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SUMMARY




It all started 35,000 feet in the air on a flight bound for Seattle. 




A chance encounter. An undeniable attraction. A forbidden passion. We tried to do the right thing and resist temptation.




We failed.




Now Cash's wife is missing, and to make matters worse, my ex showed up on my doorstep with the promise of forever on his mind.




Things were supposed to be different.




He was going to divorce her.

He was going to be with me.

He was going to love me.




But until Cash's wife is found, we have no future.




NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR: Trashy Conquest is a steamy romance suitable for mature audiences only. Though the subject matter deals with cheating, there are no innocent parties here. Book 2 in the Trashy Affair series.


1. Lawyer Up

Cash




I’m surrounded by four slab walls. No windows except for the small rectangle of glass in the door. A camera blinks in the corner of the room, catching everything from its anchor in the ceiling. I spotted less intimidating rooms on the way in, so I’m guessing Detective Riley wants me on edge.

This isn’t happening.

Those three words are on repeat in my head, bouncing off the foggy walls of my mind. Riley is talking, but I’ve succumbed to a blanket of shock since they told me about the woman they found dead in our fucking living room.

The fact that my wife isn’t the one in a body bag right now is my only comfort. I wrap myself in that knowledge as I watch Riley’s lips move. A furrow forms in the space between his thick brows, but none of it registers. Even if it did, I wouldn’t recognize suspicion from sympathy anyway.

His forehead creases, and I realize he asked me something and is expecting a response. But what does he want from me? Am I supposed to be shocked? Worried? Terrified for my wife?

All I am is poleaxed, and not in a good way.

“I’m sorry. Can you repeat the question?”

“Do you know where your wife is?”

“I already told you I don’t,” I say with a shake of my head. I’ve tried calling her cell, but it keeps going straight to voicemail.

He shifts in his seat across from me. “How did your wife know the victim?”

Lydia Hirsch.

The woman I interviewed two months ago for the personal assistant position.

The woman Monica said was a friend.

The woman who’s now headed for the morgue, and I can hardly wrap my head around it.

“I don’t know how they knew each other. Monica said Lydia was a friend.”

“You don’t seem to know much about any of this, do you, Mr. Montgomery?” There’s a sarcastic edge to his tone that I don’t miss. “Can you at least tell me where your wife might have gone?”

The photo of her with another man assaults my mind, and I resist grinding my teeth. “She was having an affair. I suppose it’s possible she’s with him.”

“Do you have an address for this guy?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know who she’s screwing either.”

“How do you know your wife is having an affair?” He’s watching me with keen blue eyes, as if searching for a telling sign.

“Someone sent me a photo.”

“I bet that made you angry.”

“It would make anyone angry.”

Riley’s expression levels out, and he gives me a slight dip of his chin. “When did you receive this photo?”

“About two months ago.”

“And you don’t know who sent it?”

“No.”

The detective’s partner enters the room, and Riley gets up and turns his back to me. A folder exchanges hands. Their words are spoken in low tones, not much more than whispers. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but it’s clear they’re talking about Monica. A minute later, the other man leaves, and Riley returns to the seat opposite me, pen in hand.

He lets a beat pass. “You said you weren’t home earlier today?”

“Correct.”

“When was the last time you saw your wife?”

“Yesterday morning.”

His pen pauses over the notepad. “You didn’t see her the entire weekend?”

Fuck. He’s had me off my guard from the beginning, and it didn’t occur to me to lie because I’ve got nothing to hide…

Except for the fact that I was with Jules. A ball of dread lands in my gut. “No, I wasn’t home.”

He takes several photos from the folder and places them on the table. “Is that not you?”

I lean forward to get a better look. The images are grainy, undoubtedly taken from the surveillance footage in the parking garage of my building. The man in the photo appears to be arguing with Monica as she unlocks her car door, but in the next few shots the two are kissing.

The man appears to be me.

I raise my eyes to the detective. “When was this taken?”

“Earlier today after someone reported a disturbance coming from your unit.”

A tight fist of anger clenches my gut. Betrayal storms through me, rampant in its destruction. “That’s not me,” I say, gesturing toward the photos.

“Let me guess,” he says with a derisive tilt to his mouth. “You have a lookalike out there somewhere.”

“Actually, I do. My twin brother.”

Riley affords me an arch of his brow. “A twin brother, you say? I’m assuming the two of you are identical then?”

“Yes.”

He shifts in the seat across from me, tapping the pen against the notepad. “Where were you today, Mr. Montgomery?”

Jesus. Dragging Jules into this mess is the last thing I want, but I don’t see any other option. “I was with my assistant.”

Again, he pauses, hand hovering above the notepad. “Working on a Sunday? You must be really dedicated.”

“I wasn’t working.” Several beats pass as we regard each other. “We spent the weekend inside her apartment.”

“I see.” Riley slides the legal pad to me, his lips sloping into a frown. “I’ll need your assistant to corroborate.”

“That won’t be a problem.” I jot down Jules’ contact info. Her name is a scrawl on the paper, drawing my eye. She’s no doubt wondering where I am since I told her I’d call her. I drag a hand through my hair, antsy to get back to her. But it’ll be hours before I’ll be in the clear. After Riley is done with his line of questioning, my father will be on me next, issuing the rundown on press releases and coaching my behavior for the foreseeable future—from what I say to the media, how I act at the office, to the hours I shop for fucking groceries. His top priority will be the company image.

And then there’s Kaden…

He’s got some fucking explaining to do.

The photo of Monica with her lover flashes in my mind’s eye, but instead of seeing a faceless man, this time I see my brother. I shake the vision from my head.

“I have a few more questions for you.” Riley leans back in his seat, fingers brushing his clean-shaven chin. For a detective, he’s young—probably several years younger than my thirty.

“Of course.”

The next hour passes in a flurry of more questions, from Monica’s routine at home to her duties at MontBlake to the names of her closest friends. How Lydia ties into this is unknown, but I answer everything he throws my way without hesitation, despite the fact that my head is in a tailspin. The situation is too surreal, and somewhere in the back of my mind I know it hasn’t hit me yet.

Because she left a note.

A fucking suicide note.

Then there’s the medicine cabinet, left open in Monica’s haste to leave. The detective found a prescription for benzodiazepines, but the pill bottle matching the paperwork is missing. He doesn’t have to tell me that mixing them with alcohol can prove fatal.

Something about all of this doesn’t add up, and the detective knows it.

I know it.

“Am I being charged with a crime?”

He raises a brow at my blunt question. “No, this is merely an interview.”

“Then if you don’t mind, it’s late.” I push up from the stiff-backed chair, making it clear I’m done with his questioning for the night, because he’s been going in circles.

“I’ll be in touch, Mr. Montgomery.” There’s an undercurrent of suspicion in his words, and that gives me pause.

“Do I need a lawyer?”

Stupid question. I should have lawyered-up the instant they brought me to the precinct. As if fate is looking out for me, someone knocks on the door. The attorney MontBlake has on retainer strolls inside the room and instructs me to stop talking.

“Mr. Montgomery is my client,” Thomas Blackwell tells the detective. “Unless you’re charging him, he’s leaving with me now.”

“He’s free to go.”

Blackwell ushers me from the room, and I wait until we reach the front of the precinct before speaking. “My father sent you?”

“Yes.” He stays close to my back as we make our way outside to a black luxury sedan. He opens the back door where I find my father waiting for me. I slide onto the cold leather seat, and the attorney slams the door before taking the passenger seat in the front.

“Why the hell didn’t you call me?” Dad demands. A partition shields our conversation from Blackwell and the driver.

“I didn’t think about it. By the time I did, they were already questioning me.”

“I hope you kept your head on straight in there.”

“I’ve got nothing to hide.”

“Bullshit. Where were you?”

“With Kaden.”

“Try again. Kaden hasn’t seen you this weekend.”

“You talked to him?”

“At least one of my sons has the decency to answer his phone.” He folds his arms across his chest and penetrates me with a shrewd stare. “It’s just you and me now, son. What the hell happened today?”

“How am I supposed to know? I wasn’t home.”

“That’s what I’m gathering. Where were you?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“The hell it doesn’t.”

I shoot him a glare. “Do you even care that someone is dead, or that Monica is missing?”

“Of course, I care,” Dad huffs.

The driver takes the next exit on the freeway and heads toward my parents’ house, and I fist my hands, already feeling trapped by the hours to come.

“Drop me off at Kaden’s. I need to talk to him.”

“You’re coming back to the house. We need to go over a game plan for tomorrow. I’ve called for a press conference first thing in the morning. Besides, Ned and Roni are waiting for us. Your brother will be there too.”

I’m tempted to ask if Monica’s parents are half as worried as my father is not, but I bite my tongue.

“I’m not going to ask you again, Cash. Where were you?”

“Clearing my head.”

“Why did you need to clear your head?”

I meet his gaze head on. “I was planning to file for divorce.” My admission brings on stony silence, but the storm gathering on his face stiffens my spine, and I wait for the eruption.

“Are you out of your mind?”

“I don’t expect you to understand.” Not after his uncaring reaction the night of my birthday dinner when I dropped the bomb of Monica’s affair.

“Are you screwing another woman?”

My silence is all the answer he needs.

“Damn it, Cash! How could you be so stupid? Or do I need to remind you of the infidelity clause? You know what’s at stake!”

“A woman is dead and my wife is missing! I think the stakes are already fucked.”

“Exactly. We have enough to deal with without adding your whore to the mix.”

An intense desire to plant my fist in his face heats my blood. Instead, I press the button that lowers the partition. “Pull over. I’m getting out.”

“Are you sure, sir?”

My father shoots out a hand. “Don’t you dare stop this car,” he shouts at the driver.

“Stop the fucking car!” I’m already grabbing the handle.

The sedan slows in front of a gas station, and I push the door open before the driver has a chance to come to a full stop. My dad exits the car, followed by Blackwell, and they come after me, both shouting my name at the same time.

“Leave me the fuck alone.” I toss a glare over my shoulder, but their footsteps increase. Seconds later, a hand grabs me by the arm.

“Get back in the car, son.” My father’s tone is calm and even. He’s reined in his temper in order to gain control of me. It’s his number one tactic, and even knowing this, I falter.

“My personal life is off-limits,” I say, turning to face him and Blackwell. The car’s reverse lights are on, wheels rolling to eat up the short distance.

“So you’re willing to risk everything over a piece of tail?”

“I mean it. Off-limits.”

My father is about to say more when Blackwell interjects. “Going to war with each other won’t solve anything.” He stands tall at my dad’s side, and I find his impeccable suit annoying as hell. He’s as put together as if he just dressed for the day. I can’t say the same for my father. Lines of stress sharpen the angles of his face, and his lids droop over tired eyes.

He relaxes, apparently convinced I’m not going to take off again. “Blackwell’s right. We’ll work this out at home.” He glances around our deserted surroundings, save for a guy in a red truck pumping gas, and a woman in scrubs entering the store adjacent to the gas station. “This isn’t the place to have this conversation.”

I’m tempted to start off down the street anyway, but my father and his vulture of an attorney aren’t about to give me breathing room. With a sigh, I let them usher me back to the idling car.


2. Hidden Truths

Cash




Mom’s been crying. As she gathers me into a hug, I detect a low sniffle at my ear. “How are you holding up?”

I pull back and look into her watery steel eyes. “I’m not sure yet. It’s still sinking in.”

It’s still sinking in for all of us. We end up in my father’s home office. Even though his heart attack last year forced him to slow down, he still insists on overseeing everything that goes on at MontBlake.

Seated on a love seat next to my mother, Veronica Blake is dabbing her eyes while Ned paces the room, running his hands through his silver hair. He’s not as tall as my father, but I’ve always found something about him intimidating. Definitely not someone I’d trust with my secrets.

As the six of us go over the tragedy of today, I’m thankful Blackwell and my father aren’t bringing up my unknown whereabouts. As far as anyone’s concerned, I was with Kaden, because Monica and I have been going through a rough patch.

Part of it is absolutely true.

“You should’ve had your phone on!” Ned rounds on me, gaze aflame with accusation.

The guilt inside me grows another tooth, sinking deeper into my gut. “I know.” The heel of my foot is itching to tap the floor, but I remain as still as stone in one of my father’s leather seats. A glass with two fingers of bourbon is clutched in my hand, compliments of my father.

I haven’t taken a single sip.

“Calm down, Ned,” Roni says. “Cash couldn’t have known she’d do something like this.” She might be soft spoken, but her ice blue gaze sparks reproach, and I see my wife in her like I always do.

Strikingly beautiful.

Sharp. Strong. Brutal.

The anger bleeds from Ned’s face, and he regards me again, calmer this time. “Do the police have any leads?”

I hesitate a second before shaking my head. I’ve told no one about Kaden’s involvement.

Ned stops pacing and takes a seat next to me, and his empty glass thuds on the side table separating us. “Give me your take,” he says. “Is my daughter capable of doing something like…” He trails off, shoulders slumping. Even Ned Blake’s world is shaking under his feet.

“She hasn’t been herself for months. I just don’t…I don’t know.” I hang my head, wishing I knew more. Wishing I’d paid more attention.

Wishing I didn’t feel so fucking useless.

Blackwell clears his throat, and the heavy moment shatters. “I need to speak to Cash alone.”

Ned glares at the attorney. “You’re not shutting me out. She’s my daughter.”

“I understand, but the best thing you can do for your daughter is to let me do my job.”

Ned rises, but he’s not happy about being asked to leave. Blackwell, however, is loyal to my family—he’s been on the payroll for as long as I can remember. Probably before I was born.

Ned ushers my mother and Roni out of the study. My father exchanges a few words with Blackwell, spoken so low I can’t hear what they’re saying, then he exits the room, face blank. If he’s upset about being pushed out, he doesn’t show it.

Now it’s just the attorney and me, and I feel a weight lift off my shoulders. Him, I can handle.

“Just so we’re clear,” he says, taking the seat Ned just vacated, “anything you say is confidential. Not even your father will learn of what you tell me.”

“I understand.”

“Good. So will you tell me where you were today?”

“I’m pretty sure you can guess where I was.”

He nods. “If it comes to it, we’ll have to use her as an alibi.”

“I’ve already told the police the truth. They have their alibi.” I hesitate telling him about Kaden, but I have no doubt Detective Riley will be looking into him as well. “My brother, on the other hand, might be in some trouble.”

“Why do you say that?”

“The detective showed me surveillance photos of Monica leaving the parking garage today. Kaden was with her, but they thought it was me.”

“That is a problem. I’ll need to talk to Kaden before I leave here tonight.”

I shake my head. “I need some time alone with him first. I’ll have him stop by your office tomorrow morning.”

Blackwell searches my face for several seconds before nodding his agreement, and just like that, he drops it. We discuss the photo I received several weeks ago, Monica’s odd behavior, and what little I know about Lydia Hirsch. An hour later, we leave the study, and I find Kaden waiting in the living room, alone. Blackwell bids me goodbye, promising he’ll be in touch soon.

“Where is everyone?” I ask.

“Dad’s been on the phone since I got here.” Kaden nods toward the garden room where I spot our father pacing with his cell to his ear though the French doors. “And Mom gave Roni a sleeping pill and set her up in one of the spare rooms.” Clashing sounds come from the kitchen, and that answers where she went after she got Veronica Blake settled in. Mom deals with stress that way—by cleaning shit in the kitchen, even in the middle of the night.

“And Ned?”

“He’s in the library with a bottle of something.”

I settle next to my brother on the couch. His knee is bumping up and down, and he seems as frayed around the edges as I feel. “Probably for the best it’s just you and me. We need to talk.”

Kaden must have detected the hard edge to my tone. He sits up a little straighter. “What’s on your mind?”

“How about we cut through the bullshit? You’ve been fucking my wife.”

The accusation settles between us, heavier than an elephant. Kaden stares at me for five long seconds before getting up and turning his back to me, both hands raking through his dark hair. “I haven’t slept with her.”

“You expect me to believe that? The detective showed me a photo of the two of you kissing today. Or did you forget about the cameras in the parking garage?”

Kaden drags in a deep breath before letting it out. Then he turns and faces me. “I mean it. I haven’t been with her…not since you guys got married.”

I jump to my feet, hands clenching at my sides. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Kaden lets out a sigh. “This isn’t how I wanted you to find out.”

“Bullshit. You didn’t want me to find out at all.”

“You’re right.” He reclaims his seat on the couch, and something about the dejected set of his shoulders pricks underneath my anger.

“You need to be straight with me. A woman is dead and Monica is missing. Now’s not the time to keep shit from me.”

He glances up, slowly nodding, as if the coming conversation is an inevitability he can’t escape. “Monica and I were…involved before you got married.”

I blink, but it does nothing to dispel the shock building inside me. Suddenly, I’m looking at my twin—a man who is my mirror image—in a whole new light.

Almost as if I don’t know him at all.

“When, and how long?”

“Off and on for years, right until the wedding.” He looks away with a hard swallow, because there’s no skirting the fact that even then, they were fucking behind my back.

“How did I not know this?”

“The Blakes didn’t approve, so we kept it discrete.” He shrugs. “You were the one they wanted her with, man.”

“And what about Monica? What did she want?”

“She wanted the company and everything that came with it.”

My stomach tightens with utter sickness. I wander toward the French doors and watch our father pace behind the glass, cell to his ear. He’s oblivious to the brewing argument in the next room. “I was just a substitute that happened to look exactly like you.”

“That’s not true. She cares about you.”

“She hasn’t let me touch her in months!” I whirl, heartbeat knocking behind my ribcage, and glare at my brother.

My fucking brother, of all people, who fucking betrayed me.

“Why do you think that is, Kade? And don’t you dare tell me nothing’s been going on.”

“You’ve gotta believe me,” he says, an undeniable plea in his tone. “After Monica made her choice, I accepted it.”

“You expect me to believe you haven’t been screwing her all this time?”

“I haven’t, and that’s the truth.”

“If not you, then who? I have a photo that proves she’s been screwing someone. It sure as hell isn’t me.”

“You have a photo?”

“Someone sent it to me two months ago.”

Kaden seems to consider that for a moment. “Mom told me about the affair. I confronted Monica while you were in Oklahoma.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I wanted to hear her side of it.”

“Because you’re in love with her?”

“Because you’re my brother, and I needed to hear it from her.”

The angles of his face are cut from guilt. I read between the lines of his non-denial, but for now, I let it go. “Did she admit it?”

“She told me to mind my own business.”

“That sounds like Monica. She’s been shutting me out for months. I don’t know who she is anymore. Apparently, I don’t know you as well as I thought I did either.”

“I’m still your brother. I swear to God I haven’t touched her since the wedding.”

“Your word doesn’t carry the same weight it did. If I’m to believe everything at face value, then Monica’s been fucking someone else, and you’re still someone I can trust.”

“You can trust me.”

“Then tell me what happened in that parking garage.”

“She called asking if I’d heard from you, but she sounded off, so I went to your place. Found her in the garage loading a duffle into her car.” Kaden’s brows draw together at the memory. “She was a mess, crying, saying shit that didn’t make sense.”

“Did she say where she was going?”

“No. She said she needed to get out of town for a while. I tried to stop her from leaving, but she was too upset and wouldn’t listen to me.” Kaden pauses. “Now it’s my turn. Where were you when all of this went down?”

Another heavy beat passes as I twirl my wedding band around my finger. I’d do anything to go back to yesterday when the ring sat abandoned on Jules’ nightstand. For a glorious twenty-four hours, I’d felt free and alive with her. “Where do you think I was?”

Kaden gives a slow nod. “I figured as much.”

“Not that you have the right to judge, but I was about to tell Monica I wanted a divorce.”

“Seriously?”

“You sound surprised.” And that pisses me off even more. “I had no intention of sneaking around on her.”

“Jules must mean a lot to you.”

I settle onto the couch again and fall quiet for a few moments. My relationship with Jules is still new. It’s precarious—especially after what happened tonight because I don’t even know if my wife is dead or alive.

“I’m in love with her.”

“Sometimes you can’t help who you love.” His words cut through me in a way I don’t like, pricking at my anger all over again. I push it back to deal with later.

“I don’t know how I got here.” Slumping forward, I rest my elbows on my knees. “I loved Monica in the beginning, or I thought I did.”

“I think you needed to believe it was love.”

What he left unspoken bounces around my head. The attraction was there, a seed on the cusp of budding into something that could have been real.

Except for the man standing between us that I’d known nothing about.

If only our parents hadn’t pressured us into marrying for the sake of the merger, maybe things could have been different. By giving in, we’d doomed ourselves from the beginning. Maybe I knew it all along. Maybe I even knew it before I said my vows.

Maybe she did too.

I don’t know what sent her on a downward spiral, but it’s painfully clear that Monica and I have no business being together.

“Dad said she left a note?” Kaden’s words are spoken with a gruffness I’m not used to hearing from him, and in my mind’s eye, I see the note with brutal clarity.

Forgive me for what I’ve done. I can’t go on like this anymore.

I relay Monica’s scrawled words, and silence stretches between us, the air thick with the possible meanings behind her note. The grandfather clock in the hall announces the late hour, fracturing the uneasy quiet, and our father comes through the French doors.

And the night stretches endlessly before me.


3. Everything Changes

Jules




Cash never came back last night.

For what seems like the thousandth time, I glance at my silent cell lying on the kitchen counter.

He never came back.

That doesn’t bother me as much as the absence of a text. Trying not to come off as clingy, I only sent him two messages. But he hasn’t replied—not last night, and not this morning—and that makes me nervous. He’s never ignored my texts before, and the fact that he’s doing it now, right after we spent the weekend in bed together, has me panicking.

My stomach is in knots, and I’m afraid I’m going to barf. A glance at the clock tightens the ball of apprehension in my gut. I’m supposed to leave for work in an hour. Usually, I fall out of bed after hitting the snooze button a few times, but I couldn’t sleep.

I’ve been up and dressed for a while now, and there isn’t a part of my apartment that hasn’t been a victim to my pacing. There isn’t a part that isn’t spotless either. I’ve made the bed, dusted, swept, and mopped. Even though it hurt like hell, I threw out the sunflower bouquet he gave me. I’m thinking about organizing the dinky space in my closet when a knock sounds.

My heart slams to a halt as I eye the door. Swallowing past the nervous lump rising in my throat, I pad across the room, and my hand shakes as I turn the knob. I have no clue what I’m going to find on the other side.

Gorgeous stormy eyes filled with regret because he changed his mind? Or possibly anger…if things didn’t go well with his wife. What I don’t expect to find is this ragged version of Cash. His eyes are bloodshot, and though he’s dressed in a suit, ready to face the day, he doesn’t look as if he slept more than a few minutes last night.

He leans forward, both hands braced on the doorframe. “Can I come in?”

Jesus. The gravelly sound of his voice does strange things to my stomach. I open the door and gesture for him to cross the threshold. He steps inside with bone-tired footfalls, and fear takes residence in the trenches of my gut.

Something is wrong.

I shut the door and turn to face him, but he’s got his back to me as he wanders into my living room, raking his fingers through dark mussed up hair. He’s the picture of disheveled. The epitome of despondent. I try to find my voice but fail. Just last night, he had me up against the wall by the door. Just last night, he couldn’t bear the thought of leaving me.

Just last night, I told him I loved him.

“Cash?” A tremor steals my tone.

He comes to a stop in front of my sofa then sinks into the cushions, almost as if his legs can’t hold him up anymore. “I’m sorry I didn’t return your texts. I didn’t get freed up until three in the morning.” Raising his head, he locks eyes with me, and the needy glint in them coaxes my bare feet across the room. Before I question myself, I sit next to him and lace our fingers together.

“It’s okay. You’re here now.”

“It’s not okay.” Scooting to face me, he brushes his knuckles across my cheek. “I’m assuming you haven’t seen the news yet?”

I can’t speak, so I shake my head.

“I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to say it. Monica is missing.”

My heart tumbles into a nosedive. Of all the scenarios tearing through my mind, leaving utter chaos in their wake, that wasn’t one of them. Still unable to find my voice, I wait for him to continue.

“The police were at my building last night when I got home.” He squeezes my hand as if drawing the strength to go on. “A woman was found dead in our penthouse. The police suspect Monica of being involved.”

His words slam into me like well-aimed bricks. I return the grip of his hand, and I can only imagine the shock and anguish that’s going through his head right now. “What happened?”

“There was a struggle. The police think it might have been an accident, but they’re not ruling out homicide.” He swallows hard. “She left a suicide note.”

I suck in a breath. Lord knows I’m not a fan of his wife, but while we were fucking the weekend away in my bedroom, she was going through something horrible that might have sent her over the edge.

But over the edge enough to kill someone? To harm herself?

“Do you think she…I mean, is there a possibility she found out about us?”

He drags his long fingers through his hair—fingers that touched every part of my body over the weekend. “I don’t know. I suppose it’s possible.”

“What can I do?”

“They asked for my whereabouts this weekend.” He squeezes my hand again. “I had to tell them I was here with you. I’m sorry to put you in this position.”

“Don’t apologize. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

“Thank you.” His voice is thick. Strained. Disbelief is an arresting emotion, and it’s flitting across his face in painful waves. Anguished steel eyes burn into me, bringing on the threat of tears.

I shouldn’t want to touch him the way I do—with feverish longing rushing through my veins. Not under the circumstances. Fighting the need to crawl onto his lap and wrap my arms around him, I settle for returning the tight grip of his hand.

This is our lifeline—the holding of hands, the unwavering lock of gazes, the connection that’s only grown more powerful since the day we met. There’s no coming back from how we feel, no matter the circumstances.

“Jules…does it make me a total asshole for wanting you in my arms right now?”

“If that’s the case, then we’re both assholes.”

With a tug on my hand, he coaxes me to straddle him and winds his arms around me, like two bands of immovable strength holding me hostage.

But this is where I belong, and there isn’t a thing in the world that will change that truth. As I sink my fingers into his hair, the tips of my breasts brush his solid chest. His stormy gaze settles on my mouth, and his innate intensity ignites an inferno between us.

Making me wet.

Making him harder than steel.

I don’t have to grind on him to know it’s true.

Letting out a sigh, he rests his head against the back of the couch. “I should have been strong enough to stay away from you today. If the media catches wind of an affair on top of everything else…”

Blinking rapidly, I ward off the hurt stinging my eyeballs. “I thought this was more than an affair.”

“It is, or I wouldn’t be here now.” He lets a heavy beat pass. “This is me being weak. This is me needing you no matter what.”

“I’m glad you came to me.”

“Fuck, Jules. If the world were burning down around me, I still wouldn’t be able to stay away. But things are about to go to hell. Until Monica is found, and this mess is resolved, you and I…”

“Can’t be together.” The despondency stirring my tone makes him wince.

“No, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying we need to be careful. The last thing I want to do is sneak around with you.”

“But?”

“But someone turned up dead in my home, and now my wife is missing. I don’t want to get you caught up in this more than I already have.” He grabs me by the nape, pulling me closer until I taste his breath on my lips. “Tomorrow, we’re going to work like nothing between us has changed, and I’m going to do everything in my goddamn power to fix this.”

I don’t like it anymore than he does, but I get it.

“Where’s your phone?” he asks.

I tilt my head toward the kitchen where I’d been pacing, trumped up on adrenaline and nerves as I waited to hear from him. “On the counter.”

“Call in sick. I’m needed at a press conference in an hour, but after that, no one’s expecting me at the office today.”

“What are we doing, Cash?”

“Stealing what little time we have left.” He doesn’t need to elaborate. Now is all we have.

Because tomorrow…

Tomorrow everything changes.


4. Impossibilities

Cash




Walking away from Jules again is unfathomable. The thought rips through my chest, shoots dread through my veins. Renders me incapable of giving two fucks about right and wrong.

We have so little time left before the real world comes knocking, and I hate not knowing when the earth will settle under our feet again. As Jules calls in to HR, I can’t keep my eyes off of her. She’s got her back to me, her golden locks falling to her waist, wild and free.

Jesus, I’ll never tire of ogling her, no matter the angle. No matter the agony. I want her on my lap again. I want her unraveling in my arms. I want to yank on all of that silky hair.

Some might call what we have lust. They’d definitely call it wrong. But nothing has ever settled in my gut with such rightness. The connection between us is too strong, and we’re both selfish enough to surrender to it, to hell with the consequences.

She ends the call and sets her phone on the counter, shoulders slumped. I recognize her dejected spirt before she turns around to face me, and if I hadn’t spied it in the bow of her head or the wringing of her hands, I’d find it drawn on her beautiful face.

A moment of uncertainty passes between us, and she’s the first to shatter it by moving toward me. “Are you hungry?” she asks.

“Maybe.”

She’s just the distraction I need, and with each step she takes, I’m openly undressing her with my eyes. Off goes that pink form-fitting blouse. The front dips into the valley of her breasts, and I’m positive she wore it for me today. It’s sexier than her usual attire, but just as sweet. I left her apartment last night with the taste of that sweetness on my tongue, with the memory of her body sheathing me in tight perfection. Her gaze darts to my lap, and I don’t even flinch. There’s no hiding this. We’re in big fucking trouble.

“I can fix you breakfast,” she says, stalling a couple feet away.

“I could eat.”

The corners of her mouth twitch, telling me she picked up on my double entendre. “I’m talking about food.”

“I’m not talking about food.”

She comes closer, and I grab her by the hips and pull her down on me. She parts her lips on a gasp, but it’s not her mouth that has me captivated. It’s her eyes. Christ, this is what I remember most—the forceful current of her deep brown gaze pulling me under, drowning me in trust and love as I slid inside her for the first time. If I’m hungry, it’s for that soul-shattering look of hers.

Damn, I need it with every fiber of my being.

Her living room fades, and it’s just the heat of her panties between us. The darkening of her pupils. The haze of lust in mine. She’s wet and tempting on my lap, and it’s enough to smother the reality threatening to choke me. Or maybe I’m just too exhausted to fight this.

“I can’t get over how beautiful you are.” I work to get the words past the hoarseness of my vocal cords. “Unbutton your top.”

As she slides a button free, I follow the movement of her fingers, practically hypnotized. Another button comes undone, followed by another until pink lace taunts me from beneath that material. Dipping my head, I nudge her blouse out of the way and find her budded nipple through soft lace. As I suck it into my mouth, her head dips back with a moan.

“We’re going to hell,” she says, breathless.

“Hell can have me, Jules.”

Because she’s pure heaven, and I’m defenseless against her allure as I claim her mouth. I’m needy and delirious and without remorse as I part her lips with my tongue. Jules obliterates my will, my mind, just like she has from the beginning.

She’s the elixir I need right now, the balm to the insanity crowding from the edges of my mind. I’m desperate to bury myself inside the haven of her soul, but I can’t bring myself to go that far. If we end up in her bed again, I’ll never be able to leave her.

For now, I’ll have to settle for the feel of her on my lap, her lips eager against mine, her fingers twisting in my hair. Soon, life will creep back in. People will demand answers. But in this perfect moment, she’s mine, and that’s all that matters. Everything else can fall where it fucking may.

“We shouldn’t do this,” she says, breaking our kiss.

“That’s been our story from the beginning.”

“I don’t want it to be our end.” She tugs her lower lip between her teeth, and I wonder if she realizes the gentle motion of her hips. We’re fucking through our clothes, but I can’t bring myself to care about the wet spot she’s leaving on my pants.

Maybe part of me is even a little rebellious, knowing I’ll wear the heady scent of her to the press conference.

Grabbing her by the nape, I pull her closer, my eyes on her lips just inches away. “One day, there won’t be any shouldn’ts between us.” I brush my knuckles across her cheekbone, and her gaze lands on my hand.

“You’re wearing your ring.”

My hand stalls, fingers heating her cheek. “I put it back on at the police station.” If the detective noticed, he didn’t say anything about it.

“This doesn’t feel right, Cash.”

Because it isn’t.

And yet, neither of us move. If anything, the pull between us tempts us even closer. Her breaths quicken to match mine, and I know we’re on the verge of losing the last of our control. It would be so easy. A quick unzip, a dip of my fingers sliding her panties to the side, my greedy cock seeking utter conquest.

Pure fucking heaven.

We lock gazes for the longest seconds of my life. Now that I know what it’s like to get inside her, to feel her clenching around me, eyes dragging me under, her moans a seducing song to my senses, I can’t imagine going without that connection to her.

It’s like a drug, an addiction no intervention in the world can curb.

Jules jumps off my lap, breath hitching as panic darkens her eyes. She adjusts her skirt, buttons up her top. Looks anywhere but at me. “We’ve gotta learn how to control ourselves. How else are we supposed to work together?”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t want to lose you.” Casting a desperate glance my way, she folds her arms over her chest in a defensive move that arrows straight to my heart.

I rise and cross to where she’s standing. “No matter what happens, you won’t lose me.”

“You can’t guarantee that.”

“You’re right.” I twirl a lock of her hair around my finger. “Life doesn’t offer guarantees, but it’s the closest to a guarantee I can give you. We’ll get through this. We have to because I won’t let you go.”

“What if your wife…?” Jules swallows hard then tries again, but the rest of her sentence refuses to be spoken.

“If she…hell.” Apparently, neither of us can finish a fucking sentence, because neither of us want to face the worst-case scenario. “The damage is already done. I fell in love with you, and the fact that I can stand here and say that while my wife is missing should be all the proof you need. I’m not going anywhere.”

Guilt pinches her face as she tilts her head, eyes downcast and hair providing a curtain to hide behind. I’m tempted to draw that cascading blond shield behind her ear, but I don’t.

“I’m a horrible person,” she whispers.

Fuck it. I drag her into my arms and tuck her head under my chin.

“You’re human. We both are.”

As she wraps her arms around me, breath shuddering against my chest, I close my eyes, and we sway like that for a while, neither speaking. Words aren’t needed since our thoughts on are the same wavelength. Doing the right thing is impossible.


5. Old Habits Die Hard

Jules




The TV’s on, sound muted. Every few minutes, I check for his face on the screen, but Cash isn’t there.

He’s not here either.

Cash is somewhere in between, having left a half hour ago. No matter how hard I try to remain patient, to remind myself he’s coming back, I’m incapable of exuding calmness. From the moment he left my apartment, I’ve debated on whether to watch the conference, turning the television on and off at least half a dozen times. In the end, curiosity won, but the wait is killing me.

For the second time this morning, a knock sounds, and I hurry to pull open the door, my pulse a nervous flutter in my throat at the thought of finding Cash on the other side. “I didn’t expect you back so—” I cut off, the ability to speak stolen by the sight of flowers. But Cash isn’t standing behind the huge bouquet of tulips.

“Hi,” Chris says, holding out the bouquet, his stance nonchalant as if showing up on my doorstep in Seattle is an everyday occurrence for him. “I couldn’t come empty-handed, and I know how much you love tulips.”

Words die in my throat as I reach for the flowers. Our fingers brush together for an instant, and something inside me cracks—a place I thought was impenetrable when it came to my ex.

I do love tulips. For the longest time, I loved him too.

He shuffles his feet. “Can I come in?”

No, my mind screams, but my fingers curl around the door and edge it open. He steps inside, and that’s when I find my voice again.

“What are you doing here?”

How is he here?

“Your sister gave me your address,” he answers, as if I asked the question aloud. As if that explains everything. He gawks at me for several seconds, brown eyes taking me in from my blond locks to the painted toenails on my bare feet. “You look amazing. Are you heading to work?”

“Um…” Trailing off, I shut the door. “No. I’ve got today off.” I make my way into the kitchen to find a vase, and Chris follows.

His presence has caught me completely off-guard, and as I fill a vase with water for the tulips, I’m out of my element, even in my own apartment. Done with the task, I set the flowers on the kitchen counter, but it doesn’t feel right because they’re housed in the same vase I used for the sunflower bouquet Cash gave me.

The thought makes me want to cry.

Or maybe it’s the past standing in my apartment that’s bringing on the threat of tears. With my arms crossed over my chest, I face Chris. “Why are you here?”

“You wouldn’t return my calls.”

“So you come halfway across the country?”

He opens his mouth then shuts it, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he struggles to find whatever he’s trying to say. “I came halfway across the country because I’m still in love with you.”

I gape at him, at a loss for words. He’s the last person I expected to find on my doorstep.

“I want you back, Jules.” His voice cracks on my name, and I scoot past him in the tight space, not liking this boxed-in feeling. Our arms brush together, and my steps falter. The history between us is thick, suffocating, larger than the two of us.

So is the pain.

Keeping my back to him, I swipe a tear from my cheek, and that’s when I spot movement on the television. Cash is standing at the podium, his sad eyes penetrating me clear to my bones. With the sound still muted, I can’t hear what he’s saying, but his somber expression gives away the gravity of the situation.

“Jules?”

I whirl at the sound of my name. “Why are you here?” My voice is shrill enough to echo.

“I told you. I want you back.”

“It’s been two months.”

“Two miserable months.” He’s stepping closer, his sneakered feet eating up the distance. I should move, but all I can think about is how I bought him those black and white shoes last Christmas.

For the first time in my life, I hadn’t gone home for the holiday. Instead, Chris and I stayed in, and it had been perfect. Just the two of us, no family drama. The best Christmas I can recall.

And that makes the memory hurt that much more.

“You need to leave.” I’m still staring at his feet, so I don’t notice his fingers against my cheek until it’s too late.

“Don’t cry.” His voice is gentle as he wipes the tears from my face.

Funny how two months, 2,000 miles, and falling in love with someone else still doesn’t dull the sharp ache in my chest. I guess it’s true what they say—mending a broken heart does take time. Backing away from his touch, I raise my eyes to his and slam the metaphorical hammer down on my reaction to him.

“You know what? You’re right. Crying over you is pointless.”

“I didn’t come here to fight.” A hint of irritation infuses his words. If I didn’t know him so well, I would have missed it.

The tears are already drying on my face, leaving behind tracks, but all I can think about is Cash and how he said he’d come back. But with Chris here…

I imagine the two of them squaring off in my living room, radiating testosterone and alpha vibes. That would be a disaster. I grab my phone and shoot off a quick text to him.

Me: My ex just showed up. Coming back is too risky.

Setting my cell to vibrate, I clutch it in my hand and turn back to Chris. He’s busy taking in my apartment.

“Nice place. I heard you got a job at MontBlake.” Admiration laces his tone. The company has become a household name since the merger last year, and it’s common knowledge the pay is good.

Chris wanders to the bar that separates the kitchen from the living room. As he runs his hand along the clean surface, he seems to be coming to some sort of conclusion, because he’s nodding his head.

“I could like it here.”

His intentions wind around my throat, and I’m barely able to squeak out a response. “Here?”

Pausing, he brings his gaze to mine. “In Seattle. I’ve already lined up a few job prospects.”

“Why would you do that?”

The corners of his mouth twitch, hinting at a smile. “You’re my home, Jules.”

I wring my hands. Shake my head. Try to pull in a full breath. Nothing stops the stress of the morning from eating away at my composure. It’s just too fucking much all at once.

Cash.

Chris.

No chance in hell.

“I mean it, Chris. You need to go.” I stride to the front door and swing it open. The rain from the weekend is nowhere in sight, having cleared at some point while Cash and I were caught up in each other.

God, I want that feeling back. The world hadn’t existed. The complexities of real life hadn’t mattered during those hours. There had been no right or wrong, no viewing the situation through black and white lenses.

We’d been entwined in shades of passion, lost in a red haze that set my sunlit room on fire. The clouds had cleared long enough for us to make love in the brightness of the rays coming through my bedroom window.

It was symbolic.

It was meant to be.

My phone vibrates against my palm, and while Chris is ignoring my demand to leave my apartment, I peek at the screen.

Cash: Are you okay? The conference is over. I can be there in twenty minutes.

Chris strolls into my kitchen and opens the fridge. “Have you eaten breakfast?” He tries disarming me with his charming smile, but it doesn’t work on me anymore. Not like it used to.

“I want you to leave, Chris.”

He pulls out a carton of eggs, followed by a half gallon of milk. “Have breakfast with me. Remember how much you loved my French toast?” He rifles through my cupboards and pulls out a loaf of bread and a mixing bowl, and I let the front door shut with a defeated sigh.

“Fine. Cook breakfast if it’ll make you happy.” I plop onto the sofa and send Cash another message.

Me: I’m okay.

Cash: What’s he doing there?

Me: He’s making French toast in my fucking kitchen. Can you believe that?

Cash: To hell with the risk. As your boss, I might have some files that I NEED to drop off.

Me: Please don’t. He knows me too well. It won’t take him more than five seconds to figure out how I feel about you. Just give me an hour. I’ll let him say what he needs to say then get him out of here.

Biting my lip, I wait for his response, hoping he’ll find the logic of waiting and back down long enough for me to get Chris out of here.

Cash: Promise you’ll text me if you need me.

Me: I will, I promise. You should get some sleep anyway. You looked exhausted on TV.

Cash: You saw?

Me: I had the sound muted, but yeah.

Cash: I miss you already. The only thing I want right now is you in my arms.

Hell, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I do a little of both, my eyes burning as the corners of my mouth turn up. I’m texting that I miss him too when Chris breaks into my Cash bubble.

“Who are you texting?”

“None of your business.”

Chris is busy dipping pieces of bread into egg batter, but every few seconds, he sends a glance my way. “You were smiling, Jules.”

“I do that a lot these days.” Shit, I need to rein in my attitude. Chris is…Chris. He’ll always have a place in my heart, and I’d rather us move forward as friends than enemies.

“You seeing anyone?” he asks, failing to mask the nervous hitch in his voice.

With a sigh, I set my phone aside. “I’m not doing this with you.”

“Doing what?”

“Pretending everything’s okay. We broke up.”

He doesn’t slow his stride in the kitchen as he places the bread pieces onto a griddle, but the set of his broad shoulders turns rigid. “I quit drinking. Been sober for over a month now. I’m even going to meetings.”

I rise from the sofa and slide onto a barstool to watch him cook. “That’s great. I’m happy for you.”

“At first, I did it for you.” He settles his brown gaze on me. The lines of his face are determined, and too familiar. “I wanted to be good enough for you, Jules. So I got my shit together. I wasn’t about to come out here until I’d at least come that far.”

“You have to do it for yourself,” I say softly.

“I know that now. So no matter what you decide, I’m staying sober. I just need you to know that.”

“Chris,” I begin, tone heavy with objection, “It’s over—”

“Please hear me out,” he interrupts.

The toast is sizzling on the stove, and my gaze veers to the griddle. “How about you feed me while you talk?”

He jumps into motion and saves the bread from burning. After the other sides cook for a couple of minutes, we settle side by side at the bar, two plates of French toast in front of us, and I wait for him to make his case. It’s something he’s always been good at—twisting the situation and his words to suit his agenda. I arm myself against this particular talent of his with the burned image of Cash in my mind.

With the memory of him blanketing me, hands clasped together as we became one for the first time. The way he let me cry afterward, without judgment.

The intensity in his eyes when he told me he loved me.

Chris is studying me, mouth a severe line of suspicion as I bring a bite of French toast to my lips. And I know I’ve fucked up already, as my feelings for Cash are no doubt playing across my face in all their tender glory.

He recognizes the lovesick expression because I used to look at him the same way.

“You met someone, didn’t you?”

Instead of answering, I shovel another bite into my mouth. Letting out a curse under his breath, he slides off the stool, leaving his plate untouched.

“I didn’t want to do this so soon,” he says, digging into his jeans pocket, “but I need you to know how serious I am about us.” In his palm lies a black jewelry box, and as he lowers to one knee, flipping the lid open, I drop my fork.

I can’t speak, can’t breathe, can’t stop him. I can’t do anything but gape at him like an idiot.

“I should’ve done this a long time ago, Jules. I mean, hell,” he says, a derisive laugh tumbling from his lips, “I’ve had the ring for over a year now.” He takes my clammy, limp hand in his, and I’m positive I’ve never seen his gaze so bright.

As if those deep brown eyes are on the verge of overflowing.

“I was a fool for letting you go.” He pauses long enough to swallow hard. “My issues pushed you into Perry’s bed, and my damn pride pushed you halfway across the country. I’ve never regretted anything so much. I know we have a lot to talk about, but I’m lost without you. Please say yes.” His fingers tremble as he works the ring free from the black box.

The silence between us is too loud, though not loud enough to quiet the memory of my mistake; it roars through my mind like a jet, and once again, I hate myself for hurting him the way I did.

“I don’t remember it,” I say, not sure why that’s the one thing that pops out of my mouth in this moment. The crease in his forehead indicates his confusion, so I add, “Sleeping with Perry. I don’t remember it.”

“I know. It took some time for it to sink in, but I know, Jules.” Something dark passes over his face—the shadow of a memory, the cloud of shared pain, the smothering blanket of regret. He brings my left hand to his lips, brushes the softest of kisses there, then he slides the ring on.

And once again, I’m speechless.

Floating in a mosaic dream that doesn’t make sense because this is too bizarre to be real.

Except it is, and the cold weight of the solitaire diamond is proof enough. I yank my hand back as if he burned me. “Chris, I—”

“I don’t want an answer now,” he interrupts, rising to his feet. He places a kiss on the crown of my head, and I settle my hand on his chest in a defensive move, overcome by the need for personal space.

But the way his heart is beating so damn fast steals my breath. You can’t fake that kind of reaction.

“I’ll call you later.” His words are low, tinged in pain and uncertainty, and as he slips out the front door of my apartment, I’m left wondering what the hell just happened.


6. Two Steps Back

Jules




The diamond seems bigger than it is, weighing down my hand with a phantom twinge of pain, as if there’s an actual ball and chain attached to it. Jewelry shouldn’t make my chest ache like this, but the longer I stare at Chris’ ring on my finger, the deeper the knife in my heart twists.

Funny, how I thought I removed that dagger two months ago. Okay, maybe not two months ago, as the breakup had been too raw, the history too long, the heartache too consuming.

Until Cash.

Until the simple touch of his hand and the longing in his stormy eyes edged out thoughts of my ex. It only takes a moment to change the course of one’s life and meeting Cash Montgomery was a doozy.

I wiggle my fingers, transfixed by the diamond’s shimmer caught in the sunlight pouring through the living room window. I don’t know why I haven’t taken it off yet. Lord knows it doesn’t belong on my finger. I have no explanation for this dreamlike trance I’ve fallen into, except that I waited so long to hear him say the words, to get on bended knee and put the promise of forever on my finger in all its shimmering glory—a token as beautiful, solid, and endless as our love.

What a fucking joke.

My stupor shatters, and I pull at the ring, but the damn thing won’t slide past my knuckle. Already on the verge of illogical panic, I startle when someone knocks on the door.

Again.

My pulse is a violent drum in my ears as I cast a glance at the front entrance, unease bouncing around my gut like a rubber ball as if I’m about to get caught cheating on a test.

This feels like a test, like a sick and twisted game fate is playing to win, because I know the person on the other side of that door is Cash. I can feel it.

And I’m stuck in limbo with another man’s ring on my finger while my boss is rapping on my door again, his impatience apparent in the heavy cadence of his fist against the barrier of wood.

I make my way to the door, fling it open, and one look at him sends heat splashing down my neck and across my breasts. On the outside, he’s the personification of CEO in his suit, with his dark hair meticulously combed, gray tie knotted at his throat, cuffs fastened around his wrists. He’s wearing his boss expression, but the way he’s gripping a manilla folder in his hand—tight enough to whiten his knuckles—tells me he’s on the edge of losing it. His steel gaze veers over my shoulder.

“He already left,” I say, opening the door to let him in.

As soon as he’s inside, he sets the folder down and wraps me in his bone-tired heat. “He upset you. What did he say?” His words are a low, hot murmur against my hair as his arms tighten around me.

I pull back and show him the ring, fighting tears of frustration and even sorrow. Just because I’ve let a dream go doesn’t mean it no longer sears. “He asked me to marry him.”

Cash’s arms drop from my waist, and he stumbles into retreat-mode, face cut from despair. “You said yes?”

“I couldn’t say anything. He put it on my finger then left, and now”—with a hitch of my breath, I try tugging on the ring—“the stupid thing won’t come off!” Hysteria is rising fast, and I’m not sure how to stop it from overflowing.

Cash’s expression softens as he takes my hand. He leads me through my bedroom to the bathroom and grabs the lotion I have sitting on the vanity before pumping a dollop into his palm. Then his fingers are massaging the moisturizer into my trembling left hand. He works slowly, his brows drawn together in determination, as if getting this token of someone else’s love for me off my finger is the most important thing in the world.

With a hard swallow, he tugs the ring over my knuckle and slides it off before setting it on the counter. A tinny ding resounds in the bathroom. “I never dreamed I’d end up taking another man’s ring off your finger.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, the apology a gut reaction to the sadness marring his features.

His eyes dart to mine, sharp with surprise. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for, Jules.”

“I know how upsetting it is.” I smooth my thumb over the wedding band circling his finger. “This ring is a constant reminder that you’re not mine.” I blink the burn from my eyes, hating myself for my over-emotional response. I’d blame lack of sleep, but truth be told, he brings it out in me.

Cradling my face between his hands, he backs me out of the bathroom. The flick of his gaze toward my bed is dangerous, and as he lowers his head, lips parted a hairsbreadth away from mine, I know we’re too close to trouble with a capital T. We might as well capitalize the whole fucking alphabet.

“I am yours,” he says right before his mouth closes the distance. His lips are gentle against mine at first, but then his tongue breaks past my defenses, and he pushes his fingers into my hair as we stumble across my bedroom, kiss deepening. Moans escalating. Chests rising and falling too fast as the backs of my knees hit the mattress.

He’s pushing up my skirt and working at my buttons when I brace a hand against his chest.

“I can’t do this,” I say, tearing my mouth from his.

Brows narrow over hurt eyes as he backs away and puts a good six feet between us. “Do you still love him?”

My lids flutter in surprise. “What?”

“I need you to be honest with me, Jules. The two of you have a history.”

“So do you and your wife.”

He winces, and I wish I could rewind the last few seconds of this conversation. “That wasn’t an answer.”

“What do you want me to say? Of course I still care about him. But he’s not…he doesn’t make me feel the way you do.”

Letting out a breath, he drags both hands through his hair, leaving it in the perfect state of messy that I can’t help but love on him.

I’m tempted to remove his jacket and tie, and roll up his cuffs, because he’s too put-together for a man who seems on the verge of coming undone. He’s too put-together for Cash. The way he wears his corporate rebellion, like it’s second nature, is sexy as sin.

Silence stretches between us, rife with impossibilities and longing and regrets.

“Do you want me to leave?” He’s gentleman enough to ask the question, but his tone is heavy with reluctance.

“I don’t want you to go, but…” My gaze veers to the side, and the sight of the nightstand where his sunflower bouquet sat hours ago hurts clear to the bone.

I’ve had a whole night to put some space between me and the memory of us in bed. It doesn’t matter that the sheets still smell like him because I couldn’t bring myself to change them—being with him like that again will only make it harder to watch him walk away once more.

“But?” he gently prompts.

“But later, you’ll leave, and I can’t be with you like that today to hold back tomorrow.”

His shoulders set in defeat, and I know exactly how he feels. “I understand,” he says. “I’m not giving up, but I get it.”

“So where do we go from here?”

“The only place we can go.” He backs toward the open door of my bedroom. “I’ll see you tomorrow at work.”

A thick lump of hurt swells in my throat, rendering me unable to speak, so I nod instead.

“I’m going to go now, before I can’t.”

“Okay.” I’m staring at his feet, too fucking close to tears. And I don’t want to cry because I know he’s not leaving by choice.

He’s not Chris.

“Jules.”

At the insistent way he says my name, I raise my head. He grabs hold of the doorframe, anchoring himself to the spot.

“This isn’t over.”

“I know.”

I also know he wants to say more, but he doesn’t. Five endless seconds later, he’s gone.


7. Just Another Day

Cash




It’s just another day.

Beth is sitting at the reception counter, the white marble under my shoes is as flawless and shiny as it was when I left work on Friday, and people come and go without a break in their weekday hustle.

It’s business as usual for the thirty-eighth floor of Mont Center.

Except my wife is missing—the company’s goddamn chairperson—and you’d think that would be reason enough to hang a sign, to set off an alarm warning of the black cloud hovering.

“Good morning, Beth,” I say more out of habit than an actual desire to acknowledge the day.

“Good morning, Mr. Montgomery.” She doesn’t miss a step in her greeting, but there’s a hitch in her voice, a barely discernible strain on her young face, a reminder that not all is right at MontBlake. Somehow, I find it comforting.

I still don’t want to be here, don’t want to see people, don’t want to face the questions in their eyes. Especially the voiceless speculations.

Those are the worst.

Disappearing into my office, I shut the door behind me and let out a long breath. It’s true that this is the last place I want to be, but it’s the only one where seeing Jules is possible. The irony of that is a twist in my gut. As I wander toward my workspace, I shed my jacket and drape it over the back of a chair. I’ve just settled behind the desk when my cell vibrates from my pants pocket. I reach for it and find the number of the private investigator I hired flashing on the screen.

“Please tell me you’ve got a lead,” I say, hoping like hell he found something—anything—since I spoke with him yesterday. I loathe the desperation in my voice, but there’s no hiding it. No reining it in.

I need answers.

I need Monica found.

I need to move past this once and for all.

I fucking need Jules like I need air.

“My source told me the police don’t have jack shit,” he says as I pace an agitated path in front of the windows. “Your wife hasn’t used her credit cards, and the only people who’ve reported seeing her are nut jobs.”

“So we’re still at square one.”

“Not exactly.” He pauses, and I hear the tapping of keys. “I heard back from my tech guy. He tracked the photo back to Lydia Hirsch. And get this—financial records indicate that your wife paid a sizable amount to Hirsch about three months ago.”

Drumming silence follows his words, pounding in my ears, throbbing behind my eyelids. I turn a half circle in my office. “Did you make any progress on the video surveillance in my building?”

“Still nothing. There’s been no sign of your wife’s lover coming or going from the penthouse. We’re looking into possible video tampering now.”

“Send me everything you have on Lydia Hirsch,” I tell him.

More tapping of a keyboard sounds. “It’s not a lot, but I’ll send you what I have.”

“All right. Let me know as soon as you have more.” I end the call and drop back into my chair, spinning the possibilities in my head. The angles. The facts.

Monica paid the woman she wanted me to hire a very large sum of money, and now Lydia is dead. Was she blackmailing my wife? The idea sends my heart to the bottom of my gut.

I’m in a daze when a quick knock on the door alerts me of Jules’ arrival. Shaking the conversation with the PI from my mind, I call for her to come in. She edges the door open while clutching two cardboard cups in her hands. I know one is tea with too much sugar and not enough cream, and the other is for me.

Just another day.

Until our eyes meet.

The explosion between us is powerful enough to stall her momentum across the office for two seconds, a hiccup in her stride. It’s fierce enough to eviscerate my mind, tighten my pants, and send a tremble through me.

We’ve had heat from the moment we met—unbearable and suffocating in its reality—but this is levels above the sexual tension that shadows us no matter where we go. This is the kind of nuclear blast that can only happen after two people have carnal knowledge of each other.

“Good morning,” she says, voice catching as she sets my coffee down with an unsteady hand.

“Morning.” I clear my suddenly dry throat. “Thank you,” I say, nodding toward the coffee.

Silence follows, shifting the air from hot and needy to cool and cautious. I hate how uncomfortable it is. Needing a distraction, I sip my coffee as Jules settles into the chair across from me and lets her workbag slide off her shoulder. She crosses her legs, brushes her hair back, and I’m drawn to the way her black dress empathizes her cleavage.

Giving myself a mental kick, I drag my gaze to her face, but she doesn’t quite meet my eyes, and that stings. I don’t like this strained rift between us. This vibe of shame.

There is not a goddamn thing that’s shameful when it comes to Jules.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m trying to be,” she says, lifting her chin, and my heart skips a beat at the vulnerability in her expression. “Are we crazy for trying to continue as if nothing happened?”

“Probably, but I’d rather try than not see you.”

“Me too.” She lets a beat pass. “I got a visit from Detective Riley yesterday after you left. I told him you were with me over the weekend.”

“I’m sorry I got you caught up in this.”

“It’s not your fault, Cash.”

“Knowing it doesn’t make me feel any better.”

Hesitation lines her face. “Have you heard anything from the authorities yet?”

“No.”

Questions swim in her brown eyes.

She needs answers.

She needs Monica found.

She needs to move past this.

I want to believe she needs to be with me like she needs air.

“I’m here for you if you need to talk,” she says finally.

The things I want from her are downright indecent and have nothing to do with talking. I exhale the tension in my lungs and lean forward, folding my hands atop the desk.

“I don’t want to talk about my wife, Jules.”

“I’m sorry. You’re right.”

“Don’t be sorry. I just think we have enough to deal with already.”

Like the festering attraction between us that isn’t about to go away even if Seattle dries up and becomes a desert-like wasteland. But Jules wants to put on the brakes, and I respect her decision. I even understand it. Doesn’t mean I like it. Doesn’t mean I can even fight this yearning much longer.

“Maybe this will be easier if we lay down some rules,” I say.

A smile teases the corners of her entirely too-kissable lips. “Rules are good. I mean, they worked so well before, right?”

Christ, I love her sarcastic mouth. “At least when we fail we do it spectacularly well.”

Cheeks flaming, she dips her head, and all of that blond and wavy hair spills over her shoulders. She pulls her tablet from her bag, and with a swipe of her finger, she’s back to business.

“You’ve got a meeting with the budget committee at ten, then a conference call with the construction foreman in OKC after lunch.”

Settling back in my chair, I force this feral need rushing through my veins to simmer the fuck down.

Work.

Business as usual.

Just another day.

And on any other day, I’d already be immersed in the task, mind clear and focused to the exclusion of everything else. But that’s not happening now.

Today I’m overcome by Jules. I imagine going home to her after a long day of work, sharing dinner and conversation before getting her naked underneath me. In this alternate reality, she’s wearing a ring. My ring.

Maybe she’s even carrying my child.

This could be our future…if fate will let us have it.

Jules’ attention is still on the tablet in her hands, and I admire her ability to remain focused on work. If I had my way, we’d be using my desk for other purposes.

“Is there anything else you need me to add to the schedule today?”

“No, I think that covers it.”

We finish going over the usual business stuff before I escort her to the door. Just a few more seconds before I’ll be able to say I made it through our first morning briefing after knowing what it’s like to get inside her, to know how warm and snug her body gloves my cock.

The throbbing ache in my groin is too intense, the low buzz in my ears too distracting, the remembered taste of her on my tongue too intoxicating. As she reaches for the door handle, something in my gut twists, and I plant my hand on the door to keep it shut.

Hell.

I’m playing with fire, but she’s so goddamn close that the flyaway wisps of her blond hair tease my chin. Her vanilla perfume tantalizes my nose. The warmth of her skin screams for my hands to claim and own. I close my eyes and drag in a fortifying breath.

It doesn’t work.

Because keeping her at arms-length is an impossible feat.

“Have lunch with me today.”

“I can’t,” she says with a breathless sigh. “I’m meeting Les.” Her back brushes my front, and the control I’ve clung to since she entered my office slips. I wind an arm around her waist, hand reaching and fingers twitching to bury themselves between her legs. I’m unraveling with every shallow breath. My hips tilt forward until my erection presses against the top of her perfect ass.

She’s so damn petite, her body swallowed up in the circle of my arms. I tilt her face toward mine, and our eyes fix on each other before lowering to lips that were made to meet. I close the distance and press my mouth against hers, nipping until she finally gives in.

Until she opens with a jittery sigh and invites my tongue to stake its claim. A moan strangles from her throat, and as I draw the front of her skirt up and slip my fingers underneath the edge of her panties, she braces herself against the door, palms flat on the wood.

We passed the land of stopping this about thirty seconds ago.

I push two fingers into her silky, wet heat and coax a deep shudder of pleasure from her bones. That first detonation vibrates on my tongue as it thrashes against hers. Jesus, I’m harder than concrete. Despite spending the weekend in her bed and having intimate knowledge of what it feels like to touch and taste every part of her, kissing her now is as exhilarating as if it were the first time.

Maybe because I spent weeks fighting this, and now that I’ve had a taste, I don’t have any fight left. Or maybe because I have her up against the wall with my fingers inside her sex, reminding me of how incredible it felt to bury my cock inside the nirvana between her legs.

As I slip one strap of her dress off her shoulder, caressing the feminine curve of her neck, I reach for her bullseye. “God, I need to hear you come.”

She spreads her legs, giving me better access, and my fingers jackhammer between her thighs. With a groan tinged in surrender, she moves to the cadence of my hand, hips tilting forward as she pushes her clit against my palm. I silence her whimpering cries with my mouth, but it’s not enough, and the whole floor is going to hear her if I don’t do something about it.

As much as I want to hear her scream my name to all of Seattle—to the entire fucking state of Washington—I can’t let that happen. Not here. Especially not now.

“Shhh.” I press my free hand over her mouth to smother that blessed sound, and I quiet my own groan of pleasure into the crook of her shoulder, because she’s moving against my cock just right.

She moans again, and I lift my head to find her brown eyes, huge and wide, watching me watch her come apart in my arms. That vulnerable, helpless look of hers slams into my chest, further stealing my breath.

“Fuck, Jules. I’ve never seen anything sexier in my goddamn life.” Another wave hits her, and she whines behind my palm, climax cresting while she pleads with her eyes, though I’m unsure if she’s pleading for me to stop or to keep going.

I don’t stop, because I’m a greedy bastard, and I know she’s not done yet—the tension in her body is never ending.

“So wet. So fucking turned on.” I flick my thumb over her clit until she falls into another shuddering orgasm.

Our eyes meet again. We’re locked in an alternate reality, nothing existing but the warmth of her pussy—like exquisite silk enclosing my fingers—and her moans a smothered vibration under my palm. The intensity in her gaze winds around my heart and constricts until I can’t breathe.

And I don’t want to breathe. Not if it means popping this addictive bubble. I want to live in this space with her forever, suspended in the timelessness of our connection. But time is a bitch like that—when it does stop it only gives you a hint of what you crave most in the world.

As she starts to descend, the back of her head falls against my shoulder, and I bring our foreheads together.

“I want inside you so bad. I’m dying here.”

“We shouldn’t do this.” Refusing to meet my eyes, she swallows hard.

“I don’t care about ‘shouldn’ts’ anymore, Jules. I only know what I need, and I need you.”

“We already decided this wasn’t…a good idea.”

That’s an understatement, but I simply don’t give a fuck.

“I’m not asking to be with you just to let you go. I’m asking to be with you today, tomorrow, and every day after that. No matter what it takes, I’m willing to fight for us. Are you?”

She searches my face for the longest moments of my life, the wheels in her head spinning through the million reasons why we should walk away, at least for now. But she has a tell—a little thing she does when she knows she’s lost the fight once again.

She tugs on my arm, nods her assent, defenses in tatters. “My heart’s been fighting for you since the moment we met.”

I know the feeling.

“Let me stay with you tonight, Jules.”

“Okay.”

Elation.

Guilt.

They both simmer in my soul, battling for dominance. I have no doubt the shame will boil over before the night arrives, but there’s no way I can turn back now—I wouldn’t know how to if I tried.


8. Worth It

Jules




Lesley isn’t speechless often, but she’s staring at me now with her mouth hanging open as if I sprouted another head. “Chris did what?”

I can’t blame her for being stunned. Hell, I’m still stunned, and had I not seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it either.

“He proposed.”

“Chris proposed?”

“That’s what I said.”

“He’s here in Seattle?”

“Yep.”

“That bastard!” Several people at the surrounding tables cast looks in our direction, from dirty to curious, and Les has the grace to appear sheepish. If she weren’t the manager of Java Juice, where we just finished lunch during her break, she wouldn’t give two shits about what people think.

“He showed up at your apartment?” she asks, lowering her voice. “Just like that?” A snap of her fingers punctuates the question, though I’m sure it’s rhetorical.

I nod anyway, hoping the news of Chris’ unexpected visit will be enough to derail her from other things I’m not ready to talk about yet. She’s seen the news and knows what’s going on with Monica Montgomery. She also knows how I feel about Cash. But she doesn’t know we spent the weekend together in my bed.

And she sure as hell doesn’t know he made me cream all over his fingers this morning, pushed up against the door of his office as he practically fucked me from behind through our clothing. I fight off a delicious shudder at the memory.

I want to tell her everything, but this isn’t the place to do it, and maybe a huge part of me is too ashamed. What will she think of me when she finds out I slept with him the same weekend his wife disappeared? Les is my best friend, and she’s always stood by my side no matter what, even when I was in the wrong.

But even best friends have limits, don’t they?

Regardless, she’ll chew my ass for being so stupid, and I’m not ready to stomach that conversation yet.

“Shit, I would have loved to see Chris’ face when you turned him down.” She dips her straw into her iced coffee a few times, but my silence is enough to make her do a double-take. Her keen scrutiny is heating my face.

“Oh, Jules, tell me you said no.” She glances at my left hand as if expecting to find a diamond there.

I lift a shoulder. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Nothing?”

“He caught me off-guard, okay? I stood there like an idiot when he put the ring on my finger.”

“But you’re going to say no.” Her tone lifts at the end, a hint of incredulity infusing the non-question.

“Of course I’m going to say no.”

“I had to ask. If there’s one thing Chris is good at, it’s manipulating you.”

“Give me some damn credit, Les.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.”

God, I need to take a chill pill. “I know you didn’t. I’m sorry.” I sip on my tea to displace the lump of guilt in my throat for being such a shitty friend.

“Don’t worry about it. I know you’ve had a lot to deal with.” She pauses for a few moments, using her straw to twirl the melting ice cubes in her cup. “How are things going with your boss?”

“Things are…”

Way too fucking complicated. I can still feel him at my back, his hot breath on my neck, his fingers stroking between my legs. Despite the soothing tea, my throat is too dry.

“Jules,” she says with a warning. “God, I know that look. What the hell happened?”

I cast a glance around us. People are caught up in their own conversations—their own drama and lives—but this is still too public of a place to admit that I slept with a married man.

There wasn’t much sleeping involved, you hussy.

“Can we not talk about this here?”

“Shit. That bad?”

I let out a derisive laugh. “Or that good, depending on how you look at it.”

She face-plants with a groan. “You got horizontal with him, didn’t you?”

My cheeks burn as I cast another glance around us. “I really don’t want to get into this here.”

She checks the time on her cell before scooting her chair back. “Let’s walk. I have a few more minutes to spare.”

We gather our trash from lunch and dump it in the receptacle on the way out the door. After we’re a block down the street, with a fair amount of privacy, she begins needling me.

“Do you regret it?”

“No,” I answer without hesitation. “The only thing I regret is the timing. He was going to ask her for a divorce, but when he got home…well you saw the news.” I peek at her and wince at the dubious arch of her dark brows. “I know what you’re thinking, but this is different.”

“Sounds the same to me. Boss? Check.” She ticks off each point on her fingers. “Married? Check.” We stall at an intersection and wait for the light to change. “And what if he’s dangerous? Did you ever stop to think that maybe he had something to do with the death of that woman and his wife’s disappearance?”

“He wouldn’t do something like that.” I shoot her a dark look. “Besides, he was with me.”

“I’m not trying to be all judgy, Jules. I just don’t want to see this guy rip your heart out.”

We begin walking again, and I let the silence stretch between us for half a block before speaking. “Neither of us meant for this to happen.” Five seconds go by. Five strides. We turn the corner and begin heading back.

“But it did happen. The question now is what are you going to do about it?”

There’s no way I can tell her I’m planning to do it again. If she knew he’s coming over tonight, she’ll try to talk me out of it, and I don’t want to be talked out of it. I want to be selfish when it comes to Cash. If that makes me a horrible person, then so be it. I’m done fighting what we both so desperately want.

“I can’t turn back now, Les. What’s done is done.”

The sun blares down on us, too warm for the start of autumn, but her assessing stare is the real cause of the flush spreading over my cheeks. “You’re taking a huge risk.”

“I know.”

“I hope he’s worth it, Jules.”

I stop and look her in the eye, and in that moment, I realize how far I’m willing to go for Cash Montgomery. “He’s worth it.”


9. Interrupted

Jules




The rest of the workday is torture. Every glance is laden with suggestion, every brush of his fingers against my wrist or shoulder a zap between the thighs. I pray to God no one notices the heat between us, but I fear we’re worse than ever at hiding it.

Five o’clock can’t come fast enough, because I’ve got plans before my “plans” with Cash tonight, and it involves my credit card and a lingerie store.

Excitement simmers my blood, despite the thick cloud of shame hanging over me. As I stride toward the exit of Mont Center, the lackluster voice of the newscaster on the TV above the coffee bar reaches my ears. I’ve heard chatter all day about Monica Montgomery.

Some think she cracked under the pressure of the job, going homicidal before taking off in a panic. Others worry she’s hurt, or worse. Then there are the few that believe she ran away with a secret lover. The theory that takes the cake is the one where she disappeared in a Gone Girl type of move, leaving Cash to pick up the pieces.

The voice coming from the television says none of these things. He sticks to the facts, and the fact is no one knows what happened to her, since Cash’s wife disappeared into thin air.

And what am I doing in the face of that? I’m about to buy sexy lingerie to seduce the woman’s husband. I’ve sunk to a whole new low, but not even the wrongness of what I’m about to do can keep me from going through with what feels so right.

Not when the memory of his touch is haunting my every waking moment. Our time together this weekend won’t stop playing in my mind on a continuous loop. No one’s ever touched me the way he did, and I don’t mean in just the physical sense. He made me feel cherished.

He made me feel loved.

I tried to do the right thing, but what happened this morning in his office was my final breaking point. Going down this road is bound to end badly for both of us, but that doesn’t hinder the extra bounce in my step as I enter a lingerie boutique several blocks away from work.

The consequences will come. The heartbreak after he walks out my door again and returns to the place he shares with his wife.

But what I told Les this afternoon was true; he is worth it.

After settling on a sexy bra and panty set, I head home carrying a discrete bag of pink lace—the kind of luxurious material that begs for a man’s appreciative eye, the touch of his fingers, the heat of his mouth through the soft embroidery. I want to be the atlas to his hands and lips, with these pieces of lace the roadmap to his ultimate destination.

I’m definitely going to hell, and I’m going to enjoy every second of it.

As I set the bag on my bed, I reach for my phone and shoot Cash a text telling him I need an hour. He replies seconds later.

Cash: An hour seems like forever.

Me: I’ll make it worth the wait.

Cash: You’re worth it regardless.

A smile teases the corners of my mouth, and a flurry of butterflies takes flight in my belly. Anticipation zings through my blood as I strip and get ready to jump in the shower. Before I make it to the bathroom, another text comes through.

Cash: How does Thai sound for dinner?

Me: As long as it comes with you, it sounds great.

Forty minutes later, smelling of vanilla body wash, I’m dressing in my new lingerie when I detect a knock on the front door.

Shit, he’s early. I already finished my light makeup, but my hair is falling down my back in long, wet strands, and I’ve barely buttoned up my top. I pull on a pair of distressed jeans over the new lace thong I bought—because I want to make him work for it and wearing a dress is too easy. I zip my pants, finger-comb my hair the best I can, then rush to the door and pull it open.

My heart plummets at the sight of the man standing before me.

“It was easier to avoid me when I was halfway across the country.” Chris crosses his arms, and with that cocksure stance of his, my hope for the night withers.

I dart a glance down the vestibule, but we’re alone. “You can’t keep showing up like this.”

“What else am I supposed to do? You won’t answer my calls. Hell, I can’t even get you to text me back.”

“Because I’m not ready to talk to you.” My voice rises, and casting another surreptitious look around us, I even out my tone. “You should’ve stayed in Oklahoma.”

“No, Jules, I should’ve followed you here two months ago. I should’ve fought for you.”

My heart skips a tortuous beat. If I’d answered his texts and made plans to meet him somewhere to return the ring, then maybe I could have avoided this situation. The disappointment on his face is almost too much to bear. Part of me still responds to the hurt in his brown eyes. I do my best to squash that part of myself that wants me to relent and take back the hurt I just caused him, to find a way to smooth it over. Some habits are hard to break and doing whatever it takes to make Chris happy is one of them.

“Well you didn’t,” I say, eyes downcast, “and now it’s too late.”

He steps forward, placing one hand on the open door behind me, and cages me in. “You can’t turn your feelings on and off like that. It doesn’t work that way.”

“You didn’t give me a choice. You packed up your shit and left. Remember?”

“I also remember calling you the next day to work things out, but you’d already hopped on a plane. What the hell was that, Jules?”

“That was me doing what I should’ve done a long time ago.” I draw in a deep breath then let it out. “Neither of us wanted to admit that we were over way before I fucked up with Perry. That was just the catalyst.”

“I don’t buy it. I know you still love me.”

“Part of me will always love you. We’ve known each other for years. How can I not?”

“Then how the fuck can you give up on us like this?”

I flinch at his harsh tone. “It’s not a matter of giving up, Chris. It’s about moving forward.”

He clenches his jaw, and his eyes darken, causing my chest to tighten. As his face comes closer, I forget how to breathe. Next thing I know, his mouth is on mine, the pressure of his lips familiar and insistent as his tongue works past my resistance and darts inside.

He groans, but my throat is a vise silencing even the faintest of sounds. I slam my palms against his chest, meaning to push him away. Instead, I’m paralyzed.

There’s something comforting in his kiss—a hint of the stability I’d grown used to while we were together—and for a few agonizing heartbeats, I give in, returning lick for lick as I grip his shirt in my hands. It’s like being transported back to Oklahoma, to simpler times when he was mine and I was his. We might have fought too often, but at the end of the day I knew I’d have him to come home to.

Until the day I didn’t.

Reality slams into me, and I break the kiss before it can go any further. “I can’t do this.”

“Tell me you didn’t feel that, Jules.”

There’s triumph in his eyes, and I’m about to set him straight when I catch sight of the figure standing behind Chris.

Cash is motionless, his gray eyes narrowed and turbulent as a brewing storm. He’s clutching a takeout bag in his fist, and in the other, I spot a bouquet of tulips.

I open my mouth to speak, but Chris takes one look at my stricken expression and whirls to find my boss standing behind him, staring back with a harsh glint in the steel of his eyes.

“Can we help you with something?” Chris demands, attempting to block my view of Cash.

I step out from behind my ex and find Cash swinging his gaze between Chris and me. He ensnares me in his sight for a few heavy beats, perhaps waiting for me to tell him that what he saw was nothing.

No big deal. A misunderstanding, even.

But this is a conversation we can’t have in front of Chris. The last thing I want to do is cause him more trouble when he’s already dealing with so much. I try to relay to him silently that there is an explanation, but the turbulence in his eyes is a dark gunmetal gray—as overpowering as the weight of the air between the three of us.

There’s no mistaking his anger, and behind that, mistrust.

He’s been betrayed before, and he knows I’ve betrayed someone before. Even knowing that, the way he’s staring at me fucking hurts. He turns away, and I have to bite my lip to keep from calling after him. With Chris here, we can’t afford a bigger scene.

“Who was that?” Chris asks after Cash disappears down the stairs that lead into the alley.

“Just some guy Les set me up with.” My voice wobbles too much, and I can’t meet his gaze because I’m certain he’ll see through the lie.

“That wasn’t a random hookup, Jules. That dude was so fucking territorial, I’m surprised he didn’t piss on your doorstep.”

“It was nothing, really.” I retreat into the sanctuary of my apartment, and Chris follows, letting the door slam behind him.

“It wasn’t nothing. The guy brought you tulips, so don’t even try to play this off as if it’s no big deal. Who is he, Jules?”

“He’s none of your damn business.” I stride through my bedroom and into the bathroom where I left his engagement ring on the counter.

Chris is on my heels the whole way, and when I turn to confront him, I bump into his chest. He steadies me by gripping my arms. “Tell me he doesn’t matter.” The challenge in his voice is unmistakable. So is the hurt and anger.

“He matters,” I say, words mangled as I try to put a lid on my emotions. Stepping back until he lets go of me, I hold out the ring. “And this…” I falter,  heartbeat throbbing in my chest. “It doesn’t belong to me.”

He shakes his head, stubborn as ever. “Who else does it belong to? I bought it for you.”

“But you didn’t give it to me until now. Why do you think that is?”

“Don’t hold the past over my head like that. You don’t see me holding Perry over yours.”

Taking his hand, I push the ring into his palm and fold his fingers around what could have been. “What I did that night shadows me no matter where I go. I know I hurt you.” I pause, swallowing hard. “But you were right to leave. We should have called it quits a long time ago.”

He grabs me by the nape, breath shuddering across my lips. “I should have grown the fuck up and put you first. There is so much shit I should have done, but leaving wasn’t one of them. Leaving was the biggest fucking mistake I ever made.”

I close my eyes and breathe, willing my body to stop trembling—to search for strength, because the truest depth of honesty is a bitch, and it stings something fierce.

“And staying would have been the biggest mistake I would have made.”

His expression crumbles. “Jules…”

I push past him and head to the front door with him on my heels. “I want you to go back to Oklahoma.”

“Don’t do this. You’re reacting out of fear. Or he’s gotten inside your head. Just think about it. This guy can’t be so important that you’d throw us away like this.”

As I swing the door open, the finality of this moment hits me.

The harsh truth of it.

Cash is more important to me than Chris ever was, even in the midst of our happiest times. I’m not sure what that says about me, but I can’t deny the irrevocable pull I feel toward Cash.

“I’m sorry.”

“So that’s it? You’re sorry?” he seethes. “Are you seriously not even going to try to work this out?”

“We can work on being friends, but that’s all I can give you.” I pull the door open wider and give him a pointed look, but behind my cool facade, I’m shaking inside. Confrontations with Chris never fail to drain me, and I already feel myself sinking into despondency.

For several seconds, he doesn’t move, too busy grinding his teeth. Then he storms out of my apartment, and after he disappears from sight, I let the tears fall.


10. Love and Logic

Cash




Something dangerous stirs my blood. Rage toward the guy I found kissing Jules. Possessive anger toward her for searing that image into my head. Underneath the anger, my heart is shredding, and I don’t like it.

I’d have to be blind to miss the plea in her eyes. The silent offer of explanation. Despite only meeting her two months ago, I know her. So I know she’s beating herself up right now for what I saw. I know that she’s conflicted, caught between her feelings for me and the asshole who suddenly decided to fight for her.

I enter the lobby of my building, nodding toward security on my way to the private elevator. This is the last fucking place I want to be right now, but I don’t feel like getting a hotel room or crashing on my brother’s couch again, and Jules is obviously…

Busy.

The thought of what they might be doing wrecks me, and I’m tempted to turn around and storm her place. I’d toss that guy out on his ass, except I don’t want to do that to her.

She needs closure. She needs to move on from him before there can be an us.

The elevator doors open, and I drop the flowers and food onto a table and wander further into the darkness. As I stall in front of the wall of windows in the great room, I can’t help but wonder if I’m just a rebound for Jules. The possibility is a jolt to my gut, a slam to the heart. At the center of my being, I don’t believe it’s true. I refuse to believe it’s true.

We connect in a way I’ve never experienced with anyone. That has to count for something.

The penthouse is silent and still, which is weird since it wasn’t much different with Monica here. All the lights are off, and I’m not inclined to turn one on. By way of illumination from the city lights, I take in the disarray of our home.

Even in the darkness, I note the evidence of the authorities. Yellow tape, disrupted furniture, fine powder from dusting for prints.

The bloodstain where Lydia was found.

With a shudder, I move into the kitchen and grab a bottle of whiskey before pouring three generous fingers. This night calls for a drink. Maybe two or three. I toss back the first, pour another, then make my way back into the great room where I sink into a chair to sit and stew and drink alone. I don’t know how long I sit here. Long enough for it to start raining. Long enough for my brother to show up.

Not bothering to be quiet about his arrival, he strides into the place as if he owns it. He’s so much my carbon copy that security probably didn’t even stop him on the way in, and that takes my mind right back to that photo of Monica screwing around in our bed with someone else.

Anyone going over video footage could have mistaken Kaden for me, just like the authorities did.

“I wasn’t sure I’d find you here,” he says, breaking into my dark thoughts.

“Forensics finished up this afternoon. Got the all-clear to come back.”

“Has there been any news yet?”

“Not from the police. The private investigator I hired discovered that Monica paid Hirsch a large sum of money about three months ago.”

“Seriously?”

Several long moments pass as I study my brother, searching for any hint that he’s hiding something. “Did you ever meet Lydia Hirsch?”

He shakes his head. “No, never.” His forehead creases. “Do you think this Hirsch woman threatened Monica in some way?”

“I’m not sure. Whatever she got caught up in, it’s not good.”

“Jesus,” he mutters. “How are you holding up?”

Propping my elbows on my knees, I look up at his towering form in the darkness. “Whiskey happens to be my best friend right now.” I sound pathetic. Probably look more so, but I can’t muster the energy to care. The last forty-eight hours are catching up to me. I take another long sip of the amber-colored alcohol.

“I got a visit from two detectives today.” He settles into the chair next to me, content as I am to have this chat in the dark.

“Are they considering you a suspect?”

“I don’t think so. Surveillance footage proved I never came up here to the penthouse that day.” He glances around the space, taking in the mess. “You should’ve stayed clear of this place until after the cleaners come through.”

“That was the plan. I was supposed to be with Jules tonight.”

“What happened?”

“I found her in a lip-lock with her ex.”

“Shit. Really?”

“Yep. Seems to be a reoccurring theme.” I shoot him an accusing glance.

He chooses not to rise to the bait. “Maybe she’s not ready to move on yet. She shot me down pretty quick.”

The reminder of his date with Jules threatens to boil my blood, and I’m tempted to tell him that she rejected him because he’s not me, but I bite my tongue. Taking cheap shots at my brother isn’t going to fix shit even if it would make me feel better.

“Maybe she just needs some time,” he adds.

I don’t want to give her time. I want to go back to her place now and pin her to the damn wall. I want to bend her over the couch and fuck her hard from behind. I want to withhold her orgasm so long that she’s in tears as she begs to come with every breath.

Yeah, I’m definitely angry, and there’s no denying it, but I can think of no better way to exorcise that anger, to claim what every fiber of my being knows to be true…

Jules Harley is mine.

My cell vibrates from inside my pocket, and my heart jumps with a shot of adrenaline.

It could be news about Monica.

More than likely, it’s Jules.

Both options split me down the middle. Kaden remains quiet, a curious glint in his eyes as I reach for my phone. Two deep breaths later and a swipe of my thumb, and I have my answer.

Jules: Please come back so we can talk.

Relief crashes over me. If she’s asking me to come back, then that means she’s alone. My thumbs hover over the screen, and I’m so close to replying, but I can’t find the right words. Every time I close my eyes I see her in his arms. And then I see her in mine.

I wish like hell I could rewind time, go back to Saturday morning before we fell into bed together. I’d do so much differently, starting with opening my eyes to Monica’s complete downward spiral.

A knife slices through the pieces of my heart. I’d change so much…yet I wouldn’t change a thing.

Another text comes through, and I startle, coming back to the here and now.

Jules: You left before I could explain.

“Is that Jules?”

I nod at my brother.

He makes a point to look at the time on his cell. “I should get to the club. Go talk to her. Air that shit out,” he says, rising. “At least give her a chance to explain.”

Jesus. I let out a breath, and some of the tension in my body dissipates. I’m not sure there’s anything to explain. No matter how I look at our relationship, I can’t find solid ground. We gave in when we should have stayed strong.

We fell in love knowing we’d face a bumpy road full of baggage, so how can I blame her for seeking closure—or whatever it is she’s looking for—with her ex when I’m still wearing a fucking wedding ring?

When my wife is still missing, not to mention possibly responsible for murder?

I can’t.

Not logically.

But that’s the screwed up thing about love—it defies logic. Love turns logic on its pathetic head.

Fuck logic. I want her with every breath inside my lungs, with every drop of blood in my veins. Nothing will quench this soul-burning thirst until I have her underneath me, hot and naked and begging for more.


11. Nirvana

Cash




She doesn’t know I’m coming. Instead of replying to her texts, I headed out the door, driven by urgency and possibly a little lunacy. Because I’m done waiting. We danced around each other for two months before giving in, and ever since then it seems like the world is conspiring to keep us apart.

My wife.

Her ex.

Too much baggage.

Reaching her door, I announce my presence with three loud raps of my fist. My heartbeat does an erratic, thunderous, dangerous dance in my chest as the soft pad of her footsteps narrow the distance between us.

I can already taste her, feel her, smell her. Hear her throaty cries when she comes. God, she’s in trouble. Heaven and Earth can’t stop me.

She swings the door open, and our eyes meet. She sucks in a breath.

I do too, but it does nothing to calm this disastrous storm inside me. It’s not the product of anger, though that emotion is wreaking havoc somewhere in the trenches of my gut. No, this is the consequence of agony, the result of Fate’s merciless fuck you.

This is the by-product of not only catching her in another man’s arms, but reliving the burned image every time I close my eyes.

This is possessive jealousy on steroids.

“I only need to know one thing. Do you want me?”

Narrowing her warm sable eyes, she pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, and fuck, if I make her ache for nothing else, that come-hither nibble is reason enough.

“Answer me, Jules.” The fierce timbre of my voice widens her eyes.

“What kind of question is that? Of course I want you.”

I push my way into her apartment, backing her up step-by-step, and take her chin in my hand as her front door slams shut behind us.

“I won’t share you.”

“I won’t share you either,” she counters.

“Understood.” Catching a whiff of her vanilla scent, I lower my gaze to her pajama-clad body. “Take off your clothes.”

Her breathing quickens, and the alluring swell of her tits draws my focus. She brings her hands to the buttons of her top, hypnotizing me as she works them free. But I feel the weight of her stare and all but fall into her eyes.

Time seems to stop as she studies me. “You’re angry with me,” she says, a ring of truth in her statement.

“Yes.”

“Nothing happened.”

“You kissed him. That’s something.”

“He caught me by surprise. It didn’t—”

“Finish taking off your top,” I interrupt, voice thick as I gesture toward her cotton PJs.

She shrugs out of her night shirt, and then she’s standing in front of me naked from the waist up. Hell, there’s something so fucking sexy about her vulnerability, and I respond to it in a very visceral way by shoving her to her knees.

“I want your mouth.”

Her mouth on my cock.

Not on his lips.

She works the button of my pants free, pulls down the zipper, and takes my cock in her hand. I’ve never been so ready to come down a woman’s throat, so achy and hard as her fingers curl around me. I grab her by the back of her head and fist her thick locks so she can’t back away.

“I need you so damn much, Jules. This might be quick, but it won’t be gentle.”

“It’s ok—”

I silence her acceptance with my cock, groaning as those tempting lips close around the tip. Even though I’m controlling the movement of her mouth—the depth of my thrusts, the speed—she’s literally got me by the balls. Her fingernails are a light scrape against my sack with each slide of her mouth, from head to base.

“You’re so goddamn sexy.”

She welcomes my thrusts with fervor, even the ones that hit the back of her throat, but I can’t help but wonder if she’s sucking me out of my mind due to guilt. Did she feel something when she kissed him? Is she thinking about him right now, wishing he were here instead of me?

“Open your eyes,” I command, not liking how she’s shutting me out.

Her gaze collides with mine, and God there’s that decadent stare again, like smooth chocolate inviting me in, tempting me to drown in sin.

“You’re wrecking me right now.”

She moans around my cock, and I’m pretty damn sure she’s enjoying the task, but I still can’t get the idea out of my head that she’s got him on her mind.

“I want to murder him.”

She tries edging back, but I won’t let her. For a few seconds we both pant—her through her nose, and me through the space between my lips because I can already taste her on my tongue.

The spice of her desperation.

The sweetness of her apology.

The satisfying flavor of her choice.

“Choose me, Jules. I know my life is one big fuck-up, but I need you more than he does. I want you more than he ever will.”

Because there’s no way I’d let her run halfway across the country without me right on her heels.

Her eyes glisten as if finding a hidden meaning in my words. She digs her fingers into my ass, pulling me closer as her long lashes flutter against fair cheeks. Taking in a sharp breath through her nose, she works me deep enough to gag.

Hell, she’s working me toward complete and utter destruction.

My knees shake under the strength of her skill, and my mind finds nirvana, a blessed void where only the suction of her mouth exists. I want it to last forever. Every noisy slurp, every whirl of her tongue.

“Jules,” I groan, about to come harder than I’ve ever come in my fucking life.

She gags again, and I release all that I am into her beautiful, busy mouth. Her throat works overtime to swallow my load, and afterward, I reach for my tie because I’m just getting warmed up.


12. Soon

Jules




I’m in a daze, slow to realize that he’s removing his tie with purpose as a commanding edge drives his movements.

“Put your hands behind your back.”

“What?” I blink rapidly.

Instead of responding to my stupefied tone, he grips me by the arms. Before I know it, I’m on my feet, and he’s got me turned around, hands at the small of my back as he winds his tie around my wrists. After he finishes binding my hands, he whirls me once more and pushes me against the wall.

I gasp as he drops to his knees. A shiver follows the wake of his warm fingers, tingling along my skin as he slides my sleep shorts down my legs. I step out of the last of my clothing.

Cash wedges a hand between my thighs. “Spread your legs.”

I obey, and he grips me by the thighs, thumbs achingly close to my pussy as he spreads me open to his gaze. He’s got me right where he wants me.

Unable to touch him.

Unable to fight him even if I wanted to.

“You’ve got a gorgeous pussy. I could eat you out all day.” He tilts forward and darts his tongue over my clit, falling into a rhythm that’s tortuous and slow and hot. I’m shaking inside the firm grip of his hands, trapped by his deft tongue and the weakness in my knees.

“Oh God. Don’t stop.”

This is a bit surreal. Even after all the time we spent in bed together, I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that my boss is on his knees eating me out in the living room of my apartment.

He moans, sending a vibrating buzz against my sensitive flesh as he reaches up and pinches my nipples. It’s not long before I’m close, straddling the edge so precariously that I can’t suck a full breath into my lungs. Our gazes crash together. He holds me hostage with his sexy-as-sin bedroom eyes as he circles my clit with his tongue. It’s the most erotic sight I’ve ever seen, watching him pleasure me with his mouth.

But it’s not enough. It’s just enough to frustrate me, and I think he knows it.

“Please,” I whisper, thrusting my pelvis against his lips.

“How badly do you want to come?”

I let out a frustrated whimper, because every time I’m about to tip over the edge, he changes the method to his madness. The pressure building inside me is too much, flaring between my legs with tingling heat, and I squirm.

“Please,” I beg again, hungering for his mouth.

“Is this what you want?” He lets go of my nipple and slides two fingers inside me, and I pant, hips straining.

“I need more. Please.”

Instead of kissing me where I’m desperate for him, those lips curve into a triumphant smile as he fucks me with his fingers. He drags another moan from my throat.

“Cash, I’m begging.”

“Good. That’s exactly what I want.”

“Please.”

He strokes me with a feathering touch that drives me insane in the best way, and I start to climb again, trembling under his touch.

“Don’t stop.”

Pushing to his feet, he grips me by the throat, and his hand is a firm caress that’s just strong enough to get his point across—that I’m trapped by his will and nothing more. “Don’t come.”

“Are you punishing me?”

“Punish is a strong word, Jules.”

“What do you call it then?”

“A reminder that I’m the only man you should be kissing.”

“It was a mistake. It didn’t mean anything.”

“What I saw meant something.”

I swallow under his grip, lightheaded, breathless, and too hot. Everything from the waist down is on fire and begging for release. “Please. I’m so close. Don’t torture me.”

“A little delayed gratification never hurt anyone.”

“Why are you doing this to me?”

He frames my face between his hands. “Because I can.” Then his mouth is on mine, tongue pushing between my lips, and the way he moans in the back of his throat shoots a tingle through my system. His kiss is harsh and demanding and hungry.

“Let me touch you,” I beg once we come up for air.

Holding me at the nape, he reaches for my bound hands and expertly works at the knots. Breath a heated blast against my skin, he stokes the inferno in my veins by dropping kisses down the slope of my shoulder.

“Cash,” I whisper with a shudder as he frees me from the binds. I plunge my fingers into his hair. “Please.”

“Say it again,” he whispers against my ear.

“Please.”

“No, say my name.”

“Cash.”

“Jesus,” he groans. “The way you say my name makes me harder than hell. The things I’m dying to do to you.” Using the perfect amount of pressure, he rubs my clit with purpose until an orgasm almost busts me wide open. But something holds me back.

Don’t come.

I don’t know why I’m not taking what I so desperately want. Maybe it’s the command in his words, or the desperate way he said them.

Like he needs me to pass this test.

“Tell me when to stop,” he demands, holding me in the storm of his gaze.

“I don’t want you to stop.” His fingers are slipping in and out at just the right pace, and I wonder how I’m going to find the strength to hold back.

“Are you getting close?”

“Yes.” My breath is a hot blast across his tempting lips, and I squeeze my eyes shut, concentrating on not going over the edge.

“Does your orgasm belong to me?”

“Only you.” It’s what he wants to hear, and it’s the absolute truth, because he’s mastering me with every stroke of his fingers. Desperate to block out the steady rhythm of his thumb against my clit, I squirm, but the pressure reaches zenith. “Stop!” I gasp. “Can’t hold back.”

“Fuck, Jules. Look at these flushed cheeks.” He cradles them between his hands and kisses me deep, infusing everything he’s feeling into the licks of his tongue against mine. We kiss for a lifetime.

We don’t kiss long enough.

Leaving me dizzy and disoriented, he steps back and zips up his pants, all the while pinning me to the wall with the liquid fire of his stare. “You don’t know how bad I want you right now.”

“Why are you holding back?”

“I need you to be as sure about us as I am.”

“I am sure.”

He rakes a hand through hair left disheveled from my fingers, and there’s no mistaking the indecision in his expression. “Soon, Jules.”

My heart thumps an uneven beat. “What do you mean by soon?”

“When there’s nothing standing between us,” he says, buckling his belt, “that’s when nothing will ever hold me back from you again.”

He kisses me on the cheek, and I can’t speak as he slips through the front door, closing it quietly upon his exit. But my frustration is loud in my ears, screaming my disagreement. I can’t imagine dealing with this relentless throb between the legs until tomorrow, but there’s no getting around it.

He’s got me exactly where he wants me.


13. On the Edge

Jules




Sexual frustration festered all night long, making sleep an elusive bitch. I finally fell into a restless slumber three hours before I had to get up for work, so I’m a hot, emotional mess when I barge into Cash’s office the next morning. I’m also steaming mad. I shut the door, resisting the urge to slam it, and launch my anger at the brooding suit sitting behind the desk. It’s barely 8 a.m., but he’s already shed his jacket and rolled up his cuffs. I grit my teeth against my too-female response to him, because he doesn’t have a right to look that gorgeous when I’m this pissed at him.

“What was that last night?” I demand, dropping my bag into the chair in front of his desk.

He shifts in his seat, leaning back as his gaze roams over my curve-revealing ensemble. It’s still warm enough outside to get away with spaghetti straps. Between the fitted creme top dipping low in the front, and the flirty pink skirt begging for his fingers to lift the hem and discover what’s underneath, I dressed to kill this morning, and the appreciation in his eyes tells me he knows it.

“I didn’t think it was possible for you to be more gorgeous, but you are.” The corners of his mouth turn up as he gestures at me. “When you’re fired up like this.”

“Well that’s the problem. You lit the fire and didn’t put it out. I don’t like mind games.”

“I don’t like them either.”

I cross my arms, and his gaze drops to my cleavage. “You can’t deny you were angry, Cash.”

“Yes, and now I’ve cooled down.”

I almost scoff at that. He appears far from cool—if anything, he seems as edgy and aroused as I am. “Well that makes one of us. You didn’t even give me a chance to explain.”

He rises from behind the desk. “What’s there to explain? I have eyes. I didn’t just see you kissing him, but I saw the hurt on your face when you pulled away.”

“That’s not fair.”

“I know it’s not. I’m aware that we both have baggage. I knew it going in. Doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt like hell.”

“So you get hurt and tuck your tail and run? I thought we were in this together.”

“God, Jules.” He levels me with the intensity in his eyes. “I want nothing more than you and me in a sentence that includes the word together, but let’s face some facts here. You’ve still got feelings for your ex, and I’m still as married today as I was yesterday. No matter how much we want this, we can’t ignore reality.”

His words physically hurt, and I fight the urge to claw at my chest, as if I can yank out the knife he just buried there. “You said you were willing to fight for us.”

“I am.”

“I sense a but.”

“But fighting for you means fighting for your happiness too. I remember how heartbroken you were on that plane. How can I ask you to walk away from your second chance if that’s what you want?”

“What makes you think I want that?”

He rakes a hand through his hair, the motion a jerky, frustrated one. “The two of you have a history together. If you need to find closure, or…whatever it is you’re looking for with him, I…I won’t stand in your way.”

“Stop being so pig-headed! I want you.”

“If that were one-hundred percent true, you wouldn’t have freaked out when he proposed. You sure as hell wouldn’t have kissed him back last night.”

Did I kiss Chris back? I can’t remember, but the fact that Cash is using it to put a wall between us is digging at the facade of calm I’m clinging to.

“You’re a fucking coward.”

A tick goes off in his jaw, and I fight the urge to retreat. “Ask yourself why you were kissing him knowing I could show up any second.”

“Ask me why I was wearing lingerie I bought just for you,” I fire back, tone brimming with challenge. “Ask me if I’m wearing it today.”

Grabbing at his tie, he clears his throat. “You’re fighting dirty.”

“Get used to it.”

“Christ.” The vulnerability in his expression is a weapon. Slowly rounding the desk, he drags a hand down his haggard face. “I’ll go fucking crazy if I have to watch you go back to your ex because you changed your mind.”

“I won’t change my mind,” I say, tugging him closer by the deep blue tie around his neck. “I want you. Only you.”

Resting his forehead against mine, his eyes shutter as he expels a breath. “I’m so in love with you, Jules.”

His declaration sends my heart soaring, and I shutter my eyes against the sting of tears. “I feel the same way,” I whisper before pressing my lips to his. He slides a hand along my cheek and tilts my head back, deepening the kiss.

I clutch at his shirt, going weak in the knees. His kiss touches me to the center of my soul, sucks the last of the anger from my bones, makes any remaining feelings I have for Chris obsolete. When Cash kisses me like this—like he’ll die if our mouths and tongues don’t meet—I’m powerless to resist. Someone could barge into the office, and I wouldn’t notice.

Eventually, he inches back. “Are you really wearing lingerie for me?”

“Yes. I went shopping yesterday after work.”

His fingers creep beneath the hem of my skirt, caressing my thigh. Slowly, he trails a fiery path up to the edge of soft lace, but he stops before touching me there. “What color?”

“Pink,” I say on a stuttered sigh.

“You’ve caught on to my weakness. Cotton, or something sexier?”

“Sexier.” The kind of sexy that doesn’t leave much to the imagination.

He finishes the journey to my sex, sliding beneath lace to burrow between my thighs, and I whimper.

“Are you trying to seduce me, Jules?”

Pulling my bottom lip between my teeth, I nod. “Is it working?”

“Hell yeah, it’s working. You seduced me the second you walked through the door, all riled up and letting me have it.” He trails his lips to my ear. “Does it make me an ass for admitting how much I want to fuck you right now?”

“The only ass move you’ve made is assuming I’m not completely in love with you.”

He sucks in a breath. An instant later, his mouth is on mine, tongue devouring as he yanks my head back for a better angle. I can do nothing but submit and whimper and let him claim me with every demanding lick of his tongue against mine.

“These sexy panties you’re wearing for me,” he says, breaths hitting my damp lips in rapid bursts of desire. “Show them to me.” Ownership pulls at the corners of his mouth, hinting at a seductive smile. He whirls me around, and I gasp as he bends me over the desk.

With the exception of last night, the dominance inside him is subtle, maybe even in full-blown hibernation, but now it’s running rampant, and I’m having trouble reconciling my first impression of Cash on that plane with the absolute alpha standing behind me, shoving me onto his desk as he kicks my feet apart with a curt order to spread them.

I palm the surface, and my golden locks cascade around my face in waves, obscuring my vision, heightening the crackling awareness between us until there’s only the hard desk underneath me and the warmth of Cash between my legs, his fingers trailing down the small of my back, sending shivers down my spine. Biting back a needy moan, I arch into him as he slips a hand under the hem of my skirt and lifts the material until my thong-clad ass is bared.

“Jesus, there’s something so damn innocent about you, but this right here,” he breathes, dipping a finger beneath the back of my thong and snapping the scant material against my ass, “is hot as hell, knowing you’re wearing this just for me.”

“You like it?” My voice is practically gone, held hostage by the desire thickening my throat.

“I love it,” he says, and my head spins again as he pulls me upright and turns me to face him. “And I love you. So damn much it terrifies me. You’re under my skin, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“I feel the same way. You have to believe that.”

“If there’s one thing you should know about me it’s that I have a mean, jealous streak, and I won’t apologize for it. Not with you, Jules.”

“He caught me by surprise—”

“I don’t need an explanation. I only need to know it won’t happen again.”

“It won’t.”

“What about us?” he asks, gripping me by the ass. He sets me onto the desk and wedges his torso between my thighs. “Are we happening again?” Leaning down, he nips my lips, then softens his tone. “And again.” Another kiss, another whisper. “And again?”

I inch back, meeting his challenging stare head-on. “You’ve got me on the edge. What the hell are you waiting for?”


14. Timing Is Everything

Cash




It’s a good thing I had the foresight to buy condoms yesterday when I grabbed the tulips and dinner. The flowers are on their way to a sad death in my penthouse—a place of ghosts and lost hope and dreams—and the food is beyond saving, but the condoms…

Maybe part of me hoped I’d get one out of three, because I’ve got two tucked away in my wallet.

And I’ve got Jules waiting and willing on my desk, her brown eyes dark with lust, glinting with undiluted want. It still blows my mind that this incredible woman wants me, despite the heavy baggage chained to my feet, sinking me a few more meters each day.

“What’s the schedule look like this morning?” I follow the question with a teasing bite to her collarbone.

“No meetings until ten. We were supposed to work on the proposal for the Phoenix project until then.”

“I’d rather work on you.”

“I’d rather you work on me too, boss.”

I laugh at that, but then she obliterates all thought by unzipping my pants and wrapping her fingers around my cock. With long, steady strokes of her hand, she sends me out of my fucking mind. I’m held captive by the seduction in her warm, sable eyes. She plants a hand on the desk to support her weight, then she arches her spine and spreads her knees for me. I reach for the buttons of her blouse and undo them all the way to her navel, exposing her lace-covered tits.

Pink see-through lace to match the scant panties I know are soaked.

Fighting dirty, indeed. Two slits run vertical down the cup seams, allowing her nipples to poke through the lace. The cut of her lingerie is an erotic temptation my mouth can’t resist, and I dip my head and tease a nipple through the gap, tugging it between my teeth. She whimpers, and that throaty plea tempts me to bite and lick all her intimate places, marking them as mine.

“I need you inside me. Don’t make me beg.” She flexes her fingers around my erection, and with every desperate pant escaping her lips, her strokes quicken.

I’m tempted to make her beg, except we don’t have time. It would take hours to make her writhe and plead for my cock in a way that would satisfy me, and the things I want to do to her are far from your average office fuck.

I want to own her, body and soul.

“Maybe I should make you work for it,” I say, brushing my lips over the swell of her cleavage before leaving her other nipple damp and puckered in my wake.

“Please,” she whimpers.

“I let you come yesterday.”

“But you left me a hot mess last night.”

“Mmm,” I murmur against her throat. “I could do it again, and you’d have no choice but to go through the workday with this ache between your legs.” I leave that dangling in the air just to taunt her.

“Jesus, Cash. You are mean.”

“Don’t forget the jealous part. The two are exclusive.”

“Mmm, exclusive. I like the sound of that.”

“Me too.”

I remember how she clenched around my fingers yesterday as she came, and I know I won’t be able to drag this out much longer. I need to get inside her and find home again in the snugness of her pussy. It’s only been a few days, but it feels like forever.

My only regret is that there will be a latex barrier between us this time.

“I owe you an apology,” I breathe the words against her neck, trying to think straight despite the tight, warm friction of her fingers on me. She swipes her thumb over the wet crown of my cock, and I smother a groan in the crook of her shoulder.

“An apology for what?”

“I didn’t use a condom before.”

“You weren’t the only one in that bed. What’s done is done.”

“I realize that, but I need you to know that if something does come of it, I’ll be there, no matter what.”

She slides her palm along my cheek, and I can’t help but close my eyes at the warmth of her touch. “I already know that. You’re not the type to run from an unplanned pregnancy.” She pauses for a few seconds, nibbling on her lip. “I guess neither of us think straight when we’re together.”

“Not from the waist down, no.” I reach for my wallet and pull out one of the rubbers I stashed there last night. She commandeers the condom, tearing open the foil wrapper.

“I’ll get back on birth control.”

As she rolls the latex up my shaft, I suck in a breath. “I like how permanent that sounds.”

She smiles. “Me too.” With slow movements, she unknots the tie from around my neck, then unbuttons my shirt before roaming her hands over my chest. I’m sure she can feel how fast and hard my heart is pounding, and I want to find out if hers is a perfect match. It must be.

Because she’s the other half of me. The center of my soul. The north star in my sky. I think we both recognized it at first glance on that plane. It’s the reason I tossed my morals out the window to be with her—why I’ll continue to ignore what’s right and what’s wrong if it means one more touch.

One more glance.

One more chance to hear her voice, taste her kiss, experience the comforting blanket of her love.

Closing my eyes, I rest my head against hers and breathe her in. “I could spend the rest of my life loving you.”

“I could let you,” she whispers, and I let out a sigh as her fingers rake through my hair.

“Where the hell have you been hiding all my life?”

“In a tiny dot-on-the-map town in rural Oklahoma,” she deadpans.

I laugh. “God, the way you make me feel.” As I take her by the mouth, I sweep her panties to the side and position my cock, on the cusp of sliding home, and that’s when the phone on my desk shrills.

“Fuck,” I mutter, cursing the heavens.

Or hell.

I break away, my pulse thrumming in my ears, cock throbbing more than is bearable. “I’m sorry. I have to get that.”

“Ignore it.” She’s breathing hard, and we haven’t even started yet. I’m not going to lie—the fact that she’s so worked up is a stroke to my ego.

“I wish like hell I could, but I forwarded my calls and told Beth to ring me if it’s important.”

The reminder of reality is a chilly splash over the heat between us. With a sigh, she straightens and begins buttoning up her clothing.

I dispose of the condom then do the same.

And I know we’re both considering the possibility. The probability. There’s only one thing that’s important enough for Beth to interrupt the CEO of MontBlake during a do-not-disturb order.

Eyes locked on Jules, I lean past her and pick up the phone. “What is it, Beth?”

“It’s your wife, sir. They found her.”


15. Escape

Cash




It takes forty-five minutes to get across the city to the hospital where Monica was brought in after someone found her unconscious in her car. The company driver pulls into the emergency entrance, and I hop out and rush through the automatic doors, attention zeroing in on the woman behind the circular counter.

“I’m looking for my wife, Monica Montgomery. She was brought in about an hour ago.”

Her fingers work over the keyboard. “She’s in room 209,” she says, directing me down the hall. I thank her before taking off in long strides, all but running down the corridor. But the closer I reach my wife’s room, the more I find myself holding my breath, unsure of what to expect.

A commotion sounds from the end of the hall, and I slow my steps, breath whooshing out of me before coming to a stop in the doorway of Monica’s room.

“Let me go!” she screams at the nurse, thrashing against the straps keeping her restrained to the bed. Detective Riley and his partner are already in the room. He steps forward, edging in at the nurse’s side.

“Mrs. Montgomery, your cooperation will make this a lot easier.”

“Stand out of the way,” the nurse admonishes Riley. “I’m trying to take care of my patient here.” She reaches for a syringe and administers a drug into Monica’s IV. Willing my heart rate to slow, I blink several times as Monica drifts off to sleep. Part of me thought she wouldn’t be in that bed.

I’d hoped the detective was wrong, and I’d come to the hospital and find out my wife didn’t actually try to kill herself.

But there she is, eyes shuttered and long, dark lashes sweeping over porcelain skin. A monotone voice comes through the speakers in a page for Dr. something-or-other. I don’t catch the name.

Because I’m frozen, sickened beyond belief, gaze glued to my wife’s body. Funny, how she seems so insignificant, so frail, so…not Monica.

Footsteps pad behind me, carrying someone down the spotless hallway. “You must be the husband?” a doctor asks.

I turn to face him. “Is she going to be okay?”

“Physically, yes. The man who found her got her help in time, and we were able to pump her stomach.”

“But?” I know there’s more—his hedging tone implies it.

“It’s too early to speak of her emotional state. She’ll need all the support she can get.” As his words sink in, I’m finding it hard to breathe again. She really tried killing herself.

And I can’t process it. Everything around me is in a metaphorical spin, and I’m powerless to stop it. I have so many questions, and zero fucking answers until Monica wakes up and talks to me. Assuming she will talk to me.

“She’ll be out for a while, but you’re welcome to go in,” the doctor says, gesturing toward the sleeping form of my wife. “Just keep the visits short. She’s allowed two visitors at a time. Immediate family only.”

With a nod, I take in a deep breath and let it out before stepping inside her room. Her raven hair is a stark contrast against the white pillow, making her seem so damn pale. The doctor reads over Monica’s chart, and the nurse finishes taking vitals before both of them leave the room. I settle into the chair at Monica’s bedside, swallowing the lump of sorrow and guilt collecting in my throat.

“Is my wife under arrest?” I ask the detectives standing on the other side of her bed.

“She hasn’t been charged yet, but we need to interview her.”

I’ve known her since we were kids, and regardless of what the evidence or circumstances might say, I know she isn’t a cold-blooded killer, though I don’t bother wasting my breath telling Riley and his partner that.

“We’ll come back later after she’s awake,” he says. “In the meantime, we’re posting an officer outside the room.”

“You just said she’s not being charged.”

“No, but she is a suspect.” Riley gives me a sympathetic nod on his way out, which surprises me. The stillness in the wake of their exit is unsettling. I study Monica as if watching her will give me a clue that will explain it all. Her lids suddenly flutter open, revealing sedated eyes that widen a little at the sight of me.

“Hey,” I say softly.

“Cash…” Her voice fades as lines of distress slash across her face. “I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry.”

Sorry for killing someone?

Sorry for lying to me for months?

Sorry for not loving me enough?

Considering her current state of mind, all the questions hurtling through my mind don’t matter right now. I cover her restrained hand with my own. “Just rest. We’ll figure it out.”

She parts her lips, as if to say more, then the medicine in her veins pulls her under again. I let out a long breath, heartbeat keeping a steady pace to the rhythmic beeping of her vitals. I sit at her side for a while longer before stepping into the hall to put in a call to Blackwell. I’m just ending the call with the attorney when Monica’s parents arrive, along with my father.

“We got here as soon as we could,” Roni says. “How is she?”

“She’s sedated, but the doctor said she’ll be okay.”

Roni blinks, fighting tears. “So it’s true. My daughter tried hurting herself.”

The atmosphere in the hallway is grim, and I feel it settle over me like a wet blanket. It’s stifling and inescapable, especially with the officer posted outside Monica’s room.

Ned takes in the cop with narrowed eyes. “Have they arrested her?”

I shake my head. “No, but it’s only a matter of time. I’ve already been in touch with Blackwell on her behalf.”

“Good,” he says, rubbing the stubble on his chin. “Is this uniform going to keep me from seeing my daughter?”

“You can go in. The doctor said two at a time, and to keep the visits short.”

Ned settles his hand on his wife’s back and ushers her into Monica’s room. After they settle at her bedside, my father gestures for me to follow him into the family waiting room. As soon as the door shuts behind us, enclosing us in privacy, he clears his throat.

“The media have already caught wind of this. Blackwell’s office is pressing the Seattle PD for info so we can prepare our next move, but the sooner we schedule another press conference, the better.”

His words hold the power to choke, and I grab at my tie. More press conferences, more expectations. My wife just tried to kill herself, but that’s all my father can think about.

“Can’t all of this wait? Monica’s in a goddamn hospital bed right now,” I point out, barely keeping a lid on my anger.

“Yes, and she’s also facing a murder charge. I don’t know what the hell your wife got herself into, but as CEO of MontBlake, it’s your job to consider all angles. It’s your job to protect the company, Cash. We need to get ahead of this.”

“Ahead of what?” I begin to pace, too upset to stand still. “The truth is the truth. There’s no way we’ll be able to spin this. Every aspect of our lives, professional and otherwise, will become public knowledge.” As soon as the words tumble from my mouth, I realize they have a hidden meaning. I halt and stare at my dad. “And maybe it’s for the best, because I’m done living this lie.”

Going by the dark shadow crossing his face, he knows exactly what I’m talking about.

“It’s imperative, now more than ever, that you stay the course.” He grits his teeth, and I know we aren’t only talking PR strategies here. “Shareholders need to see a united front while we navigate the situation. A divorce right now, on top of the mess Monica got herself in, would be a disaster.”

“Our marriage is a sham!” Raking my fingers through my hair, I temper my tone. “If you expect me to pretend everything’s okay, you’re going to be disappointed.”

“Stock is plummeting as we speak.” My father ducks his head, lowering his voice as if he might be overheard despite the relative privacy of the room. “I expect you to do whatever’s necessary to put MontBlake first.”

Several seconds of tense silence slip by. “What about what I want? Does that even matter to you?”

“You’re my son. Of course your happiness matters to me. But you have obligations, Cash.” He thrusts a hand in the direction of Monica’s hospital room. “And one of those obligations needs her husband—not a man who’d rather stick his dick in another woman while she faces the firing squad alone. I don’t care what issues the two of you are dealing with. She’s still your wife and the chairperson of this company, so you need to fix this now!”

“How do you suggest I do that?” We’re a few octaves away from screaming at each other.

“Stop thinking with the appendage in your pants, for one. The last thing we need is another person in your marriage.”

“You’re right,” I snap. “We already have too many people in our marriage as it is.”

And that’s why it was doomed to fail from the beginning.

The cinch around my throat tightens, and if I don’t get out of here for a while, I might lose it. “I need some air,” I mutter, stalking out of the room. He calls after me, but I ignore him as I bolt down the hall toward the exit.


16. Conquest

Jules




I navigate work in a nervous, exhausted daze, almost as if I’m back in my apartment the morning after he left to tell his wife he wanted a divorce. I can’t concentrate worth shit. Fear twists my insides, and the oatmeal I ate for breakfast threatens to come back up. I can only imagine what a loved one’s attempted suicide can do to someone, how it can mess with a person’s head, causing them to take stock of their life.

What if he realizes he’s still in love with her?

The more time that passes, the more I’m consumed with negative thoughts. What if he chooses to stay because of what she’s going through? If I know one thing about Cash, it’s that he’s an honorable man, despite the fact that we haven’t been able to keep our hands off of each other.

By the time the lunch hour arrives, the atmosphere at Mont Center is downright morose. The news of Monica’s attempted suicide and subsequent hospitalization hit the media after Cash left the building. To escape the melancholy, I decide to spend my lunch hour down the street at the deli I frequent during the workweek. I’ve just settled in, prepared to spend the hour working to keep my mind off of Cash and what Monica’s return might mean for us, when my phone dings with a text message.

Cash: Can you meet me at your place?

I raise a brow at that, and awareness tingles down my spine. The illogical sensation that everyone in the cafe knows exactly what’s going on between my boss and me prickles the back of my neck. I peruse the tables nearby in search of accusatory gazes.

Of course, there are none. I’m not even on the radar of these people. I’m just another face in a crowd of cardboard cups, open laptops, and soups and sandwiches.

And I’m guilty and without shame for wanting to go home in the middle of a workday and get Cash naked in my bed, circumstances be damned.

Me: You want me to meet you there now?

Cash: Yes, I’m already here.

The sharp fear in my gut takes another slow turn, jabbing deeper. This seems…urgent.

Me: Is something wrong? Is your wife going to be okay?

Cash: She’s okay. I just need to see you.

I gather my stuff and text him that I’m on my way as I leave the cafe. But I can’t help but wonder why he needs to see me now. I’m relieved Monica Montgomery is going to be okay, but I’m also terrified that for whatever reason, Cash changed his mind and can’t bring himself to leave her. The woman is in the hospital after trying to kill herself, and all I can think about is how it will affect my relationship with Cash.

Yeah, I’m definitely going to hell.

My pulse reaches an anxious speed before I’ve made it a full block down the road. The weather is on the chillier side today, since the city is under the cover of clouds, but my skin is flushed, my palms sweaty. Equal amounts of excitement and apprehension rush through my veins. Ten short minutes later, I reach my building, and I don’t know whether to beg him not to go back to her, or jump him right there in the alley.

The instant our eyes meet, heat flares between my legs. He’s incredibly sexy in his charcoal suit, hair mussed from the autumn breeze, eyes gleaming like polished pewter as he takes me in from the blond waves falling down my back to the sandaled heels on my feet. There’s no disguising the desire in his expression.

“Come here,” he says, reaching out a hand.

I slip my hand into his, and he’s as urgent as I am, lacing our fingers together and ushering me up the stairs. I barely have my door unlocked before his mouth descends, tongue subduing mine in a play for power. He groans into my mouth as we stumble inside, nothing but a tangle of lips, limbs, and lust.

The door slams shut, enclosing us in coveted privacy, and Cash pushes me against the wall, pinning my hands above my head. The bulge in his pants grinds into my belly.

“God help me, but I need you right now.”

I release a shaky breath. He studies my face, no doubt searching the lines of uncertainty I’m sure are there, because I’ve always worn my heart on my sleeve.

“What’s wrong?” he asks.

“I was scared.”

A furrow creases his brows. “Of what?”

“Almost losing her like that…I thought you’d change your mind and go back to her.”

The confused lines of his face smooth out. “That’s not even a remote possibility.” He wedges a thigh between my legs. “And neither is another interruption. Nothing and no one is getting between us again.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because my phone is shut off, and your door is locked,” he says, reaching over to turn the deadbolt. “And because I cleared the rest of the schedule and told Beth I won’t be back today.”

“What about your wife? Aren’t you needed at the hospital?”

“Doctor has her on sedatives,” he whispers between open-mouthed kisses down my neck. “We have all the time in the world, Jules. I’m not leaving here until we’re both satisfied.”

He hauls me into his arms, and the long stride of his legs propel us toward my bedroom. My heartbeat takes off in a gallop. He drops me onto the mattress and reaches for his tie. I sit up and remove my top. My breath quickens as he takes off his shirt. The room is quiet, save for the soughing of breaths and the flutter of clothing hitting the floor.

I lie back on the mattress, aroused and naked, and watch, entranced, as he pulls his zipper down and exposes his erection. He removes a foil packet from his wallet before kicking off his slacks, and I spread my trembling legs, more desperate for him than I’ve ever been as he rolls on the condom.

There’s no foreplay.

Cash takes me in pure conquest, his muscular body pinning me to the bed as he thrusts into me.

We both gasp, lips an inch apart.

His girth is massive, stretching me to my limit and making me achingly full, from my heart to my pussy. Everything inside me is overflowing. There’s nothing slow or gentle or even calculated in the way he moves.

He’s driven by pure animal instinct as he fucks me. I respond in kind, arching up to meet the forceful plunders of his cock as I rake my fingernails down the rippling muscles in his back. A cry blasts off my lips with each jabbing thrust of his shaft.

“Feels so good,” I whimper.

“Fucking incredible,” he huffs against my lips. “God, I love you.”

It’s not the first time he’s said he loves me, but something about the way he says it now hits me square in the chest. I’m overcome by blinding emotion, and frantic to get closer, to crawl inside his skin and become one with him. He sends me spiraling out of control, shooting pure lust to every nerve ending in my body, making me tremble with the need for more.

“I want on top,” I say, planting my palms against his chest. He rolls us, and I mount him, my body arching, the hardened peaks of my breasts rising as my hips take on the motion of riding the man underneath me.

“Jesus, Jules. The things I want to do to you.”

“What’s stopping you?” Inch by huge inch, I take his cock again and again until he’s groaning with each slide of my pussy.

“Don’t want to scare you away.” He grabs me by the hips, guiding the pace, forcing himself deeper.

“I can’t be scared away. I love how dominant you are in bed.”

The way he looks at me is a bolt to the heart, reminding me of the first moment I laid eyes on him. That connection with him steals my breath. I hasten the pace, taking his cock faster and deeper, driven by the tightness in my groin and the liquid heat pooling around his shaft.

Slamming my palms against his chest, I curl my fingers, nails biting into his skin. “I’m so close.”

He tightens his grip on my waist and jerks up to meet me, burying himself balls deep. “Touch yourself.” The command is a breathless rasp on his lips as he watches me from below, his powerful body drenched in sweat and straining between my thighs.

Holy hell, I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life.

Cash is animalistic in conquest, beauty in surrender, and utterly captivating as the ember of his gaze scorches me. I reach between us and rub my clit, and thirty seconds is all it takes before I liquefy around his cock.

“Cash!” His name launches into my bedroom until it’s ringing in my ears, a tireless echo off the walls. A shudder seizes my limbs, and I fall onto his chest in a blanket of sweat as an orgasm rips through me.

He yanks my head back, hand a tight fist in my locks, and pulls me into a demanding kiss full of need and conquer. We’re still moving as one, rutting like animals, and another wave of ecstasy soars through me.

“Oh God! Oh God! Oh God!” The sinful prayer is a mantra on my tongue as I pulse around his cock. My second orgasm sends him into feverish abandon. With a growl, he flips us and yanks my left leg over his shoulder, delivering each conquering thrust as quick and desperate as the last. When he comes, it’s with the oath of my name on his lips.


17. Pillow Talk

Cash




My heartbeat takes forever to return to normal. At some point, I roll to my back and nestle her against my side. She throws one leg over mine, and her fingers dance across my abs. Her cheek is warm on my chest, the gentle rise and fall of her lungs a sleep-inducing song to my ears. After the stress of the day, I’m ready to surrender to the heaviness of my lids, if only for a few minutes.

“How did you meet Monica?” Her voice startles me back to the here and now, and though Monica is the last person I want to talk about, I understand why Jules is curious.

“I can’t remember the exact moment we met. Our families have been close for decades, so I think we always just knew each other.”

“Were you close growing up?”

“For the most part, yeah. Monica was like an annoying little sister to Kade and me. We used to play in the mud together.” I laugh at the memory. “Roni would get so pissed at us for corrupting her daughter.”

“When did friendship change to more?”

I walk two fingers down Jules’ arm, thinking back to my youth. “In high school. One day I woke up and noticed she wasn’t a kid anymore. But nothing happened until years after college.” The clouds thicken beyond the bedroom window, obscuring the sun, and I find the weather a perfect match for where this conversation is headed. “At some point, she fell for my brother.”

Jules widens her eyes. “That must have been awkward.”

I shift until we’re lying face-to-face. “I found out the day she went missing. He was screwing her before we got married, and I had no idea anything was going on between them.”

“I’m sorry,” she says, palming my cheek, and I hate the pity I spy in her expression.

I press a finger to her lips. “Don’t apologize. I know I’m an idiot for not seeing it sooner, but I don’t want your pity.” The pad of my finger drops from her soft lips, and she darts her tongue out to wet them.

“You’re not an idiot, Cash. You gave them your trust, and they broke it.”

“Even so, I feel like a fool. Monica has always been harder to read, but Kaden is my twin. I should’ve known.”

“What if you had known? Would it have changed anything?”

I think back to all the hellish months, to Monica’s mood swings and frigid stares. To the way she shut me out without explanation or recourse, and a heavy sense of saddened rage ignites in my gut. Her honesty could have saved us both so much heartache.

“Yeah, it would’ve changed things. I wouldn’t have gone down this road with her if I’d known she had a history with my brother.” I push Jules to her back, pressing her into the mattress. “But then I might not have met you, so I wouldn’t change a thing.”

A small smile graces her lips. “I’m glad we met.”

“Me too,” I murmur, touching my mouth to hers in a brief kiss. “What about you? You were running from something the day we met. You never did tell me all the details.”

The light in her eyes dims a little as she nibbles on her lower lip. “I got into a huge fight with Chris over money and his drinking. It was getting bad.” She pauses, and I’d do anything to take away the dark shadow of pain rolling over her face. “We broke up for the thousandth time, and I went to the club and got wasted.”

“And slept with your married boss,” I finish for her. I don’t know much about what happened back in Oklahoma, but I remember her telling me that much. It’s not every day a potential employee is so direct in an interview.

“I don’t even remember it. I woke up the next morning and realized what I’d done, and I…” A breath shudders off her lips, and the rapid flutter of her lids tells me she’s fighting tears.

“Did you love him?”

She shakes her head. “He was just a distraction from the problems I didn’t want to face. My relationship with Chris had deteriorated to the point of no return. We were volatile together.”

“Some would call that passion.”

“We had it in the beginning.”

“But not in the end?”

“No,” she whispers, reaching between us to wrap her fingers around my cock. Instantly, I go hard and thick in the tight glove of her hand. “And never like this.”

I drop my head, groaning into her shoulder. “I’ll never get enough of your touch, Jules.”

“I’ll never tire of touching you.”

“I don’t have any more condoms on me.”

“That’s okay,” she says as she rolls me to my back. “We don’t need them for this.” Her gaze flicks up to meet mine as she crawls down my chest, blond hair trailing over my abs. She fastens her lips around my cock, and her expression is a mixture of sexual guile and determination.

Empowerment and seduction.

Her full lips stretch around me in perfection—as if that mouth were designed to suck cock. She’s just begun, but already my control is slipping. Eyes drifting shut, I concentrate on enjoying what she’s so eager to give.

“Fucking hell, Jules.” I thrust my hips upward and expel a pleading moan for more.

Goddamn, does she ever give it to me. She licks along the underside, swirls her tongue around the head, then takes me so deep that I almost lose my shit. Gripping her by the hair, I groan her name.

“Fuck, that’s it. Take it all.”

Emboldened by her tiny moans, I push on the back of her head, urging her lips toward the root of my shaft, and lodge the tip of my cock between her tonsils. She has zero fucking fear, and her willingness to take my length into her mouth owns me to my soul. She increases the tempo, the suction, gagging relentlessly with each journey to the back of her throat. Still, she doesn’t pull away.

Not that I’d let her. I’m not prepared to give her mercy.

Because I’m wrecked, lost in the warm suction of her mouth, my neck at a constant strain as I will my cock deeper and deeper down her throat. This girl knows how to give head, and I can’t for the life of me understand how her ex criticized her for a supposed lack of skill.

What a fucking idiot.

She’s got my hands shaking, fingers tightening in her hair with each thrust of my hips bringing me in and out of her beautiful mouth. Reality narrows to this room, to this bed. A car rumbles outside in the alley, wisps of conversation drift from down the vestibule, and life is in bull-blown motion beyond the sanctuary of these four bedroom walls.

Despite all that, the world fails to exist. In this moment, I’m reduced to this wanton need clawing inside me, destroying me as her mastery sucks the fucking life out of me.

“Jesus Christ, Jules.”

No one’s ever held this kind of power over me. This beautiful, independent, sexy woman is making me the center of her universe, and I’m entranced, ruined for all others.

“Never seen anything so goddamn sexy. You have no clue what you do to me.” I push deep into her throat one last time, legs trembling, on the verge of coming. Before my control slips, I pull her off my cock.

“I need to fuck you.”

“We don’t have any condoms.”

Hesitating, I search her face, but all I find is trust and love lighting her sable eyes. “We don’t need a condom for what I have in mind.”


18. Sinfully Wrong

Jules




I study him, trying to piece together the puzzle. He’s obviously got something up his sleeve. “What do you have in mind?”

“I’ll show you.” He shifts until I’m lying against him, my back to his front in a near spooning fashion. I’m not sure what he’s planning to do, but I’m too distracted by the throb between my legs and the heaviness of his cock against my ass to care. I’m desperate for him and will do anything he asks.

“Do you have a vibrator?” One arm bands around my chest, thumb flicking a nipple as he parts my thighs. As soon as I’m spread open with his legs nestled between mine, he teases my clit.

“Y-yes.” I haven’t used it ages, but I have one—a gift from Les on my last birthday. “It’s in the nightstand.”

“Do you have lube to go with that vibrator?”

“Uh-huh.”

He moves long enough to get into my drawer then settles behind me again, items in hand. The lube is dropped somewhere on the bed, but he pushes the vibrator inside me, and the strong motor sends my spine into an endless arch. I press my ass against his erection.

“Have you ever been fucked anally?” He inches the vibrator out before sliding it back in, and I shake my head, eyes wide.

“Have you ever wanted to try it?”

“I’ve never…thought about it.” But now I’m thinking about it, and I’m stunned that the idea is…more arousing than I thought it would be. Maybe it’s the waves of vibrations going through my most intimate place, but the thought of doing something so dirty and forbidden with Cash makes me clench around the toy.

“I need to come,” I plead with a whimper, hips moving in time to the pace of his hand. He’s all but fucking me with the vibrator. I squeeze my butt cheeks at the thought of his cock penetrating between them.

“Not yet,” he murmurs, adjusting the toy to the lowest setting. “I want to fuck you in the ass, if you’ll let me.”

“Will it hurt?”

“A little at first, but I’ll make it feel really fucking amazing, Jules.” Turning my face toward his, he claims my mouth, tongue slipping past my lips in languid licks while the pace of the vibrator slows to a crawl. The heat building between my thighs is cooling, allowing time to prolong this, to consider doing other things.

Things I’ve never done before.

Things I only want to experience with him. Never anyone else. Perhaps, that’s the most thrilling reason of all.

“Okay,” I whisper, breaking the kiss.

He sucks in a breath. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I trust you.”

We fail to move for several seconds, gazes locked on each other. I’m lost inside our connection when he grabs the bottle of lube.

“I cherish your trust in me.” He squirts a generous dollop into one palm then takes his cock in hand, preparing himself. Gently moving me to my side, he spreads my cheeks and presses the head of his shaft against my backside, instructing me to relax as he probes my tight hole. Slowly, he pushes the tip inside.

I hiss a breath through clenched teeth, but after a few seconds, the ache fades to a tolerable level, and he amps up the vibrations again.

“How does it feel?”

“Weird.”

“We’ll go slow. I’m barely inside you yet.” He grabs my hip, pulling me closer as he sinks in a little further. “Focus on how good the vibrator feels.” He quickens the pace of the toy, and his mouth devours my neck, teeth nipping sensitive flesh as he kisses his way to my shoulder. I shutter my gaze and give myself over to the varying sensations rioting through me.

The increasing pressure in my ass, accompanied by a burn I can’t escape—a burn that intensifies the deeper he pushes inside—yet something about it feels incredible.

The fullness in my bottom.

The utter wrongness of the act.

And the heat of his hands, which seem to be…everywhere.

On my nipples, teasing my clit, gripping my throat.

“Are you okay?” He breathes the question against my skin, inducing a body-wide shudder.

“Uh-huh.” The affirmation comes out at a high-pitch, followed by another uncontrolled mewl.

“Does it hurt?”

“A little,” I gasp. “But it feels so good.”

He gains another inch, and I gasp again.

“Press your thighs together. Don’t let it slip.”

I do as he says, and the vibrator is snug in my pussy, driving me to new heights as my insides stretch to accommodate his penetration. With a final push, he lodges his cock inside my ass, and I stretch even further, taking his girth until he owns my body in a way no one’s owned it before.

“Jules,” he hisses, teeth scraping over my shoulder. “Fuck, your ass is tight. I’ll never get enough. Never.”

Our bodies find mutual rhythm, meeting in perfect tandem. Sweat breaks out at my temples, slides down my cheeks. Tears seep from my eyes. Cash sets the pace, the depth, and the sensation of him moving inside me is the most erotic thing I’ve ever experienced. Allowing him to take me like this binds me to him in a way I can’t explain. A way I barely understand.

I’m overcome.

There’s no other word for it.

I’m all twisted up, my body and soul launched into deep space. And he’s right there with me, locked inside the bubble of our intimacy. The profoundness of this moment is soul-changing.

I’ll never be the same again, and I don’t think he will be either.

A climax tears through me with such violence that I screech his name, thighs mashed together to milk the vibrator for all it’s worth. He thrusts inside my ass, a man on a mission to own me completely, and commands me to open my eyes. Demands that all-consuming connection between us as he nears orgasm.

“So damn good. Jesus, Jules.” He pumps one last time then stalls on a resonant groan. There’s no withdrawing this time, no latex separating us. He comes with a gruff cry, jerking deeper until he’s emptied everything he is inside me.


19. Reality Knocks

Cash




Tangled limbs in the sheets. Dozing off between kisses and wandering hands. Getting to know each other through whispered conversation. Hours pass us by in a flash. Rain pelts the window, and the sun sinks toward the horizon, hidden behind the cover of heavy clouds. Jules’ bedroom is growing dimmer by the minute. So is our time together because I know I have to find the strength to leave this bed.

To leave Jules and return to the hospital.

Maybe I should feel guilty for disappearing for the better part of the day, for leaving Monica alone to wake on her own, to face her mistakes by herself, but I don’t.

Jules gave herself to me so completely, with so much trust and acceptance, that there’s not an iota of remorse flowing through my blood. For the first time in days, I’m calm, an aura of serenity driving away the chaos of my mind.

I see our future together so clearly, and I can’t help but reach for it with everything I’ve got.

“I don’t want to leave,” I whisper into her hair, tightening my arms around her, reluctant to let go. Spooning her is pure heaven.

“I don’t want you to go either, but I understand why you have to.”

“This isn’t like before. I’ll be back later. I promise.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“I’ll be back,” I say firmly. “I’m just going to check on her before going home to pack a bag…if that’s okay?”

She turns in my arms. “Of course it’s okay. This bed is definitely big enough for the two of us.”

Grinning, I bring my lips to hers, and my cock springs to life again, aching to sink inside her body and find completion.

To find home.

I break free with a groan. “You’re an addiction I can’t fight.”

“Don’t fight it then.”

“I have to or I’d keep you in bed forever. You don’t realize the affect you have on me.”

“That’s not true. It’s the same affect you have on me.”

“Fair enough.” Letting out a sigh of resignation, I disentangle from the comfort of her embrace and move to sit at the edge of the bed. Jules gets up and starts gathering her clothing from the floor as I pull on my pants.

“Just for the record,” she says, buttoning up her top, “I’ll wait however long it takes. I’m not going anywhere.”

Two strides brings me to where she stands. I haul her into my arms and pull her into a deep kiss. As her fingers sift through my hair, she wraps her legs around my waist, and it takes the last of my willpower not to tumble onto the bed with her and lose a few more hours.

“If I have my way,” I say, forcing my lips from hers, “you’ll be in my bed every night for the rest of my life.”

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“I don’t want to wait, Jules. As soon as the divorce papers go through, I’m putting the penthouse up for sale. I want to find a place that’s our own.”

Her eyes are a little wide as she slides out of my arms, feet firm on the floor. I grip her shoulders to steady her, because she seems a little off-kilter from what I just told her, and I’m not sure if her reaction is a bad thing, or a good thing.

I’m hoping for the latter.

“You want to move in together?”

I can’t help but grin at her stunned tone. “That’s what I said.” I hold her face in my hands, thumbs brushing her cheekbones.

“This is all happening fast,” she whispers.

“Is that such a bad thing?”

She shakes her head. “It’s just a big thing.” I let my hands drop from her cheeks, and she glances at the gold wedding band on my finger. “I’m surprised you’re ready to jump in so soon, considering everything you’ve been through with your wife.”

“You’re different, Jules.” I don’t know how I know it, but I do. The day I married Monica, my gut was sick with the what-ifs, not to mention the pressure our parents put on us. I have no doubt there was something real between Monica and me, but it didn’t compare to the way I feel about Jules. I would marry her tomorrow if I could. “I want forever with you. White picket fences, children, the whole nine yards.”

“I want that with you too,” she says, gnawing on her lower lip, and I’d have to be blind to miss the uncertainty playing on her face. “But you haven’t even asked your wife for a divorce yet. How about we take it one step at a time?”

“I can do that.” I press my mouth against hers, stealing a final moment before we finish dressing, because the real world is waiting beyond these four walls. By the time we reach her living room, evening has cast her apartment in shadow. Jules flicks on a lamp, and that’s when someone pounds on the door.

A deep voice shouts her name from the other side.

We glance at each other, and her eyes are huge with alarm, because it’s her ex, and she knows it as well as I do.

“I’ll get rid of him,” I say as an illogical wave of jealousy threatens to choke me.

She grabs my arm. “Don’t answer. He’ll go away.”

Another barrage contradicts her words. “I know you’re in there! C’mon, open the fuckin’ door.”

“Damn right, he’s going away.” Before she can stop me, I turn the lock and swing the door open. The idiot causing a ruckus on the other side takes one look at me and sneers.

“I knew I wasn’t imagining it. Saw your mug on the news today. Shouldn’t you be with your wife right now?”

“Shouldn’t you be in Oklahoma where you belong?” I fire back.

He glances past me and glares at Jules. “Another married dude? You’ve turned into a real slut.”

I grip him by the collar. “Apologize to her.”

“Go ahead. Hit me,” he seethes into my face. “I fucking dare you.” Whiskey wafts off of him, surrounding him like an aura.

“Stop it!” Jules wedges between us, and my hold on her asshole ex slips. She shoots us both a warning look before crossing her arms and facing off with him. “You’re drunk,” she says, voice laden with sadness. “I want you to leave.”

“I only had a couple.”

He had more than that, but I keep my opinion to myself.

Jules shakes her head. “You said you were staying sober, remember?”

“I was…I am.” He shoots me another glare, and if looks could maim, he’d have me bleeding out right now. “This is between me and Jules. You need to take a fuckin’ hike.”

“You need to leave her alone. She doesn’t want you anymore.”

“And you know that how? Because you fucked her a few times and now you think you know her?” He takes a step forward, the angles of his face hard and threatening, and I put myself between him and Jules, pure protective instinct taking over.

She immediately tries to come forward again. “Cash, I can handle this.”

“You shouldn’t have to. You told him to leave.” I turn my focus back to her ex. “If you don’t get the hell out of here, I’m calling the police. Do you understand me?”

His anger bottoms out, and desperation flows from his features as he pleads with Jules. “Baby, we need to talk. Please. It’s important.”

“There’s nothing left to say.” Her voice is small, and I hate the way she’s shrinking in this guy’s presence, wilting like a week-old bouquet of her favorite tulips. Something about him makes her unsure of herself, and for that alone, I want to hurt him.

I pull my phone out, prepared to call the authorities, and give him a pointed look. “Last chance. She doesn’t want you here, and neither do I.”

“This doesn’t involve you!” He balls his hands, and my spine stiffens, instincts going on high alert.

“Unless you want me to lay you out on the ground,” I say through gritted teeth, “I suggest you move your ass off my girlfriend’s doorstep.”

My harsh tone sends him back a couple of inches, and I push forward, gaze unwavering from his. Several tense seconds pass before he falters, realizing he won’t win this battle. He takes off down the vestibule and darts into the rain.

I glance at Jules, taking in the paleness of her face, and lace our fingers together. “I don’t feel right leaving you here alone. He might come back.”

“He won’t hurt me.”

“He’s drunk. Intoxicated people can be unpredictable.” I should know, considering how alcohol played a part in changing Monica’s behavior.

“This is nothing new,” she says, yet the strong grip of her hand tells me otherwise. His behavior shook her to the core. “This is Chris being Chris.”

I sigh at the sadness in her voice. “Except now he’s lost you. I don’t trust desperate people, Jules.” I hate that I don’t know her ex better. Maybe I’d feel less nervous about leaving her to fend him off by herself if I knew the guy, but I don’t.

“I’ll be fine,” she says, standing on tiptoe to wind her arms around my neck. “And I promise I’ll never kiss him again.”

“This isn’t about that. I just need to know you’ll be safe.”

“I’ll be fine.” She plants a kiss on my lips. “Go do what you need to do so you can come back to me that much sooner.”

I hold onto her for a while longer, but my gut is heavy with dread. When I make my way into the alley, leaving her on her doorstep, I’m disturbingly unsettled.


20. Triggered

Jules




A sense of sadness roils through me as I watch Cash disappear down the alley. The rain is a ruckus on the awning over the vestibule. Normally, the cacophony of water hitting the metal soothes me, but I can’t displace this feeling of unease I’ve had since Cash opened my door to Chris, and I realized my ex had gone back on his promise to remain sober.

I go back inside and that’s when my cell goes off. I reach for my phone, expecting a call from Les since she’s been calling almost every night to chat about one thing or another—usually the band or the funny shit her customers say. It’s her way of checking on me.

But it’s not Les.

“Hi, Dad,” I say, closing and locking the door behind me.

“Hey, Jules. How’re things going? Still loving your job?”

“Things have been good. And yes, working at MontBlake is amazing.”

“I can’t tell you how proud of you I am.”

I don’t miss how he didn’t say we.

“Thank you.” Opening the freezer, I finger through my options for dinner. Turkey, enchiladas, or Salisbury steak. I need to do some serious shopping because living off of frozen dinners and sandwiches from the deli down the street from MontBlake is kind of pathetic. “Mom still not talking to me?”

His heavy sigh comes through the line. “Give her time. She’ll come around.”

I put the Salisbury steak into the microwave and press the frozen dinner button. “She’ll have to because this is my life, not hers.”

“She’ll figure it out eventually. But you know how your mother is.”

“Stubborn and always right?” According to her, anyway.

My dad laughs, and I can’t help but join in. “One out of two ain’t bad,” he says. His laughter dies a second later, turning into a coughing fit.

“You promised you’d quit.”

“Hey, I’m down to half a pack a day. Give your old man a break, okay?”

His chain-smoking habits, coupled with the old man part is what concerns me the most. Dad is fifteen years older than Mom, and he isn’t getting any younger.

“I worry about your health.”

“I’m fine, Julie Bean.”

“How’s Brit?” A change of subject is needed. I don’t want to get into an argument with the only member of my family who isn’t upset with me for choosing to live on the other side of the country.

“Your sister is…” He clears his throat. “Well, you know how your sister is. Nothing will keep that girl down. She just signed a modeling contract with some fancy clothing line in the city.”

“That’s great! I know how hard she worked for it.” The photo shoots and various modeling jobs to build her portfolio finally paid off. My first instinct is to call and congratulate her, but I give that another thought. Unlike Mom, Brit’s still speaking to me, but the few times we’ve talked on the phone, her tone has been icy.

“I’ll pass on your regards.” Another coughing fit fractures our conversation. “Sorry, Jules. I’ve got an early day tomorrow, so I’m off to bed.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Even with the two hour time difference, he’s calling it a night earlier than usual.

“Stop worrying about me. I told you I’m fine. Just caught a summer cold, is all.”

“Summer ended last week.”

“I’m fine, Jules.”

“I can’t help it.” I open the microwave to stir the potatoes before setting it to cook for a few more minutes. “I worry about you.”

“Well you don’t need to.”

And he calls Mom the stubborn one.

“If anyone should be worried, it’s your old man. My baby girl is off on her own in a big city, hanging out with rock stars and working for scandalous people.”

I burst out laughing. “The rock stars are harmless.”

“And what about your employer?” He pauses. “You don’t have to put on a front for me, Jules. Are you sure everything’s okay? I’ve been following the news over there.”

“It doesn’t involve me,” I lie. “I’m just keeping my head down and doing my job.”

Several seconds sneak by, and Dad breaks it with another cough. “Chris called me. He’s got it in his head that you’re involved with your boss.”

My heart sinks to the bottom of my gut. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.” There’s no hiding the tremor in my vocal cords. I’ve always been a horrible liar, and the last person I want to be dishonest with is my dad. But I can’t explain everything to him right now, especially over the phone.

A knock sounds on the door, and I send a silent prayer up to the gods of perfect timing. “Someone’s here, so I’m going to let you go. I hope you feel better soon.”

“Okay, sweetheart. Take care of yourself.”

We say our goodbyes, and my heart skips a beat as I glance at the clock above the stove. It’s been ten minutes since Cash left, but I don’t think twice about opening the door, because every fiber of my being expects to find him on the other side, thinking that maybe he forgot something.

But it’s Chris, and he barrels his way into my apartment before I can stop him. The door slams, the microwave beeps, and Chris latches the deadbolt, making his intentions clear.

He’s not leaving—not of his own accord.

I still have my cell in my hand, but he steals it from my grip before I’m able to get out a single text. “Give it back!”

“So you can text the guard dog? Don’t think so.” He takes another step toward me, and his foot catches, sending him into the nearby wall. “I need to talk to ya, Jules,” he slurs.

Maybe it was the conversation I had with Cash before he left my apartment, or the fact that Chris is drunker than I realized, but a cold sweat breaks out on my skin.

“What do you want?” My voice shakes with the question.

“I want you to admit it,” he growls as he comes closer, like an animal on the prowl.

I back up for every step he takes toward me until my spine meets the wall. “Maybe you should come back tomorrow after you’ve sobered up. We can talk then.”

“I’m not wasted.” He waves his arms in the air. “Didn’t have that much, promise.”

“Did you drive here?”

“Fuck no. Took an Uber.” He cages me in, hands planted on either side of my head, and his breath is hot and heavy on my face, reeking of alcohol. “Admit you still love me.”

Chris has never caused this kind of fear to riot through me, but I’m trembling with it now. “You’re scaring me.”

“I’m not tryin’ to scare you. I just want you to fuckin’ listen. Remember how good it was between us.” He dips his head, lips brushing my ear, and I try moving out of his arms, but he won’t let me. “My cock felt so fuckin’ good inside you, baby.” He grinds his erection against me.

The stench of alcohol on his breath, the aggressive way he’s handling me, the way he’s not acting like Chris at all…

Something tickles the edges of my mind, speeding up my pulse, clogging my throat. I can’t pull air into my lungs. I close my eyes, and another face hovers over me in the darkness with whiskey on his tongue, the forceful grip of his hands holding me down, leaving me helpless to fight him.

Perry.

The gaping black hole where that night should have been casts me in a blind spin, but in the middle is a pinprick of a memory, growing bigger and stronger, triggered by Chris’ drunkenness and desperation.

It’s a mere sliver of comprehension, but it tears through me like a tornado. Letting out a horrified sob, I shove Chris with enough strength that he falls into the adjacent wall. The weight of his body sends a mirror crashing to the floor, and the glass shatters to pieces like I do.

“Get out!” I scream, advancing on him, mindless of the glass under my bare feet. I pound my fists against his chest. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you fucking dare!” I back away from him as quickly as I advanced.

“Jules, please…” His shocked gaze locks on mine as he stumbles toward the door. “I-I’m sorry. Don’t know what the fuck I’m doing anymore. I’m so lost without you.”

I slap a trembling hand over my heaving chest. “Go back to Oklahoma. I mean it. I want you gone.”

He dips his head, face a mural of shame. “I need to tell ya something.” Running a hand through his hair, he sucks in a breath, and when he lifts his gaze again, the tears he tried to hold back slide down his cheeks. “You should hear it from me.”

I lean against the wall, locking my knees so they don’t give out on me. “Tell me what?”

He opens his mouth, but several long seconds pass in his indecision. “I fucked up.” He shakes his head, expression a blatant apology. “I fucked up so bad, baby. I’m so sorry.”

Nausea rises in my throat. “What did you do?”

His expression fractures, and he runs a hand down his face. “Brit’s pregnant.”


21. The Coup

Cash




The uniform outside Monica’s room remains a stoic sentinel, though he lets me pass without issue. As soon as I enter, she lifts her head, red-rimmed eyes shooting accusation. Blackwell stands at my presence, and I gesture for him to reclaim his seat.

“Where were you?” Monica asks, a bite to her tone.

“I was here earlier. Don’t you remember?”

“How am I supposed to remember, Cash? The doctor put a bunch of crap in my system.”

“Better than the crap you put into your own system.” Part of me wants to take back the barb, but I’m too angry with her for what she did. Despite the way she’s been playing me since the moment we got married—before, if I consider her secret involvement with my brother—the thought of losing her to suicide shatters the pieces of my heart.

I take the vacant seat on the other side of her bed, opposite from Blackwell. “Have the police been back since she awoke?” Directing my questions at the attorney will get me further a lot quicker than trying to pry info out of Monica, especially since she’s still reeling from everything that’s happened.

With a grim face, he nods. “They’re charging her with murder.”

My breath hitches. Deep down, I anticipated this news, but I can’t deny a part of me hoped for a fucking miracle. “Jesus, Monica.”

“I’ve advised her to take a plea deal. She says Hirsch’s death was an accident. With no priors, coupled with her fragile emotional state, I think we can get the DA down to involuntary manslaughter.”

My gaze locks with Monica’s, and she turns her ice-blue focus on Blackwell. “I need some privacy with my husband.”

“Of course.” He rises from the chair and exits the room, leaving the two of us in tense silence.

Her full lips form a scowl, and she fights against the restraints keeping her arms flush with the mattress. “They have me strapped to the bed like a damn animal.”

“That’s what happens when you try to hurt yourself.”

Her dark lashes flutter against pale cheeks, and those chilly blue eyes turn glassy with the threat of tears. I want to kick myself for being so harsh with her even though she deserves it.

Even though I’m not entirely sure she’s not putting on a show for my benefit.

“Where were you?” she asks again, not quite meeting my eyes.

“Does it matter where I was?” I soften my tone, leaning forward, hands clasped between my knees. “It won’t change anything between us.”

“I needed you.”

“You were knocked out on sedatives. I needed to clear my head.”

“I’m not just talking about today.” If she weren’t strapped to the bed, I’m sure she’d cross her arms to accompany that sharp glare of hers. “You disappeared when I needed you most.”

The weekend I spent with Jules.

Settling back into my seat, I let out a sigh. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” And I am. I don’t regret being with Jules at all, but maybe if I’d had my phone on and would have answered Monica’s calls, maybe things would have turned out differently. Maybe she wouldn’t be strapped to a hospital bed and facing a murder charge.

“What happened, Monica?”

She works her jaw for a few moments, and I wonder if speaking the truth has become a foreign concept to her.

I try to swallow a sigh but fail. “I need to know what we’re up against. I can’t help you if I don’t have the truth.”

“It was an accident.” She shutters her eyes, and there’s no mistaking the utter devastation in her expression. “We were arguing. She pushed me, I pushed back…I swear to God, Cash, I didn’t mean to…”

Didn’t mean to kill her.

Her words flit through my head as vividly as if she said them. “What were you and Lydia arguing about?”

“I don’t want to do this now. I’m tired.” Monica lifts her chin, and the cool defiance that takes hold of her jaw shoots ice through my veins. The stranger is coming back more and more with each passing second, leaving me helpless to stop it.

“If I don’t get the truth out of you in the next five seconds, I’m out of here.” I clutch the arms of the chair, ready to bolt. “Do you understand me?”

“Cash, please.”

“Do you understand me?”

She flinches at my raised no-bullshit tone. “Yes, I understand. I just don’t want you to…to hate me.”

“If I don’t hate you by now, I doubt you could say anything that would make me start.”

Something in her expression softens, and my pulse speeds up in anticipation of finally getting the truth out of her. It’s right there between her parted lips, begging to roll off the tip of her tongue.

“I don’t deserve you,” she whispers.

“Let’s not get into who deserves what. We’ve both said and done things we shouldn’t have. Right now, I need you to tell me why you and Lydia were fighting. Was she blackmailing you?”

With downcast eyes, she nods.

“What did she have on you?”

Monica sucks in a deep breath, and five endless seconds later, she lets it out. “She was hired to seduce you.”

My heartbeat thumps in my ears, creating a painful rhythm I can’t ignore, and I try to make sense of her words.

I come up empty.

“Why?”

“I needed leverage.”

“Leverage for what?”

“Dad wants majority share of MontBlake.” She doesn’t look at me as she confesses, and it’s a good thing because I’m in a state of shock and mounting rage, and I’m sure my expression would send her deeper into a downward spiral.

“Your father was counting on the infidelity clause.” It’s not a question, but a statement as the pieces begin to form a picture that sickens me to my soul.

Her face bathed in misery, Monica nods. “Lydia was supposed to get you into bed, but you refused to hire her, then she got greedy and wanted more.”

“So she blackmailed you for money?”

“Yes.”

“There’s just one flaw in this plan,” I point out. “You cheated on me months ago. I have the photo to prove it.”

We lock gazes, and there’s no missing the apology in her eyes. “The photo is a fake. The only one who’s committed adultery in this marriage is you.”

I get up and turn my back on her, pulling deep breaths into my lungs. “What do you mean the photo is a fake? There’s not a goddamn thing that’s fake about you screwing another man in our bed.”

I’m clinging to the edge of a cliff, desperate to believe she’s lying, but every atom in my being tells me there’s honesty in her claim. She looks too goddamn sorry not to be telling the truth.

“It was a picture of you and me, Cash. I took it right after we were married. I just had it doctored to look like I was having an affair since I remodeled the bedroom. There isn’t anyone else, but I know you can’t say the same.”

I return to my chair and sink into it before my legs give out. “You had me followed?”

“My father did. If he doesn’t have proof already, he’ll get it. I was going to tell you everything, but it was too late. I couldn’t get a hold of you, then Lydia showed up wanting more money.”

“Why would you do this? Why would he do this?”

Our families have been close for decades, and no matter which way I look at it, I can’t figure out why her father would betray us like this.

“Your father and my mother have been having an affair. Dad found out last year right before they started talking about merging the companies. He saw it as a way to get revenge.”

“Why would you go along with it?”

Lips flattening into a stubborn line, she dips her head.

“What happens if you don’t get those shares, Monica?” My tone is harsh, demanding, and the question echoes through the room.

“Nothing,” she mutters.

“Bullshit.” I fist my hands, studying every angle of her face. “You’re a damn good actress, but I’ve become an expert at detecting when you spew lies. Tell me the goddamn truth.”

She blinks, and a tear glides down her cheek. “Remember when I went to Paris for a couple of years after high school?”

“What does that have to do with this?”

“I never told you, but Kaden and I were together for a while.”

“It was more than a while.” I lean forward, catching her gaze. “I already know you were fucking him before we got married.”

Her lips part in surprise. “Did he tell you?”

“You kissed him in the parking garage the day Lydia died. The police thought it was me.” I wave a hand in her direction. “Let’s get back to Paris.”

“My parents sent me there because I was pregnant.”

I rub a hand down my face. “Does Kade know?”

She shakes her head. “I gave the baby up for adoption. But he believes I miscarried.” She pauses long enough to swallow hard. “He was devastated. Kaden wanted the baby. He wanted me.”

“And you wanted him.”

She nods. “I still do.”

The admission that she’s still in love with my brother should hurt more, but it doesn’t. My head is spinning too much, struggling to process the fountain of information Monica just dumped on me.

Finally, after all of these months, I’ve got the truth, but it’s so twisted I can hardly believe it.

“You were scared Kaden would find out.”

“Dad threatened to tell him everything.”

“He has a right to know.”

“If he finds out…he’ll never forgive me, Cash.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I couldn’t risk it.”

“So you go to these lengths instead? Are you listening to yourself?”

“I was desperate!” She grunts, fighting the straps that hold her down. “Tell them to let me go. I can’t take this anymore.”

“You took a bottle of pills and washed it down with a fifth. You’re not getting out of those restraints until they decide you’re not a threat to yourself.” I won’t even bring up the fact that she’s been arrested with one ankle cuffed to the railing of the bed.

A sob bleeds off her lips, and she veers her head, allowing the mess of her dark curls to obscure her face. Even restrained to a bed, she manages to hide from me. “I can’t tell him about the baby.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

With a sniffle, she nods. “I know.”

“So what are we going to do about your father and those shares?” Just because I was unfaithful—and she wasn’t—doesn’t mean I’m going to roll over and let the Blakes take what my family has worked so hard to build. “You set me up, Monica.”

She glances at me through her curls. “I wish I could take it back, but I can’t. I don’t know what to do.”

“You’re going to grant me a divorce and fix the mess you made. That’s what you’re going to do.”

“Let me tell Kaden first,” she pleads. “He should hear it from me.”

“Agreed.” Just then someone stalls in the doorway of her room. I turn and find my brother on the cusp, hesitant to come inside.

“I tried to stay away. I realize I’m the last person you want here right now,” he tells me, “but I had to see that she was okay for myself.”

“It’s okay.” I get up, make my way to Kaden, and grip his shoulder. “She has something she needs to tell you.”


22. Through the Cracks

Jules




Les finds me sitting near the front door, feet cut up, laminate flooring smeared with my blood. I’ve been too shaken to do much else but sit here and stare at the wall since the sliver of memory from that night bled through the cracks in my armor, reminiscent of the broken mirror at my feet.

“I came as soon as I got your text. What the hell happened?”

I’m still trembling, weak with shock as my heart thunders behind my breastbone. “Chris was here.”

Her expression is pure murder as she crouches in front me. “Did that motherfucker hurt you?”

I shake my head.

“Then why are you bleeding, Jules?”

“He was drunk. He cornered me, and I-I…I shoved him. The mirror broke.” I blink, then blink again, trying to get my mind to slow down long enough to make sense of everything that just happened. I meet her dark gaze. “He got Brit pregnant.”

“Holy shit.” She lowers to her haunches next to me, back against the wall. “Seriously?”

I nod. “He says he just found out last week. I don’t understand why he came back and proposed.” I glance at Les. “Why would he do that knowing he did something so…so…?”

“Unforgivable?”

“Yeah. Even if I wanted him back, I’m not sure I could forgive something like this.” I pause with a hard swallow. “But I also feel like I shouldn’t be so hurt over it either.”

“Of course you should be! Forget the fact that Chris betrayed you, but your own sister? That’s low, even for Brit.”

“He was so angry when he found out about Perry, and yet this whole time he was screwing my sister.” I close my eyes, but every time I do, I can’t help but see Perry’s face. Swallowing a sob, I let out a shudder. I’m not ready to tell Les what I suspect my former boss of doing.

Part of me is still processing—not just the bombshell Chris dropped on me, but the one he triggered as well. I’m still trying to find a way to cope and focusing on Chris’ confession is easier than examining the glimpse I had of that night.

It’s less painful, which I guess says a lot about the state of my relationship with Chris before my supposed one-night stand with Perry tore it to pieces. The confession hurts, but it’s not threatening to destroy me the way the realization that Perry might have violated me is.

“Jules?”

I startle at the sound of Les’ voice. She’s sitting next to me, but for a few seconds, caught up in the memory of Perry’s labored breaths, of the horror swimming in that slice of memory, I’d forgotten I wasn’t alone.

“I’m sorry. What did you say?”

Her brows furrow. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m just tired.” Needing a distraction, I rise to my feet, ignoring the pain in my heels, and begin picking up the bigger pieces of glass. Les grabs my arm, and I jump so violently that the pieces from the mirror drop to the floor again.

“Let me help.” She ushers me through my bedroom and into the bathroom, and I’m thankful for the lack of carpet in the apartment, as I’m tracking blood with each step.

“You don’t have to do this,” I tell her as she urges me to sit on the lid of the toilet.

“It’s no big deal. Sit tight while I clean up.” She opens my medicine cabinet in search of antiseptic and gauze before setting them on the counter next to the toilet. As she cleans up the blood and glass in the other room, I pick out the small pieces that made their way into my feet. The antiseptic stings, but it’s nothing compared to the deep ache in my gut.

It’s been at least forty minutes since Chris left my apartment, but I’m still reeling from the encounter. My head is in a fog. Tears threaten my eyes but refuse to fall. I need to talk to someone about what I remembered, and Les is my best friend. She’ll listen and cry with me and offer to hunt Perry down to tear him limb from limb. But I can’t seem to find the words. The memory of that night is stuck in my throat.

She returns several minutes later. “Did you eat dinner yet?”

I shake my head, remembering the frozen meal that’s still in the microwave, untouched.

“I’m starving,” she says, pulling me off of the toilet. “How about we get out of here for a while and grab something to eat?”

“Okay.” I head into my bedroom and change out of my work skirt and into a pair of yoga pants. Wedging my feet into a pair of casual slip-ons, I glance at Les. “I need to text Cash and let him know I’ll be gone for a while. He said he’d come back tonight.”

I expect her to say something—some remark or comment showing her disapproval—but she doesn’t. That surprises me, and I’m speechless as we leave my apartment and take off down the road toward our favorite restaurant, hurrying through the misty rain. It’s our “spot,” the place we always go to for one-on-one girl time.

“Kaden has us playing at Club Shadow every weekend now,” she says after we’ve spanned three blocks in silence.

“That’s awesome. I’m sure the guys are excited.”

“Oh, they are. Still fighting like bulls though. Garen’s been drinking a lot lately. Zan isn’t happy about it.”

“Anything happen with Zan yet?” I ask.

“No.” The firm line of her mouth hints it’s not the answer she wishes to give. “Nothing can happen. Too much is at stake.”

“Sometimes you have to take a risk for love.”

“Like you did with your boss?” She gives me the side eye. “Aren’t you worried he’ll break your heart now that his wife has been found?”

“I was at first. But he loves me, Les. He wants to move in together as soon as possible once the divorce papers are filed.” We arrive at the restaurant and end up in our favorite booth. For a Wednesday, it’s packed, yet the din of conversation flows through the room, making it difficult to decipher any one thread. It makes me feel better about discussing my personal life with Les in such a public setting.

“I think it’s time I meet this guy,” she says, ignoring her menu since she usually opts for the same thing whenever we come here.

“Maybe we can get together for lunch one of these days.”

Les arches a dark brow. “Or you could invite him to your birthday party.”

I snap my menu shut. “What are you talking about?”

She feigns confusion. “Didn’t I tell you about the private party the band is throwing you at Club Shadow?”

“You know how I feel about parties.”

“Suck it up, Jules. The band wants to thank you for helping us with this gig. Besides, it’ll give you a chance to meet some new people, and you can introduce us to your new man.” She takes a sip of her water. “I’m assuming he’ll be familiar with the location, since his brother owns the place.”

My mind goes back to Chris with my sister, and I’m struck by the similarities between Cash and me. We’ve both been betrayed by our siblings. I can only hope that Cash will feel comfortable at his brother’s club, but I’m not about to go into their family issues with Les.

“I can’t talk you out of this, can I?”

“Not even a little.”

I let out a sigh of resignation though part of me is warmed to my core that Les cares enough to want to celebrate my birthday. “Name the time. I’ll let Cash know.”

A huge grin spreads across her face. “I’ll text you the details.” She signals for the waitress. “Now that it’s settled, let’s get some food coming.”


23. Cut the Strings

Cash




I’m not looking forward to this conversation, but Jules is out having dinner with her friend, so I can’t use her as an excuse to put off this visit with my father. He isn’t going to like what I have to tell him. The estate is dark and quiet. I don’t know where Mom is, but I find my father alone in the study nursing a glass of bourbon.

“How’s your wife?” he asks, looking up from the latest issue of Forbes magazine.

“She’s awake.”

“Blackwell called me about an hour ago.”

“So you know about the murder charge?”

Taking a sip of his drink, he nods. “Your wife got herself into a load of trouble. I’ve called for an emergency meeting with the Board tomorrow.”

As I settle into the leather chair next to him, I grit my teeth. “You could have left it to me.” All the phone calls and scheduling of press conferences, and now this. He launched me to CEO last year, but when it comes down to it, he doesn’t trust me to do the job.

He waves away the objection. “You were busy clearing your head, remember?”

“Don’t use my personal life as an excuse to act like I’m a damn puppet. It’s getting old.”

“Then I suppose you won’t like that I called for a press conference as well.”

“I guess it’ll be as good a time as any to announce that Monica and I are divorcing.”

He lets out an exasperated sigh. “This idea of yours is getting exhausting, Cash. There is no way in hell I’ll allow you to risk the future of MontBlake. You’d better pray Monica is willing to look past your infidelity in trade for your support through the legal mess she made.”

“She’s already agreed to grant me a divorce. She also agreed to step down as Chairperson.”

His eyes go wide. “The Blakes won’t support it.”

“They won’t have a choice. Upon the divorce, our family will gain majority share of MontBlake.”

My father isn’t speechless often, but he’s gaping at me now, lips moving to form words.

“Get real, Cash. Ned will never allow the transfer of those shares.”

“He will if he wants to stay out of jail for extortion.”

“What in the world are you talking about?”

“He blackmailed Monica into plotting a takeover of the company. She’s willing to make this right, and considering what he did was illegal, I don’t see him putting up a fight.”

He gets up, drink in hand, and paces the study. “What did he have on her?”

“Did you know she was involved with Kaden?”

He finishes off the amber liquid in his glass, and the lack of shock on his face answers my question. “What does your brother have to do with this?”

“She was pregnant when she went to Paris. She gave their child up for adoption without telling him. Ned was going to tell Kade everything if Monica didn’t agree to his scheme to coup a takeover.”

With a harsh thump, Dad drops the empty tumbler onto a side table. “I knew he wanted to get his hands on the company, but I didn’t think he’d go this far.” He pauses, and his shrewd gaze lands on me. “What else did Monica disclose?”

“You mean did she tell me about your affair with Roni?”

A grunt accompanied by a furrow between his brows is his only answer.

“She told me everything.” I rise and stand face-to-face with him. “And now you’re going to tell Mom about the affair.”

“So quick to judge,” he scoffs. “What makes you think your mother doesn’t already know?”

“She knows?”

“We’ve been sleeping in separate bedrooms for years. I’m not the only one screwing other people.” He wanders over to the crystal decanter and pours me two fingers of bourbon. “We have an understanding. Your mother and I know what’s important.” He hands me the tumbler before reclaiming his seat by the fireplace where the glow of gas-lit logs cast the room in warm tones.

“The company,” I answer with a curl of my lip. “Always the goddamn company.” I move to take a sip then think twice about it. Jules has already been confronted with one drunken asshole tonight. I’m not about to add to the tab.

“Yes, the company, but also family, Cash. Your mother and I might not have the type of marriage you approve of, but we still respect each other.”

I can’t help but gape at him. “So you’re saying you and Mom have an open marriage?”

“Yes, for many years now, and this is why I know you and Monica can make it work.”

“I’m not you, Dad. Zero respect remains between Monica and me. She couldn’t even tell me the truth until she got cornered into it. Our marriage is dead and has been for a long time.”

“You’re positive this is what you want?”

“Yes. I’m in love with someone else, and Monica…she still has feelings for Kaden.”

“This isn’t how I envisioned things would end.”

“You and me both.”

“And you’re sure Ned won’t be a problem?”

I lean forward, confronting my father head-on. “You need to trust me to do my job. Ned Blake will pay for what he’s done. I will protect the company.”

“I sense a ‘but’ in there somewhere, son.”

“But I’m not your puppet.” I set the untouched drink onto the table next to his then slide my wedding band off my finger. “It’s time to cut the strings, Dad.” The ring drops to the table next to the glasses. “If you want to keep me on as CEO, then it’s time you started enjoying retirement.”


24. Don't Speak

Jules




Les walks me back to the alleyway outside my apartment complex, and that’s where we part with a hug. I’m exhausted from lack of sleep these past few nights, but I’m anxious to get back to Cash. He sent me a text half an hour ago, letting me know that he’s waiting, having used the key I left under the mat for him.

I make my way up the stairs, open the door, and I’m struck speechless at the sight before me. Candles light up every surface. The soft glow spools romantic ambience through the space, driving out the horror of Chris’ unwanted visit and everything he brought with it. I lock the door and step into the living room, sensing Cash behind me before his hands settle onto my shoulders.

His lips drift down my neck as he unbuttons the light sweater I wore to go out with Les. “How was dinner with your friend?”

“It was good, but I missed you.” It’s only been a couple of hours, but it’s absolutely true. I thirst for this man like I’d thirst for water after a three-day trek in the desert.

He slides the sweater down my arms and unsnaps my bra, unwrapping me bit by bit until I’m left standing naked in the middle of my living room, skin aglow in the candlelight.

“You’re overdressed,” I complain.

“A problem I plan to fix very soon.” He dips and hauls me into his arms, cradling me as if I’m the most precious thing in the world to him.

“Did things go well with your wife?” I wind my arms around his neck as he carries me into my bedroom, which is lit up like the rest of the apartment.

“Yes, but I don’t want to talk about that right now. We have plenty of time for that later.”

“What do you have in mind then?” I tease, spying a duffle in the corner of the room that I don’t recognize. A thrill travels through me at the sight of that bag.

He really came back, and he’s planning to stay.

He drops me onto the mattress before shedding his clothing. “I plan to engage in plenty of touching, kissing, and fucking you a hundred ways to Sunday.” The bed dips under his weight, and his warm body blankets me. “Definitely no talking.”

“But—”

He presses a finger against the seam of my mouth. “No talking, Jules.” Slowly, he pushes the digit between my lips, and the salt of his skin lingers on my tastebuds. His eyes are metallic with desire in the candlelight, but that finger…

Holy hell, he’s sliding it between my lips in a way that tells me what he has on his mind.

“You said you can’t be scared away. Is that true?”

His finger slips from my lips, and I nod.

“I’m going to hold you to that.” He leaves the bed then returns a few seconds later, and my gaze lands on the tie in his hands. Instead of using it to restrain my wrists, this time he fastens it around my eyes, blotting out the glow of the room.

All of my nerve endings sing with awareness once my sight is taken, every sense on hyper alert.

The cool air on my skin.

The heat emanating from his body.

The rapid sound of his breathing.

The taste of his kiss as his tongue darts between my lips. He moans into my mouth, and I respond in kind, arching into his body, moving to clutch his shoulders. He breaks the kiss and slams my hands to the mattress.

“I’m going to make you ache to beg, but you’re not allowed to.” His breath blasts the sensitive skin beneath my ear. “You’re not allowed to move, either.”

His words send a shiver through me, and I can’t help but shudder. Goose bumps erupt on my skin, and I feel my nipples harden. I’m already a heartbeat away from begging, the tingle in my breasts calling his mouth, aching for the heat of his hands.

“If you say a word,” he says, sliding down my body, lips leaving a teasing path between my breasts, “I won’t let you come tonight.”

My breath hitches, a rebellious plea dancing on my tongue, but something in his tone tells me he’s telling the truth.

He’ll leave me in agony if I don’t obey.

I mash my lips together and swallow with a gulp. The instant his tongue dips into my belly button, my spine bows. I bite my lip to keep quiet. God, he plans to torture me with sensation overload, all the while forbidding me to see or speak.

What a diabolical, devilishly sexy man.

I fist my hands as he moves to my left breast, mouth closing around the sensitive peak, teeth clamping down until pleasure turns to pain. I gasp but manage to refrain from saying a word. He journeys to my right breast before once again lowering to my belly button, tongue hot and wicked on my skin.

Then he moves lower.

I hold my breath as he pushes my thighs apart. His fingers spread me in indecent exposure, leaving every inch of me bare in the candlelight. Somehow, with my sight taken, I feel more vulnerable than ever.

At the first dip of his hot, wet tongue between the folds of my womanhood, I almost fracture.

Almost break the rules.

Almost cry his name in a plea for more.

Staying still and quiet has never been so difficult.

He moans against my flesh, lips closing around my clit, and the skill of his tongue sends me higher and higher, until there’s nothing but sparks behind my blindfolded eyelids. It gives the term “seeing stars” new meaning.

I can’t help the gasping mewls escaping my lips, but gasping and moaning must be okay because his fingers thrust into me, again and again, keeping time with his tongue. I’m dangerously close, and I want to tell him so, but he made it clear I’m not allowed to beg.

I’m not allowed to come, either. The rule is unspoken yet powerful between us, and I’m aching for his permission.

As if he senses my sexual uprising, he pulls back and slows the rhythm of his fingers. It’s not enough. I’m too worked up, but he’s not touching me enough to send me over the edge.

“Christ, Jules. I could watch you like this all night.”

I resist squirming against the mattress. Nails biting into my palms, I thrust my breasts upward, nipples hard and tingly. He never said a thing about not begging with my body. And sweet Jesus, is my body ever begging.

Shaking apart at the joints.

Nothing but a tight wire ready to snap.

The tempo of his fingers triple, and I flood around those digits, too damn close to releasing the rising pressure.

“Don’t come, Jules.”

His deep, throaty timbre is enough to make me climax, but I hold back, teeth grinding together in the effort. His breathing quickens. So does the pulsing around his fingers.

I whimper.

“You’re so wet,” he whispers. “But you won’t come, and all because I told you not too.” He curses under his thready breath. “You have no idea what that does to me.”

I sense movement, then the crinkle of foil followed by the hiss of his breath as he rolls on the condom. Seconds later, he grips me by the hips and plunges into me. “Fucking hell,” he groans. “Come for me.”

He thrusts to the hilt, inducing a massive orgasm that rips through me with such intensity that each wave launches from my throat in a soundless cry, and I scream his name without making a sound at all.


25. In Confidence

Cash




It’s 3 a.m. when I awake and find Jules staring at the ceiling. We blew out the candles before we fell asleep in each other’s arms, but the streetlight from the alleyway sends enough illumination into the room to highlight the strain on her face.

“What’s wrong?” I draw a stray hair out of her eyes, wondering if she’s still processing everything I told her after we made love. I held nothing back on the subject of Monica’s duplicity.

Her gaze lands on my hand, sans wedding band, and there’s no mistaking the softening of her expression. I like that Jules has a little possessiveness in her, and though she won’t admit it, the sight of my ring was an emotional barrier between us.

One that was weakening, but it was still there, nevertheless. Now nothing stands in the way of us being together.

“Jules,” I say softly, turning fully onto my side to face her. “Something’s on your mind. Talk to me.”

She lets out a breath, allows several seconds to sneak past, and I can almost hear the gears shifting in her head. “Chris came back after you left.”

My whole body stiffens. “Did he hurt you?”

“No. Nothing like that.”

I expel a breath of pure relief, heartbeat slowing to normal, but it’s short-lived. Fear shoots through my veins, and for an agonizing second, I think that maybe I’ve got it all wrong.

Maybe she doesn’t want to be with me.

But no. That’s not regret blanketing her face. Something happened to upset her, and for whatever reason, she’s only now telling me. I curse under my breath. Maybe if I hadn’t jumped her bones as soon as she returned from dinner, she would have confided in me sooner.

And that’s been the problem since the day I met her; I have zero fucking control when it comes to Jules.

“Are you sure he didn’t hurt you?”

“I’m sure.” But even as she denies it, moisture seeps from the corners of her eyes. “Not like you’re thinking, anyway.” A breath shudders off her lips, and I can’t resist pulling her into my arms. One hand at her nape, I tuck the crown of her head under my chin. Our legs entwine as she returns the embrace.

“Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’m not going anywhere.”

She lets out another shaky breath. “Chris cornered me. The way he was acting…the alcohol on his breath…his anger…”

“What did he do?” I barely keep my voice level. Part of me is already envisioning jumping out of bed and hunting down her ex.

“He triggered a memory.”

I veer back and search her face. “A memory?”

With a nod, she pulls her bottom lip between her teeth. “From the night I slept with Perry.”

Perry, her prior boss in Oklahoma. Dread turns in the bottom of my gut. The following moments are soundless, yet they go off in my ears like a tuning fork. I hold my breath, silently offering her my support, and wait for her to continue.

“I remembered something.”

More seconds are lost—time Jules will never get back. Precious seconds she’ll never forget.

“What did you remember?”

A shuddering sob bursts from inside her. She frees herself from my embrace and winds her arms around her knees. “I think he might’ve drugged me. I just remember being so weak, unable to lift my head or keep my eyes open. I said no…I tried to say no. He…he fucking held me down.”

I sit up, aching to touch her, to hold her. But I hesitate, fingers a hairbreadth away from stroking her back. I have no fucking clue how to navigate this situation, and if I’m not careful, I’ll let the rage toward her former boss send me into a tailspin. She doesn’t need rage, or pity, or my protective instincts.

She just needs me to listen.

I lower my hand onto her shoulder, almost expecting her to flinch, but she doesn’t. “It’s not your fault, Jules.”

She lets out another sob, shoulder quaking under my touch. “Deep down, I know that.”

But she’s having trouble believing it. Jesus Christ, I’ve never felt so helpless. And I can’t not hold her right now. Scooting behind her, I settle at her back and pull her between my thighs, winding my arms around her. “If I have my way, no one will ever hurt you again.”

“You can’t protect me from every bad situation in life.” She turns her head until our mouths linger an inch apart. “But I love you for wanting to.”

“It’s second nature to protect you.”

She turns in my arms, and we lie between the sheets again. She rests her head on my chest. “To make matters worse,” she says with a dry laugh, “Chris said he got my sister pregnant.”

I rub a hand down my face. Fuck, I want to murder her ex.

“How could my own sister do this to me? How could Perry?”

I press a kiss to the top of her head. “Did you tell your friend what you remembered?”

“No.” She curls her fingers around my bicep. “I don’t want to talk about this again. I just…I needed to get it off my chest.”

“Are you sure that’s what you want?”

“Yes. It’s been months, and I’ve moved on. Maybe I even knew the truth, deep down.”

“He should pay for what he did to you.”

“It would be his word against mine. I have no proof. Besides…I’m not even a hundred percent sure it happened the way I remembered.”

I wrap her in my arms as if I’ll never let go and breathe into her hair through gritted teeth. I’m already concocting plans, studying the angles. The possibilities. In a few weeks, I’ll be in OKC for business, and I’d place a wager that I have a few connections with the fucker who violated her.

The kind of connections that hold positions of power and might owe MontBlake a favor or two. If I can’t see him behind bars, I can fuck the bastard up on a professional level.

Right after I fuck up his face.

She lifts her head, and her gaze locks with mine. “Let it go, Cash.”

I exhale the tension in my lungs. “I could ruin him.”

The shake of her head is resolute. “I told you because I needed to tell someone, and there’s no one I trust more than you. Please…I need you to let it go.”

“Jesus, Jules.” I close my eyes and count the painful beats of my heart. “For you, I’ll try.”

She lays her head on my chest once again, and even after sleep sends her drifting, and her breathing levels out, my hands remain two tight fists at her back, holding her to me with all I am.

Jules deserves justice. At the very least, she deserves closure. But I know the world doesn’t always work that way, and sometimes, the only thing a person can do is let go and move forward.


26. Birthday Surprise

Jules




The morning of my birthday, I awake alone in bed, but the bouquet of colorful tulips on my nightstand brings a smile to my face. Next to the flowers awaits a note.




Happy Birthday to the woman I love. I didn’t have the heart to wake you.




P.S. — Your boss gave you the day off. Go do something special.




Stopping by his office to do him probably isn’t what he meant, so I run through the possibilities—lunch with Les, browsing the offerings at Pike Place, getting my hair done for the party tonight—and that’s when a wave of nausea hits, sending me bolting for the bathroom. I make it just in time, lifting the lid and spewing what little I have left in my gut.

I’ve been vomiting for the last four days. On the first day, I stayed in bed, thinking it was a stomach bug. Ditto on day two. By day three, I was ready to face facts.

Cash and I didn’t use protection that first weekend, and now I’m late and puking my guts out. So naturally, on the fourth day—my fucking birthday of all days—I come to the conclusion it’s time to get confirmation.

I yank open a drawer and pull out the pregnancy test I bought on my way home from work yesterday. After pissing on the little white stick, I replace the cap, set it on the counter, then grip the edge, eyes closed as I tick off the seconds in my head.

180 to be exact. Three minutes. A blip in the grand scheme of life, but in this moment, three minutes mean everything. I place a hand over my belly, and a thick lump of excitement lodges in my throat.

Part of me wants this baby.

Just three weeks ago, Cash mentioned white picket fences and children, but I couldn’t see past the ring on his finger. Now his hand is free of jewelry that obligated him to another woman. Divorce papers have been filed, and Monica was arraigned on a plea deal last week to pay for her crime.

Everything we hoped for is spread out before us.

I open my eyes and glance down at the stick. My pulse takes off in a gallop upon the plus sign I find there, and I let out a sob full of laughter. My head is reeling as I return to the bedroom and begin dressing for the day.

A day that’s open in front of me, waiting for me to do whatever I want with it. Grabbing my purse and cell, I head toward the door and pull it open. The last person I expect to find on the other side, fist poised to knock, is my sister.

Brit raises her gaze to mine. “Can we talk?”

I fold my arms. “I guess you’re not giving me a choice. You and Chris have that in common, among other things.” I should have anticipated her pulling the same move Chris did after I refused her phone calls, but I didn’t think Brit cared enough to fly all the way out here.

And yet here she is. My sister’s lush, ebony locks are gathered into a ponytail, and she’s not wearing a stitch of makeup. Her eyes—normally a light sea-blue—are muted with exhaustion.

I turn on my heel, leaving the door wide open. That’s the only invitation she’ll get from me. The door closes behind her, and she loiters on the edge of the living room.

“I like your apartment. It’s cute.”

By cute she means small.

“It’s all I could afford in this area.”

Taking another cautious step, she wrings her hands. “I came to apologize.”

“This isn’t something you can fix with an apology, Brit. I didn’t expect other women in Whiskey Flats to keep their hands off of Chris, but you’re my sister.” I glare at her. “Did you jump into his bed before or after I cried my eyes out to you?”

She wanders to the living room window. “It happened the night you were with Perry.” A flick of her blue eyes in my direction tells me she isn’t nearly as remorseful as she’d have me believe. “And we…well, we hooked up after you left.”

“How many times?”

She purses her lips, and that’s all the answer I need. She fucked my ex-boyfriend enough times to earn her the Shittiest Sister of the Year award.

My stomach cramps, reminding me that I haven’t had breakfast yet, and I fight the urge to bolt to the toilet again. I stalk into the kitchen and drop a slice of bread into the toaster. If I weren’t so angry with Brit, I’d offer her something to eat.

“I hope you and Chris will be happy together. You deserve each other.” Filling a mug with water for tea, I follow her slow movement across the narrow space to the other side of the bar.

“He’s in love with you.” She slides onto a barstool. “I’d kill for someone to care about me like that.”

“Chris doesn’t love me.” I put the mug into the microwave and slam the door shut. “You don’t treat people you love like that.”

“Don’t let this pregnancy get in the way of the two of you being together.”

“Look, Brit. I’ve already moved on with someone else, so you can drop the guilty act. If you want Chris, he’s all yours. I mean that.”

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” she says, a hint of exasperation in her tone. “There’s nothing keeping me and Chris together. I’m aborting the pregnancy.”

I blanch at her words. “Did Chris pressure you into that decision?”

She shakes her head, blue eyes glistening. “I’m not ready to be a mom. My career is just starting to take off. I just…I can’t do this on my own.”

“How far along are you?”

“About seven weeks. I’m running out of time, Jules.”

The microwave beeps, giving me a few moments of reprieve. I drop a tea bag into the mug, waiting for the bag to seep while I slather peanut butter onto a piece of toast. Abortion is such a personal decision, but I’m not convinced it’s a decision Brit can live with. She’s talked about wanting children since we were kids.

Granted, she also envisioned a thriving modeling career and a rich husband.

Preparing my tea, I add a splash of cream and go easy on the sugar this time, considering the news I just learned this morning. I turn back to Brit. “You still have time. Whatever you decide, just make sure you do it for you.”

“I will. I promise.” A beat slithers past. “I’ve missed you.”

“How’s Dad?” I ask, purposefully deflecting. “He was sick a few weeks ago when I talked to him.”

“He’s doing much better.” She lets out a breath. “Mom hasn’t told him about the pregnancy yet.”

“Why haven’t you told him?”

“Same reason I didn’t tell you.” Her attention lowers, long lashes grazing her cheeks. “I’m a coward.”

She’s the eldest, but thanks to Mom, she’s the one that still has a lot of growing up to do. “I’m still upset with you,” I tell her before taking a sip of my tea.

“I know. You have every right to be. I messed up.”

“You did, but…I’ve missed you too, Brit.”

That brings a tiny smile to her lips. “Will you ever be able to forgive me?”

“It’ll take some time.”

She gives a solemn nod. “I understand.”

I bite into my toast and wrinkle my nose. “You up for grabbing brunch?”

She hops off the stool. “Anything you want, Jules. It’s your birthday, after all.”


27. Busted

Jules




Lesley and the guys roped Kaden into cordoning off Club Shadow’s VIP loft for my birthday party. The first floor is packed with dancing bodies as the band owns the stage with their last set of the night. Garen’s voice belts out a haunting melody of love and second chances.

The after party is about to begin.

I look around the empty loft. An elaborate cake takes center stage on the appetizer station sitting against the wall at one end of the space. Balloons cling to the ceiling, their strings hanging down, parting like curtains as one moves through the loft. Grouped seating areas have been arranged around an area left free for dancing. Flameless candles provide ambience from the small round tabletops.

“This place looks amazing.” Turning at the sound of his deep voice, I find Cash standing behind me. “Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” he says, landing a kiss on my cheek. “Had another emergency meeting with the Board.”

“It’s okay. The party hasn’t started yet anyway.” He’s been in a constant state of flux since his wife’s arraignment, so I’m not surprised he spent another long day at the office.

“I think we finally ironed out the kinks in Monica’s resignation.” He grabs a bottle of champagne from a bucket of ice and pops the top. “How about we make the most of this time before everyone starts coming up in droves?” The bubbly spills over, and we both laugh as he fills two flutes.

“How was your day?” he asks, handing me a flute before taking a sip from his own.

I hold the glass but don’t bring it to my lips. “It was good. My sister surprised me with a visit this morning.”

He raises a brow at that.

“I’m still hurt by the betrayal, but I think we’re on our way to salvaging what’s left of our relationship.” I trace the rim of my flute with my pointer finger. “She’s still my sister.”

“Please tell me Chris stayed in Oklahoma where he belongs.”

“He’s not coming back, Cash.”

“Well that’s cause for celebration.” The band transitions into a slow guitar intro, and he sets his glass on the table. “Dance with me?”

I abandon my untouched champagne next to his and take his hand. “I’d love to.”

He pulls me into his arms, and we begin swaying to the music. “We shared our first kiss over there,” he whispers, chin resting on the crown of my head. I focus on the spot he’s talking about—the wall in the very back of the room—and remember how desperate we were back then.

How desperate we still are.

As if my thoughts are mirrored in his head, he reaches for my ass and pulls me snug against him. “Being away from you makes me hornier than hell, Jules.”

My breath catches. As I cup his erection through his pants, his mouth finds mine, and the next thing I know, we’re stumbling toward that wall under the cover of dim light. He pushes me against it as I reach for his zipper.

“I don’t have a condom,” he says with a groan against my lips as I curl my fingers around his cock.

I inch back and meet his eyes. “We don’t need one.”

“We don’t?”

“No.” I slide my hand along his jaw, thumb grazing the stubble there, and I’d give anything to feel that scruffy face between my thighs. “I hope you meant it when you said you wanted children.”

His gaze widens, going metallic with heat. “I meant it.”

“That’s good, because I’m pregnant.”

He searches my face for several long heartbeats. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah.”

His mouth slams down on mine, and every dart of his tongue owns me to my soul. We break apart all too soon, and he grips my cheeks between his hands. “You just gave me the best news of my life.”

“Really?” I blink, staunching the threat of tears.

“Fuck yes.” He pulls me away from the wall and bends me over the arm of a chair. His fingers are warm and rough against my skin as he yanks my leggings down my thighs, baring my ass. His palm lands on my left butt cheek with a sound slap.

I glance over my shoulder in shock, but something about the way he’s standing behind me, arm raised in preparation for another smack, steals my breath. Getting spanked by him in the loft of his brother’s club, where anyone could catch us, thrills me more than it should. I raise my ass in silent invitation. Fisting my blond locks with his free hand, he yanks my head back and lands another one on my bottom.

“Are you wet?”

“Yes.”

“Thank God.” He grips my ass and plunges to the hilt, and we both moan. “I was dying to fuck you like this the first time I kissed you.” His breaths are hot and fast against my ear, splashing heat down my neck. “I’ve never craved anyone as much as I crave you.”

I push my ass into his groin, urging him deeper. “You feel so good. Don’t stop.”

“Not a chance, Jules.” He rams me from behind, and each thrust is a frantic, raw, untamed claim on me. The band launches into the next song, and the riff of an electric guitar drifts to the loft from the first floor, accompanied by the drum beat.

The music floods my ears, but all of my other senses belong to Cash, and I close my eyes to amplify each remaining one.

The linger of his champagne kiss on my lips.

The wafting spiciness of his skin.

The deep thrusts of his cock.

Only a few minutes pass before I come in a violent wave, and my spine bows under his onslaught. Mouth forming a muted circle of ecstasy, my eyelids drift up, and I find the shocked gaze of his brother staring back from the top of the stairs.


28. Common Ground

Cash




I’m mid-orgasm when Jules stiffens with a surprised gasp that is not born of pleasure. Following the direction of her gaze, I glance over to find Kaden standing like a statue, watching us rut like animals.

Fuck.

The band’s set comes to an end, submerging us in unsettling quiet. Kaden clears his throat and turns his back to us, granting me the few seconds I need to finish the job. As I jerk inside Jules, spurting the last of my seed, I’m suddenly angry with Kaden for ruining this moment, despite it being my own damn fault that we got caught.

But when it comes to Jules, I’ll never be able to control myself, and I can see us getting into all sorts of trouble in the future. As I pull out and zip up, I make a mental note to install a lock on my office door, since fucking her on my desk is going to become a midday ritual.

“You okay?” I ask her, keeping my voice low as I pull up her pants.

She rises and turns to face me, and fuck, do I find the flush of her cheeks sexy as hell. Smoothing the burgundy dress-like shirt over her leggings, she darts glances in Kaden’s direction every couple of seconds.

“I’m fine. I just need to find the ladies’ room.” She’s off toward the stairs before I can say a word, winding a path around Kaden in her haste to seek refuge in the privacy of the restroom.

I grab my abandoned champagne flute and take a seat. Kaden pours himself a glass and joins me though he’s apparently avoiding my eyes.

“Not the image I wanted in my head, little brother.”

“Let’s not go into the things we don’t want burned into our minds.”

“Point taken.” He raises his glass toward me before taking a sip. “How is she?” His voice dips, and I don’t have to ask to know he’s referring to Monica.

“She’s handling it about as well as can be expected. I think she realizes it could have been a lot worse. She could have gone away for twenty-five to life.” I tip the flute back, emptying it in a single gulp. “Think you’ll ever forgive her?”

“I don’t know.” He’s silent for a few moments, expression one of contemplation. “I have a child out there somewhere that I knew nothing about. I’ll never get to meet her.”

“Her?”

He nods. “Monica said the baby was a girl. I can’t tell you how it feels to know I have a daughter I’ve never met, and will probably never meet.”

I don’t envy him one bit. “It’s going to take some time to process it.”

He lets out a laugh laced with sarcasm. “I have time. Three years to be exact.”

Three years is nothing for accidentally killing someone, but to Monica it will seem like an eternity. She was lucky to get off with an involuntary manslaughter charge.

We fall into a companionable silence, and that’s one thing I like about Kade—he’s always been good at coexisting without saying a word. I’m thankful for it now as we watch the band pack up their equipment on the first floor.

“They’re really good,” I say, nodding toward Jules’ friends.

“They are. Remind me to thank your girlfriend for hooking me up.”

“You could have given them the gig without dating her.”

He arches a brow in my direction. “You still upset about that?”

“How do you know I’m upset about it?” It’s not like we’ve talked about it. And maybe that’s our problem.

When did we stop talking about shit?

The longer I study my carbon copy, the more I measure the distance between us. I’m not sure when the fissure happened, exactly. Definitely not all at once. Kaden and I grew apart in stages, seemingly insignificant on their own but add them together and the gap is painfully obvious.

“I didn’t know,” he says. “Until now.”

“Fair enough. Just keep your hands off Jules, and maybe I’ll forgive you.”

“I wouldn’t have asked her out if I’d known you had feelings for her.”

Despite everything, I believe him.

“Speaking of your girlfriend,” he begins. “Is she ever going to show her face again?”

I laugh. “That’s a good question.” I still have a lifetime’s worth of things to discover about Jules, but I’d wager a bet she’s never been caught in such a compromising situation before.

Kaden finishes off the rest of his champagne before rising to his feet. “I need to get back down there. I’ll send my bartender in to check on her.”

I nod my thanks as he leaves, and it isn’t long before someone else makes their way to the top of the stairs. I recognize Jules’ friend as her dark eyes zero in on me.

She strides across the loft to where I’m sitting alone, and I can’t read her expression, though her clunky heels meet the ground with purpose. Without so much as a greeting, she takes the chair Kaden vacated, and I sense the weight of her scrutiny on me.

“You guys are really good,” I tell her, settling in for the coming conversation—because I know she’s got something on her mind.

“Thanks. Your brother was really cool for giving us a chance.”

“It’s well-deserved.”

She crosses her leather-clad legs. “I think we both know I didn’t come up here to talk to you about the band’s talent.”

My mouth twitches with the threat of a grin. “Didn’t think you did. Am I in for a twenty-questions session?”

“How about just one?” She leans forward, dashing her pink-streaked wispy black bangs to the side. “Are you going to put Jules first?”

Jesus. This girl doesn’t beat around the bush. “Jules means everything to me.”

She narrows her eyes—not in a threatening way but in a way that says she’s sizing me up. “You sound pretty confident.”

“I’m one-hundred percent confident that I’m in love with her. Does that answer your question?”

“It helps. There might be hope for you yet.” She leans forward, features a swath of seriousness. “Because her ex never did put her first. Jules bent over backwards for him. She put up with so much shit, all in the name of love.” The purse of her charcoal-hued lips gives away her disdain for Jules’ ex.

I already like this girl.

“As far as I’m concerned, Jules is the first word in the book of my life.”

Lesley breaks into a huge smile. “I think we understand each other.”

“I think we do. You’re a good friend to her.” Just then, Jules returns, and behind her, the rest of the band files in, one by one, and the party kicks into gear amidst introductions and handshakes.

Jules and I have the rest of our lives in front of us, and I plan to spend every day of mine cherishing the ground she walks on.


29. Victorious

Jules




“Garen isn’t so bad,” Cash says as we leave the club.

I shoot him a glance. “As opposed to…?”

“To my first impression of the guy when I saw him hanging all over you weeks ago.”

“You were jealous?”

“Fuck yes. I hadn’t even kissed you yet, and I had to watch this wannabe rocker put his hands on you.”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to call him a wannabe.”

“Okay,” he concedes. “Maybe he’s not a wannabe. Like I said, he’s not so bad.”

Probably because Garen was drunk off his ass for most of the party and spent the night flirting with Les, much to Zan and Leo’s irritation.

“So you enjoyed the party?” I ask him, sending out feelers for how he faired after a night spent with the people who mean everything to me. I’ve been part of his life for months now, having met his family and spending my days by his side at MontBlake. It was a nice change of pace to witness Cash in the middle of my world.

“I did. What about you, compromising positions aside?”

If I never have to relive the moment I found Kaden staring at me while Cash pounded me from behind, it’ll be too soon. “It wasn’t bad for a party.”

He laughs. “I didn’t realize you were such a hard sell.”

“I’m kidding, Cash. It was seriously the best birthday ever.”

“It’s not over yet.”

I eye him. “You got something up your sleeve?”

“Absolutely. I haven’t given you your birthday gift yet.”

“I’m too curious to say no to that.”

The air is crisp but the skies are clear. Cash pulls the collar of my jacket close around my ears, ensuring I stay warm in the soft breeze.

“Feel up for a walk?” he asks.

“Probably a good idea.” I glance down at the jacket covering my flat belly, which won’t be so flat in a couple of months. “Considering all the cake I just inhaled.”

He takes my hand. “You’re pregnant, Jules. In my book that means you’re allowed to indulge every once in a while.” He tugs on my arm until I’m facing him and slides a palm along my cheek, fingers tangling in my hair. He lowers his mouth to mine in a brief kiss that leaves me aching for more. “I can’t wait to see your belly growing with my child.”

“You’ll get your wish soon enough.”

He entwines our fingers, and we take off down the sidewalk toward the waterfront, and it isn’t long before I realize where we’re headed. The Great Wheel stands in the night, rising up in a circle of blue neon glory.

“You did say I needed to see the view at night.” I gesture at the ride.

He smiles. “You remember.”

“Of course I do.” Does he not realize that every moment we’ve spent together is tattooed on my brain?

He ushers me past the ticket booth, and I note the lack of a line. Or a lack of people in general. The pier is deserted, save for a few employees. For a Friday night, even in the briskness of fall, I’d expect to find at least a few people loitering about.

“Are you sure it’s open?”

His grin is secretive and a little smug. “It’s open for us, Jules.”

He pulls me behind him, winding through the roped-off sections marking the non-existent line, and we halt at the front.

“Good evening, Mr. Montgomery. Your gondola is waiting.”

“Thank you.” Cash nods at the ride attendant, and the college-aged guy manning the front lets us pass. Cash gestures for me to step into the gondola first, and the instant I do, my stomach drops in a mixture of nervousness and exhilaration.

This is different from the last one we rode on all those weeks ago. The floor is glass, and four leather seats replace the two benches. I settle into one of the seats facing the skyline, and Cash takes the other. The gondola glides upward, carrying us away from the glimmering water. The lights from the city ripple at the edge of the bay, creating a black mirror for the ferries coming and going.

“It’s breathtaking,” I say, my focus drawn to the emerging skyline. Soft pop music comes through hidden speakers, creating a romantic ambience.

“It certainly is.”

The huskiness of his voice draws my gaze. In the blue glow from the wheel, his eyes have never appeared so liquid—like melted silver.

“Jules, I have something I need to ask you.”

A furrow forms between my brows. “What is it?”

He’s so serious, and my brain is speeding down the roadway of what-ifs, wondering if this could be about the baby, or us moving in together. He hasn’t brought it up again since the day Monica ended up in the hospital, but I know he’s already put the penthouse up for sale.

We reach the very top and come to a standstill in the breeze. Cash shifts, and the gondola swings with the movement. I suck in a breath from the unexpected motion, then I let it out in a stunned huff as he drops to his knees and presents a white box in the palm of his hand. He flips the lid open, and I’ve never seen such a beautiful piece of jewelry. The marquise diamond sparkles in brilliance, centered in a rose gold tulip setting.

“Oh, my God.” I meet his gaze, finding so much hope and love there that my composure shatters. Hot tears fall from my eyes, and I’m pretty sure my heart has stopped beating.

“Will you marry me?”

As if I could ever say no.

“Yes!”

His joy overflows from every part of him; the gleam in his eyes, the press of his lips to mine, the way he winds his arms around me and squeezes the breath from my lungs.

“God, you’ve made me the happiest, luckiest guy on the planet.” He slips the ring onto my finger.

This moment is surreal.

Magical.

And that’s when the lights go out.

I glance up in alarm. “What’s happening?”

“Shh,” he whispers, placing his finger against my lips. “I arranged to have the lights shut off.”

“There’s no one else on this ride, is there?”

“No. It’s just you and me, Jules.”

“You did this all for me?”

“Does that surprise you?”

His question has the power to make me examine my insecurities, and I want so badly to shelf them for good. “I guess it does.”

“It shouldn’t. You’re worth this and so much more. I want to give you everything.” He pulls me to my feet, hands steady on my shoulders as the gondola sways beneath us.

“We’re not supposed to stand,” I say, voice jittery with nerves.

“The rules don’t apply tonight.” He gently pushes me to the other side and bends me over the back of the chair so I’m still facing the skyline, and like he did earlier tonight at the club, he tugs my pants low enough to expose my ass.

Over these past few weeks, Cash has proved himself insatiable. Then again, so have I. Even now, burdened with the memory of coming while his brother watched, I’m aching for the fullness only his cock can give me.

He dips a finger inside me, eliciting a pleading moan from my throat.

“I want you,” I say with a glance over my shoulder.

He smacks my ass. “Don’t waste the view.” Another finger joins the first, slipping in and out in unhurried strokes. “I want you too, but I can’t do what I’m dying to do right now.”

“Why’s that?”

“The lube is at your apartment.”

I don’t even have to ask what he needs lube for. As if to confirm my suspicion, he probes my backdoor with his thumb. Biting back a moan, I dip my head, and my hair falls around my face in thick blond waves as he fingers me.

Then we jolt forward, and I gasp. “We’re returning to the ground.” I try standing again, hands grasping the stretchy material gathered at my thighs, but he spanks me once more, much harder this time.

“Do you want to come?”

“Of course I do! But the attendant will see us.”

He returns my hands to the back of the seat. “The lights are off. No one’s going to see us.”

My teeth chatter—not from the chill of night but from the thrill of reaching the ground with my pants down, literally, while Cash fucks me with his devious fingers. We swing by the attendant, who is standing with his back to us, and take off for another rotation.

And Cash ignites a feverish throb between my thighs for the next few whirls on the wheel. I’m panting, grinding on his fingers, mindless of the attendant every time we pass him.

“God, I need to come.”

“Not yet.”

I’m clutching the back of the chair with such strength and desperation that my knuckles cramp. The engagement ring draws my focus as it catches light from the nearby buildings, and my heart skips a beat. Unable to help myself, I liquefy around his fingers in pulsing waves, and the dam bursts.

“Oh fuck, Cash. Fuck!”

His pace quickens, forcing me to ride out the orgasm until I’ve reach an agonizing level of sensitivity. He lays a final slap on my ass then yanks up my leggings, and we stand for a few seconds, swaying precariously before he drops into the seat with me on top.

I straddle his lap as our breaths come hot and labored. He’s hard underneath me and feverish to the touch, and I can’t help but tempt him further by unzipping him. I take his throbbing cock in my hand and stroke his entire length.

He spews a curse heavenward. “You disobeyed me, Jules.”

“What are you going to do about it?” My lips curve in a challenge. I might live for this side of him, but I plan to test him at every turn for the rest of my life.

“Well, I had foreplay on my mind, but you’ve stolen my control, you little vixen.” With a push to my shoulders, he forces me to my knees and shoves his cock between my lips.

Forget engaging in public foreplay. The only thing Cash Montgomery has on his mind is total conquest. As I work him toward the back of my throat, and his hands become two tight fists of desperation in my hair, I’m not sure who’s the true victor here.

Because I’m pretty sure we both are.


THANKS FOR READING!

If you have the time, please consider leaving a review and telling a friend! Authors rely on word of mouth to help get our work out there.

[image: Image]

Want to know when the next book comes out? Sign up for my newsletter so you never miss out on new releases, other book news, and ARC opportunities! You can also join Gemma’s Naughty Nook (a private Facebook group for fans) and like my Facebook author page.




ALSO AVAILABLE FROM GEMMA JAMES




She’s my sister’s best friend. The girl I’ve known since grade school. The girl that’s off-limits...and she wants me to teach her how to blow a guy.
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Grab your copy of Swallow Me Whole today

She’s running from a traumatic past. He’s got nothing left to lose. They might heal each other if a serial killer doesn’t get to them first.
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Grab your copy of Epiphany today

She sent the love of her life to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. Eight years later, he’s out for revenge…
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Grab your copy of Torrent today!

Billionaire Gage Channing has always wanted to own a woman. Not just any woman, but his thieving personal assistant. Let the blackmail begin.
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Grab your copy of The Devil’s Kiss today
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