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Chapter One


Perry

I enter the boardroom at Halcyon right on time. Acting like I’ve got my shit together, like nothing is bothering me.

My brother Winston—the oldest Constantine, the one who runs Halcyon, our family business—sits at the head of the sleek black marble table, our mother in the chair to his right. Their heads are bent close as they speak in low tones.

The whispering won’t fuck with my attitude. It’s a Monday and I usually drag ass after a particularly spectacular weekend, but today I refuse to give him that satisfaction.

Despite the fact that Winny called the meeting at seven in the morning. The only time he could manage to fit us in, he said via a terse text.

Yes, even his texts are terse. Dry and demanding and with no emotion whatsoever. My brother used to hate me. Then switched to barely tolerating me once I started working for him. Now I’m pretty sure he likes me.

Maybe.

“There you are,” our mother calls when she looks up and sees me. She immediately rises, waiting for my approach, and when I get close enough, we hug and I press a quick kiss to her cheek.

Caroline Constantine is a beautiful woman. She has aged gracefully. Dresses impeccably. Controls the family with what she believes is an iron fist.

No one listens to her. Definitely not Winston. He does whatever the hell he wants, as well he should. He’s running everything that has to do with the Constantines and he does it well—even better than our father.

None of my brothers or sisters listen to our mother either. Not even my younger siblings. They’re rebellious and completely ignore her demands.

My youngest sister, Tinsley, is in a relationship with a priest, for Christ’s sake.

The only one who listens, who does as she bids, who is constantly trying to earn her approval in any way possible is…

Me.

Fuck, it’s easy to make her happy. She dotes on me. Says I remind her of my father, though no way can that be true.

That’s Winston. He’s the one who looks and acts like our long-dead dad. I’m the more handsome and charming, younger version of my father. The one they wish they could all be.

But I humor Mother and let her believe that yes, I’m his spitting image in both looks and mannerisms, when in all actuality, I’m nothing like him. He was ruthless and business savvy and brave. Much like Winston is now.

For some reason, Mother still indulges me every chance she gets, even though I’m a grown-ass man. Maybe it was because our father’s death hit me so hard and she has guilt over it? I was an angst-riddled teen who wouldn’t stop crying. My younger brother, Keaton, acted as if he was completely unaffected, much like Winston.

I wish I had a harder heart like them.

Only a few years ago, I still acted the fool because that’s what everyone expected of me. Why try to grow up when everyone believes you’re an immature asshole?

So that’s what I did. I partied. I spent money that I didn’t earn. I fucked a lot of women. I bought stupid cars.

I still own that orange Chevelle, though I garaged it recently. I looked ridiculous in my custom Brioni suits, climbing out of that orange monstrosity every day in the Halcyon parking garage, earning stares from coworkers. Earning mockery from my older brother who made fun of that car every chance he got.

I bought a far more respectable vehicle recently. A sleek white Lamborghini.

“Good morning,” I say as I take a step back from my mother’s embrace. Can’t linger too long or Winny will say something snide and rude.

He doesn’t say a word beyond a nod of acknowledgement at my arrival. His expression is stern, yet impassive. I never know what he’s thinking, and it’s disconcerting. I’ve learned from that though, and do my damnedest to wear the same expression when I’m dealing with Halcyon business for Win.

Or when I’m trying to get out of a sticky situation with a woman. That happens more often than I care to admit.

“Have a seat, darling,” Mother says, indicating the chair on the other side of Winston. I do as she says, settling into the leather chair that’s more comfortable than the one I sit in at my desk every damn day. “How was your weekend?”

I can’t tell her it was full of debauchery that included too much alcohol and too many women, but I avoid the paparazzi at the more popular clubs to keep it under wraps. Instead I smile at her and say, “It was fine.”

Winston snorts. I’m sure he knows what I was up to.

Wonder if he misses it.

If I had his hot wife to come home to every evening, I wouldn’t miss that lifestyle at all.

“That’s nice.” Mother smiles, revealing straight white teeth that nearly blind me. Looks like someone just visited the dentist. “I hear you’ve been given new projects at Halcyon.”

I chance a look at Winston but he’s not paying attention to us. Too busy tapping away on his phone. “I have.” I try to tamp down my excitement before my brother calls me out for behaving like a hyperactive puppy. “I’m handling all the angry calls that come into the office.”

Mother frowns. “Angry calls?”

I nod. “We piss off a lot of people in this city. There’s a lot of damage control going on. And not always of the—violent variety.”

The knowing look on her face is obvious. She’s just as ruthless as Winston. Swear to God that’s where he got it from, not Dad.

Clearing his throat, Winston sits up straight, resting his arms on top of the table. “Enough with the pleasantries. Let’s get down to business.”

“Winston,” Mother murmurs.

I frown at the both of them. “What exactly is this business we’re discussing this early in the morning anyway?”

Mother clears her throat as well, glancing over at Winston before she turns her attention on me. “It has to do with…you.”

I frown. “What about me?”

“Perry, darling. You’re not getting any younger.” Her expression is dour, as if she’s discussing something that displeases her. “It’s time for you to settle down.”

I snort. So does Winston.

“I’m only twenty-four,” I remind her. “Winston didn’t marry until he was forty.”

“Thirty-nine,” he corrects.

“Whatever,” I say to him, returning my attention to our mother. “There’s no one I want to settle down with anyway, so I can’t.”

“Ah, but you can.” Her smile is serene. “I’ve found someone for you, Perry. And you’re going to absolutely adore her.”

Wait a minute.

Back the fuck up.

“You’ve found someone for me?” My frown deepens. “What exactly do you mean?”

The room is quiet. Not even my brother says anything, which isn’t normal.

“Jesus, just cut to the chase. Put him out of his misery. I have a call to take in—” Winston checks his watch. “—twenty minutes.”

“Winston, please.” Mother sighs, her hand fluttering around her face. As if she’s…

Nervous?

“If you don’t tell him, I will,” my brother growls, his gaze cutting to mine, his lips parting as if he’s about to speak.

But she beats him to the punch.

“You’re going to marry her,” Mother says, her voice so quiet I almost don’t hear her. “It’s already been decided.”

Say the fuck what?

I can’t help it.

I start to laugh, because this is unbelievable.

“Great joke, really.” I glance at the both of them. Mother appears anxious. Winston seems frustrated—and even sympathetic.

And he’s never sympathetic. Especially toward me.

My laughter dies, and I sober up fast. “You’re serious.”

Mother nods at Winston who picks up a slim black folder I didn’t even notice and offers it to me. “All the details are in here,” he says.

I snatch the folder from his fingers and drop it on the table with a loud slap, flipping it open to find a thick stack of papers full of legal jargon and a bunch of bullshit. I see my name.

I see the name of my…

Future fucking bride?

Charlotte Lancaster.

“Oh hell no.” I lift my head to find them already watching me. “The Lancasters are fucking lunatics.”

There are a bunch of Lancasters all over this city, but if she’s the one I’m thinking of, I’m not too far off the mark. Blonde—they’re all blonde. Pretty—they’re all that too. Sheltered.

Batshit crazy thanks to her overprotective father who won’t let her out of his sight.

Or maybe he keeps watch on her because she’s batshit crazy? I’m not too sure.

“They are one of the oldest, most established families in the country,” Mother says, putting on her dignified airs. “The Lancasters are extremely wealthy, and very well connected.”

“They’re also a bunch of assholes,” I mutter.

The Lancaster men are notorious for their rude behavior. They just flat out don’t give a shit—and they don’t have to. They’ve been running this world for hundreds of years.

Mother doesn’t acknowledge my statement, which I’m sure she knows is true. “It’s a power move, merging the two families.”

“Why do I have to be involved with this power move?”

“You’re all that I have left. Everyone else is taken. Your younger brother has his fiancée. Winston is married. There is no other male in this family who is single, and when Reginald Lancaster came to me with the idea, I couldn’t resist.” Mother smiles warmly, as if she hasn’t a care in the world. As if she hasn’t asked me to completely change my life and marry some woman I don’t even know. “You’re going to marry her.”

“What does she even look like? How old is she?” I can’t even believe I’m contemplating this. And from the sharp glance Winny just gave me, I’m pretty sure he feels the same way.

“There’s a photo of her in the back of the folder, behind the contract,” Winny bites out. “She’s twenty. She has three brothers, and they’re all assholes.”

“Winston,” Mother chastises.

“What? You know it’s true. Even that youngest one who’s still in high school. I hear Crew Lancaster is the biggest asshole of all. As bad as Whit,” Winston says.

Everyone knows Whit Lancaster. He’s a complete dick who’s the oldest of Augustus Lancaster’s children. And Augustus is the oldest son of the oldest Lancaster of many generations. They’re the elite branch of the family.

Charlotte and her asshole brothers were born to Augustus Lancaster’s younger brother. Reginald. Reggie. The heir and the spare analogy didn’t just apply to royalty. It also works for generationally wealthy families. They all want that heir and spare.

In our family, for instance, Winston is the heir.

I’m the spare.

Keaton is the bonus.

I shuffle through the papers—damn this contract is thick—until I come across a photo. I pull it out and stare at it, trying to come up with some sort of feeling I might have toward this Charlotte Lancaster person upon first seeing her.

Nothing. I feel nothing.

The photo is from what I can only assume is a debutante ball. She’s wearing a ridiculous white dress that looks like an over-frosted wedding cake. Her smile is small. Reluctant. Her eyes are blue, crystal clear like a perfect spring sky. Her hair is blonde and done up in the most elaborate style it overwhelms her small features.

I prefer brunettes. Happy, sexy-as-fuck brunettes who know how to have a good time and laugh a lot. Redheads too. I don’t discriminate.

Well, I might discriminate against grumpy-looking blondes who seem pissed at the world.

“She looks like an angry virgin,” I finally say, my gaze still on the photo.

“Perry,” Mother admonishes.

Winston smothers a laugh.

“Didn’t she refuse to dance with every guy who asked her the night of her debut?” I remember reading something about this. My mother and Winston share a look, but don’t answer me. “Yeah, pretty sure she even turned down her father. Bet that pissed him off.”

“None of that matters,” Mother says. “I’m sure she’s changed.”

Yeah, right.

I toss the photo onto the table, immediately banishing her face from my thoughts. “She’s not my type.”

“If she spreads her legs, she’s your type,” Winston says gruffly.

I’m both flattered and insulted by his statement. He knows I can get pussy. I used to take any pussy I could get when I was younger, but I’m more discriminating now.

I use restraint. I’m not out of control like I used to be.

I ignore what he says, focusing on Mother. “I don’t like blondes, especially ones I don’t know.”

“You’ll get to know her.”

“Between the gossip about her and that photo, I don’t want to.”

Her lips thin. “You don’t have a choice. The contract has already been signed.”

What the fuck? A contract? “Not by me.”

“The deal isn’t between you and Charlotte. It’s between me and her father,” she says, as if that’s that. I’m going to agree because I always agree. Caroline Constantine’s most dutiful son is about to marry a woman he doesn’t even know.

“I’m an adult,” I remind her. “You can’t just marry me off to some random woman. I won’t do it.”

“You will,” Mother says firmly.

“No.” I shake my head. “Excuse my language, Mother, but fuck that. People don’t do this kind of shit. Not these days.”

“You’d be surprised,” she says cryptically, raising a single brow.

“Well, I’m not doing it.” I grab the photo and shove it back into the folder, slapping it shut before I push it across the table toward my mother. “Absolutely not. I refuse.”

“Perry. Darling. Please. Listen to me.” She ignores the rejected folder, her gaze never wavering from mine. “I need you to do this. For me. For our family. This is a power merger of two very established families, the likes which haven’t been seen in years. Fifty? Maybe even a hundred. When we come together, we’ll become a force to be reckoned with…”

“And we’ll be able to conquer the Morellis once and for all,” Win finishes for her. “And anyone else who attempts to come for us.”

I turn on my brother, incensed. “You actually believe this is a good idea?”

He’s quiet for a moment, as if searching for the right words to use. “I think it could be advantageous, yes.”

His answer feels like a betrayal. A slap in my face. Easy for them to say I should do this when they’re the ones who don’t have to marry a complete stranger.

“What if there’s a woman in my life already? What then? Am I supposed to tell her, ‘Sorry, babe, gotta marry someone else because Mommy says so’? How’s that going to fly with my girlfriend?” I ask, making up this shit as I go along.

And Jesus, that sounds fucking awful. What will people think of me? My friends? Other women in my life? From my past? The rest of the family?

They’ll think it’s just what I do. What I always do. Go along with whatever our mother says, no questions asked.

An aggravated sigh escapes Winston and he leans back in his chair. “Perry, you surprise me.”

“What do you mean?” I retort.

“First off, we know you don’t have a girlfriend, so you can fuck off with that theory,” he says, slowly shaking his head. “You’re impressing me with your flat-out refusal to go along with the idea, though. I figured you’d readily agree because you always say yes when it comes to Mother and her requests.”

Right now, I can’t bask in my brother’s approval. Even though it means the world to me to have it. “Marrying someone I don’t know isn’t something I can readily agree with. Marriage will change the course of my entire life.”

“Only for a little while,” Mother says.

My gaze returns to hers. “What do you mean?”

“You’ll have to go through a very public engagement. A rather public wedding. You’ll need to remain quiet and appear the devoted husband to your new, beautiful wife, but eventually, you may…stray. If necessary. It’s part of the contract.” She offers a delicate shrug.

“What the fuck? Are you serious?” I’m angry on my future wife’s behalf.

Who the hell adds in an it’s okay to cheat clause into a marriage contract?

The same asshole who barters his daughter off for an arranged marriage, that’s who.

“You can worry about all of that shit later,” Winston says, glancing at his watch yet again. “I have to go. Am I still needed here?”

“You may go, Winston,” Mother says, as if he won’t leave until he receives her approval.

He’s already striding away before she can get the words out, the door closing on a soft snick, leaving us alone.

I steel myself, prepared for a barrage of convincing words. I know how this works, and she does too.

She firmly believes she’ll get me to agree to this, but for once…

Pretty sure Mama Constantine is wrong.
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Chapter Two


Charlotte

I’m sitting in my favorite chair, reading a book with my cat in my lap when my bedroom door bangs open, startling me so badly I drop the book.

“We need to talk.”

The booming sound of my father’s voice makes Doja jump off my lap with an irritated meow.

“What do we need to talk about?” I barely make eye contact with my father. Reginald Lancaster is intimidating. Angry. Lately almost all the time. He’s rarely home, thank God, and when he is, my mother makes herself scarce.

Not that I can blame her. I do the same thing. And really, she’s rarely home, so it’s nothing different. Usually, it’s just me and the servants wandering around the monstrosity that is my family’s townhouse in Manhattan.

Oh, and Doja the cat. Can’t forget her.

“I’ve found someone for you.” He shuts the door and moves further into my bedroom, his gaze scanning over every little thing, though I doubt he actually sees anything.

He doesn’t know me. He never really has. I’m the forgotten one—the only daughter when all he wanted was a houseful of sons. Big, strapping Lancasters to carry on the family name. The legacy. A baby girl is useless. Only good for one thing—making babies.

And even there I fail in his eyes. None of my babies will be Lancasters.

“What do you mean, you’ve found someone for me?” I ask warily, bracing myself.

“Your future husband.” He settles into my desk chair, turning it so he’s facing me. He’s getting older. There’s plenty of gray at his temples and lines fanning from his eyes and bracketing his mouth, but he’s still handsome. Dignified. He lures everyone in with his charm, but I know the truth.

Deep down, he’s cruel. Cold. Hard on my brothers, especially the baby of the family, Crew. When I was young, our father ignored me. As I got older, he treated me with indifference.

Until I became rebellious. That last year in high school consisted of me testing my limits on a regular basis, taunting the devil, so to speak. I eventually broke him, and felt his wrath.

More times than I care to admit.

He’s currently assessing me with those cold blue eyes we all inherited. The Lancaster gaze, my mother calls it. She has brown eyes, which are genetically dominant, but not when it comes to the Lancasters.

Wait a minute. Did he actually say—

“My future husband?” I squeak.

Irritation flits across his features. “Your tone, Charlotte. Please. And yes, you’re engaged to be married.”

I sit up, suddenly struggling to breathe. I’ve been very comfortable in my existence, despite how boring it truly is. I don’t cause my family any trouble—not anymore.

Once upon a time, I did though. And that’s the reason I’m being kept in a cage.

Now I leave the troublemaking up to my brothers and cousins, who create enough havoc to last twenty lifetimes. I stay at home most nights, reading or watching movies—old ones usually. At one point, I read a lot of books on witchcraft and even considered becoming a witch who sought revenge for others. Doja could be my familiar and I would go around casting spells on unsuspecting men who did their women wrong.

This still sounds like a good idea, if I’m ever out amongst the living once again. It’s been a year since I came home from Paris, hurt and humiliated. I went there to study architecture at one of the most prestigious universities in the world and learn from the experts. My father was dismissive, believing I went to France for an extended shopping excursion, though I proved him wrong with that idea.

I’m not my mother.

No, instead I fell under the spell of my history of architecture instructor. A charming Irish man with dark eyes and hair, who was older and worldly. I had the most obvious crush on him—all of us did. But I was the one he kissed in the empty classroom. That kiss turned into a whirlwind affair that lasted almost the entire semester.

Until his girlfriend showed up for a surprise visit—during class. She burst into the room and ran up to him, smothering him in kisses. Leaving me completely devastated.

Ruined.

Like the hurt, immature girl I was, I promptly dropped out of the university and came home, proving my father right. He always said I wouldn’t amount to anything.

I proved him right.

The pain Seamus put me through has mostly faded but sometimes it returns, like a dull, throbbing ache deep in my chest. Reminding me I still have a heart.

And that it’s still wounded.

It’s an angry pain though. One that makes me clench my fists and wish I could punch something. He was my rebellion, and for those three blissful monthly, we had a thrilling, passionate affair.

Until he broke my heart when I found out I was the mistress.

The asshole.

The sadness is mostly gone, as is the hurt. The revenge though? It still lives inside of me, like a tiny little flame, flickering and sputtering but never completely out. I seek it against one specific man, though I have no idea how to find him. I’ve searched social media, the staff pages at the university, and have come up mostly empty. Seamus McTiernan doesn’t have much of a social imprint.

“Charlotte!” My father’s booming voice pulls me from my thoughts. “Did you hear what I said?”

I sit up straighter, stuffing the irritation down. “Yes, I did.” I clear my throat. “Who exactly am I marrying?”

Father turns to face me, his expression impassive. As if he’s talking about something as mundane as the weather, when he’s really about to tell me the name of the man who will change my life forever.

“Perry Constantine.”

I frown, the name on repeat in my mind.

Perry Constantine.

I have no idea who he is.

“I don’t know him.”

He makes a dismissive noise. “You don’t know many people. I’m not surprised.”

When you’re wounded, you retreat. And that’s exactly what I did for far too long. So long, I got comfortable.

Too comfortable.

“I don’t want to get married. I’m too young.” Expressing my feelings normally wouldn’t matter to this man, but maybe…

Just maybe he has an ounce of compassion buried deep inside of him, and he’ll realize this is something I don’t want. He’ll actually listen to me, and grant my wishes.

A girl can dream.

“How old are you again?” he asks gruffly, his upper lip lifting in the faintest sneer as he once again looks around my room. At my belongings.

All of my many belongings.

I’m a collector. Some might say I’m a bit of a hoarder, but I love bits and baubles and books and photos and pretty, shiny things. Nothing too expensive, though I can afford to purchase whatever I want.

I prefer old things. Previously owned and lovingly used. An old bracelet that belonged to a heartbroken woman. A necklace with a heart locket, a crumbling pressed flower kept inside. A long-forgotten photo of a family with smiles on their faces and their arms around each other. As if they actually enjoy spending time together.

In other words, the complete opposite of my family.

“Twenty,” I tell him, faintly hurt that he doesn’t know.

That he doesn’t care to know.

“Plenty old to become a wife. You need to clean out this room anyway.” His gaze returns to mine, cold and unwavering. “Getting married and moving out is the perfect excuse to do so.”

I stare at him, at a loss for words. He’s giving me no choice, but when has he ever? Reminding myself I need to sound like a rational human, I release a deep, cleansing breath, hoping he’ll respond to logic. “I don’t even know this man.”

“Doesn’t matter. What’s done is done.” His voice is firm.

“This is my life—”

“No,” he interrupts, shaking his head. “It’s our lives. You’re a Lancaster, and as my only daughter, you will do as I say. The last time you tried to do something for yourself, you bungled it up completely and came home humiliated.”

The reminder isn’t necessary.

“I don’t trust you to not mess it up again. You need to be told what to do. Guided through your life. This marriage will do you good. Keep you in line,” he explains.

He treats me like an idiot. He actually believes I’m one too. That I’m too stupid to make my own decisions without his guidance. I suppose I proved that to him with all of the horrible choices I made in Paris.

No way can I just readily agree to marrying someone I don’t even know, though. This is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.

“But—”

“Don’t go against me, girl. You know how I feel about that.”

The ferociousness in his tone has me clamming up, dropping my gaze to the floor. I grip my hands together, trying to contain the sudden shaking.

“Where is Mother?’

“In the kitchen. Don’t think you can convince her that you shouldn’t do this. She’s in agreement with me.” He rests his hands on his hips, the cut of his gray wool pinstriped suit absolutely perfect. I couldn’t begin to tell you what he does for a living. The Lancaster money is generational. The original Augustus Lancaster made enough to support his family for almost two hundred years.

“I just—want to talk to her,” I say, feeling defensive. “If I’m going to get married. We’ll need to plan.”

His smile is faint, though it doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Being agreeable for once. I appreciate that.”

The words are like a slap. A painful reminder that once upon a time, not too long ago, I wasn’t that agreeable. I fought against him, rebelled in the worst way possible, only to be left devastated and broken.

I came home and swore I’d be stronger. I had new rules to follow.

Never trust anyone.

Don’t give away your heart.

Men suck—avoid them at all costs.

I’ve lived by those self-made rules ever since.

“I don’t think you’re giving me much choice,” I say with an edge of defiance in my tone.

The smile fades, his gaze growing stormy. “You’re right. The engagement party is in a week. I’ll send your mother up and you can go shopping for proper attire.”

I glance down at myself. I’m wearing all black—my favorite color. If he thinks I’m going to wear something demure and pastel colored to an engagement party that I never asked for, that’s happening in a week, he’s got another thing coming. “Okay,” I say simply.

“Yes, sir,” he snaps.

I lift my gaze to his, glaring at him. “Yes, sir.”

I make it sound like fuck you. I hope he can tell.

Unfortunately, I don’t think he could. He turns on his heel and storms out of my room, slamming the door behind him.

Doja jumps on my lap the moment he’s gone, purring and rubbing against my hand, seeking affection. I give it to her absently, my mind racing as I grab my phone and go straight to a new browser.

And type in the name Perry Constantine.

Hitting the images tab, all sorts of photos fill my screen. All of a man who looks only a few years older than me, which is confusing.

Perry is such an old-fashioned name. I was half afraid he’d be some old geezer around my father’s age in search of a fresh young wife. Or like Seamus, who was in his late thirties, which at the time seemed so…forbidden.

Clearly I had some daddy issues I was dealing with.

Instead, Perry Constantine is young. Tall. Broad shoulders and golden haired with vivid blue eyes and straight teeth. I know this because he smiles easily. In every single photo—most of them with a different woman by his side, always beautiful, always dressed impeccably, if a little too sexily. He’s grinning as if he’s won the lottery and I’m sure in that particular moment, he felt that way.

Just wait until he meets me. His future wife. I’m a little ball of joy.

Insert sarcasm here.

I get so lost in scrolling through the endless photos of Perry Constantine, I lose track of time, startling when there’s a soft knock on my door, followed by, “May I come in?”

My mother.

“Yes,” I call and the door swings open.

Doja jumps off my lap and crawls under my bed, a low growl emanating from her throat. She really doesn’t like my mother, and I can’t figure out why.

Louisa Lancaster cuts an elegant figure no matter where she’s at or what she’s doing. For instance, she’s currently in her “spending the day at home” attire, which is a cream-colored cashmere crewneck sweater and matching cashmere pants. A thin gold chain dangles from her neck and she flutters her hands, the giant diamonds on her fingers flashing and twinkling in the light.

“Are you excited?” she asks, clasping her hands together and tucking them under her chin as she studies me.

“About my impending marriage I only just found out about, to a complete stranger?” I roll my eyes. “Absolutely thrilled.”

Mother drops her hands, disappointment etched all over her face. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I know it’s not quite what you envisioned for your future, but your father is giving us no choice. The deal is done. He thought this was the best way for you to find someone after the other…failed attempts.”

Failed attempts? I can only think of the one. Did they really believe I would go to Paris and find my future husband? That’s hard to believe.

Instead, I met a darkly handsome charmer who sweet-talked me right out of my panties after only a couple of months of what I believed to be harmless flirting and endless conversations about Parisian architecture.

God, what a mess I made.

And we can’t forget my debutante ball. My father believed the finest young men Manhattan had to offer would be lining up to date me upon my debut. After that disastrous night, not a one of them came calling.

Is that even a thing?

My negative vibe that evening didn’t help my chances. I didn’t want to be there, and I made it painfully obvious. I didn’t want to go through the entire spectacle, knowing I would undoubtedly fail. That no one would be interested in me. I was only going through the motions to make my parents happy, and besides, it was expected of me because I’m a Lancaster.

What they’ve discovered is I’m the most boring Lancaster to ever exist.

The last year has been peaceful. Quiet. No one has asked me to do anything, and I love it. I fend for myself. I spend time with the servants and enjoy their company. I’ve read enough books to fuel my rather fervent imagination. I’ve dabbled in writing. Mostly poetry.

I like my solitary existence. I don’t need something like a freaking husband to mess that up.

Once my father makes up his mind, he won’t budge. He believes this is my only recourse, and he won’t let me back out of it. And if it’s messed up somehow, and we don’t go through with the marriage, it’ll end up being my fault.

It always is.

And I’ll pay the price.

I always do.

“We need to pick out a dress for you to wear to your engagement party,” Mother says, pointing at me when I open my mouth. I slam my lips shut. “And nothing black. You want to look like a radiant bride-to-be, not a depressed goth girl.”

I can’t believe my mother just called me a goth girl. “Perfect. I can wear black to the wedding, then.” I smile serenely, knowing she’s going to turn me down, but attempting to shoot my shot anyway.

The expression of horror on my mother’s face is comical. “Absolutely not. You can’t wear black to your wedding, Charlotte. That’s so…unbecoming.”

Knew she’d say that. “The whole idea of this wedding is unbecoming if you ask me. I don’t even know him.”

“You’ll get to know him,” Mother says, like what’s happening to me is perfectly normal.

“At our engagement party?” I actually scoff, which I can tell irritates her. Everything I do seems to irritate her. “When is the wedding date anyway?”

“Sometime in late October, though it’s not one hundred percent confirmed yet,” she answers.

My favorite month, ruined thanks to getting married to a total stranger. “Great. That’s less than six weeks away.”

Why the rush? And who is this guy? Why would he so readily agree to marry me, sight unseen?

None of this makes sense.

“Darling, this is a good thing. A solid marriage you can count on. Someone to have children with. You know, your fiancé is rather attractive.” The gleam in my mother’s eye fills me with unease.

Everyone knows Louisa Lancaster hasn’t been faithful to her husband, which I suppose is fine because he’s not faithful to her either. They put on a united front, and for the most part, I do believe they’re united. They’re friendly. There’s no obvious animosity, but their relationship lost all spark long, long ago. Maybe it never had any spark to begin with. They continue to each have their affairs on the side, but nothing too blatant or obvious.

Yet somehow everyone knows my father’s penchant for women with bright red—overly fake—hair and my mother’s desire for a younger man. She keeps getting older, yet they stay the same age.

Around twenty. Twenty-five tops. Once they creep closer to thirty, it’s over.

And that’s gross.

“He is,” I say simply, wondering at the unfamiliar possessive feeling I’m experiencing toward him. Not that he belongs to me, but he is my future husband.

Meaning he’s off-limits to my mother.

“You must prepare for this engagement party, Charlotte. There’s no time to waste considering it’s happening in a week. Next Saturday evening. We’ll be having it here at the house. Something small and tasteful. Oh and you’re scheduled to take your engagement announcement photos Wednesday afternoon at one o’clock in the park.”

“What? I’m taking photos with him? There’s going to be an engagement announcement?” I jump to my feet and start pacing. I would never do this in front of my father, but my mother? I don’t care.

She watches me pace, wringing her hands together. “Of course, there will be. It’s what’s done—what’s always been done. You’re our only daughter and you’re about to get married, so we want to show you off.”

It takes everything inside of me not to laugh. That’s not the point of this at all, and she knows it. I know it too. This isn’t them being excited for their only daughter’s impending nuptials.

This is my father flexing to his business associates—and enemies—that he is uniting with this Constantine family and they’ll supposedly become a force to be reckoned with. For all I know, the Constantines want to flex the merger as well. I’m sure they do. Our family is richer than God.

And that’s all this is to them. To everyone. A business merger of two families coming together. Straight out of the Middle Ages.

“Does he even want to marry me?” I’m sure most everyone in my parents’ circles knows my reputation. There is no one lining up, eager to take me out.

Not that I care. Any guy I’d like, my father would probably shut down. He hates everything I’m interested in.

Sometimes I think he even hates me.

“Of course he does,” she says quickly.

Too quickly.

Is he being forced into this arrangement too?

“I should at least meet him first before we take our relationship public,” I say, coming to a stop in front of her. “Is this how you married Daddy? Were you strangers brought together as part of a business merger?”

Her gaze is full of sadness and my heart catches at the expression on her face that’s there and gone in an instant. “Do you want the truth? Or do you want me to lie and tell the story the public knows about our relationship?”

Chills wash over me, settling in my stomach. I don’t want to know any of it. I choose to remain silent.

Her smile is small. “That’s what I thought. Now get dressed. Properly. I’m going to take you shopping.”
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Chapter Three


Perry

They wouldn’t let us meet for the first time alone.

No surprise. I’m sure they figured we’d concoct a plot together on how to overthrow this sham of an engagement, and they’re probably right. I would love to come up with something to get me out of this, but not be the one to make the move. I’d rather my future wife throw a tantrum and call it off, leaving me to walk away guilt-free.

If I could be so lucky.

Every once in a while, it hits me—I’m engaged. I’ll be married, to a woman I don’t even know.

A woman I don’t want to know.

Mother would kill me if she knew I was trying to come up with ways to end this. Hell, Winston probably wouldn’t like it either. Seems he wants the merger just as bad as Mother does, though her intentions are different from my brother’s.

If I have to go through with this, I’m only doing it for my family. They mean everything to me. My brothers, my sisters, my mother. My long-dead father. I never thought I’d have to sacrifice my own choices for something like this. A fake relationship—a fake wedding.

A fake life.

While everyone else in my family gets to marry for love. Talk about unfair.

Story of my life lately. I suppose I had to pay sometime. I’ve been the untouchable son for so long, I figured I’d always carry on the role. I’m the one our mother always indulges. Always approves of. The one who can get away with a bunch of shit day in and day out, who can spend all of his money but it’s no problem, because I’ll always get more.

Lately I’ve proven to Winston I can work for Halcyon and do a good job. I’ve stepped up. I want more, and I’m doing my damnedest to prove to my brother I can be trusted. He can rely on me.

That’s important to me. I’ve always looked up to Winston, even when he acted like I was a complete nuisance.

Mother texted me a few minutes ago that she’s arrived and I stride through the lobby of my apartment building, making my way outside where I spot the town car sitting at the curb with its engine running. I open the door and climb inside, my mother’s surprised gaze meeting mine once I’ve closed the door.

“Oh, Perry.” The disappointment in her voice is clear and I slump into my seat across from her. “What in the world are you wearing?”

I glance down at myself. “What’s wrong with it?”

“You look like a young…” She waves her hand, for once at a loss for words. “Mafia don about to meet his subjects. Do you expect them to kneel before you and kiss your rings?”

Damn, that sounds dope as hell. Though I can tell by the look on her face, she doesn’t approve.

I hold my hands out, splaying my fingers. “Too many rings?”

“Far too many.” She tries to grab for one of my fingers and I pull back just in time. “And please, button up your shirt. You’re so—exposed. I can see your tattoos.”

She really, really hates the tattoos, which I think makes me love them even more.

But I keep that to myself. She’s aggravated enough.

I slip off a couple of heavy silver rings from each hand and stuff them into my pants pocket before I reach for the front of my white shirt, slowly doing up a couple of buttons but not all of them. I was going for a certain something tonight and she’s killing my vibe. “This is the new look now, Ma. I’m just trying to stay on trend.”

“By looking like a hooligan.” She makes a harumphing noise but I see the sparkle in her gaze.

I think she liked it that I called her ma. I’m the only one of her children who would ever dare say it.

“That’s the trend I’m going for. Hooligan hotness.” I shake my hair out of my eyes, which catches her attention.

“You need a haircut before your photo session,” she says.

“What photo session?” I frown, pushing my hair away from my face with irritation. I should probably cut it but…

I don’t want to. Again, I’m going for a look. One I like, that makes me stand out. Everyone else in this family is clean cut and proper—at least on the outside. I may not be rebellious in my actions, but I can be with my looks.

“Your engagement photos,” she says with the faintest bit of irritation. “You’re taking them in Central Park Wednesday afternoon.”

I start laughing. It’s either that or scream while I’m punching something, and my mother wouldn’t appreciate that. “Unbelievable. I don’t even know this chick.”

“She’s a lovely girl,” she says.

“You know her?” I raise a brow.

“No, but I’ve been told she’s quite lovely. Easy to talk to. Beautiful. All things you can work with.”

Now it’s my turn to be irritated. What is she implying, that I should be grateful for the opportunity to marry some rich snot who’s probably never seen a dick before in her life?

I’m still standing by my angry virgin comment.

“Doesn’t really matter to you, since you’re not the one who has to marry her,” I say grumpily.

“It most certainly does matter to me, since I’ll be dealing with this girl for the rest of my life. She’s to become your wife, Perry, which is a very important role. To carry on the Constantine name. She’s the only one with proper lineage to do so,” Mother sniffs.

“Come on, you like Ash.”

“I tolerate her.”

“And Iris.” My brother Keaton’s fiancée. “She’s cool.”

“Her father is a teacher.” She shivers, as if she’s completely disgusted by the thought. “So common.”

“Not like we’re royalty.”

“We will be once you marry a Lancaster.” Her smile is downright radiant. “The prestige that comes with that family name is impeccable. Untouchable. You’ll be a part of American royalty, Perry. That’s so important. You’ll go down in history as a member of the Lancaster family.”

I turn away from her without a word, staring out the window as I watch the city pass us by. We’re going in to Manhattan for dinner close to the Lancaster headquarters. I looked up photos of this townhouse they live in uptown. It’s fucking huge.

“Your first son, perhaps you can give him the name of Lancaster. Lancaster Constantine has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” Mother asks.

No. I think that sounds fucking ridiculous. Again, I don’t answer her.

After I found out the name of my fiancée, I looked up Charlotte Lancaster on the web because who wouldn’t? You google any of us Constantines and you’ll find out something. Most of the time it’s completely inaccurate information or a flat-out lie, but there we are. Recent photos. Articles about our various businesses. Features on Winston in financial or business magazines. Write-ups on Keaton from his glory days playing rugby.

Photos of me at parties. Coming out of a club with a woman on my arm. Hell, there were even recent photos of me and Tinsley together, and the jackass who wrote the article about us said I was dating her.

Bet that jackass got fired when they realized she was my sister.

Charlotte Lancaster, though? There’s not much about her, especially lately. A few family photos with her included, though she’s a kid in most of them. A teen with a mouth full of metal in another. A bunch of photos from the infamous debutante ball, where she’s scowling and looks so pissed off, I’m surprised she didn’t melt the camera she glared at.

Girl has a major chip on her shoulder, that’s for sure.

She slipped off the radar completely about a year ago, and no one really has any idea why. Sex scandal maybe?

Ha, I wish.

“Her dating record is nonexistent, which is a good thing,” Mother continues.

“That you know of,” I mutter. Money like the Lancaster family has can hide all of her indiscretions. No one would be the wiser if she has some major skeleton in her closet. Bribes work well in shutting others up.

I’d have no clue. None of us would.

“Perry, you’re so negative about this entire situation, which is very unlike you.” She pastes on an encouraging smile. “You’re about to meet your fiancée. You should be excited.”

My mother is delusional. What the hell do I have to be excited about? I’m being forced into a marriage I don’t want.

If this was any of my other siblings, they would’ve already told her hell no. I’m the stupid one who agreed. Who acted like I didn’t have a choice, when we always have one.

Even me.

“This isn’t a conventional arrangement that I can be excited about. I’m marrying a complete stranger,” I tell her, letting the irritation show in my voice. My entire demeanor. The more we talk about it, the more incensed I become. I welcome the anger that suddenly floods my veins and I clench my fists together so tightly, my rings cut into my flesh.

“Do it for me,” Mother says, her voice soft. “For the family. For all of us. And for your future. If the deal goes through that your brother is working on, the Constantine legacy will live on. Forever.”

“I thought that was already guaranteed,” I mutter, resting my fists on top of my knees. I wish I could hit something.

Anything. Just to get my frustration out.

Not a normal feeling for me. I’m the easygoing Constantine. The only one who knows how to have a good time—publicly. Feels like everyone else in my family has a stick up their ass most days.

I can feel that stick now, trying to lodge itself permanently in my ass. All due to my new and very unwanted circumstance.

“Nothing in life is guaranteed. We constantly have to fight for what’s ours.” She hesitates for only a moment. “Never forget that.”

How can I, when she’s constantly throwing shit like this in my face?
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Chapter Four


Charlotte

I can’t stop staring at the front door of the restaurant, mentally willing Perry Constantine to appear so we can get this evening over with.

But he still hasn’t shown up. It’s now twenty minutes past our agreed meeting time, and I’m getting antsy—to the point that I can’t stop squirming in my seat.

“Charlotte,” Mother whisper hisses, irritation written all over her face. She even grabs hold of my arm, like I’m a five-year-old child having a public tantrum. “Stop fidgeting!”

I go as still as possible, holding my breath until my lungs ache. When she releases me, I exhale all at once, reaching for the glass of ice water, wishing it were wine.

So close to twenty-one, I can almost taste it, but not yet. Besides, I’m sure my mother wants me sober tonight. Not that I’m ever drunk around her, but she wants me to have my wits about me, as she says.

Some old-fashioned cliché saying no one uses but her.

It’s all part of my penance for what happened in Paris. Once I came home broken hearted and a complete disgrace, my parents—specifically my father—kept me under lock and key. Never to be seen again.

The shame he must feel in regards to me is painful. How could a stupid months-long romance with an Irish nobody when I was nineteen bother him that much? Who cares?

He does, that’s who.

The restaurant door swings open and Caroline Constantine glides inside the restaurant, her gaze sweeping the room before her attention is caught by the hostess greeting them.

Caroline is accompanied by him.

Perry.

Perry Constantine.

I keep thinking of his name. Muddling it over. Turning it round and round because soon, this man will become my husband. Soon, my name will be Charlotte Constantine, and while that has a certain ring to it that I don’t find particularly offensive, I still don’t know this guy, and for all I know, he could be a complete creep.

Though he doesn’t look particularly creepy at the moment.

He has a scowl on his pretty face, his lips formed in a delectable pout, his blue eyes hooded, hiding secrets, I’m sure. His dark-blond hair is a riotous, slightly wavy mess and he’s wearing a white button-down shirt with black pants, and a belt with a heavy silver buckle that I can’t help but stare at. Fairly typical, if not downright boring attire for a man about to go to a nice restaurant.

But damn if he hasn’t put it all together in this messy, sexy way. The shirt fits him perfectly, as if it were custom made, and he has a few too many buttons undone, revealing at least three silver chains around his neck, maybe more. Rings glint on his fingers, silver and heavy.

Hmm. This is where it’s painful for me to admit that I’m intrigued. I figured he’d be some stiff suit and dress accordingly. Boring rich guy, like all the rest of them.

“Charlotte.” Mother slaps her butter knife across my knuckles, making me yelp and snatch my hand off the table. “Stop staring. It’s rude.”

“What’s rude is you abusing me in the middle of this restaurant.” I send her a look, hating how small she always makes me feel. Inconsequential. The least important member of the family and I should never forget it. I’m surprised they’re paying so much attention to me and putting together this wedding for me in the first place. I always thought they’d want me to elope with some no name and disappear forever. “And I can stare at my future husband for as long as I want. Shouldn’t I appear to be the doting fiancée?”

The exasperated sigh that leaves my mother almost makes me smile. “I should’ve asked your father to meet them with us. Then you wouldn’t act up.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” I mutter. “He’s played a big enough part in this façade.”

“You’re to make the best of it,” she whispers harshly, her tone suddenly changing when we both realize they’re drawing close. “Oh, Caroline. It’s so lovely to finally meet you!”

I leap to my feet alongside my mother, trying to ignore the jittery nerves plaguing me when I realize Perry is standing right there. Right in front of us.

Directly in front of me.

My throat is so dry it’s difficult for me to swallow and I try to catch his gaze. Hopefully communicate with him silently that I’m just as much a pawn in this as I’m sure he is.

But he just glares down at the floor, reminding me of a sulking toddler.

“Perry.” His mother slaps him in the chest, causing him to jolt and lift his head. “This is Louisa Lancaster.”

“A pleasure,” my mother practically purrs as she offers her hand to him, making me inwardly wince.

Perry shakes her hand, almost immediately releasing it the moment their palms connect. “Nice to meet you.”

“And this is my daughter, Charlotte,” Mother says as she turns to look at me, an encouraging smile on her face, her gaze pleading for me to behave.

I nod once at Caroline, taking her hand when she extends her arm in my direction. “Hello.” I barely look her in the eye, suddenly intimidated.

“Lovely,” Caroline murmurs, loud enough for me to hear her. I’m sure that was on purpose, though I don’t understand why. “You’ll do. You’ll do just fine.”

Ignoring her strange comment, I focus all of my attention on Perry, lifting my head to find him already watching me. Anger blazes from those intense blue eyes, his hands in his pockets, his stance casual.

Deceiving.

He’s mad. Furious even. Looks like someone wants this marriage just about as much as I do.

“Perry,” I say to him, taking a step forward and rising up on tiptoe so I can brush my lips against his cheek. It’s faintly scratchy, as if he couldn’t be bothered to shave, and holy hell, the man smells divine. “It’s so good to meet you, my beloved.”

I take a step back, a little wobbly on my feet thanks to the extraordinarily high heels I’m wearing. I watch him carefully, waiting for my sarcastic comment to hit. He knew I was faking, right? By calling him beloved?

He must.

“Finally, we meet.” He smiles, revealing a fine set of straight white teeth. That smile changes his entire mood, and he looks like the happy-go-lucky partier I saw when I googled him a few nights ago. “It’s been far too long.”

Wait a second—he’s going along with my façade?

“Forever,” I say, a squeal leaving me when he sweeps me into his arms, holding me extremely close. I stiffen for a moment at the intimacy of the embrace. My hands are on his very firm chest, as if I’m about to push him away and my lower body is pressed far too close to his.

I wrench myself out of his embrace, glaring at him as I wipe my sweaty palms on the hot-pink skirt of my over-the-top, frothy-like-a-pastry dress.

His eyes are full of appreciation as they drift down, taking me in. I school my features as if his blatant staring doesn’t affect me whatsoever. That’s my normal mode of operation. Pretend everything is well and good, even when it’s not.

When I finally dare look into Perry’s eyes again, I see that they’re still blazing with emotion. Not as much anger anymore, though.

No, now I see interest there. Intrigue. Curiosity.

I feel the same about him.

I will never let him see it though.

“Let’s sit,” Mother announces.

We both settle back into our chairs as Caroline and Perry sit across from us. His legs are so long and our table is so narrow that his knees bump into mine once.

Then again, sending a shockwave rippling through me.

Just from his knee touching mine.

“Sorry,” he says clearly, one side of his mouth quirked up the slightest bit.

“Sorry for what, dear?” his mother asks, turning to look at him with an adoring gaze. I wonder if he’s her favorite.

I wonder what that feels like.

“I keep bumping into my fiancée,” he says, waving at me with long, elegant fingers. I wish I could grab his hand and study those rings. They’re…interesting. “Under the table.”

Caroline turns her gaze upon me. “You’ll have to excuse my son. He doesn’t mean to be so clumsy.”

“He already apologized,” I say, wondering why she said that. Does she think it’s her job to speak for him? He’s a grown man.

Weird.

The mothers chat while I study the menu, sneaking glances at Perry every few seconds. I can sense him doing the same, though every time I glance up, his blond head is bent, his long eyelashes making me the tiniest bit jealous as he scans the open menu in front of him. At one point I’m openly staring at him and he lifts his head, his arresting blue eyes meeting mine and I just gape at him for a moment.

“Have you eaten here before?” he asks, lifting a brow.

I don’t like men who can lift a brow like that. Men who are handsome and know it, men who exude confidence, radiate arrogance. They can’t be trusted.

No man can. Not really.

“No,” I finally answer. “Can’t say that I have.”

“Me either.” He slaps his menu shut. “Been engaged before?”

“Can’t say that I’ve done that either,” I answer him, my voice light. Like this is a completely normal conversation. “How about you?”

“I haven’t even been in a serious relationship,” he retorts, leaning back in his chair in a rather insolent way.

Ugh. He’s too attractive. Too comfortable in his own skin, which I find completely aggravating.

“Same.” I carefully close my menu, resting my linked hands on top of it. “We need to figure out a way to talk. Communicate without…”

I tilt my head in the mothers’ direction.

He nods once, his expression impassive. “Open communication will help us.”

“Definitely.” I hesitate for only a moment. “I get the sense that you’re not particularly agreeable with this—situation.”

“I don’t necessarily agree with it, no.”

My shoulders practically sag with relief. “Me either. It’s the very last thing I want to do. I’m too young.”

“So am I.” His gaze narrows. “I don’t even know you.”

“I don’t know you either. I won’t settle for marrying a stranger.”

“They say the contract has already been signed.” He leans forward, as if he’s about to offer a delicious secret. “And it’s ironclad.”

That wasn’t delicious. In fact, that was downright unappealing, what he just shared. “We’re involved in this contract, yet we didn’t sign anything?”

“Oh, that’s coming,” Perry says with all that self-assuredness only an overconfident man would display. “I’ve seen the documents. We’ll have to sign all kinds of things, including an NDA.”

Of course, there’s an NDA. Can’t worry about us blabbing all the family secrets to the media.

“What if I refuse?” I raise my brows.

He shifts forward again, resting his forearms on the table, his face coming closer and closer, until I can smell him again. It should be criminal, to smell as good as this man does. “They won’t let you refuse. You’re stuck with me.”

“Then what’s the point of communicating without—” I incline my head toward the meddling mothers again. “—them being involved if we’re unable to get ourselves out of this?”

“Fair point,” he says with a nod. “Perhaps we could fix things to work in our favor?”

“How?” I don’t see how any of this could work in my favor. I’m stuck in an impossible situation. Engagement photo sessions and parties and weddings? That sounds…

Awful.

“Darlings,” my mother says, causing both of us to snap to attention. “We’ve been discussing the idea of finding you a new home. A place to call your own.”

Here’s where I can’t lie—I like the idea of getting away from my parents once and for all. Though I will miss Jasper, the family butler who I’ve grown quite close to over the years.

I suppose as long as I have Doja and all of my things, I’ll be happy wherever I end up.

Hmm. Maybe.

An idea forms, and I glance over at Perry. Maybe I can use him and our marriage as a way to get out from under my father’s control once and for all. He won’t care what I’m doing once my name changes to Constantine. He’ll probably forget I even exist.

“Here in Manhattan?” Perry asks, sounding hopeful.

“No. You need a family home once you’re married,” his mother says. “Somewhere in Bishop’s Landing. I have a few properties in mind for the two of you. With plenty of bedrooms for you to fill with children.”

She smiles. And it’s weird, how easily she talks of us having kids, when we don’t even know each other. I have no idea if we’re sexually compatible, and if I’m being real right now, I don’t want to see if we are either.

I’m not interested. Despite how delicious he smells.

“Ma,” Perry starts but his mother shushes him, her intense stare aimed at him and no one else. I almost feel sorry for him.

“There’s no need to discuss it. We’ll find you a house,” she says firmly.

Anger blazes from Perry’s very being but his mother doesn’t even notice. The idea of living in Bishop’s Landing doesn’t appeal to my future husband.

Doesn’t particularly appeal to me either.

Fingers circle around my wrist and I freeze up, my gaze shooting to my future husband to find him already watching me. The mothers are already involved in another conversation about what sort of house we should move into, so they’re not paying attention.

“Let me go,” I practically hiss, trying to pull out of his hold.

“We can’t let them go through with this.” His fingers spring away from my wrist, and I jerk my hand back into my lap, rubbing the spot where he touched me. “Pushing us into this marriage. We need to find a way out.”

“I agree.” What am I saying? I don’t agree.

Not at all.

This is my chance out. Why wouldn’t I want to marry this guy?

He’s the escape I’ve been looking for.
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Chapter Five


Perry

Didn’t think I’d feel this way, but I have to admit…

My fiancée is a hot little piece.

I still stand by my angry virgin assessment, but she’s sexy as fuck in the hot-pink dress that somehow covers her up yet shows her body off too. The dress has a freaking turtleneck for Christ’s sake, and billowy long sleeves. There’s no cleavage on display. Not even a bare shoulder or elbow, since the sleeves end right at her wrists in a sexy little flounce.

It’s that damn skirt that does me in. Extra short and with a flirty ruffled hem, it shows off plenty of leg.

And Charlotte Lancaster has really nice legs.

Too bad we’re stuck sitting at this table and I can’t really see them. I acted like there wasn’t enough room for me beneath the table earlier, but that was a lie. I was bumping into her on purpose so I could try and cop a feel of her bare knee or some shit. Like I’m a middle schooler trying to grope the hottest girl in class.

Not sure if she likes me, though. She greeted me like I was her long-lost lover, yet just now freaked out when I touched her. Those icy eyes when they met mine were full of fear.

All because I touched her freaking wrist.

Maybe she’s not interested. Which is too damn bad, because she’s definitely gorgeous. She just reeks of money and class, with the elegant bone structure and her perfectly put-together appearance. Large diamond studs glitter in each ear, bright enough to blind. Her hair color is classic ice-queen-rich-girl-from-Manhattan blonde—a variety of golden shades, each of them blended so perfectly, no one would ever question if it’s real or not.

I’d guess it’s fake. No one could have that many shades of gold and blonde in their hair. Not even ultra-rich heiresses who never have to work a day in their lives.

She seems all right. Not put off by my appearance and willing to work with me. Giving off very us-versus-them vibes when it comes to the moms.

“I’m glad you agree,” I finally tell Charlotte, my voice low as I lean over the table so I can get closer to her. Don’t need the mamas hearing our plot to ruin everything. “We need to figure out what our next move is.”

“We do.” She nods, her expression cool. Unreadable. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“What did you do to piss off your family?”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“There must be some reason they’re forcing you into an arranged marriage. What is it? Are you the family disgrace? Did you used to have a drug problem? Enjoy spending all of mommy and daddy’s money and got a little out of control? Oh, maybe you have a gambling problem?” Her brows lift up in challenge.

I sit up straighter, slightly offended by her assessment of me. “I haven’t done any of those things.”

“I’ve heard about your reputation though.” Her smile is not kind. “You like to party.”

Fucking paparazzi. They make me look like a sleazy asshole most of the time. “Not so much anymore.”

“You just got smarter. You’re not so obvious and they can’t find you.”

I blink at her, shocked that she figured me out. “It doesn’t matter. That was my past.”

“Your mother didn’t approve of you going out with a different woman every night? Is that why you’re being forced into marriage?”

From the look on her face, I can tell she’s genuinely curious. But I can’t tell her the truth. I know why I’m the one who’s being asked to do this, and why my family is so confident that I will.

I do everything Mother says. I always have. It’s why I’m her favorite. Everyone else blows her off. She had plans for every single one of my siblings at one point or another, and they all did whatever the hell they wanted.

She fully expects I’ll deliver. I always do.

For once, I don’t want to.

“My mother couldn’t give a shit about what I’m doing,” I say, lying through my teeth.

“Uh-huh.” Charlotte doesn’t believe me.

Of course she doesn’t.

The mothers start asking her about her color preferences, engaging her in conversation and leaving me to think about…everything.

I don’t want to get married to this woman.

Not at all.

I also don’t want to piss my mother off. Something I never do. For once, I should grow some balls and stand up to her.

Tell her no.

I’m finally feeling confident in life. At Halcyon. And this situation has to come along and fuck everything up.

This summer was one of the best I’ve ever had. I was in the Hamptons every weekend sharing a house with friends and coworkers from Halcyon.

It makes Winston crazy, that I “fraternize with the help,” but damn, I’ve made friends there. I want to hang out with them. I want to belong.

Something I’ve rarely felt like I do. I don’t necessarily belong with my family. I’m the odd one out, always have been. My friend groups were pretty small and tight knit throughout my school years, and most of those guys went off to college and never came back.

I don’t like to acknowledge it but I feel…lonely. Then I tell myself to get over it and end up at a club, dancing and drinking with nameless, faceless women, flirting with them. Sometimes I even go home with one of them.

Not lately though. And I guess not for a long time, thanks to my recent engagement.

I remember what Mother told me. How I could go about my business eventually, as long as I was discreet. Just the idea of cheating on this beautiful woman fills me with disgust.

Not that I want to marry her, but damn. Is that really the situation I’m going to end up in? Trapped in a loveless marriage, seeking affection and attention from another woman? Keeping a mistress for the rest of my days?

That sounds fucked up.

“I think we should stay in the city once we’re married,” my fiancée suggests to my mother, her voice raising so I can hear her. “Perry works at Halcyon, correct?”

My gaze goes from my mother to Charlotte, back to Mother again.

Looks like she did a little research on me.

“He does,” Mother says haltingly.

“We could stay in my apartment,” I suggest, earning a hard stare from my mother.

“I don’t think so,” she says, her voice clipped. “It’s far too small for the two of you. That’s why you need a house.”

Huh. Maybe she is right. We’d get in each other’s way, and I’m definitely going to need some space if I have to live with a stranger.

“It would probably be more convenient if he stayed here, then, don’t you think?” Charlotte turns to her mother. “We could move into the apartment Grant used to keep…”

Grant. The oldest brother. One of the assholes.

Louisa Lancaster grimaces. “But it’s so old and drafty.”

“Father had it redone, remember? And I don’t mind old and drafty. I love old stuff. You know this,” Charlotte tells her.

She loves old stuff? I wonder if she’s a collector. Or worse…

A hoarder.

A shimmer of disgust washes over me. I like my things new and shiny and expensive, with one exception.

Cars. Oh I like them shiny and expensive, but I prefer them on the older side. Like my Chevelle.

“Charlotte, you can’t bring all of your—things with you when you move in with your husband.” Her mom shoots me a look, and I smile at her, trying to be polite. Her gaze turns heavy lidded and flirtatious, just like that and I briefly glance down at my lap, vaguely disgusted.

What the hell was that all about?

“If he’s to accept me, he should accept all of me.” I glance up to find that Charlotte is now looking directly at me. “Right, future husband?”

“Of course, future wife.” I can play along with this game. “What sort of things are we talking about that I need to accept?”

“Perry,” my own mother admonishes, but I ignore her.

“Books and…oh, I don’t know. Knickknacks. Photos. Little glass dishes and vases. Candlesticks. Statues. Busts.” Charlotte shrugs. My gaze drops to her tits. She has a decent bust all right. “I’m a bit of a collector.”

“So am I.” I lean forward, suddenly eager to talk about my car collection when I realize my mother is sitting right next to me and she really doesn’t know anything about it. I clear my throat and settle back in my chair once more. “I mean…I want to be. Someday.”

“A collector of what exactly?” Charlotte asks, seeming genuinely curious.

“Classic cars,” I answer. “Those souped-up sports cars from the eighties are so—dope. I’ve got a 1969 classic Chevelle that’s orange and badass—”

“Perry.” Mother’s sharp voice silences all of us, including the server who has just approached our table. He slinks away to the table next to us, never saying a word. “No one wants to hear about your so-called car collection right now.”

“I do,” Charlotte says.

Everyone’s head swivels in her direction, including mine. I’m surprised by her show of support when we don’t even know each other.

She offers me a sly smile in return, her attention returning to my mother, her blue eyes going wide. Hmm.

Little Miss Innocent is putting on a show.

“That’s—wonderful,” my mother says stiffly as she sits up straighter. She doesn’t like to be called out or proven wrong. Not that Charlotte proved her wrong, per say. More like she’s agreeing with me when Mother is used to everyone agreeing with her. “Sounds like you two do have something in common, then.”

“I suppose so,” Charlotte says, gazing at me once more. “I guess it shouldn’t be surprising, then, that we could potentially work out. Though really, you’re not my type. I’m usually attracted to dark-haired men.”

“Charlotte,” her mother whisper hisses.

My mother full-on gasps.

I just smile at her, ignoring the oddly possessive feeling I’m experiencing at the thought of Charlotte with another guy. Specifically, a dark-haired man. “From the online research I’ve done, you have no type.”

“Perry,” Mother admonishes.

I don’t say anything else. Neither does Charlotte. The server saves us by returning to the table, a giant smile plastered on his face as he asks for our drink order. I make my request, unable to stop thinking about Charlotte being with someone else.

Maybe my angry virgin isn’t a virgin after all. And she’s being downright sweet, when I know she doesn’t give a shit about me, or our impending marriage.

What’s her motive here?

I’m going to do everything I can to figure it out before the night is over.

*     *     *

We’re leaving the restaurant after the excruciatingly long and painful meal we just suffered through. Our mothers discovered they have many common friends and acquaintances, though they aren’t particularly friendly themselves.

Or at least, they weren’t.

Throughout dinner they laughed and talked and compared notes. They drank enough martinis between the two of them to be shit-faced drunk, yet somehow, neither of them are. They’re both composed and laughing repeatedly, sharing phone numbers and promising to get together soon, especially now that they’re going to be family.

It sets me on edge, their easy familiarity. And that’s the key word—easy. It’s no big deal for these two to be friendly. To become actual friends. To share joy over the fact that their children are getting married to each other soon.

But it’s such a fucking farce, I don’t know how they can keep a straight face while talking about it. And trust, those two were talking about the wedding plans all damn night. Charlotte hardly got a word in when they contemplated color themes and reception locations. Caterers and photographers. It’s going to be a giant performance and I’m expected to act like the loyal groom, eager to see his beautiful bride walk down the aisle.

Give me a fucking break.

I somehow get Charlotte alone while we wait outside of the restaurant for our respective cars to arrive, the mothers too busy gossiping to pay us any attention. I take my chances and pull Charlotte aside, ignoring the way my fingers tingle when I clasped her arm. Or the way my heart thumps unevenly when I stare at her legs too long.

Fuck me, she’s sexy in that too-short dress.

I let go of her immediately, not wanting to send any mixed signals.

“We gotta figure out a way to get out of this,” I tell her, not wasting any time. “I don’t want to marry you. Pretty sure you don’t want to marry me either.”

“Truthfully? I’m starting to think it won’t be such a bad thing, living with you and pretending to be your wife. At least I won’t have to deal with her any longer.” Charlotte tilts her head in her mother’s direction. “Or my father.”

I quickly glance over my shoulder to see they’re both chattering away, oblivious to us making deals and plans behind their backs. “You’d marry me to get away from your parents?”

That seems extreme.

“I don’t have the best relationship with my father. He completely controls my life,” she explains, her gaze flitting away from mine.

There’s more to it than what she’s saying, but I’m not going to press. Not now.

“You could go to college,” I suggest.

She shakes her head. “I tried that. It didn’t work out.”

“Take a trip around the world? See all the sights? Gain some culture? Find a job, become a working woman?” Anything’s better than getting married to a stranger.

“After what happened, my father won’t let me out of his sight.”

“He’s letting you marry me,” I point out.

“That’s…different. He’s just passing his control of me over to you.” Her gaze meets mine briefly before she looks away again.

That sounds all kinds of fucked up. Something’s not right in the Lancaster house. “So you actually want to marry me.”

She shrugs, keeping her head averted. “Would it be such a chore?”

It would be a big-ass mess. I’ve changed my life enough to suit my mother’s wants and needs. Why should I let her pick out my future wife too? Of course I want her approval.

But I don’t want her organizing my entire damn life.

“This won’t work,” I say, not giving her anything to argue with. “You’ll need to figure out another option to get away from your father. That’s not on me.”

I feel like a dick the moment the words leave my mouth, and it’s my turn to not look her directly in the eyes. My gaze drops, lingering on her sexy-ass legs.

Nope. They’re not enough to tempt me to marry her.

“I don’t think you understand just how powerful my family is. A Lancaster always gets what they want. You don’t have a choice in the matter when it comes to us getting married, especially if I want it too.”

She makes her statement with a steely determination that comes out of nowhere. Looks like she has more of a backbone than I thought.

“Are you for real right now?” My gaze returns to her face, noting the anger that’s rolling off of her in palpable waves. The girl is pissed.

I really don’t care. Her family problems aren’t going to become my own.

She launches into some speech about the Lancasters and how no one crosses them but I’m not listening. Too busy checking out her legs yet again. How long and smooth they are, with the tiniest hint of shine to her skin. Like they’re covered in lotion.

My fingers literally itch to touch them. Just once. Just to see if they’re as smooth as they look.

Her voice drifts and her mood shifts, just like that. “Hey. Eyes up here, asshole.”

My gaze snaps back to hers. She looks furious, those clear blue eyes of hers blazing at me as if I’m the most offensive man on this planet. “Did you just call me an asshole?”

She lifts her chin, her lips formed in an almost delectable pout. “I did. You don’t need to gawk at me like some sort of pervert.”

“I’m the pervert who you want to be your husband,” I remind her, my voice going firm.

“Right, and I thought this wasn’t going to work,” she taunts.

I hate it when people throw my words back in my face.

“What’s your problem?” I slip my hands into my pockets, preventing myself from grabbing for her again. That I’m even tempted after she called me an asshole and a pervert is…

Disconcerting.

A brittle laugh escapes her. “You are. You’re my problem.”

Great. Now she suddenly hates me. All because I stared at her sexy legs a second too long.

What gives?

Deciding I’m not holding back, I give her a taste of her own medicine.

“And you’re a prude. Who cares if I was staring at your legs? At least I wasn’t looking at your tits,” I tell her.

“My tits?” Her brows shoot straight up and I tell myself to back down.

But damn, it was kind of hot, hearing that richly cultured voice of hers say the word tits.

“Yeah.” I edge closer, giving her no choice but to step back. She can’t go very far, considering the restaurant building is directly behind her. “Your tits. It’s perfectly appropriate for us to talk like this, considering we’re engaged. Though I do have a confession to make.”

“What is it?” she asks warily.

“I’m not a tit man.”

“You’re not?” Her voice is the barest whisper, and I get this sudden mental image of her lying in my bed naked, whispering to me. Begging me to touch her.

My dick stirs. It always chooses inappropriate moments to act up, swear to fucking God.

“No. I’m more of a leg man.” I take a step forward, so close to her, the hem of her skirt brushes against my legs. I press my hand on the brick wall behind her, resting it beside her head, caging her in. “And you’ve got nice legs, future wife.”

The nickname slips from my lips as if I have no control over it. Because I don’t want this woman to become my wife.

No fucking way.

Her expression darkens. “I take it back. I definitely don’t want to marry you.”

“Aw, really?” I rest my other hand against my chest. “I’m devastated.”

“You’re also definitely an asshole.” She tries to shove past me, but I don’t budge. She even reaches out and presses her hands against—of all places—my stomach.

Her fingers sear right through the thin fabric of my shirt, making my muscles contract beneath her touch. Despite her haughty attitude and her…quirky interests, my body is attracted to her.

Mentally though? I’m thinking it’s a no.

“I’m the asshole who you need to work with right now if you want to get away from your parents,” I remind her, my voice lowering. “You play nice, I’ll play nice.”

She removes her hands from my stomach. “And if I don’t, then what? You’ll call off the wedding and I’ll become the biggest disappointment to my father all over again?”

What is she talking about? And how bad can this guy be, that she’s willing to make such a drastic change in her life to get away from him?

“I’m not marrying you just to help you get away from your father. You’re not my problem,” I say, realizing that I do indeed, sound like an asshole.

I sort of don’t care. All the earlier niceties between us have been tossed to the wayside. I’m letting my real self shine through.

Fuck it.

“Maybe you won’t have to marry me. Or we could annul it quickly, I don’t know. Just—if we can figure out a way to get me out of the house before the wedding, then I can make my escape. I’ll run away from you, not him.” She actually smiles. “That’s not a bad idea, is it?”

“What are you suggesting? We live together before the wedding?”

“Maybe.” She shrugs.

“No way.” I shake my head. I like my freedom. I don’t need some strange woman living with me, asking me where I’m going or what I’m doing.

Forget it.

“It’ll be temporary,” she says. “Just for a little while. Nothing will really change.”

“We’ll have to move. Everything will change. For me and for you,” I say.

“Our location is the only thing that we’ll be switching up,” she says, her voice light. Like this is no big deal.

“We’ll need separate bedrooms,” I tell her. “Separate everything. I’m not interested in you like that.”

Lies. All lies. I’d fuck her all night long if she’d let me.

But then I’d have to look into her eyes the next day. And the next day after that. So…

Nah.

Can’t do it.

“I’m not interested in you like that either,” she says, her voice low and downright threatening. By the look on her face, I’d guess my not interested remark insulted her. Good. That’ll keep her away from me. “If we were to actually get married, it would be a complete disaster.”

“Hell yes,” I agree.

“We’re not compatible.”

It takes everything I’ve got not to blatantly check her out. I could be compatible with her. That’s not the issue.

“Our mothers would eventually want children,” she continues. “Yours in particular will want little baby Constantines to carry on the family name.”

“According to you, you’ll run away from me and that won’t happen,” I remind her.

“It probably will though,” she whispers, fear filling her eyes. “We might not have a choice.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” I say, removing my hand from the wall to skim my fingers along her jawline. She flinches away from my touch, and I drop my hand. “It might not be so bad.”

Why am I saying this? It would be awful. Marrying a stranger is not what I would consider a good time.

“It will be terrible,” she says, an obvious shiver stealing over her. Like the idea of me touching her is disgusting. Why? What happened to her to make her so fearful? “I can’t imagine.”

“You really think it’ll be that bad?” All those angry little virgin remarks return to the forefront of my brain, screaming at me that’s exactly what I’m dealing with. I decide to handle her with a different approach. “It’s okay, baby. I can be gentle.”

Her frown is so deep I’m afraid it’s going to give her permanent wrinkles. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“I’ve got you all figured out.” I smile at her, dropping my voice an octave. “You don’t have to be scared.”

She laughs, but it sounds nervous. “You think I’m scared of you?”

“Maybe you’re just scared of men in general.” For some unknown reason I want to touch her so damn bad. Just to reassure her, I tell myself, which I know deep down is a crock of shit.

But from the fierce look on her face, I’m afraid she’ll just slap me for making another attempt, and I don’t want to risk it.

I keep my hands to myself.

“You do realize I grew up with three brothers.” She crosses her arms in front of her, which only plumps up those tits we were just talking about. “And every one of them is an asshole. Even my baby brother.”

“I’ve heard,” I say dryly. “I’m guessing they aren’t very overprotective of you, then? Because if they were, they’d be here tonight, ready to defend their sister and pummel my face in.”

Something flickers in her gaze when she looks away from me for a beat. Her lips tremble and she rubs them together, a little sniff sounding before she returns her gaze to mine. Her demeanor has completely shifted, all the fight seemingly draining out of her. “No man scares me, Perry Constantine. Not even you. And before you start with all those ridiculous promises again, I’ll have you know that I’m not some scared little virgin, no matter what you believe.”

It’s my turn to blink at her in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“I mean what I say. I’ve had sex with other men. You’re nothing special.” The smirk on her face is almost evil. Just like that, and all the fight has come back into her with a vengeance. “I wasn’t saving myself for marriage, so you don’t get to take my virginity, you perv.”

She’s either a fantastic bluffer or she’s telling the truth. “For some reason, you can’t stop calling me a pervert. I think you like it.”

“I don’t. And I don’t like you either. Now get away from me.” She shoves at my chest this time, so hard I do take a stumbling step backwards. She gains her advantage and slips away from me, heading for her mother who is about to climb into the back seat of a sleek black town car.

“Great chatting with you, babe,” I call after Charlotte, my gaze dropping to her ass. The little flounce of her hot-pink skirt. Those long, smooth legs teetering on the sky-high heels.

Damn, I love it when a woman wears heels. Stilettos. Sandals. Whatever, you name it. Sexy-ass shoes that showcase equally sexy-ass legs are my thing.

Figures the woman I’m being forced to marry has the best set I’ve ever seen on a woman.

Despite everything—her attitude, her anger, my own anger—I still want to touch them. See if they’re as smooth and soft as they look.

And if all goes as they planned, I guess I’ll have every right to do so when Charlotte Lancaster becomes my wife.
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Chapter Six


Charlotte

I’m standing next to a bench in Central Park, allowing my mother to fuss with my hair yet again when I spot him.

My supposed future husband making his way toward us with his hands in his pockets, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

He’s late. What else is new? He’ll probably be late to our wedding.

Which he can’t be. I need him right now—more than he knows. If I can’t move out of my house before the wedding, then I’m going to do everything I can to make sure it happens so I can get out of the house and away from the man who’s supposed to love and protect me.

My father.

He’s awful. Mean. He treats me like a possession rather than a person, and he’s bartering my life in order to gain some unknown advantage I will most likely never be privy to.

I know Perry has zero desire to marry me, and I can’t blame him. But if I can somehow convince him to go along with my plan so I can eventually be free of my father?

This could work. I’d pay Perry if I had to. I’d do anything to get away from my father.

Anything.

“Finally, he shows up,” my mother mutters, her fingers twisting around one of my curls. I pull away before she ruins it completely, making her gasp. “I’m just trying to fix it.”

“It’s fine,” the photographer yells from where she stands, her giant camera clutched in her hands. The woman is tiny, with an oversized denim shirt on, white jeans, and her dyed black hair cut in a severe bob. Black, thick-rimmed glasses frame her eyes, making them appear bigger than they actually are. “She looks beautiful.”

I duck my head, my cheeks growing warm at the compliment, something I don’t hear often since I don’t spend a lot of time with people, beyond those who work in our home. I certainly feel beautiful in my powder-blue dress. And confident.

Maybe it’s because of the skirt.

The day after our dinner with Perry and his mother, I voluntarily went shopping by myself—something I rarely do—and bought the dress without seeking my mother’s approval first. Another thing I rarely do.

I knew from the moment I spotted the dress hanging on the rack that it was perfect. I didn’t even bother trying it on.

When I arrived home later and showed the pale blue dress to her, I could tell she didn’t like it. Maybe it was the way she scrunched up her nose. And how she pursed her lips.

“It’s rather…short,” she said, worry lacing her tone.

Her response left me satisfied that I made the right choice. I wanted to tell her that was the entire point, but she’d disapprove, so I kept my mouth shut. After Perry made that remark about my legs after dinner, I knew I had to show them off for him again. And this dress shows them off to perfection.

The neckline also dips low, offering a glimpse of my cleavage, which isn’t much. But I’m definitely showing more skin than the first time I met him. Why I want to show off for him like this, I don’t really want to examine at the moment, because I implied to him that I didn’t like the way he checked me out.

The way he called my breasts tits. And that shitty little smirk on his face after he said it, knowing that he irritated me. Like he got off on it.

How his gaze kept sliding down to my legs instead of looking into my eyes.

As I mulled over those little moments later that night in bed, unable to sleep, I came to a realization.

I rather liked the way he called my breasts tits.

And proclaimed himself a leg man.

How he teased me, yet also got a little growly, especially when I started calling him names.

I don’t know what possessed me to behave that way. To be so bold. Maybe because he actually listened to me. Even when he made me angry, he was still paying attention, and that’s something I don’t get too often.

Attention.

I’m a sad little creature, right? But it’s true. My parents neglected me. My two older brothers don’t give me a moment’s consideration and my baby brother, Crew, was my very best friend until he turned thirteen and transformed into a true Lancaster male seemingly overnight.

Meaning he became a complete jerk who acted as if he ruled the world and everyone should do as he bids.

Like father, like all of his sons, I suppose.

This is why I became so introverted. Why I preferred books over people. Books don’t let you down—especially romances. You get that ending you want, even if it’s hard won.

“Darling, quit fussing with your skirt,” Mother chastises, pulling me from my thoughts. I glance over at her, releasing the hem of my dress and doing a little twirl, the pleated skirt flaring out, showing off my thighs.

Feeling like a little girl, I can’t help but laugh. When was the last time I let myself go and actually had fun? I can’t remember. Not that anything about this moment is fun. When you’re about to have your photo taken with a man you barely know for engagement photos, you have to realize that your life has taken a drastic turn.

May as well have fun when I can.

“Oh, keep doing that!” the photographer shouts as she brings the camera to her face and starts snapping away.

Despite my mother going on about my hair and my skirt, despite the photographer constantly directing me to turn left or turn right as she tests the light through her camera, I slowly stop spinning to watch my future husband as he saunters over to where we’re waiting for him. His stride is casual, yet confident, and he smiles at the people he walks past. Almost as if he trusts every single one of them, which I find odd.

I trust no one. Not even him. It’s a Lancaster trait, one my father instilled in all of us when we were young, and I wish I hadn’t let my guard down in Paris. That was a painful lesson I deeply regret. The one time I believed I could trust someone, yet he still lied to me.

They all lie. Men. To cover their tracks, to gain something they want. It doesn’t matter what they’re doing, as long as their lips are moving, they’re lying.

Impatience races through me as it takes Perry what feels like an eternity to draw near. He is in no hurry as he makes his way toward us, which is really quite rude considering he’s almost thirty minutes late.

If there’s one thing my family hates, it’s lateness. But I think Mother is so dazzled by his good looks, she’ll let his tardiness slide.

“Perry!” Mother suddenly calls, enthusiastically waving at him like a teenaged girl in the audience at a Harry Styles concert. “We’re over here.”

“Pretty sure he knows where we’re at,” I tell her through clenched teeth, pasting on a smile as the photographer takes more photos of me.

And he’s dressed impeccably in charcoal gray trousers and another one of those fitted white button-down shirts.

At least the buttons are done up respectably this time. No chains in sight. No rings on his fingers either.

Wait a minute.

The ring.

I glance down at my bare hands, shock coursing through me when I realize we’ve forgotten one of the most essential props in our marriage charade.

And I need this charade to work. To be convincing.

To get away from my old life so I can embark on a new one.

Damn it, I don’t have an engagement ring. What’s the point of us taking photos if I’m not wearing a fat diamond on my ring finger?

I tear away from my mother and start running toward Perry, amazed at how fast I am despite the needle-thin four-inch heels on my feet. Urgency propels me forward, knowing we don’t have much time. Feeling as if everything will fall apart if we can’t correct this one tiny yet large issue.

Perry’s gaze connects with mine, and a huge grin spreads across his face. He holds his arms out. “Future wife!”

I roll my eyes, coming to a stop directly in front of him. Can he not be serious about anything? It’s as if his entire life is a mockery. “We forgot a very important detail.”

“Well, hello to you, too.”

I glare at him, not saying a word. He’s not a mind reader, I realize this, but I wish he could understand me without having to explain myself.

His smile fades the longer I say nothing and his brows draw close. “What exactly did we forget?”

“The ring. A ring. Any ring.” I quickly glance over my shoulder to find both the photographer and my mother watching us. The photographer—her name is Susan—even picks her camera back up and starts taking more photos. Of us.

Oh God. I’m tense and stressed and I don’t want her taking photos of this moment. This conversation. My skin grows tight. Itchy. I feel as if I could burst from the unwanted attention.

I turn to face Perry once more, my nerves making me sweat. “She’s taking photos of us right now.”

“These aren’t official,” he says with a frown, his gaze lifting to watch Susan. He scowls at her, his jaw tightening, yet she keeps snapping away. “It’s no big deal.”

To him. Despite not wanting to participate in this photo session, we have a performance to make. And we need to be convincing. Or at least I do.

I want him to believe I want this. Maybe he’ll get swept up in the moment. Maybe he’ll be halfway convinced that I want to be with him. Men are simple creatures when it comes to sex, right? I flash a little leg and it renders Perry stupid.

What I need is to get over my wariness when it comes to men touching me and somehow convince Perry that I want him.

That’s going to be a challenge.

“We’re supposed to look like a happy couple who are in love, remember?” I allow him to pick up my hands because that looks real, right? Something a loving couple would do?

He’s clutching them tight, and his hands are large, with long fingers that interlace with mine. Despite how warm his hands are, I’m still filled with the sudden urge to pull away.

It’s just—automatic whenever someone puts their hands on me. I don’t like it when people touch me.

I never really have.

“Your hands are like ice,” he murmurs, giving them a squeeze. A distressed noise leaves me, but it’s as if he doesn’t even notice. “And don’t worry. I’ve already got you.”

“What do you mean?” Unable to take it, I pull my hands out of his, tempted to wipe them on my dress but I restrain myself.

“The ring issue. Took care of it.” He lifts his hand in greeting, smiling at my mother. “Mrs. Lancaster, hello.”

“Darling, call me Louisa. Please.”

I turn to find my mother is beaming at us—at Perry—clutching her hands in front of her chest, seemingly lovesick over his attention.

I follow after him as he heads toward her, withholding the urge to roll my eyes. She’s turned into his number one fangirl already. So annoying.

But then again, she’s the support I need as well, so I should tolerate her behavior.

“I was just telling Charlotte I finally got her ring back from the jeweler since I had to get it cleaned,” he says, the lie falling surprisingly easily from his perfect lips.

Wariness fills me. Typical. I wonder how often he lies. And to who.

“Oh. Of course. Since it’s a Constantine family heirloom,” Mother says, going along with his story. “We have plenty of those in the Lancaster vault.”

Hmm. These two are good.

Too good.

Perry reaches into the right front pocket of his trousers and pulls out a small black velvet box. My startled gaze meets his and he sends me a shrewd look, one that says, you thought I was lying, didn’t you?

Yes. I figured he was. I assumed he’d make up an excuse about the ring still being cleaned.

Instead, he’s clutching a ring box, his gaze sincere as he studies me. It could appear romantic if you didn’t know the truth. Handsome man in the middle of Central Park, a gentle September breeze blowing through his golden locks as he watches me with affection in his gaze.

More like amusement. This entire situation seems like one big game to him, while my entire world is crumbling.

Why does he act like this? Does he have nothing better to do?

You want me to marry someone, Mother? Will do!

I can literally imagine him saying exactly that. Maybe even saluting his mother since he’s such a good little soldier.

He’s probably a mama’s boy. Maybe he’s a people pleaser in general. Though that seems to go against the Constantine way, from what I’ve seen in my research on the family.

I don’t understand him.

“For you,” he says, his voice low and sexy, that earnest gaze locked with mine, and for the briefest moment, I fall under his spell.

I’m breathless when he slowly pops open the box, a giant diamond nestled inside. He tugs the ring out, the sun glinting off the stone and nearly blinding me as he reaches for my hand and slips the ring on my finger.

It’s far too loose, the heavy diamond falling downward to rest against the back of my finger, and I snag my hand from his, clutching my fingers together so the ring doesn’t fall off.

“It’s too big,” he says, stating the obvious.

Reality comes crashing down around me, reminding me that yes, this is all a farce and it would do me some good to keep my wits about me and not get caught up in the phoniness of it all.

“We can get it resized,” I tell him, clutching my hand tight. “It’s beautiful.”

“You didn’t even look at it.” He actually sounds offended.

Glancing down, I twist the band so the perfectly cut round diamond sits atop my finger, studying it. It is truly stunning. As large as my knuckle and with enough sparkle to blind everyone in this park. “It really is beautiful,” I say again, keeping my gaze on my hand. “Who did it belong to before? Someone in your family?”

“No one else. It belongs to you.” I lift my head to catch the devilish smile on his face. “I went to a jeweler and asked for the oldest-looking new ring they had so it would look like an antique. That was my brother’s idea.”

I try to fight the disappointment that wants to take over me, but he notices.

Of course he does. He’s far more observant than I care for him to be.

His brother chose the ring, not him. And it’s not an antique, a ring that’s been in the family for generations. What did I expect? What am I romanticizing this moment when it’s nothing but a business transaction?

“What?” he asks when I still haven’t said anything. “You don’t like it?”

“It’s not that I don’t like it. I would actually prefer something old,” I admit truthfully, like a fool. I need to just play along, not protest. “I like antiques. Particularly jewelry.”

“What? Really? I thought every future bride wants a new diamond on her finger so she can show it off,” he says, looking confused.

“I…don’t have anyone to show it off to,” I confess with a shrug. I duck my head, feeling stupid.

I should’ve never said that to him. Showing any bit of vulnerability to Perry is a mistake. One that could cost me. As in, I’m giving him something he can use against me later.

The friendless, hopeless Lancaster. His future bride. The woman who’s had everything taken away from her. I tried to be my own person, and I failed miserably. I can’t be on my own. My father has told me that time and again.

I’m not a catch. No one wants me.

I’m pathetic.

“Charlotte! Perry! Please come over here! The light is starting to wane and Susan wants to get the session started,” my mother calls.

Lifting my head once more, our gazes meet. Catch.

“You ready?” Perry asks me.

I lift my chin, full of false bravado. “Yes.”

“Let’s do this.”
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Chapter Seven


Perry

I don’t understand this woman I’m supposed to marry.

I treat her nice and she’s hostile in return. I give her a giant-ass diamond that wasn’t cheap, and she hates it. Would rather have an old diamond that belonged to someone else versus a new one that’s just for her.

Weird.

I’m sure if I went to Winston with my Charlotte-related complaints, he’d laugh in my face. Keaton would make an insulting remark that would sting even sharper than usual since he’s younger than me. The both of them smugly content in relationships they chose, versus one that’s been forced upon them.

Like me.

Charlotte Lancaster is a prickly little thing. What woman doesn’t want a flawless diamond?

The woman I’m going to marry, that’s who.

I try to talk to her about it and she goes silent on me. And while she looks hot as fuck yet again in that light-blue dress with the too-short skirt, she does not want me to touch her.

Why not? What’s the problem? Is she a man hater? Did she have a bad experience with a guy in the past? Is she just uptight? There are so many reasons, almost too many to fathom.

I’m not about to ask her. Especially not right now.

Every time I do as the photographer instructs while we’re standing on a bridge in the middle of Central Park, I feel Charlotte stiffen. Recoil. Her entire demeanor shifts the moment I lay my hands on her, as if I physically repulse her.

And I’m supposed to touch her. We’re a so-called happily engaged couple. We need to look the part for these photos, though why I’m bothering, I don’t even know. I should’ve never shown up in the first place. The deeper I get sucked into this, the harder it’s going to be to get out of it.

“You’re just so stiff,” the photographer announces after about twenty minutes of endless poses, sounding exasperated.

Charlotte glances over at me with an accusing gaze and I murmur, “She’s talking about you.”

“You’re saying I’m the stiff one?” she asks Susan, sounding confused.

“Yes, my dear. You need to loosen up. This is the man you’re going to marry, and not to be offensive, but he’s an absolute doll. You want to look happy in your photos, not like you’re being led to the gallows,” Susan the sassy photographer explains.

The nervous laughter that escapes Louisa Lancaster doesn’t help. Swear to God, Charlotte stiffens even more.

“Hey.” I snag her hand, ignoring the way she’s trying to pull out of my hold while I lead her over to the side of the bridge and away from them. “Look, you gotta pretend you like me. At least for the next ten minutes while we wrap up this shit show of a photography session. Or else our official announcement is going to be of you looking like this.” I offer her a fake-ass smile as an example.

Her eyes darken and her lips thin. “I don’t look that bad.”

“Oh yeah. You do,” I say firmly. “Trust me.”

“I shouldn’t trust you at all,” she mutters, shaking her head. “You act like this entire situation is one big joke, when this is my life we’re talking about here.”

“I’m playing along with it, okay? Isn’t that what you want? My help to get you out of your house and away from your father?” I keep my voice low, though deep down I’m furious. I give her what she wants and she complains. I try to lighten the moment and she complains.

I can’t please her. The very least she can be is grateful I’m not blowing up this entire mockery of a situation in her face.

Charlotte says nothing. Just sinks her teeth into her lower lip and averts her head, gazing out at the water. The sun shines upon her face just right, casting her in a golden glow, and in this exact moment, she looks perfectly relaxed.

Perfectly beautiful.

“Okay, that’s it!” Susan shouts as she once again starts snapping away.

“Don’t move,” I tell Charlotte, my voice low. Calm. Like I’m talking to a wild animal who’s about to dart away. “Or you’ll ruin everything.”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” she mutters, her lips barely moving.

Impressive.

“As your future husband, I have every right to tell you what to do whenever I want.” I have never felt this way about someone before in my life, but I have to admit…

I get off on the idea of bossing this woman around. Especially since she’s so damn resistant.

“Oh please. You wish,” she says irritably, her gaze still on the water. “You’re rude.”

I’m only mildly offended by her comment.

“No one else thinks so. I’m the nicest Constantine there is.”

Her gaze briefly flits to mine, those blue eyes extra icy. “Then the rest of your family must be dreadful.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I readily agree.

“I don’t want to know.” She looks away as if she’s done with the conversation, but I know she’s not.

“Yet you’re stuck with us,” I say, enjoying the banter. “We’re pretty awful. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of us before.”

“I don’t get out much.” Her voice is droll, her gaze meeting mine once more.

“Clearly.”

One side of her mouth kicks up and Susan practically moans in ecstasy. “Beautiful! Keep looking at him like that!”

“I thought you were some brainless heiress whose only job is to spend daddy’s money.” My voice is light, but there’s an edge to my words. I’m purposely trying to rile her up.

“From what I’ve read about you, I’m thinking that’s more your job,” she returns snottily, her cheeks flushed.

Anger suffuses me, and I do my best to tamp it down, but damn, that’s a sore point for me. How the fuck did she know? I guess a simple Google search would reveal that yes, only a few years ago, I was out partying every night. Drunk off my ass as I stumbled out of yet another club with yet another hot brunette on my arm. A woman who looks and acts nothing like this woman I’m with right now.

Charlotte is the complete opposite of what I’m normally attracted to. And while her legs are sexy as fuck and her plump mouth looks ripe for dick sucking, I don’t really appreciate what that sexy mouth has to say.

“Are you calling me brainless?” I ask, my voice tight. My irritation is clear, yet she continues on, oblivious.

“You’re the one who said it, not me.” She offers a tiny shrug, a gasp leaving her when I grasp her arm, pulling her close. Wide blue eyes meet mine. “Let me go.”

“No.” I glance up, noting the near orgasmic look on the photographer’s face, her finger working the shutter like a madwoman. “You talk a good game, so let’s keep it up. You don’t know me.”

“You d-don’t know me either.” I feel the tremble beneath my grip, and normally, I would let a woman go if I scared her.

Though I don’t scare women. Ever. I’m the nice guy—I wasn’t lying to Charlotte when I said I was the nicest Constantine. I’ve never had to be mean or ruthless, not really. I leave that up to Winston. Or my mother. I’ve never had to fight for a damn thing in my life. Doors open for me. Opportunities come knocking. I seek nothing.

They all seek me.

But damn it, I’m still pissed over what she said.

“Not that I should have to explain myself to you, but I knew how to have a good time when I was younger. I might’ve partied too hard, but that was a long time ago. I was a different person then. I’m working for the family company now.”

Fuck, clearly it’s a sore point, my past reckless behavior.

“It wasn’t that long ago that you were partying so hard,” she says, snotty as hell.

Shit. She’s right, but come on.

“And you’re so perfect while I’m a complete mess? Not too sure about that.” I lean in close, my mouth at her ear, my hand coming to rest on the bridge rail, caging her in. I’m sure to anyone else the pose seems intimate. As if I’m about to whisper something sweet and endearing. “At least I’m not a scared little virgin who hides away from everyone.”

She rears back, fury flaming in her eyes. “I already told you I’m not a virgin.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“It’s the truth.”

“Really,” I deadpan.

“Yes.”

“Give me names, then.”

Her brows shoot up. “Names?”

I nod, not wanting to hear any names at all. The last thing I want to hear about are her past sexual experiences. It’s none of my business.

“Well.” She hesitates, those big eyes locking with mine. She looks so damn serious. “There was one guy.”

I remain cool, keeping my expression neutral. “What about him?”

Really? I was only teasing her about a list.

“I got in a little bit of trouble—with him,” she admits.

“What kind of trouble?”

Maybe I don’t want to know. Maybe I’ll get jealous, which is ridiculous.

“It was a torrid, brief affair. A few months in Paris. The most romantic city in the world, with an older man who taught me…so many things.” Charlotte smiles at me and I think Susan just had an orgasm from capturing the look on her face.

“What was his name?” My neutral façade is gone. Anger simmers in my veins, making my blood run hot. I’m not the one with a Constantine temper, but for some damn reason, I don’t like the thought of her with anyone else.

“Should I even tell you? Hmm, I don’t know.” She taps her index finger against pursed lips. They’re pink and plumped and covered in the faintest glossy sheen.

“Drop your finger, Charlotte!” Susan yells.

Charlotte does as she’s told, making my brows lift. Wonder if she likes to be told what to do in private situations. “I can’t wait for this to be over.”

“No changing the subject, future wife. I want to know.” I take a step forward, settling my hand on her hip, my touch light yet possessive. Just trying to keep it real for the photos. For once, she doesn’t pull away. Her skin is warm, I can feel it, despite the layers of her dress. “What’s the deal with this guy you got in trouble with?”

“It’s really none of your business.”

Why is that snotty tone of hers such a turn-on?

“As your future husband, I would say it is.”

“You’re not the boss of me.”

I chuckle. “You sound like you’re five.”

“I’m not.”

“Oh trust me.” My gaze falls down the length of her body, lingering on her gaping neckline. Those tits I kept talking about the last time we were together aren’t on blatant display, but I see just enough of a curve to be intrigued. “I know.”

She literally stomps her foot, now acting like she’s five. “You’re disgusting.”

“Keep talking, princess. I know you’re just trying to avoid answering the question.” I tug her into me, my hand sliding to her lower back. Soft curves press into my side, obliterating all thought for a minute. She feels good. Fits perfectly. “Fine. Don’t tell me his name. I don’t care about him. I want to know about your list instead, and then I’ll tell you mine.”

“I don’t care about your list,” she retorts.

“I think you might.” I’m getting actual pleasure out of this, giving her shit. “Tell me. What were their names? All of those men you’ve fucked?”

“Such language.” Charlotte gently rests her hands on my chest, her pose deceiving. She might appear to be staring up at me with longing, but she’s really trying to shove me away.

I refuse to budge. And she doesn’t drop her hands either. Of course, Susan is documenting this very moment. She’ll end up with thousands of photos by the end of the session. “You like it.”

“No, I don’t. This conversation is—tacky.”

“I call it getting to know each other.” I smile.

“I call it you being too nosy.” Charlotte shoves with all of her might and I take a simple step back, my hand springing away from her back. Susan makes a disappointed sound. I glance up to catch Louisa watching us with fear in her gaze.

She can tell something’s up. Mother’s intuition in full effect.

“Okay, I can tell you guys are winding down,” Susan says as she approaches us. “Let’s take a few close-up photos of the ring and then call it a day.”

“Ah, the ring doesn’t quite fit—” Charlotte starts but I speak over her.

“Sounds like a plan.” My smile is cordial and Susan beams at me in return. “How do you want us to pose?”

“Why don’t you rest your hand on the bridge rail and your blushing bride-to-be can rest her hand on top of yours,” Susan suggests.

I do as Susan says, waiting for Charlotte to play her part. She’s reluctant to stand close to me, even when I offer her that same smile that worked so beautifully on the photographer only moments before.

My future wife isn’t falling for it.

“I don’t bite,” I tell her with a chuckle. “Only when you ask.”

Susan flat-out laughs. Louisa titters.

Charlotte glares.

That’s the push she needed, because next thing I know she’s standing beside me, her hand settling on top of mine, her fingers still icy cold.

“Grab her hand, but don’t grip it too tightly. Yes, just like that,” Susan says as I lightly clasp Charlotte’s fingers. “Charlotte, slip your index finger out of his hold. Bend your middle finger just so…”

“I’ll show him my middle finger,” Charlotte mutters, so low only I can hear her.

I nearly smile at that remark.

“Yes, yes. Just like that. Incredibly romantic. Really shows off the ring, yet also connects the two of you.” Susan brings the camera up and starts snapping. “Don’t move. Oh wait, yes. Oh my God, Perry, keep stroking her fingers. So sweet! Okay, a few more…and…we’re done.”

Charlotte jerks her hand out of mine, rubbing her fingers absently as she glares at me. “We’re through?” She glances over at Susan.

“Yes, I’ll send over a digital file first thing in the morning. You can look over the portfolio and let me know which ones you want,” Susan explains.

“Can you forward them to me?” I ask Charlotte.

“My mother will be the one getting them.” She waves a hand at Louisa.

“I would love to send them to you. Would your mother care for me to forward them to her as well?” Louisa seems hopeful. For some reason I can tell she wants to befriend my mother.

Caroline Constantine really has no friends. She has acquaintances who know better than to ever cross her. Enemies—plenty of those. Family members who tolerate her. I think she might even take the occasional lover who we never hear a peep from, thank Christ.

“If you send them to me, I’ll make sure she sees them.”

“Wonderful.” Louisa beams, turning her attention to her daughter. “Are you ready to go?”

“Please,” Charlotte says almost desperately.

I stifle the chuckle behind my fist. “See you this weekend, future wife.”

She turns to glare at me. “What’s this weekend?”

“Our engagement party.” When I see the shock wash over her face, I do let the chuckle free. “You forgot.”

“Charlotte,” Louisa chides. “I’ve been planning all week.”

She turns to her mother, her shoulders tense. “You haven’t asked for my help.”

“I don’t really need it, dear. Do you know how many parties I’ve planned in my lifetime?” Louisa’s gaze meets mine. “Saturday night. I’ll send you all the pertinent information.”

“Is there a theme?”

“Just bring your handsome self,” Louisa chirps.

Charlotte rolls her eyes.

“Can’t wait.” I wink at Louisa, who appears ready to faint. “See you Saturday.”

I leave them where they’re standing, whistling loudly. That wasn’t so bad. Better than I thought it would be.

Maybe this fake marriage racket won’t be so bad after all.
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Chapter Eight


Charlotte

Perry Constantine is like a drug.

A dangerous one. The kind that sneaks up on you.

He’s fun and easygoing and easy to talk to. Charming and charismatic and incredibly handsome. He’s intoxicating, luring you in and breaking down your defenses until the next thing you know, you’re on a high and you don’t feel like you’re ever coming down.

At one point, I was having fun at the photography session. I could envision Perry and I together even. It wouldn’t be so bad, I kept telling myself as we bickered. He’d smile, trying to soften me and it actually worked.

Well enough that I almost admitted my affair with Seamus to him. Not that it’s much to admit, but it was enough to leave me destroyed and cause my parents to never trust me alone.

Those months in Paris ruined everything, and it was all my fault for being so trusting. I don’t like talking about it. I never talk about it.

Until Perry.

Coming that close to sharing my biggest secret rattled me. I don’t know him. I can’t trust him. How could I share something so damaging to my reputation, with Perry of all people?

Because you like him. You do.

I shove that shitty voice to the back of my mind, telling it to shut up.

I don’t like him. I don’t like anyone. Just me and my cat and Jasper. That’s all that matters to me. Nothing else.

Not Perry. Not my parents. Not even my brothers. They don’t care about me, why should I care about them?

Why should I care about anyone?

Once I return home, I take a long, hot shower, scrubbing the makeup off my face, washing the curls and hair product out of my hair. I put on my comfiest sweats and pace the bedroom, feeling antsy. Too worked up, too stressed over my unfamiliar and unwanted emotions.

Maybe I should get drunk.

After drinking two whiskey sours and doing a shot of the finest tequila Jasper could find in the house, I march into my father’s home office without knocking. He glances up, seemingly startled by my entry but I don’t let it stop me. I stride right up to his massive desk, bracing my hands on the edge of it as I stare him down.

“I want out of this.”

He frowns. “Out of what?”

My father is not a stupid man. More like he’s the smartest man I’ve ever known and that’s saying a lot, because every Lancaster man I’ve ever encountered is fiercely intelligent.

Almost to the point of it being a flaw. They think they’re above everyone, and in most cases, they are.

They’re also stubborn. Magnetic. Charming. Cunning.

Ruthless.

“My engagement.”

He leans back in his chair, contemplating me with narrowed eyes. Eyes that match mine. I remain in place, gripping the desk tighter and hoping he doesn’t notice the faint trembles coursing through me. Praying I don’t puke back up all the alcohol I hastily consumed.

Maybe this was a bad idea, barging into my father’s office and making demands. I don’t do this sort of thing. I never have. Maybe that could work to my advantage.

For once, perhaps he’ll notice me. Listen to me.

And give me what I want.

“This engagement between you and that Constantine boy is very important,” he starts, and I realize I’m in for a lecture.

With a sigh I push myself off of his desk and settle into one of the nearby overstuffed chairs, flopping onto it like a sullen child. I’m halfway tempted to throw a fit, but that would only prompt him to throw me out.

And I don’t throw fits. That’s not the Lancaster way.

“Why is it so important? What does it matter by me marrying him, Daddy?” I’m bringing out the big guns by calling him that, a term of endearment I never use.

He’s never been a sweet, loving daddy. More like a stern, elusive father who doesn’t care about his children.

Especially me.

“I don’t like him,” I continue when my father hasn’t answered me. “He’s rude. He says the most awful things, and I don’t even know him. This isn’t the dark ages. Arranged marriages aren’t a thing.”

“You’d be surprised,” he offers.

And that’s it.

That’s all he has to say about the matter.

Crossing my arms in front of me, I glare at him, wondering where all of this fierceness is coming from. I don’t talk back or sass my father. Maybe it’s the alcohol coursing through my veins, firing me up. “I won’t do it.”

“You won’t do what, exactly?”

“Marry Perry Constantine.” I pause. “I hate him.”

“Oh, I very much doubt that.”

“I do.”

“You haven’t known him long enough to hate him.” He leans forward, his chair creaking with the movement. “Charlotte, I’m sure this isn’t what you had in mind for your future, but it’s what’s best for both families.”

This explanation feels like a complete lie.

“How does this benefit us? We’re Lancasters. I’ve never even heard of the Constantine family until I was told I have to marry into it,” I retort.

“Then you’ve been living under a rock your entire life because the Constantines are one of the most powerful families in the state, if not in the entire country. Winston Constantine took over the family business after his father died and built it into a billion-dollar company. They are a force to be reckoned with,” he explains.

“And what does that have to do with us?”

He leans back once more, contemplating me, his hands steepled in front of his face, his elbows resting on the arms of his chair. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“I’m not a baby.”

He just looks at me.

“I’m not!”

Okay, I sound like a baby. I need to take back control of this conversation.

“What do Perry and I have to do with this family merger anyway? It doesn’t make any sense.”

“He’s the only unattached son from that particular branch of the family. The most important branch, I might add.” He tips his head forward. “And as my only daughter, I believe you two would make an excellent match.”

“He’s a jerk.”

“I don’t want to break your heart, but most men are.”

“I already know that.”

We share a look, and I see it in his eyes when he realizes what I’m referring to.

Or more like who.

My secret shame. My one illicit moment when I said fuck you to my familial restraints and did what I wanted in Paris. When I was nineteen and thought the world was mine for the taking.

Father is right. Most men are jerks.

I’m sure Perry is no exception.

“You’ll eventually warm up to him,” Father says, dropping his linked hands so they rest on his chest.

“I don’t want to.”

Annoyance flickers in his gaze and he sits up so quickly, I gasp. “You don’t have a choice in the matter. What’s done is done. He’ll be your husband in a month. I say you take this time to become better adjusted to it.”

“He doesn’t want to marry me either,” I offer, sitting up straight as well, eager to bolt.

This conversation didn’t go at all like I planned. Though how I thought I could make this work in my favor, I’m not sure.

“Oh really? Is he planning on getting out of it?” My father’s laughter is downright sinister. “I’d like to see him try.”

I rise to my feet. “You underestimate me, Father. And you underestimate Perry, too. We don’t plan on being pawns in your game.”

He jumps to his feet as well, so fast that he’s suddenly in front of me, his fingers curling around my elbow and holding me in place. “No, you underestimate me, little girl. Don’t even think you’re smarter than me. Or Caroline Constantine. The contract is signed. The deal is complete. You’re marrying him whether you like it or not. And if you keep pushing the matter, I will put you under lock and key until your wedding day. Understood?”

I’m shaking. His fingers are pressed so firmly into my skin, I’m afraid he’ll leave bruises. I know his threat is true. My father doesn’t boast or threaten lightly. He doesn’t need to. “You’ve already kept me under lock and key for years. What difference will it make?”

“Don’t test me, and you won’t find out,” he says with the faintest sneer.

We study each other for a moment, fear making my pulse throb in my head, my ears, drowning out all other sound. His expression is barely restrained violence. One I recognize. When his fingers squeeze even tighter, I choke out, “The engagement party.”

He pauses, a frown on his face. “What?”

“My dress.” I glance down at where his fingers are like a band of steel wrapped around my arm. “It’s short sleeved.”

He lets me go, shoving me so hard I almost trip on the chair behind me. “Get out.”

I run out of his office without a backward glance, too scared to look at him. I don’t stop moving until I’m in my room, the door shut and locked tight, the only light coming from the salt rock lamp I keep on my desk.

Collapsing on my bed, I stare up at the ceiling, closing my eyes when I feel Doja rub her furry head against my cheek, her unmistakable purr bringing me instant comfort. I grab hold of her and cuddle her close, dropping a kiss on top of her head, fighting tears.

The interaction with my father once again reminds me that I am better off outside of this house. I’d rather marry a man I don’t know than remain here.

How bad can the Constantines be?

*     *     *

“Your mother requests your presence in her study.”

Jasper brought me my coffee and this announcement, given only after I’ve taken a couple sips under his watchful eye. It’s far too early in the morning to start my day this way, especially after my interaction with my father last night—and the fact that I have a throbbing headache.

“You waited on purpose,” I tell him, settling the mug on my nightstand.

“She’s rather eager for you to make an appearance.” He pauses, watching me. Jasper is at least sixty-five, with a head full of white hair and an aristocratic flair. He’s been a butler for my family since I can remember. I don’t know life without Jasper.

“Why?” I wake up on the wrong side of the bed every morning, and this one is no exception. I’m feeling particularly cross. Doesn’t help that I drank too much alcohol and got into a physical altercation with my father.

“The photos are in,” he says.

“The—oh.” I nod, reaching over for my mug so I can take another fortifying sip. How fake that photo session had felt yesterday. I still can’t get over it. The things Perry said to me, the way he made me feel, like I could trust him with my life. He teased me constantly, but it wasn’t so bad, was it?

I am a contradiction. I don’t know how to feel about the man.

“I don’t know if I want to see them,” I finally say, referring to the photos.

I haven’t flat-out told Jasper I’m marrying a man against my will, but I don’t act like I’m excited about my upcoming nuptials either. He’s discreet enough that he would never say a word, but he’s also smart enough to know that something is up.

“Your mother exclaimed over many of them, so I’m assuming the photos are well received,” he says.

“Great. Perry and I must’ve pulled it off, then,” I mumble, not even bothering to hide that the entire thing is fake.

“The two of you make a beautiful couple,” Jasper says, as diplomatic as ever.

“You saw the photos?”

“Your mother showed me a few.” Jasper hesitates only for a moment, his head dropping to watch Doja wind her way around his legs. She loves him. Always has. “He’s quite handsome.”

“My fiancé?” I raise a brow, my lips never leaving the rim of my cup. If I could mainline coffee in the morning, I probably would.

Jasper nods.

“I suppose.” I think of Perry. With the easy smiles and vulgar mouth. He’d probably get along with my brothers, though none of them smile much. They’re all too cunning, contemplating their next victim.

Would they want to hurt Perry in defense of me? I can’t imagine it. Maybe Crew. I’m the closest to him. My other brothers Finn and Grant, they’re older than us and never gave the two of us much thought. Once they were sent off to Lancaster Prep—the school in Long Island that’s been in my family for generations—they forgot all about us. Now they run a successful real estate firm here in city, the both of them complete workaholics.

“Your young man has a bit of an edge,” Jasper allows.

My young man. That’s hilarious.

“An edge?” I would love to know what Jasper means by that. “What exactly are you referring to?”

“He seems rather…rebellious. At least he appears to be. Might be the second son in him. Like your own father,” Jasper observes as he slowly makes his way to my bedroom door. “Make sure you go see your mother, miss. She’s excited to show you the photos.”

“Will do,” I tell him cheerily, smiling big until my bedroom door closes.

My smile fades the moment Jasper’s gone and I contemplate what he said. How Perry is a second son—like my father.

If Perry is anything like my father, I will steal away in the middle of the night, under darkness where no one will catch me.

Once I’ve consumed enough coffee to feel human, I brush my teeth and hair. Get dressed. Don’t bother with makeup or anything like that because I plan on going nowhere. And once I’m properly groomed—or groomed enough for my mother’s exacting standards—I make my way to her study, where I find her sitting at her delicate white desk, her gaze stuck on the massive computer screen in front of her.

“There you are,” she says, never taking her eyes off the monitor. “Wait until you see these photos!”

I slowly walk over to her, stopping just behind her desk chair. She’s on the photographer’s webpage, a gallery of thumbnail photos of us on the screen. “Want to start at the beginning?” she asks excitedly.

“Sure.”

Mother clicks through them, one after the other. The very first photos are of me confronting Perry about the ring. How worried I was, though you don’t see that, since my back is to the camera. I study the way Perry’s looking at me, his lips quirked up into a half smile, handsome as ever in the simple white dress shirt and gray trousers.

How he can make a few simple articles of clothing so attractive is downright maddening.

When she starts clicking through the photos where Susan pointed out how stiff I was, I can see it. I couldn’t yesterday, but I definitely do now.

I look terrible. Rigid. Uncomfortable. The smile on my face is more of a grimace. It’s awful.

Embarrassing.

Perry appears completely unfazed. He’s a terrific actor. Or he has modeling experience, because he’s totally at ease.

“Here are my favorite photos,” Mother says.

My stomach drops the longer I stare at those photos, remembering the moment. When he said such crude and awful things to me. When I slung a few insults in his direction as well. We weren’t kind to each other during those few minutes, despite me nearly blabbing my biggest secret.

Yet somehow, we appear connected. Comfortable. Natural even.

“Don’t you two look like a real couple?” Mother’s voice is full of amazement. “We’ll choose one of these photos to appear in the paper for sure.”

A groan leaves me. “Who looks at the newspaper anymore?”

“Plenty of people,” Mother says indignantly. “All of your father’s business associates and friends. Our family. I’ll submit the photos and announcement to a few of those society pages as well. I’m sure they’ll share it.”

“If our wedding ends up in one of those New York Bride magazines or whatever they’re called, I’m going to be pissed,” I threaten, not that she cares.

Mother laughs, proving my point. “Darling, you’re so sensitive. This is how it works. We have to spread the word. Thank God these photos turned out so well. Witnessing the two of you together trying to interact while at the shoot, well…I was worried.”

Her words send a streak of fear through me. We’re supposed to look a part, and I’ve been fighting it pretty much every step of the way, when I should be trying my best to get out of here and away from my father’s control.

What if Perry convinces his family that he doesn’t want to be with me after all and breaks the contract? Will I be to blame?

If we fall apart, will this all be on my head?

While I gnaw my lower lip raw with worry, Mother keeps clicking through the endless photos until she’s finally in the clutched-hands segment of the session. I study each of them, trying for indifference, but memories swarm me of the way his fingers felt on mine. How loosely he held my hand, how gentle his touch was.

Nothing like what I was used to from the males in my family.

Specifically, my father.

How easily those long fingers curled around mine, as if we’d held hands forever.

Ridiculous.

But also…comforting.

I can’t stop looking at that showy diamond on my finger. The moment I came home from Central Park, I dropped the ring into the jewelry box I keep in my closet and forgot all about it. It’s meaningless.

A prop.

Just like my life.

Mother clicks into the gallery of photos and selects one, the image huge on her screen. “This is the one I want to use for the announcement. What do you think?”

I’m about to tell her I don’t care but I get caught up in the way Perry’s watching me. The expression on his face, his lips curved into a half smile. His attention is all for me and no one else, and that’s something I’m not used to.

Maybe that was my problem yesterday. I’m not comfortable with all of that puppy-dog energy Perry exudes focused on me. Even if it’s fake, the warmth in his eyes in that photo makes my skin grow warm.

He doesn’t think I’m a prop.

Perry Constantine looks at me as if I might be someone special.


[image: ‡]
Chapter Nine


Perry

Slowly but surely the family trickled into Bishop’s Landing, here for the weekend to celebrate my and my blushing bride’s engagement party. Constantines are everywhere, many of them staying at our family home in Bishop’s Landing. Mother called me home Thursday night, saying I shouldn’t stay in the city one more minute. I needed to be home with family, preparing for my impending engagement party, and do my part in contributing to the upcoming wedding day.

What a fucking joke.

I have no clue what she’s referring to in regards to the wedding. Isn’t that just women’s stuff?

Not that I would ever say that out loud. All the women in my family would come for me, teeth bared.

Mother did make an appointment for my brothers and me at our father’s favorite suit shop in Bishop’s Landing to get fitted for our tuxedos for the ceremony. The morning before my engagement party, my brothers and I rode together over to the shop, both Keaton and Winston grumbling the entire time.

Bunch of grouches. Winston was pissed he wasn’t in the office. Keaton was pissed in general.

Me? I’m the one who should be the most pissed of all, being forced to marry an uptight little supposed nonvirgin who recoils every time I touch her. Our marriage ought to be a lot of fun.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

“Why didn’t she schedule this appointment on a Saturday?” Winston says once we’ve all climbed out of his car. He wouldn’t let me drive.

Figures.

“She wants us home,” I say.

“It’s the last place I want to be,” Keaton adds, glowering at us.

“I canceled meetings,” Winston goes on as we head toward the shop. “Important ones.”

“Blame Mom, not me,” I remind him. “And I’m not the one who wanted to get married. You guys forced it on me.”

“We didn’t force you to do shit,” Winston snaps.

I keep my mouth shut, not in the mood to fight over this. The moment the owner, Benny, sees us enter his store, he calls out to us, a giant smile on his face.

“Three Constantines in my store, what an honor!” he says, his focus entirely on Winston. “How are you, son?”

Winston grits his teeth, most likely hating how Benny just called him son. No other man was able to do that besides our father. “We’re wondering why we have to be fitted for new suits when all three of us already own tuxedos.”

“I don’t,” Keaton pipes up, earning a stare from the both of us. He shrugs his broad shoulders. “What, I don’t. I never wear ’em.”

“Not even to a school dance?” That’s how I got my first tux.

And we definitely don’t rent them. We don’t need to. We go to enough events amongst society to warrant owning one.

“Nope. And I’m not sucking up to rich assholes at charity events like you guys, so I’ve never needed one.” Keaton grins.

Benny completely ignores Keaton. “Your mother wanted the three of you to match. She’s excited for the wedding. She wants her sons to look their best.”

“You do realize he’s the groom.” Winston jerks his thumb in my direction, since Benny has been making eyes at Winston only since we walked in.

“My apologies.” Benny nods and bows toward me. “Are we ready to get sized? Shall the groom go first?”

“Definitely.” Winston shoves me toward Benny. Keaton laughs.

I glare at them, annoyed.

Benny first opens up a catalog to show me the tuxedos Mother wants us to wear, and yeah, it’s dope as hell, I can’t deny it. The moment I put the sample suit on, I feel like a fucking pimp, strutting out of the dressing room with my head held high, silently approving of the fit, despite how long the sleeves are on me.

“What do you think?” I hold my arms out for my brothers, standing proud.

Winston’s expression barely changes as he murmurs, “Nice.”

He returns his attention to his phone.

“Looks good,” Keaton agrees with a nod.

I saunter to the dais in front of the three-way mirror, standing on top of it as Benny brings out his measuring tape and gets to work. Winston’s head is bent as he taps away at his phone. Keaton gets a phone call and walks away to take it.

“Mother sent me a few of your engagement photos,” Winston says, gaze still glued on his phone.

I frown at my reflection in the mirror. “Why would she send them to you?”

“For my approval.” He lifts his head, his gaze meeting mine. “I keep tabs on every Constantine as best I can. And I am in charge of this deal.”

Love how my future has turned into a business deal.

“Did they meet your approval?” I snap, wincing when Benny accidently sticks my wrist with a pin.

“They’ll do.” He hesitates for only a moment, his focus on his phone once more. “Your bride-to-be is stunning.”

“She’s—something else. A little bitchy if you ask me.” Benny sticks me again, and I wonder if he did it on purpose for me calling her that. “Ow.”

“Sorry, sir.” He doesn’t sound very sorry at all, but at least has the decency to keep his head bowed.

“Not easy and always agreeable like you?” Winston asks.

“Yeah, no. You’d probably love her. She’s mean. Thinks I’m ridiculous.” I don’t know if I would go so far as to call her mean, but she’s not particularly pleasant either.

“She’s a Lancaster. They’re either mean spirited or crazy.” Winston shakes his head. “Do you two at least get along?”

“I would hope so, since they’re getting married,” Benny mutters to himself, but loud enough for me to hear him.

Winston is annoyed by his commentary. Minus the sticking-me-with-pins part, I find it amusing.

“I guess,” I say with a shrug, causing Benny to grumble with annoyance as a pin falls to the floor with a gentle ping. He swoops down to pick it up. “We have nothing in common.”

“Do you need to?”

“I mean, we’ll want to talk to each other.”

“Really? Well, I suppose not everyone gets what I have with my wife.” His expression turns thoughtful, the lucky son of a bitch. “Considering your situation, I would think your new wife is useful for looking beautiful on your arm in public and welcoming your dick into her mouth or pussy whenever you want to fuck her.” Winston casts Benny an evil glare, just daring him to say something.

The wise man keeps his mouth shut.

“I don’t want to fuck her,” I say, though the words feel like a lie.

I just can’t imagine fucking her.

Yeah, no. That feels like a lie, too.

I can imagine it. But I don’t see her being particularly agreeable. And I like my women sweet in bed. I’m not some sick, twisted fuck like my older brother.

I’ve heard the stories. Witnessed enough interaction between Winston and Ash to know they’re up to some kinky shit.

I can’t imagine doing one kinky thing with Charlotte. Not a one.

“Please. You want to fuck every pretty female you see.”

“Fuck off.” I scowl at my reflection in the mirror. “I’m not attracted to her.”

“Not at all?” I glance over at Winston to see him shaking his head. “You’ll need to be eventually.”

“Why?”

“She’s your wife. And the two of you will eventually have to make Caroline a grandmother,” Winston reminds me.

Benny chooses this moment to speak.

“How is your mother? She’s doing well, no?”

“Yes,” Winston bites out. “She is.”

I’m quiet while Benny finishes taking my measurements, my mind full of images of a…

Naked Charlotte?

An eager-to-touch-me-and-kiss-me Charlotte?

Yeah. I don’t see it. She’s hot, I can’t deny it. Those legs. The tits she was hiding. All that long blonde hair I want to wrap around my fist and give a firm tug.

She’d probably slap my face if I tried that.

“Look, you’re going to have to put on the performance of your life tomorrow night. Mother expressed concern over the engagement portfolio. Said your fiancée looked, and I quote, ‘wooden.’” He pauses. “And she’s right. Your bride-to-be looked scared to death in some of those photos. Like she’d burn if you touched her.”

“What do you expect?” I ask incredulously. “We don’t even know each other. Plus, she gets all weird when I put my hands on her. I think she has secrets.”

I remember what she almost told me yesterday. About the one guy and the torrid affair. I want more details.

Yet I also don’t want to know either.

Benny looks from me to Winston, and back to me again, yet he doesn’t say a word.

“You need to get to know her. Get her comfortable with you. By the wedding, I want her gazing at you like she can’t wait to wrap her lips around your dick again.”

Benny makes a harumphing sound.

“You’re going to sign an NDA.” Winston points at Benny, who’s wide eyed with shock. “Not a word of what we’ve said can leave this place.”

“You have my utmost confidence,” Benny says solemnly. “I will not reveal a thing.”

“Right. You’re still signing one.” Winston’s gaze finds mine. “And I expect to see the two of you acting lovey-dovey or whatever the fuck at your party tomorrow night. I want to see you all over her. You understand me?”

Why the hell does it matter so much to him? Who are we putting this performance on for? No way am I asking Winston now, in front of poor innocent Benny.

I stand up straighter, clicking my heels together and offering him a mock salute. “Yes, sir.”

Winston gives me the finger.

I give him the finger back.

Fuck.
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Chapter Ten


Charlotte

“Miss Charlotte.”

I turn to find Jasper in the open doorway of my bedroom, a concerned expression on his face. From downstairs I can hear the distinct sounds of the party already in full swing. The dull roar of multiple conversations happening all at once. Tinkling piano music. Glasses clinking. The booming voice of my father as he greets his guests. It’s a typical elegant Lancaster affair, and while every Constantine known to man is in attendance, including of course, the groom-to-be, I’m not down there yet.

I’m too nervous to face everyone.

“Yes, Jasper?” I put on a bright face. As if nothing is bothering me.

As if I’m not hiding out in my room, hoping people forget I’m even supposed to be there.

“Your mother requests that you come downstairs immediately,” Jasper announces.

I take a deep, fortifying breath. “Has my father noticed I’m not down there yet?’

“I don’t believe so, but as your mother put it, your time is running out,” he says, his brows knitting together. “I suppose you can make a grand entrance.”

“That was my plan all along,” I lie.

We share a look. He knows I’m full of crap.

“You look quite beautiful in that dress.” He tips his head toward me.

I glance down at myself. The dress is white, with lace sleeves and a deep V neckline that shows plenty of skin yet somehow not too much. The skirt is short—of course it is—and constructed of tiers of lace. Very feminine and unlike me.

But everything that’s happening to me is unusual, so it goes along with my new theme.

“Thank you.” I smooth my hands down the skirt, feeling itchy. “Shall I go?”

“I think you shall. Do you have your ring on? Your mother wanted me to check.”

I hold out my hand, the newly sized ring on my finger where it belongs. The weight of the stone is heavy, a constant reminder that Perry Constantine will eventually own me. I’m just shuttled from one man to another, with no choice in the matter.

It’s maddening.

But anything is better than living with my father, so I’ll go along with it and quietly count on Perry to get me out of this house once and for all.

Realizing I can’t stall the moment any longer, I follow Jasper out of my bedroom, making my way down the hall until I stop at the top of the stairway. There are so many people mingling in my parents’ townhouse. I spot the many dark-blond heads of my brothers and a few of my cousins. I see many unrecognizable blond heads as well, which I can only assume are Constantines.

And then I see him. My very own Constantine.

Perry.

He’s clad as usual in a white dress shirt and black trousers, but this time, he has on a black jacket and tie to finish the look. His hair is tamed. There are only a couple of heavy silver rings on each hand tonight, and I wonder if that’s his one act of defiance. That hint of an edge as Jasper calls it. Second-son rebellion.

I find it intriguing.

Lifting my chin, I paste on a smile and slowly make my way down the stairs, keeping my spine rigid, praying I don’t fall. The stilettos I have on are impossibly tall and thin, and I clutch the railing for support so I don’t trip and tumble the rest of the way down.

Once people begin to notice me, their conversations slowly go silent. The sound of laughter dies. Even the woman behind the piano pauses in her playing, allowing me my grand entrance, just as Jasper said.

Perry notices my descent, his gaze tracking my every move, his handsome face dreadfully serious. He pushes his way through the crowd, stopping at the foot of the stairs to wait, his gaze never straying from me. His eyes seem to eat me up from head to toe, lingering on particular places, such as my chest. My hips.

My legs.

Of course.

When his appreciative gaze finally meets mine, I feel as if I’ve been set on fire. My entire body flushes with heat, from the root of my hair to my pale pink-painted toenails. My breath stalled in my lungs, I pause on the bottom step, at equal height with him. His full lips curve into the faintest smile, his blue gaze intense.

“You’re late,” he says, his voice stern.

Sexy.

I can’t help but roll my eyes. Something about this man emboldens me. “I had to make my entrance.”

“I was concerned. Thought you might bail out.”

I frown, noting the worry lines around his eyes. Maybe he did think I would actually not show up and humiliate him.

Maybe he’s worried that everyone in his family is depending on him to go through with this. Perhaps we even share the same concerns.

My smile is docile, the obedient-daughter one I pull out for special occasions. Maybe I should rename this smile the obedient wife. “Well, here I am.”

“You look beautiful.” He dips his head, his mouth pressing against my cheek in a chaste kiss. My face warms from where his lips touched, my entire body trembling when he shifts that dangerous mouth to my ear and whispers, “We’re going to have to put on a real show tonight. Are you prepared?”

I’m about to give my answer when he touches me, resting his hand at the center of my back, his warm fingers brushing against my bare skin. I suck in a breath, pressing my lips together to hold it.

“Well?” he asks, his mouth still at my ear. He’s so close, my head swims, his scent wrapping all around us, intoxicating me like a drug.

It should be outlawed to smell as delicious as Perry Constantine does.

“Yes,” I breathe, able to draw air into my lungs once more when he finally pulls away, his gaze finding mine. His lips are curved, but his gaze is still intense.

Dark.

“Good.” He pulls me closer, angling me so we’re facing the room side by side. A united front. “My future wife, everyone.”

There is actual applause and cheering. Someone whistles so loud I wince, yet still keeping that smile on my face. I can feel Perry’s gaze on my lips and I turn to him. I can tell what he wants and my heart thumps wildly in my chest, threatening to break free.

He leans in, whispering, “Get that terrified look off your face.”

Somehow my face cooperates. Or at least, it feels like it does. I will my features to relax, my lips parting when he settles his mouth on mine.

The connection feels far too brief, yet I know his lips linger. Cling. Making it look real between us.

It certainly feels real.

His tongue lightly touches mine, a teasing brush before he pulls away almost as quickly as he dived in, yet I’m paralyzed. All I can do is blink up at him, my lips tingling.

It’s all his fault.

The kiss. The slip of his tongue against mine.

All of it.

“I’m going to have to do that again tonight,” he says, the both of us focused on each other and not the partygoers who are still shouting their congratulations.

I nod. “Yes.”

“You’re going to have to pretend you like it,” he demands, his brows drawing together. “As if you actually like me.”

“I’m supposed to be in love with you.” My voice is light, much like my head.

It’s spinning. Thank God he’s holding on to me.

“Right.” He removes his arm from my waist and grabs my hand, tugging me off that last step. “Let’s do this.”

We make the rounds as a united couple. He never leaves my side as we smile and murmur our thank-yous for the well-wishes from complete strangers. I barely recognize any of the people we’re talking to, figuring most of them to be from the Constantine side, but from the way Perry talks to them, I get the sense he doesn’t know who they are either.

A tall, imposing man with a scowl on his face and features that strongly resemble Perry’s approaches us, a beautiful woman on his arm. She looks to be about my age, or even a few years older, and she gazes up at this angry-looking man as if the sun rises and sets on his golden head.

“This is my oldest brother,” Perry says to me when they stop in front of us. “Winston, this is Charlotte.”

I hate him on sight. This is the man who pushed for this arrangement to happen. “Charmed.”

I somehow make the word sound more like asshole.

Winston bursts out laughing, as does the woman with him. “You’re in for it,” he tells Perry before turning his blue-eyed gaze on me. “Watch it. The ruder you are, the more I might like you.”

“Stop it, Win,” the woman tells him with a laugh before turning her attention on me. Her expression is friendly, which makes me wary. “I’m Ash. It’s so nice to meet you.”

I shake her hand. “Nice to meet you, too.”

“Congratulations.” Ash’s smile is wide as she removes her arm from Winston’s and goes to Perry, giving him a long hug. “I can’t believe you’re getting married.”

Something dark sparks within me, making me sort of hate Ash on sight, too. I don’t like how familiar Perry is with her. Or how familiar she is with my fiancé.

Glancing down, I blink rapidly, my head spinning. Oh God, am I…

Jealous?

No. Impossible. I don’t care about this man. I barely know him.

“I’m going to introduce you to the rest of my family,” Perry says to me once he’s released his hold on Ash. She watches him fondly, and I tamp my jealousy down, telling myself they’re just good friends. She’s like a sister to him.

That’s it.

“Good luck,” Winston drawls as he grabs Ash’s hand and leads her away. She glances over her shoulder, waving at us and I glare at her in return.

I forget all about my jealousy over Ash as Perry introduces me to a long list of Constantines. His other brother, his sisters, a few cousins. They’re all perfectly polite but I get the sense they know what’s really going on.

And I’m sure they don’t approve.

There’s a woman watching us, her hair dark as midnight, her eyes a golden brown. She’s wearing a slinky deep-purple dress that accentuates her curves, and the moment we make eye contact, she approaches us, her smile broad as she greets Perry, pulling him in for a long hug.

I watch, dumbfounded. Who is this woman? And why is she so familiar with my future husband?

“Congratulations on your engagement,” she says as she pulls away from Perry, turning her attention to me. “You finally nabbed him.”

Huh? “Um, yeah. Thanks?”

“Charlotte, this is Lindy. We used to—”

“Date,” Lindy finishes for him, flashing a brilliant smile. “For a brief moment in time. Until he unceremoniously dumped me and I never heard from him again.”

Unease slithers down my spine, icy cold. Her words are achingly familiar.

Perry appears uncomfortable. I suppose I don’t blame him. “It wasn’t as bad as all that. You felt the same way.”

“That’s what you tell yourself.” Lindy laughs, like it’s no big deal, what Perry did to her. “But that was a long time ago, and I found someone else. Someone who actually sticks around.”

Her words fill me with rising alarm. Red flags everywhere, dropping from her lips.

“Congratulations again.” Lindy pulls me in for a hug, whispering, “Good luck.”

Just before she turns and walks away, getting swallowed up by the crowd.

Her words stick with me as we make our way through our guests, the both of us smiling and nodding so much my face is starting to hurt.

Everything Lindy said about Perry reminds me of my own experience in Paris, making me uneasy.

What am I really getting myself into with Perry? Will he ditch me too?

Probably. I should prepare myself for it. I’m getting quite used to rejection, which is the most pitiful thing ever.

When it’s finally Perry’s turn to meet my family, I throw him straight to the wolves.

AKA my brothers.

I find all three of them standing near one of the makeshift bars set up just for the party, each of them clutching a drink in their hand, even Crew, who’s barely eighteen. They are a sight to see, three handsome Lancaster men in dark suits, all of them watching the mingling guests as if they’re each kings sitting on a throne, lazy and bored. The disdain in my oldest brother Grant’s eyes when he sees us approach tells me he knows what a farce this is.

So why are we going through with it again?

“Grant.” I shift away from Perry’s arm to offer my cheek for my brother to kiss, which he dutifully does before pulling me in for a brief hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” His narrowed gaze finds Perry and he practically snarls. “You’re actually marrying this dipshit?”

Perry’s friendly expression disappears in an instant, replaced with a scowl. “What the fuck, bro?”

“Let’s get some things straight.” Finn takes a step toward Perry, getting in his face. From far away, it could almost appear friendly, but I can feel the tension radiating between them. There’s nothing remotely friendly about this conversation. “We’re not your bros, and we never will be, despite the fact that you’re marrying our sister.”

I clear my throat. “Finn, back off. Perry, this is Grant. My eldest brother. That’s Finn.” I nod toward him and he bares his teeth at us in an attempt at a smile. “And this is Crew.”

Perry indicates all of them with a flick of his chin but otherwise doesn’t say a word, not that I can blame him.

“You hurt her, you make her cry once, you answer to us.” Grant’s voice drips with hostility. “You got that?”

Oh good Lord. These three barely acknowledge my existence and now they’re going all alpha male on Perry. The only one who I think halfway means it is Crew, and that’s only because we were so close growing up.

But my fiancé’s expression is stoic as he says, “Not that it’s any of your damn business what goes on between me and my fiancée, but sure. I appreciate the concern.”

Grant actually laughs, the sound rusty because he doesn’t do it that much. All Lancaster men lack a sense of humor. “We have zero concern for you, asshole.”

“Grant, seriously. Leave him alone,” I snap.

“Hey.” Crew steps toward us, his expression a little more open than Grant and Finn’s, which is odd. “Aren’t you that one dude who used to street race?”

I’m startled. “What?”

Perry’s cheeks turn ruddy and he nods. “Yeah. Used to. Don’t do it anymore.”

“Mad respect.” Crew holds his hand out to him and they perform one of those bro handshakes that looks completely made up. “An honor to meet you.”

“Back at you.” Perry flicks his chin at him. “What’s your name again?”

“Crew. I’m a senior at Lancaster Prep. You’re a legend with my friends. I’ve heard the stories about you racing through the streets of Bishop’s Landing. Didn’t you win a couple of races here too in midtown? Hey!” He whips around to glare at Finn, who just smacked him in the back of the head. “Knock that shit off.”

“Quit slobbering all over that asshole’s dick,” Finn practically spits at him, turning his fiery gaze on Perry.

“We’ll talk later. When you’re alone,” Perry tells Crew before he steers me away from them.

Way too many things are running through my mind as we make our way through the crowd, and all of them have to do with my fiancé. “I’m sorry about my brothers.”

“They’re—interesting,” he says, shaking his head. “Overprotective of you?”

“They just hate the world and everyone in it,” I admit.

“Nice. Sounds like my family.”

“Wait until you meet my father.” I glance down at my arm, thankful the lacy sleeves of my dress hit at my elbow and hide the bruises he left a few nights ago. They’re purple and yellow and absolutely hideous. I had another dress I wanted to wear, but it was sleeveless and my bruises would’ve been on complete display.

“If he’s anything like your brothers, I’m terrified. Though Crew seemed cool.” Perry plucks two glasses of champagne off a passing waiter’s tray and hands one to me. “Drink up.”

I take a sip. Then another, my gaze on Perry as he drains the glass, setting it on a nearby table. “What was Crew talking about anyway?”

Perry rubs the back of his neck, distinctly uncomfortable. “What are you referring to?”

Oh, he knows. “You used to street race?”

He drops his arm to his side. “I did.”

“Wow.” I don’t quite know what to say. “Were you any good at it?”

“One of the best,” he admits.

“Did you love it?”

“There is nothing else like it in the world. The rush I get from my foot on the pedal, going as fast as I can, pushing the limits of the engine, of myself…” His voice drifts and his expression is downright dreamy, as if he’s lost in his memories, all of them good.

“But you don’t do it anymore.”

He shakes his head, his gaze finding mine. “I quit.”

“Why?”

“Got too risky. I almost wrecked. Nearly got arrested once. Now there’s a story.” He grins and I want to hear it. Every single detail.

I part my lips, ready to ask but he keeps talking.

“Eventually I had to get serious and grow up. Go to work every day and quit fucking around.”

Hmm. Someone gave Perry a speech.

I bet it was his mother.

Speaking of…

“I haven’t seen your mother yet.” I glance around the room, looking for her elegant blonde head.

“She’s here. Just making the rounds, like us.” His gaze meets mine. “You seem to be holding up well.”

“So do you.” I sip from my glass yet again.

“I should probably kiss you again. While we’re having an intimate conversation. Just the two of us.” He raises that single brow.

Ugh. It’s kind of sexy, that move.

“Fine. Just get it over with.” I quickly glance around the room one more time with a smile plastered on my face, but it feels forced, so I let it fade. When I return my attention to him, I see that he’s watching me with a stormy expression on his face.

“Get it over with?” He sounds vaguely insulted. “Was it that much of a hardship, being kissed by me earlier?”

“It wasn’t much of a kiss at all, if I’m being truthful.”

“Really.”

“Yes. Really.”

Without warning he hauls me into his arms, until I’m pressed so tight against him you couldn’t slip a piece of paper between us. His fingers curl beneath my chin, tilting my head back so my lips are perfectly aligned with his.

“Here’s a kiss for you, then,” he murmurs.

Just before his lips crash down on mine.

This kiss is nothing like the first one, which only consisted of a little spark. A flash of heat before it was gone.

No, this kiss is all fire and tongue and hunger. His hand slips down, until he’s touching my ass and his fingers tighten around my chin, keeping me in place as he devours my mouth with his. All I can do is cling helplessly to him, my hand finding his chest, his wildly beating heart beneath my palm.

He breaks the kiss, taking a step back, his chest rising and falling. “How was that?”

I can’t find my words. All I can do is nod.

The look on his face is smug. “That’s what I thought. Shall we talk to more of our guests? Thank them for coming?”

How he can act so smooth and unaffected after that kiss is mind blowing.

And irritating.

“Yes,” I finally rasp, clearing my throat. I can still feel his hand on my ass. His lips fused with mine. The way he slid his tongue into my mouth…

“Let’s go.” He grabs hold of the crook of my elbow, the very one that my father gripped a few days ago and a whimper falls from my lips. His fingers immediately spring away from my arm, his brows lowered in concern. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I say too quickly.

He just stares at me, his gaze full of disbelief.

“I, um, hurt myself.” I wave my other hand at my arm.

His expression is thunderous. “What happened?”

I don’t want to tell him the truth. “It’s nothing.”

We stare at each other for a beat, and I see the dawning realization in his eyes. He knows I’m lying.

“I think it’s something.” Without warning he reaches for my arm, his fingers gentle as he pushes up the lace.

It all happens so fast.

I jerk my arm away, the lace falling back into place, but it’s too late. The moment I see the darkness enter his gaze, his entire expression going tight, I know he’s seen it.

“Charlotte.” His voice is extra deep. “Those bruises are fingerprints.”

I say nothing. Can only stare at him, my entire being trembling.

“Who did this to you?”

A shuddery breath leaves me. “I can’t tell you.”

“Why the fuck not?”

I swallow hard. “It’s none of your business.”
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Chapter Eleven


Perry

What the fuck did she just say? It’s none of my business?

If we’re really going through with this, I’m about to become her husband. Everything she does, everything that happens to her, is going to be my business. I have every right to know who did this to her.

“Was it one of your asshole brothers? Grant? Or maybe it was Finn.” Those dudes—specifically the middle one—were something else. Bunch of arrogant dicks, and when Finn tried playing the tough-guy game with me—Jesus. Good thing I’ve been in training my whole life for moments like this.

Winston would decimate them with just a look.

“No.” She shakes her head, her gaze dropping from mine. She can’t even look me in the eyes right now. Is she ashamed? What the fuck happened to her? She shouldn’t feel shame. Hell no. Some prick put his hands on her and fucking hurt her. “I just—I can’t tell you.”

“Charlotte.” Her startled gaze goes to mine and I see the fear swirling in her eyes, which makes me feel like a bigger asshole. Like one of her brothers. Swear to God if one of them hurt her…

What? What would I do? Why would I care?

I care because if this marriage actually happens, she’ll eventually become mine and I’m a Constantine. We take care of what’s ours.

And for some reason, she feels like mine. My responsibility. Seeing the bruises on her arm caused something unfamiliar to rise within me. Something I’ve never really felt before in my life.

Protectiveness. Possessiveness.

“What?” She visibly swallows, her voice shaky.

“Tell me later, okay?” I keep my voice soft so as not to scare her.

Which is really fucked up, if you ask me.

She nods, her gaze dropping from mine, her cheeks tinged pink. If I could, I’d pull her back into my arms—because fuck me, that kiss we just shared was hot—but she might freak out.

And I think I’ve already freaked her out enough.

Even though I reluctantly accepted her answer, I’m still mad. Anger suffuses every inch of my body, leaving me tense and ready to pounce as I glance around the glittering room full of mostly strangers who are here to celebrate me.

Us.

Someone who’s most likely in the room did this to her. I can guarantee it. And when I find out who it is?

They need to watch the fuck out.

I may not be thrilled to go through a fake wedding with this woman, but damned if I’m going to let someone abuse my fiancée. She may be a pain in the ass sometimes, but she’s my pain in the ass.

And no one can touch her.

Not a single soul.

“Just—give me a minute, okay?” she asks, her voice soft, her head still bent. Downright submissive.

“Sure,” I tell her, wishing I could give her comfort.

Knowing I’m not the one who’s capable of it. Not right now.

She remains quiet and so do I, giving her the chance to gather herself. I keep my gaze on her, unable to look away, drinking in her subtle beauty. The slope of her nose, the arch of her cheekbones, the slight jut of her chin that gives her a hint of fierceness. Another server walks by and she grabs a fresh champagne glass from his tray, bringing it to her mouth, her pink glossy lips resting on the rim before she takes a sip.

I wipe the corner of my mouth, bringing my finger away to stare at it.

Pink sparkly gloss.

Remnants of her on my lips.

I’m going to have to kiss her again here eventually. We have to make this look real. That’s what Winston told me. Mother too. They got me alone last night and gave me a speech about how important it is that we look like an actual couple who are in love. Our relationship has to appear as real as possible.

But for who?

That’s the million fucking dollar question.

Reaching out, I rest my hand on Charlotte’s back, purposely keeping my touch light. I might be doing this for appearance’s sake, but I also want to reassure her that I really do have her back.

She takes a subtle step forward, my hand having no choice but to fall and I press my lips together, irritated she won’t let me comfort her.

She won’t let me in.

“Let’s get this over with,” she finally mutters, setting her glass down next to my empty one. I could’ve consumed three more in quick succession, but I need to keep my wits about me.

If I get too drunk, I might end up doing or saying something stupid.

Can’t risk it.

We move about the room once more, heading deeper into the opulent townhouse where the Lancasters live. We come from wealth, but not like this. They come from old money and it shows. From the fine art that hangs on their walls that looks like something straight out of a museum to the quality lines of the furniture that I know wasn’t manufactured but hand made by a renowned designer. Hell, the glasses they’re serving all the liquor in look straight out of some old English duke’s estate and are probably hundreds of years old.

Not that I’ve ever consumed alcohol out of a fancy glass at an old English duke’s estate, but if I ever did, this is how I’d imagine the glasses to look.

I spot my mother nearby, in deep conversation with a man about her age or even older who looks vaguely familiar.

“There’s my mother,” I tell Charlotte, and when she glances in her direction, her entire body goes stiff. “Who’s she with?”

“My father,” Charlotte says, her voice faint.

No wonder he looks familiar. His dickhead sons resemble him.

I shouldn’t call Crew a dickhead. He seemed all right. Can’t believe he recognized me. I haven’t raced in over a year, not after I almost wrecked and scared the shit out of myself one Saturday night. I’d been high as fuck and thinking I was untouchable.

Until that moment.

Haven’t raced since. That’s when I garaged the Chevelle. Yes, I still own a sportscar and like to go fast as I drive through the city, but I don’t have a death wish like I used to.

Not anymore.

We walk over to where my mother and her father are standing, and they don’t even notice our approach until we’re practically upon them, they’re still so involved in their conversation. Mother catches sight of us first, a small smile playing upon her lips when she sees us.

“Reggie, our children are here,” she says, her gaze going to Charlotte. “Don’t you look lovely tonight, Charlotte?”

“Thank you.” Charlotte smiles, a little yelp leaving her when my mother pulls my fiancée into her arms and gives her a tight hug. “You look nice too.”

My mother always looks nice. She’s an impeccable dresser with a great sense of style and all the money to pay for her designer clothes. I’d like to think I inherited my own sense of style from her.

I’m always on top of the trends.

“Oh, you’re too gracious, darling. You’re the star of the show tonight. That dress. You look like a sweet little cream puff.” Mother glances over at Reginald, who’s watching us, Charlotte in particular. “Have you met my son?”

This is fucking crazy, that I haven’t even met this man yet, and I’m about to marry his only daughter. “A pleasure to meet you, sir,” I say to him, offering my hand.

Reginald Lancaster shakes it, his icy blue gaze cold. Assessing. “Finally, we meet, Perry. Sorry I couldn’t attend the family dinner. I was out of the country.”

“Always gallivanting about, aren’t you, Reggie?” Mother laughs, sipping from her champagne glass.

“It was for business,” he says through gritted teeth, reaching for Charlotte. “You look beautiful tonight, Charlotte.”

She lets go of my hand and allows her father to hug her, but barely touches him in return. “Thank you.”

Guess she’s not a daddy’s girl.

A couple I don’t recognize start talking to my mother, distracting her. I watch Charlotte with her father, noting the way Reginald doesn’t fully let her go. He keeps my fiancée by his side, his arm around her waist as he joins the conversation with my mother. That arm around Charlotte’s waist feels as if he’s trying to send a message to me—his touch is like a claim. Reminding me that she still belongs to him. I also can’t help but notice the way his fingers bite into her waist, he’s holding her so tightly.

My gaze goes to Charlotte, noting the misery there.

Unease slithers down my spine.

“Char,” I murmur and she glances up, seemingly startled by my new nickname for her. “My aunt Blanche is right over there, and I know she’s dying to meet you.”

I gesture to the other side of the room.

The smile of relief on her face is instantaneous. “I would love to meet your aunt. Excuse us, will you?” she murmurs to her father.

He barely releases Charlotte and she has to practically wrench herself out of his grip. My mother is oblivious. The territorial expression on her father’s face speaks volumes.

Reginald Lancaster views his daughter as a product. An asset.

I slip my arm around her waist to lay claim on my future wife and steer her away from our parents, my touch far gentler than his. My steps are brisk, not giving Charlotte a chance to slow down until we’re tucked away in a tiny alcove not far from the kitchen.

“What is wrong with you?” she asks as she pulls out of my grip and turns to face me. “And where’s your aunt Blanche?”

“I don’t have an aunt Blanche.” I try to take her hand to pull her in closer, but she yanks her hand away from mine. Instead, I slip my hands into my pockets, irritation with this ridiculous woman making my blood run hot. “Tell me what the hell is going on.”

Charlotte frowns. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Pretty sure she’s playing my ass. “With your father, Charlotte. I didn’t like how he touched you just now.”

About a thousand emotions flicker in her gaze before she schools it into utter calmness. An expert poker player she would never make. “It’s not what you think.”

When someone makes a remark like that, it is absolutely one hundred percent what you think. My tone drops about ten octaves when I ask, “Is he the one who gave you those bruises?”

She starts to shake her head. “Absolutely no—”

“Tell me the truth,” I interrupt, my voice sharp.

We stare at each other in silence, neither of us wanting to give first. I don’t know exactly what clue indicated to me that her father might be abusive toward her. Maybe I’m running on pure instinct. I remember how she told me after our first family dinner how being married to me might not be too bad.

She’s in search of an escape—and using me for it. Being in a stranger’s house would be far better than in her own?

Maybe it would.

“It’s truly nothing,” she says, lifting her chin. Daring me to contradict her.

I’m quiet, my mind going one hundred miles a minute, trying to come up with a solution for her problem. She can deny it all she wants but I don’t believe her.

She’s lying.

She wants protection? I’ll give it to her. I know it’s none of my business. I should be scheming how to get out of this entire situation, not shoving myself in deeper. But…

I feel sorry for her. No man should hurt a woman. Physically or emotionally. I feel responsible for her in a sense.

Damn it, she’s growing on me.

“Tomorrow, you’re moving in with me,” I demand.

“What?” Charlotte gapes at me, her pink lips falling open. “I can’t live with you. We’re not even married yet.”

“What does it matter?”

Her expression turns haughty. “I can’t risk another scandal.”

Another one?

What the hell is she talking about? Her secret passionate affair with the nameless dude? Give me a break.

“No one has to know. We’ll keep it quiet.” I shrug.

“People might find out.”

“Like who?”

She remains quiet. Meaning, she doesn’t have an answer.

“I want you with me.” My voice is low. I want her to know how serious I am. “At all times.”

“Why?”

“Because.” Fuck, that sounds lame, but what do I tell her? The truth?

That I think her father is abusing her, so I want her out of that house. Merely suspecting he hurt her fills me with a murderous rage I’ve never experienced before. I might fucking kill him once I find out the truth.

Yeah. She’s not living with that monster anymore if I can help it. No wonder she freaks out when I touch her and doesn’t trust me.

Her glare intensifies. “I’ve spent my entire life living with one controlling man who’s dictated my every move since I was born, only to find myself about to marry a man who’s determined to treat me the same exact way.”

That’s a fucking insult if I ever heard one. “I don’t want to control you—”

“Bullshit.” It’s her turn to interrupt me, and by the fury I see blazing in her eyes, I must’ve chosen a touchy subject. “God, I’m so sick and tired of men always telling me what to do.”

I stand up straighter, wondering why the hell I’m having to defend my decision when I’m only trying to give her a chance to escape what is clearly a toxic situation. “I’m doing it for your own protection.”

She shakes her head, her upper lip curled in seeming disgust. “Please. Like I can’t make a decision for myself. I’m the helpless little girl who always need a big strong man to take care of me.”

“Considering I’m pretty sure your father gave you those bruises.” I nod toward her arm. “I’m guessing he doesn’t do too good of a job taking care of you.”

She goes quiet, so much pain in her eyes I feel bad for saying it. The man may be a piece of shit, but he’s still her father.

“You shouldn’t insult him.” Her defense of him is weak, and she knows it.

“Charlotte, he hurt you. You have the bruises to prove it.” Damn it, she needs to see reason.

I need to get her away from him.

“You’ll make sure no one will find out we’re living together?” she asks, her voice small.

“I will do my best,” I say firmly.

I’m getting her out of that house. Even if we have to live in my apartment until we’re married, I don’t care. I can deal with her in such close quarters.

“Okay.” She nods once, her teeth sinking into her lower lip.

And then she does the oddest thing.

Charlotte lunges for me, wrapping me up in a tight hug. Her scent hits my senses, filling my head and I automatically slip my arms around her waist, holding her close. Noting how we’re a perfect fit.

How good she feels.

How delicious she smells.

“Thank you,” she whispers against my chest.

I touch her hair, trying to fight the surge of protectiveness for this woman that fills me, but it’s no use.

Guess I’m a sucker for a damsel in distress.
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Chapter Twelve


Charlotte

My future husband went through with his threat. First thing Monday morning Mother stops by my room to inform me I’ll be moving out by the end of the day.

The end. Of. The.

Day.

“I can’t pack all of my things in that short amount of time,” I tell her, glancing around my cluttered room, trying to stuff down the panic that rises within me.

“Just pack the necessary items for now and you can get the rest later,” she suggests. “Besides, we’ve already made the arrangements. You and your husband will be moving into the apartment Grant used to keep. The place with the lovely terrace.”

She focuses on the oddest things, I swear to God. Who cares about the terrace? You’d think she’d be upset her only daughter is about to move out earlier than expected with a man.

A man who’ll eventually be my husband, but still.

Doesn’t she care that I’m leaving? Isn’t she worried about me? Or do I not matter to her anymore? Am I only a nuisance?

I decide to put her to the test.

“Great.” I leap to my feet and start pacing the room as I’m wont to do when Mother drops a bomb on me, which is often. “I don’t want to move.”

“You don’t really have a choice,” she murmurs. “He will be your husband in a matter of weeks. He wants you living with him. He called your father first thing this morning and made it happen.”

“He only wants me living with him so he can control me,” I spit out, though I don’t know if that’s true. From what I’ve seen, Perry doesn’t seem the controlling type.

Well.

He was sort of controlling at the engagement party. Very demanding too. But that was out of anger. He wants to protect me, not control me.

At least, that’s what I think.

Hope.

Mother shrugs. Doesn’t offer a reply.

Meaning she believes he wants to control me too—and doesn’t bother trying to stop me from leaving.

Proving my point.

A frustrated growl leaves me as I stomp around my room. I spot Doja under my bed, watching me with her all-seeing golden eyes and I swear I see sympathy on her feline face.

I turn to face my mother. “What about my cat?”

“What about him?”

“Her,” I stress.

Mother shrugs. “You can leave her here. She’ll be fine. Jasper will feed her. Or one of the maids.”

“I don’t want to leave her here. I want to take her with me.” My tone is stubborn and sulky, but I don’t care. Besides, no one would take care of my cat. They’d totally neglect her. She’d probably run away and eventually live on the mean streets of New York City. “Doja’s mine.”

“You’re being ridiculous, Charlotte.” She moves to sit on the edge of my bed, watching me as I pace about. “What you really need to do is learn how to work a man, my dear. Be agreeable. Downright submissive even. Then when they’re content, they won’t feel the need to watch your every move.”

Spoken like a woman with experience. I stop my pacing, curling my arms in front of me. “Is that what you do with my father? Act the submissive pet most of the time and let him feel like he’s the man?”

“I wouldn’t quite put it like that, but something close.” She pats the empty spot beside her. “Come sit with me, darling. You’re giving me a headache.”

I drop my arms at my side and resume my pacing. “You act like none of this is a big deal, when it’s huge. Do you not care that I’m moving out forever? Won’t you miss me?”

That’s what I long to hear. For my mother to hug me and tell me she loves me. That she’ll miss me when I go, and life won’t be the same around here without me.

“Of course I’ll miss you,” she says automatically, sounding like a robot. “But it’s what’s expected. You’re getting married, darling. Aren’t you thrilled?”

I’m scared and nervous and I need her comfort right now, but all she can focus on is how happy I should be.

It’s obvious I’m not happy at all, but she’s either oblivious or she doesn’t want to know what’s really bothering me.

More likely the latter part.

“Perry is a fine young man. He already seems besotted with you.” She smiles and I look away from her, rolling my eyes as I keep pacing.

We’re faking it, and she knows it. Why does she act like this is the real deal between Perry and me?

“From all the society pages showcasing your engagement party, you two look like you’re helplessly in love,” she continues.

I come to a stop once more, glaring at her. “What are you talking about?”

“You haven’t googled yourself? You should.”

Dread settles into my stomach like the heaviest stone. “There are photos from the party? How?”

I don’t recall seeing a photographer there.

“Someone leaked them. One of the guests I assume. There were quite a few characters in attendance I had no idea who they were.” She taps her finger against her lips, momentarily lost in thought. “They’re quite flattering, though. You look lovely. And we were able to move up the engagement announcement to this weekend, thanks to the leak. The society editor was so upset that it happened. She wanted an exclusive, but unfortunately we weren’t able to give it to her. I’ve already promised she’d be the first to know about the birth announcement.”

My jaw drops open. “Birth announcement? Mother, I’m not having sex with that man.”

“Charlotte, please. He’ll be your husband. Of course, you’re having sex with him.”

“No.” I shake my head. “This is a fake marriage, remember?”

“Yes, I remember.” Her voice is droll. “You’ll get to know him. You two will settle into a—comfortable existence.”

That sounds like pure misery.

“I’m not attracted to him.”

That’s a lie. He’s attractive. Every time he touched me, kissed me, I loosened up. I even enjoyed it.

The man can kiss. And he has a way of looking at me, talking to me, as if no one matters. His attention is always one hundred percent for me.

And no one else.

“Darling, he’s a virile, handsome young man with broad shoulders and a pleasant smile. You’ll end up attracted to him. Just let him take the lead. He’ll know what to do.”

Oh my God, she sounds just like Perry when he thought I was a virgin and he told me he’d be gentle.

Please. Maybe I don’t want gentle.

“Maybe he’s not attracted to me. Maybe he’ll never take the lead and I’ll die lonely and heartbroken.” Okay, I’m being a complete drama queen, but what if?

What if Perry is just a really great actor and he doesn’t care about me? The moment we’re married he’ll take off and live his own life, leaving me alone? What then?

What will happen to me?

The unknown. It’s terrifying to contemplate.

“He’s attracted to you. I see it in his eyes, the way he looks at you,” Mother says.

I refuse to get my hopes up, though what she just said does light a spark deep inside of me.

“He’s been with a lot of other women,” I say, dropping my head so I can gaze at the floor. “I’m nothing special. He’ll want to find someone else like he usually does.”

“Perhaps he behaved that way a few years ago, but now he holds a respectable position at Halcyon and is hardly seen on the gossip sites anymore. He’s grown up. We all go through a—difficult stage, especially when we’re young.” Her gaze is pointed when she levels it on me. “Remember yours?”

We always have to circle back to the moment when I had an affair with a man in Paris. “That was a long time ago.”

She didn’t even pick up on my “nothing special” remark. Not that I’m looking for pity or sympathy…

More like I want my mother to talk me up. Remind me that I’m a strong woman who can handle any situation. That she’ll miss me and she loves me and she always has my back.

“A year.”

Instead, she reminds me of my faults and makes me feel like shit.

I let out a growl, making Doja meow in warning from her spot beneath my bed. “I’m not happy about any of this.”

“I know.”

“I’m taking Doja with me.”

“That’s fine. I’m sure your fiancé won’t mind.”

“And I will eventually take every single item out of this room. It all belongs to me.” I tap my chest.

“Of course.”

“And I want—I want Jasper to come with me, too.”

Mother’s lips form a perfect circle and she rests her hand against her chest. “You want to take Jasper? He’s not a pet you can take with you like that stupid cat. He’s an actual human being.”

Like she notices—or cares. “He’s very dear to me.”

“He should be. He’s been with our family for years.”

“Jasper will take care of me. Watch over me as I adjust to my new life. I’m sure he could even instruct me on how to be a proper wife to Perry, and what my duties will be around the house.” Oh, I’m really talking a good game when I don’t even mean a word of it.

“Please, darling. Whatever Jasper can do for you, another servant can.” She contemplates me, slowly shaking her head. “We don’t have to do much as wives beyond provide beautiful, well-behaved children and look good on our husband’s arm when we’re at parties.”

If my mother could only hear herself. She’s setting back the feminist movement about fifty years, and I don’t even think she cares.

Well, I do.

“When you describe it like that, don’t you feel like you have no purpose in life? Don’t you want to do more?”

“More beyond shopping whenever I want, redecorating or remodeling one of the houses and going to lunch with all of my friends? I think that’s doing plenty.” The look on her face is downright arrogant. “I’ve done my duty to your father and the Lancaster legacy. I’ve been a loyal wife.”

Notice how she doesn’t use the word faithful. I guess there’s a difference.

“I’ve raised four beautiful children and I’ve survived a scandal or two.” She schools her expression, giving off serious royal family vibes. Stiff upper lip and all that. “What I want to do with my life now is my business and nobody else’s.”

“Chill out, Mother. I’m not judging you. I just—I don’t want what you have. I want a loving marriage and a man who cares about me beyond looking good on his arm. I want a happy family and children who love me and a husband who’s eager to see me at the end of his workday.” I press my lips together, hating that I just admitted all of that. I told Perry it wouldn’t be so bad, escaping this house, and I meant it. Getting away from my parents—specifically my father—is what I want more than anything.

But right now, with reality hitting me square in the face, I’m…

Scared.

“At this particular moment, I don’t think you have a choice.” She glances about my room, wrinkling her nose. “You should pack your things, darling. You don’t have much time.”

She exits my room just as Jasper appears with a giant suitcase. He rolls it into my room, his expression, his entire mood somber as he watches me. “Where do you want this, miss?”

“On my bed, please.” I plop down on the edge of the mattress, my gaze on my beloved Jasper as he brings the suitcase to my bed and carefully sets it in the middle. “I don’t want to leave.”

“No one wants you to leave, but we understand you have a duty to fulfill.” He backs away from my bed, hovering by the doorway as if he wants to make his escape. “Do you need anything else?”

“I need you to come with me,” I blurt.

Jasper frowns. “Come with you where?”

“To the apartment where I’ll be living with my new husband.” I make a face, hating how that sounds. “If I have to leave, I at least want you with me.”

His brows shoot up. “I don’t know how your parents will feel about that.”

“My father won’t care. My mother might put up a fight but she’ll give in if it’s what I want.” I stare at him for a beat, wishing I could gauge his feelings. He’s got that neutral, I-don’t-feel-or-think-anything mode completely down. To the point it’s admirable. “I need you there, Jasper. It would be so reassuring to see a familiar face day in and day out, while I adjust to my new life.”

Doja Cat chooses that moment to slip out from underneath the bed and rub her body against Jasper’s ankles. He bends down, his knees cracking, and scratches under Doja’s chin. I can hear her purring from where I sit.

“Are you bringing Doja with you?” Jasper asks once he rises to his full height.

“Of course.” I make a ticking noise and Doja runs toward me, leaping onto the bed and walking right onto my lap. “Hopefully the new husband isn’t allergic to cats.”

“Might I say I don’t think you care if he is or not?” Jasper lifts his brows in question.

“You’re right.” I scratch the top of Doja’s head, smiling to myself. “I don’t.”
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Chapter Thirteen


Perry

“You’re moving into one of the Lancaster properties?” Mom’s shrill voice is pitched so high it nearly pierces my skull. “Who allowed this to happen?”

“Me. I allowed it to happen.” I jab a thumb at my chest as I move about my bedroom at the Constantine compound, tossing clothes into my suitcase. There’s not much I want to take from my childhood bedroom beyond a few personal belongings. Most of my stuff I use and wear on the daily is at the apartment I stay in during the week.

“I thought you and Charlotte would move here first.” She sniffs, her expression neutral, but I can see the flicker of emotion in her gaze.

She’s upset. She doesn’t like me making a single move without her approval first.

I love my mother, and I know I’m the favored child, but fuck that. I can’t live under her thumb forever, and deep down, she knows it, too.

And what’s my future wife supposed to think if we moved in with my mother in the Constantine compound? Yes, it’s large, and we’d have our own quarters, but knowing Charlotte, she’d be upset. It’s bad enough she has to move in with me—but us living together before we’re married with my mother acting as chaperone?

Charlotte might freak the fuck out.

Besides, we’re living in a modern world—despite the fact that this is an arranged marriage—and I don’t see any issue of us shacking up together before we make it legal.

Not like I’m going to touch her, or fuck her brains out.

I think of the kisses we shared at the engagement party. The jolt of electricity I felt when our lips first connected. The little breathy sounds she made. The taste of her mouth. Her tongue.

Yeah.

Maybe.

She acts like she hates me, but I don’t think she does. Not anymore. At first she’d stiffen up every time I so much as looked at her, but now I get why.

Her father is an asshole. He abuses her for Christ’s sake. Of course, she’s going to freak every time a strange dude—me—tries to touch her.

But at our engagement party, she melted under my touch every time I put my hands on her, and she responded to my kisses too. Charlotte wasn’t faking it.

I think she liked it. I think she likes me.

For some weird reason, I want to earn her trust. That girl has been living under her father’s controlling ways for far too long, and she deserves better.

She deserves to be free.

“I want to stay in the city, so I’m closer to work,” I finally answer, turning to face my mother. The sadness that is now clinging to her is palpable, and I wonder if she’s putting it on. A big show for me to feel bad and give in.

I’m not giving in. Not on this point.

Winston and I jumped on a call yesterday with Reginald Lancaster himself. We told him in no uncertain terms that we wanted Charlotte out of the house. He agreed. Didn’t even hesitate. Like he didn’t care where his daughter ended up, as long as she wasn’t his problem anymore.

What a prick.

He even offered up one of their empty penthouses on the Upper East Side, which Winston agreed to without consulting with me first.

Not that I minded. Sounds like this giant penthouse is going to be a lot better than where I’ve been staying when I’m in the city. Charlotte and I will need all the space we can get.

“I just hate the thought of never seeing you here anymore. You’ll become too busy to come out and visit.” Mother stands a little taller, lifting her chin. “We’ll need to start looking for a house here for you two.”

“Right now? We’ve got a lot going on with the wedding plans, you know.” I open the top drawer of my dresser and spot a small baggie of weed I must’ve left behind God knows when.

I immediately shut it. Don’t need her seeing that.

“Oh, my darling, it thrills me so to hear you talk about your wedding.” I lift my head to find her gazing at me with tears in her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re getting married.”

This is ridiculous. The only reason I’m getting married is because she’s basically forcing me to. And now she’s feeling sentimental?

“Yeah, me either,” I mutter as I pull open the next drawer to find a bunch of socks stuffed inside. How many socks does a man need? Apparently a lot.

I shove the drawer shut and go to my walk-in closet.

“Perry!” Mother snaps, making me pause at the closet entrance. “Did you hear a word I just said?”

“Well, yeah.” I turn to face her. “I can’t think about any of it. I can’t think about anything else but moving out of here. Then I need to go to work—and show up late. Win isn’t going to be happy with me.”

She waves her hand, dismissing my worry. “He’ll understand.”

About as well as she does, which is not very well at all.

“Right. Sure, he will. After dealing with his bad mood all damn day thanks to his obvious disgust with me for being late, I’ll be putting out fires everywhere since I’m pretty decent at schmoozing people on the phone and convincing them it’s never as bad as they think it is. Then I have to go home. To my new home—my new apartment, something I didn’t even get to pick out, so who knows if I’ll even like it. And then I get to spend the rest of my evening with my fiancée. Who still treats me like the enemy.” I blow out a harsh breath at the end of my mini-speech, frustrated with my mother. Work. My family.

My fiancée.

“I don’t want you to move out. Can’t you give it some reconsideration?” Her tone is pleading.

“No, the decision has already been made. I can’t live with you forever. I’m a grown-ass man who’s about to get married.”

She takes a step toward me, going into soothing-mother mode. “It’s a lot, I know, Per Bear.”

Holy shit, she hasn’t called me that in years. I can’t believe she’s pulling out the big guns with the affectionate nickname from my childhood.

“Let’s get through the wedding first, and then you and Charlotte can meet with my real estate agent. Meanwhile, I’ll have her gather up some properties that are newly listed, and I’ll look them over for you. If I find the perfect home before the ceremony, I might just make an offer. You know I won’t be able to resist.”

My mother doesn’t listen to a damn word I say. “No. I don’t want you choosing my house, or buying one without me seeing it first. I don’t even want to live in Bishop’s Landing. Like I just told you, I’d rather be in the city.”

“But—”

The explosion comes out of nowhere.

“Stop trying to control every single move I make!”

Well, the explosion came out of me.

I’m done with this.

Done with my mother controlling me.

Done with living under her thumb.

Done with trying to make her happy all the damn time.

It’s someone else’s turn.

I need to take care of me.

And my wife.

She doesn’t say a word as I finish gathering my things, which I end up doing blindly. I just grab a bunch of shirts and pants off the hangers in my closet and bring them to the suitcase, dumping them inside. Then I slam the lid shut and do up the zipper, not even bothering to fold anything. When I turn to face her, I’m breathing heavily, my blood hot, my hands clenched into fists.

“I’m leaving,” I bite out.

Mother nods, remaining quiet.

I grab my suitcase and head for the door, appreciating that she at least steps to the side as I walk past her.

*     *     *

I make it to Halcyon headquarters a little over an hour late. The moment I’m on the executive floor I head for Winston’s office, ignoring his secretary as she rises to her feet.

“Wait a minute, Mr. Constantine. Your brother is on the phone,” she protests.

“I can’t wait,” I tell her as I push open the door and barrel into his office, slamming the door behind me.

The look on my big brother’s face would slay me dead if it could. He covers the phone he’s holding to his face and mouths, “What the fuck do you want?”

Ignoring him, I settle myself into one of the chairs that faces his desk, pulling out my phone and checking my text messages. I have a few from business associates. One from the reception caterer with a request for her deposit.

I forward that one to Mother without an accompanying text explaining myself. She’ll get it.

There’s another message from a phone number I don’t recognize. I open the text thread, my head starting to pound when I see what the first text says.

Unknown number: Hear you’re marrying the Lancaster slut.

I frown, staring at the words, reading them over and over.

What the fuck?

Me: Who the hell is this?

Unknown number: Good luck with that one. She’s hard to control and a bit of a screamer. Nothing a fat dick in her mouth won’t fix.

I see red. I’m so fucking mad my hands are shaking.

Without thought I hit the number and listen to it ring. It goes straight to voicemail, the automated voice telling me the person isn’t available.

Damn it.

“Who the fuck do you think you are, barging into my office like that unannounced?” Winston barks the moment he’s off the phone.

I glance up at him, ready to give as much ragey energy as he’s giving me currently, thanks to those shitty texts I just received.

“I’m your fucking brother, that’s who. And I can barge into your office whenever the fuck I want. You do the same shit to me,” I bark back.

Winston leans back in his chair, his brows up, the faintest smile on his face. I think he might be impressed. “What crawled up your ass this morning?”

“Mother,” I spit out. I don’t bother bringing up the texts from the unknown number.

I need to look more into that.

Winston grimaces. “There’s a visual I’d rather not imagine.”

“I’m not being literal. Jesus.” I lean back in my chair as well, mirroring his position. “I moved out this morning. That’s why I was late. And she was nagging my ass the entire time, saying she’s going to buy Charlotte and me a place in Bishop’s Landing.”

“Mommy’s buying you and the missus a home in the same neighborhood so she can keep you nearby at all times?” He’s trying to get under my skin, and it’s working.

“Fuck that,” I mutter, shaking my head.

Damn, my mood is foul.

“Really? I figured you’d want to bring your bride back to Bishop’s Landing to live close to Mother,” he says, sounding surprised.

“No way.” I shake my head, tired of feeling frustrated all the damn time. No one listens to me. No one lets me make one fucking move without managing it for me. I can’t do shit by myself, and I’m over it. “I don’t want her managing my life anymore. I agreed to marry Charlotte Lancaster for the family but that’s the last sacrifice I’m going to make. I need to be my own person for once in my goddamned life.”

And I mean every word of that. If this is what I have to do to finally be free of everyone in my life controlling me, then let’s go.

I’m starting to realize I have more in common with Charlotte than I originally thought.

Winston contemplates me before he finally says, “I love this new side to you, Perry. Very forceful.”

“I learned from a master.” I tip my head toward him.

He rests his hand lightly against his chest before dropping it. “Are you giving me credit where it’s due? I’m honored. Still doesn’t give you the right to just enter my office like you own it. I was on an important call.”

“With who?”

“Our sister. Tinsley was asking about you and Charlotte.”

“It wasn’t an important call,” I retort.

“Tinsley wanted the gossip.” He shrugs. “It was important to her.”

“What did you tell her? That I’m being forced? That I don’t know Charlotte at all? That I’m a fucking puppet who does whatever this family wants?” I leap to my feet and start pacing the length of Winston’s office. Which says a lot, because his office is gigantic.

“I told her the truth, yes. But I didn’t call you a puppet.” He sits up straighter, smoothing his tie. “We appreciate what you’re doing, Perry. Even if you feel like you’re being used.”

“I am being used. And I’m fucking sick and tired of it.” I run a hand through my hair and approach the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the city. “Why am I marrying Charlotte Lancaster anyway, huh? Tell me. I deserve to know the real reason, too. Don’t give me a bunch of bullshit.”

Winston is quiet.

Too quiet.

“Mother won’t tell me. I need you to be real with me, Winny.” I pause. “Please.”

“The alliance with the Lancaster family is necessary to bolster our strength against the Morellis,” he says with a ragged sigh.

So the same old song with a slightly different beat. Got it.

Why does it feel like my brother is holding something back, though?

“Plus, Mother is thrilled that someone is finally doing what she wants,” he continues. “You’re her favorite child. Her favorite son.”

I turn to glare at him. “No, I think you hold that title, since you’re the most like her. I’m just the one who was always the easiest to manipulate.”

My brother is quiet for a moment and I know I’ve hit the nail on the mother fuckin’ head.

“You’re angry,” he finally says.

I don’t even hesitate with my answer. “Fuck yeah I am.”

He exhales loudly, leaning back in his chair once more. “I’d love to keep up this chat and bash our mother’s life choices, but I have a call in less than five.”

I glance at my watch and see it’s almost nine thirty. “Sorry I was late.”

“You’re forgiven.”

“Sorry I barged in to your office.” Pains me to apologize since he was only gossiping with our baby sister.

“You’re forgiven for that as well. Look.” He steeples his fingers together, contemplating me. “We need a happy Perry in this office. The good-time guy who can convince anyone that everything is going to be all right. I forwarded you some emails earlier. I need you to make a few calls, smooth a few ruffled feathers. And this afternoon, I need you to get with your team and conduct some research.”

“On what?”

“The Lancaster business holdings. Where each one is based out of, who runs what, all of it. I want every filthy detail.”

“What if none of it is filthy?” I don’t know much about the Lancasters, but I haven’t heard anything about dirty dealings when it comes to them.

“Oh there’s some filth somewhere, I guarantee it.” Winston bares his teeth in a feral smile. “Tamp down that anger for now and put it to good use after lunch. I know you’ll find something.”

“Will do.” I start for his office door, hesitating before I pull it open. “Hey, Win.”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for listening to me. No one else really ever does.”

I leave his office before my brother can even answer.
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Chapter Fourteen


Charlotte

“Doja! Where in the world are you?”

I’m wandering the rooms of my new penthouse, marveling at the size, at the view, at the enormous windows everywhere.

The moment Jasper and I arrived, I opened the door on the pet carrier and Doja shot out like a bullet, scurrying away. There is so much furniture for her to hide under, I don’t know if I’ll be able to find her.

“Shall I open a can of tuna for her?” Jasper asks me as I walk about the apartment, completely distressed.

“No, not yet. The little snot shouldn’t be rewarded for running away,” I tell him, thinking of myself.

When I went to Paris, I thought of it as a reward, even though I was going to school. I wanted to learn, to do something on my own, to be my own person, instead of that one Lancaster girl. For a short period of time, I did whatever I wanted and it was exhilarating. I met a man who was my instructor, and knowing he was interested in me was thrilling. I was young and dumb and completely infatuated. In love with life and everything that came with it. That first taste of freedom was delicious, and I went a little wild with it.

Maybe that’s Doja’s problem. She’s gone wild when presented with new options.

Hopefully she doesn’t pee on anything.

Sigh.

At least this is my family’s place, and not a Constantine apartment. I’d feel even weirder about spending time here, and I already feel weird enough. Thankfully Perry isn’t living with me at my parents’ place, and we’re not living with his mother in Bishop’s Landing.

I’ve never really spent much time there. Did a little research though, and figured out that the Constantine family battles for so-called ownership of Bishop’s Landing with the Morelli family.

Another family I’ve never even heard of.

Clearly, I do live under a rock.

Giving up on Doja, I take a peek inside of each room, wrinkling my nose at one of the bathrooms when I spot its hideous floral wallpaper—definitely not my taste, though it’s the only thing I don’t like in an otherwise beautiful spot. There are two bedrooms that are equal in size, each with an en suite bathroom and I choose the one with the better view, though all of the rooms have a terrific view of the city spread out as far as the eye can see.

“Is this the bedroom you’re choosing, miss?” Jasper asks, appearing in the doorway.

“Yes, it is.” I smooth my hand over the luxurious comforter. “I think this will do.”

“A fine choice, if I must say. Your brother has impeccable taste. I remember he was the one who had the entire apartment redesigned.”

“It is beautiful,” I agree as I gaze about the room. Everything is clean and white, the furniture a rich brown wood, the bed a four poster but not frilly. The black metal frame gives it a sleek line, offset by the sumptuous white comforter and thick faux fur throw blanket draped across the end of the bed. My feet sink into the thick rug beneath them and I stare at a piece of abstract art hanging on the wall, the colors a cool mix of browns and the faintest hint of blue. “I barely remember him living here.”

“Grant was only here for a year before he moved,” Jasper explains. I love how he remembers everything about the family. He’s got a better memory than our own parents and we’re supposed to be the most precious things in their lives. “And most of the time while he was here, the apartment was under renovation.”

“He didn’t even get to enjoy it when it was finished, huh?” My gaze drops to Jasper’s feet just in time to spot Doja walking behind him in the hallway. “Doja! There you are!”

Jasper turns and grabs hold of the cat before she can bolt from his hands. He brings her to his chest and she lays her head on it momentarily. “Your cat, miss.”

“From the way she’s rubbing on you, I’d guess she’s become yours as well,” I say, amusement in my voice.

The only amusement I’ve felt in a while. This entire day has been a struggle. I’ve been an emotional wreck at being forced to move out of my childhood home, but I tell myself this is for the best. Being away from my family isn’t a bad thing.

It’s necessary, especially since I’m getting married.

“Would you like something to drink? A snack perhaps?” Jasper asks.

“I’m not hungry.” I shake my head. “Though I wouldn’t mind a shot of tequila.”

The disapproving look on his face is obvious. “Might I remind you, you’re only twenty.”

If I’d told my mother or father I wanted a shot of tequila, they wouldn’t have batted an eyelash. My mother probably would’ve poured one for me and herself. “I drink alcohol sometimes, Jasper. And you know it.”

He’s the one who helped me find liquor the night I tried to confront my father.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea, especially on an empty stomach.”

I blow out a harsh breath. “Fine, you’re right.”

“I’ll prepare you a snack. Something light.” He drops the cat onto the floor and shuts the door before she can make her escape. I notice how he left before I could tell him no.

He’s a tricky guy, that Jasper.

I start putting away my things, starting with my toiletries in the bathroom, which is stunning. White tile everywhere, with thick white towels hanging from the racks and a giant marble countertop. Mother must’ve sent housekeepers over first thing because everything is sparkling clean.

The shower is massive, with floor-to-ceiling glass walls and two showerheads. As if I might share it with someone else.

My cheeks go hot at the thought because the first person I imagine sharing the shower with is Perry. What does he look like naked? He’s tall and broad shouldered and lean. I’m sure he looks decent without a stitch of clothing on. Does he have six-pack abs? Hair on his chest? Thick thighs? What is the size of his co—

“Future wife!”

Speak of the devil.

I exit the bathroom, frowning at him. Perry is standing in the center of my bedroom, clad in a perfectly cut navy-blue suit with…

Doja in his arms.

That little traitor.

“Cute cat.” He chucks her under the chin and I don’t think I’ve ever heard her purr so loud. “Yours?”

“Yes,” I bite out, glaring at her. She sends me a look with those golden eyes, pleased with herself and her newfound friend.

“What’s her name?”

“Doja.”

“As in Doja Cat, that chick who sings? I like some of her songs. She’s funny on TikTok.” He keeps scratching my Doja. Even sweet-talks her a little. “You’re pretty, huh? And so soft.”

It should melt my heart to see him be so gentle with my cat, but it only annoys me. “You’re on TikTok?”

It’s the only thing I can think to say.

“Sure. I don’t post anything, but I watch stuff.”

“Like what?” I can’t imagine him on TikTok. I see a lot of posts about witchcraft, romance books, and travel. Oh and food. And cats. Taylor Swift. Doja Cat of course, and damn it, Perry is right.

She’s very funny when she posts.

“Music mostly. Oh and car stuff.” His expression turns sheepish and he drops Doja onto my bed. “I like cars.”

“Right. You even used to race them.”

“Only on the side. Nothing official.” He shrugs, like it’s no big deal. “I gave that up.”

“Uh-huh.” My smile is tight. It’s weird, having him here. The two of us together, alone in an apartment. “Well, welcome home.”

He glances around the room. “It’s pretty nice, huh?”

“Yes.” The sun is already starting to set and the sun bathes Perry’s face in golden-pinkish light, which only emphasizes his exceptional bone structure. Those sharp cheekbones, the firm jawline and the aristocratic slope of his nose. His face is made up of sharp, almost exaggerated angles but it’s offset by that mouth.

His lips are full and downright sinful.

I’m not tempted to kiss them though. Not even close.

Liar.

I shove that nasty little voice into the darkest corners of my brain.

“Did you snag the biggest bedroom first?”

“Would you be mad if I did?”

“Not really. It’s your family’s apartment. I’m just the guest.” He shrugs.

“I wouldn’t call you a guest. Aren’t we living here for a while?”

“Well…yeah. But I figured eventually we’d end up somewhere else.”

“I overheard my mother say that they were gifting us the apartment as a wedding present.” I press my lips together, feeling silly even talking to him about the wedding.

“Really?” He glances around the room, his gaze settling on the magnificent view of the city. “Pretty nice gift.”

“I suppose.” Personally?

I think we deserve everything they give us for what we’re sacrificing for “the family.”

“So we’re really doing this, huh?” he asks, and I know exactly what he’s referring to.

Getting married.

“I think so,” I answer, not sure what I should say. “Is that what you want?”

“Is that what you want?”

I’m quiet for a moment, wondering how I should explain myself.

I decide to tell him the truth.

“Anything is better than living with my father,” I admit. “No matter what I do, he’s never going to be happy with me. I’m a disappointment in his eyes.”

“That’s hella unfair,” he murmurs and I can’t help it.

I smile at his response.

“How’s that going, by the way? The wedding planning, I mean.” He shoves his hands in his pockets, watching me carefully.

“My mother has taken over most of it,” I admit, wondering if he thinks that’s weird. Really, it’s just easier. She loves to plan a party, and since I’m marrying a man I barely know, I don’t have the enthusiasm or drive to put together my wedding.

“Your mother run your life?”

I bristle under his tone. “No, I just have no desire to plan something I had no say in in the first place. Does your mother run your life?”

It’s Perry’s turn to bristle—I said that on purpose. I knew I’d get a reaction. “Not anymore.”

Oh. I’m shocked by his brutal honesty. “What do you mean?”

“She didn’t want me moving into this apartment. She wanted you to move into her house—with me.” He grimaces.

That sounds awful.

“I knew you wouldn’t want to move into the compound. It kind of sucks there,” he admits. “It would probably remind you of home.”

I should be honest with him and thank him for getting me out of my house. Even though I panicked for a bit and worried how it might be, living with him, I’m slowly realizing anything is better than feeling like a prisoner in your own home, constantly reminded of your past mistakes.

“I, um, want to thank you.”

He studies me, those deep-blue eyes locking with mine. “For what?”

“For helping me get away from—him.” I don’t need to clarify who I’m referring to.

His gaze softens and he takes a step toward me. “I’m glad I could help. Though you were pretty mad Saturday night when I told you I was getting you out of there.”

“You were so bossy.”

He rubs the back of his neck. “I don’t usually act like that. I think the Constantine in me came out.”

I hated it at the time, but now I see his reaction for what it was.

Anger—on my behalf. He just wanted to protect me. And no one wants to protect me, not even my brothers.

“I appreciate you watching out for me. No one ever really does that,” I admit.

He watches me quietly and after only a few seconds I want to squirm beneath his gaze. I’m not used to someone taking care of me. Looking at me as if they’re trying to figure me out. No one ever sticks around long enough to try.

“Not even that one guy?”

I frown. “What guy?”

“Your mystery guy. The one you had the so-called torrid affair with?” His brows shoot up.

I forgot I admitted that to him. How could I be so stupid?

“It was nothing.”

“Uh-huh.”

Why does he sound like he doesn’t believe me?

“A couple of months of my life. That’s it. Too brief to even think about.” That’s not necessarily true. Seamus was all I could think about. He consumed my life those last couple of months in Paris. Being with Seamus was exciting. The first man I’ve ever really been with—he treated me with such care. So much passion. We explored Paris together and he showed me the sights. We took long walks along the Seine, and he kissed me in the rain. We had sex in his office at the university. Right on top of his desk. He’d send me secret smiles in the middle of his lectures, and I’d feel special. Singled out.

He wasn’t with any of those other girls. He chose me.

It was straight out of a romance novel. Forbidden love. The older man teaching me everything he knew, treating me with such care.

I thought I was in love.

Until the morning I was in his class, starry eyed as usual while he lectured, shock coursing through me when a woman entered the classroom, walked right up to him and kissed him on the mouth. He announced she was his girlfriend, a helpless expression on his face when his gaze met mine. In that moment, everything inside of me just…

Died.

We never spoke again. Within twenty-four hours, I dropped out of school. Packed my things and returned home with my tail between my legs. I confessed everything to my mother, crying in her arms while she tried to console me. She promptly told my father, and he gave me a lecture about choosing wisely and not giving it up to the first man who showed interest in me. He made me feel so young and innocent and so unbelievably dumb.

I’ve been the family shame ever since.

And now here’s this man, acting like he might want to be my protector, though I don’t quite trust his motives. I hated how he made me feel Saturday night when he spotted the bruises on my arm, the shame that washed over me when he asked if my father did that. I almost fainted on the spot.

It’s a well-guarded secret, those few moments when my father has gone too far with his anger and hurt me. It’s something I’ve never talked about with anyone.

Ever.

It’s only happened a handful of times, but when he does get angry with me, it always leaves a lasting effect. If not a physical mark, he definitely messes me up mentally.

Meaning I’m pretty screwed up when it comes to men. Doesn’t help when your parents force you into an arranged marriage…

Perry’s expression hardens, his gaze stormy. “So you never think about him.”

I slowly shake my head. “Not really.”

“But you always bring him up.”

He’s all I have to compare Perry to, not that I want to admit that. “It was nothing.”

“If it was nothing, then why won’t you tell me this guy’s name?”

My spine stiffens. “It’s really none of your business. And why does it matter to you anyway?”

“If we’re going to be married, I should know about your past—involvements.” He hesitates for only a moment. “Don’t you want to know about me? And my past?”

“Not really, considering it’s all over the internet,” I remind him.

An irritated sound escapes him as he rubs at the back of his neck. “Has he ever tried to contact you?”

I frown. “Who?”

“Your French lover.”

“He was Irish,” I correct, my voice soft.

Perry’s expression tightens. “I hate this guy.”

“That makes two of us.”

His expression is thunderous as he watches me. He almost looks…jealous?

“You’ve got shitty men in your life.”

“My brothers aren’t so bad.”

“I don’t see them helping you out.”

“They have their own lives to lead. Their own reasons to escape our parents,” I say. “I don’t hold that against them.”

“I do. I think they’re assholes,” he spits out.

“They’re not so bad once you get to know them,” I say gently. Maybe Perry believes I’m not so bad once he gets to know me too? “Sometimes you can act like an asshole.”

“When?” he asks incredulously.

“At the engagement party, when you spotted the bruises.” What am I doing? It’s like I want to get a rise out of him. And from the anger I see flaring in his gaze, I’m fairly certain it’s working.

“Like I told you, I was trying to protect you.”

“Well, now you’ve got me. The two of us living in sin all alone in this gorgeous penthouse apartment.” I throw my arms out wide, indicating the room, the entire place. “You’re benefiting yet again.”

“I’m not benefiting from anything.” His voice is flat, his gaze going to the window.

I stare at his golden profile, trying to ignore the way my heart starts to race the longer I look at him.

He’s almost too pretty to be real.

“What do you mean, you’re not benefiting?”

“All that talk of sin doesn’t mean shit, since you won’t let me touch you.” His gaze finds mine once more and I go completely still at the flickering flame I see in his blue depths.

My mouth drops open and I ignore Doja when she makes her way toward me and winds her slinky body around my calves. “I assumed you didn’t want to touch me.”

It was all for show, right? He doesn’t like me, not really. Most men don’t.

“You know what happens when you assume.”

We’re both quiet, but I can feel something grow between us, until it steals all of the oxygen out of the room, making it difficult for me to breathe.

Awareness.

Of each other.

Dare I even think it’s mixed with a hint of…

Attraction?

No.

Yes?

Definitely.

He’s handsome, I can’t deny it. When we touch, sparks fly. When we kiss?

I want to continue kissing him.

In private.

Without an audience.

I’m not his type though. And I saw his type at the engagement party thanks to Lindy. He likes them dark haired and voluptuous. Women who dress sexily and are confident in their every move.

Meaning the complete opposite of me.

“I’m curious,” he finally says.

“About what?”

“You.”

We’re both quiet again, my mind going nonstop.

He’s probably just playing me.

“There’s nothing to be curious about.” I lift my chin, hoping I look stronger than I feel. “According to you, I’m a scared little virgin.”

“Yet according to you, you’re an experienced woman who doesn’t need—or want it to be—gentle,” he throws back at me.

My entire body prickles with awareness at his words. The way he said I don’t need it gentle.

Is he referring to what I think he is?

“Are you talking about…”

“Sex?” He walks further into my bedroom, drawing closer to me. Close enough that I can smell him, his cologne lingering in the air, along with his own unique scent. I subtly breathe him in, my head starting to spin.

He smells really good.

Too good.

I glance down at his hands, noticing the rings. He only has a couple on one hand, and I’m curious.

How many rings does he own? And how does he decide which ones to wear?

“Yeah.” I swallow hard. “That.”

“Can’t say the word?” He’s even closer now. To the point that he’s standing directly in front of me and Doja is rubbing around his legs. Again, the shitty little traitor. “Are you one of those who can only spell it out instead of say it? S-E-X?”

“Of course not.”

He smiles, his expression sly. “I bet you only ever do it in the dark.”

I almost say I don’t ever really do it at all, but I keep my mouth shut.

I think of Seamus. The only time I’ve been with a man romantically, and I can’t lie—it had been magical. He was so tender and sweet. So incredibly careful. He knew I was cautious, unsure and he didn’t push. He made sure I was satisfied, always asking me if I liked it, where did I want him to touch me. He was considerate in bed. An unselfish lover.

It hurt, his betrayal. It meant everything he did and said was meaningless.

I was meaningless to him.

I wonder what Perry is like in bed. Maybe he’s a quick lay. Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am or whatever that old saying is. Two-pump chump?

There are so many ways to describe it. I bet that’s Perry. All the women he’s been with are probably just thrilled with the fact that they’re with him. Too dazzled by his good looks and his easygoing charm to worry too much about their own needs.

Pleasing him is enough to them.

“You don’t know me,” I say, hating how shaky my voice is. “Or what I like.”

“I’m supposed to find out though, right?” He takes a couple of steps forward, reaching for me, his fingers settling for the briefest moment on my cheek before his hand falls away. My face tingles where he touched me, causing a ripple effect throughout my entire body and settling right between my legs. “After all, in a few weeks, I’ll be your husband.”

I stare up at him, a familiar scent hitting my nose. “You’ve been drinking.”

His smile is far too big. “So smart, wife.”

Irritated, I push at his chest, but he doesn’t stumble or even take a step backward. He’s firmly in place, which makes me wonder if this is some sort of metaphor for my future.

As in, this man isn’t going anywhere.

And I’m going to have to learn how to make the best of it.
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Chapter Fifteen


Perry

I’m in a mood.

Arguing with Charlotte feels like foreplay. Or maybe I’m just horny. Doesn’t help that I’m drunk. I stayed after hours with Winston, and we shared a few glasses of whiskey before I came home.

I might’ve guzzled down two or three.

Three. Though that last one was more like half a glass. Winston took it away from me about twenty minutes before I left, telling me I needed to sober up. I was too far gone for that, and he knew it, so he walked me down to his own personal car and told the driver to take me straight to purgatory, AKA my new home with ol’ wifey-to-be here.

The beautiful woman who is currently glaring holes into my head.

She’s so damn confusing. Sending mixed messages all the time. One minute she hates me, the next she’s thanking me for saving her. I know she’s unhappy. I know her father treats her like garbage, and for some reason, knowing all of that makes me feel protective towards her.

I shouldn’t give a shit. She’s nothing to me. Just a fake future wife. But the way she’s staring at me right now, her expression all wide-eyed vulnerability, it does something to me.

Twists up my insides.

Makes my heart beat harder.

Makes my dick hard too.

“Are you drunk?”

I wince, scratching the side of my head. Damn her voice is loud.

She’s cute though, clad in the plain black T-shirt and high-waisted jeans, a simple yet stylish outfit. Mom jeans is what Tins calls them. Charlotte’s blonde hair is in a high ponytail and I’m half tempted to give it a solid yank, wrap those silky strands around my fist.

So that’s exactly what I do.

“Ow!” Charlotte whips around, backing toward that wall of windows behind her. “What the hell, Perry?”

“Pretty sure that’s the first time you ever called me by my name.” I stalk toward her, my steps careful. Slow. She backs up for every forward step I take until she has nowhere to go, her butt bumping against the window, her blue eyes wide and unblinking.

“Go away,” she says, yet somehow it sounds more like “come closer” to me.

Or maybe that’s my drunk ass misinterpreting it.

Like a complete dick, I crowd her, bracing my hands on the glass on either side of her head, staring her down. She glares up at me, her jaw working, those blue eyes now blazing with unmistakable anger.

Well, what do you know—my wife-to-be is beautiful when she’s mad. She looks ready to pummel me. At the very least, slap my face. I probably deserve it. I act all protective and shit a few nights ago and now I’m pushing her around like I want to intimidate her.

What the hell is wrong with me?

Fuck. I am horny. That’s my problem. I’m horny for the pretty woman wearing my diamond on her finger—and I checked, she’s got that engagement ring on. Possessiveness fills me, the ring like a claiming. It tells everyone that she belongs to me.

Whether I want her or not.

Right now, I’m thinking I might want her.

Huh. Blaming the alcohol for this.

I lean in, brushing my face against her hair, taking a deep sniff.

Damn. She smells…

Delicious.

“What are you doing?” Her voice trembles, the soft sound of it doing things to me.

Like making my dick hard.

“Getting to know you,” I whisper, nuzzling the side of her head with my cheek. “What are you wearing?”

“Um…clothes?”

A chuckle escapes me. “I mean your perfume.”

“Oh.”

When she’s quiet for too long, I dip my head, my mouth right at her ear, my lips brushing it when I speak. “You didn’t answer me.”

Charlotte hesitates before murmuring, “I’m not wearing any perfume.”

She just naturally smells this delicious.

I’m completely fucked.

“Perry…”

“I like it when you say my name.” I shift, pressing my face against her neck and inhaling sharply.

She’s trembling. Her skin is so soft. Fragrant. I press my lips to her throat, trying to ignore the electricity that crackles when my mouth makes contact with her skin, but damn.

Damn.

I breathe her in, high as a motherfucker on her smell. The feel of her. We’ve been playing this we’re in love game for days, weeks, and I think it’s finally getting to me.

As in, I want her. I want to know what she looks like naked. I want to know what she’ll do when I suck her nipple into my mouth. The sounds she makes when I fuck her with my fingers.

The look on her face when I enter her for the first time. When I make her come.

Yeah, I want to know all of that. Every single bit of it.

Her hands settle on my chest and I press into her palms, crowding her even more. Ignoring the warning bells going off in my head, I continue kissing her neck, unable to stop.

I should probably stop.

Pulling away slightly, I take her in, trying to gauge her mood. She watches me with a dazed look in her eyes.

“What are you doing?” Her voice is a scratchy whisper.

“Didn’t you already ask me that?” Quick as lightning, I slip an arm around her waist, pulling her into me. She gasps, her fingers curling around the lapels of my jacket. “Fuck, you feel good.”

Even better than I imagined.

“You’re drunk.”

“You said that already, too.” I’m about to lean in and sniff her neck again when she somehow wrenches herself completely out of my arms, darting halfway across the room in a matter of seconds.

Disappointment floods me and I shake it off. She doesn’t feel the same. She treats me like I might give her a terrible disease and she wants nothing to do with me.

Fuck.

“I won’t let you seduce me while you’re intoxicated.” She wraps her arms around herself as if she’s trying to ward me off.

“Who said anything about letting me seduce you?” I raise my brows.

Her disgusted glare is hot on my skin. “Never going to happen.”

I start toward her. “You really think you have a choice in the matter?”

Charlotte frowns. “What do you mean?”

“Me seducing you. As if you have a choice.” I keep walking while she remains frozen in place.

“I won’t succumb so easily to your charms.” Her tone is snotty. Her expression arrogant.

Damn, this woman.

Her resistance is arousing, but she needs to know her place.

A scowl forms on my face—I can actually feel it.

Shit. I’m thinking like my brother.

I stop within a few feet from my fiancée, my smile slow as I contemplate her. “You almost did just now.”

Without waiting for her reply, I stroll out of her bedroom, whistling the entire way, pleased with myself.

Pleased even more with her reaction.

*     *     *

Charlotte doesn’t come out of her bedroom for at least an hour. Just enough time for me to unpack my stuff in the equally large bedroom across the hall from hers and take a quick shower. I’m headed to the kitchen to figure out what to eat when I run into an older gentleman wearing a black suit, Doja Cat in his arms.

I stop short. “Hey.”

The man actually bows. “Good evening, Mr. Constantine.”

I frown. “Good evening, uh…”

“Jasper,” he supplies for me.

“Right.” I nod. He nods in return.

Doja meows.

“And you are…?” I incline my head.

“The Lancaster family butler. I’ve accompanied Miss Charlotte here and hope to be of service to you as well.” He gently drops Doja onto the floor and she rubs her head against my shin, purring. “I see Doja likes you.”

I bend down and give her a quick scratch. “She’s cute.”

“She doesn’t like too many people. Only Miss Charlotte.”

Huh. “And you.”

“Yes, and me.” He pauses. “Do you need anything, sir? Perhaps a drink?”

Might as well take advantage of his question. The last thing I need is a drink. I need to sober up. Get my head on straight. “Got anything to eat in this place?”

“Not yet, unfortunately.” Jasper frowns.

“It’s cool. I’ll order takeout.” I glance over my shoulder at Charlotte’s closed bedroom door. “Do you know what she likes?”

“She’s not picky.”

“I’m thinking sushi. How does she feel about that?”

“Fairly open to it. Not a big fan of raw tuna though.”

I nod. “Noted.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then. Could you let Miss Charlotte know I’m retiring for the evening?” Jasper asks me.

“Sure.” I glance around the massive apartment before I return my gaze to the butler. “Where do you go for the night?”

I grew up with servants, so I’m used to this kind of treatment for the most part. Though I didn’t have one waiting on me whenever I needed him, we had housekeepers, cooks, and maids.

“I’ll be staying here in the servants’ quarters.” He smiles, his expression kind. I can tell Jasper is a good dude. And I get the sense he’s here to watch over Charlotte and protect her.

Wait a minute.

From…me?

Hmm.

“Good to know. Thanks.”

Once Jasper disappears, I settle onto the couch facing the windows, gazing out at the sparkling lights of the city. The hot shower sobered me up a little bit, so I have a clearer head.

Helps that I jerked off in the shower. To the memories of Charlotte’s scent. Her soft skin. The throbbing pulse at the base of her throat and that shaky inhalation I heard when I kissed her neck.

Nothing much happened, yet there was a definite shift between us in that brief moment.

How is she going to react when I see her next? Is she going to pretend that moment doesn’t exist?

Knowing Charlotte, probably.

I’m scanning a menu from a local sushi restaurant on my phone when I hear her bedroom door open. Doja meows and Charlotte murmurs something to her, her voice soft and low.

The sweet sound goes straight to my dick.

Considering I’m wearing black joggers, a hard-on will be noticeable and I readjust myself, thinking nonsexual thoughts.

Like about weddings and my family and my freaking mother.

Yeah. That’ll make a dick wither in no time.

I feel her presence before I actually see her and she comes around the couch so she’s facing me, Doja in her arms. “Oh.”

That’s all she says.

Is she surprised to see me? Did she think I was going to leave?

Hell no, not after that interesting little interaction we had.

I’m staying. Besides, this apartment is dope as fuck and relatively close to Halcyon. Why would I leave?

Deciding to pretend I didn’t kiss her neck, I ask, “You hungry?”

She nods, cuddling Doja close.

“You like sushi?”

“Yes. No sashimi though. Or raw tuna.”

“I’m going to order a couple of rolls. Want to choose?” I hold my phone out toward her.

“You go ahead. I’m not that hungry.”

I pretend to read the menu, my gaze on her the entire time as she moves about the living room, finally settling into the couch across from me, Doja in her lap. She looks so small sitting on the overstuffed couch, her hair hanging damp around her face, clad in a cream-colored sweatshirt with matching sweatpants.

She just took a shower too. Did she touch herself while thinking of me?

Huh.

Probably not.

I bet she thinks about me though. I know I think about her. What we’re doing. How it’s all going to work out—or will it? I think she’s cute. sitting on the couch, petting her cat, pretending she doesn’t notice me staring.

She has to feel it, right? Feel me?

Her gaze flickers to mine, a quick acknowledgement just before she starts sweet-talking the cat. Doja purrs, rubbing her head against Charlotte’s hand and I realize quick that I’m jealous over a fucking cat.

A cat who accepts me a lot more readily than her owner.

Determination sets in and I can feel myself tumbling deeper. Getting more involved. Winston used to tell me I care too much what other people think of me, and he’s right. It matters, what this woman thinks. About me.

Us.

I’m going to break through Charlotte’s walls.

Even if it fucking kills me.
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Chapter Sixteen


Charlotte

I’m entering a wedding dress shop in Soho with my mother on a sunny October morning, the chic woman who greeted us at the door practically salivating over her.

Louisa Lancaster is well known. My entire family is—with the exception of me.

“Her gown is almost ready. We’re prepping it now in one of the dressing rooms,” the woman says with an enthusiastic smile, never looking at me once.

And I’m the freaking bride.

There’s not much I planned for my wedding, but I at least had a say in the gown. After giving up on the black-dress idea—Charlotte, we are Lancasters. You cannot get married wearing black. I won’t allow it—I went through one magazine fat with images, found the style I preferred, zeroed in on it enough to find three gowns I liked, went in and tried them on and made my decision.

All in about forty-eight hours’ time.

Mother was impressed, but what did she expect? This isn’t the dream day I imagined as a child. Plus, I didn’t want to overwhelm myself with too many options. I cut to the chase, so to speak.

“Would you care for a glass of champagne?” the employee asks, her delicate brows raised in question. She’s elegantly turned out in a sleek black dress that emphasizes her slender curves, and my mother is also dressed up in one of her designer dresses.

She came to pick me up at the apartment, took one look at my jeans-and-T-shirt self, and sent me back inside, with her accompanying me. She went through my closet, murmuring her displeasure at the options, until she finally found a simple black shirt dress that I brought with me from home on a whim. I paired it with black booties, some gold jewelry, threw my hair up into what Mother called an artfully messy bun and off we went to the dress shop.

Don’t really understand why I had to get all dressed up only to take it all off to put on the wedding gown, but whatever. This is how it’s done, my mother always said when one of us—usually me—protested having to go somewhere or do something.

“I would love a glass, thank you.” I’m jittery. Nervous.

What if this gown looks terrible on me? It’s too late to change my mind. And the dress cost an absolute fortune, though Mother already reassured me money is no object, and if I hate this dress, we can find another.

Our money can work miracles.

Within minutes Mother and I each have a glass of champagne in our hand, though I’m draining mine at a rapid rate.

“Charlotte, please. Slow down,” Mother chastises.

I finish it off and make an “ahh” sound just to irritate her, which it does. “Hopefully they’ll bring me another.”

“Darling, you can’t be drunk while trying on your dress.”

“Just a nice little buzz, then.” I ignore her sour look and settle onto one of the deep-green velvet couches, surprised by how comfortable it actually is. “Do you have your dress yet?’

The distressed expression on her face is all the answer I need. “It still hasn’t arrived. I’m so worried I won’t get it in time.”

Weeks have gone by since the engagement party. Since the night Perry and I moved into an apartment together and we had our little—interaction.

We haven’t really spoken too much since, and when we do, the conversation is stilted. He’s not home much, and I suppose he’s always working, though I don’t ask him what he’s doing. I spend a lot of time with Jasper. Doja. Or I’m reading.

Meaning life hasn’t changed for me too much. Just living in a new location, there’s a diamond ring on my finger and I’m dealing with my upcoming marriage.

Lately I can’t sleep though. My mind is too full, thinking about far too many things.

Like that one night when Perry came home drunk and talked about seducing me. How mad I’d been—only because I could imagine him doing exactly that. Seducing me.

I would’ve given in. Just out of curiosity, I tell myself.

Or maybe not. Maybe it’s something more.

I feel like I have a connection with him, and it goes beyond the fact that we’re being forced into this. Though lately I don’t feel forced at all.

It’s almost as if I want to marry him.

Which can’t be true. Yes, we’ve gotten closer but after that one night, he’s been distant. Working, he claims. Always working. Is this what I have to look forward to after we’re married?

I can’t believe we’re actually going through with it.

The only time I do go out and do anything is for wedding stuff. Mother and I went to a bakery last week to taste a variety of cake flavors. We went to the florist a few days ago to finalize the flower choices for the ceremony and reception—and it’s going to be so beautiful. There are lots of meetings with Mother to go over color choices, plates and silverware, finalizing the menu.

It’s endless, all the wedding planning. I resented her at first for taking over and now I’m grateful she did it. I’d have no idea what I was doing without her by my side.

“You’ll get your dress,” I reassure her. “It’ll show up in time.”

“I appreciate your faith.” Her eyes lighting up when a gentle tingling rings in the air, indicating someone opened the front door. “Oh, I’m so glad you made it!”

I glance over my shoulder to see Caroline Constantine standing there, a young blonde woman around my age standing next to her.

I recognize her in an instant.

Tinsley. Perry’s younger sister. We spoke briefly at the engagement party but that was it. I was pulled in about twenty different directions that night, and I wish I could’ve spoken to her more. Just like Perry confessed he wished he’d spoken to my younger brother more as well.

Guess we’ll have the rest of our lives to establish both of those relationships.

The two women approach us as we rise to our feet, the both of them in dresses, making me glad Mother forced me to change into one. Caroline pulls me in for a stiff hug and an air kiss.

“You look lovely, dear. I swear you’re positively glowing,” she murmurs as she withdraws from me.

I’m about to respond when Tinsley pulls me in for an enthusiastic hug.

“Charlotte! I can’t wait to see your dress. And get to know you better. When my mom asked if I’d like to accompany her today, I couldn’t resist. Perry’s told me so much about you,” she gushes as she pulls away, her hands still on my shoulders.

“He has?” He actually talks about me to his family?

My skin grows warm. I hope he says nice things.

“Well.” Her expression turns contrite and she lets me go. “Not really. Winston’s mentioned a few things though.”

“Oh.” I hate the disappointment that fills me. I shouldn’t care what Perry says about me to his family, or to anyone else.

But I do.

“Where’s the dress?” Tinsley beams as she glances around the showroom, taking it all in. “This place is huge. And so many pretty things.”

“I’m about to try it on. They’re just prepping a dressing room for me.” I spot one of the employees coming out, and when her gaze catches mine, she waves. “I think it’s ready.”

“It is,” says the woman. “Are you ready, Miss Lancaster?”

I square my shoulders. “Sure.”

Mother steps forward. “I’ll come with you.”

“No.” I shake my head, ignoring the disappointment on her face. “I want it to be a surprise.”

“I love surprises,” Tinsley says, and I can tell she’s trying to ease the tension between my mother and me.

And I appreciate it.

I walk through the bridal showroom, taking in the décor. The large room is light and airy, low green velvet couches scattered throughout, gold light fixtures bathing the interior in a gentle glow. There are displays of bridal accessories everywhere. Shoes and bags—so many tiny white clutches—and jewelry.

It’s a lot. If I allowed myself, I could become caught up in the excitement as if I were an actual blushing bride.

I need to keep reminding myself I’m not.

Once I’m in the dressing room, it’s a process to get me in the gown. And by the time I’m being escorted back out into the showroom to show everyone waiting for me, my mother’s audible gasp is so loud it echoes throughout the building.

“My God, Charlotte! You’re absolutely stunning.” She rests her hand against her chest, as if she can’t believe what she’s seeing.

As I stop in front of the three-way mirror, I suck in a breath.

I can’t believe what I’m seeing either.

It’s a dramatic ballgown that’s off the shoulder, with a sweetheart neckline and corset style, constructed of white silk and lace with appliqued flowers. The skirt is huge and poufy. The train is long and trimmed with more appliqued flowers, and both the skirt and train sparkle when the light hits it.

It’s completely over the top. I look like an old-fashioned wedding cake topper, but I don’t care.

I feel like a queen.

“Doesn’t she look beautiful?” the employee asks, her voice hushed. Downright reverent. “The gown is absolutely gorgeous.”

“So is the bride-to-be,” Caroline announces as she rises to her feet and comes to stand beside me, our gazes meeting in the mirror. “Perry will swallow his tongue when he sees you walk down that aisle.”

“I don’t know about that,” I start but Caroline shakes her head, silencing me.

“He will.” She presses her cold fingers into the center of my bare back and I stand up straighter. “He knows.”

He knows…what?

“That he’s a very lucky man,” Caroline finishes. “Having a beautiful wife such as you.”

My heart shrivels at her words. She sounds exactly like my mother. They both only care about my looks. How I’ll appear. What my family’s social status will do for theirs.

This entire moment is a complete façade. Fake as can be.

I glance over at my mother to see her eyes are full of unshed tears—real ones. And seeing her look like that as she stares at me makes tears form in my eyes as well. “Don’t cry,” I croak, trying to blink.

“Oh, Charlotte.” She comes to me, edging Caroline out of the way so she can stare at me in the mirror, our heads bent close together as she carefully slips her arms around my waist. “You look like a fairy princess. It’s just—it’s unbelievable.”

“Why?” I wipe underneath my eyes, grateful I didn’t wear mascara.

“I just didn’t expect you to choose a dress like this.”

“Like what?” I grab hold of the skirt, giving it a slight shake. “So big and poufy?”

Tinsley laughs. “I love the big-and-poufy look. It fits you.”

My mother takes a step back, glancing over at Tinsley. “Doesn’t it? Yet this is the girl who wanted to wear black to her wedding.”

Tinsley laughs even harder. “Now that would’ve been a sight to see. All of us Constantines would’ve praised her for keeping within the family theme.”

“What theme are you talking about?” I ask my future sister-in-law.

Her smile is small. “We all have black souls, don’t you know?”

Caroline lightly smacks her in the arm. “Speak for yourself.”

“Oh please. You have the darkest soul of us all.” Tinsley’s voice is light, as if she’s teasing, but I don’t know.

She might be right.

The seamstress appears and gets right to work, walking in a complete circle as she scrutinizes me in my gown. She fluffs out the train, examining the hem’s construction. Pushes it to the side so she can come up directly behind me, her hands gathering any loose fabric at my ribs and tucking it tighter around my back.

“It could be taken in a little here,” the older woman says to my mother.

Not to me. As if I don’t have anything to do with this, which is par for the course. I haven’t had much choice in this situation.

“Anywhere else?” Mother asks, her gaze shooting to mine. “Charlotte? How does it feel? Is it loose anywhere? Or too tight?”

“It’s perfect,” I answer automatically, my gaze returning to my reflection in the mirror. I stare at myself for a while, taking in the shimmering fabric, the delicate flowers, the frothy white lace. Mother is right. I look straight out of a fairy tale. “I love it.”

“You look stunning,” Mother says, her smile gentle. “Let’s take it in a little at the waist as the seamstress suggests.”

“Okay.” I smile, my gaze sliding to Tinsley. For some reason, I want her approval. Caroline will offer it automatically because I’m doing what she wants. My mother is overcome with emotion at seeing me in a wedding dress, so she’s a sure thing too.

Tinsley is the lone Constantine female close to my age. I view her as a potential ally. And I’m suddenly filled with the need for her to like me. Despite everything.

Like the truth.

“Charlotte, that dress is gorgeous. Perry is going to lose his mind when he sees you walking down that aisle,” she says, a mischievous smile on her face. As if she knows what’s really going on and is just playing along.

Maybe she does know the truth. Though I don’t think it really matters if she does or not.

Seems that the Constantines are good at keeping secrets.

And so are the Lancasters.
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Chapter Seventeen


Perry

I enter the apartment just past six o’clock, greeted by utter silence once I open the door. Usually I can hear Charlotte talking Jasper’s ear off as he attempts to teach her how to cook. Not that he cooks for us, but he does have the basic skills down according to Charlotte, and he’s patient with her as he explains the process.

Should I find it endearing she’s becoming domesticated, or worried?

Not sure what to think about it.

I move deeper into the apartment, loosening my tie, wondering where the hell Charlotte and Jasper are when I see a strange man standing by the windows, overlooking the cityscape.

Going completely still, I watch him, wondering why he didn’t react when he heard me open the door. The man is dressed in an impeccable suit. One that looks more expensive than mine, and I’m wearing Tom Ford.

The man glances over his shoulder, his gaze drilling into mine and that’s when I realize who it is. Reginald Lancaster.

Charlotte’s asshole father.

“Well, hello. Welcome to my home,” I say, trying to keep the moment light.

This man brings with him darkness everywhere he goes, and my current mood is already dark enough.

“You mean my home? The one I was kind enough to gift to you and my daughter?” Reginald turns to face me fully, his brows lifted in question.

Why does he have to be such a dick all the time? Like all the Lancaster men?

I don’t get it.

“I appreciate the gift,” I say, which is a lie.

This apartment is a form of control over me and Charlotte. It may look like a gift, but it comes with a price.

Such as her father dropping in unannounced. Even letting himself in when no one else is here.

But us living here gets her out of his house and that’s all the fuck that matters.

“You should appreciate it. This penthouse is worth millions. A prime piece of property that we’ve held on to for far too long. I should’ve put it on the market the minute my son abandoned it, but my wife wouldn’t let me.” He shakes the glass in his hand that I didn’t notice before, the ice rattling within. “Care for a drink?”

“Shouldn’t I be the one offering?”

“Humor me, son. Let me play host for a moment.”

“Where’s Jasper?”

“I sent him off on an errand.” He smiles. “You aren’t scared of me, are you?”

I hate when people act like this. Smug. Above it all. “No. You don’t scare me.”

“Good,” he grunts. “You like scotch?”

“I do.”

“Care for a glass?”

“Sure.” Easy, agreeable Perry Constantine kicks in, just as he always does. “That sounds great.”

I follow him to the bar cart that’s loaded with a variety of alcohol, watching as he refills his glass with an aged scotch and pours me my own glass before handing it over.

“To marriage.” Reginald raises his glass and I do the same, clinking them together.

“To marriage,” I echo, taking a giant swallow, savoring the burn as it slides down my throat.

I’m hoping if I drink enough of it, it’ll wash away the unease inside of me. I don’t like that this man just suddenly showed up uninvited. And how he let himself inside my home—though I guess technically, the apartment belongs to him.

“You’re probably wondering why I popped in unannounced,” he says conversationally.

I nod, taking another sip.

“I was in the neighborhood,” he continues, his gaze steady on me as he brings the glass to his lips and takes a drink. “Thought I’d stop by and offer a piece of advice to my future son-in-law.”

The hairs on the back of my neck rise at his ominous tone and I don’t acknowledge what he says. “Do you know where Charlotte is?”

He seems confused by my subject change. “You don’t?”

I slowly shake my head. “I don’t keep tabs on her. I work all day. I’m sure she knows how to entertain herself.”

Reginald laughs. “That’s where you’re wrong. The way women like to entertain themselves is going to spa treatments or shopping. In plain terms, they like to spend all of our fucking money.”

He laughs and I join him, though mine rings hollow. From what I can tell, Charlotte isn’t interested in shopping or going to the spa.

But I don’t know her that well, and he certainly should.

“She comes with a trust fund, you know,” he says, like no big deal.

“Don’t we all?” I’m trying to make a joke but his face is stone-cold sober.

“From what I understand, you’re bringing nothing to this marriage but your name. I’m the one doing all the heavy lifting.”

I don’t bother correcting him. It’s really Charlotte and I who are doing the brunt of the work—like getting married.

“The Lancaster name opens doors,” Reginald continues. “Doors you Constantines don’t even get to see, let alone test the handle to see if it’s locked.”

He guffaws at his own joke, but I don’t bother laughing this time around. Now he’s just being insulting to my family, though he’s not necessarily lying either.

The Lancasters can open doors we can’t. They go back generations. They are practically American pioneers. Right up there with the Rockefellers and the Vanderbilts. It’s the kind of old money Mother salivates over, wishing she were one of them.

Well, she’s about to become connected with them in a matter of weeks.

Is that why she wants me marrying Charlotte? For status alone?

“Your brother is a sharp son of a bitch,” Reginald says once his laughter dies and he takes another drink. “I like him.”

“Winston is smart,” I agree, wondering where he’s going with this.

“You anything like him?” Reginald squints at me, as if he’s really seeing me for the first time. “I did some research. A few internet searches pull up photos of you partying with pretty women.”

“That was a long time ago, sir.” I stand up straighter, smoothing my hand over my rumpled tie. “I don’t go out like that anymore, now that I’m engaged.”

“Bah.” He waves a hand, dismissing my words. “Do what you want once you make it legal. If she’s anything like her mother, Charlotte won’t protest. Just tell her to go to Chanel, or have one of those boozy lunches with her friends like her mother’s always doing.”

From what I can tell, Charlotte doesn’t have any friends. Not really.

“And that reminds me of another little tidbit of advice I need to give you. Charlotte is a girl who needs to be…tamed. She’s always acted out, ever since she was a little girl. Even went through an extreme rebellious stage after she graduated high school,” he explains.

I’m intrigued. A rebellious Charlotte? Would love to see her in action.

“Don’t we all act up at that age?”

“Us males, of course. We’re expected to. Refined young ladies from prominent families such as ours? Not so much. She had an—incident in Paris a year ago. Thank God it happened out of the country, so not many people know about it.”

“Okay.” I draw the word out, curiosity filling me, though I don’t want to ask this man for anything. Don’t know why, but I can feel it in my gut I shouldn’t trust him.

“I don’t know what she’s told you about her sexual history, but her mother turns a blind eye to it, so I’m assuming you believe she’s a virgin.”

It feels really fucking weird for me to be talking about my future wife’s sexual status with her father. “I don’t think that’s any of my business.”

Reginald chuckles into his glass before he tips his head back and drains it. “Kids these days. Your expectations are completely different from mine. When I married my wife, I fully expected her to be a virgin. Untouched. Belonging only to me. Yet all these years later, my nephew chased after the daughter of one of the biggest whores in New York City, and eventually made the woman his wife. Hell, my oldest son is involved with a woman who wasn’t promised to him. Didn’t matter what I had to say on the matter, he didn’t care. And from what I can see, your family is much the same.”

I’m over this conversation. “And your point is?”

He can hear the hostility in my tone, I’m sure. “My point is that it seems you’re the only disciplined Constantine of the bunch. While my daughter is the most undisciplined young lady I’ve ever had to witness. Trust that you’ll have your hands full with this one.”

From what I can tell, Charlotte is quiet and reserved and not much of a handful at all.

But I don’t bother arguing with him.

“I’m sure we’ll figure everything out as we go,” I say, unsure how to reply to any of the shit he’s throwing.

“Just one more word of advice.” He tilts his head toward me. “Sometimes, a woman can get a little squirrelly. She might need a bit of—discipline. And my Charlotte? She’s fine with it. Responds quite well to it if I’m being completely truthful.”

Confirmation hits me like a punch in the face and for a moment it’s like I can’t breathe.

My gut instinct was right. Her father is the one who put those bruises on her arm. How many times has he done that over the years? A couple of times? A handful? Multiple incidents even?

Thank Christ I got her out of that house when I did.

“I’m not a big fan of disciplining anyone, especially the woman who will become my wife,” I bite out, wishing I had more scotch in my glass.

Wishing more I could hurl the glass at his smug face.

Reginald goes still, his gaze trained on me. “You look angry, son.”

I don’t even bother holding back anymore. “Maybe that’s because I am.”

“I’m not saying you have to take my advice.” He grabs the bottle of scotch and splashes more into his glass, indicating with a wave of the bottle if I might want more. I shake my head, not wanting to take anything from this asshole. “Just thought I’d be helpful.”

“Appreciate your concern.” My voice is tight, as are the muscles in my entire body. I’m so fucking tense, I could probably snap in half with one touch.

He flicks his wrist, swirling the brown liquid in the glass, watching it turn for a moment, his expression contemplative. I’d give anything to kick his ass out of my apartment, but the apartment isn’t mine.

It’s his.

And the woman I’m about to marry?

She’s still his as well.

But only for a short amount of time. We’re counting down the days until she’s legally a Constantine, and then I can get her away from this man and out from under his damn thumb.

“Don’t let her get too out of control, son. It’s not a good look for the Lancaster name,” he finally says, like a threat.

“I’m not your son.”

His gaze lifts to mine once more, those icy blue Lancaster eyes freezing me where I stand. “Right. And your father is long dead, correct?”

I don’t talk about my father. Whenever he’s brought up, even in simple conversation such as this, it cuts deep. Reminds me of the pain I went through when we first lost him. When I was an angst-filled teenager who cried and cried, pissed that life was so unfair and that my father was gone.

I’m no longer that sad, depressed teenager who let his emotions spill everywhere, but I’m still pissed about it. And this asshole doesn’t help matters whatsoever.

“Yes, sir. He is.” I decide to give him an ounce of respect, hoping he’ll get the hint and leave. I’m tired. I want to shed this suit and take a shower, wash off the filth of the day and the words from this man who has zero concern for his daughter. Who only uses her as a pawn to gain what he wants.

“Such a shame.” He drains the glass yet again and sets it on the bar cart before he turns to face me. “He was a shit businessman anyway. Your brother has done a far better job of growing Halcyon into what it is today.”

I press my lips together, not wanting to speak my mind and piss this man off.

But it’s as if I can’t help myself. The words come anyway.

“Don’t insult my father.”

“Touchy subject?” The fucker seems amused.

“He’s dead. And anyone who’s dead deserves some respect, especially my father.” I don’t look away. I even contemplate taking him. I’m younger. Taller. Stronger. I could do it. “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t insult the man who raised me.”

He’s quiet as he takes a step toward me. Then another. Until he’s practically in my face, though I’m taller by a few inches. “You think you’re better than me because you’re younger and full of so much come, all a woman has to do is breathe on you and you’re squirting in your shorts? Guess what, you’re not. I’m the one who’s pulling all the strings here, despite what your brother might’ve told you.”

For someone supposedly so refined, he talks crudely.

“Really.” My voice is flat. I’m not in the mood to challenge him.

His gaze grows icier, I swear. “Don’t underestimate me. It won’t end well if you do.”

That was definitely a threat.

We stare at each other, neither of us saying a word. Hell, I’m not even sure he’s breathing.

“I’d advise you to do the same in regards to me,” I finally say, my voice quiet.

His cheeks flush red. He didn’t like my response.

Tough shit.

“I gave her to you,” he says through clenched teeth. “I can take her back, too.”

“I dare you to try.” I smile, as if I’m confident Charlotte would stay with me despite everything.

Though I’m guessing I’m less of a threat than her own damn father, which is sad.

The staredown continues between us until, finally, he’s the first one to give. Reginald tears his gaze from mine with a grunt and turns away from me, striding toward the front door.

“Watch your back, Constantine,” he calls, his voice rough. “It’ll take nothing for me to keep her in line.”

“She’s not yours any longer to keep in line,” I remind him, my voice smug as hell. “Whether you like it or not, she belongs to me.”

The door slams, and I wonder if he heard what I said.

I fucking hope like hell he did.

I grab the bottle of scotch and pour it into my glass until it’s practically sloshing over the top. I drain it in a few swallows, then pour myself another one, the liquor’s heat sliding through my veins, making me warm.

Not soothing my anger one damn bit.

I settle onto the couch and brood over the situation, at one point even considering calling my brother so I can tell him what just happened. Winston would probably want to kick Reginald Lancaster’s ass.

I know I sure as hell want to.

My brother would tell me that would be the wrong thing to do. Even I have enough self-control to know that’s true. I may be an impulsive dick who does everything his mama wants him to, but I can control my urges no matter how strongly they consume me.

And the need to plow my fist into Reginald Lancaster’s arrogant, ugly face is pretty fucking strong.

There’s a soft meow and then Doja Cat jumps onto the couch, joining me. She pads right over to me, settling on my lap, her golden eyes watching expectantly. I give her a scratch beneath the chin and it’s as if a button switched on. All I can hear is her loud purring.

Charlotte loves this cat. Hell, even Jasper does, though I can tell he doesn’t want anyone to know it. I’ve caught him more than once sweet-talking her in the kitchen in the early morning, just before I take off for work. He always goes quiet when I catch him, but I don’t say anything.

Neither does he.

I’ve gotten used to Jasper being around all the time. And Doja. At first, I didn’t give a shit about that cat since we didn’t really grow up with pets when I was a kid. But Doja forced herself on me. Rubbing herself against my legs. Jumping up on me when I sit on the couch. Following me everywhere, gazing at me with those fathomless golden eyes.

What can I say? She’s cute.

I wonder if Jasper watches over Charlotte, too. Maybe that’s why he came with her, like a package deal. Did he protect her from her father? With those bruises I saw, seems like he didn’t do a very good job.

And is he living with us because he’s going to protect her from me?

The thought kills me. I may be a Constantine, and we’re known to be ruthless and unlikable. Even downright cruel and unyielding, but like I’ve always said…

I’m the nicest one of the bunch.

Just don’t push me.

The door suddenly swings open and in walks a smiling Charlotte, her blonde hair piled on top of her head and wearing what looks like a giant black shirt that she’s calling a dress. It’s too short—naturally—and it shows off those sexy-as-hell legs.

I stare at her, my dick twitching. Fuck, this girl. She’s growing on me.

No. It’s more than that. She’s already grown on me. I want to protect her from her shit family. I want to stand by her and give her the strength I know she needs. I enjoy arguing with her. Causing that fire to flash in her eyes when we banter. I like how I feel when I’m with her, as if I have purpose. I’m not just Perry Constantine, the fuckup.

I’m Perry Constantine, the second son who works at Halcyon and will be married to a beautiful woman. A man who’s got it all.

I want to make my family proud.

I want to make my new wife proud too.

Fuck, I’m ridiculous, but it’s all true.

I’ve been avoiding her because I didn’t want to face how she makes me feel, but here I am, bathing in my feelings. Realizing all at once that I’m not just attracted to her, I can actually envision a future with her.

A future that could be pretty damn great if she was on board.

I’m not in love with her—I’m not that delusional. But I could grow to care about her. Eventually fall in love with her.

Right?

The cat hops off my lap and runs to greet her owner with a welcoming meow.

“Doja! Such a pretty kitty.” Charlotte’s eyes are sparkling as she glances over at me, and she does a double take, pausing in the foyer.

“Oh. You’re home.” She states the obvious.

“I am.” I clutch the glass I’m still holding extra tight. “Where were you?”

She rarely goes anywhere, especially at night.

“I, uh, had a fitting for my wedding dress today,” she answers.

“This late?”

“A few hours ago.” She lifts one shoulder, acting way too mysterious.

As if she has something to hide?

“How did it go?”

“How did what go?” She frowns.

“The fitting.” Is she purposely playing dumb? Do I intimidate her so badly that she can’t think straight?

We need to get over this awkwardness between us, and I haven’t helped with the situation by ignoring her. We’re about to put on the biggest show of our lives, and if we continue to have lame-ass conversations such as this one and constantly avoid each other, we’re never going to be able to pull it off. We are two people with a common problem, and we need to be in sync. Support each other.

It’s the only way we’ll be able to survive this.

“Oh yes. The fitting was successful. I can’t give you too many details since the groom shouldn’t know anything about the dress,” she says, her expression coy. “That’s what your mother told me.”

“My mother was there?”

Charlotte nods. “And your sister.”

“Tins?”

“Yes.” Her entire expression softens. “I adore her. I hope she feels the same way about me. I think she does.”

At least someone from my family likes her. Not a single soul from her family likes me—well, maybe her mother, but not in a way that I’d consider appropriate. Oh and her youngest brother, Crew. He was cool to me, but we didn’t really get a chance to talk. “That’s nice.”

“We had a wonderful time. We went to a late lunch afterward.”

“All four of you?”

“Yes! I might’ve drunk a little too much.” Her smile is small. Even a little sneaky.

“You’re only twenty,” I remind her.

“I’m almost twenty-one. They didn’t even card me.” Another one of those shoulder lifts. A halfhearted little shrug, as if she can’t be bothered to make conversation with me anymore.

“Sounds like a nice little party,” I say sarcastically, telling myself to calm the fuck down.

I should be glad she bonded with my sister and mother.

“I really like your sister,” she says.

“You’re close in age to her.”

“I know. She said you’re her favorite brother.” She offers that tidbit in a whisper, as if she’s sharing a secret.

“She’s my favorite, too.” I pause. “Don’t tell my brothers. They think they are.”

Charlotte laughs, the sound curling through me like smoke, settling everywhere. She doesn’t do that often enough. “I should go take a shower.”

My mind is immediately filled with images of a naked Charlotte standing under a hot spray of water. Soaping up her body. Running her hands over her lush curves.

My dick twitches again, the traitor.

“Is Jasper here?” she asks, knocking me from my dirty thoughts.

I shake my head. “I think he already retired for the evening.”

Or her father offed the poor dude. I wouldn’t doubt he’d pull something like that.

Should I tell Charlotte her father stopped by and said such awful things about her?

Nah. Why ruin her good mood?

“Oh. Well, then. Good night.”

“Good night,” I say as she walks past me, her scent lingering like a tease.

I remain on the couch, stewing over what her father said to me. His crudeness.

His cruelty.

That asshole had a lot of nerve, coming over here and basically threatening me.

He really thinks he can take Charlotte away from me?

Guess he hasn’t truly gone head-to-head with a Constantine, then, has he?
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Chapter Eighteen


Charlotte

I arrive at the hotel by myself, climbing out of the car Mother sent over, making sure to thank and tip the driver as he assists me. I stop on the sidewalk, staring at the towering hotel before me, the flags that hang above the entry rippling and snapping with the wind.

Our wedding rehearsal is to start soon. I left the apartment early to ensure I’d arrive on time. Traffic is horrific this time of day, and I didn’t want to be late. Especially since my lone arrival is a show of trust on my parents’ part. Mother admitted as much when I spoke to her yesterday.

Your father wants me to accompany you because he’s afraid you’ll run away, but I trust you, Charlotte. Don’t disappoint me.

I’m facing my fate. And I don’t plan on disappointing my mother.

Holding my head up high, I enter the hotel lobby, greeted with the gentle sounds of a tinkling piano and water trickling from a fountain. An older gentleman in a black suit with silver hair nods at me, his mouth formed into a faint smile.

I nod at him in return, my gaze searching, hoping to find a familiar face.

Perry informed me via text he would meet us at the hotel coming straight from the office, and I wish he was already here. Despite our tenuous connection, in these situations where we’re pretending to be the loving couple, he always grounds me.

It’s scary, having to go this alone and play the excited bride-to-be.

I make my way to the ballroom where our reception will be held tomorrow. Caroline Constantine put up a big fit, wanting the wedding to be held at her home in Bishop’s Landing, but my parents put their foot down. This is a Lancaster wedding, and my father wasn’t about to have my wedding happen in Constantine territory.

Despite the fact that he’s literally giving me away to them, I suppose he does have a few standards.

Once I find the ballroom, I’m instantly greeted by the wedding planner my mother hired after we became engaged.

“Charlotte, my God you’re positively glowing!” Miranda says, her eyes comically wide as she grabs my hands and gives them a quick squeeze. “Getting married is such a good look for you.”

I don’t bother telling her I went to a spa a few days ago and had a facial and was scrubbed to within an inch of my life. I’ve been waxed and plucked too, like I’m a freaking chicken.

But I do have to agree with her that my skin has never looked better. And that wild-eyed flushed expression probably has more to do with nerves than anything else.

“Thank you.” I smile.

She scans my attire, approval glowing in her eyes. “That dress is a masterpiece. You look as sweet as a wedding cake.”

I’ve worn more dresses these last six weeks since becoming engaged than I have in the last year, I swear. Tonight’s mini dress is nude in color, the fabric covered with tiny pink appliqued flowers and trimmed with pink lace, with a wide band wrapped around just beneath my breasts. The skirt is constructed of tiered tulle, drenched with more pink appliqued petals, as are the long, sheer sleeves. Nude patent leather stilettos with tiny straps around my ankles complete the look, and I grip the pale pink clutch Mother gave me tightly in my right hand.

My makeup is perfection, my hair pulled into a sleek, low ponytail. Giant diamonds from the Lancaster vault glitter in my ears, and my engagement ring is heavy on my finger, reminding me of what’s about to take place.

“Thank you,” I repeat as I glance around the room. There are tables and chairs already set up for tomorrow’s reception, and quite a few hotel employees are buzzing around, still working. “Looks like things are coming together.”

“Yes, they’ve been hard at work all afternoon, and will continue to work through tomorrow,” Miranda says, turning to watch them. “I know you’re going to be so pleased with how everything turns out. I’m so excited.”

“Me too,” I say faintly, not sounding excited at all. There’s so much being done, and a tremendous amount of money being spent on this wedding.

“Let’s go outside to the gardens where the ceremony is being held.” Miranda frowns, though her face doesn’t move at all. She must use Botox. “Where’s your fiancé?”

“He’s meeting us here. He should arrive soon,” I answer.

“Text him. Find out where he’s at.”

Miranda watches me expectantly, and I have no choice but to pull my phone out and send my beloved a quick text.

Me: Are you almost here?

He answers immediately, thank God.

Perry: Who is this?

We’ve never really texted before, even though we shared our numbers with each other. I should’ve expected this response. I bet he didn’t put my name with my number.

Turning so my back is to Miranda and she can’t see our messages, I hurriedly type out a reply.

Me: It’s your fiancée. I’m at the hotel. Miranda the wedding planner is eager to get things started.

Perry: Oh.

That’s all he says. Oh.

I could throttle him.

Perry: I’m on my way. Traffic is shit.

Irritated, I tap out my reply.

Me: How long until you arrive?

Perry: IDK. 30 min?

Taking a deep breath, I exhale loudly before I turn to face Miranda once more. “My fiancé is going to be late. Traffic is unexpectedly busy.”

“Oh dear. I wish he would’ve left sooner.” Miranda taps her index finger against her pursed lips. “Let’s go ahead and go to the gardens. I’ll make sure everyone in the ceremony will be routed out there. Where’s your maid of honor?”

“She’ll be here soon.” We realized at my dress fitting that I needed at least one person to stand up for me during the ceremony. Since I have no sisters and I’m not particularly close to anyone, Tinsley said she’d be my maid of honor.

Winston is Perry’s best man, and his brother Keaton is a groomsman. The ceremony itself is on the smaller side. We have a small party and only invited a select few to keep it intimate, is how my mother described it.

More exclusive, is what Caroline said.

It was just easier, keeping it small. The less people in attendance, the less questions are asked. And those who are going to the ceremony aren’t asking many questions at all. From what I understand, they all had to sign an NDA in order to attend.

The reception is an entirely different thing. Both families have invited so many people, I’m surprised it’s not being held in two ballrooms. Last I heard, approximately five hundred have RSVP’d. And more will most likely randomly show up.

Unbelievable.

Miranda walks with me to the gardens, and when we enter the space where I’m to be married tomorrow, I suck in a quick breath.

It’s beautiful. Green, lush grass surrounded by thick green bushes dotted with tiny white blooms. A sturdy wooden arbor wrapped with gauzy white fabric. The delicate white chairs are already set up, the aisle down the center of them leading to the spot where we’ll be married.

“Flowers will cover the entire arbor,” Miranda explains, gesturing with her hands where the flowers will go. “And each seat by the aisle will have a swag of flowers next to it as well. Ah, and the colors. Such rich, fall hues!”

Sometimes I think Miranda talks like she’s reading a caption online.

“It’s going to be absolutely stunning,” she continues, caught up in her own vision. “And the flowers at the reception as well—oh that’s my favorite part.”

“What is?”

“The flowers. So many of them. Your mother threw out the budget and said cost didn’t matter. So I went for it.” Miranda clutches her hands together. “I hope you’ll be pleased.”

“I’m sure I will.”

Family members begin to show up, but no Perry yet. Caroline arrives with Tinsley, and my maid of honor wraps me up in a big hug.

“You look gorgeous,” she says.

“So do you,” I tell her as I withdraw from her embrace. “I love your dress.”

It’s emerald-green silk and dips low in the front. Elegant yet sexy.

“Mother said it was a good choice. The color of money.” She laughs and shakes her head. “It’s all she thinks about.”

All my father thinks about, too.

My parents appear right after a herd of Constantines, and soon the garden is overflowing with people standing in small clusters, talking amongst themselves. Tinsley introduces me to her husband, Magnus, who appears a bit older than her.

Hmm. Reminds me of my past.

But he’s madly in love with her, I can tell, and witnessing the way he watches her while she speaks to me makes my heart twist with an unfamiliar emotion.

I’m fairly certain it’s envy.

“Text him again, please,” Miranda requests when we’re thirty minutes past start time and Perry still hasn’t shown. “If we don’t get started soon, we’ll have to use one of your brothers as a stand-in.”

Please, no. They’ll gloat and give me endless grief, calling my fiancé a no-show and he most likely ditched me.

That particular fear is like a knot in my stomach, tightening with every minute that passes and Perry still isn’t here.

Winston arrives with his wife by his side and I go to them, forgetting all about my earlier resentment toward this man.

“Have you spoken to Perry?” Oh, I hate how small my voice is, and how scared I sound.

Winston frowns. “He’s not here?”

I shake my head, my throat too dry to speak.

“He left the office a few minutes before I did.” His brows draw together as he studies me. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know.” I feel helpless. At a loss.

Where could he be?

Winston whips his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll call him.”

I can hear the phone ring. I swear the nearby conversations immediately grow quieter, as if they can hear the ringing too. Do they sense the tension radiating from me? My heart threatens to pop right out of my chest at having an audience to this.

The automated voice starts talking and Winston ends the call, his expression grim. “He didn’t answer.”

My heart sinks at the familiar, horrible feeling. Why does this always happen to me? What do I keep doing wrong?

Rejected by yet another man. The list keeps growing. My father. My brothers.

Seamus never telling me about his girlfriend. Once she popped up, it was over between us. He never really spoke to me again. And I ran away before he could get the chance. Sometimes I look back at that time of my life and wonder if it actually happened. Did he actually exist?

Or did I conjure him up in my imagination?

Maybe I did. Maybe this situation with Perry is nothing but a dream too.

Or a nightmare.

Winston’s wife, Ash, reaches out, rubbing my arm reassuringly. “He’ll show up.”

I offer her a weak smile, helplessly glancing toward the garden entrance, fully expecting Perry to be standing there with that easygoing smile on his face. Acting like it’s no big deal that he’s late.

But no matter how hard I wish for it…

He’s not there.
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Chapter Nineteen


Perry

Like an asshole I left the office late, Winston yelling after me as I practically ran out of there toward the elevators, giving him the finger as he slung insults at me. Once I was outside, I jumped into the car waiting for me at the curb, wishing like hell I could swing by the apartment first and change into something different.

Didn’t have time though.

When I got the text from the unfamiliar number, for a second I really didn’t know who it was. Bad move on my part—I think my response pissed Charlotte off.

It wasn’t a lie though. Traffic is absolute shit, backed up for miles. If I’d left on time, I probably still would’ve gotten caught up in this. I decide to send Charlotte a quick text.

Me: Still in traffic. Will get there as soon as I can.

But she doesn’t respond.

At one point my driver takes a little detour to get us there faster, he reassured, but I swear to fucking God it actually took us longer. The guy kept cursing under his breath and punching the steering wheel.

By the time I get to the hotel, I’m leaping out of the car, racing into the lobby with my gaze on my phone. Looking up exactly where I’m supposed to meet everyone when like a dumbass, I run straight into someone, nearly knocking myself on my ass with the impact.

“Sorry, bro,” I tell him as I take a step back, frowning when the man turns to face me.

Huh. He’s familiar, though I can’t place him.

And he’s watching me as if I look familiar to him, too.

“It’s all right,” he says with an accent, one I don’t immediately recognize. “This might seem rude, but your face…it’s familiar. Have we met before?”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” I tell him, squinting, trying to place him. Dark hair, dark eyes. Tall and broad. A little older.

Okay, yeah, he’s definitely older. I can tell from the crinkles at the corner of his eyes, and the faint graying at his temples.

I can’t place him, and I don’t have time to figure it out.

“Sorry I ran into you,” I tell him as I start to head for the bank of elevators on the other side of the lobby.

He says nothing as I leave him where he stands, and I realize quick where I’m going doesn’t need the elevator. The garden is on the ground level, and I wander through the maze of hallways in search of the area where we’re to be married tomorrow.

Seriously. What the hell. I’m getting married? Still hard for me to wrap my head around it.

Once I finally enter the garden, I’m so late they’re already in the middle of what looks like a ceremony run-through, with someone else standing in for me as the groom.

Charlotte’s oldest brother, Grant.

Fucking great.

That asshole is the one who spots me first, glowering at me with murder in his eyes. Charlotte sees me next, unmistakable relief on her face when our gazes connect.

“Perry! Finally! Everyone, the groom is here!” Mother cries, and everybody goes into swift motion. A woman with bright red hair comes over to me and grabs my arm, tugging on it as she glares at me.

“Hurry! You need to get into position!”

“And who are you?” I ask as she half walks, half drags me over to the arbor where Charlotte and her dickish brother are standing.

“I’m Miranda. Your wedding planner.”

Turns out Miranda is a bossy bitch, pushing me around and complaining about my lateness and how I’ve screwed up the entire evening’s schedule. Ignoring her, I walk up to Grant, his expression barely restrained fury as he watches my approach.

“Thanks for helping out,” I tell him, my tone flippant.

I could give a shit about what this guy thinks about me. He’s a prick.

“You’re lucky you showed,” he murmurs, his tone dark. Menacing. “If you hadn’t, I would’ve hunted you down and strung you up by your balls in the middle of Times Square.”

A shudder moves through me at the thought.

“Hey, it’s not my fault I was late. I texted Charlotte and let her know traffic was awful.” Not sure why I bother trying to explain myself to this guy. He’s not listening to me. In fact, he walks away mid-conversation, leaving me standing there talking to no one.

Jesus.

Miranda has already hustled Charlotte away, and I watch as they walk over to Reginald Lancaster. The wedding planner arranges them so they’re standing side by side, their arms hooked together and my mood diminishes when Reginald obviously snaps at Miranda.

The wedding planner is completely unruffled by his outburst—I’m sure she deals with people exploding on her every day. But I note the way Charlotte’s face pales. She doesn’t like it when her father yells.

I don’t either.

Those Lancasters—they’re a fun bunch.

Winston makes his way over to where I’m standing, stopping directly in front of me. “You didn’t get my calls?”

I pull my phone out, checking it quickly before I hold it out to him so he can read the screen. “I don’t have any missed calls from you. Not from anyone.”

“That’s odd.” Winston scowls. “Your fiancée was very worried about you.”

“Please,” I scoff, shoving my phone in my pocket. “She’d probably be glad if I didn’t show. Then she wouldn’t have to go through with this.”

I’m joking.

Sort of.

“I don’t know about that.” Winston glances around, his voice lowering. “She was visibly upset when you didn’t make an appearance and that wedding planner forced her to start the rehearsal without you. I think Charlotte believed you might’ve run out on her.”

Really?

I remember her telling me about that one guy, and I immediately feel like shit. Did she actually think I’d leave her the night before our wedding? I may be a dick sometimes, but I’m not that much of a dick.

My almost-bride has abandonment issues, I know this. Her father is the worst. Her brothers aren’t much better. The guys she’s been with—and I really doubt there have been many—all seem like a bunch of assholes.

Well, only the one. He did a number on her.

The bar is already set pretty low, but I know I can be a better man for her. I am the better man. Despite how our situation started out, I want to be there for her. Protect her. Take care of her. Make jokes when she’s sad so I can put a smile on her face, knowing I’m the one responsible for that.

The one responsible for Charlotte’s happiness.

Yeah. I want that.

We get into position, me standing under the arbor by myself, the wedding planner making her demands, coordinating everyone as music starts to play from a small speaker set on a chair. Charlotte’s brothers escort their mother down the aisle, showing her to her chair before they settle in beside her. Winston follows after them with our mother, helping her to her seat on our side of the aisle and then takes his position next to me as my best man. Keaton is next, Tinsley on his arm, the both of them smiling as they join us, like this is the most fun they’ve had in a while.

Sometimes it feels like everyone thinks this is a big joke, and maybe to them, it is.

But this is my life. Everything is going to change after this moment. I’ll be married. I’ll have a wife. It might be in name only, but she’ll become my obligation—one I’m realizing I don’t mind. It’s my job to take care of her, and make sure she’s safe. From everyone.

Including her family.

The music fades into another song and the few people sitting in the chairs rise to their feet as if on cue. I stand taller, clutching my hands behind my back, my gaze finding Charlotte as her father leads her to the start of the aisle.

I didn’t really look at her before when I first arrived, but I drink her in now. That dress…what the hell is she wearing? It looks fucking see-through with some strategically placed pink petals covering the majority of it. The heels are high and the skirt is short—what a surprise—and despite the worry I see in her eyes, she looks…

Stunning.

Blowing out a breath, I brace myself as they make their approach.

“Walk slower!” the wedding planner screeches, making me wince.

Making Winston utter a couple of choice curse words under his breath.

They slow their pace, Charlotte ducking her head for a moment, smiling to herself.

I smile, too.

She lifts her head, her blue eyes meeting mine and it’s as if everything else falls away. The music, the wedding planner, my snickering brother, her scowling father.

They all disappear.

It’s just me and my bride.

The music stops, and the silence is deafening. Everyone is watching us.

“Okay, Mr. Lancaster, tomorrow the music will still be playing as you hand over Charlotte to Perry,” the wedding planner instructs.

“The minister doesn’t ask who’s giving this woman in wedded matrimony?” Reginald huffs, irritated.

“Oh, these last few years, we’ve taken that bit out. Too antiquated.” Miranda smiles, and I can tell she’s nervous.

Reginald Lancaster has a way of setting people on edge.

“Daddy,” Charlotte urges. “We need to practice you handing me over to Perry.”

I really fucking hate how she calls him daddy. Like it’s a term of endearment, when he treats her like garbage.

“Do not tell me what to do, young lady.” His voice is sharp as he reprimands her. And just a little too loud.

Prime example of the treating-her-like-garbage assessment.

I take a step forward, clasping Charlotte’s arm and gently steering her away from her father as I send him the dirtiest look I can muster. He glares at me in return, and I wonder if I will ever get along with this man.

Probably not.

Charlotte doesn’t say a word during the exchange, hooking her arm through mine as we turn to stand in front of the bogus minister—AKA the wedding planner—and she starts the ceremony.

“Will you have personally written vows for each other?” she asks before the vows begin. “Now is the perfect time to rehearse them, of course, if you have them written. I know some people wait until the last minute.”

“No.” Charlotte shakes her head. “We, um, didn’t do that.”

“Just the standard vows will be fine,” I tell Miranda.

I listen to the wedding planner as she talks of honor and love, sickness and health. They’re powerful words, punching me right in the gut and I wonder how I’m going to be able to go through with this tomorrow and actually look like I mean it.

“There will also be a ring ceremony, but the minister will instruct you both on what to do and you just repeat everything he says, so it’s fairly easy.” The wedding planner hesitates, her gaze shifting to me. “Are you wearing a wedding ring?”

I glance over at Charlotte, who nods. “Yes.”

“And you have another wedding ring for your wife? Or shall she take off the engagement ring and you’ll slip that on her finger during the ceremony?”

“I have another ring for her,” I answer. A thin diamond band that actually does come from the Constantine vault, it used to belong to my mother.

“Perfect. Charlotte, make sure you wear your engagement ring on your right hand tomorrow so your groom can slip the wedding band on your finger easily,” Miranda instructs before she turns to face everyone. She claps her hands twice, getting their attention. “Let’s run through this again!”

Before Charlotte can leave, I snag her arm, keeping her by my side. “How many times are we going to have to go through this?”

“I’m not sure, but we’re almost finished—we have to be. The dinner is supposed to start soon.” She bites her lower lip, watching me with those big blue eyes. “I’m so glad you showed up.”

The relief in her voice is obvious. “You actually believed I wouldn’t?”

“I didn’t know what to believe. You were so late, and when you didn’t answer my texts or your brother’s calls, I became worried. I know you haven’t been…happy with this situation since it started.”

God, I feel like absolute shit for not actually talking to her during the drive. I did try and text, but she was probably busy. I hate that I tortured her when that was never my intention. She has enough to worry about.

“You haven’t been happy either,” I remind her as I stare into her eyes, wanting to see her reaction.

Those pretty blue eyes go a little wider. “I thought we’d come to a mutual understanding.”

“What do you mean?”

“That we were going through with it—and we were okay.” She does one of those nonchalant shrugs again, and damn, I hate those. “But it’s fine. Maybe I was wrong.”

“You weren’t.” I give her arm a squeeze, wanting to reassure her. I feel protective over this woman. She needs someone on her side. I feel like she has no one who’s team Charlotte, and I’m willing to do that for her. “I’m in this.”

The emotion shining in her eyes as she looks at me is a struggle for me to witness. She just looks so damn grateful, and I’ve barely given her anything. “Okay. I’m in this too.”

“It’s all going to work out.” I have no idea if I’m speaking the truth, but it feels like the right thing to say.

She nods, glancing over at Miranda. “We need to do another run-through. I should go to my father.”

I tug her in closer, lowering my voice so no one can hear me. “I didn’t like how he spoke to you earlier.”

Charlotte shakes her head. “It was nothing. He’s just…like that sometimes.”

I’m tired of her making excuses for his shitty behavior just because he is her father. That’s no excuse.

“He will never speak to you like that again once you become my wife,” I say, my voice firm. She stares at me, her lips parted. “What? I won’t let him, Charlotte. If he so much as lays one finger on you, I’ll break it. I’ll break all of them if I have to.”

“But I’m his daughter,” she reminds me.

“And you’ll be my wife. You’ll belong to me.” I pull her to me, slipping my other arm around her waist, my mouth at her temple as I whisper, “I don’t care if he’s your father. No one hurts what’s mine. Do you understand?”

She keeps her head bent for a moment, her shoulders rising as she inhales deeply. Finally she looks up at me, her eyes shining with gratitude. “Thank you,” she breathes before she stretches up and gently presses her mouth to my cheek.

Fire lights where her lips touch my skin, scorching me everywhere, and I turn my head, my lips finding hers, making her gasp. I swallow the sound, kissing her like I mean it, and when her lips part, allowing my tongue entry, it’s on.

My hand shifts, dropping to the curve of her ass, those little pink flowers rubbing against my palm and my dick does that thing it always does when I get too close to Charlotte—it twitches with awareness.

She moans into my mouth, her tongue meeting mine and I quickly break the kiss, desperate to get myself back under control.

The feel of her, her scent, her warmth, it’s just…

It’s good.

So. Fucking. Good.
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Chapter Twenty


Charlotte

“I have a surprise planned for you.”

I glance over at my future husband who’s already watching me, his gaze steady and dare I say lust-filled. Who knew a wedding rehearsal could turn him on?

Though I suppose it’s not just the rehearsal. The attraction between us has been growing since we first met. And the fact that we’re actually getting married tomorrow, and while I still stand by my reasoning that this isn’t normal—not even close—it almost feels like a free pass.

We can do whatever we want with each other. We’re going to be married. No one can stop us.

I can stop myself. I can push him away, and he can do the same to me. But why would I? I’m attracted to him. I can’t deny it. And from the way he seems so protective of me, I think he’s drawn to me as well.

I like his protectiveness. Even his possessive ways. They’re so different than my father’s, who acts like he owns me yet doesn’t want to deal with me.

Perry acts like I belong to him, and he wants nothing else but me.

Big, giant difference.

“What is it?” I finally ask.

His smile is secretive. Sexy. “If I told you, then it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

We’re seated next to each other at a table in a private room of the hotel restaurant, the rehearsal dinner winding down. I’m exhausted and nervous over everything happening tomorrow, and only a few seconds ago, I firmly believed my evening plans consisted of me going to the hotel room my mother reserved for me, taking a long, hot shower and falling into bed.

But my fiancé now has me intrigued.

“And when do I get to see this surprise?” I keep my voice purposely even, as if what he’s saying is no big deal, but deep down, I’m excited. No one ever thinks of me or wants to give me something. I fade into the background, your favorite wallpaper. You always claim it’s pretty, but that’s all you can say about it.

That’s me. I’m pretty, expensive wallpaper.

“After dinner.”

I watch him, how he’s sprawled in his chair, his legs spread wide in that way men sit. His suit jacket is long gone and the tie is loose around his neck, the sleeves of his button-down rolled up to his elbows, exposing his forearms.

My almost-husband has nice forearms. Thick with muscle and those capable, strong hands. I swear I see the hint of a…tattoo?

Wait. It’s definitely more than a hint.

That’s an actual tattoo on the inside of his right arm.

I reach for his hand, flipping his arm over so I can examine the tattoo more closely. It’s an image of three swords crossed and I trace it, glancing up at him to find he’s already watching me. “What does this represent?”

His gaze never strays from mine. “Me and my brothers.”

“I love that.” I do. I’ve never been one to find tattoos particularly sexy. They’re just…there. Most of the time with no meaning. People choose to mark their bodies forever with images or words they think are cool, then end up regretting their choices years later.

I’ve flirted with the idea of getting a tattoo in the past, but could never come up with something important enough to me to mark permanently on my body. “How many tattoos do you have?”

Perry drops his head, watching me trace his tattoo with my index finger. He doesn’t pull away or tell me to stop, so I don’t. It’s like I can’t. His skin is so warm. “A few.”

He’s purposely vague, which makes me even more curious. “I had no idea.”

His gaze returns to mine. “You haven’t seen me without a shirt on.”

No, but I’d like to.

“What’s up with the rings?” I grab his hand, studying the thick silver ring on his finger. The top is a blank circle, reminding me of a signet ring, but there’s no emblem on Perry’s.

“You don’t like them?”

“I never said that.” We stare at each other, his hand still clutched in mine, his warm thumb streaking across my own, making me shiver. “I just wonder why you wear so many of them.”

“I like them. No other male in my family wears jewelry like I do. Though I don’t wear as many when I’m at work. Winston used to give me shit, so I only wear one on each hand,” he admits. “He always would say I look like a hood.”

“Are you one?” He frowns at my question and I drop his hand, immediately missing his skin on mine. “A hood.”

He slowly shakes his head. Runs a ringed hand through his hair, making it even messier than it was before. What is it about men with messy hair and knowing blue eyes? Kissable lips and rings on their fingers?

I think of the few times he’s kissed me, his hands on me.

I want them all over me.

Maybe it’s the wine. I’ve drunk a lot. So has Perry.

How he touched me earlier at the rehearsal, when he pulled me in close and said those things about my father, his hand on my waist, my butt. His touch possessive, as if he was claiming me as his and wanted everyone to know it.

From the moment this engagement started, I didn’t like how I was passed around like an object used in someone’s game. As if I didn’t have a life or feelings. No say in what would happen to me next.

Perry touches me as if he owns me, and I’m suddenly okay with it. I actually want more of it.

I make no sense.

My father is heading toward us and Perry immediately sits up straight, scooting his seat closer to mine and slinging his arm around the back of my chair, his hand lightly resting on my shoulder. I try to relax into his touch, make it seem as if we do this sort of thing all the time, and at the last second, Perry settles his arm around my shoulders, holding me to him.

It’s as if I melt into him and he can sense it. I know he can. It’s in the way his fingers squeeze my shoulder, his thigh suddenly pressed against mine. The entire position is intimate.

As if we’re lovers.

“You two seem cozy,” my father observes.

Perry’s expression doesn’t waver. “Shouldn’t we be? We are getting married tomorrow.”

They’re both quiet, involved in some weird staredown and I wonder at the animosity crackling between them. I noticed it earlier when we were rehearsing the ceremony, but now…

It seems to have grown worse as the night progressed.

“We’re about to leave, Charlotte,” my father tells me, completely ignoring Perry. “Your mother told me to wish you both good night.”

I automatically rise to my feet, Perry’s arm falling from my shoulders as I reach for my father and give him a brief hug. It’s stiff and awkward and I pull myself out of it as quickly as possible, happy to return to my fiancé, who slips his arm around my shoulders once more.

“You’ll be staying at the hotel tonight?”

I nod.

“And you’ll be staying at the apartment?” My father turns to glare at Perry.

“Yes, sir. Can’t see the bride first thing in the morning on our wedding day, right? It’s bad luck, according to my mother.”

“And it’s not bad luck to be living in sin together before you’re married.” He shakes his head and starts to walk away. “I will never understand young people.”

We watch him go, the both of us quiet for a moment.

“He doesn’t like me,” Perry murmurs.

“You don’t like him either.”

He glances toward me, his gaze sharp. “You can tell?”

“Everyone can tell.”

Perry returns his gaze to my father, watching as he speaks to my mother, his mouth formed into a snarl. I’m sure he’s chewing her out for something she didn’t do. “He’s unkind to you.”

That is the nicest way to put it. “He’s unkind to women in general.”

“So he’s a misogynistic asshole?” Perry’s brows shoot up.

“I suppose.” I shrug. “He doesn’t like me either.”

His expression darkens. “Why the hell not?”

“I wasn’t born with a penis.”

“Thank God,” Perry mutters.

I smile, secretly pleased. “I don’t want to talk about him anymore.”

“Me either. Let’s change the subject.” His smile is slow. Seductive. “You look beautiful tonight.”

Now I’m even more pleased.

“Even though at first, I have to admit. I didn’t like your dress,” he continues.

“What?” I glance down at myself. This dress was nothing special on the hanger, but when I slipped it on…

I knew Perry would approve. And while we’re bashing my father for being sexist, I’m also setting the feminist movement back a bit for wanting to look beautiful for my fiancé.

Is that really so wrong though, to want his approval? To want him to really see me and think I’m beautiful? Even if he’s lying, I’ll take it.

Does that make me pitiful? Perhaps. But right now, I don’t really care.

“It’s too naked.” His gaze starts at my shoulders, sliding down as he takes me in, my skin growing warm when his eyes linger on particular spots of my body. “I thought everyone could see through it.”

“But it’s not see-through,” I protest, my voice weak. My heart racing.

“I know. I wish it was. Only for me though.” His wicked smile fills me with temptation.

The temptation to touch him again.

Lean into him and inhale his delicious scent.

Maybe even beg him to kiss me…

“I think I’m going to give you your surprise now.” His deep voice breaks into my thoughts and I drop my carefully constructed façade that I’ve worked so hard these last few weeks to keep up and smile at him.

Like…really smile at him. Let my happiness show versus hiding it all the time.

“What is it?”

Perry reaches for his jacket, which hangs on the back of his chair, and digs his hand into the inside pocket, pulling out a very small white box topped with a tiny, black bow.

“For you.” He holds out the box for me to take, and I grab it with shaky fingers, settling it onto the table and popping off the lid.

A pair of earrings are nestled inside, and oh, they look old. I trace my finger over one, marveling at the intricate setting, all the words of praise for them stuck in my throat.

“They belonged to my great-grandmother on my father’s side,” Perry explains. “I found them when I was going through our family’s jewelry a couple of weeks ago.”

I lift my gaze to his. “Your mother found them?”

He shakes his head. “I asked her if I could go through the jewels, but I’m the one who came across them. Not her.”

“Oh.” I can’t stop staring at them. They’re so beautiful. Such an intricate design, and so unique. So special because they belonged to someone else. Someone connected to my future husband. “Are they art deco? They look it.”

“I’m not sure. I just know they’re old, and you mentioned that you like old things. When I gave you the ring and you seemed disappointed?”

He didn’t want to disappoint me. That’s the meaning behind these earrings. He wanted to make me happy. Put a smile on my face. He actually listened to me and is giving me something he knew I would want.

My heart swells, threatening to burst out of my chest.

“I love them.” Without thought I reach for him, slipping my arms around his neck and pressing my mouth to his in the briefest kiss. I pull away slightly, my face still in his as I murmur, “Thank you.”

His hand comes up, his long fingers circling around the base of my ponytail, keeping me in place. “You like them, then?”

“So much.”

His voice lowers, his gaze stuck on my mouth. “I want you to wear them tomorrow when I marry you.”

It’s the way he says it. As if he actually wants to marry me.

“I’ll wear them.”

He lifts a brow. “Promise?”

“Yes.” I try to nod, but his grip on my hair is too firm.

“Good.” His fingers loosen, bracing against the back of my head as he kisses me again, sparks flying the moment our lips touch. The simple gesture is full of so much promise, my breasts grow tight and a tingling sensation starts between my legs.

“Why did you do that?” I ask once he pulls away from me.

“Kiss you?” When I nod, he continues, “Because I wanted to.”

A family member approaches us, pulling Perry away from me and immediately into conversation. Their voices grow distant as I become lost in thought, imagining myself walking down the aisle toward this man in my fairy-princess gown, the veil shielding my face, wearing the earrings he gave me.

Without thought I take off one earring, then the other, settling them on the table. Then I grab my new earrings and carefully slip them on, my lobes drooping slightly from the weight of them. I drop the earrings I originally wore into the now empty box and slip the lid back on, shoving the tiny box into my pink clutch.

I pick up my phone from where I left it on the table and open the camera, flipping the lens so I can see myself. I turn to the left, then the right, admiring the earrings. The way the tiny diamonds sparkle in the light.

They’re stunning. I can’t believe they’re mine.

I can feel him watching me and I quickly look over at him to find he’s actually not watching me at all, still in conversation with his sister’s husband, and it seems almost…tense.

As if they don’t like each other.

I suppose that’s normal, though Perry seems to get along with everybody.

He slips his arm around me yet again, his hand sliding over to briefly rest at my nape, fingers tracing down along the sliver of my back exposed by the dress. Down, then up. Slowly. Again and again. I flush at that seemingly innocent touch, my entire body growing hot and I dip my head, briefly closing my eyes.

What would it be like, to have Perry actually touch me? His hands everywhere. His mouth…everywhere.

I would come completely undone. I know I would.

From the beginning, I told myself I didn’t like him. I would never like him. But if he continues to listen to me, to give me gifts, to touch me like he is at this very moment…

I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to resist.
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Chapter Twenty-One


Perry

I’m in a hell of a predicament, one I didn’t believe I’d be in so quickly.

I really want to fuck my future wife.

Dying to fuck her actually.

Giving her those earrings, watching her reaction was like a gift to myself. She was so damn happy, practically wiggling in her seat when she popped the lid off the box and saw what was inside.

Wait until she sees the matching necklace. I’ve arranged to have it delivered to her hotel room tomorrow morning while she gets ready, and now, I regret my plan. I’d rather see her face when she opens the box. All that pure joy sparkling in her eyes, aimed right at me…

Been sitting here with a semi ever since.

I scrub a hand across my tense jaw, listening to Lucian Morelli rattle on about how much he hates my brother. The fact that he’s even at my wedding rehearsal dinner tonight is outrageous enough—but this is what happens when your sister falls for our family’s mortal enemy.

You end up somehow inviting said mortal enemy to your most intimate family affairs.

The fact that he’s also complaining about my brother doesn’t help matters. And I’m pretty much fucking done listening to him.

“Been great talking to you, Lucian, but I’ve got to go,” I tell him. “The future wife here wants to show me her hotel room.”

Charlotte actually leans over, her breasts brushing against my arm as she smiles politely at my brother-in-law, playing along with my lie. “I don’t mean to take him from you, but…”

“By all means, go,” Lucian urges gruffly, his dark eyes sparkling with amusement. “A little pre-wedding sex always calms the nerves.”

I don’t bother acknowledging Lucian’s sex statement and neither does Charlotte. Instead, we do our best to make our escape, stopping to talk to the few people who remain in the private room, including my mother.

“Already leaving?” she asks.

I nod, settling my hand at the small of Charlotte’s back. “We have to get to bed. We have a big day tomorrow.”

The words bed and Charlotte conjure up all sorts of images in my brain. Every single one of them including raw, dirty fucking.

Probably shouldn’t want to defile my almost-wife, but damn. She’s fucking irresistible tonight.

“Indeed you do,” Mother murmurs, her gaze tracking my every movement. As if she knows I’m up to no good. “Good night, you two. Pleasant dreams.”

She hugs me and Charlotte and then, finally, we’re out of there.

“You don’t like your brother-in-law, do you,” she says to me once we’re completely out of the restaurant and walking in the corridor toward the front lobby.

“I don’t like anyone with the last name Morelli, or anyone related to them,” I mutter, shaking my head.

“Bad blood between your families?”

“The worst.”

“He was familiar to me.”

Irritation fills me. “Who? Lucian?”

She nods. “I don’t think I’ve met him before, but maybe I have? I’m not sure. He definitely reminds me of someone.”

“There are Morellis crawling all over this city. I’m sure you’ve come across one or two.”

Charlotte actually giggles, and I wonder how much wine she’s had. If she’s too drunk, there’s no way I’m making a move on her tonight. I want her to remember it. And I’m not about to take advantage of a drunk woman.

“Are you drunk?”

“No. Maybe a little buzzed,” she admits, biting her lower lip.

I look away from her. The lip-biting thing is sexy as fuck, and I don’t think she realizes it. “Why did you giggle, then?”

“The way you said it. Morellis. As if they’re your mortal enemies,” she admits.

I need to get over myself. I’m on edge. Stressed out over the wedding. Stressed about the responsibilities that come with marriage.

The future Mrs. Constantine is walking by my side with my ring on her finger and my great-grandmother’s earrings in her ears, yet I have no idea what she looks like naked, or what her pussy tastes like. What sounds does she make when she comes?

Have no fucking clue.

Going to rectify that tonight, if she’ll let me. Maybe that’ll ease some of my stress.

“The Morellis are our mortal enemies.” I shake my head, shaking all thoughts of Morellis out of it. “I don’t want to talk about them. I’d rather you show me your hotel room.”

She comes to a stop in the middle of the corridor, giving me no choice but to do the same. “I thought you just said that to get out of your conversation.”

Originally I did. “I won’t stay too long.”

Or I’ll stay all night. Whatever she’s in the mood for.

“I haven’t even seen the room,” she admits. “I had my stuff sent up there and was given a key by Miranda when I arrived.”

“Where’s your wedding dress?”

“In one of the bedrooms. There are three,” she admits. “All of the dresses are already there. Your mother’s, your sister’s. My mother’s as well. We’re getting ready together tomorrow.”

That sounds like my worst nightmare. “Then take me up. Show me your room.”

Charlotte contemplates me, her tongue darting out to touch the corner of her mouth. A groan almost leaves me at seeing it. Fuck, this woman. Everything she does tonight is like pure sexual torture. “You really want to see the hotel room?”

No, I want to see what you look like beneath that wet dream of a dress.

“You’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all,” she continues.

But I haven’t seen you. And I’m dying to.

Dying.

To.

I don’t say any of those words out loud. Instead, I nod, taking her elbow and steering her toward the bank of elevators that are nearby. “What floor are you on?”

“The top one.”

Of course. Nothing less for a Lancaster.

“Let’s check out the view, then.”

We enter the empty elevator car and I push the PH button, settling back to lean against the wall. Charlotte stands right next to me, her head tilted back to watch the numbers light up as we climb higher.

I blatantly study her profile, not caring if she catches me. The elegant lines of her face. Her pink, glossy lips. Her thick, dark eyelashes. Smooth, creamy skin.

I wonder if she’s that smooth and creamy everywhere.

The elevator comes to a stop and the doors slide open, Charlotte exiting first. I follow after her, my gaze stuck on her ass and the way it moves beneath the skirt as she walks. Fuck, those sexy legs of hers, the nude stilettos on her feet.

My brain comes up with a fantasy. Charlotte sprawled across the hotel bed, naked save for the shoes and the earrings. Hard nipples begging for my mouth. Soaked pussy dying for my fingers…

She stops at the only door on the floor, waving the key over the locking device but it flashes red. She glances over her shoulder at me with a frown. “It won’t open.”

“Here.” I approach, completely crowding her, my front pressed against her back as I reach around her and snag the key from her fingers. “I’ll do it,” I whisper close to her ear.

She goes completely still, her head slightly bent, her warmth seeping into me as I wave the key slowly across the tiny black screen. Two green lights flash, accompanied by the click of the lock sliding back. She reaches for the handle, pushing the door open and I follow her inside.

The moment the door clicks shut we’re shrouded in darkness. I can hear her accelerated breathing, inhale her deliciously floral scent and I operate on pure instinct.

Next thing I know I’ve got her pushed against the wall, my body pressed to hers, pinning her in place.

“You said you wanted to see the view,” she whispers shakily.

I almost laugh. She’s adorable. “I don’t give a damn about the view.”

She tilts her head back, her lips in perfect alignment with mine. “What do you want to do, then?”

“I figured you had a case of pre-wedding nerves.” I touch her chin, tracing the point with my thumb. Drift the back of my fingers down the length of her throat. In the dim light let in from the cracked open curtains, I witness her briefly close her eyes, her tongue sneaking out to wet her lips.

Fuck. I shouldn’t do this. She’s beautiful and she’s sweet and she’s so damn vulnerable. I shouldn’t play with her heart or give in to my urges just because it’s been a couple of months since I had sex and all I can think about is getting Charlotte naked.

But it’s more than that. No one counts on me for shit, and this woman looks at me as if I could be her savior. She needs me. I want to be there for her.

I want to be her knight in shining armor.

“Are you nervous about tomorrow?” she asks me.

I bring her face back into focus. “No.”

“Oh. I am,” she admits. “What if I trip?”

“You won’t.”

“What if…you don’t show?”

The worry in her voice just about kills me. I refuse to disappoint this woman. Everyone else does.

But not me.

“I’ll be there.” I cup her chin once more, forcing her gaze to mine. “I promise.”

Her eyes are wide and unblinking. “What if someone figures us out?”

“Figures what out?”

“That our relationship isn’t real.” Her voice is strained with worry.

“We need to make it look real between us.”

“I try.” She shakes her head. “Sometimes, it still feels awkward to me.”

“What will make it easier for you?” I rest my hand on her hip, giving a squeeze. “Maybe we need more practice.”

“What kind of practice?”

“Me touching you.” I skim my hand up, from her hip to her waist to her rib cage, stopping there. “You touching me. Go on, try it.”

She slips her hand beneath my suit jacket to settle it on my ribs, her fingertips burning through the thin fabric of my shirt. “You’re warm.”

“So are you.” I let go of her chin to curl my hand around the side of her neck. “You’re wearing the earrings I gave you.”

She nods, reaching up to touch one, her fingers skimming the edge. “I love them.”

My earlier thoughts return and I decide to be truthful. “You know what I want to see?”

Charlotte shakes her head slowly. “What?”

“You wearing those earrings I gave you.” I lean in close, my mouth right at her ear. “And nothing else.”

I pull away slightly as a shuddery breath escapes her and she swallows hard, her gaze never leaving mine. She’s always so agreeable, allowing people to tell her what to do.

But just how obedient is she?

“You know what I want to see?” she asks.

My brows draw together and I brace my hand on the wall next to her head. “What?”

“All of your tattoos.” She grabs hold of my tie, tugging on it and I drop my head, my mouth landing on hers as if it was the most natural thing in the world, kissing her.

Devouring her.

I remove my hand from the wall to grip the back of her head, my fingers curling around her low ponytail, holding her in place as I drink from her lips. I search her sweet mouth with my tongue, stroking it against hers, and a low, agonized sound ripples through the air.

It’s me. I’m the one who’s groaning. Just from the taste of her lips. Her fingers curled into my tie, tugging on it. As if she wants more of what only I can give her.

This is probably a mistake, but fuck it. My entire life has consisted of me being guided by my family, telling me what to do. Hell, the only reason I’m marrying Charlotte is because of them.

But they’re not controlling this night. This moment.

For once, I’m going to do what I want. Like when I raced cars and took a risk. Putting myself—and others—in danger. One wrong move and it’s over.

That’s what this feels like with Charlotte. Out of control. Reckless. I want it.

I want her.

I press closer, my hips nudging hers, her body flattening against the wall behind her. I return my hand on her hip, squeezing her there, crushing those delicate pink petals beneath my grip.

“Perry.” The sound of my name falling from her lips does something to me. Urges me on, filling me with borderline desperation. I remove my hand from the back of her head and grab her behind her thighs, lifting her. Those long, sexy legs automatically wrap around my hips, the skirt of her dress riding up, exposing her slender thighs.

I want to touch. To look. I don’t know where to start first. Removing my mouth from hers, I back away a little, glancing down. The way her ass rests against the front of my trousers, her legs loosely linked around my hips, her sharp heels brushing against my ass.

Fuck, it’s too much. Not enough.

“Let’s go look at the view,” I tell her, my voice gruff, my thoughts chaotic.

She frowns, disappointment etched all over her pretty face. “But…”

“Come on.” I ease her to her feet and grab her hand, walking her over to the wall of windows that overlook the city.

She follows diligently, her breathing erratic, and we stop in the center of the windows, staring out at the twinkling lights of Manhattan spread out before us.

“There it is,” she murmurs. “Beautiful, right?”

I gaze at her, drinking her in. The gloss is completely gone from her lips and there’s high color in her cheeks. My hands in her hair have messed it up completely, and she’s fucking stunning. “Yes. Definitely.”

She catches me staring and I don’t look away. Fuck it. That’s my attitude tonight.

Fuck everything. I’m doing what I want.

And what I want—who I want—is Charlotte.

I let go of her hand and walk over to the right side of the window, pulling on the cord so the curtains slide all the way back, giving us an even better view. The Lancasters have owned a piece of this city for generations. The Constantines want their piece too.

Our merger is important. Life changing. It hasn’t hit me before, how our wedding is going to change things. Our lives, for one.

Forever.

“Charlotte.” I turn to look at her and she stands a little taller, straightening her shoulders. “Come here.”

She approaches me slowly, her heels clicking on the marble floor, her breathing still shaky as she makes her way to me. I grab her hand and lead her closer to the window, stopping right next to it. “Put your hands on the glass.”

A frown crosses her face at my command but she follows it, reaching out to rest her palms on the glass, turning to me as if she needs to be told what’s next.

“Face forward.” I watch as she does as she’s told, tugging on my lower lip with my fingers, heat rolling beneath my skin, making me want to shed my jacket.

So I do—tearing it off and dropping it onto the floor. The buttons at my wrists were undone from earlier at dinner and I roll my sleeves back up, my movements hurried.

Anxious.

Still Charlotte doesn’t move from the window, her hands braced on the glass.

I approach her slowly, an animal hunting his prey, her perfume lingering in the air, combined with her unmistakable unique scent. I stop just behind her, my hands resting on her shoulders, noting the slight tremble beneath my palms.

“You’re nervous.” My mouth is at her ear, her hair tickling my face.

She gives a jerky nod. “What are we doing, Perry?”

“What do you want me to do to you?” I bring my hands together just beneath her nape before I slide them down, spanning wide to run them over her curves, smashing all of those delicate pink petals on her dress. “Fuck, I should take this off.”

“No.” She shakes her head and I go still, fighting the disappointment that threatens to take over me.

Damn it, she wants me to stop. And I’ll stop. I don’t push women into fucking me, and I know one thing.

I’m sure as hell not going to force my wife.
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Chapter Twenty-Two


Charlotte

Perry’s big, warm hands rest on my hips, his fingers gathering the fabric up subtly, cool air hitting the back of my thighs. My heart is beating so fast I can barely catch my breath and I know he’s waiting for me to explain my answer.

“You want me to stop?” he asks, his hands never moving from my hips.

I shake my head, noting the exhale of relief that escapes him. “If you take the dress off, I’ll basically be…naked.”

“Isn’t that the goal?” His voice is tinged with amusement, and I can’t help but smile.

“Not in front of the windows. Someone could see me,” I murmur.

“Ahh.” He steps closer, his hot body pressed against mine, and I can feel his erection nudge my ass. He’s so hard.

A tiny thrill moves through me at the realization. He’s hard for me.

Perry Constantine wants me.

His fingers keep working on my dress, gathering the fabric at my hips, lifting it up, up, up. Until I feel air brush my butt cheeks, which are exposed thanks to the nude thong I’m wearing. My hands are still on the glass and I drop one, wanting to reach back and touch him. Wanting to turn and face him so I can rub myself all over him.

Would he let me?

“Keep your hands on the window,” he says, his deep voice settling right between my legs, making me throb. I return my hand to where it was, bracing myself for what he might do, knowing he’ll most likely draw it out.

It’s torture, and he knows it.

I think he likes it too.

He slips his hands beneath the bunched fabric, his fingers tracing the waistband of my thong, making me jolt. I drop my head, my eyes closed, a whimper escaping me when he slips a finger beneath the thin strap at my hip, barely grazing my skin.

“Let’s take these off,” he whispers, his hands back on my hips, gently pushing. The fabric slides down, falling to my thighs until it gets stuck there. He bends forward ever so slightly, giving them a gentle shove and they fall to my knees, hesitating for only a moment until they’re at my feet, crumpled on top of my shoes.

I’m about to step out of them when his fingers press into my flesh, making me go still.

“Leave them there. Spread your legs.”

I do as he asks, stepping my feet out wider. My panties slide up with the movement, banding around my ankles, making a vulgar yet sexy display. I look like I’m trapped by my nude thong, my ass on display for my fiancé, my legs trembling with anticipation.

He hasn’t done anything to me yet and I’m so wet, the inside of my thighs is coated. I just want him to touch me.

I’m desperate for it.

Perry’s hands fall from my body when he takes a few backward steps, the skirt dropping back into place, covering me. I’m standing there with my hands on the glass and my legs still spread, my sheer panties stretched between my ankles. I can feel his gaze on me, heavy and hot, and I squirm a little, wishing he’d come closer to me.

“Jesus, look at you.” His deep, appreciative voice curls through me, making me warm. “You’re hot as fuck.”

“You haven’t even touched me.” Frustration has me feeling bold and I glance over my shoulder to find he’s watching me, his expression dark.

Hungry.

“I thought we were looking at the view.” His gaze is on me, not the city spread out before us. “You want me to touch you?”

I nod.

“Are you wet?”

Shock courses through my blood, his words making me wetter. No one has ever asked me that question before.

“Well?” he urges when I haven’t answered him.

“Yes,” I whisper.

“Touch yourself and show me.”

What?

I’ve never done that before either. Not for someone else.

My sexual experience is extremely limited. He might not get all of my firsts, but he’s definitely getting plenty.

He slowly approaches me again, so close I could touch him if I wanted to.

But I keep my hands on the glass, just as he said.

“Are you shy, Charlotte?”

My gaze meets his, noting the storminess in his blue eyes. I decide to be honest with him. “Yes.”

“Do you want me to touch you? See if you’re wet?”

Relief floods me and I nod. “Please.”

His smile is wicked. “Since you asked so nicely.”

He surrounds me from behind, his arms coming around me, one hand flat against my lower belly while the other slips beneath my skirt. His mouth is at my throat, breathing heavily against me as he slides his fingers over my mound, pausing there.

“You’re bare.”

A secret smile plays upon my lips. “I went to a spa yesterday and got the full wax treatment.”

He curses under his breath.

“Are you sore?” His fingers slip down, teasing between my lower lips.

I furiously shake my head, wanting more.

He slides those fingers deeper, sinking them into me, barely brushing my clit. A choked sound leaves me when he removes his hand, frustration coursing through my veins, making me want to stomp my foot in protest.

“Very wet.” He holds his two fingers up in front of my face, my juices glistening on his fingertips. “Want to taste?”

All the breath leaves my body and I lean back into him, nodding.

His fingers come to my mouth slowly, and a sigh leaves me when he slips them between my parted lips. I lick them, tasting myself, and he sinks them further into my mouth, until I’m sucking on them, rubbing my ass against his erection, not even aware of what I’m doing.

I’m just running on pure instinct right now.

He growls near my ear and then he’s picking me up, lifting me right off the ground as he slings my body over his shoulder as if I weigh nothing. My world is upside down for a moment, my head spinning, and when he dumps me unceremoniously onto the massive king-sized bed, I fall onto the mattress, rolling over onto my back and propping myself up on my elbows so I can watch him.

Perry climbs onto the foot of the bed, his hands making quick work of my thong and removing it from around my ankles, tossing it over his shoulder so it lands on the floor. I spread my legs, giving him room to crawl up the mattress between them, the skirt of my dress pushed up around my hips, exposing me completely.

He glances down, his eyes hot as he studies the juncture between my legs and I’m half tempted to cover myself. I’ve never been waxed so completely in my life. There isn’t a single hair down there and I feel incredibly exposed.

But the gleam of appreciation in Perry’s eyes reassures me that he approves.

When his mouth finds mine, I sigh, my arms coming around his neck, my fingers toying with his too-long hair. He pushes his hips against me, the fabric of his pants rubbing against my bare skin. The friction is delicious.

Unbearable.

I don’t want him to stop.

We kiss for long, languid minutes, the kiss turning sloppier and sloppier. Until we’re thrusting against each other rhythmically, the front placket of his pants nudging against my clit, making me moan. Our mouths are wild, all tongue and teeth and sighs and moans and then his fingers are in between my thighs, stroking me there, brushing against my clit. Circling it.

“Oh God,” I choke out when he increases his speed.

And then he’s gone, climbing completely off the bed as he reaches for the front of his shirt, quickly undoing the buttons. I watch in muted, frustrated fascination, my entire body throbbing with the need for release, my gaze going wide when I note the tattoos scattered all over his skin.

There are words etched in the center of his chest and I squint into the darkness, wishing I could read what it says.

But I get distracted by the bulge of his biceps muscles when he shucks the shirt off completely, and I forget all about the tattoo.

All I can do is stare at him.

“Are there more?” When he lifts his head to study me, I continue, “Tattoos.”

His smile is slow. Devilish. This is a completely different Perry than the one I’m used to. This version is bold. Serious—and hot. Demanding. I thought I wouldn’t like that sort of thing. I never thought Perry would be so bossy, or that I would find it sexy.

But I like it. I love it.

I don’t want him to stop.

“I have a few more,” he says mysteriously, his hands going for the belt buckle. He makes quick work of it, undoing it with a few flicks of his wrists, and when his pants drop to the floor, I stare at him blatantly, my gaze zeroed in on his erection thrusting forward, stretching the black cotton of his boxer briefs. A little shiver of fear moves through me.

He’s big. Thick.

There’s a tattoo peeking just above the waistband of his boxers. Another one on his left thigh. I can’t tell what any of them are, but I like them. I want to see them up close.

I want to explore them with my lips and tongue.

“Take off your dress,” he demands and I shake my head, earning a hard stare for my answer. “Why the fuck not?”

“I need your help,” I admit, biting my lower lip. “With the zipper.”

I roll over onto my stomach to show him.

A groan leaves him and he rejoins me on the bed, his hands skimming up the back of my legs, sparks shooting where his palms connect with my flesh. He pulls me into position so I’m on my knees, his hands on the inside of my thighs, ducking his head, his mouth landing right on my sensitive flesh.

A squeal leaves me and I push back against his face, slowly dying inside as he licks me, exploring every inch of me. My heavy breaths ring through the air as he readjusts himself so he’s lying on his back and I’m essentially sitting on his face.

It’s the most scandalous thing I’ve ever done in my life and it feels so good, I can’t even worry about it. I grind myself against his mouth, his lips latching on to my clit and sucking, his hands on my ass, spreading me wider. I grip the comforter in my fists, staring blindly at the wall, my entire body tensing as he licks and sucks, driving me closer and closer to the edge.

When he slips a finger inside of me, I explode with a cry, my entire body wracked with shivers, the orgasm rippling through me, leaving me breathless. Unable to speak. Unable to do anything but just lie there and take it.

He doesn’t let up. Only when the trembling begins to subside and my breathing calms does he shift away, sliding up behind me to drop a kiss on my nape before he undoes the tiny snap at the base of my neck and slides the zipper down, the fabric parting, revealing I’m not wearing a bra.

“Let’s take this off,” he murmurs, like no big thing. As if he didn’t just give me the most monumental orgasm of my life.

I lie there helplessly and let him finish undressing me. Once the dress is gone, he rolls me over onto my back and I stare up at him, wearing only the shoes and the earrings, just as he requested.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmurs before he ducks his head, his mouth on mine.

I kiss him back with everything I’ve got, completely blissed out. Even a little sleepy.

“Future wife,” he murmurs, his mouth tickling my skin as he kisses my neck. “Don’t pass out on me now.”

A giggle escapes me and then his lips return to mine, his tongue doing a slow, languid tour of my mouth. I drown in his kiss, my hand curling around his nape, my fingers tangling in the dark-blond curls there. I slide my other hand down the front of his chest, breaking away from his seeking lips so I can study the words tattooed there.

Break my heart.

I frown, glancing up at him. “Why do you have that tattooed on your chest?”

“I got it a couple years ago, when I was younger and stupid,” he admits, trying to kiss me again, but I dodge him.

Perry growls in frustration, the sound making me tingle everywhere.

“Did someone break your heart?” I press hard against his flesh, the steady beat of his heart a comfort against my palm.

I hate the idea of him being with someone else. That a woman could’ve broken his heart and he still longs for her. That would hurt.

More than I’d want to admit.

He slowly shakes his head. “I put those words there to remind myself that I have one. In case I ever forget. I am a Constantine, after all.”

My own heart pangs at the sadness in his words and I reach for him, resting my hand on his cheek.

“You have a big heart, Perry,” I whisper. “Don’t let anyone convince you otherwise.”

He devours me, as if my words turn him on and everything becomes a blur. We’re tangled up in each other, my hands slipped beneath his boxer briefs and resting on his ass as he thrusts against me again and again. There is no point in pretending we’re not going to take this too far. We’ve already done it.

We’re past the point of no return.

As if I have no shame, I’m begging him, the word please falling from my lips again and again. He kisses me everywhere. My neck. My collarbone. The tops of my breasts, the valley in between them. When he draws my nipple into his mouth, I arch off the bed as he nibbles and sucks on the sensitive piece of flesh, clutching him close, never wanting him to stop.

It all feels too good to be true.

We get his boxer briefs off and his erection nudges against me, eager to get inside. I spread my legs wider in encouragement and he grabs hold of the base of his cock, dragging the head through my folds, back and forth.

My eyes roll into the back of my head as a ragged moan leaves me. “Oh God, Perry. Please.”

“Please what?” he asks between pants, on his knees between my thighs, cock in hand as he delivers his exquisite torture.

I don’t even hesitate in asking for what I need.

“I want you inside of me.”

He repositions himself, his face above mine, his fingers still around the base of his cock when he slips it inside. I gasp at the sensation as he slowly fills me, inch by excruciating inch until he’s buried deep, as deep as he can go.

We’re both still, our bodies adjusting to each other, the thunderous roar of my racing heartbeat filling my ears. When he still hasn’t moved, I crack my eyes open to find him watching me, his gaze intense, his expression serious.

As serious as I’ve ever seen him.

He begins to move, the slow drag of his cock withdrawing from my body making me arch against him, whimpering in pleasure. He slides back inside with the same, dragging pace, driving me out of my mind with lust.

Nothing has ever felt so good. Nothing.

Nothing.

“Fuck you’re so tight,” he murmurs, dipping his head to deliver a punishing kiss to my lips as he increases his pace.

I take it all, losing myself to the sensation of him filling me again and again. We rock into each other, the base of his cock nudging against my clit, that familiar feeling starting to build. The bed rocks, grunts leaving him with every thrust and I hook my legs around his waist, clinging to him.

“Aw fuck.” He pulls out of me at the last second and I watch in open fascination as he wraps his fingers around his cock, stroking himself until he’s coming all over me, onto my lower stomach, his come dripping all over me, down into my pussy.

I should be disgusted, right? That he just came on me like some sort of animal? But he’s staring at me as he tries to control his breathing, his body covered in a sheen of sweat, his other hand coming up to push his hair out of his eyes.

He’s the hottest thing alive. I can’t stop staring at him.

“Charlotte.” He swallows hard, his gaze lifting to mine. “That was…holy shit.”

Wait a minute. Was it so good for him, he can barely speak?

A squeal leaves me when he reaches out and drags his fingers through the semen on my stomach, gently rubbing it into my skin. “Perry—”

“I came all over you,” he murmurs, his fingers slipping lower, cupping me between my thighs. His touch just firm enough to make my blood heat. “I made a mess.”

“I don’t mind,” I say breathlessly.

“Hmmm.” That rumbling sound settles right between my thighs, making me tingle. “I marked you.” His voice deepens. “You’re mine now.”

My heart flutters and I press my lips together, trying to contain the smile that wants to break free.

But it’s no use. I’m beaming. Sweating. And when he wraps himself all around me, his hand on my lower belly, his chin resting on top of my head, I sigh with contentment.

I could fall in love with this man.

And that’s the last thing I should do.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


Charlotte

“Charlotte. Wake up.”

I crack my eyes open to find Perry standing over the bed, fully dressed in last night’s clothes minus the jacket and tie. I immediately sit up in bed, the blankets falling to my lap, exposing my nakedness and his gaze drops to my chest.

Reminding me of the first time we met, when he kept staring at my legs and called my breasts tits just to shock me.

We’ve definitely come a long way in a short amount of time.

“Where are you going?” I grab his hand, tugging on it. “Come back to bed.”

“I need to go.”

“Why?” My body aches in the most delicious way, thanks to all the sex Perry and I just had.

“You need your rest. We have a big day and it’s all going to start for you in a couple of hours,” he explains, sounding completely logical.

But I’m feeling totally illogical and I tug harder on his hand, wanting him back in bed with me. “Please don’t go.”

“I’ll see you later. At the wedding.” He leans in and kisses me, his tongue brushing mine far too briefly. “And we can do this again, you know. Tonight.”

“Tonight.” My heart squeezes. “We’ll be married then.”

“You’ll be exhausted.”

“So will you.”

“Could still fuck you though.” He grins.

“Rude.” I scowl.

“You like it.” He kisses me again. “Go back to bed.”

“Why?”

“You’re a distraction.”

“My tits?”

His eyes darken and he reaches for me, cupping my breast, his thumb playing with my nipple. “Yeah. Your tits are a complete distraction, future wife. Now get under the covers.”

I let him tuck me into bed. He pulls the covers to my chin and presses a kiss to my forehead. I close my eyes, my lids heavy, and I realize maybe he’s right.

Maybe I should catch up on some sleep. My day will be longer than his since there’s so much prep to do for my big day, while all he has to do is shower, shave, and get dressed.

I’m half asleep by the time he slips out of the hotel room, and once he’s gone, I’m wide awake. My thoughts are too consumed with what happened between us, reliving every single moment. How controlling he was in the beginning—and how much I liked it. The way he touched me. Kissed me. How I sat on his face—my God. Every bit of it was amazing. Perfect.

And this man is going to be my husband.

I almost squeal out loud, I’m so happy.

It’s around nine when I give up and crawl out of bed, slipping on a pair of black joggers and a matching sweatshirt, not bothering with panties and a bra. I’m experiencing this weird combination of exhausted and exhilarated that I know only coffee can fix. I consider calling for room service, but it’ll take too long.

I want the coffee now.

After I throw my hair into a quick ponytail, I exit the hotel room, the key in my pocket, the earrings Perry gave me still in my ears. I touch one as I ride the elevator to the ground floor, a secret smile playing upon my lips.

My future husband got exactly what he wanted. Me wearing nothing but the earrings last night. And I got what I wanted too—I saw every one of his tattoos.

Next time, I’m going to linger over them. Give them a full examination.

I exit the elevator and make my way over to the small coffee shop that’s tucked near the front entrance of the hotel. The line isn’t too terribly long and I make my order before going to the pickup counter where I wait for my drink while checking my phone.

“Charlotte?”

I glance up when I hear my name, frowning at the man standing in front of me. He’s tall. Dark haired and dark eyed, reminding me of Lucian Morelli. But it’s not Lucian.

Not even close.

Realization dawns and I’m frozen as all the memories come rushing back.

The man smiles. “Don’t tell me you forgot who I am.”

His accent is stronger than I remember. There’s more gray at his temples, though it just makes him look more distinguished. His handsome face is achingly familiar, and my heart squeezes the longer I stare at him.

Until the anger washes over me, a reminder of how much this man hurt me.

“I haven’t forgot,” I bite out, every muscle in my body coiling tightly. I’m in fight-or-flight mode. I want to run.

I want to hit him.

I want to scream.

“I can’t believe I’ve run into you after all this time.” He shakes his head, a faint smile on his lips, as if this is such a fun coincidence. God, I despise him. “How are you?”

“Fine.”

“Why are you at this hotel? I thought you lived in New York.”

“I do.”

“Charlotte.” His voice softens, as does his expression. “Come on. Talk to me. You’re not still—mad, are you?”

“That you started a relationship with me when you had a girlfriend the entire time we were together? No. I’m not mad. Not at all.” The barista calls my name and I go to the counter to pick up my drink, offering a cheery thank-you to her before I turn to face the man who has haunted my dreams for far too long with a scowl. “Your timing is impeccable.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I’m getting married. Today.”

His gaze drops to my hand, no doubt spotting the giant diamond on my finger. “I heard about that.”

What in the world? “How? I haven’t spoken to you in over a year, Seamus. Yet you heard about me getting married? How can I believe anything that comes out of your mouth? All you ever did was lie to me. Our entire relationship was based on a lie. You’re not worth my time. I’ve got more important things to take care of today.”

“Come on, Charlotte. Was I that easy to forget? I don’t think so.” He grabs my arm, pulling me to him, his voice low. “You returned to the States and hid away in your family’s apartment, never to be seen or heard from again.”

“That’s not true.”

“Oh right. Let’s not forget your debutante ball, where you looked downright feral the entire evening, snarling at anyone who came too close,” he says.

How would he know that? A few society pages mentioned that very fact, but he was in Paris while I was here. Or maybe he returned to Ireland. I have no clue what happened to him after I left.

Why would he care what I was doing?

He lied to me. He loved someone else.

Not me.

“You missed me,” he says with a smug smile. “That’s why you hid away from the world.”

“Because you hurt me, you asshole,” I bite out. “I was only nineteen. You broke my heart.”

“You were in love with me.”

“You wish.” I try to jerk out of his hold but he tightens his grip.

“You were. You’ve never dated anyone again. And now suddenly you’re getting married?”

Unease slips through me at his words and I glare at him.

“Have you been keeping tabs on me?” I try my best not to let my fear show, keeping my expression impassive, my stance casual. When all I want to do is bolt.

He finally lets go of my arm and I rub it absently, wishing he’d never touched me.

I can literally still smell Perry on my skin. I hate that Seamus just had his hands on me, even if it didn’t mean anything.

“What can I say? You left an impression on me. And it’s always smart to keep track of a Lancaster.” He grins, the bastard.

I take a step back, needing the distance. “You’re nothing but a stalker.”

He chuckles. “No, I am someone who recognizes an asset when I see one. I just didn’t realize someone else had a plan and moved in faster than me to acquire said asset.”

“What are you talking about?” He’s talking in circles and my tired brain doesn’t get it.

“As if you don’t know. Your impending wedding to a Constantine? I know a setup when I see one.”

All the blood in my body seems to drain into my feet, leaving me lightheaded. God, how did he know? “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’m not stupid.” His expression shifts, morphing into the charming man I remember who swept me off my feet. “You should give me another chance, Charlotte. I know you believe I betrayed you, but I didn’t know how to tell you about my girlfriend—who I broke up with after you left, just so you know.”

I shake my head, hating how easily he gave up on her as well, which makes no sense. “You lied to me.”

“And I’m sorry.”

“You told me I was the only one.” He did. He promised me that, but I was referring to the other girls in class. The ones who stared at him just as hungrily as I did. “I felt special. Like you chose me over everyone else.”

“I did. I still do.” He pauses. “Choose you.”

I shake my head. “I don’t want you. Not anymore.”

Not ever.

“It’s only been a year,” he reminds me. “We weren’t together long, but it was intense. Special. No one makes me feel like you do, Charlotte.”

His deep, lyrical voice sounds so sincere, but I know better now.

“I’m not that same, stupid girl any longer. I won’t be fooled by you again.” His words, that pleading look on his face don’t matter. “Forget about me, Seamus. I’m getting married today.”

“What if I told you that your fiancé isn’t what he seems? That he comes from a family who will stop at nothing to destroy whoever gets in their way? Do you want to be a part of something like that?”

His words don’t surprise me at all. I know the Constantines are ruthless, not that Perry ever acts that way—toward me, at least. Winston? Oh yes. Definitely. Their mother?

Caroline Constantine probably sends people to their death on a regular basis.

But I wouldn’t put my father past doing something like that either. Or my brothers. They’re all terrible.

“My family is no better,” I admit, which is the truth.

“You’re used to that kind of treatment, then.” He says it as a statement, not a question.

“I am. And I’m perfectly okay with it.”

“Really?” He lifts a brow, reminding me of Perry.

No. I shouldn’t think that. This man is nothing like my Perry.

“You’d fit in with my family perfectly.” His smile is slow, his dark eyes sparkling with an unfamiliar emotion.

I take another step back. “I’m not interested.”

“You should be.” He takes a step forward, looming over me like a dark cloud. “Don’t you know who I am?”

“No, remember? You never told me.”

His chuckle is deep. Edged with meanness. He grabs hold of my arm again, making me gasp as he hauls me into him. “I’m related to the Morellis, Charlotte. On the mother’s side.”

Oh God.

“But your last name isn’t Morelli,” I whisper. “It’s McTiernan.”

No wonder Lucian reminded me of someone. He reminded me of Seamus.

The man I met in Paris when I was nineteen and so incredibly immature and completely sheltered. I was looking for someone to rebel with and he fit the bill perfectly. So much older than me. Darkly handsome. I fell for every line this man told me. He seduced me in class. After class. In his office. He flirted with an effortless charm I found captivating. He got me into his bed quickly, and I willingly gave up my virginity to him. Like a complete idiot.

We snuck around, and he kept me like his dirty little secret. He never allowed me to post photos of us together on social media. Always said it would put his job at the university at risk.

Now I realize he didn’t want his girlfriend to find out.

“Tell your fiancé he’s got something I want.” He lets me go and I stumble, nearly dropping my coffee. “And I’m going to come collect soon.”

His tone is ominous, despite the dazzling smile on his face and I realize what he’s referring to.

Me.

Seamus McTiernan still wants me.

Not going to happen.

I don’t even realize I throw the coffee at him until it’s too late. The cup smacks him square in the chest, the lid popping off and spilling hot liquid all over the front of his button-down shirt. He yelps in surprise, his expression enraged as he shouts and curses. Women in the coffee shop scream, startled by his reaction, but I don’t stick around to witness it.

I run. Straight for the elevators, slapping the up button over and over again, glancing back to see if he’s following me.

So far, so good.

The elevator takes forever and I yank my phone out of my pocket, trying to find Perry’s name with trembling fingers. When I finally do, I hit the call button, a breath of relief escaping me when the elevator doors open and a stream of people exit the car.

I jump in, the ringing in my ears making me agitated. I hit the PH button and then smack the “close door” button repeatedly, shouting, “Sorry!” when the doors slide closed on a woman just as she’s about to enter.

Perry finally answers, his voice warm. “Hey, beautiful.”

Any other day those words would send a thrill through me. But not now. “I need your help.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I can’t—I can’t explain it right now. I need you to come back to the hotel. Right away.”

“Why, Charlotte? Tell me.”

“There’s someone here I know. Someone from my past.”

“What? Who? Fuck, Charlotte. You’re scaring me. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Who are you talking about?”

I hesitate, not wanting to go into the details. Not wanting to rehash a terrible time of my life when I’m about to get married.

Oh God. I’m going to get married and what if Seamus shows up at our wedding?

“Charlotte, what the fuck is going on!”

“I’m sorry! It’s…it’s him. From Paris.”

“Wait a minute, the guy you had an affair with?”

Oh he makes it sound so sordid, which it was. The shame I feel over this is almost overwhelming. “He’s related to the Morellis.”

The line goes silent and I’m scared I lost him. “Perry? Are you there?”

“I’m here,” he bites out, going quiet again for a moment before he asks, “He’s a Morelli?”

“His name is Seamus. Seamus McTiernan.”

More silence. I can’t believe I still have him on the line, even while I’m in the elevator. I clutch the phone tighter. “Perry.”

“Where did you see him?”

“In the coffee shop in the hotel,” I admit.

“Go to your room and don’t leave until I get there, do you understand?”

“Yes. I understand,” I whisper.

“I’ll be there in fifteen. Stay in your room, Charlotte. Don’t answer the door to anyone but me.”

Before I can respond, he ends the call. I sag against the elevator wall, closing my eyes. Everything’s going to be all right.

Perry’s going to save me.

He has to.

*     *     *
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