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Warning:

This Isn’t You, Baby is a dark romance. Strong sexual themes, excessive drug use, and violence, which could trigger emotional distress are found in this story. If you are sensitive to dark themes, then this story is not for YOU.

 

This story will make YOU smile.

This story will make YOU angry.

This story will make YOU crazy.

 

I hope YOU love it, baby.


 

 

“My only love sprung from my only hate.”

— William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
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Age Sixteen

 

“This is stupid, Dad,” I say with a grunt. “We should have called the cops and had them follow us to Coronado Beach. That prick belongs in prison.”

Dad leans back in his office chair and swivels to regard me. Frown lines mar his otherwise smooth forehead, and I swear he’s sporting a few greys that weren’t there last month. The meeting with Gabe and Hannah at the beach several days ago has taken a toll on my father. It’s driving him crazy not being able to tell my mother. The guilt is written all over his face. “We can’t and you know that. They’ll take her away from us.”

I wince at his rough tone and pinch the bridge of my nose in frustration. “I know,” I concede. “I just hate him. Hate that the old fucker is with Han.”

“Language, son,” he grunts before turning back to his computer where he’s been looking up Gabe’s daughter’s whereabouts. “I hate him too. He’s evil and unpredictable but…” he trails off.

So is Hannah.

We’re both thinking it but neither of us voice it.

She killed Gabe’s wife, for crying out loud. If we called the police, they’d take away my sister right along with him. And while that would upset our family, it would devastate my father. He loves her with damn blinders on. Sees past her moments of crazy that the rest of us in this family can’t always overlook.

“Heath Berkley looks good on paper,” he says as he toggles between screens. My dad is smart as shit with computer stuff. I’m not stupid enough to not know that what he’s doing is illegal. But when it comes to his family, I think Dad would do whatever needed to be done. “I just wish there was a way we could keep an eye on her. She’s our only insurance. The Berkleys live about an hour from here. It’ll be hard to stay on top of her.”

While Dad flips through his financials, I scroll through my pictures to some selfies Hannah took with my phone. In the pictures, my sister looks calm and casual. The storm that brews sometimes in her eyes isn’t present in the photos. It saddens me. I fucking miss her crazy ass.

“Jesus Jacopo.”

“What?”

“That’s the name of the kid who mows their lawn. They don’t use a fancy lawn service. Just some kid,” Dad states as if this means anything to me.

“Okaaaaaay,” I draw out, furrowing my brows together in confusion.

“I’m going to call Jesus and double what he makes in an entire season working for them. You’re going to take his place.”

At this I laugh. “No, Dad.”

“Ren,” he grumbles. “You’re sixteen with no job. Just because we aren’t hurting for money doesn’t mean you’ll get away with not having a job. Most males have a job at sixteen. It’s like a rite of passage.”

I huff. “Hannah didn’t have a job.”

“Hannah’s different. We’ve discussed this.”

I curl up my lip in disgust. “So I’m supposed to mow lawns for some family just so I can spy on psycho Gabe’s daughter.”

He frowns and turns to regard me. “The girl lost her mother and her father without any explanation. It isn’t fair for her. Just do this for our family. Please.”

Guilt surges through me. Not because of the girl but because Dad has never really asked me to do anything of such importance. I don’t want to let him down.

“Fine. But if she’s insane like her dad, I’m out.”
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I pull up to the sprawling gated Berkley Estate. They’re clearly loaded as hell. The house is gigantic and so is the damn yard. I could be surfing this summer but instead, twice a week, it looks like I’ll be the Berkeley’s indentured servant.

Thanks a lot, Han.

With a huff, I climb out of the black truck my parents bought me eight months ago. My irritation shows as I stomp to the back of my truck and wrangle my brand new lawnmower out. Dad purchased the lawn equipment for me last night. We spun a story for Mom and she believes I’m mowing to earn some extra cash to start paying for my own car insurance. Dad droned on and on about how teens need to earn things so they don’t turn out to be spoiled brats. After all that’s happened with Hannah lately, I don’t even think Mom was really listening.

At first, as I begin mowing the big ass lawn, I’m pissed. I crank up some Nine Inch Nails on my headphones and ignore the world around me. I’m supposed to be keeping an eye out for this Gabriella girl, but she’s nowhere to be found. Just me and the damn never-ending yard. When I become completely drenched in sweat, I yank off my wet T-shirt and stuff it into the back of my shorts. It’s then when I feel it.

Someone staring at me.

Stopping the mower, I swipe at the sweat on my forehead as Closer starts thumping its bass in my headphones. I drag my gaze along the windows of the house. The shades are all drawn and I wonder why I feel like someone is watching me. When I glance up at the second floor, I lock eyes with a brown-eyed girl. The same brown eyes as that motherfucker who is banging my sister. Gabriella. But this girl’s eyes don’t look evil. They look sad. She peeks at me from behind the glass with her plump lips in a pout. A red-headed girl pops in beside her to see what she’s staring at. Then, the other girl tries tugging Gabriella from the window.

Gabriella reaches for the glass—almost as if she’s reaching for me—and my heart rate quickens in response. She disappears and I feel disappointed almost immediately. A protectiveness—much like I always felt with Hannah—settles over me. The girl can’t help she’s the spawn of Satan. Right? She needs people like Dad and I looking after her. Right?

I restart the mower and this time, I don’t rush my work. For the next several hours, I meticulously trim and weed-eat the massive yard. After I load my equipment back into the truck, I can’t help but look back at her window.

Gabriella sits perched on the ledge. She’s wearing a pair of jean shorts and her short legs are stretched out along the window as she paints her toenails. Long, wavy dark brown hair hangs in front of her shoulders.

I wonder if her hair is soft.

The thought jars me, and I shake it out of my head. When she notices me frowning, she frowns too.

I want to see her smile.

Lifting my chin, I give her a small wave and a huge grin. She sits up and in return gives me the most breathtaking smile.

She’s beautiful.

I’m disappointed when she leaves the window once again. But as I climb into my truck, I have a whole new outlook. This job just got a whole lot more interesting.

Don’t worry, Gabriella, I’ll look after you now.
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Three years later

 

“Hair up or down?” Vienna questions, her back to me as she fusses with her dark red locks. “Dad will want it up.” At this she sends me a pouty look in the mirror.

Just the mention of her father—my adopted dad—Heath Berkley has my skin crawling. I’ve been under his roof since I was fifteen. And now that I’m nearing my eighteenth birthday, the vibe around him has gone from creepy to menacing. I feel like time is ticking by way too quickly and when it finally hits its mark, I’ll be in for a rude awakening.

“Wear it down. You look like Ariel from The Little Mermaid,” I tell her as I scroll through my phone. When Vee and I turned sixteen, Heath got us phones.

There aren’t many people in my contact list. Heath, his wife Izzie, Vee, Oscar Rojas, and…Ren.

“Ugh, that’s what your boy toy always says too.” She sticks her tongue out at me.

As if on cue, he texts me.

Romeo: Can I crash the party tonight?

A smile tugs at my lips. We’ve been out a few times on dates when Heath is away on business, although those dates have dwindled since Ren went to college. He’s taking a crap ton of courses and no longer mows our lawn. However, since he’s out of school for the summer, we can go back to seeing each other again. Besides Vee, he’s my closest friend.

A friend who I’ve kissed more times than I can count.

A friend who I want to do much more with.

A friend who never fails to text or call me each day.

I just wish we could be more than friends.

Me: Heath wouldn’t like it. You better not.

“Green dress or red dress?” Vee questions. Her red eyebrow is raised in question. I’d kill to have her silky hair and cute, freckly face. Everything about her is adorable.

“Red clashes with your hair,” I say with a laugh.

She huffs at me but tosses the red dress.

Romeo: I miss you.

My heart flutters at his words. I haven’t seen him since spring break when we snuck off for a beach day with his brother Calder and Vee. Heath just thought us girls were going shopping. Had he known we went off with boys, he’d have forbidden it. That day, under the warm March sun, Ren and I made out like...well, teenagers. He nearly grinded me into the sand where, might I add, I had my first orgasm. Luckily, Calder and Vee were on the Jet Ski so they didn’t notice my embarrassing moans. If we hadn’t been low on time and out in public, I’d have begged Ren to take my virginity right there on the beach.

“You should get dressed,” Vee says with a huff as she zips up her fitted jade-colored dress. “Dad doesn’t like it when we’re not ready to go.”

I roll my eyes at her. “Why? He’ll just make me change anyway.”

At this, her pale cheeks burn bright red. I know she’s embarrassed about how her father acts around me. Like I’m a piece of property. Neither she nor I will discuss why he’s this way. It’s awkward for us both. The only thing that makes sense about my life is the fact that she and I became best friends. She was a lonely, homeschooled child while I’d lost everyone closest to me. We were naturally drawn to one another.  I hurry and fire off another text to Ren before Heath gets here.

Me: I miss you too.

Vee spritzes some perfume on and fusses with her eyeliner. She’s looking especially stunning today. I know she’s attempting to please her dumb dad. And probably hoping to lure one of the Rojas brothers into liking her.

It won’t work.

None of the Rojas brothers—not even Oscar—are interested in her. It’s why I’m here in the first place. To be married off to one of them. And while I get along with Oscar the best, I don’t want to be married off to anyone. I had plans. College. A career in filmmaking. And then later on down the road, marriage and a family. But ever since Dad lost his mind and ran off with the psycho who killed my mother, my plans got slaughtered too.

“Earth to Brie,” Vee snaps, looking feisty with her hands on her hips.

God I wish they would like her instead so I would be off the hook. Life would be a lot simpler that way.

“What?”

“I asked if you were texting with Ren. Has Calder asked about me?” She bats her eyelashes sweetly. I don’t know why she’s asking about Calder. Last time he tried to kiss her, she avoided him. Since I’ve known her, she’s been obsessed with Oscar. And even though Calder is a hot, nice guy, she just doesn’t seem too into him for some reason.

“Ren wanted to crash the party,” I say with a laugh. “And no, he didn’t mention Calder.”

She pouts, and I swear it makes her look sultry, as she tosses her red hair over her shoulder. “Dad would have a fit if Ren showed up. In fact, if he knew you two sort of dated, he’d go nuts.”

I let out a huff. “And that’s why he’ll never know. As far as your dad’s concerned, I’m his dumb little puppet.”

Vee’s eyes well up with tears and I worry she’ll mess up her newly applied makeup. “I’m sorry,” she tells me for the millionth time since I came here. “But I’m not sorry you’re my best friend. If Dad hadn’t adopted you…” Her words trail off and her lip trembles. “I was lonely until you came to live with us.”

I toss my phone on the bed and pull her in for a hug. She’s taller than me, especially now that she’s wearing heels, so I basically get a face full of boobs.

“You’re my family now, Vee. I’m happy I have you.”

We’re still in a sisterly embrace when tension crackles through the air. I can always sense his presence before I ever see or hear him.

Heath Berkley.

The man who owns me.

“Vienna, baby doll, your mother was looking for you. The wait staff is arriving for the party, and she needs you to help direct them where to go,” he says in a smooth tone that makes me shiver.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers against my hair before releasing me.

As soon as she exits the bedroom, Heath pounces.

Like a black panther stalking its prey, he strides over to me. His knuckles lift my chin so our eyes meet. “Why aren’t you dressed?”

Irritation trickles through me and I narrow my gaze at him. “You always make me change anyway.”

He steps away from me and regards my outfit with a disgusted look. “You know I hate when you wear this shit.” He waves at my black yoga pants and oversized T-shirt. “Take it off.”

I’m stunned by his words as he storms into my massive closet. Hangers clang together as he searches for something for me to wear. When he reemerges, a scowl paints his features.

“Off.”

“W-What?” I hiss. “Not while you’re watching me.”

His face reddens and a vein in his forehead pulsates with rage. Normally I do as he says, but he’s never asked me to undress in front of him before. I have to draw the line somewhere.

“Gabriella, take off your goddamned clothes before I take them off for you,” he growls.

Tears pinch the backs of my eyes, but I refuse to let him see me cry. For three years, I’ve lived in this house and hidden my emotions from him. Not once have I let him see how broken I am inside at having seen my mother’s bloody, dead body or how devastated I was that my dad chose her killer over me.

When he takes a menacing step toward me, I let out a yelp. “Gabriella.” His low, warning growl has me peeling off the big T-shirt. Had I known he was going to force me to undress in front of him, I’d have worn a bra. As soon as the shirt hits the floor, his eyes flicker with desire. I don’t miss the way his slacks bulge with his erection. A shiver of fear ripples through me.

“Pants.”

Swallowing, I slowly push the material down over my hips toward my knees. Thankfully I have on a pair of black lacey boy short panties. He stalks over to me and brushes some hair away from my face. His scent chokes me, and I nearly gag.

“So perfect,” he praises, his fingertips tangling in my hair. He presses a soft kiss to my mouth. My entire body freezes. Heath has kissed me but never on the mouth. Usually on the cheek, forehead, or the top of my head. “Please wear a bra with this dress.” His voice is husky. The heat from his body nearly scorches me although we are barely touching.

“Okay.”

“Now, Gabriella.”

I jolt away from him and scramble to find a bra. Once I’ve put it on in record speed, I start for the dress he’s laid out on the bed. When I bend over to grab it, he steps behind me. His large hands find my hips and he pulls my ass against his hard-on.

“Do you feel what you do to me?”

I swallow and try not to cringe. Embarrassment causes my flesh to heat. “I’m sorry?”

He chuckles and his thumbs rub circles on my hipbones. “I’m not.”

A shriek escapes me when he pops my ass softly with his hand before striding away from me. Before he exits, he turns to regard me with a sly grin. “What do you want for your birthday?”

My freedom.

I yank the dress quickly up my body to hide from him. “I don’t want anything.” From you.

Our eyes lock and he pins me with his heated glare. “Three more days, Gabriella. And then I’m going to give you something we both will enjoy.”

At that, he slips out of my room and disappears.

I have to get out of here.
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Heath’s parties are something out of a fairy tale. He spares no expense when it comes to hosting such events. Everyone who is anyone is invited, the food is incredible, and the décor is impressive. I’ve met more celebrities than I can shake a stick at. Under normal circumstances, this might be cool.

But nothing about this situation is cool.

What people from the outside don’t see is the cesspool of the vilest criminals all dressed up and fancy as hell in one room making subtle and refined negotiations. Heath Berkley is not an honest self-made man. He’s heavily involved in the drug circuit. I know for a fact that his biggest alliance is with the Rojas family. Camilo Rojas is one of the richest men in Colombia. His cocaine empire is virtually untouchable by the American feds. He doesn’t come to the US much—he instead has his two eldest sons, Esteban and Duvan, do most of the overseeing for his drug trafficking. His alliance with Heath is what keeps the feds off his ass. Heath lines the pockets of politicians, influential police personnel, and our local government so they’ll overlook what comes through his shipyard via shipping containers.

So far the business marriage between these two families has worked out well. But about five years ago, the Colombian government began harassing Camilo. They’re as corrupt as he is and have been extorting a crap load of money in exchange for not blasting Heath’s name to the feds—the ones who actually do their jobs and aren’t dirty—the ones he can’t pay off no matter how much money he waves in their faces. Their mere “business” relationship makes their criminal activity that much more obvious. Why else would a wealthy Colombian family be so well connected with a rich American one? Especially since the American family owns a gigantic shipyard that primarily sends barges to Buenaventura from the Port of San Diego.

For the past several years, Heath and Camilo have slowed on both production of the coke and the distribution here in America to keep the Colombian government off their backs. However, when they finally have me married into the Rojas family, they can make a great show of the actual marriage of the two powerful families. Their relationship will no longer be a red flag.

Of course, I’m not supposed to know any of this.

But, like I said, Oscar, the youngest Rojas son, is actually my friend and has a really big mouth.

“Oh my God, Brie,” Vee whines and sips on the champagne we’re only allowed to have about eight times a year at these lavish parties Heath hosts. “Oscar looks so hot tonight. His hair is getting longer. He looks more like Esteban every day but a whole lot less scary.”

I laugh and scan the growing crowd for our friend. He lives and goes to school in Bogotá, just a day’s drive from where his father’s shipyard is located and apparently around the corner from where one of the warehouses is located. We don’t see Ozzy every time Heath has his parties so I’m glad to know we’ll see him tonight.

“Are Duvan and Esteban here too?” I don’t want either of them to be here. Where Oscar treats me as a friend and makes me laugh, his two older brothers treat me as a prize one of them will eventually sink their teeth into.

“Yep and old man Camilo. Must be a big deal for the whole family to be here,” Vee says and chugs her champagne. “I’m going to make out with Oscar. I’ll shove him into a dark room and do dirty things to that firm body.” When she starts fanning herself, I laugh.

“Do you even know how to do dirty things? Last I checked, you were a virgin too, nerd,” I tell her with a smile.

A big body comes between us and slinks an arm around each of us. As soon as I inhale the familiar cologne, I know it’s Oscar. “What’s that? You both want to lose your virginity to me at the same time?” he says playfully. “I can arrange that. It’ll be our little secret.”

I chuckle but Vee bristles. Her idea of flirting with Oscar lately is to give him the cold shoulder. On many occasions, I suggested she switch up her approach. Maybe just dress slutty and attack. She always turns her nose up at that idea and prefers to play hard to get. Possibly a little too hard to get.

“I’m going to go talk to Dad for a bit,” she says coolly. “See you around?”

He shrugs as she pulls from his grip. As she walks away from us, her hips sway and I know deep down she’s hoping he’ll follow her. Sometimes I want to push him in her direction. But we all know it’s our parents who have the final say on who dates who.

And right now, it’s still up for debate.

At least until three days from now…

“Come on,” Oscar says and grabs my hand. So much for sending him her way.

He drags me through the throng of people and down the hallway. When we reach one of the many guest bedrooms, he pushes through it. After he shuts the door, he gives me a crooked grin that I know must melt some hearts back in his hometown.

“Miss me?” he asks, waggling his dark eyebrows.

Laughing, I give him a playful shove. “I missed hearing about all of your female conquests. Have you had sex with the entire female population there, Ozzy?”

He unbuttons his jacket and tosses it over a chair before sprawling out on the bed. “Maybe even a small percentage of the male population too. You know I can’t turn down a killer body.”

Rolling my eyes, I kick off my heels and crawl onto the bed beside him. This is our thing. Usually Vee is right in the middle. Find Oscar, hide from the parents and his brothers, and laugh all night. It feels weird without my best friend. But she knows where to find us.

“You’re a douchebag,” I tell him with an exasperated huff but hug his middle.

“A douchebag you’re going to marry.” He turns and regards me with a grin.

I scrunch up my nose in irritation. “I wish it were you and not one of your asshole brothers.”

“Duvan’s not that much of an asshole. Just acts like a dick most of the time because of Esteban. Always has to prove something. He’s better than he used to be though. Rehab really cleaned him up.” I never even knew Duvan had done drugs. I mean, they’re all sons of a drug trafficker, but I never thought they actually did them. He turns on his side and stares at me, a frown tugging at his full lips. His fingers push some hair from my face. “But it’s me. I’m going to marry you.”

I love Oscar. I truly do.

But I don’t want to marry him.

We’re friends.

Besides, things are beginning to get serious with Ren.

“Ozzy…” I trail off.

His eyes are molten with love and it breaks my heart I don’t feel the same about him. I wish he’d look at Vee this way instead.

“Brie,” he murmurs and slides a palm to my hip. “It’s what Papá has decided.”

Hope blossoms in my chest. At least with Oscar, the idea of an arranged marriage doesn’t seem so frightening. He’s the type of boy who’d never settle down, so I’m sure he wouldn’t care if I dated Ren on the side.

“Really?”

He slides his fingers into my hair and grips me gently. His eyes darken as he drops his mouth near mine. “Really.”

And before I can register what’s happening, his mouth is on mine. Demanding and eager. He deepens his kiss the moment I open my mouth to ask him to stop. His heavy body slides over mine and his erection pokes at me through our clothes.

“So hot and mine now,” he murmurs against my mouth.

His kiss has left me breathless, but I start to protest. “Ozzy—”

He lets out a groan as his hands roam my body. “We can finally have what we’ve always wanted.”

When his fingers pinch my nipple through my dress, I cry, “What has gotten into you?” He never acts like this. “Oscar, we can’t do this. I’m seeing someo—”

He silences me with another kiss. My heart races in my chest as I try to wriggle free of his expert touch that starts to roam south. Turning my head to the side, I let out a groan. “Please stop.” I push at his massive shoulders, but he’s immovable. He suckles at my neck as he manages to shove my dress high up my thighs. This is going too far. “Oscar, no. I don’t…” I trail off. “…want this.”

His hot breath causes me to shiver. Balling my fist, I prepare to punch him in his ribs until he gets off of me. But it’s too late. I lock onto a pair of familiar green eyes that glimmer with betrayal in the doorway.

Vee.

No!

“Vienna!” I call out over Oscar’s shoulder. “You idiot! Look what you did!” I slap at his head but he just gives me a wicked grin.

“What?” he says in a smug tone. “You liked it.”

I shudder in disgust. “Get out! You’re an asshole!”

I go to kick him but he jumps off the bed out of the way.

His brows furrow in frustration. “You love me and when we get married I’ll—”

“You’ll do what, little brother?” a deep voice says from behind him. “Last I checked, you weren’t in the running for this little contest.”

Normally, I hate Duvan but today I’m thankful for his presence. Oscar just crossed a major line.

“Fuck off, D. You know she and I are better suited for each other,” Oscar grumbles and adjusts his erection in his slacks. “She doesn’t even like you or Esteban.”

Duvan steps from behind Oscar. My eyes meet his almost black, rage-filled glare and I suppress a shudder. His gaze falls to between my legs where my dress is still lifted. I squeeze my thighs shut to hide from him. When his darkened gaze meets mine, he stalks over to me. The hunger in his eyes scares me.

“Out, brother,” Duvan bites out, his tone a no-nonsense growl.

Remorse washes over my friend’s face. His eyebrows are pinched together and his eyes flicker with regret. For him to maul me like he did is way out of character. We’ve always been friends and nothing more. “I’m sorry, Brie. I just wanted us to—”

“NOW!” Duvan roars.

I flinch at his barked order. “Please check on Vee,” I beg. Oscar gives me a single nod before turning and slamming the door behind him.

Now that we’re alone, Duvan’s hardened stare softens. He quirks up one side of his mouth in a knowing smirk. “You look hot as fuck when you’re aroused, tigress.”

“I wasn’t aroused,” I argue with a glare of my own.

He chuckles, and I have the urge to slap him upside the head too. “Little Ozzy turns you on. And just think, I’m bigger and better than him in every way. When we’re married, I’ll show you just how much bigger of a man I truly am.”

I narrow my eyes at him as I climb off the bed. He doesn’t stop staring at me as I quickly smooth my dress down over my thighs and cross my arms over my still hard nipples. Thanks a lot for that, Ozzy. As if he can read my mind, he smirks.

“You can’t hide from me. I’ll be seeing what’s under that dress and be inside of you by the end of the week, tigress. And that’s a motherfucking promise.”
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“Have you heard from him?” I ask as I pace my room at home. I can hear Mom banging pans around. She’s been in a pissy mood ever since Dad left for a meeting in Chicago. But apparently, women shouldn’t fly this late in their pregnancy, according to Dad. Mom’s about to pop with a baby boy any day now. My parents call the kid an “oops” baby. Calder and I call him a “pull out method gone bad” baby...but never to their faces.

Dad grunts on the other line. “Not in weeks. Last I knew, they were in Destin, Florida. They’ve travelled all along the Gulf Coast ever since he took her from the mental health facility. She called to tell me she loved me. I don’t know if she’s just happy or what but she sounded really good, Ren.”

Rolling my eyes, I sit down on my bed and run my fingers through my hair. I just came back home yesterday for summer break from college and I’m already dying to see Brie. If Mom wasn’t being so emotional, I’d have left her already to go see my girlfriend.

Is she really your girlfriend?

Annoyance flits through me. We haven’t made it official, but I’m not fucking anyone else or even talking to anyone for that matter. The only girl I ever talk to is Brie. She’s hot and has a body that drives men wild but it’s her sweet soul that has me wrapped around her little finger.

Our relationship is based on lies…

“He asked about Gabriella,” Dad says, jerking me from my inner thoughts. Guilt infects me. Standing up, I start to pace again.

“And?”

“Just mentioned he’s been by to see her from afar a few times over the past three years. He says she looks happy and that she deserves a safe, loving home. He says that every time.” He sighs in frustration. “I didn’t dare tell him what you told me.”

“That her adopted dad looks at her like he wants to eat her?”

“Fuck no,” Dad hisses. “That psychopath would slaughter everyone in this damn city if he thought for one second that Heath Berkley was shady around his daughter.”

“But he is shady, Dad.” She never mentions it, but I’ve witnessed firsthand how Heath devours her with his gaze. On more than one occasion, I’ve seen him hug her in a lingering way that goes beyond how a guardian should hug a girl.

“Until we have more information, I’m not going to bring it up to him. He’s unstable and he still has your sister. And…” he trails off. “My grandchild.”

Gabe has kept his lips sealed about their child but we know the baby has to be just over two years old now. When he broke her out of the facility, Hannah was six months pregnant.

“I’m dropping by tomorrow to ask if they need summer lawn help. I’ll find out what I can,” I assure him. My gaze stops at the mirror and I almost laugh. I’m as big as Dad now but more filled out, thanks to my obsessive workout schedule. We still have the same deep blue eyes, chiseled jaw, and messy brown hair. Dad says I have Mom’s smile, though.

“You haven’t told them your real name, have you?” he asks.

Guilt once again surges through me. Mom doesn’t know I mowed lawns for three years where Gabe’s daughter lives. Dad doesn’t know that Brie and I have been friends for the past year and a half. And he certainly doesn’t know that we’re quickly progressing to more than friends, especially after I nearly blew my wad in my swim trunks making out with her on the beach during spring break.

What sucks the most, though, is that Brie thinks my last name is Loveland.

But if she ever knew my sister was the one who killed her mother…

“How’s your mom?” he asks, dragging me from my dark thoughts.

“Banging shit around in the other room,” I say with a chuckle. “Calder’s spending the week with some friends on their yacht. So it’s just me left to deal with her wrath. Thanks a lot, Dad.”

He huffs. “Go cheer her up. God knows you’re the only one who can. She hung up on me earlier because the client I’m working with asked me to stay three more days to go over some different concepts for their firm. Your mother didn’t take that news lightly.”

“I swear to God if I have to be in that delivery room, you’re dead to me, Dad,” I groan.

He lets out a loud chuckle. “That’s pretty much the same thing she said to me earlier, but with a lot more curse words.”

We chat a little about how final exams went before I let him go. I change out of my jeans and pull on some gym shorts before leaving to go find my mother. When I make my way into the kitchen, she’s cleaning out the fridge and chucking old bottles of salad dressing into the trash.

“Hey, Mom,” I chirp and lean in to kiss her on the cheek.

The tension leaves her body and she flashes me a wide smile. “Hey, baby. What do you want for supper? It’s just the two of us. We can order pizza if you want, or I could make you one of your favorites.”

Shrugging, I lean against the counter and regard her. My mom is young looking for her age. And now that she’s pregnant, she looks about twenty years younger. “Pizza is fine.”

She continues throwing stuff into the trash but she’s lost her furious edge. “You look bigger. You’ve been working out too much.”

I smirk and snag an apple from the bowl on the counter. “I don’t think there is ever such a thing in a guy’s mind.”

“Do you have a girlfriend?” she queries, her head still hidden in the fridge.

“Meh, nobody serious.” Lies.

“That’s good,” she says with a grumble. “You’re too young to settle down with just one girl. Wait until you get your degree and then you can date more seriously.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I agree just to get her off my back. While she cleans, I pull up the pizza delivery app on my phone and order two large pizzas. Since she’s been pregnant with Mason, she’s been craving bacon much to my vegan father’s horror. Her pizza is bacon with extra bacon plus bacon.

Her shoulders loosen as we chat about school and Calder and the baby. Whenever the topic strays toward Hannah and she gets teary-eyed, I change the subject. The doorbell saves us from our latest near conversation about my sister.

“I’ll pay the pizza man if you’ll bag up that trash and take it out,” she says before waddling out of the kitchen. I’m knotting the plastic ties when I hear her screech.

Fuck, if her water broke, Dad is dead.

“Please don’t tell me you’re having the baby—” My words die in my throat upon seeing Gabe in our doorway holding a bundle of blankets. It’s been years since I’ve seen him in the flesh. “What the fuck are you doing here?” I fist my hands, preparing to beat the old man’s ass. I’m about to drive my fist into his nose when something squirms in his arms.

“Baylee, hear me out…” His plea falls on deaf ears.

“Ren! Call 911!” she hisses. Her hands automatically fall to her belly as if she’s protecting Mason from the psycho prick.

Gabe takes two long strides toward her and snatches her by the shoulder. “I said fucking listen to me,” he seethes.

Mom’s eyes widen in fear.

“Let her go!” I roar and storm toward him.

It’s then the blanket falls away and a curly blonde-haired toddler with big brown eyes wearing a royal blue dress grins sleepily at me. Gabe releases my mother’s shoulder and thrusts the baby toward her. “Baylee, meet your granddaughter.”

Mom is frozen as she simply stares at the child. When the baby sees me again, she grins so wide and lets out a squeal. “Teev! Teev!” She’s reaching for me but I don’t know what to do. Fuck! Of all days for my father to be out of town.

“She thinks you look like Steve from Blue’s Clues. The kid’s obsessed with those DVDs,” Gabe says softly, his tone wistful. He presses a kiss against the baby’s head. “She turned two a few months ago. That’s your Uncle Ren,” he tells her.

“Teev! Teev!”

My heart thumps in my chest. The little thing is starting to get fussy because she’s reaching for me and I haven’t taken her. With a grunt, I storm over and pull her into my arms.

“Why are you here?” I demand, my eyes never leaving the little girl who looks like Hannah, but with Gabe’s eyes.

He runs his hands through his hair and gives Mom a pointed look. “Baylee, you have to take her.” His gaze falls to her belly and his jaw clenches. Mom remains deathly still, her glare fixed on him. “She isn’t safe.”

The baby tries to stick her pudgy finger in my nose, and I laugh. “What’s your name, little girl?”

She giggles and buries her face against my neck. “Teev.” Her sigh only further melts my heart.

Gabe tears his gaze from Mom and frowns at me. “Toni Lynn Sharpe.”

Mom sucks in a hiss of air. “You motherfucker…”

“Hannah named her after her grandparents. And now…” He lets out a groan of frustration. “You have to take her.”

“This is madness. I’m calling the cops,” Mom seethes.

But even though she’s making threats, her eyes keep sneaking over to little Toni. The child must be tired because her squirming stops and her breathing evens out.

“No, madness, Baylee, is having to keep a constant fucking watch on your kid so your jealous wife doesn’t hurt her in the middle of the night. Madness is having to tie your wife to the goddamned hotel room bed so you can give yet another perfect little girl in your life to another family…again…so your wife doesn’t kill her. Madness is staying with an unhinged and unpredictable woman that should be locked away because you know she’s better off with you than anywhere else.” His chest heaves with labored breaths. Dark circles rim his eyes and his hair is messy, probably from the way he keeps running his fingers through it. He’s exhausted. “Madness is not begging her to abort the child she’s now growing in her belly that you know she’ll grow to hate. I’ve never claimed to be a sane man.” His head hangs in shame. “But, goddammit, I love this kid and I love my wife and I love the one on the way. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep them all safe.”

Mom remains stock-still but a solitary tear runs down her cheek. I walk over to her so I can wrap an arm around her. “Hannah wants to hurt the baby?”

This doesn’t surprise me. It pisses me the fuck off but it doesn’t surprise me.

“I fell asleep on the couch the other day and awoke to find Toni shivering in front of the bathtub. The bathroom door had been closed so she couldn’t get out, her eyes were red from crying, and she kept telling me, ‘Momma, no.’ Toni was angry with her mother for leaving her for fuck knows how long. She could have fucking drowned or gotten hypothermia or some shit. Hannah was out back tanning by the pool at our new house reading a fucking magazine like it was no big deal.” His body ripples with rage. “But it was a big deal. And worse yet, she keeps doing shit like that. Little stuff. Accidents keep happening. Hannah gets bolder and bolder as her pregnancy progresses and I’m afraid one day I won’t be there in time. When she’s pregnant, she doesn’t take her meds. Claims they’re bad for the baby. We don’t exactly have a primary care physician to support her claims.”

Mom’s sobs come out sounding like she’s choking for air. “My Hannah…”

“Teev. Nanna,” Toni says, lifting her head so she can look at me.

Gabe gives me a tired smile. “She wants a banana, Steve.”

“Here, Mom,” I say firmly. “Hold her while I go grab her a piece of fruit.” I don’t give my mom a chance to argue and deposit the chunky thing into her arms. Even though I don’t like Gabe’s crazy ass, he’s definitely the lesser threat right now. My sister has really fucked up our family. It’s even wearing Gabe down.

When I come back with the banana, Mom is twisting her body holding the little girl to her chest. Toni’s playing with Mom’s hair.

“Momma?”

“No, your momma is sleeping, remember?” Gabe says, his voice soft and gentle. “That’s your grandma.”

“Mom-mom?”

My mother runs her fingers through Toni’s blonde curls. “Yes, I’m your mom-mom.”

Toni grins at her and then reaches for me once she eyes the banana. “Teev!”

When she calls me Teev, my heart pounds hard in my chest. I’ve barely met this kid and she feels like family. I knew I was an uncle but I never got to be an uncle. Now I’m Uncle Teev.

“Baylee, please,” Gabe pleads.

I open the banana and break off a piece for my niece while Mom struggles internally. She sways gently with her granddaughter glued to her hip.

“I hate you,” she reminds him, although her voice has lost its bite. “I wouldn’t be doing this for you.”

Gabe lets out a rush of relieved breath. “I don’t care who you fucking do it for as long as you just do it.”

Mom shoots me a determined look before regarding the man that tortured and terrorized her at one point in her life. “For how long?”

He scrubs his jaw with the palm of his hand. “I’ve been researching some drugs that are safe during pregnancy that might help. If I have to drive her to Mexico to obtain the shit, I will. Once she has the baby, I’m hoping she’ll calm the fuck down again. I’ve already made plans to get a vasectomy once we’ve settled somewhere.”

“Fine,” she murmurs and kisses Toni on her fuzzy head. “Do you have things for her? Is she allergic to anything? How can I get ahold of you if there’s a problem?”

“No allergies and everything’s out in the car. I’ll call and check in,” he vows. His jaw is set and his eyes are narrowed. I believe that he will. It’s clearly killing this monster to have to leave his baby.

“Take care of my daughter, and I’ll take care of yours,” Mom tells him.

He pulls the baby from her arms and squeezes her. “Daddy has to go bye-bye to get things for the baby in Mommy’s belly. Then we’ll come back for you. Uncle Steve will take you to the beach, I bet, if you’re a good girl. Are you going to be a good girl, Toto?”

She nods and gives him a slobbery kiss. “Dadda go bye-bye.”

“Thank you,” he murmurs and seizes my mother in a quick hug with his free arm. “I owe you big for this.”

Mom wriggles free from his grip and takes Toni from him. “You owe me big for a lot more than just this, Gabe.”
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Me: I miss you.

Me: Can I see you tomorrow?

Me: Maybe you’re having too much fun at this party without me.

She hasn’t responded in hours and I wonder if I should crash the party like I playfully warned. I climb out of my bed where Toni is curled up snoring and begin arranging pillows so she doesn’t fall off when my phone chimes with a text from “Juliet.” The whole Romeo and Juliet thing started when I picked her up one day, while Heath was away on business, to take her to a movie. I brought her a single white rose and she said I was a natural Romeo. And since she took to calling me Romeo on occasion, even going as far as programming it in her phone, I thought it was only fair she was Juliet. The parallelism isn’t lost on me. Two feuding families. Two people who aren’t supposed to date and still do so in secret. Of course she doesn’t know my reasons.

Juliet: I don’t know if I’ll get to see you tomorrow. I’m in trouble.

Me: Can you talk right now?

I’m waiting for her to respond when my phone starts ringing. I answer it quietly and slip out of my bedroom so I don’t wake the baby. Hannah’s room is still decorated all girly but Mom packed up a lot of her stuff last year. She told me earlier she was going to fix it up for Toni while she stays with us.

“Hello?”

A familiar female voice exhales into the phone. “Ren.”

Simply hearing Brie’s voice settles me.

“Why are you in trouble?” I question. “What happened? Are you okay?”

She half chuckles half sobs. “It’s a long story.”

“It’s a good thing I like long stories then, huh?”

“I’m not sure I can talk long enough to get the entire story out,” she says with an exasperated huff.

“So give me the Cliff Notes version.”

I can hear her sniffling but don’t prod her. Eventually, she lets it all out in a rush. “You know Heath adopted me, right?” I remember back when we went to see Gabe and Hannah years ago before shit hit the fan. Dad explained to us that this good, respectable family had stepped in to adopt her since she had no one to take her in. At the time, it seemed odd, but I never really questioned it.

“Yeah.”

“I told you it was because my parents both died,” she says with a tiny squeak. “I lied, Ren.”

I lied too.

“It’s okay, B. Tell me what really happened.”

Her voice grows wobbly as she speaks. “My mother was murdered by this girl and…”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“And what?”

“And my dad somehow...” She pauses and an exasperated huff of air comes over the line. “Fell under her spell, I guess. He ran off and left me for her. Allowed me to get adopted by a criminal family.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose and attempt to keep calm. “People make mistakes. He still loves you.” My attempt to assure her is met with a hiss.

“If you love someone, you don’t set them free. You hold on to them. He let me go,” she chokes out. “He broke my heart.” A sob escapes her.

“Brie…”

“I was basically bought as a bargaining tool.”

Wait, what?

“Heath adopted you—” I start but she cuts me off.

“Legally, yes. But he wants to marry me off to one of the biggest cocaine suppliers in Colombia. I’m nothing but a business transaction and—”

My skin grows cold and I fist my hand. “He wants to fucking marry you off? You’re seventeen, Brie!”

Her laughter is cruel. “It’s a part of their plan. It will happen.”

“But what about us?” I can’t believe I’m even hearing this nonsense. “This is stupid. This is the twenty-first century and we’re in America. That kind of shit doesn’t happen around here.”

She grumbles. “It does happen, Ren. It is happening.”

“When?”

“I’m not sure exactly. I turn eighteen on Saturday, but all three Rojas brothers are in town this week for this party. Heath and Camilo are meeting in Heath’s office downstairs right now. Then they’re going to call us in to let us know the verdict.”

I let out a grunt. “I’m coming to get you. My parents can keep you at their house. We’ll keep you safe from those men.” They already have one of Gabe’s kids. What’s one more?

“Ren, I—shit!” she hisses.

“What?”

“I have to go. I’ve been summoned.”

“I’m coming for you.”
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“I’m sorry.” Oscar hangs his head in shame as we walk down the long hallway that leads to Heath’s massive office. “I just missed you and knew you were turning eighteen soon and that there was a good chance since we were so close that I would be married off to you. I didn’t anticipate that it would blow up in my face. I just want…us.”

I let out a sigh and grab his hand. “We’re too young to be put in this situation anyway. In all honesty, I want it to be you. If I have to marry someone, I’d rather it be my friend. At least then, I’d be free to see Ren on the side since this whole thing is just for show anyway.”

Oscar stops right outside the office door and turns to regard me. His brown eyes are narrowed and a small frown tugs at his lips. He lifts his hand and rubs his thumb across my bottom lip. “If we’re to be married, it would never be for show to me. I’d want you—all of you. You would be enough for me. And I’d hope that I could be enough for you.”

I blink stupidly at him and shift nervously on my heels. “Oh.” Oscar is Mr. Playboy. Mr. Non-commitment. I never would have guessed he’d take this whole arranged marriage thing seriously. I sure as hell don’t. How can you love someone you’re forced to marry? I take in Oscar’s handsome features and wonder if I could ever love him in a husband capacity.

I’m not sure that I can.

Gripping his wrist, I pull it away from my mouth. “Vee likes you. What we did was wrong on so many levels. She saw and now she’s heartbroken. We betrayed our best friend, Ozzy.”

Anger flashes in his eyes and he jerks his hand from my grip. “She’ll have to get over it once we’re married.”

I swallow and give him a weak smile. “You could see her on the side like I plan to see Ren.”

He lets out an angry growl and seizes my jaw with his strong fingers for just a moment before he crashes his lips to mine again. This time, I put up more of a fight and tear my mouth from his. His erection grinds into me against the wall. I’m about to punch him in his gut when the office door swings open.

Immediately, I feel his presence.

Terrifying and menacing.

Possessive.

“Gabriella.” The way my name is spoken, so harsh and feral, has Oscar jerking away from me.

“Mr. Berkley,” Oscar says, his head bowed in respect before he stalks into the office.

My gaze meets Heath’s and he glares at me. He’s furious and about to blow a gasket. As far as Heath knows, I don’t date. If he knew that I was dating our lawn boy on the side while having impromptu make-out sessions with one of the Rojas brothers at every turn, he’d probably chain me up in my bedroom and forbid me to ever leave.

I shudder at that thought.

He closes the office door so that we’re alone in the hallway. Then, he advances on me. His body is heated and I can feel the warmth rippling from him even though he isn’t touching me. When he speaks, I can smell the expensive liquor on his breath.

“This is unacceptable behavior,” he hisses.

I swallow and meet his fiery gaze. “I’m sorry. It just happened.”

“Oscar’s tongue in your mouth just happened?”  His scathing tone makes me shiver. “I’m not stupid.”

“Heath,” I plead. “We’re friends and we were just messing around—”

His palm pops me across the cheek, echoing loudly in the hallway. My eyes brim with tears and one manages to escape. It streaks down my cheek, hot and angry, before dripping from my jaw.

“You hit me,” I choke out, surprise in my voice.

His jaw clenches and he leans so close I think he might lick my tear right from my cheek. “You’re getting out of line and need to remember your place—your duty. You’re lucky I didn’t whip your ass in front of the entire goddamned Rojas family to remind them that you’re still a little girl for a few more days. My little girl.”

I’m not his. I will never be his.

He grabs my elbow and drags me into the office behind him. Four pairs of eyes burn into me. I try not to make eye contact with any of them but I end up sneaking a glance at Oscar. His elbows are on his knees and his face is in his palms. He looks upset. When I flit my gaze over to the older brothers, Esteban remains stoic and impassive while Duvan flashes me a smug grin.

Heath rounds his desk and sits in the leather chair bringing me into his lap with him like I’m some little girl. You’re still a little girl for a few more days. My little girl.

“We’ve made our decision,” Camilo says, his voice gruff from decades and decades of smoking. He’s a heavy cigar smoker and the thick scent permeates the air around us. I lift my gaze to the old, white-haired man. To most, he looks like a grumpy grandpa. But Oscar has told me stories. Of how he’s broken each bone in a man’s hand one by one for attempting to steal some coke from him. Or how he strangled a man to death with his bare hands for talking badly about his sons. Or how he has more bodies buried on his property than most cemeteries.

Oscar tends to embellish the truth at times but I somehow sense when it comes to Camilo, it’s all true.

Heath wraps a possessive arm around my waist and pulls my back against him as he leans forward to address the men. His palm rests on my lower belly, his pinky nearly touching me where I know he’d love to have a go at. “On Saturday morning we’ve arranged for Judge Griffiths to come by and do a small ceremony. You’ll be a Rojas by lunchtime and then you’ll catch a flight with your new husband back to Bogotá where you’ll spend your honeymoon.”

I freeze in his arms and jerk my gaze over to Oscar. He won’t look at me and his shoulders are hunched. It’s not him. It’s one of his brothers. “We’re not staying in California? What about Vee?” My voice comes out as a whine. What about Ren? “I don’t know anyone there.”

“You’ll know your husband.” Heath chuckles and it reverberates through me. “And darling, surely you’re not stupid enough to think that she is going to miss your absence. Vienna is devastated right now. What you and Oscar did was atrocious. Not only was my daughter interested in him, but you’re not his to put his hands on. You never were.”

I swallow and flick my gaze to Esteban. His eyes glitter with desire. It makes me shiver. He’s so gigantic. I can’t ever read his thoughts. For the most part, he’s calm and collected. But when Duvan pokes at him, he rages like a homicidal bear. Oscar told me there’s always been a rivalry between his two older brothers. That they both want to take over once Camilo retires or dies. Plus, I get the feeling that maybe Esteban has hurt people who they care about. Whenever I probe, Oscar always shuts the conversation down.

Over the years, I’ve studied Esteban and Duvan when they’ve visited, knowing one of them could be my future. I’m terrified of the unknown with either of them. Esteban always seems to be hiding his intentions for me. As if he locks away some hideous monster that wants to devour me.

A shudder ripples through me and I quickly divert my eyes to Duvan who watches me with narrowed eyes. He leans back in his seat, seemingly aloof, but I sense a blaze that all but burns from within him. In his nearly black eyes, a furious flame flickers in the dark. I’m afraid if I stand too close, I’ll get burned.

Duvan is no better than Esteban. He’s always been crude—he blatantly fucks me with his eyes. His words border on menacing and flirtatious. I’m afraid he’s a barely caged animal. Women are naturally drawn to Duvan because of his ridiculously good looks, but it’s me he always watches from every corner of the room while Vee and I laugh with Oscar. Not those other women. Me. And the intensity with which he does it scares the hell out of me.

Why couldn’t it have just been Oscar?

Easy. Playful. Nice.

My friend.

His brothers are far from friendly.

Camilo leans forward and pins me with a fierce glare that sends a shiver rippling through me. “My two eldest sons have each presented their arguments to me as to why they shall be the one to bind our two families. While both presented valid points, in the end, the victor is Duvan.”

I stop listening after the mention of his name.

Duvan Rojas.

My future husband.

“What...what was the deciding factor?” My bottom lip wobbles and another stupid tear sneaks out.

Camilo beams at me, reminding me a little of Oscar when he does. “He thinks he can love you. And as these boys know well, I loved their mother completely and without fail until cancer took her away from us in ’04. Our marriage was arranged long ago and, at that time, I loathed the idea of marrying her. But I grew to love her, and Duvan has the ability to love you too. Esteban will always love his career—our family business—more. While that is an admirable quality, love will only make this family union more valid.”

Love?

I’ll never love Duvan.

“Why couldn’t I have just married Oscar?”

Oscar lifts his head and his eyes are red rimmed. My heart breaks in two for my friend.

Camilo reaches over and squeezes Oscar’s knee. “My boy is too young to settle down. He has his whole life ahead of him. Duvan has completed his college studies and Esteban is pushing thirty. It is time for them.”

I bite back the retort that I am too young to settle down. That I have my whole life ahead of me. That I am still a virgin and have no idea how to be a wife.

I clear my throat instead. “May I be excused?” My voice is but a whisper for fear of letting my anger bleed through.

Heath grabs my hips and lifts me to my feet, his hands lingering for a moment. When I flit my gaze over to my future husband, his jaw clenches. His narrowed eyes remain fixed on where Heath is touching me. I can almost feel the flames about to burst from him.

Great, my soon-to-be husband is possessive too.

“Get some sleep, Gabriella. Tomorrow, Izzie is going to take you to the spa and shopping. You’ll need some new clothes for your move.”

My eyes once again trail over to Duvan. He stands and eyes me like I’m a steak he’s about to cut into. Knowing him, he’s probably sharpened his blade for the occasion. Duvan is solid muscle and stands well over six feet tall. His shoulders are broad and always seem to stretch the fabric of his dress shirts. The tie around his neck is loosened and the top button undone, revealing a hint of a colorful tattoo. His black hair is always disheveled in a just-fucked kind of way. He’s hot, no doubt. But he scares me.

“Tell Izzie just a trim. Your hair is the perfect length right now,” Heath blurts out. I jolt in surprise. Usually he keeps his demanding and controlling ways to himself.

“Come on,” Duvan grits out. “I’ll walk you to your room.”

I accept his elbow and let him guide me from the office. I’m still too stunned to speak, and quite frankly, I’m terrified of this man. He doesn’t say a word as he guides me to my room. People are still milling about the house, the party in full swing, yet he doesn’t acknowledge any of them along the way. We pass through the living room and I feel someone staring. It makes my heart beat and I miss my dad—my real one. If he were here, he’d put a stop to all of this. Or, the father who raised me would have. The one I knew before that lunatic came along.

Hysteria builds in my chest.

This is really happening.

My eyes lock on Vienna’s green ones that are red rimmed. A look of satisfaction and relief flashes over her features to see Duvan at my side. I give her a small smile, but she looks down at her feet instead of returning one.

“Will I still be able to talk to my friends?” I murmur as we head down another hallway.

Duvan chuckles. “I’m not your master. You can do whatever you want, tigress.”

Hope blossoms in my chest. “Thank you.”

“Come here,” he says, his muscled arms open and inviting me for a hug.

A quiver of fear races through me but I step toward him. I’m pulled against the big, hard man and it isn’t as terrifying as I expected. I remain stiff and uncomfortable in his grip, though.

He pats my back but holds me to him when I start to pull away. I lift my gaze to his. His nearly black eyes glint with promise. “I’ll give you a lot more to be thankful for.”

I swallow and force a smile. “Okay.”

His arms fall to his side, and I scurry away from him toward my room. Before I slip inside, I turn to peek at him once more. He’s leaned against the wall, watching me with his bulky arms folded across his chest.

“Brie…”

An angry scowl paints his face, and for a moment, I’m afraid he’ll say something mean.

“Yeah?”

He seems to deliberate his words for a second, making the moment almost become awkward. “Promise me you’ll do whatever the fuck you want with your hair. He doesn’t own you,” he growls, his nostrils slightly flaring.

The smile that graces my lips this time is honest. “I promise.”

At that, he winks and then turns on his heel.
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“You’re too young to date,” Dad says simply and kicks his feet up onto the coffee table. Saturday nights we watch eighties movies. Dad chuckles the whole time while I tease him about their clothes and hair. It’s our thing while Mom’s at work.

I stick out my bottom lip and pout. “Fifteen is not young, Daddy.”

His brown eyes swirl with barely contained rage. “It’s too young for my daughter to date. You can date when you’re sixteen. Maybe.” He scratches his beard with his fingertip. “Actually, eighteen. You can date when you’re eighteen.”

I huff and cross arms over my chest. “This is unfair.”

He wraps an arm around me and pulls me into his side despite my pouting. “Life’s unfair, Brie baby. Get it through your thick skull.” He taps the top of my head with his fingertip and then kisses my hair.

“But all the other girls at my school date.”

“And all the other girls will get knocked up or get their hearts broken or get an STD. My girl will be safe.” He hands me a piece of red rope licorice, and I snatch it from him despite my irritation.

Letting out a sigh, I text my friend Lennon back.

Me: I can’t go out with Jacob.

Len: WHAT?! WHY? HE’S THE HOTTEST GUY AT OUR SCHOOL!

Lennon is a drama queen.

Me: I know. Lame.

Dad can read my text, but I don’t care. He’s pretending to watch the movie, though.

Len: Maybe I should date him…

Rolling my eyes, I tap out my response.

Me: You can date him for three years and then he’s mine. ;)

Dad lets out a chuckle and a smile tugs at my lips.

“If you were allowed to date, there would never be any contest. Lennon’s lucky I’m doing the poor girl a favor and making the playing field more even,” he says, a smile in his voice. “Plus, I’m getting too old to have to kill little boys for getting handsy with my little girl.”

I laugh. “You wouldn’t kill them.”

“Oh, but I would.”

Snuggling against my dad, I realize I’m happy. Jacob is kind of lanky and kind of hairy and kind of has an annoying laugh. And he probably hates eighties movies.

Maybe Dad does know best.
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I wake from a heavy sleep when I hear something hit my window. Another tap has me slipping out of my bed and stumbling through my dark room toward the cause. When I lift the window and look out, I find a hot, shirtless boy looking up at me, his black baseball cap flipped backward on his handsome head.

“Ren!” I hiss. “What are you doing here?”

The party guests have long gone home but someone could see him out there.

“I came for you, like I promised.” He flashes me one of his signature crooked grins that make me weak in the knees. I haven’t seen him in so long. He looks bigger and somehow hotter.

“I’ll sneak out.”

I leave the window and slip into the bathroom to brush my teeth quickly. My hair is a wild mess so I gather it all up and twist it into a bun. I’m wearing a thin nightgown that hits me mid thigh. Rather than changing, I decide to leave it on. I snatch a pair of flip-flops and tiptoe over to my door. Slipping through, I start past Vee’s door when she whispers my name. I freeze before poking my head into her room.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Where are you going?” Her voice is cool but not hateful.

“To see Ren.”

She sniffles as she sits up in her bed. “Are you seeing him or are you running away?”

“I’m just going to go talk to him,” I promise. My voice chokes up as I whisper my apology. “I’m sorry about tonight. It wasn’t what it looked like.”

Her thin arms cross over her chest and she purses out her lips. “Don’t be gone long or I’ll tell Dad you’re with Ren Loveland.” I hate that she ignores my apology.

Heath doesn’t know anything about Ren, other than the fact that he mowed our lawn, and I’d like to keep it that way.

“I promise.”

When she doesn’t reply, I take my leave and exit her room. Every step through the house seems like I’m a big elephant thundering through the halls. I’m sure Heath will wake and be furious with me. Luckily, though, I manage to escape unscathed.

When I reach the gardens, Ren is nowhere to be found. I start down the driveway toward the road when two strong arms wrap around me from behind. I’ve been in his arms enough times to know it’s Ren.

“I missed you, beautiful,” he says and hugs me to him.

Relaxing in his arms, I let out a sigh. “I missed you too.”

He releases me and snatches my hand. “Come on. Let’s go across the street to the beach.”

We sneak off of Heath’s property as Ren guides me onto the beach behind a sandy dune. He’s already prepped the area with some blankets and an ice chest. I smile because he looks so handsome in the moonlight as he sets to smoothing out the blanket before sitting. Then, he pulls me into his lap so that I’m straddling him.

“God, you smell so good,” he groans and buries his face in my hair. “I’ll never get enough of how you smell.”

Knocking his hat off, I let out a giggle and thread my fingers into his hair that seems longer than the last time I saw him. “I taste even better,” I tease.

His palms find my ass and he pulls me closer to him. He’s hard beneath me and the urge to grind against him is overwhelming.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” he growls before crashing his mouth to mine.

Ren’s kisses are always fervent and needy. I like how he seems to devour me each time. His hands roam my body as if he’s worshipping me with his touch. I’ve never felt like someone not only wanted me, but that they needed me too. Ren makes me feel needed.

I let out a soft moan when his tongue pushes into my mouth to taste my own. My fingertips are greedy. I run them along his bare neck and shoulders and to his chest as we kiss. When I run them between us toward his belly button, he lets out a hiss. His erection jolts with excitement.

“This nightgown is such a damn tease,” he murmurs against my mouth, his palms slipping underneath it to stroke my back.

“So take it off,” I urge him and actually do grind against him this time.

“Fuck!”

His able fingers tear my gown from my body in one quick movement before coming around to my front. He kneads my swollen breasts with his large palms. I look down at his hands on my flesh. His large hands easily cover both of my barely C cups.

“Look how fucking perfect you are,” he praises, his thumbs running across my hardened nipples.

Our eyes meet and his are like looking into a mirror.

Lust and excitement.

Need.

Desire.

“Just say the words, beautiful.”

“I need you. All of you.”

He lets out a pained groan before flipping me onto the blanket on my back. His eyes dance over my flesh as an appreciative smile graces his lips. I chew on my bottom lip as he tugs my panties from my otherwise naked body.

“Are you a virgin?” he asks, his voice deep and husky as if the thought excites him.

“Not for long,” I taunt.

He gives me a crooked grin that makes me blush and begins undoing his shorts. When his large cock springs free, I shiver. Ren must take this to mean that I’m cold because he grabs the extra blanket and wraps it around his back. He then covers me with his chilled bare flesh. His cock presses against my pubic bone making me squirm with need.

“Are you on the pill?”

Nerves light up my flesh and I nod. “Are you, um, safe?”

He nods. “I’ve only been with one girl and it was a few years ago. We used condoms every time.”

“Okay,” I manage. “Will this hurt?”

His brows furl together. “I hope not.”

I spread my legs as he prods at my entrance with the tip of his cock. He doesn’t push into me like I expect and wish he would. Instead, he teases my sensitive clit with the head of his penis until I’m clawing at his shoulders.

“Ren, please…” I murmur.

He chuckles and the sound nearly makes me lose it. “Once you come, I’ll give you what you need, beautiful.”

His words dance on my flesh and tickle me right toward the edge. With sure movements, he rubs against me until my body seizes up with pleasure. It’s then he chooses to push into me with one powerful thrust. The sharp pain is overshadowed by the climax still rippling through me. And when I come down from my high, he slowly starts to move inside of me.

“You’re perfect,” he murmurs against my lips.

I’m completely caught up in his gaze that alights my entire soul. I’ve been looked at as if I’m something to be ravished and devoured, never revered and worshipped. Ren elicits that feeling of belonging that I no longer have now that my parents are both gone. He lets out a groan and murmurs an apology as he comes quickly inside me. My insides feel raw and torn and burning, so I’m glad he wasn’t inside of me long.

But where he’s slipping out of my body, he’ll never slip out of my heart.

“Ren,” I say with a sigh and cup his cheek.

He kisses me on the lips and lies on his side to stare down at me. “Brie.”

“I’ve been waiting for far too long to do that.”

His laugh is sexy and deep. “I’ve been waiting to do that since I saw you up in your tower, princess.”

“Juliet to you, Romeo,” I tease.

His eyes darken and he forces a smile. “I’m running away with you.”

If only it were that easy.

If only I could just run away with Ren Loveland and become Mrs. Loveland instead of Mrs. Rojas.

“Where would we go?” I question, indulging him. Heath wouldn’t let me get far.

“Far away from here,” he assures me. “I could keep you safe.”

I frown and play with a strand of his hair. “What about college and your parents? They won’t like you running away.”

He doesn’t answer and I know it’s because his wheels are turning. Ren’s a good guy. Not someone to up and abandon his life for a girl.

“I’m going to talk to my dad about this. I can help you before Saturday. Maybe you could even come to my college,” he says softly. “We’ll figure it out.”

I give him a single nod. “Maybe.”

We both grow quiet. I’ve been out here too long already and should get back in case Vienna decides to rat me out.

“Call me tomorrow and let me know what your dad says.”

He grins at me. “Have I ever told you you’re beautiful?”

My heart swells in my chest. “A time or two.”

His sexy smile is my undoing. “You’re beautiful.”

“That’s three,” I tell him with a smile. “And you’re sweet.”
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After a lingering kiss on the front porch, Ren reluctantly pulled away from me. Our eyes were glued to one another until I shut the door quietly behind me. My body is sore and I feel raw inside where he made love to me. But I feel different. Grown and whole. Stronger. I’m smiling as I creep down the hallway.

“Gabriella.”

Heath’s voice sends a quiver of fear racing down my spine. I don’t see him in the darkness but I’m pretty sure the voice came from one of the guest bedrooms. When I peek my head inside, I can see his silhouette sitting on the massive mahogany framed bed. The moonlight shines in and illuminates part of the overly ornate room.

“I was just getting a drink of water,” I tell him quickly as I approach him inside the room.

His chuckle is dark. “Last I checked, the water in the Pacific Ocean isn’t drinkable, darling.”

I freeze when he stands. His shadow stumbles forward. He’s completely wasted. Crap!

“What were you doing down there? Who were you with?”

I’m still trying to form words when I hear the door close behind me and the lock turn. My heartbeat is thumping so hard in my chest, it nearly hurts.

“I was just taking a walk,” I lie.

His heat envelops me and his hands grip my hips from behind. “So you weren’t whoring yourself out with the lawn boy?”

I jolt at his words. “I, uh, Heath—”

He pushes me forward, and I fall to my elbows on the bed. A tremor of fear paralyzes me for a moment before I jerk into action. His belt jingles and I scramble to jump off the bed. A strong hand grabs my ankle, yanking me back. My stomach is dragged across the duvet and my nightgown is pushed up, baring my back to him. He yanks my panties down my thighs.

Surely he’s not about to do what I think he wants to do.

If he tries to touch me, I’ll tell Duvan.

The very idea that I see Duvan as someone who could protect me from Heath alarms me.

“Your panties are drenched with his cum,” Heath seethes.

I’m about to plead for him to let me go when I hear the swoosh of something cutting through the air a second before pain sears across my ass.

He whipped me with his belt!

I scream out in both horror and pain. But Heath is stronger than me. He keeps me pinned to the bed with one hand while he begins whipping me relentlessly with the expensive leather. My flesh stings and burns and I know it will be marred with bruises. The tears I’ve always kept at bay now run freely down my cheeks as if the dam of three years’ worth of pain is being released.

He beats me until I go limp.

He whips me until I begin to black out.

He abuses me until I completely check out.
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“Just a half inch off the ends,” my adopted mother, Izzie, instructs the overpriced hairdresser. “She’s getting married on Saturday and needs to look beautiful.”

At this point, a marriage to Duvan seems preferable to the monster Heath has become. After he whipped me last night, he carried me upstairs and put me to bed. I woke up as he was dragging the covers over me. When I started crying again, he proceeded to press kisses to the tender flesh he had destroyed. I quickly dried my tears so he would go away.

And he did.

Thank God.

I haven’t seen him since.

I’m trying to come up with a plan to get away from him so I don’t have to see him ever again.

“Aren’t you a little young to be getting married?” Mario asks. His perfectly sculpted black eyebrow shoots up his brown face to his hairline.

I give him a false smile. “I’m seventeen. That’s not even legal, is it?”

He scoffs, but Izzie swats at me. “Mario, she’s being dramatic. Her birthday is Saturday.”

Mario narrows his eyes at me in the mirror. “A marriage for your birthday. I mean, I always knew I was a queen, and that was my dream since I came out of the closet at age eight, so I totally get fantasizing over a white wedding, but damn girl, is that what you really want?”

Izzie pins me with an icy glare.

I shrug my shoulders and swallow down the emotion choking me. “It will get me out of their house and that’ll be the best birthday present ever,” I murmur. A shudder ripples through me remembering the way Heath hurt me last night. “It’s definitely better than my current situation.”

Izzie huffs and storms off. “Ungrateful child,” she hisses under her breath before calling out over her shoulder. “Half an inch. I’ll be next door at the restaurant getting a cocktail. Come find me when you’re through.”

My phone chimes with a text and I don’t recognize the number.

Unknown: Remember, do whatever the fuck you want with your hair. You don’t belong to him anymore.

A genuine smile lifts the corners of my lips up. I program his number into the phone and am thankful I have a way to contact him now, in case I run into any more trouble with Heath.

Me: Do you like Mohawks?

His response is immediate.

Duvan: I can assure you that once we’re married, the last thing I’ll be concerned about is your hair.

I chew on my lip and find Mario reading over my shoulder.

“Is that the lucky groom to be?” he asks.

I nod even though it sounds silly. “The one and only.”

“So the evil bitch wants you keep your hair long and the future husband wants you to do whatever makes you happy?”

“Pretty much.”

“What makes you happy, Gabriella?”

I run my thumb over the glass of my phone. Ren makes me happy. My friends Oscar and Vee make me happy. And…

Tears well in my eyes. “I don’t know, other than a handful of my friends.”

Mario lets out a sigh and hands me a magazine. Selena Gomez is on the cover sporting a sexy, messy new hairstyle. It’s shoulder length with lots of layers and side bangs. “It’s never too late to become someone new.”

I stare at the smiling woman on the page. At one time, I wanted to go to college and do big things with my life. Once I realized I was being groomed for marriage, I stopped caring about anything aside from the few personal relationships I had. I had no hobbies or interests. I just coasted.

It’s time to stop coasting and take control.

“This will make me happy,” I tell him and point at the celeb’s stylish cut.

He winks at me in the mirror. “And it’s going to make me happy to see the look on that witch’s faces when she comes back.”
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Cutting off eight inches of hair truly is freeing.

Watching a rich, manicured woman have a meltdown that would give most toddlers a run for their money is satisfying.

And watching the man who thinks he controls your world sling shit off his desk because you disobeyed a direct order is gratifying.

Ren and I texted back and forth all day. I didn’t mention to him what happened with Heath. I was embarrassed and worried he’d think I was too much trouble. He told me how wonderful it was finally getting to make love to me. I told him about how sore I was but also that I don’t regret a thing. He was supposed to sneak over again to see me tonight but I made up an excuse saying I was really tired. I promised that he could take me out for my birthday tomorrow night. Come hell or high water, I’ll have one last Friday night as a free woman.

Heath screams and rages and accuses Izzie of being a terrible wife while I ignore him. Duvan has texted me a couple of times today asking about clothing size and food preferences. He hasn’t been awful and I’m thankful. He even told me that my new hairstyle suits me better than the old one when I texted him a picture earlier. It left me with a lingering smile all day.

Duvan: What do you want for your birthday?

I want you to kill Heath. The thought has me stifling a giggle.

Me: I don’t need anything.

Duvan: I didn’t ask what you needed. I’ll give you what you need…I asked what you wanted.

While Heath spazzes out on Izzie, I try to think about what I actually want. Nothing. I don’t want anything.

Me: I don’t want anything.

Duvan: Are you always this difficult?

I snort.

Me: I’m just learning how to be difficult. You’re in for a real surprise. With age comes wisdom.

“Izzie, leave,” Heath snaps.

She hastily exits his office and slams the door shut. My phone buzzes, but I’m afraid to look down at it.

“Are you conversing with that goddamned lawn boy? Did he put you up to not only being a whore, but also into whacking off all your hair against my wishes?” he seethes.

Rage surges through me. “For your information, I was texting with my future husband.”

His nostrils flare with fury. “Duvan is more preferable than me? You think you’re going to be so damn happy as his little Colombian princess? Wake up, Gabriella. You’re being sent to the lion’s den. I won’t be able to protect you anymore.”

My heart stops in my chest. Not because of his threat. No, fuck that. I’m stunned because he actually believes he’s been protecting me all this time. He was the one I needed protection from!

Me: Can you come over here? Heath is out of control.

I hit send and level a glare at Heath. “I’m leaving tonight and I won’t be coming back.”

He barks out a cold laugh. “Camilo Rojas will have you killed if you walk away from what we’ve been cultivating for three years.”

His threats don’t bother me. I know how terrifying Camilo can be. But right now, I don’t care. The Rojas family is preferable over this guy.

“I’ll be back for this sham of a wedding Saturday,” I snap and jerk to my feet. “And then I never want to see you again. You won’t ever be able to hurt me again.”

Fury twists his features into an angry scowl. He stalks over to me and grabs a fistful of the front of my dress, yanking me to him. “You’ll always belong to me, Gabriella. There’s a bigger plan than you can see. When everything falls back into place, you’ll be right back where you belong.”

I blink at him in confusion. He releases me with a huff and runs his trembling fingers through his hair.

“If you ever repeat that, I’ll slit your throat in your sleep.”

With my phone in my grip, I bolt from his office and down the hallway. I run through the house without slowing. Once I’m outside, I take off down the driveway. The blare of an engine barreling down the road has me slowing. Duvan’s black Challenger whips into the driveway and he’s out of the car the moment he throws it in park.

I’ve seen Duvan angry with Esteban before, but I’ve never seen him like this—wearing a white tank top, his hair unstyled, a baseball bat in hand, and a look that would frighten even the devil.

“What the fuck did he do?” he snarls and charges for me.

Most normal people would probably run at the sight of such a menacing man racing toward them with a baseball bat in his white-knuckled grip.

Good thing I haven’t been a normal person for a long time.

I’m scared of the evil that lives inside the home behind me.

When he nears, I throw myself into his arms and let him hug me. His raging fury seems to simmer because his tense muscles relax.

“What do you want, tigress?” His breath is still coming out in angry huffs.

“I want to leave. There’s nothing here for me. Just…” I trail off. “Can you keep me safe?”

He lets out a possessive growl that warms me.

“Don’t let her fool you, boy!” Heath yells from the porch. “Your fiancée was off prancing around with the lawn boy last night. She’s no longer as pure as you think she is.”

Duvan stiffens, and I fear what his reaction will be. He pulls away and tucks me into his side under his arm. In his other hand, he swings around his baseball bat. “We’ve agreed this was a marriage of necessity and not one of exclusivity. She can fool around with whoever she wants as long as when I call for her, she’s there for me.”

I’m not sure why Duvan is lying for me but I’ll take it.

“Does your father know you’re okay with your wife being a whore?” Heath fists his hands at his side. As if he’d have an actual chance against the baseball-bat-wielding Colombian god.

“Does my father know you want to fuck little girls?” Duvan bites back.

Heath blanches. “Learn your place, boy.” His voice quivers slightly.

“And understand who truly is in power here,” Duvan snaps, his voice low, his tone deadly.

They have a silent standoff before Heath storms back into the house. Duvan releases me and points at me with the bat.

“Get in the car, tigress. If that bastard ever speaks to you like that again, I’m going to bash his motherfucking head in with this bat. Got it, babe?”

I nod and smile at him. “Thank you.”

His smirk, which used to seem smug and assholish, now seems to be one of his more endearing mannerisms. I find I’m beginning to like it.

That smirk means he knows he’ll win.

And when it comes to protecting me from Heath, I need him to win.
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I run the hairbrush through my now short, wet hair and stare at my reflection. Duvan’s staying in a suite at some five-star hotel his dad owns just outside of San Diego. There’s an extra room in the sprawling suite that he’s offered me. The gesture came as a surprise to me. I’d expected Duvan to be villainous and cruel. Abusive maybe. Or that he’d try and force himself on me.

I never expected him to care.

“Dinner’s getting cold, tigress,” he calls out from the other side of the bathroom door.

“Uh, I’m coming!”

I shrug on the soft, plush white robe over my naked flesh and exit the bathroom. Duvan lies on his side wearing nothing but a pair of jeans. He’s laid our food out on trays on the bed. My eyes flit to his bare skin that’s marked up in beautiful ink. I never knew he had full sleeves on both arms or that his entire chest was covered with them. I’m still staring when he laughs at me.

“Dinner is over here,” he says pointing. “That’s all that’s on the menu. At least for tonight,” he says with another smirk, his eyes glittering.

Heat floods my cheeks and I roll my eyes. “I was just looking at your tattoos. I always wanted one.”

He sits up and lifts a brow. “Of what? Where?”

I shrug and sit on the bed careful not to flash him under my robe. His eyes skim over my bare thighs before he looks up at me.

“You don’t know much of anything, do you?” he questions.

Frowning, I flip him off and steal the roll from my plate. “I know I love bread. And mashed potatoes. And Earl Grey tea. I love gyros and cupcakes and steak. I love that red rope licorice you can only buy from real candy stores.” I love that last thing because it was something my dad and I shared when I was a kid. Something that Mom used to get grossed out over. We’d make a great show of smacking loudly as we ate an entire bag of it on the way home back from the mall.

“So you like food. Your hips don’t lie, tigress. Do you know what makes you sad? Because you got all kinds of sad just now and I know it wasn’t because you’re craving red licorice.”

My heart skips a beat in my chest. “My dad—my real dad—and I would always get it to tease my mom. She hated that stuff.”

He takes the roll from my hand and butters it for me. When he hands it back, his brows are pinched together. “I miss my mother too. I get it, Brie.”

I take a big bite of my bread to keep from crying. We eat the rest of our meal in silence. Once he’s cleared away all the dishes and put them outside the door, he turns to regard me with his hands on his hips.

“Ready for your present?”

A small smile tugs at my lips. “Why are you being so nice to me? I didn’t imagine this was how it would all go down.”

He shrugs and saunters away to the closet. “I’m not always a bad guy, you know.” I can hear something rustling in the closet. When he reemerges, he’s carrying a bright pink birthday bag stuffed way too full with lighter pink tissue paper. It’s totally a man’s wrap job. I let out a giggle.

“Hey, I never claimed to be good at everything,” he says with a grumble and sets the bag down on the bed.

The smile on my face is genuine. For someone who doesn’t offer them a lot, you notice when you do. I sit down on the bed and he sits across from me, his eyes on mine as I pull out the million sheets of tissue. When they disappear, I dive my hand into the bag and pull out a slim white box.

“You bought me a MacBook Pro?” I say in astonishment. “Why?”

He laughs. “Most people would just say thank you.”

I lift an eyebrow. “Thank you, but why? It’s too expensive.”

“Nothing is too expensive for my family,” he scoffs. “Besides, I thought you might want a way to Skype with your friends. Might be easier with the computer.”

Sitting up on my knees, I lean forward and hug his neck. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

He pats my back. “And I also thought if you wanted to look up college courses and whatnot, it’d be much easier on that thing.”

I pull away from him, my face just inches from his, and frown. “You’ll let me go to college?”

His brows pinch together. “I told you I wasn’t your master, Brie. I want to help my father with his business. And I want to help you. Getting away from Heath will be the best thing that ever happened to you.”

Without thinking, I kiss his cheek. He smells clean and spicy and safe. “Thank you so much. But how did you know I wanted to go to college?”

He smirks and it warms me. “Oscar is good for some things, you know. Apparently he’s full of useful information, even if I have to beat it out of him.”

I laugh. “You didn’t hurt him.”

His black irises twinkle with shards of purple in the brilliant hotel room lights. “Nah, he’s just a kid.”

When I bristle at his words—because Oscar is actually older than me—Duvan winces.

“You know what I mean. He’s my little brother. Anyway, since you two are friends, I thought maybe you could go to his college since we’ll be living in the same town.”

“I don’t know what to say,” I tell him in a shaky voice. In just one night, I’ve gone from feeling doomed to feeling hopeful.

“Just say you won’t fuck my brother.” His growl is possessive, and a shiver quakes through me. “He’s been into you from day one, tigress.”

“I’m not interested in your brother that way, but,” I start and knit my brows together in confusion. “I thought you said we could still see other people.”

The hope that had been blooming in my chest comes crashing to the ground when he scowls.

“Other people. Not my brother.” His tone is no nonsense.

“But Ren?”

“The lawn boy?”

Heat burns my cheeks and I start to pull away. He palms my cheeks, looking me straight in the eye. “Is he your friend?”

Technically, yes. And more. “Yeah.”

“Does he make you happy?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then, tigress, see him all you want. Just come home to me at the end of the day. We have an image to uphold.” He winks at me.

Guilt floods through me that I’ve just asked my future husband if I can still have a boyfriend. But Duvan and I were both groomed for this marriage. Both pushed into something that wasn’t our plan.

“Are you going to open your other present?” he questions with a grin that now makes me happy.

I reach into the bag and pull out a terribly wrapped package. When I open it and notice it’s a DVD, I flit my gaze to him in question. “A movie?”

But when I flip it over, I notice it’s not just any movie. It’s THE movie. THE movie I used to always watch with my dad. THE link to my childhood and my past.

“How did you know?” I wobble out.

The cover is a blur but I know it’s The Breakfast Club. I’ve watched this movie a thousand times with Daddy. He’s defended Judd Nelson’s character John Bender countless times stating bad boys are cool, but would go on to affirm that I would never be allowed to date one.

I look up at one of the baddest boys I know.

Amusement is no longer coloring his features, though. He looks worried and nervous and unsure. On Saturday I would be old enough to date, and I’m not only dating a bad boy, I’m marrying one.

What would Daddy think of that?

“It was a guess,” he says softly. “Did I guess right?”

I can’t find the words and simply nod. “H-How?”

The smirk is back. “Let’s just say on the many times you tried to avoid us when we came to visit, you’d blare that godawful song by Simple Minds.”

“Don’t You (Forget About Me),” I say with a laugh. “And it’s the best song ever.”

“It didn’t take rocket science to think maybe just maybe you’d be into it.” He shrugs. “Plus, by the way you would always tease Vienna about being a modern day Molly Ringwald, I put two and two together. I’m older than you, you know. I’m familiar with that era. Most chicks your age don’t know shit about the eighties.”

I laugh. “I’m an old soul then. It really is the best, you know.”

He holds his hand out to me. “Want to watch it together and then I can make a better deduction afterward?”

With a burst of happiness surging through me, I climb off the bed and hurry over to the television. Ten minutes later, we’re settled on the couch, and I’m reciting the movie word for word. Just like old times. Just like when I had a home, when I was happy. When I risk a glance at Duvan, he’s simply staring at me.

I give him a thankful smile and curl up into his side, basking in the momentary peace that he’s provided us.

And I wonder, is happiness finally a possibility for me?
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“I cannot believe we have Hannah’s kid, a kid she had with Mom’s psycho rapist, living in our house,” Calder says in astonishment as he pushes the grocery cart down the diaper aisle.

“She has a name, asswipe.”

He shrugs as he looks at the list Mom gave us. “Toni. Yep, got it. Named after he-who-shall-not-be-named,” he deadpans.

I whap him upside the head and snag some Pull-Ups off the shelf. Mom said Toni should be potty-trained by now and was on a mission to be the one to teach her. Her grandchild hasn’t even been here for two days, and she’s already in possessive grandma mode. Hell, Dad hasn’t even been home yet to meet my niece and she’s already a part of our household. He wasn’t pleased that Gabe showed up but he’s looking forward to seeing Toni.

“How’s it going with your girlfriend anyway? You made her your girlfriend, right? Or are you still pussyfooting around?” he asks over his shoulder as he pushes the cart.

“She’s my girlfriend,” I tell him with a growl.

“So you fucked her.”

I kick him in his ass and he laughs.

“What? You wouldn’t be getting all shitty unless you fucked her. Does she know she’s fucking the brother of the crazy ass woman who killed her mom?” This time, he takes off running with the cart so I don’t hurt him again.

When I catch him, I snap, “She doesn’t know. Nor will she ever find out.”

He turns and raises his hands up in defense. “Dude, I’m not going to tell her.”

“Have you told Vee?”

A flash of anger morphs his otherwise chill face into a scowl. “I’m not talking to Vee.”

“Why not?”

“She’s not fucking interested. I’m not going to chase her around when she’s wet for another guy.”

An old lady passing by gasps at my brother’s crude language.

“Whatever, man,” I grunt.

“Do Mom and Dad know you’re fucking Gabe’s daughter? Wait, does that like make her your niece since he’s fucking our sister?” He stops to scratch his head as if he’s trying to figure it out.

“Calder, shut the fuck up,” I grumble. “Of course they don’t know and don’t be disgusting.”

He shrugs. “Me? I’m not the one mixing bodily fluids within the family tree, bro,” he chuckles, clearly amusing himself.

I stop the cart and glare at him.

“Maybe you ought to come clean, man.”

“I can’t.”

“Why the hell not? I like Brie. She’s cool as shit. Not at all the type to not forgive you over something lame.”

But it’s not lame.

Our entire relationship was forged from lies.

“I just can’t, okay? She’s dealing with some heavy shit right now. I have to find a way to help her.”

He turns down the cereal aisle and starts tossing in random boxes of cereal. Mom and Dad gave up on trying to make my brother eat healthy long ago. If he weren’t a runner, he’d be a chunky fuck. Luckily, he has good genes and he isn’t opposed to exercise.

“Where are you taking her tonight?” he asks.

“Dinner and a movie. I even booked a hotel room.”

He snorts. “A way to a woman’s heart is not through her pussy, dumbass.”

The same old lady is coming down the aisle and utters that we need Jesus.

“I just want to spend some time with her alone and then I’ll figure out a way to keep her,” I tell him in exasperation.

He levels a hard glare at me. “You can’t keep her. She’s not a stray dog, Ren.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose and exhale in frustration. “You know what I mean.”

“You should probably just back out before it’s too late.”

“But they’re going to marry her off into a criminal family!”

Calder stops to check out some chocolate covered granola bars. “And you want to get in the middle of that?” He doesn’t even look at me. “Is she in danger?”

I think back to the texts we exchanged earlier. Her future fiancé was cool with our arrangement to see each other and had taken her in. Something had gone down between her and Heath, but she wouldn’t say what—just that it was ugly. She said the guy, Duvan, was being nice and keeping her safe. I was jealous, but her safety and happiness overshadowed the twinge of green in my mind.

“Nah, she’s with Duvan.”

“Who the hell is Duvan?” he asks and stands back up. My brother isn’t as solid as I am, but he’s slightly taller than me.

“Her fiancé.”

Calder starts laughing so hard, people pass by the cereal aisle just so they can glare at us.

“What?” I snap.

He doubles over and holds his belly while I fume. “You know this whole ordeal is super fucked up, right?”

“Whatever. Let’s get out of here. Can’t fucking take you anywhere. I’m taking my girl out while you get to help babysit an equally fucked-up situation.”

His grumbled response lets me know I got him.

“Oh,” I say as I toss some animal crackers from an end cap into the cart, “Speaking of bodily fluids, I hope Mom goes into labor while I’m out with Brie and that you have to witness every horrifying second all by yourself.”

When he gags behind me, I let out a snort of laughter, thankful that I didn’t get Dad’s sensitive gag reflex.
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She’s been way too quiet.

Contemplative.

Somber.

“Are you having regrets? About having sex with me?” I blurt out as we pull out of the restaurant.

“What? No,” she says and grabs hold of my hand. “I’m sorry if I’m all over the place. Just been a long couple of days. Where are we going?”

I glance over to her and give her a wicked smile. “I’m taking you to a hotel so I can give you your real birthday present.” When I waggle my eyebrows at her, she giggles. The sound is sweet music to my ears.

“And here I thought my necklace was my real present.” She fingers the silver chain. It’s simple but pretty. A silver crown and the letter B. I’d debated between a G and a B. When she opened it and thanked me, I was overjoyed to know I chose well. Apparently Heath calls her Gabriella and she’s grown to loathe her own name.

The drive to the hotel isn’t long and when we pull into the parking lot, she climbs over the center console to straddle me. My dick immediately responds to having her so close. When I took her virginity, it was fucking bliss. I’m dying to be inside her again.

“I’m almost free,” she murmurs as her mouth crashes against mine. Her fingertips skitter over my shirt and up my chest sending ripples of anticipation pulsating through me. When she starts grinding against me, I lose it and grab her ass hard.

What I don’t expect is for her to cry out in excruciating pain.

“What the hell, Brie? Are you hurt?”

She whimpers and shakes her head. “It’s nothing.”

“The hell it ain’t!”

With a huff, she yanks at the door handle and climbs out. I scramble out after her.

She rounds the front of the car and lets out a weary sigh. “Ren, it’s nothing.”

My jaw clenches and I shake my head as I approach. “Don’t lie to me.”

But you’re lying to her…

Guilt softens her features, and she tugs at her bottom lip with her teeth. “It was Heath. The night we had sex, afterward...he was waiting up for me. He knew I’d been with you—knew your name and everything. Vee has been upset with me. I think she must have told him.”

I tangle my fingers in her sexy-as-fuck short hair and crash my lips to hers. My kiss spills all the secrets I can’t verbally say. God, I hope she understands. When we both pull away and are winded from our needy kiss, I lean my forehead against hers.

“What did that motherfucker do to you?”

She swallows and lifts her chin, meeting my gaze firmly. “He whipped my ass with a belt.”

I don’t think I have ever been spanked in my entire life. Hannah got Mom’s hand a few times when she’d do something really bad in public but never Calder or I. Dad never once spanked us. My mind has trouble comprehending how a grown ass man would spank an almost eighteen-year-old woman. “He hit you?”

Her brows furrow with anger. She turns around and lifts her dress. Out here in the parking lot, anyone can see but neither of us seem to care. I kneel behind her and tug her panties down slightly over the bottom of her cheeks. What I see causes me to explode with rage.

“THAT MOTHERFUCKER!”

Dark purple marks paint her flesh like some fucked-up piece of artwork. In some places, the bruises are actually scabbed over. He hurt her. He fucking hurt her.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I seethe. I’m not angry at her. I just wish I could have fucked him up for doing this to her.

“There’s nothing you could have done. The damage was already there. It doesn’t matter,” she assures me. “After Saturday, Duvan will look after me. I can have his protection and still see you. It won’t be as easy with me leaving the country, but we can Skype, and I’ll be back to visit.”

I freeze at her words. “Wait? You’re leaving?”

She nods slightly, her eyes not meeting mine. “Camilo says that we have to—”

“What about what you want, Brie?” I clutch her short hair and pull her to my chest. She lets out a sob, squeezing me tight.

“It’s going to work out,” she assures me. “I promise.”

“They’re smuggling you out of the country, away from me!”

She frowns. “I’ll get to go to college.” A twinkle in her eyes tells me she’s excited about that notion.

“You can go to college here with me,” I plead.

“I have to do this, Ren. You can’t protect me like Duvan can. It’s still you whom I want though. I’ve made this crystal clear to him. He’s fine with it. Things will just be weird for a bit.”

I’m still scowling when she reaches between us and grabs my dick. It springs to life at her simple touch.

“I thought I was getting my real birthday present,” she says coyly. She’s changing the subject and it’s working. “Please.”
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The hotel is nice. I’d used the express kiosk to check us in before whisking my feisty princess up to our room. Once inside, she wasted no time pulling her slinky black dress from her body and showing off her sexy black bra and panties. My dick, which remained painfully hard, nearly ripped through my jeans to get to her.

“I wanted to go slow and make this special,” I growl as I tear through the buttons on my shirt. “But you’re just too fucking fine. I need inside of you now.”

She laughs and pulls the rest of her clothing away. In the bright hotel light, I can see every perfect inch of her svelte body. Brie has curves in all the right places and yet still maintains a toned physique. Her tits are on the small side, but they’ll fit perfectly in my mouth.

“Come here,” I demand in a low tone as I get completely naked.

She bounces into my arms, her legs wrapping around my hips immediately. I walk her over to the door and lean her back against it.

“I want to fuck you against this door. Any objections?” I raise a challenging brow at her.

Her fingers thread into my hair and she wriggles in my arms. “My only objection is that you’re taking too long.”

I position my cock against her and drive into her in one quick thrust. She cries out my name, ripping at my hair. “More, beautiful?”

“I want it all,” she murmurs, her head tilted back in pleasure.

My mouth finds her neck, and I suck on her olive-colored flesh as I pound into her. I massage her clit while I fuck her knowing that if I want us to come together, it’s going to have to be soon on her part. The last time I was inside of her, I came way too fast. She feels that damn good.

“Ren!”

I pinch the sensitive bundle of nerves, and she comes hard around my cock. Her body quivers in my arms like she’s a live wire. With a groan of pleasure, I release my hot seed inside of her. When we both stop spasming and jolting, I press a kiss to her swollen lips.

“I’m going to do this to you all night,” I vow and tug at her bottom lip with my teeth.

“I suppose this is a pretty good birthday present after all,” she teases.

I thrust into her again, even though I’m softening, and she lets out a moan. “Don’t act like it isn’t the best one you got.”

Her eyes darken but then she blinks away the look.

A pounding on the door makes her shriek. I slip out of her and lower her to her feet.

“Who is it?”

“Hotel manager.”

“Go hide under the blankets,” I say with a laugh as I jerk my pants on up over my still wet dick. Once she’s hidden in the bed and I’m dressed, I open the door.

The older woman’s eyes go wide when she flits her gaze to my chest for several long seconds. “Uh…” She shakes her head away and lifts up a clipboard. “Mr. McPherson? I’m sorry, but our computers went down on the kiosks and we’re having to manually retype everything in the old-fashioned way. I’ve already input the information I could pull from my laptop but payment information reserved online isn’t saved anywhere. I’ll just need you to verify your address and I need to get the card number from you again. Then I’ll be out of your hair. My apologies for the interruption.”

She rattles off my address and phone number while I locate my card from my wallet. Once she has me sign the form, she leaves. I return my card to its place and toss the wallet onto the dresser.

“Now, where were we,” I say with a growl, my dick already hard for her again. I’ve barely got my pants unbuttoned when my gaze meets hers.

Her eyebrows are pinched together and her mouth is parted.

“Are you okay? What’s wrong?” I demand and reach for her.

She pins me with a serious stare. “What did she call you?”

Fuck.

I clench my jaw and shake my head at her. “Brie…”

“What did she call you?” Her tone is calm. Too calm.

Pinching the bridge of my nose, I let out a breath. “Warren McPherson.”

“Do you have a sister?” she demands, her voice raising a couple of octaves. “More importantly, what is her name?”

I close my eyes. The name is on my lips but I can’t say it. I can’t cut her anymore. When I reopen my eyes, I implore her to listen.

Understanding washes over her like a bucket of icy water. She hisses at me—fucking hisses like a cat—and scrambles away from me as if I might be diseased.

“Her name is Hannah,” she utters, horror evident in her voice. “Your sister’s name is Hannah.”

As soon as the name rolls past her perfect, plump lips, I know I’ve majorly fucked up.

“Brie, listen—”

“No,” she says, her voice wobbly, as she dresses in record speed. “You lied to me.”

Fuck!

Running my fingers through my hair, I shake my head. “My name is Warren ‘Ren’ Loveland McPherson. That wasn’t a lie.”

“IT WASN’T THE FULL TRUTH EITHER!” she screeches, and digs through her purse.

I start for her, but she fucking hisses again.

“STAY AWAY FROM ME!”

“Brie, just listen to me—”

“You knew. You knew it was me all along. Why, Ren? Why?” Fat tears roll down her cheeks and the betrayal in her eyes makes me sick to my stomach.

“Let me explain.”

She fires off a text and glares at me through her tears. “You have exactly fifteen minutes to say your piece. My ride will be here for me and I will be gone. Tick tock.”

I scrub at my cheek with my palm. “My dad asked me to look after you.”

“Why? Keep an eye on the girl who was now an orphan because your sister killed her mother? Was this some kind of guilt thing?” Her words are a vicious snarl.

“Jesus, Brie, no.” I start for her and she takes a step back. “Just hear me out.”

She remains eerily quiet as I recant the past three years. How her father asked us to look after her. How Dad paid off the old lawn boy so I could take his place. How I eventually fell for her on my own.

“How I felt about you was never a lie, beautiful.”

Her throat bobs as she swallows. “Your sister killed my mother. Your sister stole my dad.”

I don’t even touch on the fact that she has a half sister she doesn’t know about who lives across the hall from my bedroom. “I’m nothing like my sister. You know that.”

“Blood was everywhere,” she whispers so softly I almost don’t even hear. “Everywhere. I climbed on top of my mother and tried to hold her cold neck together. Ren, I tried to give a corpse CPR.” Her body quakes but the sob never escapes.

“I’m so sorry, Brie.”

“Me too. I’m so sorry but I can’t do this with you. This wasn’t just a lie. This was a massive cover-up of the most horrific time of my life.” She starts for the door and swings it open. “I can’t get over this. I’ll never get over this.”

A massive scary-ass motherfucker comes up behind her and I freeze.

“Everything okay, tigress?”

His glare is menacing and penetrating. He’s the type of guy who is feral—the type of guy who looks just crazy enough that he’d bite your jugular with his teeth for looking at him wrong.

I must be asking to be made into a meal because I’m looking all kinds of wrong at him.

“Just take me home, Duvan.” She turns and buries her head in his chest.

Duvan. Fucking Duvan.

Her motherfucking fiancé.

Home?

He pins me with a warning glare before ushering her out of the room.

“Brie!” I call out to her in the hallway.

I don’t get a response as the only girl I’ve ever really cared about walks into the elevator and out of my life for good.

The elevator doors begin to draw to a close, and as I stand there paralyzed with Brie’s fiancé’s death glare burning into me, a trembling Brie in his arms, one thought circles around in my head.

Thanks a fucking lot, Han.
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I’m hollow and empty inside.

Dead.

He lied.

Duvan wisely remained silent while I stewed over Ren’s dishonesty. This wasn’t a lie about how much money one makes at their job or embellishing the size of a fish they caught. This isn’t even like one of Oscar’s lies where he tells us about how he slept with Taylor Swift and that her recent album is about him.

No, this was lying about who Ren was.

Everything he told me, he did so while he hid the truth of who his family is. It was his family who entered my life and tore it to pieces. His sister stole and stole from me. And he lied and did so in a way that assured I wouldn’t know who he was—who she was to him. The fact that he’s been in touch with my father was the icing on the cake. My own father who I have not spoken to in over three years. My own father who chose my mother’s killer over me.

I’m disgusted.

The ride back to Duvan’s hotel is a blur.

I vaguely remember him walking me upstairs. I hardly recall him running me a bath. I don’t even remember getting into the bath at all.

I’m simply in total, mind-blowing shock.

Duvan’s deep voice rumbles in the other room as he talks on the phone, but I can’t make out his words. Eventually, he returns to me, concern painting his features.

“Time for bed, tigress.”

I stand in the water and he wraps a towel around me. Earlier today he’d taken me shopping. He didn’t choose for me like Heath always would. No, Duvan sat in a chair scrolling through his phone while I picked out the items I liked. When I step into the bedroom I’m staying in, I find some yoga pants and a hoodie lying on the bed. A pair of pink panties sits on top.

His kindness makes me break down in tears.

And I don’t stop.

Three years of pent-up hurt and betrayal all pours out in one evening. He doesn’t ogle me or try to touch me as he helps me dress. He doesn’t tell me what a bastard Ren is. He doesn’t do anything but help me.

“Look at me,” he says, lifting my chin. “You cry this shit out tonight. I’ll give you something to relax. And then tomorrow, you begin living your fucking life. All this heartache stays here. We won’t bring it with us.”

I nod, desperately trying to swipe the tears away. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he agrees with a gentle smile and brushes a stray tear from my jaw.

He leaves the room and returns with a bottle of water. I take the pills from him and swallow them down. When I crawl into the bed, he sidles in beside me. His comfort is the only thing fueling me on right now.

“Sleep, tigress.”

And I do.
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My marriage to Duvan is official.

I am Gabriella Rojas.

Married at eighteen and flying to another country with her husband.

We’ve barely spoken, aside from our murmured vows in front of the judge and our families. I’ve floated along in a fog. The medicine that Duvan gave me last night helped. I’m trying to get the courage to ask him for some more.

The ache in my heart hurts.

“Duvan?” I ask, my voice husky.

He’s been staring out the plane window. Quiet. Too quiet. It unnerves me.

“Hmm?”

When he turns to look at me, he’s frowning. His jaw ticks, and I wonder what he’s thinking.

“What’s wrong?”

He reaches over and takes my hand. “Just happy to get home. Ready to leave all this behind.”

“Can I…” I chew on my lip as nerves eat away at my stomach. “What you gave me last night really helped me.”

He lifts a dark eyebrow. “All you have to do is ask for it, tigress.”

“Can you give me those pills again?”

His hand dives in his pocket and he produces two pills—as if he knew I’d need them. I choke them down and chase them with my water.

“Thank you.”

He gives me a small nod. “It’s my duty as your husband to take care of you now.”

The degree of seriousness as he says this makes me shiver.

My husband.

He’s my last thought before I drift off.
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“This is our bedroom,” he says after he flicks on the light. The sprawling mansion situated on the outskirts of town is an architectural masterpiece. Whereas the rest of the city is a myriad of buildings and homes from crumbling to pristine, his house—our house—is the fanciest of them all.

“We’re sleeping in the same bed?” I blurt out.

His eyes darken and he plucks at the buttons on his shirt. “Isn’t that what husbands and wives do? That’s what we did out of wedlock last night, did we not?”

I swallow and nod, my eyes fixated on his motions.

“This house is beautiful,” I praise, hoping to change the subject. “I think it’s the nicest one around here.”

He chuckles. “It is the nicest house,” he affirms with barely disguised pride. “And here, in Bogotá we are royalty. Do you understand?”

I nod but freeze when he wraps his arms around me from behind.

“Relax, tigress.”

The meds from our flight have worn off, and I’m feeling edgy. “What sort of things are there to do around here?”

He twists me in his arms and pins me with a scary glare that has me cowering. “You are never to leave this house without me. Are we clear?”

I blink at him in confusion and nod.

His fingers lift my chin so that I can’t avoid his menacing gaze. “Not because I’m a controlling asshole, Brie. But because it’s dangerous out there. Not everyone likes our family. We have enemies. Enemies dead set on destroying our empire.”

Relief courses through me. “Okay, I promise I won’t go anywhere without you.”

This seems to please him and he grins at me. And then he kisses me. Not a quick peck like at our wedding, but deep. Consuming. Claiming.

My palms find his hardened pecks to steady myself so I don’t get kissed right out the window. His big hand wraps around the back of my neck as he pulls me deeper into his kiss. I let out a surprised moan. The way his tongue dances with mine is delicate, yet dominating. Like a tiger who goes easy on his tigress because he doesn’t want to scare her off. But he still ripples with strength and power. I know he could maul me to death if he truly wanted.

He eventually pulls from our kiss and flashes me what is becoming one of his signature smirks. “I wanted to kiss you like that at the ceremony.”

I laugh. “Why didn’t you? That would have made this trip a lot less nerve-wracking.”

His eyes darken and his jaw clenches. “They don’t need to know how I really feel,” he mumbles. “Love and family are a weakness in my life. You show your enemies what’s valuable to you and they will try and take it from you.”

“But it was your family and my adopted one.”

“Heath is an enemy. Esteban is an enemy.”

I’m shocked at his revealing words about how he truly feels about his brother, and it sparks my curiosity. “Why is your brother an enemy?”

His brows furl together. “Once I graduated from college, our father wanted us both to work alongside him. Esteban had grown used to calling a lot of the shots. Then he had me to contend with. We’ve been at each other’s throats for a couple of years now. Since the moment we’d been told one of us was going to marry you, and that you weren’t to be simply given to the eldest, Esteban has had a major fucking chip on his shoulder. He’s always wanted it all. Our father makes us earn what we want. And Esteban has hated that our entire lives.”

“I’m glad I got you then. He seems awful.” That’s the truth. I love Oscar dearly as a friend. But he’s not frightening. Oscar could never protect me like Duvan can.

“It wasn’t an easy fight, tigress.”

“But you fought for me anyway.”

He lifts his hand and strokes away my bangs that hang in my eyes. “I’ll fight for you from here on out. You’re mine now.” The way he says the last part isn’t threatening. It’s in an affectionate way. Mom would have liked Duvan, I’m sure of it. Dad would have hated him. Bad boys and all that.

“Can I have more of those pills?”

He stares at me for a long second. “Not those. Now that we’re home, I have something better.”

When he comes back with a glass tray, I furrow my brows.

“Cocaine? I don’t do drugs.”

“This is your empire now. Your legacy. Know your product, tigress,” he says in a matter-of-fact tone as he messes with the white powder, arranging it into neat lines. “Besides, the shit I gave you before was to calm you down. Now it’s time to perk you up. It’s time to be happy.”

He snorts a line and I shudder. I can’t do that. No way.

“Come here.”

My feet stumble toward him and I eye the tray like it’s diseased.

“Duvan…”

“You don’t need that whole line. Look,” he says and takes my finger. He uses my fingernail to scoop up a tiny bit. “Just this amount.” Our eyes meet as he brings the substance to my nose. “Sniff and done.”

Sniff.

And.

Done.

His eyes are intense and on mine as he swipes away the dust under my nostril.

“I don’t get what the big deal is…” Blood seems to rush loudly in my ears and my body thrums with electricity. The sadness I was just dwelling on is chased away by a feeling unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

I’m flying…

“I’m going to feed you. Put on something comfy,” he instructs with a wide grin and a wild glint in his eye.

I’m flying…
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“Tell me something funny,” he orders, his lazy grin never leaving his face all through dinner.

I pick up my wine glass and frown when I notice it’s empty. “I don’t have anything funny to tell you.”

He chuckles and motions to get the waiter’s attention. Everyone in the restaurant seems to sneak stares at us. Duvan wasn’t lying when he said we were royalty. The people won’t look him in the eye. They hold doors open for us and pull chairs out for us. They never make us wait.

“Oh, tigress,” he chides. “You’re going to have to start figuring out what you like. Because when you find it, I’m going to give it to you.”

I beam at him. The bump we did back at the house has long since dissipated and I’m glad the alcohol has taken over. I’m feeling loose and relaxed.

“What’ll we do next?”

“Here,” he says.

I open my palm and he drops a yellow pill with a smiley face into my hand. “What’s this?”

He smirks and it makes my heart flutter. “Something funny. Now you know.”

Laughing, I toss the pill into my mouth and go to chase it with his wine. He pushes my water glass toward me.

“Chase it with that, mi amor.”

Mi amor.

My skin heats and I gladly guzzle the cold water. “Now what?”

He stands and whistles for the waiter. They exchange a look and the waiter nods. We leave without paying. This is all so weird.

“All hail King Duvan,” I snort as we leave the restaurant to his waiting car.

He tickles me, and I squeal as I climb into the vehicle. “So now you know something funny and I know you can laugh. We’re both learning new things at every turn.”

I lean against his shoulder in the backseat as the driver takes off like a bat out of hell. Duvan rests his palm on my bare knee. The dress I wore has ridden up, giving him a view of my silky thighs. His fingers begin running up and down against my flesh causing me to tingle. The tingling seems to zip right to my core with each caress. By the time we reach the house, I’m squirming with need.

“Duvan…” I trail off as we climb out of the car and he drags me into the house.

“What, mi amor?”

Mi amor.

I giggle, and his laughter echoes around me. “I like your laugh.”

He reaches forward and grazes his thumb across my nipple through my dress. “I like your tits in this dress.”

My entire body quakes with need from his one simple touch. “Why do I feel so happy?”

His fingers tangle into my hair and he pulls me into a kiss. I moan loud and desperately against his mouth. “Besides being here with me,” he says with a wicked grin. “You’re flying high on Ex.”

“Ecstasy?”

He grabs my hand and pulls me through the house. When we reach his massive bedroom—our massive bedroom—he wastes no time in tearing off his shirt. I gape at his colorful chest the moment he bares it to me. The muscles flex and harden as he smiles at me.

Why does he have to be so hot?

“Tell me what you really think,” he says smugly.

I slap my hand over my mouth and giggle. “I said that out loud.”

He flashes me a smoldering look. “Take your dress off,” he says low, a streak of moonlight illuminating his face in the otherwise darkened room.

I’m stunned stupid when he shoves his pants down. He isn’t wearing any underwear, and his giant cock bounces heavily out in front of him. I’m staring boldly at it and lick my lips in an effort to wet them.

It’s so big.

“Biggest you’ve ever seen,” he confirms, and struts toward me.

The giggles overtake me again at having blurted out my thoughts. But when he begins dragging the dress up my body, I let out an embarrassing moan. I break out in goose bumps everywhere that the fabric touches on my skin.

“I’m going to make you happy, mi amor.”

Mi amor.

“You like it when I call you mi amor?” he asks.

Shit, I said that out loud.

He smirks as he tugs my bra from me. When I look down, I’m staring in awe that my panties are missing.

“Where did my panties go?”

His laugh warms my soul. “You gave them to me in the car.”

“I did?”

He nods and kisses me again. Deep in the recesses of my mind, I scold myself for jumping right into bed with this man. My husband. But right now, the argument is not making a strong enough case against it.

“Mi amor…”

“That’s not my name,” I protest.

He chuckles. “Brie…”

I swat at him. “I like when you call me tigress. Maul me, Mr. Tiger.”

His hand seizes my throat, and I stare at him. No fear. No worry. Nothing. He walks me backward with his hand gently gripping my throat. I let out another giggle when he pushes me onto the bed. I’m still laughing at him as he grips my thighs and drags me to the edge of the bed.

“Are we consummating our marriage?”

He smirks.

Jesus.

I clench my thighs together and he takes great satisfaction in prying them apart. When he lowers himself to his knees, I sit up on my elbows to see what he’s up to. He drags his nose along the slit of my pussy, and I shiver. My nerve endings are alive and sensitive.

“I’m going to eat this pussy. You’re going to come so hard, you will see motherfucking stars, mi amor.”

Mi amor.

Biting my lip, I nod. I want him to make me feel good.

A low, guttural groan escapes me when his thumbs pull apart the lips and he runs his thick, flat tongue along the most sensitive part of my body.

“Oh my God!”

I squirm and try to get away. One lick and it’s too much. It’s intense and I don’t want it, yet I need it.

“Stay still so I don’t have to tie you up,” he breathes against my pussy.

Stars.

He promised them.

And they’re everywhere.

“Good girl,” he praises, his words doing their part to turn me on as well.

My orgasm takes hold of me, and when it subsides, his tongue works me into another one. I’ve ripped at his hair, tugged at my tits, and screamed in a mix of bliss and frustration.

“I. Need. You—”

His tongue pushes into me and the sensation is unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. I’m on the edge of another earth-shattering climax when he bites down on the top of my pussy with his tongue buried deep inside me.

This time, I see white.

Just white.

The all-body-consuming, intense pleasure has stolen me from this reality and dumped me into another plane of existence. I ride out the glorious waves, one ripple after the other.

And then I’m full.

So full.

A musky tongue is dancing with mine.

The tiger is tearing me up.

Marking me and owning me.

Obliterating the sad girl and pulling the tigress from her ashes.

“My Brie…”

His musical words sear themselves into my soul.

“Duvan.”
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I wake with a thundering in my skull and an exotic brown-eyed woman about my age staring at me. She gives me a shy smile over getting caught.

“Um, hi,” I croak and absently pat the bed beside me. Duvan is gone.

When she notices me looking for him, she frowns and shakes her head.

“Did he leave?”

She nods and smiles again. Then, she motions for me to follow her. With a groan, I slink out of bed. The air hits my bare flesh causing me to yelp out in surprise. Last night is a blur, but I’m naked and sore and hungover. Bits and pieces remain in my memory bank.

I remember Duvan taking me to dinner.

I remember him kissing me like he wanted to crawl inside of me.

I remember his tongue.

And then he took me.

Closing my eyes, I recall the way his black eyes drank me in while he did things with his tongue I didn’t know were possible. Then, he crawled on top of me and drove into me with such strength, I thought he’d rip me in half.

He was huge and he mauled me.

And I liked it.

I reopen my eyes to find the woman staring at my chest, her eyebrows furrowed in concern.

“I’m going to shower. I’ll be right out,” I blurt out and dart past her to the bathroom. Once inside, I get a look at myself in the mirror. I look like hell. My hair is sticking up in every direction, my eye makeup is smeared everywhere like I’m some rabid raccoon, and purple hickeys mark up my neck and breasts.

Oh, Duvan, what have you done to me?

My head is clear but it hurts like hell. Two days ago, I’d slept with someone whom I thought I loved. And he betrayed me in the worst possible way.

Now?

I’m going at it with my new husband like Ren didn’t matter.

But he did matter.

God, my heart hurts.

I swallow down the emotion bubbling in my throat. Ren was a mistake. Duvan is my life now. He’s been nothing but good to me since I discovered we were to be married. I’ve been treated with respect and he’s pleasured me beyond my wildest dreams.

Leave it all behind and focus on being happy. That’s what Duvan wants me to do. So I’m sure as hell going to try.

After a long, invigorating hot shower, I’m thankful that the girl isn’t in my room when I come out. I dress in some light grey lounge pants and a loose black tank top sans bra. Duvan said I could dress however I wanted. It feels weird not to be putting on fancy dresses for Heath’s personal enjoyment.

It also feels unusual being in the house without Duvan. I wonder why he left without waking me. Did he go to work? What exactly does a Colombian drug lord do? Does he go to a factory and watch them make cocaine? Does he drive to fields and oversee crops? I know nothing about drugs and their origin.

But you liked them last night…

Shame heats my cheeks and I slip my feet into a pair of flip flops before hurrying out of the room. If I dwell on certain things for too long, I feel guilty. And right now, I’m too exhausted for guilt.

It’s time to be happy.

Duvan’s house is gigantic and modern while still maintaining a country feel. Giant windows line the front and back of the house. The front overlooks a flat field and the back is nothing but thick trees, like you’d see in the rainforest. I know he has a barn and a workshop. He promised he’d take me to tour the entire property this week.

A woman is humming a sad song as I enter the kitchen. It’s the same woman who woke me up. She’s pretty. A little taller than me. Most definitely from these parts. Her black hair has been braided neatly down her back and she wears a crisp uniform. As she fries up some bacon, I realize she must be our cook.

We have a cook?

“You didn’t have to cook anything. I could have had cereal,” I tell her.

She turns to me and gives me a sweet smile. Then she wags her finger at me and tsks before going back to her cooking. I frown wondering why she doesn’t speak. Does she understand English?

“I don’t know Spanish,” I tell her and then bite my lip.

She turns off the stove and deposits the meat onto an already prepped plate of eggs and fruit. A smile graces her lips as she motions for the small bistro table in the kitchen. The woman seems so proud of her meal, so I sit and accept her generosity.

“Thank you. What’s your name?” I question, taking a bite of the savory bacon.

Her hand covers her mouth and her eyes drop to her feet. “O.”

“O?”

She nods and her eyes find mine again, twinkling with delight.

“I’m Brie.”

Her hand goes to her mouth again and she peeps out, “Beh.”

“Brie.”

“Beh.”

I frown because I wonder why she doesn’t talk well. Finally, I just accept it and smile. “Yep, Brie.”

She points at me and then pats her chest where her heart is and points upstairs. Then, her eyebrows pull together as if it’s a question.

“Do I love Duvan?”

Her smile is adorable and she nods. The excitement glittering in her eyes has me instantly warming to her.

Thrusting my hand at her, I show her the sparkling diamond on my ring finger. “He’s my husband. We’re still getting to know each other.”

She lifts her eyebrows as if she understands. Then she taps at the watch on her dainty wrist before tapping her chest and pointing upstairs.

“With time I will love him?”

This time when she smiles, she reveals perfect white teeth and nods. She seems positively pleased I understand what she’s saying.

“Do you know when he will be back, O?”

She simply shrugs her shoulders before scurrying over to clean up. I gobble up the delicious breakfast. It helps for the massive hangover I’m nursing. The shower and the food helped but my body still aches—every muscle, my head, and inside as well. Not just where Duvan took me but my heart.

My heart hurts.

Sad memories of Dad and Mom have been brought to the surface. Knowing Ren’s sister was the person to kill my mom and seduce my dad is a wound on my poor heart that won’t stop bleeding.

O leaves the room once she finishes up. After I eat, I clean my dishes and roam the house looking for her. I find her in a small room with a tiny desk. The room is painted sunshine yellow and has a window that overlooks the barn. I can see some chickens pecking at the dirt. She fiddles with a laptop and I realize it’s my laptop.

When she stands back up, she motions around the room and then points at me, grinning.

“This is my office?” I question.

She nods and then surprises me by pulling me in for a hug.

“Thank you,” I murmur, patting her back.

Once she leaves, I sit down at the chair. The room is free from decoration and a little trickle of excitement begins to build at the prospect of making it mine. I want Duvan to come home, so I can thank him for making me feel welcome.

I open my computer and find an email from Duvan.

 

Tigress,

I see Luciana has shown you to your office. My American Express Black Card is under the laptop. Feel free to shop online for anything you need. Also, you can use it to enroll and pay for tuition if you decide you want to go to Oscar’s university in the fall. I’m away dealing with business this morning, but I’ll be back soon. Last night was fun, mi amor. Dress comfortably, and I’ll show you something when I get back.

- D

 

I’m smiling as I finish his email. It’s surreal being here. I’m not sure what I expected marrying a drug lord, but it wasn’t this. It is romance and a feeling of belonging and happiness. I’d imagined cartel criminals and torture and filth.

Not this.

Not chickens outside my window.

Not being treated like royalty.

Not a pattering of hope in my chest.

I start browsing for the courses at Oscar’s college when my Skype app chimes. Toggling over, I open it and accept the incoming call. As soon as it connects, Oscar’s handsome face fills the screen.

“How are you, Mrs. Rojas?” he questions with a sad smile.

My cheeks heat and I fight a grin. “I’m good. Beautiful country. Just looking up courses at your school. How’s everyone? Vee?”

He leans back in the chair and swivels. Familiar pastel purple fills the screen. Oscar is in Vee’s room which means she’s probably listening. I wish we could patch things up.

“Heath is still a dick as always. Vee and I have been hanging out the last couple of days. Feels weird without our third wheel.”

I let out a sigh. “I miss you guys. You too, Vee,” I call out, hoping she’ll hear me. “When do you come back home?”

Oscar shrugs his shoulders. “I’m trying to talk Vee into taking a trip there for the summer with me. But…”

I frown. “She doesn’t want to see me.”

Guilt draws his features into a pinch. “I told her we were just playing around. It’s not a big deal.”

I wince at his words. “Actually, Oscar, it was a big deal. You and I both know it should have never happened. We were both confused and the moment got away from us. I’m with Duvan now and I’m happy.”

Oscar forces a smile but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “What about Ren?”

The breath in my lungs expels out in a huff as if I’ve been sucker punched. “W-What about Ren?”

His eyes dart over to Vienna somewhere in the room before he looks back at the screen. “I thought you were going to see him on the side.”

I shake my head. “I broke up with him. I’m going to try and focus on my marriage.”

I hear whispering and then he rolls his eyes. “You tell her,” he grunts before swiveling the screen around.

Vee’s bright red hair fills the screen. Her pouty lips are parted in shock and her green eyes are wide. “Uh…”

God, I miss my best friend.

“Vee, I’m sorry.”

She frowns but nods. “Okay.”

We stare silently for a moment and Oscar sniggers. “You two are terrible at being mad at each other. I never seen two women more depressed in all my life. Make the fuck up already.”

Vee and I both giggle and just like that the three of us are comfortable again.

“Well,” Vee says with an exasperate sigh, “now that we’re over that, I was going to say that just because you’re trying to make it work with Duvan, doesn’t mean you can’t be friends with Ren. You two were friends before anything transpired between you. Brie, you don’t have family anymore, it’s just your friends in this life.”

The ever-present ache in my chest cracks open and I feel as though I might start to cry at any moment. “You don’t understand. It isn’t that simple. He…”

“He lied,” she says bluntly.

“How do you know?”

Oscar pops in next to her. “He came over. I don’t even like the guy and I felt sorry for him. He was devastated when he found out you were already gone.”

My brows scrunch in confusion. “He told you?”

They both nod and anger blooms in my chest.

“So now you see why I had to end it. His sister killed my mother!” A sob rips from me and I shudder.

“Oh, Brie,” Vee says sadly. “You need a hug.”

“Luciana!” Oscar hollers.

Footsteps patter into the office and then Luciana is hugging me from behind.

“Why doesn’t she talk?” I question through my tears.

Oscar’s face darkens into something murderous. “Why don’t you ask Duvan?”

A flash of anger surges through me. Did Duvan do something to her?

“Just talk to him,” Vee pleads. “Ren is just as heartbroken as you.”

“He lied to me which means Calder lied to you too. It was all lies. That is not friendship. That is not love. It’s wrong,” I snap.

Oscar shrugs and Vee shakes her head in disappointment.

“Nobody is asking you to be buddy-buddy with him. Just let him apologize. He’s your friend. Let him be one. You’re all the way off in butt fucking Egypt,” she grumbles. “You need all the friends you can get.”

I drag my gaze from theirs and stare off at the chickens. “I need to go.”

As soon as I hang up on my friends, O, now known as Luciana, escorts me back to bed. I’m thankful when she hands me the same two pills Duvan gave me the night Ren broke my heart. They’re not the happy pills, and I’m thankful. I don’t want to be happy right now.

I just want to forget.
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“I’m scared,” I tell him, my legs straddling the surfboard. Ren and I are both floating in the choppy waves as he tries to explain how surfing works.

“There’s nothing to be scared of. It’s fun,” he assures me with a panty melting grin.

God, he’s so hot.

Vee and I’ve been off with him and his brother Calder a few times. They’re funny guys, and I know his brother likes Vee. It’s been nice to get out some after being under Heath’s thumb for so long. I don’t constantly see my mother’s dead body in my mind or remember how Dad hugged me goodnight the night of her death and how it had felt like goodbye. Looking back, I should have seen the signs. Begged him to wake up and realize a psychopath was in our home. Pled for him to not leave me.

But that girl, Hannah McPherson, stole everything from me.

I was too late.

Too naïve.

And now I’m all alone.

“Do you ever wish you could go back in time?” I question. “Say something that you should have said from day one?”

His eyes flash with understanding and he nods. “Every day.” He bores his steel blue eyes into mine, trying to convey unspoken words. It makes me wonder what he regrets in this life.

“I miss my parents,” I say sadly.

A wave crashes into us and we’re both knocked off our boards. When we resurface and swim back to shallower waters, Ren grabs my wrist. He pulls me to him and my heart rate skitters in my chest.

Oscar always tries to kiss me, but I never let him. I wanted my first kiss to be special.

Ren’s wet hand slides into my hair and he narrows his smoldering gaze at me. His nostrils flare slightly. I can see desire dancing in his eyes.

Ren Loveland wants me.

This time, my heart stops beating completely.

I’ve been crushing on this boy since I first saw him mow our grass. He’s starred in countless dreams where he kisses me dizzy and steals me away. We’ve been out a few times as friends, but right now, nothing feels friendly at all.

This feels like way more than friends.

His mouth descends upon mine and his soft lips that taste salty like the Pacific crush against mine. He kisses me with a soft possessiveness that makes my heart kick start back to life. I moan when his tongue slides against mine. A simple swipe where he tastes me for the first time. Ren tastes minty with a hint of salt—like kissing the ocean on Christmas day.

I’m gasping for air by the time he releases me. His lips press one more soft kiss to my mouth before he pulls away. A satisfied half-smile plays on his lips.

“I like kissing you,” he says and runs his thumb over my swollen bottom lip.

I slide my palms up the front of his chest to his neck and give him a naughty grin. “So do it again.”
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“Wake up, mi amor.”

I groan and attempt to roll away from the sound. But then, soft lips start kissing my neck. At first it is sweet. A peck here, a peck there. Until it becomes hungry. Duvan suckles on my flesh and bites hard enough to make an embarrassing sound come from my throat. He somehow speaks to a primal part of me. I squirm from his kisses and turn to face him in the bed.

His dark hair is gelled and in one of his just-fucked hairstyles. Black irises, with a hint of purple, shimmer in delight. A slight dusting on his cheeks lets me know he skipped shaving this morning. With the afternoon sun pouring in, he’s absolutely gorgeous.

If I were braver, I’d ask him to make love to me.

After the day I’ve had, I just want to be held.

“Stop giving me fuck me eyes,” he says with a pained groan. “I promised I’d show you something, and it wasn’t my dick I had in mind.”

I laugh and it feels weird after all the sadness that had nearly consumed me earlier. “I wasn’t making faces at you.”

His smirk is immediate. “You made the same face when I was between your legs last night. Before I pushed into you and made you mine.” He uses his thumb to swipe my bangs out of my eyes.

I’m glad he’s back home. Earlier today, despite talking to my friends, I’d felt hollow and alone. Now I feel…

Complete.

“Nobody has ever done that to me before. It was…” I trail off, heat warming my cheeks.

“Something you want to do again?” he quips with a black, arched eyebrow.

I swat at him and he laughs.

“What, mi amor? Just like those hips tell me you love to eat, those eyes tell me you loved having my tongue between your legs.”

When I go to protest, he grabs my hips and hauls me to him. His mouth crashes to mine in a fervent, needy kiss. Duvan is quickly filling a void I didn’t realize existed. He takes his time kissing me while his hand roams up and down my body. I let out a whimper when his palm slips under my shirt. He groans when his hand cups my bare breast.

“No bra,” he murmurs and pinches my nipple. “I like you this way.”

I laugh and lean into his touch. My entire body is thrumming with the need to be consumed by him. He must read my body language because he begins kissing down my chin, along my jaw, and down my throat.

“Take your shirt off, tigress. I want to see your pretty tits,” he instructs as his fingers dig into my lounge pants. He drags them off my body, along with my panties, while I tug off my shirt. Once I’m completely naked, I feel too exposed. My thighs rub together in an effort to hide and I place my palms over my breasts.

He sits up and works through the buttons of his dress shirt. I can’t help but stare as he sheds both it and his white undershirt. His sculpted chest ripples like some fancy moving artwork as he undoes his slacks. The jingle of his belt reminds me of how Heath whipped me and has me shuddering. Thankfully, he pushes them down and I’m soon distracted by his massive cock.

I start to throb with pain just looking at it. I’m still sore from last night and I worry it’ll hurt today.

“Look at me, mi amor.”

Mi amor.

My heart does a flop.

His black eyes are nearly purple as they shine with adoration. He takes my right hand with his left and threads our fingers together. Then, he does the same for the other. My heart thunders in my chest when he leans forward, pressing our conjoined hands against the mattress on either side of my head.

“Spread your legs,” he urges, his mouth teasing mine.

I swallow down the fear of pain before opening myself up to him. He doesn’t enter me at first but instead rubs his veiny cock against my clit.

“Are you happy?”  His murmured words cause my skin to erupt into a thousand goose bumps.

“I am right now.”

He hisses with pleasure with each stroke against me. I squirm with need. I’m no longer worried about the pain. I just want him inside me. Filling me. Completing me.

“Duvan, please,” I beg.

The tip of his cock stops at my opening and he pokes me there. “You want this?”

I try to free my hands so I can grip his hair to pull him in for a kiss, but his hands tighten around mine. “I want this,” I say with a whine of frustration.

His chuckle warms me to my soul. I’m dripping with desire for him. If he keeps rubbing against me, I’ll come simply from that. But I want to come with him deep inside.

“Get ready, tigress.”

That’s his only warning before he slams his hips forward, shoving his thick cock all the way into me. The burn from last night is awoken, and I cry out in pain.

“Too much!”

But then his mouth is on mine, and he’s kissing me like I’m the only person he’ll ever do this with again. Like I belong to him and he belongs to me. The sensation throbbing from my heart is foreign, but I like the high that surges through me.

“Not enough,” he argues, his hot breath tickling my lips.

He kisses me deeply as he thrusts into me over and over again. Each time he rubs against my clit as he slides into me, I get closer to the edge of bliss. I’m at his mercy and can’t move my hands, but I feel safe. He’s giving me what I want.

“Come for me, baby. Come all over this fat cock that was made just for you.”

His words ignite flames that race through my veins. I’m high. I’m high off the feelings my husband evokes within me.

“Oh, God!” I shudder with pleasure and my thighs squeeze against his powerful hips.

He lets out an animalistic groan before his heat gushes into me. My sore pussy stings when his cock seems to throb even larger than before with his release. But soon it softens and I’m given relief. His fingers release mine and he cups my face.

“My Brie.”

I give him a lazy smile. “Duvan.”
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Toni slaps me in the face, and I jerk awake. Her wide brown eyes twinkle with mischief.

“Teev. Nanna,” she coos.

I hug her to me and kiss her soft curls. “You want a banana, Toto?”

Calder, Mom, and I have all taken to calling her Toto. She’s so fucking cute but she’s most attached to me. Mom is efficient with caring for her but she doesn’t just hold her to hold her. I think she’s afraid of getting attached. Thankfully, Dad came home yesterday. Toni was nervous around him but when he took her down to the beach before it got dark, she came back glued to him and remained that way for the rest of the night.

I was happy to get a break.

After the hell I went through with Brie, I haven’t been in the mood for anything. I’ve dragged through the last couple of days as if I’m a damn zombie. I’d even resorted to trying to get Vee to talk to her. I met another one of the infamous Rojas brothers and much to my dismay I actually liked the guy. I’d wanted to hate their family because they took my girl from me.

But she’s not my girl.

She made it very clear after we made love for the second time that she saw me as a lying monster. The pure look of devastation in her eyes was one I wish I could erase indefinitely from my mind.

“Teev, nose.” Toni pokes at my nose and giggles. Her sweet laughter helps soften the ache in my chest.

“Toto, nose,” I say back and tap hers.

My bedroom door opens and Mom waddles in. “Hey, kiddo. Did Toni sleep in here again?”

I nod, yawning. “She was crying in her bed, and I felt sorry for her.”

Toni scrunches her face and her lip starts to quiver. “Dadda bye-bye.”

Hugging her to me, I stroke her silky hair. “He’ll be back,” I lie. I have no idea if he will or not. He’s not called since he dropped her off on our doorstep. Last night, Dad came clean to Mom about how he’d still been in contact with Gabe. About how he’d still been keeping tabs on Gabriella. Everything. She’d reacted better than I expected. Only a few tears.

“I made omelets, guys,” Dad says, poking his head in the door. His eyes peruse Mom’s pregnant belly and he grins before walking over to her.

She flashes him a smile back before stepping into his hug. “I’m so glad you’re back home.”

My parents are affectionate. A little too affectionate, if you ask me, considering Mom’s knocked up again.

“Did somebody say food?” Calder questions as he saunters in past our parents and steals Toni from my lap. This kid is spoiled at our house.

“Yeah and it’s going to get cold,” Dad states. He kisses Mom on the head before leaving to finish up breakfast.

“Did you tell Mom about your broken heart?” Calder asks and then nuzzles his nose against Toni’s cheek. She squeals and grabs his hair. He spends the next minute trying to pry her tiny fists from his head. Eventually, he peels her from him and holds her out like she’s a bomb about to detonate.

“Who broke your heart?” Mom questions.

I flip Calder off, and he chuckles as he leaves the room carrying his little baby bomb with him.

I run my fingers through my messy bedhead and groan. “It’s too complicated.”

She sits down on the bed beside me and grabs my hand. “Apparently, I know complicated. I’m babysitting my death-evading rapist’s baby who also happens to be my granddaughter. If that’s not complicated, I don’t know what is.”

Mom has always comforted me. It’s like she knows I’ve always been on my best behavior to take the load off of her since Hannah was such a handful. She’s always had a special place in her heart for me because of it. Unspoken words and knowing smiles always told me she’d appreciated that I was a good kid.

Unfortunately, I’m not her good kid anymore.

“I fell in love with Gabe’s daughter.”

She pats my hand. “I think we all have. Toni is a sweet little thing. She reminds me of Hannah at this age.”

I let out a sigh and turn to regard my mom. She’s always been pretty. One of my good friends Kyler used to crush so bad on her. I told him he was sick because she’s my mother. “Not her. Gabriella.”

She stiffens and frowns at me. “The one your dad was keeping an eye on?”

“Yeah, I mowed the lawn where she lived. It was me keeping an actual eye on her.”

Mason rolls in her stomach, and she pulls her hand away from mine to rub her belly. “Oh, Ren,” she murmurs, tears welling in her eyes. “Why?”

I swallow down the emotion and shrug. “I didn’t want to. I hated who she was at first. I hated that Dad asked me to do it. But then…”

“She’s beautiful?”

“Yes.” I remember how captivated I was when I first saw her. How all the irritation and resentment melted off of me like ice cream from a cone on a hot day. “I wanted to know the sad girl. Mom, she was so sad.”

Guilt flickers in her eyes and she nods. “Your sister has ruined a lot of lives. She needs help. Hannah was getting the help she needed until he broke her out of there.” She makes a sour face. I remember clearly when the detectives showed up at our door telling us about how an unknown man slipped in, slaughtered most of the night staff, and stole away my sister. Our entire family was sickened at the news.

“I spoke to her one day and from that moment on, I needed to know her. One day when she was swimming with her adopted sister in the backyard, I found the courage to ask her if she wanted to come hang out with Calder and I. It started out friendly. The four of us would go see movies or go to the beach. She was sweet and funny and brave.”

Mom smiles. “I’m glad she’s found some happiness. I’m sure it couldn’t be easy for her to lose both parents. And then she had you.”

A spike of guilt shoots through me. “I lied to her. If she knew I was Hannah’s brother, I knew she wouldn’t want to have anything to do with me. I told her my name was Ren Loveland. We never spoke about our families. Brie is guarded when it comes to her past. But even though she held back her emotions, I could see how she hurt from it. I hated Hannah for doing that to her, and that I had to lie to Brie.”

“Oh, Ren,” Mom says sadly. “I’m sorry you’ve been dealing with this. Did your dad know?”

I shake my head. “I told him what he needed to know but never that I was falling in love with her.”

She leans her head against my shoulder. “Love is strange.”

Letting out a sigh, I nod in agreement. “As I fell deeper for her, I hated the secret that hung in the air between us. I’d threatened Calder not to say anything. One day I was going to find a way to tell her.” I pinch the bridge of my nose and squint my eyes. The pain in my chest is a dull throb. “Her adopted dad is someone vile. A criminal. He had arranged for her to marry into some Colombian drug family when she turned eighteen.”

“What?” she snaps and looks up at me, concern washing over her features.

“He’d found out she and I had sex for the first time and he whipped her, Mom. He whipped her like she was some child, not practically a legal woman. I wanted to save her from it all. She’s too innocent to get wrapped up in all that. Brie just wanted to go to college and have a normal life.” I choke down the emotion threatening to make me cry. I’ve only cried once and it was when grandpa Land died about ten years ago.

“Does Gabe know all this?” she asks, astonishment in her voice. “He’s not the type to let someone hurt what belongs to him.”

I shake my head. “He doesn’t know. Hell, I didn’t know what was happening until a few days ago. I mean, I knew Heath was an asshole, but I never realized what was going on. She agreed to let me help her and wanted to be with me. I took her out for her birthday. Everything was perfect until…”

“Until it wasn’t. She found out your secret,” Mom whispers.

“She was fucking devastated. I broke her heart into a million pieces. And then she left. She ran off and married some punk named Duvan, flew off to Colombia, and hates me with every ounce of her being.”

Mom sniffles and I’m shocked to see tears rolling down her cheeks. “Come here, baby.” She hugs me to her and strokes my hair. “If you two had something, she’ll come around. She’s angry and upset. She feels betrayed by one of the closest people to her. I understand how it feels when you are victimized by someone else’s lies and actions. It hurts deep. A cut that takes forever to stop bleeding. But even the deepest cuts do heal.”

Toni comes running into the room with banana smeared all over her face. She has a mischievous grin that reminds me of my sister. Mom stands and scoops the messy toddler into her arms.

“Are you mad I betrayed you too?” I question, my voice hoarse.

Mom’s blonde brows furrow together. “How could I ever be mad at you, son?”

“I fell in love with Gabe’s daughter.”

She sighs and kisses Toni on the head. “So did I, Ren. So did I.”
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“Are we going to get our asses kicked?” Calder questions as he eyes Heath’s gigantic mansion from the passenger seat.

“Vee said he’s with Camilo at the shipyard and will be for most of the day. Come on,” I order as I climb out of the truck.

We both saunter up to the front door. When I go to knock, Vee answers the door. Her bright red hair has been curled into tight, spiral curls and her makeup is a little on the heavy side. The dress she is wearing looks like she bought it from a hooker.

“Ummm….” I can’t help but gawk at her unusual appearance. “Are you okay?”

She frowns and her bottom lip juts out in a pout. Calder stiffens beside me. “I’m fine. Come in.”

I turn to see Calder glaring after her. The lime green skintight dress she’s wearing barely covers her small ass. He growls at me. “What the fuck is she wearing?”

Shrugging, I follow after her. She guides us up to her bedroom. When we enter, the kid Oscar from yesterday mumbles a “what’s up” before turning his attention back to his phone. Calder folds his arms across his chest and gives Oscar the stink eye. I guess he’s still bitter about Vee choosing the Colombian kid over him.

“You think you can get her to talk to me?”

Vee fingers one of her curls and scrunches her nose up. “Ozzy and I talked to her earlier. She was really broken up about what happened. I think we might be able to trick her into talking to you.”

I groan and shake my head. “No. She’s still too angry. Let her cool off and then maybe I can accidentally be here one day when you call her. I don’t want to make things worse than they are.”

Oscar sits up and grins. “Smart. You know our girl better than I thought. Brie can’t stay mad forever. Trust me, I know. I’ve pissed her off thousands of times and she still loves me.” He waggles his eyebrows at me. I should be irritated that he’s close to her and his brother married her but I’m not. It only gives me relief that she’s capable of forgiveness.

When I glance at Vee, her lips are in a pout as she stares at Oscar. Calder is tense as fuck and I’m afraid if we don’t get out of here, he’s going to beat this kid’s ass over Vee.

“Calder and I were going to hit a sub shop and then hit the waves. You surf?” I ask Oscar.

“He sucks,” Vee offers with a giggle but then starts digging through a drawer that holds bathing suits.

“I don’t suck,” Oscar groans.

“Well Ren’s pretty awesome at it,” she tells him, holding up two different bathing suits. “Turquoise or black?”

“Black,” both Oscar and Calder say at once.

Her eyes light up and she beams. “I’ll be right back. Try not to miss me too much.” She gives a pointed look at Oscar and then shoots the same one to Calder before bouncing out of the room. Both guys stare after her. When Oscar looks over at Calder, I see it. A look of awareness. Two minutes ago, he couldn’t give two shits about the girl that was practically begging him to look at her, yet now he’s got a competitive gleam in his eye.

Calder fists his hands and stalks out of the room. “I’m waiting in the car.”
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“You’re pretty badass at this shit,” Oscar says after spitting out a mouthful of saltwater.

Calder and Vee are sitting side by side on the beach in deep conversation. His hand is in the sand behind her and she’s leaning slightly toward him.

“My dad taught me how to surf,” I tell him. What I don’t tell him is that Dad would only do it super early in the morning before any beachgoers were present. The uninterrupted sound of the crashing waves seemed to soothe some of his OCD ways. It was definitely a coping mechanism for all the shit he’d been through. I’d eventually learned the basics from him. It was a time we could spend together alone without Mom or my siblings. Those quiet moments were ours. “Been doing it since I was a kid.”

“The only thing Papá ever taught me was how to get a woman into my bed. He said,” he tells me and lowers his voice to sound like his father. “You have to romance them, Ozzy. Wine and dine them. Tell them what they want to hear. Your mother always liked to be told she was a great cook. Most days, the food tasted like salted cardboard but I praised her cooking until the day she died. Women just want to be complimented and adored.”

I laugh. “Your dad sounds funny.”

His hand skims through the water beside him. “Papá is cool sometimes. Most times he’s an arrogant prick. I’m used to him, though.”

“Is he nice to Brie?”

He lets out a sigh. “He sees her as a tool. Both him and my oldest brother Esteban. I thought Duvan was that way too. But then…”

I wince at the idea of her being married to that criminal. “Then what?”

“He proved me wrong. Duvan sees her like I do. As a person. Funny and gorgeous and full of secrets that you can’t help but want to uncover. She was my friend. I liked her too, you know.” His eyebrows pinch together in pain. I hadn’t realized it before, but he’s apparently disappointed she’s married to his brother. “I thought it would be me that my father chose. I hoped it would’ve been me anyway.”

A flare of jealousy flickers inside me. “I loved her.”

His eyes narrow and he challenges me with his stare. “I loved her too.”

Vee’s laughter can be heard over the waves and it breaks the tense moment.

“Is she safe with him?” I ask, my voice low.

His lips quirk into a half smile. “Duvan won’t let a soul touch her. He’ll do anything to protect her. I know my brother. It’s what he does.”

“What do you mean?”

“He took care of my friend Luciana when my brother Esteban hurt her. Claimed her as his own property, which meant she was untouchable. That’s just how our family is. When you stake claim on something, our family respects that claim. Brie was Papá’s decision but once my brother made his claim, she became safe from anyone, including Papá.”

“What happened to Luciana?”

A flash of anger washes over him and he grunts. “Esteban was fucking her mother. Luciana’s father works for Papá. He’s very trusted and high up in command. When Luciana and I walked in on them, he turned into a monster. He strutted over to us completely naked after swiping his knife from his pants. Luciana’s scream was horrifying. We weren’t anymore than maybe eleven years old. She thought he was hurting her mother. Esteban kept telling her to shut the fuck up. When she didn’t…”

He grips his board and growls.

“What?”

“He cut out her tongue, man.”

I choke down the bile rising in my throat at that image. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

“He told both her mother and I that if we said anything to Carlos or Papá that he’d cut our tongues out too. The story he told them later was that he’d rescued her and I from some gang in the heart of the city but he was too late to keep them from hurting her. Carlos and Papá slaughtered six men who they thought were responsible. Esteban got away with it.”

“But you just told me,” I mutter.

“I also told Duvan. He watched over Luciana and when she turned sixteen, he hired her as his help. She lives in the apartment over his garage. She washes his laundry, cleans the house, and cooks for him. I still remember the murderous look on Esteban’s face when Duvan smugly told him Luciana was his and under his protection.”

A wave crashes behind me nearly knocking me off my board. “He’ll protect Brie from him?” I may hate the dude but I met him. He was a scary motherfucker. If anyone can protect her from tongue stealing psychos, it would be him.

“He’d die before he let anything happen to either one of them. She’s safe, Ren.”
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“Put these on.”

Duvan hands me a pair of big rubber boots that are three times the size of my feet. He’s still wearing the smug smirk that has kept my insides in constant turmoil since our exertions in the bedroom earlier. Afterward, he took me into the shower and washed me. It was intimate and I felt cherished.

“These are big,” I tell him as I kick off my flip-flops.

“I ordered some in your size. They’ll be here in a few days,” he assures me with a wink.

My core throbs and I clench my thighs together. He’s driving me crazy with how he can work me up with just a look. When we step outside, he grabs hold of my hand and we walk down to the barn. The chickens all strut around pecking and clucking.

“They’re cute,” I tell him.

He laughs and it scares a couple of them away. “They’re dinner.”

I gape at him in horror. “What? Why?”

“I’m kidding. Luciana uses the eggs but we don’t slaughter them. They’re like pets,” he tells me with a grin and kisses me.

Relief floods through me. “Thank God.”

He drags me through the barn showing me incubators for the eggs, a couple of horses, and where they keep the extra feed for the chickens. Duvan goes into great detail about what’s involved in caring for the animals. I find myself focused on his smiling mouth as he gushes about the animals. He loves them. He’s at peace here in his home.

“Why do those hens not have any feathers on their back?” I ask as I point to one.

He pulls me in front of him so that my back is against his chest. My heart rate quickens when he fists my hair and jerks my head back. I let out a needy moan that has his cock twitching against me.

“Because that’s why.”

“Huh?”

“The rooster pecks at the hen as he fucks her.”

“Chickens fuck?!”

He laughs and the hot breath in my ear makes me crazy with need. “The rooster pulls at her feathers like I pull on your hair. Kinky bastards.”

His palm slides to my pussy and he rubs me through my lounge pants.

“I can’t get enough of your cunt, tigress. How am I supposed to work and help run a business when all I want to do is bury my dick in you at every turn?”

I let out a whimper. His fingers massage me expertly, and my panties grow wet from his touch.

“I threw out your pills.”

Panic darts through me. “The white ones or the yellow ones?”

His laugh rumbles from behind me. “Not those, mi amor. Your birth control pills. I want to put a child in you. We’re a family now. I want us to have children.”

My mind races with his statement, but I let go of it for a moment to feel my orgasm consume me. Afterward, when I’ve practically turned into jelly in his arms, I twist to look at him.

“That seems fast, Duvan.”

I haven’t been around many babies in my lifetime. I wouldn’t know what to do with one, much less having one rely on me. Not to mention, I barely know Duvan. The idea of carrying his child worries me.

“I’ll convince you.” His smile is dashing and boyish. It sends warm ripples of joy like arrows straight to my heart.

A smile tugs at my lips, despite my hesitancy. “You think so, huh?”

All I get in response is a knowing smirk and a wink. “Come on, I have something I want to show you.”
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I’d imagined he’d wanted to show me his tongue or something. Instead, he dragged me back into the house and took me to a locked basement.

“Are you going to lock me in your dungeon until I say yes to having your little tiger cubs?” I question.

He chuckles as he guides me down the dim stairway. “I’m going to show you my man cave.” His fingers thread with mine, and I take comfort in his touch. A week ago, I’d have been terrified to willingly go into a dark basement with Duvan Rojas. Now, I’m wondering if there’ll be a bed for him to fuck me on. “Besides,” he says in a smug tone. “You won’t have to say yes. It’ll just happen.”

I roll my eyes at his sure tone but don’t hate the idea of having a child with him. It’s progress I suppose. I just didn’t expect it so soon.

Once we reach the bottom, he turns on another light. The smell of chlorine stings the inside of my nose and curiosity has me looking past him to find where it’s coming from. On the far wall are three large, solid metal safes. They are surrounded by glass and a door fitted with a keypad.

“King Duvan is 007?” I say with a laugh and skim my fingers along the steaming water of the hot tub that bubbles in the center of the room.  The left wall is a gigantic sectional sofa and on the right wall are cabinets, a refrigerator, and a sink. “This isn’t a man cave, it’s a bat cave!”

He shakes his head. “Have a seat.”

I plop down on the comfortable sofa. He enters in a code that he doesn’t try to hide from me and I watch as he opens the safe on the left. Inside is filled with blocks of powder. His product. And many prescription pill bottles. He gathers armfuls of stuff and then comes back into the room.

“What’s all that? Are you trying to kill me?”

His eyes turn black and he shakes his head. “I would never hurt you. Nobody will ever touch you.”

The earnest tone with which he says these words has me swallowing down my unease. “Okay.”

He relaxes and holds a baggie to me. “This is our premium coke. Our cash cow, if you will. We make a fuck ton of money off the production and sale of this shit.” His finger dips into the bag and then he tastes it. “You can tell the quality of cocaine just by tasting it.”

His finger is once again coated with the dust but this time, he holds it to me. I narrow my eyes at him in question, but he simply nods for me to mimic him. Flicking my tongue out, I taste the bitter powder.

“Yuck.”

He laughs. “You weren’t complaining about it last night.”

“That was different.”

“Want a bump?”

The rush from last night is still fresh in my mind. I give him a small nod, and he hands me the little baggie. Like yesterday, I use my fingernail to scoop a bit of the powder up. Our eyes meet, and he watches me with intensity as I snort the powder. His smirk sets my nerves on fire and he takes the bag from me.

“These are roofies. They sell for a fuck ton on the street. Don’t take those,” he says with a stern look. “These are your pills that help you relax. Vicodin and Xanax. They’re addictive so only take them when you need them. There are other pills similar to these in the safe.”

I eye the pills and my heart feels like it’s dancing inside of me. “Can I count them?”

He pins me with a smoldering know-it-all stare. “That bump of coke is working its magic, I see.”

As soon as he hands me the two bottles, I dump them out into two piles. I count them three times to be sure. Forty-seven Vicodin and twenty-three Xanax. “What happens when you run out?”

He points to his safes. “I have plenty, and I can get more. Don’t you worry about that.”

“What are those?”

“Oxy,” he holds up a bottle. “Probably too much on your little body so stay away from those.” Then he shows me a bag of some crystals. “Crystal meth. I have a few friends I keep this around for. It’ll fuck you up and make you claw your skin off. Don’t ever fucking take it.”

I nod in agreement.

He lifts another bottle. “This is the Ex. They’re easy to find. Little yellow pills with smiley faces on them. You can have as many of those as you want, mi amor.”

My heart flutters at his words.

“Can I have one now?”

His face breaks out into a smile. “They’re yours. All of this is yours. If you make friends, you can sell it to them. If you want to use it, you can. It’s your empire too. This is all for recreational use and has nothing to do with the business side. We have entire warehouses for that shit.”

“Is that where you went this morning?”

He nods. “I’ll take you there one day maybe.”

His answer satisfies me. I continue my education of his drugs. “What’s that?”

“That’s heroin. It’ll bliss you the fuck out. Pretty addictive. Years ago, I had a habit that got me sent to rehab.” His eyebrows knit together as if he remembers the rough time. Oscar had mentioned it in passing and I can see it wasn’t a pleasant part of Duvan’s past. “You better stick to the small stuff, tigress.”

I eyeball the heroin with a curled lip of disgust. “I don’t do drugs.”

“Sure, you don’t.” He snorts with laughter and plucks a yellow pill from the bottle. My lips part and I accept his offering without hesitation. Okay, so maybe I do do drugs. The pill is acrid on my tongue, and I’m thankful when he gets up to grab me a water bottle from the fridge. I swallow the pill and look at him in question.

“I’m showing you all this now because I want you to have fun while you can. Once I put a baby inside you, you have to stay clean. We’ll lock this shit up for nine months and live a boring life,” he says with a wicked gleam in his eyes.

My skin starts to tingle and I have the urge to take off my clothes. “I want to get in the hot tub.”

While he gathers his drugs up to put back in the safe, I strip out of my clothes until I’m naked. I clumsily climb up the ladder and fall into the hot water. The bubbles seem to assault me in a way that’s almost dizzying when accompanied with the Ex. I become fixated on one of the jets. The hot, powerful spray hits my thighs and I know exactly where I want it. I lift up so I can feel it on my clit. The moment it hits my super sensitive nerves, I cry out in pleasure. Soon, strong arms are wrapped around me from behind, pulling me against a hard chest away from the blissful bubbles.

“No,” I complain.

But then his mouth is suckling on my neck and his fingers are applying more pressure between my legs than the water ever could. My eyes roll back in my head. I shudder with the need to come again.

“This feels good. I need more…”

“More what, baby?”

I’m frustrated until he sinks his teeth into my neck. A million explosions of pleasure detonate inside me.

“T-That. I need more of that.”

He bites me again while pinching my clit roughly. It makes me squirm in his arms. I want it but I don’t. Oh, God but I do.

“More…”

He twists me around in his arms. The moment my legs hook at his waist, he impales me with his sizeable cock. I moan when his hand goes to my throat. “I want to squeeze you here.” His thumb and finger bite into my flesh, which sends more pleasure shocks through me.

“Do it, please,” I beg.

His grip is powerful and strong. I’m completely at his mercy but don’t fear anything. He makes me soar. He makes me feel safe and cared for.

“So fucking perfect,” he snarls, his hands squeezing me to the point I can’t breathe.

I fall limp in his arms and he thrusts his hips into me over and over again. My hands find his hair so I can grip onto him. His touch completes me. I want him to squeeze me until I break.

“More,” I hiss out, blackness eating at my vision.

He reaches between us and pinches my clit so hard I sob. But as soon as the pain hits me, my orgasm obliterates my entire existence. I black out completely and ride off on this dark wave.

Something stings my cheek and I drag my eyes open.

“Jesus, fuck!” he rasps out. “I thought I killed you.” His dick is still inside me and still hard.

“Did you come?”

He shakes his head and we become feral again. Our mouths attack each other as he climbs out of the hot tub with me in his arms. He lowers me down onto the sofa, our wet bodies soaking the fabric below.

“I want to own every piece of you,” he mutters, his cock driving into me powerfully. “Every hole. Your entire soul.”

“You’re a romantic,” I tell him with a giggle.

He growls as he hooks my legs over his shoulders. When he thrusts this time, I can feel him deep in my stomach. “How can I make you happy?”

I stare into his dilated eyes and bite my lip. “Duvan, I think I am happy.”

His mouth crushes mine, and we kiss until the darkness steals me away.
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Each day gets easier than the last. Duvan spoils me with presents and food and pleasure. I’ve spoken to Oscar and Vee regularly. And the hole in my heart lessens with each passing moment. I am happy right now.

Luciana and I have figured out how to communicate. She has a phone so we text. The girl is actually quite funny. I was shocked when she confessed she always had a crush on Duvan. She’d been prepared to hate me but then said I was too nice to hate.

I’m definitely happy.

What Duvan doesn’t know is I dug my birth control pills out of the trash. He’s been super eager to get me pregnant while I, however, am not so keen on the idea. I keep the pills hidden underneath all of my bras in my drawer. It’s not him, it’s me. The idea of getting pregnant so fast scares me. What if Duvan grows bored of me after a few months? I’d hate to think how messy that would be if I were pregnant with his child.

He’s been at the warehouse all day. Even though I asked to see it, I think he’s avoiding taking me there. I’m beginning to go stir-crazy being cooped up in the house. If I didn’t think Duvan would have an aneurism, I’d take a walk through the city. But he warned me of the dangers. Of enemies lurking about. So, instead, I pine for him all day while he’s gone and try not to drive Luciana crazy with my questions about the family. The only things she won’t tell me are anything about Esteban or why she’s mute.

When my phone rings, I nearly fall out of my chair scrambling to answer it.

“Hello?”

“Tigress,” Duvan growls, and I’m instantly overcome with desire for him.

“When will you be home?”

He lets out a sigh. “I have some business to take care of tonight. Some associates are coming over. Esteban too.”

I cringe at the mention of his brother. “You didn’t say he was coming back.”

“Esteban cut his American trip short. He flew in this morning. We had some theft issues that we had to deal with,” he explains. “I need you to listen to me.”

His tone grows icy, and it makes me freeze. “Sure.”

“Remember what I said about enemies?”

I swallow. “They can’t know your feelings?”

“You’re my wife on paper. Nothing more than a business transaction,” he bites out harshly. “Someone to sink my cock into at night when I’m tired of the whores.”

Tears well in my eyes and I blink them back. “W-What?”

“That is how I will have to talk to you,” he says softly, a twinge of regret in his voice.

Understanding washes over me. I’ve been living in my happy bubble for enough time now that I completely forgot the fact that I’m married to a dangerous man. Another reason to keep taking my birth control.

“So you’ll treat me differently in front of them.”

“Remember how you used to hate me?”

My heart aches at the Duvan I once knew making a reappearance. “I didn’t like him.”

“Tonight you will hate him.”

A shiver washes through me. “Are you going to hurt me?”

“What? Jesus, fuck, no,” he grumbles. “I just can’t let them see what you mean to me. They’ll expect you there for dinner, but then I want you to feign a headache or something. Go upstairs to bed and keep the door locked. Do you understand, tigress? This is so fucking important.”

The hairs on my arms prickle in apprehension. “I understand, D.”

“Good,” he says in a relieved tone. “Will you wear a sexy dress for me?” His tone is soft and sweet, completely unlike the tone in which Heath used to order me what to wear. I actually want to please this man.

“I’d rather wear nothing,” I tease.

He growls again and it sounds deeper through the phone line. “I’ll strip you down soon enough.”
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After hanging up with Duvan, I spent a lot of time dressing up for him. I’d actually put on makeup whereas the rest of this week as his wife I went clean faced. I even styled my hair almost as nicely as Mario did it at the salon. The dress I selected is black and short. It is tight at my breasts with a low scoop neck and poofs out like a little girl’s dress on the bottom half. A bright pink sash tied just under my breasts completes the look. I’m not ready to wear the matching pink pumps so I opt for flip flops until our company arrives.

While waiting, I log into my computer to see if Oscar or Vee are on. I’m shocked when I see an email in my inbox from Ren. My heart throbs in my chest and I swallow down the bitterness. What could he possibly want from me? We have nothing more to say to one another.

Curiosity gets the best of me, and I open the email.

 

Brie,

I’m sorry. So sorry. I know you’ll never forgive me, and quite frankly, I don’t deserve your forgiveness. But what I would like is your friendship. A fresh start. I’m not like her. What my sister did to your family has disgusted me from day one. She ruined what we could have had. I’ll never forgive her for that. Mostly, I wanted to let you know I’ve been hanging out with Vee and Oscar. Oscar’s pretty cool. He surfs better than Calder. Calder has the hots for Vee but she’s obviously not into him. It feels weird, all of us hanging out without you. Empty. Different. Everyone feels your absence and nobody likes it. Wherever you are, I hope you’re safe and cared for. I know you’ve moved forward with Duvan and I can respect that. But I can’t let you out of my life. This isn’t even about me. It’s about you. You deserve friends who care deeply for you. You and I had something beyond attraction. Beyond friendship. I know you felt how both of us would come alive in the presence of each other. As hard as it is, I’ve come to accept it will only ever be one-sided. I’ll always be your Romeo, even though you’ll never be my Juliet. But please at least be my friend.

Ren

 

Just one letter, hearing his voice through his words, and I’m aching with sadness. It wasn’t fair that our budding romance was stolen from us because of his lies. But would I have ever given him the time of day had I known the truth from day one? Most certainly not.

God, why is my life so complicated?

 

Ren,

I’m safe.

I’m happy.

Duvan is good to me.

Tell Calder I said hi.

Brie

 

I was probably nicer than I should have been, but he’s right. When I was at one of my darkest moments at Heath’s house, it was Ren who showed up looking every bit the part of Prince Charming and shone light back into my life. Without him, I’m back in the darkness.

At least Duvan holds me in his warm arms in the darkness.

Ren responds almost immediately.

 

Brie,

Thank you. Thank you for responding. I’m always here if you want to talk. We can even Skype if you need to. Any time. I’ll make time for you, Brie.

Ren

 

I let out a relieved sigh. I don’t know why a weight feels as though it’s been lifted, but I suddenly feel lighter. So light I could float away. Snapping the computer shut, I stand quickly and scan my office. My posters I’d ordered arrived yesterday. Now, The Breakfast Club and Dirty Dancing posters adorn the walls. It feels a little bit homier.

I’m staring at Patrick Swayze when I hear commotion downstairs. It sounds chaotic and boisterous. Sounds like the party has arrived. Luciana spent all afternoon cooking for tonight. Her anxiety levels were palpable and it’s times like these that I wish she could speak. I check my makeup before slipping my heels on. With an excitement to see Duvan, I clomp down the stairs in record speed. The moment I enter the living room which is filled with cigar smoke and full of scary men I don’t recognize, I freeze.

Every single pair of wolfish eyes devour me. Neither Esteban or Duvan are in here. My excitement is extinguished as fear overwhelms me.

“¿Quieres chupar mi pinga, puta?” one of the men hisses and he grabs his crotch in a vulgar manner.

I take a step backward and put my palms up. “Um, yo no hablo a español muy bien.”

That’s the only phrase I can actively recall from my Spanish homeschool studies.

“I said,” the man says in a thick accent. “Want to suck on my dick, whore?”

“She’s not a whore, Santiago,” Esteban’s familiar deep voice growls. “That is Duvan’s wife.”

Santiago eyes me up and licks his lips in a salacious way. “Duvan shares his pussy. Where is Luciana anyway?”

I perk up at the mention of her and frown. “Duvan and Luciana slept together?” A twinge of jealousy ripples through me. As soon as the words leave my mouth, I want to wrangle them back in.

Esteban closes in on me, and I flinch at his proximity. His black eyes are cold, slithering over me. The long scar along the side of his face shimmers like a silver snake from the overhead light. He always wears his hair clipped close to his head and a neatly trimmed beard does nothing to hide the sharply chiseled jaw he shares with his two brothers. He leans down, inhaling my hair much like a panther would the moment before he eats his smaller, weaker prey. “No, but he lets these guys fuck her from time to time.”

“Oh,” I squeak out.

He leans in and whispers in my ear, his hot breath not warming me at all. In fact, it sends chills racing down my spine. “I don’t fuck her because she’s useless to me without a tongue.”

A shudder ripples through me. “W-What?”

“Bitch got what she deserved.”

The blood in my veins turns to ice. I’m frozen in my spot when Duvan rounds the corner. He notices my dress first, his black eyes flickering with appreciation. But then he eyeballs his brother who looks like he’s about to maul me. All it takes is one fiery gaze from Duvan, and I know he’s shown all of his cards in the blink of an eye. One of the men sniggers. Another mutters something about tearing up that pussy. And Esteban pats me on my ass. “Good girl,” he murmurs.

I try not to run into Duvan’s arms. Instead, I approach him with hesitation, my eyes lowered to the floor. When I reach him, he takes my hand.

“This is my new wife. We’re now connected to the Berkleys in San Diego. Coke production is about to increase tenfold as we expand our trafficking in the US,” he tells them blandly, as if they all should know. “Getting hitched to a tight teenage cunt isn’t half as bad as I thought it would be.”

The men laugh at my expense. I remain silent with my head bowed.

“Looks like love to me,” Esteban says with a cruel laugh.

Duvan shrugs his shoulder. “I love when my cock is buried in her tight ass.”

I clench my butt cheeks and a shudder passes through me. The men laugh at me again.

“Um, I’m going to see if Luciana needs any help,” I peep out and turn to leave.

Duvan’s grip bites into my bicep and he glares coldly at me. “You’re not the help, Gabriella.” His menacing stare has my anxiety spiking. He promised me it would be this way. All part of the act.

“Please don’t hurt me again. I’m still sore from the last time,” I whisper.

I can pretend. I pretended all the time with Heath. Putting up a mask and hiding is what I’m good at.

Santiago hears and whistles like he’s proud of Duvan. “If you ever need help keeping the bitch in line, me and Pablo love a little tag-teaming.” Pablo, another scary-ass-looking man, licks his lips and winks at me.

They’re all men here.

I’m nothing but a little girl way out of her league.

Duvan grabs my wrist and jerks me over to a chair. He sits, then tugs me into his lap. His hand grips my hair and he yanks me back so he can reach my ear. “Mrs. Rojas, run your sexy ass along and bring us some blow. The good stuff we like.”

He lets go of me, pushing me back out of his lap. The men’s hungry glares are on me as I hurry away from them. On my way to the basement, I nearly run right into Luciana. Her brown eyes are wide. She’s frantic. Terrified.

“Did Esteban cut your tongue out?” I demand with a hiss.

Tears well in her wide brown eyes and she nods. When she opens her mouth and shows me a small nub, all that’s left of her tongue, I feel bile rising in my throat.

“Oh, my God,” I whisper, taking her cheeks in my palms. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

She sniffles and touches my nose before pointing to the basement, worry flickering in her eyes. “Beh.”

“I know,” I assure her. “I’ll get them what they want. We’re not done discussing this.”

The men laugh loudly in the other room causing the both of us to jump. She grabs my shoulders and pushes me toward the basement. “Beh,” she says, pointing.

With a nod, I hurry down the steps careful not to trip in my heels. The chorine-scented air immediately calms me. It reminds me of all the times Duvan and I’ve had sex in the hot tub. Mostly it’s been after taking the ecstasy because it just amplifies the effect. But, we did make gentle love in it a time or two which was nice too.

I quickly push the buttons on his keypad and am granted access into his safe room. Like I’ve seen him do many times, I open the safe that houses what he’s asked for. My hands shake so much I end up knocking several bottles onto the floor. Thankfully they don’t pop open and spill. I grab a Xanax for myself to calm my nerves. Once I swallow it dry, I grab what Duvan’s asked for and hurry out of the safe room.

When I exit, my eyes lock with Esteban’s. He’s leaned against one of the posts in his expensive suit wearing a stupid, knowing smile. I hate that he thinks he has something on Duvan. Lifting my chin, I try not to let him see my fear of him. He’s like a dog chasing a scared kid—once he knows you’re afraid, he’ll give you something to be afraid of.

“Little Brie,” he says in a low grumble. “All grown up and playing wife. Queen of the Colombian Cocaine Cartel. Aren’t you just so fucking sweet?”

I swallow and pin him with a fierce glare. “I’m not sweet, Esteban. I’m so goddamned sour you’ll want to cut your own tongue out.”

At this, he bellows with cold laughter. “Speaking of,” he snarls and grips my jaw in his brutal grip. “Let me see that sour tongue of yours.”

The tray of cocaine and paraphernalia rattles in my hands.

He leans forward and nuzzles his nose against mine. “Shhh,” he murmurs. “I’m not trying to scare you. Just show me, and I’ll let you run along upstairs, so you can continue your charade.”

I stick my tongue out at him and lightening quick, he latches onto it with his finger and thumb.

“Ahh!” I cry out, nearly dropping the tray.

He steadies it with his free hand, narrowing his eyes at me. “Don’t drop that or Duvan will be furious, sourpuss.” My grip tightens. “You see this?” He lets go of the tray and I hear the switch of a blade. The shiny silver glints in the light as he waves it in front of me. “This was the blade I used to saw that piece of shit tongue of hers from her mouth. The little bitch cried. She struggled. And she bled so much I was sure she would die from blood loss.” The tip barely scrapes along my raised taste buds, scratching them just slightly. A coppery taste fills my mouth in its wake. “Luciana crossed me, and I showed her what happens when someone pisses me off. Do you want me to show you what happens when you piss me off?”

I shake my head and the blade pokes me. It stings and a trickle of blood slides down my throat. The reflex to gag is strong, but I hold it in my throat for fear of swallowing with the sharp object pressed against my tongue.

“Then don’t act like I’m stupid and don’t see what I see. There’s more to the picture that you aren’t aware of, sourpuss.” He slips the knife out of my mouth and licks my blood from it. “Mmm, you do taste sweet.”

He releases my sore tongue and I swallow the blood in my mouth. The tray remains in my death grip. I’m sure Duvan would forgive me but I don’t give Esteban the satisfaction of seeing my terror.

“Funny,” I tell him as I storm away from him. When I get to the bottom of the steps, I give him a bored look. “Heath told me the same thing when he threatened to slit my throat. A bunch of big ‘ol lions intimidated by a little tigress.” I blow him a kiss and stomp up the stairs.

[image: ]

By the time I deliver the drugs to Duvan and sneak back into the kitchen with Luciana, I’m feeling woozy. I hadn’t eaten much for lunch so the Xanax is hitting me hard. My limbs feel heavy. Everything is beginning to tingle its way to numb. And the room keeps tilting.

“Luciana,” I mutter. “I need to eat something.”

Her black brows knit together in concern. She abandons the stove to look me over. Then, she looks up at me in question. She makes a motion of putting something into her mouth and swallowing before questioning me with her eyes.

“Xanax,” I tell her, sliding to the floor onto my butt and leaning against a cabinet. “They don’t usually make me feel so out of it.”

Panic washes over her and she darts her gaze to where the voices are being loud in the living room.

I hold up my hand stopping her. “Don’t go get him. He’ll be worried, and they’ll see that. Please don’t mess this up for us.”

Understanding dawns in her eyes and she nods with a frown. She busies herself making me something. When she sits down beside me, she spoon-feeds me some hot rice that goes with the meal she’s preparing. At least the rice should soak up some of the medicine.

She’s still fussing over me when the basement door opens and Esteban steps into the kitchen. His eyes zero in on me on the floor, a predatory look in them. Luciana scrambles away, clearly terrified beyond reason, and gets back to her cooking. My eyelids feel heavy.

I close them once.

When I reopen them, I’m in Esteban’s arms.

I close them again.

And then were descending the stairs.

I close them again.

This time, I’m on the sofa.

“What did you take, sourpuss? Did you accidentally roofie yourself?” he questions, his tone cold and cruel.

My mind flits back to the pills. I thought I grabbed the Xanax. Could I have grabbed something else? I remember what the roofies looked like so that wasn’t it.

“I kind of like you down here at my mercy. You can’t mouth off when you can’t talk. I bet I could fuck that tight ass that we both know Duvan hasn’t touched and you’d hardly utter a peep. I bet I could shove my cock down your throat until you suffocate and you wouldn’t even fight me off.”

My heart rate quickens at his words but I feel numb and useless.

His hand palms my thigh. I can’t even feel it, but just the thought of him touching me scares me to death.

“If you can’t feel that, then we’re going to have some fun while your dear husband entertains his guests. What do you think? We probably have a good twenty minutes until Luciana finishes dinner. What sort of trouble can we get ourselves into in the meantime?”

I watch through half-lidded eyes as he pushes my dress up. His hand disappears underneath and I’m thankful I can’t really feel what he’s doing. But I do feel pressure. He’s pushed his finger or fingers into my pussy.

Every bone feels heavy and worthless. A tear leaks out of my eye but I can’t stop whatever terrible things he has planned. The pressure is suddenly gone. He then tugs my panties down my thighs. Once they’re off, he inhales them before pocketing them.

“Let’s see what has my brother so fucking obsessed with you,” he says through clenched teeth.

I’m afraid to close my eyes so I glare at him as he pulls my legs apart.

“So pink and tight. I can see the allure,” he states. Esteban wiggles three fingers at me before pushing them inside me. A small, terrified whimper escapes me. It seems to light up the deviant fire in his eyes. When he pulls them out, he sucks on them. “I’m going to give you something you will love.”

I nearly pass out when I hear the jingle of his belt. He doesn’t undo his pants but instead slips the leather from the hoops of his slacks and lays it on the couch beside me. And then he disappears.

Shit!

I’m praying that Luciana ignores my wishes and tells Duvan. If he knew I was alone with Esteban, I doubt he’d be up there partying.

My adrenaline has spiked, which has me much more alert than moments before. Even though I feel numb, a buzz of electricity seems to course through me. If I could just make my legs work. I find some strength and roll onto my side. He’s still out of sight. With a groan, I work to slide my lifeless hand under me. It obeys, so I start to push up on it. I’m still attempting to right myself when a pair of dark slacks appear in my vision. He reaches down and strokes my hair out of my eyes before pulling my arm back out from under me, causing me to hit the cushions with a thud. Esteban sits beside me next to my head, but I don’t make out what he’s doing. Just sounds. Crackling of a bag. Flick of a lighter. I’m once again trying to sit up when he yanks my arm up above my head.

The jingle of the belt confuses me. Pressure wraps around my bicep. I twist my head up slightly but can’t make out what he’s doing.

“Get ready to feel so good, sourpuss,” Esteban tells me, his voice gritty.

I feel a slight pinch followed by warmth. The warmth travels up my arm as if he’s let loose a snake under my skin. It wiggles its way through me, creating a blissful wake behind it. I start to black out as Esteban stands. I know I’m supposed to be worrying what he plans to do to me but all I can think about is this glorious sensation powering through me. I want it to reach my toes. I want to bathe in it.

“Mmmm.” It’s all I can manage as the warmth devours my entire being.

I want to fuck the warmth.

To have its babies.

To roll around in it and taste it.

“Sourpuss,” Esteban snaps, causing my eyes to jerk open. He lifts my legs and sits on the sofa. Then he drapes them over his lap. I’m wondering what he’ll do but I’m too dazed to worry. I blink lazily at him as he picks up the remote and turns on the television across the room. It’s still paused from where Duvan and I started watching Dirty Dancing the night before last. Esteban hits play, and I’m consumed by happy memories of my father.

“I can dance like that,” Daddy says, peeling a strip of rope from his red licorice. He turns to waggle his eyebrows at me.

I curl up my lip and don’t believe it for a second. Not even my sixth-grade music teacher can dance like that and he knows how to do the Moonwalk. “Liar.”

Daddy laughs and swats the candy at me. I steal it and stick out my tongue. When “Love is Strange” starts playing, Daddy stands up and holds his hand out to me. I stick my tongue out so he starts dancing into the middle of the living room by himself.

“Sylvia,” he says.

I laugh. “You’re dumb, Daddy.”

“Oh, Sylvia!”

I’m giggling so hard that Momma comes from the kitchen to laugh at us. When Daddy sees her, he motions for her like Patrick Swayze does in the movie. Momma shakes her head at him and tosses the dish rag onto the couch before sashaying over to him.

“Yes, Mickey?” Momma says.

They proceed to mimic my favorite part of the movie word for word. Daddy wasn’t lying. He’s got the moves and so does Momma. I’m so giddy to watch them dance together that when he hauls me to him, I don’t fight him despite not knowing how to dance. He grabs both my hands and gives me a smug grin. “Told ya, Silvia. Hop on and see how it’s done.”

With a smile that hurts my face, I stand on Daddy’s bare feet. He moves us effortlessly around the living room spinning and dipping me until I’m dizzy with happiness. When the scene finally ends, he kisses my forehead. “Never doubt your dad.”

I hug him. “I love you, Daddy.”

“I love you too, Sylvia.”

“You like this,” Esteban tells me and motions at the television I’m smiling at.

I nod and it makes me sleepy. My mind craves to chase my dad back into the shadows of my memories.

Esteban laughs, and it doesn’t sound so evil right now. When I drag my gaze back to him, he’s stroking my thigh while he watches the movie with me like we’re a couple. Where he touches me feels like fire, which makes me squirm.

“Shh,” he says, his hand sliding up between my legs and brushing my clit, “this is the best part.”

My eyes roll back in my head and I lose myself to the movie. I’m in it. I’m no longer in Colombia. I’m no longer in the basement. Instead, I’m Sylvia and Daddy is Mickey and we’re dancing like we were born to do it. The bliss courses through me, but a familiar, beautiful sensation builds at my core. When I find the strength to open my eyes, Esteban is watching me like a hawk. His fingers work me between my legs. I want to stop him, I think. I’m so confused.

The memory has left me high on happiness.

And with the way Esteban is touching me, I stay in a blissful cloud.

I wish it were Duvan, though. My husband. A giggle escapes me. I miss him. My laughter dies and tears roll down my cheeks. Esteban chases my sadness with more pleasure. When I close my eyes, I imagine how Duvan touches me. So reverent. But when I try to see his face in my vision, he morphs into Ren.

Ren’s steel blue eyes are imploring me to forgive him.

He takes my virginity over and over again.

I come hard each time.

A groan jerks me from my white cloud and Esteban is glaring at me. He shows me his glistening hand before forcing his wet fingers into my mouth. My sore tongue stings from his touch.

“Take a little nap, sourpuss.”

He pulls away from me and stalks out of the basement without another backwards glance. Dragging my eyes to the television, I lose myself in another one of my favorite movies.

I can’t nap though. It’s my favorite part...

“Baby,” I sing. “Oh, baby…”
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“Shhh,” the voice whispers in the black shadows. I’m in my bed, but it’s so dark. Something tightens around my arm.

“Duvan?” I croak.

A hand cups my breast over my dress and squeezes painfully. I’m sore between my legs which causes panic to skitter through me.

“Relax,” Esteban says, his familiar voice making itself known. “I can feel your heart racing. You’ll go into cardiac arrest if you don’t calm down.”

My entire body aches and I’m on edge. I feel as though I’m needy. But for what, I’m not sure. “Duvan!” But the sound coming out isn’t loud at all. It’s a hoarse whisper.

“You two must have had quite the story planned out before we got here because as soon as I told Duvan you weren’t feeling well in the basement, he seemed relieved to fetch you and put you to bed. Now he’s having a grand fucking time getting wasted downstairs. My brother forgets I have keys to every room in his home.”

“D-Did you rape me?”

Esteban laughs, the chill sobering up my body quickly. “Not yet, sourpuss.”

“No,” I hiss.

He strokes my hair. “You’ll beg for it soon enough. I won’t have to force you.”

“Duvan!” My croak is louder.

“You want more, don’t you? It’s been a few hours since your hit. I can tell you’re craving it already. Funny how the shit just takes you by the throat and doesn’t want to let go,” he says softly.

The lamp flicks on and the bright yellow light has me squinting. I groan and try to sit up. He fiddles with something on the nightstand. Then, I hear the familiar sounds from earlier. They unlock something inside of me. A hungry animal that wants more. When he turns to give me an evil grin, I don’t shy away from him.

“What is it?” I manage to ask.

He brings his face close to mine and breathes hot breath that smells like whiskey in my face. “Heroin.”

I shake my head. “I don’t do drugs.”

He growls as he tightens something around my arm. “You do now.”

His eyes find mine as he jerks my arm to him. I watch in a brief moment of horror as he presses a needle into my flesh. When he depresses the warmth into my vein, I frown at him.

“Why?”

He smiles. “Because you were supposed to be mine. This empire was supposed to belong to me. But all of that was ruined. Now it’s time to fix things.”

Heat surges through me, and I let out a breath of relieved air. “You and Heath are working together?”

He stiffens and grabs my jaw. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Bad men…”

The heated bliss has me fading fast.

Searching for Daddy.

And Duvan.

And Ren.

I’m looking for the good men. Where are they?

Esteban grunts and soon I hear the door slam behind him. I chase my dancing daddy into the darkness…
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“How you feeling, tigress?”

Duvan.

It’s daylight and I’m confused. “Hmmm.”

“You really did have a migraine,” he says, regret in his tone. “I thought you were pretending like we talked about. I’m so sorry I didn’t get you something for the pain.”

My body thrums with need. I had something for the pain last night. Esteban gave it to me.

“Did you convince them?” I question.

“I did.” His lips find my neck and he kisses me softly, suckling my flesh between his teeth. I yelp out when he touches me between my legs. He stiffens and murmurs into my ear, “Did I hurt you?”

I could tell him what Esteban did but everything is so confusing and hazy. Would he kill Esteban? Worse yet, would he kill me?

My mind replays to the way Esteban touched me. I remember coming all over his fingers. Oh, my God, I enjoyed his assault. Guilt has me swallowing down my confession.

“I need you,” I beg Duvan. If he will just fuck the memory away, I can better assess how to tell him what happened. I’m not sure I can even tell him though.

Duvan undresses me—he’s already naked—and then he’s inside my sore pussy. He grunts as he drives into me. I can’t look into his perfect purple-black eyes. Instead, I stare out the window.

He makes love to me, and after a long shower together, he’s gone. The guilt running through my veins is enough to want to make me throw up. Luciana is nowhere to be found. I find myself downstairs and staring into the safe on a hunt for what Esteban gave me last night. It takes a bit but eventually I find a baggie of brown crystals. I know from the movies you somehow cook it before you send it into your veins. But I have no idea how to do any of it. Just seeing it there in a form I can’t utilize has me angry and on edge. I shove everything back into the safe, ignoring the shakes. Once I’m upstairs and in my office, I call Oscar.

“Brie!” he answers with an excited chuckle. “I missed—what the hell happened to you?” His dark brows are furled together in concern on the screen.

“I’m not feeling well.”

He lifts a skeptical eyebrow. “Did my brother do something to you?”

If you only knew…

“Duvan didn’t hurt me,” I tell him in a firm tone.

His gaze softens before turning murderous. “Esteban?”

Tears well in my eyes and I divert my gaze. “I’m fine.”

“What the fuck did he do?”

Our eyes meet, and I shake my head. “Nothing, Ozzy.”

The front door slams downstairs, and I slam my laptop closed without saying goodbye. Rushing down the stairs, I hurry to meet Duvan. Thank God I couldn’t figure out the heroin because he would have walked right in on me.

“Did you forget something?” I ask in a cheery tone, hoping to mask my unease.

But it isn’t Duvan standing in the entryway. It’s Esteban.

“I came to give you what you need.”

My heart skips at his words. “I don’t need anything from you.”

He shrugs and saunters past me toward the kitchen. The basement door slams shut, and he’s gone. I wait for ten whole minutes for him to return. Standing idle makes me think too much. I think about finding my mother. The blood. Her blue flesh. Her dead eyes. I think about a psycho stealing my daddy’s love from me. I think about how Ren broke me with his lies. I think about how I betrayed Duvan—my husband—when Esteban shoved his fingers inside of me.

A deep ache forms in my chest.

I’m almost in a daze as I open the basement door, willingly about to step foot into hell with the devil. Fear consumes me, but it isn’t until I hear familiar eighties music playing downstairs from the television that I start clambering down the steps. When I get to the bottom, I see Esteban sitting on the couch with the drugs next to him.

The need inside me starts to fester and crawl.

I want to claw right through my chest to rip it from me. I hate the way he gives me a familiar, knowing smirk that disarms me like Duvan’s does. This man touched me against my will. Made me cheat on my husband. Forced drugs into my system. Cut the tongue from my friend’s mouth.

And yet here I am sitting on my knees beside him on the sofa.

Here I am dragging my gaze from his to stare at the television.

Here I am offering my arm to this monster.

“I’m not so bad, sourpuss,” he says.

But he’s worse than bad.

“Wait,” I blurt out, drawing my arm back to me. “I can’t do this.”

“Nobody’s telling,” he says, his hand patting my thigh.

I close my eyes. He takes my arm gently which only angers me. Why would he be nice right now?

“I hate you,” I seethe under my breath.

The needle bites into me, and I let out a moan as soon as the heat enters my system. He pulls me into his lap and hugs me to him, the needle still dangling from my flesh. His breath tickles the side of my neck. “You need me. And I need you. This was supposed to be ours.”

A tear rolls out as the bliss fully overtakes my body. I relax against him. He doesn’t touch me sexually thankfully but he’s affectionate, which feels even worse.

“Now tell me about Heath’s plan, sourpuss.”

I swallow and remember the way Heath threatened my life. “He seems to believe I won’t be here for long. That I’ll be back with him.” Frustration chases away my high and I let out a sob. “It’s not working.”

His palms roam my breasts through my clothes, and I can feel his erection beneath me. “I’ll give you more after you tell me what his plans are.”

I turn my head to frown at him. “I don’t know, but he scared me.”

He softens his gaze before running his fingers through my hair. “I believe you.” His lips press to the side of my mouth. “Such a good girl. I’m going to take your pants off.”

The panicked look I give him makes him chuckle. “The vein in your thigh is better, sourpuss. Get your head out of the gutter.”

Shame washes over me as he lays me onto the couch. I keep my head turned toward the television so I don’t have to focus on what he’s doing. My pants—and panties, for that matter—get yanked down my legs. I’m disgusted with myself, that I’ve stooped to befriending Esteban so he’ll get me high. When a jolt of pleasure shoots through me, I glare at him.

“No.”

His smile is devilish as he pinches my clit again. “Do you want me to leave?”

I close my eyes and have the urge to kick him. “No.”

“I didn’t think so.”

Tears stream from my eyes as he massages me. I hate that my body responds to his touch—that the need to orgasm is almost as intense as the need for him to shove that damn needle into my leg.

I refuse to beg him but I have to bite down on my bottom lip to keep that promise to myself. When he ceases his ministrations just as I get close to coming, I curse at him. But he stops to drop more crystals onto the spoon. I swear my entire body jolts with the need to shake him so he’ll hurry the fuck up. My mind fades in and out of this reality as he cooks the drugs. And after what feels like an eternity later, I distantly feel him dragging the needle along my thigh. He pinches my clit with his free hand and gives me a conspiratorial grin.

“Ready to lose your motherfucking mind, sourpuss?”

With a twist of my clit and a poke to my thigh, he makes good on his promise. I lose control as an out of this world orgasm compliments the best high I’ve ever known. I’m lost in my own blissful haze as he cleans up the mess and walks away.

And now, my only thought isn’t about Ren or Daddy or Duvan.

It’s about Esteban.

And when the fuck will he come back?
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When I wake up, I’m groggy and sore. Shame and regret nearly cripple me. I’m both extremely thankful and sickly sad that Esteban isn’t down here with me. I find myself climbing the stairs on shaky legs on a hunt for him. As soon as I burst through the kitchen door, I find Luciana crying. Her entire body shakes.

“What’s wrong?” I demand, my voice hoarse.

She stares at me in horror. I realize I must look a sight with only a shirt on. Jesus, I didn’t even put any pants back on! He’s fucked me up so hard with this shit, I can’t even think straight. When I look at the clock, I realize I’ve slept most of the day away downstairs. Luciana is sporting a bright red bruise on her cheek that’s fading into purple.

“Did he hurt you?”

Her shaky fingers go to her mouth and she makes a motion of zipping her lips. Anger bubbles inside of me.

“Where is he?”

She once again does the stupid zipping motion and I want to throttle her. Instead, I hobble back downstairs to search for my pants. I’m just picking them up off the floor when I hear his voice behind me.

“Looking for me?”

“What are you doing to me?! What did you do to her?” I scream, throwing my pants at him.

He ducks and his gaze peruses my body as he stares at my naked bottom half. “I fucked her because you don’t want me fucking you. At least not yet.”

“I-I need to call Duvan,” I mutter, my hands shaking violently. “This is messed up. This is out of control.”

He stalks forward. “He’s being detained.”

“What?”

“A fire at the warehouse. He’s quite busy.”

I run my fingers through my hair. “You need to leave, Esteban. JUST FUCKING LEAVE!”

Three long steps and then he’s in my face. “Are you sure about that, sourpuss? Would you know what to do?”

A longing begins to burn deep within me, but I fight it. “No more. I don’t want to do it anymore.”

He snags my throat in his grip. “It wants to do you.”

“Please,” I hiss out.

“Please, Esteban, will you pump my veins full of that shit while you make me come again?” he asks, his voice light despite the hostile glare he’s giving me. My body reacts to his words much to my horror. I rub my thighs together to drive away the need.

“Stop!”

“Stop making you feel so damn good?”

Tears roll from my eyes and I hate how weak I am in his presence. “Yes.”

“Yes, you want it?”

“N-No.”

I can barely breathe as he squeezes my throat. My eyes roll back into my head. When I feel him touching me between my legs, I squirm and jerk my eyes back open.

“Want me to leave and fuck with Luciana instead?” he questions, his eyes liquid fury.

The idea of him raping her again has me gagging. “N-No.”

“You want me to stay and make you feel good?”

My face scrunches in a painful frown. The ache in my heart hurts but the growing need for the stupid drug is vining its way around both my mind and my heart. It’s claiming both and crushing them.

“It’s either her,” he murmurs and licks a tear from my face, “or you. I’m not as nice to her. What’ll it be, sourpuss?”

I reach my hand up and grab his wrist. “Not her.”

He beams in a way I’ve never seen before and he almost looks as handsome as Oscar. Playful and carefree. Happy. Esteban is a monster who takes joy in terrorizing his victims. “I was hoping that would be your answer. Want it in your thigh again?”

I close my eyes remembering the way the drug chased away reality. How I coasted into oblivion with a smile on my face.

“Yes.”

He releases me and I fall onto the couch. I’m in a haze of self-hatred and lust over the heroin while he messes about in the basement. When he returns, he helps me sit up.

“Take off your shirt,” he demands.

“No.”

His eyebrows furl together in fury. “I’m really hating that word coming out of your mouth,” he snaps. “Maybe I should cut out your fucking tongue so you’ll quit using it.”

I take off my shirt.

I’m completely naked and twitching for what he’s about to give me. My mind and my body are at odds—an epic battle my body is winning. They’ve already slaughtered my heart somewhere along the way.

“What did you take last night anyway?” he questions, his fingertip running down between my breasts toward my navel.

I close my eyes and pretend it’s Duvan. “Xanax.”

His hand leaves me as he prepares the heroin. “Not Xanax. You got too fucked up way too quickly. Sure it wasn’t Dilaudid?”

“I’m not sure. What’s that?”

“A strong pain reliever. The Xanax were pushed to the back. The Dilaudid cap was screwed on crooked,” he tells me. I try to drown him out but the sounds of what he’s doing sends a ripple of need coursing through me.

“What is it?”

He rubs my thigh and I open my eyes to look at him. “It’s similar to heroin. An opiate. Gives you a high almost as good as this,” he says and waves the syringe at me. “Just so you know.” His wink is conspiratorial.

Dilaudid.

I won’t forget that name.

“Esteban,” I murmur, my voice raw and shaky. “I need Duvan. Please call him.”

His face darkens. “I’ve taken care of him for a bit. All you need is me. You’ll see soon enough. You’ll crave me just like you crave this hit. Then, once he’s gone for good, we’ll rule like we were born to. It was never supposed to be him.”

“Please…”

His hand rubs over my stomach in a gentle, reverent way. “Shhh,” he says in a gravelly voice. “Let me do this.”

He takes my wrist and pushes the needle into the vein there. I stare in fascination as he squeezes the pure heaven into me. The familiar warmth surges through me like fire on dry brush. It ignites every nerve ending and sets my soul aflame. My eyes roll back and I let out a moan of pleasure.

I’m lost in my own little world when I hear something tear. Then a manly, guttural groan. And then I’m crushed and filled. I’m suffocating on the scent of a monster. He’s consuming me and I’m running from him, chasing my high into oblivion.
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I wake up shaking and confused. Every muscle in my body is on fire with pain. My brain is muddied with fragments of Esteban. I groan when I try and sit up. It’s then that I notice the raw pain between my legs. Hot tears streak down my cheeks. Four used condoms are tied and discarded on the floor beside the sofa. Bile rises in my throat.

I’m going to be sick.

On weak legs, I wobble across the basement to the steps. I’m just climbing the bottom one when the door swings open. A dark figure stands in the doorway and I realize it must be night since light isn’t pouring in from the kitchen.

“Where are you going, sourpuss?”

“How long have I been down here?” I croak. I’m not sure when was the last time I ate or drank anything.

“It’s after midnight,” he says with a tsk and clomps down the steps toward me. “All you wanted to do was fuck and get high all day long.”

No.

I swipe at the tears on my cheeks and shake my head. “I n-need to get away from you. I need to call Duvan. Where is Duvan?!”

He continues his descent, a wolfish smile tugging at his lips. “I told you, he’s being detained. It’s just us, Gabriella.”

I wince at hearing my name. Hearing it pulls my mind back to reality a bit. “I’m going to find him.”

His eyes darken as he skims his gaze over my quivering naked body. “It’s a long way to the warehouse. What happens when you get there and you need your fix?”

Hissing at him, I stumble away from him when he approaches. “I don’t need a fix!”

My body trembles in protest. Lies. I need it and I need him.

“Shhh,” he says softly and walks past me to the safe room. “Let me help you. I can help get rid of those shakes and then I’ll drive you to him.”

Another quake ripples through me and I double over in pain as a severe throb twists my stomach into a knot. A loud grumble comes from my belly. “I-I don’t need that,” I tell him, my bottom lip wobbling wildly. “I need food. I need clothes. I n-need you to go away.”

But my eyes are watching him with intensity as he pulls out his supplies from the safe. I want to focus and notice every detail so I don’t need his help anymore. Another pang rips through me.

“I’ll feed you after this, sourpuss,” he assures me in a calm tone. He sets his tray full of stuff down and begins pulling off his suit jacket. Each movement is slow and calculating. I hate how he’s taking his time. Darting my gaze to the drugs, I try to ignore the hunger pain in my stomach.

“Esteban…” I murmur. “Please help me.”

His nearly black eyes lift to mine and he flashes me a sincere smile. “Come here and sit beside me. Let’s talk. I’ll give you what you need and then I’ll feed you. Together we can go find Duvan.”

My shoulders hunch. I want to believe him. God, how I do. It would be much easier than fighting my conscience that is clawing for attention. I keep pushing it away because it hurts less that way.

“You promise?” I croak.

He nods and pats the sofa beside him. I have to step past the used condoms, which make me shudder harder.

“D-Did you rape me?”

His body tenses at my words. Our eyes meet and irritation is present in his. “It’s not rape if she comes screaming your name.”

I close my eyes and am met with fragments of memories. Esteban inside of me. Pushing himself and the liquid bliss into my veins. I did come. He made it all feel so good.

“I can’t do this anymore,” I choke out, tears blurring him in front of me. “I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

He grips my bony hips and hauls me into his lap so I’m straddling him. When his fingers whisper over my sore arms, I shudder with need. I cry out when he bites my breast. “You’re mine now. That’s who you are, sourpuss. Mine. Just like it was supposed to be.”

A full-bodied sob wracks through me. He’s hard between my legs and I’m disgusted. Yet I can’t bring myself to move away from him. Self-loathing swarms around me like a furious storm cloud, whipping at me from every direction.

“Help me,” I murmur. “Somebody help me.”

I feel the tightening on my bicep. And then I feel a pinch. As soon as the heat rushes into me, I roll my head back and stare up at the ceiling. The pain and worry and sadness and despair are chased away into the darkness. I’m once again stolen by the pleasure that’s dancing through me and the fingers that are now probing me.

I’m trapped in a nightmare.

Esteban is the monster.

And I can’t fucking escape.

Stars dance and glitter around me. Nothing makes sense anymore. He takes away my pain despite being the one to dole it out to me. I’m on a seesaw of confusion. Up and down, trying to decide between right and wrong.

“There, there, angel,” he coos, dragging me up, up, up into my high. “I promised I’d take care of you.” And then he’s bringing me down, down, down onto him and him deep inside of me. “Come and then sleep.”

I come.

And then I fall against his chest and sleep.

Somebody help me…
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“Something’s wrong.”

I lift my gaze to stare at Oscar. He’s been trying to get ahold of his brother Duvan for several days now. Nothing. Vee sits cross-legged on her bed beside him and frowns at me.

“Brie isn’t answering our Skype calls either. Has she responded to your emails?” she asks me.

Pinching the bridge of my nose in frustration, I shake my head. “I thought she was still trying to warm up to being friends with me. When’s the last time either of you spoke to her?”

Oscar stands and starts pacing the bedroom. “She was behaving strangely last time I talked to her. Seemed nervous and frantic. Then she just hung up on me.” He scrubs his face with his palm. “I can’t get in touch with either of my brothers. Something’s most definitely wrong.”

“I’m calling my dad. He’s been spending a lot of time at the shipyard with Camilo so he hasn’t been home this week but I think he ought to be able to help us,” Vee says as she dials her dad and puts him on speakerphone.

I bristle at the mention of him. The dickhead put his hands on Brie and I’ll be damned if I ever trust a word he says. But if she’s in trouble and he can help, I’ll listen. While the phone rings, I text Dad.

Me: Have you spoken to Gabe lately?

Dad: He called and checked in last night while you were out.

I hold up my finger to Vee and Oscar excusing myself before stepping out into the hallway to call him.

“What did he say?” I demand the moment he answers.

“Toto, go see mom-mom,” he says gently. I can hear Blue’s Clues playing in the background and him saying something to Mom before the sound of a door clicking shut muffles the music. “He gave me a number to reach him at. Was checking on Toni and wondered if I’d heard anything about Gabriella. Why?”

“Did you tell him about her marrying Duvan Rojas?”

He lets out a swoosh of air. “I didn’t think it was necessary to give him the details and send him on a damn killing spree. Besides, you told me she was happy.”

Pain makes my chest ache, and I shake my head in frustration. “She may very well be happy. But we can’t reach her. Duvan’s brother Oscar and I are worried about the both of them.”

The line grows quiet. “I have to tell him.” A growl resounds on the other line. “Jesus, I have to fucking tell him.”

I flip my ball cap around so that it’s backward and lean my shoulder against the door jamb. “Don’t send him into a psychotic rage just yet, Dad. Let me find out what I can and I’ll let you know.”

He sighs and I can hear his chair squeak. “Be careful, son. I don’t like you wrapped up with these people.”

I bristle. These people are my friends. And one of these people, I’m heartbroken over. “Then maybe you should have thought about that before you involved me.”

Dad curses, and I instantly feel like an ass for blaming him.

“Look,” I say in exasperation. “I’m sorry. Just…” I trail off when Oscar pops his head through the door and shakes his head at me. “Just see if you can tap into her phone records. See what she’s been up to. Emails. Social media. Anything. We need to make sure she’s okay. And if she’s not…”

“We’ll send her father after her.”

I bite my tongue but agree. “Yep. Gotta go, Dad.”

If she’s not okay, there’s no way I’ll trust waiting on Gabe to go in and help her. He already abandoned her once, I can’t help but wonder if he’d do it again. Hell, my parents are already dealing with one of his kids as we speak.

“You got a passport, my man?” Oscar asks.

I scrub my face with my palm. “Yep. Give me time to pack a bag.”
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“I’m coming with you,” Calder says, his mouth set into a determined frown. “You won’t let Dad come, but I’m going.”

I cringe thinking about the argument Dad and I had when I came home to break the news to him. Gabe’s not answering the number he gave him. Like I said, I can’t trust him to do a goddamned thing. When Mom heard us arguing, I told her I was going on a summer trip to South America with some friends. It wasn’t a lie. And Dad didn’t want to get into it with her so he stormed off.

He’ll get over it.

“It’s fucking dangerous, bro,” I grunt as I shove clothes into a suitcase. “We don’t know what we’re walking into down there.”

He shrugs and saunters over to me. “More the reason for me to be there and have your back.”

“Mom will never let you go,” I retort.

“I’m not a kid anymore.”

I glance over at my brother who recently turned eighteen and sigh. “Fine but when we get there, you’re staying at the hotel with Vee.”

His blue eyes brighten at the mention of Vienna. “Why is she going?”

I rummage through my drawers yanking out socks and underwear. “Brie’s her best friend. She’s worried.”

He groans. “She just likes that asshole. I don’t know why she’s so obsessed with him.”

And, God, she is. Every time I look at the girl, she’s gazing at Oscar like she wants to be the mother of all his babies. The guy doesn’t even see her. I mean, literally, he sees her. But he doesn’t look at her the way she looks at him.

Unfortunately, she doesn’t look at Calder the way he looks at her.

What a clusterfuck.

“Whatever. If you’re going and Mom’s not going to beat your ass, pack a bag. I don’t have time to wait.”

He’s gone in a flash to pack. I can’t help but wonder if this is a shitty idea. For all I know, she’s happy playing wife—God, how I fucking hate that word now—to Duvan. We may just show up and piss her off.

While I wait for Calder to pack, I open my laptop. I have a picture saved on my desktop. It’s one Vee took of us. Brie’s hair was longer then and blows in the wind. My arm is wrapped possessively around her waist. Her smile is breathtaking. The brown in her eyes seems to sparkle with mischief—a look that’s hot as hell on her. My eyes are different too. Happy and proud to have her by my side.

I waited too long.

My secret always kept me from plunging too deep with her. So many times over the past couple of years I’d wanted to profess my love to her. To make love to her and promise her my heart. It teased the tip of my tongue but never rolled out. The secret of my betrayal always hung like a thick curtain of disgust between us. No matter how much I wanted to move forward with her, I simply couldn’t. Not with such a divide between us.

Now, I wish I’d have told her the first time I’d kissed her. Perhaps then, we could have talked it through. Worked on shit. Maybe if I’d not been a goddamned pussy, she’d be here with me now. In my arms instead of his.

Perhaps then she’d be wearing a promise ring from me instead of a damned wedding ring from Duvan Rojas.

I fucked up.

Royally.

Opening up my email, I check to make sure she hasn’t messaged me. Nothing since the last time we corresponded. Swallowing down my unease, I tap out an email to her.

Brie,

I hope you’re happy. You’re quiet and not responding. We’re all worried about you. If you’re happy, though, I’m happy for you.

Do you remember that time we ate at Fish Paddy’s on the pier? Calder and Vee went to throw french fries at the seagulls, but we stayed behind and shared a piece of key lime pie. Remember how you told me you’d wanted to go to film school? How you’d wanted to write a screenplay one day that would top Sixteen Candles? I laughed at you and asked you why you watched old ass movies all the time. You got this pretty glimmer in your eyes and said, “Old movies have the best music.”

I teased you and we went on our way. What I didn’t tell you was that I found Sixteen Candles on Netflix. And a whole bunch of other cheesy eighties movies. I watched them because I had to know what made you love them. I needed to know what made you so intrigued with them that you wanted to go to film school.

I have to say…I’m still trying to figure it out, Brie.

I’m kidding.

You were right, beautiful. The music is pretty badass. Still won’t replace my Nine Inch Nails or Pearl Jam, but I may or may not have made a playlist that reminds me of you…

“Don’t you… forget about me…”

Ren

PS – I hope you have that song stuck in your head now, because I do. Thanks for that, woman.

“Ready?” Calder asks from the doorway, a bag thrown over his shoulder and a ball cap pulled over his head.

I hit send and snap my laptop shut. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to see her with that Rojas fuck.”

Calder lets out a sigh. “Believe me, brother, I know exactly how you feel.”
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Turns out, we aren’t able to get a flight out until tomorrow evening. The four of us have decided to crash in Oscar’s hotel room until then. None of us have heard from Brie, and I’m about to go fucking crazy with worry.

“What are you studying, Oscar?” I ask as I flip through pictures on my phone of Brie and me.

He blabs on about family business and shit. I’m only half listening as I obsess over Brie—my girl before it all went to hell. Oscar is still talking when we hear a bang on the hotel room door.

“Probably my father,” he groans.

But when he opens the door, Heath Berkley storms in past him. “Where is she?”

Anger surges through my veins at seeing him. I’d give anything to knock him in his perfect, white goddamned teeth. When I lean forward in my chair, Calder taps me on the knee and shakes his head at me.

“Daddy,” Vee whines. “I’m going to see Brie.”

Possessiveness flashes in his eyes at the mention of Brie, his jaw ticking furiously. “She’s with Duvan for now. She’s fine. You’re not going out there.”

For now?

My ears perk up and I listen attentively.

“Why not? It’s not like I haven’t been before,” she argues, her pale cheeks turning pink with anger. “We vacationed there many times when I was a kid.”

He growls and storms over to her pink suitcase sitting in the corner. “When you were a kid, Vienna. Not since you’ve become a woman. Things are different over there than they are here. All it takes is one person to recognize that you’re my daughter and to see how beautiful you are, and they’ll try to get to me through you. I won’t have you traipsing across the world into a hornet’s nest.”

“I’m eighteen now, Dad!” she snaps. “I can do whatever I want.”

When he lets out a furious hiss and stomps toward her, Calder rises from his seat with both fists clenched. He’s poised and ready to attack.

“It’s not safe,” he snarls, fury contorting his features.

“But you let Brie marry Duvan and willingly sent her over there?!” Her voice is shrill and her bottom lip trembles.

His eyes flicker over to Calder and then me. As if forgetting his daughter, he sneers. “Jesus, the goddamned lawn boy is here too? You all fast fucking friends now, Oscar? Does your brother know you’re hanging out with the asshole who fucked his wife?”

Storming over to him, I grab the front of his button up shirt and pull him toward me. Spit showers over him as I hiss my words. “Does Duvan know you put your hands on his wife? Whipped her ass like she was some small child? You’re a sick fucking pervert, old man.”

He jerks from my grip. Oscar steps between us while Calder grabs me by the shoulders.

“Heath,” Oscar says in a clipped tone. “We’re going to see my brother and Brie. They’re family and our friends. This is nothing more than a trip to check and see how they’re enjoying married life. I’ll keep Vee safe.”

A look of disgust washes over Heath’s face. “If one hair is harmed on her pretty red head, I’ll gut you in front of your entire family.”

Oscar, always the easygoing dude, tenses. His shoulders square and he glares at the old man with a menacing stare. “I’m sure Papá would love to hear how his business partner just threatened his son.”

Heath has the sense to look fearful. “Whatever. Keep her safe.”

I relax when the asshole hugs Vee before slamming the door behind him.

“What a dick,” Calder mutters under his breath.

Oscar turns toward us and scowls. Worry paints his features. “Stick with me and you’ll be fine. But as a precaution, I want you both to have eyes on Vee at all times.”

Calder folds his arms across his muscular—despite eating a shit-ton of sweets at every turn—chest and smirks at Oscar before winking at Vee. “Not a fucking problem.”
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“Beh.”

Thundering in my head.

“Beh.”

I groan and attempt to swat away the person attempting to wake me from my glorious slumber. A sleep where I find peace. My parents. Our old beach house. Memories of a time when I was happy.

“Beh!”

“What?” I snap and drag an eye open.

Luciana’s brown eyes are darting all over me as she seems to check me over. A single tear streaks down her cheek and her bottom lip quivers. “Beh.”

My entire body aches and I’m shivering. Shivering so much it hurts. When I crack open the other eye, I glance down to see I’m naked and bruised. Sticky and dirty. I’m burning between my legs which causes horrible fragments to slice through my mind, cutting my soul into bits. I touch between my legs and let out a gasp when they come back into view bloodied.

I’m panicked for a moment until I realize I must have started my period.

“What time is it?” I murmur as I try to sit up. “How many hours have passed?”

She frowns and holds up five fingers. A crack of thunder makes us both jump. “Five hours?”

My eyes close again in an attempt to escape the neediness raking its way along the inside of every vein in my body. A craving—unlike any hunger pain I’ve ever experienced—grips my entire being. I’m a prisoner to this starvation for the drug that’s had me in its hold for what…twenty-four hours? I realize I have no clue as to what day or time it is. Nothing makes sense.

“I need to get out of here,” I croak as I reopen my eyes. But even then, I’m letting my gaze flit over to the safe. Esteban is nowhere around. And while it’s relieving to know he won’t be using me anytime soon, I can’t help but panic.

What if he doesn’t come back?

How will I get the heroin into my body?

“I need your help,” I manage to say as I sit up. As much as I’m starving for food and a shower, my other obsession strangles me and won’t let go. “I need you to help me.”

She assists me in standing. But when we tug in opposite directions, she frowns. “Beh,” she whispers and shakes her head no at me.

Fury surges through me and I tug from her grip. “You don’t understand,” I snap. I’m stumbling into the room and trying desperately to open the safe while she whines from behind me. I get the door open after several failed attempts and hunt for the heroin.

“Where the fuck is it?!” I screech.

Pill bottles crash to the floor as I search the depths of the safe. My hands shake violently and I attempt to remember the name of the pills Esteban told me about. Blood from my period runs down the inside of my thigh, but I don’t care. A loud grumble causes my stomach to seize up in pain, but I ignore it. The thundering in my head nearly matches the storm waging outside, but I push past it.

Luciana tugs at me. “Beh!”

“No! Just leave me alone!” I scream at her so loudly, I nearly throw up from exertion.

She’s still attempting to pull me from the room when my eyes land on the dark, almost black, eyes of Esteban. He’s sitting on the couch with a knowing grin on his lips. I have no idea when he showed up but my heart skips several beats when I see him. Not from fear or disgust, but from excitement.

Luciana freezes, her gaze trained on him, a horrified expression on her features. “Beh,” she says, a sob clogging her throat before she shakes her head no.

But I’m long gone on a stumbling mission for the drugs. Esteban’s face lights up when he sees me. He wiggles a syringe at me. “Miss me, sourpuss?”

I fall to my knees in front of him and offer my arm to him. “Yes.”

His thumb caresses my sore flesh and he frowns. “We’ve blown all these out.” He points to my other arm. “And those.” Then, his hand waves at my thighs. “Those too.”

Panic seizes me. “W-What do we do then?” My voice is a shriek and bile rises in my throat.

“Luciana,” he barks at the woman I’d long forgotten. “Make Brie something to eat.”

She sobs but scurries away to heed his instruction. Once she’s gone, he regards me with a soft smile. “I could put it here.” His thumb drags along the side of my throat. My pulse leaps at his touch. Fear should be playing with my emotions, but it’s long gone.

Only need.

Only desire for the heated bliss.

Only a craving like I’ve never experienced.

“Please,” I croak, my throat parched.

He leans forward and suckles on my throat. His tongue is where I want the needle. I grip his thighs and let out a frustrated mewl. He roughly pinches my nipple as he kisses my neck. I’m not turned on, just desperate.

“Esteban…”

He sucks hard enough to leave a bruise before popping from my flesh. His dark eyes meet mine, twinkling with mad delight. “Just getting that vein nice and fat for you.”

I try to focus on how he’s cooking the heroin. How he gets it into the syringe. How much. But my mind isn’t taking notes. It’s just counting down the seconds until it goes black again.

“Come here,” he urges, tugging me into his lap. The blood from my period soaks him through his slacks, and I don’t even care. I just need him to do what he does best. Take me away.

His fingers fist my hair and he jerks my head to the side. The bite of the needle hurts worse in my neck, but as soon as the heat surges into me, I roll my eyes into my head. I hear the jingle of his belt and vaguely comprehend him lying me down on the sofa on my belly. His cock is soon inside me.

I don’t care anymore.

I’m going, going, gone.

“Tigress!”

I blink open my eyes in confusion. Duvan doesn’t come to me in my dreams anymore. Is he here now? My words come out as a whimper and nothing more. The pumping into me has stopped.

Screaming and screaming.

Warm hands are on me, turning me over onto my side. My eyes wash over Luciana once before falling behind her.

Duvan.

Is he really here?

Bruises along his cheekbone. Blood crusted around his nose. He’s soaking wet and wearing a hate-filled scowl as he rears his fist back. I hear a crunch and then another. It takes me a moment to realize he’s hitting Esteban.

This is real.

“N-No!” I hiss out, my voice unrecognizable to me.

When Duvan’s eyes meet mine, I see a look that tears my soul right from my body. A heartbreaking expression that matched my own when I’d looked in the mirror after I found my mother’s dead body.

Despair.

Revulsion.

Disgust.

Hate.

“I’m s-sorry,” I slur out. My body relaxes, the bliss taking full control of me finally.

Luciana slides out of the way and Duvan falls to his knees beside the couch. His fingers spear through my tangled hair. I expect him to yell at me. To tell me what a whore I am. I’m shocked to tears when his full lips whisper over mine, gently kissing me.

“My poor, tigress. I’m so fucking sorry,” he murmurs. The pain in his voice is like tiny knives cutting through me. It hurts me to hear them.

“You came back for me.” I’m not sure if I thought the words or said them aloud. Either way, he understands because he nods. His lips press hard this time to mine. A choked sound escapes him before he pulls away. The strong, fearless Duvan has tears spilling down his tanned cheeks.

“I’m going to kill him. For you,” he vows, his voice a cold rain washing over me. “I’m going to cut him, limb by limb, until he pays for what he’s done to you.”

“Wha!” Luciana cries out.

Duvan jerks away and utters a, “FUUUUUCK!”

The rest is a blur.

I don’t remember him coming back.

Or him scooping me into his arms.

Or the entire walk back to our bedroom.

The warmth of the shower seemed to soothe my soul some but even it was a fading moment.

Finally, I felt safe.
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I’m going to find the motherfucker and slit his goddamned throat. After I slice his cock off and feed it to him. Fucking Esteban. My damn brother.

Not anymore.

Rage quakes so violently through me, I fear I’ll wake Brie. It’s been at least ten hours since I cleaned her up and wrapped my body around hers in our bed. Ten hours where I couldn’t sleep but instead replayed the betrayal of my brother over and over again in my head.

I did this.

I brought her here knowing this could happen.

But I’d been selfish. Thought I could protect her here. Thought I’d have her all to myself.

How did this happen?

One minute we’re playing pretend for my brother’s benefit.

The next I’m tied to the chair in my office at the warehouse while his goons beat the shit out of me.

For five fucking days, I worried myself to the point of exhaustion.

I knew whatever Esteban was doing to my tigress was sick. It’s his way. He’s a twisted bastard like our father. Brutal and a goddamned lunatic.

Despite it being after noon, the tropical storm named Inez has come ashore. The winds are howling loud enough to wake the dead. I should check on my chickens but I refuse to leave her side.

He starved her.

He drugged her.

He fucking raped her.

Fury, more violent than the storm outside, ripples through me. While I was tending to her, he’d fled the house despite my breaking his nose and beating the hell out of him. I’ve put a call out to one of my most trusted men, Ravi, and told him to find my brother. I’m going to enjoy slicing him into tiny fucking pieces. Enjoy making him pay for everything he did to her.

Her skin has grown hot and she starts to shiver in my arms. She’ll soon wake, craving her beloved drug. I’ve already instructed Luciana to flush it all. To rid my safes of anything that could harm Brie any more. Aside from the meds I’ll need to help wean her off, the rest has got to go.

“Mmm,” she croaks, her eyes still clenched closed.

I stroke her wavy hair out of her face. It’s long since been washed and air-dried. When I helped her shower last night, I almost lost my fucking head. Her body was littered with so many bruises. So many track marks. And once I finally determined she was bleeding from her period and not from sexual abuse, I had Luciana assist me with finding her a pad to line her panties with.

My sweet, brave tigress is safe.

She’s clean and I’m going to heal her.

“Ow,” she murmurs, her entire body shaking. Not from the chill of the air but from need. Her road to recovery is just beginning. She’ll hate me before it’s all over with.

I tug her into my arms and hold her quaking, emaciated self. I fucking hate how bony she feels in my grip. How hollow and breakable she is. My own body hurts from the blows I’d suffered to my ribs, but it won’t keep me from holding her.

“I missed you, mi amor,” I murmur against her hair, which now smells like lemon and honey. A smell I never want to leave my presence again.

Her fingers splay out over one of my bruised pecks and she whimpers. “Duvan. You’re really here.” A sob wracks through her.

“I’m here, baby,” I assure her through clenched teeth. “You’re safe now.”

She relaxes against me, her lips pressing against my throat. “Where’s…”

I stroke her hair and kiss the top of her head. “He’s gone now.”

At my words, she tenses. When her head tilts up and her dulled eyes spark to life, my heart throbs in my chest. God, how I fucking missed her.

“I n-need…” she trails off, horror painting her gorgeous features.

“I know,” I murmur. Our eyes meet. An entire conversation passes between us with just one look.

“No,” she says, sitting up. Her eyes glance down at the hoodie I’d put on her. She tugs at it in confusion before turning her now wild gaze to mine. “No, Duvan!” She rips at the hair on her head before letting out a crazed scream. “You can’t do this to me! You don’t understand!”

I grab her wrist and yank her to me. She’s weak so she falls onto my chest without much effort on my part. Once I have her squirming body tight in my grip, I growl out my words. “Oh, but I do understand, tigress. I’ve been there, baby. I’m going to fix you. Hate me all you want, but I’m going to find my sweet girl again.”

A wail escapes her. Her fidgeting body becomes jelly in my arms as she gives up. “I’m not your sweet girl,” she cries, her tears soaking my bare chest. “I did things.”

I close my eyes and take a ragged breath. I’m going to cut off his balls and fucking choke him with them. “I know, tigress. I know.”

Her sobs become hysterical cries with uncontrollable hiccups and desperate gasps for air. I simply hold her through her meltdown.

“Y-You don’t know,” she chokes out. “I…I did those things willingly…”

Kissing her head, I let out a sigh. “I know, but it wasn’t your fault. Esteban knows how that addiction fucks with a person. He lived it with me. Back when I couldn’t take care of myself, it was my brother who dragged me to rehab.”

“Oh, God,” she moans. “This hurts. I can’t do this!”

I grit my teeth. “You can and you will. I’m going to help you.”

She squirms and rages in my grip but she’s still too weak. Esteban didn’t feed her enough. And we have a long road ahead of us. She’ll undoubtedly lose more weight before I can put any back on her.

Rolling her over onto her back, I grab her wrists and pin them to the bed. Tears leak from her eyes. She’s so fucking broken. It rips through me like the raging storm making all the windows in my house rattle.

“Woman, listen to me,” I growl. Her body relaxes but her lip continues to tremble. “I love you, tigress. I’m going to fix you.” While I was beaten and tortured, I imagined over and over speaking those words to her. I love you, tigress. Each time, I could almost envision her brown eyes widening with surprise and her sexy lips tugging into a smile before she said them back. I love you too, Duvan. Of course, the perfect things only happen in dreams… This is our nightmare.

A sob escapes her. “Then just give me a little bit. You know how to do it. Please, Duvan. Help me. It fucking hurts!”

I hate to see her in pain, but it’s fleeting. Just a phase. “I am helping you.”

“No,” she argues, her voice hoarse. “You’re hurting me. If you love me like you say, then give me just one little hit.”

I close my eyes to avoid her angry glare. She makes me weak, but I’m doing this for her. “I’m sorry.”

She spits on me and hisses. “I fucking hate you!”

I swallow before kissing her forehead. “I know and I’m sorry.”
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“You have to eat something. You can’t stay holed up in this bedroom forever, Brie. Do you want to go with me to feed the chickens? It’s finally stopped raining.”

She doesn’t answer me. For two days, as she’s slowly detoxed, I’ve attempted to bring her out of the shell she’s seemed to disappear into. When she’s not yelling at me or sleeping, she’s throwing up and begging for death. I’m worried to fucking hell over her.

“Tigress…”

“Just go.”

“Baby…”

“Leave me alone.”

“Brie…”

“No!”

“Debemos de estar juntos…”

The Methadone has been critical with her heroine withdrawals, but it’s not perfect. God, how she suffers. My poor girl has claw marks all over her stomach and thighs from the never-ending itch that consumers her. In some places, she’s even drawn blood a couple of times. Depression also seems to be taking its toll on her. Not being able to shoot up with what she’d grown accustomed to, she’s dealing with some all-time lows. It’s damn heartbreaking to watch her sob all hours of the day, begging for the drugs. But it’s the nausea that’s by far the worst on her. Nothing is appetizing to her and she throws up a lot of what I do get her to eat. Having been exactly where she’s at myself, I know precisely what a soul-shredding experience she’s going through.

But we will get her through it.

“When I get better, I want to leave. With or without you, I want to get the hell away from this place,” she spits out, her back still turned to me.

I stride over to her bedside and kneel before her. She tries to hide her hand but I find it anyway, squeezing it in my grip. “Without me is never an option.” My tone is fierce and leaves no room for objection. I repeat my earlier words. “Tenemos que estar juntos.” We need to be together.

“Don’t you have work to do or—” she starts but we both jolt when we hear a car door slam outside.

“Stay here,” I order as I rise to my feet. If that bastard came back, I’m putting a bullet through his skull. The springs on the mattress squeak behind me, but I’m already on a mission of yanking my gun from my bedside table. It’s chambered and ready to fire by the time I creep out of the bedroom. When I glance back, Brie is out of the bed and on my tail. As much as it’s good to see her out of the damn bed, she’s much too pale to be up, and I don’t want her anywhere near Esteban. “Get back in the room,” I order with a hiss.

She glares at me. “No.”

Gritting my teeth, I continue my trek down the hallway and down the stairs. Keys jingle at the front door a moment before it swings open. I raise my gun, ready to blow my brother’s head off his shoulders.

But it’s the wrong brother.

A mixture of annoyance and relief filter through me.

“What the fuck, man? Why the hell aren’t either of you answering our calls?” Oscar demands, his voice deep with emotion.

I lower my gun but the moment more people start piling through the door, I jerk it back up.

Oscar holds his palms in the air and approaches me. “Dude, calm the fuck down. These are my and Brie’s friends. And Vee. We’re here to check on you guys.”

My eyes lock with the blue eyes of the guy Brie was seeing before me. A surge of jealousy spikes through me. “Why are you here?”

He starts to shoulder past Oscar toward Brie, but my brother holds out his arm to stop him. Smart man. I’m too amped up with the need to destroy our older brother. This kid might accidentally take a bullet in his place. After all, he broke my wife once before. I won’t put it past him to do it again.

“Brie,” the fuck murmurs to her. “What the hell happened to you, beautiful?”

I’m about to punch him in his throat when she pushes past me and runs straight into his arms. Esteban fucked her God knows how many times but seeing her willingly—completely sober—run toward her ex-boyfriend, I find myself raging with betrayal.

“Duvan,” Oscar growls, swatting my arm with the gun down toward the floor. “Let’s fucking talk about what’s going on here.” He shoves me into the kitchen until my eyes no longer can glare at the man holding my wife. Once we’re in the kitchen, he takes the gun from my grip before setting it onto the countertop. “Talk.”

An ache forms in my chest, and I glare at my brother. “Esteban.”

His jaw clenches. A storm brews in his brown eyes. “Did he hurt her?”

I scrub at my overgrown scruffy jaw before spearing my fingers into my messy hair. “He had Santiago and his men beat the shit out of me while I was tied to my office chair. And while they were doing that to me…” I close my eyes. Thoughts of how I found her grip my thoughts—with my brother’s dick inside of her bloody cunt—and I boil over with rage. My fist slams into the cabinet door, splintering it into several pieces. “He raped my wife.” I snap my glare to Oscar. His mouth gapes open, and sadness crumples his features. At one time I’d been jealous of his puppy love for Brie. Now, I’m thankful he cares for her and not in some sick, perverted way like Esteban. “He got her so fucked up on heroin, man. She hates me because I’ve forced her into detox.”

A flash of understanding glimmers in his eyes. “You were a bitch too if I remember correctly. That stuff will steal your soul.”

I nod and my jaw clenches again with anger. “She hates me right now, and you bring in that motherfucker. How am I supposed to bring her back to me with him here?”

Oscar relaxes and shakes his head. “He’s cool, man. Ren isn’t the type to go after your girl. He cares about her. We all do. If anything, we’re your saving grace. She can talk to Vee, maybe get a break from you.”

I shake my sore hand, now starting to throb from punching the cabinet. “She doesn’t need a break from me,” I hiss. “I was away from her for five goddamned days!”

He winces at my tone. “Where’s Esteban now?”

“Fuck if I know. When I find him, I’m going to slit his fucking throat, though. I’m going to let her watch as he bleeds out all over the damn floor,” I seethe. “La venganza es mía.” Vengeance is mine.

The sound of both girls sobbing in the living room has my body firing back to life and me reaching for the gun. Oscar groans and shoves me away. “Chill the fuck out, hermano. She’s fine. Clearly, she’s dealing with some shit. Back away from her a bit.”

I stomp past him to peek around the corner. Vee rocks Brie in her arms on the sofa. Ren and some other fuckface who looks like him tower over the two girls, poised and ready to comfort them. It pisses me off. “That asshole his brother?”

Oscar tenses and gives me a clipped nod. “Yeah.”

“Why the fuck’s he here?”

He gives me a sour look. “Who the hell knows, but he is. Have you spoken to Ravi?”

“Last we talked, he’d not seen any trace of Esteban or Santiago or the gang. My men know he’s a dead man walking.”

Oscar nods. “Does Papá know?”

“No,” I spit out. “He won’t know until our brother’s heart fucking stops. You know Papá would try and protect him. Tell us boys to work it out like we’re still goddamned kids. There’s no working out the fact he had my ass beat while he drugged and fucked my wife!”

My brother stalks over to me and places his hands on my shoulders. “Look at me, Duvan.”

I snap my fiery gaze to his determined one. “What?”

“I have your back. He doesn’t deserve to fucking live for touching her,” he snarls, the jealousy in his tone making my blood pressure spike. “Together, we keep her safe.”

His eyes are clear and not deceptive. I trust his words. His puppy love for my wife will keep him true to his promise.

“Don’t let him take her from me,” I growl, an ache forming in my chest.

He scowls. “Never. Esteban won’t touch her again.”

Tugging at my hair, I give him a tired gaze. “I’m talking about the lawn boy.”
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What the fuck happened to my girl?

Weeks ago she was a feisty, vibrant woman with curves all over her beautiful body. Her brown eyes shone with intelligence and hope. The smile she used to reward me with is long gone.

Brie is a shell.

Empty and used.

The light in her eyes is gone.

Desperation exists there.

Fuck!

“Tell me what happened,” Vee urges as she strokes Brie’s messy hair.

I clench my teeth in frustration. Brie’s so bony. Her cheeks are sunken in. Dark circles ring her dead eyes. The hoodie she’s wearing hangs off her shoulder, baring the emaciated flesh there. Rage bubbles up inside of me. My fists tighten and the urge to pummel her husband’s already bruised and swollen face is overwhelming.

What the fuck happened here?

“Brie…” Vee’s urges only cause her to cry more. I’m dying to push Vee over and plop down beside my girl so I can hold her.

My girl.

I nearly bark out a bitter laugh. She’s not mine anymore.

“I don’t want to talk about it, okay?” Brie snaps and claws at her thighs through her pants. Her lip is curled up in anger as she swats Vee away.

Vee’s gaze meets mine and her eyes well with unshed tears.

“What the fuck happened?” I bark out to anyone who will listen.

Brie looks up at me, and for a brief moment, she resembles the young, innocent girl I once dated. Before I took her virginity, and Duvan gave her his name. When she was just a girl with no worries. Just a sad girl with a sad past.

Now she’s much more than that.

A broken girl.

Dead inside.

“Come on,” I tell her and hold my hand out to her. She seems desperate to escape Vee’s mothering. With a flicker of relief in her eyes, she lets me pull her from the sofa. “Take me somewhere we can be alone.”

She guides us up some stairs on unsteady legs and to a small room at the end of a hallway. It’s painted bright yellow. As soon as we enter the girly space, I can see this room is hers. An office fit with an antique desk and an oversized comfy chair. Posters line the walls that remind me of her. Dirty Dancing. The Breakfast Club. Sixteen Candles. Her favorites.

“Sit with me,” I instruct.

The woman who was pissed and brokenhearted over my lies of who I really was is distant. This new woman is different. Harder. Sharper. Feral. She scratches at herself all over as if she’s crawling with bugs. It makes my heart physically ache for her.

“I’m withdrawing from heroin,” she sneers when she catches me staring.

When she doesn’t offer up any other explanation, I sit in the large chair and tug her down to sit beside me. She’s shivering so I pull her against me to warm her up. It feels right having her at my side again. Her skin is hot to the touch, and she’s far too pale for my liking. Neither of us speaks while she all but convulses as the long minutes of her recovery drag on in what feels like slow motion.

On several occasions throughout the day, I wonder if she should go to a hospital. Duvan comes in occasionally, with tender looks for her and glares for me, to bring her medicine or to attempt to force food into her. At one point, when she started gagging when he’d popped in, he carried her off to the bathroom so she could throw up.

I’ve never felt so helpless in my entire life.

Seeing someone so sick with need but no way to help them.

As much as I hate her husband, I’m glad he seems to know what she needs. When she shivers, he brings her a blanket. When she complains of body aches, he offers to massage the parts that hurt or hands her ibuprofen. When she starts to sweat, he brings her ice packs and popsicles.

All I’m good for is emotional support.

No words are needed as she suffers.

She just suffers.

In suffocating silence.
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“You need to tell me what happened, Brie,” I mutter, my words soft and imploring. Oscar gave me the quick horrifying version after she’d gone to bed last night. I’ll stay in denial until I hear it from her.

Yesterday had been awful. When she’d grown tired of hiding away in the office, Duvan took her to bed. I’d hated seeing her leave with him but she clung to his shirt as if he had the power to heal her. If he can heal her, I sure to hell hope he does and fast. My brother and my friends all wore the same matching expressions. Last night, I told them to book flights for tomorrow. With every passing moment, Brie seemed weaker and more physically exhausted. Having us here only seemed to make her recovery harder. And that’s the last thing I wanted to do. Much to my surprise, Duvan truly does have this handled.

She swallows but doesn’t speak right away. I’m afraid she’ll ignore me altogether. But then she clears her throat and shaky words spill from her mouth. Words so vile and fucked up, I want to scoop them all up so I can crush them with my fist. She robotically recounts her life during those hazy, awful five days while I viciously attempt to keep my rage to a dull roar.

With each horrifying thing she says, I stroke at her hair and promise her it will be okay.

I hope to fuck that it will.

“And now,” she says in a whisper, “the need physically hurts. I want to claw out this festering inside of me. It’s like a billion microorganisms are squirming around inside of me all begging to be fed. I want to feed them.”

Last year, a buddy of mine from college kicked a bad heroin addiction. That shit is no joke. I’d never seen a man cry like that before. And here, my girl is suffering just like he did. But worse. Not only is she attempting to get clean, she’s also dealing with the guilt of trading sex for a hit.

Now I completely understand the hate-filled rage in Duvan’s eyes when we came through the door. He’d thought we were Esteban. With one glance, I know that if it had been his brother, the motherfucker would have been dead on the spot.

At least the prick is good for something.

Even if he couldn’t protect her before, he seems dead set on trying now.

“Do you want to come home? I could take you to my house and—”

She sits up and regards me with teary eyes. “I am home. This is my home.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, swiping a rogue tear from her pasty cheek. “Would you like to come visit me?”

Her laughter is not like cheerful bells as it once was. It’s cruel and mocking. “And hang out with the mother of the girl who killed my mother? No fucking thank you.”

Once again, I want to throttle my sister for ruining every goddamned thing in her path.

“Think about it,” I say with an edge to my voice. “Besides, I think there’s someone you might want to meet.”

She frowns. With her this close to me, the urge to grab her face and kiss her is strong. But after the shit storm she’s been through, and our rocky “friendship” coupled with the fact that she’s fucking married now, I refrain.

“Who?”

I tread lightly, carefully choosing my words. “Brie, you have a sister.”

Her face remains impassive.

“And I think you should meet her when you feel better. She’s so cute—”

“No.” The word comes out like a violent hiss.

We stare at each other for a long moment before I tug her against my chest. Words are only riling her up so I simply hold her instead. She settles for this thankfully. Together we sit for hours in silence as her body shakes and shivers. Shouts and conversation, while muffled, can be heard beyond the office walls. Occasionally, the door creaks open, and Duvan checks in on her as he did yesterday bringing her food and medications once more. She lets him nurse her back to health. All I can offer is to just hold her. God, how I wish I could do more.

And I hate that, come tomorrow, I’m going to have to let her go so he can bring the smiling girl she once was back to us.
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It’s been two long weeks of watching my wife howl and suffer from withdrawals. Fourteen torturous days of exhausting all of my resources to hunt for Esteban. Fourteen goddamned days of only getting to touch her when she falls asleep and I am able to tug her into my arms so I can sleep with her protected in my bed with me. Thankfully, my brother and his friends left after two days of visiting. It was hard on them. Seeing her lows. As much as I was eager to get that Ren fuck out of my house, I hated the way she seemed so empty afterward. Those couple of days he was here, she clung to him. Not like she wanted to fuck him or anything…but like she needed him. I want to be the only man she needs. She cried so hard when they left. Broke my fucking heart for her.

Slowly but surely though, Brie returns to her hollow body.

She eats a little more each day. Throws up less and less.

Her body begins to fill out slightly and the color returns to her skin.

I even heard her laugh a time or two with Oscar or Vee via Skype.

I’ve kept my distance. I’ve let her chat with her friends. Email back and forth with Ren. I’ve done what my wife needs.

And now I need to win her back.

Sure, she’s pissed I made her detox off the heroin. I was enemy number one. Even Esteban—her fucking rapist—was more preferable to me. At least he would give her what she wanted, she’d spit at me.

Each vicious lashing of her tongue, though, only strengthened my love for her. It grew the need to protect her. She was mine and I vowed, just like when we wed, to protect her until the day I died.

I failed her once.

I won’t fail her again.

Footsteps pad down the hallway outside of our bedroom door, and I hope Luciana keeps quiet while she cleans. I want Brie to stay asleep in my arms all day. Each morning, she’s all too eager to escape me to sulk.

I’ve yet to do more than hug her but now I need to let her know how I still feel about her. I need her to remember how she feels about me…before she forgets.

I press a soft kiss to her soft, parted lips and then one to her cheek. Then along to her jaw. Along her slender throat. And on to her collar bone. When I slip a hand under her T-shirt, she lets out a sweet noise that urges me on.

“Tigress,” I murmur against her throat as my fingers gently pinch her nipple. “Let me love you back together again.”

She tenses upon hearing my words, but I don’t give up. I find her mouth again. This time, I kiss her urgently. I kiss her as if she’s the drug I need. The addiction I am suffering from. At first, she resists. Her anger is still palpable. But when my palm slides down her taut stomach heading south, she lets out a gasp that has me deepening our kiss.

When her fingers thread into my hair, I groan a sound of relief into her mouth. We can fix this. She and I can find each other again. I break away long enough to tug her T-shirt from her body. Her swollen breasts beg for attention, her small erect nipples teasing me.

“You’re a vision unlike any other on this earth,” I tell her, my voice serious.

Her eyes lock on mine and she lifts her hips so I can pull down her yoga pants along with her panties. Once she’s naked, I spread her open and visually feast upon my wife’s sexy cunt.

“So perfect,” I praise, my fingertips delicately tracing a trail between her tits toward her recently shaved pussy. “Tell me this was for me…” Her cheeks turn slightly pink, and she nods. “Good,” I growl before giving her clit a tiny pinch that makes her whine with need. “I’m hungry for you, mi amor.”

“I need to feel something good again,” she murmurs, her voice an unsure whisper.

I’ll make her feel so damn good.

I bury my face between her thighs and run my tongue along her slit. She lets out a cry of pleasure. I’ve barely touched her, yet she’s already writhing in need.

“You need this, don’t you? You need to come all over my tongue to feel better. Am I right, Brie?”

She hisses out a yes before tangling her fingers in my hair. I ravish her wet cunt until she’s quivering so hard I think she’s having a seizure. The moment she starts to come down from her new high—a natural high I gave her—I slip a finger inside of my wife’s hot body. It’s been nearly a month since I’ve been inside of her. I’m dying to be with her again.

“Are you ready, mi amor?” I question as I pull my finger from her body. It glistens in the morning light pouring in through the window. “Tell me you need this.”

Her eyes are hooded and she chews on her bottom lip in a way that nearly has me coming in my boxers. God, she’s fucking gorgeous.

“Tell me,” I growl.

“I need you to put me back together again.”

Sweet goddamn music to my ears.

I suck her juices from my finger before pushing down my boxers. Once I’m fully naked, I climb on top of my wife so I can watch her.

I need to see the way her eyes widen when I push into her.

“Oh, Duvan…”

I need to feel the way her body stretches just barely wide enough to allow my cock entry.

“Yes…”

I need to kiss away her loud moan as I drive into her as deep as her body will allow.

“Mmmm…”

Our teeth clash in a needy way as I kiss the fuck out of her. My hips seem like they’re spring loaded. Thrust after powerful thrust without any sign of slowing. Her body grips my cock in such a way, it takes every part of me not to shoot my load into her well before she’s ready to orgasm again.

“I love you, tigress,” I murmur against her mouth.

She nods but doesn’t repeat the sentiment. I’m not stung by it. This girl has been to hell and back. I’ll wait her out. Eventually, I will hear those words from her…even if it’s the last thing I hear on this earth.

“Duvan,” she cries out. “This feels…”

All it takes is sliding my hand between us and grazing a finger across her sensitive clit to have her bucking wildly beneath me. A climax so soul gripping it makes her gasp for air ripples through her body—from her cunt all the way to her curled toes. Her body clenches beautifully around my cock until I’m unable to hold off any longer. With a gush of heat, I release my seed into her. I mark her and erase every place where my bastard brother was inside her.

She is mine.

When the quakes of pleasure seem to subside from her and my dick softens, I lift up so I can see her beautiful face. Her cheeks are still pink. Those haunted brown eyes now shimmer with a hint of peace. And the full lips I’ve missed so desperately are swollen and curve slightly up on one side into a half-smile.

“What were you going to say?” I question, an eyebrow quirking up.

Her smile widens and it’s fucking beautiful. “This feels…” Once again, she trails off.

“This feels like love?” I quip.

“This feels right,” she says with a nod. “Thank you.”

It’s not exactly what I wanted to hear, but I’ll take it. It feels perfect to me. She’s all I’ll ever need. Fuck this family business. Fuck this country. Fuck everyone and everything but her.

“I want to take you on a honeymoon,” I tell her.  “Let’s leave. We’ll vacation somewhere fucking epic and then we’ll talk about a better future. A future where you’re always safe.”

Our eyes meet and I see the desperation in hers. The need to feel secure and protected. I’ll fucking do whatever it takes to keep her free of harm.

“What sort of future?”

I run my thumb over her bottom lip and grip her chin. “One where you can see your friends more frequently. One where you aren’t a sitting duck. One where we could have a family.”

Tears well in her chocolate orbs and she kisses the pad of my thumb. “You’d do that? Leave this place for me?”

Leaning forward, I rest my forehead against hers. “Tigress, I would do anything for you. Just let me. Let me be that man.”

Her fingers link behind my neck and she nods. My dick that had begun to slip out of her slippery opening hardens back to life. Slowly, I thrust into her.

“What do you say?”

She locks her legs around my waist and keeps me still for a moment. “Let’s do it. Let’s go find our happily ever after.”

I kiss her hard as I drive into her. When we’re both gasping for air and on the brink of another orgasm, I nuzzle my nose against hers. “I’m going to love you until your heart stops bleeding from all the deep lacerations you’ve endured, that life has so cruelly inflicted.”

“And what if it never stops?”

Lifting up, I smirk at her. “Then I’ll simply keep loving you until mine stops beating in my chest.” I suck on her bottom lip when she lets out a wail, her orgasm stealing her momentarily away from me. When I come this time, I nearly black out from the pleasure. Sex was always one of my favorite activities. But sex with love, well, that’s quickly becoming an obsession.

I’ve always had an addictive personality.

And I’ll gladly inject her into my soul for the rest of my life.
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“I miss them,” Brie says as she sits down on the sofa beside me in the living room. We’ve yet to go downstairs since Esteban ruled over her like a mad king in my basement.

“I know you do, tigress,” I tell her and slide her down on the cushions in front of me. She lets me pull her to my chest. I push the button on the remote and Stand By Me starts playing again. I’m not sure if she’s actually paying attention to the movie or lost in her thoughts. Either way, I hug her close and keep my lips pressed against her neck.

“Are we safe?” she questions, a twinge of fear in her voice.

I stroke her hair away from her face and tug at her earlobe with my teeth. “Ravi and my men have eyes on the house. They’re also hunting for my brother. You’re safe.”

She turns in my arms, ignoring one of her favorite eighties movies and frowns. “I asked if we were safe.”

Her worried frown has me smiling. God, she’s so fucking cute. “You worried about me?”

I love the way her cheeks blush when she gets embarrassed. Like now. Sexy as fuck.

“I just want to leave this place. I want to pack a bag and start over. This,” she waves around the living room but indicating more than this space, “isn’t you. You’re better than this. You’ve got a college degree in business and a good head on your shoulders. We can have a better life. I don’t need much.” Her gaze drops to my lips before darting back up to my eyes. “Just my friends and my family. You’re my only family, Duvan.”

Gripping onto her hair, I kiss her hard. I want her to feel how much I love her. To understand that she’s my family too. When she pulls away from our kiss, I grin at her.

“We leave in the morning. I’ll have Luciana pack up your posters and stuff. We’ll have them sent wherever we land,” I promise.

“What about Luciana?”

It warms me that her and my housemaid have grown so close. Luciana was always a scared little mouse. After what Esteban did to her, she was afraid of her own shadow. But when he victimized Brie too, they connected in a way no two other people could. They became best friends. It’s cute how they text all goddamned day about the weirdest shit—never ever touching on what happened—but instead blabbing on about Justin Bieber, Dirty Dancing, and cat videos of all things. I’ve never seen Luciana laugh as much as when she’s around my wife.

“While we honeymoon, I’m sure she’d love to visit her mother. But know this. Luciana goes where I go. She’s my responsibility to look after. Now that we’re married, she’s our responsibility,” I tell her. “When we find someplace permanent, she’ll come too.”

“What if she doesn’t want to come?” she pouts.

I laugh and peck at her nose. “She’ll come. We’ll bribe her with Justin Bieber shit.”

Brie snorts. “You’re right. She’ll come.”

We both relax, lost in our thoughts. Her finger traces the tattoos on my bare chest. After some time, she looks up at me. “I’m ready for that tattoo.”

Smirking, I raise a brow. “Is that so?”

“Will you get one with me?”

“Baby, I’ll do whatever you want. Where do want it?”

She scrunches her nose as she thinks. “Somewhere I can look at it every day. Maybe my wrist.”

I pull her bare left wrist to my mouth and kiss the flesh. “There?”

A smile graces her lips. “Yeah. Definitely there.”

“What do you want?”

Without hesitation, she murmurs, “A heart. With tiger stripes inside.”

“Tiger stripes for my brave little tigress. I like it.”

She beams at me. “What will you get?”

“I’ll get the same.”

Her lip curls up. “You’ll get a girly heart on your wrist?”

Tugging her wrist back to my mouth, I suckle her. “I’ll have you there with me. Who the fuck cares if it’s girly? You’re girly, and I want you on me.”

She giggles and snuggles against me. “Let’s do it as soon as we land wherever it is we’re going.”

“That’s a promise, mi amor.”

“Where are we going anyway?” she questions, her hand slipping between us. When she grabs my cock, I groan in pleasure.

“Wherever the fuck you want to go,” I promise.

She laughs, the sound soft and sweet. “That’s because I have your cock in my hand.” My eyes close as I relax in her grip. I’m most definitely fucking addicted to her.

“Fine, we’re going to Venezuela. I thought you might want to see where you’re from. Plus,” I tell her through gritted teeth as she strokes me just inside my sweatpants. “They have beaches. And I’m dying to fuck you in the ocean, mi amor.” I peek open my eyes to gauge her reaction. Instead of laughing, she’s quiet.

Her eyes are watery when she looks up at me. “Thank you.”

I smirk. “Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t had my cock while we snorkel.”

A snort of laughter on her end has me chuckling. “You better keep your peter in your pants when we swim in the ocean. Just yesterday Luciana sent me a video of a guy swimming naked. A fish swam right up to him and took a bite of his dick. He came out of the water with a fish hanging from his cock!”

I cringe at what that must have felt like. “Luciana has to stop sending you crazy shit and—” The words die in my throat as she eases herself down my body. Her lips wrap around the weeping head of my cock and all thoughts of anything but her perfect fucking mouth dissipate around me.

“I love you, tigress,” I hiss through clenched teeth as she takes me deep in her throat.

Our eyes meet, and hers twinkle with happiness.

I fucking make her happy.

Her molten browns tell me she loves me too.

I don’t need to hear the words.

I see them.

I know it with every goddamned fiber of my being.

Gabriella Rojas loves me.
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She’s happy.

As much as it rips my heart straight from my chest, I can’t help but smile back at her via our Skype session. Now that we’ve been back in San Diego for a few weeks, and we know Brie’s safe with Duvan, I feel empty and lost. We’d finally reconnected after our fight where she said she hated me. Selfishly, I’d wanted her to fall for me again. For us to pick back up where we left off.

But she’s in love.

With another man.

A man I drove her to with my lies.

Those two days I’d seen her, she suffered immensely. I’d even overheard Duvan talking to Oscar about the long road of recovery she had ahead of her. With everyone there hovering, she’d seemed more anxious. So brittle. I knew in order for her to get better, we needed to leave. So we did. I trusted that fucker to bring her back to her old self and surprisingly he did.

That was what was so hard.

Despite her anger and sickness from the heroin withdrawal overwhelming her, I’d seen the slivers of her love for him shining through. It was something solid and unbreakable. And it was something that I knew gave her hope. I’d have been an ass to fuck with that. In the end, I was the friend she needed and let him be her husband.

“Margarita Island looks like the best honeymoon destination. I still can’t believe Duvan rented a house there,” Vee gushes. “How long will you stay?”

Brie’s lying on her side chewing on some red licorice. “I don’t know. I like it here. Duvan and I have seen all the sights. Next week he’s going to take me to my mom’s birthplace to see if we can locate some of her extended family.” Her voice grows soft, and she avoids looking at me. Vee squeezes my knee in support while I swallow down the disgust. There will always be a wedge between Brie and I—friends or not—since my own flesh and blood murdered her mother. “Anyway, enough about us. What are you two up to?”

Vee flashes me a smile. “Ren’s going to take me into the city to look at apartments near the college. We’ll be going to school together in the fall. I doubt we’ll have any classes together, though.”

Brie’s eyes narrow and she sits up on her elbow. “Where are Oscar and Calder?”

“Calder’s on babysitting duty. My mom had Mason while we were in Bogotá, so now that we’re back, she and Dad have needed the extra help,” I tell her. What I don’t tell her is that he’s babysitting her half-sister Toni. Ever since she shut down when I mentioned her sister, I’ve kept my lips sealed until a better moment presents itself. If she ever comes to visit, I’ll encourage her to meet my little Toto.

“And Oscar is helping his dad. Esteban hasn’t resurfaced yet,” Vee chimes in. But as soon as she says Esteban’s name, she flinches.

We both watch Brie for a reaction. Her eyes dart to the screen. A flash of hunger flickers in them. A need for what he forced upon her. While we were visiting a few weeks back, she painstakingly rehashed every morbid detail of how Esteban quickly got her hooked on heroin and every sick moment of how he made sex a part of the packaged deal. Brie was devastated she’d stooped to such a low level.

Nobody blames her.

Not me.

Not Calder.

Not Vee.

Not Oscar.

And certainly not her husband, Duvan.

Brie looks over her shoulder and then back at us. A haunted look passes over her features. “Sometimes I miss it…I miss him…” Her words are low and hollow. She swipes at a tear and sniffles. “It’s stupid and disgusting, but sometimes I think if he walked through the door right now, I’d be excited to see him. A feeling of warmth would pass over me as I anticipate the heat of the heroin. Oh, God, I feel like a sick, sick girl…”

“You’re not sick,” Vee assures her. “You went through something so terrible. I’m sorry you had to go through it alone.”

Brie, looking unconvinced, flickers her gaze to mine. “Do I disgust you?”

I gape at her like she’s lost her mind. “You could never disgust me, Brie. Never.”

When a door shuts behind her, she sits up and plasters on a smile. Soon, Duvan saunters into the room in nothing but a pair of swim trunks. His body is tatted up, and it makes me feel stupid for the one tattoo I have. Like I’m just a poser with my tribal wave on my left pectoral. This motherfucker is colored on every visible part of his flesh. It looks cool as hell on him, and I’m jealous.

I’m also jealous that he gets her.

My Juliet.

The girl I had in my grasp but lost because of the lies that stood between us.

His arm wraps around her and he hauls her to him. As soon as they touch, she relaxes against him. I see it. I see the comfort and love so obvious it may as well be a blinking sign over them. As much as I hate the guy and how he swooped in behind me, picking up the broken pieces of her, I’m glad he was there to put her back together again. I’m thankful as fuck he’s found a way to make her smile.

She deserves to be happy.

After all she’s been through, Brie needs peace.

If that Colombian fucker can give it to her, I can accept that.

But moving on is going to be such a bitch. The very idea of dating again has my stomach roiling in disgust.

I’m so zoned out, watching the way he strokes her arm just above her elbow that I don’t realize they’re talking to me. “What?”

“Pay attention, dork,” Vee says with a laugh and bumps me with her shoulder.

I blink away my daze and drag my eyes from his fingers to Brie’s face. “What’s that?”

“I asked,” Duvan mutters, slight contempt in his voice, “if you liked our new tattoos.”

Brie’s cheeks redden and she looks down at her lap.

“I didn’t know you wanted a tattoo, Brie,” I say leaning forward so I can see better.

Brie shrugs and lets Duvan drag her wrist to the screen. It’s a heart with black and yellow stripes like a tiger. Inside on one of the yellow stripes, written in black, is his name. Duvan. He then holds his wrist out. While the artwork looked cool on her arm, aside from donning that fuck’s name, his looks gay. Duvan has the same girly heart with matching stripes, but Brie’s name is on his.

They got matching goddamned tattoos.

This really is serious.

All tiny rays of hope I’d had for them to realize their marriage was not one out of love, but instead one of arranged necessity, fly out the window. People who are merely together out of arranged necessity don’t get each other’s names tatted on themselves.

From here on out, Brie really will really only ever be a friend.

Fuck.

“I, uh,” I say and yank my hat off. Running my fingers through my thick hair before shoving my cap back on, I then flit my gaze to Brie and give her a weary smile. “I need to check on Calder and make sure he hasn’t lost the kid or some shit. Vee, I’ll be in my truck on the phone. Brie,” I murmur, “it was good seeing you. I’ll speak to you soon.”

Vee reaches for me, but I’m already off her bed and stalking toward her bedroom door. I hear Brie asking about me, but I don’t have time to listen. When I sling the door open, I nearly run right over Heath.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” he hisses. But even though he hates me, his attention is in Vee’s room.

“She’s happy. Leave her the hell alone,” I growl as I shove past him.

He mutters something to me, but I stalk far away from him. And far away from Duvan’s possessive hold over the girl I thought I belonged with.

This shit is fucking ridiculous.

I’m sitting in my truck, blaring Nine Inch Nails, when Vee slips out through the front door ten minutes later. Since she doesn’t have Oscar to impress, she isn’t dressed like a ho. Today she’s wearing a simple lime green dress that fits her slim figure and a pair of matching flip-flops. Her dark red hair has been braided into some fancy design down the front of her shoulder. Toto would call it an Elsa braid if she were here. Vee’s definitely a knockout. It makes me wonder why Oscar just strings her along. And she strings Calder along. It’s all so fucking pathetic.

“Loud much?” she grumbles when she climbs in.

I roll my eyes when she pushes the button to silence my vehicle. “We going to eat first?”

She arches a sculpted eyebrow up at me. “You’re being a grouch,” she pouts but then her gaze softens. “Look, it sucks loving someone who doesn’t love you back. Trust me, I know. But you have to move on. I’ve known Brie for three years. The only time she’s ever looked that happy was on the few occasions with you. They’re married now. Just let them be.”

“I’m not doing a damn thing, Vee,” I snap as I put my truck into reverse. “It’s too late for me. She’s moved on.”

She’s quiet at that. I flip the radio back on in an attempt to drown out the awkward silence. “Aren’t you happy for her?” she asks finally after we’ve been driving for several moments.

I cast a weary gaze her way. “I’m so fucking happy.”

She frowns and starts to pick at her nude-colored nail polish. “Why is it that people like us never get what we want?”

I chuckle, but it’s humorless. “I don’t know. I’m not sure I’ll ever get what I want…” My jaw clenches as I replay how he touched her over and over again in my mind. Sure, Brie and I have forged forward some semblance of a friendship, but it will never be enough for me.

“You’re a guy…” she says softly. “Why doesn’t Oscar see me? Like how you and Duvan see Brie?”

I glance over at her. Her full pouty lip trembles. I can’t see her eyes now that she’s donned a pair of sunglasses, but she’s visibly upset. From my vantage point, she’s actually a sexy woman. All long legs, narrow hips, and big-for-her-size tits. She practically throws herself at Oscar, and he teases her with subtle touches or glances. But not once has he gazed hungrily at her. Not once have I see that look in his eyes. A look that shows a craving for her. Calder’s eyes, on the other hand, never leave Vee. Ever.

“He sees you. Just doesn’t appreciate how hot you are,” I tease with a half-grin, hoping to lighten the mood in the vehicle. We’re both fucking depressed as hell.

“I’m not hot,” she says in a way that tells me she wants me to argue.

So I do to indulge my friend. “Keep telling yourself that, mermaid girl.”

A smile tugs at her lips. “Calder calls me Ariel too.”

“Calder says a lot of nice things about you,” I confide. “Unfortunately he sees you like you see Oscar. It’s unrequited.”

Her plump lips form a tiny ‘O’ and she jerks her gaze out the window. She fiddles with the hem of her dress while her mind works with unsaid thoughts. Finally, she speaks again. “It would be easier if I could just let Oscar go and date Calder.”

I shrug as I pull into the apartment complex we’re supposed to be visiting. When I park the car, I turn to look at her. “Don’t toy with my brother, Vee.”

She gapes at me, a slight flare of anger flickering in her green eyes. “I only said it would be easier. I didn’t say I was going to. Sheesh, I’m not a bitch, Ren.” With a huff, she climbs out of the truck and stalks toward the management building.

I grumble and climb out after her. Once I reach her, I grab her by her elbow. “Just stop. I’m sorry, okay? I’m just being a dick because the girl I love is fucking married, has her husband’s name tattooed on her wrist, and is on a dream honeymoon on some Caribbean Island.”

Vee’s hardened gaze falls. “I’m sorry too.”

Pulling her to me, I hug my friend. She rests her cheek on my chest, her arms wrapped tightly around me.

“Maybe,” she says, lifting her head to look up at me. Her jade-colored orbs almost glow with mischief. “Maybe, we should hook up. We’re both desperate for people we can’t have.”

The very thought of betraying my brother has me sick to my stomach. “Ha…ha. Calder would string me up by my nuts.” I tap her on her forehead. “Get that dumb thought out of your head right now.”

She scoffs and rolls her eyes. “Fine. But you know you’d have a good time with this body. Am I right?”

This girl is trouble. “Don’t start, mermaid girl. Wrong brother. If you’re going to try and get over Oscar, don’t use me for it. I’m sure Calder would love to have a good time with ‘this body.’” I mock her with her own words.

Her eyes lose their luster. “This would be a whole lot easier if Oscar would just see me, dammit.”

I take her face in my hands so I can look into her glistening eyes. “Be yourself, Vee. Every time you’re around Oscar, you dress like a skank.”

She growls and tries to move from my grip, but I hold her still.

“You’re too willing. Too available for him. Make him work for it. If he thinks he can’t have you, he’ll want you. I saw several times when you were chatting with Calder the way Oscar would look pissed about it. He may not want you, but he doesn’t want anyone else to have you either. Us guys, sometimes we need big hints,” I tell her and press a kiss to her forehead before releasing her.

She steps away and folds her arms over her ample chest while she thoughtfully chews at her bottom lip. “He looked jealous, you think?” The hope in her eyes saddens me. Oscar is a dick. He’s got this hot chick practically humping his leg and he blows her off until my brother is in the room. Then, and only then, does he show any interest besides platonic friendship.

“You’ve been around him since you were a baby. To him, he sees you as something stable. That when he finally finishes being a manwhore, you’ll still be there for him if he ever decides to settle. Are you willing to wait until then?” I ask, rubbing the back of my neck where tension from the past few weeks seems to have permanently settled.

“I want him to shit or get off the pot,” she huffs.

A couple of guys exit the management building and leer at Vee. The bigger guy murmurs something to another one before he whistles appreciatively.

“Fuck off,” I holler and reach for her wrist. “Come on. You’re not staying here.”

“But we haven’t even looked at the apartment yet!”

Ignoring her arguing, I drag her back to the truck and push her inside. Once I’m in and the air conditioning is blasting us, I regard my pouting friend with a frown. “You’ll get your ass taken advantage of around here.”

“Maybe that would make Oscar jealous,” she snaps.

I reach out and pat her hand that rests on her thigh. “Don’t do anything stupid, woman.”

She groans. “It’s a good idea in theory.”

“Except then you’ll have some dumbass guy wanting to get in your pants while you try and bait Oscar. He’s not just going to go away after. You’ll have more problems than you bargained for.”

“Like Calder…” she trails off.

I nod, feeling bad for my brother. “You just need to make Oscar see what he’s missing.”

“Will you help me?”

Seems like a fucking joyous task but it’s not like I have anything better to do. “I’ll do my best.”

She squeezes my hand and widens her expressive green eyes at me. “Thank you, Ren. You’re a good friend.”

“I’m not making any promises,” I tell her.

Her smile is bright. “That’s okay. All we can do is try, boy.”

Boy, my ass.

I could bench press her scrawny butt.

“Can you do something for me too? Can you get Brie to move back here? I know she’ll be with that fucker but at least I’ll know she’s safe. Can you do that?”

“I’ll try,” she says.

“Then I’ll try too.”

She holds her hand out to mine and I give it a shake.

I sure hope Vee has the ability to get her friend to come back.

I fucking miss her.
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It’s been several weeks since Vee and I went apartment hunting. Unfortunately for her, Oscar has been flying back and forth with his father. He’d given his dad the scoop on what had gone on with Esteban, and they were trying to find him. It was my hope they’d find him and we could all take turns beating that motherfucker’s ass but in actuality Camilo needs him to make sure shit is running smoothly in their country. Oscar has taken over much of the crap Duvan did before he bailed with my girl so we hardly see him anymore.

I’ve seen Vee plenty of times while we chatted with Brie via Skype but we’ve not hung out much more than that. But tonight Oscar’s in town, and she’s dying to make her move. I’m less than thrilled because she expects my help. However, Vee’s been making good on her end of the deal. Each time we Skype, she’s mentioned to Brie that they could move back. Small and subtle. Talks about college and stuff they’d always planned to do together. Brie’s eyes seem to dance with what-ifs. I hope to hell Vee can convince her.

“Grab me another beer,” I holler at Vee.

She’s moved in to her new apartment now, one close to the school but with less leering neighbors. I don’t feel like she’ll get abducted on the way to her car at least. One less thing I have to fucking worry about.

“Do you think this is better?” she asks as she rounds the corner carrying two Coronas.

My gaze flits over her her tiny black shorts and green Aztec print halter top that reveals far too much cleavage. It’s better than the spandex tight red dress she had on earlier, though. We’re not going clubbing. We’ve planned to watch a movie for crying out loud. But still…it screams look at me.

“Your tits are barely contained. It’s not a whole lot better than the dress. Don’t you have a T-shirt or something you could wear?” I ask with a groan.

She curls up her lip in disgust as if I’ve just asked her to show me her old man porn collection or some shit. “I still want him to remember I’m a woman, dumbass. A T-shirt is not going to remind him I have tits.”

I roll my eyes as she hands me a beer and plops down beside me. “When’s he supposed to get here?”

Her lips wrap around the end of the bottle and she sips. If she does subtle crap like that, she’ll have no problem getting Oscar to notice her. I don’t think any guy is blind to a woman wrapping her plump lips around a bottle. Every guy’s thoughts immediately go…there.

She’s about to answer when the door swings open. Oscar strolls in with his keys in one hand and a six-pack of beer in the other. Despite the unusual circumstances in which I’ve come to know the guy, I actually really like him. Unlike his brother Duvan, he’s cool and funny as hell. And he’s a pretty good surfer. I wish he’d snap the fuck out of it though and claim this girl before the wrong asshole does.

Conversation, like usual, is easy for the three of us. Oscar regales us with tales of the asshole men who work for his father and how he riled them up at every chance he got while visiting. Vee updates him on Brie and Duvan. I remind them about the concert tickets in September I purchased tickets for the three of us to go to. After we finished off the beer and our second movie, we moved on to some strong-ass cocktails which Vee made. We’re all relaxed to the point that I don’t mind her head in my lap while she blabs on about the classes she’s enrolled for. The tension in my neck has loosened somewhat.

Oscar’s gaze seems to roam her bare legs on his own accord. I don’t even think he’s noticed yet that I’m stroking her hair. Through half-lidded tipsy eyes, she gives me an appreciative smile. I wink at her and enjoy relaxing with my friends.

At home, I can’t fucking relax. I’m eager for class to start back up so I can get back to the dorms. Mom and Dad have their hands full with a toddler and a newborn. We’ve yet to hear from Gabe as far as I know, which only serves to piss me off. Home is most definitely not relaxing.

“Have your legs always been this smooth?” Oscar questions, his brow lifting with one corner of his lips.

Vee laughs and kicks at him where he sits on the other end of the couch we’re sharing. He’s seemed to loosen up. I don’t miss the hunger in his eyes that he’s trying to mask. “You’re drunk, Ozzy.”

He smirks. “You’re the one who can’t handle her liquor. Why the hell did you make this shit so strong anyway?” His fingers tickle her thigh and she squeals. “Make me another drink, bartender.”

She sticks her tongue out at him, but I can see happiness glittering in her green orbs. The fucker is finally paying her some attention. But by the time she returns with another round of drinks, Oscar is frowning as he texts. He doesn’t even utter a thank you when she hands him his drink.

Her sad gaze finds mine and my heart aches for her. “Come here.”

She sets the drinks down and sits down beside me. I can tell she’s seconds away from crying. The liquor is depressing her and it’s making a quick job of it.

“What’s wrong?” She and I both know what’s wrong.

“Nothing,” she says in a wobbly voice.

Her tears begin to fall, thanks to the alcohol, and I hug her to me.

“Shh,” I murmur, stroking the side of her arm. “Don’t cry.”

I’m attempting to comfort her when a glass slams against the coffee table, startling us.

“What the fuck did I miss?!” Oscar bellows as he rises to his feet.

“Maybe pay some attention and you’d know,” I growl out.

Without warning, she’s physically pulled from my hug by Oscar. His scowl is murderous when it meets mine as if I were the one who made her cry. Then, he drags her squirmy ass into her bedroom. The door slams shut, and I’m left wondering what the hell just happened.

God, I wish he’d just fucking wake up.

My thoughts drift to Brie. Sexy, stunning Brie. Such a sad girl with a brilliant smile. I’d do anything to see her smile right now. To have her in my arms. Jesus Christ, I miss her.

Simply thinking of her has my dick aroused and eager to come. The last time I came—not by my own hand—was at the hotel before Brie walked out on me. And before that was when I’d taken her virginity. I close my eyes to remember how perfect that night had been. How beautiful and ethereal she’d been under the moonlight. The way her body squeezed my dick so hard, I thought I’d pass out from pleasure.

She moans and—

I pop my eyes open with realization that it’s Vee’s moans I’m hearing. Good for her. She finally got him to fuck her, it would seem. As proud as I am for her, I’m still hard as hell and have Brie on my mind. Shamelessly, I unfasten my shorts and pull my proud cock from my boxers. With my eyes closed, I let Brie take center stage in my fantasy while Vee’s moans in the background give it the realistic edge my normal whack off sessions don’t have. I fist my length with a death grip and run my thumb over the topside of my shaft. When it slides over the tip, I hiss out. My dick jolts in my hand.

“Brie,” I murmur, my voice but a whisper.

Her brown eyes—eyes I miss seeing in the flesh—are focused on me as I stroke myself. I can almost imagine it’s her. Her mouth. Her lips. Her wet tongue. All tasting me and bringing me closer to climax. With every thrust into my fist, I get closer to blowing my wad down her imaginary throat.

“Fuck,” I hiss out as my balls draw up in pleasure.

Heat spurts up the front of my shirt as my release escapes me. My mind lingers on Brie and I drag out the fantasy as long as possible. When I’ve finished and tucked my cock back into my pants, I open my eyes and acknowledge that I’ll never have her again.

That one day soon I’m going to have to move the fuck on.

Easier said than done.

I rip my soiled shirt from me and toss it away. The moans from the other room have stopped. It almost sounds like she’s crying again. If I didn’t think I’d get my ass kicked, I would go in there and check on her. Oscar shouts something muffled. It has me rising to my feet in alarm. But then she’s back to moaning. With a huff of frustration, I plop back on the sofa and start to pass out.

Where do I even go from here?

Rolling to my side, I push thoughts of my bleak future away and gladly welcome ones of when Brie was beneath me in the sand. She’ll always be nothing but a memory to me. For at least one night under the stars and another against the hotel door, she was mine. It may have been fleeting but they were our moments.

I may not ever have her again.

But that memory I’ll hold on to until the day I die.
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“Are we going to talk about what happened last night?” I question as I pour syrup all over my pancakes.

Vee winces, as if my words physically pain her, and stabs at her eggs. “Which part?”

“You and Oscar. Did he finally wake the hell up?”

She chews on her eggs and regards me with sad eyes. “Yeah.”

I lift an eyebrow at her. Even though she got what she wanted, she seems unhappy. “Why were you crying last night? I thought you got laid. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

Her nose turns pink and her bottom lip wobbles. “We didn’t have sex. Oscar was jealous and he finger fucked me into several orgasms. And just when I thought we were going to finally do it…”

She sniffles and lets out a huff.

“What?”

“He said he’s too busy for a relationship. That if he fucked me that’s all it would be. A fuck.” A tear races down her cheek. “I told him I would take whatever I could get.”

I cringe at how desperate that must have sounded. “What did he say?”

“He told me no. When I started to cry, he kissed me. God, he kisses so good. And then he got me off again. Afterward, we fell asleep wrapped up in each other’s arms.”

Her fingers are trembling as she attempts to open a packet of sugar to add to her coffee. I reach over and take it from her hands. Once I’ve torn the packet open and dumped it into the steaming liquid, I regard her once more.

“It seems like progress, Vee.”

She gives me a sour look. “He friend zoned me. Fucked me with his perfect fingers and then friend zoned me.”

I make a mental note to call Oscar and have a man to man talk with him. Vee’s too sweet for him to string along. If he doesn’t like her, then he needs to move on. Fingering her in her bedroom not once but twice is confusing the poor girl and leading her on.

“Duvan did just up and leave with Brie. And Esteban is missing. Do you think he actually is busy helping his father?”

She shrugs and swallows. “Maybe.”

“Maybe you just need to take a step back. If he’s busy, you’ll never have his full attention,” I tell her gently.

Her green eyes burn with fury and her nostrils flare. “Our fathers are business partners. He and I could be partners too. I could help him.”

I’m already shaking my head. “You do not need to be fucking involved in that cartel shit, Vee.”

Her gaze loses its fiery edge. “I was born into it. I’m already involved. He just needs to wake up and realize how great we could be together.”

I pull my baseball cap off and run my fingers through my hair before giving her a tired look. “Have you ever thought that maybe you two aren’t good together?”

She frowns. “Nope.”

I ignore the roiling of my stomach. The syrupy scent that hangs heavy in the air isn’t helping my hangover at all. “Promise me something,” I say finally and then regard her with a serious stare. “If he doesn’t make a move by the end of the summer, promise me you’ll get out there and date again.”

Her brows furl together as she ponders my words. Finally, she lets out a huff. “Fine, I promise.”

I roll my eyes because I don’t believe her one single bit. “You’re not just lying to me, Vee. You’re lying to yourself.”

Her nose turns pink as she wobbles out her words. “Lying to myself is the only way I’ve managed to keep my heart intact.”
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Two months on Margarita Island

 

“Tell me a story, tigress.”

We’re lying on a blanket under an umbrella being lazy today. After a week of visiting with my mother’s cousin, I’m exhausted. It was nice meeting Louisa, and she was so great to me, but the constant reminiscing only depressed me. I found most stories funny about their childhood. However, every single one of them reminded me of the fact that she’s gone. It doesn’t hurt any less after three years.

“What kind of story?” I question as I curl against his bare chest. The artwork on his sculpted torso is fascinating. I’ve spent hours just tracing my finger along the different curves of each design. Moments like those, we can go forever without speaking but so much is spoken silently.

Duvan gets me.

Deep down, he knows me better than I know myself.

“One that makes you happy, mi amor,” he murmurs, his fingers brushing over mine on his chest.

I settle in the crook of his warm arm and let out a sigh. Closing my eyes, I think back to a time I truly was happy and carefree.
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“Daddy,” I say as I dig my small shovel into the sand. “I want a sister. Constance from school has three sisters. I just want one. Nobody wants to play with me.”

He chuckles and looks off into the distance of the beach. Daddy always looks in the same direction. Like he’s waiting for someone to come see him. “Your momma is busy fixing hurt people all the time at the hospital. She doesn’t have time for another baby.”

“I’m not a baby,” I pout.

Daddy pulls the shovel from my hand and helps me square away the sides of the castle we’re making. “You’re my baby. Always will be.”

“I’m seven, Daddy,” I tell him with a huff. “I want to be your big girl.”

He brings a sandy finger to my chin and lifts it so we’re staring at one another. My daddy is strong and fearless like the dragon in my storybook. I’m the princess and Mommy is the queen. “You’re my Brie baby. Still a big kid but still my little girl.”

I crack a smile at him. “I still want a sister.”

His eyes shine and once again he flits his gaze down the beach. “Maybe one day you’ll have one, kiddo.”

He says his words with such sureness, I can’t help but believe him. Maybe I will one day.

“Ally says her daddy isn’t nice,” I tell him, my voice soft—so soft it almost gets lost in the sound of the waves crashing close by. “He must not love her if he isn’t nice.”

“Is that so?”

I look up at him and see that his frown matches mine. “Will you always love me?”

He takes my hand and narrows his eyes at me. “Brie,” he assures me. “I’ll always be your daddy. I’ll always love you no matter what. And if…” He scrubs at his face, rubbing sand across his skin. “If anything should ever happen and I’m taken away from you, don’t forget that. I will always try to be the best man I can for you, baby girl. Don’t let anyone ever tell you I don’t love you. No matter what they say I’ve done or what I’m capable of. My love for you never wanes. I’ll always do what needs to be done to protect you.”

His words are sad, and they make me sad too. I start to cry. He coos and pulls me into his lap. My daddy hugs me until I stop sobbing about stuff I don’t understand.

“Love is strange, baby. It comes in all different forms and sizes. Sometimes it makes sense like the love I have for you and your mom. Other times, it’s confusing. Sometimes you have love for a person that doesn’t even know you. One day, you’ll find yourself all twisted up over love. It’ll make your heart hurt and your mind messy. But, sweet girl,” he says in a fierce tone, “don’t ever let it get away. You deserve love. And in this family…” He chuckles and lets out a tired sigh. “In this family, we do some crazy things for love. In this family, we don’t let love go.”
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I’m still lost in lingering thoughts of my dad when Duvan clutches my hand.

“I’m sorry, mi amor.”

Shrugging, I swallow back the tears that are threatening to spill. “I just wish he’d have held true to his promise. He let me go, Duvan.”

He sits us up and takes my cheeks in his hands. The almost black usual irises have turned purple in the sunlight. I could stare into his eyes all day long.

“Brie…”

I frown. He hardly calls me by my name. “What?”

“One day you need to forgive him. He fucked up, tigress. But maybe…” he trails off and brushes a kiss on my lips. “Maybe love started to get confusing. I mean, love is a complicated little fuck. Back when we first met you, I’d have never imagined falling so hard for someone my father wanted me to marry. Yet I did. And did you ever envision yourself with the likes of me?”

My lips curve into a smile. “No. Not at all.”

He takes my wrist and kisses my now healed tattoo. Each time he does it, it sends ripples of electricity straight to my heart. “Come on,” he says with a chuckle. “Let’s get showered and dressed. I’ll take you out to dinner. We’ve still yet to fatten your skinny ass up.”

I laugh for his benefit, but my belly does a flop. I am gaining weight even though he doesn’t seem to notice. My stomach is pudgier than normal, and my boobs even seem to have grown. I don’t want to get his hopes up unless I know for sure, but I missed my period. A huge part of me is scared shitless about the possibility I could be pregnant. After the heroine addiction and the hell I endured with Esteban, I slept with Duvan without protection. It had been days since I’d taken my birth control and I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to remember to take it.

What if I am pregnant?

The smaller, slightly braver part of me, is secretly excited. And in about fifteen minutes, I’ll have my answer. Earlier today while Duvan napped, I walked down to the drugstore to buy a test. He’d woken up when I came back so I hid the test in my purse until another time.

Now’s the time.

We make it inside our beachside house rental and he makes a beeline for the shower, peeling clothes off along the way. I can’t help but grin as his muscled ass tightens with each step away from me. Duvan is nothing but sheer tattooed muscle. I’ve licked every inch of him and my mouth waters for more.

There’s no way I’m not pregnant.

I’ve never been so horny in all my life.

The shower turning on springs me into action. I find the test and slip into the bathroom behind him. He’s already stepped into the shower so I do my business while he rambles on about a seafood restaurant he found online that he wants to try. I mutter the appropriate answers while I undress and wait for the test.

Three minutes.

“You getting in or what, tigress?”

I let out a squeak and set the test down with a clatter. “Yep!”

He launches into a story about his dad, but I’m too zoned out to listen.

One word.

One word.

One word.

Pregnant.

Tears well in my eyes and elation floods through me. I’m not sure what I expected, but overwhelming excitement wasn’t it. We’re pregnant. Holy shit. Vee is going to freak out when she finds out.

“Duvan…”

He pops open the shower door and furrows his brows in concern. The god of a man is all perfectly chiseled lines and grooves. A distinct ‘v’ on his lower abdomen paves the way straight down to his thick cock. Even flaccid, the man’s dick is beautiful. When my gaze rises back to his handsome face, he’s smirking at me.

My God, that smirk.

It kills me.

“Someone’s hungry for more than that seafood restaurant I found us,” he says in a smug tone.

I laugh and join him in the warm spray. He hauls me into his arms kissing me sweetly on the top of the head.

“Duvan,” I start but then chicken out.

He grips my chin and tilts my head up to look at him. “Out with it, mi amor.”

His black hair is slicked back and his eyelashes seem darker and longer now that they’re wet. Water races down his temple. My mouth waters to lick it right from his cheek.

“I’m pregnant.”

I’m beaming at him, but his smile falls the moment I say the words. Dark brows furl together in what seems like an angry manner. Panic wells inside of me because this was not the reaction I was expecting.

“S-say something,” I choke out. He becomes a blur as my emotions get the better of me.

His hands slide into my partially wet hair. I’m dragged toward him so that his mouth can consume mine. He kisses me hard enough to make my heart nearly stop beating. The kiss is so passionate and filled with love, I feel it with every fiber of my being.

“Are you happy?”

His nose nuzzles against mine. “Tigress, I’m fucking thrilled. Thank you for giving me a baby. You two will never want for anything.”

I’m hoisted into his arms, and he’s sliding me over his erect cock. He pushes me up against the shower wall while he fucks me. All the while whispering promises of a perfect life together.

“You’re safe now,” he coos into my ear.

And I am safe.

I’ll never be able to express the gratitude I have for him saving me from Esteban. The addiction I was forced to endure was something I could have so easily succumbed to. Had it not been for Duvan’s fierce need to protect, I could still be in that dark vortex Esteban sucked me into. That overwhelming urge to keep me safe is what ultimately birthed this love between us. When everyone else abandoned me, was stolen from me, or betrayed me, Duvan was there to defend me. It was his arms that held me together when I felt like I’d break.

He’s my rock.

Strong. Powerful. Unwavering.

“I love you, tigress,” he murmurs as I climax fiercely in his arms. “Don’t you ever forget that.”

I’m too drunk on him and his words to respond. He spills his seed into me. When it runs back out, he steals my heart forever.

I love you too, Duvan.
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“You sure you’re ready to tell them?” he questions. “Even him?” The slight twinge of disgust makes me smile. Duvan is jealous of Ren. While Ren and I have remained friends, my heart belongs to my husband.

“Aside from you, they’re my only family. I want them to know we’re expecting.”

He nods as he sets up the computer so we can await their call. I greedily take the package of red licorice he had shipped here from his hands. While I smack on the candy, he fiddles with the DVD player. Soon, we’re curled up watching Dirty Dancing. It reminds me of my daddy. Of times we spent together watching this very movie.

But it also brings back memories of Esteban.

Of the basement.

The heated bliss and the strange pleasure he forced on me.

Each and every time I think of Duvan’s older brother, a sense of hot excitement surges through me. My heart does an actual leap in my chest. That is…

Until my disgust catches up to me.

The horror of what I’d become…

Of what I let him do…of what I begged him to do…

It all crashes down around me, squashing any sense of peace in my world.

Instead of explaining to Duvan why I don’t want to watch one of my favorite movies, I let him tug me up beside him on the couch. We cuddle in each other’s arms while we wait. It’s only been a few days since I took the test, but he talks to my belly all the time. My world is completely calm and serene and so damn happy when that man’s lips are pressing kisses to my stomach. When he’s whispering to his baby in my stomach. When he’s loving the both of us so hard it makes my heart ache.

A sudden chiming alerts us to the fact they’re calling through. We sit up and as soon as I hit the button, three familiar faces grin back at me. Oscar is broodier than usual on the left. Vee sits in the middle. And Ren sits on the right with a slight uneasiness marring his features and his arm casually slung around Vee. I shoot Duvan a quick questioning look, and he shrugs it off.

“Hey, guys!” I greet with a smile.

Vee leans forward and touches the screen. “God, I miss you. When are you moving back?” Her pouting is cute. I miss that girl so much.

“Soon,” I lie. In fact, I’m trying to convince Duvan to purchase the rental we’re staying in. It may only have one bedroom, but surely we could make it work. Babies don’t need their own rooms, do they?

“Have you seen or heard from our brother?” Duvan asks, straight to the point.

Oscar groans and pinches the bridge of his nose. He’s clearly stressed having to pick up Duvan’s slack. “Some of the guys say he headed east. Probably just rumors but stay safe anyway, man.”

Duvan gives me a peck on my cheek and whispers to me. “Nobody will hurt you ever again, mi amor.”

I believe him.

His words wash over me like the rain we’ve had all day today.

Cool and refreshing. Cleansing.

Vee starts babbling about her new apartment. I don’t miss the haunted look in Ren’s eyes. Oscar looks so tense he may snap. I’ve never seen my easygoing friend seem so frustrated.

“Anyway,” Vee chirps. “Tell us the big news. What’s going on?”

Duvan kisses my cheek before splaying his hand on my stomach. “We’re having a baby.”

Vee screams so loud I start laughing until tears are running down my cheeks. There’s all kinds of commotion happening on the computer screen and with the storm crackling outside, but all I’m focused on is the way Duvan murmurs dirty stuff into my ear.

“Bye,” I yell at the screen and swat at it.

Vee’s still screeching, but the tone has changed. In fact, they’re all yelling at us. As if we did something wrong. Duvan’s hand slips up to caress my cheek. Time slows for a long moment.

His black eyes, shimmering with purple staring deeply into mine.

A perfect man for me who gave me a perfect gift.

Chaos from my friends that doesn’t feel right.

Something is wrong.

And then I see him.

The evil glint in his eyes telling me all I need to know.

My mouth pops open to scream—a scream that matches that of my friends—and Duvan silences it with his kiss.

And then it’s over.

So quick, I can’t believe it’s happened.

Hot liquid gushes down around me, and Duvan lets out a gurgle. His confused stare meeting mine as he clutches at his neck.

Blood.

So much blood.

Oh, God.

This can’t be happening.

Wake up, Brie!

This is a nightmare.

No! No! No!

“I’m s-so s-s-sorry,” Duvan stammers out, the crimson flood around his fingers becoming uncontrollable. “I-I l-love you, t-tigress.”

Tears are streaming down my cheeks and I’m trying to help him hold his neck together.

And it’s too much.

Oh my God, it’s too much.

Blooming and blooming around our fingers like the most hideous scarlet flowers to ever grow. The most hated flowers in the universe.

“No!” I choke out. “No!”

His eyes dull and he blinks slowly. He collapses on me and his breathing slows. I can’t move my dying heavy husband. He’s too big!

A sob wracks through me so hard I think I’ll throw up. My fingers grip at Duvan’s hair as I try to get him to look at me.

“P-Please, don’t you dare die,” I sob. Nothing else around me matters but him. Not his killer. Not my friends.

Just me and my love.

“I love you, Duvan.”

His breath comes out in a ragged rush before he murmurs a final word. “Tigress.”

Beat.

Beat.

Beat.

The sound of my own heart is thundering in my head, but no other sound comes through. My body grows cold. Shivers begin to ripple through me. A blankness settles over my mind.

Beat.

Beat.

Beat.

Nothing makes sense. I’m scrambling far, far away from reality inside my head. I want as far from the truth as I can get. I want to crawl into the black hole of despair in my brain only to never escape.

Beat.

“Gabriella.”

Heath’s cold voice drags me from my safe haven into my hell. My senses assault me all at once. A brutal beat down of my psyche. The people on the computer are still screaming. The man on my chest is dead. And the monster standing behind the couch is soulless.

Eyes that once looked upon me as if I were a treat his mommy wouldn’t let him have now glare at me like he wants to tear through my flesh with his teeth and then suck on the bones after. The giant knife he used to slit the throat of my husband drips with blood. A knife similar to the one that fatally cut through my mother’s neck too.

He’s going to kill me too.

I’m going to die.

Duvan, our baby, and me. We’ll be together at least.

“Not today, Gabriella,” Heath hisses. “I’ve come a long way for you. A promise is a promise. And I promised I’d be back for you.”

My eyes roll back as I succumb to shock. The heavy weight is gone and I’m floating. It isn’t until I’m laid on something soft that I reopen my eyes. I’m on the bed—a bed I’ve made love to Duvan countless times on—and Heath is cutting my clothes right from my body.

I can’t move.

I can’t think.

I can’t feel.

I just stare at the monster. He isn’t careful as he tears the shorts off me. I’m knicked by the sharp blade on my hip bone when he cuts my panties from me. The tank I’m wearing is easily sawed through.

Blood.

So much blood.

All over my hands and upper body.

His hands.

The knife.

Bile creeps up my throat, and I turn my head to the side so I don’t drown in my own vomit. Heath’s belt jangles as he prepares to fuck me. Just beyond my dead husband’s body.

And I can’t do anything about it.

I pray for him to push the tip of his blade into my chest so I’ll bleed out too. I want him to dump my dying body on Duvan’s so we can race into the afterlife together.

“I’ve been waiting so long for this,” Heath hisses.

Blink.

Blink.

Blink.

And then him.

Elation surges through me like the heroin used to cause. Hot and exciting as it rushed through my veins. Heath will pay for this. I can see it in my hero’s eyes.

Dark and murderous.

Hate-filled.

My heart flops.

Hope soars inside me like a thousand eagles taking flight.

A knife, much bigger than Heath’s glints in the bedroom light. Thunder booms outside like a prologue to the massacre that shall be.

Stabbing and stabbing and stabbing.

Death crashing around us like the storm waging outside.

I can’t help but get high off the vengeance. More satisfying than any hit of bliss that ever swam through my veins. I want to thank the man with every ounce of my being who singlehandedly crushed a demon that had somehow escaped from hell.

A devastated scream I recognize as Vee’s from the computer, makes my skin crawl.

Heath croaks and crumbles to the floor. His dick is hanging out but he never got to do what he came for. I stare at his unmoving body on the floor. If I had the energy, I would spit on him.

“Brie baby.”

I drag my gaze from the psycho on the floor to the hero standing beside my bed. He sits down next to me and pushes my sticky hair from my face. A tender expression crosses over his features, and I’m instantly comforted.

“Is he alive?” I choke out.

He turns and regards Heath on the floor. “That motherfucker is dead.”

“And my husband?”

This time, he frowns. Sadness washes over me. All this time, I had him painted as a monster. He’s no monster.

He.

Came.

For.

Me.

“No.”

A tear streaks down my cheek. “But I loved him.”

“I know, baby.”

“I will never love anyone like I loved him…”

He narrows his eyes at me and gives me a smile I remember fondly. “You will. It’ll be different, but you will. Love is strange, Sylvia.” Warm memories surge through me at the silly name.

I close my eyes and let my last happy moments with Duvan wash over me on repeat. His laughter. His touch. His decadent scent. His doting nature. His jokes. His strength. His ability to find my broken heart and mend it.

His love…

My body physically aches from this loss. I’m not sure the pain will ever subside. With a shaking hand, I reach out to him. “I want to go home, Daddy.”

 

 

To be continued…

This is Me, Baby

Brie’s story continues on in this next book!
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Listen on Spotify here.

 

Don’t You (Forget About Me) – Simple Minds

Closer – Nine Inch Nails

Closer – Kings of Leon

If You Leave – Orchestral Manoeuvres In The Dark

(I’ve Had) The Time of My Life – Bill Medley

She’s Like the Wind – Patrick Swayze

Hungry Eyes – Eric Carmen

Stay – Maurice Williams & The Zodiacs

Your Love – The Outfield

We Belong – Pat Benatar

Every Breath You Take – The Police

Waiting for a Girl Like You – Foreigner

The Man Who Sold the World – Nirvana

Kiss from a Rose – Seal

Don’t Speak – No Doubt

Love is Strange – Mickey & Sylvia

Where Is My Mind? – Pixies

Crawl – Kings of Leon

Stand By Me – Ben E. King

Stand By Me – Ki: Theory
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