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      Boone Adler is new to Hollow Oak, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have a plan. He’s found his bride and paid handsomely for her. Now he’s just got to keep her safe.

      Phoebe has grown up in a privileged world, but as she’s handed off to her new husband, she realizes her world was all make-believe. The good news is her new husband is obsessed with making her happy.

      Warning: Happy means something dirty, doesn’t it? You bet! Welcome back to Hollow Oak for another set of brothers and brides!

    

  


  
    
      To finding your forever… at Christmas.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Phoebe

        

      

    

    
      “Is that him?” Marley peers over my shoulder at the picture of my soon-to-be husband, and I nod. Most of the articles I’d found on Boone Adler were over a few years old. Except this one is from a few months ago.

      Sure, there were tons of business articles on him but nothing with pictures and things about his personal life except this one. It’s for some benefit his company puts on each year to end world hunger. It was the first time he’d ever been spotted with a date. The gossip blogs here in Texas were all over it.

      Boone Adler is a bit of a mystery to the elite here in Houston. A black sheep it seems from the things I could find. He wasn’t born into this world. His last name didn’t carry a weight to it. That will change, I’m sure, once he has his first heir. My stomach tightens at the realization that I might be the one to carry that heir.

      Boone’s whole life changed when he struck black gold. That had done the man well, but what really put him on the map were his real estate ventures and his luck in the financial world. I personally don’t think it’s luck at all. The man is clearly brilliant, from all the articles about him I’d found and devoured. He might not show up in the gossip blogs, but his name is all over the finance news. What girl wouldn’t try to find out everything they could about the man they're supposed to marry within a matter of hours?

      “Who’s the woman with him?” She leans in closer, her purple hair falling over my shoulder.

      “Why can’t he marry her?” I mutter.

      Why is bitter jealousy swirling inside of me? I shouldn’t care, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit it hurts a bit to see him with her. She’s beautiful. To say she’s the opposite of me in every way is the understatement of the century.

      “Wait! That's a supermodel! Christy Campbell!”

      “Of course it is.” I close the screen of my laptop, not wanting to look at them together any longer.

      “We can run away,” Marley suggests.

      “Where to?” I snort.

      I might have gone to fancy private schools, but my street smarts are zero. I am smart enough to know I’m naïve about the world, especially when it comes to men. The most I know about relationships is what I’ve read in the pages of romance books and from my parents. The last thing I’d ever want is my parents' marriage.

      “I don’t know.” Marley falls back dramatically onto my bed.

      Most things she does are dramatic. Marley and I became fast friends the first day I met her. That was because she bugged the heck out of me, intruding into my bedroom and making herself right at home. We were six at the time. Her mom Joan brought her to work one day. Joan watched over me and kept our home in order.

      When Joan found her daughter in my bedroom, I knew she was in big trouble from the look she shot Marley, because I’d gotten that look a few times when I was doing something I wasn’t supposed to.

      I don’t know why I’d rushed to say I’d invited her in and asked her to play when I’d found her odd and annoying at first. After her mom let her stay with me while she finished cleaning, Marley declared that we must be friends.

      “You’ve really never met this man and you’re supposed to marry him? What if he sucks in bed or has a tiny dick?” Marley makes a horrified face. As if she knows what a bad lay is.

      “We met once,” I admit. Our encounter lasted less than a minute.

      “When?!” Marley pops up to sit on my bed, knocking one of my half-packed bags onto the floor. “Tell me everything.”

      “There isn’t much to tell. I doubt he remembers it or put it together that day that I was Paul’s daughter. I’d been taking Beau out for a walk, and I wasn’t paying attention when I stepped off the elevator downstairs and I ran into him. He told me to watch where the fuck I was going.” I’d been looking down at my Kindle trying to finish the page I was on.

      Marley’s eyes widen.

      I’d run right into him. I don’t know how I’d missed the man to begin with because he was built like a freaking tank. He’d snapped at me before all but pushing me back off him. I’d almost fallen on my booty, but he reached out and grabbed my arm.

      He stared down at me for a long moment, and I was sure he was going to tell me he was sorry, but nope. He went on to say something about how little girls shouldn’t be out wandering around the city alone.

      “What a jerk-off.”

      “Yep,” I agree. A handsome jerk-off with a face and green eyes I couldn’t forget.

      I’d only realized he’d been in the building to see my father when I’d gotten back from walking Beau. I heard his voice in my father’s office, so I went and hid in my room until he left. I hadn’t heard a thing about the man since that day. Well, until today.

      My father called me into his office and told me a few hours ago to pack my bags because I was getting married. At first I was certain he was messing with me. Not that he’s one to joke around, but still. It felt so out of left field. Married? He sent me to an all-girls school here in Houston my whole life. I’ve never been allowed to date. Now I’m getting married.

      “Your world is so weird, but you know this isn’t super uncommon. You marry within the circle of wealth.”

      “I don’t think my father has any wealth left. He said if I don't do this we’re done for.”

      “Holy shit,” Marley whispers loudly.

      Part of me was shocked when he said that, but another part of me also knows my father loves to gamble, and his vice is horse racing. I’ve also heard him and my mother fighting a lot lately over money. He used to never care what she spent. Now he’s pissed if she comes home with even one bag.

      Beau must sense my distance because he jumps up from his bed and comes over to lay his head in my lap. I don’t even know if I will get to take him with me.

      “You know you don’t have to do this,” Marley says. “You can’t be sold off.”

      I’d said pretty much the same thing. That’s when my father had gone from telling me I was doing this to begging me. He said he owed some bad people a lot of money. I’d never seen my father actually look scared, but he did today.

      He said to marry Boone Adler now and then get out in a few years. That I owed him this for all he’s done for me. He’d actually had a list of all the money he’s ever spent on me since I was born. Part of me agreed to this insanity to get the heck away from him. I’ve never been so hurt in my life. My father might not have been the best dad out there because he wasn’t around a lot. But hearing that he kept a running tally on what I cost him cut deep. Even so, I didn’t want to see my father be hurt.

      “I’m going to do it.”

      “I already knew you were going to say that, Phoebs.” Marley gets up from the bed to come over toward me. “Your loyalty is one of the many reasons I love you. It’s also one of your best qualities, but don’t forget sometimes your best quality can be one of your most detrimental too. Not everyone is worthy of your loyalty. I want you to remember that.”

      She wraps her arms around me in a tight hug. “I love you too,” I tell her, knowing I’ll miss her more than anything else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Boone

        

      

    

    
      “This is the stupidest thing you’ve ever done.” Curt walks right past me and goes over to the bar in my study to pour himself a drink.

      “I don’t remember asking you.” I don’t look up from my computer as I click on the security cameras at the gate to see when Phoebe Hawthorne arrives.

      The property is located on the edge of Hollow Oak. The land was inexpensive but a good investment at the time. I had this house built out here so that I could get away when I didn’t have pressing business in the city. A long driveway, over a mile long and lined with trees, leads up to the house, so I can’t go out and wait on the front steps for her. There will be an alert when someone is at the entrance, but I want to know the moment she’s here.

      “Her family is in debt up to their eyes and everyone knows it.” I hear him take a drink, but I don’t respond.

      I wonder what she’ll be wearing. Will she have on a wedding dress? I didn’t specify when I said I wanted her delivered today for the ceremony. Some think it’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding, but I can’t wait.

      “Are you even listening to me?” He takes a seat in one of the leather chairs in front of my desk.

      “No,” I answer and don’t look up.

      “Boone,” he barks, and I sigh as I lean back in my chair to look at him.

      “She’s well bred, I’ll give you that.”

      “Watch it,” I snap.

      “You know what I mean. She comes from a family with a history of wealth. That’s the only thing that’s saving her father from the loan sharks right now. And the fact that he’s agreed to pass his only daughter off to you like a used sofa.”

      “Enough.” I slam my hand down on my desk. “She’s about to be your sister-in-law, and my wife, so I suggest you bite your tongue.”

      He glares at me and then looks away as he takes a drink. “I’m just letting you know this is a mistake.”

      “It’s mine to make.”

      “You’re obsessed,” he cuts in, but there’s no way I’m denying it.

      One look at her and I couldn’t let her go. Her golden eyes haunted me like nothing else. I’ve been good with money, investments, property—literally everything I’ve touched has become a success. But I’ve never been knocked to my knees by a woman before.

      I’d gone to her dad’s office for a meeting he’d begged for. I wasn’t going to go, but I did him a favor because a few years ago he’d given a generous donation to my charity. I thought if anything I owed it to him to hear him out. After Phoebe nearly knocked me over, I went up to his office with my head spinning. making a plan on how I could find this little slip of a woman.

      Then I saw a photo of her on his bookshelf and a plan began to form. I looked into his business and found out that everything he owned was leveraged against his gambling debts. It was enough that there’s no way he could get out without declaring bankruptcy. Unless someone like me came along and offered to make all his problems go away. All I had to do was bide my time until Phoebe could be mine.

      “And what will you do once you’ve gotten it out of your system, huh?” Curt asks. “You’ll get your nut and still be stuck with her.”

      “Say it again and I’ll cut your tongue out.” My voice is low and cold, and for once Curt sees that I’m serious.

      “What is wrong with you?” He genuinely looks concerned. “I’ve never seen you this way before.”

      How can I explain to him what I’m feeling when I’m not even sure? All I know is that I’m on the edge of insanity, and if I don’t have her under my roof soon, I’ll burn her father’s business to the ground and make him scoop up the ashes.

      The chime on my monitor goes off, and I see the Rolls Royce Phantom pull up to the gate. I stand and straighten my suit as I look down at my brother.

      “It’s my wedding day, and you’re going to stand beside me and witness this,” I say, clenching my jaw. “Then when it’s over you can get the fuck out and leave me with my bride.”

      “Boone, don’t do this,” he pleads, but I glare at him.

      “Do I need to get a member of the staff to witness this instead of my own flesh and blood?”

      Curt stands, and we’re eye to eye. Both of us are built almost the exact same at six foot five. His shoulders sag a little when he sees I’m not budging on this.

      “Okay, let’s do this.” He relents and gulps the rest of his whiskey.

      I turn and walk out of the office, not waiting to see if he follows behind me. After only a beat of hesitation, I hear his footsteps on the hardwoods.

      The house is sparse because I don’t need much, and when I’m here I like to work outside on the land. I’ve even camped a few times by the lake when the weather is nice. This is the place where Phoebe and I will stay so that it’s private and away from prying eyes. I have a small staff that comes once a day, but at night we’ll be totally alone. I’m hoping I can keep media attention away from this, at least for a short time while we settle in.

      “Everything is ready for you, sir,” Mrs. Birch says once I enter the foyer.

      “Thank you.” I asked her to prepare a small meal for Phoebe and me for after the guests leave. I’m not making an effort to invite them to stay any longer than necessary. There is a minister on the terrace waiting to perform the ceremony as soon as we’re all in place.

      The double doors to the front of the house are opened just as the Rolls Royce pulls up to the steps. I walk down them and feel Curt at my back as the driver comes around and opens the door. First I see Mr. and Mrs. Hawthorne, who silently nod hello and then step out of the way. Then Phoebe holds out her hand for the driver to help her out of the backseat, and I don’t like it.

      “Move,” I bark at the driver, and he quickly does as I command.

      I take Phoebe’s hand in mine and look down at her in the long white dress. She’s so beautiful that I have to look away or I’ll take her right here on the ground.

      “Let’s get this done,” I say as I keep hold of her hand and walk into the house.

      I’m not about to let her father give her away, because she’s already mine. If anyone is her daddy now, it’s me. The only reason they are here is because I’m allowing them to witness the transaction.

      She’s silent as we walk through the home, but I’m too anxious to let her stop and look around. We step onto the terrace where the minister is waiting, and I nod to him as we wait for everyone to take their place. My brother is behind me and her parents are behind her as the ceremony begins.

      It’s thankfully short, and the only vow we have to say is “I do” before I place a ring on her finger. It’s a seven-carat oval cut diamond and a matching platinum wedding band that I slide on all at once. When it’s her turn, her fingers shake, and I hold her wrist to steady her as she does it.

      I stare into her golden eyes as everything around us melts away and it’s just the two of us. This pull I feel toward her and this overwhelming need feels like it might consume me if I don’t have her soon. As the minister says the last of the words and then holds out the paper for us to sign, it’s my turn to shake. Only mine is from excitement.

      After I scratch my name across the paper, I watch as she does her pretty loops and even makes a heart on the last letter of her name.

      “Is that it?” I ask, and the minister nods. Turning with Phoebe’s hand in mine, I look directly at her father. “Your check is by the front door. Good night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Phoebe

        

      

    

    
      Boone is quick to dismiss my parents. I think they are as shocked as I am at the coldness he throws at them. I stare at my mother, expecting her to say something, but all her attention is on Boone’s brother. I think his name is Curt if I remember right from one of the articles I read. Boone hadn’t bothered to introduce me to him.

      I’m not sure how to take that. Who am I kidding? I don’t know how to take any of this, especially how Boone is behaving since I’ve gotten here. I almost think he’s mad. If he’s so angry about having to marry me, then why did he push for this? Not only that, push for it so quickly. I was barely out of the car and he was pulling me down the aisle.

      I’d actually hatched a plan to see if I could delay the wedding for a few days so we could have some time to get to know each other. I was going to plead that I’d like to invite more people and do this wedding the proper way. Really it was only a tactic to buy more time so I could initiate the plan Marley and I hatched to annoy the crap out of Boone. The hope was that he’d send me packing, but so much for all that.

      “No reception or even a dinner?” My mother finally speaks, but she’s still staring at Curt.

      I peek over at the man to try and see why she is staring at him. Boone shifts to block my view, which isn’t hard. He’s at least a foot taller than me, and I’m in heels. He glares down at me, and I wonder what the heck I did wrong. I’ve barely said three words to him at this point.

      “If you’re hungry, I believe there’s a diner in Hollow Oak. Go there and eat.” Boone grabs me by the wrist. “Show them out,” he tells his brother.

      “I swear Mom dropped you on your fucking head,” I hear Curt say as Boone starts to pull me out of the room.

      “I can’t say goodbye?” I ask as I try to keep up with him. He stops abruptly and looks down at me.

      “You want to say goodbye to the people who sold you off?” I flinch and try to pull my hand out from his grip. It only makes him tighten his hold on me. He’s silently making it clear I’m not getting free. “Fine. We’ll say goodbye.” He starts to guide me in that direction, but I shake my head.

      “Never mind.”

      “What?” He stops again, and I realize I barely whispered the words.

      “I don’t need to say goodbye.” I swallow down the lump in my throat. As much as his words hurt, they’re true. I turn to face them, and they're still standing where we left them. “I owe you nothing now. We’re even.” He can take that stupid list of his and shove it up his ass.

      “Phoebe,” my father calls. At least he finally looks ashamed. “I—”

      “You heard my wife. She’s done with you,” Boone clarifies for me. I’m not sure that’s fully what I meant, but him calling me his wife has my head spinning.

      It’s stupid, because of course I’m his wife. We had the ceremony, and I signed on the dotted line. The weight of the ring he put on my finger is heavy, reminding me of ownership. There’s no forgetting it, but it’s strange to hear someone call me a wife. And now I’ve got a husband.

      “Are you hungry?” Boone asks, leading me down a long hallway. I finally start to take in the beautiful house. “Phoebe, I asked you a question.”

      He did? Oh, hungry. My stomach is in knots, but I nod my head, worried that if I say no we’ll head straight to the marital bed. Oh god. I have to have sex tonight.

      “Calm.” Boone stops and turns to me. “What are you thinking? You just froze up like you’ve seen a ghost.” The man really must be paying more attention to me than I realized. I thought he was pulling me around like a doll.

      “Sex,” I blurt out and heat rushes to my face. “I’m scared.”

      “There’s nothing to be scared of. I won’t hurt you.” He stares down at me, his green eyes darker than I remember. He’s more handsome than I remember too. Why does this man need to buy a bride? There has to be some weird catch I’m missing. “I’m not into pain.”

      “You promise?” I ask, having a strong feeling that Boone is a man of his word. I don’t know why, but I can sense it, or maybe I’m lying to myself so that I don’t spiral into a panic attack.

      “I will never intentionally harm you, but a woman’s first time is—”

      “Who said it was my first time?”

      Boone’s nose flares, his jaws flexing as he draws in a breath. I’m glad I’m not the only one with a few jealousy problems. I’m still wondering about the stupid model I saw him with.

      “I suppose we won’t have to worry about that then.”

      “Are you going to send me back?”

      Was it that easy? A small little lie and I’m free? I married him. Can he take back the money he promised my parents even though I followed through? Do I even want to go back is the bigger question.

      “No. You’re mine.” His eyes are intense as he holds my chin. “Don’t forget that. I might not be your first but I’ll be your last. That’s all that matters.” He drops his hand and straightens his shoulders. “Now are you hungry or not?”

      When I nod, he guides me into an overly formal dining room that I can imagine big parties being hosted at. Or that’s what my mother would do with a dining room of this caliber. My mind drifts to it only being used for big family dinners such as Thanksgiving or Christmas, which is around the corner. Maybe even when you have a birthday party with lots of people.

      Boone pulls out a chair for me at the head of the table, and I take a seat. He grabs the napkin, placing it into my lap. I smooth it out, getting the first real look at the giant ring on my finger. It’s almost obnoxious. I could assault someone with this thing. Still, I find myself running my finger over it. I think I love it if I’m honest with myself. It’s taken me more off guard than anything.

      Boone Adler is a private man from what I could gather. He doesn’t do things to be flashy or try to live up to any lifestyle. He doesn’t play that game, which annoys most people. That’s why I don’t understand the ring. Then again, I don’t really understand any of this.

      As Boone takes the seat adjacent to mine, an old woman comes fluttering into the room with two plates, setting them in front of us.

      “Thank you,” I say, but as quick as she was there, she’s gone again.

      “Where’s my plate?” Curt asks, strolling into the dining room.

      “At your own house.” Boone is back out of his chair, manhandling his brother back out of the dining room. I can’t make out their hushed hard words, but I wonder if they’re on good terms. They must be to some degree or why else would he have invited his brother here at all?

      Boone returns a few moments later. “You can eat,” he says as he pulls out his chair and sits back down. I pick up my fork and push my food around my plate. “You don’t like it?”

      “I’m not as hungry as I thought,” I admit.

      “Mrs. Birch, can you bring dessert please?” Boone calls through the house.

      “Dessert?” I smile.

      “Why not? There is always room for dessert even when you’re not hungry.”

      “That’s true.” Mrs. Birch comes fluttering back into the room again, only this time with a small white cake. “I love cake.”

      “I know. I figured we might not have a reception but we still needed a wedding cake.”

      “It’s the best part of a wedding.”

      “I’m not sure I agree with you on that,” he says as he sinks the knife into the cake to cut a piece.

      “Then what’s the best part?” He places the giant slice onto my plate. When his eyes meet mine, I suck in a deep breath as heat rushes through my body at the realization of what he means.

      “Try it.” He brings a bite to my mouth and I part my lips, letting him feed me. A small moan leaves me as the sugary sweetness hits my tongue.

      “We’ll have to agree to disagree.” I lick my lips, swallowing the bite and already wanting another.

      “We’ll see,” he challenges as he holds out the fork.

      I let him feed me and try not to think about him proving me wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Boone

        

      

    

    
      “Is there anything else I can get for you, Mr. and Mrs. Adler?” Mrs. Birch asks.

      “No thank you.” I place the fork down next to the cake, and she nods at us.

      “I’ll lock up on the way out. Congratulations and enjoy your evening.”

      Turning my gaze to Phoebe, I see her eyes widen before she looks down at her fingers. She’s wringing them together as Mrs. Birch leaves, and I wonder if she’s nervous about tonight, or is it that she’s nervous to be with me?

      Who the fuck is the man that got to her before I did? She’s been on exactly one date from what I found out, and I took care of that. If that little bastard put his dick in my wife, I’ll break it off and feed it to him.

      The grandfather clock in the corner chimes, and her head snaps up at the sound. “It’s time,” I say and stand up from my chair.

      “For what?” She swallows hard as she watches me, her eyes traveling slowly up my body.

      “For my dessert.” I push back the chair and move the cake to the side.

      “What?”

      “I want to see what I paid for.” I take off my suit coat and drape it over my chair as I begin to unbutton my sleeves.

      “Right here?” She looks around the room, and I can see she’s nervous.

      “Yes.” Once my sleeves are rolled up, I take a step back and then grab her around the waist. Before she can try and stop me, I set her on the dining table and pull her ass right to the edge.

      “What are you doing?” Her eyes are wide and her cheeks are flushed as her hands automatically go to my chest.

      “I already told you.” I reach up and unknot my tie and drop it to the floor. Then I unbutton the top of my dress shirt and look down at her long white dress. “Pull it up.”

      “Boone, I—”

      “I promised you I wouldn’t hurt you. But I’m going to get what I paid for.” I cross my arms over my chest and wait for her to do as I’ve ordered.

      Her fingers play with the material of her dress as she begins to slowly bunch it over her knees. I keep my eyes on the edge of the dress, watching it go higher and higher.

      “You know how when a couple gets married they feed each other cake?” The hem rises a little more, and I can almost see her bare knees.

      “Y-yes,” she answers nervously.

      “I fed you your cake.” I look up at her and we lock eyes. “Now I want you to feed me mine.”

      She glances over to the cake beside her and starts to grab a fork.

      “Use your hands,” I say, stopping her.

      She nods and picks up a small piece and holds it out for me. I never break eye contact as I step forward and grab her wrist, then bring her fingers to my mouth. I stare into her golden eyes as I run my tongue between them and suck the sweet sugary icing off of them. Her mouth falls open when I pull them out of my mouth and then swirl my tongue over her fingertips.

      “More,” I order, and she nods, swallowing hard. When she holds it out for my mouth again, I shake my head. “On your lips this time.”

      She brings the cake to her mouth and holds it between her lips just as I’ve told her to do. My eyes linger on her mouth before my control nearly snaps. Using both my hands, I hold her face as I lean down and scoop the cake off of her with my tongue. She gasps as I swallow the dessert and then keep on licking her lips. Her tongue darts out to touch mine, and I suck on it, just a little. Enough to tease her into wanting more.

      By the time she’s breathless, I pull away, and there’s a growl deep in my throat. “More.” Without hesitating this time, she brings the cake to her mouth, but I shake my head. “On your pussy.”

      “Oh god,” she whispers.

      I shove the rest of her dress all the way up around her waist, revealing silky white panties with a wet spot on them.

      “Is this for your husband?” I run my knuckles over the soaked material, and she hisses. “Give me my cake, Phoebe.”

      She swallows hard before she nods and moves her fingers between her legs. I pull her panties to the side, revealing bare lips and a small patch of dark curls. I hum my appreciation as she brings her fingers between them and smears the cake all over herself.

      “Good girl.”

      Before I have time to think it through, I jerk her ass so far off the edge of the table she has to lie back on her elbows to keep from falling off. It all happens in the blink of an eye as I kneel down and bury my face in her cunt.

      She screams out my name as I lick right up the center and suck the icing off her clit. She tastes like an innocent little sweet, and I can’t wait to fuck every inch of her body.

      “Mine,” I snarl as she tries to scoot away from me. My fingers dig into her bare thighs as I throw them over my shoulders and lock her into place. “Stop trying to take it from me.”

      “It’s too much,” she gasps. “I—I don’t know what’s happening.”

      “You’re going to cum on my face,” I say, sucking one of her lips into my mouth. “Do you know what that is, petal?” Her pussy looks like a fresh flower. “Do you know what cumming is?”

      “I-I think so?” she stutters as I suck the other one. “Something’s happening.”

      “When you cum, it’s a feeling that’s so good your body has no choice but to release endorphins into your blood.” I circle her clit and then lap at it like a cat. “When I cum, I’ll put it inside you until I get you pregnant.” I dip my mouth down low and wiggle my tongue into her opening. “I’ll cum in you right here.” I do it again, and this time she bears down on me. “I’ll do it so many times you’ll have it dripping down to your knees.”

      “It’s, oh my, I think—” Her words are all broken as she grabs my hair and cries out my name into the dining room. It’s so loud it echoes in my ears, and I keep licking her to drag it out.

      I watch her as she goes off and see her lost to pleasure she’s obviously never felt before. No matter who took her cherry, I know that this first orgasm is mine. And so are the rest of them for as long as we both shall live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Phoebe

        

      

    

    
      I jerk awake and sit up in an enormous white fluffy bed. It’s got a beautiful canopy overhead that drapes down the sides. Light floods in through the two open doors that lead into the bathroom, and from what I can see, the whole bedroom is decorated in whites and soft touches of gold.

      Even though I’m pretty sure it’s morning from the light peeking in under the closed curtains, the fireplace is roaring in the corner. This bedroom is a slice of heaven and the last kind of thing I’d expect to be in Boone’s home.

      Of course he can afford any kind of room he wants. From what I’ve seen of the house so far, when I was actually paying attention, I could tell everything was breathtaking. But this room is so feminine and soft that I think it’s made for a girl. I wonder if I’m in a guest room, because nothing about this room makes me think it could be Boone’s.

      I turn to the empty side of the bed, where I can see the outline of where someone had lain on top of the comforter. There is also a chair next to my side of the bed that feels out of place.

      An empty tumbler sits on my nightstand, and I can tell there was some kind of liquor in it. Boone must have been sitting here. Was he watching over me because I’d crashed or because he thought I might make an escape? I’d never even thought about that possibility until now.

      I barely remember him lifting me from the table and carrying me through the house. The orgasm hit me so hard that it was a downward spiral from there. I’m guessing it was an emotional crash of sorts. I’m not sure what else to call it. I’ve never experienced something like that before. I went down hard, and he must have tucked me into bed. I’m sure if we’d done more I’d not only feel it but I’d remember that too.

      “Oh!” I gasp when I slip from the bed, realizing I’m completely naked.

      I spot my dress crumpled on the floor, but I make a straight shot toward the bathroom, sure I’ll find a robe or something to put on.

      “Holy crap!” I squeak when I enter to see my husband standing in the shower. The water is pouring down over him, and he turns his head to look at me, his eyes locking with mine. “Sorry!” I say but stand there unable to move.

      My eyes travel down his perfect, ripped muscles. I’ve never seen a man naked before. Not in person at least. He shifts so his body is fully facing me, giving me a better view of him as he wraps his hand around his cock. He starts to slowly stroke himself, and a rush of heat spirals through me before going straight between my legs. What is wrong with me? Why am I not leaving?

      “Come here,” he orders.

      My legs finally move, but instead of running out of the bathroom, I move toward him. My body craves what he did to it last night, and when I get close, he pushes open the shower door. His hand snatches me like a viper and locks around my wrist. He pulls me under the warm spray of the water with him before I have a chance to run.

      “What are you doing?” I gasp.

      “For a girl who’s been with a man, you ask very innocent questions.” I backpedal a few steps, but he only yanks me back into him. My wet body rubs against him, and his hard cock presses into the softness of my stomach. “Touch me.” It’s another order, but I swear I hear a hint of pain laced in it. From the moment I met him, he’s done nothing but confuse me.

      My hand on his chest slips down to wrap around his cock. I want to ease the pain for him that I know he’s feeling right now. I’m surprised to find his cock is hard yet silky to the touch.

      What I’m also wondering is how this thing is ever fitting inside of me. Not that my body is too worried. My sex clenches over and over again at the idea. I want him there, and the sense of being empty inside fills me as my need gets more intense.

      “Like this?” I stroke him the same way I saw him do to himself. A groan rumbles from deep inside of him, and I jerk my hand back, scared I’ve hurt him.

      “Don’t stop,” he begs and grabs my hand to bring it back to his cock. This time when I wrap it around him, he puts his hand over mine. I’m surprised by how much pressure to use, but the groans that come from him mean it must be good.

      His other hand grabs my hip, and he backs me up until I hit the shower wall. I keep stroking him, not sure if I’m moving my hand on my own or if he’s moving it for me. It doesn’t matter. I want to see him cum.

      I stare down at his cock trapped between us, seeing the head grow redder as small drops of cum bead at the tip. They run down over the side and onto my stomach. I can see it more clearly now that he’s moved us out from under the spray of water.

      “Phoebe.” He suddenly shouts my name as his whole body goes rigid.

      Cum splatters on my stomach as I keep going until he releases my hand and sags against me. He buries his face in my neck, and for some reason I keep my hold on him, expecting his cock to soften like I’ve read about in books. It’s still just as hard as when I started.

      “Boone, please.” I squeeze my legs together, desperate for some kind of friction. The words are out of my mouth before I realize I’m saying them.

      He nibbles on my neck. “You want me to eat your pussy again?”

      “Yes.”

      “Say please again. It sounds so pretty coming from your lips.” He lifts his head to stare down at me.

      “Please.”

      “All you ever have to do is ask,” he says before he falls to his knees in front of me, shifting my whole world once again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Boone

        

      

    

    
      “So you’ve had a man before?” I look up at her, and even with my cum smeared across her belly, she blushes.

      Leaning forward, I slide my tongue between her lips and rub my thumb over the same spot. When I push it into her opening, I shake my head. She’s so fucking tight I can hardly get it in.

      “Don’t lie to me, Phoebe. You’re my wife now.” I look up at her as I push my index finger to her ass and press against her tight hole. “Your pussy is just as tight as this.”

      “I—I may have lied.” She bites her bottom lip as I press against her ass a little more.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t want you if you’d been with someone before?” I wait, and after a second, she nods. “Sweet petal, you’re never getting rid of me.”

      My mouth goes to her clit at the same time I slide my finger in her ass, and she cries out. My thumb moves in and out of her pussy, and she grips me like a vise. My cock hangs heavy and hard, still sensitive from cumming just a second ago. But I’ve got the need to fuck her or I’ll go insane.

      “I’m too big for you.” I’m angry even as I say the words. “Well, I have to start slow and build it up.”

      “Okay.” She’s breathless as she leans back against the tile and spreads her legs wider.

      My thumb moves faster in her pussy along with my finger in her ass. My tongue teases her clit, but I don’t want her to cum yet. I want her to do it on my cock. When I slide my digits out of her, she makes the cutest little whine, and I smile as I stand up.

      “Don’t worry, I’m going to take care of you.” I nod to the seat next to her. “Put your foot on that.”

      When she does what I ask, I step forward, my cock pointing right at her opening. I grab it around the base and hold it steady as I brush through her soft lips and to her opening. She rocks her hips forward, greedy for the orgasm that was so close just a moment ago. I let the tip of my dick rest there, just the head inside of her. My other hand slides around her hip and back to her ass.

      “Don’t take too much,” I warn as I press my finger back into her ass and let her sit on the head of my dick.

      “Oh god.” Her hands go to my chest as she braces herself.

      I rock back and forth in little shallow thrusts, only giving her an inch or two at a time. She’s gripping the tip like she’s trying to take more, but I don’t let her. “Stop it or you’ll hurt your little cunt. You can’t take it all at once.”

      “It feels so good.”

      “I know it does, petal. It feels so good for me too.” I push the finger in her ass a little more, and she clenches. I smile down at her as she moans, and I do it again. “Look at you wanting me everywhere.”

      “I’m so close.”

      “This time I’m going to put my cum in you.” I stare down at where we’re joined. “Remember what I told you last night?” She nods and licks her lips.

      “You said you were going to breed me.”

      “That’s right. You’re my wife now so I can do what I want.”

      Leaning down, I suck on one of her nipples and feel her body tense. Her nails dig into my chest as she pushes her hips forward and down onto my cock. She arches her back and cries out as her climax rolls over her body.

      Just as she starts to clench around me, I let go of the base of my cock and cum into her. It’s so much harder than before, and I grunt as I pump every last drop into her. She cries out again as the heat fills her, and I wrap my arms around her to keep her up. Once she’s finished she goes limp against me, and I pull us both into the spray of the shower once more.

      “Feel better?” I ask as I kiss the top of her head.

      “Yes.”

      My lips move down her cheek and across her jaw and then finally to her lips. God, I’ve never wanted anything so badly in my life as I want Phoebe. I can’t kiss her enough, touch her enough, and it’s driving me to the point of insanity.

      This is technically our honeymoon, so I plan on keeping her naked for the foreseeable future. At least until I can fuck her fully. I didn’t need her to be a virgin, but knowing that I’m her first and her last makes my inner caveman roar with pride.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask as I turn off the water, and she nods.

      Once we’re out of the shower and I’ve dried her off, I pick her up and carry her back to bed. She looks at me funny when I pick up the phone beside my bed and call to the kitchen for food.

      “Is this a hotel?” She looks around the room in confusion.

      “No. I told my staff that we wanted our privacy.” I sit down on the bed next to her and help her lie back on the pillows. “You’re going to stay just like this.” Her eyes widen as I reach down and push her knees apart. “I want to look at you while I eat. Then I’m going to eat you again.”

      “I have to stay in bed?”

      “You’ll stay where I put you, so I make sure you don’t try and run from me.” I lock eyes with her, and she bites her bottom lip. “Don’t pretend like you didn’t make a little play with your friend.”

      “How did you know that?” Her brows furrow.

      “There isn’t anything about you I don’t know, petal.” I graze my knuckle over her pussy, and she gasps. “You’ll never get away, so you might as well get used to the idea.”

      There’s a loud pounding on my bedroom door, and I turn to scowl at the noise. I know the staff wouldn’t knock like that, so it’s probably my idiot brother.

      “Fuck,” I curse as I stand up from the bed and throw the blanket over her naked body. “Stay there.”

      Going over to the dresser, I grab some pajama pants and then stalk to the bedroom door. If it’s Curt, I’m going to choke him, then kick his dead body out of my house, because I want to fuck my wife. He better be glad I just came because otherwise I’d probably choke him out the second I see him.

      Barely cracking open the door, I see him standing there in his suit. I slide through, careful to keep it as close behind me as possible.

      “What the fuck do you want?” I hiss.

      “We’ve got a problem.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Phoebe

        

      

    

    
      Boone comes back into the room a few moments later. His face has returned to being cold and unreadable. I shift on the bed, gripping the sheet tighter. Are his walls coming back up? His face was that way when I stepped out of the car yesterday, but I thought we’d made progress.

      Gosh, it doesn’t feel like that was just yesterday with all that’s happened. For one thing, he had his finger in my ass. Why is that my first thought? What has happened to me in the last twelve hours?

      I pull the sheet over my body to shield myself. I’d imagined more normal-ish sex with quiet missionary lovemaking. Instead it’s been nothing like that. In fact, we’ve yet to have sex at all.

      “I have to handle something.” He yanks at the sheet, revealing my body to him. His eyes roam over me, and his expression only gets angrier. “You can move about the house, but you are not allowed to leave. There’s security everywhere.”

      “Security? Why do you need security?”

      “When you have something rare and precious, my sweet petal, you protect it. Others will try and take it from you.” He really thinks someone would try and take me?

      He leans down and presses his mouth against mine, and I melt into him. How can I not? I think that might be the sweetest thing a person has ever said to me. When I try to wrap my arms around his neck and pull him into the bed with me, he pulls back.

      He doesn’t look as angry now as a smile tugs at his lips. Then when it suddenly drops, I wonder what’s happened.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I ask. I shouldn’t care if he’s mad. The whole plan was to make him not like me. A plan he somehow knew. Also, the other plan for my possible escape, which reminds me that I need to get a hold of Marley. I’ve got to tell her where I am. She was supposed to follow me last night, but I’m not sure if she pulled it off.

      “You've done nothing wrong. I’m pissed at the people who are making me leave my new wife naked in our bed.” Unexpected relief fills me. “I’ll be back soon.” He presses another kiss to my mouth, and this one is hard. When he finally pulls away, I see regret in his eyes before he gets up and goes into the closet.

      After he’s dressed, he comes back out in a suit, giving me one last look before he’s out the door. I sit there for a long moment, a bit lost on what to do with myself. When I get out of bed, I realize all I have to wear is my wedding dress. I’d packed some bags, but I’m not sure where they are.

      I venture into the closet, a bit surprised when I see everything I bought already there. They are all unpacked and hanging in the closet next to Boone’s things, but there are a bunch of clothes with tags still on them too. I peek at a few of them and of course they are all my size. I grew up with the finer things in life, but some of the tags on these make me cringe at the cost.

      It really has me thinking this must have been all planned out. I hadn’t given it that much thought since I was only told about it twenty-four hours before the wedding was to take place. How long did Boone know and how long did it take for him to plot this out? The bigger question is why.

      Not knowing how much time I have, I grab a pair of black leggings and a sweater and quickly get dressed before pulling on some fluffy socks. It's prime time to go poking around a bit. For all I know, Boone might have left the house. I’m guessing he did since he got fully dressed in a suit.

      I peek out the bedroom door like I’m making my escape or something, then I roll my eyes at myself. I can come out of the freaking room. He said just don’t leave the house. I think that means I have freedom to snoop. Maybe find a phone and make a call too.

      I spend the next hour creeping through the house like a night stalker, but I don’t find a damn phone anywhere. Are landlines not a thing? Also, this place might be fully furnished and decorated, but the drawers are empty, with no personal touches anywhere. It’s weird. It reminds me of a staged home ready to go on the market.

      “Mrs. Alder.” I let out a scream and quickly slam the drawer closed. The vase on top of the cabinet filled with fresh flowers starts to fall, but I catch and set it right. “Can I help you find something?” Mrs. Birch asks, fighting a smile.

      “I’m just being nosy,” I admit, making the older woman laugh. “Please call me Phoebe. We didn’t really get to meet last night.” I offer her my hand.

      “No we didn’t.” She smiles brightly at me as she takes my hand. “Mr. Alder gets his mind onto doing something, and nothing is going to stop that.”

      “Really? I hadn’t gotten that impression,” I tease. “He’s intense,” I add on a more serious note, quickly realizing this is where I should be snooping. With her.

      “He is,” she agrees. “Would you like some tea?”

      “That would be nice.” I follow her back toward the kitchen.

      “Have you been living here long?” I ask.

      “I think Mr. Alder bought this place about five months ago. We moved in two weeks ago.”

      “Oh.” It has been six months since I met Boone on the elevator. “Why did it take so long to move in?” I sit down on one of the high chairs at the kitchen island.

      “I think you know why.” She smirks.

      “Really?” It’s too hard to wrap my mind around the idea of Boone buying this place for a family home. Then again, he did say he was going to knock me up. I press my thighs together, thinking about his cum inside of me. Some might be there still. The thought is so hot, and I had no idea my body would respond to him like it has. I knew I was attracted to him because you’d have to be dead not to be. But this feeling is a whole new level.

      “I suppose when you know you know.” She puts the kettle on the stove.

      “Where did you live before?”

      “The city.”

      “Did you sell it?” It’s about a forty-minute drive into the city from Hollow Oak.

      “No. Mr. Alder owns a lot of properties. I suppose you do too now.”

      I open my mouth and close it as it hits me that I haven’t signed a prenup. I really haven’t signed anything but a wedding license.

      “Are you done interrogating me?” she asks, snapping me out of my daze as she places the tea in front of me.

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I completely understand. Mr. Alder is a hard man to get to know. Give it time,” she reassures me.

      “I do have one more question.”

      “Ask away.”

      “Is there a phone around here? I’d like to call my friend.” Mrs. Birch takes a long pause. “She has my dog, and I’d love to check on him. I miss him so much already.”

      “No one said you couldn’t use the phone. There’s a landline here in the kitchen.” She walks over to one of the cabinets and pulls it open, revealing a phone. I’m out of my chair the second I see it with my own eyes.

      “Thank you!” I squeal before grabbing the phone and calling Marley. Boy, do I have a whole lot to tell her.
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          Boone

        

      

    

    
      “If you could stop pacing and sit down, we can work this out,” Tidas Combs says as he looks over the contract.

      He was my attorney in the city and part of the reason I made my home in Hollow Oak. Now that he’s here full-time, it’s much easier to get ahold of him for emergencies like this.

      “They’re trying to make a grab for power and it’s bullshit,” I practically snarl as Curt sits back in his chair and watches me. He’s been silent since we got here, which is smart.

      “Well, it probably wasn’t a good idea to give them enough money to do it,” Tidas says without looking up from the paperwork.

      “Fuck.” I run my hands through my hair, wondering how the hell I can fix this.

      Phoebe’s father is using the money I gave him to buy out one of my competitor’s companies instead of paying off his debts. The company isn’t really the concern, it's that he’s using the money that was going to save his ass to do it. He’s doing it as a power play so that he’ll have control over the market. I can only guess that he thinks this gamble will be enough to pay off what he owes just as soon as he takes over. What he doesn’t know is that the company he wants to buy is drowning in debt too, and all he’s doing is tying his anchor to a sinking ship.

      “They’ll kill him as soon as the deal is done,” Curt says, and we all turn to face him. “The loan sharks are circling him because they know my brother paid him for his daughter.”

      “As your attorney, I am advising you not to repeat that.” Tidas finally looks up and sighs. “They’re going to sell it to him, and I don’t believe he has any idea that they’ve falsified the numbers to make them look better.”

      “If he goes through with it, Curt is right.” I rub my eyes with the heels of my hands. “This will affect my wife, and that’s exactly what I want to avoid. If he sinks this money into this business, they’ll come after her mom next, then her. I’ve already paid once, and I’m prepared to do it again, but I can’t keep funding his stupidity.”

      “So let them take him out and then settle.”

      I look over at my brother, knowing he’s right even if it’s the coldest of solutions. The more money I give that man, the more he’ll spend. He’s lost his fucking mind and keeps digging a hole to try to get back on top.

      The door chimes behind me, and I turn around to see a pregnant woman coming into Tidas’s office.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had a client,” she says, starting to back out.

      “It’s all right, Valerie.” Tidas goes straight to her and pulls her into his arms before he kisses her temple and whispers something in her ear. She laughs, and the way she looks at him—it’s like he’s her entire world.

      That’s what I want my Phoebe to look like when she sees me. I also want her full with my child, and my cock begins to swell with the need for it.

      “We'll talk later,” I say to Tidas, and I hear Curt protest behind me. “Later,” I say again, and he rolls his eyes as he follows me out of the office.

      We’re silent on the way home as we both think through what to do next, but when we pull up to the gate, Curt finally breaks.

      “What’s the plan?”

      “I’m going to make some phone calls and see if I can threaten the company out of making this deal.”

      “Couldn't you just buy it out from under him?”

      “I could, but this idiot will just turn around and buy something else. He’s been stupid with his investments, and now he’s doubling down at the last second to try and hit it big. He’s playing with his family’s life like it’s Vegas.” I sigh as the gates open and nod to security. “Plus I don’t want the company if it’s failing. What I want is for him to pay off his debts and go live a quiet life where I never have to hear from him again.”

      “Wishful thinking,” Curt says as we get out of the car and he walks over to where he’s parked in the driveway. “I’ll be by tomorrow, and you can tell me how it goes.”

      “Call before you come,” I bark at him, and he laughs.

      “What’s the fun in that?”

      I scowl at him, and he laughs and drives off the property. “Asshole,” I hiss as I make my way into the house and straight to my office.

      I’d love nothing more than to go and find Phoebe and fall onto her soft body right now, but I need to make these calls and get this shit taken care of. The sooner it’s done, the sooner I can impregnate my bride. I’m ready to have her broken in so I can ride her anytime I want.

      It’s a long time later when I finally get someone on the phone and sit back in my chair to listen to their side of the story. I’m playing with the pen on my desk as they go on and on about net capital and investment portfolios. I’m barely paying attention because I just want to get to the part where I tell them they can’t sell.

      My office door creaks open, and I’m surprised because Mrs. Birch never disturbs me. When I see Phoebe peek her head around, I smile at her, finally releasing a breath in my lungs I didn’t know I was holding. This whole time I’ve been trying to protect her and not think about the worst possible outcome.

      She steps inside and quietly closes the door behind her. I hold up my hand, silently telling her to come to me.

      She walks over slowly, and I see she’s got on leggings that cling to her thick thighs and round ass. I clench my jaw because she should be in dresses. I want easy access to her at all times.

      When she comes around my desk, I turn my chair to the side so I’ve got the phone against my right ear and she’s standing between my legs. I’m already so fucking hard for her, and seeing her bite her bottom lip makes me want her mouth around my dick.

      I tug at her leggings, trying to pull them down, and when she realizes what I want, she begins to help me. She leaves her panties on, and I point to the ground in front of me. It takes her a second before she catches my meaning and kneels. Her eyes widen when my hands go to my belt and I unzip my slacks. My cock springs out of my boxer briefs between us, hard and throbbing for attention.

      Sitting back in my chair, I keep the phone to my ear as I watch her lick her lips and lean forward. She grips me around the base and tentatively licks over the head. She closes her eyes, and I have the feeling she’s savoring the taste. Fuck, I’m not going to last.

      “Listen, John, I can appreciate your situation.” I have to swallow hard when her full lips cover my cock and she hollows out her cheeks to suck on me. “But I need you to work with me.”

      Gripping her hair with one hand, I hold her steady as she moves up and down, taking more of me every time. She’s so fucking good at sucking me off, I have to wonder if she practiced on lollipops. When her tongue circles me, I have to close my eyes because the sight of it is too much.

      “I’m going to send you a proposal in an hour. I’d like for you to look it over and call me back. I want to make you turning this down worth your while.” He says something on the other end that I don’t catch because I’m too busy locking eyes with my wife while she swallows my dick. “Yes, speak later.”

      As soon as I slam the phone down, I haul Phoebe up in my arms.

      “Did I do something wrong?” Her lips are so soft from blowing me that it makes me even harder.

      “No, I just didn’t want to nut on your face.” Reaching between us, I pull her panties to the side and see that she’s drenched. “Fuck, you’re soaked.”

      She makes the sweetest little whine as I rub my cock through her folds and push into her. I’m stopped by her tight barrier just a few inches in, and she cries at the pinch of pain.

      “I wish it didn’t have to hurt, but it’s past time for me to fuck my wife.” I push in a little more, and she stretches, her nails digging into my chest.

      I’m still not all the way in, but even halfway in I’ve popped her cherry, and I see the small streak of it on my cock. Fuck, I wish I could lick her pussy right now and taste it, but I’m greedy and want to cum in her like this.

      I brush my thumb over her clit, and she clenches around me and cries out. I do it over and over until she’s pushing down on it, ready for her own release. Using my other hand to move her hips up and down just a little, I jack off the end of my cock with her cunt. The sight of her on me is all it takes, and I toss my head back and shoot inside of her. Her own orgasm goes off at the same time, and she clamps down around me, desperate to hold on to my cock.
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      My body is putty, and I’m not sure I’ll ever move again. I’ll lie here on Boone’s desk for the rest of my life, and right now, I couldn’t care less. That is, until he moves to kiss me. I gasp because the action causes more of his cock to fill me. I thought he’d been all the way inside, but I was wrong. I’m so full that I didn’t think I could take much more of him. I swear there is always more to this man. I know he came inside of me, and even now some of it runs down between us. It’s a mixture of both our pleasures, and I can’t say it’s not hot.

      “There’s more?” I ask between kisses.

      “There is, and as much as I want to thrust all the way into you, I won't risk hurting you more than I already have,” he says before he kisses me at the same time he pulls out. I whimper against his mouth. The mixture of pain and pleasure is not one my body is used to. “Don’t move,” he orders as he drops down to his knees beside the desk.

      I watch as he runs two fingers up and down the folds of my sex while his eyes are trained there. Each time he passes by my overly sensitive clit, I jerk. He keeps doing it until I’m moaning again. My body is begging for more already.

      “Boone.”

      “So damn greedy. Did you not touch yourself, petal? Give yourself some kind of release?” I shake my head as I start to blush. It’s crazy because he’s on his knees inspecting me between my legs right now. “I want words,” he orders, and his fingers stop moving over me.

      “No,” I admit.

      “I’ve been fucking my hand daily since you pressed your sweet little body against mine. You were begging me to have you.”

      “You’ve had me,” I point out. Will things change because he’s gotten what he wants? Will he only stay until he knows I have his child inside of me?

      “I’ll never have enough.” His warm breath tickles my skin as he leans in and swirls his tongue around my clit. He doesn’t stop until I’m cumming again for him. It doesn’t take him long to get me there, and more than anything it’s his words that turn me on. I pray they hold true.

      “I’ve got you,” he says when he scoops me off the desk and carries me through the house. He doesn’t stop until he’s putting me down on the bed a few moments later.

      “Boone.” I grab for him when I realize he’s not going to lie down with me.

      “I’m not going anywhere, petal, but I need to take care of you.” He strokes my cheek. How can this man be so intense and dominating in some moments and sweeter than anything I’ve ever known in others? I’ll never understand, but I trust him.

      I release my hold on him, earning me a smile as I roll to my side and watch as he goes into the bathroom. I hear him turn on the water, and a bit later he’s coming back out of the bathroom to get me. He carries me back into the bathroom and then lowers me into a giant bathtub already filled with water. I reach for him, and he looks at my hand.

      “You want me to get in with you?”

      “Yes,” I respond without a thought.

      “All right.” He strips down and then steps into the bath behind me. He wraps his arms around me, pulling me back to lie against his giant body. I feel so small and delicate against him.

      I turn to my side to rest my cheek against his chest. “Why did you do all this?” I ask, closing my eyes. I’m not sure if I want to know the answer. What if he says something about a man needing a wife and nothing more than that? As crazy as it might be, I think I might already be falling for him, and that would put a few big nicks into my heart.

      “I couldn't stop thinking about you. It started to drive me insane.” When I peek up at him through my lashes, he’s looking down at me as if waiting for his own answer.

      “I’m pretty sure you said something about how little girls shouldn’t be out alone,” I remind him.

      “You shouldn’t be out alone. Why do you think you live behind a protected gate now?”

      “Is that why you bought this place? To have somewhere to put me?”

      “I’m here with you, so I’ve put myself here too.” I stare up at him, unsure I’m fully okay with that response. I want more, but I let it go for now. I’m way further than I thought I would be at this point with my new husband.

      “Okay,” I answer, resting my face against his chest.

      “This is new to me, petal. Give me time. I’m not used to…” He trails off.

      “Answering to people.”

      “Married a day and finishing my sentences already.”

      A giggle shakes through my body, and when I look up at him again, a smile lights his face. I swear his normal dark green eyes even sparkle right now. He looks utterly happy at this moment, and he doesn’t seem bothered by my questions. I decide since he’s in such a good mood I should keep going.

      “What do you mean this is new to you?” I say before I lose the courage. I don’t really want to know about his past. I mean, I did when I googled him, but not so much anymore. Now he’s made the comment, and I’m curious.

      “I’ve never lived with a woman or answered to a woman either.”

      “You answer to me?” I turn more and sit up some in his lap. He’s still hard, and his cock brushes against my sex. I wince before I can catch myself, and a deep rumble leaves him.

      “Fuck, petal. Does it hurt that much?” He starts to sit up, but I press on his chest, and he actually stops.

      “I’m sensitive, but I’m fine,” I reassure him. He settles back down into the bath water.

      “Yeah, I answer to you. Everything I do now is with you in mind.”

      “Really?” I smile, loving the sound of that.

      “Isn’t that marriage?” he asks.

      “Not for everyone. Definitely not the ones I’ve grown up around.”

      “I want a happy marriage with you, petal. I told you yesterday I never want to hurt you.”

      “I thought that meant physically.”

      “Fuck no!” he barks. “I’m never going to hurt you.” I lean in and kiss his angry face until he starts to relax, and it shows me how true his words really are. With a few kisses I can get him to shift his whole mood. “Stop,” he growls when my kisses grow deeper and longer. “Greedy girl.”

      “You’ve done this to me,” I tease, nipping his bottom lip. Some switch has been flipped in my body.

      “We've got to get out of this bathtub.” I squeal when he easily stands with me in his arms and carefully steps out of the bathtub. He sets me down and then dries me off. “Mrs. Birch said you only had a few sips of tea.”

      “She gives you notes?” I lift a brow. I had a feeling, but I was hoping she might hold out some for me.

      “She was wondering when we might want to eat again. Should I ask for notes?”

      “No.” My teeth sink into my bottom lip, and he eyes me suspiciously.

      “I’ll let this one go,” he relents. “For now.” The smirk that plays on his lips has my heart melting.

      I think I’m falling a bit more in love with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Boone

        

      

    

    
      After I make sure Phoebe eats and I tuck her into bed, I go back to my office to finish what I started earlier. She was the perfect distraction just as I was getting to the point where I was going to lose control.

      Once that’s done, I make a call to her dad’s office and find out where he is. I think it’s time I go directly to the source of all of this, even if I have plans in place to protect my wife. I need to do everything I can to keep her safe, and that includes doing what I have to do when it comes to dealing with her dad.

      His secretary informs me he’s having lunch at Rosebriar, one of the nicest restaurants on the outskirts of Hollow Oak. Of course it’s also the most expensive, so I’m not shocked he’s there. I text Curt what my plans are, and he tells me he’ll meet me there.

      As much as my brother aggravates the shit out of me, he’s loyal like no other. Now that Phoebe is my wife, he’ll step up and protect her too. She’s my wife, so she’s as good as his sister. I don’t necessarily need backup at the restaurant, but having him nearby will make me feel better.

      When I pull up to the restaurant, the valet offers to take my car. I wave him off and tell him to leave it up front; this won’t take long.

      Inside the hostess offers to seat me, but I see Sherman Hawthorne sitting at the table next to the window with the best view. There’s a young woman at the table with him, and the hair on the back of my neck prickles. I don’t like how close they’re sitting together, even if it’s not my business. Phoebe’s feelings are my only concern, and this bullshit is embarrassing to her and him.

      I walk straight to his table without pausing and move to stand beside the young woman, not bothering to look at her. I keep my glare on Sherman, and when he finally looks up and recognizes me, his face pales.

      “Your friend needs to leave,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Amanda, why don’t you wait for me at the bar?” He swallows hard and gives her a shaky smile. “I’ll be over in just a second.”

      “Why? I thought we were going to eat.” She stands up beside me, and I can feel her eyes roaming up and down my body.

      It makes me angry and, I drag a chair away from her and position it beside Sherman, taking a seat.

      “Fine,” she snaps, and then I hear her heels clicking on the tile floor.

      “She’s not even legal,” I say to him once she’s out of earshot.

      Sherman’s face goes from white to red in a flash. “She showed me her ID.” He has the audacity to look indignant.

      “I’m not here because of her.” I lean forward and notice he’s clutching his napkin in his hand like a coward. “Where’s the money I gave you?”

      His hands relax a little, and he shakes his head. “You’re not getting it back. A deal’s a deal.”

      “I paid you so that you wouldn’t go bankrupt, but now I’m hearing you’re running around town throwing around cash, and obviously paying for dates.” I nod toward the bar. “How much did you promise her?”

      “It’s not your concern what I do with the money you gave me.” He straightens his shoulders and leans back in his chair. “It turns out I’m flush now, and I’ve got extra to spare.”

      “Liar,” I hiss, and he cuts his eyes at me.

      “You don’t know anything.”

      “I know that if you don’t pay off those loan sharks, they’ll not only kill you but your wife and your daughter too. Do you think there’s anything I wouldn’t do to protect Phoebe?”

      He swallows hard but doesn’t answer me.

      “You’re still betting on a losing horse, and if you haven’t realized it yet, you’re the horse.”

      He stands abruptly from the table, and so do I. If he wants to cause a scene, I’m more than happy to help him do it. I hear someone come up behind me, and I instantly know it’s Curt.

      “Don’t tell me I missed all the fun,” he says as he claps Sherman on the back.

      “This discussion is over,” Sherman says, moving away from Curt’s touch.

      “Here’s what you’re going to do,” I say, poking my finger in his chest. “You’re going to use what money you’ve got left to pay off your debts. Then you’re going to sell everything you have to finish paying off what you’ve already spent.”

      “And be left with nothing?” He looks horrified at the thought. “How will I live?”

      “Like a man who tried to correct his mistakes.” I lean in close to him. “Because what you’re doing right now makes you lower than the loan sharks who will kill you if you don’t.”

      “You don’t know that.” Even his words don’t sound believable.

      I can’t help but laugh, shaking my head. “I know that you’ve got about forty-eight hours until the hammer falls. If I were you, I’d start making amends now instead of trying to fuck a minor and blowing all your money on a failing business.”

      The last part of my sentence is the only thing that gets a reaction out of him before he schools his features once more. He tugs slightly on the knot of his tie and swallows hard.

      “I need more money,” he says softly. “Listen, I know I’ve made some mistakes, but I’m an addict.”

      Now he’s trying to push his bleeding-heart story on me for more cash? Fuck this guy.

      “When you do those things, I’ll make sure you’re taken care of, but not until then. Do you understand me? You will pay them what you have, then you’ll sell everything to make up the difference. When that’s done, we can talk.”

      He doesn’t agree, but he doesn’t tell me to stick my offer up my ass either. Instead he glares at me and then at Curt before he pushes past us and heads to the front door. Thankfully, he leaves the young woman at the bar. At least he’s made one decent choice today.

      “I need to go,” I say to Curt. “I don’t want to leave Phoebe alone for too long.”

      “What about the girl?” He nods to the bar, obviously having seen more than I realized.

      “Take care of it.” I sigh. “The last thing I want for my wife right now is a scandal.”

      “It’s done.” He nods and makes his way to the bar.

      There’s something about this that doesn’t feel right. Maybe it’s because I’m not next to Phoebe right now, but there’s a feeling in my stomach that has me nervous. I need to get home and lay eyes on her to make sure she’s okay. I know I’ll feel better once this situation with her father is handled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Phoebe

        

      

    

    
      One of these days I’m going to wake up and my husband is going to be in this bed with me. Even though he’s not in the bed, I can’t help but smile. I know it’s nuts, but I think I’m in love. This man bought me days ago, and here I am thinking I’m in love with him. Pretty sure Stockholm syndrome takes longer to kick in, so it must be real.

      I roll out of bed and quickly find something to wear before I go in search of my husband. Maybe I’m being a bit clingy? I wonder if that would turn him off but then wave off the idea. If he didn’t want someone to be clingy then he shouldn’t have gotten married.

      The first place I go is my husband’s office to peek inside, but his chair is empty. This had been the one place I didn’t actually snoop around before. I know he told me I had free rein, but growing up, I knew my father’s office was always off limits.

      Unable to help myself, I wander inside and sit down at his desk. I peek into a few drawers but don’t see anything interesting until I pull open the top drawer. A folder sits there with my last name scribbled across it. It might as well be stamped “read me” in giant blinking leaders.

      I chew on my bottom lip, wondering if I should leave it be. Part of me wants to look, but another part of me is scared that I could find something in there that might change how I feel. I don’t want to change. I’m happy even if it’s silly and naïve.

      “Phoebe.” I jump up from the chair when I hear my name called. The office door opens a second later, and I see Mrs. Birch standing there.

      “I was looking for Boone. I wasn’t snooping,” I blurt out.

      “Put your hands down, dear,” she laughs. I realize I have them raised up to show they’re empty. “This is your home. It’s not snooping.”

      “Right.” I drop my hands.

      “I wanted to let you know that Beau will be arriving shortly.”

      “Beau? Really?!” I’m a bit surprised.

      “Yes, I pointed out to Mr. Alder that you had a dog earlier, and he sent for him. They are a few minutes away.”

      “Thank you.” I blink back the tears.

      “I don’t think there’s much Mr. Alder won’t give you if you only ask.”

      The smile is so big on my face it almost hurts. “Thank you again,” I tell her.

      “My pleasure, dear,” she says before she slips back out of the office, leaving me alone.

      I need to stop thinking that everything that comes with Boone is going to be bad. He hasn’t shown me that at all. If anything, all his reactions to me end up being the best things to ever happen to me.

      I open the drawer and take out the file. Inside I see pictures of me, and as I flip through a few, I quickly put together they are all from over the last six months. I snort a laugh when I see one from the night I tried to go on a sneaky date and it totally got ruined. I guess that solves that little riddle.

      It’s a bit crazy and obsessive, but heat starts to pool between my thighs. I press them together, noticing I’m not as tender as I thought I might be. I leave the folder open on his desk, not hiding my snooping. I want him to know that I know. Whatever this crazy, over-the-top obsession he has with me is, I’m into it. I don’t want him to hide it. Maybe I’m a bit crazy too.

      When I hear a chime sound, I take off out of the office and toward the front of the house. It’s not until I open the front door do I remember that Boone told me to stay inside and that I wasn't allowed to leave. Then again, that was when he thought I might try and run. There’s no way I’d run from him, not now.

      A white van drives up the long circular drive and slows when it reaches me. I can see Beau sitting in the front passenger seat staring right at me.

      “He’s handsome,” Mrs. Birch says, coming to stand beside me in the doorway.

      The driver comes around and gives us both a smile before opening the passenger door to let Beau free. He jumps out and comes running right to me. I drop to my knees, opening my arms to him and fall back on my butt when Beau leaps right on me.

      “Thank you, Tomas,” Mrs. Birch says, taking the bag from the older man and I see it’s got Beau’s stuff inside.

      “Anytime.” He winks at her.

      “Thank you so much,” I shout after him as he gets back into the van to leave. “Meet Beau.” I beam up Mrs. Birch.

      “He’s a big guy.” She reaches down to pet him.

      “But he’s all heart.” Beau turns in my arms as a black SUV pulls into the driveway next.

      “Is that Boone?” I ask, getting up off my butt as they pull closer.

      “No, go inside,” Mrs. Birch says. “They must have slipped through when Tomas went out the gates.” She reaches into her pocket, pulling out her phone.

      “Beau!” I call to get him back, but he’s off the front porch area watching the SUV pull up.

      “Inside.” Mrs. Birch pulls on my arm, trying to get me back into the house, but I’m not leaving Beau, who is now barking like crazy. I yank my elbow from Mrs. Birch’s hold when the SUV rolls to a stop and two men step out. I wrap my fingers around Beau’s collar and pull.

      “Beau,” I plead with him, but the dog is in full protection mode.

      “I see why he paid so much for her,” one of the men says. They both look to be around Boone’s age but maybe a little older.

      “Oh yeah,” the guy who was driving responds. He’s tall and thin with wavy short brown hair. I can feel their eyes on me. Everything inside of me knows something is wrong.

      “You need to leave.” Mrs. Birch steps forward. They both ignore her as they draw closer.

      I pull back on Beau’s collar, and thankfully he doesn’t fight me, but I can feel he wants to.

      “She’s prettier than the models I’d heard Boone dates.” My stomach knots thinking back to the article I’d read online days ago.

      “I’m pretty sure they’re still dating,” the driver says with a smirk.

      I freeze. Not only from his words but the shorter one with black hair pulls a gun out suddenly.

      “I told you to leave!” Mrs. Birch shouts this time.

      “We’re not going anywhere. Not till we get what we came for,” the tall one says, with his eyes trained right on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Boone

        

      

    

    
      “Help!” Mrs. Birch shouts into the phone, and I almost run off the road.

      “What’s going on? Where are you?” I shout, and it sounds like she drops her phone. I can hear someone scream, and a chill runs down my back. It’s Phoebe. I know it in my soul. “Fuck.”

      The line goes dead, and I call security at the house. How the hell did this happen?

      “Sir,” my head of security says when he answers the phone.

      “Where the fuck is my wife?” I’m about a mile away, but I’m going as fast as I can.

      “There’s a standoff happening in the driveway, sir. Someone ran through the gate just as another car was leaving, and now they’ve got your wife hostage inside your house.”

      I nearly crush the phone in my hand but manage not to as I turn the wheel and my tires screech. The driveway gates look like they were rammed open, and I plow through them, not giving a damn if my car is damaged. In the distance I see a dark SUV but nothing else.

      My car barely comes to a stop before I’m out and running up the steps.

      “That’s far enough.” I hear a gun cock and someone steps out from behind me and holds it against my head. “Open the door, Stan,” the man says, and the front doors swing wide.

      In the foyer there’s another man pointing a gun at my wife. Then I see Phoebe tied to a chair with a gag over her mouth. Her dress is ripped at the top and it looks like she’s been hit in the face. Her cheek is red, and her eye is beginning to swell.

      “Did you touch her?” My voice is cold and deadly as I feel rage like I’ve never felt before. “Which one of you did it?”

      “Little cunt bit me,” the guy behind me says.

      I swear on my wife that before the sun sets, I’ll rip his heart out of his chest.

      “We’re here to take what we’re owed,” the guy named Stan says.

      “If you want money, all you have to do is ask.” I’m shocked at how calm my voice has become. But I’ve got to be calm for Phoebe. Even if they kill me, I have to protect her.

      “It’s not money. Her daddy already missed that train. Now we’re taking his sweet little girl as payment.”

      Phoebe makes a muffled scream against her gag, and my heart shatters into a thousand pieces. I need to go to her and hold her against me.

      “Where’s Mrs. Birch?” I ask, trying to figure out how many more of them there are.

      “The old bitch?” the guy behind me says. “She’s right over there.”

      I see Mrs. Birch on the ground next to the steps, and I pray she’s just knocked out and not dead. In the distance I hear a dog barking, but I can’t concentrate on that right now.

      “So Sherman only sent two men to take care of his debts?” I’m hedging again, trying to make sure it’s just them.

      The guy behind me laughs and pushes the gun against the back of my head. “Looks like the two of us is all it took, eh? Shut your mouth, pretty boy, and let us have our fun with her. Besides, you don’t really need her since you’ve got your supermodel girlfriend. This little one is just extra.”

      “Yeah, we’re gonna have some fun with her, just so dear old Daddy knows we’re not playing,” Stan says and grabs Phoebe by her hair and pulls it back. She cries out, and I swear my vision turns red.

      “Did you get all that, Roger?” I say out loud, and the men with the guns look at me with questioning glances.

      “Yes, sir,” the head of security says back, and it comes from the speaker phone in my pocket.

      “The feds are on their way?” I ask, and the man beside me visibly pales.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And just to be clear,” I say as I turn to face the man next to me. “You’ve got your guns trained on these assholes right now?”

      Three of my security guards come up behind the man in the house and point their guns at him. He immediately drops his weapon and takes a step away from Phoebe.

      “Wait, let’s work out a deal,” the guy in front of me begins to beg. “We weren’t really going to hurt her.”

      I see one of the guards come over and help Mrs. Birch. Thankfully she looks dizzy but okay.

      “Take Phoebe upstairs,” I tell her as we pass.

      “Boone,” Phoebe says, and I turn to see they’ve untied her and taken the gag out of her mouth.

      “Go upstairs. I’ll be there soon.” I turn my glare on the man in front of me, and he drops the gun at his side. “I’m going to enjoy this.”

      “Wait, just wait.” The guy is already begging as I take off my coat and drop it to the ground.

      “The biggest mistake you ever made was putting your hands on my wife.” I roll my sleeves up. “How long do I have, Roger?”

      “About seven minutes, sir.”

      “Plenty of time.”

      The guy’s screams echo through the trees as I take out my revenge for touching my wife. Roger brings the other guy over, and once the first guy is in a bloody heap, I turn my rage on that one too.

      Just as I’m finishing up, I hear the sounds of sirens behind me. Roger taps me on the shoulder, and I stand up, then look down at the two broken and beaten men. They might still be alive, but they might not, and I don’t have an ounce of guilt over it.

      “What happened?” Agent Moss asks as he walks up on the scene. He takes one look at my bloody knuckles and shirt and then at the two guys on the ground.

      “They tripped,” I offer and then shrug.

      “I saw it happen,” Roger backs me up,

      “Sounds good to me.” Agent Moss turns around and yells over his shoulder for someone to get the men out of here. “These are the two you were telling me about?”

      “Yeah, and you’ll find Sherman Hawthorne at his house right now trying to get out of the country.”

      I’ve had someone watching him from the moment I married Phoebe because I knew that coward would run. He was trying to make a deal, and when it didn’t work out, I knew he was heading south to disappear and leave his wife and daughter to take the punishment. Earlier today, I sent all of the information on what was happening to my contacts at the feds. Agent Moss was the point person, and when my informant told me Sherman was loading up his car with luggage, I knew it was time to bring in the big guns.

      The only thing I didn’t anticipate was them coming to get Phoebe first. I thought they’d go for his home and his wife, and that was my biggest mistake in all of this. I know how precious Phoebe is and knew if anyone saw her they’d try and take her from me.

      The agent was all too eager to bust this network of crime and take out as many of these mob loan sharks as possible. Sherman will be the one that actually goes to jail, but the rest of them he will make disappear.

      “We’ll take it from here,” Agent Moss says, and then he and his entourage drive away.

      “Get a doctor here. I want Mrs. Birch and Phoebe looked over.”

      “Already done, sir.” Roger nods to the car pulling up.

      “Thank you.”

      He and his men walk the perimeter to make sure we’re still safe, and they have a team standing guard at the gate. I look down at myself, and I know Phoebe can’t see me like this. I need to get cleaned up first, and then I need to find my wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Phoebe

        

      

    

    
      “Boone, the doctor has to be able to touch me to check me over,” I point out the very obvious to my husband. “He needs to take a look at you too.”

      “I’m fine.” He ignores his raw knuckles. Boone is far from fine because he’s acting like a caged beast. He’s already gotten his blood, but he’s still on edge.

      “I am too.” I reach over and place my hand on top of his thigh. At my touch I feel some of the tension leave his body. He places his hand over mine, locking our fingers together.

      We’re both sitting on the side of the bed together. He’s been next to me since he came bolting into our bedroom and through the three armed guards he had on me. He’s been hovering close but barely touching me. That’s not my Boone.

      The poor doctor is standing in front of us wanting to do his job and check me over. All I really want is to be left alone with Boone for a moment. My head is still spinning from everything. I can’t believe any of this happened. I knew my dad could work with some shady-looking people, but this was something way beyond that.

      “Check her.” Boone takes a long breath. “I’m calm.”

      “Calm and fine?” I bump his shoulder with mine, trying to tease him a bit. Anything to get him to relax.

      “Check her,” he growls. The doctor looks skeptical that Boone really wants him to check me over.

      “I’m going to have to touch her,” Dr. Adams says.

      I don’t blame Boone, but he caught the man around the wrist when he reached to touch my chin. He was only going to tilt my head back to get a better look at me.

      “I said I’m calm,” Boone grits out.

      Dr. Adams nods, still looking unsure, but begins to check me over again, asking me questions about my pain and how I got each injury. It’s all a bit of a blur. How can things seem to happen in both slow motion and on fast forward?

      Mrs. Birch jumped into action, trying to give me a chance to run. As if I could actually leave her. Still she'd knocked one of the men’s guns from their hands before she got tossed back into a wall and it knocked her out.

      I’d tried to fight, but I was no match for them. One backhand sent me to the ground hard. When I came around, I was tied to the chair. Mrs. Birch was still out, and I could hear Beau barking from somewhere inside the house.

      I’d been so scared and heartbroken listening to them talk about the things my father has done. The small flame of hope I had for my father turning his life around was stomped out. But what weighed on me the most was my fear that I’d never gotten to tell Boone what he meant to me. That no matter how this all turned out, he’d been my hero. The only man I’ll ever love needs to hear those words from me.

      “You’re going to be fine. I don’t think you have a concussion, but I’d still like you to wake her every hour through the night to be safe.” Dr. Adam pulls his gloves off.

      “I can do that,” Boone agrees.

      “And Mrs. Birch?” I ask again.

      “I’ll check on her now.” Dr. Adams pulls out his phone, making a call.

      He’d told me already she was okay and on her way to the hospital to get a more thorough check over because of her age. Beau is thankfully fine and has made himself at home on the end of the bed. They locked him in a room to keep him back. Thankfully they didn’t try to hurt him for protecting me. I guess they cared more for a dog than they did for a woman.

      “She’s fine,” Boone tries to reassure me while the doctor talks to someone on the phone. I turn my head to face him, but he keeps looking straight ahead. I feel like he doesn’t want to look at me. “She’s tougher than all of us.”

      “He’s right,” Dr. Adams says as he ends the call. “I’m keeping her overnight as a precaution.”

      “Should we—”

      “No,” both Boone and Dr. Adam say at the same time.

      “You need to rest,” Boone orders. I don’t think he’s going to let me out of this house ever again. I’d only gone out on the porch and look what happened.

      “She’s going to be taken care of, and her husband is with her.”

      “Will you look at my husband's hands?” I ask.

      “No,” Boone responds before the doctor can answer me. I hate whatever this is that has come over him. It’s killing me inside.

      “I think I’ll leave you two be. I’ll call tomorrow to check in.”

      “Thank you,” I say as the doctor leaves the bedroom, closing the door behind him. The room grows quiet, and I start to worry Boone is mad at me. He’d told me not to go outside. I hadn’t fully listened, and in my excitement I’d broken the one rule he’d given me.

      “Boone, kiss me.” Finally he turns his head toward me, and his fingers tighten around mine.

      “They touched you.” I flinch, pulling my hand out from his.

      Is that why he doesn’t want to look at me? I don’t understand. I’d lied to Boone that first night and told him I’d been with someone else. He didn't care then—well, not enough to stop him from having me.

      “Fuck!” He sounds irritated as he jumps up from the bed. “I didn’t mean it that way, petal. I mean I failed you.” He pushes his fingers through his hair. “I’m your husband. I’m supposed to protect you. I told myself that’s why I could have you, and because of your dad’s dealing it’s why it wasn’t fucked up that I bought you. I knew I’d be good to you and I’d do right by you. I’d be better than anyone else your father might have tried to sell you to and I failed!”

      Hope blooms in my chest. He’s not mad at me. He’s pissed at himself because I was in harm's way.

      “You didn’t fail me. You saved me.” I stand from the bed and walk over to him. “You saved me,” I repeat. “You’re my hero and I love you.”

      “You love me?” He stares down at me like I’ve said the most ludicrous thing in the world.

      “Well, I will be upset if what that man said about you dating that supermodel was true.” It’s terrible, but out of everything, that’s what made me livid. Sadly, it wasn’t shocking that my father’s love had a price on it, but Boone made me believe we could be real. He wanted us to be real.

      “I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      “I saw the picture.” I roll my eyes and start to take a step back. Boone reaches out and snags me around the wrist, pulling me back into him. He might not think he should be kissing me, but he’s not letting me go.

      “Are you talking about Christy Campbell?” I bite my lip and look down. His hand comes to my chin, tilting my head back up to look at him. “I’ve never dated her. We both were donors for an event a few months back and posed for a few pictures. I was already obsessed with you, and there’s no way I’d ever do that to you. I’m not that man. I’m not your father.”

      “You’re not,” I agree. “That’s why I love you.”

      “I don’t deserve it yet, but I’m going to fucking take it, and I’m going to spend the rest of my life earning it,” he says before he finally gives me what I want and his mouth comes down onto mine.

      Now I want something else besides his kiss. As much as I love his obsession with me, I want to be loved by him too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Boone

        

      

    

    
      “Do you have any idea what I feel for you, petal?” I cradle her face in my hands as she looks up at me.

      “I know you want me.” Her eyes are pleading, but she isn’t saying what she really thinks.

      “Of course I want you—any man would.” I kiss her lips softly and then look at her again. “From the moment I laid eyes on you, I loved you. I love you now with every piece of my soul, and even saying I love you doesn’t feel strong enough.”

      “Boone.” Tears form in her eyes, and I swipe them away with my thumbs.

      “Don’t cry, Phoebe. It breaks my heart to see your tears even if they're happy ones.” I kiss her once more because I have to have her mouth on mine. “I love you, and I’ve loved you since I knew you existed. You were mine the moment you bumped into me. I just needed to give you time to realize it.”

      “Why did you think I needed time?”

      “Because I know I’m crazy for you.” This time, a smile pulls at the corner of my lips. “I’m aware of just how insane I am when it comes to you and your touch. I was afraid if I blurted out ‘I love you,’ that you’d go screaming for the hills, but clearly I was wrong.”

      “Maybe, but it only took me a day to realize that you cared about me more than anyone else ever has before.”

      My smile falls when I think about her family and how they treated her. “I’ll make sure that you never have to worry about anything ever again. Do you understand that, petal? I’m going to protect you forever.”

      “Does this mean I can go outside the house at some point?” Her eyes are teasing, and I press my forehead to hers.

      “Yes. Now that the threat is lifted, I want to live a somewhat normal life.”

      “Somewhat?”

      “I still plan on keeping you under me until I get you pregnant.” My hand moves from her cheek down to her belly. “I want a baby in here before I take you around other men.”

      “Maybe you should keep trying just in case.”

      She tugs her dress up a little, and my fingers touch her bare pussy. “Where are your panties?” My voice is tight, and the thought of her not having them on while those men were here makes me want to rage.

      “Relax, I took them off when I got into bed.” She rubs her lips across mine. “I was hoping I could tempt you into lying down with me.”

      “Petal, you could breathe and I’d be tempted.” My fingers dip lower and spread her lips. She’s slick and soft as I rub her clit.

      “Boone,” she gasps, and her eyes close.

      “Look at me.” She opens her eyes, and I nod. “I could have lost you. Don’t close those eyes on me right now. I want to see that you’re here and you’re with me.”

      She nods as she spreads her legs, and I keep rubbing her while I move between them. Her eyes stay locked on me as I cover her pussy with my mouth and lick her straight up the center. She cries out and grips the sheets as I keep on licking, lapping up her sweet cream.

      “Mine,” I say as I push her knees farther apart and push my tongue inside of her pussy. She tastes the sweetest here, and I groan at how good it is. “I need to fuck you.”

      “Don’t make me wait.” She’s already reaching for me as I fumble with my belt and then pull my cock out.

      I’m still fully dressed, and she’s only in a thin nightgown, but that doesn’t stop me from claiming her. Nothing ever will.

      “I want you to be full with my baby,” I grunt, thrusting all the way in, and she moans. “I want to breed you until you give me a child. Then I know you can never leave me.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” She takes my face in her hands.

      “I love you, Phoebe. You can’t ever try to run away. I won’t survive life without you.”

      “I love you too, Boone.”

      “If you weren’t already my wife, I’d make you marry me again right now.” I bury my face in the crook of her neck as I thrust harder. Her pussy squeezes me, and I groan. “I want to tie myself to you as tightly as possible.”

      “More.” She raises her hips, taking me deeper.

      My cock sinks deeper into her tight sheath, and I feel her clench as she desperately holds on to me. “When you orgasm I want you to be still so I can get all my cum into you.”

      She nods at my order, and I reach between us. My fingers rub her clit, and as they speed up she gasps and clings to my shirt. I feel her nails digging into me, but I crave her mark right now.

      When her back arches and she cries out, I pin her down and push my cock deep. She grips around me over and over as her climax pulses through her body. When I know she’s open and ready, I cum right against her cervix to make sure my seed takes root.

      “Mine!” I roar as I pour into her body.

      It’s so intense that I can see where I seep out at our connection, and I use my fingers to rub it into her pussy. I want my mark everywhere on her body, and it goes a long way to soothe my maddening frenzy to claim her.

      Reaching over, I grab a pillow and slide it under her ass to keep her in this position. “We’re going to stay like this for a bit, and then we’re going to do that again.”

      Her eyes are hooded, and her smile is soft and sweet as she unbuttons my shirt. “Only if you get naked this time.”

      “I was in a bit of a hurry,” I say sheepishly, and she giggles. “God, I love that sound. And I love you.”

      “I love how much you keep saying it,” she agrees.

      “Now that you aren’t running for the hills, I’m going to say it every chance I get.” I settle some of my weight onto her as I brush my fingers against her cheek. “Today reminded me that life is short, and I need to remember what’s important. That’s you, petal.”

      This time when we make love, it’s slower and less hurried. I take my time loving her body and kissing every inch before she falls over the edge. My wife is the most precious thing in my life, and my vows on our wedding day will hold true for the rest of our lives.

      I will love her until my last breath, and then until forever.
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          Phoebe

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A few years later

      

      

      What is this girl up to? My girlfriend Gracie swears she has an escape plan for me, but I have no idea how she is going to pull this off. How does one escape from a house that has a giant gate and security? Clearly she has a plan, though, because she says she’ll be here in a few moments.

      When the front gate alert rings through the house, I jump up from the sofa, tossing the blanket I have over me away. If anyone walked by, it’d look like I was enjoying the fire and reading a book next to the Christmas tree. Really I’m fully dressed, with my wallet tucked away, ready to go.

      I dart toward the front door, peeking out to see a delivery truck pull up. My mouth falls open when I see Gracie is in the driver seat. She’d told me before she was married to Donavan she’d been a mail carrier, but that was years ago from my understanding. Now she’s a stay-at-home mom much like I am.

      I’d actually met her when I was in Hollow Oak one weekend. We became fast friends. We’d both been pregnant at the same time. Gracie is full of light and hard not to love. Her husband can be a lot like Boone when it comes to overprotectiveness.

      “I’ve got it,” I say when Brock, one of the security team, steps out.

      “More gifts or decorations this time?” he teases me. It’s no surprise to anyone that another delivery truck is here. Christmas is around the corner.

      “I’ll never tell,” I laugh, opening the door and slipping outside.

      Gracie opens the door for me to rush into her truck. I laugh when I see a man in a delivery uniform sitting on a box in the back eating a sandwich. He gives me a chin lift before taking another bite of his sandwich.

      “Told you I had a plan.” Gracie smirks.

      “I can’t believe you.” She shuts the door behind me before jumping back into the driver seat and taking off down the driveway. The gates slide open for her. Gosh, I’m going to be in deep with sexual favors to my husband to make sure no one gets fired over this, but damn is this exciting.

      How else was I going to pull off getting him something for Christmas? I want to give him a surprise that he never sees coming. When I order things online, I’m sure he can see it all. It makes it hard to do something special.

      He has loosened up a bit over the years with the security. More so when he’s at the house, which is most of the time since he works from home for the most part. Even now, he’s in his office on a call. Mrs. Birch is watching over Rosy, who is napping right now. I told her I had something to handle this afternoon. She only lifted a brow at me but didn’t push for details.

      I don’t know what I’d do without her. Since falling out with both of my parents, she’s really slipped into the role of being a mother to me. Honestly, she’s more of a mom to me than mine ever was.

      It’s not only Mrs. Birch; it’s also the handful of friends I’ve also made in the small town of Hollow Oak. They too have welcomed us with open arms. I had no idea a town could feel so much like a family.

      “I owe you, Ben!” Gracie says as she drives right into the heart of Hollow Oak and parks in front of Val’s wedding dress shop.

      “You know I love cooking. We’re even.” He shoves the rest of the sandwich into his mouth as Gracie wiggles out of the uniform she put on over her clothes.

      “How much trouble are you going to be in, you think?” Gracie asks, opening the door for me so we can hop out of the delivery truck. I look up when I see snow starting to fall, making me smile.

      “Lots.” I laugh. I’m going to enjoy the hell out of my punishment.

      “I’m so excited!” Valerie says, opening the door to her dress shop before we can even get there. “I don’t know why I haven’t been doing this for years, and I have you to thank.” She kisses me on the cheek when I reach her.

      “It was only an idea.” The first time I’d gone into Valerie’s, I’d been blown away by her dresses. Since I was already married and not in the market for a wedding dress, I’d asked if she had any lingerie. From there, she and Gracie started drawing up designs. I made a few requests of my own, and I’m here to try them on today. I can’t think of anything Boone would love more than custom lingerie I designed for him.

      “Come, I want you to try it all on.” She pulls me into the shop and toward the dressing room. “I did these two in white and this one in a soft petal pink.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me. I run my fingers across the soft, silky fabric.

      “I love the ruffles on these panties,” I sigh, wondering how I’m going to hold out for Christmas. I might have to do this on Christmas Eve.

      “Girl, no one can play up the whole innocently sexy thing like you,” Gracie says, handing me a glass of champagne. I take a sip then put it down to change.

      She’s right, though. It doesn’t matter all the dirty things Boone does to me, I still blush like a schoolgirl who hasn't been with her husband in every way possible. I can’t help it. Gracie pulls the curtain back to let me slip into the lingerie. Of course I go for the pink one first, slipping on the ruffled panties.

      That’s as far as I get before I hear my name bellowed from somewhere outside. My body instantly reacts, desire pooling between my thighs, my nipples hardening.

      “We’re going to slip out the back,” Gracie laughs. A moment later, I hear the bell to the dress shop bang against the door.

      “Petal, you think you can sneak out on me?”

      “How did you find me so fast?”

      “I always know where you are.” He rips back the curtain to the dressing room. I still only have the panties on. “You’re—” He stops his growling when he sees me standing there.

      “You’re ruining your surprise.” I put my hands on my hips, titling my chin up in fake defiance.

      “Fuck me.” His breathing grows heavy.

      “The point is for you to…” I trail off. I love when Boone talks dirty to me, but damn, it’s hard to do it myself.

      “Say it for me. I want you to say it,” he orders.

      “The point is for you to fuck me.” I lick my lips. “I’m sorry I snuck out,” I say, falling to my knees in front of him. “I’ll make it up to you.” I reach for his belt.

      “You always surprise me, petal. I promise you. It’s not hard for you to do it.” He reaches down, pulling me off my knees and into his arms. “I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I say as he presses me against the dressing room wall. “Even though you ruined your Christmas surprise.”

      “All I ever need is you.”

      He’s all I’ll ever need too.
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        Several years after that…

      

      

      “Is everything ready?” I ask Curt as he comes into the kitchen. I'm here checking on the catering and making sure everything is perfect.

      “You doubt my abilities, brother?” He rolls his eyes and grabs a piece of bacon off the counter.

      “I doubt your attention to detail.”

      “Relax. Today is going to go exactly how it’s supposed to.”

      “That’s not what I’m hoping for. I want perfection.”

      “Same difference.” He shrugs as he turns around to walk out and I throw a roll at the back of his head. As if knowing this was coming, he turns around and snatches it before it hits him. “Chill out, Boone, I got you.” With a wink, he leaves the kitchen, and I grumble.

      “The chef said everything will be prepared on time,” Mrs. Birch says as she comes from the back. “You need to hurry if you’re going to be ready when she gets here.”

      She unties her apron and smooths out her pretty dress before she looks me over. She straightens my tie and then grabs the flower off the table and pins it to my suit.

      “Thank you,” I sigh, feeling nervous.

      “She’s going to love this.” She pats me on the cheek and follows Curt out of the kitchen and into the backyard.

      I walk to the front of the house and stand there with my hands in front of me, trying not to look nervous. In the distance, I see the car coming down the driveway and take a breath. I can see it in front of me when I exhale. The chill of winter has finally come to Hollow Oak. It’s a good thing, because today I need the temperature to stay low.

      The driver pulls the car to the front of the house, and when Phoebe gets out of the back, she looks up at me in confusion. “What’s going on?”

      I sent her to the salon early this morning and then to get some pampering before she came home. It was just enough time to get it all set up, and now the real surprise begins. I practically run down the steps because I can’t stand being away from her even for a moment. She smiles as she looks at me, and I can’t help but kiss her.

      “What’s all this about?”

      “I love your dress.” It’s a pale pink with lace all over it. It clings to her curves beautifully.

      “Thank you. I thought it was silly to put it on, but when I tried it on in Valerie’s shop she said I should wear it out.”

      “Let me show you something.” I take her hand in mine, and we walk inside.

      “Something smells good.”

      “Are you hungry?” I ask and she nods. “We’ll eat soon. Come out back with me.”

      The way she’s looking at me with excited curiosity is so damn cute I want to fuck her right here in the foyer.

      When we get to the doors that open onto the patio outside, she gasps. Up ahead is a snow-covered paradise, with white roses on every surface that would stay still. Everyone is here, and when they see us, they all stand and the music begins playing.

      Phoebe turns to me with wide eyes. “What did you do?”

      “I know our first wedding wasn’t exactly what you envisioned when you were a little girl, and I knew one day I would want to make that right. In all the years we talked about it, you never pushed, so I thought this was something I needed to take into my own hands.”

      “Oh my god, you’re going to make me cry.” She fans her face like it will dry the oncoming tears.

      “I love you so much, petal. You deserve a perfect wedding to go with our fairytale story.” I take her face in both my hands and bend down to kiss her. It’s heated and quickly turns from a small peck to something much more.

      When she pulls back, her cheeks are red, and she bites her bottom lip. The crowd cheers and laughs as I pull her against me.

      “So will you marry me again?” I nod toward the arch ahead that’s covered in white roses and snow. “It would be a shame to waste all these decorations.”

      “You’re insane.” She goes up on her toes to give me another quick kiss. “But I love you, and yes, of course I’ll marry you again. I’d marry you a thousand times, Boone.”

      “If that’s what you want, I’ll make it happen.”

      “Don’t go crazy,” she laughs, and then her face turns serious. “I mean it, Boone, seriously don’t do this a thousand times.”

      “Just on special occasions?” I hedge, and she shakes her head.

      Taking her hand in mine, we turn toward the arch and walk slowly down the aisle. Our children are sitting with Mrs. Birch, and she wipes away happy tears when we pass her. Valerie and Tidas are on the other side, along with Donovan and Gracie. Curt is in the front as my best man, and I sigh with relief that he’s managed to help me pull this off.

      When we stop in front of the minister, Phoebe takes the bouquet of flowers waiting for her, and I can see she’s starting to cry again.

      “Don’t do that,” I say softly as I take my tissue and wipe them away.

      “I can’t help it. I’m so happy and thankful for you. I can’t believe you did all this.”

      “He had help,” Curt chimes in, and everyone laughs.

      “It’s true.” I smile at her. “Now hurry up and say ‘I do’ so I can carry you out of here and we can start our honeymoon.”

      The spark of desire flashes in her eyes, and she nods, just as ready as I am to celebrate.

      Thankfully the ceremony isn’t long, but it’s a little more romantic than our last wedding. When we kiss, all the kids run up, and we hug them together, so happy they could see this today. I want them to see how much I love their mom and that I will always make her dreams come true. No matter how silly or over the top they might seem.

      Phoebe is glowing, and she’s the perfect winter bride amongst the snow and flowers. I couldn’t have asked for a more incredible wife, or a more flawless forever, and I’m grateful I get to live every day with her at my side.

      

      
        
        THE END!
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            Christmas Vows

          

          Alexa Riley

        

      

    

    
      Daniel Black married the woman of his dreams in a whirlwind of love. She’s his entire world and sometimes he’s a little too obsessed with his wife. So when he discovers their marriage license has been deleted from the state’s records, he loses his mind. Someone in their lives is trying to sabotage his relationship with his one and only, and he’ll burn down the city to find out who it is. The only good thing about it is that now he can give his wife the wedding of her dreams. 

      Blakely loves her husband and everything about their lives. The one thing she can’t seem to make work is her relationship with her father and her stepmother. She tries her best but it’s not good enough, and when they find out that her marriage to Daniel is invalid they jump at the chance for her to finally be rid of him. If there’s one thing she won’t do, it’s give up the man who worships the ground she walks on. She’ll marry him all over again, but will they support her decision? 

      Warning: Look, it’s Christmas, so we went full-on cheese-fest. This hero is hands down one of the craziest we’ve ever written and he’s so obsessed it’s scary. But during the most wonderful time of the year, isn’t that just perfect? Light up a yule log and cuddle up with this precious quickie! 

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who is just trying to make it through the holidays without locking yourself in the bathroom and having a good cry.

      

      We’re here to help you out!
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          Blakely

        

      

    

    
      I sit next to my stepmother, Linda, trying to pay attention to what’s being said. It’s something about an upcoming event and what everyone is wearing. My mind drifts to my husband Daniel like it always does and I wonder what he’s doing right now.

      I discreetly look down at my watch to see the time. Our morning makeout session was cut short when Linda showed up two hours early to make sure I was properly dressed, but at that point I wasn’t dressed at all.

      If she hurries up, I can catch him before he’s finished with work. I love interrupting his work day more than I should. I can’t help myself. Even after being married a few years I love how I can still easily snag his attention from whatever he’s doing. It makes me feel sexy, but he made me feel that way from the moment he looked at me. I’d never felt truly wanted until that moment.

      It makes my heart flutter when I hear people mention how different he is with me. I didn’t know the cold Daniel others talk about because he was never that way with me. All he’s ever been is warm and sweet, but I guess that’s not how he is with everyone else. Even after our getting married, my father and stepmom still don’t care for Daniel. They pretend, but I can feel their tension and hear their quiet comments and it’s growing harder to ignore. My husband doesn’t give a shit what they say or think about him, but it bothers me.

      I hate that they don’t see him as I do. If anything they should be happy for me. The problem is that Daniel doesn't fit the mold they had in mind when thinking about who my future husband would be. Daniel has plenty of money, but he’s not educated like they would have liked. To be honest that’s part of the reason why I fell madly in love with him so quickly. He was different than everyone around me. I liked that he didn't care what anyone thought of him. He didn’t play by anyone else’s rules. He does what he wants and makes no apologies if you don’t like it. He is who he is, take it or leave it. Though I’m not sure he’d have that motto if I tried to leave it, and the thought makes me fight a smile.

      If he didn't want to wear a suit, he wouldn’t, and if he didn't like you, he wouldn’t be fake and make nice. Everyone knows exactly where they stand with him, and when I first met him it was so refreshing. With him I feel like I belong, unlike right now as I sit in a room with women around me carrying on about what they’re wearing to the next social event. I’ve never felt like I belong here and maybe it’s because I don’t.

      It wasn't until I lost my mom that I was introduced to a world I didn’t know was out there. I went from having no dad to having a father and stepmother. My mom was the only family I thought I had and she was gone from this world in the blink of an eye. I learned about losing someone I love early in life and how everything can be completely turned upside down.

      I went from having a mom who was a little wild and free with her parenting to a world filled with rules and structure. I’d heard my stepmother say not long after I came to live with them that she was trying to fix me and break the bad habits I developed in my old life. I let her because I wanted to feel like I fit somewhere. I was molded into what they wanted and it wasn't until Daniel came barreling into my life that I realized what I lost. I didn't even know who I was anymore and he showed me that. With him he let me find myself. There were no wrong answers or rules I had to follow, and it didn't matter what other people thought of us.

      I fight another smile thinking about the rules we do have and how they only come out when other men are getting too close to me. I love watching my husband get jealous. It’s adorable, but I wouldn't ever tell him. I also don’t think anyone else would call him adorable.

      My stepmother nudges me in the side, making me sit up straight. The movement brings me back to reality and out of the daydream I’d fallen into. I look over at her and she gives me a look that makes me feel like a naughty child. She’s always good at that.

      I give an apologetic smile to the woman who helped raise me. How she called my husband cold, I’ll never understand. She’s the one with the chill to her, even when I try to get close. She has her sweet moments every now and again, but for the most part it’s a chilled distance that separates us. It probably has something to do with the fact that she and my father have been married over thirty years, which is longer than I’ve been alive. I was clearly the product of an affair—a living, breathing mistake for everyone to see. I’m a blemish on their reputation and she’s tried her best to make me into one of them as a way to erase my father’s transgressions. I can't blame her if looking at me doesn't conjure the warmest affection, but how long am I meant to repay this emotional debt?

      I’m pretty sure she never wanted children herself, but she did take me in. I have to give her credit for doing her best with the situation. I get it. It would destroy me if I found out Daniel cheated on me and had a child with another woman. The thought alone makes my stomach tighten with nervous disgust.

      I peek over at Linda and then to my watch once more. There’s still time. When I hear my name I look up and try to pay attention.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask Carmela.

      She’s a few years older than me and is the queen bee of the group. I don't care who’s in charge because I’m only here for one reason and I’m failing at it. After all these years I’m still trying to have a relationship with Linda because I want everyone to be one big happy family.

      “I asked if you and Daniel will be joining us. You still haven't sent an RSVP to the invitation,” she says, smiling sweetly at me.

      I don’t know why she bothers, because we all know it’s fake. If Daniel were here it would make his jaw tighten and he might even answer for me with a “fuck no.” I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what he said when he opened the invitation and threw it in the trash. I just laughed and forgot about it until now.

      “Or course they are,” Linda answers as she tilts her head towards me and gives me a look.

      “Of course,” I add.

      I’ll pay for that one when I tell Daniel we’re going to the Vine event. He’ll have me on my back in the most delicious way, but he’ll come with me. He wouldn’t let me go alone and he never tells me no if I’m truly asking.

      “Good.” Carmela gives a small excited clap.

      She’s not excited that we’re coming but that my husband is coming. I’m pretty sure it’s not because she has a thing for him. It’s more that she wants his checkbook. It if wasn't for that, I’m sure we wouldn't be invited. It helps that while some might call him rude and lacking manners, the people who work with him love him. He’s straightforward and honest and that’s a rare trait in these circles.

      Having Carmela fawn all over him would annoy me if I didn't already know Daniel loathes her. Every time he meets her he introduces himself as if he doesn’t know who she is. Either he really forgets or he does it to piss her off. Neither would shock me, but I do love the irritated look she gets on her face when he does it.

      Luckily, after the guest list conversation is over the meeting breaks up.

      “I’m going to grab a cab, I need to go to Daniel’s office.” I straighten the blouse Linda picked out for me. I’m pretty sure the fabric irritates my skin.

      “The man is working, Blakely. Leave him be.” She shakes her head and doesn’t understand how we are. He wouldn’t want me to leave him be, nor do I want to. She and my father are nothing like us.

      It took me a moment to understand there’s nothing wrong with showing affection to your significant other once Daniel bulldozed through all of that. We still get head shakes from others when Daniel pulls me down into his lap. He openly kisses my neck and tells me he loves me. He doesn’t even care if he’s in the middle of a meeting or at a dinner table with other people. If he wants to kiss or touch me, he’s going to do it.

      “No, I really should. Plus, I have to tell him we’re going to the Vine event.” I add in the last part hoping that will work. She rolls her eyes at me but finally agrees. We part with air kisses to each cheek and I watch her slip into the back of her town car. I give Luke her driver a small wave as he shuts the door behind her.

      “Do you need a ride, Mrs. Black?” he asks.

      “I’m catching a cab,” I tell him, which earns me an eyebrow lift. “His office is five minutes away by car. I’ll be fine.”

      “Be careful, I don’t need your husband on my ass.”

      “I promise,” I say with a laugh as I signal for a cab.

      When one stops, I get in excitedly, more than ready to see my husband. The mood from the afternoon still bothers me and I’ve made no progress with my family. I know Daniel will be able to shake me out of my mood while I try to come up with another idea.
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