damn e-mails!”

“Sure. And you had no idea who I was when you met me, either. Not the first clue that I was a celebrity. We’re all just innocent idiots here, are we, Lizzie?”

Her eyes darkened. “Julian Bastille, you call me ‘Lizzie’ one more time and I swear by my cabbie’s insatiable love for historic landmarks, I will end you.”

I believed her on that one, at least…

“I told you, I don’t remember anything about that night. Not much, anyway. I have no idea if I recognized you when we met, but I can tell you when I woke up next to you in that hotel room I recognized your tattoos from a picture my friend Jen keeps on her desk!”

“Oh, your little friend probably gave you all you needed to know,” I sneered at her from the sofa. “Trust me, I read those conversations through and through, and enough times to see how you had it all planned out every bloody step of the way! It’s one thing to get played like a chump, but then to see the step-by-step instructions.”

“Jesus Christ!” she exclaimed, throwing her hands up in the air. “I didn’t write those e-mails! And neither did Jen! How many times do I have to say it?”

“Until I can actually believe it!” I shouted back, getting up to stand in front of her, my face inches from hers. I dropped my voice to what must have been a dangerous level, because I caught the uncertain look in Liz’s eyes.

“Do you even know what that felt like?” I asked her. “To have proof in your hands that the one person you opened up to in your whole damn life has been playing you this entire time? You ripped my heart out, girl. I was warned you would. But it wasn’t until I held those papers in my hands and read through every single line of them that I could believe what you’d done.”

“I would never do that to you, Julian,” she whispered, staring unwaveringly into my eyes. Either she was one hell of a liar, or there was some truth to what she was saying, after all. “I wouldn’t do something like that to anyone. And do you know why?” Her face hardened. “Because I’m not a goddamn monster.”

“And how in the world can I believe you?” I could smell her, we were so close. She smelled like jet-lag and ginger ale, either because she had trouble with planes or was still fending off morning sickness. A lump rose in my throat at the stark reminder that she was carrying my child. “How can I trust that you’re telling the truth? How am I supposed to just ignore all the evidence that’s been laid out in front of me, telling me that you were playing me the entire time?” My words had become less of a challenge and more of a plea. “Tell me how can I do that, Liz. Tell me.”

“You need to trust what’s in your heart,” she said, tears starting to form at the corners of her eyes. I had tried so hard not to let myself get emotional, but the longer I looked at her and realized how much of a wreck we’d both become in such a short time, the more I wanted to reach out and take hold of her. Despite all I knew I should hate her for, I still wanted to tell her I loved her. “Deep down, Julian, you know I’m not the kind of person who would do that to you. You know me. It doesn’t matter how long we’ve spent together… I know you do.”

I shook my head in an attempt to try and clear my thoughts. Maybe it was a bad idea letting her in here. Those eyes of hers held such sway over me, challenged everything I thought I knew to be true. “You tore out my heart, Liz… and then I had to show the world what you’d done—in front of the cameras, no less. I had to tell the world what a fool I’d been. You want the truth, love? I don’t know a bloody thing anymore.”

“It wasn’t me,” she whispered, reaching down for my hands. I didn’t move. Frankly, I was too afraid to. When her skin brushed mine, the sensation went straight to my heart—and places more southern, too. “Whoever set me up to take the blame for this made damn sure that there was plenty of evidence. It’s all lies! Every single email!”

Her fingers played on the outside edges of my own, tentatively grasping. Slowly, and against my better judgment, I reciprocated. I held her hand in mine and everything, absolutely everything, that we’d been through came rushing back to me all at once. Shame and regret slammed into my solar plexus in equal parts, knocking the breath from my lungs.

I still couldn’t meet her gaze as she whispered to me, “I could never hurt you like that, Julian. I would never forgive myself if I hurt the man that I’m in love with.”

“What?” I said, finally finding the strength to look her in the eye. “What did you just say?”

“I said that I love you, Julian.” I felt the muscle in my cheek twitch as I stared at her, at her sweet, innocent, beautiful face, so open and earnest as her gaze held mine. “I said that I love you, and that I would never do anything to hurt you.”

“Liz…” I choked. It was almost like time had stood still, and suddenly I felt like we were back in our hotel room together, beset by that same sensation of intimacy and knowing that I’d experienced with her there. I couldn’t stop myself. She was offering me everything I’d ever wanted on a silver platter, and maybe it was too good to be true, but…

If I did as she said. If I listened to my heart. Then I knew it wasn’t all some illusion that would disperse the moment I got too close. This—what Liz and I had—it was real. And I’d almost thrown it all away, so eager was I to believe the worst in people. I hadn’t even given her the chance to explain…

Just as I had back in our suite, I lightly grasped her by the chin and made her look up at me again. Her eyes were wide, her mouth just barely open, and the scent of her was thick in the air. There was a bit of fear in her expression, an uncertainty about what I was going to do to her. And yet she stood her ground, stock still and utterly unwavering, showing me the courage of her convictions. Showing me that the tightly wound accountant I’d met back in Billford Hills was finally ready to take a risk.

And she was choosing to take it on me. Of all things, Liz was ready to gamble away her livelihood, her career, her future even… on me. Julian Bastille.

I let my gaze flick down to her mouth. Then her throat, fluttering with an erratic pulse. Lower still, then, to the tops of her breasts, shuddering with each labored breath she took. And then I did what I’d been aching to do ever since we’d parted ways after the ultrasound. I leaned down, captured Liz’s lips, and kissed her.

She moaned into me and I devoured it, savoring the taste of her joy and relief as she wreathed her arms around my neck. My heart was in my throat, pounding like a war drum as I slid my hands along her hips and up her sides. I hadn’t realized until that moment how much I’d missed her—not only emotionally, but physically. These past two days, I’d been languishing in the hell that was withdrawal. I was so damn desperate for a hit.

“Julian,” she whimpered.

“I believe you,” I replied as I leaned down to kiss at her neck, making her arch her chest into mine. I groaned, my cock stirring against the hard denim of my jeans. The sounds she made were already calling to the animal part of me that demanded to be satisfied. But as our lips met again, I felt so much more than just the lust and desire. I had missed Liz being beside me, missed knowing that she was there, and finally having her with me again brought me more comfort than any brand of alcohol ever had or could.

“I missed you, love,” I told her, my voice barely above a growl as she started to slide her hands up under my shirt. Immediately her fingers found the koi and its scales. I pressed nearer, frustrated at having even an inch of distance between us.

“I can tell,” she cooed, one of her hands coming to rest on the bulge in my pants. “I’ve missed you too.”

“It’s more than that,” I said on the backs of breaths stolen between kisses. “I’ve been a wreck without you… and I can’t live like that. I need you in my life, Liz.” I peeled her jacket from her shoulders, letting it tumble to the floor in a heap. “A man needs his wife. Doesn’t he?”

“He does,” Liz whispered in reply. She didn’t even hesitate, and that made me all the harder—to know she was eager not just to have me inside her, but to have me with her, at her side. “Just like a woman needs her husband.” She worked the button on my jeans, then the zipper. “In every conceivable way…”

We undressed each other like snakes shedding their skin, separating only long enough to fuss with the more complicated aspects, like stepping out of underwear and discarding shoes. I would have taken her right there in my foyer, had she not looked so tired. And who could blame her? Poor dove had braved hell and high water just to get here.

She needed a reprieve. She deserved one, and she deserved better than to be made to lie across the hard, cold tile while I doted on her. Careful to do so with my knees, I bent and lifted her up over my shoulder, delighting in her shocked, and semi-indignant, squeal as her feet left the floor.

“Julian!” she cried, and I chuckled, enjoying the way the long waves of her hair tickled my back as I carried her toward my bedroom. “Put me down! I can walk!”

But I had no intention of doing that—especially not when I was in the perfect position to get a nice, ripe handful of her arse on the way there.

Carefully, but not so much that it would rob her of the thrill, I tossed Liz down onto my bed on her back. I moved to crawl over her, seeking her lips again, but she turned over at the last moment, putting some distance between us on all fours. As I pursued, she looked up at me over her shoulder with one hell of a sultry gaze, potent enough to send me throbbing. Then she let out a soft, satisfied moan as she stretched out like a cat across my bed, teasing me with a wiggle of her tight back end. She was already glistening between her thighs.

I rose up enough out of my crawl that I could grasp each of her hips. The sound I made in reply to her moan was full of yearning and appreciation.

“Goddamn,” I whispered, palms roaming her arse, exploring the offering she was making to me. My pulse raged as she opened her thighs and the bouquet of her hit me, beckoning to my most primal desires. I think she expected me to take her then, to sit back on my heels and slot into her—and I did want to do that. But I wanted something else, first. For my sins, I wanted to pay tribute.

There was plenty of room for me between her legs. She’d seen to that. And so I lowered myself, tipped my head, and with my fingers parted those silken petals of hers that I might slip my tongue in between them.

Liz gasped, hips jumping as I darted in and out of her entrance with brief, flickering strokes. I felt her bury her face in the mattress, groaning in earnest now, those noises cutting off in hungry little whines that dampened the sheets. I closed my eyes, working my way, in due time, from that sweet opening up to her apex. I laved every inch of her on my journey there, those inner petals parting just as easily as the outer ones had. There was no part of her, it seemed, that wasn’t ready for more.

“Julian,” she begged, and even though she spoke nothing else, I wanted to oblige her. Those three syllables lit a fire in me, and with a grunt, I twisted onto my back and under her, grabbing onto her exquisite rear and pushing to make her sit on my face.

Liz made a cry, a breathless, “Oh!” and I held her tight to me, preventing escape. She wiggled, probably out of shyness—most girls were, the first time I proposed this. Only with Liz, I wasn’t giving her a choice. Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission, and all that. I glanced up at her over her mound, admired the pretty pink of her cheeks as she watched me settle in. It only took a few licks, and then a tease of her pulsing clit, for her to throw her head back and close her eyes, lips parted, nails dug into her own thighs.

She was a vision, pure and simple. Her carnal throes started a simmer in my cock that soon roared into a vicious boil, but I couldn’t pull myself from her sweet, syrupy desire. Her hands found my hair, fingers winding into the dark strands to flex and pull, kneading my scalp. I doubled down on her with my tongue, making it roll, and hummed with satisfaction as she wailed for me.

“Don’t stop!” I grinned when she said it. I couldn’t help it—they all got to this point eventually, where the pleasure outweighed their fears of being too heavy, too wet, or placed at too unflattering an angle. “Please, Julian. Please, please…”

It occurred to me that I might hold her there, suspended in the purgatory that came before the descent into heaven, that I might lick and suck and listen to her holler until she slapped me and demanded I finish her. And oh, how part of me wanted to—but it wasn’t stronger than the part of me that wanted to indulge her. And so I gave in, burying myself in her, wrapping my lips around her little bud so I could flick, nudge, hold it oh-so-lightly between my blunt front teeth, and then relentlessly suck.

She screamed my name then. It sent a vibration through me, a long, aching shudder. I didn’t mind. I wanted to see the animal in her and to indulge my own. I moaned as she came onto me, using my thumb to keep the pressure on her clit while my tongue jammed into her, determined to feel those wanton spasms I knew were ripping through her. God, I loved the way she flailed. It was breathtaking.

Liz collapsed forward onto her hands, putting her in practically the same position we’d started in. Those lovely breasts of hers, perky yet pendulous, were awfully tempting to take into my mouth next—but I was dying for relief. And apparently, so was she.

“Fuck me,” she whispered, biting her lower lip as she looked down the line of her body at me. “I want to feel you inside of me, Julian… I want to feel close to you.”

As I said, I wasn’t very good at resisting Liz.

I slipped out from underneath her, turning and rising so that my cock, hungry and fat, slid straight up against the center of her arse. That felt good, sure, and it made Liz quiver with anticipation, and I rather liked the way my come looked smeared across her delicate skin—and how the warmth of her pulled at my piercing—but it wasn’t as good as what lay below it. I pulled her nearer, dragging her back on the mattress until she was on my lap, head down, hips raised. She was so slippery from my saliva and her climax that my cock didn’t need any guidance. With one eager throb, my tip was pressing into the tight ring of her opening, and unable to resist temptation, I drove home.

The way her heat surrounded me took my breath away. Oh, if the outside of her was silk, then the inside of her was wet, plush velvet, clutching at every inch of me like she could bring me in deeper all on her own. She let out a long, drawn-out curse as I drew her flush with my hips, savoring the sensation of completion—of having gotten so far into her that there was nowhere else to go but out.

“You feel so good,” she moaned, and my mouth went dry. Good Lord, every word from her mouth, uttered in that deep, breathy tone, made my toes curl. “I missed you, baby. I missed you…”

That nearly did me in, not because of her voice now, but because of what she said with it. That she missed me. That she wanted me around. No one had ever said that to me before and meant it. I lowered my head, dragged one hand down the pathway of her spine, and then began to move.

We fit so easily together. We fit so well. There was something exotic about it, yet safe, a pleasant crossroads of new and familiar. I liked wild and dangerous as much as any other man, and we had that, Liz and I, but we had something else too. An undercurrent of trust, of devotion, that I’d never experienced with anyone else. Sex had been fantastic before her, but after her? With her? It was phenomenal. Unbelievable. A complete experience.

Our hips worked in perfect concert. She ushered me deeper and deeper, making me range over her until the angle made her whimper with bliss. I buried a hand in the thick of her hair, seized, and pulled. It exposed her throat, and I grazed my teeth along her ear, letting her hear my own low, smoldering cries. Her flesh raised into goosebumps beneath me. The small hairs on her nape came to attention, and she shivered.

“You like that?” I asked her, already knowing the answer. “You like hearing what you do to me?”

Panting, she nodded, and when I snarled, those precious hips of hers began to buck.

My balls tightened and pulled up, a prelude to an orgasm. The way she had me mounting her satisfied that beast I’d been trying to tame for so long, yet drove it to a frenzy that could only end one way. When Liz made small circles with her movements, my pace crescendoed into something more staccato and frenetic. I longed to hear the symphony of flesh on flesh, the wet beating of our bodies as I plunged so very deeply into her.

“Look at me,” I rasped. She had her eyes closed, teeth embedded in her lip, long lashes fluttering with each of my strokes. “Look at me, love. Let me see you.”

Liz turned her face, just a little. Her lids raised. Her hazy, love-drunk gaze met mine, and though her teeth didn’t leave her lip, the corners quirked up in a lazy, devious smile.

Oh, shit. There was no resisting that look.

“Fuck,” I grunted, pressing my forehead to her temple as my center gave way, spilling my contents into her in rapid-fire bursts. Stars flared and died behind my eyelids and I kissed Liz’s cheek, breathing every one of my moans right into her skin. I twitched hard inside her, hard enough that she gasped and flinched with surprise. Each torrent of it nearly took me off my knees, threatening to bring me to a state of collapse. Liz shushed me softly, lips finding mine, kissing at the juncture of where my ragged breathing met my stubble.

I held onto her for dear life. I needed to know she was there. I needed her to feel that I was, too. I needed both of us to believe that we would never be separated again. I needed this moment to last for as long as it could, forever if possible. Though even forever might not have been long enough. Not when it came to Liz.

Slowly, seemingly of its own accord, the hand that wasn’t holding me up slipped out of Liz’s hair and down her back. Then around her side, crossing the expanse of flesh that sat between the curve of her waist and her hip, and finally, coming to rest upon her stomach. No, a bit lower that that—just under her navel. Where the ultrasound tech had pressed that wand and given me my first glimpse of our baby. The child that Liz—beautiful, brilliant, brave Liz—was nourishing and caring for even now.

I wondered if she knew she did the same for me. I resolved to tell her. Lifting my head, I met her gaze again. But the gentleness I found in her eyes told me she already knew.

So I said nothing. Nothing, as I rolled onto my side and pulled her with me, staying deep inside her the way I knew she liked. Nothing, as I drew her back against my chest and hid my face in the juncture of her shoulder and neck, inhaling the scent of her there. Nothing, as I wrapped one arm tight across her chest, between her breasts, to keep her pressed tight to me right where she belonged. Nothing, as I let my other hand remain upon her stomach, drumming out a beat I hoped the little one could hear. Its father was a musician, after all. It was in his blood.

Even as sleep pulled at me, and her—even as I wondered if I ought to tell her, not only how special she was, but how loved by me she’d become—I said nothing. I just held her, and in time she placed her hand in my own, and I drifted to sleep with my wife helping me tap out that soft rhythm against the place our child grew.

Sometimes, whether in lyrics or prose, or stuttered confessions deeply felt, you just don’t need words.




 

ELIZABETH

J ulian and I lay beside one another on his bed, his arm draped over my naked form. After everything that had happened, it still felt so goddamn right. I closed my eyes and basked in the glow of his warmth beside me, wrapped up in his silk sheets, too lazy to move. Too pleased to even entertain the thought of doing much more than stealing as many minutes and hours as I could with him.

For once, I could finally put a name to the reason why sleeping with Julian felt so much more fulfilling than it ever had with anyone else; I’d never really been in love with any of them. Sure, I had cared. Some of them were nice, and with some of them, we even ended up remaining friends. But in the end, it had never been about a relationship for either of us. Not really. It had been about connecting, about feeling wanted for a while, about getting laid.

And yet whenever Julian and I made love, I could feel the way that the two of us connected, our bodies moving in such sweet tandem as we eased each other into cresting and crashing. That was part of being in love, wasn’t it? Looking after your partner’s needs before you looked after your own? Making sure that they got what they needed? I’d never felt that for anyone I’d been with before. Not even my first time had been like that. Every other time, with everyone else, all it had ever been about was the physical.

But Julian made it about so much more than that—it was about being close to someone and knowing that they would be there, no matter what. It was about sharing something spectacular, some parts of us that no one else would ever know. I had read somewhere that married couples, contrary to popular belief, ended up having a lot more sex than their unmarried counterparts. Now I thought maybe I knew why. There was just something different about it. Something totally fulfilling.

My thoughts wandered slowly from the man beside me and finally to the child growing within. My child. Our child. The idea of becoming a mother had seemed so unreal, so abstract, before we saw the ultrasound. I could still feel Julian’s hand grasping mine as the technician showed us which shape among the countless others was ours. Not just mine, but also his. And I marveled at the distinction, the knowledge that something of Julian’s existed inside of me.

No turning back now, I thought, softly caressing Julian’s hand, over his knuckles, and up along his arm, drawing a soft, satisfied moan from his throat. You’re in it for the long haul.

I couldn’t stop myself from smiling as I gently let my head rest back against his chest, breathing in the scent of him as we both dozed lightly through our afterglow. I knew that things might not be all sunshine and rainbows through all of this, but it was the moments like these that made the struggle worth it.

But as with all things in life, our post-coital bliss couldn’t last forever, and soon I could feel the press of reality creeping back into my mind, banishing our warm and sentimental glow with a chill wind of truth.

I knew who’d done this to us…

As though he could sense my unease, Julian stirred, pulling me close as I turned my gaze to look up into his eyes. Concern was writ plain across his face in the creasing of his eyes, the furrow of his brow. Still, his was a face I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of—a gorgeous, compassionate, covered-in-stubble face with a pair of lips that were just begging to be kissed.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, running his hand over my hip and raising goosebumps as she went. I indulged my whim, kissing his mouth, and he sighed when I pulled away from him after. “You look like you’re upset.”

“I’m just thinking,” I said, trying not to worry him too much.

“About who would do this to us,” he rumbled, shaking his head before resting it against mine. “There are only a handful of people who knew about what was really going on between us,” he continued thoughtfully. “You, me, your friend Jen, Tessa, and Lewis, my lawyer. Tessa had been talking to him about a contract you’d have to sign.”

“And I thought that I couldn’t like her any less,” I said, sighing in frustration. “Fucking Tessa.”

“She can be difficult, but Tessa has always looked out for me…” he said quietly.

“She’s been playing us both from the very beginning. Who was there for almost every step of this arrangement?” I asked him, though I continued on without waiting for an answer. “Who made sure the press constantly saw me and you together? Who knew where we’d be at all times?”

“You can’t honestly be saying that Tessa planned to get you pregnant,” Julian said, incredulity spreading across his face. That would have been insane.

“I’m saying she took advantage of the opportunity!” I shouted.

“I know you didn’t get along, but I don’t think you ever did anything to make her want to screw me over like that, or put that much work into screwing you. Plus that entire marriage arrangement scheme was her plan. Why would she want to ruin it?”

“I don’t know,” I said again, shaking my head as I tried to figure out more ways to connect the dots. Somewhere in all of this was a more complete picture. I just wasn’t sure how it all fit yet.

“Think about it, Julian,” I said. “Tessa is pretty much the only person who comes out of this on top. Whether you and I ended up together or we split, she was still planning to take advantage of the situation.”

“She did always say that any press was good press,” he murmured. “And up until we were about to have that press conference after the story leaked, she’d seemed totally fine about the two of us being together. It wasn’t until I mentioned that I cared about you that she started getting angry.”

“Angry? Why?” I asked as he sat up beside me. “Why would she care? If we really were in love, that just would have made us all look better at the press conference. Wouldn’t it?”

“You’d think so,” he said with a shrug. “But she kept going on about how it wasn’t a part of the plan. Made a huge deal about how she’d worked too hard—”

“She said the exact same thing to me!” I said, my eyes widening. “I tried to get a hold of you after your press meeting, and she answered the phone. Oh, my God!” I gently slapped his arm. He pretended it hurt. “She shut off my cell phone!”

“What?”

I nodded emphatically. “When I got in the car after the ultrasound, I noticed I didn’t have any texts or voicemails or missed calls—not one. Usually Jen is so good about calling me or checking in, but there was nothing. Then when I tried to call you, I got a message that my phone service had been disconnected. I had to have it turned back on using the landline at the hotel. Julian… no one knew my account details except for Tessa, and that was only because she’d insisted on knowing everything there was to know about me so she could get ahead of any bad press.”

Tessa was going to have to go, but before I could let that happen, I knew that both Julian and I needed answers—answers that only the woman who had caused so much of our suffering over this last week could provide. And if I had anything to say about it, she wouldn’t be leaving without singing like a damn canary.

I was through with being taken advantage of. I had all I needed in that bed with me—my husband, the truth, and our child growing inside me.




 

JULIAN

I  couldn’t believe how nervous I was about all of this. For the last ten years, Tessa had been the one person in my life I thought I could trust—the one person I was sure would always do what was best for me. But after what I’d realized the night before, there was hardly any doubt in my mind—she was the only person who had the kind of access to my life that would allow her to orchestrate this mess.

She’d always gone on and on about how it was important for me to be out in the public eye—for at least one newspaper to be running some kind of story on me. God forbid I ever wanted to be doing something that wasn’t sensational or scandalous. She’d been pushing me to be some kind of drunken rock god.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Liz asked, resting her hand on my shoulder. The way she grazed her thumb along the cord of my muscle there was very soothing to me.

“No,” I said, turning to lock my gaze with hers, “but I’ve got no other choice. If I don’t confront her, then nothing will ever change. I want answers—we both deserve answers—and I’m going to bloody well get them.”

“All right,” she said, nodding solemnly. “I’m with you all the way.”

The plan was simple—or at least, I hoped it was going to be simple. I would invite Tessa up to talk about the Liz situation. When she got here, Liz was going to keep out of sight until I brought up the little game Tessa was playing.

“I hope this works,” I whispered, taking Liz’s hand in mine and squeezing, uncertain of who I was trying to reassure more: her, or myself. No matter how this went down, I would be down a manager, either because I’d fired her or because she’d quit. One way or another, I’d be left in a lurch. And depending on Tessa’s reaction, and just how well she could spin a story, things might be even worse than all that.

Damned if you do, damned if you don’t, I thought as I motioned for Liz to keep quiet while I phoned Tessa. After my little outburst the previous day, I had a feeling that she might not take my call.

I tapped her picture in my contact list. The phone didn’t even have a chance to ring a second time before I heard the line open up.

“Called to apologize, have you?” Tessa said, doing her best to sound impassive. “Well, let’s have it then, Julian. Say you’re sorry.”

I had to fight the overwhelming urge to hang up then and there. It was a sheer testament to my willpower that I didn’t. My heart was racing, my hands balling into fists as I tried not to let any of the wealth of fury I harbored for this woman creep into my voice.

“I’m sorry, Tessa,” I said, teeth gritted ever so slightly. I wanted to scream, to slither right through that phone and shake her, but I had to keep a civil tongue in my head—for both mine and Liz’s sakes.

“That’s a good lad,” Tessa said, and I could just imagine the smug smile on her face. “Now, was there something else, or can I go back to having my bath?”

“I wanted to talk about our plan,” I said. “I think it’s time I made a few more statements to the press. I’m ready to ride this wave.”

“You’ve finally come ‘round to your senses then?” she asked. I didn’t reply straight away, and she chuckled. “Well, first—”

“Not over the phone,” I said, so quickly and with such vehemence I’d basically shouted it into the receiver. Swallowing my rage once again, I did my best to recover. “I mean… I’d really rather talk about all of this in person. That way, we can be sure there’s no one around to eavesdrop—I’ve learned my lesson from last time.”

“Good Lord, it’s a Christmas miracle, and it’s not even July yet!” I rolled my eyes and held the phone away from my ear as peals of Tessa’s laughter echoed through the speaker. “All right, Julian, we’ll meet at your place. I’ll be there in about an hour to go over everything I’ve worked out.”

“See you then,” I said, trying to sound as normal as possible, though it was around that moment I remembered why I’d turned down all the film roles I’d ever been offered: I was a bloody terrible actor.

“Do you think she bought it?” Liz asked as I ended the call. I set the phone down on the coffee table in front of me. She took a seat at my side, pressing her cheek against my shoulder until I turned and kissed her forehead.

“I can only hope so, love.”

We spent the better part of that hour or so anxiously waiting. I didn’t know what I could expect from a professional liar like Tessa. She had the power to influence my career whether she was my manager or not.

She was well-connected in the industry. Well-respected, too. Who were her peers going to believe—the woman with a sterling reputation and a fantastic poker face, or the drunken rock god who took every chance he could to fuck things up for himself? Sure, I had Liz on my side, but her name had already been dragged through the mud. Any way you cut it, this was one hell of a gamble.

“Hide in my bedroom until I get her talking,” I told Liz as the sound of knocking at my door nearly made us both jump out of our skins. There was no more time for revisions, no turning back from this now. We had to move forward, whatever the outcome. “And no matter what, I want you to keep the phone rolling the entire time—even if she doesn’t say anything overtly incriminating. You never know when she might slip up.”

Liz gave me a firm nod and crept into the bedroom, closing the door almost all the way, but leaving just enough of a crack for her to get a good view of me and Tessa as we talked. I watched as she readied her cell phone.

My heart was thrumming frantically in my throat as I made my way toward the front door, looking through the peephole just to make sure it was her. Sure enough, Tessa was outside, looking impatient as usual in what looked to be a new blouse and tight pencil skirt—the kind I knew I’d seen at the last fashion show we’d been invited to. Someone was already reaping the rewards of their little scheme, and the sight of her only served to enrage me all the more.

“Tessa. Come on in,” I said as I opened the door, keeping my tone as even as I could manage—having my feelings in check wasn’t a normal state of affairs for me, especially when it came to anger. I was the kind of person to have it out if I was mad, to shout and let it loose so I could move on, and having Tessa standing in my flat in brand new, expensive clothes almost brought me to my boiling point.

“It’s about time you came to your senses,” she said, her devil-red heels—Fitting, I thought—clicking like a metronome as she stepped inside.

I took a deep, slow breath, my eyes cast toward my bedroom door where I could see the glint of the phone’s camera peeking out. I only hoped that Tessa was brazen enough to spill her guts about what she’d done if she’d thought she’d gotten away with it. She’d never been above gloating, that was for sure.

“I guess so,” I said, unwilling to add much fuel to this conversation—Tessa was the kind who’d go on all damn day, if you let them.

“I mean, she must have thought you were an idiot,” she continued, turning to look at me with a laugh. “Thinking that she could just take you for all you had over some brat she claimed was yours. I wouldn’t be surprised if she was already pregnant when you met. We should definitely push for a paternity test.”

“Yeah, must’ve thought I was a real tool,” I said, making an abominable face at her as she turned her back. “I guess I’m just an easy mark…”

“Too right,” Tessa laughed, her smile widening as she began to buy into the idea that I was on her side. “As though she could pull the wool over your eyes—especially with me watching your back. Honestly, Jules, if I hadn’t been there…”

“What would have happened?” I asked, eyebrows raised. Did she really think she’d been the hero in all of this, saving me from a life of happiness?

“You’d have been miserable!” she declared, laughing in a way that quite reminded me of a screech owl. “I mean, what kind of life would you have had with a woman like that? And with a child? You’re lucky I got you out of there like I did.”

“By setting Liz up to look like the bad guy?” I asked, taking a step toward her with my hands by my sides. “By making me think that she’d betrayed me? Like you’ve betrayed me?”

“What on earth are you talking about?” she asked, trying to pass off her tone as dismissive, though the look in her eye smacked of panic. “I didn’t set anyone—”

“I was happy, you know?” I said as I stepped toward her again, driving Tessa back. Those heels didn’t quite click now—they skidded. Clattered. It was not an elegant, poised sound. “And you just couldn’t have that.”

“Julian, whatever you’re thinking…” she began, holding her hands up defensively. “You have to trust me! Like you’ve always done! No one is going to be there for you like I will!”

“That’s what you keep saying, and yet…” I took another step. Between the pumps and the pencil skirt, Tessa was having a hell of a time of it. And I was enjoying every second of her discomfort. “You couldn’t stand the idea that you were wrong. That there could be someone else in my life, someone who fit the bill—and who did so a lot better than you ever could. Isn’t that right, Tessa?” Another step. She was getting so very close to the wall. “You couldn’t stand the idea that I might not depend on you for everything anymore!”

“You do depend on me!” she shouted, finally taking a step in my direction. Unlike her, I held my ground. “You wouldn’t be anything without me! I made you what you are today, Julian Bastille!”

“No, you just took the credit,” I snarled. “You were the power behind the throne, treating me like I was just some cash cow you could manipulate! And just when I was going to do something on my own for once—when I was going to love someone who mattered a hell of a lot more than some one-night stand—you couldn’t handle it! You just couldn’t take the idea you’d lose the control you’ve had over me for a bloody decade!”

“And so what?” Tessa jeered, finally holding her ground. The meek and timid act had dropped like a cheap veil. Her hands were clenched now, her chin raised in haughty defiance. “So what if I’ve steered you like a bloody ship? You were nothing before I came along. You were utterly directionless, just some poor bastard playing in two-bit pubs! I made you into what you are! I own you!”

“And I suppose you expect me to say thank you?” I replied coldly.

“I did what I had to do Julian. I made that little cunt from Nowhere, USA into the poster child for gold-diggers everywhere, and you should be kissing my damn feet. I should have been the one fucking you in that Vegas hotel room! When are you going to open your goddamned eyes and see that you already have the perfect woman right in front of you? Look at me Julian. Notice me for once in your goddamned life! I’m the only one who can make you happy!”

When I didn’t advance on her—when I didn’t demand anything more—Tessa looked confused. Much the same way she always had, I let my face go slack and slipped my hands into my pockets. Cool. Calm. Collected. I saw it so clearly now… The wideness of her eyes, the way she hesitated.

“I think that’s enough,” I said evenly, jerking my head toward the bedroom door as Liz stepped out, phone still in hand as she kept it trained on Tessa.

Tessa swallowed, staring, and it was several moments before she could look at me again. There seemed to be words trying to claw their way out of her throat, but all of them died before they passed her lips. She stuttered and started before lapsing into silence, and in that silence, I could practically hear the gears turn in her head. I watched with no small amount of glee as she searched desperately for some way to spin this. When she came up with nothing—when she realized how well and truly fucked she was—that was when I smiled.

“Tessa… You’re fired.”




 

ELIZABETH

I t worked. Holy shit. I couldn’t believe it worked!

The whole time Julian and I were planning it, I thought for sure our plot was too simple—that Tessa would weasel her way out of it somehow. She seemed to have such intricate designs that I was certain she’d find a way to be one step ahead.

But no. It worked. Tessa had, indeed, let something vital slip. And we’d got it all on camera, practically catching her red-handed… but instead of feeling victorious, I almost felt sorry for her.

Once Tessa walked out of Julian’s flat, head low and sporting a thousand-yard stare, I stopped recording and stowed my phone in my pocket. Julian enveloped me in a gentle embrace, and I rested my head against his broad chest. I could feel his heart beating just as fast as mine was.

He let out a low breath. “Well. Now that’s over…”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I was riding quite the high from closing this chapter of our lives, and hopefully starting a brand new one. “It is,” I agreed, slipping my hands up along his sides and under his t-shirt, exploring the pathways of his muscles. Pressing my lips to his neck, I grazed my fingertips along his contours and planes, making a measured study of them as if I was reading Braille.

Julian snickered. “Awful handsy, aren’t we, Ms. Lawson?” he said as he looked down at me. His face was lit up with his usual mischievous grin, and despite how much I had told myself I hated it, I couldn’t help but want to press my lips against it.

“That’s Mrs. Bastille to you, sir,” I said, fighting back a giggle as I leaned up for a kiss. It was a chaste one, all things considered, but we both still lingered far longer than was strictly necessary. “And don’t you forget it.”

“I think I can manage to remember,” he said, lightly pressing his fingers into the small of my back. “Think you can manage to tell me what’s got you all giddy?”

I returned his grin. “You were hot back there. All aggressive and domineering.”

“Ah, you liked that, did you?” Julian asked, Eskimo kissing me in the sweetest of ways. Maybe that should have cooled me down some, the gesture being so antithetical to what had turned me on in the first place, but somehow it only seemed to get me hotter. I guessed I liked him both ways: hard and gentle; fire and ice.

I said, “Maybe.” And then I pulled him onto the couch.

Julian slid his hands up along my back, making a shudder race through me. I couldn’t help but delight in the way his hands felt, even the roughness of the calluses from hours spent playing his guitar. Everything about him was cast in a soft glow of affection that I just couldn’t find fault with, especially when I needed his touch so badly.

“Julian,” I cooed as I pressed my chest against his, the thin fabric of the oversized t-shirt I had borrowed from his closet doing little to hold back the stiff peaks of my breasts. He seemed rather appreciative of this, really, reaching up to cup them. He didn’t miss a beat with letting his thumbs make those peaks even stiffer.

I let out a moan as I started to undress him, starting with his shirt. I tossed it aside as though its very existence offended me, my fingers finding his tattoos the way they always did. I didn’t think that I would ever tire of feeling his body, especially knowing that I had it all to myself. Julian Bastille was mine, after all. I took a moment to let that sink in, coursing my tongue along his neck as I did so.

“I never thought I’d meet a girl so eager to have a go as you are, love,” Julian said, grinning and writhing beneath me as I bit at his throat. “It’s a bit of a turn-on, I’m not going to lie.”

“Let’s just call it making up for lost time,” I said as I ground against him, making sure he knew that only a shirt and a pair of panties lay between him and the rest of me. “I don’t plan on wasting any more of it.”

That elicited a playful growl. “Neither do I.” When I dug my knees into the spurs of his hips, he took the hint and pulled his shirt off my body, letting the fabric drag on my skin so he could take his time unwrapping me. I lifted my arms to help him, but kept him captive, tight between my thighs. I wasn’t about to let him slip away again.

“Can you say it again?” I asked him, lifting up just a little so he could get my panties down.

“What’s that?” Julian asked me, working on his jeans next.

“What you said back in our hotel room.” I lifted up again, helping rid him of the last barrier between us. His cock fit perfectly into my slit and I sawed against it, lightly brushing against his piercing with each movement. He groaned.

“I rather think I said a lot of things…”

“True.” I began grinding again, this time skin-on-skin, and giggled as Julian’s eyes fluttered shut. He tried to buck up into me, but I wouldn’t let him. Not yet. “I’m talking about one thing in particular, though.”

If he hadn’t been hard before, he certainly was now. He’d filled so much, he was almost fit to burst. Opening one eye, he regarded me. “Were you planning on making me guess, love? Because I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there’s not much blood left in my brain, and…”

I moaned as he took hold of my hips, trying to bring me down once more on his cock. I supposed I could let him off the hook. “I want you to say you’re my husband.”

“That?” Julian grinned. “Why didn’t you say so?” And then he sat up, took one of my breasts in his hand, and swirled the nipple with his tongue.

I threw my head back, moaning at the attention, realizing that even when he was on his back, Julian was completely in control. This was going to be a theme with us, I was sure of it. There was no use in fighting it. Not when it was so much sweeter to just give in.

As he bit my nipple, nipping and sucking until it was hard and puffy, I aligned us properly and slid down, hard, onto his cock. The way he breached me was often the best part—that sacred moment when the two of us interlocked. Julian must have agreed with my assessment, because a wet, hungry growl went skipping through his throat, out his lips, and teased my poor nipple into an even more heightened state of agitation. He tried to make it better with a kiss. It didn’t work.

And I only knew of one thing that would.

Clinging to the nape of his neck while the nails of my other hand embedded in his shoulder, I started to rock, sliding back and forth along Julian’s length. This was the first time I’d commanded our movements myself, but it didn’t last long. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one eager to “have a go.” He started thrusting up to meet me, like he wanted to see just how deeply he could bury himself with every stroke.

“Relax,” I urged him, wriggling as both his hands made swift contact with my ass. The shock of sensation made me moan. “Let me do the work.”

I adored the gleam in his eyes when he replied, “Not a chance.” And then I enjoyed the way he sucked his lower lip into his mouth, a measure of his concentration as he used his grip to pull me back and forth along him, settling us into heated rhythm.

“You still haven’t said it,” I reminded him, that last syllable devolving into a breathy whine. “You still haven’t said…”

“I love you,” Julian rasped, teeth grazing my earlobe. “I’m your husband, and I absolutely adore you, my darling wife.”

“Show me,” I begged him, dipping my hand between us to where we were joined. Spreading myself, I moved my fingers over the parts of me I knew would bring me to cresting in no time. “Show me how much.”

Capturing my lips one more time, Julian sank his teeth into the lower one, giving it a slow, ravenous suck. I whimpered as he pulled away, then gasped as he lay flat on his back, giving himself the proper leverage to slam up into me at a maddening pace. Between these competing sensations and their duality—the delicate stimulation of my fingers, the almost barbarous hilting of his cock—I was sent reeling, made breathy and panting by the rawness of my own desire, and by contrast, the steely resolve of Julian’s.

“I love you,” he repeated, and my knees threatened to buckle. “Goddamn, Liz. I love you so fucking much…”

“I love you too,” I whispered on the back of an airy moan. “Oh, God, Julian. I’ve never loved anyone so much…”

When I tumbled over the precipice of ecstasy—when I plunged headlong into the lunacy of rapture—Julian was there to hold me. I knew I would have been lost, if not for him, and moments later I returned the favor, holding him down by his shoulders as I took his pleasure for my own. He gave me the smallest, most impressed lift of his brows as I drew from him those fine ropes of carnal wanting, of aching lust. And then he cupped my cheek, and we breathed together, and he kissed me when I smiled.

That was when I knew, for sure, what I wanted out of all this. That was when I knew I wanted to stay his wife, that I wanted to remain utterly and completely his. That I wanted him to be mine, every inch and every part. And that for the rest of my life, any risk I took, it had to be with him at my side.

We’d taken so many gambles already. And all it had proved to me was this: that when you were in love with Julian Bastille, anything was possible.




 

JULIAN

I n spite of everything Tessa had said would happen, my life only seemed to improve after I fired her.

I started learning to handle my own bookings, and while I was at it, I hired a real publicist—someone who had a reputation for making sure their clients stayed out of the tabloids. I was determined to make sure that I had an image that both my family and I would be proud of before my kid arrived.

Once I’d taken my life back into my own hands I was finally able to feel less like some hooligan with a guitar and more like an honest-to-God musician. It was completely exhausting, but I had plenty of help from the one woman I knew I could always count on.

And to her credit, Liz surprised me with her kindness. It was her decision not to press any charges on Tessa.

It had been a few months now, and I was finally getting a handle on everything that involved managing a multi-million-dollar music career. I was sitting backstage at my first concert since I’d told Tessa to go walk off a pier, and I marveled at just how much life had started turning out the way I’d always imagined it. The roar of the crowd was both deafening and breathtaking. At least ten thousand fans from all over Britain had flocked to this venue to see me, and for the first time since I’d started down this road, I couldn’t help but feel totally overwhelmed by how many people liked my music.

I had lived for so long with Tessa as a barrier between me and my real fans, keeping me too drunk to even think straight, but now that I was finally sober, I could see at last just how much of an impact I had on their lives. My music brought people together, and that was something I swore I’d never take for granted again.

“Ten more minutes, Mr. Bastille,” the producer shouted over the noise. I honestly hadn’t been this nervous before a concert before—but considering that I didn’t have anyone to blame but myself if it went wrong, it made sense. I gave her the thumbs up as she went back to talking into her headset, the knot in my stomach only seeming to grow larger the closer it came to show time.

I watched as the opening band began to make their way backstage, the crowd cheering eagerly. They’d done a damned good job, and if things went well, I was planning on getting them in on a deal with the label I was signed under. But then again, that all depended on whether or not I choked tonight. There had never been a time in my life where I’d wanted a drink more than now… but I’d made a promise.

While Liz was pregnant, I swore that I wouldn’t drink, and even after, I wouldn’t get drunk the way I used to. I had to be a better me, not just for our baby, but for Liz too. She deserved someone who was going to have her back just as much as she had mine; after all, if I managed not to cock this up, I was planning on making her my new manager.

I could feel my palms sweating as the stage crew began moving some of the instruments from the previous band out and replacing them with the ones my boys would be using. I didn’t have any set band members—for the most part, it was just me singing with some blokes in the background. But the longer I thought about it, the more I considered making some of them permanent members of the band.

Already, I could hear the chanting from the crowd beyond the barrier blocking the backstage area from view. They were shouting my name, the sound of it reverberating through the scaffolding and into my very soul. Once upon a time when I’d been more the happy to stumble onstage with only a vague idea of what the hell was going on, that sound might have made me overjoyed. Now, it just made me nervous.

“Looking a little pale there, stranger,” came a comforting voice from behind me. I turned, a smile quirking up the corners of my mouth as I saw the one person I needed standing in front of me. “Wouldn’t think a famous rock star like you would still get stage fright.”

“Don’t tease,” I said, reaching out to gently touch her cheek and smiling as she leaned against my fingers. “I want this to go well… and if it doesn’t, then it’s all on me.”

“You’ll do fine, Julian,” she said, sliding her arms around my waist and pulling me in close—well, as close as she could with the growing belly in the way. The feel of it inspired a sensation of warmth in my chest that made all of my fears dissipate. Hanging out in there was the child I’d never known I’d wanted until it was already on the way—we still hadn’t learned what sex it was yet, and frankly, we wanted it to be a surprise. Wasn’t that exactly how all this had started out, anyway—as a surprise? Seemed only fitting it should stay that way, start to finish.

“You’re Julian Bastille, and all those people are here to see you,” Liz reminded me, her tender tone dragging my gaze back up to meet hers. “Not because of what you’ve done or what the papers say, but because they love your music. You have nothing to worry about.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said, glancing over my shoulder as someone started giving me the five-minute signal. “I’m so worried that I’ll just end up being terrible. Like I won’t be good, now that I’m not doing what I was before.” I made a fist and brought it to my mouth, and then I bit it. “What if the drinking was what made me relax enough to perform?”

Liz smiled. “Can I tell you a little secret?” She reached up, threading her fingers through my hair. I couldn’t help but look deep into those eyes and smile back—my heart melted just like it did every time.

“You could tell me anything, as long as you keep looking at me like that,” I said as quiet as I could—just enough so that only she could hear me.

“If every artist stopped themselves just because they were worried they wouldn’t be good enough, then they’d never get anything done,” she said, brushing her thumb along my cheek. “You can do this, Julian. I believe in you. And when this baby is born, it will too. You’re my hero.”

“And you’re mine,” I said as I pulled my wife in for a slow, gentle kiss. Her lips burned like summer against mine. My heart slowed, and for the first time that night, I felt like just maybe I was going to be all right. I enfolded her in my arms, cheekily resting my hands on her backside as I deepened our kiss, biting at her bottom lip before pulling away.

“What was that for?” she asked, a grin gracing those beautiful, bitten lips of hers. I liked the way her cheeks colored as she stared up at me, eyes hooded. “I need to know so I can do it again.”

“I’ll let you know after the show’s over,” I assured her, flashing her that almost-famous grin of mine as I pulled her into one more kiss. “Good Lord, I don’t know what I’d do without you, Elizabeth Bastille.”

“I do, but let’s not talk about that right now,” she said, gently bumping me with her hip as she turned around to look out onto the stage. “Wow. I never imagined I’d be standing here with you, like this. Not even in my wildest dreams.”

“Now we can go around standing together wherever we want to,” I teased, sliding my arms around her waist from behind and pulling her close. The thrum of the crowd passed through her and into me. I wondered if our little one could hear it. “Isn’t that nice?”

“I think there’s only one place you want to go right now,” she laughed, pressing back against the stiffening bulge in my pants. “God, do you ever get enough?”

“Not from you, I don’t,” I said, chuckling as I started to nibble at her earlobe. The smell of her was intoxicating—I wasn’t sure what scent she was wearing, but it was driving me crazy.

“Later!” she squealed, slapping at my hands as I started to caress her hips. “You’ve got a show to do! And I think the last thing these people want is for you to cancel a show twice in a row just so you and I can have sex!”

“Well, if they knew how good it was, I don’t think they’d blame me,” I whispered in her ear, drawing a faint moan from her before I withdrew my hands from her sides and turned her around.

“You are the worst, Julian Bastille,” Liz said, putting on a face of mock annoyance. “What am I supposed to do with myself now? I swear, if you weren’t my husband, I’d—”

“Kiss me?” I interrupted, pulling her in close one more time, our lips meeting as I held her nice and tight. Her body melted against mine, and behind me, I could hear some of the crew hooting encouragingly, to which I responded with a sly thumbs up behind Liz’s back.

“The worst,” she whispered as we pulled apart, her face burning red. “You’re so lucky I love you.”

“Now that we can agree on,” I said as the stage manager called out for the one-minute mark. I tried my best to stifle the panic rising up inside of me again, taking Liz’s hand in mine and giving it a firm squeeze.

“One more for luck?” I asked, smiling down at her, anxiously bouncing on my heels as I started to hear the manager counting down.

“You don’t need luck,” she said, pulling me in tight one more time. “But I’ll kiss you anyway.” And she did.

“And one for you,” I said, kneeling down in front of Liz and slowly lifting up the hem of her shirt to expose her belly, and our child within it. I gently pressed my lips against it, holding them there a few seconds before standing up again and smiling at my wife.

“I supposed it’s show time,” I said. Then I took a slow, deep breath as I stared out at the lights and listened to the sounds of the fans screaming my name. But there was only one woman I wanted to hear say that name… and if I was good, maybe she’d even scream it for me.

I put on a grin as I stepped out onto the stage, throwing my hands in the air as the crowd roared, some of the women’s voices reaching heights that might have been too much for human ears to even register. I let it all wash over me, closing my eyes for just a moment as I stood among the noise and lights, basking in it before opening them once again and screaming into the microphone.

“Hello, Essex! Are you ready to rock?”

And as the crowd let out another roar, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. This was what I loved about my job, and now, at long last, I had someone in my life I could share it with.
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CHAPTER 1


 

“I CAN’T DO THIS,” I told her. “I can’t pretend like last night never happened. I need you, Madison, and not in the way that a brother needs his stepsister.”

I began lifting up the hem, revealing the creamy white tops of her thighs inch by inch until finally, I caught a glimpse of her underwear. I pulled my cock out and nestled it against her crotch. I felt my balls seize and I snarled in her ear. “I could blow my load right here, Maddy. I could soak these panties before dinner, and your mother and my father wouldn’t know a thing. You’d spend the whole night with my cum staining your panties... That’s what you do to me. You make me want to do the nastiest fucking things to you.”

Maddy shivered and looked up at me with hooded eyes. “Preston… Jesus, we can’t. What we did last night was wrong. I wanted it… We wanted it… But you know it can’t happen again.”

I pulled her panties open, letting the tip of my dick violate the space between them and her sweet, soaking wet lips. I thrust, overwhelmed by the sensation of being so near to her, of feeling my bulging head slip around in her honeyed nectar. “It has to,” I whispered. “Every time I look at you, all I want to do is get inside you again.”

I was so close. But Madison gently, yet firmly took me by the wrist. I could see lust in her eyes, but there was something else too. Maybe it was self-restraint…

“We can’t,” she repeated, and this time there was no “maybe” in her tone. I withdrew and she let her fingers brush mine. “I’m sorry, Preston, but think of what could happen if we got caught…”

I nodded. As frustrated as I was, she made sense. But dammit, I didn’t want her to make sense! All I wanted was to throw caution to the wind and bury myself in my darling little stepsister.

She fixed her skirt and helped tuck my cock back inside my pants, her hand lingering on its straining girth longer than she needed to.

“Let’s hope there’s wine tonight,” I said as her fingertips left me, her graceful body moving around the car and sliding into the passenger seat.

“I think I’m going to need it,” Maddy replied, trying to avoid my gaze as I sat down beside her. We didn’t say another word as her hand found its way to my thigh, giving me a reassuring squeeze.

A drink was definitely going to be required. Maybe a little buzz would help me forget, but as we drove, all I could do was try to ignore the heat radiating from her fingertips. My mind drifted, traveling back to the day she ran into me on the street with those big beautiful tears in her eyes… So perfect… So broken…






CHAPTER 2


 

One month earlier…

“M adison, lunch was over two minutes ago.”

I looked up from microwavable meal. It was a small plastic bowl of steamed rice and veggies, but the shitty microwave in the break room had only heated things up on one side, leaving me with broccoli stalks with freezer burn still clinging to them.

My gaze fixed on Miguel Herrera, the general manager of the small rental company I worked for. He reminded me of a man who had once done greater things, but had since been exiled to the dredges of monotony that corporate life entailed. Maybe he’d been military, or maybe he’d once been a little higher up the food chain where commands weren’t questioned and his iron fist ruled all. Either way, it was painfully clear that a man like Miguel was never meant for a company like ExecuSpace.

ExecuSpace itself was an interesting animal. Instead of renting tangible things like cars, homes, or office buildings, they rented out virtual office space. I sat behind a desk answering a multi-line phone system where each line represented a different suite supposedly housed in the six-story building I worked in. A prompt would pop up on my computer with each call, reminding me to answer for “Lindsey’s Lawn Service” or “Jack Vogler, Esquire.” Then I’d place the caller on hold and transfer them to the client’s voice mailbox, their cell phone, or even their home phone where they really worked.

Basically, ExecuSpace rented nothing at all—nothing but the illusion that their clients were more important than they really were. It was brilliantly deceptive, and it worked like a charm.

That meant the phones were busy. That meant that sometimes I didn’t get to take a lunch break, and when I did, running sixty seconds past the mark would earn me a visit from Miguel’s dark, scowling face.

“You left your desk at half past noon, didn’t you?” he asked, raising one of his charcoal eyebrows. I shuffled the food in her bowl and nodded, taking another bite.

“I did, but I got stopped in the hall by Mr. Franklin, who wanted me to run back to my desk and put a parcel into the outgoing mail. Then when I got back there, Lacy got a phone call from her ex and ran outside to take it, so I had to wait for her to get back before I could leave again. After that, Ms. Harris asked for a physical list of the calls she’d received today, even though they’re all logged on her voicemail, and ten minutes later I finally got to heat up my lunch and sit down here.

“So,” I continued, glancing up at the clock over my shoulder, “I’m not two minutes late. I’m actually just sitting down to eat, so I’ve got about twenty-five minutes left.”

Normally I wouldn’t have spoken to Miguel—or anyone at ExecuSpace—that way. That was because I desperately needed this job, or I’d be completely screwed in the way of keeping a roof over my head. That meant putting up with grueling twelve-to fourteen-hour shifts, even if I had to clock out at five p.m. like everybody else, enduring the abuse of my colleagues and the incompetence of my supposed assistant, and above all else, not stepping away from my desk unless I needed to use the restroom or had some other emergency.

But today was different. Today, after four long, arduous years without so much as a pay bump or a pat on the back, I was not in the mood.

I had bills to pay, and they were mounting quickly. I’d been hired in at a measly ten dollars an hour and that hadn’t changed, even though my responsibilities had. I was no longer the receptionist answering the phones, opening mail, and sending off a few e-mails every day—not that my job had ever only entailed that, despite what they’d told me during my interview. I was the personal assistant to pretty much everyone on the floor, as well as the office manager for when nobody else wanted to deal with the bullshit that sauntered up to the front desk every day. I could—and had—run the entire operation by myself on many occasions. So why was I still being treated and paid like Lacy, the girl with no education, no computer skills, no ambition, and no desire to be here?

Lacy also happened to be my “assistant,” but she was an awful lot like my burden. She rarely lifted a finger to answer a call before I got to it and yet she still had her job and half the office tripping over themselves to take care of things for her. That usually involved passing her work off to me while she skipped out on some obscure “errand” or spent an hour in Miguel’s office with the door shut. She was young and pretty and she knew it, and I supposed that was what got a woman ahead in this place more than anything else.

Miguel appraised me, putting his hands on his waist in a way that spread apart his blazer to reveal his paunchy belly. I made sure to tightly cinch my legs together under the table, though the violet pencil skirt I was wearing hugged my thighs enough that I was sure he could use his imagination as to what was between them. I didn’t want him to do that, of course, but there was no stopping Miguel Herrera when he decided he wanted something.

When his gaze finally dragged back up to meet mine, I realized what he wanted was for me to toss away my lunch and go back to my desk. I held his stare, trying not to let my mouth twitch or my knee shake, trying not even to blink. I didn’t want to make any move that might be perceived as a sign of weakness, because today, after a shitty annual review and yet another thirteen-hour shift the day before, I was taking my goddamn lunch break.

Eight hours. That’s what I get paid for, I reminded myself, a low heat rising in the pit of my empty stomach. Lunch is supposed to be an hour. Lacy gets an hour. So do Ross and Ben. Miguel himself takes as long as he likes. I’m entitled to sit and eat once a day, thank you.

“Okay. You just sit there, then, while there’s a crisis up front,” Miguel growled, waving a hand dismissively in my direction. He looked utterly disgusted with me. “I’m sure the rest of us can manage your job for you.”

I ignored his tantrum. It wasn’t easy—I could feel my cheeks beginning to scald and my throat tighten. “What sort of crisis?” I managed as I took in another deliberate mouthful of rice. I tried not to wince as my tooth sunk into a shard of carrot.

“One of last month’s interviewees showed up,” he answered, and I could tell by the tone in his voice exactly which one it was. “Again.”

I finally looked away, heaving a sigh through my nose. Last month, Miguel had wanted to hire a few more salespeople and had put out an open call on Craigslist. We’d received hundreds of applications, and he and Ross, our staffing manager, had decided on group interviews being the most efficient way to separate the wheat from the chaff, as it were. Unfortunately in their enthusiasm, they’d made promises they couldn’t keep, and some of the prospective hires had to be told they either weren’t good fits (mostly due to some background check revelations) or that there simply wasn’t enough room for them on the team.

Except that Ross refused to tell them that. He just dodged their calls, allowing each and every one to go to his voicemail and directing me to say he wasn’t in the office. Miguel had declared the matter was “beneath him” and that Ross would just have to deal with it.

But when Ross didn’t deal with it, it suddenly became my problem. Suddenly I had to let someone down regarding a decision I hadn’t even been a part of. Suddenly I had to bear the brunt of their anger and frustration. Me, the woman who was constantly reminded that she was “only” an administrative assistant and not a manager.

“Isn’t Ross around?” I asked, though I was sure I already knew the answer.

“He’s at lunch. And you are our front desk girl, so this seems like it falls under your purview.”

I narrowed my eyes. “You know what he’s here about, don’t you? It’s been a month, and Ross hasn’t returned his calls. He’s probably furious.”

Miguel shrugged. “Part of your job, Madison, is to handle customer service issues. If you can’t hack it, well, then…”

He trailed off as he always did. He never actually said he’d fired me or that I should look for some other job, but the threat was always there hanging in the silence. He knew it. I knew it. But he didn’t have the guts to utter the words out loud. He was that type of asshole, the one who did everything in his power not to do his own dirty work, not to seem like the dick that he really was. If I went to HR to complain now and said, “He made me feel as though my job was in jeopardy,” Miguel could come right back and say, “I never said that.” And it would be true. The bastard sure knew how to wiggle.

“I’m entitled to a lunch break,” I reminded him, but I knew I was losing the fight. There was no point, really. We both knew he wasn’t going to make Lacy take care of it. When it came to reminding people about the nature of their job, I was the sole target.

“Like I said, you’re two minutes over.” Miguel’s gaze flicked to the clock. “Five, now. You’d better get back to your desk and take care of this before it becomes a payroll issue.”

I slammed my plastic fork down onto my tray and stood, making sure to scrape my chair all the way back across the floor. I tossed the tray hard into the garbage can, maybe too hard, because as I passed Miguel he stepped directly in my way.

“And stow the attitude,” he said, a smugness lifting the corners of his lips.

I stared at him for a moment, and in that time, something just… snapped. I was sure this was a bad idea. I was almost certain I would lose my job. But in that one exhausted, frustrated, hungry moment, I lost my temper and brushed past him, thumping my shoulder into his as I careened down the main hall.

“Hey!” he called after me. I could hear and feel his footsteps pounding the carpet behind me. “Madison! Don’t you dare walk away from me when I’m talking to you!”

I ignored him, continuing on my path. As I passed Ross’ office, I could hear the soft sound of his Pandora station and see a light on from under the door. I tried the handle. It was locked.

“Ross!” I said, banging hard enough for one of our clients to poke his head out further down the hall. “Ross, you have Mr. Davies here to see you!”

“I’m not in,” he said. I could practically taste the cowardice in his tone.

“You’re a manager,” I said, for once reminding my so-called betters of their positions rather than the other way around. “And you’ve been ignoring his calls for a month. Just come out and tell him he hasn’t been hired. It’s not that big a deal!”

Ross didn’t answer, and by now, Miguel was catching up. I shook my head, snorted, and strode toward the front desk again. Even in heels, I was quicker than Miguel’s fat ass.

“Maddy,” Lacy said as I came into view around the corner. She was texting while Mr. Davies sat in one of the reception area chairs. She brushed a dark lock of hair from her face and tried to pretend like I hadn’t just caught her slacking off once again at work. “Mr. Davies is here for…”

“For Mr. Culling,” I finished, smiling at Mr. Davies. That smile felt wrong and wild, but the momentum of my anger was thrusting me forward now. I couldn’t stop. “I’m Madison Hearst. We’ve spoken on the phone.” I extended my hand for his.

Mr. Davies stood up and hesitated a moment. My eyes fell to his left hand, the one that was shriveled and tucked against his side. Some kind of accident, I’d been told. But I didn’t need that one. I only needed his right.

After a time, he grasped my hand in his good one. “I remember. You helped me with my application before my interview.”

“I did,” I said. One might have thought our very own staffing specialist would have been able to do that, but alas, Ross wasn’t terribly familiar with the application process—nor anything else of particular value, it seemed. “And I apologize that Mr. Culling hasn’t returned your calls. I assume you’re here about the status of your background check and interview?”

Mr. Davies nodded. I turned slightly over my shoulder to see Miguel hanging back by the offices, keeping out of sight of Mr. Davies. His face was turning redder by the second and he had a look of unease about him, almost as if he knew what I was going to do.

I’d been lying for Ross and Miguel for far too long. I was going to tell Mr. Davies the truth, and that was something Miguel was desperately afraid of.

“Mr. Davies,” I said, turning back to him, but this time without a smile. “I’m afraid Mr. Culling has been avoiding you.”

Lacy gasped. Miguel made a strangled sound like a pig that had just been stuck in the belly. I continued:

“Your background check came back fine. Your resume was all in order. Everything was perfect, really—except your arm.” I slowed my words, taking care not to injure Mr. Davies at all in my anger toward Miguel, Ross, and the rest of ExecuSpace. “Mr. Culling felt that, as a salesperson, the arm would keep clients from signing on. He didn’t have anything concrete to reject your application on, and he knows discrimination against disabled people who can adequately perform the job at hand is illegal, so he figured that simply avoiding you would do the trick.

“But now you’re here speaking to me because he refuses to come out of his office and face you himself, and because our general manager thinks that an administrative assistant making ten dollars an hour is better equipped to explain these things to you than, say, a manager. I apologize on their behalf, Mr. Davies, and on behalf of a company that you really, really don’t want to work for, anyway. Not if you know what’s good for you.”

Mr. Davies looked at me for a very long time. I knew how I looked on the outside—calm, perhaps cold even—but on the inside, I felt like shit. It wasn’t that I had done anything wrong. I was upset because in the four years I’d worked here, I’d failed to change a damn thing about this awful company, and people like Mr. Davies were going to pay for it. None of this would ever come down on Miguel or Ross’ shoulders. It was only nice people, hardworking people who would bear the burden of ExecuSpace’s moral void. And I hated to be the one who had to inflict it.

“My… arm,” he said at last, and I nodded slowly. “But it’s not an issue. I can write just fine. Drive, even. I don’t see what my arm has to do with being a competent salesperson…”

“It doesn’t,” I assured him. “It has nothing to do with it at all. But Mr. Culling feels that the perception of ExecuSpace might be marred by someone who doesn’t look like the rest of us do, and for him, that’s cause enough not to hire you.” I saw the look on his face, the slump in his shoulders, and added: “I really am sorry, Mr. Davies. But after a month of being lied to, I thought the truth might—”

“The truth does nothing for me, Miss Hearst,” he snarled, a surprising rage blazing in his eyes. I could see they were watering. They glimmered like hot coals. “A job is what I need. And even a shitty one for a shitty company would have been enough for me. But you people don’t give a shit about men like me, do you? All you see is a withered arm and you think that means I’m trash, that I can just be tossed into the gutter. You didn’t even have the decency to consider me for the position, did you? You just saw the arm. That’s all.”

I pursed my lips. This was exactly what I’d feared. Not only was Mr. Davies upset by the news, but he was taking that out on me, the nearest available target. I had to swallow the compulsion to invite him back to Ross’ office and knock on his door until he opened up, but Miguel would probably just call security and have them haul both Mr. Davies and myself out.

“I’m sorry,” I repeated. “If you’d like, I can get you the number for our corporate office in Virginia. There’s a woman named Patricia who could hear your complaint…”

“That’s enough,” Miguel said, finally loosening himself from the doorway and practically pushing me out of the way. “Mr. Davies, I’m Miguel Herrera, the general manager for ExecuSpace. Unfortunately, you just weren’t a good fit for the criteria we’re looking for right now. I’m sorry no one’s gotten back to you sooner, but we’ve all been very busy—”

“Do you think I’m stupid?” Mr. Davies asked him, his face taut with barely-contained rage. “You must, because as much as I think your receptionist there could give a rat’s ass about what happens to me, at least she had the decency to be honest.”

I felt my own knot of anger and tried not to grimace. “Receptionist” was something of a dirty word amongst personal and administrative assistants. Even secretaries were higher up the food chain. A receptionist was a person who did the least amount of work in the industry, someone who answered a phone and filed a few papers, maybe. Lacy was a receptionist—barely. I didn’t appreciate being compared to her.

But I understood that this wasn’t about me. This was about Mr. Davies and his embarrassment at the treatment he’d endured. Though I’d meant for the truth to be helpful to him, I knew that it couldn’t have been easy to hear, and I tried to accept his hatred gracefully.

Miguel, however, was showing signs of cracking. I could see his brow lining with deep wrinkles and the muscle in his jaw was steadily twitching.

“Sir, I assure you, what Miss Hearst has said is in no way representative of our company’s values or beliefs. She is obviously misinformed.”

“Then why?” Mr. Davies demanded, his voice rising. “Why won’t Mr. Culling return my calls? Why did you decide not to hire me?”

Miguel sneered. “We’re not under any legal obligation to disclose that. In fact, our HR department discourages us from—”

“Fuck your HR department!” Mr. Davies railed, getting so close to Miguel’s face I could see spittle marring his skin. “And fuck you!”

Before Miguel could retaliate, Mr. Davies left, storming off through the doors to the elevator with steps that shook the office floor.

As the weight of his anger dissipated, I felt another sensation flooding in. What I had done was, objectively, the right thing. I’d given a man honestly when no one else would, and I’d stopped being the whipping girl everyone wanted me to be. I’d stood up for myself and for my own values. But at what cost?

Miguel turned to me. I raised my chin, doing my best to look confident, but not smug. I was preparing to defend my decision when the words I’d been dreading left his mouth.

“Get your things and turn in your key card. You’re fired.”

Almost without thinking and with shock softening the blow, I removed my lanyard and threw it at him.

“You can’t fire me. I quit five minutes ago.”

I grabbed my clutch from the front desk, turned, and strode out the doors, following Mr. Davies. Miguel was yelling something at me, but I couldn’t hear him—probably some clichéd movie-villain line about how I’d “never work in this town again.” He seemed like the type.

The blood rushing in my ears was deafening, and I could feel my body quaking as I pressed the button for the elevator car. Equal parts relief and dread seeped into me, but I tried not to let either one win until I heard Lacy’s shrill voice calling to me over the baritone roar of Miguel’s furor.

“But Maddy! I don’t know what all you do! Send me an e-mail with everything once you get home, okay?”

And then I finally let the dam burst. I laughed.

And as the elevator car finally reached my floor, and as it descended to the next, and the next, I laughed and laughed some more.

My laughter died as soon as I hit the lobby.

It wasn’t until I’d shown myself out through the revolving door that I realized the tears brimming in my eyes weren’t the funny ones. They were hot and stinging, tears of rage, desperation, and utter despair. Soon I realized that I really wasn’t laughing at all anymore, not even in that hysterical way people do when they feel like they’ve got nothing else they can do to chase the pain away.

No, I was sobbing. Sobbing so hard it hurt, so hard my chest felt like it would split in two, so hard I was sure I could feel my ribs starting to cave and poke at my lungs.

I was standing on the sidewalk of one of the busiest streets in the city bawling my eyes out in the afternoon rush. Cars and taxis whizzed by too fast for me to see anything more than the blur of their movement, but somehow I was certain that the dark eyes inside them were all on me. Passersby craned their necks to ogle at the crying woman slowly wandering toward home, fascinated by me like I was some kind of moaning spirit haunting 47th Street, a jilted bride still searching for her lover or a desolate mother seeking her long-lost child.

They made the whole thing feel more dramatic than it was, but for the most part, they all left me alone. That was fine by me. The last thing I needed at that moment was a stranger’s pity.

I steadied myself for a moment on a parking meter near one of those pruned-just-so trees cities put up along the sidewalks to imply they weren’t completely destroying the environment. It was every bit as fake as the offices I used to pretend to work for. I could feel cold sweat making long trails down the lines in my palms despite the shade, and my chest felt like someone had taken the muscles and stretching them out paper-thin. I knew what it was. I’d experienced it before. In fact, panic attacks had become a common occurrence since I’d started working at ExecuSpace, and even Zoloft couldn’t seem to keep them at bay. Human beings weren’t meant to work the way ExecuSpace expected them to. Human beings weren’t meant to endure such constant, debilitating stress.

As I sucked in long, slow breaths, I tried to entertain myself with happier thoughts. It’s for the best. Think about your health. Think about your peace of mind. This job couldn’t have been good for you. Even if it was putting food on the table, who’s to say that you wouldn’t end up in the hospital for stress a few months down the line? It’s not like they offered health insurance. You were one medical disaster away from being destitute, anyway…

It was all true. But the fact remained that I wasn’t one medical disaster away from financial ruin anymore. Now, thanks to a rage that had been building for far too long and a mouth that didn’t know when to seal itself shut, I was already there.

I changed tracks on my train of thought, trying to get a grip on something solid—a plan, maybe. The damage was done, and there was no way to undo it, but what I could do now was find a way to move forward.

I knew the job market. I’d been searching for a replacement position for months now in secret. I’d only had one interview, and that position had offered even less in the way of compensation. Still, I was sure I could find something, but time was a factor, and I had no safety net.

That particular thought made my vision blurry and my blood boil. It didn’t have to be like this…

The reason I had no safety net had a name, and it was Mother.

My mother, Amanda Hearst, didn’t believe in being supportive. She believed in “tough love,” as in, “you better not screw this up, honey, ‘cause you’re on your own.” She had made it clear to me from a very young age that my mistakes were my own. My successes, however, she attributed to her stellar parenting. Classic mother.

“Those other kids failed because their parents let them,” she’d tell me, her carmine lips twisted into a smug smirk. “If it wasn’t for me and how hard I’ve pushed you, you would be just like them.”

I had comforted myself for a time with the idea that she was only that hard on me because we were broke. We were the kind of broke that nobody liked to talk about—lower middle-class, just poor enough to scrape by, but somehow too wealthy to qualify for any kind of assistance. My father had walked out on her when I was just a baby, and for years I told myself that his abandonment and the way the system has spurned her had made her feel like if she didn’t teach me to rely on myself—and only on myself—then I would fall to the same fate. She didn’t want that for me, I always thought. She just chose to show it in a cold and hurtful way.

That illusion had shattered three months ago when my mother had announced her engagement to Charles Harvey, the billionaire CEO of Harvey Enterprises. I had no idea what their business actually entailed, but whatever it was, it brought him more money than God, and as my mother was oh-so-quick to inform me, I wasn’t entitled to a penny of it.

“I didn’t raise you to be a leech,” she’d told me when I’d said that it would be nice not to have to worry about money for a change. I hadn’t meant that I intended on blowing it on some kind of shopping spree. I’d always wanted to finish my college degree, and work was getting in the way…

That didn’t matter to her.

Her scowl had sent chills down my spine and twisted my guts into knots. “You’re not an infant, Madison. You’re an adult. That means you make your own way in this world.” She’d looked so devastatingly disappointed as she added, “I thought I’d taught you better than that.”

In my anger, I’d asked her what, exactly, I would have to do to be worthy of a little help every now and then. It felt like she’d punched me right in the face when she answered, “Marry rich.”

I’d realized then that my mother had never had my best interests in mind. My father leaving hadn’t made her protective of me. It had made her protective of herself. It had made her selfish and cruel, and I hadn’t spoken to her since.

Which was why I couldn’t call her now. I couldn’t dial her number and say, “Mom, I need help.” She wouldn’t give it. I doubted if she would even bother to answer the phone.

As usual, I was on my own.

I was still trying to achieve a stiff upper lip when I let go of the parking meter and set off down the sidewalk in the direction of home. Unfortunately, the moment I did, I barreled straight into a man who’d had the misfortune of stepping between me and my downward spiral.

His chest was so hard under his button-down shirt that I was sure he’d broken my jaw, but the material of his blazer was so soft that it felt like I’d landed on a cloud. It was silken, almost, and as I gently pressed it with my fingers, tilting back my head to look up at who I’d just assaulted, I felt his breath hitch at my touch.

As the halo of the sun faded behind a cloud, I got a good look at the stranger’s face. My throat clenched and I uttered a sound that was half a snort, half a wheeze.

“Preston? Seriously?”

“Maddy,” he said, his stormy blue eyes glittering as he spoke my name. “Well, this is a surprise…”

I wanted to tell him to fuck off. I wanted to push him away and sweep past him in a fit of disgust. I wanted to walk so fast down the sidewalk that I left all memory of him in my wake, a spoiled brat who got absolutely everything his heart desired while I couldn’t even manage to convince my own mother to keep me off the streets.

But I couldn’t do any of that. Instead, to my shame and horror, I buried my face in his expensive blazer and cried.






CHAPTER 3



I  stood on the sidewalk, frozen in place as Madison Hearst cried into my chest, her delicate shoulders racked by the sobs stealing from her throat. I wasn’t used to hanging out with a lot of crying women, but I knew enough to know that these weren’t tears of pain or sorrow. These were hot, angry tears, tears of rage and frustration held in so long that the damn had burst, and now they had to come spilling out.

I grimaced before gently placing my arms around her. I’d shed a few of those kind of tears myself in my life, and it seemed like offering her the comfort I’d always been denied was the right thing to do, no matter how awkward it might look to the people surrounding us.

It wasn’t just that Maddy was crying, though I was certain that was strange enough on its own. What really made me feel like a spectacle was the fact that we were brother and sister—or at least, we would be in just a few short weeks.

My miserable fuck of a father was marrying Madison’s shrew of a mother. They may have deserved each other, but I held onto the opinion that neither Maddy nor I deserved either one of them. It rendered us stepsiblings, which I had assumed would count for something, but up until this moment, I’d been one hundred percent sure that Madison hated my guts.

Everything she’d ever done had practically screamed it. She looked at me with nothing but disdain, and each time I entered a room with her in it, the temperature dropped at least two degrees. She only offered me curt, clipped responses whenever I tried to strike up a conversation, and that was only if she chose to speak at all. I wasn’t certain what I’d done to deserve her ire, but whatever it was, I’d been under the impression that there was just no reversing it.

As a result, I’d given up on having any kind of relationship with my soon-to-be stepsister. And who could blame me? Yet here we were, locked in an embrace on the sidewalk of a busy street—and in broad daylight, no less.

Something had to be wrong. I knew she’d worked in some kind of office nearby, but was she coming to see me? If she was, something had to be seriously wrong. It occurred to me that it could have something to do with one—or both—of our parents.

My breath caught in my throat, but before I could ask, she lifted her face again and said, “I lost my job.”

I looked down at her, noticing for the first time how very green her eyes were. If she were any other woman I probably would have been looking straight down the neckline of her blouse, but something about Maddy’s face had always struck me as celestial, angelic. That wasn’t to say I didn’t appreciate her womanly body, those supple curves that made me wish our parents had never met the very first time I’d seen her... It only meant that those rare and beautiful eyes were the most breathtaking pair I’d ever seen.

Which was saying something, because I’d looked into the eyes of a lot of women.

I didn’t tell her that. All I could think of to say that didn’t sound incredibly stupid was, “I’m sorry.” And then, as soon as those words left my mouth, I realized that they did sound incredibly stupid. No wonder she hated me.

But instead of fixing me with that frigid stare she’d inherited directly from her mother, Maddy shook her head and said, “Don’t be. It’s my fault. It’s all my fault…”

That thousand-yard stare she was sporting made me uneasy. I didn’t know a lot about her job, except that she’d worked as an administrative assistant for some rental company, but I got the impression that Maddy definitely didn’t have a lot of money. She’d never said as much, but her mother sure as hell had implied it. It was almost as if that woman wanted her daughter to fail, like she got no greater joy in life than watching Maddy flounder. It seemed a little wrong when she was spending her days milking my father for every dollar he was worth.

I shifted uncomfortably. Maddy suffered a hardship I’d never known. I came from money, and lots of it. In fact, if it weren’t for being the sole heir to the Harvey fortune, I wouldn’t have had to work a day in my life. But Dad insisted, and when he made his mind up about something, there was no changing it—not even if it made everyone else around him miserable.

Hell, especially
if it made everyone miserable.

“I was just on my way to a meeting,” I said, and that was mostly true. Jane, my personal assistant, had texted me to let me know she was running hot, as usual. That woman was crazy in the worst ways. Maybe I was stupid for sticking my dick in psycho, but I was a hedonist—and a glutton for punishment. Especially when it came at the hands of a buxom redhead in a leather cat-suit… She knew it was over, but that wasn’t stopping her from blowing my phone up with one filthy picture after another today. Part of me wondered if I was meeting up with her to affirm it was over, or to fuck her sideways…

Maybe both.

Thing was, though, my escapades with Jane were beginning to take their toll on me. What started in unpredictable and unlawful ways had started to get dangerous. Suddenly, she wanted more. Maybe it was all the pressure she was putting on me to meet her parents and take her up to the Hamptons for a “romantic getaway.” It was her way of trying to make us something official, but we weren’t, and no matter how many times I tried to explain that to her, Jane just didn’t seem interested in getting it.

That was probably some kind of red flag. I probably should have cut things off with her a long time ago. But if it was all going to end messy anyway, what was the harm in drawing out the good parts a little longer than I should?

Maddy was staring at me. The little flame of hope flickering in her eyes died, snuffed out by my careless words. I scrambled to regroup, to find something to say that didn’t sound like I was brushing her off.

Because honestly, I would rather have spent the day with my distraught stepsister than deal with the crazy shit that my crazy secretary was doing in my office. It was weird to admit it, even to myself, but it was true.

“Okay, let’s start over.” I took the Bluetooth earpiece out of my ear and thrust it into my pocket so the steady stream of notifications I was getting from Jane couldn’t interrupt me. “You’re clearly having a bad day, and there’s a café I like about a block from here. Let me buy you lunch.”

She opened her pretty mouth, and for a moment, I was sure she was going to deny me. But then she nodded, lifting her fingers to her face to brush away the tears still brimming in her eyes.

“I am hungry,” she admitted softly.

I smiled. Realizing we’d been holding one another in the middle of the sidewalk for several minutes now, I released her and swept her up beside me, pressing my hand into the small of her back. Maybe that wasn’t an appropriate brotherly reaction, but it was instinct and I was new to this whole stepbrother thing. Besides, I’d touched my share of pretty girls that way.

One thing was different with Maddy, though. When I touched her, I felt something stir inside of me, something like tectonic plates moving and shifting under the surface. And below that, there was something flowing and hot, something that made me notice suddenly the smell of her hair, the smoothness of her skin, the way her ass just barely brushed the side of my hand as we walked, the fabric of her stylish pencil skirt clinging to both those ripe, gorgeous swells above her shapely calves and thighs.

Those heels, too—my God. If they didn’t scream “fuck me,” I wasn’t sure what did.

But those were just thoughts. Silly thoughts. The kind of thoughts that came to a man at inappropriate times. Like when he was hanging out with the one girl in the entire world that was completely off limits. Totally normal.

Right?

Either way, I needed to get rid of them. This was probably my only shot at actually getting my stepsister to like me, and I wasn’t about to let my traditional male stupidity fuck it up.

It didn’t take long to reach the place, and I was already starting to relax as I led Maddy in through the front door. Without saying a word, the hostess had noted our arrival and ushered us in to my regular booth.

“I thought you said this place was a café?”

I looked around. I’d been to this place dozens of times, but somehow it seemed as if I’d never really looked at it before now. The walls were paneled in dark cherry wood with accents of crimson damask paper that looked like it had been imported from Europe. I’d have bet that if I’d touched it, it would’ve felt just like silk. The gold highlighting the pattern was probably genuine too, and looking at them now, I had no doubt that the amber crystals adorning the chandeliers were Swarovski-made, or similar.

I shrugged, handing one of the menus our server had provided over to Maddy. “It is. Just a ritzy one.”

She looked around at the tables surrounding us and fingered the neckline of her blouse. “I feel like I’m underdressed…”

“You’ll be fine,” I assured her. “You look fine. I mean, beautiful. You look…” I ground my teeth, trying to regain my composure. “You’ll fit right in.” Then I opened the menu and buried my nose in it, inwardly kicking myself for how utterly stupid everything I’d said today had thus far been.

“What should I order?” Maddy said, and I realized she probably had no idea what half the things on the menus were. I set mine down and began to unbutton my blazer to drape it over the back of my chair.

“If you like lighter fare, anything with chicken is a good bet.” I finally freed myself of the constraining jacket and sighed in relief. Finally I could feel my biceps again. “If you’re more in a dinner mood, there’s always the beef bourguignon.”

“I think I had the TV dinner version of that once,” she laughed, her eyes flitting over the myriad of items listed for her. “Um… I’ll go with that, I think. Yeah, that sounds good.”

I smiled. It felt good to see her without tears in her eyes. “And some wine?”

“You pick,” she said, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.” She slid her menu over to me and I took it, stacking it on top of mine.

“You can start by telling me what happened with your job,” I offered. Even though it was mid-day outside the mood lighting inside cast shadows over Maddy’s face, shadows that seemed even darker when I mentioned the dreaded j-word. “I mean, if you want to, of course.”

“I do,” she said. “I’m just so embarrassed…” She took a sip of her ice water. When she pulled the glass away, I marveled at the tiny beads that had formed on them.

She licked them away, and I watched the progress of her tongue, hoping she mistook the intensity of my stare for interest in her story.

“It wasn’t a good job,” she said, meeting my gaze. “But it was all I had. It paid the bills and the rent… and frankly, not much else.” She laughed again. This time, it sounded bitter. “That was enough for me, though. At least until I found something better.”

I nodded, parroting what I’d heard others say. “It’s hard out there right now.” I had no real idea about any of that, of course, and Maddy called me on it.

“Yeah. Not all of us can have an in with the CEO of one of the world’s most profitable companies.” But then she swallowed her anger, even though it lit up her face in a very sexy way. “Well, anyway, I’d been putting up with a lot of shit over there. More so recently, though the past few years hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park, either.” She looked at me. “Do you know that the first day I was there, the receptionist who was supposed to train me left for lunch and never came back? I had four hours’ worth of training before they threw me to the wolves.” She shook her head in amazement. “It’s a wonder I survived my first six months, let alone four years…”

“Sounds like they don’t have a clue what they’re doing,” I said, and that much was a genuine commentary on the matter. I had learned enough from my father, not to mention Harvard, to know an incompetently-run business when I saw one. Or, in this case, heard of one. “You were probably lucky to get out.”

Maddy snorted. “Yeah, in one way, but what about the other? I’m broke, Preston. Or I will be once I handle my bills and rent this month. My lease isn’t up for another eight months, and if I break it early, I’ll owe my landlord thousands.” She continued to fret until the waiter came over to take her order. As she struggled with remembering the name, I interrupted.

“She’ll have the beef bourguignon with your Chateau Musar 2011 Jeune Rouge. Bring the bottle.”

Maddy finally seemed to relax some at the promise of wine. Or at least, she did until the waiter turned to me and asked, “And for the lady’s date?”

I laughed. It wasn’t meant to offend Maddy, but I could see her cheeks flush. I waved my hand. “No, no. We’re not… she’s my sister. Well, she will be, anyway.”

“I see,” the waiter said. “My apologies. What can I get for you, Mr. Harvey?”

“The twelve-ounce Wagyu A5 Kobe, served New York strip-style,” I said. It was one of my favorites. Most people were told to order a day in advance, but I wasn’t most people. “With the regular sides.”

“Very good, Mr. Harvey,” he said. It seemed strange that he knew my name but I couldn’t remember his face, let alone anything else about him. The hostess probably tipped him off. That’s just good service. The waiter took our menus and hurried off in the direction of the kitchen while I turned my gaze back on Madison.

“Where were we?”

She blinked. “You were ordering five hundred dollars in beef, and I was telling you about how broke I am.”

I winced. “Right. Uh. Go on.”

She sighed, slumping back in her chair and tucking a strand of her chocolate brown hair behind her ear. I liked the way her nose twitched when she brushed the lock away from her face. It made the light dusting of freckles over the bridge of it dance.

“It wasn’t just stuff like that, though. There were other things that happened there. A lot of harassment, sexual and otherwise.” She didn’t look at me when she said the words, like she was ashamed of something that had been done to her by people outside of her control. “What kind of place lets their managers call their administrative assistant a cunt right to her face, just because she disagrees with him about a decision?”

I almost choked on my water. I glanced around to see if anyone else had heard my stepsister utter the dreaded c-word. “Christ. Didn’t you tell HR?”

“Of course I did,” she answered. “But what do you expect them to do about it? It’s my word against a supervisor’s, and as I understand it, that supervisor and the HR director are very good friends.”

“So… I don’t know, go over her head. Write the CEO, if you have to.”

She laughed. “Right. The CEO who doesn’t know my name, who makes more money in a day than I do in a year. He’s going to come fight my battles? I’d ask if you’d been drinking, but they haven’t even brought the wine yet.”

“There has to be something,” I insisted. I could feel my blood rushing now, boiling, burning in my chest. I didn’t get worked up about a lot of things, but for some reason the idea of someone hurting Maddy had me seeing red. “You don’t deserve to be treated like that, Madison. Not by anyone. Ever.”

She looked at me for a long time, silent and wide-eyed. There was something scrutinizing about her gaze, like she was searching my eyes for some kind of answer. By the time her lips parted, the waiter had returned and set the bottle of wine on the table between us.

“Shall I pour?” he asked me.

I tore my gaze away from Maddy. “No. I think we’ve got it.”

Although he let us be, the moment—whatever it was—was now gone. Maddy was now more interested in the wine than whatever she’d been on the cusp of saying, and I didn’t know how to ask her what exactly had been on her mind. I didn’t want to push things with her. After all, this was the first real conversation we’d ever had, and I worried that prying too hard would be a recipe for disaster.

But the more I thought about her predicament—her job, her finances, the cold-hearted bitch her mother was—the more I realized that I did, in fact, have an answer. It was the answer to the question she hadn’t asked, the question that maybe she was too proud to. But I had it all the same, and now that I understood what her silence had meant, I knew what I had to do.

I was going to change Madison Hearst’s life forever. She just didn’t know it yet.

And maybe, just maybe, I could kill two birds with one stone.






CHAPTER 4



T  o my utter shock, lunch with my brother-to-be wasn’t the disaster I’d imagined.

Preston was a spoiled brat. I’d gleaned that much on the first day I’d met him. He’d rolled up late to a family dinner in a shiny new Tesla with a devil-may-care grin and lipstick stains on his collar. I immediately knew everything I needed to know about him from that point on—or so I’d thought.

The man sitting in front of me in the restaurant was a completely different guy. He was genuinely concerned about me, my job, and my future. He made me laugh and didn’t make me feel ashamed for crying. I was starting to think maybe I hadn’t given him a fair chance. Sure, he’d always be the rich kid and I’d always be the poor one, but there was no reason we couldn’t be civil.

By the time we left the restaurant, I was feeling better. I still didn’t have a game plan, but at least it felt like someone was on my side in spirit. That meant a lot, not feeling alone.

“Do you have a car?” he asked me.

Slowly, I shook my head. The daylight was a little disorienting after spending over an hour in the dimly-lit café. “No. I take the bus wherever I need to go.”

Preston wrinkled his nose at me. “Seriously? What about when you need groceries?”

I shrugged. “Not all of us can afford eighty-five thousand dollar cars, Preston.” And then, in an effort to be less defensive, I added: “It’s only me, so I try to only get a little at a time. Lightweight stuff. Then I carry it back on the bus with me. It’s better if you use those reusable bags. They don’t break like the plastic ones do.”

He stared at me like I was from some other world. Maybe to him, I was. All he’d ever known were luxury vehicles, grand manses and summer homes, penthouse suites and personal chefs. He’d never wanted for anything a day in his life, and I sincerely doubted that Preston Harvey ever took the bus—even to school.

But he didn’t say anything. He kept his face a slate as he offered, “Well, you can’t walk home in those.” He nodded to my shoes. “I’ll drive you.”

I raised my brows. “Really? You want to spend more time with your stepsister?”

He smiled and shrugged, his buff shoulders rippling underneath his button-down. He had the blazer draped over his arm, and I didn’t blame him. It was warm out.

“You’re not all that bad,” he informed me. When I pursed my lips, he chuckled again. “Hopefully you can say the same for me.”

“Maybe,” I relented. “I’ll say this for you: you’re definitely not who I’d expected you’d be.”

Now it was Preston’s turn to arch an eyebrow. “And who were you expecting?”

“The guy who showed up late to dinner,” I said. “The one who looked like he’d just rolled out of bed with a woman. You know. A playboy. An elitist fuck.”

Preston grinned from ear to ear, one of those shit-eating grins that would have looked infuriating on anyone else. And it did look infuriating on him, too. Just not in the way I had anticipated. Beneath my annoyance was amusement, though I was loath to let it show. There was something about him, something I couldn’t quite place, but the more I was in his company, the less irritating he seemed.

I studied his face for a moment. The sun made his short, tawny hair glitter like gold, and his impossibly blue eyes sparkled like the clearest diamonds I’d ever seen. No, that wasn’t right. They were more like the bottom of a glacier: a deep, frigid hue locked away beneath a layer of ice that somehow seemed to be melting the more I stared at him.

I turned away, my heart beating in my ears and my cheeks heating up. Preston was very handsome. Maybe if we’d met under different circumstances… Maybe if our lives weren’t quite so different…

“All right,” I said, trying to clear the awkward silence between us. “I’ll go with you. I’m really not all that far from here, so you shouldn’t waste too much time.”

Preston shot me a look meant to remind me that time wasn’t something he particularly worried about. Then he ushered me down the sidewalk to his car, that beautiful Tesla I’d seen parked in the driveway of his father’s estate the first day I’d met him.

I supposed billionaires and their sons could do as they pleased, but I had to admit that I’d expected Preston to have some sort of driver. Then again, from his suit, it looked like he might have just come from a business meeting. I thought about asking him what it was about, but I didn’t know a thing about his father’s company and in all likelihood, knowing the details would only bore me.

I slid into the seat next to him, letting the cream-colored leather cradle my body. It was supple and buttery, smooth and warm, just the right temperature from having sat out in the sun half the afternoon. I had to admit that I loved the car’s design. The angles and planes were just so masculine, so clean, and the digital dashboard display was just plain nifty.

I watched him plug in my address to the built-in GPS system between the air vents. When he pulled out of the spot he’d parallel parked it, it was like we’d hardly moved until he pressed the accelerator and forced me hard into the back of my seat. The display of manly car-grunt complete, we settled into the little trip.

“I have to admit, this is a really nice ride,” I told him, admiring the contrast between the beige bottom half of the dashboard and the charcoal-colored top. “Smooth, too. Feels like we’re floating.”

“And it’s eco-friendly,” Preston said, putting on a pair of sunglasses as he merged into heavier traffic. “That’s sort of a pet interest of mine. My father owns enough factories to personally be responsible for the depletion of the ozone layer, but just because he doesn’t see how harmful it is doesn’t mean I don’t. One day, when he’s gone, I’ll change things.”

I blinked, impressed. “You’re going to save the planet? Duly noted. Any other hobbies I should know about?”

Preston smiled. “Well, I like sailing. I like the vastness of the ocean, how you can just ride out into the center of it and there’s no one for miles around. It’s kind of like meditating, only I don’t have to clear my mind—the sea does it for me.” Though I couldn’t see his eyes, I thought Preston looked a little wistful. “I haven’t been out there in a while, though. Not since our parents got engaged.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” I asked him.

He sighed, turning down one of the side streets the GPS had ordered him onto. “Ever since my father decided to remarry, he’s been gung-ho about inducting me into the family business—more so than usual. My best guess is that he’s considering an early retirement, but that he wants to keep the money flowing in without having to worry about what a board of directors might do with it in his absence. That falls on my shoulders. Hell, the honeymoon they’re planning means he’ll be gone over a month, and I guess that’s when he intends to hand over all of the control and responsibilities to me.”

“Jeez,” I muttered, looking out the window at the city passing us by. “What the hell are they going to do for over a month, anyway?” I winced once I heard the words come out of my mouth. “Ugh, no. Don’t tell me. I really don’t want to know.”

Preston laughed. I was beginning to like the sound of it. “Neither do I. So let’s talk about something else…” He eyed me over his shades at an intersection. “Since we’re on the subject of love lives, how’s yours?”

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help but smile as well. “Nonexistent. You don’t have to worry about me flying off for over a month any time soon.”

“Not even a boyfriend?”

“No. Not for a while.”

“Girlfriend?”

I looked back over at him and sighed, shaking my head. “What about you?”

He hesitated long enough for me to get the idea that if there was someone, it wasn’t an official someone—or at least, nobody that he wanted to admit to. I briefly wondered if Preston was the sort of man who used his wealth to rent out escorts, but then I considered how attractive he was. With those muscles and that face, there was no way he had any trouble picking up women for free, or as “free” as a billionaire could get away with, I supposed.

“Not really,” he settled on at last. “No one I would bring home, anyway. There’s this girl, but…” He trailed off as he moved through the light. “We’re not in love, or anything. She doesn’t respect my boundaries. I called it off a few weeks ago, but she still got her claws in me. I have a feeling it’s going to get messy.”

I was surprised he was being so honest with me. Surprised, and impressed. Preston was inspiring a lot of that in me lately. Maybe I’d finally found a family member who gave a shit about someone other than themselves.

“If you’re not happy, it’s better to cut things off now. Cold turkey,” I assured him, dispensing my first piece of possibly-unsolicited sisterly advice. “The longer you drag things out, the worse it will be in the end. If she’s as bad at reading your intentions as you say, then giving her any hope might seem like some kind of promise. And next thing you know, you’re screwed.”

Preston nodded slowly. I could tell by the way the muscle twitched in his jaw that he was mulling over everything I’d just said. “You know, I was thinking the exact same thing. Still, it’s hard to let someone down like that, especially when you think they might go off the deep end the moment you do.”

“It’s better either way,” I said. “Trust me. I’ve lived through it. I know.”

It was true. My last relationship had ended badly. We’d been together two years, and they were the most hellish of my life. Sometimes I couldn’t figure out which was more abusive: Tyler—my ex—or my job.

Former job, I reminded myself as my apartment building came into view. The trip hadn’t lasted very long. It really put into perspective what a roundabout way the bus took. All this family bonding has been great and everything, but don’t forget: you’re still screwed.

As soon as Preston put the Tesla into park, I could feel a panic attack swelling in my chest. I sat still for a moment, trying not to think about how bad things were, how this might be the last month I’d spend living in my upstairs apartment. I felt sick to my stomach suddenly, like I was going to throw up, but then Preston put his hand over mine and I gasped out loud.

“Are you okay?” he asked me.

I turned. His face was so close to mine that I could smell his cologne. There was something luxurious and silken about it, maybe Givenchy or Clive Christian. The latter wouldn’t surprise me. It was the most expensive cologne in the world, but someone like Preston Harvey could certainly afford it.

Right now, I wasn’t thinking about his money. I was thinking about the flash of his eyes, the sharp cut of his jaw, the soft strength of his hand holding mine. On some strange instinct, I lifted my thumb out from beneath his palm and caressed the backs of his fingers, brushing the pad down from his knuckles to the tips of his nails.

He didn’t move his hand away, nor did he tear his eyes from mine. There was comfort in his embrace, but the longer our hands remained entwined, the more I felt that solace shift to something more.

Something darker. Something more heated. Something that I wasn’t sure if it terrified me, or if it gave me the greatest thrill I’d ever known.

Whatever it was, it couldn’t have been appropriate. I removed my hand from his grasp and used it to brush my hair out of my face. “I’m fine,” I lied, sighing as the offending strand fell back into my eyes only a moment later.

Preston lifted his hand then, the same one he’d used to hold mine, and swept my hair back into place for me this time. His fingertips trailed down the side of my neck when he did so and I felt him leave goosebumps in his wake.

“I’ll walk you up,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

I stepped out of the car, sucking in a breath of reality. Everything that had happened inside of it seemed laughably strange now, and I was reminded of my situation all-too-clearly once we began to mount the stairs. Obviously, I’d just been desperate for some kindness, which Preston had provided. I was in a low place, and I’d let my emotional needs get the better of me. He was my stepbrother, or he soon would be, and there was no way anything romantic was happening between us. The poor guy was probably wondering what the hell kind of damaged goods he was letting into his family with the way I’d just behaved.

When we stopped on my stoop, Preston turned to me. The sunlight filtering in past the awning was enough to make his eyes look green. “Got your keys?”

I held up my cheap ten-dollar clutch, the only bag I owned, and smiled faintly. “Got ‘em. Thank you again for lunch. And for driving me. And… well, for listening to me bitch for an hour.” I forced a laugh.

Preston smiled. “I hope it won’t be for the last time. In fact, I was hoping that we could do this again. Maybe after the weekend’s over?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. It was true that I’d had a nice time with him, but I had so much to worry about now that I wasn’t sure I could commit to another rendezvous, if that was the word for it.

“Look, Preston… I know for you, this isn’t a big deal, but I don’t have any options or money. I’ll be lucky to find a job before the month’s over. That’s what I have to focus on now. Keeping this place, as much of a shit hole as it is, and putting food on my table. Those have to be my priorities. You understand, don’t you?”

He nodded slowly. “Of course I do. But I do want to see you again, and Monday would be best.”

I put my key in the door to open it. “I’ll try to find a way.” It was the best I could offer him.

As I stepped inside, Preston put his hand on the door to keep me from closing it. Then he presented me with an offer of his own.

“That’s the thing, though, Maddy. I want to see you Monday in my office. I want you to be my new PA.”

I turned around and stared at him. I was sure my jaw was dangling open, but the shock of it had left me so numb that I could have been on fire and would have missed it. “You’re… serious?”

He nodded, leaning against the doorframe with another wolfish grin. “Absolutely. You’ve got the qualifications. You have a great work history, I’m sure. And I’m in need of a new girl anyway. You can start first thing on Monday after you’ve taken some time to relax over the weekend. In fact…” He reached into his pocket and took out a checkbook. “I’m happy to offer you a signing bonus for accepting the job on such short notice. What do you say, Maddy—how does a bit of good, old-fashioned nepotism sound to you?”

I could hardly believe what he was saying. My entire life, family had been a distant notion for me. It was something I barely entertained as worthwhile, something I’d grown to consider as simply the framework for one’s genetic identity. My mother hadn’t so much raised me as reared and resented me, and my father had barely known me when he took off with some other woman, leaving me in the dust of his memories. I’d never seen so much as a birthday card from him in all the years he’d been gone. I had no idea if he was even still alive.

Everything I’d ever wanted, I’d had to get myself or go without. There were no exceptions. When all the other kids were having birthday parties, I was sitting at home thankful that my mother had bothered to prepare my favorite dinner. Presents were few and far between and came mainly from aunts and uncles, which my mother always derided as “spoiling” me. The only gift I remembered her giving me was a dragonfly broach when I was nine, and I’d treasured it fiercely right up until the moment I’d found out she’d regifted it to me after receiving it from a friend. I was only worth her trash, her leavings, and after that, the broach had sparkled a little less for me.

But now Preston, a man I hardly knew, a brother in name only—and that wasn’t even official yet—was writing me a check on my stoop and ready to give me so much more than that. He was offering me peace of mind, prosperity, and a way out of the dismal hell hole I’d spent so much of my life in. For the first time, a family member wanted to take care of me, and I had no earthly idea what to do.

Preston must have seen my confusion, because he handed me the check with his business card attached and waved his hand. “Don’t answer now. Just come in Monday. If you’re not interested, at least we can have another lunch together. If you are, we’ll get started right away.”

“I don’t understand,” I whispered, staring at the multitude of zeroes tacked on to the check. My hands were shaking. “You must want something in return…?”

Preston’s face fell. He looked almost as bewildered as I felt. He shook his head very slowly, looking right in my eyes as he said, “Just your happiness, Maddy. That is the only thing I could want.”

Then he left me, closing the door while I stood in the entryway, still gazing down at the ten thousand dollar check in my hands. He’d given me a lot to think about.






CHAPTER 5



T  he whole drive home, I couldn’t help but to think about Maddy.

She had looked so utterly confused when I’d handed her that check, like she had no idea what simple kindness was. Given who her mother was, I could see why, but it had hit me harder than anticipated. Had she never had anyone stick up for her before? Had no one ever helped her up when she’d fallen down?

I couldn’t imagine a world like that, or at least, not in that sense. I’d always had people around to attend to every whim and desire, except for my father, who could barely entertain my mere presence at times. In that way, I knew what it was like to have a parent who seemingly hated you, who was always disappointed and never uttered a word of praise. Whenever I did well by his impossible standards, there was only relief on his face, never pride. I’d given up on attempting to sway my father’s opinion of me a long time ago, but I realized that not everyone had that luxury.

Maddy seemed like such a strong girl. When she wasn’t crying, I could see this fire in her eyes. When she snapped at me, I could hear that same flame in her voice. There was one hell of a woman deep down in there, but it was hard to see when she’d had such an impenetrable cage built around herself.

That wasn’t her fault, of course. She was the victim of those with power, the ones like my father who chose to hurt people instead of using his immense wealth to make them better. She’d only ever been able to spread her wings as far as her circumstances would allow.

But I wanted to change that. I wanted to set Maddy free and see her full potential. Something inside me told me that if I did, it would be impossibly beautiful.

It was strange, though, that I cared so much. I wasn’t a heartless bastard like my father was, but it was rare for me to get attached to anyone, let alone a woman. There was something about knowing you could have any girl you wanted that made the whole game feel less interesting, but something about Maddy was… different. Maybe it was because she was forbidden fruit, or maybe I really did give a shit about family. Whatever it was, I could feel her hooks in me. I wanted more.

I thought about her as the miles ticked by. I thought about her as I waited for the gate to open at my own house. I thought about her as I walked inside, and I thought about her right up until the moment I smelled the most amazing aroma drifting in from the kitchen.

I followed that scent like a bloodhound, my stomach rumbling all the way. Carla, my housekeeper, must have been cooking. The variety of spices was like inhaling a symphony, and my mouth watered as I imagined all the meals she might be making. She was a goddamn artist in the kitchen, and from what I could smell of whatever she was making, this was her masterpiece. Sure, I’d already ate, but that wasn’t going to stop me from indulging myself a second time.

I felt every muscle in my body relaxed the nearer I came to that delicious scent. I tossed my blazer and laptop bag on the sofa as I passed it, loosening a few buttons on my shirt as I rounded the corner into the kitchen, already rolling up my sleeves to prepare for whatever sauce I could hear boiling on the stovetop.

“Goddamn, Carla, that smells—”

I stopped so suddenly that I was sure my organs would fly right out of my body. As it was, my stomach had dropped to my feet. It took several seconds for the sight before me to register, and when it did, it made no more sense than when I’d first walked in and seen it.

Carla was, as anticipated, standing in my kitchen and slaving over a hot stove. She had her dark, frizzy hair pulled back into a bun and her olive skin was aglow with a light sheen of sweat. Her apron was stained where she’d repeatedly wiped her coarse, calloused hands and from the way her back was bent, I could tell she’d had a rough day.

But that wasn’t what surprised me. What did was the person standing next to her, a person who didn’t belong in my house, and certainly not when I wasn’t here.

“Jane, what the hell?”

She turned to me, beaming so brightly it was almost blinding. She had her long, auburn hair braided down her back, and under Carla’s watchful eye, she was adding sweet Marsala to a pan.

“Hey, baby,” she said. The very sound of it made me cringe. “I thought I’d surprise you. Carla’s teaching me how to cook—it’s veal Marsala. I figured after such a hard day at work, you needed to come home and have a nice, hot meal waiting for you.”

I caught Carla looking at me out of the corner of her eye. She didn’t look happy. I knew her pain.

“Carla usually takes care of that for me,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck in the hope of making my anger dissipate. “That was a nice thought, though, Jane. I just wish you’d told me you were coming over. This is… a surprise.”

Jane smiled sweetly. “That’s the point, silly.” Then she left the stove—and any pretense of learning to cook—and crossed the room to me, sliding her hands up my shirt.

“When you didn’t come back to the office, I thought something might be wrong. I tried texting you, but you didn’t respond. Didn’t you get my pictures?” She looked up at me. “Was something wrong?”

There was a hint of an accusation in her voice. Jane wasn’t good at hiding her emotions. I looked at her, gently taking her wrists in my hands to move her away from my body.

It didn’t work. She only entwined her fingers with mine, swinging her arms gently as I sighed.

“Yes, actually. It’s my sister. She got fired from her job, and she needed someone to talk to and drive her home.”

Jane arched one of her perfectly-coiffed brows. “Sister? You never told me anything about a sister…”

“That’s because she isn’t my sister yet. Her mother is marrying my father. We’ll be stepsiblings in just a few months, though I think it’s fair to start using the title now.”

Jane didn’t look convinced. I could feel her hands growing cold in mine. “So… you’re not siblings yet. Then she’s just a woman you drove back to her apartment instead of coming back to the office to fuck me?”

I looked over at Carla. If she’d heard what Jane had said, she didn’t show it, and for that I was thankful.

I took Jane by the arm as gently as I could and pulled her out of the kitchen and into the hallway.

“You’re being ridiculous,” I told her, keeping my voice low. “First, you already know that we’re not fucking again. Second, Madison is practically family. And unlike me, she doesn’t come from money, so losing her job is a pretty big deal.”

“Doesn’t she have any friends?” Jane asked, wrenching out of my grasp. “Someone else she could call on instead of her ‘big brother?’ ” The way she put the words in air quotes made me want to break her fingers.

“No. She has no one. Her mother is… well, her mother is the kind of person who wouldn’t give a burning man a glass of water. In fact, she’d probably use him to light her cigarette and complain about the smell.”

I smiled to myself. It was no wonder my father liked her. Those two had so much in common.

“The point is that I was the only one she could turn to. Besides, we ran into each other by accident. I had no idea I was going to see her today.”

“Uh huh,” Jane said, folding her arms across her chest. The kimono-style top she was wearing left very little to the imagination, and the pushup bra she had on underneath it ensured that her cleavage was practically touching her chin. I remembered the first time I’d gotten a glimpse of those beautiful breasts. It was funny how I couldn’t give two shits about them now. “You could have told me, you know.”

“Jane,” I said as calmly as I could, “I know you have expectations of what this… thing we had going on between us was. But you aren’t my girlfriend. We ended this. I don’t owe you anything.”

“See,” she said, taking a step toward me, “that’s where you’re wrong…”

I stepped back into the wall as Jane approached, sliding her body up against mine like a cat in heat. I could feel her taut stomach stretching over my abs as she purred, one hand sliding up over my shoulder as the other delved down between my legs.

“Jane,” I started, but she cut me off.

“Shh. Easy there, big guy. You’ve had a rough day. Family drama. I get it.” She rubbed me through my slacks, and for a moment, a ripple of pleasure pulsed through me. “You’ve had all kinds of unexpected things happen to you today. How about we make this one a good one?”

She began working my belt, trying to slip the tongue through the buckle. Despite my own desires—or lack thereof—I could feel myself hardening at her touch. Jane could feel it, too. She had that look in her eye, that smugness that always came over her face when she knew she had won.

Except she hadn’t won. Not this time. And as she tried to tug my pants down past my waist, I grabbed her arms again and gently pushed her away. “Stop. Christ, what were you going to do, blow me right here in the hallway?”

Jane licked her lips and grinned. “If that’s what you want…”

“It’s not,” I said. “This isn’t something you can fix by putting my cock in your mouth…” I let her go and set about fixing my zipper. “We’re not doing this anymore.”

She stared. “What does that mean?”

“It means that you showed up in my house uninvited, harassed my housekeeper, and then interrogated me about what I was doing with my sister. You’re not my girlfriend, Jane. You’re not even my fuck buddy. You’re my personal assistant. This is wildly inappropriate, and I think you should leave.”

Jane looked at me for a long time, a longer amount of time than I was comfortable with. Every second that ticked by, the air in the hall seemed to become thicker, colder, like the intensity of her glare was sapping the life right out of me. I was sure I’d find the house plants wilting later when I walked into the living room.

But I held her gaze. Maddy was right. Jane had crossed a line—again—and things weren’t going to get any better until I stood my ground.

“Fine,” she said. I hated that word, especially coming from her mouth. “I’m not your girlfriend. Whatever. I’m just the girl you fuck at your desk when you’re having a bad day, I guess.”

“You drugged my coffee and handcuffed me to the chair!” I shouted indignantly. Sure, I’d hired her because I wanted to get into her skirt, but the way it happened wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.

“I didn’t hear you complaining,” she replied, the anger evident as she turned away.

She was right, I hadn’t complained at the time. Hell, I’d liked it. Jane was nuts, but she breathed a little excitement into my life. Trouble is, she didn’t understand boundaries and her ever-escalating sexual escapades had started to become even more dangerous. Sooner or later, our little office romance was going to bite me in the ass. I was trying to put an end to it for good reasons.

She walked back into the kitchen, grabbed her purse off the back of one of the kitchen island chairs, and came storming back down the hall toward me. The sounds her heels made on the tiled floor were like bones snapping. They gave me the shivers.

She swept past me and toward the foyer, but not before calling over her shoulder, “I guess you’re only worried about being inappropriate when there’s other people around, because when we’re alone, stuffing your dick in my mouth is totally fine!”

“Not when I catch you hiding under my desk right before a regional board meeting!”

“You could have stopped me,” Jane said.

“I am stopping you Jane, we’re not doing this again. This is over. This has been over for weeks and the sooner you get that through your head, the better. I don’t want you in my house, I don’t want you in my bed, and I don’t want you in my fucking office. We’re done Jane. Don’t bother coming to work tomorrow, I’ll mail you a severance package.”

Maddy’s words were echoing in my head as I put the nail in this relationship. She was right, if I was going to end this I couldn’t leave a shred of hope… even if it hurt.

“You’re not going to fuck me, and now you’re firing me? We’ll see about that,” Jane said coldly, slamming the door behind her and ending any chance at getting the last word on the matter. The sonic boom she left behind mingled with her words as they echoed through my house.

I sighed, rubbing my face with my hands. “She’s insane,” I mumbled, trying to make my dick forget about the warmth of her hands, the gentle press of her chest against mine. “She’s utterly fucking insane.”

“You’re telling me,” Carla said, and I looked up to see her standing in the archway to the kitchen down the hall. “If I’d known what I was getting into, I would have never opened the door.”

“Sorry, Carla,” I said. “I had no idea. It won’t happen again.”

She eyed me harshly. “She’s really not your girlfriend?”

“No,” I answered with a rueful laugh. “Dear God, no.”

She nodded slowly. “Hm. Better figure out some way to let her know that. She don’t seem to listen so good.”

“Thanks, Carla,” I said, listening as her footfalls took her back to the stove.

I took a detour into the living room, grabbed a bottle of vermouth from behind the bar, and made myself a martini, but all the alcohol in the world couldn’t drown the sick feeling Jane had left me with that evening. Things were getting worse between us. She was pushing even harder for us to legitimize things, and in a way that reminded me of Fatal Attraction, or for that matter, Misery.

I shuddered at the thought and took another swig. As good as that veal Marsala had smelled on my way in, my stomach turned now at knowing that Jane had had a hand in it.

It was time for Jane to go. I needed Madison to take me up on my offer, and I needed her to do it soon.






CHAPTER 6



I  thought all weekend about Preston’s offer. Frankly, it seemed too good to be true, but who was I to judge? I had an unhealthy view on all things family-oriented, to the point where a simple kindness might seem like a set up to me. I knew I needed to be more trusting about this, especially given the direness of my situation, and in the end, I caved.

Saturday afternoon, I sent Preston a text. I used the number he’d left me on the card, though I didn’t know if that phone was for business or personal use. He didn’t respond right away, and maybe he wouldn’t until Monday morning. Still, he’d told me to show up when I was ready, and I believed in making a good first impression, even for my stepbrother.

I spent the rest of that day sorting through my wardrobe. Preston’s office was unlikely to be anything like ExecuSpace, and I knew I’d have to exhibit a certain amount of decorum. I couldn’t use the check to afford new clothes—not until Monday, anyway—so I chose the only dress I had that could be considered anything close to “high fashion” and paired it with some nude heels I hadn’t worn since I’d got them.

I would have preferred not to wear heels at all. They weren’t my thing. They made my feet hurt, my knees ache, and I’d read all the studies warning me about the long-term damage I was inflicting upon myself by wearing them. Unfortunately, the men who ran these kinds of companies hadn’t gotten the memo—or otherwise didn’t care—which meant that heels were still considered “professional attire” for women, and that meant I had to either put up with them or settle for an equally-unsupportive pair of flats.

In the end, I chose the heels. Flats might have saved my calves, sure, but I could never find a pair that fit right. I’d spend the whole day feeling the backs of them scraping off the skin from my ankles and heels, and I’d come home either bleeding or blistered. Until I got a feel for what Preston would and wouldn’t allow, heels it was.

That night, I couldn’t sleep. I was too nervous, too excited, too terrified to doze off. I kept wondering what Preston the boss, rather than Preston the brother, would be like. I wondered if I wasn’t in over my head. Maybe personal assistants to men like him did a lot more than what I’d learned in my ten years of experience working in the field. I didn’t want to screw up and find myself out on my ass yet again for the second time in less than a week.

Preston didn’t strike me as the type, though. Despite everything I’d ever thought about family, he treated me with respect and kindness, if our outing on Friday was any indication. He seemed genuinely to like my company, which hopefully meant that we’d get along. I just hoped he wasn’t expecting perfection and that he would help me correct my mistakes instead of jumping down my throat about them.

Calm down, I told myself when midnight rolled around. Not everyone in the world is your mother, or Tyler, or Miguel, for that matter.

It was still nerve-wracking, though, and when my alarm went off at six a.m., I’d barely slept a wink.

“What a great way to start my first day,” I muttered, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as the first amber rays of sunlight tickled my face through the blinds. I needed a hot shower and an even hotter cup of coffee if I was going to be able to count this day as salvageable.

I’d made plans for what bus would take me to Preston’s office and when, but when I hurried downstairs, I found a car waiting for me. This one looked more like what I would have expected from the Harveys: a black town car with a white-gloved driver standing outside, looking up at me and shielding his eyes from the sun.

“Miss Hearst?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I said, carefully taking the next few steps down to where he was parked. I felt like I was going to snap my ankle. I knew I should have gone with a kitten heel. “I take it Preston sent you?”

“Yes, miss,” he replied, opening the back door for me. “I’ll be taking you to his office today. But first, I’m to ensure you’ve had a good breakfast. Let me know where to stop, miss. Anywhere you’d like.”

I slid into the backseat, buckling my seatbelt as the driver closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side. As he sat down and shifted into drive, I told him, “Honestly, I’m not really a breakfast person…”

The driver frowned. “Mr. Harvey asked me not to bring you to the office until eight-thirty, miss. I think he has some sort of meeting to attend to before then, and he doesn’t want you waiting around.”

“I’m fine with waiting,” I assured him. I met his eyes in the rearview mirror. “I’m sorry—we haven’t really been introduced.”

“I’m Gordon, miss. Or Mr. Fletcher. Whichever you’d prefer.” He was an older man, white-haired and rugged, but when he spoke it was like listening to pure velvet. “And if you don’t mind my saying so, if Mr. Harvey offered me a free breakfast, I wouldn’t waste the opportunity. There’s a place downtown called Nero’s that does a fantastic omelet, or if you’d prefer, we could stop at one of the chains…”

I smiled at him. “Really, it’s not necessary. I’ll let Preston… er, Mr. Harvey know that he can treat me to lunch, instead. Besides, if I get in a little early, I can get the lay of the land before he gets out of his meeting. I’d count that as an advantage, wouldn’t you?”

Mr. Fletcher shrugged. “I suppose so. If you insist, Miss Hearst…”

I leaned back and relaxed as Mr. Fletcher pulled away from the curb and turned out of my apartment complex. It calmed me to know that I might have some time to myself in the office before Preston knew I was there. His previous assistant might have left some notes I could go over while I was waiting, something that could give me a head start on performing my new job duties. I always liked having a leg up, and for the first time since Preston had offered me the position, I felt confident.

It was a deceptively long ride to his office. Maybe it just felt that way because he wasn’t in the car to have a conversation with to pass the time, although Mr. Fletcher did a good enough job of keeping me entertained. He was a really kind man, and I felt a little guilty that he had to come all the way out to my apartment so early in the morning to ensure I made it to work. I’d have to look into getting a car sometime soon—a used one. I didn’t want to blow my signing bonus all in one place.

Mr. Fletcher pulled up to a building that didn’t look at all like an office. In fact, it reminded me of a small Tuscan villa more than anything else. It had those terracotta roof tiles I’d always seen in pictures and columns out front that seemed way too majestic for a mere base of operations. With the gate out front and the fountain gushing beyond it, it was definitely not what I was expecting.

Hell, I could fit my apartment in there five times over, I thought as I looked up at it. And I owned a two-bedroom.

Mr. Fletcher waited at the gate as it opened, prompted by the transponder attached to the visor of his car. “Mr. Harvey likes to keep things… homey,” he explained, driving through. “He spends a lot of time here. He’s even got a small bedroom set up for those nights when he just can’t get away. There’s a kitchen, too. Do you cook?”

“Yes,” I answered. “But only for myself…” I thought my skills were adequate, but what if Preston didn’t? Was that something he expected out of a PA? It wasn’t even something I had considered.

A new level of apprehension washed over me as Mr. Fletcher made his way up the circular drive to the front of the office. He parked, looking over his shoulder at me as he said, “You’ll be fine, miss. Mr. Harvey’s not a bad guy, and you seem like a smart girl. You’ll do well.”

“Thanks,” I said, though I was sure my lips were trembling. I let him open the door for me before stepping out of the car and mounting the stone steps leading up to Preston’s office-cum-villa.

Two beautiful wooden double doors towered above me at the entryway. As I neared, I saw they were marked by an intricate set of carvings, filigree mostly, but with a touch of vines and grapes here and there. They were beautiful yet imposing, just like the office itself was, and I found myself turning over my shoulder to look down at Mr. Fletcher and his car once again.

Mr. Fletcher nodded reassuringly. I could see confidence in his eyes, a confidence I myself no longer had. But it was enough to spur me forward, and I took a deep breath before pulling on one of the great handles and letting myself in to Preston Harvey’s inner sanctum.

The inside was just as impressive as the outside, a gleaming chamber of earth-tone walls and rustic stone tile. It felt so warm, so inviting, not at all like I’d expected his office to be. Not that Preston wasn’t a warm and inviting man, perhaps in more ways than I wanted to admit right then, but I’d always figured a billionaire’s office for something cold and harsh, a testament to his power and authority. Mr. Fletcher was right. This felt like a home.

“Hello?” I called out, unsure of where I ought to turn to next. I was a little overwhelmed by the size of it all. Should I have ascended the stairs up to the second floor, or stay on the first and poke my head into all the rooms in search of what I was looking for? Someone else had to be working there other than me, surely. I walked in a bit farther after not receiving an answer.

I froze as I heard a door slamming, followed immediately by the unmistakable sounds of a woman crying. Then the door in front of me burst open, and I saw the source of all the sobbing.

“You bastard!” she screamed, her voice already hoarse from what must have been a prolonged outburst. “You unimaginable bastard! I can’t fucking believe you! You can’t do this. You need me!”

I wanted to duck around the corner and hide, but there was no use. My knees were jelly and my high heels would give me away besides. I stayed still, hoping that somehow the red-haired woman screaming at who I could only imagine to be Preston wouldn’t see me.

“Fuck you!” she added as black rivers of mascara poured down her face. “You fucking used me. I swear to God, Preston, I’ll make you sorry if it’s the last thing I do!”

And with that she turned, barreling straight toward me. I thought she might crash into me, but as I backed up a pace, she seemed to realize where she was and stopped.

Her big brown eyes widened even further, though her brow furrowed first in shock, then in rage. I could see her clutching the strap of her very expensive purse so tightly that her nails were digging into her palms.

“Oh,” she said. “I fucking get it. It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the one who’s replacing me.”

I opened my mouth to speak, unsure of what I was supposed to say. My cheeks burned. I’m such an idiot. I should have gotten breakfast.

“I’m sorry,” I managed, my heart racing. “I… I didn’t know…”

“I’ll bet you didn’t,” she hissed, taking a quick step toward me. I backed up, but she continued advancing. “You’re not anything special, you know. You don’t mean anything to him. He used me up and threw me away like I was… like I was trash to him, and trust me when I say he’ll do the same to a bitch like you.”

My back was almost to the front door. I had no idea what would happen when I reached it. The look in this woman’s eyes was unlike anything I’d ever seen. It was like staring at a rabid animal.

“I’m warning you. Run. Run away right now. Just… get the fuck out of here and don’t look back. Preston Harvey will destroy you, just like he destroyed me. You don’t really matter to him. No one does.”

The moment I’d been dreading finally arrived. My shoulders touched the hard wood of the door behind me, and I cringed, holding onto my clutch tightly as the woman stopped and looked me up and down. She made a face of utter disgust, as if she couldn’t bear the sight of what she saw.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked. “Why aren’t you leaving? Do you want to get hurt—is that it?” She brought her face inches from mine. “Because if that’s what you want, I’m happy to oblige…”

“Jane!” Preston bellowed so loud that for a moment, I wasn’t sure what he’d said had been a word at all. It sounded more like a clap of thunder shaking the walls, threatening to knock down every picture and piece of décor surrounding me. “Get away from her. Now!”

The woman—Jane, I presumed—didn’t look like she was going to follow the order. But then she finally did take a step back and I let out a breath, my whole body trembling in the face of her cold rage.

Preston strode toward us. He was coming so fast and so hard that for a second I thought he was going to plow straight into Jane and knock her off her crystal-embellished Louboutins. But she stood her ground even as he threw open the door behind her, putting himself between the two of us and allowing me to scamper behind his back.

“Get out,” he snarled with such ferocity it sent chills down my spine. “Do not ever come back, and do not ever think that you can speak to my sister like that.”

Jane snorted. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” she said, but Preston didn’t entertain it. He took her by the arm, firmly but not roughly, and dragged her outside over the threshold, leaving her on the stoop.

“The next time you show up here, or anywhere else that belongs to me, I’m calling security,” he said. “You’re fucking crazy, Jane. That’s what got you fired, not her.”

“Fine,” she sneered. “That’s just great, Preston. Because you know what? I’m calling the cops!” She rubbed her arm where he’d touched her, wincing like he’d pulled it out of place, though it was clear he hadn’t. “This is assault!”

“Leave,” he said before slamming the door right in her face and locking it from the inside. I heard her pound on it a few times before she finally gave up, letting out one last scream as the staccato beat of her heels descended the steps toward Mr. Fletcher’s car.

I looked up at Preston as he turned. The veins in his neck were bulging, as were his muscles. I could see the immense bulge of his biceps, especially under the short sleeves of the t-shirt he was wearing. It draped nicely around his waist, but even so, with his heavy breathing a teasing glimpse of his abs were visible. He was the picture of raw power, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of him.

Slowly, his gaze shifted to meet mine. He asked, “Are you all right?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I’m fine.” I looked toward the doors again. “I just feel bad for Mr. Fletcher…”

Preston laughed softly. It wasn’t a happy sound, but he did seem at least darkly amused. “Yeah. Me too.”

I watched as he left the front door, making his way toward one of the rooms I hadn’t explored yet. I followed him, watching as he sat down on a very expensive-looking sofa and put his face in his hands, snarling into them. It was a deep, primal sound.

“I take it you wanted me to get breakfast because of that,” I said softly, standing awkwardly in the archway. He nodded without looking up at me. “Was that the woman you were talking about in the car—the one who doesn’t respect your boundaries?”

“Or yours, apparently,” he muttered, running both hands through his hair as he leaned back against the cushions with a sigh. He shook his head. “I’m just glad it’s over, but it’s eight-fifteen and I already need a drink.”

I smiled uneasily. “Do you have a bar? I make a mean Bloody Mary.”

“Not here,” he told me. “This is a place of business, after all. It’s not like in the Sixties, when we did that kind of thing…” Preston hadn’t been alive in the Sixties, and yet he somehow seemed wistful. He waved his hand after a moment. “Coffee would do, if you wouldn’t mind.”

I set my clutch down on one of the armchairs near him. “Where’s the kitchen?” I asked.

“Just through here,” he answered, pointing at a door at the far side of the room. He relaxed while I went through it and entered one of the most glorious kitchens I’d ever seen.

Though it was keeping in style with the Italian countryside theme Preston had going on, it was a gourmet ensemble if I’d ever seen one. The stove looked state-of-the-art and the cabinets, though made of dark wood, all had transparent doors that let one see their contents without having to open them first. The fridge was massive, a French door model with a separate, pull-out freezer down below. Everything was gleaming steel against wood, except for the copper pot rack hanging above a kitchen island with a marble countertop.

I found the coffee machine easily enough. As expected, Preston had an expensive brew tucked away near the filters. The smell alone did more to wake me up than my own cup back at my apartment had, and I brewed enough for two before returning to the sitting room and offering a mug to my stepbrother.

“Look, Maddy, I know this probably looks bad,” he started, clearly still caught up on my arrival. “You weren’t supposed to see any of that. She wasn’t even supposed to be here.”

“Relax. It’s none of my business, and I’m not one to judge,” I replied, thinking back to a little short term office fling I’d had with one of the mail runners in my earlier days at ExecuSpace. “I’m just glad to have this opportunity…”

He smiled. “Well, it looks like your first official duty as my new personal assistant was to get me post-breakup coffee. How’s it feel?”

I laughed. “Patronizing,” I said, sitting down on the same armchair I’d set my clutch onto. Its deep, cocoa-colored leather upholstery was firm, yet soft enough to be comfortable, and the tufted back gave me more support than I’d thought it would. “Still, it’s good to have a job. I do have a question, though.”

Preston took a sip of his coffee. He winced, as if he’d never learned not to let a hot beverage cool. “What’s that?”

I blew on the surface of my own mug, my lips moving before the wiser half of my brain could stop me.

“Do you fuck all of your secretaries?”

Preston stared at me with an almost shocked look on his face, choking on his drink.

I felt my face flush and my stomach plummet, then fill with the wingbeats of a thousand butterflies as Preston laughed nervously and turned away.

Why the hell did I say that?






CHAPTER 7



M addy’s first day as my new assistant became a lot more boring after Jane had finally stopped storming around the front lawn. Most of it was spent having her fill out all the appropriate paperwork and letting her look over Jane’s notes, most of which I’d managed to salvage after she’d torn through her desk like a demon in an effort to destroy as much company property as she could. Though I’d been dreading that moment for months, now that it had passed, I felt relieved. Maddy had been right. It was good to let go, especially before Jane was in a position to do anything worse.

“Are you concerned about what she said?” she asked me at lunch. I’d taken her to a bistro on the lake behind my property. “About the ‘assault,’ I mean?”

I shrugged. “Not really. Jane has anger issues, that’s true, but I doubt she’d go so far as to actually file a police report against me. And even if she did, she’s got no proof. I didn’t grab her that hard. And besides,” I added with a grin, “I have witnesses.”

“A witness, anyway,” Maddy said. “But that’s probably good enough.”

Although I put on an appearance of confidence, I certainly hoped we were right, the last thing I needed was that kind of publicity… Regardless of what was going to happen with Jane, by the end of the first day Maddy was already pretty comfortably settled in. Things almost felt… Normal.

Except that I couldn’t get Maddy’s words out of my head…

Do you fuck all of your secretaries?

Sure, it had been a joke. All in good fun… But it had my wheels moving in ways they shouldn’t have been moving.

I did my best to ignore it.

When weeks went by without hearing anything from Jane, both of us breathed a collective sigh of relief. I immediately forbade any more talk of her, fearful that invoking her name might make the demon return. I’d have to write up a rule somewhere that disallowed anyone from going into a bathroom with the lights off and saying “Jane Turner” three times in front of a mirror, but as it so happened, my attention was far more focused on Maddy.

I’d had every confidence in her that she’d turn out to be the perfect new personal assistant, and I’d been right. I’d just had no idea how right I would be. She was amazingly good at her job, meticulous and detail-oriented, always taking the initiative to organize and get things done. She’d memorized my particular way of doing things in practically no time at all, and by the end of our first month together, I couldn’t believe the stark contrast between her and Jane.

“I think I’m ready to pronounce you a permanent hire,” I teased her one day as she made me coffee. She’d finally figured out the French press, which was far more preferable than the automatic swill I got out of the machine.

She had smiled and looked at me through her lashes in that smug, know-it-all way I’d come to love. “Oh, please. I’ve been permanent since day one. At this stage, I don’t think you could live without me.”

“Too true,” I’d told her. But neither of us realized how much I’d meant it until a week later when she overheard me on the phone. At the time, I had no idea how that seemingly innocuous moment would change everything between us forever.






CHAPTER 8

“Y es, I realize that’s prime real estate. Yes, I know what’s there now, and I’m sure it can be done. I know my father wants this to go forward, but I’m just asking you, man to man… Do you really want to do this? What your asking crosses an ethical line. It may be, in fact, a bit… Extrajudicial.”

I stood on my bedroom balcony overlooking the distant lake. I could see the water gently rippling as a lazy breeze swept over it, just barely disturbing the otherwise placid surface. It was late and the sun was setting, but Mr. Verger wasn’t letting me off the phone without a fight. I watched the sky turn from orange to red, then a hazy purple as my high-strung client stammered on the other end of the line.

I sighed, hoping my Bluetooth earpiece didn’t pick it up. I had explained this at least a dozen times, but Harold wasn’t getting it. I understood why he’d gotten my father involved in this, I just didn’t want to be part of it. With the company in my hands during the windup to my father’s wedding, he’d dropped this entire sordid affair on my lap.

On the surface, it was simple. Harvey Enterprises has connections, able to bend the will of state and federal agencies that look into things like code violations. They condemn buildings all the time. In fact, nothing makes them happier than to slap a big yellow notice on a door that says ‘CONDEMNED’ on it. It’s like getting their dick sucked for them. They’d be more than happy to shut down the homeless shelter if the company threw money their way, and that’s exactly what Mr. Verger wanted me to do.

Mr. Verger had big plans for that space. He’d quietly bought up buildings on either side of the shelter, and once he owned the final piece of the puzzle, there’d be nothing stopping him from razing the entire block and putting up some gaudy condo tower in its place. Gentrification at work.

Sure, we would lose a rec center and the only homeless shelter within a twenty mile radius in the process, but Harold Verger had deep pockets—the kind that could not only pay off the code enforcement officials, but could go a long way in supporting Harvey Enterprises in all manner of future endeavors.

That was the rub. From what my father had told me, Mr. Verger had a very good shot at becoming a US Senator very soon. Money could buy you many things, but if you wanted real influence, you needed to know the right people. My father would very much like to know a senator. He’d very much like to have done favors for one, so that that senator might be amenable to returning those favors in his more prestigious future. And what my father wanted, my father got, even if that meant tearing down a perfectly good building to get it.

Only he wasn’t going to do it. He was going to make me do it. I wasn’t completely heartless, though. I’d first seen the job as a moral quandary. Homeless people already had it rough. Why make it rougher by eliminating one of the few safe spaces that they had?

I kept telling myself there were always more safe spaces, and there was plenty of land in the city. The non-profit organization keeping both the rec center and the shelter open could always open some new ones. It might take a year or two, but it would get done.

“Young man, I was a lawyer for twenty six years. Don’t lecture me on the law. I was under the impression you would take care of this without any questions being asked,” Mr. Verger said. “Your father made certain assurances.”

I could feel my temples throbbing. Though I hadn’t thought about her in weeks, I would almost have preferred a conversation with Jane to one with this guy.

“All right, Mr. Verger. I’ll get the ball rolling on Monday. We’ll have that homeless shelter knocked flat in three weeks or less. The recreation center might take a bit longer, but I’ll personally expedite the process. You have a nice weekend, all right?”

“You too, Mr. Harvey. Oh, and tell your father I say hello, will you? I’ve got a hankering to play some golf next week. Let him know I said so.”

I forced a smile into my tone. “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

I could barely contain my excitement when Mr. Verger finally hung up. I couldn’t imagine that man as a senator, with the kind of power to make decisions that could affect all of America. He was incompetent, fidgety, uncertain, and a complete worry-wart. Then again, I couldn’t think of a senator who wasn’t completely ill-suited for the job in one way or another. I guessed there was always room for one more.

I turned around, taking my Bluetooth earpiece out and nearly running straight into Maddy. It wouldn’t have been the first time we collided, and I grinned at her as I shook my head.

“Maddy, we’ve got to stop meeting like this…”

“How could you?” she asked me, her voice barely above a whisper. She looked utterly horrified, and it took me a few seconds to realize she’d overheard the conversation I’d been having on the phone.

“Oh. You mean the shelter?”

She stared at me. “Of course I mean the shelter. And the recreation center! And oh God, what else is there?” Then she waved her hand and shut her eyes. “No. Don’t tell me. Really. If there’s more, I don’t want to know…”

“Oh, come on,” I said, moving past her and into my bedroom. “It’s urban renewal, nothing more. The condo development is going to bring in a lot more money for the city than a homeless shelter ever did, and it will reduce crime and vagrancy. Ten years from now, you won’t even recognize the city center. This is a win, Maddy. We should celebrate.”

I turned back to see if she was coming, but she hadn’t moved. I sighed, leaning against the wall. “Come on. I’ll take you anywhere you’d like. Do you like seafood? There’s this place over by the marina. It’s a bit of a drive, but the lobster is worth it.”

“I can’t even comprehend this right now,” she said, taking a seat on the edge of my bed. She shook her head at me, eyes pinched. “Urban renewal? Extrajudicial? You’re talking about a criminal conspiracy. Are you fucking serious right now? I know that part of the city. You’re going to help someone build a fancy pants condo development and knock down a homeless shelter and a rec center for disadvantaged kids?! Have you lost your mind, Preston? Never mind that—have you lost your soul?”

I watched the red-orange hues of the dying sun light up her face. They complemented her anger perfectly. She looked like a painting, the portrait of a woman on the edge of rage. It was stunning.

“Look,” I told her, “this is business. Mr. Verger has connections and my father still has the final say. You know how it is. It’s still about getting the biggest piece of the pie, no matter what you have to do. I don’t like it, but I’m not running the show here. Not yet. I have to do what I’m told just like everyone else. I mean, come on, Maddy. You should know this better than anyone. If I don’t do this, my father will.”

“Yeah,” she said. Her face had tightened. Anger had turned to disappointment. “I just didn’t think you would do something like this. You seemed different. You told me you were going to save the world…”

I shook my head. “I’m not a saint, Maddy.”

She shook hers too. “No, I know that. But this is something I would have expected from your father. Not from you.”

Now that struck a chord. I could feel the snarl in my voice before I’d even answered. “I’m nothing like my father. You know that.”

“Do I?” she asked me, looking up at me again. Her green eyes searched mine the same way they had back at the restaurant the day she’d lost her job. She was looking for an answer, but this time, she’d already asked the question. “Do I have any idea who you are at all?”

“Of course you do.” I sighed. “Look, Maddy, you’re blowing this way out of proportion. Non-profit groups get funding all the time. Charitable donations are tax-deductible, for fuck’s sakes. Sure, we’re going to shut the shelter and the rec center down, but once it’s gone they can build on some other parcel, maybe something with a view out past the suburbs.”

“You actually think the homeless give two shits about a view?” she snorted. “You can’t just shove them out of the city and forget about them. You sound like a true one-percenter.”

“One percent? You’re the one who cried for help. I didn’t hear you complaining when I wrote you that ten thousand dollar check,” I argued. “Or when I hired you. Or when I paid you, for that matter.”

“Don’t you dare throw that money in my face,” she hissed, launching up from the bed. “You gave me that money to help me out when I was nearly destitute. And the rest you paid me for good, honest work. I haven’t been your kept woman, Preston. I earned that money working for you!”

“Which is why you should do what I tell you now and get in the goddamn car!” I was seething. I didn’t like this. I didn’t like the way she was challenging me, like suddenly she knew more about business than I did, like she had any idea what it was like to be me, Preston Harvey, the son of a billionaire whose first and only love had ever been cold, hard cash.

And yet I did like it. In fact, I loved it. Maddy never looked more beautiful than when she was standing up for herself. She had a backbone stronger than most men I’d known in my lifetime, and when she had a mind to, she put up one hell of a fight.

But I couldn’t stop the words from coming out of my mouth now. There was too much momentum, too much frustration welling up inside me, rattling my bones. “You work for me, which means my decisions are your decisions. If I say ‘jump,’ you say, ‘how high?’ If I tell you that what I’m doing is the right goddamn thing for my company, then you shut up and accept that maybe the guy with the Harvard business degree knows what the fuck he’s talking about. If those are things that you can’t handle that, then…”

“Then what, Preston?” she asked me. Jane had always had a heat in her, a passion, and a deep, ugly anger too, but Maddy was different. Her flame was brighter, stronger than any I’d ever seen before. It danced higher, more beautifully than Jane’s ever had, and I was drawn to it like an unlucky moth gazing upon its flickering shape, mesmerized by how wild and effulgent she was. “Then you’ll fire me? You’ll send me back to my shitty apartment with some savings and hope I land on my feet? Maybe if I’m lucky, you’ll throw in an excellent job reference too, as long as I don’t make a scene like Jane did when I storm out.” Her lip curled in a defiant sneer. “Is that what you do to everyone who dares to tell you like it is, or just the women?”

I hated hearing that woman’s name leave her lips. It poisoned everything it touched, and the last thing I wanted to imagine was anything tarnishing Maddy’s sweet, soft, supple lips.

I stared at them, unable to look away. They were set into a firm line, one that meant she wasn’t going to back down. But I needed her to. I needed her to stop, because with every word she spoke, something hungry stirred inside of me.

“You love to flirt with poverty, don’t you?” I shot back, my muscles tense and vibrating beneath my skin. She was like a live wire sending currents through every part of my body, but I didn’t know of what. Was it anger? Disdain? Or was it something I couldn’t quite explain, something that seemed closer to lust than to fury?

“You had your own apartment, Maddy. Maybe you had to take a bus to work, but you had a job and a roof over your head. You act like your struggle makes you better than people like me, but you haven’t had to deal with half the shit that really poor people do. You get the self-righteousness with none of the suffering, and that gets you off, make you feel special so you can look down on an entire class of people. Grow up.”

She pursed her lips, and her eyes flared. “Is that what happened to you, Preston? You grew up to become your father—a man who would rather stuff more money in his pockets than think twice about the rest of the world trying to just get by out there? You are literally talking about destroying the only place the homeless in this city have to go! It’s evil, and if you don’t see it, then maybe you should ask yourself how long you’ve been staring into the abyss of wealth and business and politics, and whether or not it’s begun staring back into you.”

I closed the distance between us. “Maddy, if you don’t stop…” I lost the will to finish that sentence. I didn’t know what to say. I just kept staring at the woman who would become my sister and thinking how goddamn beautiful she was.

“Then what?” she asked me again. She didn’t move. Not an inch. I could feel blood rush through me, but it wasn’t going to my head. It was going far, far away from it, to places that would be bad for the both of us. “Tell me, Preston. What the hell are you going to do if I don’t stop calling you on your bullshit?”

She was searching me again. I could feel it. The way her eyes bored into mine prickled my skin. It seared my soul. She wanted the truth from me, a different kind of truth from the one I was used to telling. She wanted the kind of truth a man wasn’t likely to give, the kind that made him have to crack his ribs and bare his own heart for scrutiny. Was this how it was supposed to feel? Was this how being with a woman was supposed to be? Was it supposed to hurt like this, in a way that made every ounce of that pain worth it?

No wonder it had never worked with anyone else. If this was how it was supposed to be, and it sure as hell felt like it was, then Madison Hearst was the first woman in my entire life with whom things felt tragically, undeniably right.

I didn’t have an answer for Maddy. Not the way she wanted. Not with words and thoughts. Not with anything but a primal force that took me by surprise as much as it took her.

I grabbed my soon-to-be stepsister, one hand tangled in the sleek waves of her gorgeous brown hair, and I kissed her. God help me, I kissed her with passion and fury. And I loved it...






CHAPTER 9



O h, fuck.

Those were the only words that came to mind when Preston kissed me, the only words I could possibly form and hold onto long enough to give them meaning and weight. But what did they mean? Was I disgusted with him, my stepbrother for all intents and purposes, for the sweltering sweetness of his mouth on mine? Was I angry that he’d dared to touch me like this, or angry that he hadn’t done it sooner?

I clenched my hands into fists at my sides. I didn’t know what I wanted them to do. Or at least, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to admit it.

Preston’s lips were scorching hot on my own. His breath was like smoke filling my lungs, only it didn’t burn. It warmed me, but in places far below my chest, places that had begun to ache for more of Preston’s illicit touch.

I wanted to fight it. I wanted to fight him and this dark, forbidden desire lurking inside of me, the one that had been there since that first day I’d run into him on the sidewalk. I wanted to forget the cerulean flash of his eyes, his lopsided grin, the golden haze of his tawny hair. I wanted to, but I couldn’t.

Instead, I kissed him back.

I slipped my arms up around his neck, holding onto him tightly as he lifted me against his broad, brawny frame, clutching at my back as if he’d always wanted to do this. My ass was in his hands, and I felt him squeeze and dig in his fingertips all along my thighs, then back up again, roaming my body with his fierce touch. A soft wind blew in through the open balcony doors, carrying away the husky moan from my throat as Preston’s lips crashed against mine again and again, promising retribution for every hateful word I’d said.

I’d been disappointed in him. I’d thought he was different from his father, from the money that had corrupted the rest of our family. Had I been wrong?

I didn’t have time to think about it now—not when my stepbrother was dropping me onto the bed on my back and pulling my casual Friday jeans down my legs.

I whimpered, struggling up onto my hands to watch him as he yanked my ass to the very edge of the bed, then over it. With my legs suspended on his shoulders, he grasped my panties and pulled, ripping them off my hips and exposing my sweet, shaven pussy to feast his eyes on.

“Preston,” I whispered. “This is… wrong. We’re family. We can’t do this…”

I felt like I’d betrayed everything inside of me to say those words, and Preston didn’t even hear them. He was focused. He had seen what he wanted. And now he was going to get it.

He traced his fingers along my nether lips before spreading them wide and revealing the pink petals between. I could feel my clit throbbing in its hood, begging for the attention he’d already paid to my mouth and outer lips. He bent his head forward, delivering one long lick from my chasm to my crest, and I melted beneath him. Any resolve I’d once had to at least question the idea of fucking my stepbrother dissolved with one touch of his tongue, and I moaned for him again as he dove in and began to flick it against my aching button.

I wailed, burying my fingers in Preston’s hair, pulling at it as he lapped hungrily at the nectar flooding from between my thighs. I was feverish, shaking, convulsing, shrieking and rolling my eyes into my skull as he pleased me. I was sick, and Preston was the only cure.

He hauled my hips closer to his face, bringing me tight against his mouth as he sucked gently, his tongue still undulating hard and fast against my throbbing clit. I felt my nipples stiffen against the cups of my bra and pulled my blouse up over my head, letting him see how hard my breasts heaved for him.

“Preston,” I whimpered, “please…”

“That’s right,” he praised me, torturing my nubbin with his thumb. “I’m the one in control here, Maddy. I’m your boss. You do what I say, whether you like it or not. Is that clear?”

I squirmed uncontrollably under his touch. He laved me again, making me arch up off of his bed.

“Is it?” he asked me.

“Yes!” I answered, wriggling once more into his face. “Oh, fuck, Preston! Please don’t stop!”

“No,” he said. “Not until we’re clear on where you stand.” Then he turned me over so my ass was in the air, my knees barely making it onto the bed before he was behind me, panting, ripping his shirt off to reveal all those delicious muscles I’d secretly been craving for weeks now.

His belt was next, his hands moving so fast they seemed like a blur, and as I looked over my shoulder I saw the slick mast of his manhood jutting out behind me. Its swollen tip was made even angrier by the crimson sky outside, and the veins throbbing along the shaft looked almost purple in that hot, violent hue.

I pushed against him, worried that if I thought about what we were about to do for just a second more, I might lose my nerve. But Preston was a step ahead of me. He’d already decided for us what would happen next, and there was no way he was letting me off easy.

He seized my hips in his hands, digging his fingers in hard enough to leave bruises where he touched, bruises I would gaze at later and recall every detail of our tryst. They would remind me of my stepbrother’s power, of his absolute authority in his house, and they would remind me of my place and what running my mouth would do.

But if this was the punishment, then I would run my mouth at every opportunity. Preston needed someone to challenge him, and I needed him to fuck me in all the ways no man ever had.

When I felt his shaft breach me, I was sure he’d split me in two. He was so thick and hard that I could feel him stretching me, making way for the heft and might of his massive cock between the tight walls of my poor, neglected cunt. I scrabbled at the sheets, clawing at the silk, but couldn’t find purchase. I had nothing to hold onto as Preston worked his way inside of me, nothing to ground me to reality as he filled me with his cock.

“Oh, God…!”

Every moment after that was delirium. Every thrust was sheer ecstasy, the sort no words could possibly describe. Every touch burned me, scorched me, turned me to ash in his skillful hands, and yet every other saw me rise from the ashes to be filled once again by his thrumming cock. Preston was a wildfire raging over me, surging over the acres of my skin, leaving no inch of me unviolated. I twisted and arched, howled and writhed, pulled at my hair and shouted his name in ways I never thought I would.

“Fuck me, Preston! Harder! Harder!”

He obeyed me until the only sound I could hear beyond my own blood rushing in my ears was the steady slapping of his hips against my ass, the symphony of our bodies colliding and parting, only to collide again with even greater force. I was a slave to the sensations flowing through me, unable to think or feel anything else other than what Preston inspired with the roughness of his hands, the guttural tone of his growl, and the unrelenting force of his cock buried to the hilt inside me.

Preston reached down between my legs, snaking an arm over my thigh to rub my clit again with his fingers. I could barely keep up with his frenzied pace. The wave of my orgasm was already so close to crashing over me, and I feared that it would sweep me away into an oblivion I couldn’t possibly fathom.

“I’m cumming,” I whined, spreading my legs even wider for Preston’s girth. “Oh, shit—Preston! I’m cumming!”

He let out a low groan as I exploded. It was like the universe was coming together, like the two of us alone had created the sun and the stars. I wailed in rapture, throwing my head back and crying out Preston’s name again and again. Everything inside of me that said I should be ashamed was silenced in that moment. There was only me, Preston, and the undeniable passion we shared.

My walls hitched and squeezed, drawing tight around Preston’s cock. I felt him shudder behind me. He was close.

He pulled out of me and I turned, somehow knowing what he wanted from me though he hadn’t spoken it. On my hands and knees I crawled to him, watching him stroke his glistening shaft from root to crown, each jerk of his hand more desperate than the last. I pushed his hand away, engulfing his tip in my mouth, and felt him wind both hands through my hair to pull it away from my face as I bobbed mercilessly on his shaft, urging him into the back of my throat.

Preston let out a hiss through his clenched teeth. It was all he could do not to thrust into me, to make me choke on the enormity of his dick. I could smell his scent and mine mingling on his base, could taste my own lust for him as I spun my tongue around his shaft. I’d never known anything more delectable in my entire life than the way I tasted on my stepbrother’s cock.

“Fuck,” he gritted, feeling his balls tighten against my chin. I picked up the pace, rushing my brother toward ecstasy, pulling him into my mouth again and again as he surged forward suddenly and the first warm gush of his semen hit the back of my tongue.

I let my eyes flutter closed, slurping and sucking as Preston drove himself into me, eager to let the rest of his salty sweet load fountain down my throat. I held myself there as long as I could, forgoing even my own breath to see my brother twist in pleasure before me, knowing no other high so intense as seeing the look of bliss on his face.

As he settled I withdrew, the both of us panting. He fell forward onto his hands, staring into my eyes as I sat up on his bed, naked save for my bra. He brushed my hair from my face and kissed me, crawling over top of me, pinning me beneath his weight in a way that made me feel so safe, so secure, so wanted and loved.

“You don’t know what you do to me,” he whispered, his breath swirling like a sweet melody in the labyrinth of my ear. “You have no idea, Maddy… No earthly clue…”

We fucked again, this time face to face, this time with my breasts crushed in his hands as he looked into my eyes while he took me. This time, there was no mistaking that I belonged to Preston Harvey, the man who would become my stepbrother. I wasn’t just his personal assistant… I was all his.



MORNING WAS… different.

Neither of us had expected to pass out. I could tell that much from the way we were still on top of the covers, the summer breeze licking our dried sweat. I turned over beside Preston, making sure that what I’d dreamt of had actually been real. There he was, flesh and blood and muscle beside me. It was strange, but I didn’t know how to feel.

The passion we’d succumbed to last night had been… intense. And it wasn’t like I hadn’t enjoyed myself. But now, in the broad light of day, I couldn’t help but feel a creeping sense of shame. I was waking up in bed next to my naked, spent stepbrother. Who does that?

Swallowing the conflict for now, I sat up and looked around, trying to find a clock that could tell me the time. I’d have to settle for Preston’s cell phone instead, but that was easier said than done when I had no idea where he’d put it.

I crawled over his sleeping form, reached over the end of the bed, and searched the pants he’d been wearing the night before. As I looked at the crumpled heap, all I could think about was how he’d dropped them in the heat of the moment, what it had felt like to endure his twisting, tantalizing tongue…

I lifted his phone from his pocket. It was seven a.m. The morning light must have woken us. At least we hadn’t slept the whole day.

Just as I was raising back up, Preston asked me, “What are you doing?”

I turned to look at him. He was awake, though he hadn’t yet moved. He was looking at me strangely, probably in the same way I’d looked at him when I’d woken up in his arms. Last night had been incredible, but it had happened under the cover of darkness. Morning was an entirely different animal, and it seemed neither of us knew precisely what to do with it.

I decided to try to avoid it for now. “Your phone,” I told him, holding it up. “I wanted to know what time it was.”

“It’s ringing,” he told me, and I looked at it. Indeed, since I’d picked it up, his phone had received a call.

It wasn’t making any noise, though, and it wasn’t vibrating. I looked over at him. “Do you want me to answer it?”

“No,” he said. He sat up, and I watched his muscles coil under his skin like snakes winding their way through the desert. “I’ll handle it.”

He moved past me down to the foot of the bed, retrieving his Bluetooth earpiece and pushing it in. He plucked his phone out of my hand, but didn’t look at me as he answered the call. “Hello?”

He was quiet for a moment, listening to the other end. I pulled some of the sheets around me, shielding myself from his view, though he didn’t even bother to look over. We had a lot to talk about, that was for sure, but it seemed like neither of us felt like this was the time or the place. Not while he was on the phone, at least.

“What time?” he said, startling me from my thoughts. I tried to look at anything but the planes of his muscles as he added, “Fine. We’ll be there.”

He hung up the call and looked at me, taking his earpiece out again. “We’re having dinner tonight,” he said.

I frowned at him, watching as he got up off the bed and walked to the dresser for a pair of underwear. “And why, pray tell, do you need your personal assistant to come along? Is there a children’s hospital to tear down?”

“Maddy…”

“Or maybe you could turn a city park into a landfill?”

“Maddy!”

“I’m still angry with you Preston.” I said firmly.

“You can stop now. Lets just say I’m having second thoughts about the whole homeless shelter deal,” he replied.

“Because I talked you out of it, or are you saying that because of what happened last night?” I asked, almost wishing he wouldn’t answer.

Preston didn’t answer, the silence biting as he was clearly trying to pick his words carefully.

“Well if it’s not some cutthroat business deal with one of your rotten clients,” I asked, “what are we doing? Who’d want to have dinner with the both of us?”

Preston slipped his boxer briefs over his legs, pulling them up and letting the waistband snap around his hips. When he looked at me, the smile on his face was strained. “Our parents.”

I felt my stomach plummet to my feet. Never had two words devastated me in the way that these had.






CHAPTER 10



We were so fucked.

My father wasn’t the type of guy who’d just call up his son and his soon-to-be stepdaughter and invite them over for dinner and drinks. Hell, my father wasn’t the type of guy who did that for anyone but his favorite clients, and even that was an awfully short list. If he wanted to see both me and Maddy, that meant that something was wrong, and I couldn’t help but wonder if it had anything to do with what we’d done last night.

But that was crazy. He’d have no way of knowing that I slept with her. We’d been completely alone. It wasn’t like he’d bug my office, or anything. Right?

My father was a resourceful man, but as far as I knew, I’d given him no cause to feel that drastic measure like that were necessary. Yet the fact remained: he wanted something from both of us. If that wasn’t the reason, then what was?

“Maybe it’s my mom,” Maddy said. She was still sitting on my bed, though she’d wrapped herself in the sheets now to cover up. I guessed that in my own way, I was doing the same thing. We were both distancing ourselves and we knew it, but neither of us seemed ready to talk about why. “Maybe they want to go over the wedding or honeymoon plans.”

I felt my insides untwist a little. I nodded slowly. “That’s possible.” But the wedding was months away. What could they possibly want to consult us about at this stage?

Whatever it was, I knew there was no avoiding it. Maddy and I would have to show up, which meant that we were also going to have to discuss what had happened between us last night.

I looked over at her on my bed. God, she was beautiful. She had one of the most incredible bodies I’d ever seen. She was naturally gorgeous, organic in ways I’d not experienced in a woman… well, ever. All the girls I dated were always plastic Barbie dolls shaped by the most skilled surgeons on the planet into the ideal image men desired most. They were like modern art while Maddy was a classic. Even the freckles across the bridge of her nose gave me the shivers.

And yet she was my stepsister, or she would be soon enough. That meant she ought to be off-limits. We’d already been playing the part of siblings… or had we? Had I misread both our emotions all this time? Had my closeness to Maddy been fueled not by familial affection, but by raw, primal, sexual attraction?

I’d never felt this way about a woman before, so it was hard to tell. The only thing I knew for sure was that I wanted her, no matter what. But if our parents got married, that would be impossible, or at the very least something we’d forever have to hide. What if she wanted a family? What if I did? Then where would we be? Could I ask her to give up the future she deserved just to be with me?

I hesitated, rubbing the back of my neck as I stood before her in nothing but my underwear. “You should get dressed,” I told her softly. I didn’t want to come off cruel, but for the time being, I wasn’t sure what else I could say. “We’ve got work to do before we head over there this evening.”

“Sure,” Maddy said, though her voice sounded chilled and hollow. “I’ll get right on it, Mr. Harvey.”

It felt like a slap in the face, but at this point, I wasn’t completely sure that I didn’t deserve it.

The rest of the day passed by in total silence. Maddy busied herself with the tasks that kept her far away from me, and I hid in my office trying to forget the taste of my stepsister’s skin, the warmth of her as I sank in, the way she’d gasped and moaned and writhed beneath my weight. Every time I blinked I saw a flash of the way I’d slid my dick up to the hilt inside of her, and that only made distracting myself from those thoughts a more arduous task than it had been before.

When she’d gone to lunch, I had tried a little self-soothing meditation, and when that’d failed, I spent half an hour running hard on the treadmill in the corner of my office. Nothing worked. All I could think about was her, and that was making it hard to walk around without making that fact exceptionally obvious in my dress slacks.

By the time we had to leave for our family dinner, I was struggling to keep from getting hard every time she walked in front of me. The rhythmic sway of her ass sheathed only in the thin material of the skirt she’d picked up from her apartment had me completely entranced.

I opened the car door for her. When she swept under my arm with a soft, “Thanks,” the scent of her perfume antagonized me. I couldn’t take it anymore.

With a grunt, I grabbed Maddy by the arm and turned her, pinning her between my body and the car. I searched her eyes and found only wanting there. Helplessly I pressed my mouth against hers, ravaging her with my tongue, drawing her against me by the small of her back.

Maddy resisted only a moment. Then she moaned. She fit so perfectly in my arms, and I never wanted to let her go.

“I can’t do this,” I told her. “I can’t pretend like last night never happened. I need you, Madison, and not in the way that a brother needs his sister.”

I pressed my thrumming cock against her through her skirt. She gasped. I began lifting up the hem, revealing the creamy white tops of her thighs inch by inch until finally, I caught a glimpse of her underwear.

I pulled my dick out and nestled it against her crotch. I felt my balls seize and I snarled in her ear. “I could blow my load right here, Maddy. I could soak these panties before dinner, and your mother and my father wouldn’t know a thing. You’d spend the whole night with my cum staining your panties. That’s what you do to me. You make me want to do the nastiest things to you.”

Maddy shivered and looked up at me with hooded eyes. “Preston… Jesus, we can’t. What we did last night was wrong. I wanted it… We wanted it… But you know it can’t happen again.”

I pulled her panties open, letting the tip of my dick violate the space between them and her sweet, soaking wet lips. I thrust, overwhelmed by the sensation of being so near to her, of feeling my bulging head slip around in her honeyed nectar. “It has to,” I whispered. “Every time I look at you, all I want to do is get inside you again.”

I was so close. But Madison gently, yet firmly took me by the wrist. I could see lust in her eyes, but there was something else too. Maybe it was self-restraint, but it sure as hell looked like regret.

“We can’t,” she repeated, and this time there was no “maybe” in her tone. I withdrew and she let her fingers brush mine. “I’m sorry, Preston, but think of what could happen if we got caught…”

I nodded. As frustrated as I was, she made sense. But dammit, I didn’t want her to. All I wanted was to throw caution to the wind and bury myself in my darling little stepsister.

She fixed her skirt as I stuffed my dick back inside my pants. “Let’s hope there’s wine tonight,” I said as she slid into her seat. “I think I’m going to need it.”

“You and me both,” Maddy agreed as I closed her door.






CHAPTER 11



I t was so strange not having Preston’s driver take us to our parents’ house. For the most part, he took us everywhere, and I’d grown accustomed to sitting in the back with my stepbrother and sipping sparkling water or sometimes champagne as Mr. Fletcher whisked us to our destination. Somehow sitting in the front seat with Preston felt more intimate to me, almost like we were a couple.

I looked over at him as the sunset painted his handsome face with warm, Technicolor hues. I wondered if, had circumstances not been what they were, I could have been with him. We probably never would have even met, had it not been for my mom, but if we had…

My heart threatened to break as I realized that I really could see myself with this man. We were like Romeo and Juliet, if they’d been practically related instead of just from warring households.

Yet our progression toward our parents’ home felt like an oncoming war. It would be a battle, certainly. My mother would see to that. One way or another, she would find fault. I almost wished I could tell her Preston and I had slept together. The look on her face might have been well worth it.

“I’m sorry,” Preston said beside me. I looked over and saw his lips drawn into a grim line. “If I crossed a line back there.”

I shook my head, resisting the urge to place my hand on top of his. “We both did,” I told him. And if I was being honest with myself, I wished we could again.

As we pulled up to the gate in front of Preston’s father’s house, I stared up at the magnificent estate looming just beyond. Preston’s grandfather had custom built it right after World War II as a present to his wife. I couldn’t imagine gifting someone an entire mansion, but life was different for people like the Harveys, even in those days.

I’d been here before, yet I still felt distant, like this place wasn’t really meant for me. Being at Preston’s side made me feel a little better, but knowing that I’d have to contend with my mother soon kept the hairs on my nape raised, regardless.

“Are you ready?” he asked me as we stood just outside the massive front doors. They reminded me a lot of the ones outside his office-slash-second-home.

“As I’ll ever be,” I affirmed, taking a deep breath before Preston reached up and knocked heavily on the door.

I heard the sound of heels clattering across marble, and a moment later, my mother’s face appeared as she pulled one of the doors wide to greet us.

“Well, Maddy, you’ve managed to get here on time. You must be growing up.” I bristled as she turned her gaze on Preston. “It was so kind of you to bring her. You must be exerting a positive influence.”

He smiled tersely. “Good evening, Vivian,” he said. It was obvious from his tone that he was trying to remind her to show some goddamn manners.

But my mother didn’t take the hint. Her diamond earrings sparkled in the fading light as she turned back to me. “It was nice of Preston to take pity on you like this. I hope you’ve thanked him.”

“Oh, trust me,” I said, fixing a grin on my face, “I most certainly have.” Preston nearly giggled at that. I thought his eyes were going to bulge right out of their sockets.

“Well, come in,” she sighed, as though burdened by my mere presence. She’d been doing a lot of that lately since she and Preston’s father had announced they were getting hitched. “Dinner’s almost ready. I really have no idea what takes this damn cook so long just to prepare a meal. It’s not like we expect her to catch and kill the chickens herself, or anything…”

She walked toward the formal dining room while we let ourselves in. As he closed the door behind us, Preston raised an eyebrow at me and said, “I thought you were ashamed of what we’d done?”

I shrugged. “If anything will get me through this evening, Preston, it will be the knowledge that if my mother ever found out about us, she’d have a stroke right there in her French onion soup.”

This time, both of my stepbrother’s eyebrows raised. “Does that mean there is an ‘us?’ ”

“Let’s just get dinner over and done with,” I suggested, trying desperately to weasel out of having to answer. “If we survive, then we can have that talk.”

“Your wish is my command,” Preston replied, escorting me to the dining room where our parents were waiting. I bet he said that to every single girl he wanted to fuck…

The table was set with the kind of care and exactness that almost seemed compulsive. Preston was nice enough to pull out a chair for me, but as I sat down, I couldn’t even figure out where to put my hands. I didn’t want to ruin the delicate flower that had been somehow magically crafted from an ordinary cloth napkin, and God help me if I moved one of the pieces of silverware. They were placed at an exact distance from the edge of the table, each one gleaming as if it had never been used…

And knowing where I was, it probably hadn’t.

Despite my discomfort, I did my best to settle in as I pondered the need for two different forks. Food appeared in front of me almost as if by magic, flown to my table by a man in the cleanest pair of white gloves I’d ever seen in my life. The plate was a work of art. It would be a shame to tear it apart, but I was willing to face the peril. My momentary bliss was only broken as my mother spoke up.

“So, Preston, how is Madison working out for you?”

I rolled my eyes as my mother glanced at Preston over the rim of her wine glass. I knew what she was trying to do. She was hoping for some hesitation on Preston’s part, some sign that I wasn’t very good at my job.

I had no clue what my mother had against me, but whatever it was, she loved to take me down a peg at every opportunity.

But Preston didn’t hesitate. “She’s wonderful, really,” he answered as he cut his meat. We were having some kind of chicken stuffed with dates and herbs. “Best PA I’ve ever had.”

“Better than that Jane girl?” his father asked. “I thought she was working out rather nicely. It seemed to me that the two of you were… close.”

I looked at Mr. Harvey across the table. He was damn near the spitting image of his son, though with a touch of steel at his temples that made him seem more distinguished and intimidating. He had hawkish, amber-colored eyes that never left his son’s for one moment as he grilled him about his ex-assistant, and probably ex-girlfriend.

Preston and I hadn’t discussed Jane much in the wake of my arrival. I had a pretty good idea of what had been going on between them, but ultimately, it was none of my business. We’d not seen hide nor hair of her since the day she got fired, and neither of us had thought to bring her up.

But now I understood why Preston had entertained her for so long. Whether or not he was willing to admit it, I got the distinct impression that gaining his father’s approval was something he cared about very much despite how much he hated him. Families were complicated like that, I supposed.

He answered, “It didn’t work out,” and tried to leave it at that, but Mr. Harvey wasn’t having it.

“I can’t see why. Jane was a good match for you. When she was still around you very clearly worked harder than you ever have. She certainly seemed competent enough to me.”

“Well, then I suppose you didn’t really know her,” Preston snapped, taking a long draught of his wine. As usual, things were dematerializing pretty quickly between all of us, maybe even more so since Preston hadn’t shown up drunk this time. I cleared my throat and interrupted their talk of all things Jane with what seemed like a reasonable question.

“Was there something you wanted to talk to us about this evening?”

Mr. Harvey didn’t answer right away. He glanced from me to my mother, then back to Preston. For a moment, I was sure he knew about us, about what we had done. Just as the knot in my stomach grew too heavy to hold down anymore, he spoke.

“I heard about the Verger deal.”

I let out a long breath into my glass as I drank, swallowing both the red wine and the bile that had risen into my throat. I had to stop being so on edge. There was absolutely no way either of our parents could know what had happened, or might what continuing happening between Preston and I.

Was I really considering this? Was I really giving serious thought to continuing my affair with my soon-to-be stepbrother?

The mention of the Verger deal made me question myself even more. That was the client Preston had been on the phone with last night, the one who wanted to tear down a homeless shelter to put in a luxury condo development. It was infuriating. It was absurd. It was unethical. And yet Preston’s father seemed almost proud of him for it. I wondered how proud he would be when Preston called the whole thing off.

“I take it you want this to happen?” Preston said. He tried to play it cool, but I could hear the note of anticipation in his voice clear as a bell.

Mr. Harvey nodded, leaning back in his chair. “I’ll be honest, Preston: I wasn’t sure you’d have it in you to make a bold move like that, especially without Jane around to give you a little shove in the right direction. I thought maybe you’d gone soft on me. Not everyone in your position would have the stones.” He chuckled softly. “They’d be too afraid of going to hell.”

I couldn’t help but scowl. It twisted across my face before I could stop it.

“Rightfully so,” I muttered, knowing well the magnitude of the argument I was about to start. “It’s disgusting. You’re talking about taking the one safe haven these homeless people have and replacing it with a glorified apartment building for the wealthy. You ought to be ashamed.”

Mr. Harvey seemed taken aback at my little outburst, as if he wanted to reach across the table and smack me for speaking out of turn and beyond my station, but before he could say a word, my mother stepped in.

“Oh, Madison,” she sighed, amused by what she might call my “misguided pluck.” I watched her nine-carat engagement ring glitter under the prismatic spray of the chandelier above our heads. “You can’t possibly think we’re responsible for their misfortune. It’s not our fault they’re homeless.”

I met her gaze first, then Preston’s. “It is now,” I said.

Though I doubted it would make any difference, for once, nobody argued with me. The elder Harvey just smirked as he chewed on a bite of his disgustingly beautiful food while holding a silver fork that was probably worth more money than one of those poor homeless people would come by all year…






CHAPTER 12



T  here was something about Maddy’s disapproval that made mincemeat of my heart, especially as she dressed down my father.

I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but as she glanced over at me like that with such a righteous fire in her eyes, I felt incredibly small. No one ever made me feel that way, not even my father. He had made me feel a lot of things in my lifetime, very few of them good, but I could always tell myself that he did it as some kind of perverse power play, and that would make me feel better again.

I couldn’t do that with Maddy, and I didn’t know why. Maybe it was because, deep down, I knew she was right. But what was I supposed to do? Mr. Verger was one of the biggest clients we had. It was definitely going to upset Maddy, but I couldn’t just tell him “no.” The kind of shit storm that would bring down on my father’s head would be unreal. I might have done it just for that reason, if not for the fact that shit rolls downhill.

No one said much else during dinner, though I could tell from Maddy’s mother’s sighs that she considered the evening ruined. I still didn’t fully understand what we were doing here. Was this some kind of “atta boy” for handling the Verger problem? Or perhaps some misguided reinforcement to ensure I didn’t chicken out on the whole sordid matter? If so, it seemed very unlike my father.

When we’d all finished our meals, he stood up from his place at the head of the table. “Vivian,” he said, “why don’t you take Madison into the parlor for some after-dinner drinks. Preston, you go ahead and take a few minutes to finish up here, and when you’re done, we will finish this discussion in the study.”

Now it made sense. There was more to it than met the eye, but not something my father wanted to discuss in front of Maddy and her mother. Madison looked absolutely terrified at the prospect of spending alone time with Vivian, and I couldn’t blame her. As my father retired to the opulently decorated library at the far side of the house, I very quickly decided I wasn’t hungry anymore. I took a moment to intercept Maddy just outside the parlor door.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I’ll try to make this quick.”

“It’s fine,” she snapped. I could tell she was still upset about the thing with the shelter. “I can handle myself against my mother. I’m sure you have other things to worry about.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “You just don’t understand, Maddy. This is the way of the world. If I don’t do this, somebody else will, and then…”

“And then you’ll all have just a little less money,” she finished for me, her fiery eyes leaping up to meet my own. “Gee, when you put it like that, Preston, I can almost wrap my tiny plebian brain around it.”

“I didn’t mean…” I began, but Maddy was already pulling away from me and heading into the parlor with her mom. It spoke volumes that she’d rather subject herself to Vivian’s unique brand of torture than remain in my company one more minute. Was she really going to put me through the ringer over this?

The whole thing was unsettling for a variety of reasons, the least of which involved memories of my mother and father’s relationship before she’d finally divorced him and moved out.

She had been a lot like Maddy. She had morals and principles, and she never backed down when someone like my father challenged them. He always regarded her with a condescending kind of amusement, as though someone like her couldn’t possibly understand the nuances of running a multi-billion dollar business. I realized with no small sense of shame that I had been treating Maddy similarly, and as I turned to walk into my father’s office, I wondered if it was worth it.

My father had hardly ever bestowed a kind word on me before. Even when I was doing his bidding. But the way he’d looked at me over dinner this evening, I could tell that he was proud in some sick and twisted way. He wanted me to be cutthroat, and knocking down a building was just one in a long line of tasks he’d forced on me that ate away at my moral pillars.

And the twisted thing was, I wanted this.

It was what I’d always wanted from my father. I could afford all the diamonds and gold in the world, and yet I’d never been able to afford his approval. It was always just out of my price range, so to speak, and I’d spent my whole life coveting it.

Perhaps if my father hadn’t demanded full custody of me, I’d have had my mother there to put things in perspective. But he and his team of lawyers had seen to it that my mother wasn’t granted even the barest of visitation rights. Money could buy a lot of things, including a family court judge.

What changed? I wondered as I slowly pushed open the office door. What kind of game is he playing tonight?

I waited patiently just beyond the threshold of the study. Clearly he’d expected to have a few more minutes before I arrived. My father was on the phone.

“No, of course not,” he was saying, his back to me as he stared out the window at the garden beyond. I realized he probably had no idea I was even there. I was just about to clear my throat when he continued: “Just because I’m going through with the marriage doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

I stood stock still as I let those words sink in. Who the hell was my father talking to? It sure as hell wasn’t Vivian. My stomach churned. Was he cheating on Maddy’s mother?

The answer was obvious, but that didn’t mean I wanted to believe it. Of all the things I’d imagined my father was over the years, a philanderer wasn’t one of them.

But now it all made so much sense. I’d always wondered what made my mother ask for a divorce. Philosophical differences were one thing. My mother was a tolerant person, and to a degree, she could have looked past those. But infidelity—adultery? That was something my mother wouldn’t have been able to ignore.

Very quietly, I sat down on the opposite side of his desk and listened to the remainder of his conversation.

“No, darling. It isn’t like that at all,” he continued. I’d heard that tone before, the one he used when trying to keep irate board members nice and calm. He was working this woman over, and if I knew my father’s powers of persuasion, then she was buying it hook, line, and sinker. “She’s no more special than you are. In fact, I have it on very good authority that mistresses have more fun. You benefit from my attention and my money without being tied down to a family. Isn’t that what a young girl like yourself wants?”

I shook my head. It was pathetic, really. He probably had some twenty-something waiting for him in the wings, hanging on his every word while he reaped the benefits of her youth. I didn’t want my father’s approval anymore. I didn’t want anything to do with a man who would put everyone around him at risk just because he wanted to have his cake and eat it too.

As the conversation devolved further, I’d finally had enough. I cleared my throat loudly and watched my father spin around, his eyes widening.

“Darling, I have to go,” he said and hung up his phone.

I stared him down, waiting to hear him concoct some excuse for his behavior. But all he said to me was, “How much did you hear?”

I laughed bitterly, shaking my head. “Enough to know you’re cheating on Madison’s mother,” I said.

For just a moment, my father looked like he didn’t know what to do. For once in his life, it was like he had no clue what to say or how to talk his way out of it. For a minute there, he resembled something close to human. But then he just snorted and sat down across from me, leaning back in his leather chair as he said:

“Don’t be naïve, Preston. Do you really think Vivian’s marrying me for love?”

I thought back to all the things Madison had told me about her mother. I couldn’t deny my father’s allegation, but that didn’t make him right. I hardly knew what the two of them did in private together, but I was betting that whatever it was, Vivian had come to have a reasonable expectation of fidelity from the man she was about to marry.

As always, my father thought that money excused everything. I shook my head in disgust.

“How long has this been going on?” I asked him. And then, “I don’t just mean this one, either. Was this what made Mom leave?”

That he chose not to answer. Instead he waved his hand dismissively and muttered something about his private life before getting to the task at hand.

“You might still have a lot to learn about the nature of the world, Preston, but your performance with Harold Verger speaks for itself.”

“Speaking of which, I thought we might talk about the Verger deal…” I began, but my father cut me off, continuing as if I hadn’t said a word.

“You’ve proven that I can rely on you, son, and that’s no small feat. I think you’re ready to start taking on more responsibility for the company. I think you’re ready to move up in the ranks.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “And what does that mean?”

My father laughed. “It means that my time at Harvey Enterprises is coming to an end. Maybe not this year or even the next—but soon. You are my heir, and it’s time that I treated you like one.”

He paused, as if expecting me to say something in return. When I didn’t, he said, “You’re going to get more involved in the day-to-day operations of Harvey Enterprises, which means more money for you and a bigger office. You’ll come work for me in the Harvey Tower downtown. No more telecommuting from that little hole in the wall.”

That ‘hole in the wall’ was my oasis, my sanctuary. It kept a firm boundary between me and my father, and I wasn’t so sure I wanted to demolish it for any amount of money.

“What about Maddy?” I said. “Are you going to hire her, too?”

My father shrugged. “Sure. We can find something for her. Those part-time mail clerk positions have high turnover. No reason I can’t stick her there.”

“What, for eight dollars an hour?” I asked, raising my brows. “She’s making a hell of a lot more than that now, and she deserves it. I know you’ve seen my productivity this month.”

“Yes, yes, you’ve been busy, but with the exception of the Verger deal, I must admit much of what you’ve accomplished hasn’t been to the level of profitability that I expect. Profits are down nearly eight percent, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you went soft right about the time you hired on your sweet little stepsister.”

I tried to keep my cool, avoiding his attempt at putting me on the defensive. “Profits are down, but employee morale is higher than it has been in years. Sure, I’ve made a few hard choices that will negatively effect this quarter, but I did the right thing, and people respect me for it. If you really want me to take over this company some day, I’m going to need the chain of command to know that I’m a man worth respecting.”

My father slammed his hand down on a table, my body instinctively wincing against its impact. “Respect is far easier attained through fear. Do you think I reached my station in life being nice? Did you think I wouldn’t notice that you pushed dozens of part time workers into enough hours that they qualify for benefits? That includes Maddy. There isn’t a personal assistant on the planet worth the kind of money you’re paying her.”

“I’m not going to argue with you about this. Maddy deserves…” I began, but he cut me off again, his voice raising to an octave I’d only heard when he was truly angry.

“It’s not about what people deserve, son,” my dad said, his body visibly working to keep his rage contained as he pulled a cigar box out of one of his desk drawers. “It’s about giving them just enough to keep them from revolting. I thought I taught you better than that.”

I shook my head, standing up. “I don’t think this is going to work out,” I said. “Not unless Maddy gets a fair shake in all this. I mean, if I’m going to take on more responsibilities, I’m going to need a personal assistant. Why demote her and hire someone else when we could just transfer her position to the tower? You want to pay her less, fine. I can cover the difference out of my own salary. I’m not cutting her pay, and that’s not up for negotiation.”

My father waved his hand as he lit the end of his imported cigar. “We’re not having a negotiation. Perhaps you’ve forgotten which name is on the building? I already took care of everything. Maddy is out, and your personal assistant position has been filled.”

I blinked, unable to form a better response than two simple words that escaped my lips. “By who?”

He sucked in a long draw before he answered, blowing a smoke ring as he said the word I somehow knew would bring me yet another dose of pain.

“Jane.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. “Jane?” I echoed. “You’re trying to get rid of the best assistant I’ve ever had, and now you tell me you hired Jane on as my new PA after I personally fired her? What the hell, Dad?”

“She does good work,” he said with a shrug. “And she keeps you on track. You’ve softened up since you hired on Madison, and I know damn well Jane can fix that.”

“You’re insane,” I hissed, clenching my hands into fists at my sides. “Maddy was on my staff when I fixed that deal with Harold Verger. I haven’t gone soft at all.”

“Oh is that so? You’d blow that deal to smithereens in an instant, if it meant pleasing sweet precious Maddy. I saw the way you looked at her over dinner as the little bitch dressed me down in my own house,” my father said, his piercing gaze meeting mine. “Wouldn’t you, Preston? I’d bet you’re already considering it. I can see the wheels turning in that head of yours. You’re angry, aren’t you? That’s good. I want you angry. That’s the fire you need burning if you’re going to carry this company into the future, son.”

I stared. I wasn’t sure how to answer him, but he didn’t give me time.

“And besides, you can’t keep fucking your stepsister, Preston.”

I watched as his lips curled into a crooked smile, my breath catching as my heart skipped a beat. “Maybe she’s not family yet, but she will be, and then this little dalliance will have to stop. And when it does, it’ll all go bad, Preston. Believe me, I’ve seen what Madison’s mother is like. She’ll go after you and your money faster than you can pull out of her tight little cunt. Maybe she’ll say you raped her, or that you threatened her job if she didn’t go along with your twisted little fucking games. Now, maybe accusations like that don’t hold a hell of a lot of weight between men like us, but fucking your stepsister? Now that’s just plain unacceptable.”

He stood up, his bones creaking as he made his way to my side. He blew a puff of smoke in my face as he said, “You’ll be a pariah, Preston. And so will I. They’ll be wagging this story up and down the news stations and dragging our stock value through the mud. Is that what you want?”

My vision was tunneling. I could feel heat prickling my face. How the hell did he know about Maddy and me? How the hell could he know?

“You’re sick,” I said, a feeble attempt to refute his claims, however true they were. My words sounded weak even to my ears. “Jesus, Dad. That’s…”

“You’re going to get rid of her,” he said. “The sooner, the better. Because one day, you’re going to need an heir just like I did, and it’s damn sure not going to be something you can do with Maddy. You’re going to need someone cutthroat to help balance out whatever weakness your mother managed to impart in you. Jane should do quite nicely.”

I knew my father had always approved of Jane, but I’d never considered it had anything to do with breeding. I felt sick. I felt like my world was tilting, and I was doing my best to keep holding on as my thoughts careened through my head.

“No,” I said, my lips feeling numb. “I don’t take orders from you. Not from a man who cheated on my mom, and not from a man who…” I trailed off. What had he done, exactly—had he put cameras in my bedroom? I settled for, “…accuses me of sleeping with my own stepsister.”

“We all make sacrifices,” my father said. The heat of his stare was almost hotter than the blood pooling in my cheeks. “All of us, Preston. This will be yours. But the rewards are so much greater.”

“I don’t want to be like you,” I said, backing away from him and turning into the hall. “I don’t want to be anything like you!”

When I stormed into the parlor to get Maddy, she couldn’t have looked more relieved to see me. But that relief soon turned to confusion, and then to concern as I took her by the arm and pulled her from her seat.

“Come on,” I said. “We’re leaving.”

I held her hand on the way out the door, and there was no shame.






CHAPTER 13



“T  here’s something I need to tell you,” Preston said once we were back in the car.

Despite his anger, he was taking his time getting us back to the office. In fact, I didn’t recognize any of the roads were traveling down. Whatever he wanted to talk about, it was obviously going to be a lengthy conversation.

“Is this about the shelter?” I asked. “Because if it’s some rambling justification about survival of the fittest straight out of your father’s mouth, then I don’t want to hear it.”

“It’s not,” he answered. The moonlight made his sun-kissed face look ashen. “It’s about my father, and what’s next for us.”

I leaned back in my seat. Something about his tone put me on edge, and I felt my pulse begin to quicken and my mouth run dry. I had the feeling this wasn’t going to be a fun conversation.

“Okay,” I told him. “I’m listening.”

Preston took a deep breath before beginning. “When my parents divorced, I was still pretty young. I didn’t really understand what was going on. My mom tried to explain it to me, but it didn’t make a lot of sense. What kid can wrap his head around his parents splitting up?” He shook his head. “I know now that my father was cheating on her, and she couldn’t take it anymore. But back then, she didn’t explain that to me. I guess she didn’t want to tarnish my image of my father, even though for a long time, it tarnished my image of her.”

I listened quietly, hands in my lap as Preston continued. The corners of his eyes were pinched and his mouth had turned into a pained grimace. I felt a pang of sadness for him. Maybe I couldn’t relate—my mother had never felt the need to hold back when badmouthing my father—but the hurt it was causing him was plain on his face.

“That must have been hard for you,” I said. I knew those words were stupid and meaningless, but I felt like I ought to say something.

“It was,” he replied. “To make matters worse, she’d signed a pre-nup before she and my dad got married. So she wasn’t entitled to a dime of his money when they divorced, and my father used his considerable wealth to ensure that she’d walk away with absolutely nothing—including me.”

I had wondered why Preston stayed with his father. I had assumed that it was because a boy might want to stay with his dad, but I’d always heard that courts were more likely to award custody to children’s mothers.

I asked him, “How?”

He said, “My father sought full custody. My mom had never intended to take me away from him. She’d wanted to split my time between them so that we could all still be some kind of family. But my dad was vindictive, and as I learned later in life, family courts only side with the mom when fathers don’t seek custody. When they do, either joint or sole, they get it over seventy percent of the time. It didn’t hurt that Dad paid off the judge, either. When you have the money to hire the very best lawyers around, not to mention provide an ‘excellent standard of care’ for your child, odds are that the other parent is going to get screwed.”

When he spoke again, his voice shuddered. “My mom walked out of that courtroom with nothing. She was penniless. She’d lost her only child. And not long after that, there was an accident.”

My lips parted. I felt my stomach plummet to my feet. A chill seized me, and I shook my head in utter disbelief. “Oh my God, Preston. I had no idea. I’m so sorry…”

He nodded slowly. “Me too. We didn’t even go to her funeral.”

Preston was quiet for a long while, and I didn’t dare disturb him. That revelation weighed heavily on the two of us. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like for him to lose his mother at that age, and for his father to act like she’d never even mattered.

Miles passed, and finally I mustered the courage to ask him, “Do you know why your dad handled it like that? It couldn’t have been just to get back at her…”

“No, it wasn’t just that,” he said. He was gripping the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles had turned white. “I was valuable to him. Not because I was his child, but because I was his heir. I was eleven at the time, and by that point, he’d already invested quite a bit of time and effort into me. He wasn’t just going to let me go.”

“But surely joint custody…”

“He had to prove a point,” Preston said flatly, wringing the leather in his hands. “In his eyes, my mother had committed the ultimate sin. She’d shattered the perfect image of the Harvey family. What he did with that other woman was discreet. A divorce was public.”

So, this was the man my mother was marrying. Part of me immediately felt like she deserved him. They both treated their children like shit, and maybe it was time for her to get a taste of her own medicine for a change.

But I couldn’t hold onto that feeling for long. My mother was already a deeply miserable woman. The last thing she needed to experience was even more pain and suffering.

“Should I warn my mother off him?” I asked. “Is that why you’re telling me all this?”

“That’s one reason,” he said, his eyes distant. “Another is that I’m certain that he’s doing it again. He’s cheating on your mother, Maddy.” Finally, a bit of anger shone through. “Goddamn him. I’m so sorry.”

I closed my eyes. So, it was even worse than I thought. There wasn’t just a looming threat of infidelity now—it was already here. My mother was just another trophy to Mr. Harvey, a woman he could bring to company functions and let hang on his arm in front of all the other businessmen and their wives. He could hardly do that with his mistress, could he? The wealthy head of a company certainly couldn’t be seen in public with some young slut.

The way men like Mr. Harvey treated women made me sick to my stomach, and my nausea only grew worse as Preston dropped the final bombshell.

“There’s one other thing,” he said. We stopped at an intersection and he looked into my eyes. “Maddy… he knows.”

I wished I’d had doubts. I wished that I’d been able to express some confusion as to what Preston could possibly mean. But I couldn’t. I knew exactly what he was talking about. His father knew about our tryst, and everything in my body grew suddenly cold.

“Fuck,” I whispered. “How?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. As he moved past the stop sign, he added, “But somehow he does. And I don’t feel safe staying at my office anymore. Do you?”

Slowly, I shook my head. I was beginning to feel numb all over, the side-effect of shock, I was sure. Would Preston’s dad tell my mother? Had he done so already? No, he couldn’t have. If he did, she would have been sure to bring it up when we were in the parlor.

I could almost see the smugness in her beady eyes as she feigned horror. Your own stepbrother, Madison. How low will you stoop?

“Is that what he told you in his office?” I asked him, my voice quavering as much as my hands were. “Is that why we left in such a hurry?”

“Yes,” Preston said. “And because he wants me to start taking a more… active role in Harvey Enterprises. Apparently, the way I handled the Verger account impressed him, or something...” He snorted in disgust. “He wants me to shut down my office and fire you.”

Great. So not only was my new stepfather going to hold this secret over my head for the rest of my life, but as punishment, I’d end up destitute again. My head was reeling and I fumbled for the control on the side of my seat, leaning it all the way back as I tried my hardest not to faint.

“Fuck,” I muttered, closing my eyes as everything began to spin. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck…”

The car stopped. Preston reached over. He took my hands.

“Maddy, look at me.”

I gave the slightest shake of my head. I needed a moment to breathe. I could feel my chest tightening, and there was a steadily growing ache in my jaw. I realized I was grinding my teeth.

“Maddy,” he said again. This time, his voice was far more commanding. “Look at me.”

Trembling, I did as I was told. All the tension in my body faded away as I stared into my stepbrother’s glittering blue eyes.

“I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you,” he whispered, stroking my knuckles with his thumb. “I made a choice tonight. I never realized how worthless my father’s approval was until I had it, or what it meant until tonight. The man has no soul, Maddy. He ruins the lives of everyone he surrounds himself with. I thought being like him would make me untouchable, but all it’s done is make me just as empty and miserable as he is.”

I remained silent, staring up at him as he grasped my hands tighter. His palms were so warm. I could feel his pulse radiating through them as he said, “I never would have realized any of that without you. The idea of losing you terrifies me. For the first time in my life, I’m… feeling something, not just playing a part. Whatever we have between us, however wrong it is—it’s real.”

He lifted one of his hands from mine and brought it to my face, lightly sweeping his fingers against my cheek. I leaned into his touch, savoring the comfort it brought. How had I gone from despising my soon-to-be stepbrother to feeling safe with him in just a few short weeks? How had I opened my heart to him despite knowing that it could never, ever work?

“Come upstairs with me,” he said gently. “Stay at my place tonight. I don’t want to be alone.”

I blinked up at him slowly. “But I thought you didn’t trust being in your office anymore?”

“I don’t,” Preston answered. He reached over and fiddled with my seat controls, adjusting them until I was sitting up. “I want you to stay with me in my home.”

I looked up past the gate at the villa beyond. It was absolutely breathtaking. More than that, it looked like a fortress—someplace we could both rest and hide away from the rest of the world until we were ready to face it again.

“Yes,” I told him, unable to tear my eyes away from his beautiful home. “I’ll stay.”

“Good,” he said, finally pulling up to the wrought iron gate. As it opened, he added, “We have a lot to figure out.”



PRESTON’S HOUSEKEEPER had retired to her one-bedroom suite on the grounds for the evening, so it was just the two of us in his grand estate. Though he had done his best to calm me in the car, my knees were still shaking and I could feel panic squeezing my chest. He suggested I use his master bathroom to relax, and I couldn’t say no to that.

I leaned back in his whirlpool tub, sighing softly as I piled my hair on the side. The water was nearly scalding hot, perfect for releasing all the aches and pains that had built in my strained muscles. I could feel myself slipping away already, the frustration and confusion receding as I lay my head on the built-in neck support, letting myself float weightless in the bath. A moment later I heard Preston enter and I opened my eyes to see him extending a glass of champagne.

“Here,” he said. “You look like you need it.”

I nodded and sighed as I took it from him, bringing it to my lips. This was the good stuff, not the fifteen-dollar bottles I’d picked up from the grocery store once or twice back when I’d been in charge of ExecuSpace’s company parties. Those days seemed so far away now. I’d been shrouded in opulence for so long that I could barely remember what it was like to struggle. Had I become my mother?

I didn’t realize I’d said that last part out loud.

Preston’s eyes darkened as he looked down at me. “No, Maddy,” he said, sitting on the edge of the tub. “You’re nothing like Vivian. Don’t you ever think that. Okay?”

I smiled at him thinly and took another sip of my champagne. I wasn’t in the mood to argue. “What do we do now?”

He rolled up his sleeves and sighed, kicking his shoes across the bathroom floor. Then he reached into the water and pulled my wet feet into his lap, soaking his slacks as he massaged along my arches with exquisite care. I moaned and sank into the water, purring like a kitten as my Preston worked my soles.

“I’m not giving into my father’s demands,” he said, gently stretching and rubbing each of my toes. I nearly swooned. “We’ll find a way out of this. It may have to be extreme, but if you’re willing to go for it, then so am I.”

I opened my eyes. “What exactly are you proposing?” I asked him.

“I’m not sure yet. But it may involve withdrawing everything from my account and starting all over someplace new. Would you be willing to do that with me, if it came down to it?”

I sat up a little, studying his face. “Are things that serious between us?”

Preston shrugged. “They could be. I don’t know. But that’s a last resort. In the meantime, I can simply say I’m not interested in being a larger part of Harvey Enterprises until his plans for the future include you, too. Maybe there’s still time for me to change things from the inside—hold his feet to the fire over this. I am his only heir, and the only one who knows enough about the family business to take it over once he’s out of the picture. Without me, the board would cut this company to shreds and dine on its carcass.”

“Do you think that’s enough leverage?” I asked him. “And what about my mom?”

“That’s up to you,” he told me, gliding his fingers up my ankles and calves. “What do you want to do about that?”

I pursed my lips in thought. On one hand, Preston’s father manipulating my mother for his own gains didn’t sit well with me. She was a terrible person, sure enough, but did she deserve to be used and lied to like that?

On the other hand, didn’t she sort of have this coming? I couldn’t say that out loud, of course, but my mother had been more awful than ever since she and Mr. Harvey had hooked up. It might serve as some kind of sick vindication to tell her the truth: that she was no more special to him than any other woman who would silently put up with his shit.

“I’m not sure,” I said at last. “If it were me, I know I’d want to know. But my mother isn’t me. In fact, she isn’t most people. I’m not sure she’s even human.” I sucked in a sharp breath as Preston fondled the very sensitive backs of my knees. “I can’t say with any certainty that she wouldn’t blame me for this, somehow, or that she might turn a blind eye and accuse me of lying to ruin her happily ever after. She might just write me off as jealous and tell your father to make your life hell until you got rid of me, or something.”

Preston smiled. “That’s not going to happen,” he told me as he slowly crawled into the tub.

“Preston!” I shrieked, watching his clothes stick to his body. His white button-down clung to his hard, muscular chest, revealing the tone of his skin beneath, and I laughed as he prowled toward me. “You’re getting soaked!”

“So are you,” he breathed against one of my nipples cresting the surface of the water. Then he bent his head down and took it between his teeth, gently laving it with his tongue as he nibbled and sucked and made me sigh.

“Oh, hell,” I muttered. “We’re getting ourselves into so much trouble…”

Preston didn’t seem to care about that. He only grasped my opposite breast with his hand, crushing it between his fingers as he drew his body up against mine and parted my legs with his hips.

“It’s worth it,” he assured me, inspiring chills up and down my spine. I slipped my arms around him, running my dripping fingers through his hair as he pressed his growing erection against my slit under the water. “Bend over the side, Maddy, while I turn on these jets.”

I blushed but did as I was told. After the day we’d had, I needed Preston inside of me. With just a gentle touch, he’d brought me to this place again, a place where no one and nothing mattered more than the man of my dreams claiming me. It didn’t matter that some silly piece of paper might complicate our lives. Stepbrother or not, I was going to do this.

He helped me up onto my knees and turned me around, my back against his chest as I gripped the high edge of the tub. I pressed my stomach against it, my heaving breasts hanging over the side as Preston spread me with his knee, my pussy positioned right against the place the jet would bubble up from.

I stuck out my ass and rubbed it against his swelling crotch, moaning as he continued to tantalize my nipples with his fingertips. Then he drew one hand away, reached over, and turned on the control for the jets, and I threw my head back in utter bliss as the one I was straddling pounded perfectly against my clit.

“Oh, God,” I moaned, squirming as it pummeled me.

The silken fabric of Preston’s slacks fell away as he pulled his cock free of them, pressing it against me from behind. He parted my folds, sliding his tip against my slippery opening while I writhed and shuddered on the jet teasing me into utter oblivion.

“You’re so perfect,” he whispered, nuzzling my hair before digging in deep. I cried out as he filled me, his thick shaft stretching my pussy wide as he grabbed onto my tits with both hands and pushed all the way up to his hilt. “I need you, Maddy. No matter what happens, say you’ll stay with me.”

I scrabbled for purchase on the slick edge of the tub as my stepbrother began to thrust in and out of me. Every movement of his hips splashed water onto the tile floor. I could feel waves of it surging up over my back, wetting my hair and crashing over me like Preston was the ocean itself, and I was being swept away by the tide.

I had never felt like this with any man before. And I knew, deep down in my heart, that I never would.

I let myself believe that this could work. I released the fear inside of me and took Preston in deep, finally giving him unfettered access into my soul, my precious core.

“Yes,” I hissed, throwing my head back against his shoulder as he grunted into my ear. “I’ll stay, Preston. I’ll always stay. I promise.”

“Nothing will tear us apart,” he groaned, laying feverish kisses upon my neck as he took me. Before I knew it my orgasm was upon me and I screamed, bucking against him, the water now flowing freely out of the tub as we both undulated in ecstasy. “I swear it, Maddy. I’ll take care of you, always.”

And then my stepbrother was spilling inside of me, filling me to the brim with his seed. I shuddered beneath him, feeling as though we’d made a pact, a bond that couldn’t be broken by anyone, not even our families.

Everything would work out. I was sure of it. We’d run away together, if we had to. Preston had promised me as much.

I turned and kissed his lips, no longer thinking of him as the man who would become my stepbrother, but rather the man who would make my deepest, wildest dreams come true.

Later, I would hate myself for being so damn blind.






CHAPTER 14



Despite all the money I had, all the privilege extended to me by mere virtue of my birthright, it was only now that for the first time in my life, I felt truly powerful.

I had long viewed my status as a billionaire as more of a curse than a blessing. Maybe in some other family it would have been different, but in the Harvey family, I lived in a gilded cage. People always thought that because of my money, I could do anything I wanted. They were sorely mistaken. I could only do what my father would allow. Hell, my mother had died alone as proof of that fact.

For years, I had cowered in his shadow. But now I was defiant. Now I felt like a man. And it was all thanks to Madison Hearst, my soon-to-be stepsister and the love of my life.

I gave her the next day off and invited my father to meet me at my office, where I would break the news to him that I wasn’t his good little soldier boy anymore. It had taken most my life for me to see him for what he really was, but now that I had, there was no turning back. This was do or die. Either my father would back off and let me run the company as I saw fit, or he’d threaten to ruin me and stalk out under the impression that I still gave a fuck. If the former happened, Maddy and I would have to keep our relationship secret, but that wasn’t impossible to do. If my father chose the latter, I’d take everything out of my bank account, dump my vested shares, and she and I would run away together. It really was that simple.

There wasn’t much for us here, anyway. Billions of dollars could give us a fresh start somewhere new. Hell, maybe we could go into business together, a joint venture where she kept me honest and I kept her realistic. Part of me was secretly hoping that was the way things would turn out. There was nothing I wanted more than to throw my father’s misery right back in his face just before I vanished into thin air.

I made myself a cup of coffee while I waited, imagining my gorgeous, half-naked stepsister lounging on my bed and getting a well-deserved break from all this insanity. Whatever happened next, I was rushing right back home to her. I couldn’t stand to be away from her for more than a few hours at a time. Waiting here without her was torture.

Thankfully, I heard the front doors open and close not long after. Oh, thank God. He was finally here.

I made a point not to bring him a mug of coffee as I strode out, smiling as I envisioned the pure rage on his face once he heard my decision. But that smile soon turned to a slack jaw and a frown as I saw who was standing in my foyer instead.

“Jane? What the hell?”

She grinned, tossing her long, auburn hair as she sauntered toward me in her leopard-print kitten heels. “Don’t you ever get tired of greeting me like that?” she asked me, clutching a manila folder in her hand. “A girl could get the idea that you’re not very fond of her.”

“I’m not,” I growled. I didn’t want to leave any room for her to get the impression that I was somehow pleased she was here. “I was expecting my father. Why are you here?”

“Because the senior Mr. Harvey doesn’t need to get his hands dirty,” she said, stopping mere inches from me. She was wearing a very expensive brand of perfume, but on her, it was putrid. “He knows how to delegate. Shall we do this in your office, Preston, or would you rather get into it right here?”

I hated the way she looked at me then. There was a hunger in her eyes, one that made my stomach turn. I snatched the folder out of her hand, knowing damn well that whatever she wanted was detailed in there.

“What the hell is this?” I asked her, flipping it open. “Is he trying to buy me out?”

I choked as I saw the reality of the situation. My eyes widened and a hot ember of rage took flame in my chest. This wasn’t a buyout offer at all.

I looked at Jane, trying not to shake as I asked her, “Where the fuck did you get this?”

“Oh, Preston,” she purred, walking around behind me. “It wasn’t that hard.” She stopped and slid her hands around my waist from behind, trailing her blood red nails down my stomach as she whispered, “Next time you’re fucking your stepsister, maybe don’t leave the balcony doors open. Anyone could just look in and see.”

“And take pictures,” I snapped, whirling on her so fast I almost knocked her down. This was how my father had known about me and Maddy. Jane the hell-bitch had delivered the photographic evidence right into his sleazy hands.

She regained her balance and smirked. “Don’t shoot the messenger, Preston. I just do what I’m told.”

“Oh, yes. I’m sure my father twisted your arm about this,” I sneered, tossing the folder and its contents into her face. “What does he think this is going to accomplish, huh? Does he think that I’ll come crawling back now, begging him not to ruin my future at Harvey Enterprises with these obscene photos? She’s not my stepsister yet, Jane. Nobody going to give a shit if my father—”

“—waits to release them until he and Madison’s mother are legally married?” Jane asked, batting her eyelashes in mock innocence at me. “If he cuts off all your money and then sends these photos to ever single potential employee Madison will ever interview with in her entire life? You really think no one will give a shit that Madison Hearst was fucking her stepbrother?”

I shook my head in disgust and disbelief. “He can’t possibly be serious.”

“Oh, he is,” Jane assured me, grinning from ear to ear. “In fact, he’s willing to throw you completely under the bus, if that’s what it takes. He’ll leak the photos to some tabloid somewhere and watch you go down in flames, if he has to. He might even come out the better for it, denouncing his only son’s perversions and rooting him out from the company.” She stepped on one of the pictures and slid it toward me with the toe of her high heel. “Check your bank accounts, Preston. I’m sure you’ll find that you really are between a rock and a hard place.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and quickly logged in to my personal accounts. Just as Jane said, every single one of them had been frozen. Two of them I couldn’t even log into at all, and the third had a red banner across the screen that said “pending the results of an investigation.”

“I have cash,” I told her. It wasn’t much, but it was still enough to get me and Maddy the fuck out of here. “Hundreds of thousands. I don’t need billions to start a new life without my father and you.”

“You mean the money you keep in the safe at home?” she asked me, and I felt my insides coil with dread. “Carla was sweet enough to fetch that for us. But don’t be too mad at her, Preston baby. She was very loyal—right up until the point where your father threatened her with deportation. Little Enrique would be so torn up if his mommy had to go back to Venezuela without him.”

I wanted to wring this bitch’s neck. I wanted to watch the life drain out of her eyes as I pressed and pressed until her throat collapsed. I wanted her to suffer through every moment leading to her death. And then I wanted to do the same to my bastard father.

“Think about Madison,” Jane said, snapping me out of my murderous rage. “Maybe you don’t care what people think. Maybe you’ll find a way to get by with that business degree of yours. But let’s face it—Madison will be fucked. She’ll never get a job anywhere ever again. And who knows? Maybe some day she’ll have a mysterious accident just like your mother did—”

“I swear to God, Jane,” I whispered, just barely holding back the fury inside of me. “Keep talking about Madison and my mother. Say one more word about either of them, and I’ll make sure you have an accident somewhere down the line. Maybe not now, maybe not even in a year, but it’ll happen. And it’ll be messy. It’ll hurt. You’ll suffer in ways you can’t even comprehend. Say something smart, Jane—I dare you. But if you know me at all, I’m betting you keep your fat, whore mouth shut.”

Jane’s lips parted, and I waited for her to say something stupid, anything at all that would give me a reason to carry out the sentence she so richly deserved. But then she shrugged, shouldering her Prada bag as she told me, “Just think it over, Preston. You can ruin both your lives, or you can both come away from this relatively unscathed. Maybe it’s a shit choice, as far as choices go, but at least he’s giving you one.”

“Go,” I said. It was the only word I could manage that wasn’t an expletive.

“You’re right,” she said. “I should. Mr. Harvey will be wanting an update.” She looked me up and down before adding, “We could have had it all, Preston. And maybe, if you play your cards right, we still can. I’ve always liked the thought of having a baby, you know? Stranger things have happened. Feel free to stare at my ass on my way out. Maybe you’ll be seeing a little more of it soon?”

I watched her walk away, fiddling with her cell phone as she stepped back through the doors to my office and out into the sunshine that seemed at odds with the anguish I was feeling now.

I spent the next ten minutes ripping everything apart. Everything I owned, everything I had built—I didn’t want it. All I wanted was her. And she was the one thing I could never have.

When my knuckles were raw and bloodied I sank to the floor in front of the stairway, my chest heaving as I fought for air between snarls and gasps. Everything was crumbling down around me, and the person I needed the most was the one whose heart I was going to have to break in just a matter of minutes.

Someone texted me. My hands shook as I reached across the floor and retrieved my phone from where it had struck the wall when I’d thrown it. Beyond the cracked screen, I read the last little message from Jane.

Carla went ahead and set up a few cameras on her way out. If you tell that sweet little stepsister of yours anything we talked about, your father will do all that he promised and more!

She was the most evil fucking bitch in the entire world. And I was the bastard who was going to do her bidding. What choice did I have? My father was going to ruin my life, and Jane had threatened to do something far darker than that. How did she know about my mother’s accident? What the hell was she trying to imply?



“PRESTON—are you okay?”

Maddy looked up at me from the heap of sheets she’d made on my bed. Her brown hair was a tangled mess around her face and her green eyes flashed with concern as soon as she lifted her head and saw me. She was wearing an undershirt of mine and no panties. She looked more stunning than I’d ever seen her before.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of her as I committed her image to memory. This was how I wanted to remember her: her pretty face still bleary from sleep, completely unaware of what was about to come; that light dusting of freckles across her nose looking golden in the mid-morning light; her full, delicate lips chapped from where I’d roughly kissed them the night before.

“We need to talk, Maddy,” I said, willing my voice not to break.

She sat up on the bed and combed her hair with her fingers, trying to wrestle it into place as I looked down at her. Her gaze drifted to my knuckles. “Preston, you’re bleeding…”

“It’s over,” I said, trying to push the words out past the lump in my throat. I could feel everything inside of me screaming not to do this, to find some way to fuck Jane and my father over.

But there wasn’t a way that didn’t put Maddy directly in the line of fire. My father had connections, and with an almost laughably small amount of his fortune, he could make the rest of her life a living hell. I couldn’t do that to her. She didn’t deserve it. I couldn’t let her go down with the ship because of me.

“You quit?” she asked, a glimmer of hope flaring in her eyes. She smiled. “That’s… that’s great! I mean, we’ll have to figure a few things out now, but it’s what you wanted, right?”

I shook my head at her. She wasn’t getting it. I had to leave no doubt in her mind as to what would happen next. “No. I didn’t quit. It’s over. We’re over.”

Maddy stared at me for what seemed like an eternity. With every moment that passed, a new expression washed over her face. First there was dumb shock, then confusion, followed by a snort of denial, and then her lips quivered. That last one didn’t leave her, and I could see her emerald eyes filling with tears.

“You can’t be serious,” she whispered. I rubbed my face with my hands, trying to hide my own tears.

“You’re so stupid,” I said, turning my sob of despair into a rueful laugh. “You’re so fucking stupid, Maddy. Don’t you get it? This whole thing has been one big laugh at your expense! I mean really, how pathetic does a girl have to be to fuck her stepbrother?”

When I lowered my hands, Maddy was still looking at me. I wished she wouldn’t. It only made things that much harder.

“Why are you saying this?” she demanded, her voice cracking. “Why are you being so cruel to me?!”

“Because you deserve it!” I roared. I tried to imagine Jane’s face instead of hers and felt my neck and face turn red with anger. “Because you’re fucked up and desperate and everybody knows it but you! My father and your mother—they bet me a sad, pitiful girl like you would do anything to resolve her daddy issues. I didn’t believe them, but look at you. I did it. I won!”

Maddy launched herself up from the bed and crossed the room to me. Tears streamed down her face and she shook like a flower in a storm as she cupped my face in her delicate hands.

“Stop it, Preston. I don’t believe you. You wouldn’t do this to me. Not after everything…”

I seized her wrists and she gasped. I knew I was hurting her, but I had to or she’d never believe me.

“You stupid girl,” I whispered. I managed a sneer, though the disgust I spat was aimed at me and not at her. “You filthy slut. You’d do anything to have a man tell you you’re not worthless, wouldn’t you? You’re just like your mother—”

Finally, something inside Maddy snapped. She slapped me so hard across my face I tasted blood in my mouth. Stars burst in front of my eyes and I held my breath, staring at the wall as she panted in front of me. At least now I had an excuse not to look at her.

“You’re a monster,” she said hoarsely. My soul fractured. In every word, I could feel her beautiful, perfect heart was breaking. “You’re a fucking monster. I hope you rot in hell.”

As she grabbed her clothes and hurried from my room, I realized she’d never know that I already was.






CHAPTER 15



I t had been two weeks since I’d last seen him.

The agony had faded into a comfortable numbness that, at the very least, prevented me from crying all night. In fact, sleep came now more than ever. I found myself spending a lot of time unconscious, and for that I was never more grateful.

Every moment I spent in slumber was a moment I didn’t have to think about Preston Harvey and how he’d ruined my life. And when the dreams came—the ones where we were still together, where his lips crashed against mine so fiercely they stole my breath away—a bit of wine was all that was needed to chase them away again.

He’d tried to call me more than a few times since that morning in his room when he’d finally admitted he was the same soulless beast his father was. He’d texted, too, but I never read them. After the first three days I changed my number, and after that, he only made one other effort to contact me. He sent me an envelope in the mail with a check inside of me for one hundred thousand dollars.

I didn’t want to cash it. I wanted to pretend like I’d never need anything from Preston, or my family in general, ever again. But now that I was out of a job, the sad truth was that I’d have to find a new one, and in the meantime I needed a buffer to keep a roof over my head.

When I handed the check over to the teller, I secretly wondered how much of his winnings from my family’s sick little betting pool this constituted. I’d become so filled with rage that I’d nearly snapped the pen in half when she’d asked me to sign the back of it. I didn’t think that particular thought again.

What good would it do, anyway? It was over and done with. I couldn’t go back in time and fix it now. And in a way, Preston had freed me. I’d never trust my family again, and because of his confession, I had finally cut ties with my toxic mother. It was a step forward of some kind, anyway.

I spent my days distracting myself by updating my resume, my LinkedIn profile, and a number of other job-related things, anything that would take my mind off of my past and point my thoughts toward the future, one that didn’t involve getting used and discarded ever again.

I would even date, as soon as I could get around to it. I wouldn’t let Preston Harvey put me off men. I wouldn’t let what he’d done to me turn me angry and bitter. I wasn’t about to become my mother, although now I could understand just a little bit better what had led to her downfall as a human being.

It didn’t make it right, but at least she wasn’t such a mystery to me anymore.

Just as I was beginning to run out of things to do, I got the call that would change my life forever. It was a call I hadn’t been expecting, one from a very prestigious law firm looking for a new legal secretary to manage their office.

“Can you come downtown for an interview around three?” the appointment-setter asked.

I glanced at the clock. It was nearly noon. Fuck it—I’d make it. “Yes,” I said. “I’ll see you then.”

The first thing I did, after getting dressed, was ride the bus for the very last time. It took me to a Volvo dealership where I bought my first brand new car. It was a splurge, but it was a well-deserved splurge, and one that would ensure I was self-sufficient from now on. No more relying on public transport to get me to my new job in a swanky office building downtown. I was a new woman. This Madison Hearst didn’t depend on anyone but herself.

Once I had my new car, my resume, and my interview clothes in order, I drove downtown and sat through the mid-day traffic while waiting for the turn lane into the parking garage to open up. I had no idea what the problem was. At first I thought there might have been an accident, but as I got closer to the source of the jam, I saw that a parade of news vehicles were blocking the intersection as they tried to find parking spaces directly in front of the Harvey Tower. I shook my head and rolled my eyes. It figured that they’d throw one more wrench into the gears of my life before they were done with me.

Briefly, I wondered what the hell the fuss was about. But it was probably just some stupid PR move Preston or his father had coordinated. Maybe they hadn’t kicked any puppies this week. That seemed newsworthy, all things considered.

Maybe it was something about the wedding. That was only days out now. I couldn’t think of why Mr. Harvey would do something like that at the tower, though. Maybe my mother had put him up to it.

I finally made it to the garage and parked, stuffing my printed-out garage pass between the dashboard and windshield as I stepped out in the warm summer air. I felt good today. I felt capable and vibrant. Preston obviously had done me the courtesy of not blacklisting me, which meant that I now had a rather impressive resume at my disposal. Thank God for small favors, I supposed.

By the time I made it to the sixteenth floor office, I was still ten minutes early. I handed my resume to a very sweet, bubbly receptionist and took a few moments to look around the lobby and get a little better acquainted with what the law firm was expecting.

They took up the whole floor, and they were clearly very expensive. From what I’d read on their website they dealt in criminal law, which seemed awfully exciting. I would’ve been excited for the job regardless, but knowing that I might spend my days involved with the kind of cases I saw on Law & Order sweetened the deal. It was better than resigning myself to something like worker’s comp and business law, anyway.

When Mr. Princeton emerged from his office, my jaw nearly hit the floor. He looked like he’d just stepped out of the pages of a men’s magazine. He wore an impeccably tailored suit and shoes that probably cost more than my new car had, and he had one of those million-dollar smiles that lit up the room brighter than any fancy chandelier could. Not that he didn’t have those, too, but that smile was absolutely radiant.

His smile nearly touched his ears as he walked toward me, and I stood up, accepting his outstretched hand. “Madison Hearst, I presume?”

“You can call me Maddy,” I said, and for a moment, I was reminded of Preston Harvey and how he’d always called me that whenever we were together. No one else ever had. It had only ever been him.

Stop that, I told myself, pushing thoughts of my asshole of a stepbrother from my mind as I followed Mr. Princeton down the hall. You’ve moved on. He’s in your past. Mr. Princeton is your future, and you should count your lucky stars that he is.

I sat down in his office and watched as he closed the door and stepped around the opposite side of his desk. “I have to say,” he began, adjusting his perfectly form-fitting blazer, “I’m impressed. This is one hell of a resume, Madison—sorry. Maddy,” he corrected himself.

I beamed. Then Preston really hadn’t added insult to injury. I was relieved. “Thank you, Mr. Princeton,” I said. “This is one hell of a law firm, from what I hear.”

He laughed. It was a sweet, honeyed sound. “Let’s cut to the chase. Your qualifications are top-notch. And from just the few minutes I’ve spent with you, you seem like the kind of employee who would fit right in here at Princeton & Kline. All that coupled with the personal recommendation we received from Preston Harvey himself, I’m ready to offer you the job right here.”

I couldn’t help it. I had to ask. “Mr. Harvey contacted you directly?”

Mr. Princeton nodded. “Oh, yeah. He called this morning. Said he saw our ad on a jobs site and knew the perfect woman for the job.”

My heart skipped a beat. Preston had been trawling the job boards for me? Why? What the hell did he care?

A recommendation was one thing. The fact that my stepbrother had been actively interested in my employment was another. I knew for a fact that Preston had way better things to do than scour Craigslist ads on my behalf. Had he grown a conscience since I’d been away? Was he actually feeling guilty?

I tried not to think too hard on it, though it flustered me all the same. “Working for Preston Harvey was… a wonderful experience,” I said. And it had been—right up until the point that it wasn’t anymore. I didn’t count it as a lie. “I’m so thrilled that he was satisfied with my service enough to call you and get my foot in the door.”

Mr. Princeton grinned. “He spoke so highly of you that I was afraid someone else had snatched you up already. You seem to have it all, Maddy. Which brings us to your salary…”

I was on the edge of my seat now. I was sure a place like this paid handsomely. Visions of renting an actual house danced through my head, and Mr. Princeton was about to speak again when his receptionist burst through the door.

“Mr. Princeton,” she said breathlessly, “I’m so sorry to interrupt. But you have to see this.”

He frowned at her. “Can’t it wait, Amy?”

She shook her head so hard I was sure her earrings were going to fly right out of her ears. “No, sir. Come quick. It’s all over the news.”

Mr. Princeton raised his eyebrows at me. “I guess that means you should come too,” he said.

I stood up, my stomach flipping as I followed Amy and Mr. Princeton down another hall toward the break room. What the hell was going on?

As soon as I walked in, I saw it plain as day on the TV. Just outside Harvey Tower, several news crews had gathered around my stepbrother, each one of them shoving their microphones in his face, yet all standing so deathly still as he spoke. Someone turned it up and I gripped my clutch tightly as I listened to what he said.

“…in cooperating with state and Federal authorities, Harvey Enterprises has exposed Harold Verger’s intent to collude with government officials in order to shut down the 39th Street homeless shelter on fabricated charges of code violations. Mr. Verger then intended to demolish the shelter to make way for a person investment project: a luxury condo development that would cater to the wealthiest citizens of this fine city. Meanwhile, hundreds of homeless would be displaced, including battered women and children for whom there was no other place to turn.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Preston was actually admitting to God and country what Harvey Enterprises had intended to do just to retain a client—one with senatorial aspirations, no less. He was selling himself, Mr. Verger, his father, and his own company out to do it. But there he was, admitting everything on live television.

“Holy shit,” I murmured.

Mr. Princeton folded his arms. “You’re tellin’ me.”

Preston continued, “In light of this and other incidents which have come to light over the past few weeks, Harvey Enterprises will be restructuring. Mr. Harvey—my father—will step down from his position as the head of our company, and with the board of directors’ unanimous approval, I will take his place.”

My knees almost gave out from under me. This was huge. The only way it could have been more shocking was if a nuclear bomb had detonated in the heart of the city. But then Preston delivered one more surprise for me.

He looked into the camera and said, “There have been a lot of people who were hurt along the way, people who didn’t deserve it and who never should have been in the line of fire to begin with. As a company, we have often asked others to sacrifice for us instead of being willing to sacrifice anything ourselves. The future of Harvey Enterprises is simple: more ethics, more honesty. If that means less money, so be it.” He paused. I felt like he was staring right into my eyes. “If that means those that we’ve hurt can finally see some justice now, so be it.”

“I have to go,” I said, turning to Mr. Princeton. “I’m sorry. I really am. And thank you so much for everything. But I have to go.”

“Maddy—” he began.

I was already gone. How could I possibly stay here?



I RACED through the parking garage. I didn’t even bother to get into my car. I kicked my heels off, tucked them under my arm, and made a beeline for the crowded sidewalk where people were lining up to gawk at Preston Harvey and the monumental decision he’d just made.

The reporters were all over him. They were screaming his name along with their questions, all of which was lost to the thrumming of my ears and the cacophony of the crowd. I didn’t care about any of it. All I wanted was to get to him.

In a sea of “Mr. Harvey, Mr. Harvey!”, I screamed, “Preston!”

He turned and looked right at me. The news crews did too. I didn’t say a word, and for an eternity, we just stared at each other like we were the only two people in the world.

Then Preston moved forward, shoving his way through the crowd still clamoring for a piece of him. When he got to me, he tucked me under his arm and pulled me away to the curb where Mr. Fletcher and a limousine were waiting.

“Miss Hearst,” he said, grinning wide. “It’s nice to see you again.”

“You too, Gordon,” I told him, ducking into the backseat as Preston opened the door for me before taking his place at my side.

As soon as Mr. Fletcher closed the door, silence reigned. I looked up at my stepbrother and shook my head, the tears coming before I could stop them from running down my face.

“Jesus, Preston. Why?”

“I have a lot to explain,” he said gently, “and a lot to make up for. I know that. Just give me the chance and I’ll tell you everything, Maddy. I promise.”

I nodded, and as Mr. Fletcher pulled away from the curb, I buckled my seatbelt and reached for the champagne cooler I knew only too well was in the limo.

“Good idea,” Preston said. “Let me get that for you.” And he poured us both a glass of champagne as we sat facing each other for the first time in almost a month.

“I take it you’ve figured out by now that everything I said to you that morning was bullshit,” he began. When I nodded, he continued. “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to forgive me… I had to get you out of there, Maddy, but I couldn’t tell you why. They wouldn’t have let me, and even if I had, there’s no way in hell you would have left. Either way, the kind of vengeance they would have brought down upon your head would have been cataclysmic.”

“They?” I asked him. “Please tell me this wasn’t all our parents.”

“No,” he answered. “Well, not your mother, anyway.” Preston took a deep breath and loosened his tie. “No, it was my father and Jane, if you can believe it. She’s the reason he knew what happened between you and I. She’d been stalking us for a while, and that night we first made love, she snapped some pictures through the open balcony doors.”

“Jesus,” I breathed, shaking my head. “I don’t believe it. She was obsessed.”

“Yes,” Preston agreed. “But not for the reason you’re thinking. Hell, it wasn’t even for the reason I was thinking. It runs so much deeper than that.” He paused again and looked me over. “Christ, you look good, Maddy. You look incredible.”

I blushed. Preston looked good, too—great, in fact. Integrity had done him some good. There was a sparkle in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. I could tell he was happier with himself than he’d been in a long time, and that made me happy too.

Knowing that what he’d said was a lie changed everything. But I still needed to know why he’d said it.

“Okay,” I said, “tell me more. What the hell was Jane up to? What was she trying to accomplish?”

Preston sighed and leaned back, spreading his arms over the seat behind him. “Money,” he said at last. “That particular goal goes back a ways. I acquired Jane as a sort of hand-me-down from my father. She’d been his personal assistant, once upon a time, and a little more than that too. Seems she’d been doing her damnedest to become my new stepmother, but my father wouldn’t have it. In his eyes, she was the kind of girl you fucked, but couldn’t turn into a housewife. He ‘gifted’ her to me, hoping she’d settle for ‘the next best thing.’ ” He sipped his champagne and added bitterly, “As it were.”

I made a face. I couldn’t help it. It was just too weird. “She was fucking your father before she was fucking you?”

Preston winced. “Don’t remind me. Anyway, I guess she altered her goals to marry me instead of my father, but when it was clear that wasn’t working out, he hired her back out of pity. She began her game of seduction all over again, this time abandoning the whole marriage plot in favor of serving as his mistress. Maybe she’d never inherit his fortune, but in the meantime, she could benefit from countless secret vacations and gifts.”

“Wow.” It made so much sense. A strange, twisted kind of sense, but sense nonetheless. “How’d you figure it out?”

“Honestly?” Preston grinned. “I guessed. I figured if my father was cheating, it’d be with a younger woman. The one I caught him on the phone with at dinner sounded awfully insecure. He was constantly reassuring her that things were better this way, that she was still special to him despite his impending nuptials, yada, yada, yada. Jane had also gone to great lengths to get those pictures, and with the way my father was trying to push her back on me, I knew there had to be something going on there. So I went out on a limb and got hold of my father’s cell phone one day, and sure enough, there were plenty of late-night calls from Jane.”

“I can’t believe he let you get close enough to grab his cell phone,” I said. “I would’ve thought for sure that your father would have been keeping an eye on you.”

Preston laughed. “I had to play the part of the baby bird with the broken wing for a while, but my father’s a megalomaniac. At the end of the day, he was so sure he had bested me that he couldn’t help but flaunt it. He was convinced I was nothing to him, that I couldn’t possibly have anything up my sleeve. Honestly, it wasn’t a hard act to pull off. I was devastated about you, Maddy. You have to believe me about that. I understand if you can’t forgive me… I gave you a good recommendation at that law firm…”

There was still so much hurt swirling inside of me, and yet I could tell that Preston wasn’t lying. He had risked so much just to tell me the truth. Unlike the things he’d said to me that morning in his bedroom, this was all real.

“I do,” I whispered. “You tore me apart, Preston. But I believe you.”

He nodded somberly. “I know. And I know that apologizing doesn’t cut it. But I am sorry. Do you want to know the rest?”

“Yes,” I said, gulping down the rest of my champagne before pouring another glass. “Let’s hear it. I want to know exactly how you took them all down.”

Over the next several miles, Preston explained everything to me just as he’d promised. After he’d become certain that Jane and his father were involved, he’d spent the next several days “confiding” in her. He’d done everything short of getting intimate with her to convince her that he’d “seen the light,” and that he wanted her back. He spoke at length to her about her relationship with his father, all while wearing a recording device. And then, once he had what he needed, he’d presented that tape to my mother.

Predictably, she’d been furious—and, as Preston told it, a little heartbroken too. She’d taken the whole thing straight to his father, which had ensured Jane a security escort from Harvey Tower in front of all the friends she’d made, and more than that, she’d never work in the city again as long as the Harveys were around.

In an attempt to salvage things with my mother, Mr. Harvey had felt obliged to take her on a one-week “pre-honeymoon” to work things out. Preston took that opportunity to put in a few calls with state and Federal authorities concerning his father’s illicit and unethical dealings with a senate candidate—after he’d gone through his father’s files in his absence, of course.

Once the authorities had what they needed, they’d come down hard on Mr. Harvey and Mr. Verger while Preston had gained immunity—after all, his father had been blackmailing him, and thanks to Jane, he had the pictures to prove it—and as a result, the board of directors had no choice but to vote Mr. Harvey out of his position, as was in their best interests. Since he’d been groomed for the position since childhood—and since this stipulation was part of the corporate bylaws anyway—they’d unanimously agreed to put Preston in his place, and the rest of it I’d seen play out on the news conference on TV that afternoon.

It was an incredibly well-orchestrated plan, and frankly, I was in awe of just how perfectly it had gone. But I was also pissed, because it seemed pretty unnecessary for him to have said what he did before.

“They threatened to come after you, Maddy,” he finally explained. “They would have ruined your life… Or worse. And they’d frozen all my assets until I forced you to go, so our plan of running away together wouldn’t have worked. I needed you to be so convinced I was a monster that you didn’t come back until everything was settled.”

“And is it now?” I asked him. “Settled, I mean.”

“As much as it can be,” he said. “I have my money back, as well as unfettered access to the company’s finances, too. In addition, I get to direct our future endeavors—and that means the shelter on 39th Street stays right where it is.”

“You’re incredible,” I said, laughing as I let it all sink in. “I can’t believe you did all this.” But one thing gave me pause. “How’s Mom taking it?” I asked him.

“Not well,” Preston answered. “I’m afraid I’m no longer going to be your stepbrother. I know you’re broken-hearted over it, but we’ll just have to get past it, somehow…”

I punched him in the shoulder, and he cringed dramatically. “Shut up. You’re serious, though? They’re not getting married?”

Preston laughed. “My father is very possibly going to jail, and even if he’s not, he’s been disgraced. She blames him for everything, while he blames her for being out of the country while I turned him in to the authorities. Really, they’re perfect for each other. I don’t see how it wouldn’t work out.”

I shot him a look and he added, “Don’t worry. I’ve made sure she won’t have a thing to her name. I gave her a nice little going away package. And then I told her never to come back. I hope that wasn’t overstepping it.”

“It wasn’t,” I assured him. “I cut off all contact a while ago, and I don’t regret that decision one bit. I’m glad she’s out of my life. Speaking of which, why didn’t you let me know any of this sooner? If you’d explained, I would have stayed away until it was through.”

“I tried,” Preston said, “but you wouldn’t take my calls. And you changed your number, remember? Didn’t you listen to any of my voicemails? I just assumed you’d given up on me. That press conference was a last ditch effort to get through to you. I thought for sure you’d never want to see me again. But despite everything…” He softly, tentatively laid his hand on mine. “I had hope.”

Just like the first time, an electric charge swept through me as Preston touched my hand. I shivered in a way I hadn’t dreamed of since the last time we’d been together. When I looked into his eyes, it was like all feeling returned to my body. I was alive again, all because Preston had touched me again.

“I missed you so much,” I whispered to him.

Preston cupped my face in his hands. “I missed you too,” he told me. “You’re like the oxygen I breathe, Maddy. I can’t live without you.”

He kissed me hard on the mouth, pulling me into a tight, passionate embrace. The city passed us by, but I wasn’t aware of any of it. All I knew was Preston’s love and desire, and it was all I ever wanted to know.

It had been too long since he’d held me like this, too long since I’d felt anything but agony at his absence. “I want you,” I murmured into his mouth, knowing that I didn’t have to say it, but needing to anyway.

“We’ll be home soon,” he whispered back, tangling his fingers through my hair. “I need you more than anything, Maddy, and in a few minutes, we’ll have each other again.”

I shook my head. “I can’t wait that long,” I told him. Then I pressed the button that put the tinted, soundproof divider between us and Mr. Fletcher up, and I lifted my blouse up over my head.

Preston smirked and shook his head at me, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from my breasts. As I released them from my bra he pulled it away, taking one in each hand as he kissed me again, his fingers brushing over my skin with such reverence I thought I would burst into tears right there.

“I’m so sorry,” he said over and over again. “I wish there had been some other way…”

“Make it up to me,” I told him, pushing his head down between my thighs.

Preston sank to his knees in front of me, pushing my skirt up my hips and sliding my panties down my calves as he gingerly kissed his way up my legs. He took his time, caring nothing for what was happening outside the limo, focusing only one my body and how many ways he could make it sing under his expert caress. I leaned my head back and moaned as he pulled me toward the edge of my seat, and when he pressed his lips against my aching womanhood, I felt my core shudder and hum with delight.

“Preston,” I breathed, grasping his hair. His tongue made one long lick from my entrance to crest of my vulva and I sighed, arching, my nipples puckering in the cool air conditioning as he spread my folds with his fingers.

“Every day of my life,” he said between licks. “I’ll do this every day of my life if it means you’ll forgive me.”

“Oh, Preston,” I said again, shivering as he began to torture my bud in earnest. “I already do.”

But that didn’t stop him. I knew it wouldn’t. I had been counting on it.

He slid one of his fingers inside of me, using it to brush my sweet spot as his lips wrapped around my tender nubbin and sucked gently. I reeled, my heels on his shoulders as he devoured me. I felt like the only woman in all the world at that moment, like nothing that had happened to either of us had ever mattered. We were all there was, all there ever would be. I closed my eyes, squirming as Preston brought me to the edge of oblivion, holding me there as I moaned his name and inhaled his scent with every labored breath I took of him.

“Don’t stop,” I urged him, pulling on his hair as a wave of pleasure shook me. “Jesus Christ, Preston. Don’t ever stop!”

“Never,” he promised, getting back up onto his knees. He laid me back against the leather seat, climbing on top of me as we kissed again and I tasted my sweet nectar all over his lips.

I whimpered and pressed up against him, my fingers quivering as I worked each button on his shirt. I swept it away, reveling in the sensation of his smooth, broad chest pressed against my own. I could feel his abs ripple against my taut tummy, could feel the weight of him pressing down on me in all the right ways. Involuntarily I parted my legs for him, letting his hips rest in the valley between them. I didn’t even have to think about making love to Preston. It was something as natural as blinking, as breathing in the air around me. My body acquiesced to it before the question was even asked in my mind.

He slipped his strong arms around me, his biceps bulging and quaking as he lifted me up to his mouth. In the space between us I unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, pushing them down his legs along with his boxer briefs until I could feel his hard flesh brushing against my mound. He was so stiff, so swollen for me that I knew it must be painful. I let my hand wander over it, teasing his shaft with my fingers as I traced every vein that ran from root to tip, making him shudder and groan.

“Maddy,” he gasped into my ear. His breath was sweltering hot. “I need you.”

“I need you too,” I told him, wrapping my legs around his waist as he took the invitation and dove inside of me, striking deep and true.

I threw my head back, my hair spilling over the seat behind me as Preston captured my throat in his lips. He placed soft, lazy kisses all along it, each press of his mouth inspiring in me a new kind of pleasure I’d never felt before. I wiggled as he teased, sighing and shivering, digging my nails into his shoulders as he pumped steadily into my warm, wet chasm. There was a tenderness in his touch this time, a desperation that transcended mere carnal need.

Preston wasn’t fucking me this time. This time, we were making love.

I hid my face in the curve of his neck, muffling my cries of ecstasy on his flesh. He only allowed this for a few moments before he took a handful of my hair and pulled me away from him, gazing into my eyes as he said, “Look at me.”

I bit my lip, my cheeks flushing with shy desire. He smiled and kissed each one, showering that redness with affection as it lit up my freckles like the lights on a Christmas tree.

Preston drove into me again and again until finally he sat back on his heels, pulling my hips up onto the tops of his thighs and knees. He held me with one hand as the other drifted to my pussy, his thumb grinding into my clit as I seized and shouted, clenching him between my thighs as I gasped for breath.

“Fuck! Preston!”

“Cum for me, Maddy,” he said. He sounded more like he was begging than commanding. It thrilled me all the same. “Please, baby. I want to feel you around me. I need to feel you…”

I grasped my tits in my hands, tugging and toying with my nipples as bolts of bliss jolted into my core. A tension was building, one that had been waiting quite some time for release, and when the dam finally burst I careened headlong into a beautiful abyss.

I writhed uncontrollably, my inner muscles clenching down around Preston’s cock and milking it for all it was worth as wave after wave of rapture overtook me. It was like a tide was sweeping me out into an endless sea, pulling me down into depths I could not fathom, assuring that I would never breathe again as I sank and sank. And yet I didn’t care. I wanted those waves to drown me, to pour over me and wash every ounce of my being away. But Preston kept me grounded. He held onto me, watching as his face twisted with pleasure, gritting his teeth as his own passion consumed him just as it had consumed me.

“Maddy,” he groaned. That word left his lips like a prayer, and a moment later, he worshipped me with his seed.

He fell forward and I caught him, kissing him over and over as he filled me in the way I’d needed ever since we’d last seen each other. That sensation of wholeness returned to me, and for the first time in weeks, I felt utterly at peace with him and with myself.

We lay together for innumerable moments, entwined in one another and unwilling to let go. Tears were brimming in my eyes again. The tidal wave of my pleasure had been replaced by one of emotion, and I couldn’t stop the sobs wracking my body as Preston kept me safe in his arms.

“Hey,” he said, finally drawing away from me. “You know who deserves a happy ending?”

“We do,” I said, laughing as I blinked the happy tears from my eyes. “We fucking do.”

Preston smiled. He brushed the last tear away with his thumb. “You’re damn right,” he told me. “And I think I know just the place to make it happen...”






CHAPTER 16



I f you’d told me three weeks ago that I’d have Maddy out on my boat cruising through the Caribbean, I would have said you were crazy. Back then she was still my soon-to-be stepsister, it looked like my father had won, and I’d firmly believed I’d chased away the love of my life for good.

Now here we were, just the two of us aboard my boat, the shadow of impending relation no longer looming over us. We were finally, completely free, and it was the best feeling I’d ever had.

I watched her as she sauntered over in her white string bikini, the one with a big, gold ring that pulled together the front of her top and accentuated her inhumanly perfect cleavage. The way her hair fluttered in the warm breeze made her look like she was in some kind of Sports Illustrated ad as she bent over to hand me another daiquiri.

I gently pulled open the front of her top with one finger and peeked at her bountiful breasts. She laughed and slapped my hand away before sitting down on my lap, relaxing against me in the sun.

“This is perfect,” she said, sipping on her drink as we baked under the clear skies together. “I can’t believe how lucky we are.”

“Good things come to those who do good,” I told her. It might have been ineloquent, but it was true. “You taught me that,” I added, kissing her shoulder.

She smiled and turned toward me, placing her own kiss on my temple. “I love you, Preston Harvey. You know that?”

I grinned. It was the first time either of us had said it to each other, but we’d both known well before now how we felt. It had been love at first sight—we just hadn’t known it at the time. Now that we did, it was something we’d never forget.

It still felt good to hear her say it, though. And it was only fitting, since I had a very important question for her.

“I love you too,” I replied, kissing her on the lips. Then I tapped her thigh with the palm of my hand. “You gotta get up, though. I have something to give you.”

Maddy giggled and stood, looking up at me as I got up from the lounge chair. “Is that a ring box in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?”

I stared at her, mouth agape. “You bitch,” I muttered, giggling as she slapped my shoulder. “You ruined the surprise.”

“The real surprise would be if you managed to slip something past me,” she said, biting her lip as she gazed up into my eyes. “Come on, Preston. Ask me. You already know what I’m going to say.”

I smirked. “Yes, ma’am,” I said as I did what I was told.

I lowered myself down on one knee with much grunting and groaning and holding my back while Maddy rolled her eyes and tried not to smile at me. Then I reached into the pocket of my shorts and pulled out the ring box she’d already known was there. At least she didn’t know what was inside of it.

“Madison Hearst,” I began, and even though I knew what her answer would be, my pulse quickened all the same. “You are the single best thing to have ever happened to me. Before you, I thought I knew what wealth was. Before you, I thought I knew how the world worked. Before you, I was sure there was no such thing as love. Well, I was an idiot. You made me see that. And now I want to show you something in return.”

I opened up the box. I’d never felt so proud in my life as I did at that moment when she gasped.

“Oh my God,” she breathed. “Jesus, Preston. It’s beautiful!”

She stared down at the rose gold ring I’d picked out for her, the one with a twisted, diamond-encrusted shank framing the brightest pink diamond money could buy. Knowing and loving Maddy had made me rich in an intangible way, but being an actual billionaire still had its merits when it came to gifts.

The sun reflected off the gem’s surface, painting Maddy’s face with an array of prisms that would have rivaled the Hope Diamond. I took her hand—she was too flabbergasted to give it to me on her own—and slowly slid the ring onto her finger. It fit perfectly, just as I’d intended. It had been hell getting her ring size while she was sleeping.

“Madison Hearst,” I intoned, trying to sound very, very serious. “Will you marry me?”

Maddy looked from me to the ring, then back again. I quirked a brow at her as I waited for her to respond.

In typical Maddy fashion, she made me wait. And then she grinned and threw her arms around me as I stood, bouncing up and down as she cried, “Yes! Yes!” over and over again.

My heart swelled as I took her in my arms, holding her tightly and kissing over the waves of her hair as she committed to being my wife. I’d never wanted anything so badly in all my life as this, and now that I had it, I felt utterly complete.

Maddy looked up at me and bit her lip. With a very put-on Southern accent, she asked me, “Does that mean we ain’t gonna be kin no more?”

I shook my head at her and laughed. “Only by marriage,” I replied, and kissed my bride-to-be once more.
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PROLOGUE

101St Street


Ozone Park, Queens, Nyc

FOURTH OF JULY BLOCK PARTY

 

“STEP RIGHT UP! See the World’s Tiniest Woman with your own eyes! A freak of nature, right in this very tent!” The tiny wrinkled man was missing a few teeth, his black hair cut into a deep mullet, with a long braid extending down his back. He leaned down to the little girl watching him, a slow sneer spreading across his pockmarked face, the stench of his stale breath stinging her green eyes.

“She’s even smaller than you, little one!” His laugh was short and jagged like the thin, dirty finger he pointed at her nose. She recoiled in horror, stepping back into her mother’s skirt.

“Come along, Gabriella,” her mother grabbed her daughter’s hand and pulled her away from the man quickly and together they threaded through the crowd.

“Mama,” the girl asked, “why is the woman so small?”

“I don’t know, darling,” her mother replied. “Some people are just born that way.”

The girl wrinkled her brow, hoping she didn’t stay this size. She was already taller than most of the kids in her class, and she was still growing. But she hated being little. It was so unfair. There were so many things you couldn’t do. You couldn’t see over people’s shoulders, for one, so that meant she couldn’t see how far away they were from the Ferris wheel her mother had promised to take her on before the fireworks later.

“Oh, hello, Vicky,” her mother said, stopping abruptly. The girl ran into her mother’s soft skirt, and her mom pulled her hand away to shake Vicky’s. They stood talking forever, about whatever mom’s talk about. Vicky had apparently just had a new dishwasher delivered, and she rattled on and on about it as the crowd streamed past them.

The smell of cotton candy drifted through the air, seducing the girl like a siren’s song with the promise of pink fluffy heaven. Her feet began moving as if they had a mind all of their own, or rather, a nose of their own. Gabriella was just an eager participant, along for the ride, her mother long forgotten behind her, still nodding politely at Vicky’s unleashed stream of consciousness, completely oblivious to the fact that her daughter was wandering off without her.

Gabrielle weaved through the sea of thighs like a snake - quietly, smoothly, efficiently. Her sight was blocked, so she followed her nose, her mind focused on one thing only - the anticipation of the blissful first moment when that sticky cotton candy touched her tongue.

She’d fallen in love with it last year at the Fourth of July block party that Mr. Giannetti organized for the neighborhood every year. Each Fourth of July, he closed down the entire block of 101st Street outside of the Bugotti’s Hunt and Fish Club in Ozone Park. He had all these amazing carnival rides brought in that you could ride for free and turned the street into a real bona fide carnival, inviting the entire neighborhood. Everyone loved it, and everyone loved him.

Nobody seemed to mind where the money came from. As far as they were concerned, he was a saint. He kept the crime out of the neighborhood and he helped out the families when they needed it.

Gabrielle’s mom, especially, loved him. She’d never say that out loud, of course. But the girl saw the way her mother batted her eyes at him, the way her hand flew to her heart every time he said hello to her. She actually blushed and she didn’t do that around her dad.

The girl was a little embarrassed about it. He was her father’s boss, after all. But her dad didn’t seem to notice, so the girl kept it to herself. She liked Mr. Giannetti too, but only because he was responsible for the carnival. It was her favorite time of the year.

The cotton candy was just one of the reasons.

The sea of thighs parted and she found herself near a large tent. She followed around behind it, mostly because there weren’t a lot of people that she had to maneuver through. Her mission had not wavered. Cotton candy was the only thing she could think about.

Gabriella looked around for other people but didn’t see anyone. She walked around the tent and saw an open flap at the back. Voices rose from inside and she peeked in.

Her father was there, standing proudly in his impeccable signature black suit. He was yelling at a man she’d never seen before. That man wore a brown suit and a brown hat like the man at the grocery store that Gabriella’s father took her to get ice cream on Sundays. Chocolate, always chocolate.

“Leo, I’m sorry, please…” the man pleaded, as her father pointed a gun at his chest. Another man, who she recognized as her father’s friend Tiny, entered the tent from the front, huffing and puffing as if he’d been running for a while.

“Boss says we gotta do it, Leo,” Tiny said, shaking his head.

With wild, desperate eyes, the man begged her father again.

“Please, Leo, you can’t leave my boy an orphan. I got a family, Leo! My wife!” the man pleaded.

“I’m sorry, Paulie. The Boss says so, and you know what that means,” her father said, shaking his head.

“Leo, it’ll kill my Ma. Her heart can’t handle a thing like this, she’s so frail. Leo, please don’t!” the man kept pleaded.

“Daddy,” the girl whispered to herself, watching with wide eyes from her hiding place.

“Don’t beg, Paulie. Go quietly, while you still have your dignity,” Leo said.

“No!” The man screamed, and then took a step back, pulling a gun from his jacket.

Shots rang out and the girl ducked.

“Get down!” she heard a muffled voice just as arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her ten feet away. She landed on the ground under a shrub with a boy on top of her. Bullets whizzed by their heads as he covered her body with his.

When the bullets finally stopped, they looked up. A bullet had ripped through the tent exactly where she had been standing moments earlier. The flimsy door of the tent was flapping in the breeze and they could see the man in the brown suit lying there, his hat lying next to him, dripping with blood.

She turned her head and stared up into the darkest pair of eyes she’d ever seen. They were wide with fear and worry, scurrying over her body.

“Are you alright?” he whispered urgently. He couldn’t have been much older than her, she thought. His black hair was almost as dark as his eyes. His lashes were longer than hers and she stared up at him curiously.

“Yes, I think so,” she nodded. “Thank you. Are you okay?”

“Yes,” he replied, staring down into her big green eyes.

“We should get out of here,” he said.

“Gabriella!” Her mother’s voice broke the silence as they continued to stare into each other’s eyes, their gaze locked together. “Gabrieelllllaa!!”

Footsteps shuffled inside the tent, the sound of them disappearing out the front of the tent and fading away.

Are they going to come back? the boy wondered. He didn’t want to wait around to find out.

“Let’s go!” he said, pulling the girl to her feet.

“No, I can’t…” she shook her head, her eyes filled with fear as she looked back at the tent.

“It’s not safe here!” he insisted, attempting to pull her away with him. “Come with me!”

“Gabriella Loprinzi!” A man’s voice bellowed, startling them both with its closeness.

“Hide!” the girl yelled to the boy, pushing him away. “My father is coming!”

His brow wrinkled in confusion, but he followed his instincts and did as she said, hiding behind a dumpster just as the man rounded the corner.

“Daddy!” the girl cried, running to the man in the black suit who they had just watched hold a man at gunpoint.

“That’s your dad?” the boy whispered to himself, as goosebumps spread over his skin.

He watched the girl be led away, her tiny hand enclosed in the hand that had just taken a man’s life.

She looked back over her shoulder, their eyes colliding once again, neither of them knowing that their destinies had just been set into motion.

Gabriella Loprinzi… That was a name he would never forget.




 

GABBY

I  knew I shouldn’t have been here, but that rebellious streak was rushing through my veins even before I walked in, and I knew I couldn’t turn back now.

So, I didn’t even try.

I strutted directly into the eye of the storm with every intention to fully enjoy its wrath.

Thing is, I didn’t know what that truly meant at the time. Now, I do. Looking back, I see I had no clue what I was really in for.

I walked in that door with one thing on my mind, the self-assured cockiness that only comes with youth and blind faith in your own immortality wrapped around me like an invisible security blanket.

I was invincible, or so I thought.

And who could blame me? I’d been treated like a princess my whole life. Untouchable, because of my name. Because of my family. Because my family wasn’t just a family. We were The Family.

And if you were a member of the family, you always got whatever you wanted, did whatever you wanted, and went wherever you wanted - no questions asked.

So, yeah, I guess I’m a little spoiled in that way, but whatever.

That doesn’t mean I’m a bad person. I’ve still got a heart, for fuck’s sake. It just comes with a little baggage attached. I’m used to getting my way, that’s all I’m saying.

So, when I walked into the biker bar on the edge of Queens, I thought I knew exactly what I was in for. My best friend, Bella Balducci, had already tested the waters, and she came out relatively unscathed. Sure, she had a little trouble walking the next day, but it was a good kind of pain, she’d insisted.

All the raving I’d been forced to listen to had planted a little seed of curiosity. I decided I needed to find out for myself if banging a biker was really as thrilling as she said. Of course, I didn’t tell Bella I was coming. In fact, I hadn’t told anyone, because the information would have been relayed to my father quicker than lightening, and he’d find a way to keep me locked up inside his proverbial castle in Howard Beach under the watchful eyes of his goons for months and there was no way I was going through that hell again.

I’d learned the hard way just how unpleasant that could be.

So, I kept it to myself. Which only added to the wicked deliciousness that I felt as I strode through the doors of Otto’s and saw all heads turn my way.

I’d dressed the part. I’d worn a tight black tank that dipped to a low v in front. Tight jeans hugged my hips, and I had them tucked into a pair of black leather harnessed biker boots.

I lifted my chin, pushed out my tits, and threw my shoulders back, flipping my long black waves over my shoulder as I walked to the bar.

A sweet ripple of pleasure washed over me and I smiled to myself.

Tonight, I could be anyone I wanted.

I wasn’t Gabriella Loprinzi, daughter of the biggest mafia boss in Queens.

I wasn’t the devoted daughter who wouldn’t dare to step outside of her circle of friends and family for a good time. I wasn’t the girl that made every guy she was interested in run away as soon as he found out her last name. I wasn’t the girl that always made sure not to cause any waves so that I didn’t attract any undue attention to the family.

No, tonight I was just Gabby.

No infamous family. No baggage. No expectations.

Well, there was one expectation, but it was my own. I had every expectation of ending this night in one of these biker’s beds, and once I was safely returned to my perfect, boring life, I was going to regale Bella with every juicy detail.

“Whiskey, neat.” The bartender looked me over and I stared straight into his eyes, daring him to ask for my ID. I had one, of course. Two, actually. I was just two weeks shy of my twenty-first birthday, so I still had my fake one if he asked. The two ID’s were identical copies. You’d be amazed what high-quality fakes money can buy in New York City. I guess I passed muster because he turned away after snagging a quick look at my cleavage and began pouring.

I took a moment to scan the room, my eyes slowly raking over the crowd. Almost everyone but the bartender wore a patched leather vest. Men of every size and shape filled the room, but even the smallest of them looked tough as a pit bull.

Maybe tough was an understatement.

They looked worn, scarred, even a little dirty. More importantly, they looked as if they were no strangers to violence.

A thread of fear wormed its way into my heart and I swallowed hard.

These weren’t your normal men. At least not the kind of men I was used to…

The ones on every corner that nodded to me with respect when I walked by.

No, these guys were ruggedly masculine. They were rough riders born of an entirely different cloth than the spunky Italian boys I was used to.

And they had no idea who I was.

Heat flushed over me as my eyes clashed with a man standing in the corner. He looked like he could tear me apart with his bare hands and the intense look in his eyes was unmistakeable and undeniable.

Lust.

I shuddered when I realized that was why I had come here, and yet now I wasn’t so sure I could truly handle it.

I tore my eyes from his intense gaze and continued sweeping the room.

It was then I noticed I was the only woman in the entire bar. Shit, I thought. I scanned the room one more time, hoping that wasn’t truly the case. I’d hoped for a little backup, but as far as I could make out, I was the only one foolish enough to put herself in this situation.

That thread of fear grew to a slow, terrifying throb and I gratefully took a sip of the whiskey as soon as the bartender sat it down in front of me. I threw down a twenty, and it was promptly scooped up by a hand that quickly descended from my right and plopped it right back in front of me.

“Put it on my tab, Tony,” a deep voice said next to me. I turned to my right and stared into a pair of very dark eyes that belonged to the most handsome face I’d ever seen.

He was huge, not just tall, but he had incredibly wide shoulders. He towered over me, his eyes peering deeply into mine, sending shocks of electricity through my limbs.

“Thank you,” I managed to utter, my voice catching as I stared up at him. He was handsome, sure, but there was something else about him. A confidence, a self-awareness that hit me hard. He wasn’t the kind of man you’d argue with. That’s why I allowed him to buy my drink, even though my first instinct was to protest. I didn’t want to owe him anything.

The set of his jaw told me his offer was non-negotiable.

“You look a little out of place, darlin’,” he mumbled. I tore my eyes from his, raking them across his face and down to his huge barrel-chest which was draped in a black t-shirt with a black leather cut slung across his wide shoulders.

“Dante?” I said, reading the name from the patch on the front of his cut.

“That’s right. And you are?” He raised an eyebrow, the light from the bar reflecting in his eyes, which I saw now actually consisted of endless pools of inky blackness, with tiny slivers of chocolate brown flecks. I wanted to stare into them forever. But I didn’t. It was too much. It was like staring into the sun.

My hands had been shaking with nervousness since I’d walked into the place, but now, under the heat of his gaze, I began sweating, my heart began pounding violently in my chest and my breath caught in my throat.

Luckily, we were interrupted before I hyperventilated.

What might have been a perfectly thrilling moment took a sharp turn. I’ll never know what might have happened if Dante and I hadn’t been interrupted… Maybe we would have had a few drinks, flirted a little, snuck off to the back for a little fun before going our separate ways. I’d have went back to my happy little life with a fun and sexy story to rival Bella’s.

But it didn’t go down like that.

Because what happened next hurled us into each other’s lives with the force of a rocket exploding into space.

It was earth-shatteringly loud.

It was violently messy.

It was monumentally life-changing.

And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.




 

DANTE

“L ooks like you two are lost,” the deep voice boomed behind us. The girl and I turned at the same time.

“Just having a drink, that’s all,” I replied, sizing up the guy. He was big, no doubt… But I was bigger. Fear was an emotion that I didn’t waste time on, so I wasn’t about to back down to him.

“Otto’s belongs to us,” he growled, running his hand over his greying beard.

“I don’t see that posted anywhere,” I replied. “It’s a public place.”

“Don’t matter. You ain’t one of us,” he sneered, turning and lewdly leering at the girl at my side. I didn’t know her name yet, but I wasn’t about to let this asshole look at her like that. I took a step to my right, gently pushing her behind me.

“Look, brother. We’re just having a drink. Not looking for any trouble.”

Two of his buddies saddled up next to him as I remained calm, lifting up a glass and polishing off my beer.

“We aren’t familiar with your club,” his buddy said, nodding at the Outlaw Kings MC patch on my cut.

“We aren’t one percenters,” I replied.

“Yeah, well we are,” he crossed his hands over his chest. He was doing his best to intimidate me but that was fucking impossible. He just didn’t know it yet.

“Look, the lady is going to finish her drink and we’ll be on our way,” I said, turning back to the bar. I didn’t want to put my back to them, but it was the only way to move things along. I wasn’t in the mood for a fight. I was never in the mood for a fight. In fact, fighting was at the very last of my list of preferred resources. Again, not because of fear, but because hurting people never really turned me on. If this was going to turn into a fight, then I’d rather hurry up and get it over with.

A yelp sounded beside me and I turned to see the girl with her eyes wide and her mouth open in shock.

“You pinched my ass, you fuckin’ cazzo!” she yelled, charging at the biggest guy and slapping him right across the face. Hard.

His buddies erupted in laughter and the big guy’s face flushed red with anger. He grabbed her arm, pulling her close to him and then slapped her back.

She fell to the ground at my feet, her cheek flushing red as she stared up at us in shock.

He hadn’t hit her hard, but the fucker hit her and if there’s anything in the whole fucking world I can’t stand it’s an asshole that puts his hands on a woman. There’s no excuse in the whole fucking world for that, as far as I’m concerned.

“I really wish you hadn’t done that,” I said, facing off with him. He snickered.

“What the fuck are you going to do about it, asshole?” he sneered. “Take us all on?”

“Not for nuttin’, but you’re a real fuckin’ scumbag, you know that?” Every time it was time to fight, my past came rushing back, as well as my New York accent. You don’t grow up in Queens without fighting, and the feel of the adrenaline pumping through my veins always reminded me of my old days runnin’ the streets.

I didn’t wait for an answer. My fist made contact with his jaw before he could reply. He went down hard and his buddies were on me quick. I ducked, taking the first one out with a vicious right hook, then unloaded on his friend before turning to see how many more I was dealing with.

There were at least another dozen bikers in the club and they were all focused directly on me. I grabbed a bar stool, knocking three more of them out of the way before grabbing the girl off the floor and pushing her behind me.

“Stay behind me!” I barked, as I began moving towards the door. I needed to keep her close and try to make it to the exit as I fought my way through these guys, but now that she was on her feet, she grabbed a stool and began swinging at them, too.

She pushed one away with the legs of the stool, then swung it high over her head and came down on his neck in one fell swoop. He landed at her feet with a heavy thud and she swung it again, taking down the next guy like this wasn’t her first rodeo.

I pulled her away, knocking through two more guys as we fought our way towards the door.

By the time my back finally hit the heavy metal door, we’d left a dozen patched members of the Iron Godz MC laying bloodied on the floor. They weren’t going to stay down long. When I saw one begin to crawl to his knees and pull a gun out of his boot, I grabbed the girl’s hand and pulled her outside.

“Let’s go!” I said, dragging her out into the darkness of the parking lot. A gunshot rang out, the bullet ripping out the door and whizzing over our heads as we ran away.

“Oh, shit! Guns!” she cried, running alongside me. “My car is this way!”

“Fuck your car! Get on! Now!” I said, jumping on my bike and starting it up. The front door flew open and three bloody and extremely angry bikers stumbled out onto the sidewalk.

“Shit!” She cried, jumping on my bike as I kicked it into gear. She wrapped her arms around my waist and buried her head in my shoulder.

“Hold on tight,” I yelled, as we roared out of the parking lot, gunshots following in our wake.

Her arms gripped me so hard I could barely breathe. I gunned the engine, the vibrations running through our bodies violently as we sped through the night.




 

GABBY

T  he fat tires of Dante’s bike gripped the asphalt as he took a corner fast and low. I was shocked I hadn’t fallen off yet and the fear of having my brains splattered all over the road washed over me. He hadn’t given me a helmet and my hair flapped wildly behind me.

This wasn’t how I wanted things to go… None of this is what I’d expected.

I was terrified, and now that I was hurtling across the George Washington Bridge with my entire life in the hands of this stranger, I was wishing like hell I’d never gone into that filthy bar.

What the fuck was I thinking? How did I think that could possibly turn out okay? Stupid fucking Bella! I completely blamed her.

And why in the fuck had I gotten on this guy’s bike? I took off and just left my car there in the parking lot. It was my only security and my only method of escaping. Now, I was completely at Dante’s mercy, and other than his name, I knew absolutely nothing about him, except that he was incredibly fucking handsome and fought like a fuckin’ warrior.

It had all happened so fast. Maybe if I hadn’t turned my back on that fucking prick, he wouldn’t have pinched my ass. Maybe if I hadn’t slapped him, he wouldn’t have slapped me back. Maybe if I had managed to keep my shit together, then Dante wouldn’t have had to fight the entire fucking bar to keep me safe.

How in the hell was it possible that an hour ago I didn’t even know this guy existed and now my life was completely in his hands?

Terrified to loosen my grip, I kept my arms firmly wrapped around him, the warmth of his body the only thing comforting me.

Fuck! Maybe I could get him to take me back to my car. I’d even left my purse behind, which held every other bit of security I had. My phone, my wallet, the keys to my apartment. I’d never felt so helpless. I tried to console myself with the thought that Dante probably wasn’t going to hurt me, seeing as he just risked his life pulling me out of a bad situation…

But still. There was no guarantee.

So, maybe he wasn’t like the others. What had he called them? One percenters? As far as I knew, he was the only one wearing a different patch than the others, and from this view, I had a good look at the Outlaw Kings patch on this back. I hadn’t noticed any difference until the asshole that ruined my whole night had pointed it out. A huge skull stared back at me. I shivered and closed my eyes, laying my head on his back and gripping him harder, trying as hard as I could to calm my frazzled nerves and hoping like hell the skull was just for show.

Maybe he was one of the good guys? Because those guys back there definitely weren’t good guys.

At this point, all I had was hope. If I had to call my father for help once we stopped, so be it. I’d swallow my pride and make up some story. He’d send a car for me, and I could go home.

Once Dante stopped, I’d have him take me to a phone if he wouldn’t take me back to my car.

Everything was going to be fine.

Fuck, I hoped everything was going to be fine. It had to be.

Only he wasn’t stopping.

We rode on into the night as mile after mile passed beneath us. One hour bled into another and I began tapping him on the back to get his attention.

“Where are you going?” I yelled, my words gobbled up by the wind.

He ignored me. I tapped again and he reached back with a warm hand, squeezing my right thigh, which I think was supposed to be reassuring…

It had an entirely different effect.

Warmth and desire ripped through my stomach and I let out a little gasp. When he pulled his hand away, a part of me wished he’d put it back… I took a deep breath, inhaling slowly, trying in vain to again slow the adrenaline racing through my limbs.

What in the hell had I gotten myself into?




 

DANTE

We turned onto the dirt road that led to the clubhouse in Montclair and I slowed down a little. My tires kicked up dust behind us as we wound down the curvy road that led deep into the woods. My woods. Tall trees towered over us, swaying in the wind, throwing dancing shadows across our path. After a few miles, I slowed the bike to a crawl as we approached the clubhouse, the dim light spilling out of the windows onto the driveway in front of the secluded cabin that I called home.

I turned off the bike and sweet silence surrounded us. The girl jumped off the bike like she couldn’t get off fast enough and I suppressed a little grin. I wasn’t surprised. Long rides on a Harley take a little getting used to. It took a special kind of woman to be able to handle this lifestyle and those were few and far between.

“Where are we?” she asked. I heard the alarm in her shaking voice. “Why did you drive all the way to fucking New Jersey?”

“We’re at my clubhouse. We’re safe.”

“Your clubhouse? Is that so?” she asked, raising an eyebrow as she met my gaze. The moonlight shone in her bright green eyes and I smiled down at her. I knew she must be scared and when she reached up to push her wild black curls from her eyes with a shaking hand, I reached out and grabbed it. She was shivering and she pulled her hand away from mine quickly.

“You’re freezing,” I said.

“I’m fine,” she snapped. “Look, I’ll just call a cab if you’ll let me borrow your phone?”

“There’s no cell phone service out here.”

“What?” she asked, her voice rising. “Well, just take me back to my car. I don’t know why you brought me all the way out here.”

“I had to make sure we weren’t being followed.”

“Right,” she replied, her eyes darting around. She took one look at the cabin and then her gaze turned to the road we’d just arrived on. “Well, looks like all is fine now. Please take me back, or if you don’t want to take me all the way, if you’ll just take me to a phone where I can call a cab or a friend or my —,”

“ — Your boyfriend? Husband?”

“My father.”

“Your father? How old are you?” I asked, my eyes squinting, looking her up and down for the first time really. She was a petite little thing but there was no way a girl dressed like this still needed her daddy to save her…

“I’m twenty-one,” she replied defiantly, jutting her chin out a little. God, it was fucking adorable. My cock twitched in my jeans and I reminded myself to keep my cool.

“You sure about that?” I asked, taking note of the way she glanced off to the side.

“Fine. You win. Two weeks.”

“Two weeks?”

“I’ll be twenty-one in two weeks.”

“Why were you in that bar?” I asked, thinking that was the last place she should have been, and not only because of her age.

“It’s a long story,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Listen, I appreciate what you did. Really, I do. But I need to go home. I left my purse behind, my phone, everything…not to mention my car. I just need to get back to it and I’ll be on my way and leave you alone. Thank you…” she looked up at me, and bit her bottom lip, “…for getting me out of there.”

“Well after seeing your moves with that bar stool, I’m thinking you probably didn’t really need my help after all.”

She laughed and threw back her head, her laughter echoing through the forest behind her. Her tangled hair blew in the wind around her face.

“My brothers taught me how to fight,” she replied with a smile. “But yes, I definitely needed your help.” She laughed again, then grew serious, biting her lip again. “Thank you. Seriously.”

“You’re welcome. It was my pleasure seeing those assholes get what they deserved.”

“So?”

“So, what?”

“So, will you take me back now, please?”

“Oh, no, that’s not gonna happen,” I said, turning on my heel and walking into my cabin, leaving her behind.




 

GABBY

“O h, no, that’s not going to happen.”

My hair to stood up on my neck as I watched him turn and walk away.

No?!?

I stood there in the dark, feeling naked, alone and helpless. I turned back and glanced at the only road leading in, which was very long and currently very dark. The idea of walking occurred to me, and just as quickly, I dismissed it. My gaze landed on Dante’s bike, and for the first time in my life, I wished I had let my brothers teach me how to ride. I’d never been interested, or more accurately, I’d been totally intimidated by the huge, loud, dangerous bikes, even if I was a little intrigued by the culture.

Obviously. I’d gotten myself into quite a predicament because of that intrigue. Fucking Bella, I thought again to myself. If only she hadn’t gone on and on about them. I made a mental note to give her ten tons of shit about this next time I saw her.

Hell, if I ever saw her again, that is.

Slowly, I put one foot in front of the other and walked towards Dante’s cabin, praying to St. Christopher that I came out of it alive.

I was six feet from the door when a huge blur of movement burst through it, hurtling straight for me, knocking me to the ground in a whirlwind of black fur, drool and muscle.

I tried to scream, but my face was being frantically assaulted by the biggest, wettest tongue in the whole fucking world.

“Bear!” Dante yelled, as I tried to cover my head. The licking stopped, the crushing weight that was on my chest lifted, and hesitantly, I peeked through my arms that I’d thrown up over my head to try to protect myself.

Through my clouded mind, through the gut-wrenching fear, in the back of my mind, I was trying to figure out why Dante had a fucking bear in his cabin. When I could finally focus my eyes through all the remaining drool on my face, I saw it wasn’t a bear at all.

It was a bear-sized dog. Or, more accurately a monster-sized beast of a dog.

“Sorry about that,” Dante said, although the smirk on his face told a different story. “Should have warned you about him. He’s very friendly.”

“Friendly? Is that what you call it?” I asked, sitting up and wiping drool from my face.

“Inside!” Dante demanded, snapping his fingers and pointing at the door. The dog whimpered, wagged its giant, furry tail and with a hanging head, wobbled slowly back into the cabin, looking like the complete opposite of the vicious beast that had just attacked me.

Dante turned back and offered me a hand and I reached out to take it as he pulled me to my feet.

“You okay?” he asked, looking down at me with concern in those mesmerizing eyes of his.

“Yeah, I think so. Maybe a little dusty,” I said, pulling my hand from his and wiping the dirt from my ass.

“Come on in and clean up,” he said, grabbing my hand again, his grip a little firmer this time.

“I just want to go home, really,” I replied, my heart racing as I tried to push away all the worst-case scenarios that were running through my mind.

“And you will. We’ll talk about it,” he said, smiling and squeezing my hand gently. “Right now, I’m starved, so unless you wanna see how angry I can get when I get hungry, you’ll let me make us some dinner.”

I smiled. There was something familiar about Dante. Something about him that reminded me of home. I looked up at him, into those dark eyes, drinking in his handsome ruggedness and sighed. I had no choice but to trust him. “I guess a little dinner couldn’t hurt…” I murmured, letting him lead me into his cabin, the warmth of his hand surrounding mine.




 

DANTE

I  was only half-lying when I said I needed to eat. The truth was I wasn’t about to leave the safety of my cabin for a while. Not without my crew.

I knew the Iron Godz were surely looking for me…for both of us…by now. I wasn’t naive. I knew I’d have to face them eventually, but for now, until the dust settled, the girl was safer here with me for a while.

The girl…hell, I didn’t even know her name.

“What’s your name?” I asked as we walked into the cabin. Bear raised his head from his bed by the fireplace, a big trail of drool hanging from his droopy lips. I walked over and began throwing logs into the fireplace. He shook his head and I groaned as thick strings of drool flew through the air, landing on the wall and floor.

“Gabby,” she said hesitantly, almost so quietly that I didn’t hear her.

“Gabby,” I said, letting her name settle in my mouth. “I like that. You look like a Gabby. Why don’t you get a couple of beers from the fridge, Gabby? Relax a little, while I get this fire started.”

She stood watching me silently for a second, her eyes raking over my body. I stared back, taking in her curves. She was fuckin’ hot, that’s for sure. Unfortunately, she looked scared as a rat who’d wandered into a snake’s den.

She finally nodded and then turned towards my small kitchen and walked away. I watched her ass sway in her tight jeans, holding my breath until she’d disappeared around the corner. I shook my head, trying to clear away the fogginess. I needed to think more about protecting her than fucking her right now, but the way those jeans hugged her hips made it damned near impossible to achieve that feat.

I finished lighting the fire, warming my hands as it began to grow, the orange and yellow flames flickering and dancing in the dark room. I hadn’t bothered to turn on many lights, which was my usual routine. This was our official clubhouse, but I was the only one who lived here. Unless there was a party or other business to attend to, I had the place to myself. I spent most of my nights staring into the flames with nothing but the sounds of the night and Bear’s incessant snoring as company.

Gabby walked back into the room holding two opened beers in her hands. She handed one to me and sat down on the old, brown leather couch, her eyes glued to Bear warily. I sat down next to her, taking a big swig of the beer, downing half of it quickly.

“He’s harmless,” I said.

“Right,” she whispered, tentatively turning her head to meet my gaze while keeping one eye on Bear.

“And what about you?” she asked.

I laughed. “Guess that depends on who you ask,” I replied, with a wink.

“I’m asking you,” she said, flashing her green eyes at me. My cock swelled, reminding me once again that it was impossible to ignore it when a girl like her was sitting in front of me.

“You’re safe with me, if that’s what you’re asking,” I replied somberly.

“I guess that’s all that matters,” she said with a slight smile. “So you’re a biker. A president? Does that make you some kind of criminal?”

“It’s not really like that sweetheart.”

“No?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “Then how is it?”

“I guess you could say we aren’t your usual club… And I’m not your usual MC president. There’s seven of us. We’ve known each other forever, grew up together, went into the service together, basically we’ve gone through hell and back together. We stick together, no matter what.”

“So, you’re not running drugs, money, or girls?”

“No,” I laughed, taking note of her suspicious gaze. “We mostly fix bikes. We have a bike shop in town. That’s how we make our money. But those guys back there? At Otto’s? Those are the kind of guys you’re talking about. The bad guys. But we’re not them.”

“Then why were you there? At Otto’s.”

“I just stopped for a drink. Wasn’t exactly looking for trouble…” I said, my voice trailing off as I took another gulp of my beer.

“What were you looking for?” Gabby asked, her eyes flashing at me curiously.

That was a damned good question. I had a bottle of whiskey in my kitchen, along with a case of beer. It’s not like I needed to stop for a drink because I didn’t have any booze of my own. So why was I there?

Fuck, I hated to even admit it to myself, but I’d found myself feeling a twinge of loneliness lately. And that was something I thought would never say. I thought I’d be happy to be alone forever, ever since I’d started living my life without Maggie.

Maggie’s beautiful face flashed in my head, and I did what I always did when that happened. I closed my eyes and tried to drink in as much of her beauty as I could because I was terrified the day would come when I wouldn’t be able to conjure up her face.

“Are you okay?” Gabby asked next to me.

Shit. I’d done it again. Drifted off into thoughts of her. It’d been over five years and I still couldn’t have a normal conversation.

“Yeah, sorry. Want a shot?” I asked, standing up and walking to the kitchen.

“Sure, I guess,” she replied to my back. I couldn’t look at her. I couldn’t let her see the look in my eyes, the last thing I needed was to show her the pain that lingered there no matter what I did to erase it.

I poured the whiskey into two small glasses, hoping like hell I could get through this night without being haunted too much by my past.




 

GABBY

Dante was a hard nut to crack. I couldn’t read him. One minute, I was positive I saw him checking out my tits, and the next he was jumping up from the couch like he couldn’t get away from me fast enough.

What was his story? I wondered.

He sure looked the part of the big, bad scary biker, even if he said he wasn’t like the others. Not to mention he was sexy as fuck. But it’s true, he wasn’t like any of those assholes back at the bar. I wasn’t afraid of him at all.

In fact, I was intrigued. I couldn’t stop staring at him. I watched the way he moved, drinking him in as much as I could.

He was dripping masculinity, his jaw twitching as he walked away, his tight jeans hinting at the muscles hiding under his clothes.

He was this hot, and yet he lived way out here in the middle of nowhere, hidden away in the woods, with not another soul in sight. Why didn’t a man like him have a woman waiting for him at home? This place was quiet as a church.

Well, except for that mess of a dog that was currently snoring loudly, as he napped by the fire.

Something didn’t seem right.

“Do you know a girl named Bella?” I asked, suddenly wondering if this was Bella’s biker. That would suck, I thought to myself.

“Nope, should I?” he asked, looking over his shoulder before he disappeared into the kitchen. He returned with two glasses full of whiskey. I’d barely taken two drinks of my beer. He worked fast, I noted. He sipped from his glass as he waited for my answer. Sitting next to me, the warmth coming from his large frame competed with the fire. Light flickered in his long wavy hair and I resisted the urge to reach out and touch it to see how soft it was.

“Well?” he prodded.

“What?” I replied, staring up at him like I’d never seen a man in my life. I shook my head, trying to shake the fog from my brain. “Sorry…never mind.”

“Who’s Bella?”

“My best friend…well, I mean, she used to be,” I replied, reminding myself that I was pissed at her for getting me into this situation.

“Used to be? Why’s that?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Because she - um — I — never mind,” I stuttered, clamping my mouth shut quickly.

“Tell me,” he said, prodding me again, adding a gentle smile this time.

“Let’s just say she gave me some bad advice,” I said, dragging my eyes from his smoldering gaze.

“We’re going to be here all night, you might as well tell me,” he said, scooting over closer to me.

I hesitated, biting my bottom lip as I tried to decide how much I should tell him. I didn’t know anything about him, hell, I didn’t even know if I was really safe here, but all I had to go on was my gut, so I decided to trust it until it steered me wrong. Still, I chose my words carefully.

“Bella is the one who convinced me to go to Otto’s. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t have been there…” my voice trailed off, the lie sliding off my lips, leaving a lingering taste of guilt on my tongue. So, she hadn’t convinced me exactly - in fact, she didn’t tell me to do it, nor did she even know I was there, but in my defense she had gone on and on about her biker. That was just about the same thing, if you asked me.

“Only two reasons a girl goes to Otto’s,” Dante said, raising an eyebrow.

“And what are those?” I asked, a ripple of electricity running through my body as I met his gaze again.

“Drinkin’ and fuckin’, basically,” he said, shrugging his shoulders, winking at me. “Mostly fuckin’.”

A hot blush crept into my cheeks as I pulled my eyes away again. For fuck’s sake, was it that obvious? Of course it was. What was I thinking?

I was being completely naive. What the hell was wrong with me? I knew better than this. I was a Loprinzi, for fuck’s sake. I knew not to trust anyone.

“Look, I really should go home,” I stood up quickly, more determined than ever to get out of here. To get away from this man who’s eyes peered into mine like he was looking into my soul, as if I were standing stark naked in front of him.

“Sure, sure,” he said, leaning back on the couch, stretching his long, thick arms along the back of the couch, a slow, lazy smile spreading across his incredibly beautiful face. “Tomorrow, Gabby.”

“What? Tomorrow?! I’m sure those guys are gone by now,” I protested. There was no way I could wait till tomorrow.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But we haven’t even had dinner yet. Tell you what, you sit here and enjoy the fire, I’ll make us a few steaks and we’ll talk about it again after dinner,” he reached over and patted my knee, his hand hot and heavy, before he stood up, leaving me alone with Bear, the flickering orange flames, and my frustration.




 

DANTE

A s the steaks sizzled in the pan, I tried to convince myself I wasn’t attracted to her. Hell, I hadn’t felt these sensations in a while, and I could just as easily chalk them up to too much whiskey or some newly developing health problem, but I’d only be lying to myself.

I wanted her. I wanted her bad.

I’d gone into Otto’s just to test the waters and instead I’d plunged into waters that were a little deeper than I expected. Now, it was up to me to swim or pull myself back to shore. But damn, if these waters weren’t fuckin’ warm and tempting.

The fire, the whiskey, the quiet silence of the night…not to mention the smokin’ hot black-haired beauty that was waiting for me on the couch…all of it had me thinking about what it might be like to plunge back into the dating scene…or at least the one-night stand scene.

I almost felt like a virgin. Which sounds totally fuckin’ stupid to say, I know. I’m Italian, after all. But Maggie’s death hit me like a freight train and even though it’d been five long years, I still hadn’t so much as kissed another woman since then. I’d gotten a lot of shit about it from the guys, that was for sure. But once we’d gotten back to the States, I’d just had no interest in starting anything up with anyone else. It just never seemed right. I felt like I’d be betraying Maggie’s memory or something.

“Fugettaboutit,” I’d reply to their occasional ribbing. “When I’m ready, you’ll know it.”

“Yeah, we’ll know it because it’ll be like Mt. Everest erupting in your fuckin’ pants!” Romeo said. Romeo Romano is the ladies man of our club. He probably hadn’t spent one fucking night alone since we returned from overseas. I was surprised his dick hadn’t fallen off yet.

“Shut the fuck up, Romeo. Not everyone lets their dick rule their life,” I replied, doing my best to defend myself at the time.

That had been two years ago, and I had been nowhere near ready.

But now? Tonight? Was I ready? Maybe now I was.

Or, maybe I wasn’t.

But there was only one way to find out. I hadn’t meant for this to all go down this way, but now that Gabby was here, squirming on the couch like she was just as torn as I was - why pass up an opportunity to jump start things?

I mean, fuck, what else were we going to do all night anyway? Talk to each other?



“SO, why is your gang called the Deadly Sinners?” Gabby asked, in between bites of steak. She was eating like she was starved and I watched with satisfied amusement.

“We’re not a gang, we’re a club. There’s seven of us, and at one time in our lives, we committed a lot of sins together. It’s just something we came up with when we were kids on the street and it stuck.”

“So you’ve all known each other a long time?”

“Yeah, since we were kids,” I replied. “We grew up in the Bronx on Author Avenue. You know the neighborhood?”

“Yeah, a little,” she said, her eyes darting away. I couldn’t stop looking at her across the table and every time she tore those green eyes from mine, I wanted to reach over and pull her gaze back.

“Where are you from?” I asked.

“Howard Beach,” she murmured, dismissively. “So, tell me more about your club.”

“The club? Right. Well, like I said, we grew up together. We were just little kids, you know? Riding bikes around the neighborhood. When I was sixteen, I saved up and got my own motorcycle. Of course, then the other guys had to get one too. I had all the parents so pissed at me after that. Hell, Italo and Alonzo’s Ma still hasn’t forgiven me.”

“Italo and Alonzo?”

“Yeah, they’re twins. They had an asshole dad, like most of us kids in the Bronx did, so they were raised by their Ma. She still refuses to let me in her house. Once, when we were about eighteen, before we all went into the Army, Alonzo laid down his bike. It was his fault. Stupid ass took the curve too fast and the bike slid out from under him. His Ma came over to my house, hitting me with her purse and yelling some kind of Catholic curse at me for almost killing her son.”

Gabby’s laughter echoed in the small kitchen and I couldn’t help but smile.

“You were in the Army?” she asked.

“Yeah. I get blamed for that, too. But whatever. I was the oldest of all of us guys, and no matter what I did, they followed. I tried to tell them all not to join, but they didn’t listen. Sure as shit, one by one, they each signed up. We all ended up in the 101st Airborne Division together.”

“Why did you sign up yourself?”

“I didn’t have a lot of options as a poor kid in the Bronx. You know what it’s like. If you’re lucky, your family has some kind of business you can join. But if not, like me, you don’t have anything like that to fall back on. It was either that or get tangled up with the mafia and I figured my chances of staying alive were a lot better if I stayed out of that scene.”

“Right,” she replied, slowly taking a drink of her beer. “So what did you do in the Army?”

“Jumped out of planes. Lived through a few battles, thankfully. Did a tour in Afghanistan. Did another one in Iraq.” Dammit. There it was. That steeliness that returned to my voice, the ropy muscles in my neck tensing painfully - it always happened when I talked about the service.

 

“THAT MUST’VE BEEN HARD,” she said, her green eyes filling with concern.

“It sucked,” I nodded. “It fuckin’ sucked big time.” The last thing I wanted to think about was my time overseas. None of it was good.

“Enough about me,” I said, shaking away the haunting memories of screams that I never wanted to hear again. “Let’s talk about you, Gabby. Tell me something interesting about your life.”

“Oh, my life isn’t as interesting as yours,” she replied, smiling back at me, her long lashes fluttering as she blinked. “Tell me more about the guys.”

My eyes landed on her bottom lip, the urge to kiss her overwhelming me. I wanted to forget everything she was asking me about, in fact I was done talking altogether… But I knew if I went too fast, it would scare her away.

“Well,” I began, calling on all my reserves of patience. “I told you about Italo and Alonzo, the twins. There’s Giovanni - we call him Gio. He’s a cool guy. You’d like him. He’s half black and half Italian. His Ma died when he was born, so he was raised by his father’s Italian family. He makes these meatballs that I swear are better than my Grandma’s. Unfortunately, his dad got mixed up with the mob and was killed when Gio was eighteen.”

“That’s awful,” she said, a look of horror crossing her face.

“Yeah, it’s another reason I went a different direction after high school. It kind of turned us all around, seeing Gio go through that shit.”

“I see,” she said quietly.

“I told you about Romeo,” I continued. “And then there’s Angry Bobby and Bats. Angry Bobby is the sweetest guy you’ll ever meet.”

“Why do you call him Angry Bobby then?” Her eyes flashed with amusement, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her beauty. She was breathtaking. Her long black hair framed her gorgeous face, her high cheekbones made me want to reach out and trace them with my finger. I studied her like a painting, committing every line and curve to memory.

“Yeah, that’s the thing,” I answered. “Once, when we were in Afghanistan, one of the other guys in our squad said something nasty about one of the local women, and Bobby went off on him. He was totally out of control, off the chain pissed off. Thought he was gonna knock the other guy’s head off. We’d never seen him like that before and the nickname stuck.”

She nodded, her eyes watching me intently. I hadn’t had such a rapt audience in quite a while and it made me feel good. I wanted to make her smile again, to make that light shine in her eyes all night long so I could keep watching.

“And Bats? What’s his story?” she asked, taking a drink of her beer. She was loosening up now, and she hadn’t looked at the front door in five minutes at least.

“Bat’s story is pretty fuckin’ sad. Bats was the star pitcher on our high school baseball team. He was one of the greatest. He was recruited by all the best schools, and offered a full-ride at Princeton. But instead of going off to college, he chose to follow us all into the Army. Some really violent shit went down,” I said, my voice lowering as I remembered it all. All the fuckin’ blood. The blood-curdling screams. The look on his face when he realized what had happened. The memories would haunt me forever. “He lost his arm in a roadside bomb. I feel completely responsible.”

“That’s horrible!” she exclaimed.

“Yeah, tell me about it,” I said, filling the glass with whiskey and taking a huge gulp, the harshness of the sweet poison ripping my throat apart like a razor blade. “It’s been over five years, but he’s adapted better than you’d expect. Maybe that’s because he can still ride, which is one of his favorite things in the world. The technology is amazing these days. He has a special modification on the grip of his bike so he can still hang with us as if he still had both arms. His attitude is amazing, he’s really an amazing dude. They all are. They’re my family.”

“I can see why,” she replied. “Family is important. They sound great.”

“Yeah, it is. Maybe you’ll get to meet them sometime. You’re close to your family, it sounds like?”

“I guess so,” her voice lowered to a whisper. “We all have our problems.”

“Shit, yeah we do. Fuck this,” I said, standing up and putting out a hand for her. “Let’s stop talking about all this sad shit and take a walk.”

“A walk? It’s so dark out,” she said.

“Are you afraid of the dark?” I asked, staring down at her. She smiled slowly, and shook her head.

“No, I guess not,” she said, taking my hand and letting me lead her outside. Bear stood up slowly as soon as we opened the door and followed us out.

A blood red moon hung high in the black sky, dimly lighting our path as we began strolling down the long road that led away from the clubhouse.




 

GABBY

T  he thick forest surrounding the clubhouse provided total and complete seclusion from the rest of the world. It would have been great if seclusion had been something I was seeking. But while I’d gone to Otto’s seeking a little carnal biker knowledge, I’d never expected it would come with a side of violence and end up with me hidden away like a bad secret in some strange biker’s bizarre private world in the middle of Jersey, of all places.

I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t nice though. So far, so good. Dante wasn’t bad company at all, and although a tiny little voice kept telling me that he was basically keeping me prisoner, I kept pushing it away and reminding myself that he had been a complete gentleman so far.

I shuddered to think of what would have happened if he hadn’t been standing next to me at Otto’s when everything went down.

But he was right there. Just as he was now, walking beside me, steady and strong and sexy as could be.

Maybe the night wouldn’t be a total loss. Maybe just one night alone with this man was exactly what I needed, after all. One night and then tomorrow - after all my curiosities had been satisfied - I’d be on my way home and back to my normal, boring, protected life as the daughter of a mafia boss.

After everything he’d told me about over dinner, I planned on keeping that little bit of information to myself. Dante didn’t seem to have a very high opinion of the mafia, so as far as I was concerned he didn’t need to know just how close I was to that life.

Besides, what were a few secrets between lovers? Even if we were just lovers for one night?

“How long have you had Bear?” I whispered, reaching down and petting him as he walked beside us. I stood back up, staring up at Dante beside me, his towering frame not much more than a silhouette in the darkness.

“Five years,” he replied, his voice thick with emotion.

“Did you get him when he was a puppy?” I asked, trying to make small talk. The silence of the forest made me a little uncomfortable and I wanted to learn more about him, to draw him out a little. He’d told me a little about himself, but I sensed there was so much more to him.

“I guess you could say I inherited him,” he said.

“From who?”

He let out such a huge sigh, I instantly regretted asking.

“Maggie.”

“Maggie? Who is she?”

“She was my fiancé,” his replied, his voice tight and tense.

“Oh. I see,” I replied, not sure if I should push the issue. “She didn’t want Bear when you broke up?”

“We didn’t actually break up,” he replied.

“Oh!” Of course not. Just because she wasn’t there, didn’t mean there wasn’t a woman in the picture. A man like him? Single? That just didn’t happen. “So you’re still together, then? I didn’t realize…”

“No, wait, that’s not what I meant. Maggie died, Gabby. That’s what I’m trying to say.”

“Oh, no! I’m so sorry, Dante!” I blurted out, stopping in my tracks and grabbing his hand. I looked deep into his black eyes, the pain so evident now. “That must have been so hard for you.”

“It is. It was,” he replied, pulling his hand out of mine and turning away. “It’s been about five years now. I’m okay, though,” he muttered through the darkness.

“How did she die?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t digging a little too deep, but unable to stop myself.

“Car accident. It was quick,” he said, his voice clipped. “Bear was in the car with her, he was just a puppy then. He survived, but she didn’t. It happened two weeks before I was due to be discharged. He’s all I have left of her.”

“Dante, that’s so fuckin’ sad,” I exclaimed.

“I know, I know,” he said, turning back to me and grabbing my hand. I let him have it, intertwining his fingers in mine, as we started walking again. “I’m okay now, though, really,” he nodded vigorously. I wondered briefly who he was trying to convince.

“Okay,” I whispered, his confession leaving me speechless, my head spinning. Five years was a long time, but not for losing someone you loved. He probably felt like it had happened yesterday. “If you say so…”

We walked silently for another half hour, the quiet of the night surrounding us peacefully, my hand clasped tightly in his the whole time. The night was clear, the stars sparkling brightly above us.

Finally, he stopped and turned to me, his warm eyes looking down at me questioningly. His hand reached out, brushing a lock of hair from my face as I smiled up at him.

“You’re beautiful, Gabby,” he whispered.

“Thank you,” I replied, as butterflies rippled through my gut. He fell silent again, staring at me, his eyes full of unspoken words. I knew what he was asking, without a word passing between us. I smiled at him, looking down at his full lips and back into his eyes - a silent answer.

Slowly, his head lowered until his warm lips pressed against mine gently. I kissed him back, a slow, pulsing electricity flowing between us, a small spark of lust igniting inside of me as he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in close.

The searing warmth of his lips against mine fanned the flame of desire that rushed through my body and I pressed into him, feeling his hardness against me. I moaned as his lips parted mine, his tongue darting in, searching, exploring, as waves of passion flowed between us. His strong arms lifted me from the ground, his kiss turning hungry, urgent, hard.

Breathless, I kissed him back, moaning into him as he gently placed my feet back on the ground and pulled his lips from mine. I looked up at him, his lips wet and swollen, his dark eyes raw with lust, and my breath caught in my throat.

There was no fighting it.

Tonight, I was his.

Luckily, fighting it was the last thing I wanted to do.




 

DANTE

T  alking about Maggie was the last thing I had intended to do, but I found myself explaining everything before I could stop myself.

After that, I was thrown off my game. Hell, it had been so long since I’d had any game in the first place and I felt completely lost.

I had every intention of convincing Gabby to get into my bed before the night was over, but after I’d explained everything about Maggie, it took a good half hour before I could even clear my head enough to kiss her.

But then, once I did - it was all over. Once my lips touched hers, the flames were ignited and there was no turning back. I was on fire with desire for her. My cock sprang to attention, and suddenly I missed the touch of a woman more than I’d ever missed anything in my life. I was hungry, starving for it.

I needed her, her body, her touch. And I needed her now.

“Let’s go,” I said, tearing my lips from hers and grabbing her hand again before practically dragging her back to the cabin. She didn’t resist, thankfully, because I don’t know what I would have done if she had. I was ready to explode into a million pieces right there on the road and by the time we made it back to the cabin, I was cursing my ridiculous idea to take a walk in the first place.

Bear lagged behind, but I knew he’d catch up. He was more loyal and devoted than most soldiers I’d come across in the Army, even if he was a little slow.

Once we were inside, I pushed Gabby up against the wall and kissed her again. Hard. She whimpered in surprise, but it only served to make me harder. I liked surprising her.

My cock was throbbing painfully, making me aware of exactly how long it’d been since I’d made love to anyone. I tore my lips from hers, burying my face in the softness of her hair, inhaling the sweet floral scent of her skin. My lips brushed against her neck, and she gasped, arching her back, the curve of her breasts pushing against my chest.

“Shit!” I exclaimed, and she jumped. “Sorry,” I replied, kissing her lips again quickly. “I forgot something. Stay here! Don’t go anywhere!”

She looked at me like I was a lunatic, but she nodded and stayed exactly where she was standing, her wet lips plump and ready and waiting for me to kiss them again.

I ran to the bathroom, frantically searching my cabinets for condoms. I was completely unprepared for this, I realized, as I looked around at my dirty bathroom. I suppressed a shout of joy when I found an unopened box of condoms in the back of a drawer. I was almost positive they’d been left there by Romeo during a party a few months ago and I made a mental note to thank him later. He’d love that, the fuckin’ playboy.

“You alright in there?” Gabby called from the living room.

“Yeah, totally, be right there!” I called back, stuffing a few of the condoms into my pocket. I stopped and looked at myself in the mirror before leaving.

“Go get ‘em Casanova. You remember how to do this,” I said to myself. I could almost hear the guys cheering for me in my head.

Gabby was in for quite a ride and she didn’t even know it.

I only hoped she was still in one piece when I was done devouring her.




 

GABBY

While he was gone, I searched frantically for a mirror. Of course, there was nothing at all in sight. I hadn’t thought of my appearance until now. I smoothed my hair as best I could with my hands, dreading the task of brushing it later. The wind had whipped it into one big tangle. I looked down at my clothes and was surprised to see they were still relatively clean.

After everything that happened, I was shocked they weren’t covered in ugly biker blood.

Dante was taking forever in the bathroom and I was beginning to think something was wrong. Maybe he’d changed his mind?

Bear stared at me from the corner, watching me with lazily hooded eyes as I threw another log on the fire.

Was this really happening? I thought. His kisses made me feel like he’d set fireworks off inside of me. The walk back to the cabin had been quick, almost frantic. And then he’d kissed me again once we’d gotten back in the cabin. Hard.

My god, it had sent ripples of delight through me, his mouth searching mine so deeply it took my breath away. And then, just like that - poof! he was gone again.

I didn’t know what to think.

I walked to the kitchen and grabbed the bottle of whiskey he’d left on the counter, not bothering to pour it into a glass. I brought the bottle to my lips, pouring the warm amber liquid into my mouth as I tried to imagine it was courage I was pouring in.

For fuck’s sake, I needed it. Dante was intense. He might even be dangerous. And here I was, about to let him fuck me.

I was a little terrified, but I knew I also needed to remember why I came here. I was full of bravado earlier, the fearless woman on a mission. And here I was. I’d done it. Found myself a biker to bed, even if it came with a small side of lingering fear. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe that would make it even better, add a little thrill to the whole thing.

I lifted my chin, threw my shoulders back and smiled to myself. Yes, I’d done it alright.

Mission accomplished.

Almost. If only he’d come out of that bathroom and fuck me already…

I put the bottle down after a few more swigs and turned around to walk back into the living room.

He was standing there, watching me from the kitchen door.

For how long, I don’t know, but I replayed the last few seconds back through my head to make sure I hadn’t said anything stupid out loud. From the way he was looking at me, though, it apparently didn’t matter if I had or not.

The look on his face said one thing and one thing only.

“Now,” he whispered, his voice full of authority - demanding, confident, steely.

If I wasn’t so turned on, I’d have been more afraid.

Instead, I walked right into his arms, right into the storm brewing in his eyes - our mouths, our bodies, our souls, clashing together in a passionate frenzy of kisses, caresses, gropes…pushing and pulling against one another, trying to get as close as possible through our clothes.

I moaned into his mouth as his python-like biceps wrapped around me, pulling me closer, his kiss deepening, his tongue dancing with mine deliciously. He tasted like whiskey. He tasted like heaven. He tasted like pure, unleashed lust. I couldn’t get enough of his mouth.

Torturously, he pulled his mouth away and I heard myself whimper in protest. All sense of restraint had left me. At this point, I would have done anything he’d asked. Begged him, if necessary.

I was on fire for him, his touch awakening something deep within me that I never knew existed. Raw desire…pure, unleashed passion…savage, animalistic yearning…it all overwhelmed me and all my inhibitions fell away in the face of this one undeniable, pulsing need that ripped through me.

He reached down before the pleas escaped from my lips, lifting me easily into his arms and carrying me down the hallway. He kicked open a door and we entered a small, dark, cavelike room. Before my eyes could adjust to the darkness, he slammed the door shut behind him, throwing us into almost pitch blackness before he placed my quivering body on the bed.

His frame was barely a silhouette, the moonlight shining through the open window providing the only light.

Silent as an empty church, only one sound broke through the darkness - our combined breathing - thick and heavy in the air between us.

I watched him begin to undress with barely contained excitement. I’d been waiting for this moment, to finally see the taught muscles I’d felt earlier. His barely lit limbs shimmered in the shadows, making me wish I was the moonlight so I could kiss every inch of his smooth, tan skin as it came into view.

He was magnificent. A masterpiece of masculine flesh, he looked as if he was carved from the finest marble. Every muscle rippled as he moved, his wide chest sprinkled with dark curly hair that I longed to run my fingers through. As his hands moved to the buttons of his jeans, I swallowed hard, the thrill of anticipation swelling inside of me.

Pop.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Pop. Pop.

The fly of his button-fly Levis parted, revealing a thin black trail of hair running into his jeans. A treasure trail, Bella always called it.

Bella, I thought. If she could only see me now.

But no. This treasure was mine and mine alone. I had never felt luckier.

Dante’s hands pushed the jeans over his hips, his thick, heavy cock springing into view. It was dark, but I didn’t need more light to see its beauty, its sheer perfection, just as I knew a man like him was sure to possess. It was perfect. Pulsing, hard, full of strength and life and heat. I had no doubt he knew how to use it, too.

As if he was eager to prove that very fact to me, as soon as his jeans hit the floor, he closed the distance between us, and this time, he felt ten times hotter than he had before. Heat exuded from his naked skin, from his lips, his tongue, his hands.

He kissed me again, even harder than before, my lips bruising under his touch. His fingers found the edge of my tank top, pulling it quickly over my head, revealing my red lacy bra. Quickly and expertly, he released the front clasp, and my breasts came spilling out into his hands. A low groan preceded his warm wet lips engulfing my nipple and I arched my back, my fingers sinking into his silky hair, pulling his head in closer as his tongue twirled around it.

“Dante…” I whispered into the darkness, his mouth moving to engulf my other nipple as his fingers began unzipping my jeans.

“Off!” he commanded. I lifted my hips as he pulled them down, his feathery kisses landing on my stomach as he did so. Throwing the jeans to the side, he brought his mouth to my sex, inhaling with a smile. His fingers dipped into the side of my panties, the red lace a stark contrast to the tan skin of fingers.

I smiled to myself, remembering that I had purchased this set of underwear specifically for this night. I never in a million years thought it would end up this amazing.

His mouth engulfed my mound, his lips sucking my clit hungrily, pulling the pleasure from my body with every caress. I pushed my hips up, wanting more, more, more of him, wanting all of him. My fingers tangled in his long dark hair, pulling his head into me as I squirmed beneath him, my body on fire, my juices flowing over his hand as he slipped a finger into me, his name escaping from my lips once more, my body crashing over the edge, leaving me wet and panting and gasping for air.

Dante slid up my body, his lips capturing my quivering lips again, his cock throbbing hard against me as his kisses grew more urgent.

“I can’t wait any longer,” he whispered, his voice thick with desire.

“Don’t,” I said, wrapping my thighs around his hips, his cock sinking into me with a piercing deliciousness.

“Yes!” I cried out, tightening my grip on his hips, pulling him deeper and deeper as waves of pleasure washed over me. “Oh, yes, Dante!”

My arms wrapped around him, needing him closer. I couldn’t get enough of him. I couldn’t get him close enough, deep enough. Blissfully, his cock filled me, his hardness sliding into me, throbbing against me, our bodies dancing together with one shared purpose on our one shared night.

He pounded into me, my hands finding his tight ass, delighting in the way his muscles flexed under my palms, the way his hair fell onto my face as he rode me, harder and rougher, my pussy pulsing around him, tightening, releasing, and tightening again.

He growled, a deep, guttural moan echoing in my ears, his hammering speeding up - unhinged, raw, savage, animalistic - powerfully he slammed into me, until I felt him swell and throb, his cock exploding with the lust that shone across his face, my body writhing with pleasure, sliding over the edge of bliss with him, our bodies tangled up together as tight as we could get.

“I never want to let you go,” he murmured into my hair. I sighed with pleasure, wrapping myself around him, feeling exactly the same way, ignoring my promise I’d made to myself about this just lasting for one night. How could I only have one taste of this heavenly bliss?

“Don’t…” I whispered, “don’t.”




 

DANTE

Groaning, I pushed Bear’s mountain-sized head away, his tongue leaving traces of drool on my pillow, waking me up like he did every damned morning.

Reluctantly, I untangled myself from Gabby and left her sleeping peacefully. I hated leaving her side, but I didn’t want to wake her just yet.

I’d made the mistake of getting up in the middle of the night to pee, and left the bedroom door open, which allowed Bear the opportunity to give me his usual rude awakening. I looked over at Gabby, her long limbs curled up in my sheets, her black hair strewn all over my pillow, looking even more beautiful in the morning light than she had last night.

If that was even possible.

My body was buzzing to take her once again, my morning wood pulsing hotly. Bear whimpered at the door, not giving one fuck about my predicament.

“Fine, goddammit,” I whispered, throwing my jeans on, leaving the fly unbuttoned to avoid the task of trying to leash the monster that Gabby had awakened and headed toward the front door, Bear trotting along beside me.

He whined again as I pulled on my boots and jacket, patting my pocket to make sure my gun was still there. I’d been reckless last night by letting it out of my sight. I should have had it next to the bed, but I’d been distracted by getting into Gabby’s pants.

I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

Again.

Would there be an again?

“Come on,” I muttered. “You’re a fucking impatient beast, you know that?” I opened the door and Bear ran out ahead of me, galloping in the morning sunlight to his favorite spot. I took a look around, making sure we were still alone.

The guys would be along in a few hours to check in, but that’s not who I was looking for.

I hadn’t forgotten the danger I’d put myself in yesterday. I was distracted by Gabby. By Gabby’s eyes, her face, her perfect fucking body, her sweet pussy…

That was the kind of girl you could die for…

Fuck.

I’d never expected it to feel like that. Not that I’d forgotten how amazing a woman’s body felt, but there was something about Gabby that made me want to spend the entire night and day sinking into her over and over.

I didn’t know what it was. Last night, I’d tried to do less thinking and more feeling, forcing my thoughts of surprise to the back of my mind, forcing my worry away, reminding myself what this was all about.

One night. That’s all. Nothing more. Nothing less.

But, for fuck’s sake! Her body fit mine like a fucking glove, and when she moaned, whimpering my name over and over as I rode her sweet curves like a fucking rollercoaster, it just did something to me. I just couldn’t get enough.

That’s why I’d fucked her three times. Once wasn’t enough. And now that she was sleeping naked in my bed in the light of day, the sunlight washing over her creamy skin, I wasn’t so sure that one night was going to be enough either.

I joined Bear, pissing over his spot just to piss him off. It wasn’t easy, not with the permanent erection I’d had since last night. Didn’t seem to matter that me and my cock had been out of commission for so long, my cock was unfazed - roaring and ready to go. And I guess I was, too. Full speed ahead with no end in sight, apparently.

Bear eyed me warily and then grunted and walked back inside, his daily exercise requirements fulfilled.

I scanned the woods as I buttoned up, the morning sounds of the forest coming alive around me. Everything was waking up, the birds singing their ancient songs, the flowers opening up. The trees towered over me, dancing their ritualistic dance in the wind. A brand new sun rose in the bright blue sky.

A brand new day.

A brand new beginning.

A beginning that I wasn’t expecting, not in a million years. I was used to be woken up by Bear to go outside, but I wasn’t used to having a woman to go to bed with.

Finding myself in this predicament was unusual, for sure.

In the blinding daylight, the effects of last night’s booze faded away. All of my senses were heightened. I was on high alert and for damned good reason. I knew the Iron Godz would be looking for me and every hour they couldn’t find me only pissed them off more.

For now, everything was quiet, the peaceful stillness of the morning air wrapping around me. Rays of sunlight streamed through the clouds, lighting up the glistening drops of dew on the leaves that had yet to burn off. I took a deep breath, hoping this sense of peace would stay for a while before the chaos that I was sure was coming my way arrived. At least long enough to let me enjoy Gabby’s delicious beauty one more time.

I pulled open the front door of the cabin, and headed straight back to bed and back to Gabby.

I knew they were coming for me. I knew it wouldn’t be pretty. Hell, I might die by the end of the day, but I was determined to die a happy man.

And happiness was waiting for me, right between my sheets.




 

GABBY

L icking and panting. Wet clumps of fur brushed against my face and my eyes shot open as a little yelp escaped from my throat.

“Bear! Dammit!” I heard Dante’s booming voice coming before he appeared in the doorway. I gasped at the sight of him in the daylight. He was wearing nothing but jeans, with one button left open at the top, that thin treasure trail leading right into them, leading right into the amusement ride I’d so happily ridden all night long. Damn, I thought, drinking in the sight of his tan skin, his broad, tattoo slathered shoulders, his rippling muscles that felt so good beneath my fingers. “Sorry about that,” he murmured, attempting to pull Bear off the bed. Instead, the dog plopped down on Dante’s side of the bed, and curled up next to my hip.

“This guy,” Dante growled, shaking his head. “I was trying to let you sleep…” He flashed me the most adorable half-grin and my insides melted as the events of the previous night came rushing back to me.

The bar. The bikers. The fight.

Him.

What was I supposed to do now? I wondered, as I smiled up at him. Sure, he was fucking gorgeous. Beyond sexy. Beyond fuck-able - obviously. I can’t even remember how many times he made me shiver in pleasure last night. It’s a good thing we were out in the middle of nowhere, because if there’d been any neighbors, they’d surely have called the cops with all the screaming I was doing. To say it was amazing was a cruel understatement.

He was a skilled lover - patient, giving, tender and rough at all the right times.

And these were all very, very good things.

But now, the sun was up and here we were. The next morning.

We were still two strangers, with two very different lives to go back to.

And yet, I was still stranded. Still at his mercy. I couldn’t just do the walk of shame to my car and go on with my life.

My life. Whatever that was. I knew Bella would be wondering where I was by now. She was probably blowing my phone up. I wished, for the tenth time, that I’d thought to grab my purse before we ran out of the bar. I didn’t even have access to money for a cab or anything.

I was helpless and it was driving me crazy. I wasn’t used to that. Sure, I basically lived my life under my father’s thumb, but for the most part, I was self-sufficient. I lived with Bella in a two bedroom flat in Queens and I even had a job.

“Fuck!” I said, reality dawning on me all at once. “I have to get to work!”

“Well, good morning to you, too. Work? Where do you work?” Dante asked.

“At Doris DeLuca’s.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s a dress shop. I’m supposed to be there this afternoon. Will you please take me back to my car now?”

“Yeah, sure…” he replied, grinning that sexy fucking grin at me, without moving an inch.

Shit. Part of me didn’t want to leave. Bear rolled over on his back and I reached out to scratch his belly, pulling my eyes away from Dante’s. I couldn’t handle looking at him. My nipples hardened under the sheet, my sex pulsing for more of the pleasure it’d received throughout the night.

It was a good thing this dog was between us, because if he came any closer, I was bound to start begging for another round. My body was still on fire from his touch, and I could almost still feel his hands on me, his lips kissing me, his cock inside me…

“Bear, get down!” Dante barked suddenly. The dog jumped down and ran out of the room.

So much for that obstacle, I thought.

Dante turned back to me, the same hunger coursing through my veins reflected in his dark, lusty eyes.

“I’ll take you back to your car,” he growled, his voice so low I almost couldn’t hear him. “After I taste you one more time…”

And then his hands were on me once more, pulling me to him, pushing the sheets from my bare skin, his mouth falling on my skin, so hot, so wet, so urgent, so unbelievably delicious…



DANTE’S CLUBHOUSE disappeared in the rearview mirror. My arms wrapped around him tightly, and I leaned into his back, inhaling the leathery scent of his cut. I sighed, my voice echoing in my own ears, the helmet he had put on my head before we left muffling the sounds of the world rushing by.

The trees along the dirt road towered over us, a stark contrast to the clear blue sky above us.

We’d hardly talked at all since waking. Which was good, I guess. Because what do you say to someone at a time like this? I didn’t want it to end, but I barely knew him. I couldn’t exactly stay at his cabin letting him devour me for the rest of our lives, no matter how amazing that sounded.

 

SAYING goodbye was going to be hard enough. Instead, we’d let our bodies do the talking for us. Hell, singing is more like it. He played my body like an instrument.

Part of me felt like last night was a dream. A very vivid, very pleasurable, very wild dream. The kind of dream that you never wanted to wake up from. The kind of dream that was too good to be true.

But it was true. And he was still right here in my arms, our bodies vibrating together from the powerful engine between our legs.

But like a dream, it was fleeting, and it was over, and it really was too good to be true.

I couldn’t fool myself into thinking anything different.

But fuck if I wasn’t determined to milk these last few minutes with Dante, even if it was on the back of his bike. He reached back, squeezing my thigh intimately, and I swallowed hard. He’d done that yesterday on the ride over, and yet now, it seemed to say so much more.

The ride back to Otto’s went way too fast. My heart sank when I saw the sign up above. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye, but I braced myself for the inevitable. I’d just jump off the bike, give him a quick kiss, and jump in my car. Rip it off like a band-aid. It was the only way I could think to do it. The only way that would make the pain go away quickly.

When Dante slowed his bike outside of Otto’s, I felt sick with dread.

But then we both saw them at the same time, and instead of turning, Dante kept going. My heart raced as soon as I saw them. Cops. They’d blocked off the parking lot and were swarming all over Otto’s and surrounding my car. One of them was taking pictures. A huge truck from Channel Eight News was on the side of the road and there was a huge crowd of onlookers lining the street.

“What the fuck?” I muttered in my helmet, my arms wrapping tighter around Dante’s waist as he quickly turned a corner and raced out of sight.



AFTER DRIVING FOR A WHILE, he parked the bike next to Norma’s diner and we pulled our helmets off.

“That didn’t look good,” he said.

“What the hell was that?” I asked, my voice quivering. “Why were they around my car like that?”

“I’m not sure, but we did beat up an entire bar full of bikers. The media and cops don’t usually get involved with that kind of thing too much, though.” He pulled me into his arms and stroked my back. “Listen, everything’s going to be okay. Let’s go get some breakfast and we’ll figure out what to do.”

“Yeah, sure,” I agreed, letting him lead me into the diner. As soon as we walked in, all eyes landed on us. I put my head down as the waitress led us to a booth in the back.

“You two here for breakfast?” she asked, tapping her pen on the pad of paper she was holding as we slid in across from each other.

“Yes, please,” Dante replied.

“Coffee?” she asked, snapping her gum.

“Yes, please,” he said again. She put two cups down in front of us and slowly poured coffee into them. I looked around and saw that everyone was still staring at us.

“Why is everyone looking at us?” I asked Dante after the waitress walked away.

“It’s the cut,” he dismissed. “You get used to it.”

“Oh!” I hadn’t thought of that. I took a sip of the coffee, trying to find some comfort in its warmth. “So what was going on back there?” I whispered, doing my best to ignore the stares.

“Well, those were definitely pigs.”

“But it was just a bar fight! And it happened yesterday. Wouldn’t they be gone by now?”

“Gabby,” he replied, his dark eyes growing serious. “I guess you don’t know who those bikers were. The Iron Godz are the most dangerous club on the East Coast. They’re not to be fucked with. And we fucked with them. Hard.”

“Okay. But why the cops?”

“Not sure,” he said. Was that a glimmer of worry I saw in his eyes?

“Are you afraid of them?” I asked, a ball of frazzled nerves forming in the pit of my stomach.

“Who?” he asked.

“The Iron Godz? And the cops?” I wasn’t supposed to be afraid. I was a Loprinzi. I was supposed to tough it out, remember that I was untouchable, and keep my chin up. But my gut was telling me this was not going to work out so easily.

“Hell, no,” he said with a laugh. “I can handle anything that comes my way.”

Okay, I thought, looking over at him. His confidence was reassuring but I wasn’t so sure myself. For something like this, I needed my father. There was nobody else I trusted enough to take care of this.

“I need to call my dad,” I said, looking around for a phone in the diner. Of course, I didn’t find one because nobody has pay phones anymore these days. “Can I use your cell now?” I asked Dante, just as my eyes landed on a television screen in the corner.

It couldn’t be, I thought, my stomach dropping.

“That’s me…” I whispered, the color draining from my face, as I slowly pointed at the TV, my face staring back at me. The bar. The fight. Dante and I leaving Otto’s together. It played out before my eyes in slow motion. The sound was off, but it was close enough that I could read the caption scrolling across the bottom.

“Missing mafia princess and biker boyfriend wanted for murders of two bikers…” I read, out loud.

“What the fuck?” Dante turned towards the television, then quickly turned back to me, his eyes wide with disbelief.

“Mafia princess?” he asked slowly. “What the fuck are they talking about, Gabby?” His eyes were wide with shock.

“I guess I should have told you who my dad is…”




 

LEONARDO LOPRINZI

“Y ou find her, Leo! Find her now, dammit!” My wife, Maria, demanded. “She doesn’t have her phone, or her purse, or any money! She’s entirely at that - that - that biker’s - mercy! Did you see him, Leo? He looked like a thug! There’s no telling what he might do to her!”

“For fuck’s sake, Maria, he saved her life!” I replied. My wife’s fear was off the hook, and frankly, it was annoying as hell. Yeah, Gabriella was missing. But I had faith in my daughter. I knew what a tough broad she was. Hell, she was probably annoying the hell out of whoever she was with, truth be told. And she wasn’t one to be messed with.

“Did you see the way she fought back?” I asked Maria proudly. We stood together in the kitchen of our Howard Beach home, my wife yelling in my face the way only she is allowed to do.

If anyone else had done that, they’d be six feet under before their Ma could shed one tear.

But Maria got special privileges because she was my wife. But even she knew better than to do it when anybody else was around. I let her get away with it sometimes when we were alone. I gave her a pass this time, because I knew she was really worried about our only daughter.

Our only stubborn, bullheaded, strong-willed, rebellious daughter, that is. This wasn’t the first time she’d given me a headache, and I knew it wouldn’t be the last.

Maria poured herself a glass of red wine, taking a sip and slamming the glass back onto our imported Italian marble countertop. I flinched when I saw a chip of it break off.

There goes another grand, I thought. But what did she care? She didn’t have to do a thing for the money, she just took and took and took, while I put my ass on the line everyday for this family.

“Yeah, I saw the video,” Maria whined. “She kicked those goomba’s asses, but she’s still missing, Leo!” Her voice was grating on my last nerve, but I took a deep breath and patted her shaking hand.

“Everything’s going to be alright, Maria. She’ll be found,” I said. Maria and I had been together over twenty-five years and we’d weathered some serious storms. I had every confidence we’d find our daughter safe and sound. Because nobody fucked with a Loprinzi. Everyone in the state of New York knew better than to lay a finger on my daughter.

“You have to find her yourself, Leo! Get out there now - I know you have connections. But I want you to find her yourself before anyone else does! You have to protect our baby, Leo!” she pulled her hand away from mine, running it through her hair, her eyes full of worry. She shook her head, staring off into the distance, and then shuddering with fear. “You,” Leo, she said pointing her long, perfectly manicured finger at my chest. “You have to find her before someone else gets to her. Who knows what the cops will do to her? Or those other bikers? Leo, go now, please!”

“Alright, Maria, alright, I’ll go,” I relented. “I’ll do this myself. I’ll take Rizzo with me.”

“I don’t care who you take, just make sure our Gabriella gets back here safe!” she demanded.

“Okay, Maria, okay,” I said, walking out of the kitchen and pulling out my phone.

The first person I called was my mistress, Adriana.

“I can’t make it tonight, babe,” I said. She whined in protest, and I rolled my eyes. For fuck’s sake.

“But Leo, we have tickets to a Broadway show tonight!”

“I know, I know,” I muttered. “We’ll go another time. Something’s come up. Family stuff,” I replied.

“It’s always your fuckin’ family, Leo,” she whined. “I’ll go with my girlfriend.”

“Look, I’ll make it up to you,” I promised, making a mental note to buy her a piece of jewelry tomorrow to shut her up.

She hung up on me.

Fucking women, I thought. You can’t live with them, you can’t live without them. Fuggedabout tryin’ to make them happy. It ain’t happening.

I dialed my phone again. I’d deal with Adriana later.

Rizzo answered on the first ring, as always.

“What’s up, Boss?” he asked, his voice full of enthusiasm.

“I need you. Now,” I demanded.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“It’s Gabriella. She’s missing. It’s all over the news. I need to find her right away.”

“I saw that. I’m on my way, Boss,” he promised, his voice clipped and precise, like a perfect soldier.

He hung up without a word and ten minutes later he was at my door, ready to do anything I asked, to lay his life on the line, if necessary.

“Where are we headed?” he asked, as he opened the door of my Lincoln for me.

“Gabriella’s apartment.”




 

DANTE

T  he fucking mob. Of course she was tied up with the fucking mob. A girl like her? Talking about her daddy all the time?

For fuck’s sake, I’d gotten myself into some shit before but this was serious. Hopefully, her dad was a low man on the totem pole and this wouldn’t be as serious as it could be.

I didn’t stop to ask questions. As soon as I saw her face on that TV screen, I pulled her out of the diner and put her on the back of my bike. I raced back to the only place I knew we would be safe…

We.

Fuck, I’d become a ‘we’ now. Fucking great.

I was surprised the guys weren’t there yet, but it was still early. A million questions were knocking around my head as I’d driven, and I was eager to begin questioning Gabby.

As soon as I turned off the engine and our helmets came off, I let this girl have it.

“What’s your family’s name? Who’s your Dad? Why were you even in the bar last night, Gabby? Who are you working for?”

“What?” she asked, her eyes shining with surprise. “You think I work for the mob?”

“I don’t know what the fuck to think!” I roared, confusion filling my head.

“Well, I don’t! What my dad does is his business. I stay out of it.”

“Your dad? Who is your dad?” I asked again.

“It doesn’t matter,” she hesitated, tearing her eyes from mine.

“Gabby! What is your father’s name?” I demanded.

“His name’s Leo,” she said, shrugging.

“Leo who?” I asked, my heart beginning to race. I already knew the fucking answer. My blood turned cold.

“Loprinzi. Leonardo Loprinzi,” she said finally, her voice full of exasperation. Her pretty eyes glued onto mine and stared me down, daring me to argue with her.

“Loprinzi?! What the fuck!” I yelled so loudly, a pair of crows fluttered out of the trees to my right. “Are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me? You’re Loprinzi’s kid?”

This couldn’t be happening. Visions of the past came rushing back like a freight train. The sound of gunshots whizzing over our heads. Her tiny little body shaking under me in fear. Those eyes.

Her eyes…

“Look, it’s no big deal —,” she began, her bottom lip quivering. “And I’m a goddamned adult…”

“— no big deal? No big deal!? Loprinzi’s only the biggest fucking mob boss in all five fuckin’ boroughs!”

“Dante, God! Who cares? It doesn’t matter, look we have bigger problems…”

“Yeah, like the fact that I just fucked Leo Loprinzi’s daughter!” I shook my head in disbelief.

Pain flashed in her eyes and I instantly regretted my words.

“Sorry that it was so bad for you!” she spat at me, turning away from me.

“Gabby,” I groaned, running my hand through my hair. I glanced down the road again to make sure we were still alone. With mobsters, you don’t usually get to see them coming. One minute, you’re alive. The next minute…you’re not.

“Look, that’s not what I meant,” I sighed, turning her back around to face me and pulling her into my arms.

“Well, what did you mean?” she asked, looking up at me. Fuck. I felt like such an asshole.

“Last night was wonderful. But you’re right. We have other things to think about now.”

“If you just take me to a phone, I can call my dad and he can take care of everything. He’s good at that.” She nodded firmly, as if there was no argument to be had.

“So I’ve heard,” I replied, dryly. She hit me on the arm and I laughed, despite the thoughts racing through my head. I couldn’t believe Gabriella Loprinzi was standing in front of me.

I’d waited years for this moment. I’d dreamed about this girl since I was a damn kid. Her eyes hadn’t changed one bit. That’s what drew me in back at the bar, and now all I wanted to do was fuck her again.

But there was no time for that… We had to figure something out and fast.

We were both wanted for murder, after all.

For fuck’s sake! How could this all be going down like this?

“Let’s get back on the bike. Take me to a phone. Come on, Dante,” she pleaded. I looked into her eyes, memories of last night haunting me, memories of our shared past haunting me.

As much as I wanted to do what she asked, the need to protect her was stronger. I needed to protect her, as much as I needed to protect myself - even though I had no idea why the urge to do so was so strong.

I barely knew her, and yet I’d have taken a bullet for her if necessary.

But I also had to protect the club. And protect my family. And protect myself.

“I can’t do that…” I said, turning away and walking into the cabin until I figured out exactly how the fuck I was going to do all of that at the same time.




 

GABBY

I  rolled my eyes as he walked back into the cabin. This was all spinning out of control and if he’d just let me call my dad, I could make it all go away. It was simple. Hopefully.

“Dante, my dad…” I tried again, my words falling flat, but I had to persist. I was sure he just didn’t understand.

Or, if he did, then I wasn’t sure exactly why he was stopping me.

“Stop it! I need to think!” he said, thundering through the door of the cabin. Bear raised his head from his bed, grunted, and dropped his head back down when he saw it was us. Dante sat on the couch and put his head in his hands.

“Look, whatever we did - it was self-defense. Once we tell the cops that, everything will be fine once we talk to them. Hiding isn’t going to help us at all.”

“Are you sure you’re Leo Loprinzi’s daughter?” he asked, snapping his head up, his eyes full of fire. “All that talk of trusting the cops makes me think you aren’t a Loprinzi after all.”

“I trust my dad.”

“Of course you do.”

“Well, what’s the problem?” I demanded.

“I don’t trust him, Gabby,” he insisted. “I don’t know him. If I know anything about the neighborhood, it’s that news travels fast, and I’m one hundred fucking percent sure that your dad is looking for both of us by now. The scary biker that ran off with his precious, untouchable daughter? In your father’s eyes, I’m one of the bad guys.”

“That’s absurd. And even if it were true, all it would take is me explaining to my dad that you saved me.”

“Oh, yeah? Even if they took the time to let you explain, which isn’t likely with the fucking mob - who I’m sure you’ve heard aren’t exactly known for waiting to ask questions before whackin’ someone-what would you tell them? That I was just some guy you met in a bar who dragged you out and took you home and fucked you all night, instead of letting you go home like you asked?” His eyes flashed with emotion. “I don’t think that would set to well with your daddy, Gabby.”

Fuck. So maybe he was right. My dad’s motto was ‘act now, ask later’ and he insisted the men that worked for him follow it strictly. That was another one of those lessons I’d learned the hard way growing up.

“Well, then what do you propose we do, Dante?” I asked, my voice laced with exasperation.

“We wait.” He nodded firmly, his jaw set, his eyes hardening with stubbornness.

“For what?” I asked, throwing my hands up in frustration.

I was answered by the approaching sound of roaring motorcycles, the vibrations small and faint until they grew louder and stronger until the glasses in the kitchen began clinking together and the windows began shaking in their panes.

I looked questioningly at Dante.

A slow, satisfied smile spread across his face.

“For my brothers…”




 

DANTE

“So you just fucking kidnapped her, Dante?” Angry Bobby whispered, as we all stood outside the cabin. Gabby and I had walked out to greet them, but they had already seen the news. “You didn’t think that maybe kidnapping a mob princess was a bad idea?”

I groaned.

“I didn’t fucking kidnap her! And, I didn’t know who the fuck she was at the time. Not until a few hours ago,” I explained.

“Well, what the fuck were the two of you talking about all night then?” Gio asked.

Romeo snickered and I felt Gabby tense beside me. I reached over to her and grabbed her hand and squeezed gently.

“Probably not a lot of talking going on,” Romeo joked.

“Shut the fuck up, Romeo!” I growled. I was in no mood for his bullshit. “Look, we have to figure out what to do, how to handle this.”

“We do, huh?” Alonso asked. “Why ‘we’?”

“Why ‘we’?” I asked, anger rising in my voice. “Maybe because we’re a fucking team, Alonso, or did you forget that? Did you forget everything we’ve been through? Did you fucking forget what happened in Afghanistan? Or maybe that didn’t mean anything to you, huh?”

“Dante that’s not what I meant…,” Alonso replied, shaking his head.

“No?” I asked, my voice raising. “Because for a second I thought maybe you forgot that I saved your ass from that fucking IED? Maybe you forgot that the only reason you still have both your fucking legs is because of me?” I was in his face, yelling like a lunatic, rage filling my veins. I’d blown up like a fucking bomb. Out of nowhere.

What the fuck is wrong with me? I thought.

“Chill the fuck out, Dante!” Italo said, getting between me and his brother and pushing me back. “Listen, dude, of course we’re a team. Nobody’s forgotten that. We’re here for you, brother. You just gotta tell us what you want us to do.”

I took a deep breath and walked a few feet away, pacing between the bikes.

“Sorry…” I muttered a half-assed apology, glancing at Alonso. He shrugged it off, and lit a cigarette, taking a long, slow draw.

“So what are we dealing with exactly?” Italo asked. “All we know is what’s on the news. There was a kick ass fight, and now you’re both wanted for the murders of two of the Iron Godz. How much of that is true?”

“They fucking started it. One of those bastards hit Gabby, I had no choice but to kick their ass. We didn’t know at the time that we killed anyone.”

“I saw the video on the news,” Bats said, shaking his head. “Looked like the bartender was filming while you two were going all Kill Bill on the Godz. Two of the guys took barstools to the head and they never got up after you left.”

“Video. For fuck’s sake…” I said, glancing over and meeting Gabby’s eyes. Her eyes filled with tears and her bottom lip started quivering.

“I didn’t mean to kill anyone…” she said, tears slowly sliding down her cheeks.

“Fuck,” I muttered, pulling her into my arms. “Of course you didn’t. That fucker deserved it, though. He never should have put his hands on you.”

“Nothing we can do about it now,” Alonso said. “What’s done is done. We gotta figure out where to go from here, brother.” He closed the distance between us and hugged me briefly.

“But first things first,” he said, looking at us. “Are you two okay?” Alonso had more medic training that any of us, and he was the first person to think about shit like that.

“We’re fine,” I said, my head replaying the fight in my head. I didn’t know much about Gabby, but if there was anything she’d proven to me last night, it was that she was tough.

“Not for nuttin’, Dante, but I gotta say - after seeing that video - I’m surprised only two of those pricks died,” Bats said. “The two of you did a number on the place. I was impressed.”

“They were a bunch of pussies,” I muttered over Gabby’s head, inhaling the sweet vanilla scent of her hair. She leaned into me, the warmth of her body making me wish everything was different.

I wished I could just tell the guys to leave and take Gabby back to bed and forget any of this ever happened. I wished she wasn’t who she was. I wished that stupid fucking fight had never happened. I should have just grabbed her and left with her, leaving those assholes standing. But no.

I let my stupid fucking pride get in the way. Yeah, of course they deserved it, but what harm would have come if I’d just walked away?

Honor. I was always concerned about honoring people, respecting people. Always demanding that same respect was given and defending that honor when necessary. Especially when it came to women.

Hell, I knew why. I knew where it all started. My fucking wife-beating asshole prick of a father. He’d finally left us when I was eight and it wasn’t a moment too soon. Not before causing a lifetime of scars and making me get neck-deep in countless situations where I’d have been better served to just walk away.

Some of the scars you could see. Like the small moon shaped scar under my right eye where his wedding ring caught me when I threw out my crappy dinner instead of eating it. I’d never been hit in the face before, and he made damn sure I didn’t forget it once I had. It took weeks for that cut to heal.

But most of the scars were in places that I made sure nobody saw. Because I didn’t open up to anyone and I liked it that way. And yet, despite my best efforts, here I was - tangled up in some shit that I didn’t know how to get out of.

I forced myself to let go of Gabby and started pacing again. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me. Waiting. Waiting for me to pull some magical plan out of my ass.

The fucking mob was looking for me because I’d run off with the Boss’s daughter.

The fucking Godz were looking for me because I’d killed two of their guys.

The fucking cops were looking for me because of both of those reasons.

As far as I could see, I was fucked. Pure and simple. Fucked.

And yet here I was, still concerned about someone else. Still concerned about defending and protecting someone.

I glanced back at Gabby and saw the fear and confusion in her eyes. She was used to Daddy getting her out of trouble, but that wasn’t going to work this time.

“We stay here. That’s all I’ve got right now. Nobody leaves,” I strolled past them, their questioning eyes staring me down - everyone but Bear, who was standing quietly at Gabby’s side - wanted answers I didn’t have.

Yet. The answers would come. I just needed time.

I left them all outside, closing the door after Bear followed me in, and headed straight for the kitchen.

I may not have any fucking answers, but I had a bottle of whiskey, and for now, that would have to do.




 

GABBY

O ne by one, the members of Dante’s club turned off their bikes and tore off their helmets. If I hadn’t already had the daylights fucked out of me by Dante, and if I wasn’t totally freaked out by finding out that I’d allegedly murdered someone, then I was pretty sure I’d be melting from all the testosterone these guys were throwing around.

For fuck’s sake, each one of them were extremely hot in their own right.

Alonso and Italo looked like they’d just stepped out of a fucking Italian GQ magazine - their smoldering eyes and lashes for miles were enough to stop any woman in her tracks.

Angry Bobby had eyes so gentle and kind that I wanted to crawl into his arms every time he flashed them at me. He had long black hair, longer than Dante’s, and it whipped around his face in the wind as we all stood outside of the cabin talking.

Gio was a man’s man. All thick muscle and machismo, his python-sized biceps threaten to rip right out of his leather jacket. His long black hair hung in a heavy braid down his back and he had a tattoo of a snake around his neck that scared the shit out of me. He didn’t say much; instead, he kept his arms crossed over his chest, his face drawn tight as he listened intently to everyone else. His eyes were like black pits of mystery that left me wondering if anyone ever got close to him. And if they survived.

Romeo was the hottest of them all, even hotter than Dante in a way. You could tell he was the player of the group. He strutted around the parking lot, pacing with nervous energy. He was tall and thin, his ropey, sinewy muscles rippling with every step. He wore a black patched leather vest with a tight black t-shirt underneath, leaving his heavily tattooed arms exposed. It was his grin that appeared to be his secret weapon. The confident way he flashed it at me made me glad I was wearing jeans, because I was pretty sure my panties had melted away.

Bats was the most interesting of all, though. He was tall and lanky like Romeo, but he was quiet and calm. So much so, it was unnerving. Like Gio, he watched everyone from the sidelines, his intense blue eyes seeming to look right through me when they fell on me. His presence was confident and demanding. Sure, he only had one arm, but I didn’t really notice. Neither did he, apparently. He seemed to get along just fine without it. I watched in silent amazement as he pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, pulled one out, and lit it on his own. He caught me watching, and I looked away quickly, heat rising to my face.

“So, you’re Loprinzi’s daughter, eh? What’s it like growing up a mob princess?” Alonso asked after Dante disappeared inside the cabin. I wished like hell he hadn’t left me out here with these guys alone, but I was determined not to appear weak. It was obvious they already thought I was bad news.

“It’s not - look - do one of you have a phone? If I could just get to a phone to call my dad, he can sort all this out.”

“Daddy’s girl, eh?” Gio grunted, his arms still folded over his massive chest.

“No, not really. But he’s good at fixing things.”

“Leo Loprinzi?” Italo asked. “Yeah, fixing things dead.”

The guys all laughed and I looked around at them with frustration. Nobody was taking me seriously and I was beginning to get really pissed off. I didn’t want them to give them the pleasure of seeing that, though.

Unfortunately, between the frustration, the fear, the complete helplessness I felt without my car, phone and money - I was starting to lose my shit.

Instead of blowing up in front of them, I turned on my heel and left them all laughing behind me.

Fuck them, I thought. Let them laugh.

As far as I saw it, there was only one way out of this, and it was up to me to convince Dante that I was right.




 

BELLA

“L ook, Mr. Loprinzi, I’m telling you the truth,” I repeated for the tenth time. “I don’t know where Gabby is.”

Leo Loprinzi and one of his goons towered over me as I sat on the couch in my apartment. They’d shown up at the crack of dawn, bulldozing their way in and scaring the shit out of me while I slept. They chased out the guy I’d met at the bar last night and now I was sitting here in nothing but an oversized t-shirt and boy shorts, feeling completely exposed in front of them.

I’d met Gabby’s dad a million times and every single time he intimidated the fuck out of me completely. Today was no different. My legs were shaking with nerves, my knees knocking together.

“You’re my daughter’s best friend, Bella. I can’t believe you don’t know anything about this,” his voice bellowed through our small apartment, his eyes peering into mine like he could see through my soul.

“But I don’t!” I protested, goosebumps rising on my flesh. “And to be honest, I’m pissed at her, Mr. Loprinzi. I can’t believe she didn’t tell me she was going to Otto’s. In fact, I can’t believe she went without me! If I would have gone with her, none of this would have happened.”

“You been there before, Bella?” he asked, sitting on the couch with me.

“Once,” I replied, hesitatingly. “Please don’t tell my parents.” My parents would kill me and insist on me moving back home if they knew I was going places like Otto’s.

“I won’t, I promise. Tell me about it. Why would girls like you and Gabby go to such a place?”

I looked away, biting my lip, remembering all the bragging I’d done to Gabby. I felt like such an asshole. I’d told her I’d met a cool guy there, and he’d taken me home and fucked me all night, and that it was absolutely wonderful.

But that wasn’t the truth. The truth was, it wasn’t so wonderful at all. I’d met a biker there, all right. And yeah, he was hot enough. But he’d taken me back to his clubhouse and fucked me quickly and roughly in the bathroom, leaving me sore and very unsatisfied.

Afterward, he made a joke about passing me around and sharing me with the rest of the Iron Godz, but I’d managed to convince him to take me back to my car.

I was lucky I got out of there alive, but I didn’t want to admit it to anyone.

I wished like hell I’d told Gabby the truth. It was obvious to me that she’d gone there because of what I’d told her. I don’t even know why I’d lied. I was so ashamed, and I just wanted to pretend it wasn’t as bad as it was, I guess.

And now, she’d been fucking kidnapped by a biker or something and murdered someone! How could this be real?

I couldn’t believe any of it was true.

It was all my fault.

It was time to come clean.

“It’s all my fault, Mr. Loprinzi. I went to Otto’s two weeks ago…”




 

DANTE

“O kay, I’m listening, Gabby. How do you think your father can help us?” I was ready to listen to anything at this point. I was frustrated that I wasn’t coming up with a plan out of this mess. All my time on the street, all my military training, all my bravado and confidence that I’d built up over the years - nothing had prepared me for having the cops, the mob, and one of the most dangerous outlaw clubs on the East Coast looking for me all at the same time.

I had no idea which direction to go. And it was pissing me off.

To be honest, so was Gabby’s repeated insistence that her father could help us. She might not realize it, but I was pretty fucking sure a mob boss wasn’t going to just let me off easy for getting his daughter into this mess, for getting his prized possession slapped with a murder charge.

It didn’t matter that I’d saved her life. I’d sure fucked her, not to mention fucked up her life. And that would be enough right there for him to have my face ripped off by one of his guys, if he didn’t do it himself.

Because this was personal.

And I knew what that meant.

Loprinzi and the Iron Godz would stop at nothing to get revenge. I could deliver Gabby to Loprinzi’s door safe and in one piece and I’d still have to pay for what I’d done to his family.

That was just the way shit went down in Queens.

I wasn’t disillusioned with the idea of things just ‘magically working out’. Nothing was going work out without a whole lot of violence involved.

For fuck’s sake, I’d seen it up close and personal.

“I don’t know, but he will,” she insisted, finally. “He’ll listen to reason. He won’t hurt you.”

“Gabby. We both know better.”

“We do, huh?” she asked.

“We’ve both seen it before, with our own eyes,” I said, interrupting her, unable to keep it to myself any longer, to keep my secret, our shared past, to myself.

“What?” she asked, her eyes slamming into mine. “What are you talking about? When?”

“A very long time ago. At the 101st Street block party. You were young.”

“I don’t know what you mean…” she shook her head, her eyes squinting questioningly.

“I’ve always wondered if you remembered. It was so long ago, but I never forgot. Not for a second. We were in the back of the tent. You were looking inside, I guess you were lost or something. You would have gotten shot, if I hadn’t pulled you away…”

“You? That was you?!” she exclaimed, her lips parting in surprise.

“Yeah. That was me,” I confessed. It felt good to tell her, now that I realized who she was.

“I’ve never told a soul about that,” she whispered, looking at me with awe, shaking her head.

“Neither have I,” I replied, looking into her eyes, sighing. “You were so little. You must’ve seen some shit over the years.” I reached up and pushed a lock of hair behind her ear, caressing her cheek with my palm. I felt bad for her. She hadn’t meant to end up in this shit, and yet here she was.

Born into it.

She lifted her chin, sensing that I was feeling sorry for her.

“I’ve actually been very protected. What I witnessed…what we witnessed…was rare. But, I guess this means I owe you for saving my life twice now,” she said, smiling up at me, shaking her head in disbelief. “I’ve been wanting to thank you for that for years, Dante. You saved my life. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”

“Three times, actually,” I said, grinning at her, the urge to kiss her overwhelming me suddenly.

“Three?” she asked.

“Yeah. You forgot the Bear attack last night,” I quipped. She laughed, her shoulders relaxing finally, the stress disappearing for a moment from her beautiful face.

“So I did…” she said, wrapping her arms around me and kissing me firmly. “Well, then thank you three times. You keep this up and I going to be in debt to you forever.”

“We’ll have to work out some sort of trade,” I teased, pulling her close, my lips falling on hers, my mind swimming with all kinds of ideas of how she could pay me back.




 

LAUREN

“I ’m Lauren O’Roarke from Channel Eight News,” I said to the bartender, as I slid my card across the bar to him. He picked it up, staring at it blankly.

“Can’t help you,” he said flatly, putting the card back down and turning away from me.

“Wait!” I pleaded. “You were here, right? When it happened yesterday?”

“Yeah, but I told the cops and the other news guy everything I know.”

“Yes, I understand,” I said, taking a seat at the bar. “Can I get a beer?”

It was late in the afternoon and the bar had just been allowed to open again after being closed all evening and most of today. The place was unusually empty after being cordoned off with crime tape the whole time.

The smell of bleach was strong, mixing with the unmistakeable smell that would probably never go away no matter how much bleach was used and can only come from being a bar for many years - the pungent, rancid scent of old cigarettes and stale beer.

“Sure,” the bartender said, pulling a cold mug from the fridge and pouring beer from the tap into it. I tried again after he sat it down in front of me.

“Your name is Tony, right?” I asked, pulling my shirt down subtly, hoping a little extra skin might help my mission. I’d only been a reporter for a year and this was my first big break. The network had finally given me an assignment, my very own exclusive, if I could pull it off. And by pull it off, I mean get some extremely intimidating and recklessly dangerous bikers to open up to me.

When I was first given the assignment this morning, I was sure it was a prank. The guys in the office weren’t too keen on me joining the team, considering I was the first woman they’d hired in ten years. You’d think this wasn’t the twenty-first century by talking to these guys. They were so far backwards, as far as equal rights for women go, that I half-expected them to start calling me ‘little lady’.

Instead, they gave me this assignment, but it came with a whole lot of smirking and whispering amongst themselves. Like I said, I was pretty sure they were just setting me up to fail, hoping I’d tuck tail and run in fear, but I was determined to prove them wrong.

So, here I was. In Otto’s, trying to figure out where to start. I figured ground zero was as good a place to start as any, even if I knew the likelihood of discovering anything that hadn’t already been plastered all over the news was slim. But I’d always been up for a challenge, and if an exclusive story on the local outlaw biker clubs was the first door of opportunity that opened for me, then I sure as hell was going to barrel right through that door. Prank or no prank.

“Yeah, I’m Tony,” he muttered, wiping his hands on a towel. Tony was tall, bald, and he had bright blue eyes. He moved behind the bar like a rabbit, darting around and wiping down the bar as he talked. “I didn’t really see anything other than what you saw on the tape.”

“What about before the fight?”

“What about it?” he asked, stopping in front of me. His gaze raked across my tits again and lingered for a few seconds. I let him get a good look, and then asked again.

“What happened to lead up to it?”

“This little hottie with long black hair came in. Hell, she strutted in like a woman on a mission, honestly. She looked really fucking young, though. Too young,” he said, looking at me again, and shaking his head. “But I checked her ID, and she was legal. Barely, though.”

I nodded enthusiastically, waiting for him to continue.

“I didn’t know who she was at the time. Seems weird that a mobster’s daughter would come in here. You’d think she’d hang out over at Vinnie’s or something. But a biker bar? I’m telling you, she was just really out of place. I think she figured it out pretty quickly, too. As soon as she got a good look around, she was eyeing the door.”

I looked around quickly, trying to picture this place full of rowdy bikers. As for right now, outside of the broken barstools piled up in the corner and the lingering smell of bleach, you’d never know something so violent had gone on in here.

“So then what happened?” I asked, flashing Tony a coy smile as I pushed my boobs out more. Sure, I was down for equal rights for women, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t use my God given gifts to my advantage.

“She started talking to this one guy. Not one of the Iron Godz, though. Another club. The Deadly Sinners. You don’t see them around much, nobody knows much about them.” He leaned onto the bar, leaning in close to me, and lowering his voice. “I hear they basically keep to themselves, lay low. Not like the Godz who try to raise hell every chance they get, no matter who’s looking their way. They think they’re invincible, that they can treat people like shit wherever they go and get away with it.”

“Is that what happened here?” I asked, blinking my eyes at him.

“Yeah, basically. Only they didn’t get away with it this time. The girl was talking to the guy from the Sinners and the Godz started hitting on her. Before you know it, the whole bar is brawling like they’re making Roadhouse Part Two or something. Chairs flying, fists flying, bodies flying. You saw the rest on the video.”

“Right, right…” I nodded. The video was brutal, but impressive. Gabriella Loprinzi was obviously a take-no-shit kind of woman, and I felt a small sense of pride that she’d stood up for herself, instead of shrugging it all off with a polite smile, like most women were taught to do. Being a Loprinzi had apparently influenced her. “So, what do you know about this other club? The Deadly Sinners, you called them?”

“Not much. I guess everyone’s looking for their clubhouse now, but as far as I’ve heard, nobody was sure where that was located. All I know is that some shit is gonna go down when they find them. You don’t fuck with the Iron Godz and not expect revenge. It’s gonna be bloody, whenever they do find them.”

I nodded again, finished my beer and smiled at him again.

“Surely, there’s rumors, though right? About where they live?”

“Nope. Not that I’ve heard.”

“C’mon,” I prodded, pushing my tits even further at him and licking my lips suggestively.

He cocked his head, smiled, and smirked.

“Yeah, I might know something,” he grinned, his blue eyes gleaming mischievously. “but what’s in it for me?”

Well, here we are, I thought. I knew this moment would probably come in my career - I’d heard stories, lots of them. Plenty of journalists came to this fork in the road where they had to ask themselves just how far they were willing to go to get a lead.

I looked over at Tony and smiled while I silently contemplated that very question. He wasn’t hideous. Maybe a little bit an asshole. But decent.

I wasn’t naive, I knew what he was asking.

If I left the decision up to my body, it would be easy. It’d been months since I’d had sex, and even then, it’d been a completely unsatisfying, way-too-quick, drunken romp with some guy I’d met in a bar that I barely remembered. I could use a good memorable fuck and if I got a good lead in the process? Well, that was a win win situation if I ever heard one.

I raked my gaze down Tony’s body, trying to get a peak at the treasure in his jeans. I smiled when I saw the large, pulsing bulge, so ready, so hard. Perfect.

What the fuck, I thought, throwing caution to the wind. I looked around the place one more time just to make sure we were still alone. At least it’s just been cleaned, the smell of bleach heavy in the air.

I turned back to Tony, a seductive smile playing across my lips.

“What did you have in mind, Tony?”

He nodded, his grin lighting up his face.

“I thought we might come up with a mutually beneficial situation.”

“Yeah,” I replied, nodding slowly. “I think we could arrange something.”

He nodded back slowly and then turned and walked around from behind the bar and over to the front door, turning the lock with a loud click. He turned back to me with hunger in his eyes, closing the distance between us.

My pussy quivered with anticipation, my nipples hardening under my silk blouse.

His hands were on me in an instant, pulling me close as his lips fell hard on mine. I tensed at first, his assault a little too fast and unexpected, but I forced myself to relax, to melt into him, opening my mouth and accepting his hot tongue.

I shuddered, shaking away my inhibitions, letting my body take over, letting my thoughts disappear as his hot mouth worked against mine. My hands raked across his hard chest, his muscles tight and smooth under my skin. He pulled away, leaving my lips puffy and bruised, his burning kisses trailing down my face and onto my neck. Reaching around, he grabbed my ass, pulling me in hard against him, his cock pressed so hard against my hip I could feel his pulse throbbing against me.

I moaned as his tongue snaked into my blouse, sliding under my bra and finding my nipple. He bit it hard, his teeth scraping roughly against my tender skin as I cried out in pain.

“Not so hard,” I cried, trying to pull away from his embrace, but instead he gripped me harder, grinding his cock into my slacks.

“I’m gonna fuck you so fuckin’ hard, lady,” he sneered. “You’re gonna fuckin’ love it.”

“Lauren,” I said, my voice breathy and low, as I gasped, pushing myself against his hard cock like a wanton hussy. At this point, I didn’t care.

I’d turned a corner and I was ready.

I wanted his cock.

I wanted him to fuck me like the hungry slut that I felt like.

And then I wanted him to tell me everything he knew, so I could wipe those smirks off those asshole’s faces at the station.

“I’m gonna fuck you so hard, Lauren,” he said, grinding into me harder.

“Do it, do it now!” I cried, every ounce of shyness disappearing as I began unbuttoning the little pearl buttons of my white silk blouse. They were so tiny, it took forever - way too long. Before I could finish, Tony impatiently swatted my hands away, ripping the bottom of the shirt apart as tiny white buttons flew all over the floor of the bar.

His hands found my tits, squeezing them through my bra before he ripped it from my body quickly. My tits fell out and he pinched my nipples hard, until I was writhing under his fingertips.

He groaned as he reached down to unzip my black slacks, sliding them and my lacy panties over my hips quickly, leaving me completely naked in front of him.

His jeans fell to the floor and he pushed them off just as quickly. He picked me up, setting me on the edge of the bar in front of him.

He sank to his knees, his mouth enveloping my quivering sex, and I cried out, wrapping my thighs around his head. I sighed, the pleasure washing over me as his tongue slid deliciously across my folds, sucking my clit into his mouth as everything around me disappeared and I melted into the sweet bliss of his mouth.

I rocked into him, his fingers sliding inside of me, my pussy on fire with pleasure as he fucked me harder and harder with his tongue, his fingers, his skilled mouth making me writhe beneath his touch as I crashed over the edge of desire and into pure, savage need.

“Yes,” I cried, my thighs gripping him tighter, until I was screaming uncontrollably, my body thrashing and panting below him. He rose to his feet between my thighs, quickly slipping on a condom as I caught my breath.

My warm center welcomed him eagerly as he smoothly slid inside me, his hard cock feeling like heaven inside of me. I moaned, suggestively wiggling my hips and wrapping my thighs around him, gripping onto him hard, pulling him closer, deeper.

“I hope you’re ready for this,” he growled, his large hands grasping my hips, his fingers digging into my tender flesh as he began thrusting roughly, his huge cock hammering into me hard and fast, his hips slamming into mine as he fucked into me over and over.

Ecstasy. Bliss. Pure, unadulterated, sinfully delicious, forbidden pleasure. With the first thrust, I became a slave to his touch, to his smooth, velvety shaft, his pulsing, throbbing masterpiece of masculinity, the way his hips undulated against me, the rhythm of his purposeful thrusting - he fucked with a beastly beauty that only made me want more.

“Harder, Tony,” I demanded, staring hard into his hungry blue eyes.

He growled in response, his eyes shooting savage daggers of lust straight into my belly. My pussy spasmed around his hardness, sparks of electric pleasure shooting through my limbs, as he began slamming into me so hard I felt the edge of the bar cut into the back of my thighs.

I smiled at the pain, knowing I’d be bruised and thankful for the souvenir I’d have later.

“How. Fucking. Hard. Do. You. Want. It.” He punctuated each word with a mighty thrust, the words escaping through clenched teeth.

 

“I WANT EVERYTHING, Tony. I want it all,” I insisted, every inch of my flesh quivering with insatiable hunger as I slammed my hips up, meeting his hammering thrusts.

“You’re a fucking little cock hound, aren’t you, Lauren?” he asked. “You want it all, baby? Is that what you want, you little slut?”

I shuddered with pleasure at his words. I nodded, speechless, breathless. He stopped suddenly, pulling his cock out of me and grabbing my hips, turning me around until my ass was up in the air, his cock slamming into me from behind - hard, forceful, demanding.

And so fucking delicious.

I shuddered with each movement of his rock hard cock, the smooth, slickness as it slid inside of me, the sweet sensation of it sliding out, the way it pounded into me, slamming hard and fast, over and over, until I had melted onto the bar, my tits pressed into the cold smooth surface, my body a puddle of melted sensations as Tony continued to slam into me, over and over, so hard, so fast, that it all became one feeling, my body buzzing with bliss, the pain, the pleasure, me, Tony, his cock, my pussy….all of it became one, all of it became perfect.

His cock swelled and twitched inside me as a deep, guttural growl escaped from him, his cock exploding inside of me, and I spasmed around him, screaming with pleasure, our voices echoing through the empty bar.

“Fuck,” he muttered, pulling out of me. I whimpered in protest, shaking away the urge to beg him to fuck me all over again. I stood up and turned around. His lips were on mine, his chest pressing against me as he kissed me hard.

He pulled away, smiling and staring at me.

“That was…exciting,” I panted. I reached down, pulling my slacks and panties back over my hips.

“That was fucking incredible,” he replied, buttoning his jeans. I picked up my torn bra from the floor and stuffed it into my pocket before pulling my blouse closed, buttoning what buttons remained.

Once I had myself put back together, I smoothed my hair, and took a deep breath.

“So, back to what we were talking about…” I bit my lip as I watched Tony pull his shirt back over his sexy frame, part of me regretting that I’d probably never see that hard body again. It’d been a really good fuck, and I wouldn’t mind doing it another time.

He took me in his arms, his blue eyes smiling down at me, and he kissed me once more, almost gently this time.

“I don’t know a fucking thing, Lauren,” he whispered, a slow grin spreading across his face.

“What!” I cried, hitting his chest. “You fucking asshole!”

“I’ve been called worse,” he said with a shrug.

“You just fucked me!” I said as anger raced through my veins.

“I sure did, baby. And you, my dear,” he said, brushing his lips against mine again, “have an exquisitely delightful and amazingly tight pussy.”

“That’s it?” I demanded. “You’ve got no other leads for me?”

“Well, I guess there is one thing I didn’t mention. I did hear that Loprinzi and the biker were spotted down the road at Norma’s Diner this morning. But that’s it. I’m sorry,” he said, pulling me into his arms. I shouldn’t have let him, but I did. I was pissed that he’d played me so hard, that was for sure. But I’d be lying if I said another part of me didn’t want to feel his cock slamming into me again.

“You can’t blame a guy for seizing an opportunity to fuck a woman as beautiful as you, can you?” he asked, with a shameless grin. “You would have done the same thing if you were me.”

“Fuck you, Tony,” I said, as I pushed him back onto the pool table and began unbuttoning his jeans again, before climbing on top of him. “This one’s for me…”



TIME TO GO to Norma’s, I thought, as I walked out into the parking lot, my legs still a little wobbly from fucking Tony. I looked around, watching the traffic pass by and took a deep breath.

If I was going to have any kind of a story at all, I was going to have find these two and ask them more questions. My assignment was vague…to get some back story on the bikers, and while my colleagues probably meant for me to try to interview the Iron Godz, since they were the most well-known club in the area - there was lots of research done on them already, so I was beginning to think the real story was somewhere else.

And that was where ever Gabby and her biker were.

All I had to do was find them.

I glanced back at the bar on the way to my car, my pussy still wet from the second pounding Tony had given me. Honestly, I wasn’t too disappointed he didn’t know anything. His cock was fucking grand, and I hadn’t been this satisfied in quite a long time. Sure, it’d been nice if he actually had some useful information for me, but settling for cock wasn’t a bad deal, as far as I was concerned.

I’d get my information, eventually. I just had to keep moving.




 

GABBY

Dante and the guys were in the kitchen arguing over what to do.

Once I saw the discussion was going in circles, I quietly backed out, leaving them alone. I motioned for Bear to join me and opened the front door to take a walk.

The afternoon sun was starting to go down, the clear blue sky pierced by the swaying trees that towered over the cabin. It was quiet, almost eerily so, with nothing but the muffled sound of the guys behind me and various songbirds breaking the silence. Bear trotted ahead of me, running around the side of the house and lifting a leg against a tree to pee. His black fur almost sparkled in the sunshine. It was beautiful, and it reminded me of being in Central Park last summer. Bella and I had gone for a picnic on her birthday, and her hair was flying all around her head in the breeze.

“You look like a horse with that mane!” I’d said to her. “The way the sun hits it makes it sparkle!”

She laughed and flipped it over her shoulder, doing her best to control it.

“Just call me the Italian Sparkle Pony!” she quipped as she struck a pose and we fell onto the blanket laughing. It wasn’t even funny, but we had a habit of laughing at even the dumbest jokes from each other. We were tight like that.

Fuck, I thought, I miss her. I wondered if my dad had gotten to her yet. I was sure she’d be the first person he would talk to.

We’d been friends since third grade and inseparable ever since she saved me from getting beaten up by Alfredo Luna in the fourth. His unprovoked assaults had escalated from pinching my arm to pulling my hair and by the time he’d decided pushing me down on the playground was the best way to express his affection for me, Bella stepped up and slammed the heel of her brand new pink cowboy boot right on his toe.

I declared her my best friend then, and her loyalty had never wavered.

Now, I felt bad for not telling her that I’d planned to go to Otto’s. But at this point, it didn’t matter. I just hoped my dad wasn’t grilling her too hard, because she didn’t know anything more than what was on the news.

I went to Otto’s.

There was a fight.

I killed someone.

I killed someone.

That very fact was finally beginning to dawn on me and a chill ran through my veins. Part of me hoped it wasn’t true, that somehow there’d been a mistake. But if there was video, how could it be a mistake?

I’d grown up around violence. Or, rather, with the knowledge of violence being close. But rarely was it something I witnessed first hand. That’s why I was frozen in shock outside the tent at the carnival. I’d never seen anything like that before. Men pulling guns on each other. My father, perfectly willing and ready to shoot another man.

I never found out what truly happened that night, but there’d been rumors, of course. Paulie Paradiso was found dead inside the tent, and nobody was ever accused of his murder. I’d kept my mouth shut, and apparently, Dante had too.

I’d never forgotten that day and I never told my dad what I saw. But he’d been there, doing whatever Giannetti asked him too. Always loyal, always willing to drop whatever he was doing to please The Boss.

And now he was The Boss. The Don. All his hard work had paid off for him.

Unfortunately, his family had suffered. Oh, I don’t mean suffered like third-world suffering or anything. My brothers and I had everything we could ever want. We were never hungry, we were never cold, we were never neglected, in the physical sense of the word.

But we were neglected of our father’s attention. Giannetti got that instead. He was his teacher, his mentor, so much more than his boss. He demanded constant respect from all his men and he received it.

Now, my father demanded that same respect. It was a different era; life as a Dom in New York was a whole different lifestyle now, but the basics were still the same. He ran things. He made sure things kept running.

When people needed him, he was there.

Just like Dante had been there that day so many years ago. If he hadn’t come along and thrown me out of the path of gunfire, my life would have ended that day. I shuddered to think of it now.

I couldn’t believe it was him. I’d never forgotten him. And now, all these years later, he’s back? Basically barreling into my life in the same exact way. His eyes, his smell, his face had haunted me for years.

Despite my best efforts, I’d never seen him around the neighborhood again after that day. An hour after my father showed up, and amidst all the chaos after Paradiso’s death, I found another moment to sneak off to look for him but I’d never found him again.

I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about him often over the years. In fact, his memory eventually turned into my first real childhood crush. I’d always hoped I’d see him again someday, but as they years passed, I’d pretty much given up on it actually happening.

And now here he was. No longer a young boy, but a man.

A breathtakingly sexy, gentle, sweet, funny man that I couldn’t keep my hands off of.

I’d never in a million years expected things to turn out like this.

Bear finished his business and kept walking around the back of the cabin. I followed him, grateful for the moment alone with my thoughts. Now that I knew Dante was the boy from the carnival, my thoughts had been in a tailspin.

I needed to sort them out. I needed to come up with a way to convince Dante that my father really would be able to get us out of this. Maybe I wasn’t completely confident of that fact myself, especially now that the police were involved, but if anyone could pull off that kind of miracle, it would be Leo Loprinzi.

All I needed to do was get to him somehow. I hated being dependent on Dante. Once again, I wished I knew how to ride one of those bikes out front. More than that, I wished for my own car. I groaned when I thought about some smelly tow truck driver sitting in my pristine leather seats.

I rounded the corner and ran smack into a shiny black truck hidden behind the house.

“What the hell! You bastard!” I yelled, startling Bear. I turned on my heel, anger shooting through my veins, shocked with disappointment that this fucking truck had been here all along and Dante had never mentioned it.

I flew through the front door, and the boys parted like the sea as I strode angrily up to Dante as he stood in the kitchen.

“Give me the keys!” I demanded.

“The keys to what?” he asked, his eyebrows wrinkling.

“The truck! You never told me you had a fucking truck!”

“The truck? You never asked if I had a truck…” he replied, his dark eyes filling with confusion.

“You knew I was stranded here! You knew I couldn’t ride a bike, I couldn’t just leave on my own. You knew I felt dependent upon you!”

“Gabby, what the hell are you talking about?”

“You! You won’t let me leave!” Tears welled up in my eyes and I felt everyone staring at me.

“I’m not forcing you to stay, Gabby.” I stared up at him, and was taken aback at the gentleness I saw there as a twinge of pain threaded through his voice. “I would never just fucking kidnap you and hold you against your will like that. I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not that fucking kind of man.”

He turned to the guys.

“Can you give us a few minutes alone?” he asked, which was promptly followed by awkward silence and muttering until they had all shuffled out, leaving us alone in the kitchen.

Dante pulled a set of keys from his pocket and slid them across the kitchen counter towards me. I grabbed them quickly and shoved them into my pocket.

“You’re free to go, Gabby. But I need you to listen to me first. I know you think your dad can make everything magically disappear and maybe he can with the cops. Maybe he’s in bed with all sorts of people, judges, politicians, whatever. Maybe he can make the charges disappear, I’m not disputing that. But here’s what I know for sure. I know the Iron Godz aren’t going to just go away. They don’t forgive and forget, no matter what. They aren’t going to just replace their members and go about business as usual, just because of who you are. Men like that don’t give one fuck about the mob. They aren’t afraid of your father. They aren’t afraid of the consequences. They live to protect each other, to avenge each other’s deaths.”

He walked around the counter, closing the distance between us and peering into my eyes.

“That’s why I want you to stay here. I would have told you about my truck if you’d asked. I wasn’t trying to keep anything from you. I’m just trying to protect you. Now, I don’t know what might happen if you take off on your own. You might be just fine. But most likely, there are lots of people out looking for you right this very second and some of those people are bad, Gabby. Not for nuttin', but they’d wouldn’t hesitate to hurt you, babe.” His eyes flashed with concern, and my heart melted. “I don’t know what I’d do if someone hurt you.”

Of course he wasn’t trying to keep me here. It all made sense now. I felt like an ass for assuming otherwise, for accusing him of doing something like that. He was a good man.

“We’re in this together, Gabby. For better or worse. It’s best if we stick together. You can go if you want, but I really wish you’d stay. I can’t protect you if you leave.”

“Dante, I’m sorry, I just —,” he put a finger up to my lips, silencing me. A slow grin spread across his face and he brought his lips to mine, kissing me so slowly, so gently, it almost hurt. I sighed, leaning into him, leaning into his warmth, his protective arms wrapping around me.

“No apologies needed,” he whispered, as he pulled me into his chest. “I get it. Trust me, I totally understand.”

We stood there for a moment, breathing in each other’s warmth, his comfort seeping into me. I’d never felt like I needed anyone in my life, but suddenly, in that moment, in his gentle arms, I felt like I needed him.

“I have a plan,” he said and I nodded in agreement. “You just have to be patient. And you have to trust me.”

Trust and dependence. Two things I was totally unfamiliar with. I sighed, trying to find a way to let my walls down just a little. If anyone in the world deserved my trust at this point, it was him.

“Do you trust me, babe? Can you trust me?” he asked quietly. I pulled back, looking up into his eyes again and smiled through my tears, nodding.

“I can try,” I whispered.

“Good,” he said, leaning down to kiss me gently again. “I promise I’ll never let you down, sweetheart.”




 

DANTE

“I  want each of you to leave your cuts here, go out and see what you can find out,” I said.

We’d gathered outside with Bear circling us, sniffing our boots and begging for ear scratches.

“Romeo, go to Otto’s. Hang out, drink a few beers, keep your eyes and ears open. Italo and Alonso - go hang out in the old neighborhood. See if you can get a beat on what Loprinzi and his guys are up to. Bats, brother, you go see if you can get in touch with Donny, from the precinct. See if he’ll tell you anything. Anything at all,” Donny was an old friend of ours from the neighborhood. He and his brother Sal had both become cops, following in their father’s footsteps. Their father, Charlie, was close to both Leo and Giannetti and rumor had it that he wasn’t opposed to letting his palm get a little greasy over the years.

“Sure thing, Dante,” Romeo said, as they all stripped off their cuts and draped them over a chair on the porch.

“What do you want me to do, Dante?” Angry Bobby asked.

“I want you and Gio to go check on my Ma. I don’t want to leave Gabby alone here, and I’d normally go to her house today.” I dug in my wallet and handed Gio some money. “Give her this. Tell her I’ll stop by as soon as I can, and tell her to have Veronica take her to the store.”

“Will do,” Gio said, nodding.

“Thanks, brother,” I said, pulling him in for a hug and then doing the same with Bobby. These guys were my family, just as much as my sister Veronica and my Ma. I hated that I couldn’t be there today, but there was no way in hell I was going to leave Gabby alone.

Ma was really getting old and Veronica was responsible for making sure her day to day needs were met. I went by her house several times a week to make sure she had plenty of money and helped her out with anything she needed around the property. It was the least we could do for her after all she’d done for us over the years. After our father left her all alone, she had to be both mother and father to us, and we didn’t always make it easy. I shuddered to think of the hell I’d put her through before I joined the Army. Hell, the Army years weren’t easy on her either, saddling her with so much worry and pain until I’d finally made it home.

“Check in with me if you hear anything. I want to know who’s looking for us and if anyone’s getting close.” I said, before lowering my voice, “I’ll turn my phone on. Text me with any info you find. When you come back, make sure you aren’t followed.”

I watched the guys leaving, a tiny pang of guilt for lying to Gabby about my phone starting to form in the back of my mind. She’d probably be pissed when she found out that my phone really did work out here, but I knew that when I lied about it. I figured I’d deal with the consequences when that happened, but at the time, there was no way I was going to let her lead Loprinzi to my doorstep.

Not before I had more time to gather information and figure out what to do.



“SO WHY WERE you just wandering around the carnival all alone, anyway?” I asked Gabby, the flames from the fire flickering in her pretty green eyes as she smiled at me.

“Cotton candy!” she replied, jutting her chin out proudly.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yep. I was obsessed. I loved those carnivals. Giannetti was the man back then. We all looked up to him. My mother adored him. My father was his most loyal employee.”

“I’ve heard.”

 

“I LOVED THOSE PARTIES, though. Not just the cotton candy, but the pony rides, the bouncy houses, the face painting, the fireworks!” Her eyes lit up and I felt a twinge of nostalgia as she described our shared childhood memories. They were the same eyes I’d seen that night behind the tent and I’d had no idea at first. I always figured I’d know them as soon as I looked into them again, but I’d been wrong.

Maybe that was because she’d grown up so much. Those amazing curves were proof of that, but there was a lot more to it than that. It was the eyes themselves. They were filled with a strength, hardened with the sadness that comes when innocence is lost, and yet deeper, wiser. I found myself lost in them, remembering them, remembering the way they’d looked at me last night, trying as hard as I could to engrave them in my head in case they didn’t stick around for too long.

“Yes! I remember all of them fondly. No matter what anyone says about Giannetti, he took care of the neighborhood,” I said, tearing my gaze away at the thought of losing her. That was the first time I realized she was getting under my skin. Or, maybe the first time I admitted it to myself. I guess the first time I’d felt it was when I dragged her out of Otto’s. Or maybe when I first felt her lips against mine. Or, maybe it was the first time I felt her wrapped around me, the first time in so long that I’d buried myself in the heavenly bliss of a woman. I suppressed a groan just thinking about it. Here she was talking about fond childhood memories, and I was fantasizing about ripping her clothes off again and taking her back to my bed once more.

If there was one thing we had, it was time. I got up to lock the front door as she kept talking, the blood rushing through my veins as I imagined her writhing below me.

“He did. I never thought I’d see the day he’d get put in the joint,” she said, her eyes trailing me as I locked the door. I grabbed my gun from the table and tucked it into the waistband of my jeans. She didn’t miss a beat, just kept right on talking. “My dad was so freaked out that day. The whole neighborhood was. Not just Queens, either. All the housewives in Howard Beach were gathered out in the street in front of their houses, chaining smoking and gossiping like it was the event of the century.”

Yeah, I thought, she’s not like other girls. Wait - women. She wasn’t like other women. She didn’t flinch at the sight of my gun, she didn’t seem afraid of anything. It made me wonder if she was ever scared of anything in her life. But why would she be if her father was Leonardo Loprinzi? What did she ever have to be afraid of?

No wonder she was calm as a cucumber about all of this shit. She sat there like we were just two old friends catching up. As if there weren’t a dozen dangerous men trying to find us and kill us at this very second. As if our very lives didn’t hinge on what happened in the next few days.

Fuck it, I thought. Maybe she’s onto something.

“You aren’t afraid?” I asked her, stopping in front of her and pulling her up and into my arms.

“Of you?” she asked.

“No, not of me. Of everyone else,” I said.

A slow smile spread across her lips and she smirked.

“I like to live in the moment,” she winked, “and right now, you’re the only person I see. And I don’t see anything to be afraid of.”

“I like the way you think,” I whispered, pulling her chin up and brushing her lips with mine. She tasted like peaches, so sweet, so good. She melted under my touch. I pulled her close, as close as I could get her, as we stood in the kitchen, slowly inhaling her, tasting her, running the silkiness of her skin under my palms.

All these years, she’d been like a mirage in my head. We were just kids. That brief moment was like a dream, something that never really happened. Something I’d almost convinced myself that I’d made up.

But now she was here, in my arms. Real. Flesh and bone, all feminine softness and welcoming warm bliss that I desperately needed to feel again.

I scooped her up and carried her to my room, slamming the door with my foot behind us, leaving Bear whimpering on the other side.




 

GABBY

O ur clothes melted away and in seconds we were tangled together, our flesh meeting with desperation, grasping, pulling, pressing, our one raw need to be as close as possible overshadowing all else.

This was how it’s supposed to be, I thought.

Hungry. Aching. Obsessive.

The need to touch Dante’s flesh - his face, his lips, his hair, the smooth tight skin that stretched across his rippling muscles - possessed me. As soon as he kissed me again, all my worries melted away, right along with my inhibitions. Hot, searing fingers found my center, sliding through my resistance quickly, easily. My hips flew up to meet his hand, my thighs clutching around him, begging for more, demanding more, desperately needing as much of him that he would give.

“Please,” I cried, his lips caressing my ear, his tongue darting inside, sending shivers of electricity shooting through me.

“Please what, Gabby?” he whispered, my name on his lips sounding so delicious to my ears. His lips captured my ear lobe, sucking softly, gently, as I leaned into him, moaning as his teeth scraped against my flesh, his fingers slowly sliding in and out of me as he teased me mercilessly.

“Dante…” I whispered, my voice breathy and desperate. He kissed me again, his tongue delving into my mouth, searching, finding, his fingers curling inside of me, pressing up, pressing deep into me as his kiss devoured my scream. He pulled his lips away, searing me with hot, feathery kisses down my neck, slowly trailing down my chest, his lips engulfing my nipples, sucking softly and then harder, biting, scraping them between his teeth as I cried out into the darkness.

“Oh, baby,” he groaned, his kisses moving down my stomach, so soft, so gentle, until he was pushing my thighs apart, his mouth kissing the inside of my right thigh, teasing me as he started at my knee, moving up excruciatingly slowly, my stomach quivering in the sweetest anticipation.

He knew exactly what he was doing to me, and he loved it.

The heat of his breath caressed my clit as he hovered over me, before he slowly began trailing kisses down my left thigh, leaving my pulsing clit throbbing in unanswered frustration. My hips raised towards him seductively, attempting to silently pull him back, begging for his touch. I needed his mouth, his lips, his heat. I looked down at him, meeting his teasing gaze as he stared up at me across the landscape of my naked, quivering, hungry sex.

The sexiest grin I’d ever seen spread across his face, and then silently, skillfully, deliciously, he finally gave me exactly what I was dying for.

Salvation was sweet, his mouth devouring me like he’d been sent straight from God, or the devil, perhaps. Within moments, he had me writhing on his tongue like a woman possessed and by the time I’d crashed over the edge of intensity, I was convinced he’d sold his soul to the devil for that mouth.

I gasped, crying out, my thighs gripping around him as he kept going, his tongue, his lips, never stopping until I spilled over the edge and slowly came down, my body crumpled in a spent heap below him. I opened my eyes, his face slowly coming into view.

I gasped again, the hunger I saw there so intense that I couldn’t help but be frightened for a fleeting moment. If anyone else looked at me like that, I’d have run away as fast as I could.

But this wasn’t just anyone. This was Dante.

Dante, the boy who’d saved me from flying bullets behind the tent.

Dante, the man who’d taken on a bar full of dangerous outlaws to save me.

Dante, the man who made me feel alive…

The look in his eyes was more than hunger. Raw, savage, unleashed lust. The eyes of a beast, the eyes of a man who had only one, burning need. The eyes of a man who would let nothing get in the way of fulfilling that need.

Maybe I should have been more afraid. Maybe another woman would have been.

I reached up to his chest, my fingers sliding over the soft hair, feeling the strength of this beautiful, good, amazing man above me and every ounce of fear melted away.

“I’m all yours,” I whispered, our gaze locked together as he slid into me smoothly, purposefully, roughly. We rocked together, wrapping around each other, our bodies tangled together until we were possessed with one purpose, one need, one fire that could only be extinguished together.

We crashed over the edge of consciousness, the world melting away.

We knew no fear, no pain, nothing but the silky silence and the light from the midnight moon bathing our skin as we held each other as tightly as we could, neither of us willing to let go anytime soon.




 

DANTE

“M aggie…?” I whispered. The cold misty was fog surrounding her face. She turned back, smiling at me over her shoulder, her eyes soft and laughing. She reached out a hand towards me, and I reached back towards her, but she was too far away, I couldn’t reach her. I ran forward and she ran faster.

“Wait, Mag…slow down,” I tried again, reaching out as far as my hand could stretch, her soft red curls sliding through my fingers like satin. She stopped suddenly and turned towards me. I froze. Silently, she raised her hand, caressing my face so lightly I almost couldn’t feel her touch. I leaned my face into her hand, and she pulled away, smiling at me again before she turned away and ran off again.

I followed her, but my legs were so heavy they could barely move, and she ran ahead, disappearing into the mist. My heart filled with sadness, her tiny frame dissolving before my eyes as I tried in vain to move faster.

“Maggie!” I called out, my voice echoing back to me from the emptiness.

My body jerked itself awake, the dream, the feeling of losing Maggie all over again too much to bear, even in sleep. I’d had this dream before. Dozens of times. Hell, fucking hundreds.

I hated it every single time, too. Not once had I ever been able to touch her again, no matter how much I tried. Each time I was cursed with it, I was left paralyzed and alone, my heart broken wide open again, the wound as fresh and bloody as ever as I woke up alone in my bed.

Only this time I shouldn’t be alone.

“Gab?” I called out, looking around the empty room for her.

“Gab!” I yelled again, fear gripping my heart instantly at the silence.

I jumped up out of bed and ran into the living room. The front door was wide open, and Gabby was nowhere to be seen.

“Fuck!” I yelled, running back into the bedroom and throwing on my jeans and grabbing my gun before flying back through the front door. Adrenaline shot through my veins, my heart racing as I tried to imagine every scenario I could be faced with. I’d learned to be mentally prepared for anything, first on the streets of New York, and then again overseas.

As I stepped out into the morning sunlight, my focus was razor-sharp. Nothing looked out of place, my bike was where I’d left it, and everything was quiet. But there was still no sign of Gabby.

If anything happened to her, I’d never forgive myself. Morbid thoughts invaded my brain, and I did my best to push them away. I couldn’t let my mind get clouded with that right now. I needed to stay focused and alert, prepared for anything, and not let my emotions get in the way.

Emotions. For fuck’s sake, I thought, my mind spinning wildly - now I’ve got emotions to deal with. Somewhere along the way, Gabby had gotten under my skin and I’d begun to have feelings for her. Was it just lust? Would I be worrying about someone this way if that’s all it was? I wondered.

“Fuck,” I muttered, as I made my way quietly around the side of the house, my gun drawn. I was halfway to the back of the cabin when I heard a branch snap. I stopped, listening, releasing the safety of my gun, my finger on the trigger, visions racing through my head as I began walking slowly forward again.

Footsteps. I froze again, wishing like hell one of my brothers was here with me. Confrontation was always easier in numbers. I had no idea who I was going to be dealing with. The fucking mafia. One of the Godz. Or worse, a whole fucking gang of the Godz. Or the cops.

Either way, it was probably not going to be good.

And where the fuck was Gabby? I wondered, as I began slowly moving forward again.

I swallowed hard as I reached the edge of the corner. Someone was around the corner, I was sure of it, I could feel it.

And I wasn’t about to let them attack first.

I rounded the corner quickly, my gun drawn, my finger ready to pull the trigger.

“Fuck!” I yelled, pulling my gun up and turning away, quickly throwing the safety back on.

Bear sauntered out of the trees alone, leaves and tiny twigs clinging to his furry paws, his mouth opened in a smile as he trotted towards me. Gabby followed right behind him, smiling like it was the most natural thing in the world and she hadn’t just scared my heart right out of my chest.

Fear and worry swirled inside me, mixing with intense relief and happiness all at the same time, overwhelming me with its quick intensity. Anything could have happened to her. Hell, I could have fucking shot her myself!

Anger welled up inside of me, a toxic cocktail of emotion that I couldn’t suppress.

“Fuck, Gabby!” I yelled, everything inside of me blowing up all at once.

“What?” she replied, her face full of surprise at my anger.

“Don’t just fucking leave like that, goddammit!” I yelled, my voice echoing through the tall trees overhead.

“What the fuck, Dante?” she asked, her eyes flashing with anger. “I was just taking a walk. I was letting you sleep and Bear needed to go out.”

“Yeah, well, there’s a lot of assholes out looking for you and they’d be real happy to find you wandering around alone in the woods. Fucking wake me up next time!” I growled.

Pain flashed in her eyes, and she looked at me with sheer disgust.

“Don’t fucking talk to me like that! I’ll do whatever the hell I want!” she replied, brushing past me angrily.

For fuck’s sake, I thought, irritation and frustration washing over me. I grabbed her arm and she turned towards me. That’s when I saw the tears in her eyes.

“Gabby, I’m sorry,” I said, my anger disappearing immediately.

“Nobody said you have to take care of me, Dante!” she said, her words laced with pain. “I certainly didn’t.”

“Maybe not,” I replied, “but here we are. Together.”

“Yeah, well hopefully not for long!” she sneered. “I’m so sorry to be such a fucking burden on you!”

“That’s not what I meant, Gabby!”

“Then what did you mean, Dante? What’s this all about, huh? Why didn’t you just drop me off somewhere when this all began? Why’d you even bring me here?”

“I don’t fucking know. I was trying to protect you.”

“Is that what you do? Protect people?” she asked, her eyes flashing, her words ripping right through me.

“Apparently I do a pretty shitty job of it!” I yelled back.

“What the hell are you talking about?” she asked, the truth dawning in her eyes. “Oh. This isn’t about me. This is about Maggie, isn’t it? You couldn’t protect her. So you’re trying to make up for it with keeping me here, aren’t you?”

“Back off, Gabby,” I said, every wall that I’d let down in the last few days shooting back up around my heart. She was seeing too much, getting too close.

What the hell was I thinking? Letting her in like that, letting myself feel something for her?

Hell, maybe her Daddy could help her. Maybe that’s just what she needed. Why the fuck I ever thought I could save her was now lost on me.

She was right, and I didn’t even realize it until now. She wasn’t Maggie. I was never going to save Maggie. Maggie was dead. There was nothing left to save.

I looked down at Gabby, allowing myself to drink in her beauty one last time before I turned everything off, remembering the feel of her plump lips on mine, the velvety softness of her skin, the smell of her hair…

“The guys will be here soon. This will all be over before you know it and we’ll get you out of here and back to your life.” My voice sounded like it came from someone else, far away, closed off somewhere in the darkness.

I turned away, leaving her standing there with Bear, the trees dancing around her confused face, but I couldn’t look back. I couldn’t allow myself to see the pain that I knew was there. I couldn’t face my own pain - I certainly couldn’t face hers.

Instead, I did what I do best. I turned away, turned it all off, and ripped off the scabs that had grown around my wounded heart.

It was best to keep it bloody and raw, to prevent it from healing.

That way, I wouldn’t forget who I was.

That way, I wouldn’t forget where I came from.




 

GABBY

What the fuck was that? I wondered, as I slowly made my way back into the cabin. At first, I’d thought it was kind of sweet that he’d been all protective, showing up with his gun drawn like he was ready for anything. To be honest, it fucking turned me on to see him like that. It reminded me of those first few moments at Otto’s, that look in his eye that was so bad-ass and confident, like there wasn’t anyone or anything he wouldn’t take on to protect me.

I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t fucking hot.

But then, he’d just turned into a straight-up asshole. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that bit about Maggie, but all of a sudden it was really clear what was going on. I mean, maybe I was wrong, but from his reaction, it sure did look like I pushed one of his buttons. And not a good one.

By the way he stormed back into the cabin, it didn’t appear as if I was going to be able to un-push it anytime soon, either. Which was a shame, because I was hoping for another amazing session in bed with him this morning before everyone came back. My body was still buzzing from his touch.

When I walked back into the cabin, I was shocked to see him talking on a cell phone.

“What the fuck?” I mouthed to him, as he put up a hand to silence me. Anger welled up inside of me. He told me he didn’t have cell service out here! Another fucking lie, apparently.

“All right, Gino, thanks for checking on her,” he said, before hanging up the phone and turning to me.

“You bastard!” I yelled at him, crossing the distance between us. “You lied to me!”

“About the phone? Yeah, I guess I did,” he said, shrugging. “Sorry about that.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I yelled. “How could you fucking lie to me about that? I’ve been asking you for a phone this whole time. All I wanted to do was call my dad!”

“What did you expect me to do, Gabby? Think about it!” he yelled back. “If I let you use my phone to call your dad, it would be traced within seconds, then the whole fucking mob would be here, along with the cops. How do you see that ending? You think I’m fucking crazy? I value my life, thank you very much.”

“I wouldn’t let anything happen to you!” she cried, her eyes full of disappointment.

“I’m sorry, Gabby, but there’s no way it would go down well. Men like your father shoot first and ask questions later. We’ve already gone over this. Don’t tell me I don’t know what I’m talking about. We grew up in the same place.”

“But he wouldn’t —,” I began.

“Gabby - we both saw it. We were just kids and we saw what he’s capable of doing.”

“But you didn’t even know who I was the first night. You still didn’t give me your phone. You still lied, Dante! Before you knew who my father was!” I yelled.

“Well, you weren’t exactly up front with me, either, goddammit!”

“That’s no excuse!”

“I didn’t know what I was dealing with, Gabby. I had to wait till morning to make any decisions.” His jaw clenched together, the muscles flexing as he stared down at me. I looked up at him, matching his anger.

“Nobody told you that you needed to make any decisions for me!”

“Maybe not,” he replied, “but here we are.”

“Yeah, here we are,” I snapped. “So now what the fuck do we do?”

Darkness flashed in his eyes and he drew in a slow, short breath as he peered deep into my eyes. I swallowed hard, every emotion under the sun washing over me. I wanted to be mad at him. I wanted to hate him. I wanted to slap him. I wanted to run away. I wished none of this had ever happened.

And yet, I’d never wanted another person to touch me more in my life.

His lips came crashing down on mine, my world falling down around me, everything I’d ever known now colored with his existence, with my feelings for him.

There was no turning back. There was nothing but now.

There was nothing but him.

And whatever future we were hurtling towards.




 

BELLA

“Y ou can do this,” I said to myself, an ache forming in the pit of my stomach. I opened the door to Otto’s, leaving the bright sunshine behind as I allowed the darkness of the bar to envelop me.

I stopped just inside, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness.

It looked completely different during the day for some reason, even without the sunlight to remind you it was daytime. There were less people here, the music wasn’t so loud, and it was much less rowdy than the last time I’d been here. I told myself one more time to relax and I put one foot in front of the other, slowly making my way to the bar.

Even though there were only a few people in here, I still felt all eyes on me. I was out of place, there was no denying it and everyone knew it. But I didn’t care. I wasn’t here to get laid this time. I was here to gather information.

To help find my friend.

My very stupid friend.

I still couldn’t believe she’d come here on her own, but the guilt I’d felt from the beginning had only grown, which had brought me here today. I’d tossed and turned in bed all night, waking up with the certainty that I had to do something to try to find her.

Yeah, the cops and the mob were both looking for her, but I figured I might approach it from a different angle. I’d learned a lot growing up in New York, and if I knew anything, it’s that a pair of tits can go a long way when necessary. You just had to use them correctly.

When I saw the way the bartender glued his eyes to my chest as soon as I walked up, I knew I was off to a good start.

“Corona, please,” I asked, flashing him a sultry smile. I knew better than to ask for wine at a place like this. The likelihood of them having a decent cabernet was nonexistent. Beer wasn’t my thing, but if I drowned it in lime juice, then I’d be able to get it down.

There were two bikers at one end of the bar and another guy dressed in normal clothes at the other end. He was incredibly handsome, with dark, smoldering eyes and long dark hair. If I’d been here for any other reason, I’d have sat with him, but instead I choose a stool between the two bikers, hoping I’d be able to pry some information from them.

I felt their eyes on me, and I turned to the one on my right and smiled shyly. He nodded without smiling, his face lined with wrinkles, his wild curly grey hair framing his round face. He was wearing an Iron Godz cut and a large bowie knife was secured in a leather case hanging from his weathered leather belt. He intimidated me immediately. I swallowed a drink from the bottle, hoping for the courage of the beer to hit me sooner than later.

I turned to the man on my left and smiled at him. He was younger, handsomer than his friend, and also wearing a Godz cut. He had a patch on the left side that said “Bonz” on top and “Vice President” below it. He smiled back at me, his eyes a bit kinder than the other guy.

I took a deep breath and began talking to the bartender.

“I saw this place on the news the other day,” I said.

“Yeah,” he grunted, without turning around.

“Looked pretty dramatic,” I said, turning to the biker on my left. He nodded slowly, his eyes raking over my tits and then back up to my face.

“Yeah, I guess so,” he replied.

“Were you here?” I asked him, doing my best to sound innocent and young.

“Yeah,” he grunted, taking a swig from his whiskey. “The news makes it out to be more than it was.”

“Oh, really? I guess that girl is still missing, isn’t she?” My stomach quivered.

“Probably won’t be for long. Someone’ll find her,” he said, his voice low and quiet.

“Where do you think she is?” I asked, flipping my hair over my shoulder as I smiled at him again. He turned in his seat and leaned in towards me.

“You always ask this many questions?” His eyes peered into mine and my heart sped up.

“I - um - I was just curious, you know?”

“No, I don’t know,” he said, bringing his face even closer. “You a reporter or something?”

“Me?” I exclaimed, putting my hand over my heart and leaning away from him slightly. “No way, not at all!”

“Then why else would a girl like you come to a place like this?”

“I just wanted a beer, that’s all,” I said, my heart feeling like it was about to pound its way out of my chest.

“There’s only one reason a girl like you comes in a place like this,” he growled, the kindness I’d thought I’d spotted in his eyes earlier draining away. “And it ain’t beer.”

“Oh!” I said, grabbing my beer and putting it between us. Thankfully, he pulled back and sat back on his stool. I took a deep breath, and tried again. “Do you think that’s why that girl on the news came here?”

“For what? To get fucked?” his friend asked, and then began roaring in laughter. “Of course she did!”

The bartender nodded and then joined in the laughter. I giggled nervously, now at a complete loss for words. Once again, I wished that I’d thought this out better before coming in.

“And you know that fucking asshole from the Deadly Sinners is fucking her every which way right now,” he said, slamming his hand on the bar loudly and laughing.

“Well,” the handsome one growled, “he better enjoy it, because once everyone catches up to him, he ain’t gonna be fucking anyone. He’ll be ripped to shreds!”

They howled in laughter together and I nodded silently, an awkward crooked smile on my face.

“Does anyone know where they are?” I asked quietly.

“Not yet. But it won’t be long before they find them. Hell, half the fucking city is looking for them. They’ll be found and soon.”

I took another swig of my beer and nodded.

“Well, have a nice day guys,” I said, before throwing down a ten dollar bill on the bar.

This was a really bad idea, in fact, it was the last of a string of really bad ideas. Coming here the first time was the first. Bragging about it to my best friend was the second.

I suppressed a groan as I walked out back into the sunlight.

Gabby’s disappearance was all my fault, and I shuddered to think about what she must be going through right now. She might not even be alive, for fuck’s sake. Tears stung my eyes as I walked back to my car. I was the worst friend in the whole fucking world.

“Hey!”

I turned toward the voice and saw the handsome guy from the end of the bar walking towards me. He was young. Extremely hot. And there was something about his eyes that yelled mysteriousness and mischievousness, all at the same time. He reminded me a little of the boys from the neighborhood, the Italian guys that walked around like a bunch of peacocks like they were born with confidence dripping from their veins. The cocky guys that I’d always had a weakness for, even if I knew they were full of shit.

“Yeah?” I asked, feeling him out, just as I did every man who approached me. It was a constant game you had to play with yourself as a woman. Danger or safe? Murderer or nice guy? It could go either way, and all I had to go on was my intuition, which unfortunately steered me wrong every now and then. For the most part, though, this guy seemed harmless. Maybe it was the playfulness in his eyes, or maybe the smile that disarmed me, but I wasn’t afraid of him.

“You looking for Gabby?” he asked, grinning.

“You know Gabby?” I asked, my heart jumping in my throat.

“I heard you asking about her. Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m her best friend. Her roommate. Bella Balducci,” I said, putting out my hand. “What’s your name?”

“Romeo,” he replied, grabbing my hand and kissing the back of it, flashing me that smile, drawing me in closer. “Why don’t you come with me? I know where she is. I’ll take you to her.”

“Why should I trust you, Romeo?” I replied with a playful smile, my nipples hardening under my black lace bra.

“Who else you gonna trust, right?” he asked. “Not for nuttin,” he said, his eyes raking over my body, undressing me, “but you look like my kind of girl. Maybe we can get to know each other a little better.”

I smirked and walked closer to him, bringing my lips inches from his gorgeous face.

“Maybe so,” I whispered. “But right now, I’m worried about my friend.”

“She’s safe,” he said, with a grin, “trust me.”

“My Ma told me to stay away from men like you,” I teased.

“You always do what your Ma tells you?”

“Pretty much never,” I smirked.

“Good girl,” he growled, his eyes hungry with lust.

“So, you’re going to take me to Gabby, huh?” I asked. “Why don’t you just tell me where she is? I can go myself.”

“I would, but it’s easier to show you,” he said, running his hand through his hair. He was sexy, beyond sexy, actually. Just drinking in his mysterious sexiness made my body sing. He was one of the hottest guys I’d ever seen, and yet I had to remind myself that he was a stranger. Was I really just going to disappear with some handsome stranger - again?

For fuck’s sake, Bella, what are you doing? I thought. I sighed, knowing I was going to give in, despite the warning signs. What else was I going to do? He said he knew where Gabby was.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s go,” I said, turning to my car.

“No way,” he replied, shaking his head slowly, his eyes raking over my body again. My nipples hardened under my blouse and my stomach quivered.

“Get on my bike,” he said, pointing to a shiny black Harley parked behind me.

“You’re a biker, too?”

“I guess you could say that,” he shrugged, strutting past me, dripping with confidence that I would follow.

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered, doing just that. I followed him like a desperate puppy, those first threads of desire beginning to grow in my belly.

He handed me a helmet and I pulled it over my head, ruining the blow-out I’d spent so much time on earlier. I slid behind him on the bike, my stomach filling with butterflies as I assumed the intimate position behind him.

My pussy, my breasts, the insides of my thighs pressed against him like we were already lovers. I shook my head as my body shuddered with desire, my nipples hard as diamonds as I wrapped my arms around his waist.

We roared out of the parking lot, the gravel kicking up behind us as we headed out of town.




 

GABBY

A fter frantically making love again, I’d left Dante dozing in the bedroom once again to make lunch. Bear watched me move around the kitchen, his lazy eyes following me as I opened cabinets and the fridge, trying to find something to cook. There wasn’t much outside of sandwich makings, so I set about making a few for us.

I knew Dante would be starving by the time he woke up since both of us had skipped breakfast and spent the last few hours fucking like rabbits. Talking seemed useless and we were getting nowhere, so by the time he’d kissed me, I just submitted to his touch and let him take me back to the bedroom…again.

This was becoming a habit, I thought.

It was just so much easier than fighting, though. So much better than flinging accusing words at each other.

Yeah, okay, so he’d lied to me, but I could almost understand why. He didn’t have the same trust in my father that I did, and that made sense, because who in their right mind would?

My father’s reputation preceded him, always. I’d learned that long ago. I learned it by the look in a stranger’s eye as soon as they learned who my father was. It never failed. In fact, I’d even go so far as to say most people didn’t trust me either when they learned my last name.

I guess that’s why I’d been so into Dante not knowing who I was at first. That’s what was so thrilling about going into Otto’s in the first place. I’d spent all my life wishing I was someone else. It was nice to pretend for a minute.

Unfortunately, there was no more pretending. The proverbial cat was out of the bag.

I’d just finished cutting up a tomato, when Bear began whining at the door. I put the knife down and wiped my hands on a towel and walked to the door to let him out. The morning sun had moved overhead, shining directly down on the cabin, the dew on the leaves long dried up. Birds chirped loudly, their song so clear and beautiful out here in the peacefulness of the woods.

I wasn’t used to all this peace and quiet, and I wondered if I’d ever be able to live in a place like this. So secluded from everyone. So shut-off from the hustle and bustle of the street. I was used to the frantic pace of the city, the kids playing on the sidewalks, their moms sitting on the stoops of their brownstones watching them, gossiping with the other moms. I guess I’d always pictured my life to be like that. More of the same. Every day the same. The same people. The same places. The same conversations.

Dante lived a whole different life than I did. It seemed to suit him, though. I guess when you’ve been to war, your need for peace and quiet becomes greater when you return. I thought of Dante, and my heart softened. He’d been through a lot. Growing up in Queens was hard enough. But then he’d lost Maggie. He’d gone to war. I couldn’t even imagine the things he’d seen, and to be honest, I didn’t want to. It was too much to think about. Too painful to think about the man I cared about going through all of that.

But all of it made me wonder how much pain and grief he was holding in. Years had passed, but that kind of pain stays with you, that kind of experience lingers long after you’ve left it behind.

And yet, there was still something so gentle about him. He was full of pride. He was stubborn. He was fucking strong as a bull, and yet he touched me as if he thought I might break sometimes. And then there were those moments when he lost himself, and his touch became more forceful, more desperate, more like he was searching for something, for something that he couldn’t quite reach.

I shook my head, watching Bear pee against a tree, my head swimming with thoughts of Dante. I was falling for him, I knew it now. There was something about him that I was not going to be able to easily shake.

Once again, part of me wished like hell we’d met under different circumstances. Wishing was going to get me nowhere, though. I had to play the hand I was dealt, whether I liked it or not.

Bear spotted a squirrel and darted into the woods.

“Bear - no!” I whispered, not wanting to wake up Dante by yelling. We were right outside of his bedroom window. “Dammit!” I muttered, following him into the woods.

I couldn’t believe how fast he’d run away, considering he usually took at least three minutes to get to his feet.

He was deep in the woods before I could catch him, so I trailed after him, the leaves crunching under my feet with every step. He rounded a corner and disappeared and I sighed, following along as quickly as I could.

His barking became louder and frantic and I felt sorry for the squirrel that he’d most likely been chasing. I turned the corner and screamed when I saw the sight in front of me.

Bear was growling, low and deep, his teeth bared, his eyes wide and menacing. A very large man was standing in front of him, backed into a tree and holding his shaking hands up to hold him off.

My mouth dropped open, and I looked on in awe at the hair standing up on the back of Bear’s neck.

I looked back to the man and noticed his cut. The skull patch above his name was instantly recognizable.

The Iron Godz.




 

LAUREN

“I  need more time. I’ve got a lead,” I said into the phone. My boss was on my ass, hounding me for information before I was ready to give it to him. “It’s only been a day, give me a minute!”

I knew I shouldn’t snap at him, but I was beyond irritated. I was lying. I didn’t have a lead. I had absolutely nothing. I’d fucked Tony for nothing and had no luck at Norma’s either.

“You’ve got till tomorrow. The other networks are getting ahead of us on this story. I want to know everything you can find out about the Iron Godz and the Deadly Sinners.”

“Yeah, I know, okay. I’m working on it, I swear.”

 

“WORK FASTER!” The line went dead in my ear and I threw my phone back in my purse.

Fuck! Now what? I’d spent the night trying to figure out what to do, simultaneously kicking myself for fucking Tony and then furiously masturbating to the memory of it over and over for the rest of the evening. I felt like a fool.

But if I was a fool, I was a determined fool. I wasn’t about to give up.

Today, I was sitting in my car across the street from Otto’s, watching the parking lot for some sign that might point me in the right direction. I’d already watched two of the Iron Godz walk in half an hour ago, followed by another guy on a bike that wasn’t wearing a cut. When I saw the girl walk in, I knew who she was right away.

I might not have gotten too far in my investigation, but I knew who the players were. I’d stalked Gabby’s facebook page, looking for any clues I could find. Bella Balducci was obviously her BFF and was in more than half of her pictures. By reading all the comments on their pages, I had figured out that they lived together, too. I’d have stalked the facebook photos of every single biker, too, but I guess they aren’t too keen on social media. The only info I could find came in the form of either arrest records or articles written about their legal troubles. And that was just the Iron Godz. I couldn’t find anything at all on the Deadly Sinners.

Once I spotted Bella, I debated if I should follow her in, but after a few minutes she came back out looking dazed. When I saw the man introduce himself to her, and that teasing exchange afterwards, I knew something was up. When she hoped on the back of his bike, I knew I had the lead I was looking for.

I followed them at a fair distance, keeping a few cars between us. Once they got onto the George Washington Bridge, my interest was definitely peaking. Then, they merged onto the Garden State Parkway and headed for Montclair.

New Jersey, huh? I guess if you wanted to hide out, Jersey was the place to go, I thought. The traffic thinned out and soon there were only two other cars between me and the bike. I slowed down, putting even more distance between us for the next eight miles. Once he’d driven through Montclair and reached the rural outskirts, my heart was beating wildly.

I watched as they slowed down before turning onto a dirt road and disappearing into the tree line. I pulled over on the shoulder, counted to ten, then slowly turned my car onto the dirt road, crawling along and hoping like hell nobody spotted me.




 

DANTE

M y growling stomach woke me up. I opened my eyes and blinked away the pain from the bright sunlight. I was definitely more of a night owl, usually staying up all night, drinking and thinking.

I thought about last night, how the hours had melted away while Gabby and I made love all night. It’d been so long since I’d done anything like that, and it had woken up a part of me that had been dormant for way too long.

I found myself possessed with this insatiable hunger for Gabby, and no matter how many times I sank myself into her, it was never enough.

My cock was throbbing hotly between my legs right now, never letting me forget that hunger for a moment. I threw on a pair of jeans, shoved my gun in my waistband and walked out into the living room to find her.

A flash of alarm shot through me when I saw the open door, the sandwiches half made on the kitchen counter.

“Gab?” I called. “Bear?”

Determined not to make a fool of myself like I had earlier, I took a deep breath as I walked outside to look for them. Bear probably just needed to go out again. No big deal. Nothing to be alarmed about, I told myself.

I walked out into the bright sunshine, squinting my eyes and looking around for them.

“Bear?” I called out again, and then I heard his barking. I walked towards the sound, around the back of the house. “Bear!” I called again, and he barked once more, the sound coming from deep in the woods.

“Shit,” I muttered, walking down the trail.

“Gabby?” I called out. I was answered with more barking, and nothing else, as I kept walking, then I heard the growling. A low, angry, threatening growl that I’d only heard Bear make once when a raccoon came up on the porch last summer. I started running towards him, knowing whatever I found wasn’t going to be good. I pulled out my gun just as I rounded the corner, and froze in my tracks.

“What the fuck!” I yelled. Bear was standing on top of a very large man that was sitting on the ground against a tree, his bared teeth inches from the man’s nose. Gabby stood a few feet away, staring in shock at the scene in front of us.

“Get him off!” the man pleaded, his eyes glued to Bear’s growling mouth.

“You okay?” I asked, walking over and standing between her and Bear and the man on the ground. It was then I saw his cut. One of the Godz.

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

“Get behind me,” I said, turning to Bear and the man.

“Get him off!” he pleaded again.

“Who the fuck are you?” I asked, making no move to pull Bear away.

“Gino. Gino LaRocca,” he answered.

“So the Godz sent you,” I replied. “Fucking took you long enough.”

“You’re a fucking no-name club. Nobody knows fucking anything about you. Yeah, it fucking took a minute, but did you think you were just gonna get away with fucking with us?”

“No, I’m smarter than that. But you must not be very smart, coming all the way out here by yourself.”

“Who said I’m alone?” he said, the words spitting from his mouth. Bear lunged at him, growling louder. “Fuck! Can you please do something about this fucking beast?”

“Nope.”

“Ahh! Fuck!” he screamed, jumping when Bear snipped at his nose.

“So, here’s what’s gonna happen, Gino,” I began. “We’re gonna get to know each other a little bit, you and I. I’m going to pull Bear off but don’t think he won’t bite your fuckin’ head off in a second if I say the word, you got that? We’re gonna go into my cabin, and we’re gonna have a little chat. You understand?”

“Yeah, yeah, just fucking get him off of me!”

“Good. Okay, then. Don’t fucking try anything, because I’m the one holding the gun, you got that? And Bear’s a lot faster than you might think. He’s a big boy, but he has good reflexes, if you know what I’m sayin’.”

“I won’t, for fuck’s sake!”

“Bear,” I called, snapping my fingers and pointing at the ground next to my foot. “Come!”

With a disappointed whimper, he backed up, removing himself and walking over and sitting at my feet, his eye still glued on the man in front of us.

“Now, stand up, and put your hands up,” I commanded. “Nice and slow, no funny stuff…”

He stood up, sweat pouring from his face, his breath ragged and sharp. I pointed my gun at him, gesturing in front of us.

“Drop your weapons. All of them.” He grunted, pulling his gun from the back of his vest, and dropping it to the ground.

“Kick it this way!” It slid across the ground in the dirt and Gabby reached down and picked it up.

“What else you got?” I asked, cocking my gun towards him. He reached down and pulled a knife out of each boot and one out of his front pocket and threw them on the ground. Gabby picked them up and then looked at me questioningly. I avoided her eyes, not losing my focus on this guy for a second.

“Walk!” I yelled, and he jumped slightly.

What a pussy, I thought, as he turned and walked away. He didn’t even try to fight back. His hands were shaking, the back of his neck with slick with sweat, and he stumbled along like a man gripped with terror.

“For fuck’s sake,” I said, as we followed him into the cabin. “What kind of stupid, spineless motherfucker are you? You didn’t shit your pants, did you? What would your club say if they knew you were so terrified of a little puppy dog?”

He grunted an answer as we made our way into the cabin.

“Gabby, there’s some rope in the closet. Tie him up!”




 

GABBY

“Why do I have to be the one to tie him up?” I asked.

“Because I’m the one holding the fucking gun! Just do as I ask, please,” he replied, rolling his eyes at me.

“Fuck,” I muttered, putting down the knives and gun on the kitchen counter and heading for the closet in the hallway to find the rope. When I opened the door, I gasped. The closet was full of guns. All kinds of guns. In fact, I’d never seen so many guns in one place before, and my father was in the fucking mob.

Dante was prepared for anything, apparently.

I grabbed a bunch of heavy rope that was hanging from a hook inside the door and walked back to the living room.

“Jesus, Dante, that’s some heavy shit you have in there,” I said.

“I told you, I like to be prepared.”

“Yeah, I guess you did, didn’t you?” I replied. He stood in front of Gino, his eyes glued to his every move. He’d sat him in a chair by the window and he was starting to get angry. His eyes shot daggers at me as I began tying him to the chair.

“I don’t really know what I’m doing. I’ve never done this before,” I muttered, shaking my head as I wrestled with the ropes.

“It’s not hard. Just tie them tight, Gabby,” Dante said.

“You’re gonna fuckin’ pay for this, dude,” Gino sneered. “You think you can just get away with this shit? Killin’ my men, snatchin’ Loprinzi’s daughter and whatever else you did to that ass.”

“Shut the fuck up if you want to live!” Dante snapped. My head shot around to him, and I shuddered when I saw his eyes. They were flat, empty, not even angry. As if he wasn’t even there, really. Even the shape of his face was different, his voice robotic and tense.

“Babe?” I asked quietly. “You okay?”

He ignored me, his hand outstretched as he brought the gun closer to Gino’s face. I continued tying him up, moving around to the back of the chair and tying his hands. He was huge, his hands and wrists thick like those of a giant. I tied them extra tight, with extra knots, just in case. The last thing I wanted was to be responsible for this guy getting loose.

I tried to ignore the voice inside of my head that was screaming about the fact that I was actually tying a man to a chair. Fuck, I’d already killed someone, so what did that matter now?

I thought about my father then. All of this was making me wonder what his life was really like. I knew he had hired men that did his dirty work for him, but he was once one of those men. I shuddered to think about the things he must have done himself, to think about the hands that had once gently rocked me to sleep as a baby doing such things made me sick.

That’s why I never allowed myself to linger on those thoughts for too long. I didn’t ever want to imagine that I would be like him.

And now here I was.

Guns.

Rope.

Bad guys.

Dead outlaws.

Maybe the apple didn’t fall far from the tree, after all.




 

BELLA

I  should never have gotten on that bike with Romeo and I cursed myself the entire ride.

When I saw he was going into Jersey, my heart sank.

I couldn’t fucking die in Jersey! I was a New York girl, and most of the time I wouldn’t be caught dead in Jersey. By the time Romeo turned off onto a deserted dirt road, I had convinced myself that was exactly what was going to happen.

I’d be the laughing stock of all my friends. My family would be shamed. Fuck, they’d probably tease my hair and make me wear spandex pants for my funeral, just to get me back for the embarrassment.

Committing every twist and turn of the road to memory, the thought of such a humiliating death quickly had me plotting out exactly how I was going to escape. I ran every move that I had learned in self-defense class through my head, going through the motions of executing a finger lock, remembering the mantra of the weakest parts of the human body - eyes, ears, throat, groin. Size doesn’t matter, I could hear my coach saying. I could do this. I could take down this Romeo guy if I had to.

Not long after Romeo pulled off the main road and onto a winding dirt road, he pulled over on the side and turned off the bike. I took a look around and realized we were completely secluded from view of the main road and totally alone. He pulled off his helmet, then turned and pulled mine from my head. My tangled hair fell to my shoulders and I pushed it out of my eyes.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Just a little pitstop,” he replied, with that damned sexy grin spread across his face again.

“Why?” Fuck, I thought, my mind racing. This is it. He’s going to fucking kill me. Or, he’s going to rape me and then kill me. Or kill me and then rape me. For fuck’s sake, what was I thinking agreeing to go somewhere with him?

With a gentle hand, he cupped my chin, pulling my eyes up to meet his.

“Bella, I don’t know about you, but I felt a connection with you. I know it sounds crazy, but when I look in your eyes, I feel something,” he rubbed his thumb across my bottom lip and my stomach quivered with desire. “I’m going to take you to Gabby, and I promise she’s safe. I just wanted to stop and spend a few minutes alone with you before we get there.”

I probably should have screamed. I probably should have run away, even if I had no idea where I was. It was a little creepy - no, a lot creepy. But fuck, he was hot. And the way he kept rubbing my bottom lip while he was talking, his voice smooth as silk, his eyes peering into mine like they were caressing my soul - well, there was no way I could stop my body from responding.

And he fucking knew it. My breasts were heaving, my lips were parted slightly, my breath shallow and ragged. And I certainly wasn’t screaming no or running away. In fact, I’m pretty sure I was leaning into the delicious heat that was rolling off of his muscular frame.

“You’re just so fucking beautiful, Bella,” he whispered, his voice rough and low, his face inches from mine. He reached out, grabbing my hand and pushing it between his legs. His cock was hard, pulsing against me. He pulled his hand away and I kept my grip, holding him in my palm like a prize. “I’ve been hard as a rock since you walked into Otto’s.”

I squeezed lightly, my eyes dilating with desire as a low, guttural growl escaped his lips before he captured mine. His kiss was like an inferno, so sizzling hot that it scorched my skin in the most delicious way. His fierce passion was overwhelming, and I struggled to relax under his sudden assault.

He pulled away, looking deep into my eyes again, his gaze full of sudden concern.

“I’m sorry,” he asked. “I’m going too fast, right? It’s the fuckin’ Italian in me. I can’t help it. My cock just takes over,” he shrugged in apology.

I still had his cock in my hand, and I bit my lip as I contemplated my next move. He was giving me an out. I was confident if I said no, he would accept it.

I sighed, squeezing his cock gently, drinking in his fiery, hungry eyes, the weight of his hardness in my hand like a promise of good things to come. He throbbed against my palm, waiting, his eyes questioning my hesitation.

“Just say the word, Bella, but I gotta warn you, babe,” he said.

“Warn me what?” I asked, all traces of fear and hesitation melting away. I didn’t care about his warning, whatever it was. I had him right where I wanted him - in the palm of my hand.

“If you keep squeezing my cock like that, I’m not going to be able to control myself.”

“What are you going to do, Romeo?” I asked, flashing him a teasing smirk. “I could crush you right now.”

“I’m going to throw you over my bike,” he said, his voice so deep, so slow, so thick, “and I’m going to pull those tight jeans over your hips, and I’m going to slide my cock into you so hard, so deep, and for so long that you’ll be begging me to stop.”

“Is that so? I don’t think so,” I replied, raising an eyebrow. “I’ve never been one to beg for anything.”

I squeezed him again and he moaned. I was impressed with his restraint so far, his cock was hard as a diamond in my hand. But I wanted more. I was growing impatient myself with this little game. I was ready. I didn’t care about his warning. And I definitely wasn’t going to be begging him to stop. I squeezed again, harder this time, with my eyes filled with an invitation.

He reached up behind me, grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled my head back. I gasped, my lips open, ready, welcoming. His mouth landed on mine, his tongue sliding inside, searching, exploring, conquering. I moaned into his kiss, squeezing his cock again as it throbbed heavily against me.

His arms wrapped around me, pulling me into his chest as he kissed me deeply before tearing his lips from mine. Roughly, he turned me around and pushed me forward onto the seat of his bike.

My heart raced with excitement as reached around me, unbuttoning my jeans as he slid his tongue in my ear.

“I’m going to fuck your sweet pussy so hard, pretty Bella,” he whispered, sending sparks of electricity shooting through my body. Slowly, he kneeled behind me, sliding my tight jeans over my hips and thighs. I kicked off my boots quickly and he pulled my jeans off, leaving me standing in the bright sunlight in nothing but my black thong and my shirt.

If I wasn’t so fucking turned on, I might have been shy about it. Anyone could come up the road at any time and spot us, and yet I didn’t give a fuck. I wanted him and I wanted everything he was promising to give me. I looked over my shoulder, and watched as he opened his jeans, his beautiful hard cock standing at attention between his legs.

“My god,” I whispered, licking my lips in anticipation. My juices flowed between my legs as I brought my gaze up to his. His eyes were full of lust, full of steely intention.

This is going to be amazing, I thought, as he closed the distance between us, his warm hand on my back, pushing me down onto the bike as he gripped my hips. I moaned in pleasure as his hardness slid into me, so smooth, so deep, so fucking perfect.

“Oh, Romeo, yesssss!” I cried, as he began thrusting into me slowly.

“Fuck, yeah,” he moaned, sliding in deeper, his cock throbbing and pulsing inside of me. Waves of sensual pleasure washed over me, my body overwhelmed with fiery need.

“More, please, more…” I pleaded, as I pushed my hips back to meet his powerful thrusts.

“That’s a good girl,” he muttered, reaching forward and grabbing a handful of my hair in his hand, tangling it around his fingers as he pulled back, his body pushing hard into mine. He slammed into me, over and over, his thrusts so hard that my entire body shuddered with each blow.

I melted into the seat, giving my body over to him, opening up to his delicious assault, submitting to the blissful waves of pleasure that washed over me. His pace quickened, his grip on my hair tightened, and I screamed as my pussy spasmed around him, my body exploding into waves of uncontrollable pleasure as he continued to fuck me hard as I came in waves, his cock swelling inside me as he rode me harder, faster, until he was coming too, his hips slamming into me one final time, before he froze, his cock exploding inside of me, his warmth filling my spasming pussy before he fell on top of my back, his kisses trailing along my neck and shoulders lightly.

What the fuck was that, I thought, as he removed his body from mine. My body was on fire with ecstasy. I’d been fucked so many different ways, by so many different kinds of men, but nothing had prepared me for what I’d just felt.

I stood up and turned to him, and he grinned, winked, and pulled me into his arms.

“I guess you didn’t have to beg me to stop after all,” he said, with a quiet laugh. “Your pussy was so fucking amazing I couldn’t help myself.”

I smiled, speechless, electricity still shooting through my body.

I’d never been more thankful that I’d agreed to fuck someone in my entire fucking life.

“Let’s get dressed,” he said, kissing me quickly. “I’ll take you to your friend now.”

We dressed in silence, stealing hungry looks at each other.

Yes, I thought, it was time to find Gabby.

And while that might have been a seriously rough fuck, as we climbed back on the bike, and I wrapped my arms around Romeo once more, I hoped like hell I got a chance for another ride that was just as rough.




 

DANTE

I  pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed Bat’s number, keeping my gun pointed at Gino. He answered on the first ring.

“What’s up, Dante?”

“I’ve got a situation here at the clubhouse. I need you guys to get out here soon as possible.”

“What’s going on?”

“One of the Godz is tied up in my living room. Pretty sure where there’s smoke, there’s fire, you know what I’m saying? Gotta be more on the way.”

“Yeah, alright. I’ll call the guys.”

“You find out anything?” I asked.

“Word on the street is that Loprinzi’s freaking out. Apparently, he’s been in hiding because the Feds are after him. Donny said he was wanted for questioning in a murder, but nobody knows where he is. They’ve been looking for him for weeks, and now that his daughter is missing, he’s come out of hiding. Mickey Two Suits told Fat Paulie’s cousin, you know that blonde bitch, Crazy Linda? Well, she told my sister Kathy that Loprinzi don’t trust any of his guys to find his daughter, so he’s looking for her himself. I don’t know. Looks serious, though. He ain’t fuckin’ around, Dante.”

“Yeah, I hear ya,” I replied. “Call the guys. Get here as fast as you can.”

“Will do,” he said.

“What did he say?” Gabby asked.

“Nothing surprising. Your dad’s out looking for you.”

“You think you can hide out here? People talk. The Godz are coming for you. The mob’s coming for you,” Gino sneered, his ugly face even uglier when he talked. “Even the cops are —,” Gabby stuffed a kitchen towel in his mouth and I raised an eyebrow at her in surprise.

Once again, I was impressed with her. She was tough.

“I can’t listen to him! What else did Bat’s say?”

“That’s all, babe,” I pulled her into my arms. “We already knew everyone was looking for us. Everything’s going to be okay.” She was shaking and I pulled her close, inhaling the scent of her hair, feeling the warmth of her body next to mine. I looked over at the asshole tied to the chair and wished like hell he wasn’t here, because more than anything I wanted to take her back to bed once again, to make her forget, to make myself forget.

“What do we do now?” she whispered, looking up at me with her big green eyes. My heart sank that I didn’t have a better answer for her. I knew she wanted a plan. A way out.

“We wait.”

“Fuck,” she whispered. I pulled her closer, comforting her the only way I knew how - physically.

As soon as the guys got here and updated me on what was going on out there, I’d know what steps to take. Gio’s Ma had a cabin in upstate New York we could go to if we needed to get farther away. Judging by the dude tied up in my living room, I’d say that was a big possibility. I wasn’t so naive to think there weren’t more following him. In fact, they could be right outside this very minute, just waiting by the door for me to slip up, to be weak, to hesitate.

I wasn’t about to lose my focus. Not when it came to Gabby’s safety.

The faint sound of an approaching bike made my heart skip a beat. It could be more Iron Godz or it could be one of my guys, fifty/fifty.

“Go in the bedroom,” I said to Gabby, pushing her behind me and taking the safety off my gun.

The bike was close now, just around the bend by my judgment. Gabby hesitated, but she walked into the bedroom and closed the door. I took a deep breath and walked towards the front door.

When I saw Romeo round the corner, with someone on the back of his bike, I exhaled with relief and put my gun away.

He pulled up beside me, cutting his engine and taking off his helmet as he waited for the person behind him to get off. When her helmet came off, her long black hair falling around her shoulders, I gasped. She looked a lot like Gabby.

“Who’s this?” I asked. She raked her gaze across my body quickly, then scanned the area around her in one fell swoop of her big brown eyes.

“Where is she?” she demanded, her Brooklyn accent was unmistakeable.

“Who the fuck is this Romeo?” I asked, irritated that I had to ask twice.

“Gabby’s roommate, Bella. She was asking questions. A lot of questions - back at Otto’s.”

“Why’d you bring her here?” I asked.

“Where the fuck is Gabby? Gabby!” she yelled at the top of her lungs, her high-pitched scream piercing my ears.

“Shut the fuck up!” Romeo barked.

“We got a situation,” I said, gesturing towards the cabin. “Inside.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. Gonna need your help with that.”

“Gaaaaabbbbby!” Bella yelled even louder this time. Romeo grabbed her arm, and pulled her close, whispering in her ear.

“I said, shut the fuck up!”

“Just fucking take me to Gabby. That’s what you said you’d do!” she seethed, straining to get out of his grip.

“Dante, man, I didn’t know she was such a fuckin’ firecracker. You want me to take her back? I thought maybe she could help us, but I guess I was wrong.”

“Help you do what, you asshole? Kidnap my friend?” she cried.

“We didn’t kidnap your friend!” Romeo said. “She’s fucking fine!”

“I don’t fucking believe you!” she spat. “Gaabbbbbbbbbbriellllllaaaa!!” she screamed, much louder this time.

“What do you want me to do Dante?” Romeo asked.

 

“BRING HER INSIDE,” I said, shaking my head. “But you!” I pointed at her. “Be quiet! We aren’t the fucking bad guys.”

We turned to walk into the cabin and Gabby was standing at the door, her mouth open in shock, her eyes wide with disbelief!

“Bella!” she cried, running into the girl’s arms.




 

BELLA

A  short drive later, Romeo and I pulled up to an old cabin in the middle of nowhere.

I’d had a few moments to come to my senses after having my brains fucked out, and my nervousness was back. I didn’t know this guy. We were still in the middle of nowhere. And just because he fucked like a God, didn’t mean he wouldn’t still kill me.

My heart began pounding in my chest. If Gabby was here, I was going to find her and get the fuck out of this place. As far as I knew, the guy who came out of the cabin could have already killed Gabby. Maybe I was next, and Romeo just wanted a piece of me first. Maybe they were both crazy killers hidden behind dead sexy faces.

I guess I didn’t really give them a chance to prove otherwise.

I just started yelling for Gabby. It was impulsive, but that’s how I roll.

When she finally walked out of that cabin, pure joy filled my heart when I saw she was okay. Hugging her had never felt better. I pulled away, looking her over. She looked good. In fact, she was glowing. Her hair had that unmistakable just-fucked look and her eyes were sparkling with satisfaction.

“You look…” I paused, “happy.”

“Happy?” she asked, her voice full of surprise, as if she didn’t even know what the word meant. She glanced over at Dante quickly, and a slow blush crawled up her cheeks. So that was it. This guy was obviously the source of her glow. What a hussy, I thought, before a slow chuckle escaped my chest. I guess I was a hussy, too.

“God, I fucking love you!” I grabbed her, hugging her hard again. “Okay, so you’re fine. You know half the fucking state is looking for you, right? Your Dad came to our apartment in person. He’s really worried about you.”

The glimmer in her eyes dimmed, and she nodded.

“I know he is,” she whispered.

“So why don’t you call him?”

“Um…” she looked away, glancing over at Dante again. “It’s complicated.”

“Complicated how?” I asked bluntly. “This guy keeping you prisoner, Gabby? Because I can call for someone to pick us up and get us out of here.”

“She’s not a fucking prisoner,” Dante growled. “I’m keeping her here to keep her safe.”

“Yeah?” I asked, my voice full of skepticism. “Safe from what?”

He looked at me quietly, shook his head, then closed the distance between us. He grabbed my arm and led me towards the front door the cabin.

“Hey —,” I began, before he shoved me through the door, bringing me face to face with a very fat, very tied-up, very angry biker.

“—from this!” Dante said, his voice seething.




 

GABBY

I ’d never been so happy to see someone as I was to see Bella. And yet I knew our situation just got ten times more complicated. Bella could be a grade-A bitch. Stubborn, pretentious, and confrontational were her usual moods and she moved through them like a revolving door. I loved her, but once she got pissed off, I knew to get out of her way.

She reminded me a lot of my father in that way.

So, my dad had come out of his self-imposed isolation, huh? He did that often, locking himself away somewhere until whatever storm was brewing ‘took care of itself’. We all knew what that meant, but we never asked questions. If a body turned up floating in the East River, we still didn’t ask questions. Those lucky breaks were chalked up to answered prayers and coincidence and then never mentioned again.

Our house was full of unspoken rules. Asking why Dad hadn’t left the house in six weeks was one of those rules.

Which meant he must be really upset if he was out searching for me. I was a hundred percent sure my Ma made him do it. She was the only person who made him do anything, and most of the time he hated it, even though he went along with whatever she wanted. Which also meant he was going to be majorly pissed off at me. Both of those things made me happy that I was here, but if Gino had found us, then surely my angry father wasn’t far behind.

And once my father found me, he would do what he always did. Lock me in a room at his house, with his men standing guard to make sure I didn’t leave. He always did want me to be more like him. Isolated from real people. He called it protected. Or cautious. Trusting people to be good to you was naive and weak. If you didn’t expect anything from anyone, you would never be disappointed, he would say.

I called it imprisonment.

We disagreed strongly on this subject and I’d spent years wrestling myself out of his protective grip. It took an act of God just to get him to agree to let me live with Bella. It would take years to get him to that point again, once he saw the mess I’d gotten myself into now.

But what am I thinking? I killed someone. I’m going to go to prison for the rest of my life. There will be no more freedom, no more Bella, no more apartment…no more Dante.

I looked over at Dante, his soft hair framing his determined face, and even with the angry set of his jaw, he was breathtakingly beautiful. A vision of him hovering over me in the dark, his massive hardness smoothly transporting me to heaven last night flashed in my head. It had been magical.

But was that really all it was meant to be?

How could that be possible? How could fate be that cruel?

Was I doomed to spend the rest of my life behind bars, remembering such a brief moment in time, torturously yearning for a man that I could never touch again?

I just couldn’t accept it. This kind of thing couldn’t happen to me. I was a fucking Loprinzi, for fuck’s sake, and no matter how entitled it made me sound, this kind of thing didn’t happen to our family.

I always got my way, dammit!

“I really need to talk to my father,” I said to Dante again. “I know you don’t think it’s a good idea. But if Gino found us, then my father will find us, too.”

“How is he going to help?” Dante asked again. I’d never really answered him the first time. We’d ended up in bed, because talking about it was too hard, too painful, too confusing.

“He knows people. Cops. DA’s. Prosecutors. Judges.”

“What about the Feds that are looking for him?”

“The Feds are always looking for him. That doesn’t mean he can’t help us.”

“I’d imagine helping me is the last thing your father wants to do. In his mind, I’ve tainted his precious daughter,” he said, lowering his voice, a slow smile spreading across his face, “and more.” He reached up, pushing a strand of hair behind my ear and brushing his lips across mine.

“Hey, Romeo and Juliet - how about we get back to the matter at hand?” Bella’s voice cut through the moment like a butcher knife. “Call your father, Gabby!” she pushed her cell phone into my hand.

I stared down at it like it was a gun. It was either going to save me, or it was going to be my demise. I looked up at Dante, his eyes questioning, kind, gentle, his hand on my back so warm and comforting, that I couldn’t help but lean into him.

I put Bella’s phone in my back pocket and shook my head slowly.

“Not yet,” I said, ignoring the incredulous look on Bella’s face. “I need to think.”




 

DANTE

“C ome on,” I said, grabbing Gabby’s hand and leading her back into the bedroom, leaving Romeo and Bella alone with Gino.

“Watch him, Romeo,” I said, over my shoulder.

“He ain’t going nowhere on my watch,” Romeo said, sitting across from Gino with his gun drawn. Bella stood watching all of us, her arms crossed in frustration.

“I —,” she was just about to start speaking when I closed the door in her face.

I turned to Gabby, pulling her into my arms again.

“If you call him, he’ll kill me. And I can’t let him, or his men, get close enough to do that.” I ran my hand through my hair, trying to find another way to explain this to her without sounding like a monster. “So that’s what we’re dealing with here, Gabby. I don’t want to have to hurt your father. I respect you too much for that. But if it comes down to him or me, I’ll fight to the death. That’s the kind of man I am, and I don’t know any other way of being. I won’t stop you from leaving, either, but I think it’s a disastrous idea to leave alone.”

“So what do you suggest? You haven’t come up with an answer for me yet. You just keep saying to wait. Well, what the fuck are we waiting for, Dante? We’re sitting ducks staying here!”

“I know a place we can go. Upstate. It’s safe.”

“That’s what you said about this place,” she replied, her green eyes looking up at me warily.

“Safer.”

“Dante…what’s the point? Do we just keep running? Until when? When do we stop? Where does it end?”

“I don’t care,” I said, my heart in my throat. “I just can’t let you go yet, Gabby.”

Her eyes widened and her pretty pink mouth opened, a tiny little ‘oh!’ escaping from it. I leaned down, kissing her gently. It was all going to be over soon. Part of me knew it. And another part of me, a much bigger part, was screaming in protest.

“I don’t want to let you go either,” she sighed. “I don’t know what any of this means, Dante. But if by some twist of fate, we don’t end up in prison or dead, then I’d really love to spend some time with you again.”

“Maybe we could go out on a date?” I winked down at her, grateful for a moment of levity. My heart was heavy, and I remembered how good it had felt to laugh with her last night, if only for a fleeting moment.

“Sure,” she smiled. “As long as you don’t take me to Otto’s.”

“Deal,” I said, pulling her into my chest, her soft hair tickling my chin. My cock hardened in my pants, even know, despite all of this, hungry for her.

“Deal,” I said, kissing her again.




 

LAUREN

L eaves crunched under my shoes as I made my way slowly down the trail. The biker and Gabby’s roommate had disappeared down it a half hour ago after fucking like a couple of rabbits on the side of the road.

I’d watched from afar, partially hidden by trees as the biker bent Gabby’s roommate over his bike and fucked her silly. I have to admit I was a little jealous. He was a lot hotter than Tony, and he had a much bigger cock. Maybe if I’d stuck around and fucked him instead, maybe he would have lead me to Loprinzi and the other biker…

Instead, I’d fucked the stupid bartender, who’d given me absolutely nothing but a couple of missing pearl buttons. How gullible was I?

I waited till they’d disappeared down the road before following on foot. The trail, and the road, seemed to go on forever. After a few miles, my loafers had rubbed a blister the size of Texas on my ankle and I winced in pain with every step.

My white silk blouse was soaked through, leaving big ugly circles under my arms. I would have given my left tit for a pair of hiking boots and some nice cool cargo shorts right then. Maybe a light tank top, too. I didn’t even let myself think about water or what it might feel like as the pure fresh coldness hit my lips. I’d barely eaten this morning, instead opting for those last fifteen minutes of sleep and hammering the snooze button. Images of dancing buttery croissants filled my head like sugar plum fairies, and I began to feel a little dizzy.

I wasn’t used to this heat. I stayed in my air conditioned car, office, and apartment most of the time. I wiped the sweat from my brow and kept walking, determined and stubborn.

I wasn’t about to let those assholes at work see me fail. I’d come this far, and if my intuition was correct, then I was close.

As if a sign from above, I rounded a corner and a small cabin came into view. Outside, two bikes were parked. The front door was closed, but I could hear voices coming from inside. Hiding behind a tree, I waited several minutes, watching for any activity, but nothing happened.

I grew impatient, the heat snaking around me like it was hugging me. My breath became ragged and slow, but I soldiered on. Almost there, I thought, as I started walking towards the cabin. I snuck up to a window, staying as low as I could and peeked in.

I swallowed a gasp as I saw a man tied to a chair with something stuffed in his mouth. He fought against his restraints and the biker sat in front of him taunting him and laughing at him. The girl paced in the kitchen, her face locked in anger.

I scanned the rest of the cabin, but there was no sign of Gabriella Loprinzi.

Shit! I thought. Maybe I’d made a mistake after all.

I’d come all this way, endured all this fucking heat, and Loprinzi wasn’t even here.

I looked back in the window at the man tied to the chair and noticed his vest. He was one of the Iron Godz. But why did this guy have him tied up and what did Loprinzi’s roommate have to do with it?

Maybe I just needed to wait a little longer. I’d jumped the gun. Maybe Loprinzi would show up here at some point. I’d just wait in the woods and stake the place out. Maybe find a water hose or a stream or something in the meantime.

Crouching down low, I wobbled around the side of the house, my throat clenching with dryness. I walked slowly, lightly, trying like hell not to make a sound. I rounded the corner, staying as low as possible.

Bingo! A hose was attached to the side of the cabin, directly under another window.

Now, if only I can turn it on without anyone hearing, I thought. I raised myself to my tiptoes to peek into the window first.

Double Bingo! Loprinzi stood with her arms wrapped around the man everyone in town was looking for.

Yes! I thought, my heart overjoyed. I’ve found them!

I crouched down again, looking longingly at the water hose. I couldn’t risk turning it on now because they would definitely hear me. I would go back into the woods and wait and watch.

I’d taken two steps before I went down - a thick, heavy thud the last thing I heard before my body hit the ground.




 

LEO

“M y shoes are fucking ruined, Rizzo!” I yelled as we trekked through the stifling heat of the fuckin’ Jersey woods. Rizzo shuffled alongside me like a sick horse.

“Si cammina lento come un cavallo malato!” I sneered.

“A sick horse?” he asked. “My Ma used to say that to me and my brothers all the time. ‘You walk like slower than a sick horse, Rizzo’, she’d say.”

“Yeah, well it didn’t help did it? Walk faster!”

Rizzo had been with me for five years, and he was the most loyal of all of my men. Even the ones that had been with me longer weren’t as loyal as him. They all had an angle. They all wanted something from me. Rizzo? He just wanted to be near me. To make me happy.

His dad was a part of the family, and together we’d been part of Giannetti’s family back in the day. Rizzo’s dad died a long time ago. So long ago it seemed like another lifetime really, even though it must have only been about fifteen years or so.

I could remember it like it was yesterday, though I tried hard to forget it most of the time. I’d done a lot of things I wasn’t proud of. But like the Don before me, I’d made sure to balance it all out with doing good. Like the 101st Street block party every Fourth of July. I’d continued that tradition, with no thought for how much it cost, just like Giannetti.

To some of the kids in the neighborhood, it was the only fun they got to have all year. You think their deadbeat parents were taking them to Coney Island to see the fireworks? No fucking way. I brought that to them, so they didn’t have to. Just like the good man before me.

We weren’t monsters. We didn’t see it that way. We did what needed to be done to take care of the neighborhood, to make sure people were provided for. If that meant we had to knock a couple of heads together in the process, so be it.

“Not for nuttin, Boss, but it sure is fuckin’ hot out here today,” Rizzo said.

“No shit, Sherlock,” I said. “Why don’t you just shut up? You’re gettin’ on my last nerve, Rizzo.”

“Sorry, boss, I was just trying to make conversation,” he replied.

“Make conversation quando troviamo mia stupida figlia!”

“We will find your stupid daughter - I mean, Gabriella. We will find her, Leo,” he said, continuing to talk no matter what I just said.

“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered. “Sooner than later, I hope. And when I do find her? Ho intenzione di chiudere la sua via per sempre!”

“You can’t lock her away forever, can you, Boss? She’s legal now. She can do whatever she wants, right?”

“Maybe according to the police, but not according to my rules!” I exclaimed. I was beyond pissed off at my daughter. I was furious. Making me look for her like a fucking stupido idiota!

I loved my daughter with all my heart, no matter how angry I was right now. She was my life. Nothing else in this world meant anything to me if I didn’t have her. And if I came home without her, her mother would have me killed.

I was certain of it.

My wife was even more terrifying than I ever aimed to be. She was one of those people you never expected to do be violent, and then she came out of nowhere one day when you were fucking your mistress in an Uptown apartment, thinking you were safe and nobody would ever find you, but no…there she was standing over you with a twelve-inch butcher knife with her eyes glazed over like a fuckin’ heartless serial killer!

My wife was that kind of woman. Chilling. Calculating.

“Find Gabby and don’t come back till you have her! Don’t trust your fucking goomba’s to do it this time, either, Leo!” she’d said. “They always fuck everything up! This is Gabby we’re talking about, not some fucking back alley deal between a couple of hit men, you understand me Leo?”

She had that same look in her eye as she did when she was holding that knife over my dick that day, and I knew not to argue with her.

They don’t call us wise guys for nuttin’, you know. Part of that wisdom was knowing when your old lady meant business.

Not that I wouldn’t have searched the entire fucking country for Gabby if I had to. But her mother’s attitude compelled me to do so personally.

So here I was. Traipsing through the woods, ruining my finest custom made Armani Collezioni suit, looking for my rebellious daughter.

After Bella told me why she’d gone to Otto’s, and then knowing my daughter had gone there and been a victim of such brutal violence from those fucking savage bikers, I was furious. And now they were saying she’d killed someone. Well, what the fuck else was she supposed to do? Just let them touch her like that? Hit her like that?

Nobody hit a Loprinzi and got away with it. I’d taught her that, and I was proud she’d fought back.

I’d called my friend in the Prosecutor’s office on the way over, and he assured me she wouldn’t face charges, they just wanted her to come in for questioning so they could let her go, he’d said. Of course it was self-defense, he’d said. The murder charge was just a formality and would most likely be dropped later, he’d said. They had to blame someone to get the media from breathing down their necks.

If only she would have called me, I could have told her all of this and we could have put her in a car with one of my lawyers, she could have gone down to the station, and had everything cleared up in a matter of hours. Badda bing, badda boom. Done.

Of course, I wouldn’t go to the precinct myself, what was I, crazy? No fuckin’ way.

If I didn’t spontaneously combust from walking in the door, I’d never get out alive. There were some cops that would love to see cuffs on me. But if I had any say in the matter, that would never happen. Not over my dead body.

But Gabriella hadn’t called me.

Instead, I’d followed Bella, figuring she’d be stupid enough to lead me right to her. I didn’t believe her for a second when she said she didn’t know where Gabriella was. When we followed her right back to Otto’s, I knew she’d been lying the whole fuckin’ time.

When I saw that she’d jumped on the back of that bike like she’d done it a million times before, I knew I was close to finding my daughter. We’d parked on the side of the main road after they pulled off onto the dirt road, and walked the rest of the way. Of course, I wasn’t counting on having to watch Bella get the bottom dropped out of her first. I thought they’d never stop fuckin’, and I made Rizzo look away the whole time. Luckily, the biker shot his load pretty quickly, so it was over before too long.

I made a mental note to move Gabby out of that little slut’s apartment and we continued following down the road they drove down and now here we were, walking through the woods like a couple of cafones.

“Look, Boss!” Rizzo whispered, stopping in front of me. I ran into his back and then slapped him out of the way.

“For fuck’s sake, ya fuckin’ idiot! Don’t stop like that!”

“We found it!” he whispered, pointing ahead.

Indeed we had and it was about fucking time.

A rundown cabin was visible through the trees, and we watched silently as an equally inappropriately dressed woman snuck around the side of the cabin, peeking in the windows like a fucking pervert.

When I saw the bikes, I knew they were all in there together.

I pulled my gun out of my inside suit jacket.

“Let’s get her. Looks like we’ve found what we’ve been looking for, Rizzo.”

She went down fast and easy, just like they always do when they don’t see or hear you coming. I smiled at the sound of her body hitting the ground. It had been a while since I’d done the dirty work myself, and it felt just as natural as it always had.

Like riding a bike, I thought to myself, as we pulled her up and carried her towards the front of the cabin. She woke up quickly, stunned into silence by my gun pressed into her temple.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“L-l-auren O’R-r-roarke, from Ch-ch-ch-channel Eight News,” she stuttered, her voice shaking with fear.

“Well, Lauren, you look like a smart woman. Stay quiet, don’t fight, and you won’t get hurt,” I said. “You got it?”

She stared at me with wide eyes, her mouth open in shock.

“Nod your head that you agree,” I whispered. Slowly, she nodded her pretty little head, and I leaned forward, kissing her on the forehead.

“Good girl. Now move!” I shoved her in front of me.

We barreled through the front door together, the cheap wood splintering at my feet.

“Nobody makes a move, or this broad gets a bullet in the head!”




 

GABBY

F irst, we heard the breaking door. Then, I heard the unmistakeable voice of my father.

“Fuck! It’s my father!” I whispered to Dante, breaking free from his embrace.

“Stay here!” Dante ordered, heading towards the door.

“No!” I cried, moving for the door myself.

“Yes, Gabby!” he said, blocking my way. His eyes flashed with concern and stubbornness. “Just fucking please do as I say, will you? Stay here until I know everything is safe. We don’t know what the fuck is going on out there, just wait!”

“I’m so fucking tired of you telling me to wait! It’s my father! I can fucking handle him. He’s not going to hurt me!” I moved around him, heading for the door.

We both jumped at the sound of a gun firing. Dante threw me to the ground, landing on top of me, the bed shielding us from the door. He pulled his gun out from his pants and kissed me hard.

“Fucking stay here, goddammit! I won’t take no for an answer!” he demanded, his voice hard and determined.

“Alright, shit!” I whispered, my heart pounding. He disappeared and I stayed laying on the ground, listening to the raised voices in the other room. I could make out my father’s voice, and Bella’s screaming, and what sounded like another woman’s voice, but I couldn’t understand anything anyone was saying.

This was all my fault. All of it.

If only I’d never walked into Otto’s, none of this would be happening. Dante wouldn’t be throwing himself in the face of danger yet again for me. My father wouldn’t be all the way in the middle of nowhere looking for me, putting his freedom in danger.

There wouldn’t be two dead bikers in the morgue.

I’d done all of this, and for what? To get laid? What kind of woman was I? Who had I become?

Tears of frustration began running down my face. I was so sick of all of this. I was so tired of being a Loprinzi. I wanted to just run away, but I had no idea where to go.

My eyes landed on the open window next to Dante’s bed and goosebumps ran down my spine.

Dante’s truck was right outside this open window, just waiting for me to start it up. And the world was right down the road, just waiting for me to disappear into it, to leave everything I had ever known behind.

A new life.

A fresh start.

I crawled out of the window, heading for the truck as my thoughts raced through my mind. All I had to do was start up the truck and be on my way.

I could vanish into thin air.

I could leave behind the Loprinzi name.

Leave behind my father and everything that came with his fucked up legacy.

Leave behind everything I’d ever known about who I was and where I came from.

Leave behind Dante.

All of that sounded very tempting, except that very last part.

How could I leave him behind when I’d just found him? I’d just have to figure it all out some other time.

The urge to flee was so strong, I couldn’t resist. I still had the keys in my pocket. I ran to the truck and flung open the door and climbed in.

The key slid into the ignition easily, my heart beating a mile a minute. Dante’s face haunted my thoughts.

I’d gotten him into this and now I was just going to leave him when everything blew up?

Tears of confusion began drifting down my face and I placed my head on the steering wheel.

What did I owe him? My life? He’d saved me so many times. I never imagined for a minute the person that I’d thought about, fantasized about, wished so many times that I could have just one moment to thank, would actually walk back into my life.

Everything seemed like one big mistake, and yet at the same time, it was almost like it was just a cruel twist of fate. Dante was meant to be in my life. He wouldn’t have been thrown in my path again if that wasn’t true. I had to accept that.

There was no other explanation.

And if I left him now, what did that make me?

A coward. And a fool.

A big, ungrateful fool.

“I can’t do this,” I muttered, lifting my head and wiping the tears from my cheeks. I pulled the key from the ignition and jumped out of the truck. I shoved the keys back in my pocket and turned to go back inside. I’d just crawl back in the window and wait like Dante had begged me to do.

I reached the window and was just about to heave myself up to jump back in when I felt the barrel of a gun push into my temple.

“Don’t make a sound.”




 

DANTE

I  rounded the corner of the hallway with my gun drawn, ready for anything, my military training coming back like muscle memory. The sound of gunshots had a tendency to cause me flashbacks, but I suppressed all of that and pushed it far into the back of my mind.

I pushed away all my feelings for Gabby, because they made me vulnerable.

I pushed away all my fear of never seeing her again, because that made me weak.

I pushed away thoughts of Maggie, thoughts of my Ma, the club, my own mortality…because all of those things only served to incapacitate me.

I was a soldier, with only one thing on my mind. Survival.

When I rounded the corner, I saw Leo and another man by the front door. Leo had a gun pointed at a woman’s head and another man was pointing his gun at Romeo. As far as I could see, nobody was bleeding.

“Don’t make me fucking shoot you,” Leo’s man growled, his finger on the trigger, his gun pointed straight at Romeo’s heart. Romeo didn’t flinch, his gun pointed steadily at the man.

“Don’t shoot!” I yelled as I rounded the corner, my gun pointed right at Leo’s head.

Like Romeo, he wasn’t fazed either, in fact, a slow smile spread across his face, tightening the wrinkles around his eyes. He looked almost exactly how I remembered him from the day at the carnival. A little more grey hair around his temples, but he was still strong, still almost youthful.

“Who are you?” he asked, his voice calm as a rippling stream. He had a reputation for being unflappable, and apparently, it was true. He pushed the woman to the ground, and she crawled away into the corner looking frightened as a child as she began sobbing loudly. Bella ran over to her and pulled her into her arms.

“It’s alright, shh, don’t cry…,” she whispered.

“Shut the fuck up!” Leo yelled, before turning back to me. “Now, again. Who are you?”

“My name is Dante.”

“You look familiar,” he said, his eyes looking me up and down. “You Santoro’s boy? The one that went into the service?”

“Yeah,” I muttered, wincing at the mention of my dead beat father.

“I knew your old man. Good guy. Hard worker.”

“He was a piece of shit,” I growled. “Left my mom all alone to raise me and my sister.”

“Yeah, yeah, I remember that, too. Ran off with Cynthia from Yonkers, right?”

“Yep,” I snarled. “Like I said, a real piece of shit.”

“You’re the one from Otto’s,” he said, nodding slowly. “The one who took my Gabriella.”

“I didn’t take her,” I replied. “I saved her.”

“You also caused her to be in the middle of a huge bar brawl.”

“That wasn’t my fault,” I replied.

“Cut the bullshit. Where the fuck is my daughter, Santoro?” he asked, waving his gun at me.

“She’s safe.”

“Yeah? Safe, huh?” he said, “Is that so? Where is she safe at, Dante? In your bedroom back there?” he asked, gesturing behind me with his gun, taking a step in the direction of my bedroom.

“Don’t move, Mr. Loprinzi,” I stepped in front of him again.

“Look, Santoro, I don’t want no trouble,” he said, peering into my eyes. “I came to get my daughter, that’s all. If I go home empty handed, it’ll upset my wife. And I don’t like to upset my wife. You can understand that, right?” he asked, taking another step towards me.

“I said, don’t move, Mr. Loprinzi,” I extended my arm, my gun pointing right at his face as he closed the distance between us.

“What are you going to do, Santoro?” he asked, shrugging.

“Please don’t make me shoot you, Mr. Loprinzi.” I blocked his way. I wasn’t about to let him near Gabby. I didn’t know what my plan was. I didn’t have a fucking plan. I was hoping my guys would get here before any of this went down, and now here I was in a fucking stand off with Loprinzi, the most feared mafia Boss in the country and trying to keep him from his daughter. I wasn’t even sure why anymore.

“How about you just answer some questions for me, then? Eh?” He was inches from me now and I took a deep breath, doing my best to calm my racing mind. I had to figure out a way out of this and I needed to buy some time to do that.

“I’ll answer your questions, but don’t come any closer,” I said, taking a step back.

“Okay, fine, fine, Dante. It’s all good!” he said, holding up his hands, with a smile. “Relax! We’re all friends here.”

“What’s your question?” I asked, my face drawn tightly. I wasn’t about to fall for his friendly banter. I knew he’d rather shoot me than ask questions, and I knew he’d probably shoot me eventually, but I figured my only chance at surviving this confrontation was putting off the violence until my guys arrived.

“Tell me Dante,” he said slowly, his smile turning to a sneer. “What’s a man like you want with my daughter, huh? You’re from two different worlds. Probably don’t have nuttin’ in common, you know?”

“I was just protecting Gabby, Mr. Loprinzi. That’s all.”

“That’s all, huh? Come on, now. A strong, virile man like yourself. You sure you weren’t, well, you know…enjoying her company?”

I cringed, and took another step back from him. I needed space. Room to move. Room to think.

“She’s an adult,” I replied, instantly regretting my answer which was basically a confirmation that I had indeed been enjoying his daughter’s company, as he so eloquently and creepily put it.

“That’s true, she is,” he said. “She still has a knack for getting herself in trouble, though. Did she ever tell you about the time she and Bella snuck out of the house when they were fifteen and went to try to get into one of my clubs in Manhattan? The bouncers recognized them once they jumped up on the bar and all the guys started trying to grope them.”

“No, she didn’t tell me about that.”

“Of course she didn’t. Because you just met her, right? You’ve spent, what? One day with her? Two? And yet here you are, putting your ass on the line for a girl you just met.” He whistled, then chuckled again. “Does this mean it’s love, Dante?”

“We didn’t just meet. I met her a long time ago.”

“Oh, yeah? I had no idea! Tell me about it,” he said, with feigned interest.

The words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them. I didn’t like Loprinzi, in fact, I thought he was an arrogant asshole and I wanted to put him in his place somehow, but I hadn’t meant to do it this way.

“I met her the night you killed Paulie Paradiso in the tent at the 101st Street block party. I saved her from your stray fuckin’ bullets, Loprinzi. If it wasn’t for me, you would have killed your little girl when she was five years old.”

“What!” he exclaimed, his eyes filled with disbelief. “What are you saying? That can’t be true!”

The man standing next to him jumped at the mention of Paradiso and his eyes widened in shock. Slowly, he turned to look at Loprinzi questioningly.

“That was YOU, Dante?!” Bella exclaimed from the corner. “She told me all about that! You were like her fuckin’ knight in shinin’ armor! Oh, my gawd! How romantic!” she gushed.

 

I ROLLED MY EYES, shaking my head. Of course Gabby told her, I thought. Just because Gabby said she hadn’t told anyone didn’t mean she didn’t tell her best friend.

“Boss?” Leo’s guy asked, his head cocked, his gun still pointing at Romeo. “What is he talking about? Why is he saying you shot my old man?”

The room filled with tension so thick you’d need a chainsaw to cut through it.

Leo looked shocked, his eyes wide as he turned to the man.

“Rizzo, we’ll talk about this later. Now isn’t the time, son.” I glanced at his hands and saw they were shaking. Earlier I thought he looked youthful, but suddenly his age was showing. His eyes looked tired, worried - and guilty.

“I want to talk about it now, Boss,” Rizzo said, turning the gun on Leo. We all watched in awe as Leo’s man turned on him.

“Rizzo, for fuck’s sake, what the fuck are you doing?” Leo turned his head, his gun still pointed at my chest.

“Did you kill my father?” Rizzo demanded, his voice shaking. “Is that why you took me under your wing? Because you felt guilty about it?”

“Rizzo, I —,” Leo began.

“Is it true, you fuckin’ asshole?” Rizzo yelled, his eyes wild, filling with tears.

“Rizzo, goddammit, not now!” Loprinzi yelled, his eyes darting back and forth between me and Rizzo.

We were in a standoff and nobody was budging. Rizzo’s gun was shaking wildly, his voice becoming shrill and hysterical.

“My Ma, Leo! Do you know what my father’s murder did to my Ma? To our family? All these years, you said you were taking care of us because that’s what my father would have wanted. How could you do that, Leo?” Rizzo screamed. “You murdered him! In cold blood!”

“Rizzo, fuck off! We’re here to save Gabby now, not deal with this bullshit. Dante’s fuckin’ lying, for fuck’s sake. Pull your shit together!”

“No,” he muttered, shaking his head. “No, I don’t believe you. I saw your face when he said it. I saw the guilt in your eyes. It’s true, isn’t it?”

Leo shook his head, and took a deep breath, before taking his gun off of me and turning it on Rizzo.

“Yeah, it’s true, you little shit. And if you don’t fucking chill the fuck out, I’m going to shoot you, too!” Leo sneered.

Rizzo’s eyes widened in shock.

“You bastard,” he whispered, as he released the safety on the gun, the clicking sound of it echoing in the room.

We’d all frozen, holding our breath as we watched the intense scene play out in front of us. I was sure Rizzo was going to shoot him, if Leo didn’t shoot him first. They stared at each other, a tense contest of wills.

I looked over at Romeo and swelled with pride to see him on full alert. Even if the other guys weren’t here, I knew Romeo had my back no matter what. I caught his eye, made a slight movement with my chin to let him know I was going to take out Leo first and he nodded back.

I took a deep breath before striking and just as I started to move, the front door burst open.

I gasped as I watched the President of the Iron Godz barrel in with his gun pressed against Gabby’s temple.

She looked over at me apologetically.

“Gabby!” I called, my heart sinking.

“I’m so sorry,” she mouthed, shaking her head.

“Everyone drop the fucking guns or the girl gets it!” he bellowed.

Angelo Bandini, the infamous President of the Iron Godz MC. I knew exactly who he was.

He towered over everyone in the room, his heavily tattooed face the stuff of nightmares. His huge bald head topped a body the size of a bison. Scars littered his flesh - sharp cuts across his forehead, deep crevices left behind by bullet holes that had torn into his meaty forearms, and the ugly shiny skin that was the result of vicious burns stretched across his neck - and those were only the scars I could see.

His eyes were pure evil - no remnants of a human soul left behind in them.

Bella and the other lady screamed and burrowed into the corner, trying to hide behind my couch.

Fuck, I thought. Adrenaline was racing through my veins, and it felt like my heart was about to explode. But I wasn’t thinking about any of that. I was barely even aware of it.

Assess. Prepare. Strike.

I would deal with this just like every other battle I’d been faced with. Assess the situation, prepare myself for every possible scenario, and strike with confidence.

Assess the situation - this man had Gabby. I loved Gabby. I fucking loved Gabby. It was crazy, but since when does love make sense? This man was holding a gun to the one person I loved more than anything else in the whole world. Despite all the other threats in the room, this man was the biggest.

Prepare myself for every possible scenario - that included death. Gabby’s death. My death. Romeo’s death, Leo’s death, anyone else in the room. Death at Angelo’s hand, sure, that was a possibility, but I was confident I would be the one doing the killing. There was no way in hell that ape of a man could move faster than me. Only problem was he was closer to Gabby than I was. But losing Gabby was a scenario I was unable to accept, an outcome that I had no skills to contemplate. I’d lost one love already, I wasn’t about to lose another. So, I didn’t linger on that. All possible scenarios pointed to me killing Angelo, or Leo, or Rizzo, or even Gino.

Strike. I braced myself for the gunfire that I knew was about to explode in my home.

Everything seemed to move in slow motion.

Rizzo’s gun was still pointed at Leo; he seemed unaware Angelo had even burst into the room. His eyes were glued to Leo and he was shaking his head and muttering to himself.

Romeo, Leo and I turned our guns on Angelo.

“You’re outnumbered, Angelo. Put your gun down first,” I growled with anger.

“Fuck you!” he spat, digging the gun into Gabby’s temple. “Looks like a situation of quality over quantity here. I don’t think you’re going to shoot me while I have this pretty little girl in my arms. Especially when this is the girl you’ve all been looking for. She’s a hot commodity, isn’t she?”

“What do you want?” I barked.

“I want you to untie Gino first. And I’ll give you the girl back,” he sneered.

“That’s all?” I asked.

“Fuck no! I’ll give you the girl in exchange for you,” he said, pointing at me. “You killed one of my guys. In fact, you killed two of them. So, I’m taking you back to my clubhouse so my whole club can kill you together. We like to feast like that. It makes the revenge so much sweeter, you know?” he asked, a sick smile spreading across his hideous face. “But I don’t like killing women,” he snarled, pushing the gun into Gabby’s temple harder. “I hate seeing them cry, you know? It just kills me, all those endless tears, the sobbing, the whining…” he said sarcastically, putting the hand that wasn’t holding the gun over his heart. “So!” he barked. “I’ll just kill you to pay for both of them. Consider it a sort of buy one, get one free kind of deal. I’m feeling charitable today.”

“Okay,” I said, dropping my gun and holding my hands up.

“Dante, no!” Gabby cried.

“Shh! It’s okay, Gabby, I got this,” I said. “Let her go, Angelo.”

My eyes drifted over to Bear lying by the fireplace. He’d been on full alert this entire time, but he hadn’t moved an inch. His ears were sticking straight up and the muscles in his neck were straining.

Slowly, I took a step towards them, my hands up, nodding slowly.

“How could you?” Rizzo’s shrill voice broke through the tense silence. My eyes darted over to him, tears streaming down his face as he waved the gun at Leo, ignoring the other people in the room entirely, his focus completely on Leo.

“Rizzo, put the fucking gun down!” Leo growled again. “Now isn’t the time!”

“I don’t fucking care, Leo. I don’t care if your precious Gabriella dies. Maybe she should. Maybe she should pay for your mistakes, huh? For your savage, senseless violence? All this time, Leo. I was so loyal to you. Too fucking loyal! You deserve to die. My father didn’t.” He was shaking, his gun loose in his hand as he waved it around, his eyes wild with pain and rage.

Everyone had turned to watch, including Angelo. I turned slightly, making eye contact with Bear, and with a slight jerk of my chin, he made his move.

It was risky. He could have been shot. Gabby could have been shot. We all could have died.

But I did what any soldier would do. I assessed my situation and I used whatever tools I had at my disposal to their full capacity. My most valuable tool just happened to be covered in black fur and drooled obsessively. It was the sharp teeth that I was counting on.

Bear jumped up towards Angelo, his teeth sinking into his thick, scarred arm smoothly, the gun falling at his feet. Gabby ran towards me and I pushed her behind me quickly.

Angelo fell to the floor, flinging his arm wildly, attempting to release it from Bear’s mighty grip.

“Get him off,” he cried. As soon as his ass hit the floor, Bear jumped up on top of his chest, releasing his arm, but holding him down with the weight of his massive body, baring his teeth in his face with a savage, threatening growl.

I ran over and shoved my gun in his face.

“Don’t fuckin’ move!” I yelled, putting my boot on his chest.

The sound of a gunshot echoed through the cabin and Leo fell in a crumpled heap at Rizzo’s feet.

“Daddy!” Gabby cried, rushing to his side. Romeo grabbed Rizzo, pulling the gun from his shaking hand and pushing him away.

I looked down at Angelo, my gun resting on his forehead. His eyes were glued to Bear’s teeth that were millimeters from his nose.

“You fucked with the wrong club, asshole,” I said.

I turned to Bella on the floor to tell her to call an ambulance when my broken front door burst open once again.

“Everyone freeze!” a deep voice yelled, as dozens of cops rushed in, their guns drawn. “Hands in the air! Now!”

“Bear! Down!” I snapped my fingers, and Bear jumped off Angelo and laid at my side.

After that, everything happened so quickly.

The sound of guns hitting the floor was like a contagion. Rizzo dropped his, then Romeo, then me. Leo’s had fallen to his side when he was shot.

Gabby was crying as she tried to stop Leo’s bleeding. I watched helplessly, wanting so badly to take her into my arms, to tell her everything was going to be alright.

But I couldn’t. Because I had no idea if that was the case anymore. I didn’t believe it myself, so how could I tell her that? How could I give her some false sense of hope? I cursed myself, wishing I’d taken her far away before any of this had gone down.

I’d failed her.

The cuffs went on and I was shoved in the back of a police car. After a moment, an ambulance arrived and the paramedics loaded Leo into the back of it. I sighed with relief when I saw the cops let Gabby go with him in the ambulance and that they hadn’t cuffed her.

She looked at me one last time, her eyes full of sadness, as the paramedics closed the door behind her.

Maybe there was some hope left for her after all. She’d be alright, even without me. She’d survived this long under the protection of Leo Loprinzi. Maybe he could do a better job than I had.

The roar of approaching bikes sounded in my ear and I began laughing.

My backup had finally arrived.

Too little, too late, I thought, as Alonso, Italo, Bats, Angry Bobby and Gio all rode up, pulling off their helmets and looking around with bewilderment as they cut off their engines.

I shook my head and shrugged.

“What happened?” I heard Angry Bobby ask Romeo. Romeo, Bella and the lady I now recognized as the reporter, were huddled together on the porch, watching Angelo and Gino get thrown in the back of another cop car.

“Shit went down,” I heard Romeo explain, “and it went down really rough.”

It could have been rougher, I thought. At least Gabby was safe.

That was the only thing that mattered to me.

“Hey,” I yelled out to Romeo.

He ran over to me and I yelled at him through the glass.

“Give Bear a steak!” I said. “Tell him he’s a good boy.”

Romeo grinned and shook his head.

“Will do. And don’t worry, we’ll bail you out of jail as fast as we can.”

“Just take care of my dog,” I insisted.

“What about Gabby?” he asked.

I watched as the ambulance disappeared from view, taking Gabby away with it.

“She can take care of herself…”






EPILOGUE

“Y ou be good,” Dante said, scratching Bear’s ears before locking up the cabin. Bear had been the real MVP, and if he hadn't attacked Angelo, Dante’s life would be full of misery right now.

He’d probably be dead, actually. He didn’t just save Gabby - he saved Dante, too.

They never expected things to turn out the way they did. But for a situation that turned into a huge mess, it couldn’t have turned out much better.

Immediately after the cops busted in, Angelo and Gino were arrested, along with Dante.

Leo and Gabby were taken to the hospital and Leo was rushed into surgery.

While Leo was in surgery, the cops questioned Gabby at length, not just about the fight, but about her father’s business affairs. They tried to pry anything they could out of her. Of course, she knew nothing, and once they figured that out, they let her go.

Turns out, those two Iron Godz didn’t actually die at Otto’s. It was all a ruse concocted by the cops and the Feds.

They were being held in a private hospital under a couple of aliases, and the fucking cops staged the whole thing. They’d teamed up with the Feds, and gotten permission to trick everyone into thinking the two worst hurt guys didn’t make it.

After the fight happened at Otto’s, they’d seized the opportunity and taken the two critically injured Godz to the hospital, separated them from all the others, and made up a lie about them dying. Their motive? To get Angelo Bandini and the rest of the Godz out of hiding. They figured if the thought their men died, they’d come looking for Gabby and Dante.

Angelo had been in hiding for quite some time because he was wanted on a RICO charge. The cops had been after him for years but could never get a handle on him. They knew he wouldn’t just let two of his men die without striking out for revenge.

Once Angelo started looking for Gabby and Dante, he was easily spotted and the cops were following them the whole time.

So once they found Angelo at the cabin, the fake murder charges against Dante and Gabby were dropped.

The Feds questioned Leo for days after he got out of surgery. Rizzo’s bullet had pierced a lung and Leo had no way to avoid their questioning, stuck in the hospital for weeks.

But Loprinzi was Loprinzi. He’d always been slippery, and just like all the times before, there was nothing they could do to make any charges stick. He had the best attorneys money could buy, and as always, they had to let him go.

Leo declined to press charges against Rizzo, explaining to Gabby and Maria that he had it coming.

If it made Rizzo feel better to shoot him, then so be it. He’d spent fifteen years trying to make it up to Rizzo for killing his dad and he almost felt a little better now, as if part of his debt had been paid finally. It was insane, but so was the mob.

Before Dante left the cabin, he threw a fresh bone on Bear’s bed and watched with a smile as he dug in, his sharp teeth scraping against the bone, his tail wagging happily. He reached down, scratching his faithful companion’s ears again lovingly.

“Love you, buddy,” he said, before closing the door. He stepped outside, looking around, remembering the scene that day two weeks ago. At the time, he had no idea how everything would turn out. He had no idea if he’d ever have a chance to see Gabby again. He didn’t even know if he would ever be a free man again.

But here he was. More than free. Happy. With a spring in his step and a smile on his face.

It’d been two long weeks since the shooting and today was Gabby’s twenty-first birthday. Thoughts of her had haunted him constantly, but he had forced himself to give her space. She needed time with her family, she didn’t need some guy she barely knew getting in the way.

So, despite the urge to find her and run off to someplace far, far way with her, he’d let her be. He’d already whisked her away once and that hadn’t turned out as well as he’d hoped.

But tonight was different. She’d finally called, her voice sounding far away and shy as she invited him to her birthday party.

He’d accepted with his heart in his throat, feeling like a nervous teenager.

Dante jumped on his bike and made his way down the winding road that led to the freeway that would lead him to Gabby’s apartment in the city.

Forty-five minutes and one stop later and he was driving up to her building.

He pulled the bouquet of pink roses he’d bought along the way out of his bag and made his way up the sidewalk, ignoring the queasiness in his gut.

He knocked on the door, doing his best to man up.

Being nervous was new for him and he hated it. He hadn’t been nervous around a woman in a long time but this wasn’t just any woman.

This was Gabby. He wanted it to be perfect.

Bella flung open the door, looking him up and down with her signature smirk.

“Gabbbbbbbby,” she yelled over her shoulder. There was a huge amount of people filling the apartment behind her. “Your biker is here!”

Bella looked him up and down, her eyes raking over him slowly.

“You clean up pretty good, Dante. And you brought roses, too?” Bella nodded. “Classy move.”

“Hello to you too, Bella,” Dante said, just as Gabby rounded the corner, her curves accentuated by the tight black dress she was wearing. Bella walked away, disappearing into the crowd.

“You look amazing,” he said, handing Gabby the roses.

Dante swallowed hard, resisting the urge to scoop her up into his arms and carry her off to her bedroom. He wasn’t used to this dating shit. He wasn’t used to waiting. He certainly wasn’t used to hanging out with a crowd full of strangers.

“They’re beautiful!” Gabby leaned forward, inhaling their fresh scent. “Thank you,” she said, looking at him shyly.

“Happy birthday,” he whispered.

“Thank you,” she said, “would you like to come in?”

“Do I have to?” he asked, looking past her at the crowd.

She giggled and nodded.

“C’mon, we’ll go to my room,” she replied, grabbing his arm and pulling him inside. She led him down a hallway past the gawking crowd and into her room.

They sat down on the bed and he turned to her, so stoked to finally be in her presence again.

“Have you been okay?” he asked, thankful that they were alone. Her room was feminine and frilly and he felt completely out of place in his leather cut, but he didn’t care. It smelled exactly like Gabby and he loved it.

“Yes,” she replied, nodding. “You?” she asked with a smile.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he replied.

They sat in awkward silence, and once again, he felt like a schoolboy again. He looked at her, drinking in her beauty, completely at a loss for what to do. He sighed, shaking away his uncertainty.

This was absurd, he thought. I’m fucking Dante Santoro. I’m a fucking man, and that’s how I should act.

“I’ve missed you,” he said gruffly, before pulling Gabby into his arms, his mouth coming down hard on hers. She kissed him back, returning his passion two-fold, having missed his touch as much as he missed hers.

She pulled away after a moment, looking up into his familiar eyes, the smoldering hunger she saw there shooting right through her.

“I owe you everything,” she whispered.

“No, you don’t. You don’t owe me anything, sweetheart,” he replied.

“…and Bear,” she murmured, staring up into his eyes.

“Bear loved every minute of it,” he shrugged. “He’s got a hero complex.”

“And you?” she asked quietly. “Did you love it?”

“Yeah,” he replied, his voice thick with emotion. “I loved it. Most of it.”

“Dante…” she hesitated.

“Yes?”

“What do we do now?” she asked. “This was all so weird. Everything happened so quickly, I didn’t have time to think.”

“What do you want to happen?” he asked.

“I guess I’d like to start over.”

“I don’t know if we can do that, Gabby. We can’t change the past. What happened, happened. And there’s one thing that I can’t start over.”

“What?” she asked.

“I love you, Gabby,” he said, pulling her into his arms. “I’ve loved you for a long time. At first, it was just a fantasy. A boy’s childhood obsession. But then you came back. And now here you are. You’re not just a fantasy. You’re real. And I fuckin’ love you, Gabby. I need you in my life, I need you to be mine. I can’t just start all over. A love like this can’t just be turned off and on.”

“Dante, I —,” she began to reply, but his kiss silenced her. She melted into him, loving him back, needing him just as much as he needed her. His kiss transported her, lifting her heart with joy and sending sparks of electric desire through her limbs, just as it had before.

She knew she could be in for a rough ride with Dante. She barely knew him, but she did sense that he was a lot like her father.

Stubborn. Prideful. Mysterious.

But there was more to him than that. He was gentle but he knew when to be assertive, he was tough as nails but he wasn’t afraid to show her his vulnerable side, he was a good man that had put his own life on the line to save hers.

When life throws someone like that in your path over and over, eventually you listen. You stop fighting.

His kiss woke something inside of her that she’d tucked away for the last few weeks. She’d been worried sick about her father and was so happy that he’d been released from the hospital.

But today was her birthday. And she was ready to celebrate.

And Dante was her present.

Right here in her bedroom.

In the flesh. Safe. In one piece. Wrapped up in leather, tattoos, and delicious rugged masculinity.

They weren’t hiding. They weren’t on the run. They weren’t in danger.

That was all in the past. That was all over.

Now they were just two normal people, enjoying a nice, normal kiss, with their entire lives spread out before them.

Gabby tore her mouth from his and walked over to her bedroom door. She turned the lock with a slow smile, her stomach quivering with happiness.

She turned around, her eyes colliding with Dante’s.

He opened his welcoming arms with a lustful grin, and she walked right into her future.
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