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      Present

      My head thumps against his desk. Fingernails grip my hips. The pungent aroma of raw, passionate fucking punches the air as our moans echo off the walls of his plush, expansive office. I close my eyes, a small smile gracing my lips as I draw in every thrust and grunt he has to give.

      "Fuck, you feel so good, Savannah. So. Fucking. Good."

      His grip tightens, fingernails digging even deeper into my skin, causing a gratifying pain to ripple through me. I'm close—so very close. My heightened moans and quivering body signal my impending explosion. So accustomed to our rendezvous, he’s acutely aware of my body.

      "You're going to have to come soon. I don't know how long I can last."

      He thrusts violently, the table quaking beneath us. He's getting angry. The veracious animal wants out. "Come, you fucking bitch!" he seethes, slapping his hand against my clit.

      Like every moment before, I fall apart. So masterful in his efforts, it’s useless to even try to resist.

      Mr. Owen Montgomery is the respectable CEO of Montgomery Cars, a company with several locations across the United States. They find the best for the best, selling only classic and muscle cars that exceed a hundred thousand dollars. When working for him, he treats me like the lady he knows I am, but when it comes to the bedroom, all bets are off. I'm able to appreciate the true Mr. Montgomery—the one who spanks me until I shudder beneath him.

      "Fuck, Savannah, you're going to make me come," he shouts as my orgasm continues to rile through me. His grip on my hips tightens as his own climax starts to take over. With a roar and one final violent thrust, Owen comes, his rock-hard body collapsing on top of me.

      For a moment, we're speechless—too breathless to even talk. He pulls himself up enough to kiss the spot just between my breasts, a rare tender moment I delight in.

      "I hate wearing these fucking things. I want to be able to come inside you—make you mine," he growls.

      I roll my eyes. We seem to have this conversation every time we finish having sex. "You know why we can't. I tried going on the pill and it made me sick. Condoms are the only solution."

      "It's not the only solution, and you know it."

      Not liking where this is going, I start to maneuver, pushing him off me. "Owen," I grumble, managing to break away. "I'm not going to put myself through a long-term situation when what we have isn't going anywhere."

      A hand flies around my neck, holding me in place, his steamy eyes burrowing into mine. "You're mine, Savannah. Fucking got that?"

      Slapping his hand away, I wave my own, dismissing him. "Yes, but for how long?"

      "For however long I fucking say."

      I shake my head, amused. "Such a fucking caveman."

      "Like you can't stand that idea. If you don't, then why do you keep visiting my dick every chance you get?"

      Still tucked inside me, he pulls me up so we are face to face. "I could stop, but you’d never let that happen."

      With a smirk, Owen closes the distance between us, our lips a hairsbreadth away. "Damn fucking right I wouldn't."

      A loud thudding of a door bangs, startling us.

      "Owen! Savannah!" For a fraction of a second, we freeze, our eyes widening. We didn't expect her back so soon.

      "Owen! Savannah! Where are you?"

      Owen pulls out of me, tugging the condom from his now limp dick. He grabs some tissue, placing it inside before swiftly shutting it in one of his drawers. I scramble from the desk, quickly buttoning my blouse and straightening my skirt. I run around to the other side, fixing my hair, before grabbing the pad and pen on the table. Owen straightens his pants and sprays some aftershave to drown out the aroma of our fucking. I snicker for a moment, and he smiles back.

      "Owen, Savannah, I was calling you. Didn't you hear?" she asks as she walks into the office.

      Owen turns the sweetness up a notch as she comes into view, but it's more sickly-sweet than tender. She bends down, kissing him on the cheek. "I'm sorry, darling. Savannah and I were busy going over the Christmas bonuses for this year."

      She utters a tsk under her breath. "But it's Saturday—family time. You shouldn't be tucked away in your office making the poor girl work. That's unfair."

      I smile up at her. "I don't mind. We’ve only been here an hour. We're almost done."

      Placing her hand on Owen's shoulder, she focuses her attention on me. "Don't let him work you into the ground, sweetheart."

      I nod, a cheesy grin forming on my lips. I can’t stand the woman, and she’s not my biggest fan either, but we manage to play happy family in front of Owen. "I won't."

      Her nose crinkles, looking around the room. "What's that smell?" She then looks down at Owen. "Are you wearing aftershave?"

      "Yes, an early Christmas present from Savannah. Do you like it?"

      “It's…interesting, I guess."

      I bite my lip until it's almost painful. My heart thumps inside my chest while Owen looks as cool as a cucumber, his shoulders relaxed and smile carefree. How can he appear so nonchalant when we almost got caught?

      "Listen, don't be too long, you two. We have guests coming over in three hours." Floating on her feet, she strolls around the desk toward the door. "I'll tell Claudia and Marc to start preparing the food." She disappears, but I don't bother to shift in my seat toward her. "Oh, Savannah," she says in her sickly-sweet voice. I pivot, catching her false, fluttering eyelashes as she clutches the door. "Terry Vendable will be joining us, and he’s very interested in meeting you. Why not put that gorgeous red dress on that makes your eyes pop?"

      I plant on my fake smile. "Yes, Mom.”

      The sentiment she returns doesn’t meet her eyes. She’s as fake as I am. "Lovely. See you two soon." She swiftly shuts the door behind her, and I swing round to face Owen. His hands grip the edge of his desk until his knuckles become white.

      "That was close," I say, letting out a breath.

      "If I spy you anywhere near Terry Vendable, I'll kill him."

      I let out a sigh. "Stop being so melodramatic. It's only a dinner party."

      He grits his teeth, his jaw ticking with obvious irritation. "I mean it, Savannah. No one touches you but me."

      "Oh, but you being married is perfectly acceptable—to my mother, of all people."

      "You and I both know there's no love between us."

      "Why are you still married to her then?"

      He closes his eyes, trying to compose himself. "There are reasons—things I can't go into. Besides, you cannot question my morals when you're the one fucking your mother's husband."

      I suck in a breath. "Ouch."

      "Bitch," he jibes.

      I smirk at him. "Bastard."

      "I love it when you talk dirty."

      "Likewise."

      He shakes his head before pushing his chair out and rising. "Come, let's go get ready for this fiasco. The Christmas bonuses can wait until tomorrow."

      I rise up out of my seat, closing the distance between us. Owen grabs my left butt cheek and squeezes, causing me to yelp in surprise. "I want you completely naked beneath me." His breath quickens as something hard pushes against my crotch.

      "You just had me."

      My breaths come in short pants. We may have just had sex, but it doesn't take long for Owen to command my attention again. If it's not the almost jet black, wavy hair, light green eyes, and strong jaw, it's the way he stands tall at six-foot-six, his body tight and muscular in a way that makes women all over the globe desperate to squeeze any portion of him. Before meeting my mother, Owen was rated the sexiest millionaire bachelor in Forbes magazine. I have no clue what he saw in my mom, but it was obviously enough to throw away that title. Then he met me, and his attention has been elsewhere ever since.

      "Having you every day isn't enough for me. I will always want more."

      My lips twitch against his. "Only because I'm forbidden fruit."

      His warm, minty breath hits my face as he trails his tongue over my top lip. "A forbidden fruit I long to taste again," he says, kissing me. "And again." He kisses me once more, sending a familiar fire between my legs. "And again." He does it to me once more, but I relent, pushing him away. I know exactly where it will head otherwise. I may be a bitch to my mom by sleeping with her husband, but I won't do it knowing she's in the house nearby.

      "Stop before it goes too far," I scorn.

      Owen groans against my lips, squeezing my ass once again. "I wish everyone would just fuck off."

      "Now, now, Mr. Montgomery, that's no way to treat your guests."

      "Speaking of,” he says, pulling me tightly to him, our faces an inch apart, "stay away from that fucker, Savannah. I mean it.”

      I smile sweetly before licking his bottom lip. "Yes, Dad."
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      Seven months earlier.

      "Savannah, no matter how much you clean this shitty place up, it will always be shitty."

      I'm sweeping the floors of our tiny two-bedroom condo in the Upper Westside of Manhattan. We can't afford to live here, but my mother insists on it until we can find a better option—that option being a very rich man to take care of us. For the past two months, we’ve been living off my grandfather's inheritance while I troll through endless postings online trying to find an office job that will at least pay the rent. My mother, however, thinks looking for work is beneath her. She wants to sell her soul. And the worst part is she's intent on getting me to do it too. "If I can't find a rich husband, maybe you can," she said one evening after her third glass of wine. "You look…" she eyed me up and down, "decent enough. You just need to wear the right clothes and makeup."

      "I am not a whore, Mom."

      She hadn't liked that. "And you're saying I am!"

      Yes.

      "No, it's just not something I want to do. I want to earn a living, not go after someone I don't love just so he provides a roof over my head."

      "Love smove, girl. You really think there's such a commodity? Get your fucking head out of the clouds and start living in the real world. Love is overrated. Give me a man's wallet over that stupid, meaningless word any day of the week. Love doesn't pay the bills, Savannah. The sooner you realize this, the better. I'm trying to fix our situation while you sit here day after day looking for jobs. Go out there and find a rich man. They're in abundance in Manhattan. Start earning a living and stop leaving it all up to me."

      That was five weeks ago, and I’ve stood my ground. I’m not about to back down anytime soon either. I will make my own way in life—without a man.

      "Anyway," she places her handbag on the kitchen counter, "I've found a solution to our problem. I met someone three weeks ago and he asked me to marry him!" She holds up her hand, showing me a rock the size of Gibraltar on her finger.

      I frown, confused. "But…how? When?" It's only been three weeks.

      A mischievous glint forms in her eyes. "I have my ways and means. In the end, he couldn't resist me." She nudges my arm. "Come on, Savannah. Look more grateful than you are. We'll never have to worry about money again. And what's more, he's willing to give you a job as his assistant. Isn't that great?"

      I'm too stunned to say anything. How did she find someone so soon who wants to marry her? It doesn't make any sense.

      "Savannah," she barks, clicking her fingers in front of my face, "snap out of it. For fuck's sake, you're always in a dream world. Pay attention for once."

      Inhaling, I try my hardest not to bite back. She can be a serious bitch. "Who is he? What does he do?"

      Her lips curve. "That's better. His name is Owen Montgomery. He’s the CEO of Montgomery Cars. He's a multi-millionaire, and not only that, he's been voted the sexiest millionaire bachelor…but not for long," she states arrogantly, flashing me her ring again. "Stop this sweeping shit and do some research on him. We're going over to his place tonight so you can meet him and find out more about the job. We'll be married in two weeks, and shortly after that, we'll move in. You'll have your own bedroom and bathroom. Aren't you happy?"

      It all does sound lovely, but I still don't understand. They met three weeks ago and now they're getting married—in fourteen days. What decent man does that, especially with this witch of a woman?

      It dawns on me. He must be as horrible and vile as she is.

      Shit!

      I put on my best fake smile. "Yes, Mother. I am happy. And grateful. I appreciate you doing this."

      "Good," she quips, standing from her seat and moving toward her bedroom. "You have an hour to research, then we have to get ready. We have a car picking us up in two hours."

      She waltzes out of the room, leaving me in an air of stagnant silence. Something isn’t right. Her marrying someone at the drop of a hat—especially if there's money involved, is a given. But what does this Owen Montgomery get out of it?

      Thinking on this, I grab my laptop and Google his name. Fuck, he even has a Wikipedia page.

      I click on the link. He's a very successful entrepreneur. Took over his father's company shortly after his dad died in 2000. He's been more successful than his father, managing to expand the business all over the United States. He has a net worth of over eight hundred million—and counting.

      "Shit!" I shout, my eyes widening in response.

      I scroll down to the “personal life” section. He was quite a player as a teenager—until he got his girlfriend pregnant at sixteen. He has a son who is over two years older than my twenty years, but apparently, he lives in California and doesn't visit much. It seems they may have had a falling out some five years ago. That's if you can believe what this says. He's never married. The mother of his child died of an overdose soon after his son's birth. Apparently, she was given a lot of money and blew it all on drugs. That couldn't have been easy for him. He’s thirty-eight now, which makes him two years younger than my mother. My mom was obviously young when she had me too, but according to her, she doesn't know who my father is, and it's just been her and I for the last twenty years. When my grandparents found out about her pregnancy, they kicked her out, and she hadn’t spoken to them since. I only discovered my grandmother died six months ago, and my grandfather followed nine weeks later. I had never met them, but I read in my grandfather’s obituary that he died of a broken heart. Despite never knowing them, this left me with tears in my eyes.

      To be honest, I was surprised to learn they had left all their inheritance to me and my mother. I have a trust fund of a little over two hundred thousand dollars that I can gain access to next year—once I turn twenty-one. I have been counting the days so I can leave my mother and start being independent. She may be my mother, but we've never gotten along. She goes around thinking the world owes her something.

      And she has the audacity to call me a dreamer.

      I sigh at that last thought. I have to hand it to her. She did say she wanted a rich man to look after her, and now she's found one. I also have to admit to being slightly excited at the prospect of working finally. Being an assistant to a CEO doesn't sound too bad. Only time will tell.

      Closing the laptop down, I make my way to the shower. Once I'm dry, I pick out the best dress I can find in my wardrobe. It doesn't take long considering I only have two good dresses to my name. A red one, and a black one. I choose the red one—my mother hates black clothing. She always refers it to funeral wear. "Stop dressing like someone's died," she would always say.

      With that last thought, I step into the chiffon dress and carefully pull it over my hips. I hook my arms inside and manage to zip it up. It's long, sleek, and has red transparent sleeves that flow out beautifully. I match the garment with maroon pumps before sitting at my tiny mirror to put makeup on. Smoky eyes are the name of the game tonight. I have to look my best for mother's fiancé.

      I laugh out loud at the thought. My mother getting married. It all sounds absurd.

      I'm in the middle of applying some dark cherry lipstick when the devil barges into my room without even knocking. "Are you ready? The car’s here." I nod. "Get your shit together and hurry up. Meet you downstairs."

      She disappears, and I sigh. Pretending to be a doting daughter for the next few hours fills me with a sense of dread. I may be good at acting, but I'm not that good.

      "Can't keep mother waiting," I chime as I grab my bag, place my phone inside, and make my way out to the waiting black Buick.

      As I approach, the driver's door opens, and out steps a very tall man in a crisp black suit. "Ms. Williams," he says, nodding in salute before opening my door.

      "Thank you.” A strange sensation washes over me. I'm not used to this.

      "You're welcome." He smiles, showing me his excellent white teeth.

      "So, where are we heading?" I ask my mom as I climb in next to her.

      "Owen has a condo in Tribeca, but he uses that mainly for business. We'll be visiting his residence in Scarsdale. Wait until you see his house—absolutely stunning."

      The driver gets in, and soon, we're on our way, fighting through the busy New York traffic. Once we pass it all, it takes another twenty minutes until we advance through the gates of the most magnificent mansion I have ever seen. My eyes widen as I take in the stone brick house with a thousand bay windows, wooden shutters, and a grand marble staircase leading up to the impressive double doors of this magnificent home. Attached to it is a massive garage, and there must be at least six acres of land surrounding it, if not more.

      "Beautiful, isn't it?"

      I nod. This is something my mom and I can agree on. "I have no words."

      "Well, you’ll have to become used to it. This will be your new home in two weeks."

      The driver pulls up to the door and lets us out. I offer my gratitude again, and then after that another man in a suit, shoulders back, and tight-lipped motions for us to step into the house.

      "Good evening, Ms. Williams, and to you, Ms. Williams,” he directs to me. “I trust your journey was pleasant."

      "Yes, it was, Frank."

      My mother walks through the door without another word. There's an air of distaste on his face as his eyes follow her, but it quickly fades when he turns back, spotting my hand out. "Hi, I'm Savannah. Nice to meet you."

      Frank’s eyes travel down toward my hand. "Nice to meet you too." He takes my hand, shaking it, and I offer a really big smile. His face immediately softens. He leans over, and whispers, "I can see you're definitely not your mother."

      I giggle. "No, most certainly not."

      "That's good to know," he replies, winking. "May I offer you a drink?"

      I shake my head. "No, I don't want to be a bother."

      He makes a tsk sound under his breath. "You're not, my child. It's what I'm paid to do."

      Knowing I'm too young to consume alcohol, I say, "Some water would be great, thanks."

      He leans over again. "A glass of champagne it is."

      I like Frank.

      His hand waves, motioning for me to go through. I pass him, eyes widening as I take in the expanse of the hallway. Beautiful, shiny floors, cream walls, and a most exquisite spiral staircase greet me as I step farther in.

      "Where's Owen?" my mom practically snaps at Frank.

      "He's busy in his office, but assures you he will be with you in five minutes. If you can wait in the west reception room, I will fetch you some drinks."

      My mother walks off, and I make haste, following her. "Thank you," I say to Frank as I scurry off.

      "You're welcome," he returns before walking off to what I assume is the kitchen.

      My mother opens the door to a very plush room, with modern furnishings and warm terracotta walls. The fireplace alone looks as big as my bedroom back in our condo.

      Making herself at home, my mother practically throws her bag onto the big black leather couch before plonking herself down along with it.

      "So, what do you think?"

      I carefully sit down, afraid I'll break something. Everything looks so expensive. "It's beautiful."

      "It is, isn't it?" Her big smile turns into a frown. "Don't you fuck this up for me. Be nice to your stepfather. He's going to be paying our way, so you show him nothing but respect."

      What, like you are? I want to ask her, but bite my tongue.

      "Of course.” Diplomacy is something I’ve had no option but to learn over the years because of her attitude. She knows better than to think I would do otherwise. It just goes to show how little she’s aware about her only daughter.

      "Good," she responds as Frank walks in with our champagne. She takes her glass without a word.

      Annoyed at her disrespect, I take mine, and as loud as I can, say, "Thank you.”

      The amusement in his eyes portrays he’s not bothered in the slightest by my mother’s blatant rudeness. “You’re very welcome.”

      "Ahhh, there you are," my mother sings, getting up from her seat, her whole demeanor changing within an instant.

      I glance up to where she's looking, and when my eyes meet his sea of green, my heart stops. I knew from looking him up earlier he was handsome, but I never expected just how much. I'm not one for older guys, but looking at Owen Montgomery, one would never imagine he’s nearly double my age. With only a dash of very fine wrinkles under his eyes, his irises sparkle with a hint of young mischief. He's wearing a very crisp, very expensive blue suit with a lilac tie. His jet-black hair is slicked back, and there’s day-old stubble on his face—which only heightens his manliness. His lips are full, soft, and extremely kissable, and his body is so sculpted, he'd make Dwayne Johnson jealous.

      Oh my God! What am I saying? I shouldn't be thinking this about my mom's future husband! Pull yourself together, Savannah!

      "Sorry about that," he offers. "I had an urgent call."

      "No worries. You're here now."

      Owen flits his eyes from my mother to me. When they slowly glide over my attire as I stand up, my legs almost wobble from his intense gaze.

      "And you must be Savannah? Nice to meet you." He holds his hand out to me, and I shake it. His skin warm and his grip firm. "Your mother didn't do you justice when she told me how beautiful you are."

      My cheeks redden at his compliment, and he offers me a knowing smile. I'm surprised my mother even mentioned me.

      "I guess you're rather stumped at how quickly your mother and I got together and got engaged."

      "I must admit, yes."

      They both laugh before he motions toward the couch. "Please. Sit. We shall talk."

      With still slightly wobbly legs, I make my way over to my seat and wait as Owen and my mother take theirs opposite me. Mom clasps her hand around his, looking every bit the doting fiancée. A fraction of wrinkles forming on Owen’s brow and his mouth jerking slightly to the side, makes me believe he’s wincing, but maybe I'm seeing things.

      Maybe it's what I want to see.

      Owen clears his throat. "I know this must have come as a shock to you, but when your mother and I met, I knew I had to marry her. It is very soon, and I understand you must have a lot of questions, but I wanted to bring you here not only to meet you, but to also put your mind at ease about becoming a part of my family…as I am yours."

      I let out a small breath. "I was shocked when I heard. I knew Mom had been seeing someone, but I had no idea it was moving this fast."

      "I understand your fears and want to allay all of them. I told your mother I was looking for an assistant. It seems I have the perfect candidate right here in front of me. I have heard lots about you, Savannah, and I think you and I will be a great fit together. Will you meet me for lunch tomorrow so we can discuss the job and get to know each other better? There's no pressure. If you feel the job's not for you, I won't be offended."

      Wow, this man. What on earth does he see in my mother?

      "I will gladly meet you for lunch tomorrow, Mr. Montgomery. Thank you."

      "Please, call me Owen…"

      "Or maybe even Dad," my mother says, sticking her two cents in.

      Owen laughs nervously, and I hold back my cringe. "What time do you want to meet tomorrow?" I ask, changing the subject.

      "I will have a car pick you up at around twelve. Is that agreeable with you?"

      "Perfect."

      "Great," he says, slapping his knee. "Now that we have that out of the way, let's make a toast." Owen leans forward, grabbing his drink from the coffee table, the dark amber liquid swimming with a single cube of ice.

      I grab my champagne, and we all clink glasses. "To family," Owen chimes.

      "To family," we all say together. I swallow the cool champagne, relishing the cold, crisp sensation. The champagne is delicious.

      "So, Savannah, your mother tells me you worked as an assistant before?"

      I nod. "Yes, that's right. He ran a recruitment firm in the financial district."

      "How long were you there for?"

      I bite my lip. "Six months."

      He frowns. "Only six months? Did you not enjoy it there?"

      I did, until my boss started to become handsy when we were alone. At first, it was odd touching of the arms, until it moved to hand around the waist and that hand started moving lower. When it got to a stage where he touched my ass, I slapped him, and he threatened to use his connections to make sure I was never hired anywhere if I didn’t show my appreciation. I gave into his touches, letting him grope me, until I started feeling physically sick every time I had to go to work. When he asked me to stay behind one night and told me to take off all my clothes, that was my last straw. I walked right out of the building and never looked back. That was four months ago, and funnily enough, I haven't been able to find another job since. I was a damn good employee, but my name is no doubt mud now. It makes me so angry every time I think about it.

      "The boss and I clashed on many occasions. I was very good at my job, it was just…well, he…let's just say he wanted more from me than I could give him."

      Owen offers me a soft smile, and my nervousness dissipates.

      "That's too bad." He looks away for a moment, his lips forming a hard line. "What is his name? I may know him."

      "Justin May."

      His eyes widen. "Unfortunately, I do. The man is a tool."

      A small laugh escapes my lips. "Yes, you could say that."

      "I'm surprised you lasted six months."

      "Well, it wasn't without its difficulties. I loved the job, I just didn't like the boss."

      "Hopefully, I will be a better one."

      I smile sweetly at him. I already feel comfortable around him. "Satan himself would be better than Justin May."

      Owen chuckles. "I'm not sure whether that was a compliment or not."

      "Yes, Savannah, watch your mouth," Mom snaps, scowling at me.

      Owen places a hand on her knee, silencing her. "Sarah, it's fine. A bit of harmless banter, that’s all.”

      My eyes flit from his hand on my mother’s knee to his cool, mint greens, and for a moment, our eyes lock like we're in some sort of silent conversation. I wonder how someone as beautiful as him is marrying my mother. What he's thinking, I have no idea, but it makes me feel…tingly—not how I should be thinking of my future stepfather.

      "How did you two meet?" I ask, changing the subject and trying ever so hard to stop the blush heating my cheeks.

      Owen looks toward my mother. "Do you want to tell it, or shall I?"

      She pats his hand. "No, you tell it. You're much better at this than I am."

      Owen looks back toward me. "Well, it all started one rainy Monday morning…"
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      "It all started one rainy Monday morning."

      I will never forget the words from all those months ago. Owen had practically sang their meeting, and I sat there mesmerized as he relayed their unfolding love story. It sounded too good to be true.

      That's because it was.

      My mom had been out shopping when it started downpouring. The heavens opened, practically drowning her within seconds. She ran out into the road to seek shelter, but hadn't been looking where she was going. Car tires screeched and my mother fell forward—straight into very big strong arms. Owen saved her, and on that rainy Monday morning, their eyes locked, and they instantly fell in love.

      After I heard it, I’d wanted to vomit. Instead, I smiled sweetly and told them how beautiful it all was.

      "Savannah, are you ready? Terry’s arrived. He wants to meet you."

      I sigh in frustration, closing my eyes. “I'm coming!" I shout back. I can't believe my mom's pimping me out, but really, why am I surprised? Terry Vendable is the son of a very respectable and wealthy lawyer. Recently, Vendable turned into Vendable and Son. Terry is now partner and a shareholder in the company—and marriage material for all wealthy women wanting to sink their teeth into even more wealth. I want nothing to do with it. Just because I’m in this life now doesn’t mean I want to live it.

      Knowing I have no other choice but to make my way downstairs, I brush my hands down my sleek, figure-hugging red dress, and walk out the door. Muffled voices carry from the hallway up to the landing.

      I take to the stairs, careful not to trip over myself along the way. The moment I step on the last one, my mother walks toward me. "There you are. Come…meet Terry.” Trying to get me to move faster, she waves her hand like a mad woman.

      I want to scowl at her, but offer a saccharine smile as she leads me toward Terry. I wasn't expecting a lot when I met him, and to be honest, I haven't disappointed myself. Sure, he’s handsome, with his preppy mousy brown hair, dimples, and soft brown eyes, but something about him turns me off. I don't know what it is, but I'm sure I’ll find out soon enough.

      "Terry, this is my daughter, Savannah. Savannah, this is Terry."

      Terry sweeps his eyes down my body before they meet mine, a cocky smirk on his face.

      Creep.

      "Savannah, I've heard so much about you. It's a pleasure."

      "Likewise," I reply, holding out my hand, expecting to shake his. Instead, he pulls my hand to his lips and kisses the back of it. My skin immediately burns, like his lips are made of acid.

      "You look absolutely stunning," Terry says, trailing his eyes to my cleavage.

      I want to tell him my eyes aren't down there, but I withhold the thought. "Thank you."

      "I will leave you two to get to know each other." My mother squeezes Terry’s arm, offering him a wink before scurrying off. I’m starting to feel like an auction piece.

      "Champagne, Savannah?" Frank asks, holding out a tray to me.

      "Thank you, Frank," I reply, taking the glass from the tray. He bows his head before walking off.

      "Are you normally on a first name basis with the servants?"

      Who is this ass?

      I eye him up and down. "Not only is Frank Owen's butler, he's also a valued member of the family."

      He frowns like that's the most preposterous thing. "Hmm…strange."

      The only thing strange is your attitude.

      "Would you like to take a walk in the gardens? It's an unusually warm evening for December."

      I want to tell him no, but refrain from being impolite—no matter how impolite this ass is.

      I nod, and we both lead the way to the back exit where I spot Owen talking to one of his partners, Clayton. As if sensing I'm there, he looks up, his lips forming into a hard line, his jaw ticking with anger. I can't help the little flurry of desire at his jealousy. My mother countlessly flirts with others, eyelashes fluttering, the grip of their arm with her hand, and not once does Owen show any signs of emotion. With me, however, there's an abundance.

      "My father tells me you're Owen's assistant."

      Now we're onto small talk. "That's right," I answer, looking down as I step out into the night. The asshole's right. It is a warm evening. Highly unusual for this time of year.

      Glancing up as we walk, I look up to the stars. The sky is black, but is lit up by a mass of twinkling bright lights. The full moon glistens off the pool in the distance like diamonds. It’s in these moments I take stock at how lucky I am to lead such a lavish life. I always hated the way my mom thinks, but I do not hate the life she's brought me into. It’s at least something I can be grateful to her for. Through all my years, I have always felt restless in the houses we lived in, but since moving in here more than six months ago, I proudly call this place my home. I’m always concerned I may break something, but apart from that, I’m happy.

      "I bet it’s a little weird, working for your dad and all."

      I almost wince at Terry's referral to Owen being my dad. He certainly doesn't feel like my dad when he's thrusting his hard cock inside me.

      "Stepdad," I correct. "And no, funnily enough, it doesn't feel weird. I think it's because I have worked for Owen from day one." We reach the first door of the stables and I happily place my champagne glass down to pet my beautiful white horse, Katrina. She was a gift to me after Owen married my mother—a gift I have been forever grateful for.

      Terry rounds Katrina's other side and leans on the stable door. I sense his eyes scrutinizing me as I stroke Katrina's soft neck.

      "You are quite beautiful."

      My hand on Katrina's neck stops, and I glance up to find Terry's eyes traveling my face. "Thank you.” His declaration surprises me. Maybe he's not such an asshole after all.

      The emerging grin reminds me of the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland after he tells Alice he's not quite there in the head. Then he looks down at my cleavage again before licking his thin lips.

      Yep, my first instinct is correct. Creep.

      With a slight nudge, Terry pushes himself away from the stable door and walks around to where I'm standing. He’s intimately close, forcing me to look up. "Did your mom tell you I recently made partner at my dad's law firm?" His arched eyebrow forces a slight chuckle to escape my lips. He really does think he's something else.

      Perplexed by my reaction, he asks, “Did I say something funny?"

      "No, sorry. I think the champagne is getting to my head." I clear my throat. "Yes, my mom told me. That's quite an achievement. You must be proud."

      Terry stands tall, forcing air into his lungs, a smug look on his face. This is what makes me laugh—extremely rich people like Terry who have never done a day’s work in his life and thinks he has achieved something just because Daddy dearest made him partner. Everyone is aware he didn't obtain it on his own merits. Owen divulged that much to me. There's a lawyer, Graham, who worked there up until recently. He pulled eighteen-hour days non-stop for over ten years and never got so much as a recognition for his efforts. He should have been named partner. Once he realized it was going to Terry, Graham resigned and moved out of state to join another law firm, where he's finally getting the recognition he deserves.

      "I am proud," Terry answers, interrupting my musings. "As a present to celebrate, I bought a Lamborghini Aventador from Owen." My eyebrow arches in surprise. At least he has good taste in cars. Terry’s eyes scan my face before smiling. "You seem impressed."

      I manage to stop the eye-roll in time. "I am. I think they're beautiful cars. What color is it?"

      "Silver."

      I bet it's more gray—much like his personality.

      "Not a fan of that color?"

      I scrunch my nose a little before shaking my head. "I think I would have gone for yellow, or even orange."

      "A girl who likes to be seen. I like that."

      It's not about that at all, but I don't correct him.

      "Hey, maybe you and I could take a spin in it one day. I would definitely like to take you out." Terry steps forward, until we're so close, an uncomfortable air surrounds me, settling deep in my stomach. "Would you like me to take you on a date?"

      I step back to gain some space, but I'm met with resistance. Claustrophobia claims me now that's he's penned me in, and by the look on Terry’s smirking, pompous face, he's enjoying my discomfort. I round my shoulders a little to try to relax. I need this asshole away from my personal space. "To be honest, I'm not looking—"

      "Savannah, can I talk with you for a moment?"

      The sound of his voice makes me jump. The scraping of Terry's shoe against the concrete floor grinds so much it hurts my ears. He jumps back, startled by the intrusion too. Finally, I can breathe again. My gaze immediately sweeps to Owen. His fiery eyes hone in on me before darting to Terry. Owen’s body is stiff, but he keeps his cool despite his simmering rage.

      "Owen, how nice to see you. Great party, by the way. Savannah was showing me the stables."

      Owen remains aloof, but the slight tick in his jaw and pursing of his lips makes me believe otherwise. "I'm glad Savannah is being a hospitable host."

      Terry turns to me momentarily with a smile. "Oh, that she is. I was in the middle of trying to persuade her to go for a ride in my new car."

      Owen's right hand forms into a fist for a fraction of a second, and my body hums with desire. I lean on the wooden stable door and thread one of my hands through Katrina's mane, hoping it would give me comfort from the throbbing between my legs. Owen's dark eyes narrow, focusing only on me. His stare is so intense, for a moment, I forget Terry is standing right beside me. Ever the pristinely dressed Owen doesn't disappoint this evening, but I'm glad to see he's not wearing a full suit. Tonight, the crisp blue shirt finely rests on his perfect abs.

      Before our first time, I used to secretly torture myself by watching Owen in the gym, then sprint to my room to masturbate. The quick glides of his long legs and flexing of his pecks were always enough to send me running for relief. To this day, I keep waiting to see when my longing for him will wane, but it never does. I'm now convincing myself it's the sneaking around—the forbidden realms of our relationship. My mother has always been a piece of work, but I have to admit, I became her the moment I decided I was going to bed Owen, no matter the cost. I made it my mission in the end. I bagged myself a rich man after all.

      I'm sure she would be proud.

      Owen awkwardly clears his throat. "Well, I'm sorry I interrupted, I need to speak with Savannah about a rather pressing matter." Owen extends his hand out for Terry to move. "I hope you don't mind."

      Terry glances my way a moment before looking back at Owen. "Of course not." He steps forward, then turns to face me. "I will be waiting inside. Come find me when you're ready."

      All I do is nod, and Terry strolls off toward the house, leaving Owen and I alone.

      For a brief moment, we stare. It's almost like a match to see who will cave first. I hold all the cards here. I'm not the one who just witnessed Owen getting cozy by the stables with another woman. The thought makes me euphoric. Sometimes it's nice for him to have a taste of his own medicine. He doesn't love my mom, but it doesn't stop the deep-seated jealousy that she’s the one who gets to hang on his arm when they go to events—she’s the one interviewed by the press, telling in vomit-inducing detail how in love they are—she’s the one who gets to sleep next to him at night.

      "In the barn. Now."

      The curve of my lip seems to anger him more, but I comply with his demands, gently nuzzling Katrina before making my way to the barn door. He won't do anything with guests here, but I'm sure I will still enjoy whatever he has to offer inside.

      Once I walk into the expanse of the barn, I find a stack of hay and spin around before leaning on it. Owen shuts the door, then stalks toward me like the prowling lion he is.

      "What the fuck was that out there?" he seethes, pointing a finger toward outside.

      "I believe that was Terry asking me out."

      He steps forward again, until we're inches apart. "Over my dead body."

      "Owen, stop being so melodramatic."

      I have no time to say anything else. Owen closes the distance between us, grabbing my arm. Pulling me up, he forcibly drags me into one of the stables before pushing me over one of the stacks of hay inside.

      "Owen, what are you doing?"

      I attempt to push myself up, but Owen pushes me back down, unzips his pants, and lifts my skirt.

      "We can't do this here. Someone might catch us."

      "Shut the fuck up!"

      Shocked by his anger, I don't move. I lay my head to one side, realizing my breathing is as harsh as Owen's.

      "Stay right there. Don't fucking move."

      I note the sound of the ripping package, then a moment of silence before his hand pulls my panties aside. His fingers delve between my folds, checking if I'm wet. Of course I am. I always am whenever he's near me.

      With no time for another thought, he slams into me with one big thrust, his fingers digging into my hips so forcefully, I swear he draws blood.

      "Fuuuccckkk," he screams out, his body rigid behind me. The pressure of his frame leans over my back. He then grabs a fistful of my hair, yanking my head until I yelp. "This is what you're made for," he whispers into my ear. "This is exactly where you're supposed to be. Got it?" He pulls out, slamming into me once again. I yelp, the pain so bad, it's good. "Got it, Savannah?"

      "Yes!" I scream, loving and hating the pain. Loving and hating his cruelty. Owen's doing this because he's jealous. He once told me his possessions were never acquired for other people to touch and admire. His fierce protectiveness over everything he owns—in his own admission—has made him a monster.

      And now, I am one of his possessions.

      With his hand still fisted in my hair, he pushes me forward, until my front is fully laying on the hay. He keeps his fist tight as he starts to thrust himself inside me over and over again. This is not an act of two lovers coming together in the heat of the moment. This is Owen stamping his authority over me. This is Owen showing me I am his.

      And despite knowing I should hate every second, I don't. It only fuels my desire. I always thought my mom made me into the monster I am now, but I was wrong.

      It was Owen.

      "Fuck, Savannah, you’re so fucking tight." The slapping of his skin against mine slows a little. He's close, so he's deliberately slowing to make this last longer. He grips my hips, moaning as he thrusts his cock deep inside me. Heat fills my body, and my legs wobble slightly at the intensity. If he carries on like this, I'm going to come.

      A soft moan escapes my lips, and Owen digs his fingernails into my hip in response. His movements quicken, his pleasure is becoming my own.

      "I want to come inside you so badly, Savannah. I want to know you have some of me in you, no matter how small." I moan, and he mimics my response. "You. Are. Fucking. Mine," he growls. His breathing quickens, and his moans turn into one last final grunt as he stills inside me. "Fucking bitch. You're going to be the death of me, woman."

      He always calls me a bitch after he comes. It's almost like it's my fault…like I somehow made him.

      His cock slowly slides out of me before he graciously pulls my panties back in place and smooths my dress down. I stand up in time to see Owen lift one of the bales of hay and plant the condom underneath. When he turns to look at my questioning stare, he says, "I'll discard of that once all my guests leave." I nod, looking down, but startle a little when his finger pulls my chin up. Cool green eyes meet mine as he roams my face, my body still humming with a missed orgasm.

      "I mean what I said. Nobody touches you but me." He doesn't wait for my reply before turning around and adjusting his shirt back into his slacks.

      However, when he starts to walk away, I don't give him the satisfaction of thinking he's had the last say. "And what about you, Dad?" His stride stops, his whole body turning rigid. "Shouldn't the same apply to you? Oh, but wait—no, you have my mother to warm your bed at night, don't you?"

      He turns, facing me, his green eyes darkening as he stares me down. "This is not the time or the fucking place. We'll discuss this tomorrow."

      He starts to walk toward the door. "What did you ever see in her?" I’ve wondered for as long as I can remember, but it’s the first time I’ve asked aloud. Why I choose now is anyone's guess. Maybe it's the hypocrisy of this situation.

      "Savannah," he groans.

      I round him, facing him straight on. "Why her?"

      Owen's anger depletes as he searches the eagerness in my eyes. He lifts his hand up, brushing his finger along my cheek. "Ask me anything in the world, and it's yours, but not this." This moment of tenderness makes my heart beat faster. I close my eyes, caught in this moment. When I open them back up, Owen's hard expression is back.

      "Once I leave this barn, you are to compose yourself before walking back into the house. You will kindly refuse Terry's offer, and if he so much as glances in your direction ever again, I will ruin him."

      He swiftly pulls his hand away and stalks out the door like nothing happened. Without him here, I can finally breathe. With my hand placed gently over my heart, I take a couple deep breaths before straightening myself. How Owen can keep so cool after our exchange is beyond my comprehension. I take one last look around the dimly lit barn and gear myself to act normal once I leave the door.

      I tell myself over and over again he and I are just great sex, but there's no denying our chemistry. There's no denying the unmistakable pulse that vibrates between us when we're alone.

      Leaving the barn, I'm halfway on my journey toward the house and the laughing crowd when rustling toward my left startles me. My head instinctively turns toward it, seeking out its source. Darker than ever now, and even more so amongst the trees, I squint, trying to see. A figure emerges, and it takes a second to realize who it is.

      "Oh, Terry. You startled me."

      I thought he was going back to the house.

      Smirking, he walks toward me, his hands in his pockets, easily striding as he closes the distance between us. Something’s not right. The twinkling mischief in his eyes causes my body to flinch in reaction, and the sneer forming at the side of his mouth has me quivering with trepidation. My mouth dries, and I lick my lips, trying to mask the frantic beating of my heart. My hands clasp into fists, and I suck in a breath. Why isn't he saying anything?

      He stops, his smirk still in place, making my nerves gear up a notch.

      "I think you and I need to have a little chat."
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      Six months earlier

      A beautiful June day, temperatures in the high eighties. I lay back on my blue pool float in the pool, equipped with a cup holder and space to place a book or sunglasses. I close my eyes, letting the heat warm my skin. I’m in high spirits, thinking how lucky I am. Mom and Owen are on their honeymoon—maybe Paris, though I don’t really care where—and with the exception of Frank and other staff, I’m on my own. Since I've been here, my attraction toward my stepfather has grown. It doesn't help that he's so kind to me. Maybe it's all in my head, but I'm sure he speaks to me differently than he does with my mom, which should be the case, but it’s more in a way where he prefers to be in my company and converse with me. Over the last couple weeks of living under the same roof, it's getting harder and harder not to fall for him. I don't mean love—far from it. I mean his charm. He has it in spades. I've heard so many stories of girls falling for older men, and I never really got it.

      Now, I do.

      "Would you like a cocktail, Ms. Williams?"

      Opening my eyes, I squint from the blaring sun, shielding my eyes with my hand as I look up at Frank. He's all geared up, as per usual, in a three-piece.

      "Aren't you hot in that?"

      He glances down at his suit. "It's my uniform, Ms. Williams."

      "Yes, but the boss man isn't here, is he? I won't tell if you don't. And, please, call me Savannah."

      "Would you like a cocktail?"

      Okay, he's ignoring the suit jacket question.

      I check my watch. It's just turned one. "I think it's a little early for cocktails."

      "It's never too early for cocktails, Ms. Savannah."

      At least we've moved away from Williams. I instantly warmed to Frank. There’s something about him that makes me feel safe. I think he's far more astute than he leads people to believe.

      I offer him the courtesy of a smile before I answer. "If it's never too early for cocktails, then why not? Besides, it will fit nicely inside my little cup holder here," I say, poking my finger inside it.

      "What would you like?"

      "Hmm, I don't know. I've never really tried a cocktail. Surprise me."

      Frank smirks before nodding. "Very well."

      He walks off, and I swiftly return to my sunbathing duties. This pearly white body will be brown by the end of the summer. I’m determined.

      I close my eyes for a few seconds and stretch out, allowing my right hand to glide back and forth inside the cool water of the pool. I could seriously get used to this.

      A few moments later, a dark shadow appears behind my eyelids. "Thank you, Frank. I'll come get it."

      When I open my eyes, I jump. It's not Frank standing there watching me. It's Owen.

      "Shit, Owen! Sorry." I jolt upright—inelegantly, I might add. "I didn't realize you'd be here." I frown. "What are you doing here?"

      His eyes sweep over my body, and heat like no other courses through me. When they land on a certain area, I look down to find my nipples are rock solid.

      How much more embarrassing can this get?

      He quickly averts his gaze on me, clearing his throat. "My honeymoon has been cut short because of a shipment failure in Jacksonville. Unfortunately, I had no choice but to come back. Your mother has decided to stay and continue the honeymoon without me. Considering I have business to attend to, there really isn't much point in us both returning."

      "I'm sorry to hear that. But…wouldn't it have been easier to fly straight to Jacksonville from Paris?"

      Owen takes off his aviator sunglasses and chuckles slightly. "It would have been, yes."

      "So, why are you here?"

      "To collect you, of course." He winks, and butterflies flutter in my stomach.

      "You…you want me to come with you?"

      He chuckles again before putting his sunglasses back on. "Well, I can't very well go and leave my assistant behind, can I? What kind of boss would that make me?" My mouth gapes open, and he laughs before looking down at his watch. "Can you be ready in thirty minutes?"

      "I can be ready in twenty."

      "Perfect," he answers before strolling off, leaving me in a panic to get out of the pool and into the house to get dressed.

      I can't believe I'm going to Jacksonville. I've never been outside of New York, so I'm thrilled at the idea of going somewhere new.

      Getting to my room, I shower and dress in a blue pantsuit with a matching cream blouse. I have no time to blow dry my hair, so I tie it up in a bun, then grab a pair of teardrop gold earrings. I put on some makeup, and once I'm ready, I take a look in the mirror—from bathing suit to business woman in a matter of minutes. My slacks are long and straight, hanging perfectly from my waist. My jacket rests on my hips, accentuating my curves. I’m not sure who bought my new wardrobe, or how they knew my size, but I have yet to find something that doesn’t feel or look less than great on me.

      Grabbing a bag, I fill it with a few days’ worth of essentials, then descend the grand, wrought-iron staircase. As soon as I reach the bottom, Owen is waiting for me, and takes the bag from my hand.

      "I didn't know whether I needed an overnight bag," I offer, biting my lip.

      He immediately gives it to his driver, who’s standing diligently beside him. "I'm hoping we’ll be back by tonight, but good thinking on the overnight bag."

      "How long will it take to get there?"

      Owen starts to walk outside, so I follow. "Under three hours."

      We climb into a limousine with blacked out windows, and the driver pulls away from the curb. My mind can't help but wander to all the things I could do back here with Owen without anyone ever knowing. Sitting beside him and smelling his manly aftershave isn't helping either. There's something quite desirable about a confident man. Owen has this aura that attracts people to him like an unseen force. He can seem cold, but oddly charismatic. Dangerous, but sexy. I don't know what it is about him that makes my insides twist with need. I had missed his presence in the few days he was gone. I had never intended to like any man my mother dug her claws into, but with Owen…it all seemed so…natural.

      "What's the problem with the shipping?" I ask, clasping my hands together. I'm afraid they'll betray me by reaching out and grabbing his.

      "The license hasn't come through, which means the cars are stuck in a warehouse with nowhere to go and it’s costing my business money. I was told it's being dealt with, but this isn't the first incident since the dealership opened there three years ago. I need to see what in the hell is going on."

      He grits his teeth, shaking his head as he pinches his nose. I have this sudden desire to rub his shoulders—do something to calm him.

      "Whatever I can do to help, I'm here."

      His shoulders drop, and he lets out a breath before turning to me with a smile. "Thank you. Just you saying that means more than you know. It's nice to have someone on my side. I don't know why I didn't get an assistant months ago."

      "Well, I for one am glad you didn't, otherwise I wouldn't have this job."

      Owen smirks, causing the sexy crease to form around his eyes. "I'm sure I would have thought of something."

      I swear sometimes he's flirting with me, but I don't know if this is just his personality. Maybe he's charming with everyone.

      "I'm sorry you caught me lazing in the pool. Frank was about to get me a cocktail—not that I normally drink so early in the day, it's just…"

      Putting his hand up to stop me, Owen chuckles. "You're rambling, Savannah. Stop being so nervous all the time. My home is yours now too. If you want to laze in the pool and have a cocktail at one in the afternoon, then do so."

      "I don't want you to think I'm taking advantage."

      Owen turns toward me. His jacket falls open, revealing his impressive chest. I quickly avert my eyes, not wanting him to catch me staring.

      "You saying that tells me all I need to know about your character. I think you and I will get along fine…so long as you stop worrying, of course." He winks, and I laugh. "That's better."

      "Have you always been into cars?"

      Owen instantly relaxes against the seat. “I was raised around them, so I didn’t have much of a choice, but yes, luckily I am very into cars. When on business, I get driven. For pleasure, I drive. It's always been my motto. And every Sunday, I take one of my beauties out for a spin. It's one of my fun things to look forward to every week."

      "So, this Sunday, will you be carrying on in your tradition or going back to join Mom for the rest of your honeymoon?”

      There’s a slight wince at the mention of my mom. If he loved her, he would want nothing more than to join her once his business is sorted.

      "I told your mom to stay as long as she wanted. I need to be here to make sure everything's running smoothly. So, yes, I will be taking my car out this Sunday."

      "Do you know which one?" I ask, intrigued.

      His forehead crinkles in thought. "Probably the Bugatti. I haven't taken her out in a while." When I don't say anything, he looks my way and laughs at my widened eyes. "Yes, I have a Bugatti. Do you want to come with me? It would be nice to have the company."

      I almost ask if he's kidding, but refrain from blurting it out. I'm pretty sure I would have dropped the F bomb too.

      "I would really like that. Thank you."

      He smiles before frowning. "Tell me, Savannah. What do you like?"

      An easy question to ask, but not always to answer. I think for a moment, not wanting to leave anything out. “Mostly reading, swimming, writing, riding horses, and hiking. Although, you don't really get to do any of that in New York. I keep dreaming of going to the Grand Canyon and doing the Bright Angel Trail. The scenery must be stunning with all those vibrant colored rocks." I glance at Owen to find him studying me. "Sorry, I'm rambling again."

      He shakes his head. "No, you're not. You were quite animated. It was nice to watch. I didn't realize you were into horses. It's not something you can easily do in New York City either." He laughs, and I join in.

      "You'd be surprised. There are a number of them in New York. I had a friend in school who loved to ride horses. She was the one who got me into it. Unfortunately, I haven't been able to ride for a few months."

      "Funny you should mention that. I’ve been thinking about building a barn and some stables. There's plenty of acreage at the back of the house for the horses to run around. I had someone draw up plans a couple months ago, but I haven't yet had time to look at them."

      "Seriously?" I ask, a slight screech in my voice. He nods, smiling. "Wow, that would be so cool."

      "Maybe you should look at the plans. Be my project manager for it. What do you say? It would leave time for me to concentrate on other things."

      I can't believe this man. He's like a dream come true. "Of course. I would be honored to. Thank you."

      "No, thank you," he replies as we pull up beside a jet and a waiting stewardess.

      "We're going on a private jet?"

      Someone opens the car doors, and as Owen puts a foot out, he turns to me and says, "Only the best way to travel."

      I wait until he's out of the car. "Holy shit."

      "Miss," someone says, making me turn my head. There's a guy in a suit waiting for me to get out of the car.

      "Oh, yes. Sorry." I scramble out as quickly as I can and hastily follow behind Owen. When we get to the bottom of the stairs, he acknowledges the stewardess, who smiles ever so sweetly back. A touch of the green-eyed monster rears its head, and I wonder if he's ever slept with her. Mile high club and all that. Maybe it's best I don't know.

      "Claire, this is my stepdaughter and assistant, Savannah. Savannah, this is Claire. She's going to be looking after us on the flight."

      She immediately puts her hand out. "Nice to meet you."

      "Nice to meet you too," I reply, shaking her hand.

      "Kirk says all conditions look perfect for our journey," Claire says, addressing Owen.

      "Perfect." Owen gestures for me to climb the stairs. "After you."

      I start to ascend the steps, swaying my hips. Every fiber of my being wants to turn to see if he's watching my ass, but I know I can't. A big part of me is hoping he’s watching me.

      What kind of daughter does that make me?

      Inside the plane, my mouth hangs open as I take in the plush decor. Four very luxurious black leather seats facing each other at the front are big and inviting. Toward the back are more seats, and a long sofa that looks comfortable enough to sleep on. Pristine cream walls and blue plush carpet make it welcoming and homey.

      "Wow," I utter, unable to stop the word from coming out.

      A soft laugh belts out behind me. I pivot to find his piercing green eyes on me. "I take that as a good wow?"

      I walk farther in and approach one of the chairs. "It's an amazing wow."

      "That's good," he replies, motioning toward the chair. "Make yourself comfortable."

      "Would you like some champagne before your flight?" Claire asks as soon as we sit.

      I say nothing, unsure what I'm supposed to say. Owen answers quickly enough. "Yes, that would be nice. Thank you, Claire."

      "You're welcome."

      "What's for lunch?"

      "Today, we have chicken breasts, sautéed potatoes, and asparagus."

      "Sounds great. Is that all right for you, Savannah?"

      My mouth waters at the thought. "That's more than fine. Thank you."

      Claire scurries away to do her duties, while I sit here unable to figure out how lucky I am. I have my mom to thank for this life, but if I were to ask her, she would tell me she was born for this. She doesn’t have a grateful bone in her body. How she can take advantage of someone as nice as Owen is beyond anything I can imagine. I guess some people are born not giving a shit.

      "You look like a dear caught in headlights."

      Not realizing he's been watching me this whole time I've been staring around the plane, I fix my eyes on Owen instead. "It's a lot to take in. I've never been on a private jet before."

      "I think you'll be getting to do a number of firsts with me."

      Heat burns between my legs. How did he sound so casual while saying something so hot? His eyes smile. He's joking, but it still sounded so…sexual.

      "And I look forward to all of them," I blurt out without thinking. I'm pretty sure my voice went deep when I said it.

      Owen's smiling eyes narrow for a fraction of a second, locking on mine. We're like two predators waiting for our time to strike. The air thickens, and a surge of something electrical runs up my spine. My mouth parts, and his eyes hone in on my lips. My breath quickens in response to my beating heart.

      "Your champagne, sir," Claire's voice sings, breaking us from our trance.

      Owen quickly averts his eyes and clears his throat. "Thank you," he answers, taking his glass. She quickly walks toward me, and smiles as I take my glass too.

      "Thank you."

      Another ten minutes go by, and we're in the air. Owen buries himself in paperwork as I sit, sipping my drink. A part of me thinks his sudden lack of talking has something to do with our little encounter a moment ago, but I could just be reading too much into it. Suffice it to say, not much is said the whole way to Jacksonville, but I did have an amazing dinner. The chicken was perfectly white, juicy, and tender, the asparagus crispy, and the potatoes fluffy. It was hands down one of the best meals I’ve ever had. I must be easily pleased.

      Once we land, Owen leads the way down the stairs, greeted by another man in a suit.

      "Mr. Montgomery, I hope you enjoyed your flight. Mr. James is waiting for you back at the office."

      "And what about the license?" he barks back, immediately heading for the waiting car.

      "It's being faxed over as we speak. As soon as we get the go ahead, we’ll send the trucks to collect the cargo."

      Owen shakes his head. "No, tell them to go now. That's where we're heading too. Mr. James can wait for me."

      Suit Guy nervously swallows. "Certainly, sir." He then addresses the driver. "Steve, can you take Mr. Montgomery to the port? We'll meet you there."

      The driver nods, and Owen gets in. I glance toward Suit Guy, and it's then he realizes I'm there.

      "Hi, I'm Savannah, Owen's assistant."

      He shakes my hand. "Nice to meet you."

      "Savannah!" Owen shouts from inside the car.

      Biting my lip, I nervously nod to the suit guy and scurry toward the car. The door is shut swiftly behind me, leaving me with an angered heat coming from Owen. What crawled up his ass?

      He stares out the window as he says, "I don't pay you to fraternize with co-workers."

      Startled by his outburst, I gasp. "All I did was introduce myself."

      His head snaps back to me, and he locks me with those piercing green eyes. "Not on my watch."

      Returning to stare back out the window, I'm left shocked by what's transpired. I've never seen Owen look so angry. He picks up his phone to make a call, barking orders with regard to this license being faxed by the time he arrives at the port. Three phone calls and a few expletives later, we arrive at the port. It's the first time I have ever seen him so uptight.

      It's what I can only describe as disorganized chaos after we arrive. Owen leaves me to do whatever he needs to. What I find out from hanging around is the license didn't come through and they're waiting on a fax to arrive. After twenty minutes of waiting, the fax comes through, and five minutes later, the trucks are here to collect the freight. By the time they leave, Owen is still rigid with stress, worry creasing his brows. I don't say or do anything other than follow in the car back to the dealership.

      We get ushered past a few empty, dark rooms. We approach Mr. James' office and sit down opposite him. Owen stares Mr. James down as he sits rigidly in his chair, forced air coming from his nostrils.

      "What the fuck happened today, Adam?" Owen seethes, leaning forward, awaiting his answer.

      Adam, looking like he’s about to pass out, fidgets with a glass paperweight on his desk. "It's the licensing office. They're always fucking screwing up. I'm on their asses every day trying to make sure all the documents are in order, but sometimes they make mistakes. I try, Mr. Montgomery, but I can only do so much. They're incompetent."

      The need to pee is overwhelming. I shift in my seat.

      "What's wrong with you?" Owen growls.

      It takes me a moment to realize he's talking to me. My face flushes with embarrassment, but my bladder is past caring.

      "I really need to use the ladies room."

      "Then go," Owen snaps without looking at me.

      I don't say anything as I scramble to my feet and head for the door. Owen shouts something about getting the name of the manager in licensing before all voices are drowned out. I take a right, and thankfully, come across a door with “ladies” written on it before I need to ask someone.

      After relieving myself, I make my way back to the office, when voices coming from another room halt my journey. "He can't get away with this for much longer.” It’s a woman’s voice.

      Sneaking forward, I listen at the door’s edge.

      "He's going to find out one day." Another female.

      "It's been amazing how long he's managed to get away with it so far. You know, I heard he hired a dodgy accountant to fiddle the numbers so he can pocket some of the cash."

      A gasp echoes throughout the room. "That's awful. Someone should tell Mr. Montgomery."

      "I know, but Mr. James has been part of our team for so long. I heard he recently got divorced. Maybe that's been a major factor in his behavior."

      "Yes, but that doesn't warrant him stealing from his employer."

      "Of course it doesn't. That's not what I'm saying. What I’m saying is everyone does something for a reason. Maybe he's just going through a hard time with his ex-wife and all."

      "Yeah, and now it's showing." A male voice. "You and I both know how often he's been showing up late, sending out incorrect invoices, double booking clients—the list goes on. We've been covering for him thus far, but how much longer can we do that before it's too late? You know what they say about addicts: they have to hit rock bottom before they can climb back up. Mr. James has hit rock bottom, and we're still fucking enabling him!"

      A smack on the table causes me to jump. I walk away, finding an exit so I can get fresh air. Pushing through an emergency door, I suck in a breath, hoping it will clear my fuzzy brain. Did I hear correctly? Owen can't know anything about this. He would have been here to immediately fire the guy otherwise.

      The thing is, now I’m aware. And that's what bothers me. I don't know Mr. James, so I can't judge the guy, but with the information I now have, it looks like he's been taking advantage of Owen. I certainly can't abide by that. My loyalty is with him—no matter what. If everything I heard is true and he’s been struggling due to a divorce, then I feel sorry for him, but if he's stealing from the company, he must pay for his actions.

      I don't know how long I've been standing here before the door pushes open, making me jump. "There you are. I've been looking all over for you. We've got to go."

      Owen makes a move to leave, but I grab his arm. "Owen, there's something you need to know."

      He stops, letting the door go behind him so it's only me and him outside. "Go on," he urges.

      I close my eyes and inhale a deep breath. "When I was on my way back to Mr. James's office, I overheard a conversation you should know about." I stop for a moment to swallow, then continue to tell him everything I heard. Owen listens without interruption, and once I'm finished, I try to gauge his reaction. He's neither angry nor sad. Just…impassive.

      "Did I do the right thing by telling you?" I ask, unsure of myself.

      Owen’s face softens as he grabs my arm. "Of course you did. Listen, go out front, I'll instruct the driver to take you back to the plane. It's already getting late. I’ll be right behind you as soon as I can."

      I nod and follow him inside. Owen leads the way to the exit where the driver is instructed to take me back to the plane. Owen disappears soon after I'm bundled into the car. I don't quite know what's happened here, but I hope whatever it is has now been resolved.

      We get to the plane twenty minutes later, and I'm ushered aboard where Claire offers yet another glass of champagne. I'm tired, but I'm also a little frayed, so I accept. I sit there for a little while after sipping my drink, my eyes becoming heavier. Eventually, I must fall asleep in my chair as something soft and fluffy being put over my body momentarily stirs me.

      I startle, realizing the plane is dark and in the air. Owen is hovering over me, shushing me as I wake.

      "It's okay. Only me. Go back to sleep."

      He sits back opposite me, and I rub my eyes. We're alone. In the dim light, the faint thrum of the engine purrs as we glide through the air.

      "How long have I been asleep?"

      "I'm not sure. I found you like this when I got on the plane. I kept you waiting a while."

      I pull myself up in my chair and squint a little. I'm still so sleepy, it's hard for my eyes to adjust.

      "What time is it?" I ask, one eye open.

      Smirking, Owen says, "It's a little after three."

      My other eye snaps open. "Three!" I screech.

      "Yes, sorry. It took a while to figure things out."

      I bite my lip, wondering what happened to Mr. James. "Did you…fire him?"

      "I had no other choice. As well as stealing from the company, he's been coming in drunk, and as a consequence, things like today with the license not coming through happened. I don't take joy in firing people, but he understood. I put him in touch with a good divorce lawyer. Hopefully he will sort himself out."

      The thought makes my heart warm. "You're a good man, Owen."

      He flits his eyes away from me and chuckles. "Despite the way I treated you today, you still feel that way?"

      "You had a lot on your plate."

      "It doesn't excuse my behavior." His eyes land on mine, and he leans forward. "Do you forgive me?"

      I would love to know why he was snappy with me after such a good start to the day. It was like a switch had suddenly gone off. Despite that, though, there's only one answer I can give him. "Of course I do."

      "It's more than I deserve."

      "You're being way too hard on yourself. Today was very stressful, and not only that you had to fire someone, which couldn't have been easy."

      "I wouldn't have known all that if it weren't for you."

      "I had to tell you."

      "And I'm glad you did. You put me and my company first. That's the way it should be. Now, go back to sleep. We still have another two hours in the air yet. I'll wake you once we land."

      Grabbing his suitcase, Owen takes out a load of paperwork and places everything on the table in front of him. A set of reading glasses goes on next, and I stare in fascination at him for a little while as he works. The glasses make him look younger. His eyes dance over the writing on the pages, his forehead crinkling in deep thought. He circles something, writes, and a tiny portion of his tongue sticks out, making me laugh. He looks up, smiling in response to my giggle.

      "Go to sleep, Savannah."

      Still highly amused, I press the button on my chair so it fully reclines and pull the blanket back over me. "Goodnight, Owen."

      "Goodnight," he responds.

      It's not long after I'm fast asleep and dreaming.

      Owen is carrying me. I'm limp in his arms as he takes me somewhere before placing me down. His fingers delicately land on my face, pushing a strand of hair away. I moan in response to his touch.

      "You're so beautiful," he whispers, making me moan again. I want him to touch me.

      But then he's gone. The dream disappears, and I get pulled into the darkness again. The sound of my voice saying, “Please come back,” is the last thing I hear before blackness consumes me.
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      My heart accelerates. My mouth becomes dry. Nausea erupts in my stomach, causing acid to hit the back of my throat. He knows something. Victory dances in his eyes. Seeking a savior, my head snaps toward the house. There’s no one there, but less than a hundred yards, I'll be within the confines of safety.

      "No one is around to save you, Savannah."

      Feeling trapped, my anger rises. I should not be made to feel this way. Ever. "I'm going back to the house." I begin my journey, and his deep, menacing voice rings through the night air.

      "If you do that, I will tell your mother how her husband thinks her daughter’s pussy is so tight."

      Eyes widening, I stop dead in my tracks. He heard everything. I knew we were being careless, but as always, I couldn't help myself around him. No matter what the situation, Owen always manages to twist me to his will.

      And now we've been caught. I knew it was a matter of time. Our carelessness is going to come at a price. He's going to blackmail me with something, and considering he has plenty of money, I doubt it will be that.

      Reluctantly, I turn, only to be greeted with his arrogant smugness. "What do you want?"

      He motions with his hand toward the barn. "If you come with me, I will tell you."

      I don't want to go with him, but I also can't have him running back to the house to tell my mom everything either. Still reluctant, I gaze back at the house again.

      "Your choice, Savannah. You can go back if you want, but there will be consequences if you do. All I want is a little chat."

      I don't believe him, but I also have little choice. I personally don't care about my mom finding out about Owen and I. We both realize my mom hasn't exactly been the most faithful wife herself. What I do care about is Owen and his reputation. If this gets out, it could ruin him. If my mom finds out, she could ruin him. That’s the only reason why I stay silent. My loyalty toward him trumps my own feelings on the matter.

      On a very heavy sigh, I walk toward the barn. Terry's smile rises, triumphant in the knowledge he holds the power. I deliberately avert my gaze, angry that he’s put me in a vulnerable position. I don't want to look at his smug reaction to getting one over on me. He can say whatever he has to say, and then I’ll figure out how to deal with it later.

      I push my way into the barn door, instantly getting a whiff of Owen's scent still lingering in the air. It makes my stomach twist.

      "It smells like sex in here."

      I spin around, narrowing my eyes on Terry. "What do you want?"

      His eyes travel around the barn as he closes the distance. When he's only a couple feet away, he stops, imprisoning me with those same creepy eyes. Slowly and deliberately, they travel the length of my body.

      “It sounds like Owen enjoyed every second of fucking you. That's what I want."

      I shake my head and start to walk past him. "No, that's not going to happen."

      Snaking his hand over my arm, he grips so tightly, I can hardly move. He leans over, and when he breathes out, the distinct aroma of whiskey is on his breath. Nausea erupts in my stomach again. If he tries anything with me, I will kick him in the balls.

      "I'm not going to be inside you right after he's had a dip. I want you fresh when we get together. For now, I will settle on you getting me off—one way or another."

      Acid bubbles in my stomach. "I would rather jab hot pokers in my eyes than ever touch you." I snap my arm away from him as he smiles.

      "Suit yourself. I'll just go tell Mommy what a naughty girl her daughter's been."

      He walks away, causing panic like no other to rush through my veins. I don't want to do anything he asks, but I can't have him tell my mom anything.

      "Fine," I whisper softly. He's fucking got me. If Owen were here, he would rescue the situation, but I'm at a loss.

      I have no other choice.

      He stops and turns, that same arrogant, smug smile on his face. "What?"

      I close my eyes tightly and sigh. I can't believe I'm actually going to do this. I want to cry…scream at the world for this injustice. I'm not a whore, but right now, I’m being made into one.

      I open my eyes and squeeze my fists together to give me courage. "I'll do what you ask. Just don't tell my mom anything."

      He stalks toward me, and I instinctively walk back—until I hit a bale of hay. The closer he gets, the more my mouth waters with the onset of bile threatening to escape.

      When he's inches away from me, he places his hands on his hips. "Unzip me," he orders.

      With shaky hands, I do as he commands, but once I have the zipper down, I shake my head. "I can't do this."

      Gripping the back of my hair, he pulls my head back, and I yelp. He leans forward, his breath hot against my ear. "Take it out and make me come, bitch. Make me come like the good little whore you are. You've come this far, Savannah. I can make this more difficult for you. Your decision."

      Tears sting my eyes. He deliberately digs his hardness into my hip, emphasizing his point.

      "I can always change my mind and fuck you…bare." I violently shake my head. "Then be a good girl and pleasure me."

      My shaky hand makes its way toward the button of his slacks. When I dip my hand in and touch his penis, he hisses, causing me to close my eyes. Tears roll down my cheeks, and my face burns with shame. I hate that he’s seeing me cry, but I can’t stop it.

      I retrieve his erect penis out and glide my hand down his shaft. He moans in response, drawing back and thrusting forward. I don't move. I can't move. All I do is fist his dick as he starts to fuck my hand. I close my eyes, trying to drown out the sounds, trying to make my mind go elsewhere, but he grips my hair tighter, fisting it until my scalp cries out with pain.

      "Fuck yes! Next time it will be that tight pussy of yours."

      He groans, moving faster. His breathing becomes more labored with each thrust. Then he grunts before yanking me toward him. I open my eyes to find semen gushing out of him and landing on my dress. I desperately attempt to pull away, but he grabs the back of my neck and pulls me toward his lips, thrusting his tongue inside my mouth. I start to choke, but manage to leverage my tongue out the way enough to bite his.

      The heat of his body leaves me, but not for long. "Fucking bitch, you bit me!"

      A sharp, stinging pain ricochets across my face, the force of it making me stumble and fall to the floor. My cheek stings like hell, but I have no time to dwell on that as a sharp kick impacts my stomach. "Bitch!" he yells before striking again, this time in the ribs.

      I cry out, screaming for him to stop. When I curl up into a ball, I glance up to find him wiping blood away from his lip. "Do that again, and I will fucking kill you."

      He turns, walking out of the barn, leaving me sobbing as I lay huddled on the cold barn floor.

      I’m in so much pain.  My face hurts, but even more so, my ribs. I need to try to get back into the house without my mother or—even worse—Owen finding me.

      Despite wheezing and my ribs crying out in pain, I manage to scramble to my feet. I glance down, noticing the wet, sticky stain on my dress. I need to get it off—burn it.

      His pungent aroma hits me, and despite the searing pain, I double over and vomit all over the floor. I gasp loudly, trying to take in oxygen, but it feels like my lungs are giving out.

      Shit, I'm going to die with no one around to help me.

      With that thought in my head, I get angry. Angry at that fucker, Terry, for thinking he could treat me in such a degrading and vile way. Sheer determination is what helps me gain my breath back. I won't let him win. I refuse to.

      I take one step, then two, and when I think I can walk better without my ribs screaming out, I look in each stable for a blanket. We sometimes keep several of them in here, and thankfully, I’m in luck. Draping it over my shoulders, I stumble toward the barn door, inhaling sharply as the wind hits my face, and regretting it the moment the pain in my ribs intensifies.

      I walk out, twisting my ankle slightly, almost falling to the floor. I groan out in pain, but continue to walk until I get to the servants’ quarters in the basement. Frank is inside, and when I must catch the corner of his eye, he glances my way, mouth parting at my disheveled state. With no hesitation, he runs toward me.

      "Savannah, what happened?"

      It only takes Frank’s concern for the dam to break. The deep ache in the pit of my stomach forces its way up to my throat with an almighty force, I have no alternative but liberate that sob. My body trembles with both fury and pain. Fury at Terry for making me so exposed, and pain at the ordeal he unleashed on me. My pain so evident, Frank has no other alternative but to hold me for a few moments until I calm down.

      "Can…you…help me to my room? I don't want anyone to see me like this."

      His hand squeezes my shoulder. "Of course I can, but who did this to you?"

      I shake my head. "I just want to go to bed. Please."

      Frank frowns, but motions for us to move. “We’ll continue through the servants’ quarters where you won't be seen."

      "T-Thank…you," I stutter through my sobs.

      We take the few steps down into the kitchens where everyone's busy either cooking or cleaning up. They all stare as Frank parades me through. I have the blanket tightly wrapped around me fearing everyone will smell the deceit on me.

      In no time at all, I'm taken up the stairs, but I don't dare breathe a sigh of relief until I'm at the top. Once inside my room, I say my thanks to Frank, desperate to rip this dress off.

      "Can I get you anything?" he asks as I stand in the middle of my room.

      "Do we have any painkillers?" My ribs are really killing me now.

      He frowns, taking my hand and squeezing. "I'll get them right away."

      I nod and quickly shut the door behind me. Now that I'm alone, I scramble to get the dress off, almost breaking a few fingernails in the process, and toss it on the floor like it burned me. Running to the shower, I turn on the hot water and step into the spray. Warm water cascades over me, washing away all my tears. When the water starts to become lukewarm, I switch the tap off, step out, and immediately wrap a towel around myself. I open the door to walk into my room, and jump with a start at Owen standing in front of me, my dress in his hands, his eyes narrowed with rage.

      "What the fuck is this? I can smell the fucking shit a mile away."

      I place my hand out, trying to calm him. "It's not what you think—"

      "Not what I think…not what I think? Do you really believe I'm that fucking stupid? Someone said they saw you both go into the barn, but by the time I got there, you had disappeared. I could fucking smell it, though—smell your fucking betrayal."

      "Owen, please…"

      He throws the dress down in disgust before stalking toward me. I walk back and when I hit the wall, Owen closes in, his hot breath hitting my face. He gnarls his teeth, penetrating me with such disgust, it breaks my heart in two.

      "You're just like your mother—nothing but a fucking money-sucking whore."

      He sharply turns, walking out the door and slamming it behind him. I fall to the floor, tears tumbling down my cheeks. When I manage to calm enough, I crawl to the bed where I find a glass of water and some tablets waiting for me on the nightstand.

      I silently thank Frank and down the tablets as fast as I can before curling into a ball and closing myself off from the world.

      Everything hurts, but what hurts the most is Owen losing his faith in me.
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      Six months earlier

      It's been five days since I awoke on the plane and found I had been moved to the sofa. To this day, I’ve often wondered if it was all a dream. Owen moved me at some point, that much is certain, but did I imagine the rest?

      Since that day, I have put all my efforts into trying to learn the ropes of the job. As much as I love daydreaming about what Owen’s like in bed, some things have to take precedence. Owen has been setting daily tasks for me, and so far, I have been completing them without any major hitches. Luckily, it’s mostly been keeping on top of invoices, shipments, bookkeeping, and filing. Office work like this is something I thrive on, so it's been enjoyable.

      Owen has since been trying to find a replacement for Mr. James while helping him with his divorce at the same time. He doesn't owe the man anything, but his compassion and humility is endearing.

      It's making the task of trying not to crush on him impossible.

      This last week has been hell, but only because most mornings I get to secretly watch Owen work out in his gym. I have been tempted to throw on some sexy spandex and join him on a few occasions, but I’ve kept my distance and just…watched.

      Yesterday was Saturday, and I spent most of my day around the pool as Owen worked. I offered to help, but he refused, telling me it was the weekend and my time of rest. When I tried to tell him the same, his answer was, "I'm the boss. Bosses do not rest."

      It's now Sunday lunchtime, and Owen is locked in his office again. Making my way down to the servants’ quarters, I make some sandwiches and gather some fruit. One of the cooks tries to take over, but I insist on doing this myself. Owen is a busy man and can appreciate why he would need people running around for him so he doesn't have to. I, on the other hand, can look after myself. That is one part of me I'm determined not to lose.

      Frank kindly fetches a wicker basket for me from one of the pantries, and I load all the sandwiches, fruit, and drinks—including a bottle of wine—before making my way to Owen's study.

      I rap on his door with my knuckle, and when his booming voice calls for me to come in, I press down on the handle. As always, he takes my breath away, sitting proudly at his desk. Although casual in a white polo shirt and navy khakis, every ounce of him still screams importance. His dark, wavy curls are gelled back, making his green eyes pop. They smile, pleased to see me, but then a frown forms when I produce the wicker basket from behind me.

      "What is this?" he asks, somewhat amused and intrigued at the same time.

      "I made a picnic."

      His eyebrow raises and he sets his pen down, clasping his hands together and leaning back in his chair. His chest puffs out, and I can't help but look at how positively defined he is. He's like a dream man wrapped up in this perfect little package. Well…big package. There's certainly nothing little about Owen.

      "You made a picnic?"

      "I am capable, you know," I retort, walking forward and setting the picnic basket on his grand mahogany desk.

      "Where are you going?"

      Clasping my hands on his desk, I lean forward, hoping his eyes will travel to my cleavage. I deliberately put on a low-cut red top this morning just for this occasion.

      Yes, I know. I'm a real bitch.

      It works, and I internally celebrate my victory. As if sensing he's going to be caught, he averts his gaze, fixing his eyes on mine. It's almost as if he's afraid to look anywhere else.

      "I actually made this for you. You've been working too hard and deserve a break. I was hoping you'd take this in your Bugatti and let your hair down a little."

      He chuckles at my expression. "I don't have much hair to let down."

      I shrug my shoulder in a very flirtatious way and wonder if he senses my playfulness. To be honest, I don't really care.

      "You know what I mean," I reply with a slight gleam in my eyes.

      Owen glances down at all the paperwork on his desk before sucking in a breath. "I guess I could do with a break. I did promise a ride in my Bugatti, didn't I?"

      "I'm not doing this for me. You can go on your own if you want. I just wanted to make sure you had a break. Life’s too short for being locked in your office all day.”

      "I really appreciate the gesture.”

      Our eyes connect, and the air starts to thicken around us. The silence in the room is almost deafening. I can't move, can't breathe. All I can do is stand there and stare. Too many of these moments happen between us, and I don’t think I’m imagining it. He can feel it too. But, as with all the other times, Owen manages to snap his gaze away, clearing his throat in the process.

      "Let's go for that drive, shall we?" he asks, rising from his chair. I reach my hand out to take the basket, but Owen places his hand over mine.

      A surge of electricity pulsates through me. I flit my gaze to Owen to see if he felt it too, only to find him staring at our hands in surprise.

      "I'll take that," he says quickly. I yank my hand back, the moment lost.

      He walks toward the door, and I follow. We reach his ten-car garage, and I stand waiting as he grabs the key from the hook and unlocks his purple Bugatti Veyron. It's one of those cars that makes you sigh dreamily every time you see it. It’s stunning.

      "Are you coming?" Owen asks, amusement in his voice at me standing here drooling.

      "Oh, yes!" I shout back, causing him to laugh.

      I quickly slide in alongside him, scared to touch anything in fear of ruining it.

      "She's not delicate. You can actually touch her."

      And he's a mind reader now.

      "I'm worried I will smudge something."

      Owen laughs, and the deep, rumbling sound goes straight to my groin. He starts it up and clicks a button for the garage door to open. His foot presses against the gas, revving the engine, the sound vibrating through my whole body. "You're going to love this."

      He puts it in gear, and we fly out of the garage at speeds I never knew existed. Screaming my delight, I throw my hands up in the air and relish the cool breeze against my skin.

      Owen laughs out at my obvious delight. "You like it?"

      "I love it!" I shout back.

      The gates to the house open, and Owen accelerates away. "I know a country road where hardly any cars drive on. It will be perfect for this baby." He runs a hand over the curvature of the dash, and my legs squeeze together with want. How I wish he would run his hand over me like that.

      For the next hour, we're doing a mixture of cruising and racing—dependent on the traffic conditions. He suddenly slows, turning onto a road with nothing but trees on either side. The trees part, and a beautiful little white house over-looking the most picturesque lake appears.

      "Oh, wow."

      I sense Owen looking at me, so I cock my head toward him. He's smiling. "You like it?"

      "It's beautiful."

      "This is my family’s vacation home. It's been with us since my grandfather bought it back in 1908. It's small, but it's my favorite retreat."

      I stare back at the little house and sigh. "I can see why."

      The car comes to a stop at the end of the drive and Owen gets out to retrieve the picnic basket. I reach out to open the door, but he beats me to it, offering his hand. I take it, relishing the feel of him touching me—no matter how brief.

      "There's a dining area by the lake. A perfect peaceful spot to eat."

      "Sounds great."

      A wooden bench table is situated twenty feet from the water’s edge, overlooking a massive deck with a big speed boat bobbing alongside it. In the distance, people on their boats are either fishing or splashing in the cool water. A rumbling of a boat's engine, faint at first, soon becomes louder, appearing from behind a tree. There’s a man holding onto a rope behind the boat. The guy jumps, then lands perfectly on the surface, causing everyone in the boat to cheer. It's a happy sight—one that fills me with a sense of peace.

      "I've never been water skiing," I whisper, realizing I've said my thoughts out loud.

      "I can change that, if you want."

      "You have a boat?" I ask, turning my gaze to Owen. He’s unloading all the contents of the basket onto the table. When he raises his hand and points to an area to our left, I take in the speedboat I had been admiring. Of course it’s Owen’s. How silly of me.

      I walk toward the table and start helping him with the unloading. "You are a man of many mysteries."

      "I guess now that you're living with me, you'll get to find out all of them." That same fuzzy feeling in my stomach comes back to taunt me. "In fact, you're the first woman I have brought here who isn't family."

      My eyes widen at the thought. "Really?"

      My heart surges with a flurry of happiness. It might not mean anything to him, but it certainly means a lot to me.

      "Don't look so surprised."

      I gaze out at the beauty of the lake and how romantic this whole setting is. "You've never brought my mom here?"

      The slight wince at the mention of her is back. I swear, it’s there every time I bring her up.

      "I guess we haven’t had time to. Besides, I don't think your mom's the picnic at the lake type."

      I laugh at that. "I guess living in the city does that to you."

      "But you seem to like it.”

      I’m not sure if that was a question or an observation.

      With everything laid out on the table, we both sit down next to each other. I have to make sure we're a good distance apart. His presence, scent—his everything—is all too much to take at times.

      "My mom and I are different in a lot of ways. I like the city—don’t get me wrong—but if I had to choose one or the other, I would choose this." I motion toward the lake.

      "That surprises me."

      I snap my head to him, frowning. "Why?"

      "You're so young. I would have figured you for a city girl. Don't all young girls want to be in the city?"

      "Not this girl."

      Owen smirks, setting my belly fluttering. "I should have realized that when you mentioned the horses. You're definitely a country girl at heart."

      Just then a bee starts to assault me, swarming around my head, making that horrible buzzing surround my ears. Squealing, I get up and run around the table, trying to get away from it. I catch the sound of laughter, but I'm more concerned about getting stung. When I don't see it anymore, I sigh in relief and sit back down, my heart racing.

      "Maybe not," Owen jokes, grabbing a sandwich and unwrapping the saran wrap.

      "I do love the country," I retort. "I just don't do bees."

      Owen turns toward me, an amused smile on his face. "You don't do bees?"

      "Yep. Or wasps, snakes, spiders. Basically anything that can kill me." Owen starts laughing so hard, I fear he's going to fall over. "What's so funny?"

      "You," he replies, catching his breath. "I never took you for someone so melodramatic."

      "I'm not melodramatic!" I screech, and Owen’s laughter returns.

      "You thought that bee was going to kill you?" He raises an eyebrow, and I shrug.

      "Well…" I glance away, slightly embarrassed, "they certainly hurt when they sting."

      "Ah, yes, and flailing your arms and legs when it's near you certainly won't make it want to sting you." He lets out a chuckle before placing the sandwich in his mouth.

      "You know…I'm starting to regret coming on this picnic with you."

      I glance at him amusingly, and he does the same. He then picks up the other sandwich and hands it to me. "Here, eat it before all the bees swarm in on you."

      "You'll be so sorry if that happens."

      Owen laughs again before taking another bite. "These sandwiches are good. What's in them, ham and tomato?"

      "Yep, and a little salt and pepper."

      "Such a small thing makes a big difference."

      "It does," I reply, unwrapping mine.

      For a while, we sit in silence, eating our sandwiches and staring out at the activities on the lake. When everything is devoured, Owen grabs the bottle of wine and gets up.

      “Would you like to check out the lake?"

      “Hell, yes!” I respond, jumping to my feet.

      "You're so easily pleased," he says as we walk toward the boat. I'm about to ask him what in the hell that means, when he says, "It's refreshing."

      His pace picks up, leaving me behind so he can do whatever he needs to on the boat while I'm wondering who on earth he's hung around with all his life to warrant me as refreshing. He must have some very high maintenance family or something.

      My mom flits through my mind, making me wonder if Owen naturally assumed I would be just like her. I guess he's realizing how far from the truth that really is.

      I wait as he jumps on the boat, setting the bottle of wine on the table before walking back to the edge to help me in. His hand comes out, and I relish the feel of him as he helps me jump down. I stumble, but he catches me in his arms.

      "Thank you," I say, giggling, then make the mistake of looking up into his eyes to find him staring down at me.

      I'm lost. Completely and utterly lost. I can't move, locked in this moment that’s so breathtaking, I forget everything around me.

      As soon as it's there, it's lost the moment Owen releases me. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine."

      Looking awkward now, Owen nods and scurries away to start the engine. When he unties the rope, guilt at my laziness takes over. I should be doing something other than just standing here. "Can I help?"

      Owen looks up and smiles. "No, I've got it. Sit down and enjoy the ride."

      Pretty soon, I have no choice but to as the boat jerks forward. I squeal, sitting down, and laugh as we take off.

      The engine and the thumping it makes as it hits the water has my heart accelerating with excitement. The faint cheers of other people boating float past us. I close my eyes, relishing the wind in my hair as we whizz through the water.

      After a few minutes, Owen slows next to a very private area. All you can see are hundreds of trees lining on top of the hill above us.

      "Have you ever fished?" I look at Owen. He has a rod in his hand and is currently setting up the strings.

      "Nope. I’ve seen it enough on TV, but never done it myself."

      Owen looks up briefly, cocking his head. "You really are doing a lot of firsts with me, aren't you?"

      I never know whether there’s a double meaning when he says that, but I smile at our running joke, nonetheless. "That I am."

      Owen sets the rod down for a moment and fetches a couple glasses from inside one of the seats. He opens the wine and pours us a glass each. Once poured, he sets the bottle down and raises his glass.

      "To a lot of firsts."

      I laugh and clink his glass. "To a lot of firsts."

      Taking a sip, I close my eyes at the cool feeling running down my throat. It's crisp and dry—perfect for this setting.

      "I take it you enjoy wine."

      He obviously noticed my appraisal. "I like a lot of things," I say in jest, but realize after it seems like I'm flirting with him.

      "Like what?"

      I look around the expanse of the water, enjoying the slight bobbing of the boat along the waves. The sun is out, but we're shaded in a perfect spot, the trees offering the protection we need.

      "Like this. I like this a lot." I spin toward him with determination. "Aren't you glad I forced you out of your office now?"

      Owen chuckles before taking a sip of his wine. "I must admit, this certainly does trump being stuck in the office. Especially when I have such great company." He raises his glass to me before gazing out onto the water. I wonder if he's thinking of Mom and wishing she were here instead. The thought brings a pang to my stomach. I’m glad she's still in Europe, but that doesn't mean Owen is. I'm desperate to ask, but I'm also scared he's going to give me an answer I don't want to hear—the only answer I should hear from a newly married man.

      I realize in that moment how selfish I am, but I’m also unable to help myself. My mother doesn't deserve him. Call it an animal instinct inside me screaming to claim him as mine. It's there regardless of the fact that my mom claimed him first.

      "What are you thinking?"

      I gaze over to Owen, who's watching me intently. If he knew what I was thinking, this little excursion of ours would be cut short and ruined within seconds.

      "I was thinking how lucky I am to be here. I don’t feel worthy."

      His forehead crinkles. “Why would you think that?"

      "Because I never worked hard for this like you have."

      "And because of that, you feel you're not worthy?"

      I shrug. "I guess."

      "You've worked hard this week and deserve a break. Don't be so hard on yourself. You're worthy because you don't think you are."

      "I'm enjoying working for you."

      "That makes me happy to know that. I want all my employees to be happy at work. A happy worker makes a happy boss."

      I chuckle. "Like that saying, happy wife, happy life."

      "Well, your mother seems in no hurry to come home from Paris, so I guess that makes me happy for her."

      My eyes dart down at the disappointment, worried he'll see it. "I'm happy for her too."

      I look up from under my lashes, my eyes meeting his. It's almost as if he's gauging my reaction—waiting to see if I'll give away how much I hate my mother. When he finds me staring back, he places the wine on the table and gets up, grabbing the fishing rod.

      "Right, let's get fishing," he says, changing the subject.

      I'm unsure whether he got what he was after from our little exchange. Maybe I'm reading too much into it.

      I choose to study with fascination as he fetches some bait and attaches the little wriggly worm to the hook. Witnessing that makes me shudder for a second. He motions for me to come to him, so I place my wine down and walk toward him. He stands behind me and hands me the rod, his close proximity doing things to my insides. I don't want to smell his musky scent, but it invades my nostrils, forcing me to inhale his sweet, manly aroma.

      "You hold it like this," he begins, guiding one hand to hold the end while the other hand is on the wheel. "You have to make sure there's some leverage before you pull back and swing." My hands go lax as he takes over, swinging the rod over into the lake. He guides my hand to pull the string in a little. "There, see. Perfect."

      "Now what?" I turn to watch him.

      "Now, we wait." With his eyes focused on the lake, he smiles. As soon as he looks down at me, it quickly fades. Our eyes lock, and that undeniable chemistry between us sizzles through the air between us. I can't help it. I look down at his lips, giving my feelings away. My heart always runs away with me like this. Try as I might to not like the man, my body and soul yearns for him.

      The feeling is soon gone when Owen lets go of my hand and steps away, immediately sitting down and picking his wine up. He takes a rather large gulp, his eyes fixed to the water.

      Great, I've made him extremely uncomfortable.

      To get us out of this awkward situation I've now put us in, I say, "How long does it normally take?"

      He manages to look at me, the awkward moment gone as soon as it had begun. "It could be minutes, or it could be hours. Fishing is a very patient sport."

      I chuckle. "I would hardly call this a sport. All I'm doing is standing here."

      Owen laughs, fishing out his sunglasses. "It is when you're hauling a fifty-pound tuna out the water that it becomes a sport. What you’re doing, no, it isn’t."

      "Oh shit!" I shout as the fishing line tugs. I turn to the water, and Owen jumps behind me, helping me reel in the fish. "You caught one. Well done." Slowly but surely, the reel gets shorter as it comes closer toward us. As it nears the boat, the fish hovers in the air, and I immediately deflate.

      "It's tiny." The fish is literally six inches long.

      Owen laughs, then moves forward to grab the fish. Unhooking it, he hands it to me. All I do is stare. Owen chuckles again. "Do you want to do the honors of throwing it back in the water?"

      Screwing my face up at the thought, I shake my head. "Errr, no thanks. I'll leave that in your capable hands."

      Owen smirks, then throws the fish back in. It splashes up, but within a few seconds, it's swimming away like nothing happened.

      "I forgot. Country girl," he jests.

      "Make fun all you want, but this isn't exactly country, is it?"

      Owen's rumble of laughter makes me smile. "Savannah, take a look around you." He motions with his hands at the mass of greenery. "If this isn't country, I don't know what is." He continues to laugh, so I decide to ignore him and sit down. I pick my wine up, taking a sip.

      "How come you live in that big old house instead of here?"

      He frowns. "What's wrong with Scarsdale?"

      "Absolutely nothing. It's a beautiful house. It just seems so big for only you."

      "It's not only me anymore."

      "I know. It just seems this is more a family home." I rub my temple. "Sorry, I'm not making any sense."

      "Savannah, I completely understand where you're getting at, and it's fine. Scarsdale is more convenient for me since it's only a forty-minute commute to the city. It's as country as I can get while still being close to the office." He frowns again. "Are you saying you'd prefer to live here?"

      I shrug. "It seems so…perfect here. I'm not saying Scarsdale isn't, but I think here I would be able to relax without worrying that I'm going to break something."

      "Is that how you feel about the house?"

      "It's like a show house rather than a home. I love it there, I really do. It's just… it’s so peaceful here." His eyes widen a little, and he shakes his head. "What?"

      "I didn't know you were so grounded. You seem to prefer the simpler things in life."

      I’m unsure how to take that. Is there a compliment in there somewhere?

      "I suppose. I'm completely opposite to my mother in that respect. She loves all the finer things. Give me this country retreat any day." Owen stares for a moment, and I wonder if I've gone too far mentioning my mother. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say my mom's materialistic or anything—" she is, "—it's just we have different points of view about—"

      "Savannah, it's fine," Owen laughs, interrupting me. "You don't have to explain yourself. I think it's nice you feel that way."

      "You do?"

      "My mother would love that you said that about the house. It's her favorite too."

      I remember briefly meeting Owen's mother at the wedding. She was very pristine; blonde hair and not a gray strand in sight. I never got a chance to talk to her, but I didn’t get the vibe that she likes my mother—not one bit. If the permanent scowl on her face throughout the wedding wasn't enough, the fact that she deliberately ignored my mom was definitely the sign. She was polite enough to me, but my mom…well, at least I know we have one thing in common.

      "I never got a chance to really speak with your mom. Does she not visit often?"

      His shoulders sag, like the weight of the world is on them. "She used to, but then when you and your mom moved in she stopped coming."

      I feel bad for him in that moment. "I'm sorry to hear that."

      "Don't worry. It has nothing to do with you and more to do with me marrying your mother. She doesn't approve."

      "It's fine. You don't have to explain to me. It would just be nice to get to know her a little."

      Owen's eyebrow raises, surprised at my admission. "She wants me to visit her soon. Maybe I could take you with me."

      I smile. "I'd like that."

      Owen returns my smile, and for a while, we stare at each other again. Owen frowns and shakes his head, like he's shirking himself out of whatever we seem to get locked in. It's not just me.

      He can feel it too.

      Looking down, Owen checks his watch. "We better get back. It's already close to seven."

      My eyes widen. "Seriously? It doesn't feel like we've been out that long."

      Owen tips the rest of his wine in the water. "I guess time really does fly when you're having fun."

      Our conversation ends as soon as he starts the boat and we're flying through the water as fast as a bird. I close my eyes, enjoying the last few moments I have. The air has shifted between Owen and I. I feel it all the way back to the house. I detect it again when we pack up to go home, and then the whole drive back to Scarsdale. I still feel it when we get back to the house and Owen makes excuses to lock himself away in his office for the rest of the night.

      I don't know what happens from here on out, but I do know one thing: I may be a good girl at heart, but when my body yearns for someone beyond my control, I have no other choice but to follow what it wants.

      And it definitely wants Owen.
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      Present

      All day Sunday, I lay in bed, my ribs crying in pain with every breath I take. No one but Frank came to check on me. No one but Frank cared. I knew Owen would be stewing over whatever he thought happened between Terry and I, but right now, all I’m concerned about is getting better. As soon as I can, I will hatch a plan to get Terry back for what he did to me.

      As Sunday rolls into Monday morning, I awake feeling worse. Chills wrack my body, and although my skin is hot to the touch, I still shake like I’m coated in ice.

      Despite my pain, I get ready, downing two more painkillers so I can get through the day. I take care putting more makeup on than usual. Not only do I look like shit, my face is still slightly red from Terry’s slap.

      I hobble down the stairs while trying to stand as upright as possible so my ribs don't hurt. It's fruitless, though. Every time I breathe, it's like someone's trying to stab me.

      At the base of the stairs, Owen dons his usual gray Armani suit, barking orders at Frank to get his suitcase. He's being rude because of me, and it's uncalled for. For a brief moment, I forget how ill I am, I’m so mad.

      "Don't talk to Frank like that."

      Turning toward me, Owen makes a show of looking me up and down, a snarl of disgust on his face. "I will speak to my servants however I want. It certainly doesn't concern you."

      "Listen, hate me all you want for what you think I did, but that's no reason to go after Frank. Besides, he's not a servant, he's a human being. There's one inside you somewhere, but right now, it's choosing to be an asshole."

      Closing the distance between us, Owen scowls. "What I think you did? What I think you did!"

      He has no time to elaborate as my mother waltzes into the hallway, immediately shutting us up.

      "Good morning," she chimes cheerfully as Frank gives Owen his briefcase.

      "I'll be in the fucking car." Owen storms off, leaving my mom and I looking at each other.

      "What's gotten up his nose?"

      I shrug. "I don't know. Did you too have an argument this morning or something?"

      Mom smirks, stepping closer and leaning in to whisper in my ear. "We certainly weren't arguing when he made me come…twice."

      Closing my eyes, my mouth fills with nausea. When I sense her pulling away, I open my eyes, replacing my devastation with disgust. "Seriously, Mom? That's disgusting."

      She shrugs one shoulder, walking around me. "It's called a healthy sex life, Savannah. You should try it sometime. Speaking of which, how did it go with Terry last night? Lots of people saw you two disappear into the barn. Did you have a little roll around in the hay?"

      The expanse of the walls in the hallway suddenly cave in on me. Just the mere mention of his name, and I want to vomit all over the shiny, clean marble floor.

      "I have to get to work." Carefully, I start to walk out of the house.

      "See you later." Her fake cooing makes me as sick as this fever. I wobble slightly on my feet, a bead of sweat forming at my brow. I wipe it off, focusing on the car down the few steps in front of me. Owen isn't looking my way at first, but when he senses I'm coming closer, he nudges his head to look at me, another scowl forming.

      I get to the car and slide in as carefully as possible. Owen watches, but doesn't comment.

      "What took you so fucking long?"

      Hurt by his snappiness, I pivot my head toward him. "You won't even let me explain, will you? What happened last night…I did it for you."

      Owen closes his eyes, his jaw set tight. He's angry. Seriously angry. When he opens them up again, he glances my way, gritting his teeth. "You did what you did last night and somehow try to say it was for me? Just how much of a fucking deceitful whore are you?"

      I would normally get angry and snap back, but I'm so tired—too tired to fight him. As the driver slides into his seat, Owen looks his way, his jaw locking.

      "I'm not going to get into this with you right now. I'm fucking murderous enough as it is."

      Owen turns his head, focusing his attention outside on the bitter winter morning. Frost is already forming and they say there will be snow soon.

      I relax back in my seat, glad I have at least forty minutes of rest ahead of me before the work day starts. It doesn't matter that I have a sulking prick beside me. I'm beyond caring.

      "Savannah, wake the fuck up!"

      Jumping, a stabbing pain in my ribs causes me to grit my teeth. I refrain from holding my side, even though every instinct is telling me to do just that.

      My eyes adjust, realizing we're already at work. I didn't even know I had fallen asleep.

      "What the fuck's wrong with you? Tired after your fling with that fucker, Vendable?" Owen's voice rumbles the name, almost like a growl. He's hovering over my open door, an obvious look of distaste marring his face. When I don't bother answering him, he blurts, "Get out of the fucking car. We've got work to do."

      Grabbing my bag, I ease myself out of the car without trying to show him how much pain I'm in. When I had my shower this morning and saw my image in the mirror, I almost passed out. Dark purple bruises line the right side of my ribs. I had wondered for a moment whether Terry had broken any, but he had only kicked me a couple times and I didn’t hear bone crack. Even still, I feel like I've been beaten all over. The painkillers I took earlier are taking the edge off, but I still feel like I'm running a fever.

      As soon as Owen knows I'm out the car, he enters his building, everyone greeting him as we go. He's equally respected and feared in this place. It's almost as if he's some kind of God, only to look at and admire—never to approach and talk to. The "good morning, Mr. Montgomery," is about as far as they will take it.

      Without so much as a word, we get in the elevator and make our way to the top floor. To get to his office, you have to go through mine. Owen had always liked that because when he felt the need, we would lock my door, shut his, and no one could hear me scream his name. My orgasms were for him and him alone—that's what he always told me.

      Now, he thinks I've betrayed him—let him down in an unspeakable way. It doesn't matter that he may have had sex with my mom this morning. What I did was unforgivable in his eyes.

      We reach the top floor and Chelsea, the office receptionist, is there to greet us. I smile, but Owen doesn't even bat an eyelash in her direction. We continue following him, Chelsea giving concerned looks. All I can do is smile back.

      Once we reach his office, Owen barks, "Go get me a coffee."

      Chelsea, eager as always, spins on her heels to head back out. "Right away, sir."

      "Not you, Chelsea." She swivels back, her brows furrowed in confusion. "Savannah can do it." He smirks, but manages to twist his face in such a way that he's scowling at the same time.

      Chelsea quickly looks my way, a little panicked. "I can do it, sir. It's what I'm here for."

      Owen's sharp gaze lands on Chelsea. "Don't fucking question me. If I want Savannah to make my coffee, then she fucking makes my coffee!"

      I want to rip his heart out. Shouting at me is one thing, but when he takes it out on a sweet girl like Chelsea, I have a problem. Trying to defuse the situation, I face Chelsea and grab her hand. "It's fine, Chelsea. I can do it."

      I pivot, giving Owen a spiteful glare before spinning on my heels to leave. I will deal with Owen and his unacceptable and downright inappropriate behavior later.

      I head to the kitchen, start the coffee machine, and fetch Owen's cup, wiping my brow as I do. It's like thirty degrees outside, but in here, it feels like ninety.

      "I'm so sorry that happened back there, Savannah." Chelsea’s unexpected voice causes me to jump. I grip the counter, holding onto my side—unable to hold back the pain I'm in.

      "Shit, Savannah, are you all right?"

      I close my eyes, tears brimming. I could deal with Owen's hatred, deal with the venom he's been spouting at me since what happened at the party, but Chelsea's empathy is too much to take.

      "I'm fine. Honestly."

      "You don't look fine." I twist my head to her and her hand comes up to feel my forehead. "You're clammy and burning up. You need to go to home."

      "I'm fine," I say again, pouring the coffee into Owen's mug. Once filled to the top, I pick it up and swing my body around so sharply, my head goes dizzy and my ribs cry out in pain.

      "Savannah, oh my God!"

      My world starts to spin and everything becomes a blur. I faintly see Chelsea coming toward me, but I'm already on my way down.

      Then everything goes black.
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      Five months earlier

      A whole month has gone by since that day at the lake. I have been dedicating it to work and getting Owen's stables built. I have been overseeing the build and in just a week’s time, all will be ready. I'm excited and have been enjoying the project. What I haven't enjoyed as much as I thought I would is working for Owen. The work is great, and we're civil enough, but I can't stand the tension between us. We talk a lot, laugh a lot, but as soon as our eyes lock for a second and that same heat electrifies my body, Owen clams up, and the cycle repeats itself. I admit, I am not innocent in all of this. I have deliberately flirted, deliberately fluttered my eyelashes, using a damsel in distress act when need be, and my sultry womanly wiles when the demand takes hold. I'm a bitch, but with every insult or indifference my mother throws my way, it becomes easier to condone my behavior. I'm not proud of myself when I do it.

      But I do it anyway.

      My mother has been back for three weeks, and she's been intolerable to live with. Thankfully, it seems Owen has felt the same as he’s sent her away again on some worldwide dream trip she's apparently always wanted to go on. She left with her bodyguard, Brian, in tow, who I highly suspect she's sleeping with. I think Owen realizes it too, but doesn't seem to care. They will be gone for at least a month, so I can breathe a little easier.

      Until Owen is in the room with me, of course.

      Today, he is hosting a party, and Owen's mother is attending. I still haven't met her. Since my mother got back, she’s been avoiding coming here. Now that she's gone for a while, she's suddenly taken an interest in visiting her son again. I can't say I blame her.

      Deciding to tie my hair up instead of my usual let-it-loose-and-be-done-with-it style, I take my time with my makeup, applying a little more than usual, because, as usual, I want to impress Owen. I choose a figure-hugging, little black number and red lipstick to make my light blue eyes pop. One last look in the mirror, I admire the girl staring back. I don't see myself as a particularly beautiful person, but I have moments where I feel beautiful and sexy, and right now is one of them.

      I take in a deep breath, hoping tonight will be the night I can finally crack Owen. I want him to myself tonight. Not to seduce, per se, but at least break this kind of spell we're under. My body feels ready to combust, and at some point it will give me away. At this stage, I would rather Owen know my true feelings than keep them bottled up any longer. It's just every time I'm getting close, I end up chickening out.

      I leave my room, making my way down the stairs. Already, there are guests filing into the house. Most are in groups, well in conversation, but there are one or two milling around, watching everyone with mild interest. I don't know the majority of the people here, and I don’t think I want to either. From the conversations Owen and I have had about his acquaintances, it amazes me how he can stand some of them being here himself. He says he doesn’t like any of them, but then you don't need to like someone in order to do business. It's not something I’m in favor of, but Owen has probably dealt with this all his life.

      "A glass of champagne, Miss Savannah?" Frank asks, holding out a tray in front of him with several filled glasses on top.

      I smile back at Frank. At least he's stopped calling me by my surname. "Thank you, Frank."

      He bows his head. "May I say how beautiful you look this evening?"

      Surprised by his candidness, I beam back at him. "Why, thank you."

      Frank quickly scurries off, leaving me to mingle through the crowds. I walk down the hallway into main living area where most of the guests will be. There, I spot Owen in deep conversation with several people around him. I watch as they all hang on his every word, his dazzling green eyes dancing with delight at all the attention.

      As soon as I enter the room, his eyes land on mine. His smile fades as he takes in my appearance, heat pooling in the now dark green. I match his appraisal, my gaze doing a slow dance over his body. Tonight, he's in an expensive blue Armani suit, white shirt and red tie. His hair is gelled back, and whether deliberate or not, a five o'clock shadow is visible, only highlighting his sex appeal.

      A thick fog flurries between us, the tension in the air so dense, I can almost hear it crackling. As if something clicks inside him, his jaw tenses and his eyes narrow before averting my gaze and getting back into the conversation with such ease, it makes me jealous.

      "Savannah, isn't it?"

      Almost jumping, I turn toward the woman's voice only to find Owen's mother standing beside me, her face eager. Shit, how much of my leering of her son did she see? Panic surfaces, but trying to take a chapter out of Owen's book, I discreetly rub my now clammy hand against my dress and smile back.

      "Mrs. Montgomery, how nice to meet you…properly this time." I offer her my hand, and she waves me off before shaking it.

      "Please, call me Patricia. We are family, after all." I smile back, instantly liking her. "Owen tells me you've been eager to meet me. I'm sorry we haven't done it sooner, it's just…"

      The troubled look she gives me has me interrupting her. "It's okay. I understand. To be completely honest with you, I'm not a big fan of my mother either."

      I had debated whether to divulge this to Patricia, but something told me she doesn't appreciate bullshit, so I'm not about to spin that to her now. A look of delight on her face, makes me realize I’ve made the right decision.

      "Owen tells me you've been working as his assistant for the last few weeks. He speaks very highly of you and talks about you quite often. I feel as if I know you already."

      This surprises me. I glance at Owen, wondering how he can be so aloof while singing my praises behind my back.

      "He has?"

      Patricia laughs. "Yes, my son is capable of emotion—sometimes a little too much. He's always been hot-headed, but has managed to perfect hiding that side to him over the years."

      Intrigued to know more, I say, "This is all good stuff. How much more can you tell me about him?"

      Patricia smirks before taking a sip of champagne. "Well, that all depends."

      "On what?"

      "On how much you're willing to tell me about your mother." She raises her eyebrow in challenge.

      "Ask me anything."

      Patricia links her arm through mine, leading me toward the gardens outside. "You know, I have a feeling you and I will get along just fine."
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        * * *

      

      I'm not sure how long Patricia and I are outside swapping stories, but as we're both laughing at a story involving a seven-year-old Owen walking around her house with her high heels on, the devil himself approaches, his face looking stern.

      "I see you two are getting a long well."

      This seems to irk him.

      "Savannah and I have been getting along swimmingly. I can see why you like her so much." Owen swallows. When he doesn't respond, Patricia looks between him and I before rising from her seat. "I think I need to top off. Maybe you can help me with that, son?"

      That's her way of saying she wants to talk with him alone, so I stay seated and watch as she links her arm through his and they walk off together.

      Deciding to take a leisurely stroll to the stables, I leave my now empty glass of champagne behind, enjoying the slight buzz the bubbles have given me. I take my shoes off, allowing my feet to sink into the manicured lawn. I smile as a slight breeze hits my face. It may be dark, but it's muggy and quite oppressive.

      Getting to the barn attached to the stables, I go inside. The barn is huge, housing stacks of hay ready for when the horses arrive.

      I open the door to walk back out and marvel at the expanse of the stables. There are five altogether. The fifth isn’t finished yet, but it’s well on its way.

      "I never figured Owen as a horse man." I jump at the sound of a male voice behind me. Turning, I spot a guy in his late twenties with short black hair and a goatee. I have noticed him before at Owen's gatherings, but we have never spoken. I believe he's an accountant for a major firm, but never bothered to find out.

      "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to scare you."

      "It's fine," I reply, holding my chest. When he offers his hand, I reach out, taking it.

      "Guy Fletcher, I believe we haven't been introduced yet. Savannah, isn't it?"

      I nod, shaking his hand. "Yes, that's right."

      He glances around the barn and stables. "This is coming along nicely."

      My gaze follows his, and I smile. "Yes, it is. Owen trusted me enough to manage the project."

      "Well, he must be thankful. It looks impressive." Seeing that as a compliment, I thank him. "How has it been living here so far? Adjusting to a new dad and everything?"

      I grimace slightly, but don’t think he saw it. "It's been strange, but good. I've really been enjoying my time."

      "That's great news. The longer you live here, the more parties I get to see you at."

      Oh wow, straight in with the flirting.

      Awkwardly, I smile, heat rising to my cheeks.

      "I apologize, I didn't mean to embarrass you. It's just nice to have someone here around the same age, you know?"

      I feel bad for misjudging him. How egotistical of me. "Yes, of course." I do agree in some respects. Most people here are middle-aged with kids and such high-powered jobs, they have sticks up their asses. However, there is one exception.

      And speaking of, he arrives as Guy and I are smiling at each other. Owen smiles back, but I witness the slight twitch in his jaw. Maybe he's still pissed I got along so well with his mother. Maybe she told him something he didn't want to hear—that thing being possibly about my mother.

      "Checking on the progress, I see?" Owen asks, fixing his green eyes on me.

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress my smile, but Owen doesn't miss a beat. Seemingly unable to take his eyes from me, he can't help but smile back.

      "Savannah's doing a great job so far. I’m sure you are pleased with the results," Guy declares, and Owen's smile fades.

      Reluctantly, he turns to Guy. "I am extremely pleased." Extremely? "I know who my go-to girl is if I ever need an extension on the house." I snort, and Owen snaps his head to me. "What's so funny?"

      I wave a hand toward the ten thousand square foot house. "Yeah, you really look like you need an extension for that tiny thing."

      Both Owen and Guy laugh. "Point taken," Owen replies, shaking his head in amusement. He turns to Guy. "Guy, would you mind leaving us for a moment? There's something I would like to discuss with Savannah…a family matter."

      Guy immediately pushes himself off from one of the stable doors and shakes his head. "Of course not." He then looks my way. "Maybe we can talk later?"

      I smile sweetly back at him. "Sure."

      Owen and I wait as he walks away. As soon as he's out of earshot, Owen turns to me, his face venomous. "What did he want with you?"

      Eyes widening, I rear my head back in bewilderment. "Excuse me?"

      Owen lets out an exasperated sigh, like I'm the one behaving foolishly. "It's a fucking simple question, Savannah. What does Guy want with you?"

      Getting more concerned, I push myself off the stable door, trying to appear bigger. Fuck if that helps me at all. Owen's still a giant whether I'm slouching or on four-foot stilts.

      "Why are you talking to me like this? What have I done?"

      "Please," he begs through gritted teeth, like uttering the word pains him. "Answer the question."

      Not knowing where to look, I swallow nervously, unease clawing up my spine. "He just wanted to talk to me. We had barely said two sentences to each other when you came over. He only commented on the stables."

      Owen closes his eyes, letting out a huge breath. He raises his hands, running his fingers through his hair. He looks beyond wound tight. What in the hell's gotten into him?

      "Owen, what's wrong?" When he doesn't look my way, I move toward him, grabbing his hands and pulling him to face me. His normally light, sparkling green eyes have turned dark with fire. They're so intense, I'm held prisoner—completely at his mercy. "Tell me," I urge, squeezing his hands in mine.

      He bites his lip, indecision and rage marring his features. "I don't want you talking to him."

      Bewildered, I take a step back, releasing his hands. For a beat, I stare at him, witnessing the moment his locked jaw loosens and a worried frown replaces his anger. He looks so vulnerable, my anger immediately fades. He's expecting a fight—expecting me to ask why.

      And I so want to know why. My heart, body, and mind are screaming at me to ask the question.

      But I also know I won't get an answer. Not an honest one anyway. I don't know if I'm mad as hell for doing this, or it makes me the better person, but surprising us both, I approach him, wrapping my arms around his waist and pulling him in for a hug. He stiffens, until I inhale his scent, snuggling my face into his neck. I relish the feel when he slides his hands around my waist and up my back. I close my eyes, trying to cement this moment in my head. I know I have to break away any second now. If I stay much longer and people witness this, they will see it as more than a daughter hugging her stepfather.

      They will see it for what it truly is.

      Reluctantly, I pull my head away, but only enough to whisper in his ear. "Okay, Owen. I won't talk to him…if that's what you really want." I then land an ever so soft kiss on the side of his neck, causing him to tense in my arms. I break away from him, smiling, but Owen's mouth is parted in shock. He doesn't say anything when I walk away. I make my way back into the house and avoid everyone as I head up the stairs to my room.

      There, I wait, and wait, hoping he will finally come to me—finally reveal his true feelings. I had offered him an olive branch and prayed my contribution would help him give a little in return.

      I waited.

      And waited…

      And waited…
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      Present

      I awaken on something soft underneath me. My mouth is dry, and my chest feels like a ton weight is pressed down, making it hard to breathe. I groan, licking my lips, desperately needing water.

      "Savannah? Savannah, thank God, we were worried sick about you."

      The fake concern in my mother's voice is not what I want to hear right now. Someone else must be with her for her to speak so nicely to me. But who?

      And where the fuck am I?

      Squinting from the bright light, I open my eyes to find I'm in a big, white box room. I'm lying on a hospital bed and hooked up to what must be an IV. My mother is sitting on the edge, and Owen is in the corner, his hand stroking his chin like he's in deep thought. He looks like he's plotting to kill someone.

      Oh, yeah…me.

      "Water?" I ask, wanting to get up. My mother hastily moves off the bed and pours me a drink. "Thanks." I take a swig, closing my eyes. The feel of the cool water down my throat is exhilarating. "What happened?"

      "You collapsed at work. The doctor said it looks like you've been kicked in the ribs. You have severe bruising, luckily no broken bones, but it's caused you to have a chest infection. The doctor said you need to be on IV antibiotics, and then, if you're better tomorrow, you can rest at home."

      I swallow nervously and look toward Owen. He won't even look my way. Tears suddenly prick my eyes. I had been so together up until now, but feeling so vulnerable and still witnessing his hatred is too much.

      "What happened, Savannah?" my mom asks. "The doctors want to know if it was an assault. They were talking about calling the police…"

      "No police," I snap, my eyes widening. When I realize how suspicious it looks, I place my head back down and close my eyes a second. "There's no need for the police," I rasp, trying my best not to cough.

      "How on earth did this happen?"

      Knowing I had already thought up a plan for what to say, I respond, "It was stupid of me. I was tending to the horses and I went behind Travis and patted him. He kicked out, hitting me in the ribs. I thought I was going to be all right, but obviously I wasn't."

      My mother rises from her seat. "I better let the doctor know. He wanted to see you once you were awake anyway. I'll be right back."

      My mom disappears, leaving Owen and I in the room together. My heart thumps in response, waiting for the name-calling to come—something that will tear me up inside.

      I wait as he sits, shaking his head, but then unexpectedly, he's up and heading toward my bed. He sits down, leaning over me, looking me right in the eyes.

      "Who the fuck did this to you? And don't give me that fucking bullshit about horses. None of the horses did this shit to you?"

      Tears sting my eyes and start to fall. "I tried to tell you…"

      "Tried to tell me what?"

      "Terry, he overheard us that night at the party, threatened to tell my mom if I didn't do as he asked. He made me go into the barn and…" I close my eyes as fresh tears start to fall down my cheeks. I don't open my eyes until I say, "He made me touch him down there until he…" I shake my head. I don't want to say the word. "He tried to kiss me, stuck his tongue down my throat. I bit him. He started bleeding and that's when he slapped and kicked me."

      "Son of a fucking bitch!" Owen screams, rising from his seat. He paces the room, too sick to even tell him to calm down. Besides, he brought this on himself. "Why didn't you fucking tell me?"

      And there it is. No matter his blame, he always manages to twist it around on me. "I tried to tell you…” A sharp stab causes me to clutch my side. “Ow, that fucking hurts."

      Trying to talk—hell, even trying to breathe, is killing me.

      Owen is by my side, a hand on my shoulder. I shirk him off, not wanting his comfort. I've had enough of that to last a lifetime. A deep frown emerges on his face. I've hurt his precious feelings.

      Well, good.

      "Savannah, if I had known, I never would have—"

      "What, called me a money-grabbing whore? Made me out to be a slut when I had the shit kicked out of me?"

      "I should have realized."

      "Is that an apology? If it is, you know where you can shove it."

      As he's about to answer, my mother and a doctor appear in the window. Owen leans over. "I'm going to do everything in my power to make this right. And Terry…he's a fucking dead man."

      "Here she is," my mother sings. "She's finally awake. Please, doctor, make sure my daughter has the very best of care. My poor baby has been through the wars."

      Despite hating Owen right now, I give him a look that says, "Can the floor swallow me up now?"

      "I assure you, Mrs. Montgomery, your daughter will only receive the best care."

      Mom places a flirtatious hand on his shoulder, smiling sweetly toward him. It's vomit-inducing. Even Owen rolls his eyes.

      "I'm so happy to hear that." She turns to Owen. "Can we go now? The hospital stink is getting to me."

      The doctor frowns at her sudden indifference. Yeah, get used to it, pal. Been this way all twenty years of my life.

      "Savannah needs someone here…"

      "No, I don't. I need to rest. I want to be left alone." I've only been awake for ten minutes and I'm already tired. Maybe it's the company I'm keeping—or rather, being forced to keep.

      "Well, you heard the girl, Owen. Let's go." Mom's already walking toward the door.

      Owen looks over at me—our conversation isn't over, but I need it to be for now. I can't deal with him…or anyone, for that matter. Owen grits his teeth, following my mother toward the door, knowing any other reaction will cause a scene and raise suspicion.

      "I will come collect you tomorrow."

      I don't acknowledge him as he storms out. I'm just glad he's gone. I release a small breath, wincing when pain shoots through my ribs.

      "You will be sore for a while." The doctor picks up my board, priming his pen. "Your mom said you were kicked by a horse?"

      "Yes, that's right."

      "You're extremely lucky you were only bruised, but your lack of bed rest resulted in your infection. You should have come into hospital the moment it happened."

      I was too busy stewing over what Owen thought of me to worry about myself. I don't know what that says about me.

      "I'm sorry, Doc."

      He smiles. "How are you feeling?"

      "Like I've been kicked by a horse." I cock my eyebrow, and he chuckles.

      “It will be like that for a while. We have you on an IV of antibiotics, so as long as you're better tomorrow, you can go home. You will need to maintain bed rest for a while, though. I think a week should do it."

      Great, right when we're at our busiest at work, what with people buying classic cars as Christmas presents and the allocation of bonuses.

      "I take it by that look you're not a fan of resting in bed? I would give anything right now for a week of Netflix and ice cream."

      A laugh leaves my lips, but I regret it when pain grips my side. "When you put it like that…"

      The doctor places a hand on my shoulder. "Get some rest. I'll be back in a couple hours to check on you."

      I nod and watch as the doctor walks out of the door. Then I'm left with my own thoughts. Thoughts of Terry, what he did to me, and what Owen accused me of—accusations that are unforgivable. Owen will expect us to pick up from where we left at some point, but right now, all I can think about are his venomous words.

      I don't know what Owen and I ever were, but I thought he could at least trust me.

      Where can a relationship go if there isn't trust?
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      Five months earlier

      He never came that night. I had gone to bed, frustrated and upset. Not just by his actions, but by my own. Maybe I had taken a step too far. Maybe I have been reading into this the wrong way all this time, and now I have completely embarrassed myself. Whatever the reasons, another week has gone by and our relationship has been strained since. I've been trying not to let it upset me, but it hasn't been the easiest of tasks.

      Today is Saturday, and I decide not to let Owen get to me. The stables were finally finished yesterday, and I'm hoping Owen will start to fill them with horses next week.

      A faint knock sounds at my bedroom door. I had been sitting on my bed absentmindedly staring at the corner of my room. My heart skips an extra beat, and I get up from my bed and head for the door. I open it slightly, surprised.

      "Do you have a moment?" Owen asks, his eyes a dazzling green today.

      Mesmerized by them, I nod, opening my door more. "Of course."

      "Follow me," he instructs, with what I can only describe as a cocky smile. He has something up his sleeve, and my interest is piqued too much to ignore what he has in store.

      "Where are we going?" I'm sure he can hear the smile in my voice as we head down the stairs, but he doesn't turn.

      "You'll see when we get there."

      I look around the house, noticing how silent it is. "Where's Mom?"

      "She's out shopping."

      Figures—it's become a ritual in this house now. Every Saturday morning, without fail, Mom goes shopping.

      Owen takes me through to the back of the house and out into the gardens. I'm still following, still frowning, not knowing what he’s up to.

      Eventually, he leads us to the barn and opens the door. That's when he finally turns to me, motioning for me to go in. "I think you're going to like this," he says, winking.

      Those damn butterflies switch up a notch as I walk into the barn. For a moment, I stare at the haystacks. Everything looks like it was yesterday. Then a familiar neighing comes from one of the stables at the other end. My head sharply turns to Owen, a huge grin on his face.

      "You got a horse?" He nods, and I jump up, squealing and running toward the stable. Owen laughs behind me, but I’m too focused on the thought of this horse to glance back. My feet move, following the quiet neigh, excitement bubbling with each step. I stop dead in my tracks at one of the doors and when I do, I gasp. A big, proud, white horse stands behind the door, bobbing its head. I reach over, touching its nose. When it neighs at me, I laugh.

      "He's beautiful."

      "She's beautiful. And she's all yours."

      I snap my head to Owen, my mouth parting in disbelief. "What?"

      "You know I wanted a stable to fill with horses, and seeing as you oversaw everything, it's only right you get the first horse. I hope you don't mind, but I personally picked her for you."

      Stunned doesn't even cover the word I'm feeling. I'm astounded. But my surprise and delight are quickly diminished the moment that familiar sense of longing pits itself deep into my stomach.

      "Savannah, what's wrong? Do you not like her?"

      Closing my eyes, I dip my head. "Of course I do." I look up, smiling as I stroke the horse—the horse Owen picked out for me—a present he doesn't realize means more to me than he could ever know.

      "Then what's wrong?"

      I sigh, biting my lip, reluctantly turning away from the beautiful horse and focusing my attention on a bewildered Owen.

      "I never expected this from you."

      "Savannah, it's only a gift…"

      "But it's not, though, is it? This…" I motion toward the horse, "is so much more than that."

      Owen's brow furrows, obvious confusion filling his face. "I don't understand. Are you saying you're not worthy?"

      I shake my head. "No, I'm not. I'm just the girl from a small New York apartment. A girl who used to sit around hoping one day I’d get a job, a place I can call my own, and eventually settle down once I met the right man. I'm only here because you met my mom. I'm only here because she got lucky and met someone who could fulfill all her dreams. I never expected any of this." I wave my hands around the barn, sighing.

      "Do you want me to take her back?"

      I shake my head. "Of course not. You have to keep her. I will help look after her, but don't say she's mine. Don't buy me something I haven’t worked for. I don't deserve it."

      Owen's jaw ticks, his eyes darkening with annoyance. "I don't ever want to hear you put yourself down like that again. I bought you a present. So fucking what? Why not try accepting her graciously and saying thank you? Why do you have to be such a martyr?"

      My eyes widen, anger building deep in my veins. "Owen, a present is an item of clothing, a piece of jewelry, or a book…"

      "If you want those things, they're yours."

      I close my eyes. "You don't get it. I don't want those things from you. I want…" I shut my mouth, stopping the word from falling from my lips. The word that will change everything.

      Owen steps closer, so close, his aftershave invades my nostrils, paining me even more. "What do you want, Savannah? What is it?"

      "It's nothing. Forget I said anything."

      "Savannah, what is it that you want?" He grips me by both arms, squeezing tightly. "Answer the fucking question!”

      "You!" I scream, backing away from his puzzled face. "Are you happy now?"

      The sound of silence is almost deafening. I close my eyes again, a small tear falling down my cheek. It was fun at first—the fleeting looks, longing stares, and silent conversations—but the longer it goes on, the less fun it is and more serious it gets.

      "When you buy me these gifts, how do you expect me not to…?"

      "Not to what?"

      I sigh, knowing I'm going to finally break the dynamics of our relationship. When I open them back up, Owen is watching intently, waiting ever so patiently for my reply.

      "Not to fall for you," I whisper softly, hoping he doesn’t hear me, while also hoping he does.

      I cautiously look up and find him biting his lip, stress lines forming on his brow. "You can't fall in love with me."

      "I'm not saying I am. I don't expect shit from you. But when you build stables and then buy me a horse—something to care for and love because you know how happy it would make me—how do you expect me not to feel things for you I know I shouldn't? How do you expect me to be with you day in and day out, pretending what we have together is as platonic as your business associates at the office?" I close the distance between us, resting a hand on his chest. He inhales, obvious indecision written in his eyes. "You're kind to me, take care of me, hold me when I get upset, happy for me when something good happens in my life. You're there for me in every way you should be, but also in every way you shouldn't be, and you expect me not to feel?"

      Owen's brow furrows even deeper. "I'm sorry," he finally says, taking a step back. "I went too far. I should have never crossed that line."

      And just like that, he leaves, closing the door behind him. I expected him to ask questions, expected him to tell me it was unforgivable for me to feel for him in ways I shouldn't. What I certainly didn't expect was for him to apologize before walking out the door.

      I'm left all alone in the stables, unable to figure out what the fuck just happened and what to do next. I stand for a while, stroking the horse, feeling how soft her mane is.

      "Why is life so complicated, huh…Katrina?" I say the first name that comes to mind, and smile. "Yes, you do look like a Katrina." I keep petting her, loving her response as she nuzzles her nose into my hand. I lean over, kissing her head before giving her one last stroke, a final decision made. "I need to go for a few days, but as soon as I'm ready, I'll be back to look after you. I promise."

      I make my way toward the house, and as I'm about to walk up the stairs, my mother appears, looking all glam as usual. Her hair is a mass of blonde wavy curls, her pink Gucci pant suit hugging her now elegant frame. Considering she now has a personal trainer, she looks as fit and healthy as ever. It's a pity she has a stone-cold heart. I grit my teeth, hating that I’ve lowered myself to her standards. I am not my mother.

      I am not my mother.

      Head held high, she waltzes in like a model, taking in her surroundings. I wonder for a moment whether I can quickly scurry upstairs, but her eyes zero in on me, narrowing slightly.

      "Oh, it's you." If she were a venomous snake, I'd be dead by now. I brace myself for whatever spiteful words she has to say.

      Her eyes scan my frame, taking in the very short summer dress I decided to wear to impress Owen. One step, two steps, she's in front of me like a lioness about to pounce on her prey.

      "Looking to impress someone with that slutty dress, Savannah?"

      I brandish a tight smile. I don't want her to see that anything she has to say will affect me. "I'm only around the house and it's a hot day."

      "Hmmm…" She takes her sunglasses off. "Is Owen around?"

      "I haven't seen him," I lie.

      Her eyes land on me, then the dress again. "Hoping he'll see you in that?"

      "No!"

      Yes.

      She cackles. "If you think he will even bat one eye at you, you're surely mistaken. All you are to him is a poor girl hanging on the strings of her successful mother. You're his underling who can't snag herself a rich man." Her eyes travel the length of my body, her mouth turning into a sneer. "How pathetic."

      No matter how hard I try, tears begin to build in my eyes. I grit my teeth, angry she's once again gotten under my skin. "He's married to my mother," I growl back, sounding incensed.

      "As long as you keep telling yourself that, we’ll be okay. You see, I have seen the way you look at him. I don't blame you. He is a very attractive man. It's just every time you flit your eyelashes at him, I can't help but laugh. He would never be interested in someone who looks like you. It's pitiful." She steps in closer, leaning into my ear. "You're nothing," she says, then saunters away like she hasn’t just savaged her daughter with such cruel words. "Frank!" she screams. "Frank!" she cries again.

      My shoulders sag in both relief and dejection. All my life, I've had to put up with her taunting. I don't know why she feels the need to put her daughter down all the time. Ever since I was a little girl, I have done nothing right. I always slouched too much or too little. My hair was never styled properly or to her standards. My clothes always looked shabby and dirty. I started to think maybe she was seeing something I couldn't. In fact, it got to a stage where I felt she must be right. She is my mother, after all. It's just that every time I tried to change something to make her proud of me, I would only end up making it worse.

      Crestfallen, I turn to make my way up to my room, when I spot something out the corner of my eye. I glance over, finding Owen staring at me through a slightly open door. He must have witnessed the whole thing, but I don't care. If what she said is true, then I'm done here.

      Without so much as an acknowledgment, I walk up the stairs into my bedroom to pack a few things. Bag in hand, I hunt for Frank, hoping my mom is nowhere to be found. Thankfully, I find him alone in the wine cellar doing inventory.

      "Hey, Frank. Can I ask you something?"

      Frank glances my way, smiling. When he spots my bag in hand, he frowns. "Of course. What is it?" He places his pen and pad down, walking closer toward me.

      "I need some time away. I think it’s best if I stay at the lake house for a couple days."

      His brow furrowing more, he steps closer. "Is everything okay?"

      I smile at his concern. "Everything's fine. I just need to refresh my batteries, you know?"

      Frank simply nods, and I'm grateful to him for that. "I'll go fetch Brandon. He'll be more than happy to take you."

      "Thanks."

      "Does Mr. Montgomery know?"

      Shaking my head, I bite my lip. "No, and I would prefer to keep it that way."

      "And your mother?"

      I laugh. "I doubt she'll even notice I'm gone."

      Frank looks saddened by this, but is unfortunately acquainted enough with my mother to understand. "I'll go get Brandon. Sit tight."

      "Thank you," I reply, sitting down to wait. At least if I stay here, no one but Frank will find me.

      Too alone in my thoughts, my heart sinks, feeling stupid. All this time, I believed I was working my way into Owen's mind—and maybe even heart—when he just thought of me as a pet to lavish gifts on. I had been naive to think I could be like my mother—seducing the one and only man off limits to me.

      She's right. I am pathetic.

      I don't know where I go from here, but I need to figure something out and fast.

      I can't live like this any longer.
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      Present

      "Why are you out of bed? If I were you and looked like that, I would hide in bed all day."

      It's been three days since I left the hospital. Three days of me trying the Netflix and ice cream suggestion from the doc. It was fun at first, now I'm just plain bored. Determined to get out of bed and stop hiding from the world, I decided it was best to get off my ass and go fetch my own damn lunch. I'm tired of Frank bringing me food. He says it's his job, but he should never have to wait on me. However, now that I've bumped into my mother—the last person I expected to see—I'm regretting my decision.

      "Gee, thanks, Mom. Next time you get kicked in the ribs by a horse, I'll remind you of this."

      Getting up from her seat, my mom sneers in my direction. She had been sitting on the bar stool in the kitchen, reading her paper and obviously enjoying the alone time until I came along and ruined it all for her.

      "Since we've moved in here, you've become an insubordinate, little shit. Remember who brought you here, Savannah. Every night you’re wrapped up in the finest of silk sheets, and it isn’t your actions that put you there. It’s mine!”

      She always does this—acts like she's done me this big favor. I'm sick of it. "You're the one who was determined you were destined to this life. Not me."

      My mom stalks toward me until she's by my side. "Don't tell me every time you swim in the pool, sleep in your king-sized bed, and ride that precious horse of yours you don't love every fucking moment of it. You're nothing but a selfish, ungrateful bitch. Maybe you should take a look in the mirror sometime. You'd be horrified at what stares back at you."

      She walks off, and I grit my teeth. I'm angry she's once again got one over on me, but even more so, I'm angry she's right. I have been loving every moment and it fucking kills me to admit it. She knows I feel it, there's no denying that. I just hate that I have to swallow my pride and admit it.

      "Oh my God!" my mom screams from somewhere in the house.

      Too intrigued to know what's going on, I follow the sound, only to find her standing in the living room, the TV blaring the news, and her hand covering her mouth. I look up to the screen and see what's horrified her.

      Eyes widening, my stomach drops and my mouth becomes dry. On the screen is a photo of Terry Vendable, with the words “Terry Vendable Found Dead in Hotel Suite.” Too stunned to say anything, I listen to the news.

      "Terry Vendable, Partner at Vendable & Son, was found dead this morning in his hotel suite in New York. He was out partying last night with a few friends and seemed to be in good spirits. However, when his dad phoned the hotel this morning and couldn't get a hold of his son, he requested they knock on his door. What they found, the hotel manager says he will never forget."

      It cuts to the hotel in question and outside is a very distressed man covering his face. "It was awful. I always thought maybe one day I would come across something stressful like this, but I was never actually prepared for it." He waves his hand in front of the camera. "I can't talk right now, I'm sorry."

      It cuts to the news anchor outside the hotel. "That was Mark Burrows, hotel manager. He's obviously still coming to terms with what he saw."

      "What is it you know so far?" the news reporter back at the studio asks.

      "What we know is Terry Vendable went out with a group of friends last night, then came back to his hotel suite with two call girls. It is believed they left around two this morning and police are currently interviewing them. The investigation is ongoing, but so far, they suspect a drugs overdose."

      It cuts to the news reporter back in the studio. "Thanks, Brady." She then starts to talk about other news, leaving me in complete shock.

      "I can't believe it," my mom wails. "Theresa and Mike are going to be so devastated. Their only son."

      Rather startled by her exaggerated outburst, I glance her way, momentarily forgetting Terry is actually dead.

      "I have to call them," she blurts, waving her hands around in a panic. She's not talking to me, that much I know. She seems to be in a world of her own.

      Once she's out of the room, I snap out of it, quickly digging my phone from my pocket. I search Terry's name on Google, and sure enough, there are several articles, all pretty much saying the same thing. However, there is one that catches my eye. According to TMZ, Terry had been linked to a series of alcohol and drug-related offenses that had always been covered up whenever his dad got involved.

      I guess that solves my problem now. In a way, it must have solved Owen's too. I remember all too well what he said to me when I was lying in the hospital bed five days ago. "He's a fucking dead man."

      Owen must have superpowers.

      "Did you hear the news?" I turn toward my mother's voice, only to find Owen standing in the doorway, watching me intently.

      How long has he been standing there?

      Not even glancing my mother's way, he says, "Yes, it’s an awful shame." He doesn't say the words, but his intent eyes burrowing their way into mine convey his message loud and clear.

      He doesn't give two shits.

      "Theresa and Mike are beside themselves. What should we do?"

      He offers a small smile. "Tell Frank to send them some flowers from us all."

      She nods and tilts her head to look at me. A cocky smirk coats her lips before she places a lingering kiss on his cheek. I suck in a breath, trying not to let the green-eyed monster burn inside my stomach. What those two do together is no concern of mine. I'm done with them.

      She scurries off, leaving me in the living room and Owen still standing in the doorway. "How are you feeling?" he asks, pushing himself off the ledge and walking in, deliberately closing the distance between us.

      "A lot better now, thanks," I answer. After what he said, I don't want him anywhere near me. I purposefully focus my attention on the TV screen. However, it doesn’t stop me from noticing him out the corner of my eye. His sweet cologne hits my nostrils, and I try so hard not to inhale, taking in his masculinity. I may hate him right now, but my body still reacts to his presence. It still hums with desire, and my heart still skips that little beat.

      "We have a lot to discuss." He runs a finger down my arm, making goosebumps rise.

      "There's nothing to discuss." I jerk my arm away so he can't touch me anymore.

      He sucks in a breath. "If you really think you can stay away from me, Savannah, you are sadly mistaken. You may try—hell, you may even try to run from me—but no matter where you go, or how far you run, I will find you. I always win."

      Anger boiling through my veins, I snap my head to him, my eyes narrowing in annoyance. "You think because you have money and power you can exert it over me? You may be used to getting everything you want, Owen, but you are not getting me. I am done."

      The triumphant feeling I gain does not last long when Owen simply smiles at me, leaning in closer to whisper, "You and I will never be done. You are mine, Savannah. You will forever be mine."

      My eyes widen. Owen has always been a possessive man, but he's never taken it to this level. Putting it down to dominance rather than a declaration of his feelings for me, I grit my teeth. "You don't get to treat me that way and think you can simply pick up where we left off. You were despicable that night. I don't know what we have together, but what I at least thought we had was respect for one another…trust in each other. You tore that all down when you accused me of being a whore."

      Owen angrily sucks in air through his nostrils, his green eyes now dark with frustration. "You really think you could have another man’s semen on your dress like Monica fucking Lewinsky and I wouldn't put two and two together and come up with four? Yes, I had jumped to conclusions, but how could you blame me for thinking you had betrayed me?"

      "What, like you with my mother!" I whisper-hiss. "Time and time again, you fuck me, then get under the sheets with my mom. How do you think that makes me feel?"

      Owen swallows, momentarily silent. Up until now, I had never shown Owen my true feelings for him. Up until now, I had been treating it as casual sex. But it has bothered me. I have been ripped up inside knowing he's keeping my mother's bed warm at night.

      "I don't touch her."

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head. "That's not what she gleefully tells me…"

      "And you fucking believe her? Jesus, Savannah, you really think I would sleep with someone who treats her daughter like shit?"

      "Then why are you fucking married to her?" I growl. I'm not sure I believe him, but something has always been amiss in their marriage.

      Owen looks away, his jaw ticking in anger. "I can't go into that."

      I let out a sigh, causing him to look back at me. "Because you don't trust me." I round him, determined to get away. I need space from him to heal mentally as well as physically. I don't know whether I'm in love with Owen or not, but what I do know is it hurts my heart whenever I’m near him.

      Could that be love?

      "I wanted Terry to suffer after what he did to you." I stop dead in my tracks, my body stiff at the mention of his name. "Unfortunately, that would have raised suspicion. At least now he won't ever be able to touch you like that again."

      I pivot, facing him. "What?" I ask, unable to comprehend what I'm hearing. He died of an accidental overdose. Didn't he?

      "I killed two birds with one stone. Terry's gone, and the two girls got paid very handsomely for their part. They no longer have to work on the streets again. A win, win."

      "You…you killed him?" I ask.

      Owen sneers. "You really thought I would let him live after what he did to you? Think what you want about me, Savannah, but if someone crosses a person I care about, I will let unholy Hell rain down on them. The fucker got what he deserved."

      A whirlwind of emotions overwhelm me. Adulation and joy that he cared enough to go as far as killing someone for me, but, at the end of the day, he killed someone.

      "How?" I'm not sure I want to know, but ask anyway.

      Owen shrugs, like it all means nothing to him. "It's been widely known within Terry’s circles. His parents were always able to make it go away, and this death will be no exception. They'll no doubt hire a quick autopsy and find he went too far with the heroin this time. I should imagine they'll want a quick burial after that, and all to be forgotten."

      "But…how?"

      Owen smirks. "I gave the girls a very strong batch of heroin, told them to let him know how special that shit was. Terry could never resist a good hit. I was counting on him shooting up as much as he normally does, and thankfully, it worked like a charm. Otherwise, I would have had to have gotten creative, like a fall off a cliff, perhaps." He waves his hand in the air like he’s talking about planning a trip somewhere, not someone's death.

      I'm about to tell him he shouldn't have gone to those lengths for me when a clearing of someone's throat halts me. Owen glances toward the door, and I spin to find Frank standing there.

      "I'm sorry to interrupt, Mr. Montgomery, but Mrs. Montgomery mentioned something about flowers?"

      Owen brushes his arm against mine, standing beside me. "Yes. I will be right out."

      Frank nods. "Very well, sir." He acknowledges me with a nod, and I smile in return. When he's gone, Owen fixes his eyes on me.

      "This conversation might be over for now, but it certainly isn't the end. You take time out and sulk as much as you want, but you will be in my arms again. I can guarantee it. Not even you can take you away from me."

      I don't have time to answer before Owen walks out of the door, his head held high.

      Owen may have killed for me. He may have even done it out of some sort of regret after the way he behaved. But it still doesn't take away the fact that he said the things he did. It still doesn’t take away the fact that he doesn’t trust me and called me those rotten names.

      I am no one’s whore.
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      Five months earlier

      I arrived at the lake house yesterday early evening, after getting some food for the duration. I'm not sure how long I will be here, but I'm thinking I will need at least a few days to figure out what I'm going to do with my life. I've only been working for Owen for a couple of months, so I’ve hardly earned enough to save what I’ll need in order to move back to the city and maybe find myself another job.

      I close my eyes on a sigh. When did life get so complicated? Everything was fine before I met the infamous Owen Montgomery. We may have been poor, but I had ambitions and an aim to work hard to get the results I wanted. I got seduced by the immediate lifestyle I was thrown into by my mother. In my haste at trying my damnedest not to be like her, I ended up becoming her. Obsession over Owen took a tight hold, and I gleaned in the attention and gifts he lavished on me.

      Now look where it's left me.

      Coming to the lake house was a part of me attempting to obtain my old roots. I needed a thump back down to reality, and this beautiful, cozy house offers just that. It's already Saturday afternoon and a little chilly. I sit in the gazebo with nothing but a mass of windows that take in the view of the lake. I've just eaten a pizza and I'm sipping on my second glass of white wine, enjoying the view.

      Determined to shut the world away, my phone has been switched off since I got here. I don't know if Owen has endeavored to call, and I think it would upset me more if I had left it on and he hadn't at least made an effort to find out if I'm okay. No matter how hard I try not to think about Owen, he still seeps into my mind. And every time he does, that horrible pang in the pit of my stomach surfaces. It makes me end up shaking my head at my stupidity. I could have sworn something was there between us, but maybe I wanted it so much, I invented all those looks I thought held a longing for me, when all along it was purely platonic.

      Feeling a nice buzz now, I pick up my glass of wine only to find it almost empty. I'm obviously enjoying the second glass much more than the first considering how quickly it's gone.

      Wanting another, I get up from my seat and walk into the kitchen area. Placing my glass on the counter, I move toward the fridge and stop dead in my tracks at Owen’s cool, intense eyes staring back at me.

      I gasp, taking a step back, and cover my heart. It feels like it’s going to leap out of my chest. Gripping the central island, I hope it will keep me steady on my wobbly knees.

      Why is he here? Is he going to attempt to convince me to go back home?

      Nervously, I swallow, and all I can do is stare. He's unshaven, and his hair is a little wavy—no doubt from having the top down in his car. His eyes narrow with the heat I convinced myself I saw all those times over the past couple months. He stands still, and I mimic his inaction. I doubt I could move, even if I tried. He has me locked with those beautiful, potent eyes full of danger, passion, heartbreak, desire, risk, joy, fear, and more—so much more.

      I inhale sharply when Owen finally makes a move and opens the door. I keep my eyes fixed on him, unable to look away as he strolls in, shutting the door behind him before turning and fixing those same eyes on me—the same eyes that make my knees tremble with need. He doesn't say a word as he takes one step toward me, then two. By the third step, I am in his arms as he crashes his lips to mine, coaxing a pathetic whimper from my mouth.

      His arm snakes around my waist and up my back as he pushes me forward to deepen our kiss. His tongue darts out, causing a fiery heat to dance inside my belly. I moan, grabbing his shirt and fisting it in my hands

      Breaking free from my lips, Owen trails kisses along my neck. Eyes closed, I throw my head back, a deep-seated need taking over my soul. "Owen…oh, God," I breathe out between pants. I want him inside me. "Please," I beg, needing him closer.

      Grabbing my waist, Owen hoists me up, and I wrap my legs around him. Gripping my ass, he walks up the stairs into his old room. In my own, sick little world, I chose to sleep here. I still wanted to feel close to him—as pathetic as it sounds.

      But now I'm here, locked in his arms as he kisses and nibbles my neck, his desire for me evident from his hardness digging into my crotch.

      Setting me down, our arms scurry into a frenzy. Owen's buttons fly off his shirt, my dress rips in half from the force of Owen's tug. He unhooks my bra, and as the straps fall down, revealing my breasts, Owen's eyes widen in marvel, and his tongue darts out, licking his lips.

      "Beautiful," he whispers, bending down to take one of my nipples into his mouth. He sucks gently, grazing his teeth along my hardened nub. I close my eyes, dropping my head back. My head swirls with dizziness, my longing for him becoming all too consuming.

      "Owen, please," I beg again, needing him to move faster. He threads his fingers inside my panties, and with one grunt, he has them falling to my feet. He looks up, his eyes feral and jaw locked. The intensity has my yearning for him reaching new heights. As I darken my gaze upon him, he hastily takes down his boxers.

      For that split-second, I marvel at his physique—so taut, it makes me wonder how his skin would feel under my touch. I lift my hands, trailing the contours of his chest and around his pecks before landing on his stomach. Owen's breaths are uneven, and his cock jerks in response. I look down, gazing at his impressive length, and for a brief moment, I wonder how I ever managed to restrain myself from touching him all this time.

      A finger pressed under my chin, pulls my face up to meet his eyes. Leaning down, he kisses my lips, and I groan. Owen walks forward, backing me up so I'm lying on the bed. His kisses are so soft and gentle, I almost forget about contraception.

      "Condom?" I ask, feeling a little panicked.

      Owen lifts his head, a brief look of annoyance. "Shit, Savannah. Seriously?"

      "I'm not on the pill."

      He closes his eyes, breathing out, "Fuck," before getting off me. Reaching into his nightstand drawer, he rummages through until he finds what he's looking for. "Thank fuck," he breathes out, turning to me. He rips the top off the foil wrapper with his teeth and positions himself between my legs. Rolling the condom on, he sinks inside me, and we both cry out, his length stretching me to accommodate him.

      Snuggled in tightly, he starts to move, both our breaths hitting each other's faces as we stare at each other.

      "I have dreamed of this fucking moment for so long. Do you know how hard it's been?" He thrusts, groaning out a moan. "Fuck knows how I held out as long as I did. Shit, Savannah, you feel incredible."

      I close my eyes, relishing this feeling. His movements, strong, his cock hitting the right spot with each thrust. My cries are effortless as he pounds into me, over and over.

      "I can't fucking go slow with you. Shit!"

      His words and his actions have my head spinning in a frenzy. My legs tremble in response to his onslaught, my body rigid at my building orgasm.

      "Owen!" I holler, my hands gripping his ass cheeks, making him grunt. Pleasure spikes, and with each movement, he pushes me closer to that edge. "Owen, I'm going to—ahhh!" I scream out my release, my whole body trembling with the intensity.

      "Fuck, Savannah, I can't hold out much longer." He keeps going, and with each thrust, my orgasm reins on, practically robbing me of sight. When I feel I'm going to pass out, Owen stills, his body rigid as he grunts out his release.

      "Fuck!" he hisses, collapsing on top of me.

      Breaths ragged, we both lie still, trying to slow our beating hearts. As the euphoria of my orgasm subsides, it dawns on me what just happened.

      Owen came for me.

      He wants me as much as I want him.

      The balance between us finally equalizing the scales—our desire for each other no longer ignored. What just happened can never be taken back.

      I wait for the moment of regret or guilt, but it never comes. My only fear now is Owen will feel it.

      He rolls off me and immediately gets up from the bed. I watch silently, biting my lip, waiting for what he will have to say now that the deed is done. He walks to the en suite, and flushes the condom down the toilet before walking back to the bed. I try to gauge his reaction, but he looks surprisingly calm for someone who just slept with his wife's daughter.

      He climbs in, pulling me into his arms, and I smile, snuggling into his chest. He starts to stroke my hair, and I close my eyes, listening to the soft rhythm of his heartbeat.

      "I don't know where the fuck we go from here, but I can't stay away from you anymore." He continues to stroke my hair, and I remain silent, too eager to hear what he might say next. "After what I witnessed Friday, I can understand why you turned to me. You want to use me, and I don't need to be a genius to fathom why."

      I lift my head up, frowning at him. "It may have been my intention at first, but…"

      He silences me with a finger to my lips. "I'm not judging you. I'm just telling you I understand."

      His hand rests under my chin, his eyes conveying a message I'm now reading loud and clear. What we have is just sex. A mutual connection coming together because of one person.

      My mother.

      For whatever reason, we're both sticking it to her. Me, for the obvious reasons, and Owen…well, I can't say why for him, but it would be nice to think he's doing it because he's appalled at the way she spoke with me on Friday.

      I nod, ending that conversation. Owen immediately relaxes underneath me. Maybe he's worried I’ll become needy and clingy now, which is not who I am. I can go the distance with no feelings involved. If it's as good as our time in bed just now, then I'm all in.

      "I was planning on leaving," I admit out loud, resting my head on his chest again.

      Owen stiffens beneath me, a strand of hair stuck mid-stroke between his fingers. "I would never have let that happen."

      Frowning, I look up taking in the angry lines across his face. I can't gauge what it is he's feeling. We're just sex…right?

      "Why, though? Wouldn't it be better if I were out of the house? Mom obviously doesn't want me there, and there's always tension between you and me. I just felt it would be best for everyone if I were out of the way."

      Owen pushes himself up from the bed, causing me to do the same. I face him as he sits upright, leaning on the headboard. He seems…aggravated.

      "Is that what you really think? That you're some inconvenience no one wants?"

      Hurt and angry, I fist the sheets with one hand. "I'm not going to be anyone's victim, but yes, that is what I think, because that is the way it is."

      "Fucking hell, Savannah…" He stops mid-sentence, taking in a deep breath through his nostrils. When he lets out the air in his lungs, he closes his eyes. When he opens them, he locks me with those sparkling greens. "You may have been brought up like that most of your life, but from the moment you stepped into my home, that shit stopped. Your mother is one thing, but as far as I'm concerned, the only reason there was tension between us was I knew there was an attraction there and I tried hard to keep away from it. Fuck knows why I kept away so long. It's not like your mom's been the most faithful wife." I visibly wince, causing Owen to shake his head. "I'm sorry. I'm not trying to justify my actions with you. Our relationship is worth a damn sight more than any of her conquests. We just need to be careful, and the only way we can be is if we don't let feelings get in the way. Do you understand what I'm trying to say?"

      I smile, nodding. "Of course I do. And I'm on board. One hundred percent.”

      Yeah, I’m pretty sure I can do this.

      I just can’t allow myself to fall in love.
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      Present

      I think back to that night at the lake house as if it were a distant dream. I was so naïve—naïve to think I could have a relationship with Owen based on sex and sex alone. We both kept to our promises, but more recently, those lines have become blurred.

      We stayed at the lake house for two more days. One of the reasons we didn’t stay longer was because we ran out of condoms and didn’t want to leave the bed in order to go to the nearest store fifteen minutes out. The main reason was due to the pressing fact that we had both switched our phones off and worried someone would try to get a hold of us and it would raise suspicion. We had been so wrapped up in nothing but sheets and the sweet scent of sex, only leaving for necessities like eating and washing. Little did we realize, someone was trying to get a hold of Owen.

      Another week has gone by, and Christmas is only two days away. I have been doing my best to keep away from Owen, much to his obvious frustration. To add to his frustration, my mother has been around the house a lot more. If Owen and I had still been in our fucked up relationship, I guess I would be feeling the frustration too. Right now, I'm still so raw, even my own mother has become an ally.

      I stand at the kitchen door, staring out at the clear night and stars ahead. It's cold, but refreshing. The house holds a multitude of people getting drunk, their body heat making the night unbearably claustrophobic. I normally like parties, but tonight, I'm just not feeling it. Knowing no one normally comes into the kitchen, I decided it’s the best escape.

      "Did you know every star you see in the nights sky is bigger and brighter than our sun?"

      Jumping, I spin to the sound of an unfamiliar voice, only to be startled even more by what I find. A tall man, I assume early twenties, with cropped black hair and green eyes, approaches me, a small smile on his lips. Casually dressed in black khaki pants and a white hoodie, he nurses a drink—the strong stuff by the looks of the tiny measure. I have never seen him before. I would have remembered him—he stands out from the rest. Apart from Owen, this guy is one of the most handsome men I’ve ever come across. Not only is it the green eyes and great body, but the way he smiles, carrying confidence I find extremely attractive.

      "Is this the part where you tell me you're an astrophysicist?"

      He chuckles slightly, placing his drink down on the counter, his eyes doing a merry dance over my cleavage. Normally this would turn me off, but this guy makes me feel surprisingly sexy.

      "No, not quite. I just like to say random shit to impress the ladies. Has it worked?"

      I throw my head back, laughing, and loving how good it feels. "You've only said one sentence to me so far to impress. I'm someone who would need a good hour of conversation to be a judge. However, it was a valiant effort, I must say." I smirk, feeling better already.

      He raises his arm, leaning on the doorframe. We're inches apart from each other, and for the first time, I don't find myself stepping away from it.

      "I guess you'll be seeing a lot of me tonight then."

      My eyes widen. "Wow, really turning on the charm, aren't we?"

      "It has been a while. I guess I'm a little rusty."

      I would have thought someone as good-looking as him would have women lining up to date him. "Don't worry. I'll let you know if you come on too strong. Wouldn't want you trying anything with another lady and failing miserably."

      He places his hand on his heart. "That's very noble of you. Thanks." We both laugh before glancing at the stars together.

      "If you don't mind me saying, you looked kind of sad when I walked in here. I've been told I'm a shit listener, but with you, I will try."

      I glance his way, a small smile coating my lips. "I appreciate the offer, but it's complicated."

      "Isn't everything these days?"

      I silently laugh. "I guess."

      "I know just the thing to cheer you up." He reaches over, clutching my drink. When I don't let go, he raises an eyebrow. "Indulge me?" I release my drink and watch as he places it next to his. He turns, taking my hand in his, and leads me out into the gardens.

      "What are you doing?" I ask, both nervous and strangely excited.

      "You'll see," he answers, leading me up to the pool’s edge. He lets go of my hand and faces me. "You like horses, right?" He motions to the stables.

      "Yeah, why?"

      "Let's gallop together."

      A rumble of laughter leaves my lips, causing me to double over a little with discomfort. I'm healing very well, but sometimes I forget and it reminds me I'm not one hundred percent yet.

      "You're shitting me, right?"

      He shakes his head. "No, I'm being serious. You would be amazed at how much it releases stress, making you feel more energized."

      "What, by making an ass of yourself?"

      He raises that same damn sexy eyebrow of his. "Will you at least try?"

      I shake my head, smiling. "Okay, let's do this."

      "I'll go first. When I get halfway around the pool, you start. Good?" I nod, and immediately laugh when he takes his position and starts galloping around the pool. He even has his hand in the air like he's holding an imaginary rein. He starts slapping behind him like he's getting the horse to speed up, and that has me near hysterics.

      "You better start now. Otherwise, I'm going to catch up."

      "I didn't know it was a race."

      "You're still talking."

      "Oh, shit!" I shout, taking my position and quickly starting to gallop around. The cold air brushes up against my face, but instead of it feeling bitter, it's actually quite exhilarating. I glance over at this strange, sexy man, and throw my head back, laughing again. If anyone catches us, we'll be in a straightjacket faster than Santa can deliver his Christmas presents.

      "See, I told you this would be fun."

      "You're absolutely crazy, do you know that?" I shout back, giggling again. I start to feel a tug on my lungs, which pulls a little on my ribs, but I refuse to stop. I'm having way too much fun.

      "I'd rather be crazy than dull."

      "Ain't that the truth,” I shout back.

      He glances across and starts picking up the pace. "I'm gaining on you."

      My eyes widening, I quicken my steps, trying to gain equal amount of distance between us. "No, you're not," I tease, but that only makes him speed up more. "Hey, you're not playing fair."

      "I never said I would."

      Even though I'm tired, the adrenaline keeps me going, and keeps me laughing. I haven't laughed like this in a long time. He kicks it up a notch by singing "El Paso" by Marty Robbins, and I'm soon joining in, both of us laughing like loons as we keep on galloping.

      "What the fuck is this?"

      Our laughter, quickly followed by our gallop, stops dead at the sound of a very familiar pissed voice. Owen's standing a few feet away, his forehead crinkling in anger. He spots me, out of breath, and I swear a growling hum escapes his lips.

      "You shouldn't be out here when you're still recovering. What are you thinking?" I go to answer, but he fixes his angry gaze on the stranger I had been cavorting with. "When did you get here?"

      "I arrived around an hour ago," the stranger answers.

      "You could have fucking called, Ethan!"

      My eyes widen at the name. No, it couldn't be, could it? Surely this isn't the infamous son Owen hasn't seen in years?

      "It's nice to see you too, Dad."

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.
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      Five months ago

      The last two days have been nothing short of perfect. We had spent it wrapped up in each other’s arms, with no sign of one of us wanting to leave. It was only when we ran out of condoms and I brought up work last night that Owen said we should get back before our absence raises suspicion.

      Reluctantly, Owen left me behind to go home first, promising to send a car to collect me later. He said that if we arrived home together after being away so long it wouldn't look good. I had agreed, of course, and since his departure around four hours ago, I had been doing nothing but daydreaming while staring out at the lake. It had only been a few hours since we used the very last condom and I was desperate for more. I had lost my virginity when I was eighteen to a boy named Travis who I had been dating for almost a year. I only did it because I felt I owed it to him for waiting that long. It was a lot of fumbling at the beginning, and the first time hurt like a bitch, but eventually, we found our rhythm and I learned to enjoy it in the end. However, since being with Owen, I realize now how amateur Travis and I were. We didn't know any better, both being virgins and having no one else to compare to, but now I know. Now, I definitely know.

      I close my eyes on a smile, wrapping myself up into a ball as I sit on the chair by the lake. The car was supposed to have been here a half hour ago, but I don't mind the lateness. I could stay like this forever.

      I don't know how long I'm lost in a daydream when a honking sound outside snaps me out of it. I grab my bag by my feet and launch myself out of the house, eager to get back and see Owen. I hadn't heard from him since he left, and despite not wanting it to bother me, it does.

      Outside, I find a smiling Brandon walking up to take my bag from me. "Good afternoon, Savannah."

      "Hi Brandon," I reply. "How's your day been?"

      His face falls a little, causing me concern. "It had started off well, but unfortunately Mr. Montgomery's mother had a heart attack yesterday and was rushed to the hospital. As you can imagine, Mr. Montgomery is very distressed."

      "Oh my God!" I cry out, a hand over my mouth. Owen had been with me while his mother lay in hospital. He must be beside himself. "Is she all right?"

      Placing my bag in the trunk, he turns to me, opening the door for me to get in. "She's stable for now."

      "Is Owen at the hospital?" He nods. "Can you take me there?"

      "Of course."

      I waste no time getting in the car, and Brandon wastes no time shutting the door behind me and driving off. The whole journey there, I sit, biting my nails, staring out at the beautiful summer's day. Looking out at it, you wouldn't believe something so horrible happened.

      Around an hour later, we arrive at the hospital with Brandon telling me he’ll be available when needed. I thank him, asking which floor I need to be on.

      Armed with the details, I make my way to the fifth floor, and glance a look at the door numbers, trying to find room 512.

      I’m at 508, then 509 before rushing the rest of the way till I reach 512 and knock. When I don't hear anything, I push the door open a little to find both Owen and Mom staring in my direction. Owen immediately glances away, staring back at his mother lying on the bed hooked up to a machine.

      "How is she?" I ask.

      My mother answers. "Still stable. It's any ones guess how long it will take before she's off the ventilator."

      I glance in Owen's direction, who has yet to say anything. He's probably too upset. I know how much he loves his mother, so he must be struggling now.

      I offer to get coffee and take myself off to find the cafeteria. When I get back, we sit and wait, my mom playing with her phone while Owen just sits, watching.

      Around three hours go by when suddenly there's a flicker of Owen's mom's finger on the bed. She mumbles, but can't speak with the ventilator.

      "Hold on, Mom. I'm going to get someone."

      Owen flies from his seat and shouts for a doctor to come help. I'm ushered out, and pretty soon, two nurses and a doctor tend to Mrs. Montgomery.

      After ten minutes, I can't help but sneak a peek inside. Mrs. Montgomery is still asleep, but what's encouraging is Owen's bright smile.

      "That's great, doctor. Thank you."

      "You're welcome," he replies, a hand on Owen's shoulder. "She's still sedated, so it will take a while before she's fully conscious. I suggest you go home and get some rest. She will still be here in the morning. Her vitals are strong, which is great news."

      My mother, already grabbing her handbag, is the first out of her seat. "That's great. Thank you, Doctor." She turns to Owen. "Come on, darling. There's not much you can do just sitting there. You can come back in the morning."

      Owen snaps his head to my mom, practically growling in her direction. She at least has the sense to look away. My mom's not one for tactfulness.

      "I appreciate your help, Doctor," Owen says, deciding to ignore my mother for now. "If there's any change, please call me."

      "Most certainly."

      Without so much as a word, we leave the hospital, and Brandon takes us back home. In the car, everyone is silent, and it makes the ten-minute journey feel like a lifetime. There's an air of thick tension in the car I can't put my finger on right now, but something's not quite right.

      I almost leap out of the car when it comes to a stop outside the house. My mother stalks in first, her head held high as Owen and I follow. Brandon tags behind, my bag in tow, and tells me he will place it on my bed.

      "Thank you," I respond.

      "Ugh, I smell like hospital," my mother snaps, screwing up her nose as she sniffs herself. "I'm off to take a shower."

      Without a backward glance, my mother starts to walk up the stairs. There’s movement out the corner of my eye as Owen disappears into his office. I stand a few seconds, wondering what to do. My inability to walk away has my feet moving.

      I don't even knock on his door. When I push forward, glancing in, Owen is standing by his liquor cabinet, pouring himself a very large Scotch. He doesn't look my way at first, but when I close the door and approach him, his eyes narrow, an unexpected scowl on his face.

      "What do you want?"

      Confusion fills me, making my heart beat rapidly. "I came in here to see if you were okay."

      He takes a swig of his drink and sits down. "Well, now you know."

      Still befuddled, I take a step closer, until I'm standing at his desk. "Owen, what's wrong?"

      He snaps his head up, his eyes looking dangerously dark. "What's wrong? You're asking what's wrong? Because of you, I wasn't there for my mother when she needed me. Because of you, I was never aware until a whole fucking day after the fact."

      My heart rate kicks up a notch as my anger spikes. "You're seriously blaming me for your mom's heart attack?"

      He jumps up from his seat so suddenly, I step back. "If you hadn't spent the last two months wiggling that fucking ass of yours in front of me, this would have never happened. You think just because I gave you those two days you mean something to me, huh? Guess what—it was just pussy. Fucking great pussy, but pussy never keeps me away from people I love."

      Tears spring to my eyes at the cruelty of his words. He surveys my devastated reaction, but if seeing me upset does anything to that normally kind heart of his, he doesn't show it.

      "What happened at the lake house was a two-way street. Don't try to make out like I kept you there. You could have left anytime you wanted. I'm sorry your mom had a heart attack, and I'm sorry it happened when you were with me. But you can't blame this on me. You came to me. You are the one who made that decision."

      A snarl forms on one side of his mouth. "Never again. You may offer me extra services like the good little slut you are, but I no longer require them."

      Fresh tears spring my eyes and I spin on my heels, heading straight out the door.

      Taking two steps at a time, I race to my room, practically throwing myself on my mattress and burying my face into my pillow to cry. I deserve better than this.

      After spending two glorious days at the lake house, I'm now back to square one.

      Where do I go from here?
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      Present

      "Why are you here?"

      I stand, silently watching Ethan round the swimming pool until he's at my side. "It's Christmas and it's been a while. Considering you got married and have a ready-made family…" he chances a quick glance at me, "I thought it would be nice to bury the hatchet and come visit." He turns to me, and whispers, "I'm sorry I didn't introduce myself before now. I was kind of having too much fun."

      He winks at me, and I smile. When I turn my head, Owen is there, his jaw ticking in anger. He's obviously not happy with me having fun with his son.

      Well, screw you!

      "You should have called. We're in the middle of a party."

      I frown at Owen's indifference to his own flesh and blood. I knew he was never that close to him, but this is downright cruel.

      "I apologize. I will make sure to let you know in advance next time."

      "Owen, what in the world are you doing out here in the cold?" my mother asks, appearing from nowhere, a thick fur coat wrapped around her. When she spots Ethan, she stops in her tracks. "Oh," she says, a predatory smile on her lips, "I'm sorry. I didn't realize we had company." She walks forward, sticking her hand out for him to shake. "Sarah Montgomery, nice to meet you."

      He shakes her hand back, smiling. "So, you're my new mom."

      Her eyes widen. "Ethan?" she asks, completely bewildered.

      "One and the same."

      "Oh, wow. It's so nice to meet you. How long are you planning on staying? Please tell me you're at least here for Christmas?"

      "I am. Well…I was hoping to be."

      "Why, of course! You're family. Come, come. We must get you out of the cold." My mother turns and walks away.

      As Ethan starts to follow, Owen grabs his arm. "You better not cause any trouble while you're here." Owen releases his arm and lets him go before his glare hones in on me.

      "You've been barely out of hospital two weeks and I catch you frolicking around the pool like a fucking monkey."

      "I'm fine."

      "I don't fucking care!" he snarls back. "You were in hospital with a bad infection. Remember that? I certainly do."

      Feeling my own anger rise, I snarl. "Don't act like you fucking care, Owen. You don't. This," I say, waving my hands to the house, the grounds, and the pool, "all of this…it’s a possession to you, just like I am. You want to control me, but this girl is not for controlling."

      I start to walk forward, but he grabs my arm, tugging me until I'm next to him—until one side of his body is pressed against mine. I hate that my belly dances in response. I hate that my heart skips a little beat at his touch.

      "If we were alone right now, my cock would be so far in your cunt, you wouldn't know where I start and you end."

      I smirk back at him, trying to seem unfazed. "Missing my great pussy, are we, Daddy?” I remember a time not so long ago when he called me great pussy.

      Owen's nostrils flare with suppressed rage. That familiar sense of desire spikes through me. Our relationship has always been rather unconventional, but it somehow worked—and we always end up under the sheets…so to speak.

      "Stay away from Ethan."

      "Why?" I snap back, needing him to say the words.

      His nostrils flare once more. "Because I said so. Ethan's bad news."

      That, I can't understand. From first impressions, he seems really nice. The only horrid behavior I have seen so far is Owen's. If Ethan has been bad in the past, is it any wonder with a dad like him?

      "You can't elaborate, can you? Even when pressed with the opportunity, you remain silent." Owen closes his eyes, his lips forming a hard line. I lean over and whisper, "After watching you with your only son, you and my mother deserve each other."

      I snap my arm away from his grip, and with my head held high, I make my way back to the house. Owen has had plenty of opportunities to talk to me about us, but he never has. Sure, my mother has been around a lot, but that wouldn't normally stop him.

      I get back in the house, grateful for the warmth now that my arms are ice-cold. Inside, I find my mother introducing Ethan to anyone who will listen. She’s animated, as she parades him around the room, smiling like an alley cat. Ethan glances my way, and I smirk toward him. As if he feels somewhat nonchalant, he shrugs his shoulders, going with the flow.

      Once all the pleasantries are over, he escapes, making his way in my direction. All the while, I'm highly amused by the whole debacle. "You've finally managed to break free, I see." I giggle. He raises an eyebrow.

      "Is it always like this?"

      "You mean filled with drunk, married couples who like to gawk and prowl over a new plaything? Yes." Owen enters, and his eyes dart around the room like he’s looking for someone. Probably me. I grab Ethan's arm and start to tug. "Come with me."

      Trying to sneak out as quickly and quietly as possible, Ethan and I manage to make our way from of the living room into the hallway. Eventually, I lead us both into the library, where no one will find us.

      Shutting the door, I giggle some more.

      "Who are you running from?" Ethan asks, an amused expression on his face.

      "Your dad."

      "Why do you need to run from him?"

      "Because he doesn't trust you with me."

      "Why? Does he think you're going to rape me?" My eyes widen, and Ethan smirks. "Because I'm totally down with that. I'm all yours," he says, waving his hands across his body.

      "Ethan!" I screech, not quite believing he just said that. I then hear a noise outside, so I grab his arm, shushing him.

      When the noise vanishes and Ethan feels me relax, he says, "Do you do this at every party?"

      I glance his way and realize how intimately close we are. I smile, moving away from him, and start trailing my fingers along the rims of each book. I love the feel and the smell of paperbacks. Sometimes it's just nice to be in a room filled with stories, old and new. It makes you feel part of something, however joyful or terrifying that might be.

      "I like the parties, but lately, they've become more of the same thing. Sometimes I just prefer my own company, you know?"

      Ethan motions toward the door. "Do you want me to leave?"

      "Do you want to?"

      Ethan laughs. "Do you always answer a question with a question?"

      I raise one eyebrow. "Do you?"

      Lifting one hand in the air, Ethan scratches his head. "This is going in circles."

      "I'm only teasing. No, I don't want you to leave. In fact, it would be nice to get to know you. We are brother and sister now, after all."

      Ethan's eyes widen a little. "Shit, we are, aren't we?" I nod. "So, little sis, how old are you? I bet no more than nineteen."

      "I'll be twenty-one next month."

      "That's a big birthday. Planning anything special?" Ethan moves over to one of the sofas and sits down. Mimicking him, I take the seat opposite.

      "Not really. It's just another birthday, right?"

      "Are you kidding me?" he asks, raising his voice in shock. "It's one of the biggest birthdays you'll ever have. You'll finally be legal to drink."

      "Yeah, like that really means shit in this house. I drink as much as anyone else."

      His mouth turns up in a smirk. "You're quite the rule-breaker, aren't you? I like it."

      If only he knew!

      "Speaking of, do you want to get out of here? We can't get refreshments in the library."

      "Pity," he replies, looking around. "It's relaxing in here."

      I look around with him. "I know what you mean. The scent, the ambiance with all the books surrounding us…it's soothing."

      "Are you a closet bookworm?"

      "I am, and I'm not ashamed to admit it. I often come in here when I'm bored and need something to occupy my mind."

      Especially lately, since I've gotten better and Owen has become a temptation again. Despite being mad at him, I still yearn his touch. I’m happy Ethan is here. I've been needing a distraction, and Ethan is one hell of a distraction. I have no plans to do anything with him, but it feels good to flirt again—to be wanted…in whatever capacity.

      Ethan pushes himself forward on the seat, reaching out to grab my hand. "Come on, let's go get some drinks."

      I let him take me by the hand, and together, we sneak out of the room and down the basement steps toward the wine cellar. Ethan moves through some of the selection until he finds what he's looking for.

      "Ah, the 1945 Petrus red. I think you’ll like this one." Ethan winks before grabbing a wine opener from the drawer, making himself at home. It makes me wonder.

      "How long has it been since you were here?"

      He looks up from his task, squinting his eye to think for a moment. "Errr, I think around five years."

      I'm taken aback by this. "Five years since you were here?" He nods. "Shit, Ethan. Has it been five years since you spoke with your dad?"

      His eyes turn downcast in sadness. "Yeah, something like that."

      I watch stunned as he fetches two glasses and pours the wine. "Can I ask why?"

      Ethan sets down the bottle and turns to me. "I was almost eighteen when it happened. I was still in high school and did something inexcusable. I was an idiot back then, that much is for certain. I have been trying to make up for it since, but my dad still hasn't forgiven me."

      "What did you do?"

      He swallows nervously, his eyes averting from mine. "Me and a bunch of my friends used to pick on this guy because he looked skinny and weak. Isn't that the norm for cowards—to pick on someone smaller than you?" He looks me in the eye, then shakes his head. "We would do small shit at first, like give him a wedgie, trip him up as he was walking down the hall…that sort of thing. One day, we came up with this idea to superglue his butt to the wall after he came out of the shower. It was funny at first…until his skin got ripped off and they had to surgically remove him from the wall. I was rightly expelled—along with others—but I haven't gone a single day since without hearing that poor boy scream. I guess I deserve that after what I did."

      Shit, what does one say to that? You hear of many stories where people are bullied at school, but never really the stories from the bully's perspective. I can understand why Owen got angry and forced his son out of the house, but to not speak to him for five years after?

      Ethan hands me a glass before picking up his own. “Aside from owning a gym and making people feel good about themselves, I’ve been trying to make penance ever since. I'm a member of an anti-bullying charity I have raised hundreds of thousands for. I volunteer to speak at several schools to raise awareness. It doesn't take away what I did, but I hope it's something—a start."

      Placing my free hand on his arm, I give it a squeeze. "As long as you realize what you did was wrong, it’s enough. Thank you for trusting me with your story."

      He looks down at my hand, then back up to me with a smile. "I think you and I are going to be great friends." He lifts his glass. "To great friends."

      I clink my glass to his. "To great friends."

      We both take a sip of the velvety wine, enjoying the warmth spreading through me. Ethan swallows, makes a humming sound, then lifts his glass again. "To wine that's worth over seven thousand dollars."

      My eyes widen. "What the fuck! Are you shitting me! We're seriously drinking wine that's worth that much?"

      Ethan laughs at my outburst. "Only the best for us Montgomerys!"

      I marvel at the contents in my glass, unable to fathom how a drink could be worth this much.

      "Say, how about after we drink this, we go take a skinny dip in the outside pool?"

      I fix him with an unbelievable stare. "It's like thirty degrees outside. Why not the nice heated pool down here?"

      "What, and miss what you will look when the cold hits a certain part of your body?"

      "Oh my God, Ethan, you're incorrigible!" I shake my head, smiling.

      Ethan laughs at my reaction. "Oh, baby. I'm just getting warmed up."
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      Five months ago

      I don't know how long it is before I fall asleep, but I'm awoken by a thumping noise coming from one of the distant rooms. At first, it's slight, but as I wake a bit more, the noise gets louder. At the sound of moaning, I jolt up in my bed, nausea quickly bubbling in my stomach.

      "Oh, God, yes!" my mother screams, and that's enough for me to jump out of my bed. Another moan echoes, and I cover my ears, trying to drown out the sound.

      How could he?

      Tears brim in my eyes as the nausea continues to bubble. Could he be so cruel he would sleep with me and immediately get in bed with my mother? Not only that, would he be so cruel that he's making sure I hear every disgusting sound?

      Hot, angry tears flood down my cheeks as I grab a pillow and a blanket before leaving my room and the dreaded noises still emanating from one of the bedrooms.

      As fast as I can, I race down the stairs, not caring if I fall. I just want to shut myself away from what they're doing. My heart can't take it. Even though we're not together, the betrayal still stings my tongue, making my blood boil with rage.

      How could he?

      Wiping the hot tears from my face, I sniffle, making sure I have everything in my arms before I open the door to Owen's study. There isn’t a bed in here, but there’s a large enough couch to sleep on. Oh, and the best part—soundproofing.

      I step in, wiping the rest of my tears away, and look up as I shut the door. Instant relief floods me from the inside out. Momentarily, I'm so relieved, I forget I'm still so angry at him.

      Owen is at his desk, nursing yet another drink. I don't know how much he's had, but by the slightly drooping head and glassy eyes, I would say quite a bit.

      "I'm sorry," I say, turning back to open the door. "I didn't realize you were in here."

      "Thought I was upstairs fucking your mother?" I stop, then spin around to find him smirking. "You think I didn't know?” His eyes flit up toward where the bedrooms are—where his wife is currently fucking someone else.

      I want to ask him why so badly it tears me up inside. Why her? Why my mother, of all people? But instead, I move away again, determined to put some distance between us.

      "Stay," he whispers softly.

      Not knowing what to do next, my hand freezes at the doorknob. After the way he spoke to me earlier, I should leave. I should turn around, tell him to fuck off, and leave, but I can't. I'm frozen to the spot. Call it my inability to stop caring, no matter what, but I don't move.

      "Stay," he says again, and this time, I relax, my hand falling from the door. I turn, standing with my pillow and blanket still locked in front of me like it's the only thing protecting me from this beast of a man.

      "I was way out of line earlier."

      I suck in a breath. "Is that your way of an apology?"

      He waves his hand for me to move toward him. "Come." When I don't move, he sighs, glancing to one side before facing me again. "I can't properly apologize to you with you standing over there. Get your fucking ass over here now."

      I don't know whether to be offended or turned on. I should be the former, but my body reacts to him anyway. I close the distance, and when I round the table to stand in front of him, Owen grabs my pillow and blanket before dropping it to the floor. He grabs my nightgown, pulling me to him. As my legs slide in between his, he nuzzles his head into my stomach. At first, I'm frozen, unable to know what to do next, but when he kisses my belly, my hand flies to his hair, threading the soft strands between my fingers. He kisses my belly again, once, twice, then his hands run up my legs, pulling up my nightgown in the process. My breath quickens as fire dances in my belly. Owen moans, inhaling the scent between my legs. Forcefully, he pulls me up, until my ass is positioned at the edge of his desk. He dips his head, sweeping his soft tongue against my now hardened nub. My head falls back, lips part, and a soft moan escapes me.

      "Owen," I whisper on a groan. "You shouldn't be doing this."

      "I'm not drunk enough that I can't eat pussy, Savannah. Never will I ever be that drunk." His eyes narrow, the green parts of his irises looking almost black. "This is my way of showing you I fucked up. Now, get ready. I'm going to make you come so fucking hard, your body will be vibrating for a week."

      Oh my!

      Chest heaving, I nod, bracing myself for the glorious touch of his tongue. Thankfully, I'm not waiting that long. He sweeps it once, twice, three times, and I'm already moaning. My breaths quicken with each flick, my body tensing with the potency of his talented tongue. He adds pressure, moving in slow strokes, and then one finger, quickly followed by another, are inside me, brushing against my sweet spot. My body tenses, and my legs start to quiver with the intensity of this warmth rushing inside me. My head dizzies, and a load groan leaves my lips.

      "Oh, fuck!" I scream out, forgetting my mom is upstairs, but quite frankly not giving a shit. I pull my head forward, my legs resting on the sides of his chair, desire spiking as he pulls pleasure from me bit by bit. With his free hand, he pleasures himself. With hooded eyes, I focus on his hand as it moves fast and hard over his cock, a bead of precum forming at the tip. It's one of the sexiest sights I have ever seen. Too soon, my body reacts. Pleasure ripples through me in waves, each one getting higher and more violent.

      I throw my head back, and scream my release, my toes curling with the ferocity of my climax. His tongue keeps going, and I keep coming, until I can't take it, screaming for him to stop. Instantly, he pulls away and stands up, lifting my nightgown clearly off me. He hovers over my naked frame, jerking himself over my pussy until he roars out his own release, coming all over my stomach. As he's coming, he spreads his seed all over my stomach and up toward my breasts, marking me.

      "I will never tire of staring at your body. It's like a fucking work of art." My breath hitches as his eyes trail the contours of my form. "Mine," he growls, squeezing his hand into my skin.

      His eyes snap to mine like he's somehow shaken himself from under a spell. He takes his hands off me, dipping it into the drawer. He pulls out some tissues and cleans me up as much as he can before dealing with himself.

      Once his slacks are done up, he offers me a hand. "Come." I take it, not knowing what we're going to do next. He discards the tissues and we walk out of the study together. As soon as we're in the hall, I stall, tugging at his hand.

      "Owen, I'm buck-naked here."

      Owen looks down at my bare form and smirks. "Oh, so you are." He tugs at me. "Come on, I'm taking you to the bathroom. We're going to get a shower in there."

      "What if someone catches us?" I whisper.

      "It's after three in the morning. Everyone's asleep. Stop being paranoid."

      He leads me to the basement shower, which is conveniently next to the indoor pool. We quickly wash before drying off, then Owen leads me hand in hand, still naked and him in a pair of boxers. Once we reach the study, he grabs the pillow and blanket, places them on the couch, and sits. He motions for me to come, and I don't hesitate, gently sliding myself down next to him into his arms.

      "Your mom's going to be fine," I whisper, stroking his arm.

      He squeezes me to him, humming in my ear. "I know, baby."

      I smile, loving the term of endearment. The last few days have certainly been a rollercoaster ride, but for now, I'm living in this moment. Right now, I'm content.

      I fall asleep in his arms, and have no idea how long we're asleep before my mother’s screams of Owen's name is screeched at the top of her lungs.

      I jerk up, and Owen moans at the sudden movement.

      "Owen! Where the hell are you!" my mom screams again. When I pivot toward Owen, he’s still laying on the couch with his eyes closed, I tug on his arm.

      "Owen, wake up! My mom's calling you."

      "Owen!" she screams again, getting closer.

      Panicked, I shoot up out of my seat and scramble underneath Owen's desk. I pull his chair in so it hides me, and the door flies open.

      "Owen, what the fuck are you doing sleeping on your couch? Are you drunk?"

      A deep groan leaves his lips. "I was working here last night and must have fallen asleep."

      "The hospital called. Your mother's awake. I assume you want to go to her? I've got a nail appointment, so you'll have to go on your own."

      "Fine," he grumbles, sighing out loud.

      I close my eyes, willing her to go away. When I open them again, I happen to look next to the chair where my nightgown is on the floor. Eyes widening, I reach out, trying to pull it toward me.

      "I might even go shopping after, so if you need me, you'll need to call."

      For a moment, I drown out their voices, my sole purpose in getting my nightgown without my mother seeing it, or even worse—seeing…me.

      As I tug the last bit toward me and close my eyes, sighing my relief, my mom says, "What's that?"

      My eyes fly open, and panic resumes when her footsteps get closer. I brace, waiting for the moment she pulls the chair away and finds what a treacherous bitch her daughter is.

      She sighs, then a small giggle erupts. "Jerking off into tissues like a pubescent teenager, I see." She moves, and one of her Louboutin shoes appears. She drops the tissue in the bin, and I jump when she slams the drawer back in place.

      "Have you got nothing else better to do then to poke your nose into my affairs?" Owen grumbles. Immediately after, he moans.

      "Aww, poor baby. Got a nasty hangover, have we? I'll leave you to sort that out. I have an appointment. Tell your nasty bitch of a mother I said hi." Soon after, the door slams.

      "Fucking bitch!" Owen snaps, and I startle, then shake my head. I thought it was just me she’s a complete and utter cow to. It seems no one is immune—not even her own husband.

      "You can come out now. She's gone."

      I push the chair forward and scramble out, my nightgown clutched to my chest. Owen peers with interest as I push myself from the floor and take a stand. His eyes travel over my body, then he grumbles.

      "I would so fuck you right now if it weren't for this raging hangover."

      I shrug. "That, and the fact that your mother's awake."

      "Shit!" he shouts, as if it’s suddenly dawned on him. He was obviously so enraged at my mother, he forgot what she came in for in the first place. "I’ve got to get my shit cleaned up and get to the hospital."

      He starts to walk to the door. "Do you want me to come?

      He stops and turns around. "Do you want to?"

      I nod, smiling. "I would like to. It would be nice to see your mom. I really like her."

      A certain sadness seems to cross his face, then it quickly vanishes. "Okay. Get ready. I will meet you by the car in a half hour."

      I salute him. "Got it, boss."

      Owen stops and slowly pivots around to face me. With a smirk, he says, "When we get back from the hospital, if your mother is still out, you are in so much trouble."

      My eyes narrow at the heat from his words. I smirk back. "Oh, I'm counting on it…Daddy."
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      Present

      With only my mom, Owen, and Ethan around, Christmas Day was like driving a car without a steering wheel…or brake fluid. Owen did nothing but nurse one drink after the other, no doubt sulking over his son being here and us getting along so well. The only laughter that seemed to echo in the house was Ethan's and mine. We were like two naughty teenagers, running around each room until we found somewhere we could be alone. When we were, Ethan constantly flirted, which was starting to do things to my insides like it used to with Owen.

      Dangerous territory, but Owen doesn't help his cause. He doesn't trust me, and I can't be with him if he can't at least be reassured I've got his back. I have never betrayed him—never said or done anything behind his back that would cause him pain.

      Until now, that is.

      If he cares enough to hurt over it. Am I doing it to rub salt into the wound? To be honest, probably. All I can say is I haven't felt this energized in a long time, so I'm rolling with it.

      Currently, I'm sitting at the end of my bed, gently brushing my thumb and finger over the little beads on my new bracelet. It was a gift from Owen, and I hate to say, but it's my favorite. The aqua and clear diamonds twinkle softly in the dim light by my nightstand. I remember Owen saying my eyes were like aqua diamonds, so it makes me wonder if this gift was deliberate. Whatever it is, Owen is still trying to remind me he's here—that he will always be here. I have still been doing my best at ignoring him as much as I can, but I know things will be different after the holidays. We will both be back at work in close confines. He will play that for everything it's worth, I have no doubt. It's just how long I can go along pretending we're over. In my head we are, but my body and heart says otherwise.

      Stupid body.

      Stupid heart.

      Needing to take my mind off things, I change into a bikini, throw on a loose summer dress, grab a towel, and head for the pool. I don't come across anyone but a few of the cooks and cleaners milling around the house doing their chores. It's two days after Christmas, and you'd think they would be home with their families. There's certainly more people here than there should be.

      I make haste to the pool and pull my dress off. I dump my towel on one of the loungers and sink my way into the warmth of the pool. Completely submerged, I close my eyes and duck my head under water. When I reemerge, I start to take slow lengths back and forth. I don't count them, just go with the flow one way, then the other. My mind blank, I am happy I'm allowing myself this moment of respite.

      I'm halfway back along one side when the clearing of a throat makes my ears prick. I stop, looking up to find Ethan standing at the edge of the pool with only a pair of trunks on. His body tall, lean, with the slight protrusion of pecks visible. His shoulders are broad and his stomach flat. I never realized he had such a great looking body underneath all those clothes he wears.

      "I hope I'm not interrupting anything."

      I wipe the water dripping into my eyes and shake my head, trying to keep myself afloat. "Not at all." I swim closer to the edge as Ethan climbs down the ladder. At the last step, he turns to me.

      "You know, you really shouldn't swim on a full stomach."

      Wading my hands through the calm water, I smile. "I didn't eat that much tonight. What's your excuse?"

      In amusement, he purses his lips. "I find it soothing to swim after a full belly." He looks across to the other end. "Bet I could beat you to the other end."

      I poke my tongue out, biting it slightly. A juvenile move, but I like this childish side. "I bet you couldn't."

      Without warning, Ethan launches himself into the water and starts a fast front crawl. Shocked and rather irritated, I follow straight after, unable to convey my annoyance. I barely have time to start a rhythm before he almost reaches the end. A couple seconds later, his hand touch the end, and I join right after.

      "Hey, that's not fair. You cheated!"

      Ethan smirks, his hair now wet and flat against his forehead. He always looks sexy, but wet Ethan looks even sexier. When his eyes dance over me in mischief, I recognize so much of Owen in him, and that familiar pang in my stomach surfaces.

      "Savannah…what's wrong?"

      My eyes downcast, I look into the water for a second to give me time to reflect.…

      Damn you, Owen!

      Knowing I have to come up with something, I look up, purposefully narrowing my eyes at him. "Last one to the end is a sissy nipple."

      I launch myself off from the edge of the pool and race as fast as my body is able to the other side. I don't even look back, my lungs crying in pain, but I don't care. I reach the end, only looking once I've touched the side to find Ethan following shortly after.

      "You tricked me!" he protests.

      Trying to catch my breath, I raise one eyebrow at him. "And you didn't try that first? Shame on you, Ethan."

      His eyes narrow with heat. Ethan places his feet on the floor and he's suddenly a lot taller. My eyes widen as he stalks toward me, and I find myself escaping to the corner of the pool until there's nowhere else to run.

      "Keep saying my name, it's fucking sexy."

      "Ethan!" I grumble, placing my hand on his chest. "That's disgusting. You do realize we're brother and sister now?"

      Ethan eyes roll toward the back of his head in ecstasy. "Fucking hell, that's hot."

      I giggle, pushing at his chest some more, then he grabs my wrists, holding me in place. My head snaps up to his, and our smiles disappear as our stares lock. My breath quickens, and he steps forward until we're inches apart.

      "Ethan," I breathe, trying to move my head away. "We shouldn't be doing this."

      His hands release me, and he steps back. "I'm sorry."

      I look up, noticing the sincerity in his eyes. Guilt crashes through me, but so does desire—desire I haven't felt in a long time. He glances down, a sorrowful crease forming at his brow, and I find myself stepping forward, placing my hand on his chest again. He looks up, and I offer him an encouraging smile.

      "You have nothing to be sorry for."

      And then I do it.

      The one thing Owen would kill me for.

      I plant my lips ever so softly against Ethan's. At first, he's hesitant, but then he opens his mouth, poking his tongue out to dance with mine. A soft moan ripples through me, and he covers his arms around my hips, pulling me to him until I wrap my legs around his waist. He pushes me up against the edge of the pool and kisses me, harder this time. It's hot and heavy, reminding me of similar times with Owen.

      Owen.

      Angry I'm thinking of him, I try to push all thoughts of Owen out of my head and concentrate on the man in front of me. The man, who is single and charming, and makes me laugh.

      The man who is Owen's son.

      My mind wins over my body. One hand pushes Ethan away, our breaths heavy against each other's. "I'm sorry," I say, feeling like a dick.

      Ethan's eyes swim over my face, a slight crease in his brow. "Savannah, it's okay. I came on too strong. I should be the one to apologize."

      How on earth do I tell him it has nothing to do with how strong he came on—that part I loved—and everything to do with the fact that I’m obviously still hooked on his dad.

      Shit, this is already getting complicated and we only kissed. I have no loyalties to Owen…so why does it feel like I betrayed him?

      "It's all so soon," I reply, as some sort of explanation.

      Ethan places a hand on my cheek, resting it there. "I know," he says softly. "I may joke about how fucking hot it is to be fooling around with my sister…" He stops a moment, then smiles back at me. "I can't lie for shit, can I?" Shaking my head, I giggle. "What I'm trying to say is I really like you. And I know that's bullshit because I'm only here a few days." He sighs, running a hand over his face. "For both our sakes, we shouldn't be doing this, because I don't want to leave here knowing I've fallen for a girl I can't have."

      Be still my heart.

      We've known each other less than a week, but we've been in the same house twenty-four-seven. Instantly attracted to each other, it's spiraled to this. Here. This moment where I want so much to kiss him again while knowing I shouldn't.

      "I need to go get a shower." I move away, but catch a glimpse of his somber frame, his head downcast and shoulders slumped. Not wanting to witness anymore, I take the stairs and grab my things before racing for my bedroom.

      I’m just about to get undressed from my bikini when the door slams open, making me jump. I gasp, trying to cover myself with my hands, only to find it's Owen on the other side. He snarls, walking in before bashing the door back.

      "Someone will hear you!" I shout, my heart rate picking up.

      "I don't fucking care!" he growls, stalking toward me until I'm backed against the wall. "You really think you can sneak around with my son and I wouldn't find out about it?" My eyes widen. "Yeah, I saw you. It took everything I had not to come in there and pull you out of the pool. Thank fuck you came to your senses and left, otherwise I would have made a big fucking scene."

      Despite feeling bad he witnessed it, I poke at his chest with my finger. "You don't get to dictate to me. You're married to my mother, for fuck's sake!"

      Grabbing my shoulders, Owen pushes me against the wall, shocking me. "Despite what you might think, I have been loyal to you and have been ever since we started. You really think I want to touch your bitch of a mother? You're wrong."

      "Why!" I scream. "Why be with her?”

      Frustration levels have reached new heights. This is not fun anymore. None of this shit is fun. My God, when did this situation between Owen and I get so messed up?

      "Because I'm fucking trapped. Make of that what you will, but it's the God's honest truth."

      Tears pool in my eyes. I don't know why I decide to cry. I guess it's just the last few weeks of pent-up frustration…and all of it about us.

      When he notices my tears, Owen loosens his hold on my shoulders and trails his hand to my chest. He leans forward, brushing his head against mine, and I can't help but close my eyes, inhaling the scent of him.

      "If you wanted to get me back for the things I've done, then mission fucking accomplished. But, Savannah, I swear, if you do anything other than talk to my son again, there will be consequences." Grabbing my pussy through my bikini bottoms, he squeezes my mound, causing me to yelp in both surprise and desire. I hate the fact that he can make me react to him—no matter how angry or upset I am with him. "This," he says, squeezing me even harder, until I moan against his neck, "is mine. I don't care what I have to do to keep it that way. Do you understand me?" When I don't answer, he squeezes one more time, causing another shot of need to ripple through me. "Answer the fucking question."

      With a shaky voice, I manage to whisper, "Yes."

      He pulls away, leaving me a breathless, puddled mess. He straightens his suit, adjusts his hair, and then does his level best to hide his huge erection. "Consider this your first and final warning. Anything that happens to you from here on out is your doing. Not mine. Just remember I warned you."

      Leaving me still panting against my bedroom wall, Owen storms out, slamming the door behind him. It's only when I start to calm I wonder…

      "What the fuck was that?"
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      Five months ago

      "Owen, dear, be a good son and get Savannah a nice cup of coffee. She looks pale." She pats my hand. "Did you not get much sleep last night?"

      I laugh at Patricia and cock my head to a shocked Owen. "I believe Owen is the one who needs the coffee the most."

      "Well, good. Then he can get himself one while he's being the gentleman I raised him to be."

      I chuckle, hearing a sigh behind me. "Okay, Ma. I'll get Savannah a coffee. Do you want anything?"

      Patricia smiles sweetly up at Owen from her bed. "No, I'm good, thank you." She waits until he leaves, then fixes her light green eyes on mine. At least I know where Owen gets them from.

      "How are things at home?"

      I pat her hand. "You shouldn't be worrying about things like that. You just had a major heart attack. Me adding to your stress isn't going to help."

      "So, I take it all is not good with my son and your mother?"

      "Deplorable," I answer, honestly before laughing.

      "This is why I wanted to talk to you alone. No offense to you, Savannah, but your mother is not suited for Owen. I never understood why they got together. Can you?"

      "No offense taken. I feel the same way. Owen deserves so much better than her. To be honest, it has remained a mystery to me also. I wish I did know why."

      She thins her lips, nodding. "I thought as much. That's why I wanted to speak with you about possibly hiring a private investigator, but I didn't want to do anything first without your input."

      My eyes widen a little in shock. I’m unsure of whether it would bring up anything, but it may be worth a try. "If it brings an end to our suspicions, then I'm all for it."

      Her lips curve into a big, bright smile. "I hoped you’d say that. I wanted to let you know in case the PI brings up anything about her that involves you."

      "I have nothing to hide, but it wouldn't surprise me if my mom did. I'm seriously okay with it, but I would like to be kept in the loop."

      "Of course, dear. I will only be happy to. Why don't you come visit me at my house, say once every two weeks, or even once a month? You can tell your mom and Owen you're just humoring an aging lady who needs company."

      I give her an incredulous look. "Why would I need an excuse to visit you, other than I enjoy your company? Aside from that, we're family. There should be no excuse to want to visit family."

      Patricia’s eyes light up. "I knew I liked you for a reason. As soon as I'm out of this hospital, I will give the guy I know a call. He's normally pretty good."

      A thump at the door sounds, and I look up, finding Owen standing on the other side, holding two cups in his hand.

      Before I answer, I lean over a little to speak with Patricia. "I'm happy you're doing this. Owen should be happy, and unfortunately, he's not."

      Getting up, she gives me a sad nod. I open the door to let Owen in, and he hands me my cup, smirking. "Black, right?"

      "Yes, thank you."

      The clink of the door sounds behind him. "So, what were you saying about me while I was gone? I know you only got rid of me to talk about me." Patricia and I give each other a knowing look before laughing. "Come on. Spill."

      "Oh, dear boy, how can we tell when it's not for your ears to hear?"

      I take a seat, blowing on the hot coffee before taking a sip. "If I don't come visit your mom, then I don't get to hear all the wonderful stories about you being the quarterback in high school and how every girl wanted to be Owen Montgomery's girlfriend." I give him a teasing wink, but all he does is puff out his chest, a conceited smile on his lips. I knew bringing this up would make him forget about the fact that his mom and I were discussing things behind his back. He may know it's a lie, but now he's had his ego stroked. It obviously doesn't take much.

      "At one time, Owen had five girlfriends."

      Snapping my head to Owen, my eyes widen. "Five!" I screech.

      The smug gaze doesn’t waver. “Oh, come on. Don't give me that look. I was seventeen and my hormones were all over the place. Most boys that age are assholes. I was certainly no exception."

      "Did they each find out about each other?" I ask, intrigued.

      He smirks, nodding like the memory of it all plays back in his mind. "It kinda started when I called one girl by another's name, then I accidentally called one girl about a date, instead of the other. I guess I couldn't keep up with them. One night, I was at a party, and they all showed up, threw drinks over my head, and told me it was over."

      "Silly boy," Patricia tsks.

      "Ma, I was seventeen."

      I giggle at Owen's defense. He's like a tyrant with everyone, but when it comes to his mother, he shrinks into a beta.

      "Anyway, it made me more popular than ever." He laughs, and I roll my eyes.

      "Oh, don't tell me. All the boys thought you were a legend, and all the girls wanted to become the next it girl on Owen's arm?"

      Owen winks, and butterflies flutter in my stomach. "You got that right."

      "Well, you aren't seventeen anymore," Patricia grumbles, obviously still unimpressed.

      Owen exhales, his shoulders sagging. "Don't remind me."

      I bite my lip, daydreaming about all the naughty stuff we've done so far. "You're still young." I smirk, conveying with my eyes what I want him to truly hear.

      Owen inflates his chest a little, obvious pride in his stance. "That's quite the compliment coming from someone so young."

      We carry on smiling at each other, and then, as if remembering someone else is in the room, we both glance back to the bed. Patricia’s head bobs from Owen to me, then back to Owen again, trying to work out what there is between us—if anything. I guess I was a little too informal with my stepfather just then, but it slipped out.

      A beeping noise rings throughout the room, and Owen reaches into his pocket. He looks down at his phone, his forehead wrinkled in concentration.

      "I guess that's work calling?"

      Owen lifts his head and sighs. "Yep. No rest for the wicked, I guess."

      Patricia waves her hand at him. "You go. It's important to keep on top of your business. I'm getting tired anyway. I need to take a nap."

      Owen frowns. "Are you sure?"

      "Of course I'm sure. Just bring me some proper tea next time you visit. The tea here tastes like piss."

      I can't help the burst of laughter that ripples through me. I glance at Owen, who smiles along with me. "Sure, Ma. Anything for you." He walks forward, landing a kiss on her forehead, and Patricia smiles adoringly.

      "You are a sweet boy. You were always my favorite."

      Owen laughs. "That's because I'm your only."

      Grabbing his arm, Patricia gives it a little squeeze. "You'd still be my favorite, no matter what." Owen rolls his eyes. Patricia releases his arm, pulling up her sheet a little. "It's the thought that counts, dear. Now, leave an old woman in peace."

      Owen’s head glances my way, his eyebrow raised. Deciding to ignore him for now, I walk up to Patricia, leaning over to plant a kiss on her cheek. "Rest well. If you need anything, don't hesitate to ask."

      Her smile warms my heart. "Thank you, dear."

      Owen repeats my actions, and soon, we're in the car on our way to work. Owen had been silent the whole way. Until now.

      "My mom likes you. A lot."

      Turning to look at him, I frown. By the way he's staring out of the window, I'm not sure how he feels about it.

      "I like her a lot."

      At the sound of my voice, he turns his head to look at me. Those piercing green eyes almost make a gasp leave my lips. It never takes much.

      "She never likes anyone."

      I frown again. "I find that really hard to believe. She's always been nice to me."

      Owen sighs, stroking a hand over his leg. "I don't know whether I like that."

      I maneuver, turning to lean my shoulder on the seat so I can face him more. "You'd prefer she treated me like dirt?"

      He shakes his head. "That's not what I'm saying." I'm about to ask what when he answers for me. "I don't know what the fuck I'm saying."

      "I'm not trying to stroke my own ego or anything, but I think your mother has a good sense for people. You know…whether they're genuine or not."

      "You know she hates your mom, right?"

      I raise one eyebrow, as if to say, are you kidding me? "My point taken." I dip my head down in sadness. "I only wish I had your mother as my mom."

      Owen scoots closer to me, a smirk on his face. "That would mean," he whispers, "what I did to you last night would have been sicker than it already is."

      Fire dances in his eyes, and it makes my legs clench. "Forbidden fruit?" I whisper, my voice laced in desire. I’ve gone from bewildered to turned on within a nano second.

      A hand is quickly on my knee, rising farther and farther toward my heated pussy. "Say that again," he growls. When he reaches my pussy and pushes a finger inside my panties, I jump, my eyes immediately looking toward Brandon driving. "He can't see what I'm doing to you. Relax." His hot breath tickles my ear and I close my eyes when his finger slides easily inside my wetness, coating his finger. He pulls it out, quickly finding my clit and commencing slow circles over my hardened nub.

      "I could easily slip my cock inside your tight cunt, you’re so wet.”

      Without meaning to, I moan. My eyes fling open to see if Brandon heard me, but as far as I can tell, his eyes are locked on the road still. Maybe he does hear me, but is choosing to ignore it. Either way, the thought of it both excites and scares me. For someone married to my mother, Owen is taking a huge risk.

      He adds pressure to my clit, and my body jerks in response. My face heats and legs tremble.

      "I love watching you come. And I love knowing it's me who's doing it. Fuck, you're beautiful, Savannah."

      My breathing ragged, Owen picks up the pace, adding more pressure with his finger. One hand flies to his knee, the other to passenger door. I grip both tightly, my eyes clamped shut, mouth parted. I try my hardest to keep in the wretched noise that wants to explode from me, but fuck is he making this as difficult as possible.

      "My cock's so hard for you. It wants to fuck you so badly."

      I detonate, my breaths so ragged, I can't help the little whimper that leaves my lips.

      "Are you okay, Miss Savannah?" Brandon asks from the front.

      Eyes flinging open, I snap my head to Owen, who's looking as smug as a Cheshire cat. “Yes…I'm fine…Brandon. Thank you for asking."

      "Savannah was a little preoccupied, and I think I frightened her when I called her name." Owen still smirks as he moves slightly away from me, taking a less intimate seat.

      My cheeks still flushed from my orgasm, I spot Brandon flitting his eyes at me, and his face suddenly lights up with a smile. When he sets his eyes back on the road again, I turn to Owen, giving him a death stare. All he does is laugh. The natural reaction to smile back becomes all too much, and soon, I'm finding myself giggling along with him.

      Today's going to be a good day.

      I can feel it.
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      Present

      "Don't forget, whatever plans you have, be back no later than eleven. I want us all together for midnight."

      It's New Year's Eve, the sun is shining brightly, and I'm sitting at the dining table with my mom, Owen, and Ethan. We never sit together to eat like this, but since Ethan's arrival, my mother insists. I would normally hate it, but I must admit, I find the furtive, appreciative looks she passes Ethan rather entertaining.

      "What are your plans today?" Ethan asks, looking my way.

      "I have some girly appointments this morning, but will be back by late afternoon."

      I swear I spot a dimple on Ethan’s cheek when he smiles. I never noticed it before. "Cool, I guess a riding lesson for me isn't out of the question later?"

      I take a sip of my juice before setting it down. "You want a riding lesson from me?"

      He shrugs. "Sure, why not?"

      I bite my lip, grinning. "Okay. You're on."

      Oblivious at first, I glance a look at my mom and Owen, finding them both staring at us, annoyance written across Owen’s face, and slight intrigue on Mom's.

      "I need to collect some fireworks for the party tonight. Ethan, maybe you can help me with that?" My mom flutters her eyelashes at him, and I have to hide my mouth so I don't let a giggle escape.

      A slight reluctance surfaces in his eyes, but in true form, Ethan smiles and says, "Of course. It would be my pleasure."

      My mom’s face lights up like she's the cat that got the cream. Owen, momentarily forgetting he's annoyed, shakes his head a little. It's so slight, my mom and Ethan don't see it.

      But I do.

      "I'm going to do some work."

      "Oh, Owen, you're always working. It's New Year's Eve. For God's sake, give it a rest for one day."

      Owen rises from his chair, throwing the napkin down on the table, and with a sneer toward my mother, he says, "If I don't work, dear, then you don't get to go shopping every Saturday and buy all those expensive gifts.” He pushes the chair in so forcefully, it scrapes across the floor. “Now, if you’ll excuse me." He pivots to walk away, but not before giving me a stare that makes me think I'm in big trouble whenever he gets a chance to get me alone.

      My mom, sitting up a little in her seat, clasps her hands. "Well, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning." She reaches out, grabbing Ethan's arm. "I'm glad I'll have you for company."

      Feeling nauseated, I take that as my cue to go. "I'm going to take off. See you later. Have fun."

      "Oh, I'm sure we will," my mother purrs.

      I walk away, but glance back to find Ethan staring at me with a pleading look in his eyes. I throw my head back and laugh as I make my way toward my room. I gather my bag and phone before walking out the front entrance in search for Brandon. When I find him, he's cleaning one of the many cars in the garage. He senses me and glances up.

      "Miss Savannah, are you in need of a ride somewhere."

      Slinging my handbag over my shoulder, I smile. "I am."

      "Is it to the place you don't like to talk about out loud?"

      I laugh, but nod. "How did you guess?"

      "You have that same look you always have before I take you there. Like you're up to no good."

      I fake frown. "I'd be a shit poker player then."

      Brandon laughs loudly before setting his cloth down and walking toward the passenger door. "I wouldn't advise it, miss." He opens the car door, motioning for me to get in. I say my thanks and watch as he runs around the other side.

      I sigh as he gets in and starts the car. "I miss driving."

      Brandon looks at me in the rearview mirror. "You don't like being driven everywhere?"

      He backs out of the garage and does a three-point turn before driving toward the gates. "I like it on occasion, but sometimes, it would be nice to just get in a car and drive somewhere—feel the pedals under my feet…"

      "And the wind in your hair."

      I let out a small laugh. "Yeah, something like that."

      "Why don't you ask Mr. Montgomery if you can take one of his cars? I'm sure he wouldn't mind."

      My eyes widen. "Are you crazy? I'd be too damn scared to drive any one of those cars. They're each worth more than a lifetime salary for some."

      A rumble of laughter from Brandon causes me to smile. "Point taken, but I still think he wouldn't mind."

      "How long have you been driving for Owen?" I ask, changing the subject.

      "Around ten years."

      "That's a long time."

      "It is, but I enjoy the job. The wages are good, and Mr. Montgomery is always fair."

      "Except when he makes you work on New Year's Eve."

      "I don't mind it. It's a choice for me anyway. I didn't have to work today, it's just Mr. Montgomery knew you would all be busy this morning, so asked me to work until five. Or at least until everyone is at home."

      "Well, I promise I will be back well before five."

      "Please, Ms. Savannah. Do not rush on my behalf. I didn't say it because—"

      "I know you didn't," I reply, interrupting him. "There's only one place I want to visit today, and I won't be long. I think I will be ready by three at the latest."

      "Whatever time it is, let me know."

      I gaze his way, and return his smile. He flits his eyes back to the road, and I stare out, silently watching the world go by. Considering we're on a country road, not much is happening. A few cars drive slowly by, the occasional crow squawks high above in the trees, and the lasting frost of the cold morning begins to melt under the slight warmth of the sun. Today is a good day. Tomorrow, they are forecasting a temperature drop so vast, by morning, we'll have snow.

      "We have arrived, Ms. Savannah."

      Snapping my head up to look, the car approaches the little white, colonial house with the huge porch outside I've often enjoyed many a days and nights on, rocking in a chair.

      Brandon drives up to the entrance of the house, immediately getting out of the car to let me out. I smile, placing one leg out, followed by the other.

      "Thank you, Brandon."

      "You're welcome, Ms. Savannah."

      "There you are!" The sound of her voice has me joyous before I even turn around.

      Brandon tips his hat. "Let me know when to pick you up. Have a good day."

      I say my thanks, turning to the sound of her voice, finding her looking as healthy as ever. Since Patricia's heart attack, she started to look very tired, but over the months, the light has been slowly flickering on. I remained concerned up until that point.

      Brandon drives away, and I approach Patricia, giving her a hug. "It's so nice to see you. How have you been feeling?"

      She pulls away, but keeps her hands on my elbows. "I've been feeling rather marvelous lately, I must say. Like a new lease on life. How have you been?" She sweeps her eyes over me. "As beautiful as ever, I see. It's any wonder how you're still single."

      I get that a lot whenever I visit, but I think Patricia knows the score. She has never asked about Owen and I, but to say she doesn't suspect would be silly. She's a lot savvier than anyone gives her credit for.

      I reach into my bag, pulling out the tea she really likes, but finds hard to get. "I got these for you yesterday."

      She squeezes my elbows. "I was getting close to running out. Come…let's go have some, shall we?"

      I nod, and she leads the way inside the cozy house. Patricia's home is a close second to the lake house as a favorite of mine. I always feel more at home here than I do back at the house. I guess a lot of the reason has something to do with the fact that my mom lives there.

      As soon as we're in the hallway, I set my bag down and follow Patricia into the kitchen. There, I help her set up the usual tea and cookies we share. It's our guilty pleasure. We only have one or two, and only have them together, so this becomes a real treat for us. It helps that her cookies are absolutely phenomenal.

      "How has Owen been?" she asks as I reach into the Tupperware and pull out four cookies.

      "He's been…okay, I guess." I close the lid and when I don't hear anything, I turn to find her staring at me.

      "Has something happened? Is he all right?"

      I walk toward her, laying my hands out. "No, he's fine. Everything's fine. It's just…well, we're not exactly on speaking terms at the moment. Sorry to be disrespectful, but your son is being an ass."

      She chuckles under her breath, a slight glint in her eye. "Nothing changes there then." She walks back and starts pouring the tea. "Whatever he's done, don't let him get away with it."

      "Oh, believe me. I'm not."

      "That's my girl."

      I may be acting strong now, but I also know the moment Owen touches me, all that hardened talk will fly right out the window.

      And what does that make me?

      Weak.

      God, I hate that word, but no matter how much I don't want it to be true, it is.

      Grabbing the plate, and Patricia the tea, we walk into her living room and sit down. I peruse all the photographs on her mantle of all the different ages of Owen. No matter how many times I see them, I still can't help but look. Many are of him through his different stages in elementary, but there are also a lot of him as a quarterback in high school. It's those I focus on the most. His bulky, tall frame, tousled brown hair, and light green eyes make my thighs clench with need.

      The moment Patricia stops pouring the tea, I snap my head away from the photographs. I don't want her to witness what my eyes will no doubt give away.

      Something dawns on me, and I glance back at the photos and frown. "May I ask you a personal question?"

      "Of course," Patricia replies, handing me my tea.

      "Owen never speaks of his father, and I don't see any pictures of them together. Is there a reason for that?”

      Patricia sighs, making me turn my head toward her. She takes a small sip of her tea, setting it down on the table in front of her. "Owen's father was unfortunately a ruthless man. He used to beat me, and Owen had to witness a lot of it. Once he started to get older, he would try to intervene, which only resulted in Owen getting beaten too. I would try to protect him as much as I could, and all I wanted was to escape, but things were different back then. Owen’s father, like Owen, was a very powerful man. My escape was impossible. However, as he grew older, and stronger, Owen started to fight back and it made an impact. It got to a stage where Kenneth would fall from the force of Owen's punches, so the violence eventually petered out. Kenneth was diagnosed with cancer when Owen was eighteen, and died a year later."

      Stunned is the only word I can use to describe my emotion. In all the months I have known Owen, I never pictured him as this vulnerable boy who used to get beaten while trying to protect his mother. The secretive man he is, I can't help but wonder if this is why. In front of me and all others around him, he’s this strong, independent, alpha male, set on conquering the world, when really he holds such a dark past, it's no wonder he doesn't let anyone in.

      "Oh God, Patricia, I'm so sorry. You both must have been terrified."

      She clutches something in her hand, and I frown. Rosary beads. I had no idea Patricia was religious, or that she was holding them.

      "It's the guilt I feel more than the memories of the abuse. I would live that all over again if I didn't feel so ashamed of myself. I was his mother—someone who's supposed to protect and nurture their child, not throw them into the lion’s den."

      I set my cup down on the small table and place my hand over the one she's clutching the rosary beads in. "You had no other choice. How can you blame yourself for that? I'm one hundred percent sure Owen doesn't. He worships the ground you walk on."

      I take my hand away, noticing a slight watering in her eyes. I hate seeing her suffering like this. I can understand her heavy burden, but Owen would feel absolutely distraught at the knowledge of his mother's anguish.

      "You're a kind child, Savannah, but only I can answer to my own guilt. I don't want Owen to find out anything about this."

      "I won't say a word, but I think he needs to know. I'm sure if you told him…"

      "No, Owen has enough of his own demons. He certainly doesn't need the weight of mine."

      Closing my eyes, a great sadness washes over me…for them both. I never thought this would come to mind when thinking of Owen. It makes me understand him that much more, and offers insight into the reason why he targeted Terry in such a final way.

      "Anyway," Patricia begins, taking a deep breath, "you didn't come here to discuss our family history. You came here to discuss our current family situation."

      "And to visit you," I say, curving up my lips.

      "Of course." She nods, returning my smile. She leans over, retrieving a big brown envelope from the floor. She pulls out its contents, spreading some of them on the table. They're of my mother, scantily dressed, as a man I do not recognize kisses the side of her neck. The shot, taken from outside a window, leaves no room for explanation.

      "There's more, but I know for a fact you're not going to want to see them."

      I raise one eyebrow, sliding back into my seat. "No, not really." I sigh. "Her infidelity is no new thing. Owen is acutely aware and doesn't care. The good news is these could certainly be used in grounds for divorce, but something tells me that's not going to happen. Something tells me she has something over Owen. I just have no clue what."

      "I hate that he's trapped like this. If only we knew why, then we could help."

      Rubbing my temple, the stress eats away at me. "Asking Owen won't get us anywhere."

      Patricia lets out a sarcastic laugh. "Oh, believe me, I know. Owen's so independent, it borders on obstinacy." A slight giggle leaves me, and Patricia smiles. "I love my boy, but I could also flick his ear at times."

      "I would love to see that!" I shout, laughing harder this time.

      When we calm, I sit wondering what it is we could do. I start to think about my mom and Owen, about their romantic, rainy, Monday morning meeting.

      "Maybe we're going about this all wrong." I purse my lips, thinking about it more.

      "What do you mean?"

      "I think we need to go back to the beginning—to when Owen and my mom met. She used to scout charity events and balls, looking for eligible bachelors. If we can retrace their steps to the day they met, and what happened after, maybe we can find out why Owen married her."

      Patricia's eyes light up, a noticeable gleam shining in them. "That's a fantastic idea! I will get Grant, my PI, on it. I'm sure he will be able to find something. I don't know if it will be the answer we're looking for, but maybe—just maybe—it will lead us there."

      I nod in agreement. "Owen keeps a planner in his office. Let me get copies of all the entries for around the time they met, and maybe your PI can take it from there."

      Patricia makes a triumphant fist. "Yes, let's!" She slinks back in her seat like the weight of the world has just been released from her shoulders. "I feel better already."

      I stretch forward, picking up my tea. "I'm glad."

      "Well," Patricia says, letting out a breath again, "now that we have that out of the way, why don't you tell me how things have been with you these last couple weeks."

      If only she knew.

      I begin telling her about my recovery, how it gets easier every day now that the bruises are fading. I tell all about Ethan—who has only visited Patricia once in the almost three weeks he’s been here.

      When my story ends, as well as the tea and cookies, I call Brandon to come get me. It's well after three by the time he arrives, and I'm eager for him to get me home so he can do the same.

      When we arrive, I thank Brandon, planting a kiss on his cheek, and wish him a happy new year before walking into the house.

      All is quiet.

      Too quiet.

      "Mom…? Owen…? Ethan…?" I call out, my voice echoing through the house in the silence.

      Placing my bag down on the counter, I walk toward the stairs. As I'm about to climb them, a hand wraps around my waist, followed by another covering the scream tearing up my throat.
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      Four months ago

      That day in the hospital was a good day, and so has every day since. I seem to be on a constant cloud nine since Owen and I put what happened with his mom aside and concentrated on nothing but us…and sex. Lots and lots of glorious sex.

      "Fucking useless pricks, all of them!"

      Owen has been so stressed out since the manager in Jacksonville was fired. He's hired someone since, but it seems things haven't been running as smoothly as they should. If things continue, Owen may have to fly there soon to headhunt someone. We thought things were bad before, but now that Mr. James is gone, and the new person has been thrown in without supervision, things have been going from bad to worse. Shipments have been mixed up, cars delivered where they shouldn't, and others not showing up at all. It's making Montgomery Cars look unprofessional, which is making Owen a very stressed CEO.

      Tense lines already marring his forehead, Owen places his head between his hands as he sits in front of his desk. I round the side, placing my hand on his shoulder.

      "Don't let everything ride on your shoulders. This is what I'm here for. How can I alleviate your stress?"

      Taking his head away from his hands, Owen looks up at me, his eyes a fiery turquoise today. "You can give me a blowjob."

      I snort, taking my hand away from him and shaking my head. "That isn't what I meant, and you know it."

      "No, but it's what I meant. Every slither of anger in a man can be solved by a blowjob. Did no one ever teach you that?"

      I roll my eyes. "I guess I never enrolled in the right school of how to appease male jackasses." Owen shows a small hint of a smile. "See, I've just lightened up your day."

      "Yeah, for a second. A blowjob would last much longer."

      A beeping interrupts us, followed by Chelsea's cheerful voice. "Mr. Montgomery, it seems you have a one o'clock appointment with Gareth Falkes, and a one thirty with Lee Sowser. Gareth is currently waiting in reception."

      Owen frowns, looking up at me. "How the fuck did that happen?"

      "I don't know. Lee told me two days ago he couldn't make it. Maybe he forgot or changed plans. He certainly didn't tell me."

      Owen’s pen flying across his desk lands with a thud, making me jump. "For fuck's sake. The universe is having a real laugh at my expense today."

      Wanting so much to help him, I place my hand on his. "Listen, it's okay. It's a simple fix. Go to lunch with Gareth, and I will deal with Lee once he gets here. If he's angry he's dealing with me instead of you, I will just explain he cancelled two days ago and we made other arrangements."

      Owen brushes a hand over his face, sighing. He takes a moment to think about it, then nods. "That will work. Are you sure you're going to be all right dealing with him by yourself?"

      "Of course I will. Don't sweat it."

      Owen's shoulders droop in relief before he picks up his wallet and phone, pocketing them both as he stands. He presses the buttons for reception, and says, "Chelsea, let Gareth know I'll be right out."

      "Will do, sir."

      Adjusting his tie, Owen grabs his gray suit jacket and slides it on. How he can wear that in this heat and still remain as cool as ever is beyond me. I would look like a squeezed lemon.

      "Thank you for this," Owen says, heading for the door.

      "It's what I'm here for," I answer, cheerily.

      Owen reaches the door, but stops to turn before he opens it. His face lights up with a smirk, which sends my knees trembling. "I would still feel a lot better if I had gotten that blowjob." He gives me a cocky wink before opening the door. "See you in about an hour."

      He disappears, leaving me to shake my head in mild amusement. I'm barely at my desk five minutes when Lee Sowser bursts through the door.

      "You fucking bitch!"

      Two inches smaller than seven foot, size fourteen shoes, and hands that could cover my whole face, Mr. Sowser is not a man you want to come across angry. Nevertheless, I keep my cool, especially when I find a very upset Chelsea running in after him.

      "I'm sorry. He just ran past me."

      The scared look in Chelsea's eyes angers me. She should not be made to feel this way while doing her job. It's not her fault this ignoramus barged his way in here.

      "It's fine, Chelsea. Honestly. Just go back to your desk. I will take it from here."

      She looks from me to Mr. Sowser, then back to me, unsure. I nod, trying my best to smile as anxiety gnaws away at my insides. She disappears soon after, shutting the door quietly.

      I return my attention back to a very irate client. "Mr. Sowser, what can I do for you?"

      Immediately, he comes up to my desk, slamming a piece of paper on it, and forcefully points his finger to the middle. "Two hundred cars I ordered!"

      "Yes, that's right." I remember specifically he ordered two hundred Jaguars for his executives. Lee Sowser is CEO of Feel Good Insurance, which has several franchises scattered across the United States. His executives are always out seeking, or speaking, to clients and he wants them all to be seen in the nicest possible car—hence the order.

      "So why the fuck did I only receive twenty!"

      Frowning, I get up and walk toward him. "That can't be right.” I snatch the piece of paper from under his finger, almost ripping it. It's a shipment invoice to the headquarters of Feel Good Insurance, and when I look at the quantity, my heart sinks. He's right. Only twenty cars arrived.

      "This can't be right," I say out loud, rubbing my temple. I'm still looking at the invoice, daring the right amount to pop out, but no matter how much I stare, the number twenty is still there, mocking me.

      "Of course it's not fucking right. You fucked up, and now you've cost me. Something has to be done now!"

      Placing the paper down, I move toward the filing cabinet to try to find the original details I faxed over to Lee Sowser's secretary. "Of course, but I'm sure there's a simple explanation for this, if you just let me look into it further."

      I pull the filing cabinet open, only to have it violently shut back into place. Trembling slightly, I risk glancing up only to wish I hadn't. Lee Sowser is mad. Teeth bared, double chin wobbling, redder than I’ve ever seen anyone mad.

      "I'm not going to let you cover up the mess you created so you can get away with this. You fucked up, and I want compensation." He leans forward, and I lean back. Inches from my face, his breath stinking of garlic, he shouts, "Now!"

      Trying my hardest to ignore him, I concentrate on the filing cabinet again. "Mr. Sowser, how can I sort your problem out if you won't let me figure out what happened in the first place?"

      I'm a millisecond away from pulling the drawer out when his huge hand wraps around my wrist, twisting it slightly. I cry out, releasing the handle, and he pulls me away from the cabinet.

      "Listen, you incompetent bitch, either you sort your mess out right now, or I will call my lawyer and sue your fucking ass," he sneers, gripping my wrist so tightly, I wince in pain.

      "Mr. Sowser, please. You're hurting me."

      "Good, then maybe you'll get something done right around here."

      Angered by his humiliation, I suck in a breath. I'm about ready to knee this fucker in the balls, when he spins violently away from me, dropping my hand. An almighty crack echoes, before Mr. Sowser crumbles to the floor.

      Frozen in silence, I look to the now unconscious Mr. Sowser, then to Owen, shaking his right hand, his face flushed with anger. He winces, holding the hand he used to punch the asshole in his left.

      "Son of a fucking bitch, that hurt. I would kick the fucker on the ground if he wasn’t already unconscious." He looks down at him, a sneer on his face. "See, not so fucking big now, are you, you fucking prick? See how easy it is to pick on a woman? I'll fucking kill you, you motherfucker!"

      And then, he does it. He kicks him once, twice, three times, and he's about to do it a fourth when I shout out his name. Tears prick my eyes. I place my hands over my mouth, shaking my head in shock.

      Owen's mouth parts, his frown tainted with despair as he steps over the still unconscious Mr. Sowser and approaches me. "Savannah, I'm sorry…" When I step back, looking away, he says, "Fuck! What can I do to make it right? I'm not the bad guy, Savannah, I swear. I would never hurt a hair on your head."

      Tears roll down my face. "I swear, I never made a mistake."

      Owen’s eyes snap to mine. "You really think I give a shit about that right now? I came in the office to witness this asshole," he points at lump on the floor, "thinking it's okay to lay a hand on you and get away with it. I don't care who he is, how much money he can make the company, or who fucked up—that shit doesn't fucking happen with me around. Plain and fucking simple."

      He rounds my desk, snapping the phone up and pressing a button. "Chelsea, get security in here, pronto." He slams the phone back down before coming back around to face me. He places his hands on my shoulders and maneuvers his head so I’m forced to look him in the eye. "Are you okay?" His eyes show nothing but kindness, allowing me to finally calm a little. I nod, smiling. His eyes travel down toward my arm, picking up my right hand and inspecting my wrist. It looks red from where he grabbed me, but other than that, it seems fine. When Owen snarls again, I wrap my hand around his.

      "Owen, I'm fine. Honestly. I appreciate your concern, but I've dealt with worse." And I have. In school, a boy named Darren had it out for me the moment I started. When I grabbed the last muffin from the counter at lunch one day, he decided enough was enough and punched me in the stomach. I was only ten at the time, and felt so sick, I couldn’t eat for two days.

      "You shouldn't have to deal with that shit at all."

      As he finishes saying this, two security guys walk in, taking in the scene before them.

      Owen points to Lee Sowser. "Take him to the locker rooms downstairs and try to revive him. The moment he's conscious, he's out of my fucking building and never to return again. Got it?"

      "Yes, Mr. Montgomery," one of them answers, before they pick Lee Sowser up from the floor. He moans in response, but doesn't fully awaken. Once they've closed the door, Owen puts all his attention back on me.

      "Are you able to tell me what happened?" I take in a breath, then nod my head, telling him what he accused me of. Owen flits his eyes toward the filing cabinet. "Were you able to retrieve the original instructions you faxed over?"

      I shake my head. "I tried to, but Mr. Sowser wouldn't let me."

      Owen grits his teeth. "Son of a fucking bitch.” An angry exhales escapes him. “Are you up to looking for it now?"

      "Of course," I answer. I want to get this mystery solved as much as he does. "How did you get back so fast?" I ask, opening the cabinet.

      "Chelsea called and told me she was worried about you. There was no way I was going to lunch knowing Sowser was throwing his weight around and you were alone to deal with it."

      I glance up from my perusal for a moment and smile at him. "Thank you." His smile in response lights up my heart so much, I forget why I'm hovering over the filing cabinet. Owen is too much of a distraction, and I need to find this document. "Ah-ha!" I cry, whipping it out and placing it on top for both of us to read. On this invoice faxed to Lee Sowser's secretary four weeks ago is an order for two hundred Jaguar F-Type Spiders.

      I frown, turning to Owen. "I don't understand. How can we have ordered this on our end but only twenty arrived?"

      Snatching the piece of paper from the cabinet, Owen walks over to my phone. "I don't know, but I'm going to fucking find out."

      His grabs the phone and starts dialing. When the call gets through, he asks to speak with the manager.

      "Kris, it's Owen Montgomery." Owen goes quiet for a moment. "I'm fine, but listen. We have an emergency. One of our clients ordered two hundred Jaguar F-Type Spiders and we specifically instructed that on the order sheet." He pauses a moment, then says, "It's for Feel Good Insurance. Yes, that's right."

      Owen remains silent, listening intently as his frown deepens. "What do you mean Mr. Sowser’s secretary rang to amend the order?" Owen looks toward me, his face a mask of confusion. "Why didn't you tell me?" Closing his eyes, Owen shakes his head. "I wish you had called." He pinches the bridge of his nose, sighing. "No, that's okay. It's fine. I'll sort this shit out and get back to you. Thanks, Kris."

      Owen places the phone down and immediately sinks into my seat. "Fuck."

      "What happened?" I approach his chair, sitting beside him at the edge of my desk.

      "For some fucking reason, the prick's secretary called the dealership and told them it should be twenty, not two hundred."

      "Why in the hell would she do that?"

      Owen opens his hands. "Fuck if I know. When I asked why he didn't call me, he said he thought we had made a mistake and didn't want to embarrass us or get anyone in trouble. Since we're good clients of his, he let it slide." He sighs, shaking his head. "What a complete and utter fuck up."

      "At least I know it wasn't my fault."

      Owen takes my hand. "Whether it was your fault or not, that asshole was way out of fucking line, and now he's gotten himself on my shit list."

      I frown. "He might sue you for assault."

      "I'll sue his ass for defamation—not to mention the assault on you. Believe me, he's going to be in far more trouble than I will. It won't be worth his time."

      "But now you've lost a big client."

      Owen's eyes widen in disbelief. "You really think I give a shit after what he did to you?"

      "He only grabbed my wrist."

      "I don't fucking care," he growls. "Did he frighten you?" Having to admit it, I nod. "Did he make you feel vulnerable?" I nod again. "Did he make you feel small?" Again, I nod. "No amount of money is worth that shit, Savannah."

      Biting my lip, I can't help but smile. It warms my heart that he cares so much. When he looks up, spotting my smile, he asks, "What are you smiling at?"

      I laugh. "I don't know. I guess…it's just nice that you care about me."

      Owen smirks, leaning forward and grabbing my hand to pull me toward him. "Does it make your belly all warm inside?"

      I giggle. "Uh-huh."

      "Does it make you feel happy?"

      "Yep."

      "Does it make you appreciate how awesome of a boss you have?" Sincerely, I nod. “Good… Now, give me a blowjob."
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      Present

      I thought I had felt fear when Terry beat me that night at the party all those months ago. I thought I had felt fear when Lee Sowser grabbed my wrist, twisting it until I felt like it would snap like a twig. But nothing…nothing compares to how I terrified I am now. Vulnerable and alone, in a big old house with no one but me and my would be attacker.

      The instant a hand covers my mouth, I try to scream, try to wriggle my way out of his hold.

      "Shhh, it's only me."

      My shoulders slump, the relief immeasurable. My heart rate still soars from adrenaline, but at least it doesn't feel like I'm going to pee myself. I close my eyes and try to ask him what he's playing at when he starts to pull me in the direction of his office. I have no idea why he feels the need to trap me, practically dragging me there.

      I mean…he could have just asked me nicely.

      Then I remember. Owen doesn't do nice. He does domineering, assertive. He does tyranny and carnage.

      Once he has me in the office and the door is closed he finally takes his hand away from my mouth. "Owen, what in the hell are you doing?"

      With his hand still clutched around my stomach, he tugs me closer, until all the air in my lungs whooshes out. The hardness of his length digs in my ass, and his hot breath dancing across my neck. He's turned on, and the thought of it turns me on too. I'm supposed to be angry at him, but after that conversation with Patricia, my heart has softened to him a little. If I told him he would be mad, so I'm keeping that little nugget of information to myself.

      "For three whole fucking weeks you’ve avoided me. Three fucking weeks of no pussy. Do you know how deranged I am right now?"

      "Practically certifiable," I tease, trying to pull away. He tugs me back, holding me in place. I can't escape, even if I try.

      Not that I want to.

      The fact that it seems to be that way for him only sets a fire dancing between my legs. How long it's been since I savored his touch, kissed his lips, and felt his cock inside me.

      “You're not getting away from me, Savannah. At least not until I've had my fill of you. I told you, remember…" He leans forward, his hot breath tickling my ear, "consequences."

      I turn my head to ask him what that means when he pushes me toward his desk, shoves all his files until they fall to the floor, and throws me down face first until my breasts hit the hard wood beneath me.

      "Owen," I say, breathless, ready for what he has to offer.

      "Shhh, you don't get to talk. Spread your hands until they grip the other side of the desk. I don't want you to move a fucking muscle."

      He pulls at his belt, followed by his zipper, then he's unbuttoning my jeans, tugging them down along with my panties. He swipes his finger along my wetness before swirling it around my hardened nub.

      "Always so fucking wet for me, aren't you?" I close my eyes. My legs start to tremble. "Hands up on the other end of the desk!"

      He growls so forcefully, a slight whimper propels its way through my lips. It's so demanding, my arms fly up, gripping onto the other end for dear life. His finger starts to move quicker, causing me to jerk and moan—the sensation all too much.

      And just as I'm about to come violently, he pulls his finger away and shoves his cock inside me with one rapid grunt.

      "Fuck, Savannah! You feel so fucking tight."

      As he starts to propel himself, my fingernails dig into the side of the desk, my breaths ragged and heart beating in rhythm of his thrusts.

      "This is where you belong, with my cock inside your nice, wet, tight cunt. Don't ever fucking deny me like this again, Savannah. You belong to no one else but me. Got it?"

      My only response is a moan, because the sensations are more powerful than words can say. Sex with Owen has always been electric, but this seems more real…more raw. I can't explain it. I don't want to. All I want to do is feel. Feel every thrust, every grip of my hips as he forces his way into my soul.

      And he has it. I willingly gave it to him the moment he rescued me from that prick, Lee Sowser. The same prick whose secretary he’d been screwing decided to change the two hundred cars to twenty the moment she found out he had no intention of leaving his wife. How foolish he must have felt when he found out. Not that it changed anything. Owen made it abundantly clear never to cross paths with him again, or else he’d be sorry. So far, Lee Sowser has been well off the radar.

      An almighty crack, followed by a biting sting on my ass, causes me to jolt up slightly from the desk. "I can't fucking hear you!"

      "Yes!" I scream, wanting my release so badly, it hurts. As if reading my mind, Owen commences his circles around my clit again. It's not long before the sensation I lost comes back full force. I close my eyes, allowing myself to ride this glorious fucking wave he's put me on. With each thrust, it climbs higher and higher, until my legs start to tremble and my body becomes rigid.

      "Yes, that's it. I know you're coming. Let me feel you coming around my cock. Give it to me!"

      The sensations, coupled with his dirty talk, send me over the edge. I grip the end of the table, and cry out my release with such fury, it momentarily blinds me. Colors and dots dance in my eyes, my head dizzies, and my knees tremble.

      "Fuck, Savannah! You're going to make me come. I can't get enough of you. I need more…always fucking more!"

      He growls out, grunting and hissing his pleasure. It's so feral, so ferocious, it causes another unexpected orgasm.

      "Jesus, fuck, Savannah!"

      His movements propel faster, and his fingers dig into my skin. "Fuuuccckkk!"

      As he comes, he forces himself so violently inside me, I almost shoot across the desk. I somehow manage to hang on, taking everything he has to offer. Instantly, a warmth spreads through me—something I’ve never felt before.

      I keep my eyes closed, trying to calm from the most explosive sex. Our ragged breaths murmuring as we try to take stock of what's happened. I have no doubts this was just as climatic for Owen.

      After a beat, I let one final breath out, calming a little. Owen slides out of me, and it's only through restoring my clarity something dawns on me.

      My eyes fling open, my calming heart now racing again.

      Pushing myself up from the desk, I turn to find Owen placing his semi-erect cock back inside his pants.

      "Where's the condom?"

      Tucking in his shirt, Owen smirks. "What condom?"

      The widening of my eyes grows exponentially. "Owen, don't fucking play games with me. This is serious. Where's the fucking condom?" I pull my pants up, awaiting his answer.

      Owen, keeping his smirk, leans forward and places a small kiss on my lips. "I'm not playing games, Savannah. I'm taking this very seriously. I did warn you, remember? Consequences."

      Flinging my arm in the air, I get angry. "Consequences for what?"

      "Consequences for hanging out with Ethan when I explicitly told you not to. I understand why you're doing it. You're angry with me and want to get me back for the things I've said. I read your message loud and clear, but I think you’ve tried punishing me enough. It ends. Now. I won't allow you to be alone with him. Over my dead body."

      My ears can't quite believe what they're hearing. "Are you seriously telling me you didn't use a condom in order to teach me a lesson?"

      He runs his fingers through his hair a few times, fixing his tie. "Call it what you want, but this shit ends. You talk about playing games, I'm getting pretty tired of yours."

      "You fucking prick." My words go over his head as he walks toward his door. "You know I'm not on the pill, so why are you risking getting me pregnant?"

      He stands before his door, then turns to face me. "Who said I'm risking it?"

      Unable to fathom what he's saying, I blurt, "Are you suggesting you're trying to get me pregnant?"

      He shrugs, and my heart skips a beat. "I need someone to take over this empire. It certainly isn’t going to be Ethan."

      I shake my head, hoping what I heard is a figment of my imagination. No matter how hard I try to twist it that way, I can’t. I heard him loud and clear.

      "You are un-fucking-believable."

      "Thank you," he replies, practically taking a bow. "I've got to go. Your mother will be back shortly. I would suggest you go clean yourself up." He opens up his door, but before he shuts it, he says, "Oh, and you know where the tissues are."

      "Motherfucker!”

      For a moment, I stand, my mouth parted in shock. I've always known Owen to be possessive and domineering, but this is taking it to levels of insanity. He's actually willing to get me pregnant just to…what? Prove a point? Stop me from hanging out with his son?

      As I'm thinking this over, a coating of liquid starts to leak out of me. I walk to his drawer, finding the tissues. I also see the condoms he normally has for us stacked in the corner—condoms he chose to ignore because of his stupid, juvenile jealousy.

      Shaking my head, I pull out a few tissues and place them inside my panties for now. I need to shower, but until I can get upstairs, this will have to do. When I commence my journey toward the door, I remember I have to take Owen's planner in order to make copies. I open a couple drawers until I find what I'm looking for and place it under my arm. I make sure my hair is in place and clothes are in order before I walk out the door. When I close it, I turn my body, only to find my mother standing there, a big cat-like smirk on her face. Immediately, I place the planner behind my back.

      "Don't think I don't know what you're getting up to, Savannah."

      Nervously, I swallow. She must have noticed the planner and suspects I'm up to something. Does she know I've been meeting with Patricia on a regular basis since she came out of hospital almost four months ago? Does she know Patricia's been sending a PI to spy on her?

      All this and more scrambled through my brain. Instead of acting guilty, I stand firm by the door and hold my head up high.

      "I don't know what you mean."

      She closes the distance between us, then picks up a lock of my hair, inspecting it before her evil blue eyes land on mine. "You're only here because Owen insists on us being a family, but let you not be mistaken, I could have you out of this house with a snap of my fingers." She clicks her thumb and forefinger together. "You think you can worm your way into my husband’s heart, but I'm the alpha in this house. If it came to a choice, Owen would choose me over you again and again." She leans forward a little to whisper. "Remember that next time you try to seduce him." She starts to walk away, but not before the word “bitch” graciously leaves her lips.

      Her  name calling would have hurt a few months ago, but I'm so used to it from her, I've hardened myself. It helps knowing I have Patricia as a mother figure. She's been more of a mother to me in four months than my mom has all my life. I swear she blames me for existing. She got pregnant young—unexpected, of course. And when the boyfriend found out, he left town and never came back. I've never met my father, nor do I want to. His name's Mark, and that alone is more than I need to know.

      Heart beating rapidly, I take to the stairs. I'm itching to get to the library so I can make copies, but there are too many eyes around here for now.

      Sliding the planner as far as I can under my bed, I'm about to get changed when a soft knock on the door halts me in my tracks. I wonder for a moment if it's my mother again and this time she caught me running up the stairs with the planner.

      Geez, I really am paranoid.

      However, when I open the door, I'm pleasantly surprised to find Ethan. Apart from looking a little harassed, he seems to be in good spirits. His hair is all tousled like he's been fighting with his comb, but it only seems to add to his charm. Upon opening the door, his face went from harried to joyous in a split-second. I must admit, it makes my heart skip a tiny beat.

      Shit, what is wrong with me? I just had sex with Owen and here I am thinking how gorgeous his son looks.

      How bad does that make me?

      It doesn't help matters when he leisurely peruses me, slowly moving down before meeting my face.

      "Are you telling me I was paraded around shops, made to carry bags, and had my ass pinched more times than I can recall, when I could have had this view all day?"

      My cheeks flush at his compliment. "I take it you had fun," I tease, opening the door so he can come in.

      He takes the hint, then shuts the door behind him. "Your mother reminds me of a hungry Sparrow Hawk flying above a pigeon."

      I throw my head back, laughing, and take a seat at the edge of my bed. "I'm thinking you're the pigeon in this scenario?"

      He frowns, taking a seat beside me. "It's strange…their relationship. My dad doesn't seem to care that she flirts with pretty much every man with a pulse."

      I laugh again. I guess living here for three weeks has taught him a thing or two.

      "She's always been that way. I'm used to it."

      His eyes sweep across my face like he's taking in every single feature. "It shouldn't be that way."

      His gaze journeys down toward my lips before licking his own. My heart rate picks up a little, and for a moment, I'm suspended in whatever spell he has me under.

      All too soon, I remember I have a pressing need to shower.

      Shooting up from my seat, I cause Ethan to frown. "Errr, I need to get a shower. Do you still want to go for that horse ride?"

      His frown disappearing, he nods his head in earnest. "Do I ever. It would be nice to get some alone time with you. For some reason, it feels like we're being watched everywhere we go."

      That's probably because we are.

      "Yeah, it'll be nice to have some quiet before the storm of tonight. Meet you at the stables at five?"

      Getting up, he nods. "Sounds perfect."

      I wait as he leaves my room before heading for the shower. I don't have a clue what Owen is up to, but if he thinks I will roll over for him just because he's somehow "marked" me, he has another thing coming. Me going out with Ethan isn't solely a choice, but a stance. I won't be pushed around.

      First thing tomorrow, I will get an emergency appointment with the doctor.
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      Three months earlier

      "Did you book a table for one at the Dorchester?"

      I glance up, smiling sweetly at my boss. "I did. I also reconfirmed with Mr. Flores. Everything is set."

      Owen practically sashays toward my desk, an impish grin making his face appear ten years younger. I've seen that grin before. It means he wants to get dirty with me.

      When he's sitting by me on the edge of my desk, he takes his finger and lifts up my chin, holding it ever so gently in place. "Will you do me the honor of accompanying me?"

      My heart does a merry dance inside my chest. I love Owen when he's domineering, but I equally love this sweet side of him too.

      "If you want me there, I will be."

      Owen leans forward, inches away from my lips. "Good." He's about to move in when my phone starts ringing. "Ugh," Owen utters in irritation.

      I smirk at him, answering the phone.

      "Hi, Savannah. It's Brandon. Please let Mr. Montgomery know his car is ready."

      "Sure thing!" I chime back, placing the phone down.

      "Your car is ready, Mr. Montgomery.” My words drip with desire.

      He gets off my desk and heads toward his own office. "Carry on talking like that and we will never get to lunch."

      I smile dizzily as he disappears, then re-appears a few seconds later. "Are you ready?"

      I nod. "I'm famished, so yes."

      He motions with his hand. "After you."

      Ever so flirtatiously, I get up from my chair and march toward the door, purposefully swaying my hips. "Such a gentleman."

      Before I open the door, a hand caresses my waist until it lands on my stomach, pulling me to his rigid body. My heart races, fire dances in my belly, and his raw, masculine smell invades my nostrils.

      "Believe me," he begins, his hot breath on my ear, sending shivers through me. "What I want to do to you is very ungentlemanly."

      My breath ragged, I find it hard to answer, but I do. "Believe me, I would love every single minute of it."

      His hand slides up my stomach, cupping my breast. I moan when he squeezes a little, rubbing his finger over my hardened nipple. "Don't I fucking know it."

      I close my eyes, savoring the moment, and Owen releases me. "Time to go."

      How in the hell does he do that? I'm a wanton pile of goo all over the office floor and he's as cool as a cucumber.

      Quickly snapping myself out of it, I open the door and we take the elevator down to the ground floor. The moment we're outside, Brandon opens the door, a big smile on his face.

      As we walk toward him, I can't help but marvel at the soaring buildings surrounding us. With the busy streets of the Financial District, New York never fails to amaze me. I've lived and worked here so long, but I still love the buzz of the place.

      "Ms. Savannah," Brandon says, tipping his hat with a smile.

      "Good afternoon, Brandon. How are you today?"

      "Very well."

      "Good," I purr, sliding into the car.

      Owen follows, and Brandon quickly shuts the door behind us. "Thank you for inviting me."

      Unbuttoning his jacket, Owen settles in for the short drive ahead. He places a strand of hair behind my ear, offering a knee-trembling smile. "It's totally my pleasure."

      "There's a bit of traffic, but I know a detour. I should have you there right on schedule."

      Reluctantly pulling his gaze from me, Owen drops his hand, attention on Brandon. "Thank you."

      "So," I begin, "Martin Flores…anything I need to know about him?"

      Owen takes in a breath. "He's older than me, has a family ran car servicing business all over the country. He loves classic cars, and whenever he wants one, he comes to me. He's built quite the collection in his twenty-car garage."

      My eyes widen. "His garage takes twenty cars?"

      Owen chuckles. "Yep. And the way he's spending money on cars, he's going to need to get another one soon."

      "Wow," I breathe.

      "Indeed. Some would say he’s mad to have such a collection that depreciates with age, but Martin is careful with his purchases. Most have actually added value. If you keep them in the right condition and look after them, they will reward you tenfold."

      "Is he married?"

      "Yes. Happily for thirty years. He's very much a family man, and I know he's eager on meeting my stepdaughter, who I talk about often with him."

      My face lights up with a silly grin. "You do?"

      Owen chuckles at my reaction. "Of course. Why wouldn't I?" I shrug, my cheeks flaming. "Judging by your blush, it would suggest you're surprised by the knowledge."

      I glance away, heat continuing to flush my cheeks. "I don't know. It's just…"

      "Unexpected of me?"

      "I guess."

      "Savannah, you may not realize it yet, but you have made an impact on my life—in a good way. I just know I can't make promises to you." He flits his eyes to Brandon, so I know he can't elaborate.

      "I've never asked you to."

      Owen smiles, grabbing my hand. "I know, and I appreciate that."

      "We're here, Mr. Montgomery." Brandon pulls up to the sidewalk and parks.

      "Thank you."

      Getting out, Brandon immediately opens the door to let us out. We say our farewells, and he promises to pick us back up when we're ready.

      "Good afternoon, Mr. Montgomery," the maître d' says as we stroll in. "Your usual table?"

      "Yes, but I have a Martin Flores dining with us today too."

      The maître d' offers a knowing smile. "Ah, yes. He's already waiting for you, sir. Come with me. I will get you settled."

      We start to move, and I take that small moment to whisper behind him. "You have your own table?"

      Owen glances back, smirking. "Why should that surprise you?"

      We arrive at a table by the window, overlooking the bustling New York street. Sitting down, I spot a man I assume is Martin Flores with silver hair, impeccably dressed in a gray suit. When he sees Owen, he rises from his seat with a bright smile. "Owen, lovely to see you."

      They shake hands, and when Owen moves away slightly and I come into view, Mr. Flores’s eyes find mine. "And who is this lovely young lady?"

      Owen gently pushes me in front of him. "This is Savannah. My stepdaughter." Immediately, he’s groping my ass, and it takes every single effort not to react to it.

      I reach my hand out to shake his. "Nice to meet you."

      “It's certainly a pleasure."

      "What would you like to drink?" a waiter asks, appearing at our table.

      "I will have a Scotch," Owen says as we take our seats. "And the lovely lady here will have a glass of your finest Chardonnay."

      "Very well, sir," the waiter replies, handing out our menus before scurrying away.

      "It's so nice to finally meet you after so long. Owen speaks about you often."

      I raise my eyebrow as butterflies dance in my belly. "He has?"

      "You used to live in the city, did you not?"

      "Yes, that's right. Me and my mother."

      Mr. Flores frowns. "No father around? My apologies. I do tend to ask a lot of questions."

      We all laugh, and as we calm, our drinks are served. "No problem." I pick up my glass of wine and take a sip. The cool, sharp taste of the grape is welcoming. "I never met my father."

      "I'm sorry to hear that. Some men are just not cut out for the job."

      "It's okay. What I never had, I don't miss." A slight sadness in Owen's eyes causes a pang in my chest, but I ignore the ache it gives me and concentrate on Mr. Flores instead. "Owen tells me you've been married thirty years."

      Mr. Flores's eyes light up. "That's correct. Thirty-one next month."

      I salute my glass to him. "Congratulations."

      The waiter is back, asking for our order. Owen and Mr. Flores know what they want already, so I quickly order a Caesar salad, and the waiter is soon walking away, our menus tucked safely under his arm.

      "I have to say," Mr. Flores starts, looking over at Owen, "I never thought I would see the day where I would witness a wedding ring on this gentleman here. He's always been a bit of a rascal." Mr. Flores winks in my direction.

      "Oh, really?" I ask, looking at Owen for more information. "Did you have a girl at every port your cars came into?"

      Mr. Flores rolls up in laughter. "I like you."

      "He makes me out to be like some sort of predator. I was never that bad."

      Mr. Flores leans over, pointing a finger at Owen. "He would show up with a different woman to every charity event, ball, or party."

      My eyes widen at Owen. He looks at his drink sheepishly, and I nudge his arm to get his attention. "You must have had quite the reputation, Dad." My giggle causes Owen to smile and Mr. Flores to laugh out loud again.

      "Oh, yes," Mr. Flores states. "However, that's all changed now since he's found your mother. She must be one special woman."

      My laughter abruptly halts, sickness bubbling in my belly. I force myself to put on a smile. "That she is," I reply through my teeth. I'm not sure Mr. Flores heard me, but Owen certainly did. I’m rewarded with a raised eyebrow and a swoon-worthy smirk.

      We get to chatting about trivial matters before Owen and Mr. Flores begin talking about cars—which, I must admit, I tune out. Don't get me wrong, I love cars, but to the level of having to practically buy a house for them is too much.

      The food arrives in good time, and I'm glad. My stomach has been rumbling for the last two hours.

      "So, tell me, Savannah," Mr. Flores begins after a bite of his food, "how do you like working for Owen?"

      Owen turns his head expectantly. I guess he's eager for the answer too. "I love it," I answer truthfully. "Owen takes very good care of me." Owen detects the undertone in my voice. If it wasn't that, it was the seductive way I glanced toward him when Mr. Flores was taking another bite of his food.

      I'm about to say more when a hand slides up my leg and a finger delicately threads its way into my panties. When he finds my sweet spot, I jolt in surprise. My eyes flicker toward Mr. Flores, but he's luckily busy glancing at his drink to pick it up. I take that opportunity to glare at Owen, but all he does is offer me a shit-eating grin.

      Bastard.

      Knowing I need to say something, I place my hand under the table, smacking Owen's away. Taking the hint, he silently laughs.

      "The job came at a time when I really wanted and needed it, so I'm eternally grateful."

      Mr. Flores looks up and is about to say something when he spots Owen looking rather amused. "Have I missed something?"

      I try as hard as I can not to laugh, but it's no use.

      Owen bites his lip to suppress a smile. "Savannah has a tendency to make faces at me at the most inappropriate moments. It really is rather juvenile."

      My mouth parts, and I'm about to retort when Mr. Flores beats me to it. "Well, it would appear you think otherwise if you're reacting to it by laughing. It only offers to encourage the behavior more."

      Now, I feel like I'm five.

      "My mom scolds me, but Owen always laughs. That's why I can't help myself."

      I figure I may as well play along with this bullshit.

      Mr. Flores now laughing himself, shakes his head in amusement. "I would say you two were more like friends than stepfather and stepdaughter."

      My lips curve up at that. "I think you're right, but it's nice."

      Mr. Flores picks his fork up in salute. "Oh, I wholeheartedly agree. The added bonus of having family is also being their friend. Without friendship, all you have in common is the blood you share."

      I smile at the thought as we sit and finish off our meals. Once I've placed my fork down, I notice Owen and Mr. Flores have already long eaten there's. What is it about men being able to finish eating so quickly? Or is it just that I eat slowly?

      "I need to use the powder room," I say, getting up. Like the gentlemen they are, they both stand with me. I always see that in films, but have never actually had it done for me. It feels…strange, but nice.

      "I'll be right back."

      I walk off to use the restroom, and as I stroll right back and I'm about to sit down, an almighty ruckus sounds behind me. Gunshots ring out through the restaurant, and I duck. I turn to look at what's causing the chaos when a set of arms encases me, tugging me down to the ground.

      "Motherfuckers think you can fire me!" the man shouts, popping off a couple more shots. High pitched screams tear through my ears, then he shouts, "Shut the fuck up!" Another gunshot, then all is eerily quiet for a moment aside from the quiet sobbing of a child. My heart twists and fear like no other crawls up my spine.

      "It's okay, baby. I’ve got you." Owen's soothing voice, coupled with his body pressed against mine from behind me, soothes my erratic heart. He slides over a little to face me, cupping his hand around mine. "You're going to be okay, Savannah. I promise you, okay?"

      It's only when I nod I realize I'm crying. I feel like I might shit myself at any moment.

      "Give me the fucking money you owe me—now!" the man shouts, causing another scream to echo through the room. Another gunshot pings through the air, and I jump.

      "This is getting out of hand," Owen whispers. He closes his eyes, and once he opens them, he looks at me. "Do you trust me?" Without a thought, I nod, and that's when he tries to move.

      Stopping him, I grab his hand, vigorously shaking my head. "Owen, please. You'll get hurt."

      Owen smiles, stroking a finger under my chin. "I won't. I promise. I have to end this. I can't let him hurt you, or anybody else. Trust me, Savannah. It will be okay." He implores me with his eyes. With tears in mine, I reluctantly nod, letting him go.

      I glance up to where the gunman is, his long, unkempt hair under a baseball cap, dirty green jacket, and a gym bag, which he's thrown to the bar staff to unload all the money in. He's so busy watching them, he doesn't notice Owen creeping up behind him, his hand hooking around his back and pulling out a gun.

      Since when did Owen carry a fucking gun!

      Armed and obviously feeling more confident, Owen approaches the back of the guy, quickening his steps. When he's within reach, he digs the gun into the back of his head.

      "Drop the gun, motherfucker."

      All the air escapes from my lungs. I can't move. I can’t breathe. The room is deathly silent as the air around us turns thick with anxiety. Everyone freezes, including the gunman. Time seems to slow, breaths are held, a pungent metallic smell hangs in the air. A crippling fear for Owen’s safety has my heart thundering against my chest like a battering ram.

      I’m so scared.

      A violent roar punches through the air as the gunman spins, the gun poised to shoot. Screams ricochet throughout the room. My chest tightens. With lightning fast reflexes, Owen pistol whips the guy across the face so quickly and with such force, the man’s frame crumples, instantly hitting the floor within a fraction of time. Throwing himself on top of the guy, Owen wrestles the gun out of his hand. The grunting animal sounds from both have the captive and scared shitless audience unable to move. Body rigid, I can’t look away. Holding his arm in place, Owen thumps it on the hard wooden surface once, twice, three times before eventually the gunman lets go. From the corner of the room, another man with an apron tied behind him runs, kicking the gun away from the madman. Three more men come to Owen’s aid, helping to tie the gunman's hands behind his back. It all happens so fast, I’m barely able to take it all in.

      "Somebody call nine-one-one!" Owen shouts as everyone runs around like headless chickens.

      "I'm going to fucking kill you!" the man rants, trying his best to struggle, spittle foaming at the side of his mouth. I glance away, horrified, and remember Mr. Flores.

      Terror creeps down my spine. I spin around to find him on the floor, blood oozing from his left shoulder as he clutches it with his right hand.

      "Shit, Mr. Flores!" I shout, scooting toward him. His face contorts in agony, but at least he’s still conscious. It’s the gargling in the back of his throat that has my anxiety creep up a notch. "I'll get you help," I say, turning my head. "Owen, Mr. Flores has been shot!"

      Owen turns to me, his eyes wide. He says something to one of the men helping, then quickly makes his way to us.

      "Just keep your hand on the wound. That's all you can do for now." I nod, and Owen touches Mr. Flores's right arm. "Help's coming, buddy. Hang in there.”

      Mr. Flores tries a smile, but it's difficult. Instead, he nods his head. A distant wailing causes me to sigh my relief.

      Sirens.

      I never thought I would be so happy to hear them in all my life. As they grow louder, I close my eyes, the relief now immense. I want to cry, I want to breakdown, but I’m determined to be strong for Mr. Flores.

      "Thank you," he rasps, and I look down at him.

      Tears flood my eyes as I nod. "Don't mention it," I barely say back to him.

      He wraps his hand tightly round mine, pulling me down to say something. “If I die, tell my family I love them.”

      A small sob leaves my lips and I have to suck in some air in order to reply. “You can tell your family yourself. You’re not going to die, do you hear? Help is coming and they will mend you up as good as new.”

      A hint of a smile graces his lips, but when he chuckles, a painful groan comes out instead. “Do you think they can give me a few upgrades?” He manages to smile again, causing me to laugh through my tears.

      “I’m sure we can sort something out. All you need to do for me is hang in there.” He moans in response, his eyes becoming droopy. “Mr. Flores…Mr. Flores.”

      Panicked, I turn to find help, but upon hearing the sirens right outside the door, Owen, with several others, run outside to let the police know what happened and what the situation is now.

      One by one, a load of police pile in, followed by paramedics who rapidly scatter toward the injured. When I’m pulled out of the way for them to tend to Mr. Flores, the relief I feel is immeasurable.

      As they wheel Mr. Flores away, I take him by the hand and smile at him until we have no alternative but to let go. I take that opportunity to look around at the chaos and wished I hadn't. Families are huddle together, crying like the danger is still out there. He is, but is contained by several policemen and women, cuffing the guy and taking him away, screaming and shouting. There's blood. Lots of blood on the walls, floors…people. I don't know how many have been shot, but red coats so much space, it looks like there's been a massacre.

      That's when it happens. That's when I breakdown, letting the floodgates open. Luckily for me, Owen is there to rescue me, taking me into his arms and offering the comfort I need.

      "Everything's going to be okay, baby. You're safe now."
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      Present

      As I approach the stables, I take in Owen standing by them, dressed in a pair of tight-fitting jodhpurs, showing off his impressive taut, thigh muscles. Despite hating him for earlier, my body still betrays me as my eyes roam the contours of his legs. To add insult to injury, he's dressed in an equally tight jacket as he spins a riding hat in his hand.

      Be still my loins.

      Determined to act unperturbed by his absolute sex appeal, I take in a breath. "Pray tell, stepfather of mine, why are you here?"

      Owen smiles almost triumphantly as he motions to the barn. "You're going riding, right?"

      "Yes."

      "Well…I'm coming too."

      I step closer, but turn my head just in case Ethan is coming behind me. He's not here yet, but once he does arrive and spots his dad, he's going to be pissed.

      "Haven't you done enough damage already? Because of you, I'm going to have to try to find an emergency doctor on New Year’s Day. Great way to start off the year because I'm trying to avoid getting pregnant by my stepfather."

      Owen's jaw ticks. He moves closer—so close, the heat of his breath tingles against my lips. "Do that, and I'll fuck you bare again. I meant what I said, Savannah. You're mine, and it's always going to be that way. Whatever shit you have going with my son needs to stop. I mean it. You can't be alone with him."

      Anger in the pit of my belly manifests, but that's quickly extinguished the moment I spot something I have never seen in Owen's eyes before: fear.

      I take a step back. Owen shifts his gaze away from me, but it's too late. I already saw it.

      "What aren't you telling me?"

      "Are you ready to get going?"

      I jump at the sound of Ethan's voice and spin my head to face him. Ethan frowns at the sight of his dad, then glances toward me like I have the answers.

      "What's happening?"

      "We're going horse riding," Owen snaps.

      "I didn't know you liked horse riding," Ethan observes, his frown deepening in anger.

      "I don't. I'm just not letting you go off with Savannah on your own."

      "Shit, Dad. What the fuck do you think I'm going to do?"

      With his riding hat in hand, Owen takes a couple steps toward Ethan, pointing it at him. "You don't get to come into this house after what you did and think I won't have an issue with you going off alone with Savannah. When you're in my house, you abide by my rules."

      I don’t have a clue as to what the fuck is going on between those two, but this is the most they've said to each other in three weeks. I can't understand it. Ethan bullied someone years ago when he was in high school. Hasn't he paid for that by now? What does Owen think he’ll do to me—superglue my butt to Katrina?

      They standoff for a moment, and I wonder if Ethan will cancel the ride and go back to the house. I'm surprised when he grits his teeth and clenches his fists together.

      "Fine," he growls.

      Men!

      Ethan rounds Owen, stalking off toward the barn. When he disappears inside the door, I walk up to Owen’s side. "There's no need for this."

      Owen's nostrils flare with rage. "It's necessary."

      "Hasn't he suffered enough? You're his dad and all you've done since he got here is treat him like shit."

      Owen practically snarls, his teeth baring. "You obviously don't have clue as to what he's capable of. You certainly wouldn't be going horse riding with him on your own if you did."

      My brow creases with concern. How can him bullying someone in high school make me fear being alone with him? "So, he bullied someone and it backfired, getting him into trouble. I get it, he was an asshole and never should have done it, but I think he's paid his due. It's time he got his dad back."

      Owen laughs, but there’s no humor. He starts to walk away, throwing over his shoulder, "So that's what he told you."

      I'm about to ask what he means when he disappears through the door. I stay for a few seconds, closing my eyes and taking in a deep, frustrated breath.

      This is going to be a long afternoon.

      Walking through the barn, I tend to Ralf, who is going to be Ethan's horse. Ralf is a very docile horse, perfect for a beginner like Ethan. Owen's already done getting his horse, Trojan, ready by the time I start on Katrina. I still roll my eyes at the name Owen chose for his horse. Of course it had to be something strong and masculine. It’s Owen all over.

      Once I have everything ready, Owen opens the barn doors, and one by one, we walk our horses outside. I show Ethan how to get on and hold on, explaining he should follow behind me, and if unsure, to holler at any moment he needs to.

      Throwing my leg over Katrina, I settle on her, pulling the reins. When I glance in Owen's direction, he's watching me intently, almost as if he's undressing me.

      Deciding to ignore him for now, I switch my attention to Ethan, who looks noticeably uncomfortable. "Are you good to go? If not, we don’t have to go." The last thing I want to do is force him to do something he's not into.

      "No, I'm fine. It's just strange right now. I’ll get used to it."

      I smile reassuringly. "You certainly will. Ralf is wonderful at keeping you calm. He's so docile. Such a sweetheart."

      "Well, that makes me feel better."

      Ethan flits me a smile, and I return it. A big, booming voice breaks through the bitter cold night air, interrupting our moment.

      "Are we going to get going or what? I would like to be back in time to watch the fireworks at least."

      I turn an annoying glare to Owen. "Yes, we're ready."

      I give Katrina a slight nudge with my foot, and she takes the hint, starting off on a very gentle stroll.

      "We'll keep a slow, steady pace at first, then we'll go to a trot. Let me know once you're comfortable with that."

      "I will," Ethan replies. "Thanks."

      "No sweat."

      Because I can't help myself, I glance at Owen to find him shaking his head. He doesn't want to be here—that much is obvious. But he feels it’s necessary…for whatever reason. Whether it's their stupid feud or that he's just so damn possessive of me, I have no idea. What he said a moment ago does make me wonder. Surely Ethan wasn't lying to me. Owen treats him with such disdain, my heart aches for him. I understand what it's like to have a parent reject you. It doesn't bother me so much now that I have other people who care for me, but when it was just me and Mom, it tore me up inside. When you're so used to insults instead of praise, cold shoulders instead of hugs, it weighs down on your heart, eventually crushing your soul.

      "I think I can go faster now," Ethan says, interrupting my thoughts.

      I glance over him with a smile. "Really?" He nods, so I nudge Katrina with a foot, clucking at her. Before long, we're all trotting through the fields at the back of the house. The wind is freezing against my skin, but it's also freeing. The bitter cold invades my nostrils, causing them to burn a little, but I love it.

      "This is fun!" Ethan shouts, laughing. I giggle, nudging Katrina again. She jolts into a canter. Ethan whoops with excitement, but I'm more concentrating on the euphoria I always get when riding my favorite horse. From the moment we got the horses, I’ve counted myself so lucky to be able to do this whenever I want.

      And it's all because of the tyrant catching up alongside me. I turn to him, completely forgetting how mad I am at him, and offer him a challenging smile. Owen replies by nudging Trojan, causing him to gallop faster. Seeing this as a challenge, Katrina quickens her pace. We're racing, and so is my heart as it beats in tune with the thumps of the hooves pounding against the ground. I'm so engrossed in beating Owen's ass, I forget poor Ethan is behind us probably scared to death.

      I swing my head back to make sure Ethan's okay to find he's nowhere to be seen. In my panic, I call out Owen's name. "Stop! We have to stop. I can't see Ethan."

      I pull at the reins as Owen looks behind him. As we come to a stop, we make a move back from where we came to find Ethan lying in the field ahead, Ralf taking watch beside him.

      I nudge Katrina to quicken my pace, guilt clawing at my insides. When I'm within earshot, I call Ethan's name.

      "Ethan, Ethan! Are you okay?"

      He has his eyes closed, but he moans a little. I come to a halt, quickly getting off to tend to Ethan. I bend down, placing my hand on his shoulder.

      "Ethan, talk to me."

      He opens his eyes, then grabs my hand. "I think I decided to run before I could walk…excuse the pun." He laughs, causing me to. When a slight wince of pain replaces his brief moment of joy, my smile disappears.

      "I'm so sorry. This is all my fault."

      Ethan squeezes my hand. "This is not your fault. I had a good time up until I lost my footing and fell off. Luckily Ralf knew what was happening before I did and slowed right down. If it wasn't for him, I think I would have really injured myself."

      I look over his body, still feeling awful. "Can you get up?"

      "I'll try." With him gripping my hand, we manage to get him in a sitting position.

      "Where does it hurt?"

      Ethan glances at me with a slightly amused expression. "I'm fine. I think I just got the wind knocked out of me. Whatever it is, I don't really want to get on Ralf again. Maybe I can walk back."

      I gasp at the thought. "Ethan, it's thirty degrees out and around two miles back to the house. You'll freeze by the time we get back. How do you feel about riding with me?"

      "This is fucking crazy. He's a big boy, he can get back on the horse," Owen fires back.

      I suck in an angry breath, turning in his direction. "Ethan could be injured, and considering this is his first time and he's already fallen, I don't blame him. At least if he's on the back with me, I can coax Katrina back to the stables. Knowing how good Ralf is, he'll follow."

      Owen grits his teeth, obviously angry at the thought of Ethan riding on the same horse as me, but I don't give a shit about his possessiveness and petty jealously. This isn't about Ethan possibly copping a feel.

      Ignoring Owen, I pull Ethan up to stand and offer him to lean on me. Owen huffs, muttering shit about how Ethan's faking his injury and milking it for all its worth.

      I can't believe Owen right now. He's supposed to be the father in this scenario—the adult—and he's behaving like a petulant child.

      "Here, lean on Katrina for a moment while I tend to Ralf." Ethan nods, smiling, and I turn to Owen, who is giving Ethan a death stare.

      "You may be pulling the wool over Savannah's eyes, but I know exactly what you're up to, son."

      "I don't know what you mean, Dad. I fell off a horse. I could have been badly injured."

      "But you weren't, were you? If Savannah wasn't here, you'd be doing cartwheels in the field."

      Having had enough of this, I shout, "Oh, for God's sake, will you pack it in! This was supposed to have been a nice horse ride and it's been nothing but temper tantrums and falls."

      "This wouldn't have happened if Dad wasn't here."

      "Don't fucking get me started, Ethan. You won't like where it will go."

      Practically growling, I shorten Ralf's reins, giving him a little stroke before moving back to Katrina.

      "Let's go. I want to get home to the sanctuary of my room." I round to Ethan, my angry face softening when I catch how crestfallen he seems. "Are you ready?" He nods, so I get on first, then offer my arm to help him on. When he climbs on and makes a point of wrapping both arms around my waist, Owen growls, and my breathing picks up a notch. Despite trying my hardest not to look, my head spins in his direction. The heat of his reaction has butterflies dancing in my belly. Owen's jaw ticks and his eyes are dark with murderous intent as he glares at Ethan. I shake my head.

      "Come on. Let's go," I say, nudging Katrina. When we start to move, I look back to make sure Ralf is following, and like the good little horse he is, he moves slowly beside Trojan and Owen.

      Ethan keeps his hands wrapped tightly around me. The thought would normally make my head spin, but the fact that Owen is here makes that feeling obsolete.

      "Are you okay back there?" I ask Ethan.

      "Never been better."

      The flirtatious sound in his voice causes me to wince a little.

      As we move and the adrenaline dies down, the cold hits me, making me shiver.

      "I'm sorry I made you cold,” Ethan whispers, squeezing his arms around me. “If you want to move faster, I can take it."

      "Yes, let's get the fuck home. It's freezing out here."

      I swing my head back, glaring at Owen. "I'm not going faster. Ethan took a nasty fall, for God's sake. If you want to go faster, then do so."

      Owen gives me a determined look. "You know for a fact I'm not leaving. End of fucking discussion."

      I want to shout, scream, and ask the gods why! Why is this man such an asshole? But more than that…why is it everything he does and says crawls under my skin and never lets go? Like an addiction, he's dangerous. The more my body craves him, the more my head screams to let him go.

      As we slowly make our journey back to the stables, I'm reminded all too well I have this gorgeous, single, uncomplicated man with his arms wrapped around me, keeping me from getting hypothermia. A man who—despite Owen's protests—has been nothing short of the perfect gentleman. I don't know what the hell Owen meant when he said I couldn't be alone with him. Maybe it's just jealously. Maybe he's just acting out in true Owen Montgomery fashion. Whatever it is, I’m at a crossroads. Our relationship was fun in the beginning, but now, I need to admit to myself what I have been fighting all along.

      I’m in love with my stepfather.

      "We're almost there now," I say, seeing the stables around two hundred yards ahead.

      Ethan groans behind me. "I don't want to move," he whispers in my ear. "You smell fucking incredible."

      I don't say anything for fear Owen will hear me, but my heart certainly flutters at the compliment.

      "Thank fuck," Owen blurts, causing my eyeroll to almost hurt my eyes.

      "You're so grouchy."

      Ethan's laugh vibrates through me. "That's a good name for my dad."

      I bite my lip, waiting for the almighty bellow from Owen, but it never comes.

      I pull on the reins a little to make Katrina stop. "I'm going to have to get off now and open the barn doors, but stay there a moment. Just duck your head when we go in, okay?"

      "Can't you stay on the horse with me?"

      I chuckle. "Then we'll never get off and into the house."

      "But at least I'll still have my arms wrapped around you."

      The almighty growl that comes from behind us doesn't go unnoticed. Owen jumps off his horse and stomps toward the barn to open the doors.

      "He doesn't look happy," Ethan whispers, chuckling behind me.

      I want to tell him be quiet, but I also don't want to say anything for fear Owen will hear me and start asking questions.

      Jeez, what a pickle. Two gorgeous men battling to gain some sort of power, and I’m stuck in the middle, the tug in their war. Two gorgeous men—father and son—both fighting for my attention.

      With the doors now open, Owen guides Katrina in as Ethan and I lean forward. A slight humming sound from Ethan vibrates through me as he rests on my back. It's only a fleeting moment of intimacy, but it certainly sounds as though Ethan's enjoying it.

      As soon as we're through, Owen reaches out to me. "Fun and games are over now." His normal light, sparkling green eyes are dark and dangerous as his hand stretches out, rigid in the air. His intent speaks of murder, but by fuck does it piss me off at how much it turns me on.

      I take his hand, allowing him to guide me down, and I swear Ethan swipes his hand over my ass as I fall into Owen's arms. He catches me and ever so slightly squeezes me—something invisible to the naked eye, but I'm reading his message loud and clear. I'm so lost, I forget where I am until a clearing of Ethan's throat reminds me.

      Snapping out of my stupor, I turn around, trying my best to smile for Ethan, even though my loins are deadly serious for Owen right now. I offer my hand out to him, and he slides down, almost toppling me over. Ethan rights us by wrapping his arms around me.

      "Oops, sorry about that," he says, smirking like the devil at his dad.

      "I fucking bet you are," Owen replies through gritted teeth.

      Not wanting to play this game any longer, I move to tend to the horses before putting each one back in their stables. By the time I'm finished, both Owen and Ethan have refused to move, sizing each other up like opponents.

      This is getting ridiculous.

      I check the time. Already past six. Dinner is planned for seven, so I best get inside and get another shower.

      "I'm going to my room," I announce, then notice Ethan slightly wince. "Are you okay?"

      "My back’s a bit sore and it feels like the wind’s been zapped out of me. Other than that, I'm good."

      "Come on. I suggest you take a long bath before dinner to soak your sore muscles."

      "Will you draw it for me?" he teases.

      "No, she fucking will not."

      Smirking again, Ethan replies, "Thought there was no harm in asking."

      "Savannah's your stepsister. Off fucking limits," he growls.

      "Likewise with you, Dad." Owen grabs his collar and pulls him up from the ground.

      "Don't you ever fucking come into my house again and think you can do and say whatever you like. You have no claim here, boy. The sooner you realize that and go back home, the better." Letting Ethan go, he turns to me. "Go home, Savannah. I need to speak to my son. Alone."

      Worrying for Ethan, I say, "I'm not leaving if you're going to hurt him."

      Owen sucks in a deep breath. "I will not ask you again."

      I glance toward Ethan, who offers me a reassuring smile. I turn and leave, but the guilt that emerges eats away at me. Owen's about ready to blow, but surely he won't harm his own son…right?

      Closing my eyes, I take a small breath as I head for the house. The moment I'm through the doors and the warmth hits me, I sigh.

      "Cold, are we?"

      Her snarky voice is crystal clear before she catches my eye, the smell of nicotine hitting my nostrils and burning my throat. I glance to where my mother is sitting by the kitchen door as she smokes a cigarette. Owen's told her countless times not to smoke in the house, but she never listens.

      "Just a little."

      Placing the cigarette to her mouth, she inhales sharply before a cloud of smoke appears in front of her perfectly manicured face. "Be a doll and fetch me a G&T. Today's been hellish."

      I wonder if her definition of hellish is her hairstylist not being around to perk up her witch-like hair.

      Making my mother a drink is the last thing I want to do, but in order to keep the peace, I fetch the gin from the pantry and some tonic and limes from the fridge. I plop two slices of lime in and pour a little gin, secretly wishing it were poison. I'm about to set it down, when Mom says, "I may as well not have the fucking gin with the amount you poured. Come on, Savannah. I thought I brought you up better than that."

      With a sigh, I pour more. "I guess I wasn’t around the day you wanted to give ‘how to get your mother drunk’ lessons."

      "Why do you have to be such a bitch?"

      Not letting those words affect me, I pour the tonic until it reaches the top and walk toward my mother with a bright smile, handing it to her.

      "It seems I've learned from the best." I smirk, then start to walk out when my mom gets up and throws some of her gin onto my favorite riding jacket.

      "Oops, how clumsy of me. I guess you'll need to send that to the drycleaners." Taking her cigarette, she puts it out on my collar, burning a hole through the fabric. The pungent smell of smoke hits my nostrils, almost causing me to gag.

      Her eyes widen in delight. "Oops, missed where all the alcohol spilled. My bad. At least you won’t get burns on that ugly face of yours. It’s a pity you ruined your jacket, though. I know how much you love it since it was my husband who bought it for you. Such a daddy’s girl, aren't we? You’re so worthless, it’s pitiful.”

      Tears threaten to spring from my eyes in anger. My hand itches to strike her, but I force it by my side, determined not to let her see she's won. She wants me to react. That's the whole point. Then she’ll look like the victim and I’ll be the one who's punished.

      Dripping and stinking of gin and smoke, I continue toward the stairs.

      "Make sure you wear black tonight. Looks like you’ve put on weight lately.”

      I grit my teeth and my hands fist, but I put one foot in front of the other and manage to make it to my room in time to fling my ruined jacket and clothes off before launching myself onto the bed to scream into my pillow. It gains nothing other than feeling somewhat better after I'm done.

      Dressed in only a black lace bra and panty set, I'm about to head for the shower when my door opens, revealing none other than the man I'm apparently acting pathetic over.

      Who am I kidding? My mother's right. I am pathetic around him.

      Owen shuts the door behind him and starts to walk toward me. His eyes are dark and charged with lust as they roam every square inch of my body. I will it not to react, but it betrays me. My nipples perk up and my breathing instantly becomes labored.

      "This shit has got to fucking stop. If it doesn't, I'm throwing Ethan out the fucking house."

      When he reaches me, I square my shoulders in anger. "What is wrong with you? You're supposed to be his father and you act like he's a leper."

      "That's because he is!"

      My eyes widen at his callous words. "Jesus, Owen, listen to yourself. You know how much it used to tear me up inside whenever my mother spoke to me the way you do with Ethan."

      "That's different," he growls.

      "How?"

      "Because you never fucking deserved it!"

      "What has he done that's so wrong? What has he done to warrant his father never speaking to him?" I suck in a breath, wondering if I should ask him that same burning question that's swirled through my mind ever since I met him seven months ago. It still has yet to be answered.

      "What did my mother do to warrant trapping you into marriage all those months ago?"

      Owen's eyes widen. He certainly wasn't expecting that. But I'm tired of all the games, the lies, the secrets so obviously held within these walls.

      A look of turmoil crosses his eyes as he glances away, a hand gliding through his luscious locks.

      "I can't tell you. I can't tell you any of it."

      Gritting my teeth, my anger flares. "Can't, or won't?"

      "Is there a difference?"

      "Don't insult your intelligence. You know perfectly well there's a fucking difference. Tell me what's going on."

      Owen closes his eyes, an obvious battle waging in that stubborn brain of his. When he opens them again, he shakes his head. "None of this concerns you. It's for me to deal with."

      My shoulders sag in defeat. I had been holding onto that one speck of tiny hope he would give me something, anything, to show me we're a team. I've just been kidding myself. We’ve never been a team.

      "I get it. It's just sex, right? Silly me for thinking it was anything but."

      I start to walk to the bathroom when his hand grips my arm. I turn to face him, noticing fire in his eyes. "I may act like I don't care, but you and I both know that isn't true. It's never been just sex."

      "Then tell me," I plead. He hesitates a moment, his hand still gripping my arm. When he comes to his conclusion, he releases me. The moment his shoulders slump and he glances away, I exhale an agonizing breath. Tears start to well in my eyes at his refusal to let me in. "I'm going to take a shower."

      I walk away…and this time, he lets me.
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      Three months earlier

      I don't know how long Owen held me in his arms, but it was only when I pulled away that he took me by the hand and led me outside. He gave the police his testimony, with several people coming out to shake his hand, calling him a hero. Owen actually seemed embarrassed by the whole thing, which made him all the more attractive to me. Despite shaking like a leaf from that nightmare, my head was still able to store that information for a later date.

      Owen. A hero.

      He saved a lot of people from possibly getting hurt—including me.

      After Owen gave his statement, the police officer asked for mine. I told him what I remember and asked if Mr. Flores was okay. An hour had gone by in no time and I was eager to know more. Not only that, I really needed to wash up. I was becoming acutely aware I had Mr. Flores's blood on my hands.

      News crews quickly showed up, snapping so many pictures, I thought I was going to go blind. Telephones rang, and people cried tears of relief and devastation at what they had been through—or who they possibly lost.

      "I can't stop seeing the blood, Owen."

      Owen glances at me, taking me by the shoulders. "It's going to be all right. I'll get you home."

      I nod, and Owen asks the officer if we can leave. With our statements done and contact information left, we are free to go.

      Brandon is here, but had to park down the block since the police cordoned off the road. More journalists with their cameras arrived, and when they saw me and Owen together, his arms around me and the blood on my hands, they started snapping photos and asking questions.

      We ignored them all. Our sole intent was getting into the car as soon as possible. And I so wanted to get home to the comfort of a shower and my bed. I wasn't looking forward to having to sleep in it on my own after what we'd been through, though.

      The journey home was quiet. I spent it wrapped up in Owen's arms. Occasionally, I would see Brandon glancing concerned eyes my way. As we neared the house, I had the urge to run into it and upstairs toward my bathroom, but I patiently waited until it was time.

      "Thanks, Brandon," Owen says as Brandon places the car in park and gets out to open our door.

      "You're very welcome, Mr. Montgomery." Owen helps me out the car, and Brandon smiles my way. "Feel better soon, Ms. Savannah."

      I try a smile, but his kind words are almost my undoing. Owen carefully walks us into the house where Frank is at the ready.

      "My God, Mr. Montgomery. Are you both all right?" Frank takes in the both of us.

      "We're fine, Frank. Is Mrs. Montgomery home?"

      "No, she went out about an hour ago…said she won't be back until tonight."

      "Okay, good. I'm taking Savannah upstairs to settle her in. I don't want to be disturbed."

      "Very well, sir."

      Frank glances toward me, a heavy frown on his face. "I'm okay, Frank," I offer, even though I'm anything but. He nods and walks off, leaving us to go upstairs.

      With his arms wrapped around me, Owen guides me into my room, shutting the door behind us. He leads me to my bathroom, quickly turning on the shower before undressing me, then himself. He steps in, taking my hand, and in the shower, we stand, our arms wrapped around each other as I cry. I cry until there are no more tears to shed. Owen patiently holds me, kissing my cheek and stroking my now wet hair, telling me everything will be okay.

      It will be, but now, it feels like the walls are caving in. I never in my life thought I would witness something so horrific.

      When I finish crying, Owen washes me before we both get out of the shower. Soon, I have a warm, fluffy white towel wrapped around me as Owen leads me to my bed. Already, I feel better, my mind finding clarity in the cloud of devastation I witnessed.

      "All those people…”

      Owen sits beside me, only a towel wrapped around him as the evidence of our shower drips from his perfect skin. He takes my hand, threading his fingers through mine.

      "I know, but you're safe, and that's the main thing. Selfishly, that was paramount over anything or anyone else."

      How can he say things like that and not think I will fall for him?

      "If it weren't for you, a lot more people could have been hurt. The diners were right. You are a hero."

      "I only did what many others would in my position."

      I squeeze his hand. "I doubt that. Besides, it was only you who acted."

      "Yes, because I was carrying and had an advantage position."

      It's then I remember he was carrying. "How long have we been riding around with this gun hiding behind you without me knowing?"

      Owen smirks a little. "I've been carrying ever since I took over the business. The threat of security is at an all-time high when you have money. Someone like you, for instance, would be a kidnapper’s dream."

      "Why?"

      He frowns, like it's a stupid question. "Because you're priceless, Savannah. No amount of money is worth keeping if it means you come into harm’s way."

      My heart constricts. A feeling like no other washes over me, causing pain in my gut. I'm trying so hard to take this thing between us as nothing other than sex, but when he says things like that, it takes everything within me not to fall into his arms and tell him to run away with me. How wonderful it would be not to live this trapped life—arms tightly handcuffed to a world my mother seems to dominate.

      Thinking about her causes me to get up from the bed. "I guess we should get dressed. I don't want my mom to come back and find us naked in my room."

      Owen doesn't say anything at first—just stares at me as I glance through my wardrobe to find some clothes.

      "I guess you're right. I'll leave you to get dressed." He approaches me, kissing me on the cheek before leaving my room. It's only once he's left that I cry again, but this time, for a different reason. This time, it's for the loss of Owen I know is bound to come.
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      Present

      "Savannah, you look absolutely stunning."

      I glance down at Ethan as I descend the stairs in my satin red dress, smiling like a buffoon.

      "Thank you. You look pretty handsome yourself."

      Dressed impeccably in a black suit and bowtie, Ethan is especially swoon-worthy. His hair is gelled back, allowing the light to catch those familiar green eyes—the same eyes that remind me too much of Owen.

      "I have a drink for you," he says, picking up a glass of champagne from the table by the stairs.

      "Thank you." I take the drink from him, noting his smile as I take a sip.

      "You really are fucking beautiful, you know that?" I open my mouth to respond when he says, "I apologize for my behavior earlier. I shouldn't have acted that way, and I certainly shouldn't have opened my mouth to say some of the things I said."

      Well, that's more than what Owen's willing to do.

      "Apology more than accepted. How are you feeling?" He seems more at ease than earlier.

      "That long, hot soak in the tub more than did the trick. I feel like a new man."

      "Good. I'm glad."

      He offers me his arm. "Want to head to the kitchen where we can be alone for a little while?"

      Nodding, I take his arm. "Sounds nice. Not for long, though, or we'll have a search party out looking for us."

      Ethan leans over to whisper in my ear. "Is it bad that the sneaking around kind of turns me on?"

      I throw my head back, laughing. "It's certainly typical of you. I guess it's the thrill."

      "I only have to look at you to feel a thrill." I bite my lip, shaking my head with a smile. "So, tell me, the lovely Savannah, what are your New Year's resolution?"

      I have to ponder that as we reach the kitchen and sit by the island. "I guess it would be to get out of here and maybe find my own place." As much as it saddens me to admit having to break ties with Owen, I have to…for my heart.

      "This place is so big, though. I bet half the time you never realize who's here and who's not. I bet there have been times you've gone all day without seeing anyone."

      I laugh at that. "I guess so. I don't know. I think it's because I was brought up looking after myself. I like my independence and freedom too much. Not that I don’t have that here, it's just—"

      "I know what you're trying to say," he interrupts. "You want something you can call your own."

      I raise my glass to him. "Exactly." I take a sip and set it down. "I think being here makes life difficult. I'm almost twenty-one and still living with my parents. It's time I fly the nest and let my mom and Owen get on with their lives." I cock my head toward Ethan, who's watching me intently. "What about you? What's your New Year's resolution?"

      Ethan looks away in deep thought, his shoulder slightly popping up in a shrug. "I don't know. I guess to find the girl of my dreams and marry her one day."

      His stare when he looks back at me is so heated, I almost look away. I'm not sure if his intention was to ask if I'm the girl in that look, but it certainly feels that way. It's no use falling for Ethan when he lives a world away. Not to mention, I'm still hung up on his dad. I hate admitting it, but it's true. I can't simply switch off the feelings that were once there. I tried to tell myself I only want what I can't have, but my heart knows it isn’t true.

      "I'm surprised you haven't already. Surely there's an abundance of beautiful ladies in California."

      He chuckles. "It's true, and they all know it. It's refreshing coming here and talking to a naturally beautiful lady like you, who doesn't realize how beautiful she really is." I blush. "See, that's what I'm talking about."

      "You're such a charmer," I tease.

      His grin is infectious. "I try my best. Is it working?"

      My laughter comes out naturally, making me relax more. It helps that Owen doesn't seem to be around to watch me like a hawk. For a split-second, it makes me wonder where he is, but then I remember and berate myself. Owen isn't my future anymore, no matter how much I don't like it.

      We converse some more, but when it gets closer to midnight, we have no choice but to make our way back into the hallway—back to the throngs of people. We were having such a good time talking and laughing, I was reluctant to move. In the hallway, I gaze across the massive crowd, all bright smiles and cheering. A slight smile curves my lips.

      "You know," Ethan begins, speaking quietly. "I truly have never met a woman like you." I turn to face him, noting how serious he looks with his concentrated frown. "I've only been here three weeks, but it's been enough to realize just how much I've fallen for you…"

      "Ethan, we can't…"

      "I understand what you're saying, but I don't think I can leave here without at least telling you how I feel. In fact, I don't want to leave without you."

      My heart rate picks up his insinuation. I frown. "What are you trying to say?"

      "Ten…nine…eight…" the crowd shouts as they count down the new year.

      "I'm saying to leave New York and come live with me in California. I'm saying—no, asking—be mine, Savannah. Please, I can make you happy."

      "Happy New Year!" everyone shouts as the fireworks pop and crackle above our heads.

      I'm left absolutely stunned as everyone celebrates around us. The air is thick with exultation and cheers, leaving me dizzy. My head screams that this could be the start of a new life with someone new…to break ties once and for all with Owen and finally be free.

      "But…work. I will need a job. I can't just up and—"

      "You can work for me. I've had a couple people leave recently and need to fill in at least one position. Staying here is only going to hold you back. You have a terrible mother and a stepfather who doesn't let you breathe. You can be free of it all. Please say yes."

      I don't even have time to answer as Ethan scoops me up into his arms and crushes his lips to mine. My body, stiff at first, relents to his kiss. Why shouldn't I? I'm not betraying anyone. Owen has made it perfectly clear our relationship isn’t going anywhere. Ethan, however, is making it abundantly clear. Not only does he want me now, he wants a future with me too. I don't love Ethan, but I could learn to love him in time. I'm sure I could.

      So, I let him coax my mouth open. I let him slide his tongue against mine in an erotic dance. I let him press his hand into the curve of my back, pulling me into him until his hard length digs into my lower belly.

      When he pulls away, he keeps his arms firmly locked around me, his eyes dancing with lust. "Come to me tonight. Be mine. I promise you’ll never regret it."

      So many thoughts dance through my mind. I want to want everything he says, but something deep inside me hesitates.

      Damn you, Owen Montgomery!

      As the thought of him enters my head, an almighty sound of glass crashing, followed by a bellowing scream forces us apart.

      Both Ethan and I turn to the sound of the ruckus, only to find Owen standing in the living room, glaring at us both. He has broken glass all over his hand, and red drips from his fist to the floor. His stare is venomous, but the hint of betrayal in those eyes makes my stomach lurch.

      Acting on his stare, I instinctively pull away from Ethan's grip. I've hurt him, and now I feel terrible.

      Why? Why can't I fucking let him go!

      "Owen, you're bleeding!" my mother screeches, shouting at Frank to get her a cloth. Frank springs into action as everyone huddles around Owen, asking if he's okay. He still can't seem to break his intense stare on me. I want to tell him to stop—that people are watching—but he doesn't seem to give a shit. I've seen Owen angry, but this is a level I never thought possible.

      My feet find movement, fleeing the scene before people notice and rumors start to fly. I can hazard a guess that they already are.

      I race outside, seeking refuge in the barn. Ethan shouts my name behind me. He's going to ask questions, but what can I possibly say that will make this less complicated?

      I reach the barn and throw the door open. It's so cold, thick steam billows from my mouth.

      I slink down on one of the bales of hale as a lone tear falls down my cheek. I wipe it away before Ethan shows up, looking as confused as ever.

      "How long has this been going on?" he asks. I grip my eyes shut, wincing at his question.

      I want so much to tell him, but I also have this deep sense of loyalty to Owen. If I admit we've been at this for six months, I run the risk of Ethan telling my mom. And that, I cannot have.

      "Nothing's been going on…it's just…"

      "You both want it to. It definitely looks like my dad does at least." When I look up at him, shaking my head, he does the same. "Come on, Savannah. Stop protecting him. He's not worth it. Believe me. I've been here for three weeks now. I've seen the way he looks at you when he thinks no one is watching. It's definitely not how a stepfather should be looking at his stepdaughter."

      I look down, unable to say anything in Owen's defense, or even outright lie and tell him he's seeing things. I’ll only make it worse if I do.

      Ethan slides down onto the bale of hay next to me and takes my hand, coaxing me to look at him. "I meant every word I said earlier. I can take you away from all this."

      I let out a small laugh. "My hero, huh?"

      He runs a finger over the back of my hand. "You know what I mean."

      "I do." I sniffle, closing my eyes. He raises my chin up, and I open my eyes, our gazes clashing.

      "I’ve never felt like this about any girl, Savannah. You've stolen my heart, and for that reason alone, I can't let you go."

      He looks at me again, the intensity so familiar, my head naturally turns away. My mind is swimming with decisions and consequences. I can't think straight.

      "Let…me think on it. I need time. It's a big decision."

      Ethan backs away, nodding. "Of course. I understand. But don't leave it too long. I only have tonight and tomorrow night before I have to fly back."

      I nod, trying hard to seem happy. "I'll have an answer for you tomorrow night."

      Running his soft hand along the curve of my face, Ethan leans in, kissing me softly on the lips. "Okay. Until tomorrow night." He kisses me again, a nice, velvety, gentle kiss. It leaves me wanting more, but I know if I do, I will fall into his arms and do something with him I may regret come morning. "Happy New Year, sweetheart."

      He gets up, walking out of the barn and leaving me with only the sounds of the horses rustling in their stables.

      When a few more minutes go by and I start to shiver, I force myself up and walk back into the house. I sneak in, not wanting to be seen. I can't see my mom or Owen anywhere, so I make a beeline for my room and get undressed. I throw on some comfortable pajamas and sit, waiting for the time to roll on so I can complete my mission. I read for a full two hours until my eyes start to droop and I drop the book on top of me, making me jump. I shake my head, checking the time. It's after three in the morning. Everyone should be in bed asleep by now.

      Getting up from my bed, I dig beneath my mattress, pulling out Owen's planner. I sneak out of my room, carefully going down the stairs without making a sound. I reach the library and start to make copies of all the entries around April and May of this past year.

      Once I'm done, I fold the pieces of paper and make my way back to bed. I step up one of the stairs and something out the corner of my eye makes me look in the direction of Owen's office. In the darkness, a faint light coming from the bottom of his door shines.

      A slight tugging of my heart makes me want to go to him…to see if he's okay, but I will that feeling down and run as quietly as I can to my room, hiding everything again under my mattress. I then crawl into my bed and will myself to sleep.

      I toss and I turn, but the only thing I can think about is if Owen’s okay.

      Without another thought, I throw the covers off and make my way down the stairs again. I only need to check on him to make sure he's fine, then I can go right back to bed.

      I approach the door, the faint light underneath still visible, and push my way inside. Owen is at his desk, nursing a large scotch. His hair is messy in a very sexy way, and his eyes are glassy from the drink. I gasp at the blood soaked cloth wrapped around his hand.

      I shut his door behind me and run to him. "Owen, let me see…"

      I try reaching out to touch his hand, but he whips it away. "It's fine," he growls.

      I sigh, sitting at the edge of his desk and practically yanking his hand to my lap. "Don't be silly. Let me look." Resolution setting in his eyes, he relaxes his hand, allowing me to unravel the cloth.

      "Have you even cleaned this yet? If not, you could get an infection."

      "Who fucking cares?"

      "I care."

      He locks me with those hypnotizing green eyes. There’s no anger. There’s no lust. What there is, however, breaks my heart.

      He's hurting.

      Guilt. Despite being angry I'm not Owen's and knowing I don’t owe him anything, it still tears away at my insides, making me feel like shit.

      Silently, I retrieve a first aid kit from the bottom of Owen's drawer and get to work cleaning his hand. He's so drunk—or that dejected—when I put some disinfectant on his cut, he doesn't even flinch.

      "This cut is really deep," I say, paying special attention to it. He doesn't say anything—not until I'm wrapping a bandage around his hand.

      "You promised me."

      My hand stops midair as that same heart-crushing feeling materializes. I don't know what to say. What can I say? Owen's right. I promised to stay away from his son and I've broken that promise.

      "He offers me something you can't."

      A snarl forms at one corner of his mouth. "He offers you nothing but pain and suffering. I thought you trusted me enough, Savannah…but you won't listen."

      "Then tell me," I urge, imploring him with my eyes. "Tell me."

      Owen closes his eyes, shaking his head. "I can't. I fucking can't."

      This would normally anger me, but Owen looks completely and utterly broken. Shattered beyond repair.

      I don't say anything while I finish with his bandage. I place the last piece of tape on his hand. "There. All fixed." Owen doesn't move his hand from my lap. Instead, he sits there staring at it.

      "Remember three months ago when the shooting happened and I needed to leave you, but you didn't want to let me?" He looks up, so I nod. "I asked you to trust me."

      "That's right," I answer, the memory of it making an unwelcome appearance.

      "I'm asking you to trust me again." He sighs, crestfallen as he pulls himself closer to me until I'm snuggled between his legs. "I don't deserve it, but I'm asking you."

      Running a hand through his hair, I smile. "Okay. I will."

      His eyes shut tightly as he pulls himself into my stomach, laying his head there as he holds me. "I can't get the image of you and him out of my head. I want it to stop, Savannah. Make it stop."

      I thought my heart couldn't break much more, but it does. The pain almost cripples me until I no longer feel I can stand it.

      "I'm so sorry," I sob. How can I possibly make this okay? Where do I even begin to try? Tonight, I had been so willing to contemplate leaving Owen behind and starting over, but I know now doing that will break Owen's heart. He may have broken mine, but I can deal with that. I can learn to live with it, but I refuse to be the one to break his.

      His head lifts, and he cups my face with his hand. "No, I'm sorry. I'm sorry I can't give you all the things I know you want. I'm sorry for making you feel like we have to hide. I'm sorry for not being the man you so desperately want. I'm so…fucking…sorry."

      How much more can my heart fucking take?

      As sobs wrack my body, Owen pulls me off the desk and takes me into his arms. He allows me to grieve…to mourn the loss of us. I don't know where we go from here, but I sure as shit know this has to be the end.

      At least…for now.

      My head thinks back on Owen's planner and the possible outcome of it. Owen won't tell me, so I have no choice but to figure this out on my own.

      Owen may have given up on us, but I'm going to make damn sure he doesn't give up on himself.
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      3 months earlier

      A few days have gone by since the shooting and I've hardly slept. Nightmares seem to be the order of the evenings, taunting me as I try to rest. The moment I close my eyes, that man with his gun held high flashes behind my lids. The screaming echoes surrounding me are the worst to bear, offering no solace in my times of solitude.

      The good news is Martin Flores is on the way to recovery. He had to have surgery on his shoulder as the bullet shattered some of his bone into fragments. The bad news is two people died—one a recently retired veteran. His funeral will be held next week with full military honors, a twenty-one-gun salute—the works. He will be buried at Arlington with his comrades. Owen and I have been invited, so we're currently trying to juggle work so we can attend. Considering Owen is now a hero, the family of the deceased veteran wants to meet the man who saved a lot of people's lives. Owen, feeling guilty knowing he couldn’t save him has wanted to cancel the trip on several occasions, but I was able to talk him out of it every time.

      It's Sunday today, and the house is silent. Owen is no doubt getting one of his cars ready for his usual drive, while Mom goes out on one of her jaunts. She's taken to staying in hotel rooms. Owen is aware because she blatantly uses his credit card. She obviously doesn't care. A part of me wonders if she does it deliberately to make him jealous. I have yet to witness any ounce of jealousy as far as my mother is concerned. Both my heart and my body rejoice at the thought.

      Clothed in nothing but a simple, loose summer dress, I make my way down to the kitchen to get coffee when I come across my mother sitting at the island, her coffee on the counter and a cigarette lit as she reads today's newspaper. Frank is busying himself making sangria no doubt for my mom to consume after she's had a dick or two up her ancient, witch-like vagina.

      "Good morning," I utter, with about as much enthusiasm as a child made to eat their vegetables.

      Frank smiles brightly in my direction while my mother lowers her paper, scrutinizing me straight away. I ignore her, pouring myself a cup of coffee and taking a sip.

      "Your face looks as long as a porn star’s dick,” she blurts from behind her paper. “What's with you now? Did you go to bed five minutes past your bedtime last night?"

      I almost spit my coffee at the mention of the porn star’s dick.

      Almost.

      "I did witness a shooting, Mom, or have we forgotten already?"

      Placing her paper down, she scoffs at me. "Jesus, Savannah, it happened days ago. Anyone would have thought someone died!"

      Banging my cup on the table, the coffee splashes everywhere. "Someone did fucking die. How heartless can you be?"

      A slight sneer at the corner of her mouth is visible before she speaks. "It was no one you know. Snap yourself out of it, for God's sake. Oh, and don't swear at your mother. You're not too young for a slap."

      Jesus, I can't stand the woman. As much as I want to bite back, I keep my cool, sucking in a deep breath. When I don't react, she snaps her paper, continuing to read. I make good on cleaning up the mess I made, despite Frank silently trying to stop me. I mouth to him that I made the mess, playfully shooing him out of the way. He smiles, shaking his head, and I beam back.

      Frank continues with the sangria, so I quickly refill my cup and make my way toward the garage. With my mom filling me with anger, I find myself wanting a release.

      I stand at the garage doorway, coffee in hand, leaning against the frame as I watch him. He hasn't noticed me yet, too intent on the task at hand. Shirtless and smeared with oil, he flexes his arm muscle, twisting the wrench. My loins come to life, causing a deep-seated ache between my legs. My pussy burns, and my nipples harden. This is certainly foreplay enough for me. I'm already wet as hell and he hasn't even touched me.

      He wipes his sweaty brow, and a strand of hair sticks to his forehead. He steps back, admiring his work, his pecks flexing, causing another jolt of desire to shoot through me. I'm so intent watching him, I fail to register the cup loosening in my grip until it's too late.

      Coffee spills on my chest, and I very nearly drop it. Heat singes me, but instantly cools.

      "Shit!" I shout, trying to wipe the coffee seeping into my dress. Why do people instinctively do that?

      "Are you okay?" Owen asks, rushing to look me over.

      "I'm fine," I reply, laughing in embarrassment. “I, err…I guess I wasn't paying attention to the coffee in my hand."

      Owen grins smugly, his green eyes dancing with mischief. "Too busy looking at something else, huh?" he asks, taking the coffee cup from me and setting it down on one of the workstations.

      "My, my, we do have a big head, don't we?"

      "Ah, you know it's true," he replies, giving me a sexy wink.

      Damn him!

      His eyes fall to my chest, widening. "Fucking hell, Savannah, are you trying to kill me? You're not wearing a bra under that dress."

      I look down, smirking when I see how clear and erect my nipples are beneath the material. "Oh…guess I’m not."

      "Cover yourself up. I can't look at you without wanting to touch you, and you know full well I can't do that without wanting to fuck you."

      Still smug, I seductively sway my hips toward him, placing a finger on his sweaty chest. "Make me," I goad, my eyes traveling the length of his chest until I meet his fiery green eyes.

      Owen sucks in a breath. "Your mother's here," he growls out.

      "I really don't give a shit."

      "Savannah," he warns.

      "Owen," I sing back. Deliberately and slowly, I trail my finger down his chest, toward his stomach, then lower toward his rock-hard length. Fire ignites inside me when I take in his reaction. An explosion almost happens when he closes his eyes in ecstasy.

      "Fuck, I love it when you touch me.”

      I close the distance, until my breasts are heaving against his expanding chest. I keep my hand over his cock, rubbing his length through his sexy blue Adidas shorts.

      Surprising him, I pull my hand away, stepping back. "I suppose I should go and get dressed."

      I turn to walk away when a hand grips my arm, pulling me back to face him. "You fucking bitch," he growls beneath a cocky smile. "You think you can tease me like that and get away with it?"

      "I wonder what you could possibly do to punish me."

      He yanks me toward him until I bang into his very solid chest. I let out a small squeal, excitement bubbling inside me. "I'm going to show you right now, cock tease."

      Before I can even contemplate a sassy comeback, I'm being launched toward his Ford pickup truck and practically swung around the back. He drops the back end of it, pushing me forward until my torso is almost lying flat against it.

      "Condom," I shout, before he can take this further.

      "Already on it. I carry one around with me everywhere since you crawled yourself tightly under my skin." The ripping of the wrapper makes my excitement grow. Within seconds, he's inside me, pushing himself right to the hilt. Closing my eyes, I cry out my euphoria, my pussy rejoicing at his throbbing cock.

      "Fuck, Savannah! I seriously can't get enough of you."

      With the hood of the Ford pickup shielding us, Owen continues to push his way inside me, fucking me like the animal he is. I keep my eyes closed, relishing the feel of his cock. Desire spikes further when his grunts of pleasure resonate above me.

      "Look what you fucking made me do!" he roars, slamming into me until I cry out. "You're nothing but a fucking temptress, Savannah. Fucking temptress!"

      Pleasurable moans escape me as his pace quickens. He's close, and I'm not too far behind him.

      "Oh God!" I scream, unable to hide how fucking good this feels.

      His pace quickens even further, digging his fingers into my hips as he thrusts over and over again. Colors dance between my eyes, and my head dizzies with the orgasm about to rip its way through me.

      "Fucking bitch!" he seethes on a growl, and I detonate all around him. It's not long after that he follows, emptying his release.

      My legs wobble, and our heavy breaths are the only sound as we calm down from our climaxes. I close my eyes on a smile, but soon snap them back open when a smack on my ass and Owen pulling out breaks me from my euphoria.

      "Get yourself cleaned up before your mother catches us."

      Way to spoil the moment, Owen.

      I straighten my dress, turning on a pout. He spots me and laughs. "Don't look at me like that. This is your fucking doing. If you didn't have come fuck me eyes, a wet dress, and such a tight fucking pussy, none of this would have happened."

      "You're so romantic," I snap back. I go to walk away, but he grabs me, kissing me until I’m robbed of breath.

      "I want nothing more than to lay you on a bed of rose petals, drink champagne off your body until you squirm under my touch, and make love to you for hours until the sun comes up, but for now, my truck is about as romantic as you're going to get from me."

      As he playfully flicks my nose, his eyes swim with an emotion I’ve never seen before: regret.

      With all the sass drained from my body at his confession, I nod and pull away, but not before Owen lays a gentle kiss on the back of my hand.

      Giddy with joy, I make my way back inside the house and head for the stairs, but before I reach the first step, my mom comes across me, scrunching up her nose in disgust.

      "What the fuck have you been up to?"

      I look down, noticing the coffee stain has thankfully dried, but my chest and arms are covered in grease.

      "Oh, this," I say, glancing down at both arms. "I was helping Owen with his pickup. He was having trouble reaching certain areas and asked me to help."

      "You look and smell awful."

      I smile brightly. "Gee, thanks, Mom. I'm going to take a shower."

      "Before you go," she snaps, halting me in my tracks. "Owen is Dad or Father to you. Considering all he's done for you over the months, he deserves that much respect."

      She's trying to get a rise out of me, but all it makes me do is laugh inside. "Don't worry, I do respect Dad," I reply. "I appreciate Dad very much."

      And as I'm walking up the stairs, chuckling to myself, I think…

      Yes, I definitely respect Daddy as he caresses my ass, lifts my skirt, and fucks me like a wild animal from behind.

      I respect him a lot.
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      Present

      I can't come in today. I don't feel very well.

      I hit SEND and wait for Owen's response, but it never comes. A few seconds later, my door opens and in flies Owen, his brow creased with concern. He approaches my bed, sitting on the edge as I lie on my side facing him.

      He touches my forehead, the feel of him making my eyes close. "You don't have a fever. Do you want me to call Doctor Sanders?"

      I smile at his fussing. "No, it's okay. I think I may have eaten something bad. I feel really nauseous."

      Owen's eyes widen slightly. "Are you pregnant?"

      I almost snort at the thought. "Yeah, like we need that complication on top of everything else."

      "That's not answering the question."

      "No, I'm not pregnant. Are you happy now?"

      Owen's shoulders slouch slightly, his face downcast. "No, not really."

      Confusion fills me. I'm about to question what he means when he leans over and kisses my forehead. "Get some rest, and promise you'll lock the door behind me when I'm gone?" Still feeling bewildered, all I do is nod. "Thank you," he replies, before getting up and walking out my door.

      Frustration eats at my insides. I wish I knew what was going on in his head, but he doesn't trust me enough to let me in. This should anger me, but what I feel is more than that. I just feel so…sad.

      Getting up, I wipe a lone tear and proceed to do as instructed. Although it feels crazy to do it, I lock the door, then make my way to the shower to get ready to leave the house. As I'm applying my makeup, I stop for a moment and call Frank.

      "Yes, Ms. Savannah?"

      I can't help the smile that rises on my lips. No matter how many times I tell both Brandon and Frank to call me Savannah, they still can't help inputting that “Ms.” beforehand. It's actually gotten to a stage where I like it. It makes me feel like a pop star or something.

      "Can you please call me a cab?"

      "Of course. Where is it you want to go?"

      "To Patricia's, but Frank…please don't tell anyone where I'm going."

      "Of course," he answers, hanging up.

      Pain etches my chest as I continue getting ready. I glance toward the bed, knowing there's answers there, while praying it's the answers Patricia and I have been searching for. There has to be something we're missing. We've definitely come to a conclusion that Owen hasn't married my mother of his own free will.

      "How the fuck did she pull this off?" I ask nobody. I let out a small laugh. "Now I'm going crazy."

      Sometime later, my cell rings, and I pick it up. Frank’s name flashes on the screen. "Your cab has arrived, Ms. Savannah."

      "Thank you," I reply, hitting END and springing into action. I drag out the contents of the planner and stuff it into my purse before unlocking my door. I'm about to leave when her voice grates from behind me.

      "Why the fuck aren't you at work?"

      I spin around, and my eyes are immediately assaulted by my mom's bright yellow and black Gucci dress. It makes her look like a Toucan.

      "I'm not feeling well, so I'm going to the doctor."

      She screws up her nose. "Are you infectious?"

      I'm about to answer no, but then think better of it. "Possibly."

      She makes a shooing motion with her hands. "Then get the fuck out of here. I don't want to catch anything from you."

      She spins on her heels, storming off and mumbling something about getting rid of me. I roll my eyes, allowing her vicious comments to glide away like the tide.

      Her words can't hurt me.

      Her words can't hurt me.

      I repeat it over and over again like a mantra. I've gotten used to it over the months, and it's working quite well. That and fucking her husband every chance I get. Nothing beats revenge like the feel of him pressed against me.

      I quickly run for the gate, grateful I haven't run into Ethan yet. After being in the barn with him last night, I was contemplating his offer. But now, after what happened between Owen and me, I'm going to have to turn him down.

      For Owen's sake.

      I'm about ten minutes into the journey when I get a message from Ethan.

      Ethan: Everything okay? Your mom says you've gone to the doctor?

      Me: Yes, I'm fine. Just a little sick. I will be home this evening. We will need to talk.

      Ethan: I can't see you, but I'm gathering from the tone of your message it's not the news I'm hoping for.

      How do I respond to that? It's certainly not something I should be discussing via text. For a little while, I contemplate how to reply. I shake my head, suck in a breath, and type out: We'll talk tonight.

      I'm a coward, but what else can I do?

      I don't receive a response, and I don't expect one. He asked the question, and it looks as though he already has his answer. I just wished he hadn't asked until I saw him face to face.

      The moment I'm dropped off at Patricia's, she's at the door waiting for me, her arms open for an embrace.

      "Did you manage to find everything?" she asks, a slight twinkle in her green eyes.

      "I did." I hold up my bag for her to see.

      "Come on in. Let's get in from the cold and have some warm tea."

      As I'm walking through the door behind her, my phone pings, alerting me to a message. I retrieve it, thinking it's from Ethan, but it's from Owen.

      How are you feeling? Any better? Remember to keep your door locked!

      Before I can even respond, there's another message.

      I can't find my planner anywhere. Do you know where it is? What appointments do I have?

      I smile, imagining his panic.

      I will find your planner for you, so stop panicking. You only have one appointment today at 11 with Mr. Gateshead.

      I hit SEND, but then remember his first question.

      I'm fine, thank you. Feeling a little better now.

      I'm about to put the phone away when I get another message.

      Are you sure it's not morning sickness?

      Shaking my head, I let out a laugh.

      Yes, I'm sure.

      "Is that my son harassing you on your day off?"

      I laugh at the thought of how well she knows her son. "How did you guess?"

      "Are you really asking that question?" We both chuckle as we head for the kitchen to make some tea.

      "He's panicking over his planner."

      Patricia places her kettle over the stove before turning to me. "You didn't manage to put it back?"

      I shake my head. "Not yet, but I will as soon as I get home."

      "At least we can take the copies now."

      "Yes, that's one less thing to worry about."

      A tiny crinkle forms at her brow. "I don't like any of this."

      "Believe me, the feeling is mutual. Something stinks of very fowl eggs. It's bad enough that Owen won't confide in me." I focus my attention on the cookies when she speaks.

      "You two are very close. I've never seen Owen act like he does with you…or with anyone else for that matter."

      My hand freezes midair, a nervous swallow almost making me choke. "I have his back, one hundred percent. I wish he would realize that."

      "Oh, he does," Patricia replies, a little sing-song in her voice. "He's just too stubborn to admit it. Too many people have let him down over the years, so it's no wonder he has trust issues. I think he's having a hard time adapting to the thought that there's someone he can finally lean on…other than his mother, of course."

      Grabbing the plate, I turn to find Patricia right behind me. She lays a hand on my shoulder, a small smile lighting up her face. "I'm glad he has you." Tears well in my eyes, and she turns away as the kettle starts to whistle. "Let's get on with it, shall we?"

      As always, I bring in the cookies as Patricia brings in the tea. We sit in our usual positions and Patricia pours out the tea as I sort through all the paperwork I have.

      "I haven't really had time to scan through these yet," I begin, laying all the copies out in date order. I find the one I'm looking for and point. "This one interests me. It's around the time they met." The entrance says, "Charity Gala, New York, 8pm."

      "I remember my mom mentioning some kind of charity gala ball and it stuck with me. I don't know why, it just did."

      I look up from where my finger is pointed to a Saturday 15th May. Patricia is studying it curiously.

      "I'll let my PI know to concentrate on that one first."

      I nod, and we start to go through the rest of the dates. Apart from another art function a week later, there isn't really anything else that sticks out.

      Glad we've narrowed it down to two dates, Patricia calls her PI, and I get to work helping her fax over the information so he can begin his investigation as soon as possible. When we finish, I slink into my chair, a huge sigh leaving my lips.

      "I don't know why, but I feel a huge weight off my shoulders."

      "It can't be easy living under your conditions with a mother like that. I hate knowing every time you leave me you're going back to her."

      Trying not to tear up at her empathy, I swallow hard, a lump forming in my throat. "If any of this even remotely leads to getting rid of her, then it was all worth it in the end. I'd take it all over again if I had to. I just hope we can finally let Owen be free. That is my number one priority."

      Patricia grabs my hand, squeezing it in hers. "People like her can only hide so many secrets before they eventually get out. If there's something to find—which I believe there is—we'll find it. Together.”

      I squeeze her hand back and we spend the rest of my time there drinking tea and eating cookies.

      Roughly two hours later, the same cab driver picks me up and takes me straight home. When I arrive, all is quiet, allowing me to sneak back into Owen's office and place the planner where I found it.

      It's after I leave and I'm about to sneak up to my room that voices coming from the living room halt me. I tiptoe toward the door, which is conveniently ajar. It's only a fraction, but it’s enough. Something tells me whoever’s in there intended to shut the door, but failed.

      "This is a problem, Ethan. A big problem. I thought you said she was coming around to the idea?"

      My heart sinks at my mother's voice. And I have this gut-wrenching feeling she’s talking about me.

      "I thought so too, but then she sends me this message this morning."

      "How can I get rid of this fucking bitch?" she seethes, and my eyes go wide.

      My own mother.

      She paces the room, her hand to her chin and a distinct line forming on her forehead as she concentrates. "We'll have to revert to plan B."

      As she says this, my phone pings, and they both shoot their gazes toward me. Panicking, I take flight up the stairs. The moment I'm through the door, I lock it and take my phone out.

      Owen's been trying to contact me for over an hour. Message after message asking if I'm okay. He's even called, but because I had my phone on silent while I was at Patricia's, I never knew.

      A thumping on my door and the sound of a familiar male voice calling my name has the hairs on the back of my neck rising with terror.

      My heart thumps wildly in my chest. I try to call Owen back, but my hands are shaking so badly, I keep pressing the wrong button.

      "Fuck!" I shout, frustrated at myself.

      My brain hurts. It's obvious my mom and Ethan have been planning on me moving to California, but now they know it's not happening. What the fuck is plan B?

      Growling in frustration, I finally manage to press the right button when the door slams open. Screaming, I drop the phone, turning to my mother and Ethan. They stroll through, looking decidedly unfazed by the fact I've caught them colluding with each other.

      "Well, well, well, if it isn't my bitch of a daughter. It seems I've underestimated you."

      Ethan walks behind her, hands behind his back like he isn't a threat. His expression is one I've never seen before—like an evil smirk, revealing the devil I was oblivious to see. Whatever it is, it sends chills down my spine.

      "You're not going to get away with this," I snap back, trying my hardest not to let them see my panic.

      My mother throws her head back, laughing. "Don't you know by now, I already have? No matter what I do, Owen will take it like the good little lap dog he is."

      All these months of asking the same damn question. "Why? I don't understand."

      "That, my dear, is between him and I." She rolls her eyes. "Why couldn't you just fall for Ethan and be out of my fucking hair? All you had to do was open your legs and fall in love…"

      "I think she's already done that," Ethan replies with a vindictive smirk.

      My mom points a finger in the air. "Oh, yes, that's right. My fantastically loyal husband." She laughs at my widened eyes, walking closer to me so she can whisper. "You always thought you were getting one over on me by fucking him, didn't you? Well, it seems the joke’s on you now, because you've ended up falling for him. How does it feel being in love with a man you can never have? Huh, little daughter of mine?" When a single tear betrays me, she gazes into my eyes and laughs like this is the biggest joke of all time.

      As much as I hate admitting it, she's right. I did do this as revenge at first, but then I did fall in love with him. I had been kidding myself this whole time that we could use each other without getting feelings involved.

      "Cat got your tongue?" she asks, a sting in her voice. When all I do is look at her, fire in my eyes, she simply shrugs. "That's a first."

      Ignoring her jibe, I get to the point. "So, what's your plan B?"

      She locks me with a curious look before responding. "Plan B is fake your kidnapping so we can get some money out of my tight bastard of a husband."

      Despite my predicament, I laugh. "Tight? You spend his money every week like he’s handing out candy. How can you even call him tight?"

      "It's not enough," she simply adds. "Sure, I have a credit card, which he tops off each week, but I want more. Considering Owen has kidnap insurance, this seems the only logical way forward."

      I shake my head, unable to fathom her actions. "How do you think you can get away with this when I know what you're up to?"

      She turns her head, her smile growing more evil than I’ve ever seen. Cold ice forms up my spine, sending chills through me.

      "Ethan has a way of getting rid of you."

      My head explodes. I never thought she would stoop to this level. "You're going to have your only daughter killed?"

      She cackles, sending another ice-cold bucket of water over me. "No, that would be too easy. You're still young enough to sell onto the black market. Ethan's already got some healthy shots to show some contenders. I can't see it myself, but Ethan says he will get a good buyer for you."

      Wait…what?

      Before I can even react to that, she turns to Ethan. "Deal with it. I have to go get my nails done. They look so…tacky." She inspects her perfectly manicured nails and sneers at them before retreating out the door.

      As soon as she shuts it, I turn my gaze on Ethan. "You know I won't go quietly, don't you?"

      Ethan cocks his head, studying me for a moment. He walks forward a little, brandishing a needle. "That's why I have this."

      Screaming, I try to scramble to my bed to get away from him, but he's too fast. Grabbing me from behind, he pulls me into him, wrapping his hand around my mouth. A painful sting on my neck causes me to squeal, and then immense pressure as the solution goes in.

      Closing my eyes, I come to the dreaded realization he has me trapped. Intense fear creeps up my spine as Ethan pulls the needle out, setting it on my nightstand.

      "Don't worry, little butterfly, you won't care about anything in a few minutes. Let the bliss flow through you." I struggle in his arms, but all he does is tighten his grip, laughing at me. "You're quite the feisty one, aren't you?"

      My head dizzies, and my limbs start to feel like jelly. He must sense the moment the drugs kick in as he lays me down on my bed, freeing me from his clutches.

      "Your mom thinks I'm taking you to a little renovated barn house right now, but I can't help but take advantage of you while you're like this."

      I try to move my arms and legs, but it's like I'm bound by some unseen force. I try to open my mouth to ask him what the fuck he gave me, but no words come out. It's like I'm frozen in my own body.

      In absolute horror, he takes the bottom of my skirt, pulling it high until it's around my waist. Panic wracks my whole body, but try as I might, I still can't move. My head spins again, but I’m determined to fight this overwhelming feeling to sleep.

      A dip of my bed has my eyes snapping open. Ethan crawls ever so slowly, until he's hovering over me. He bends down, kissing my lips and down toward my neck. Tears begin falling down my cheek as he begins to defile me.

      "Three fucking weeks I've had to put up with you teasing me, and now I've reached a breaking point. I have to have you, Savannah. I can't wait any longer."

      His hand curves around my breast, pinching my nipple. I manage to let out a little whimper, but when I try to scream again, nothing comes out. His heavy breathing makes me quake with terror as he kisses all the way down my body.

      Then something catches my ears, making my fear triple in intensity. Frantically, he starts to undo his belt buckle, and I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing it would all go away.

      Sleep wants to take over, and this time, I let it. The sound of his zipper is next, causing me to pray to God to take me under sooner.

      Thankfully, before Ethan rapes me, my prayers are answered.
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      Two months earlier

      It's been almost a month since the shooting, and I still find it hard at times. It gets easier with each passing day, so that's something. Owen helps. He may not feel like it, but he is. It also helped that we did attend the veteran's funeral in DC, and thankfully only had each other for company. We stayed a long weekend, telling my mother he wanted to show me the sites. We booked two rooms for show, but we only spent our days and nights in one.

      It was bliss.

      In fact, it was a bit too blissful. It was enough to give me insight into a world where Owen and I could be together. We were able to sightsee while holding hands, safe in the knowledge no one in DC knew us. Our days were filled with laughter, while our nights were filled with passion.

      On our last night in DC, Owen took me to a fancy restaurant where we had one of the best steaks I have ever tasted. We drank wine, dancing into the night. My favorite song, "Come Away With Me," by Norah Jones played for us as Owen held me tightly in his arms. I doubt Owen listened to the words to find the meaning behind them meant more to us than he realized. It brought a sadness within me I have been unable to shake since our return.

      If he wasn't so loving and tender toward me, it would be easier to forget the memories burned inside my brain. His caress in the mornings when we wake, me wrapped up in his arms like he was scared I'd disappear. I doubt it's how he feels, but he has a fucking good way of making me feel it.

      Sometimes, I wonder if I can walk away without a backwards glance when the time comes—move on with life without the memories of our time together.

      Problem is, I know deep inside it's not that simple. Owen's stamped a mark on my heart that will be a permanent fixture. It's gotten to a stage where I realize I will grieve when we part. It's just how long that grief will last I’m unsure of.

      His kindness toward me is something that comes naturally to him. He cares for my wellbeing, but as far as feelings are concerned, there's only one that stands out.

      Passion.

      He feels deep, resonating passion for me. It's the one true emotion he's unable to hide. As far as the rest are concerned? Nothing. Nada. He's like a fortress, keeping whatever other response he may have toward me tightly locked up.

      "Your shoes are absolutely divine," a voice says, making me jump.

      Dressed to the nines in a pale blue, chiffon dress, I turn to the sound of the voice and find two men impeccably dressed in matching gray suits. Like me, they’re both carrying a glass of champagne in their hands, and have obviously decided to mingle at this little soiree Owen has made my mom and I attend. I'm grateful for the company as I've been stuck at the bar area for the last ten minutes bored out of my mind.

      I offer a big smile for both the young gentlemen. Early twenties, I would say, with pristine gelled hair…and maybe even a touch of foundation on their faces.

      Glancing down at my diamond-encrusted Louboutin heels Owen felt he had to buy me as a present one day after I had—in his words—fucked his brains out, I twist my foot, displaying them more.

      "Thanks. They're Louboutin."

      The man with the slightly darker hair turns to the other gentleman. "See, I told you." The other guy rolls his eyes, and the slightly darker-haired guy scoffs in response. "He thinks he knows everything about fashion, but I keep telling him he will never beat me. I'm the queen of dresses and high heels."

      Fully turning to them both, I smile at his bubbly persona. “You’ll be the next fashionista, no doubt.”

      "Please don't encourage him. We'll be here all night."

      Slightly darker-haired guy swats him in the chest playfully before displaying his hand for me to shake. I do so, noticing the ever so light touch of the fingers.

      "My name's Brian, but every Saturday night, everyone knows me as Brianna."

      "Nice to meet you, Brian and Brianna. Where do you perform?"

      "It's called Little Devils in Hell's Kitchen. Have you heard of it?"

      I smile. "I certainly have. I snuck in there once with a friend when I was sixteen, but we got caught and thrown out."

      Pulling out a card from his pocket, he hands it to me. "If you come on a Saturday, tell them at the door Brianna invited you and you'll get front row to watch me perform."

      I take the card, looking down. There's a picture of a man in drag, looking like more of a woman than I do. Pristine blonde hair in a fifties style, perfectly aligned blue eyeshadow, and bright red lips. He puts my forty-five-minute effort earlier tonight to shame.

      "Is that you?" I ask, almost screeching.

      He beams with pride. "It certainly is."

      "You look absolutely stunning."

      "Why, thank you, dear." As if remembering he had someone with him, he turns to the guy next to him, motioning in his direction. "This is Todd, but he hates that name. All his friends call him Frankie."

      I frown. "Why Frankie?"

      Brian leans over to whisper. "Because he's in love with Frankie Goes to Hollywood." He gives me a wink, causing a little giggle to escape.

      "They're just about the best pop group that ever existed. Such a pity they broke up."

      He looks genuinely saddened by this.

      "Don't worry. I'm sure there will be other future bands you love just as much. Maybe Brian could be front man—or shall I say woman—in the next one."

      We start laughing as Brian places a hand on his heart. "Oh, darling, that would be a dream come true." When the laughter ends, Brian takes my hand. "Tell me, what is a stunning lady like you doing at the bar all by herself?"

      I glance over to see if I can spy Owen or my mom anywhere, but they're nowhere in sight. "I came with my mom and stepfather, but I can't see them. They must be mingling amongst the crowds."

      "Who are your parents?"

      "Well, it's really my stepfather. Owen Montgomery, CEO of Montgomery Cars."

      Brian frowns slightly, like he's trying to think. "Oh, was he the one who donated a James Bond style Jaguar to some charity event a few months back?"

      "The one and only."

      "He's obviously very generous, and I also hear…handsome." Brian winks again.

      "Yes, that he is," I laugh.

      Brian glances over my dress. "Absolutely beautiful. Do you mind giving me a twirl?"

      Amused by the whole thing, I agree, and I'm surprised when both Brian and Frankie spin me around, still holding my hand afterward. They're very tactile people.

      I'm so busy laughing, I don't hear my name being called. It's only when both Brian and Frankie look behind me that I turn my head and find a very pissed Owen.

      "Can I have a word with you please?" he asks, through gritted teeth.

      "Sure," I respond, not understanding why he seems so mad. I focus my attention back to the men. "It was lovely meeting you."

      They take my hand, giving it a little squeeze. "It was lovely meeting you too. Don't be a stranger now."

      When I step away, Owen turns to leave, and I blow a kiss behind me as I begin following Owen to wherever he's about to take me. Two minutes later, I'm being pulled into a dimly-lit, empty conference room.

      "What the fuck was that?" Owen snaps the moment the door's shut.

      "I don't know what you mean."

      "Come on, Savannah, they were both pouring all over you. What were they hoping to get, a Savannah fucking sandwich later?" I can't help the burst of laughter that escapes me at the thought. "What's so fucking funny?"

      "You getting angry at something that's completely unnecessary."

      "Unnecessary is you flirting with two men in full view of the fucking ball. Are you trying to embarrass me?"

      Jesus, he's wound up tight. I don't know what's gotten into him. My hand flies up in the air, halting him before he says something he may regret. "Those guys are a couple. The one on the left was admiring my shoes because he's a drag queen over at a club in Hell's Kitchen. They both thought I looked stunning in my dress and wanted a twirl. That's all it was. Plain and simple."

      Owen, looking at ease, but still slightly stressed, wipes his brow. "It didn't fucking look like that from where I was standing."

      Realization dawns. "Were you jealous?"

      My heart rate picks up at the prospect. It would make perfect sense considering his reaction to what I’m assuming he thinks he saw.

      His head snaps up, his green eyes looking dark and dangerous. "Of course I wasn't. You just fucking embarrassed me."

      "Owen, it's okay to feel…"

      "I don't fucking feel anything, okay? Now, grab your shit. I'm getting your mother and we're going home." He leaves, and when the door slams behind him, I jump.

      Shit, what’s wrong with him? It seemed my teasing hit a nerve. He can protest all he wants, but the fire and fury in his eyes at the thought of two men wanting me was definitely present. Until now, I had only seen that one emotion. It seemed that was all he was capable of.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I make my way to the cloak room to get my coat. With the heat inside, I decide not to place it on my shoulders and instead carry it with me to the exit. There, I find Owen, but not my mother.

      "Where's Mom?"

      Yanking down his shirt sleeves, he turns to me, his snarl still present. "She's decided to stay for a few more hours. She's been drinking, so I doubt we'll see her ’til morning."

      He takes the steps down, not even bothering to look if I'm following. The journey home is quiet, the tension thick and palpable. Owen's still pissed, but considering I've explained what happened back there, I can't see what his problem is. I want to ask him, but I sense now is not the time. Instead, I turn my head and stare out the window for the remainder of the drive.

      It's only when we walk through the door, Frank taking our coats and me starting to walk up the stairs, a whisper of his voice freezes me.

      "I was jealous."

      My foot stops mid-step. My heart accelerates, and so does the pulse between my legs. Gripping the banister, I turn my body to find Owen in the hallway, staring down at his feet. When he senses I'm staring, he looks up.

      "I got jealous and I don't know why. It's a foreign emotion to me, and I'm finding it hard to deal with."

      Was that's an apology? I’m unsure, but I'll certainly take it. At least he's opening up—however small it may be.

      "You're peeling away layers of me, Savannah," he whispers, causing a hitch in my breath. "Layers that reveal a monster within me I never knew existed."

      When he turns, opening his door to the office and shutting it behind him, I'm left completely bewildered, completely turned on, and completely spellbound.

      I've known from the start he's capable of passion, and now I've seen he's more than capable of jealousy, but the one question I'm asking in my head more than anything is: will he ever be capable of…love?
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      Present

      There's a tight ache in my head. My mouth feels dry and my throat is burning so much, it’s like someone's poured acid down my throat. Nausea erupts in my stomach, but I'm way too groggy to even contemplate being sick.

      I groan out loud, and within an instant, a hand covers mine. "Savannah? Thank fuck, you scared the shit out of me."

      Owen? What's he doing here? Where is here?

      It all starts coming back to me.

      My mom. Ethan. Their plan B. Ethan's disgusting hands all over me, trying to defile me as I lay completely helpless and alone.

      My eyes snap open, my breath coming out of me in short, sharp bursts. My eyes take in the room, trying to see if Ethan is here.

      "It's okay, Savannah. You're safe. It's me, baby. It's only me."

      At the sound of his voice, I relent, relaxing in his arms. "What happened?"

      I don't know if I really want to know, but I have to. I need to know if he did what he was going to do.

      "I got there before he…" He stops, like the thought of saying it burns a hole in his throat. His body turns rigid, then he pulls away, catching my face in his hands. "When I saw him on top of you like that and what he was about to do, I lost it. I almost killed him, Savannah. If it wasn't for Frank, Ethan would be dead. And do you know what? I wouldn't have fucking cared."

      A sob rips through me, but Owen is there to wipe away my tears. "I'm so fucking sorry, Savannah. I should have been here to protect you."

      "But you were," I protest.

      Gripping his eyes shut, he shakes his head. "I know what kind of person he is, and I left you, unprotected. I will never forgive myself."

      Frowning in confusion, I take his hand. "What do you mean?"

      The pain etched in his face changes so quickly, it almost makes me catch a breath. His eyes have turned almost black.

      "You don't deserve me," he simply says, shocking me. "You don't deserve any of this."

      Trying to shake his hand to look at me, I reply, "Owen, you're not making any sense. This wasn't your doing. It was my mom and Ethan."

      His head snaps to me then, his eyes wide. "What do you mean your mom?"

      In that moment, thinking back to Ethan makes me feel ashamed. I should have known what kind of person he is. I should have sensed…something.

      "They had a plan to try to get rid of me. Mom knows about us, and she wanted me gone. Ethan was trying to get me to fall in love with him so I would follow him to California. When that didn't work, they hatched a plan to fake my kidnapping, but even if they got the money from you, they would have made me disappear."

      "Son of a fucking bitch, I'm going to kill her!" Owen jumps off the bed, his body rigid with anger, his face flushed with rage.

      "Owen, calm down. Let the police handle this."

      Looking panicked, he sits by the side of my bed, taking my hand. "No, we can't involve the police. She needs to disappear—permanently."

      Confusion fills me. "Wouldn't getting her arrested for attempted kidnapping suffice?"

      He shakes his head. "Do you really think she’ll admit to it? Do you have any proof?"

      Feeling a punch to my stomach, I shake my head. "What are we going to do?"

      Owen squeezes my hand in his, looking tired but determined. "Ethan has been taken care of. He's in custody for attempted rape…as well as something else. Your mom needs some careful planning. I know a guy who can make people disappear. Don't worry, Savannah. I will make her pay. I will make them both pay. In the meantime, tell the police everything that happened to you with Ethan."

      Shaking my head, tears pool in my eyes. "There's got to be another way. I can't…" It's then I remember what he said. "What do you mean attempted rape and something else?"

      Owen glances down on the bed like he's ashamed. He's about to answer when there's a knock at the door and two police officers—one male, one female—walk in.

      "Savannah Williams, how are you feeling?" the female officer asks, standing beside my bed.

      "Tired, sick, and sore. I've been better…"

      She offers a sympathetic smile. "Are you up to answering some questions?"

      I nod, and she proceeds to ask me everything I know. I tell her all I remember, minus the bit about my mom. I have no clue why we're protecting her, but I guess Owen's right. We have no proof, other than my say so.

      After all is said and done, Owen sits beside me, almost shaking with rage. I can understand his anger, but for some reason, he blames himself for this.

      "We have another woman who’s come forward—a woman who was given the same date rape drug as you some five years ago."

      Realization dawns on me. I snap my head to Owen, but he's not looking at me now. Instead, he keeps his eyes to the floor.

      This is what he meant. Owen knew all along and never told me. Why?

      "Why didn't she come forward sooner with this?"

      The female officer glances toward Owen. "We believe it has something to do with the fact that the girl comes from a poorer background and didn't think it would go anywhere in court. The girl, who was barely seventeen at the time, felt she couldn't go through with possible ridicule at school."

      Clutching my chest, my heart almost explodes. I assume this is the thing Owen knew and did nothing about.

      "That poor girl," I reply, my frown deepening with sorrow. What makes her less than me? Why didn’t she receive the justice she deserved five years ago?

      "We have her testimony, and now yours and Mr. Montgomery's. We also have your blood sample, which tested positive for Flunitrazepam. We'll be in touch as soon as we know more going forward."

      All I do is nod and say thanks. I wait until they leave, then turn to Owen. "You knew and did nothing!"

      Fear and anxiety swim in his eyes as he fixes them on mine. "It wasn't like that. I wanted him put away, but the girl’s parents knew I had money and could get him an expensive lawyer."

      "Oh my God, this just gets worse."

      "Listen, if I had the proof he did this, do you not think I wouldn't have made sure he served time for it? The girl never went to the police afterward. She never had the evidence we now have. It would have been her word against his, and she knew it. I wished she had fucking gone to the police the night he raped her, then what happened with you would have never taken place." I grip my eyes shut, not knowing if I want to hear anymore, but a dip in my bed has them open again to find Owen staring at me. "That's why I told him to leave, to set up something on his own and never come back. You really think I would abandon my own son over a bullying incident?"

      My anger rising, I shout, "You never told me!"

      "Because I felt ashamed!" he shouts back, his face morphing with anguish. Tears start to pool in his eyes, and all my anger disappears.

      "I figured if I sent him to the other side of the States and had someone watch over him, if he tried any of that shit again, at least we could stop it this time."

      Shock reverberates through me. "You had someone watch him for five years?"

      His jaw ticks slightly. "Yes, and although I was told he was with a number of girls over the years, he never tried that shit on them. What I'm pissed at is the fact that I was never told he was coming to see me over Christmas. If I had known, I would have stopped that shit right then and there."

      Something dawns on me. "I bet it was my mom who asked him to come."

      His eyes widen in realization. "I think you might be right." He sighs heavily, shaking his head. "My life has been nothing but a shitshow since your mom came into it. And now I've gotten you involved. You don't deserve any of this. Not one fucking bit. You should have had a mom who took care of you, instead of the hand you were dealt."

      The anger he obviously has makes me warm inside. I reach out, grabbing his face and gently pulling him to look at me. "I got to meet you."

      Owen smiles, but like a sudden switch in his head, he gets up from my bed. "Don't think this changes anything, Savannah. It doesn't."

      If I thought I had been gut-punched enough, I was wrong. Hearing him say this hurts more than anything I've been through.

      "I just thought…"

      "Well, you thought wrong." His cutting words slice through me like a sharp blade. I suck in a breath, determined not to let him see my tears. I could have sworn he was softening to us…after everything that's happened, he and I could…shit, I don't even fucking know anymore. It seems as long as my mom's around, we will never be together. But, even worse, I don't even know if that’s true.

      "I'm going to get the doctor and ask him if I can take you home."

      He starts to walk out, but I stop him. "I'm not going back there."

      With his back to me, his shoulders slump. "I know. That's why I've asked Brandon to pack you a bag and take it to the lake house."

      Without looking back, he walks out…along with my heart.
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      Two months earlier

      My mind, body, and heart have been reeling since Owen's confession three nights ago. I try hard not to fall deeper for him—a battle I lose little by little every day. We're only supposed to be a fun fling, and it has been. I've enjoyed every second of his hands on mine, his body pressed against my own, but I seem to be enjoying it a little too much. His possessiveness has started to kick in. Every time he fucks me, he claims I’m his, and every time he does, my body robs me of sight from the most explosive climax. His words tend to say one thing to me, but then his actions tell me something completely different. It's no wonder I'm so fucking confused.

      "Will you stop badgering me? You're giving me a headache."

      My mom's words halt me from my journey to the kitchen from my room. Owen and I have just gotten home from work and I'm famished.

      "I don't care that you go around fucking other guys, but can you do it more discreetly? Kane said he saw you with your hands all over your personal trainer. You're making me look like a fool."

      Knowing I should go, but also not being able to, I sneak up to the living room door and hide next to it so I can listen.

      "Anyone would say you're jealous."

      He scoffs like it’s the most preposterous thought. "Oh, please."

      "Why not? We are married after all."

      "Yes, under duress, I might fucking add. I may have agreed to this shambles of a marriage, but what I can't abide by is my wife openly sleeping with every fucking man with a pulse. Use a bit of discretion."

      My heart starts thumping at the knowledge Owen got married to my mother under duress. By what, though? How did she pull it off?

      "You know, I wouldn’t have to if I got it at home."

      A wave of nausea hits my empty stomach. I had never put too much thought into what Owen and my mother did behind closed doors. I knew it would drive me crazy if I did.

      "Please, woman. I can't stand to look at you, let alone fuck you."

      I let out a relieved sigh at this gem of information.

      "Who says you have to look at me when you fuck me?"

      "Fucking hell, Sarah, are you even listening to yourself? All I'm asking is you be discreet in your affairs. You get this lavish lifestyle and a paycheck for doing fuck all, what more do you want?"

      "Your cock. One night. One night is all I ask."

      My heart rate accelerates again. I don't want to hear anymore, but my feet are cemented to the ground.

      "You're absolutely delusional.” Footsteps have me almost scurrying away when my mom's voice stops me in my tracks.

      "You know I can make things very difficult for you, don't you, Owen?"

      Her words, ice-cold, send shivers down my spine. I stand there, body rigid at the wall by the door, waiting for Owen's response.

      "Get to the fucking point, Sarah."

      She slightly chuckles before speaking. "I'll tell Christian Locke you've been fucking his wife."

      I catch the gasp that almost leaves me. Knowing he's married to my mother is one thing, but sleeping with other women while he's with me is something else entirely. I at least thought I was the only one.

      "That was before I had even met you…"

      "And you think I care about that little detail? Christian was still married to his wife when you decided to stick your dick in her. How do you think he's going to feel knowing you've been sucking up to him for business while cozying up to his wife for pleasure? Correct me if I'm wrong, but Christian Locke doesn't look the type to let that one slide, does he? I believe he's an amateur boxer and martial arts expert in his free time."

      Christian Locke is the police chief of Scarsdale, and hopeful soon-to-be Mayor. I've seen how buff the guy is. He'd put Arnold Schwarzenegger to shame.

      "How the fuck could you possibly know about that?"

      "Carla got drunk one night and admitted it to me. She said she felt jealous of me since she knows how well you can please a woman in bed. I must admit, it pissed me off a little knowing she’d had a taste of you, but even more than that, it made me intrigued. Now I want what's rightfully mine."

      "Jesus, Sarah, it was one time—one stupid, weak moment where she wouldn't take no for an answer and I hadn't had any in seven weeks. That's all it was."

      "I doubt her husband would see it that way."

      All goes silent, but my heart's beating so bad, I'm afraid they'll hear it. I close my eyes, trying to calm myself, but all I can see is my mom and Owen having sex. That same nausea erupts in my stomach. How is he possibly going to get out of this?

      "I don't do blackmail," he growls back.

      "You handled it pretty well before." There’s a pause before she speaks again. "Oh, come on, Owen. You've done everything I've asked so far, why is this such a big deal?"

      "I don't think you really want to have sex with me. This is all just a game to you, isn't it? A big, fucking game where you think you can dangle me on a piece of string. Well, fuck you."

      Footsteps pound the floor, so I start to move.

      "Okay, I'll just give Christian a call then."

      "You do that and I'll deny everything. I’ll tell him I have a very vindictive wife."

      She chuckles, making my hair stand on end. "I'll give you ’til tomorrow to think about it," she purrs.

      The clicking of her heels thump against the floorboards, so I quickly hide inside the small broom cupboard, leaving it slightly ajar so I can watch as she passes. The flicker of her golden hair brushes past as she disappears toward the kitchen. It's only when she disappears out of sight that I open the door…to find Owen standing there staring right at me.

      A slight gasp leaves my lips at the knowledge I've been caught, but all Owen does is stare at me. He looks at me with such a blank expression, I know for sure he must be desperately trying to hide his emotion.

      He has to feel something. Whether it be anger, frustration, rage…all of the above. But he's showing nothing.

      I open my mouth to say something, but the moment I do, Owen storms off, ending whatever it is I wished to convey. I was going to ask if he's okay, but I know in my heart he can't be. He feels trapped, but not only that, he's also embarrassed. Embarrassed at the thought of my mother ruling the roost in this house. Embarrassed he's being made to do things—disgusting things he seems to have no control or say over. Frustration and confusion consume me, leaving me pondering.

      What has Owen done that's so bad, he's letting my mother win? But even more than that: is he going to give in to her insalubrious demands?
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      Present

      "You're a pig-headed, stubborn little shit."

      We're in the car on the way to the lake house and I'm still fuming at his indifference toward me. I don't deserve this, and he's more than aware of that fact, but he's still determined to treat me like the woman on the side. Quite frankly, I’m sick and tired of it.

      Owen flits his gaze toward Brandon, his jaw ticking in anger. "Not here, Savannah," he whisper-growls in my direction.

      I want to scream and shout at him, blast to the world how fucking unfair this whole situation is, but instead, I grit my teeth, deciding to remain silent. Besides, who do I have to blame but myself?

      At the lake house, Brandon waits in the car while Owen lets me in and drops my bag for me. When he hands me the keys, he says, "Brandon made sure the heat was on for when you got here. There's food in the fridge to last a while. If you need anything else, give Brandon or Frank a call."

      He goes to turn, so I say, "Not you?"

      He freezes. "I have a few things I need to take care of."

      Implying my mother, I imagine. I understand there's been this huge shitstorm, and he's angry about it all, but the one person he's taking it out on is the one who deserves it the least.

      "Listen, Owen. I get it. We were just sex, nothing more, nothing less. I knew my place and I fucking tried…" A sob catches in my throat, causing me to stop for a moment. I glance at Owen, his stare hard, his body even more so. "I tried so fucking hard not to fall for you…but I did."

      He desperately shakes his head, his expression vicious and callous. "Don't fucking say that, Savannah. Don't…"

      "Why is it so hard for you to hear? It doesn't affect you other than inflate your own ego. It's me who has to deal with this shit. It's me who has to cope with the knowledge that I've fallen in love with you."

      "Stop it!" he growls, banging his fist against the kitchen counter. It makes me jump so bad, my own saliva gets caught in my throat. I stumble back, stupefied at his reaction. My response only seems to make him angrier. "Don't you think I have enough on my plate as it is without dealing with a pubescent young girl who thinks she's in love with me!"

      That's when it happens. The moment my heart is ripped out of my chest and thrown to the floor like a piece of garbage. Every square inch of me wants to break down and cry, but I refuse to let him see me like that.

      I refuse.

      "Get out!" I shout, shaking my finger toward the door. When he doesn't move, I shout again. "Get out!" This time, louder. He turns, heading out the door as quickly as he can move himself.

      I fall down into a heap, sobs wracking my body as I curl into a ball. I always knew Owen could be cruel when he wanted to be, but not with me. Never with me.

      I don't know how long I'm on the floor, but as darkness soon falls upon the lake house, I have no alternative but to get up, wipe my tears, and try to put one foot in front of the other.

      Despite my nausea, I have to eat. I know once I do, I need to figure out what in the hell I'm going to do with my life. It pains me to think that whatever it is doesn't involve Owen, but I have no one to blame but myself. My heart wants what it wants, and what it wants is Owen. I was just too stupid to realize his feelings never even came close to running as deep as mine.

      Looking through the fridge, I find some homemade potato and leek soup. It makes me smile. Frank knows this is my favorite. He makes amazing soup.

      Pouring some of its contents in a bowl, I place it in the microwave and pour myself O.J. I sit silently, and despite the soup being delicious, every spoonful is like gravel stinging the back of my throat.

      I wash my dishes and decide to grab a blanket and watch some TV. I flick through for a few seconds, not really finding anything appealing. I finally land on Owen's favorite, The Godfather. Vito Corleone is walking around 1917s Hell's Kitchen, all suited up after killing the Don. Many a night, I've walked past Owen's little den where I've caught him sitting in his plush, brown leather chair, nursing a bourbon and watching this movie.

      My heart hurts, but I can't bring myself to change the channel. So, I lie there, remote in hand, and watch the whole movie.

      It's halfway through the third movie when I end up falling asleep on the couch, wrapped up in the blanket, comfortable and warm. I don't know how long I'm asleep when music coming from the T.V. startles me until I’m fully awake. I open one eye, noticing the credits are rolling, so I switch it off using the remote still clutched in my hand. It's when I lean forward to place it on the coffee table the distinct shape of him catches the corner of my eye.

      "It calms me…watching you sleep."

      Sitting up, I wrap the blanket around me like it will somehow protect me from this tyrant of a man. But nothing can protect my heart. A jolt of pain shoots through my chest, making me angry.

      "What are you doing here?"

      I glance up to find Owen sliding across the couch until he's right next to me. I want so desperately to move, but my body has other ideas. No matter how much I hate it, I relish the feel of his body next to mine, the way he smells—all musky with sweet cedar wood.

      "I couldn't leave things the way I did. I couldn't leave you alone knowing what you had been through and I abandoned you."

      I inhale a deep breath through my nose, willing myself to be brave. "I'm a big girl, Owen. I can take care of myself."

      "I know you are. I didn't mean all that shit… Fuck, this is hard." He leans forward, placing his head in his hands.

      "Are you trying to apologize?" He’s certainly not big on them, that much is true. When he doesn't move or say anything, I sigh aloud. "I'm sick and tired of all this, Owen. I'm sick and tired of your ping-pong fucking games, one minute wanting me, then the next treating me like shit. I'm tired of you telling me in one breath you wish you could be the man I deserve, while rejecting me in the next. I'm so fucking done."

      He reacts to that, taking his hands away from his head. He eyes me with sharp, panicking eyes. "Don't fucking say that." I make a move to scoot away from him, but he grabs my arm, yanking me onto his lap. He snuggles his head in the crook of my neck, inhaling my scent. "Don't ever fucking say that. You're never done with me. Do you want to know why?"

      He squeezes his arms around me tightly, almost as if he's afraid I'll move if he doesn't hold on. I close my eyes, frustrated with my body for loving this so much. A lone tear falls down my cheek—a tear I never felt coming.

      "Why?" I ask, almost a silent whisper on my lips.

      "Because I can never be done with you." My heart leaps in my chest. I don't know if this is a declaration of love, but it sure feels like it.

      "I've tried, Savannah. I've tried so fucking hard to convince myself all you are is a great fuck, but I'm kidding myself. I'm lying to myself, and all I'm doing is hurting you. You deserve so much more than me, and even though I try to push you away so you can find someone else, I also know I will kill anyone who tries to take your heart. It belongs to me. Every part of you—your body, heart, and soul—it's all mine. All. Fucking. Mine."

      "Oh, Owen," I say through my tears. I glance up, seeing the pain in his eyes. He wipes my tears, capturing my face in his hands, gripping me with his intense stare.

      "I want to give you everything. I want to be the man you truly deserve, and it fucking kills me I can't."

      I take his face in my hands, imploring him with my eyes. "Then tell me why. Please, Owen. If you want to be with me this much, but can't, then tell me." When he tries to pull away, I shock him, holding him still. "Remember that fucking awful day in the restaurant when you told me to trust you?" His eyes downcast, he nods his head. "This is me, asking you for the same."

      He searches my eyes for an answer I don't know I can give him. The moment he relents, he sighs, closing his eyes.

      "It was the night your mother and I met."

      Confident he's going to tell me the story, I take my hands away from his face, resting them against my lap. Owen runs a hand over his face, stress lines creasing his forehead.

      "We met at a charity gala." My heart kicks up a notch. This was one of the dates I told Patricia about. "That morning, I got into an argument with one of my big clients. You know Richard Fareham?"

      "Yes." He's a multi-millionaire who lives in NYC and Scarsdale. He likes to collect cars and most of the time he's nice, but he has this dark side to him everyone wants to steer clear of.

      "He was in one of his fucking moods and asked me the impossible on a deadline with a shipment of a particular Aston Martin he wanted. I mean, no fucking dealer would have been able to meet the deadline he was expecting. He was being unreasonable and he knew it. It still didn't stop him from being a dickhead. I called him that to his face, and that's when he told me he was done. I mean, long story short, he called the very next day and apologized, but the entire day, I was buzzing with anger. It already set me in a bad mood. I shouldn't have gone to the gala that night, but my stupid conscience got the better of me. It was a charity event, after all." I smile, knowing all along he had a very kind heart underneath all that bravado.

      "It all started close to midnight when I was sitting at the bar, drunk out of my fucking skull. You mother approached me and struck up a conversation, asking what was eating at me. I was so drunk, I can't even tell you what my response was." He rolls his eyes in anger. "Anyway, I think I must have been rude to her, but she stayed with me and after a while of talking with her, I started to relax. We talked about normal stuff—families, places we've been, things we liked to do in our spare time. I told her I went shooting at a range every Saturday, and she mentioned she did too."

      I frown, knowing my mother has never used a gun. I have also never heard of Owen going to the range he speaks of. Owen, sensing my disbelief, laughs a little, but not in the funny sense. "Don't worry. I'm getting to that part." I nod, determined not to say anything to interrupt him.

      "It was obvious what she wanted from me, and it made me feel good after a long, shitty day." Shaking his head, he sighs. I know the bad part's coming from the tensing of his shoulders and ticking of his jaw.

      "I think it must have been close to two and the gala was winding down. Your mom mentioned she wanted to show me something she knew could alleviate my stress." He lets out a deep breath before continuing. "Anyway, she led me out into a field not far from the gala and showed me this clay pigeon thrower. There were several targets hiding in the grass and she told me it would be fun if we did some shooting. I mentioned I didn't have a gun, but then she lifted her dress, showing me one she had strapped to her leg. My world was spinning at this point. She was offering me a release and mentioned how much she was turned on by seeing a big man with a gun. She was very good at making me feel like I was on top of the world, I’ll give her that. I was still revved up from earlier and figured it was three in the morning, and no one was around, I could get away with shooting a few rounds. My male ego got the fucking better of me that night."

      Still frowning, I'm trying to figure out why my mother had a gun on her. I've never seen her carry a gun in all my life. It's like Owen's talking about a different person.

      "She handed me the gun and set up the shooter," he says, interrupting my thoughts. "I think it was around five or six clays in, she suddenly stopped and shouted at me. I asked her what, and she pointed to an area ahead surrounded by trees. She mentioned she swore she saw an animal or something move, so we went to investigate." He stops a moment, wringing his hands together. "Fuck."

      Realization dawns on me. "It wasn't an animal."

      Owen snaps his head to me, his eyes filled with unshed tears. "No, it wasn't an animal. I had shot and killed a guy. I don't know who he was or why he was in the field, but judging by how dirty his clothes were, I'm guessing he was homeless and on his way to the gala to find all the dumped food in the garbage from that night. Whoever the fuck he was, I shot him. He was dead, and your mother knew."

      My eyes widen at the information. No wonder Owen's been putting up with my mom's shit all these months.

      "But, surely if you just told the police it was an accident—"

      "Savannah, I was inebriated in charge of a gun I'm not even sure was registered. I fucking panicked, and your mother was there like an angel from Heaven, ready to take care of everything for me."

      "What do you mean?"

      He grits his teeth. "We pulled his body into the forest, covering him with as much undergrowth as we could. She drove me home and told me she would take care of the rest. I was to sleep it off and she would come over in the morning to see if I was okay." He shakes his head again. "That's when the fucking bitch blackmailed me."

      Unable to process what I'm hearing, I remain silent for a moment. When I know I have to say something, I snap myself out of my stupor. "It was an accident."

      "I'm quite aware it was, your mother too, and maybe the police will see it that way as well, but it doesn't change the fact that I shot a guy while drunk and tried to bury the evidence."

      "I…I don't understand any of it. My mom…never carries a gun."

      Owen flits his eyes to me, a confused frown on his face. "She told me she loved shooting."

      I shrug one shoulder, suspicion crawling up my spine. "This is the first I've heard."

      Owen's frown deepens into sorrow as he stares at me. "Why haven't you left yet?"

      I stare into his eyes. They hold so much emotion. His fear is palpable, his unyielding pain and guilt for what he's done evident. He shouldn’t have shot that gun, and he shouldn’t have done it while drunk, but he was out in a field in the middle of nowhere. How would he have known some homeless guy was going to pop up?

      "If you think telling me this is going to make me feel any less for you, you're mistaken."

      His lips form a thin line as he shakes his head. "I have demons, Savannah. That's why I keep telling you I'm not a good man and you deserve so much better than me. I want so fucking desperately to give you all the things in life you're so worthy of, but I can't."

      I place my hand over his, searching his eyes with mine. "Don't you realize you already are?" He tries to pull away from me for a second time, but again, I hold him firm. "You're a kind man who got dealt a shitty hand when you met my mother. You may feel you deserve her, but you're wrong. Despite what you think, you are a good man, and I know this is because I never would have fallen in love with someone who was bad. You push me away, not because you're bad, but because you're trying to protect me. Someone who’s bad would never do that. This is why I fell in love with you, Owen. This is why I refuse to give up on us."

      He claims my mouth with his, the force of our kiss like nothing I have ever experienced. I have kissed Owen thousands of times, but never one so raw, so intense, so…real.

      Our breaths quicken, and he lays me down on the couch, uncovering my blanket like an unopened present. He's on top of me soon after, his hand through my hair, his lips firmly pressed against mine.

      "I love you, Savannah Williams. I fucking love you."

      My heart surges at his words, a sense of urgency clawing at my insides. Tears pool in my eyes as I frantically try to remove his shirt.

      "I love you too, Owen."

      He growls, and the intensity of it sends a deep yearning between my legs. "Say it again."

      "I love you too."

      "Fuck!" he shouts, desperation crawls through the air as he pulls my dress over my head before claiming my mouth again. "Those sweet, fucking words are my undoing."

      My dress is discarded, along with his shirt. We both scramble to get his pants off next. I'm panting, desperate for him to be inside me—desperate for us to be one.

      He rips my panties from my body and pushes his way inside me. We both scream out, the feel of him beyond anything I can imagine. He starts to move inside me, one hand gripping my thigh as he thrusts his way in.

      "How did I ever convince myself I could stay away from you? You're like my beacon of light to shine my path home. You're fucking everything to me, Savannah."

      I moan out a cry, tears streaming down my face. My emotions are all over the place. So joyous in this moment, an orgasm crashes through me. My head flies back, and I scream out his name, my fingernails clawing at his back.

      Owen growls, but he keeps going. The more he thrusts, the more my orgasm intensifies, robbing me of all my senses.

      "Fuck, Savannah, I'm going to come."

      His pace quickens, along with his breaths. He roars out, stilling inside me as the pressure of his release hits my womb.

      I have been so caught up in everything that's been happening, I forgot about the pill. "Owen, I haven't been to the doctor."

      Owen's heavy breathing stops a moment. He lifts his head to gaze down at me. "It's too late for that now. Whatever's done is done. I certainly can't stand the thought of you pregnant with my baby and taking a pill to get rid of it. Nope. Ain't fucking happening."

      I nudge at him. "You're such a caveman."

      He smirks down at me, his warm breath kissing my cheek. "You fucking love it."

      Yeah, I do, but there's no way I'm letting him know that nugget of information. I doubt I need to answer him anyway. He already knows what I feel.

      "Can you stay?"

      Kissing me softly on the lips, he wipes a strand of hair away from my eye. "Yes, but I have a meeting tomorrow morning, so I will need to leave at six."

      "Do you need me to come?"

      He shakes his head. "No, you stay here and rest. You've been through a lot. Your body needs to heal after that shit my beloved fucking son put inside you."

      The thought makes me clam up, and Owen pulls out of me. "Sorry, that was stupid of me to mention right now."

      "It's fine," I reply, pulling the dress down over me.

      "I don't know where we go from here, but I promise we'll sort something out, okay? We'll talk about it tomorrow when I get home." My smile surfaces, causing Owen to frown in amusement. "What?"

      "You called this place home."

      Owen leans over me, flicking my nose. "That's because you're here."
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      Present

      The next morning, the light of a beautiful orange sun kisses my skin, awakening me. I know before I even turn in the bed Owen is not beside me. After our little tryst on the couch, Owen carried me upstairs where he made love to me for the very first time. On the couch, it was fast and unrelenting, but in the bed, he was gentle, slow, and tender. I had never been made love to before, and it was cathartic as much it was beautiful. With his dark secret shared with someone other than my mother, Owen seemed much more relaxed than I had ever seen him. It was almost as if it were cathartic for him as well.

      Every bone in my body ached, but in a good way. Like Owen, I don't know where we go from here, but the fact that he loves me is good enough for me. Now we can deal with my bitch of a mother.

      My phone starts ringing downstairs, and I spring up from the bed and race downstairs, thinking it's Owen. I'm surprised to see Patricia's name.

      "Patricia, hi."

      "Dear God, girl, why didn't you call me last night?"

      I frown, then realize I haven't bothered looking at my phone at all. "What's wrong?"

      "What's wrong is you were attacked by my own grandson, of all people. I've been worried sick."

      "I guess Owen told you?"

      "He called me yesterday. I've been trying to get a hold of you since. I talked to Owen a few minutes ago, and he said you were resting at the lake house."

      I bite my lip as my smile grows at the mention of his name. "I can't be around my mother anymore."

      "Speaking of," she starts, excitement in her voice. "My PI called me a few moments ago and is coming by at one. He says he has something to show us."

      Excitement bubbles at the news. "I'll be there."

      "Okay," she breathes, as if in relief. "Are you sure you're okay?"

      I smile at her concern for me. "I'm fine. Honestly."

      I am now, knowing your son loves me.

      "I'll call a cab to pick me up at twelve."

      "Okay. See you then."

      We say our goodbyes and I'm about to look up a good cab company when I spot a note hanging on the fridge door.

      Frowning, I move toward the note and recognize the writing immediately.

      

      Savannah,

      

      I can still smell you on me, and it's the most fucking torturous thing on earth. I have to leave knowing you're in my bed, smelling as good as you do while you roll around naked in my sheets. I'm even getting hard thinking about it.

      I just wanted to let you know before I left that last night gave me such a relief. I have been feeling this way since that day here at the lake house…the very first time we shared our bodies. I was fighting you back then as much as I have been since.

      But no more.

      I know it's not your birthday until tomorrow, but I got you something and I can't wait until then.

      I love you, Savannah. All my heart and fucking soul, I love you.

      

      All yours,

      Owen.

      

      P.S. Take a look out the window.

      

      Butterflies dance in my belly as I practically skip to the window and gasp at what I find. Outside wrapped in a big, red bow is a yellow Lamborghini Urus.

      "No. Fucking. Way!" Shocked doesn't even begin to begin to describe what I'm feeling right now.

      Racing toward the car, I notice a white envelope tucked inside the bow. I grab it, open it up, and take a look inside. A key slips out, along with a card.

      

      To Savannah,

      

      I realize you're going to be pissed at me for buying this, but someone (mentioning no names) let it slip that you missed driving.

      If I could lock you up in my house forever, I would. That would not only be illegal, it would also be extremely selfish of me. I love you, and I want you to feel you can be free with me—no matter how hard it is to let go.

      I hope this birthday and every other birthday is as good as I can make it.

      

      Love you, baby,

      Owen.

      

      If I thought I couldn't fall anymore in love with this man, I was wrong. He bought me a fucking car!

      My cell starts to ring in my back pocket. I grab it and see it's Owen calling.

      "Did you see it?" he asks, the moment I answer.

      "Did I see it!" I screech. "Owen, are you fucking crazy? It's a car—a goddamn car!"

      "I know what it is, baby."

      My heart does a little flutter in my chest. I don't think I will ever tire of hearing him call me that.

      "Do you love it?"

      "Of course I do." I run my hand over the trunk of the car, loving how sleek it is under my touch. I would never go for yellow, but this one stands out. It's a stunner.

      "Well, shut up then. Accept it and say thank you."

      Grinning like an idiot, I say, "It's too much."

      "It's not too much. You deserve it for putting up with my shit for the last few months. Besides, can't a man buy the woman he loves a present for her special birthday?"

      "Of course. It's just…" I sigh, admitting defeat. "It's beautiful. Thank you."

      He lets out an exhale of what I believe must be relief. "You're welcome."

      "I’m going to call her Bumblebee."

      A slight chuckle tickles my ear. "You've been watching too many of those goddamned Transformer movies."

      I gasp. "Hey, don't knock the Transformers movies. They're awesome."

      "Okay, whatever you say. I'm sure Bumblebee will take good care of my baby."

      I bite my lip. "I'm sure she will."

      "When are you going to take her for a spin?"

      "I'm going to get ready and have some breakfast, then the moment I'm ready, I'm taking my Bumblebee for a ride."

      "Good."

      "Will I see you later?"

      "I've been avoiding your mother. I’m afraid of the damage I’ll cause if I do. As soon as I'm finished here, I will be on my way to you. Hopefully around six."

      I find myself swaying as I answer. "I'll look forward to showing you just how grateful I am."

      "Oh, baby. Definitely not as much as I am for receiving it."

      I say a dizzying goodbye before skipping back to the house to get a shower and something to eat. It's only when I'm in the shower that the euphoria slips away and flashbacks of what Ethan did comes crashing into me. Up until this point it all seemed like a dream—like I was inside somebody else's body. Now, I can see it like I'm there—feel his hands on my skin.

      Closing my eyes, I will the memories to go away. I should be happy. I'm away from my toxic mother, I've just been given a car, and most importantly of all, I have Owen.

      Getting dressed quickly, I take the stairs down to the kitchen and make myself something to eat. To lift my spirits, I read both notes Owen left again and it's just the medicine I need to start my day.

      I'm so pumped at jumping in the car and taking my Bumblebee for a spin, that I end up leaving an hour earlier than intended. I start her up, loving the purr of the engine surrounding me. I'm so high up in the car that I feel I can take on the world if I had to. I fix my eyes ahead, picturing my mom and Ethan in front of me, and my foot instantly presses on the accelerator making her roar to life.

      I put the car in Drive, making my way along path that leads onto the road from the house. All is quiet as I ease her out onto the main drag, so I put my foot down and scream my joy as I wind down my window.

      Taking an extra long route to Patricia's, I almost end up late I'm so engrossed in my driving. I've never been one to enjoy a simple drive like Owen does, but sitting in this and getting a feel of it, I’m beginning to understand why.

      When I arrive at Patricia's a little before one, I find another car parked outside the entrance. I slip in after, immediately putting it in park and getting out. I can't help but look back at her before I saunter up to Patricia's porch. I'm about to knock on the door when it flies open.

      "Savannah, you're here!" Patricia opens her arms to embrace me, and I smile.

      "I'm so happy you're okay. I’ve felt sick ever since I found out you were in hospital and it was Ethan who put you there."

      Nausea starts to float in my belly, but I will it down, refusing to let Ethan win. If I keep telling myself it was all a dream, I can quickly move on with my life.

      "Thanks to your son, I'm fine."

      She pulls away, smiling. "Owen seems to be making a habit of this whole hero thing," she jokes.

      "I think he gets a secret kick out of it."

      She chuckles before motioning me into the living room. Tea is already made, and so are the cookies. I'm so used to being a part of this ritual, it feels weird to just sit down. We do have a guest, so this is the reason. He's currently sitting in my chair, eating one of the cookies on a plate. When he spots me, he quickly chews before wiping his hands on his pants and getting up.

      "Savannah, this is my PI, Grant Thernball."

      "Nice to meet you," he says, raising his hand out to me.

      "Nice to meet you too," I reply, shaking his hand.

      "Grant says he's done more digging than intended, but has come up with something he really wants to show us."

      I smile at both of them, hope filling my heart. "Sounds intriguing."

      "It is," Grant begins, taking a laptop out of his briefcase. "It took a lot to get a hold of these, but I'm glad I did. I had this hunch about your mom, and when I get hunches, they normally turn out to be something. I don't know what I've gotten here, but it's definitely something."

      Eager to get on with it, I say, "Show us."

      Opening the laptop, it lights up, asking for a password. He types it in, and a paused video of what looks like the outside of a bar pops up on the screen.

      "Before I begin, I already found out Owen and Sarah met at a charity gala. I have surveillance video of them that night, and it shows Sarah driving him home, then leaving to come back to this bar. Now, she does something here that completely baffles me, so I managed to pull surveillance from earlier that evening to find out why she did it. And I found this." He clicks on the laptop, and I watch as a dark car pulls up and a man gets out. From the looks of his clothes, he's a blue-collared worker of some kind, possibly in construction. It's after eight in the evening, and he rubs a hand over his face, looking stressed.

      My mother comes into view, dressed in a short denim skirt and crop top, following in after him. The shot stops for a moment, then starts again some two hours later.

      "Now, watch this," Grant says, pointing to the screen.

      They both come out of the bar, hands all over each other, kissing. I'm disgusted by what I’m witnessing, but I can't look away either. They disappear from sight, then it stops and starts playing again at after four in the morning. My mom is dressed in something completely different. It's a beautiful, long, flowing gown, and she's obviously finding it difficult to manage as she holds it up and she makes a beeline for the man's car. The same man she had been kissing earlier. She fiddles with something in her purse, then gets in the car and drives off.

      The video ends, and both Patricia and I glance at each other, completely bewildered. I turn to Grant. "Do you know who that man is?"

      "The video was a little grainy, but I managed to get a partial plate. I narrowed it down to one Tony Becksworth." His lips twist a little. There’s more.

      "What is it?"

      "Tony Becksworth was reported missing the day after this surveillance was taken."
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      "Holy shit," I reply, my head scrambling to make sense of it all. "How on earth did you manage to get all this?"

      "I used to be a cop. I know a lot of people who are willing to bend the rules a little. It's not hard when you have the correct resources at hand."

      I point to the laptop. "Can I get a copy of that?"

      He holds a USB up in his hand. "I kind of figured you might ask that."

      "I don't understand any of this," Patricia starts. "What has this guy got to do with the night Owen and your mother met?"

      Grabbing the USB from Grant, I say, "I'm not sure, but I'm going to find out." I get up from my seat, causing Grant to do the same. "Can you send me your contact details? I have a feeling I'm going to need them later."

      "Sure," he replies, digging in his pocket and pulling out a card. "Best to call my cell."

      I nod, turning to a very confused Patricia. I smile reassuringly at her and take her hand. "I'm going to get to the bottom of this. Okay? Just sit tight for now."

      When she nods, I go to leave, but then her voice temporarily stops me in my tracks. "Where are you going?"

      "I'm going to the city to see Owen. I'll be in touch."

      In my car, I call Owen the moment I pull out of the driveway. "What do I owe the pleasure?"

      "Owen, I'm coming to meet you…"

      "What's happened?" he asks, panic evident in his voice. "Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine, but I need to see you. I need to show you something. Can you meet me somewhere with your iPad in about an hour?"

      "Will you be in your car?"

      "Yes. I need to show you something real quick, so I'll be with the car when I do."

      "Pick me up outside the Conrad. I'll be waiting."

      "Okay."

      I'm about to put the phone down when his voice stops me. "Oh, and Savannah?"

      "Yes."

      "I fucking love you."

      I chuckle, my heart accelerating at the thought. "I fucking love you too."

      Ending the call, I take the journey as fast as I can toward the city, breaking speed limits along the way while frantically looking out for any possible cops lurking around.

      When I cross the bridge into NYC, I let out a little sigh of relief. Almost there. My hearts beating in tune with the adrenaline now coursing through my veins.

      Due to some traffic, I reach the Financial District some twenty minutes later, arriving outside the hotel five minutes later than scheduled. Owen is standing there dressed impeccably in a blue Armani suit, looking ever so casual with his hands in his pockets and an iPad under one of his arms. He opens the door and slides in, his scent hitting my nostrils…and also my groin.

      "I'm ever so sorry, darling," I drawl. "Traffic was a bitch."

      His eyes scan the pale blue satin Burberry dress I'm wearing, and I note the hint of lust coursing through them.

      "If I knew you'd look this fucking sexy driving a car, I would have bought you one ages ago."

      "You know," I begin, pointing a finger at him, "you do like to use the word fuck a lot."

      He raises a cocky eyebrow. "Is this the face of someone who gives a fuck?"

      "Obviously not," I whisper under my breath.

      "So, what have you dragged me out of my office for? My assistant is sick today, so I can't be long."

      "Your assistant should be fired," I joke.

      He smirks at that. "I can't."

      "Why not?"

      "Because she'd probably deny me her super tight cunt."

      I fake gasp, placing a hand on my heart. "Mr. Owen Montgomery, how very crass. It's true, but very crass."

      As I say this, someone wants to pull in behind us, but doesn’t have enough room. "I’ve got to move."

      "Park around the corner. I'm sure you'll find a space we can park for a while."

      I do as he says, finding a space down one of the quieter streets—if you can call any street in New York City quiet.

      "I've got something for you to see," I finally say, pulling out a USB stick from my bra. When Owen spots me, he raises that damn sexy eyebrow again.

      "What else have you got hidden down there?"

      "Wouldn't you like to know."

      He gives me a what the fuck look. "That is why I asked."

      "I'm trying to show you something very important and you're making it extremely difficult for me."

      "I'm sorry. Please continue. I guess the reason why you needed my iPad is because of what's in your hand."

      Without needing an answer, he lights up the iPad and hands it to me. I input the USB and find the surveillance clip Grant showed me at Patricia's.

      "What the fuck is that?"

      I smile toward Owen's shocked face. "It's a surveillance recording. Watch it. I'll explain everything after."

      I press play, and watch the video again. When the mystery man arrives in his car, parks, and gets out, that's when Owen reacts.

      "Fuck me, Savannah, where did you get this?"

      The panic in his eyes is unmistakable, so I pause the video to turn to him. "You recognize the guy?" I already know the answer, but I needed to see it with my own eyes.

      "I will never forget that face for as long as I live." His face turns pale as he continues to stare at the screen. "It's been etched into my brain ever since that night." He glances at me, his eyes filled with fear and regret. "It's the man I shot and killed."
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      After he calms a little, I play him the rest of the video, his face growing fierce with each second that passes.

      "She fucking knew him."

      I snort. "Well, knew him enough to leave the bar with him, but look," I say, pointing to the part where she arrives after four in the morning. "After the shooting, she goes back to the bar and moves the guy’s car." I don't bother to tell him the person's name or that he's been reported missing by his family since the day after he was killed. If I do, it will break Owen. Before, he was only known as the guy he shot and killed. Now, he has a name and a family who misses him.

      "I don't get what's happening." He rubs a hand over his face before turning to me with a frown. "How did you get this?"

      I bite my lip, knowing I will have to tell him the truth now. "For the last few months, Patricia and I have been conspiring to get dirt on my mom. She's too devious and cunning not to have a few skeletons in her closet. We hoped between us we would get something on her…something that could finally break the tight hold she obviously has on you."

      I bite my lip again, searching for a reaction from him. He's completely unreadable. I'm about to ask him if he's angry, when he turns to me.

      "You mean to say you've been regularly visiting my mom and making plans on how to get rid of your mother?"

      I try to hide my smirk, because…when he says it like that, it is kind of funny. "In a nutshell, yes."

      "Jesus fuck." He shakes his head before placing it in his hand.

      "Are you angry with me?"

      His head snaps up, a smile quickly surfacing. "No, I'm not angry. In fact, I can't believe you've gone to all this trouble over me."

      I offer an incredulous look. "How can any of this be trouble? It's worth every second if it breaks the chain my bitch of a mother has wrapped around you."

      He motions with his hand to the screen. "It raises questions, but this doesn't prove anything."

      I thought that too, but the first step I needed to take was coming here and getting confirmation of my suspicions. I was edging my bets the guy in the surveillance video was the guy Owen shot. All of it stinks, and although it doesn't prove much, it's a start.

      "That's why I have a plan." Owen shakes his head. "You haven't even heard it yet."

      "No, you've done enough. I'm not worth all of this, Savannah. Let me take care of it."

      "Do you trust me?" I ask, shocking him.

      "Savannah, this isn't about…"

      "Do you trust me?" I ask again.

      Owen sighs, his eyes filled with frustration. "Of course I do. I wouldn't have told you my secret last night if I didn't."

      I take the USB out of his iPad and hand it back to him. "Then let me do this one thing. Let me at least try."

      Owen searches my eyes before letting out a deep breath. "Okay. What’s your plan?"
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      After leaving Owen to get back to work, I make my way out of the city and call Grant, asking him if I can meet him at his office. I tell him my plan, and he's eager to help, as long as he can be a part of it too. I was secretly hoping he would.

      It's almost six by the time I'm pulling up outside the house in Scarsdale, where my mom’s in. I’d called Frank and asked before I made my way.

      I find her in the living room, sipping on a glass of bourbon and reading the latest edition of People magazine. She's always secretly dreamed of being in there one day. Her snobbery knows no bounds.

      When she senses someone in the room, she looks up, a sneer forming at the corner of her mouth. "Oh, it's you." She then commences reading her magazine.

      "I'm fine, by the way. Thank you for asking. Almost getting raped by your partner in crime wasn't exactly one of the highlights of my life."

      Snapping the magazine shut, she places it on her lap. "What are you doing here? I thought I got rid of you."

      I didn’t think my mother could shock me any longer, but I guess I was wrong.

      I move toward her, but don't sit. "Why do you have to be such a bitch?"

      "Says the girl who's been fucking my husband."

      My eyes hurt from rolling them so hard. "You were a bitch before then, and you know it. Besides, I know you and Owen haven't consummated your marriage by any stretch."

      She all out belly laughs. "Is that what you think? We were always fucking like rabbits."

      Now, it's my turn to laugh. "I overheard you, you know." Her eyes narrow at me. "That day a couple months ago when you tried to blackmail him into getting into bed with you. It was pathetic."

      She throws the magazine toward me, missing my head by a few inches. I refuse to let her see it fazes me. Instead, I shock her by smiling. "It pisses you off that he chose to crawl into my bed instead of yours, doesn't it?"

      She throws her arm in the direction of the door, pointing at it. "Get out of my fucking house, bitch. You may think you have one over me just because you opened your legs for my husband, but I know something you don't. He will never, ever leave me."

      Placing my finger to my lip in a pensive manner, I start to pace a little. I'm trying my best to seem nonplussed, but my heart is drumming a million miles an hour.

      "Ah, yes. Something to with shooting a guy you had been kissing earlier at a bar."

      Her reaction is priceless. I've never seen someone's eyes bug out as much as hers right are now. "What the fuck are you talking about?"

      I smirk at her. "You know what I'm talking about. Owen told me everything. He thinks he shot a man because you told him he did."

      "Owen did shoot a man, and I helped bury the evidence. He owes me his life."

      Shaking my head as if confused, I ask, "So, how did you get the man you had been kissing at a bar to run around in a field where some drunk guy was taking pot shots? I don't understand. You'd have to be suicidal to do that."

      "Maybe he was."

      "So you coerced a suicidal man to run in a field to be shot at?"

      She leans forward, pointing a finger at me. "That's not what I'm saying and you know it. You're putting words into my mouth."

      "Then what are you saying, because none of it makes any sense. It can't be a coincidence he was there."

      Her eyes narrow on me again. "How do you know about him?"

      I smile. This is going to really piss her off, and she deserves every second of it.

      "Patricia and I have been doing a little digging on you. It seems you've been rather busy these last few months sleeping around, blackmailing your husband to sleep with you, and…oh yeah, making him marry you after he thought he shot someone. But it wasn't him who shot the man that fateful night, was it? It was you."

      My mom throws her head back, laughing. "You can't prove any of this, little daughter of mine. Go back to the hole you once crawled out of and leave me be with my husband."

      Fisting my hands, I stand my ground. "Sorry, but no can do. I love Owen, and I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure you never get away with this."

      She gets up, and I jolt back a little. Instead of coming nearer, she walks around the couch and stands by the side table behind it.

      "It's my word against his. Besides, I have the gun in question—the one that shot that man. The same one Owen was shooting that night. It has his fingerprints all over it, and I know where the body is buried. What's buried can be unburied, then Owen gets to spend the rest of his life in jail."

      "For something you did," I sneer. "You shot that man and planted his body there to make Owen think he did it. Didn't you?"

      "You have no proof of that."

      I raise my eyebrow. "The body is proof enough. Experts will be able to give a time of death.” I have no idea if this is the case, but I roll with it, hoping she doesn’t know either. “Couple that with the fact there's surveillance evidence of you kissing the guy in a bar a little while before his death…I'm sure if I take it to the police…"

      My mom flings her hand up in the air and produces a gun, pointing it at me. "You're not going anywhere."

      I just about manage to duck behind the other couch before she shoots. Glass smashes with an almighty crash as the bullet flies through the living room window.

      Fear creeps up my spine. My mom could be anywhere, and there's no time to waste.

      As I'm about to think of running, the door slams open. "Police! Put down your weapon now."

      "I'm…I'm sorry, Officer. I was fearing for my life. My daughter…she's gone insane. I thought she was going to hurt me."

      "Put down your weapon!" he shouts again.

      "Okay, okay…"

      I glance behind me to find a police officer and Grant in the doorway. When Grant spots me, he nods his head. "You can come out now. You're safe."

      My heart beating a million miles an hour, I shakily nod before hesitantly getting up. When I glance to where my mother is, she's being handcuffed by a police officer.

      "You have the right to remain silent…" the police officer starts, placing the cuffs on her.

      "But I haven't done anything!" she screeches, trying to pull away. "It's her. She's the one who needs locking up!" When she turns to me and all I give her is a slight smile, she lunges for me. "You fucking bitch. I will kill you. I will fucking kill you!" The police officer tugs her back so forcefully, she almost falls over. "I haven't done anything wrong," she whines. It's amazing how quickly she's turning this from spewing venom to trying to act the victim.

      "It's my husband. He's the murderer. He shot someone."

      "We know everything," Grant answers, making her snap her head toward him. "And thanks to your daughter, we have it all on tape."

      She flits her shocked eyes toward me, and I pull down my top to expose the hidden microphone.

      "You fucking bitch!" she screeches again. "I'm going to get you for this."

      The police officer pulls her out of the door while she shouts, screams, and lashes out. When the sound of her voice dissipates, Grant turns to me, holding me by my shoulders.

      "Are you all right?"

      I let out a sigh. "I am now. I didn't think I was going to come out of here alive at one point."

      "It's over now. It's amazing how you were able to get her to confess."

      I smile up at him. "That's the thing about my mother. She's too cocky for her own good. She almost got away with it…"

      "Yeah, if it wasn't for us meddling kids."

      We both laugh at the joke, and the feeling calms me a little.

      "Seriously, though, Owen Montgomery is lucky to have you…"

      "I know I am," Owen says, appearing through the living room door.

      Smiling widely toward each other, I race into his arms, throwing my own over him in a tight embrace.

      "It's over," I muffle into the side of his neck. "You didn't kill that man, Owen. You never did."

      He strokes my hair, kissing the side of my cheek. "And if it wasn't for you, we never would have found that out. I’m so proud of you, Savannah."

      Those lasting words bring a huge smile to my lips. Things will be difficult for a while, and Owen will have some questions to answer to, but he'll get through it because he has the strength of his loving family behind him and a woman who loves him.

      You can't get much more of a potent tonic than that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Because You Loved Me

          

          Celine Dion

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks later

      There was a time I thought this day would never come. In fact, I was convinced of it. So sure Owen couldn't break ties with my mom, I was due to be stuck in limbo for however long before either myself or Owen got bored with each other. Problem being, we both knew in the end it would never happen. Feelings grew stronger with each passing day, making it inevitable that at least one of us would end up getting our heart broken.

      All because of one woman.

      The same woman who held out for two days before telling the police where she buried that poor man. The same woman who still tried to pin the blame on Owen, but failed miserably when extra surveillance was submitted into evidence of her and the guy she killed sneaking around outside the grounds of the charity gala on that fateful night. Apparently, they disappear and only she reappears some moments later, her running away from something—or something she had done. She then turns up some thirty minutes after that, dressed in a gown in search for her next victim. She had studied Owen beforehand, knew he liked shooting, and also knew he would be at that event that night. Failing in an attempt at simply nagging herself a rich man, she chose to force someone's hand—Owen's hand. Surveillance then shows them leaving the gala, disappearing and then reappearing some thirty minutes later. They both get into a car and drive off. Then, an hour later, my mom is seen driving back to the same place, then disappears when she drives off into the field, and is then seen driving back two hours after that. This was obviously the time she used burying the body.

      The gun was retrieved, and ballistics matched. She had purchased it the day before that fateful night. With so much evidence stacked against her and her confession, my mother had no other choice but to admit what she had done. To rub salt in the wound, I went into the police station the day after my mom tried to shoot me and asked to change my statement in regards to what Ethan did to me. He has since been interviewed and told the police my mother wanted to fake my kidnapping in order to get money out of her husband. To say she won't be in jail for the rest of her life is an understatement. Even the detective in the case called her a she-devil.

      My main concern was Owen would somehow get in trouble, but his lawyer explained  Owen was the victim here, so no charges would be brought against him. We're all grateful it's over and my mom is where she should have been months ago.

      "I missed all this," Patricia says, standing in the living room amongst a throng of people. Parties had always been a thing in Owen's circle of life, so tonight is no exception. We haven't had a party in a while, but yesterday, Owen decided to throw this little impromptu shindig, inviting all close friends, clients, and colleagues.

      Donning a white chiffon dress, cream elegant heels, and pearl earrings, Patricia looks the belle of the ball.

      "I missed having you here," I answer, placing an arm around her shoulder. "You and I make a good team."

      She smiles brightly. "We do, don't we? We took down the bitch." She throws her fist up in the air, making me laugh.

      "We certainly did."

      "Do you know what you're going to do now?"

      Hmm, this is a little awkward. Because of the shitstorm, Owen and I haven't really gotten around to telling her we're an item now. The day it all kicked off, Owen stayed with me at the lake house, then we moved all of my stuff back into the house…then into Owen's bedroom. I've slept in there every night since.

      And oh, what bliss it's been. Finally, I know what it feels like to go to bed in his arms and then wake up in the same position the next day without the fear of being caught. All the helpers in the house know full well Owen and I are a thing. I even believe Frank knew long before, but being the tactful person he is, he hasn’t once brought it up.

      I've not really put much thought into how anyone feels about Owen and I being together, but it certainly matters to me what Patricia thinks. How she feels means a lot to me. I suppose this is why I haven't told her.

      "Do you mean as far as staying here?"

      She nods, eager for my answer. I bite my lip as a way to avoid answering for a few seconds, but when I go to open my mouth, I'm saved by none other than Owen.

      It's the clinking of his glass that has everyone's heads turning. The room grows silent in the wake of Owen's speech. He glances around, smiling before clearing his throat.

      "I've gathered you all here for this special evening because I have some very great and important news. As you all know, I had been blackmailed into marriage, and things, as you can imagine, have been abhorrent. But," he says with a big smile, "little did I know, I had forces at work trying to free me from this dire situation." He looks toward Patricia and I, giving me a wink. I can't help the silly schoolgirl grin that takes over my face.

      "Because of Savannah and my mother, Sarah is now in jail looking at life without parole." Cheers erupt, and after a few seconds, the sounds of clapping dies down.

      "But that's not why I asked you here tonight. Tonight is very special for two reasons. The first is since yesterday, I am single again." He holds up a piece of paper in his hands. "My fake marriage to Sarah has been annulled for reasons of consent given by duress, coercion, and fraud. I am finally free!"

      Cheers erupt again, causing my head to spin with jubilation. Owen failed to mention any of this to me yesterday. I should be mad at him for not telling me, but I'm way too overjoyed to care.

      "Thank you," Owen says, laying his hands out to calm everyone. The room eventually falls silent again, allowing Owen to speak. "Yes, I am free, but I hope not for long." He raises an eyebrow, leaving that cryptic message hanging in the air. Whispers fill the room of people trying to guess what he's talking about.

      Owen dances his eyes around the room, smiling at everyone's confusion. When he's had enough, those same eyes land on mine, causing my heart to flutter against my chest.

      "Savannah, would you come over here for a moment, please?"

      All heads pivot in my direction, causing me to blush. I turn to Patricia, and she shrugs, nudging me to go. I make my move, walking up to Owen in my new gold Versace high heels that conveniently go with the silk red dress Owen insisted on buying me. No matter how much I protest over him buying me these things, he never fails to make me feel like a princess.

      He holds his hand out to me, making me face him side-on from the crowd.

      "I never thought I would ever find a person in my life who believed in me as much as you did. From the very start, you placed your trust in me, taking me on as family when I could have been anything but. Over the months, I have grown to like you, care for you, take pride in you—even when it wasn't wanted." Low chuckles are heard, but I don't take my eyes away from Owen.

      "I have never come across a woman like you who believes so fiercely, cares so fiercely, and loves so fiercely. You are equally as stubborn as you are beautiful, calm as you are volatile, and imperturbable as you are passionate. Since the day you walked into my life, my feet left the ground and haven't found their way back since. For the first time in all my years, I have finally found someone I have fallen head over heels in love with." He takes my hand, causing everyone to gasp. I still can't seem to move. My feet, tongue…everything is cemented deep. My eyes start to pool with unshed tears as the man I love with all my heart stares at me like I'm the only woman in the world for him.

      "This is why I brought you all here tonight," Owen finally says, reluctantly taking his eyes from mine for a second. "I wanted you all to know and witness firsthand, with no hands tied behind my back, freely…ever so fucking willingly, that I, Owen Montgomery, wish to express my eagerness to marry the woman of my dreams."

      Placing his glass down on top of the mantel, Owen, hand still clasped with mine, takes a knee in front of me.

      Stepping back slightly, I gasp, throwing my hand over my mouth in shock. Everyone has the same reaction, but I'm too busy staring at Owen and what he's doing in front of me. He places his free hand into his pocket, pulling out a red velvet box. More tears come, and this time, they spill over.

      "I can't possibly live my life knowing you're not a part of it too. I want it all, Savannah Williams. I want the marriage, the kids, the growing old with you until I die, and then you never having sex again for the rest of your life…"

      An almighty giggle escapes me as I try hard to stop my tears. I sniffle. By fuck, this my dream come true.

      Owen lets go of my hand, but only so it's free to open the box, revealing a huge white gold diamond ring. My breath catches in my throat. Words fail me how beautiful it is.

      "Will you please do me the honor of being my wife? Will you marry me?"

      Practically sobbing now, I manage to nod before crying out, “Yes!” Owen places the ring on my finger and sweeps me up into his arms. People cheer, and one person says, "Well, I never saw that coming," making everyone laugh.

      Kept in his arms for a few more seconds, I inhale his familiar scent, taking in every morsel of him I can. We kiss tenderly, but quickly, and when done, he faces me and mouths, “Thank you.”

      It's then we decide to face the crowd, smiling. Patricia is standing right in front of us, her face stoic. I swallow nervously, waiting for the almighty backlash. She smiles brightly, opening her arms out toward us.

      "Come on, you guys, give your ma a hug."

      Feeling immense relief, I throw my arm around her, and Owen does the same.

      "You thought I was going to go hard on you, didn't ya?"

      I giggle over her shoulder. "Yeah, something like that."

      She pulls away, taking my hand in one and Owen's in the other. She takes a proud look at both of us before speaking. "This is seriously the best news I could ever have been given." She then fixes her eyes on me. "It would make me immensely proud to call you my daughter-in-law. You are like a daughter I never had."

      More tears fill my eyes, spilling over. "Oh, Patricia."

      She squeezes my hand. "Come on, it's Ma to you now." I laugh, and she glances at Owen. "You've made some questionable choices in the past, son, but I've always been proud. However, I have to say, this moment is up there at the top. You've found yourself a woman who truly loves you for who you are. In life, you can't get much better than that."

      I smile through my tears. I smile so big and wide, that the next day my jaw hurts. I can't say that life with Owen won't come with its ups and downs, but I know in my heart of hearts that the ups will definitely trump the downs every time.

      Even faced with a fear of permanently losing him, I still clung on, knowing he was my forever. Now, I can safely walk through my home, head held high, because I have Owen right beside me, holding my hand with pride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            You’re Still the One

          

          Shania Twain

        

      

    

    
      One year later

      Two months after Owen asked me to marry him, we were wed on a beach on Bahama Island, with only Patricia, Frank, and Brandon watching over it. Owen thought I deserved a big, flashy wedding with a huge church and lots of people, but then he remembered who I am. When he came up with the idea of getting married on a beach with only a couple close people to witness it, I jumped at the chance. After the ceremony, we took a private jet to the Grand Canyon where we fulfilled my dream of trekking the Bright Angel Trail. Owen looking completely unfazed while I panted the whole way up. It was amazing, though. Something I will never forget. It only lasted a few days, but the memories of the stunning scenery will last a lifetime.

      When that was over, we stayed on a secluded island in Florida. Nothing but sea, sand, and plenty of sex was the menu on our honeymoon. We loved it so much, we decided to celebrate our one-year anniversary with another week on the island. It's perfect. Not only because I get to spend my days wrapped up in nothing but Owen, but because I have a secret I need to share with him—a secret I'm unsure how he'll take.

      Sunbathing on the beautiful white sands, I look out toward nothing but ocean. The sun is high, dancing on the waves, making it look like twinkling stars. I lie, shielded somewhat by a palm tree as I gaze over at my husband, swimming majestically in the shallow waters. With every stroke, his arm flexes, showing his taut, impressive muscles.

      As if he senses I'm watching, he stops mid-stride, looking up. A cocky smirk rises on his face as he pulls himself out of the water and flicks his wet hair away from his face. My mouth parts, my eyes filling with lust as he strides gracefully out of the sea. Glistening with water, his torso is bronzed and firm, begging me to touch it. My eyes travel further, landing on the tattoo he got just before we got married poking out from above his red trunks.

      "To fear love is to fear life."

      It's part of a Bertrand Russel quote where it carries on to say, "and those of us who fear life are already three parts dead."

      Owen got it done for me because he said in the beginning feeling any love crippled him with fear at times. I remember all too well the words he uttered the day he had the tattoo done. "Letting go was the hardest thing I have ever had to do, but by fuck was it freeing. I may have felt fear at loving you, but I was more terrified at the thought of losing the greatest gift I’d ever been granted.”

      "Are you checking me out?" he asks, getting closer to me now, that same cocky smirk on his face.

      I smile back, knowing I've been caught, but feeling completely unashamed by it. "It's my favorite pastime."

      He shakes himself off, sprinkling some droplets on me before taking a position on the sand, maneuvering to face me. "I thought having my cock buried inside you was your favorite pastime."

      I fake roll my eyes, grunting. "You had to lower the tone, didn't you?"

      "You fucking love it."

      I have no comeback, because he's right.

      "How's the water?"

      "A bit cold. I don't think it's a good idea for you to go in there yet."

      It seems my eye-rolling has become another favorite pastime of mine. He's so protective of me—even more so now.

      "I'm glad I got you away from that fucking mess. It's only been two weeks and I'm already sick of it."

      My mom's trial started two weeks ago, and Owen and I had already given our evidence. It's been a tough year. Not only did I have to give evidence in mom's trial, I also had to do it with Ethan's. I must admit, seeing him in court did bring back some unwanted memories. All those times I thought he was genuine with me when all he really wanted to do was take advantage. The promise of money by my mother helped. She thought she had an ally with Ethan, but Ethan only looks out for number one. It certainly helped our cause since he was willing to tell the police everything. Little did I know until weeks after Ethan and my mom were having a secret affair. I was almost sick when I found out. My mom thought she could mold him, but what she didn't realize was he was playing both sides. Everything she told him, he would document in that sick mind of his. He knew all about the man she killed because in the throes of passion one night, he had asked her, and she admitted it. Maybe he falsely declared his love for her. Who knows. I'm just glad it's all out in the open and Owen can finally rest in the knowledge that he never killed anyone.

      Well, except Terry Vendable. He has no remorse whatsoever for his death.

      "It'll be over soon. I know you hate his guts, and so do I after what he did, but Ethan has helped a lot in ensuring my mom's put away for life."

      Owen's mouth forms into a snarl. "He should have gotten more than four years after what he did to you and that poor girl. I still feel fucking awful for not doing something earlier."

      Placing my hand on his shoulder, I make him look at me. "I was angry, but when you explained it to me, I understood. The girl was obviously scared, and at her age, I can understand. It's not easy being seventeen in high school. No wonder she wanted the whole thing to disappear as quickly as possible."

      Owen sighs. "That's one of the reasons I got him out of his school. There was no way I was going to subject that poor girl to seeing her rapist every day if it were true." I flinch at the thought. "I'm sorry."

      "Don't be. You were trying your best to make things right."

      Leaning up on my elbows, I gaze down at my developing tan and my body, which seems to be changing every single day.

      "Don't you think you've had enough sun? You don't know how much laying out here is affecting him."

      I smile again at his overprotectiveness before gazing down at my protruding belly. I'm only twenty weeks, but I'm growing—so much so, without telling Owen, I went to see the doctor yesterday and he performed a scan that ended up revealing two things.

      "You're determined we're having a boy, aren't you?"

      Laying a hand on my belly, he runs it protectively. "I may say it a lot, but I don't care as long as he or she is healthy."

      Smiling, my heart rate kicks up a notch. "I'm sure they will be."

      An immediate crease forms at his brow. He looks from my belly to me, his confusion adorable. "What do you mean they? Is this some form of new age talk? I'm not calling our baby Theybe. You can get that out of your head right now."

      I laugh out loud. "You're such a caveman," I joke, before turning toward my bag and pulling out the little picture I have inside. "I have a little present for you, Daddy."

      I hand over the picture and watch as his face turns from confusion to realization. His mouth parts before snapping his eyes to me. "There's two of them."

      I smirk. "That's right, genius.”

      "We're having twins!" I nod, and he takes me into his arms, hugging me fiercely. "Fucking hell, I love you. I love you so fucking much, Savannah Montgomery. Every day, you never fail to amaze me at just how proud I am of you."

      I bite my lip, trying to stop the happy tears that fall. Damn you, hormones!

      "I was hoping you would be pleased."

      "Pleased?" he practically screeches. "I'm fucking ecstatic. Whether they are two boys, two girls, or one of each, I'm sure with their strong, kick-ass mother, they will grow up to be two amazing human beings."

      "And with their father too.”

      He shrugs, and I can hear the tut, tut in my head. I leave it be, though. I have something else to tell him.

      "Anyway, speaking of the sex of the babies, I have something else for you."

      He raises one eyebrow before pulling me onto his lap and snuggling his face into my neck. "What is it?" he asks, his stubble tickling me, making me giggle.

      "When I went to the doctor yesterday…"

      "Why didn't you tell me you were going to the doctor? I would have been there in a heartbeat."

      I stroke his wet hair, gazing into his light green eyes. "I felt silly because I was putting on so much weight and was worried I was getting fat. I didn't want to involve you in something so trivial."

      His mouth thins with agitation. "Number one, you are not fat. You are carrying my babies, and for that reason alone, it makes you the most beautiful, precious woman on earth. And two, if something worries you—no matter how fucking trivial you think it is—I want to know. I'm your husband, remember? We don't keep secrets. In sickness and in health, those were our vows."

      My heart lights up at his obvious love for me. He speaks of me caring so fiercely, but he has it in abundance.

      "Okay, I'm sorry," I pout, causing him to laugh at me.

      "Anyway, you were saying."

      "The doctor was able to determine the sex of the babies."

      "And?"

      "Well, you spoke of another son to lead your empire when you retire…"

      "I did, but you know I'm only kidding about that."

      "Well, how about if there were two?"

      His eyes widen as he pulls his head back to stare at me more. "We're having two boys?" I nod my head. "Thank fuck for that!"

      "Hey, what about not caring what the sex is?"

      "I don't, but seriously, Savannah, if we had a girl and she looked anything like you, I would be permanently on high alert. I think she would end up putting me in an early grave. I would be constantly worried about those fucking vultures out there trying to take advantage."

      "You mean boys?"

      He fixes me with an unamused stare. "I mean vultures."

      "You're so primitive."

      His head rears back again. "I would rather be primitive than six feet under by the time I'm fifty-five."

      "You're also extremely melodramatic."

      He snuggles his head into the crook of my neck, inhaling my scent as he lands sweet kisses against my skin.

      "And you love every single piece of it."

      He silences me with his words, then with his kisses as he picks me up, carrying me toward our bedroom. There, we make sweet love, and after, Owen cradles me in his arms and strokes my belly tenderly. As we silently lay, I let a couple lone tears fall down my cheeks. I'm the happiest—and luckiest—woman alive. I may have ended up on the wrong path at the start, but through love, I found I could prevail.

      Now, as I stare ahead at the cycle of life, I gaze down at the two miracles inside me and smile. My mom may have never showered me with love and affection, but the same can never be said for these two.

      My boys are going to be showered with so much love, care, and devotion…they aren't going to know what hit them.
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      My mouth is dry and my eyes hurt. Nausea settles in my stomach. I’m running. Running through a fog so dense I can’t see beyond my feet. I’m cold. Chilled to the bone that my teeth start to chatter and my body tenses with the discomfort.

      Noises. So many noises that creep into my ears bring with it a deep sense of fear that rattles throughout my entire body. I’m shaking so badly I’m surprised I can even put one foot in front of the other.

      “Lucy.” Someone whispers it so loudly it echoes all around me. I stop, rooted in fear as I try and see where I am and who’s calling me.

      “Lucy,” he whispers again, but this time I feel his hot breath against my ear, causing my eyes to widen in terror.

      I sprint, not caring that I can’t see. My body is fuelled by pure adrenaline, impervious to the fact twigs snap under my bare feet and cause them to bleed. I run. I run so hard and so fast that my breaths are unable to catch up with what my legs are demanding of me.

      Then I’m falling.

      Falling deep into a black hole, floating into nothingness. I try to scream, but it’s like I have something over my mouth stopping me. My arms naturally flail, trying to find something to hold on to—something to grab. And that’s when I notice it.

      Red ribbon.

      It’s everywhere, threading through my arms and legs, wrapping itself around my body and crawling up my neck. It’s constricting, squeezing me so tightly I can hardly breathe. It’s all over my body, covering every area of my skin. It seeps even deeper until I can feel it inside me. Again I try to scream, but the red ribbon instantly covers my mouth and enters my nose. I can’t breathe. I feel like I’m dying. My body tries to fight this force, but the more I do, the stronger it becomes. The only part of me that’s left are my eyes, but pretty soon that same red ribbon crawls across each one, blinding me from the dark hole I’m still falling in.

      And then I feel him. He edges closer until that warm breath fans against my ear again. He breathes into it and when a deep rumbling laugh vibrates through my bones, fear like no other paralyses me. “Lucy,” he growls, making my body tremble.

      “Be a good girl and this will all be over soon.”
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      My dad always told me to see the good in everyone—no matter how much you wanted to smash their face in. I always laughed when he said that. When I was at school, I was picked on. Even outside of school, I was mocked. There was one girl, Bethany, I think her name is. She told me I had big ears and a pointy nose. I plucked up the courage to ask her why she felt the need to say those things. She just wrinkled her nose, shrugged her shoulders, and said, “I don’t know. I guess you just have one of those faces.”

      So, here I am at the age of twenty-one, all grown up with no hint of big ears and a pointy nose. But, alas to say, I still have “one of those faces.” I must have because Max Cooper thinks so. He “tolerates” me because I’m best friends with one of his closest friends, Gabrielle. I met Gabrielle my first year of college. I sat down, pen clutched between my fingers as I nervously tapped it against my desk. I sat at the back to remain hidden. I had learnt to adapt to hiding because of my “one of those faces” looks. If I stayed hidden, then no one could pick me out of a crowd. No one could judge me. I was safe. Or at least that morning, I had thought so. Gabrielle crashed into my world... literally. She tripped on someone’s bag and stumbled. Luckily at that point, I looked up. The girl with the crazy pink hair and even crazier green eyes fell on my desk at the same time I caught her from falling even further. “Thank you,” she had said. “I’m always falling over.” She had rolled her eyes as if she’d heard that so many times before. I am the girl with one of those faces, and Gabrielle was the girl who fell over a lot. Once she steadied herself, she looked at me with a crooked smile and said, “May I sit next to you? You look like the only sane person in the room.”

      Right then, in that moment, I had smiled wider than I had in ages. Gabrielle, who is widely known as Pixie because of the cut of her hair, managed to do something I hadn’t done since before my dad died. I felt... noticed. And in a good way. She never once judged my boring baggy jeans, scuffed white trainers, and plain black T-shirt. I looked boring because I wanted to be boring. I wanted to be unnoticed. But, my little Pixie with the crazy pink hair and green eyes had other ideas. We instantly clicked, she and I. It was like we could see something in each other. Something... individual to what the rest of the outside world perceives what we should be. Pixie’s the crazy one, the outgoing, I-don’t-give-a-shit-what-you-think-of-me kind of gal. I equally admire her and am jealous of her at the same time. We’re polar opposites, and yet we click like nothing else. For the last three years since we met, we’ve been joined at the hip. We even moved in together four months after we had met. We do everything together, and life is wonderful.

      Well, almost wonderful.

      Unfortunately, Pixie came as a package deal, and that package deal included her irritating friend, Max. He also has an equally irritating best friend called Chester, who can’t seem to think for himself. He follows Max’s lead all the time. I’ve noticed, so others must have as well. In total, there’s six of us in our cosy little group, and I get on with all but two. I was the outsider. The one who came in late. Everyone already knew each other for around five years. It felt awkward at first, but everyone was welcoming. There was only one who stood on the sidelines watching me cautiously with his flaming brown eyes and hair so golden brown, that every girl wanted to snip a piece of it off so they could take it to the hairdressers to replicate its colour. Even I was tempted at one stage—until I found out what a total arse he truly is. His scrutiny of me made my walls flare up. I remember feeling watched as I was introduced around the room at Pixie’s house. My shoulders tensed, my teeth gritted. I hated that the girl who remained hidden was suddenly studied so closely I could feel his blazing brown eyes burrowing into me. My skin heated and my breathing quickened. I had felt intimidated by him straight away, and that thought had made me so angry, that by the time I had reached him, my stare was ice-cold. I had shaken his hand rigidly. I was definitely not accepting him the same as the others. Even Chester at the time welcomed me with a big, bright smile. That all changed once Max had obviously gotten him on the “I hate Lucy Rhodes” bandwagon. Since that initial meeting, we have never clicked. Instead, we exchange sarcasm as a defence mechanism. Pixie can’t understand it. She constantly asks me that if she loves me and him, then why can’t we love each other? “Because he’s an arse,” I would always reply. And then I would go to bed that night feeling guilty because I couldn’t live up to what my dad wanted me to be. To see the good in everyone.

      Pixie and her friend’s obviously find a quality in him that’s endearing, but I have yet in my last three years of knowing him found out what that is. I try. Oh, believe me, I try every day. But every day he’s a complete prick, and every day, I end up back home apologising to my dad for being a crappy, disappointing daughter.

      But then five days ago something awful happened. Max was involved in a hit and run accident. An accident which left him with a fracture to the left leg and right arm. He had been in a coma for three days, but then suddenly woke yesterday. Chester called us to say he would be okay and we could come and see him the next day when he was ready for visitors. Everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief before hatching a plan to meet the next day and shop for a present each.

      So, for the last twenty minutes, I have been scouring the isles of John Lewis searching for a gift. A gift that meant something from me to him. So far, the only thing I could come up with was a T-shirt that read, “I speak fluent sarcasm.” It was the nicest thing I could think of out of a bunch of other crappy stuff.

      “Do I really need to come?” I ask, placing down a Santa snow globe. It’s the beginning of October, already cold, and the Santa brigade is out in full force. Considering my dad died the day before Christmas almost six years ago, I was never keen on this time of year. For me, it was just a constant reminder. I remember my first Christmas with the group. I wasn’t joining in on all the games as much as the others and Max asked why. Pixie had said that I wasn’t into Christmas. Max had laughed, followed by Chester. “She doesn’t like Christmas,” he snorted, before looking directly at me. “Of course she doesn’t.” And then he had silently huffed a small laugh, shaken his head, and then looked away as if I didn’t exist anymore. That was a regular theme in our small but intimate gathering. I had tried over the three years to figure out why he instantly hated me so much. The best guess I could come up with is …

      I just have one of those faces.

      I hear a deep, resonating sigh come from Pixie. “I wish you two learnt to get along.”

      I huff out a laugh. “It’s not me causing the friction, Pixie. I would like to class myself as one of those people who get along with others, as long as they are nice to me. Max has been rude and obnoxious since the day I met him.”

      Pixie cuts short her hanger sliding of a bunch of men’s Christmas jumpers to turn to me, her face nothing short of displeasure. “Yes, but you’re not completely victimless in all this. I know it was you who poured salt in his tea and left a bucket of water on top of the slightly open living room door, so that when he walked in it would drop on his head.”

      Try as I might, I can’t help the snigger that comes out of my mouth. Childish, I know, but it felt good at the time. Harmless fun compared the snide comments I’ve had to endure for the last three years.

      Pixie raises her eyebrow. “See? That’s what I’m talking about right there.”

      Pixie walks off, obviously finished with either the jumpers or me. I can’t tell which. I follow after until she stands by a section of Christmas Santa ornaments and picks one up.

      “Oh, come on, Pixie. You can’t say he never deserved that.”

      She places the Santa ornament down and picks up a snowman one instead. “I’m not standing up for Max. I know how bad he’s treated you. I’m just saying you could be the better person out of all this.”

      My shoulders sag in defeat. They sag because I know she’s right. When I don’t say anything she places the ornament down and turns to me again. When she spots my demoralised face, hers softens. “Look,” she starts, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Have you ever tried talking with him? I mean one-on-one, face-to-face.” I shake my head. She already knows the answer to that. “Max is a really nice guy underneath it all. Maybe if you tried to talk to him without throwing insults you may end up liking each other.”

      Despite knowing she’s right I still can’t help the darker side in me that completely repels the idea. What if I did offer myself up like that and he shuts me down? My whole life I’ve had to deal with that shit. I’ve grown tired of being the victim. That’s why with Max I chose to fight back—be as vindictive and nasty as him.

      But, in the grand scheme of things, Pixie’s right. I should be the bigger person. Knowing I have to say something, I sigh. “You’re right. I’ll try and speak with him at the hospital. Maybe he’ll be so drugged up and in happy land he won’t have the energy to insult me.”

      Pixie smirks but shakes her head. “You two will end up being the death of me. I’m too young to have a heart attack.”

      Sophie and Brett join us before I can possibly think up an answer for that. Sophie and Brett make up the other two who are the six in our group. Three women and three men—well, one actual man meaning Brett. The other two are too delinquent to be called men. Sophie and Brett are a couple and are nice to me. They have been ever since I joined. They weren’t dating back then, but you could tell they really liked each other. Everyone said that it bothered them if they got together, because what if they split up. It would destroy the dynamic of the group. I think they realised this and stayed away as long as they could. It was six months into knowing them that they couldn’t contain it any longer. Add a Saturday night out to a club of drinking and dancing and the inevitable happened. There was a lot of worry and concern over this, but two and a half years down the line they’re still together, and as far as we can all tell, they are still very much into each other.

      “Have you two found anything?” Sophie asks, clutching onto Brett’s hand.

      We both shake our heads.

      “It sucks,” Pixie responds. “I hate present shopping.”

      Just then I have a lightning bolt idea. “How about we all chip in some money and just get him a voucher? That way he can buy something nice for himself once he’s out of hospital.”

      Pixie’s eyes light up. “That’s a great idea.” She lifts her hand and rubs my arm. She offers a small smile—one that tells me she’s thankful for at least trying.

      “I know he regularly shops in Top Man,” Brett adds. “How about we get him a voucher from there?”

      Eager to get out of here and away from all the Christmas shit, I say, “Well, then. Let’s get going.”
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      We arrive at the hospital around an hour later to find Chester outside pacing the halls. We all look at each other, frowning before our paces pick up.

      “Chester, what’s wrong?” Pixie asks, grabbing his shoulder.

      He turns, looking directly at me with his big blue eyes before he glances at Pixie. He lifts his hand and bites the nail on his thumb before replying. “He’s … he’s not himself.”

      We all look at each other again—all with confused frowns on our faces. “What do you mean, he’s not himself?” Brett asks.

      Chester flits his eyes towards me again, causing my frown to deepen. Why does he keep looking at me?

      “Something strange has happened. It’s like he lives in a different universe or something. The doctors are calling it amnesia.” His eyes travel to me again. This is getting surreal.

      “Go on,” Pixie probes, trying to get more information out of him. “There’s something you’re not telling us.”

      Chester sighs before running his hands through his hair. “He remembers us, but can’t recall anything that’s happened in the last three years.”

      “Three years!” Sophie shouts, causing Chester to shush her.

      “Keep quiet. He might hear you and right now he’s a little sensitive about it. He’s frustrated—as you can well imagine. I told him things he did yesterday and six months ago and he just stared at me blankly like I was lying. He even told me I was winding him up. I would wind him up normally, but not over something like this. It got to a stage where I was telling him things that happened a year ago, two years ago, like that holiday we all went to Paris that time. He fixed me with his stare before denying point blank that he had ever been to Paris.”

      The shock from all of us is discernible. I remember Paris vividly because that’s the time Max decided to up the ante on his game playing. He made it known to all the women in Paris that I was single and ready to mingle. It resulted in me being constantly hit on by a lot of ladies. It was uncomfortable to say the least, and resulting in my mini holiday being the most awkward holiday I had ever been on. That’s when I decided on my hate campaign towards him. I can’t believe he can’t remember all of this.

      “Oh my God!” Pixie shouts. “I can’t believe it. So you’re telling me he can’t remember anything since before our Paris holiday? Nothing at all?”

      Chester winces before glancing my way again. What is his problem?

      “That is the case, but there’s more.”

      Collectively we frown at each other again before turning to Chester. “What do you mean?” I ask.

      Chester fixes his deep blue eyes with mine. For the first time ever since Max’s war on me I’m met with kindness. “I think you all need to find out for yourselves.” He motions for us to walk through the door and into the room where Max is. We’re all wary. All wondering what it is that’s even more to this memory loss than what we’ve been told.

      One by one we trail through into the small room where we’re met by a frowning Max. He looks bruised and has a bandage around his head hiding that beautiful brown hair of his. His eyes are glassy like he’s been crying and his face looks kind of pale. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Max so vulnerable.

      “Max,” Pixie cries, running up to him and placing a hand on his shoulder. “How are you holding up?”

      Max smiles at Pixie. The same smile he always has for Pixie. I’ve always wondered why those two never got together. I questioned Pixie on it one day and she looked at me like I was crazy. She had said, “Ugh, that would be like incest or something. So gross.” Apparently they had always treated each other like brother and sister. Never had either one been attracted to the other. I guess just being friends with the opposite sex can work in some cases.

      “I’ve been better,” he jokes. “I’m just tired, I guess. And a little confused. I’m glad you’re all here, though.” He then fixes his eyes on me and like always, I suck in a breath, waiting for him to insult me as always. All of a sudden a frown forms on his face. “And who is this beautiful lady? Are you my own personal nurse? Come here,” he orders, motioning with his hand for me to come to him.

      At first I’m rooted to the spot. There must be some mistake. Or maybe it’s simply that he just wants to grab my head, place it under the cover, and fart. He’s done that to me once before when we all drank too much and everyone slept over at mine and Pixie’s place. I swore never to do that again.

      I sense the moment everyone places their eyes on me. All are just as confused as the others as to why he’s asked who I am. I’m normally no one. The girl who sits in the back and observes. I’m happy observing. This must be some kind of joke. Surely it is.

      When I don’t move, Max starts waving his hand for me to come. “What’s the hold-up? Come on, pretty lady. I’ve been waiting for someone like you all day.”

      My eyes widen. First at the fact he called me pretty lady. He’s never called me that before. Second of all he’s been waiting to see me all day? Nuh-uh, something’s definitely up. I need to be careful. It must be a trap.

      Slowly but surely, I place one foot in front of the other until I’m at the head of the bed. His hand rises, gesturing me to come closer. I nervously swallow, but let him take my hand. When he does, he pulls me down to him, cups the back of my head, and pulls me in for a kiss. One long peck on the lips that leaves me gasping. My eyes widen and the shock forces me to break the kiss shorter than it seemed he anticipated.

      “I was so frightened when the accident happened. All I could think about was you and if I’d ever see your beautiful face again,” he responds once I break away.

      “What the …”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from DEVIANT

          

          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      The George Pub, London, England, 2006

      “I’ve got a good one for you!” Mary’s squealing voice prompted our attention. “What is your darkest sexual fantasy? And I mean darkest. Don’t hold back. Betsy, let’s start with you.”

      Everyone turned their attention to Betsy, to the right of Mary. She looked embarrassed. It certainly was an embarrassing question. Although it would be interesting to see if anyone would be honest with their answers.

      “Um, I guess I’ve always wanted to be tied up.”

      Betsy blushed and Justin shouted, “Fuck, this is going to be interesting tonight!” Everyone giggled.

      When it was Justin’s turn, he looked at Betsy with a raised brow. “I would say I’ve always wanted to tie someone up.” Everyone chuckled.

      “What about you, Ben?” Mary asked.

      Scratching his head, Ben looked extremely uncomfortable. “I guess I’ve always fantasised about a girl forcing herself on me.”

      “You are fucking kidding me, right?” Justin screeched. “You’d need to pay someone to force their arse on you.” Justin shook his head in dismay. “As if a woman could ever force themselves on anyone.”

      “It does happen,” I protested. All eyes turned toward me.

      “Nah, can’t believe that.” Justin’s tone was belligerent.

      “You’re telling me a man can’t be raped?”

      “It’s a physical impossibility.” Justin was laughing at how preposterous he thought this all was.

      “If you don’t believe me, look it up. I’m sure you’ll find some cases.”

      “Okay, clever clogs, how come you know so much about it?” Justin looked at me with an amused smile. Enjoying the banter, everyone listened attentively.

      “I did an article in one of my classes about rape, and how it not only pertains to women. I’m telling you, it happens.” Taking a sip of my drink, I stared Justin down.

      “Okay, tell me. What’s your darkest sexual fantasy, Tyler?” Mary said, trying to get them back on track.

      I bit my lip, unprepared for the question to come to me so quickly. I didn’t know whether I wanted to share my darkest fantasy. I had never told anyone before.

      I had twenty pair of eyes now on me, waiting for my answer. Do I tell them? Or do I try and make something up?

      Fuck it, why shouldn’t I? It’s not as though it will ever happen in my lifetime. My fantasy is just too unreal to ever happen.

      “I’ve always wanted to have sex with a stranger.” I bit my lip again, wondering what the others may think of me.

      My best friend, Ian, frowned. “You mean meet someone in a club, or wherever, and have a one-night stand?”

      I shook my head. “No. I mean someone I have never met. A faceless man who comes to me in the dead of night.”

      Justin shrieked with laughter. “Shit, Tyler! Are you saying you want to be raped?”

      I threw him a dirty look. “Of course not, Justin. Don’t be crude. I mean a sexy stranger who I know nothing about. Someone I have no clue as to who he is.”

      Betsy’s eyes widened. “Oh, my god, Tyler. That really is dark. But I must admit—sexy!”

      I smiled. “Just like I thought.”

      Justin, not wanting to give up, states, “So you want a faceless man to come to you in the dead of night and have sex with you? With your permission, of course.”

      I nodded. “I believe that’s what I said.”

      Justin chuckled. “What’s your address again?”

      The room erupted in laughter. Glaring at Justin, I realised this was going to be a long night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from SIREN

          

          Prologue

        

      

    

    
      I stand over my father’s grave, wiping the tears that threaten to fall onto the soil beneath my feet. I’m wearing a black dress, which is cut just above the knee, and on my feet is a pair of brand new, black and red Louboutin high heels. I scream class, but I am also the perfect image of a daughter in deep distress over her father’s untimely death.

      And what an untimely death it was.

      I clutch my chest, heaving sobs of grief as I bend down to lay new flowers at his grave. I have been coming here every single day, bringing new flowers to replace the old ones. I pick up yesterday’s flowers and toss them aside as I trace the line of my father’s name on his headstone.

      Here lies Richard Valentine, loving father to two daughters. Born 26th January 1970, Died 15th July 2016.

      That was three weeks ago. His body was found buried in Virginia Water in Surrey—only nineteen miles or so from where I live. He was buried deep, but a storm sixteen days ago unearthed his decaying body. He had a stab wound in his back which was determined to be the cause of his death. It was murder, of course, and it is only now that the police are investigating.

      At first, they thought he had run away—possibly met a girl, got swept off his feet, and was living by the beach, sipping cocktails with a buxom blonde. My sister kept on the case, though. She tried to tell them that it wasn’t like him to just disappear without at least keeping in touch. I vouched for her to the police, but I also reminded her of that time when he disappeared for a year without a trace and came back just as suddenly as he had left. I knew the real reason why, but I didn’t divulge it to my sister or to the police. That little secret was between Daddy and me alone. The two police officers gave each other that look… The one that says, “Yeah, there’s no foul play here.” They just thought he had found the girl of his dreams and was busy acting the part of the doting boyfriend to his new plaything.

      As I think on this, I stroke his grave tenderly and sweep away the leaves that have fallen from the nearby trees. I need to make sure that it is clean and tidy before kneeling down at his grave and throwing my arms over the gravestone. With my arms shielding me from anyone who may be watching, I take in a long, deep breath. A smirk rises on my face as I utter the words, “You always loved it when I threw my arms around you, didn’t you?” I sigh, scooting up to get closer to his headstone before spitting on his grave.

      “I hope you’re enjoying your time in Hell, Daddy.”
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      For people who are familiar with me and my writing will know I favour the side of taboo. I think myself (along with many others) will agree it’s one of their guilty pleasures. I had the idea for Forbidden Desires about a year ago, but with many of my other books, I sat on the idea for a while until the urge to put it down on paper took hold.

      Anyway, enough of my waffling, I need to thank some people.

      To Monica Black, from Word Nerd Editing. Thank you so much for editing and proofreading Forbidden Desires. You did a fantastic job with your red pen!

      To Francessca Wingfield from Francessca PR & Design. What can I say about you? You always do a kick-arse cover. You never fail to disappoint, my friend. Thank you.

      To Leigh Stone, from Formatting by Leigh, thank you so much for formatting Forbidden Desires. You’ve done most of the formatting for me, and also most of the time on a very tight deadline, so it’s a no brainer. The inside—as always—looks beautiful.

      To Tracey from Be My Book Boyfriend and Pure Textuality PR, thank you so much for working your butts off—as always—on promoting Forbidden Desires for me. You guys rock.

      Obviously, I can’t go without thanking my family. They support me one hundred percent, and for that, I’m truly grateful. I love you all to bits!

      And lastly, the readers. Thank you so much for sticking with me, through the good and the bad. I know some of my work hasn’t been loved by all, so I’m eternally grateful with your loyalty. I will be bringing out more books as the years progress, so I hope you enjoy most. Whatever the outcome of what you think or feel, I value your opinion. I will always value a reader’s opinion. As I stated above, you are what helps me grow and develop as an author. I know I can do better. I can always do better.

      

      Love and light,

      Jaimie xx
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